
The Helper

Matthew 21:1-11;

“I come to worship to get some practical, workable help for solving life’s problems,” he said to

a friend. He was attempting to explain why he enjoyed his preacher’s sermons. “He never ends a

sermon without giving us two or three specific, memorable things we are to go and do in the coming

week.”

It causes me to ask: How often do you get two or three specific and memorable things from

me that you can go home and then put into action, as soon as you finish lunch, that will solve your

problems and fix your life?

Not very often.

Another person complains that her preacher’s sermons invariably ended the same way. “My

preacher always begins by citing some problem that we may have or challenge in our lives, then

invariably he ends by telling us, in effect, “Call home, Stay in touch with your family. Keep close to

those whom you love.”

I think to myself, “Sounds like good advice. I certainly believe in staying close to my loved

ones.”

Then she continues, “Sorry, calling home may be okay for some of life’s challenges, but it sure

isn’t enough for the worst of them. Can’t the church come up with something better?”

Personally I think the church does have more to say than “call home,” or “here’s one or two

things that you can do next week to make your life go better.” And what better time to say it than this

Sunday, Palm/Passion Sunday, when the story of Jesus takes us to the very heart of our faith?

Let’s be honest—there is something about these appeals to self-help and steps to sure-fire

success that we like. We enjoy thinking of ourselves as capable, talented people who have been
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given what we need to do well in life. Strong, self-sufficient people like us come to worship like we

watch a documentary on TV, or listen to the news: we’re looking for the right way to think about our

problems and challenges so that we can get the right steps to achieving a solution.

And for many of the challenges in our lives, that’s usually good enough. What we can do on

our own, by ourselves, is quite enough to save ourselves.

“I’m going to fight this cancer and defeat it,” she said with clinch-fisted determination.

While there’s something to be said for an upbeat, positive mental attitude, one of the terrifying

things about an illness like cancer or a pandemic like Covid-19 is our feelings of vulnerability, our

sense that we are out of control and fate has taken things out of our hands.

I was visiting with a parishioner this week who lamented there is nothing on the news but

stories about Covid-19. That’s all I hear all day long from all over the world. Prior to this pandemic I

knew people who didn’t watch the evening news on TV. Wars, rumours of wars, climate change,

mass shootings. “What’s the use of being reminded of just how little you are?” asks one person in his

justification of his own refusal to face the latest news.

Isn’t it odd that amid all the increased empowerment that we enjoy in modern life—our myriad

of labour-saving devices, our technological advances that enable us to retrieve and process more

and more information—we still feel impotent, unable to fix the problems that most challenge us?

Where is God in all this? To even ask the God question in that way is to sound out of it. The

modern world has fashioned a “God” who is hardly God at all, an aloof, distant, vague force that

occasionally impinges on our existence but mostly stays far afield from where we live. “God is a spirit,

infinite, invisible….”.

I remember a book on modern theology beginning with the statement, “The first thing we must

get out of our heads is the notion that God is involved in everything that happens in the world.” Okay.
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There are sure to be many things, some good, some bad, that cannot be explained as interventions

of God. And so the modern world has fashioned a God who never intervenes, who plays no role in

our lives for good or ill.

If we think about God, we sophisticated, modern—resourceful, so very powerful, competent

—modern people (“I’m the captain of my fate, the master of my soul”), we tend to think of God as that

vague force who is serenely up there while we are on our own down here.

Here’s my question for this Sunday: How do these depictions of God as the serene,

uninvolved clockmaker who is far removed from creation match up with the God we get today on

Palm Sunday? Today’s story is of a parade, a procession that enters Jerusalem, with Jesus at the

head. Today, Jesus intrudes into Jerusalem. He could have stayed away. In fact, throughout his

ministry, when he spoke of going up to Jerusalem, his disciples urged him to avoid the trip. They

knew. His enemies were there, plotting against him. Jerusalem almost certainly would be the place of

his death. And yet he set his face like flint toward the capital city.

And what do we do with this image of God? Or better yet, what does this image of God do with

us?

One of the beautiful statue depictions of the Buddha shows him as serene, in meditation,

seated upon a lotus pad, eyes closed, hands held out gracefully as a sign of peace.

Our gospel today says that Jesus is not seated upon a lotus blossom. He is bouncing on the

back of a borrowed donkey, moving toward the city where, by the end of the week, he will face

betrayal, torture, and death. We also call today “Passion Sunday,” from the Latin meaning “to suffer.”

That’s where he resolutely rides and how he will eventually die. Jesus is going to pay a heavy price

for getting involved with the likes of us.

Marcus Borg took Jesus and Buddha, laid them alongside one another and marvelled at how
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many things Buddha said that Jesus said, and vice versa. (Jesus and Buddha: The Parallel Sayings,

Ulysses Press, 1999). Alas, for such efforts to accommodate and to diffuse Jesus, this saviour is

remarkable not just for what he says but for what he does. And this Sunday, look at what he does.

Today, Jesus intrudes. Earlier in his ministry he said, “Come to me, all you who are weary and

carrying heavy burdens…” (Matthew 11:28)

Today, he comes to us, bouncing on the back of a donkey.

He is surrounded by a throng, some of whom wish him well, others not so much. Some of the

crowd, little children, wave palm branches in welcome. Others now seek to set the wheels in motion

whereby Jesus will finally be shut up. That’s the seething human cauldron into which Jesus intrudes.

The modern world, in order to make itself work, first needed to pacify God. We could not move ahead

with our modern plans, without the assistance of deistic philosophers who made the distinction

between “particular providence” and “general providence.” It is the glory of God that God does not

need to get involved in the mundane particulars of the world to make the world work, so said some of

the Deists.

Biblical Christianity teaches otherwise. “A good professor, who is a good teacher, will get in

your face,” said the student. Poor teachers sit back, lay out their material on a table, saying, “Take it

or leave it, as you will.” The good teacher is the one who dares intrude.

For centuries the church has recited the Apostle’s Creed. W e say that Jesus “was born of the

Virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died, and buried.”Jesus is thus rendered

into a sort of divine automaton who passively is brought on to the scene, passively to be born, to

suffer, and to die.

But not today, on Palm/Passion Sunday. The beginning of the Biblical story is God speaking

into the silence, light intruding into the darkness, a word: “God said, ‘Let there be light,’” and so light
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appeared. (Gen. 1:3)

And the story ends, in the last book of the Bible with, “Look! God’s dwelling is here with

humankind. He will dwell with them,…? He will wipe every tear from their eyes. Death will be no

more…” (Rev. 21:3-4).

Something’s afoot. If you thought that we had tucked God safely to bed I am sorry. This God is

on the move. God’s not hunkered down in church. God’s invading the city.

A student said to her professor, “In order to major in history, the first thing you have got to do

is try to be an atheist.”

That’s right. We can’t have God intruding into exclusively human events. We’ve got to explain

all of human history as self-made, from the inside, as the tug and pull of various forms of human

interaction. We can’t have history told as the story of insistent incursions of the divine, some plan

being put forth from the mind of God. It’s up to us to make history, or history won’t be made.

But look: Here he comes, not necessarily to fix what is wrong with the world but to reclaim the

world. Sometimes God does nothing more than bear what’s wrong, shoulder it, take it up with us, and

stand beside us.

Crucifixion, which awaits him at the end of this week, was a death that was not chosen just for

Jesus and no one else. Crucifixion was the typical Roman way with Jews who got too big for their

britches and caused trouble for the Empire. Thousands of Jews were tortured to death this way. This

is the fate that Jesus took upon himself. He could have bypassed Jerusalem, but then he would not

have been the kind of saviour he was.

Look. Jesus is on the move. He will ride, encroach, cleanse with a whip our corrupted temple,

enrage people in power, both political and religious, unmask our deceit, evoke the violence upon

which our culture is created, take the full force upon his back, hang there, bleed, and gasp his last.
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All for us.

I don’t know where this Sunday finds you. There’s no way for me to know all of the

disappointments, the failures, the missed opportunities, and the sad twists of fate that you are

dealing with in the midst of the madness of this pandemic. In my experience, most of us are not

doing as well as we try to look.

I know only this: Take heart. In your need, your weakness, your despair, here’s the good

news. The one who bounces in on the back of the shaggy donkey is the answer to our prayers. He

comes not only to stand in solidarity with us but also to redeem and to save us, to show us how to

take what would break most people and turn it into an opportunity to show the world God’s incredible

gift of love, by embracing others spiritually, even in the midst of our physical separation, to show that

there is a force at work in this world, a force of incredible love.

Help is on the way and we are the bearers of that hope. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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