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Palm Sunday, April 5, 1998
One of the givens of living in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, as I do, is that if you don't have cable or a satellite dish, you don't have television. It is just not possible to get anything more than one local station without artificial help.
If I were a more responsible person, I would probably tell you that the constraints of living there have helped me to give up television entirely. But I am what I am, and though I can assure you that I don't watch nearly as much television as I once did, I have cable nonetheless.
I came home from a trip recently to discover that our cable had expanded radically, and that we have stations now that we never had before -- not an unmixed blessing. Two of the new stations have a news discussion format, so they are deeply interested in polls -- polls about the President and polls about Congress and polls about "Titanic."
The ability to canvass public opinion quickly and in great detail is one of the obvious downsides of technology -- most of the poll results I see provoke only the question, "Who cares?"
We are very righteous about office-holders who seem to govern by polls, and politicians who calculate their positions on issues by what the polls tell them people want to hear. And somehow we come to think that leadership which is driven by public opinion is a very recent phenomenon.
But a good deal of the drama of Palm Sunday and Holy Week is tied up with the first-century equivalent of governing by poll numbers. What happened to Jesus on the last Sunday of his earthly life, and what happened to him over the next few days, and finally what happened to him on the day he died were all driven by what various people thought the crowd thought -- by public opinion. The mood of the crowd -- or at least the perceived mood of the crowd -- helped determine the actions of the Jewish leadership, the Roman governor Pontius Pilate, and even Jesus himself.
Jesus shamelessly plays to the crowd on Palm Sunday. There are many extra people in Jerusalem who have come from all over the world to celebrate Passover in the holy city. Holiday crowds are always looking for some excitement.
The crowd has heard that Jesus might be the savior-king the Old Testament prophets had talked about. Jesus very purposefully manipulates the crowd's emotions by riding into Jerusalem on a donkey. He fulfills a prophecy Zechariah made hundreds of years before: when the true king of Jerusalem finally comes into his capital city he will ride a donkey. The donkey ride has the exact effect Jesus was hoping for -- the crowd cheers him as their king.
The Jewish leaders hated Jesus and wanted to kill him to shut him up. His popularity with the people threatened the cozy relationship the Jewish leaders had with the Roman occupying forces. If, God forbid, Jesus really were the Messiah, he would stir the crowd up further, lead an army against Rome, and generally cause enough upset that the leaders would be of no further use to the Romans and would lose their jobs.
Up until Friday, the Jewish leaders' reading of the crowd was, "They are on Jesus' side completely. The only way we are going to get away with arresting him is if we do it away from the crowd." Their opinion about the crowd's opinion led to the payoff to Judas who knew where they could arrest Jesus quietly, to the clandestine arrest Maundy Thursday night and the secretive trial Good Friday morning.
In fact the crowd's opinion about Jesus was changing as the week wore on. Jesus' poll numbers, as it were, were in free fall. The crowd expected armed rebellion, but Jesus gave them extra Bible study. The crowd demanded brutal combat, but Jesus gave them intellectual debate.
So by Friday morning the crowd was quite susceptible to the further manipulations of the Jewish leaders. They had, finally, turned completely against Jesus. They asked Pilate to release a small-time rebel named Barabbas rather than Jesus, whose ratings had been so high just a few days before.
When they were asked what they wanted done with the man who said he was their king, the crowd yelled -- "Kill him, get rid of him, crucify him" -- and then they laughed at him and made fun of him as he took up three hours of their valuable time before he died.
All Governor Pontius Pilate wanted to do was get back to his Mediterranean villa in Caesarea with a minimum of upset. He had no investment in the religious squabbles that seemed so important to the Jews, and he dismissed their leaders' case against crowd-pleasing Jesus.
When he realized that the crowd was, in fact, not with Jesus and that he would make a calm outcome far more likely by letting Jesus be executed, he said, "You go ahead and do it yourselves -- don't blame me."
Of course, Pilate did not have to go home with the crowd. He had to go home with his wife, and his wife had talked to him about Jesus, saying, "Have thou nothing to do with that just man, for I have suffered many things this day in a dream because of him." Pilate washed his hands.
In this depressingly human story, the crowd stands for us. We are not allowed to say, "If only I had been there, I wouldn't have betrayed Jesus -- I would have understood what he was really all about." But the fact is none of us would have understood any such thing. We are all just part of the large unthinking crowd of humanity, which on most issues -- even important ones -- just gets blown around by what we read and what we see on television and whom we want to impress.
When God allows something to happen that we don't much like, or when his actions puzzle us, or when he doesn't seem to be able to see how much better things would be if he just listened to us more -- then we turn against him just as the crowd did in between Sunday's "Hosanna," and Friday's, "Let him be crucified."
We are no better than that crowd. And that is exactly why Jesus "humbled himself, and became obedient unto death, even the death of the cross." Jesus died for the fickle crowd. He died for us.
