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PSALM 31:15-16
     a sermon by Mel Williams
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     April 13, 2003 (Palm/Passion Sunday)
 
 
It was Palm Sunday, and little Johnny had a sore throat and stayed home from church with a sitter. When his family returned home, they were carrying several palm branches. Johnny asked what they were for. His little sister said, “People held them over Jesus’ head as he walked by.” Johnny said, “Wouldn’t you know it! The one Sunday I don’t go, he shows up!”
 
Palm Sunday is one of the Sundays of the year when we remember with preciseness the details about Jesus---his commandeering the donkey, his careful planning of his ride into Jerusalem, the people grabbing palm branches to wave and lay at his feet. Today we do more than remember; we move toward re-enacting, and it seems that we are indeed there--on the road, with palm branches in our hands. And Jesus is coming by. 
 
When he rode into the city, did Jesus know what he was doing? Did he know that he was headed into danger? Surely he counted the cost. 

He had already challenged the authorities by saying that he forgave sins. He stood for equality and compassion over against the hardliners of the law. He knew he had opponents. He must have felt both intensity and uneasiness. He must have felt fear and uncertainly. But he also reached inward for his great trust in God. Jesus could pray to God with the psalmist: “My times are in your hand.”
 
In so many situations of our life we too struggle between when to act and when to trust. In the spiritual life there is a continual tension between how much we must do, decide, push and control---and how much we should let go, surrender, wait and trust.
 
In various moments we ask ourselves: Is this the time to act? Or is this the time to refrain from action? Is this the time to take initiative and forge ahead, or is this the time to wait and let the process take its course? Do we make things happen, or do we sit back and wait another hour, another week, another month?
 
Jesus must have asked those questions before he sent his disciples to borrow that donkey for him to ride into Jerusalem. He carefully planned this parade into the city. It was a kind of protest march against the current government and right wing religious leaders. Jesus was the organizer of the march. By riding into the city, Jesus could face possible rejection and death.
 
If you read Mark’s gospel lesson this week and watched TV, it was not difficult to notice the parallels between Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem and our troops’ entry into Baghdad. The contrast is striking---between Jesus riding into Jerusalem and our American soldiers riding tanks into Baghdad. Jesus’ ride on the donkey has been called, paradoxically, the “triumphal entry.” 
 
But it’s an odd triumph. There were no tanks, no toppling of Caesar’s statue. Here was a humble man riding not on a stallion, a symbol of military might, but on a donkey, a beast of burden. It was a non-violent protest march, not a violent regime change. Oh to be sure, the regime change was what 75 percent of the people wanted Jesus to do. “Get the Romans out!” But Jesus chose a different path.
 
He made a decision. “He set his face to Jerusalem.” And after that decision was made, he turned to a different mode. He did not initiate the hoped for violent overthrow of the Roman regime. He waited and trusted. He stated his gospel and turned to trust. In essence he said to God, “My times are in your hand.”
 
Jesus seems to be telling us: After we’ve stated our case and made our choices, the best thing to do is to trust. But trust looks foolish to a secular mindset! It’s hard to surrender ourselves to God---or to any human person. We like to be doing something. We want action. We want to make things happen. We want others to be like us.
 
This week I heard a story told by Gandhi in India. He said that a westerner came upon a fisherman in India lying on the beach, resting. The westerner said, “Why don’t you get a boat and go fishing? If you will, I’ll buy you a boat and motor to help you start a fishing business. You could catch a lot of fish and sell them for a living. Then you could build a nice house.” But the man kept lying there, and he said, “I prefer to stay where I am.”
 
For those of us nurtured on the work ethic, his decision is hard to support. But in a spiritual sense the man is right. Our job is to stay still, stay quiet, stay un-busy. Stay centered. Stay prayerful. Stay connected to the silent source, the water of life.
 
We westerners usually think that the best choice is to DO something. We all have our TO-DO list. But what we need most is a TO-BE list. Sometimes the best motto is: “Don’t just do something—STAND THERE.”
 
I recently heard someone say, “I’m trying to learn to give up striving.” We all spend much of our lives striving---for education, money, success, reputation. We want to be productive. 

But can we ever stop our compulsive busyness and lean into trusting? The American way is hard work, striving. doing. But the spiritual path may come closer to being the opposite---openness, receiving, trusting, resting, being. As one spiritual advisor once told me, “This is a time for you to do nothing, but to stop and let God do something for you.”
 
I think this is some of what the psalmist meant by this wonderful sentence: “My times are in your hand.” It’s an act of trust, relying not on ourselves and our wits and cleverness, but on God to provide what we need, when we need it. 
 
Trust is a radical move. What our country teaches is, “My times are in the government’s hands.” Or my times are in the stock market’s hands. My times are in the boss’ hands. My times are in my parents’ hands or my children’s hands, or my partner’s hands.” But the psalmist speaks to God, “My times are in your hand.”
 
When Jesus rode into Jerusalem, I wonder if he was praying this psalm. It seems that he was saying, “I’ve had my days of action. I’ve made decisions; I’ve listened to people’s cries for healing. I’ve reached out to comfort, to forgive, to heal. I’ve crossed boundaries. I’ve prayed for my enemies. I’ve taught and preached. Now my task is to trust, to turn it all over to God.
 
One of the most important spiritual messages in the Bible is “fear not.” If we could release the grip of fear, we would change our lives and the world. The antidote to fear is trust. Trust the process of God at work. Trust the process of God’s people at work. Trust the process of God leading us. Trust God. Trust.
 
We see in Jesus this radical trust. We see him, riding where his faith and conscience led him to ride. As he stared into the face of suffering and death, he released his control. He surrendered his ego, and he turned to trust in God to provide what he needed.
 
And out of that trust came love, deep abiding love.
 
“My times are in your hand.”
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