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"God or Demagogue?"

In these days of turbulent political campaigning and the sometimes vicious and heated rhetoric that
seems to go along with so much of it these days, it is hard for me not to see some similarities as I read the story
of Jesus' entry into Jerusalem, the story of Palm Sunday.

Jesus was the leader of a movement, a religious movement within the Judaism of his day, the early first
century CE.  It was a movement toward greater openness, greater inclusiveness, and very much in line with
many of Judaism's prophets of previous centuries and generations, whose writings were included in the Jewish
scriptures.  Writings which advocated love and care for one another over strict adherence to the Mosaic laws
and sacrificial offerings.  

These, along with his stories and parables and teachings, his works of healings and exorcisms, his
bringing of those who had long been estranged back into society and community, along with his challenges of
those in power, his calling out of those who he thought should have been caring for the poor, the least within
their midst, but were more concerned for their own well being, these words and all that he did, made him and
his movement a political force as well.

I know for some, the idea that Jesus and his movement were at all political, or had any political
influence, is something to cringe at.  But the gospel accounts are very clear about this.

Picture the entrance into Jerusalem on that day, that first Palm Sunday.  Jesus has been preparing his
followers for this day for many months, perhaps even years.  According to all the gospels except John, this
would be the first and only time in his ministry that Jesus would come to this city, the center of Israel's religious
and governmental structures, the home of the Temple.  That great city Jerusalem, the place considered the point
of contact between heaven and earth.

And it was all meant to have meaning.  It was filled with symbolism.  We have preached in other years
about Marcus Borg and John Dominic Crossan's idea that this event, Jesus' entrance into Jerusalem, was likely
timed to counter the entrance of Pilate with his imperial Roman entourage, coming in the opposite side of the
city.  That it was meant to make a statement, contrasting the official, governing power of Roman strength and
might, with the true and real power of Israel's God.  Jesus' riding on a donkey would symbolize the humility and
peace of God's reign, recalling the words of the prophet Zecharia (9:9), who spoke of a coming time when
Messiah would come, when the weapons of war would all be destroyed, and peace would come to the nations. 
Even the place at which this parade, march, demonstration, or whatever you would call it, would begin at, had
significance.  The Mt. of Olives (Mt. Olivet), was the place where Jewish tradition held that the coming
Messiah would appear.  

In Luke, unlike the other gospels, we do not just have a crowd of pilgrims entering the city for the feast
of Passover.  Rather, Luke points out that it is "the whole multitude of the disciples" who are gathered. 
Thousands who have lined the road into the city to cheer and to welcome in this one they would make king. 
These are those who have followed him, some for as long as three years, learning from him, committed to his
cause.  



They throw their cloaks down before him, (notice, there is no mention of palms in Luke?).  Throwing of
cloaks signifies one's laying oneself down for another and this speaks of their full commitment to Jesus.  These
are those who have heard him speak and witnessed or experienced his healing powers.  Here are those who have
come from long distances, all parts of the country, to be there that day, for that specific event, his entrance into
the capital.  These are people who have come to believe in him, who have put their hopes and dreams for a
better life, a better nation, a better world, in him.  Does this not sound like a political rally?

And from all accounts, the powers that be, those Luke refers to as the "elders, the chief priests and
scribes", also referred to in the other gospels as the Pharisees, the members of the Sanhedrin, the religious
leaders, some of them would have seen Jesus as a populist, a man of the common people, while some would
have seen him as a false prophet or even as a demagogue.  Some may have seen him as one who was trying to
lead the people astray or to bring an end to their power and influence.  And they may have had a fear that what
he was doing would incite riots and upheaval, enough to force Rome to intervene, namely bring in Roman
troops, declare martial law, and take away more of what few freedoms they still had.  Especially after he came
into the Temple and "cleansed" it of the money changers and sellers, disrupting the status quo.  Perhaps they
wondered if this was a sign of what he intended to do to the whole Temple structure.  To dismantle all that they
had achieved, to change the balance of power, and do away with their whole way of being, their traditions, their
rituals, and their faith.

Jesus had certainly connected with the people but Jesus was no demagogue.  A demagogue, is defined as
one who "tries to stir up the people by appeals to emotion, prejudice, etc. in order to become a leader and
achieve selfish ends."  Jesus was, like John the Baptist and many of the Jewish prophets before him, someone
who sought to return the people to their God, to turn their hearts, to unite them through repentance and
forgiveness, to reconciliation with God and with one another.  His motives were not selfish or self serving.  He
did not prey upon people's fears or seek to enrage their anger.  There were already others who were doing that. 
The political terrorist group called the Zealots, and individuals like the man named Barabbas, would work up
the crowds with hatred towards Rome and seek to bring the violent overthrow of their oppressors.

Rather, Jesus' mission was one of self-giving.  Because that was the nature of the God that he knew.  A
God of love and peace, of compassion and hope, a God who sees all as equal and beloved, who lifts the lowly
and brings down the proud and arrogant, who seeks to bring unity among people, and who sees all creation, in
all of its diversity, as "good."  Rather than fanning the flames of fear, his gospel was about overcoming fear. 
Rather than promoting hatred of others, he taught love for one's enemies.

As Christians, our tradition sees Jesus as divine, as one with God, because he embodied the
characteristics of that which we call God.  He personified the ideals of our faith, incarnated all those things that
draw us near to the God of love and peace, and to one another.

As we enter this Holy Week, let us not be overcome by the news of violence and war in our midst.  Let
us not be disheartened by the contentious strains coming out of our political discourse.  But let us consider the
one who entered Jerusalem those many years ago, and commit ourselves to his way of love and peace, of justice
and harmony among all people, just as those who laid their cloaks down before him on that road to Jerusalem. 
May we, like them, give our whole selves, our hearts and minds and all that we are, to the way of Christ, the
way of our God.  Amen.


