Passion Sunday, 2020        


       In Nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti. Amen.

t

“Verily, verily, I say unto you, if a man keep my saying, he shall
never see death.”   John 8:51
We can always count on St. John to declare the truth.  In Gospel, Jesus is suffering verbal assaults from the Jews in the temple, where they accuse Him of lying. They first blaspheme Him by calling Him a dreaded Samaritan, not using the term as defining ethnicity, but rather that he is an imposter, a seducer of the truth.  Then they claim that He also has a devil inside of Him, which, at the time, meant that they were calling Jesus crazy. 

What Jesus was trying to do was to teach these Jewish nonbelievers.  He explained to them that He was neither denigrating the patristic fathers, nor puffing Himself up.  He told them:

 “If I honor myself, I honor nothing”.

But the Jews hear Him to say that He is calling himself greater than Abraham.  And what is their response?   They want to kill Him right there, stone Him for the words they thought He said.  He came to forgive us our sin, and what we do is accuse Him of sinning first.  Now I understand that the things Jesus was teaching may have been difficult to comprehend at the time, just as they are today.  (Virgin Birth, burning bush, great flood, the misfortune Lot had with his wife) But the miracles which Jesus was performing at the time had to have provided Him a certain amount of credibility with those witnessing the miracles.

St Gregory the Great, when preaching on Passion Sunday at St. Peter’s Basilica, laments that while belief in Jesus would lead us to a heavenly home, we repeatedly refuse the invitation. Quoting now, Gregory said:  

“Let each one then reflect within himself, whether this voice of God has become loud in the ear of his own heart, and then he will know if he belongs with God.  For there are some who do not trouble to listen to the commands of God even with their bodily ears.  And some who do listen to God’s words, but do not lay hold of them with any desire of the soul. And there are some who freely receive God’s words, and are even moved to tears by them. But when their tears are dry they go back again to their evil ways.   They do not in truth hear the words who take no thought to put them into practice”.

--------------------------

Doesn’t this sound a bit like the sower and the seed?  In St. Gregory’s example:

-The first group appears to be present to hear Jesus’ word, but aren’t paying the least bit of attention. The reason they got up and dressed that morning and was to be seen by other people, looking all holy and religious at synagogue. While they are physically present, and definitely looking quite well-bred and proper, they figure that what’s being said is not testable material, so they don’t bother to listen. 

–The second group are those who do pay attention, seemingly intently.   But as soon as they leave, the names and life histories shared so eagerly is gone with the start of the car.
-And then there’s the third group, the avid listeners.  These people are probably the ones who break Jesus’ heart the most.  They applaud every statement, and buy all the books, CD’s and pod-casts after Shabbat services. They sign up to be on the mailing list, and provide their E-mail, twitter and Facebook addresses to remain informed on the latest of the latest.  They go home and tell their friends about this great person they met---But then prom gets close, or the boss’s spring party comes, or the grass gets too long, and Jesus is again placed on the back burner.  St. Gregory’s (Pope, 590-604) words rang true then, and they still do, even after 1500 years. 
----------------------------------
In the Lenten reading that we used last year, (day two, week five) we read an updated version of the parable of the sower. (Matt 13:4) Schaper tells us that when we put our bulbs in the ground, we don’t’ believe they will come up; we expect them to come up. We live today by the sower, the farmer’s problems, she tells us.  When we plant, some ground will be bad, the thistles may take over, the weeds may grow wild. But despite all this uncertainty, in spite of that nagging voice in the back of our minds telling us to not even bother, we persevere.  It should be the same regarding our faith in Jesus Christ.  We should not believe that we will be saved, we must expect that we will be saved. Yes, belief is important, but expectation is something different.  The blind beggar Bartimaeus did not merely believe he could be healed, he expected healing. (See Mark 10:46-52) Bartimaeus’ miraculous healing is a similar story as the parable of the sower and the seed. As Jesus approached him, everyone around the blind beggar, the apostles included, clamored for him to be quiet, to not bother Jesus in His journey; they put up all the roadblocks as the sower experienced.  But Bartimaeus continued to cry out; and just as the good seed grew 100 fold for the sower, so did Jesus restore sight to the faithful beggar.
Our Lenten sacrifice can be seen as our own spiritual stoning as we exorcise sin from our lives, just like we read in the Gospel appointed for Passion Sundayt.  Our Lenten journey is nearly over, but we still have a great deal to do. I want us all to remember that “who we are is God’s gift to us, but who we become is our gift to God.”  (repeat) As we continue our Seeking  journey through the remaining two Passion-tide weeks, I hope we all can search for the very best spiritual wrapping paper we can find for us to clothe ourselves, so when the time comes, there can be no doubt that, as St. Gregory said, “we truly belong with God.”

t

This Sunday is called Passion Sunday, because the Church begins, on this day, to make the sufferings of our Redeemer her chief thought. Since the 1960’s, the church has combined Passion Sunday with Palm Sunday, calling it Palm-in parens Passion-parens-Sunday, and having it occur next week.  In my opinion, this was a continuation of the church trying to sanitize itself, to make it easier and more palatable to the congregants. Moving the church to the people, instead of moving the people to the church. Making it less challenging and more comfortable to Christians by cutting one week off the more intensely penitential ‘last two weeks’.  But if we attempt to avoid (or postpone) the crucifixion, are we not also postponing the resurrection? The APCK does not combine Passion and Palm Sunday, but rather celebrates both in their original position, so that we can properly prepare for the true Passion of our lord Jesus Christ.
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