
Entering the Darkness

Isaiah 50:4-9a; Psalm 118:1-2, 19-29; Philippians 2:5-11; Luke 19:28-40

“...As he rode along, people kept spreading their cloaks on the road. . .saying ‘Blessed is the

king who comes in the name of the Lord!’” (Lk 36, 38).

On this day, crowds welcomed Jesus into Jerusalem by laying a carpet of their cloaks and

shouting as he bounced into town on the back of a donkey. Other gospels like Matthew for instance

have the people waving Palm Branches as Jesus rode through their midst. The waving of palm

branches is usually interpreted as a biblical sign of welcome, hospitality. But recently I was reading

about an anthropologist who noted that, in some cultures, people wave branches to ward off

approaching evil or terror. The branches are like an extension of our arms, an attempt to protect

ourselves from the approach of terror. What if those waving palm branches were not simply an

exuberant outburst of hospitality, but also a dark, unconscious attempt to ward off Jesus, to protect

the inhabitants of Jerusalem from the invasion of this strange, terrifying intruder?

If that be so, then we ought to be waving palm branches every time we open the Bible. Terror

is no stranger to the Bible. The Bible is a frequently terrifying book. On Sunday morning, the Bible

can sound less terrifying than it is. But on a Sunday like this one, when we hear not only of the Palm

parade, but know how this story will end by Friday, it is hard for us, even with our moralizing and

rationalizing, to escape the terror of the text, to evade the underlying, dark, sinister implications

behind the events of Palm Sunday and Holy Week. An innocent man is about to be murdered here.

We were shocked when, in the Old Testament, God asks Abraham to kill and then burn on an

altar his only son. And yet here in the New Testament, God is preparing another only son for a cross.

How could a loving God do such a thing? Dare we speak of such horrifying reality in church?
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To enter into this sanctuary even on a Sunday is to enter a dark, cavernous, overpowering

place. First timers speak in hushed tones, awestruck as if feeling a strong presence. Take this

building, and how it feels to enter it on a Sunday morning, as a parable of what it is like to come face-

to-face with this inscrutable God. People who follow this God are people who obey God usually

without the least idea of how things are going to turn out in the end. Consider Jesus. On this day,

Jesus bounces into town on the back of a donkey. But his Palm Sunday parade moves toward an

end that he does not yet know. Take Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem as a parable for how it often feels to

follow this God. Oh it’s true that we may have faith that things will ultimately turn out according to

God’s will. But if we know anything about the God of the Bible, we know that God’s will may be

radically different from our own, so there is reason to fear along the way.

Recently, Barbara Brown Taylor, an Episcopal preacher, spoke of “Texts of Terror” within the

Bible. Among the ones that she considered to be the most terrifying texts within Scripture, Taylor

listed the killing of the first-born of the Egyptians (Ex 11:5); the ordering of Saul to slaughter the

Amalekites down to the last woman, child, and donkey (1 Sam 15:3); and those other texts in which

the judgments of God serve to “separate me from my stuff.” She has in mind here Jesus’ command

to sell everything we have and follow him (Mk 10:21), or the refusal to open the door to the foolish

bridesmaids (Mt 25:12).

Brown says that these texts “are terrible to me because they expose my vulnerability. If God

can condemn Amalekite babies for the sins of their parents, then is there no hope for me? Nor can I

find safety in following Jesus, if selling all that I own is the way. So, of course I will find myself on the

wrong side of the door when the time comes, hearing my muffled sentence pronounced through the

latch: ‘Truly, I tell you, I do not know you.’ These are terrible texts because they remind me how

helpless I am, how frail and not in charge I am. While there are clearly things I can do to improve my
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life and things I can do to cheapen it, my fate is ultimately out of my hands. I cannot control God’s

disposition toward me, and that is terrifying” (“Preaching the Terrors,” Journal for Preachers).

This Sunday, as we follow along behind Jesus, bouncing on the back of a donkey toward a

fate he does not yet know, can we not feel the terror of being met by a sovereign God who is so

radically different from us? Here is a God whose mind we cannot read, whose decisions we cannot

predict. Are we prepared to go with this God?

As a preacher I am tempted to try to protect you from an encounter with this God. Rather than

meditate upon the horror of a God who would ask Abraham to sacrifice his only son, I will quickly

remind you that a ram was provided in the thicket which, at the last minute, saved Isaac from his

father’s knife. Or rather than speak of the terrifying unknown that awaits Jesus on Friday afternoon at

Golgotha, I will jump ahead to the raising of Jesus on Easter. Through such homiletical slight-of-

hand, I will attempt to reassure you that what at first appears to be so awful and terrifying is really not

so terrible. Even the form of my sermon, with its three points and careful reasoning, deflates the

awesome, dislocating terror before us in these passages. Just someone standing up and talking

about these terrors, in a reasonable tone of  voice, can lead you to believe that biblical terrors are less

terrifying than they first appear.

What are we to do after a thousand funerals for the Egyptian babies, the heaped, bloody

bodies of slaughtered Amalekites, the awesome judgments of a God who slams the door in the face

of procrastinating bridesmaids, who leads a good, innocent one like Jesus toward his appointment

with bloody destiny on Golgotha? These terrible texts that remind us of how helpless we are, how frail

and how out of control we are?

In a weird sense, there is some consolation just knowing that these texts are, in fact, in the

Bible. A religion is no good if it will only speak on bright, sunny days, but has nothing to say for the
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late-night sweats, the 3:00 a.m. nightmares. A faith that is relevant only for orderly, placid lives is little

faith at all.

The short stories of Flannery O’Conner provide a powerful insight to some of the more

perplexing areas of life. Name me another author who looks so unflinchingly at life, particularly the

underside, who portrays so vividly our mixed motives, inner inconsistencies, the absurdity and the

tragedy of our goodness. Violence lurks beneath the surface in O’Conner’s stories, and few end

without that violence bubbling over the top. Her stories do for me what Brunno Bettelheim said that

fairy tales do for young children – they help us to see our worst fears acted out, to name our

unnamed terrors. Oddly, this is redemptive.

The terror that lurks behind this story of Palm Sunday is recognizable to us. We recognize our

faces in the faces of the crowd, those who first adoringly welcome Jesus into Jerusalem, only to turn

against him in a frenzy of bloodshed and violence by the end of the week. We know the way in which

we recognize our saviours, falling down before them in gratitude when we believe that they will give

us everything our hearts desire, turning against them in angry resentment when they do not deliver

what we expect. And somehow it is redemptive just to see that so honestly depicted in the Bible,

present in the Bible even as it is in life. If the Bible were only about lilies of the valley and birds of the

field, it would not be our book. But the Bible is our book. It is about us – the people we are rather than

the people we wish in our fantasies we were. And because the Bible is genuinely about us, it is often

a terrifying book.

More than just accurately describing our terrors, the Bible depicts a God who embraces our

misbegotten cruelty. God did not have Jesus stand over Jerusalem wringing his hands at the sight of

mixed human motives, our evil, our sin. God beckoned Jesus into Jerusalem, through Jerusalem, all

the way up to Calvary. God does not simply name and judge our terrors; God is present in them,
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working our redemption in ways we are not equipped to see. The saviour who rode in among us on

Palm Sunday intruded into our lives the same way a surgeon’s knife cuts into our bodies. If we are to

be healed of what ails us, our healing will not be painless. The terrible events behind this week ask

each of us: Are we prepared to follow God through all the events of our lives, or just the events that

meet with our approval?

God does not mean simply to improve us but to radically save us, even though we must be

brought near death for that to happen. Last Sunday, the Gospel of John spoke of Jesus’ visit to the

home of Lazarus. Jesus had just raised Lazarus from the dead, but no sooner had Jesus performed

this act of life than Mary anoints him for his own burial. There is bitter irony in that, as John says; by

raising Lazarus from the dead, the religious authorities mark Jesus for death.

The demon death stalks Jesus every step of his way. His very acts of life marked him for

death. This suggests that the gospel itself is a terrifying story for all of us who wish to avoid suffering

and death. Like a vulture perched in a tree, waiting for the last breath of life to be gone, so it can

swoop down and devour everything. Death lurks in the shadows throughout every event of this week.

The story asserts: God wills this. Jesus does not begrudgingly give up his life unto the forces of evil.

He offers it willingly. He wades into the bloody darkness alone, in quiet confidence that he will not be

alone forever.

Of all the memorable moments of worship, few are more memorable for me than today, Palm

Sunday. We know how today’s story ends. We know, because this is always the way the story ends –

in betrayal, violence, and death. As if to seal that terrible knowledge, there is that point in the story,

when Jesus stands before his accusers and is made to face the crowd. The same crowd who yelled,

“Hosanna!” when he marched into Jerusalem a few days before, now yells “Crucify him!” The voices

arise from out of the congregation. They are our voices, spoken in our language, with our accent. It is
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a stunning moment of terrible realization – the voices that scream for the crucifixion and death of

Jesus, are our voices.

But the good news is that he did not flinch from the murderous mob. He did not side-step the

terror or miraculously escape Deus ex machina into some divine world, hermetically sealed from

human pain and terror. He came among us. He passed through the waving palm branches (branches

waved either to welcome him or to ward him off, we know not) and marched with us up to death – the

Place of the Skull. He embraced the terror, all the terrible, horrifying, painful ambiguity of human

existence, stretched out his arms on the cross and said, “Brothers and Sisters, I love you still.”

Thanks be to God. Amen.
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