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Do You See What He Sees?
Mark 11:1-11

  Several years ago weather forced the congregation I served in Nashville to postpone the annual chili cook-off from one Wednesday to the next.  In doing so, we moved from an ordinary week to a Lenten week, which meant that we would be making, consuming, and judging chili even as the ashes were being prepared.

 It was an odd mixture that Ash Wednesday.  The giddy rejoicing over heaping bowls of chili in the fellowship hall felt strangely out of place as we moved upstairs to the sanctuary.  In our worship that night, we were invited to Lenten disciplines and reminded that we would all return to dust.  A chili cook-off didn’t mesh with the calendar, and everything within us seemed to recoil.  In fact, I think there’s still a standing rule mandating that the chili cook-off never again be held on Ash Wednesday.

Which makes me wonder: why hasn’t the church made a similar rule for Palm Sunday?  Why have we not said that never again will we celebrate Easter a week early?  Why do we insist on pulling out all of the liturgical stops, start warming up our alleluia-voices, and blissfully wave our palm branches as if we have no idea where the journey leads?  Why have we turned Palm Sunday into what someone once called a “false Easter?”

Palm Sunday is a confusing day for the church.  Liturgically, everything about the day suggests unbridled celebration; exegetically, everything about Mark’s version of Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem suggests unhurried restraint.  In a way, our liturgical expectations clash with what we find in Mark’s story of Jesus’ entrance into Jerusalem.

But before we move to correct the problem too quickly, it may be that we have inadvertently stumbled upon one way into understanding how Mark’s Gospel works.  Mark begins his narrative with these words:  “The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.”  Immediately, we readers are off and running with a cupful of expectations based on this insider knowledge.  We wind our way through Mark’s pages fully expecting that those who meet Jesus will discover what we have been told, namely that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God.

But Mark’s story subverts our expectations at every turn.  We learn early and often that our expectations about what it means for Jesus to be the Christ are not fully realized in Mark’s story.  From conflict with leaders to bumbling disciples to a command to secrecy to a failure to understand the strange glory that Jesus proclaims, Mark’s Jesus overturns more than tables.  He overturns almost every expectation we bring to the one we are told is the Christ, the Son of God.
In other words, Mark intentionally establishes expectations precisely to subvert them.  I suggest that if we listen to Mark’s account of the day Jesus rode into Jerusalem looking every bit the expected king, we may discover that our own liturgical celebrations in fact mirror what Mark sets up in the text.
If you look at Mark’s Gospel as a whole, you will find that it is shaped much like an hourglass.  The narrow center of the hourglass through which Mark’s story funnels consists of the three passion predictions which occur in chapters 8, 9, and 10.  In these passion predictions, Jesus tells the disciples that he will be rejected, suffer, and then be killed.  These predictions of suffering and death reframe our understanding of what happens before and after.  All of the events and conversations and ministry that happen in Galilee are funneled through the passion predictions in chapters 8, 9, and 10, and when the story gets through that constriction, Jesus and his followers finally draw near to Jerusalem.

You can hear Mark signal this shift in the first words of chapter 11.  Though different commentators divide Mark’s Gospel in varying ways, all of them note this significant shift.  “When they were approaching Jerusalem” marks the end of the Galilean ministry of preaching and healing and the beginning of Jesus’ lowly journey to death in Jerusalem.

Careful readers, however, have recognized that this journey actually began much earlier in Mark’s Gospel, a point that those in the story had failed to grasp.  This may be the first and only time in Mark’s Gospel where Jesus and his disciples approach Jerusalem, but the city has been in “view” throughout this gospel.

Three times Jesus has told his disciples what was waiting for him in Jerusalem, but at each turn they have failed to grasp or ignored the predictions of his suffering and death.  For whatever reason, Mark tells us, the disciples just don’t get it when Jesus talks about what it really means to be the Christ.  Peter rebukes Jesus; James and John argue for a place of glory; and all of them, even though they don’t understand what he’s saying, are too afraid to voice their questions to him.  Jesus may enter Jerusalem in this chapter, but Jerusalem has been in the story the whole time.
Mark also provides his characteristic geographical detail in verse 1.  Two cities are mentioned:  Bethphage and Bethany, the latter becoming Jesus’ base during Holy Week.  But of real geographic significance in this first verse is Mark’s mention of the Mount of Olives.  That was the place, Zechariah had announced, on which the Lord’s power would be made known in the final battle against the nations.
  From that time on, the Mount of Olives played prominently in expectations of messianic hope.  Obviously, what the Jews of Jesus’ day were looking for was a triumphant messiah who would arrive to destroy the hated Romans and restore the Kingdom of David.  So, when Mark tells us that Jesus is coming by way of the Mount of Olives, he was blowing on the latent embers of messianic hope for deliverance.

In verses 2-7a, Jesus is the one who initiates all the action. Mark tells us that Jesus sends two of his disciples on a strange adventure to secure him a ride into town.  In precise detail, Jesus tells his disciples about the colt that has never been ridden that they will find tied up in the next village, asking them to untie it and bring it back to him.  He then provides the two disciples with a vocal response should they be questioned.

Everything that Jesus predicted would happen unfolds before them.  They went into the next village; found the colt tied up; untied it; heard their questioners; gave their well-rehearsed speech about the Lord needing it; and brought the colt back to Jesus.

This is an important moment in Mark’s Gospel.  Jesus has made a prediction, and it has happened just as he had said it would.  You can almost hear Mark’s aside:  “Remember, this isn’t his first prediction.  Don’t forget that he has told you what will happen in Jerusalem.”

It is at this point, that a subtle shift occurs.  Jesus, the one initiating all the action in the first verses, simply sits on the donkey at this point, allowing others to take up the action.  The disciples throw their garments on the colt, and “many” spread their garments and branches on the road.  “Those who went before and those who followed” proclaim the coming of the one who comes in the name of the Lord, and the coming of the kingdom of David (vv. 9-10).  And all the while, Jesus simply rides silently, making no comment on what the crowd is doing and proclaiming.

Mark 11:8-10 is where the real action in this entrance text takes place.  Brian Blount rightly suggests that this scene “is one of the most electrifying and affirming in the Gospel.”
  It’s no wonder, then, that Mark would pull images and phrases that would resonate at many levels for his readers.  A careful reader would no doubt pick up on the royal messianic imagery from Zechariah and the psalms, but they would also see something else—namely the allusion to Roman victory processions in which a great general or king would ride into a vanquished city to ceremoniously take possession of it.  There can be little doubt that Mark seeks to play into both the longing for a triumphant, militaristic messiah and to stick it to the hated Romans for everything they stood for.

In placing their cloaks on the colt and spreading their cloaks and branches on the road, the disciples and the others who were part of the crowd were basically rolling out the red carpet.  They were expressing gestures of hospitality and honor, thereby welcoming Jesus as a powerful figure.
  There is also a harkening back to the enthronement processional of Jehu as king.  As recorded in 2 Kings 9:13, the people spread their cloaks before the newly anointed king and shouted, “Jehu is king!”

When Mark mentions that Jesus is riding on a colt, the symbolic reference is to the divine warrior in Zechariah 9:9:  “Lo, your king domes to you; triumphant and victorious is he, humble and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.”  Just as the geographical reference to the Mount of Olives rekindles hope for a liberator, so does this image of the victorious king that has been promised.  As one commentator remarks, Jesus, “riding in on the prophetic nostalgia of Zechariah 9:9” is a prophetic vision, and the crowd knows it.

When we get to verse 11, Jesus is suddenly alone.  The disciples and the crowd are not mentioned as Jesus makes his way into the city and enters the Temple.  Unlike in Matthew and Luke, Jesus does not immediately cleanse the Temple.  Rather, Mark tells us, Jesus enters the Temple and looks around at everything.  After looking around, Jesus realizes that it’s getting late, so he heads back to Bethany.

To me, this is a fascinating moment in Mark’s Gospel.  Remember, we have been rushing to Jerusalem since early in Mark’s narrative.  We have heard Jesus announce three times that Jerusalem would be the place of his rejection, suffering, and death.  We have watched and listened as conflict and misunderstanding have followed Jesus from his baptism in the Jordan all the way through the Gospel.  Finally, Jesus arrives in Jerusalem and Mark’s readers are on the edges of their seats, only to have the action suddenly stop.  The great clash that we expect doesn’t occur; it will come, to be sure, but not yet.  Jesus simply looks around the Temple and heads back out of town.
Eastern Mennonite University recently brought John Bell to campus for a week of lectures and other presentations.  The event scheduled for Friday morning was entitled “Ask Jesus,” and the description was a hoot.  The flyer said something like this:  “John Bell does not believe that he is Jesus.  He will simply attempt to answer your questions out of his understanding of Jesus’ thought and life.”

I think that description may be why this verse from Mark’s story of Jesus’ entrance into Jerusalem has captured by imagination this year:  “Then he entered Jerusalem and went into the temple; and when he had looked around at everything, as it was already late, he went out to Bethany with the twelve” (11:11).  Unlike in Matthew and Luke, where Jesus immediately cleanses the temple, Mark paints a picture of Jesus simply surveying the community of faith and then coming back to curse the tree and cleanse the temple later.

That image has resonated for me, I believe, because I often wonder what Jesus thinks when he surveys this ponderous collection of believers who often have no idea what to do next.  That got me to thinking:  What do you think Jesus sees in the church today that he would either affirm or cleanse?
I can see him looking at our church today and giving his blessing to so much of what we are doing together.  We are commissioning another team of disciples to do hurricane cleanup in the Gulf Coast today.  7 confirmands and their mentors will meet this afternoon to actively pursue more their faith in our Confirmation Class.  We will have several opportunities for worship during this Holy Week, and 4 Disciple Bible Study groups will continue their faithful work together.  Jesus sees so much to bless when he looks at us.
But I suspect he would want to challenge us when he looks at other things.  He might wonder why we haven’t done more to help those around us who are strangers in this community.  He might challenge us to be more careful with our language to each other.  He might chasten us for our knee-jerk reactions and anger over decisions that have been made or differences of opinions that we may encounter.

The task before us is to live in such a way—as individuals as well as congregations and as denominations—to live in such a way that Jesus blesses who we are and what we do.  Do you see what he sees?
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