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Do you have a problem with authority?

Do you have a problem with authority? Has anyone ever said to you, You have a problem with authority?  Have you ever seen words to that effect on a report card or some other evaluative document: she has a problem with authority?  If you have, you are in good company.  Jesus had a huge problem with authority.
All over the world, Christians today are celebrating Palm Sunday which is the first day of Holy Week.  The first episode of  this first day is his Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem, how Jesus rides on a donkey into the holy city.  You know the story.  

When I was a child I always thought of Palm Sunday as a parade, but it’s not a parade.  It looks like a parade—with great crowds lined up along the thoroughfare; they wave palm branches and straw them in his path, this grand gesture of respect: the feet of Jesus will not touch the earth;  not one hoof of the lowly beast which holds him will touch the earth! And to these grand gestures they add their own voices, shouting out: Hosanna, God save us!  
Then almost as soon as it begins, this donkey ride comes to an end.  And where does it end? At the front door of the temple, yes, the temple. That’s where he was headed all along. That was his destination.  Because, you see, this is not a parade.  This is an invasion. 
He rides up to the gate, he dismounts, he enters the temple precincts, and then what happens?  He starts tearing the place apart.  He is livid with rage as he sees how the sacred temple has become a shopping mall, with money changers enriching themselves by gouging the poor. The gall! They stand there by the temple door to rob the poor—as they are on their way to pray! And Jesus just goes on a rampage.  Quickly he fashions a whip of cords and in a blind rage overturns tables, scatters coins, and drives everyone out, all the while shouting, My father’s house is a house of prayer but you have made it a den of thieves!
What sort of Jesus is this?  Here is not Swinburne’s “pale Galilean”.  Here is not “gentle Jesus, meek and mild” of Sunday school song.  No, this is Jesus on the Attack. 
I’ve always thought it odd that in Christian lore this episode is called “The Cleansing of the Temple.”  What it looks like is the Trashing of the Temple.  Cleansing is what it is, it’s just that sometimes dirty things get dirtier on their way to being clean.

I shared with my fellow worship associates—Annette, William and Ann—I shared with them last week where I was headed with this sermon.  I said, “It’s tricky business this being a prophet—prophets need a good balance of two things: audacity and humility.  First, audacity, because while the meek may inherit the world, they rarely change it; and second, humility because people who lack the tempering wisdom of self-doubt often break what they’re trying to fix.  All of which indicates I know nothing of the soul of the prophet. On Prophets and Prophecy I score a zero.
So I intended to preach on this balance between audacity and humility.  It was all planned out. It would be a measured, tempered, balanced sermon. Then yesterday, Saturday, I picked up the New York Times.
There on the front page of the paper: riots in the Tibetan holy city of Lhasa! And you see the picture on the front page, Chinese riot police crouched together behind their full-length shields, protecting themselves from—whom?  And on the inside page yet another image: in the background, a mob; and in the foreground, two burning vehicles cars turned upside down and huge, long streams of what looks like toilet paper strewn everywhere.  The place is a mess!  Someone TP’d the Holy City of Lhasa!
And in the article, in the first paragraph of the article, these words: “Buddhist monks and other ethnic Tibetans brawled with Chinese security forces…”  You talk about oxymoron: brawling Buddhist monks!  And the first thing that came to my mind—and I am sure I’m not the only one who thought this: what in God’s name is making these people so mad? 
The Tibetans will tell you: 57 years of brutal Chinese rule with the Dalai Lama living in forced exile.  That’s what the Tibetan’s are thinking about.  And what do you suppose the Chinese are thinking about?  The Olympics!   We must tidy this up before the Olympics. Company’s coming! Clean up the living room!  But the people of Tibet—they have a problem with authority—we will not clean this up!  In fact, here is what we will do...
And I sat there Saturday morning and I said, This is the Lhasa Palm Sunday!  This is the Buddhist Palm Sunday!  The cleansing of the temple is underway!  
For everything there is a season, the Wise One said, and a time for ever purpose under heaven. There is a time for peace…there is a time for peace….and there is a time for war! 
There is a time for sadness and there is a time for anger.  I am angry this morning; yes, I am sad, too, but I am angry.  Was there every any power given anywhere to anyone who did not subsequently abuse that power?  I have a problem with authority.
Not only in Tibet is there abuse of power.  Look to our own land.  In New York, this week, a governor resigned.  And in our state of Illinois, we have former governor, a republican, serving time in a federal prison; and now his successor, our incumbent governor, a democrat—this week he’s in the news again and it’s not good news.  
Do you remember when Rod Blagojevich was inaugurated?  It was January 13, 2003, over five years ago.  I remember it.  I will never forget it.  I was watching the night of his inaugural speech and I got so excited I started taking notes.  Then, I stayed up and wrote an email to my children…I wanted them to hear about this man who I had voted for.  How proud I was of my vote.  I told them about his immigrant father who worked for 14 years in a steel mill, how he had died, never to see his son move in to the governor’s mansion.  I told them about how this new governor had spoken about real people doing real jobs, no glamour jobs, but real jobs like  laborers, and farmers and factory workers.  And on and on my email went.  I quoted the speech.  I rhapsodized about change and hope and new blood. 

And as I wrote to my kids, I realized why I was writing to them: I wanted them to trust the political process.  I wanted them to believe that voting matters and that your vote counts.  I wanted them to hope again—.  That email was for them.  But looking back on it now, I realize, that email was for me too.  I was writing it to myself. 
And now, five years later, that same governor who stood before us all is—what is he?  

And what am I?  Am I a fool for voting? Am I a fool for hoping?  Am I hope’s fool? 
No, not at all.  And here is where sadness and anger co-inhere. Here is where audacity and humility co-inhere.  Someone wrote a book about this: The Audacity of Hope. Because if we stop hoping, we stop working, and if we stop working…then what?  
May we be graced today with audacity.  As Bertrand Russell once said: “The whole problem with the world is that fools and fanatics are always so certain of themselves, and wiser people so full of doubts.”  So let those who love justice be audacious today. Whatever injustice your hand is near today, this week, stay alive with hope and move your hand to do something!  
What can we do, you say, Tibet is so far away.  But isn’t this an excuse?  Don’t all the big troubles seem far away?   As it turns out Tibet is closer than you think. Yeserday, I got this email and I want to read it to you.  It’s from Tashi, the proprietor of the little Tibetan gift shop on Dempster Street.  Have you met him? He’s a small, diminutive fellow.  The first time I met him, I went home and wrote a poem about him. And I don’t write that many poems!  But Tashi has that impact on you.  

Here’s what he says: “Dear friends:  We regret to inform you that, due to sad developments in Tibet, India, Nepal, and other parts of the world with regard to Tibet-Issue, we have to cancel our A-LITTLE-BIT-OF-TIBET scheduled for Saturday, March 15 (3:00 to 7:45 PM).  We have to go to the Chinese Consulate this evening for candle light vigil. Tomorrow evening, the Tibetan community is meeting to discuss an important issue, and I have been requested to be one of the speakers.” 

And then he gives some links to some informative videos to watch.  And then in all caps, bold, two words, just two words: TRUTH PREVAILS

Don’t lose hope.  Don’t give up.  Find a place somewhere in your sphere of influence today and stand up with audacity for the Truth.

And Mary will show you where to stand—Mary, our Peace and Justice advocate.  Of the many things you have to love about this church—if you care even a little bit about justice you never have to wonder what to do about it.  Mary will let you know.  Mary will tell you where the march is, and when you get there, she’ll give you a place to stand and something to hold in your hand: a whip or a banner or a candle, something to hold up and something to shout out.  What could be easier than that!


Truth prevails! my friends.  Truth prevails!


Amen.  Blessed be.
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