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Sermon by Rev Ian Diamond 

PALM/PASSION SUNDAY B                                                     29.3.2015 

Mark 11, 1-11; Isaiah 50, 4-9a; Mark 14, 1-2, 10-26       Wesley UCA 10.30am 

Prayer: Lord God, source of all life and love, creator, sustainer and redeemer of us all, 
inspire us, we pray, to be receptive to your word for us now. And may my words as 
spoken and as heard convey the Gospel with integrity and love. Amen. 

A few weeks ago here at Wesley a baby boy was welcomed into the life of the 
congregation through baptism. As is the custom, the baptism took place during the 
regular service of worship. Just prior to the commencement of the service, the baptismal 
party was ushered in to the front pews. From my vantage point in the choir, as the 
service continued, I sensed that some of the visitors were ill at ease. The body 
language said it all. They just appeared awkward, not sure of what was going on. But 
when the baptism took place, the mood changed. There were approving glances all 
round, lots of smiles and phone cameras at the ready. Then the words defining the 
meaning of baptism were read, and I wondered how our visitors heard them.  

“Baptism is the sign of new life in Christ Jesus. By water and the Holy Spirit we are 
brought into union with Christ in his death and resurrection. In baptism we are sealed 
with the Holy Spirit, made members if the body of Christ, and called to his ministry in the 
world.”  

Following the baptismal rite, the child’s parents made some solemn promises. They 
vowed, with God’s help, to provide for him a Christian home of love and trust. They 
vowed to set before him the example of a Christian life and pray that he would learn the 
way of Christ. And they vowed to encourage him to grow within the fellowship of the 
church so that he may come to faith in Christ. 

This wasn’t a simple initiation into a feel good community characterised by the best of 
human virtues!  Not at all! This baby boy was   welcomed into a counter cultural 
community! A community defined by its covenant relationship with God made possible 
through Jesus Christ!   

In 1989, two American theologians, William Willimon and Stanley Hauewas, published a 
book entitled “Resident Aliens – Life in the Christian Colony”. It was republished last 
year and their thesis was that the church is an adventurous colony in a society of 
unbelief.  They claimed that Western culture is devoid of a sense of journey, or 
adventure. This is because it lacks belief in anything more than the cultivation of the 
goal of self-preservation and self-expression.  Willimon and Hauewas said that the most 
creative social strategy we have to offer is the church. It is the church that shows the 
world a manner of life the world can never achieve. The authors say that the church 
serves the world by showing it something that it is not, namely, a place where God is 
forming a family out of strangers. 

So there is inevitably a dissonance between the prevailing environment of our secular 
culture and the life style of the church – and it is not surprising that when people make a 
one off visit they may be uncertain about what is going on. 

But what is it to live out our calling as a community of faith? It means influencing the 
world by being something the world is not and can never be. It means living with the gift 
of faith and vision which is ours in Christ. It means being visible, where people are 
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faithful to their promises, love their enemies, tell the truth, honour the poor, and suffer 
for righteousness in ways that testify to the amazing community creating power of God. 
Yes, this is a church that is free to participate in secular movements against war and 
hunger and other forms of in humanity.  But with all this it knows that the most credible 
form of its witness is the actual creation of a living, breathing, visible community of faith.    

William Willimon writes of a time when he was invited to preach at a congregation which 
his friend served as pastor.  The congregation was located in the heart of an American 
city and was made up entirely of African Americans who lived in surrounding tenement 
houses.  

Willimon writes: “I arrived at 11 o’clock, expecting to participate in about an hour of 
worship. But I didn’t preach until nearly 12.30! There were lots of hymns and gospel 
songs, a good deal of inspired speaking and handclapping and other music. We didn’t 
have the benediction until 1.15. I was exhausted! 

“Why do your people stay in church so long?”  I asked my friend over lunch. “Our 
worship never lasts much over an hour”. 

He smiled, then explained. “Unemployment runs nearly 50% around here. For our 
youth, the unemployment rate is much higher. That means that, when our people go 
about during the week, everything they see, everything they hear tells them ‘You are a 
failure. You are nobody. You are nothing because you do not have good job, you do not 
have a decent car, you have no money’.  

“So I must gather them here once a week, and get their heads straight. I get them 
together here, in the church, and through the hymns, the prayers, the preaching say 
“That is a lie. You are somebody. You are royalty! God has bought you with a price and 
loves you as his chosen people.” 

“It takes me so long to get them straight because the world perverts them so terribly.” 

The world as a perversion? Maybe for us it’s more subtle, because we think that we can 
manipulate our environment to suit us. But it still sucks us in, and offers a selection of 
life styles which promise so much yet deliver so little. 

So that is why we gather to worship God together as the living body of Christ where we 
refresh our identity as the people of God, this resident colony of aliens! We hear again 
the stories from our faith tradition. We find support from one another. This is where we 
hear words of absolution for sin, hear the preached Word, and pray for the church and 
the world.     

So today, as it is every Sunday, we hear passages of scripture that help us 
acknowledge who we really are and to whom we belong. 

Right at the outset, we heard the words from Mark chapter 11 describing Jesus’ entry 
into Jerusalem. It was the time of annual Passover celebration, attracting large numbers 
of Jewish pilgrims from across the Roman Empire. The Roman authorities were on high 
alert. After all, they knew there would Jews celebrating their historic liberation from 
Pharoah’s cruel domination… and anything could happen. 

Into this setting Jesus comes. He enters the city that was the centre of Jewish power, 
identity and religion.  This was the very environment in which Jesus’ coming sparked 
the messianic hopes and expectations the people had for him. And that was the 
problem. For Jesus’ kingdom was not what they expected or hoped when he rode that 
colt into Jerusalem. They cried out “Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor 
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David! Hosanna in the highest heaven!” But David’s kingdom was built on bloodshed 
and military might! And here was Jesus, as king, entering the city humbly on a colt, and 
would soon shed no blood but his own. 

I guess we can appreciate how across history Christians have longed for an in breaking 
of God’s mighty rule in Jesus Christ to right all wrongs. But Jesus, on that first Palm 
Sunday, resolutely proclaimed in a prophetic act that such is not the form in which God 
brings healing our way.  And this action set the scene not only for the events of Holy 
Week, but also the definition of what it is to be the church in the world.   

The countercultural form of Jesus ministry yet again comes through in the lengthy 
reading from Mark chapter 14. These verses represent the initial events of Jesus 
passion and there are just two aspects which I wish to highlight. 

The first is issue of betrayal. As we hear the story again, we are reminded of the 
enigmatic figure of Judas Iscariot. He is found in all four gospels, but the accounts vary. 
Luke and John attribute his treachery to his possession by Satan. John also insinuates 
that Judas was a thief. Matthew mentions Judas’ greed and adds an element of 
remorse resulting in him committing suicide. But Mark says nothing about motivations. 
Sure, Judas’ actions remain seemingly unforgiveable. But he is retained within the inner 
circle of Jesus companions, even at the last supper. Even when Jesus reveals that he 
knows there is a betrayer in his midst, he does not disclose the persons’ identity. Jesus 
treats Judas with grace right to the end, despite knowing what he would do. Was Jesus 
providing Judas with the opportunity to think again about his role as betrayer? Of 
interest is that the other disciples don’t seem to bother about identifying the culprit. They 
are more concerned about their own status. “Surely not I?” they said, one by one. It all 
seems as though Jesus continues to defy our own instinctive logic, where betrayal is 
inevitably met by exposure and rejection. So Jesus actions here are nothing short of 
amazing. Amazing grace!  And as we respond to his unconditional love poured out on 
us, and through us, we are aware yet again of the countercultural character of our life 
together as a church. 

The other issue from the passion narrative which invites comment is that concerning the 
Last Supper. As with his entry to Jerusalem – this wasn’t a random event. It was 
something Jesus had planned for, with the disciples taking a significant role in its 
preparation. Mark discerns a connection between the celebration of the Passover, 
recalling God’s deliverance of Israel, and the impending deliverance that Jesus will 
bring about through his death on the cross.  

Here, Jesus’ identifies the bread and wine as his own body and blood. This broadens 
the significance of the bread and wine and lamb beyond the Passover tradition. It 
reaches out to include his own impending death on the cross. In urging the disciples to 
take the broken bread Jesus invites them to identify with his death but also with his 
resurrection.  Again, when the cup is given, and they all drank – including Judas it 
seems - Jesus uses the language of covenant. This echoes Moses’ actions, but points 
to Jesus death as effecting something hugely significant in the relationship between 
God and the whole of humanity. It provides an imaginative participation in the 
redemptive events of the past, but also inspires hope for an eternal life with God. And 
that is why it has such an important place in the ongoing liturgical life of the church. For 
here, our identity as the body of Christ is confirmed. The Lord’s Supper is more than an 
event to be remembered. It is a time of celebration in which we proclaim the unique 
presence of Christ among us. Here, our character as followers of Christ is reaffirmed. It 
gives us renewed confidence to be the church.   
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I want to conclude by sharing an account of one congregation in recent history living as 
a Christian colony in a hostile world. 

Last November the people of Germany celebrated the 25th anniversary of the fall of the 
Berlin wall. Whilst it was marked as a cataclysmic event of history, the circumstances 
leading to it encompassed much more than earthly politics. The wall was erected in 
1961 as a Cold War gesture by East German leaders who wanted to prevent their 
people from defecting to the west. The Christian community was constantly under fire, 
with the East German dictator, Erich Honecker, declaring at one point that no 
democracy, no religion and no god could triumph over communism.  In a sense 
Christians were aliens, exiles in their own land. And yet, despite the sanctions against 
them, many were sustained in their faith and hope, that one day liberation would come 
and that God was indeed with them. 

In 1982, a Lutheran Pastor, Christian Fuhrer, began organising prayers for peace on 
Mondays evenings in his church in Leipzig. On many occasions, fewer than a dozen 
people attended and the East German government strongly discouraged its citizens 
from getting involved in any religious activities.  But the meetings continued. In 1985, 
the Pastor put an “Open to All” sign outside the church. Attendances soared. 

In 1989, the authorities barricaded the streets leading to the church, hoping to put 
people off, but it had the opposite effect.  The congregation grew and the Prayer 
Meetings led to a series of peaceful protests in Leipzig and other cities. And then on the 
7 October 1989, on the 40th anniversary of the German Democratic Republic, hundreds 
of arrests were made outside Pastor Fuhrer’s church. Eric Honecker declared that the 
church must be closed and many people were beaten by the police. A newspaper article 
announced that the counter revolution would be put down on Monday 9 October “with 
whatever means necessary.” 

The people feared a bloodbath – with the memory of the Tiananmen Square massacre 
in China still fresh – and the church was visited by doctors who said that the hospital 
was on standby for people with bullet wounds. On the 9 October, Leipzig was filled with 
soldiers and police. There was a sense of foreboding all around. Up to 8000 people 
crowded into the church and its surrounds. After the service, Pastor Fuhrer led the 
worshippers outside and they walked around the city, chanting “we are the people” and 
“no violence”. At the decisive moment, the police stood aside and let the protesters 
march by.  The pastor said “they didn’t attack, they had nothing to attack for. East 
German officials would later say that they were ready for anything, except for candles 
and prayer.”  About 120,000 people took to the streets the following Monday. Erich 
Honecker resigned 2 days later and the dissidents became more and more emboldened 
with 300,000 taking part in protests on 23 October. On the 9 November, the Belin Wall 
came down. 

How did it happen?  The BBC ran a headline on 6 November last year “Did a prayer 
meeting really bring down the Berlin Wall and end the Cold War?” and then told the 
story of Pastor Fuhrer and his 7 yearlong prayer vigil.    

We are all on a great adventure at a time of tremendous opportunity to be the church. 
And what a privilege it is to live out Jesus’ summons to us all – to deny ourselves, take 
up our cross, and follow him! 

And now to God be all majesty, power and dominion, now and for ever, Amen. 


