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It is Palm Sunday.  Our dreams have brought us here—to this sanctuary, to this day—a dream of a new church, a dream of a faith free to search, a dream of a fellowship in which the dignity and worth of every person is respected and affirmed, a dream of a congregation in which leadership means service and service is the sine qua non credential for leadership.  Our dreams have brought us here. The dreams of Jesus have brought us here—to this sanctuary, to this Palm Sunday—dreams birthed in an advent of humility, dreams forged through breath-taking epiphanies, dreams made strong through a season of the soul that one day would be called the liturgical season of Lent; a season that we know well, the basic season; where we live when the pressure is on, when questions outnumber assertions, when, by all appearances, things could get much better but are more likely to get much worse. 

 
Typically, dreams that make it through Lent, dreams stirred in a cauldron of ache and anxiety, dreams laced with alternating pulsations of expectation and sorrow—dreams that make it through Lent—find expression in action, often on a Palm Sunday. For Jesus, to dream of freedom, of faith, of sufficiency, and of life; for us to dream of a new church, a fellowship of inclusion, a congregation in which communion is a fact as well as a ritual, to dream of a sacred union between the concepts of progressive and religion; to dream those dreams is to be so exhilarated by potential and fired by imagination that not to act on the dreams seems criminal, cowardly, and unfaithful, worse by far than anything that could happen to us if we act on the dreams.  

So, Jesus acted on his dreams.  So, we acted on our dreams.  Look first at Jesus.  His repudiation of the temptations that stormed his soul in the wilderness enabled Jesus to dream of the redemptive power of suffering love.  That never receding dream and the commitment inspired by it catapulted Jesus into ministries of preaching, teaching, healing, and nurturing . . . and into a storm of controversy that would not be still until his words were silent and his body was breathless.  As for us, our repudiation of the lures of a cultural religion touting the philosophy that bigger is better, that diversity is morally suspect, that planned worship, rich and varied in substance, is in reality cold and lacking in heart, and that freedom is a threat rather than a cause for celebration set a wide-eyed group of us—an embryonic church—on a road filled with as much threat as surprise and launched a small body of believers into forms of ministry that caused neighborly on-lookers to fluctuate between envy and fear, to speak of this new church in terms both of wonder and disbelief, appreciation and suspicion.

There is always a Palm Sunday.  On the calendar, it arrives in early spring; in our hearts, Palm Sunday can come in the heat of summer or in the dead of winter—it arrives whenever and wherever our God-given dreams intersect the reality created by humankind.  On Palm Sunday, a conflict erupts between different sets of values and people make choices about different paradigms of reality.  Some make no waves, wish for something better but accept what is and make peace with the status quo while others refuse to give authority to cultural definitions of what is important and, drawing from the deepest roots of spirituality, resolve to affect change, to create a new reality, the one sketched by their dreams.  

Jesus entered the city of Jerusalem knowing full well the possibilities before him—possibilities as dark, grim, and tragic as they were light-giving, life-enhancing, and community-building.  Before he left Jerusalem, the toughest questions about what was real and what was not were answered.

Jesus, the dreamer of freedom ran headlong into a grinding tradition that bearing all the marks of heavy oppression caused him to envision a new exodus.  Jesus would not allow himself or those in his movement to be restricted by straight-jackets mass-produced by insecure people using religion as a means of control. Deliverance, never an end in itself, would provide an entry into the kind of liberation that sets faith and compassion in a realm filled with endless possibilities for expression.  

Jesus, the dreamer of faith banged up against a devotion to law that stifled the spirit, made grace look like a lack of conviction, and mocked a life of love as impractical in this world.  But, Jesus would have none of it, elaborating a morality far too lofty to be captured in narrow statements of legality and extending an invitation to discipleship that left out no one—no one!  

Jesus, the dreamer of sufficiency encountered the fatalistic pessimism of people who not only felt it better to put up with poverty, illness, and needless death than to try to change them, but people who justified their negative passivity as an interest in not mixing the spiritual with the physical lest the spiritual be compromised.  Jesus countered all such pessimism with its opposite—which is not optimism but hope—and gave himself to touching lepers, blessing and distributing bread, healing bodies as well as souls, turning the sharing of a cup of water into a spiritual act, and equating rest with salvation.  

When Jesus, the dreamer of life, found himself in the midst of people for whom life was so cheap that killing was viewed as an acceptable method of problem-solving, he demonstrated the dignity and value inherent in every life and made good on his promise to eradicate barriers to abundant life even if that work of eradication required the loss of his own life.

Jesus dreamed God-given dreams and in the face of an opposition that labeled his dreams unrealistic, Jesus renewed his commitment to seeing those dreams fulfilled by ushering into existence a new reality.   

We, too, have dreamed the dreams of God and, at times, taken action on them.  Scratching a sacred itch that had pervaded years of discomfort in one kind of church and made too uncomfortable to rest by the dream of a new kind of church, a few people with mixed motives, grinding grief, and audacious hope embarked on a journey to turn their dream first into a community and then into an institution dedicated to community.  Make no mistake about it, though, what happened among the charter members of this church has found a striking form of repetition in almost every person who attends here or who has joined this fellowship.  Most often born out of wounds inflicted by communities that should have been sources of healing and coming from institutions of a cultural religion that virtually had desensitized a community to the radical nature of Christianity, one by one, two by two, we have come into this church wanting to believe and finally believing that faith does not dictate a closed mind, that thinking is not a sin and that love does not have to be stifled by barriers erected by people’s economics, sexuality, culture, politics, or race.  Our dreams continue to struggle as they engage other, more popular, definitions of reality.  Living among onlookers who judge compliance with that which is biblical to be unrealistic in this society and misunderstood by pseudo-religious standards of what is moral, we find ourselves needing to tap again the strength and the courage to minister amid controversy that only will recede if the church—this church—stops being the church called into formation and action by God.

From time to time, we have been misunderstood.  Jesus was misunderstood.  The more deeply he explored the meaning of faith and love, the angrier his critics became, charging him with trying to ruin the institutions of religion and teaching heresy and associating with the wrong kind of people.  His relationships were too inclusive, his teaching and preaching were too liberal, his view of society was too radical and his impatience with fakes was too offensive.  

Then political charges were leveled at Jesus.  He encouraged people to pay taxes to the government as an act of moral responsibility.  He called for peace-making among all people as compliance with the will of God.  He commended values that made civil officials uneasy. Suddenly, the ministry of Jesus that had started out with great promise became embroiled in controversial, mean-spirited politics—the religious politics that swirled within the precincts of the temple under the guise of tradition and the civil politics within an occupied nation that forged a deadly union between insurrectionists and members of the establishment.  The charges brought against Jesus that resulted in his capital punishment were political, not religious, in nature.  Jesus was murdered by the state as a political insurrectionist, a threat to the stability of the government, a political criminal—and many religious leaders, who had sold their souls for a mess of political porridge, applauded the state’s action.

Doing the work of holiness in this world always gets messy.  People secure in a changeless tradition and in congregations of homogeneity are severely threatened by a spirit of inclusion, by a concept of ministry that views work in the local community as a gift to God, by convictions that gender equity in a church is as ethically important as denominational loyalty.  At the nexus of dreams and reality, there is conflict.  Basic moral values get labeled as volatile political issues causing people to conclude, “We best not talk about those matters in the church.”  The substance of the faith learned at the feet of Jesus and in the tradition of his followers is attacked as a liberal ideology wed to controversial politics that can make a church less attractive in a community and, worst of all, in the minds of some, hurt the church’s budget.

It is Palm Sunday—a day when the greatest dreams intersect the most violent opposition, a day when a savior exhibits a resolution to die violently rather than to abandon a ministry of suffering, non-violent love aimed at a realization of peace; a day when a few people sign a charter and covenant together to be the kind of church that never will be easy, that always will be controversial, that usually will be misunderstood. 

You see, dreams and actions are threads interwoven in one piece of cloth—call that fabric the life of faith.  It is the banner to be waved at the entrance to Holy Week with its stern reminders of how, when dreams and actions are separated, the cloth unravels, religion goes so bad that, in the name of the best, people can do the worst.  Dreams are crucial, but so are actions—actions that confront a reality that may be in opposition to the dreams, actions dedicated to creating a new reality shaped by the most profound dreams of the biblical vision, of moral values, of human aspirations, and of church.  If there is not as much passion in our actions as in our vision, the vision will fade and the actions will cease.  Just as a savior can die, a church can die.  

Please hear this, though; a church never dies because of attacks from outside it, only because of inertia, apathy, and a lack of faith among those within it.  No church is ever killed by its external critics; ecclesiastical deaths are always the product of a spiritual sickness, a lack of faithfulness, an absence of vision, or a failure of faith-based courage among church members.
It is Palm Sunday.  None of us can do anything about what has happened in the past.  The meeting point, the nexus, the intersection, the clash of our dreams and reality comes now.  This is the moment for our decision about what it means to follow Jesus, what new reality needs to be born out of the work of our faith right here where we live.   

Maybe some of you, like me, wish that we could have been there back then—shouting Hosannas as we welcomed Jesus into Jerusalem and into our hearts, signing our names to a parchment that chartered Northminster Church.  But, any statements that we make about this church like any Hosannas we voice to affirm Jesus will of necessity be residents of the present moment.  
Speaking personally, I can tell you that what I want to do is engage contemporary reality in this community with the dreams of Jesus born of God and to strengthen and encourage this little fellowship called Northminster Church so that, with God’s help and the example of Jesus, we can live on the front edge of the advent of a new reality here.  As corny as it may sound, I want to sign on with this church again, to pledge to God and to say to you, “Write my name down.  Count me in.” 

Where do you live?  On the front edge of what will be your place of residence?  What is the reality for which you will live or die?  

It is Palm Sunday, the day for answering those kinds of questions and getting in touch with our most fundamental convictions so as to know for sure, as the days of Holy Week come and go, whether we are the people who would have killed Jesus or those who would have argued that he must live so that his and our dreams given by God will be fulfilled.  

It is Palm Sunday. Amen.
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