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“Blessed is the One”
Philippians 2:5-11 & Mark 11:1-11
I could see the red light on the clip that was attached to one of the baby’s toes.  The clip was attached to a monitor that was resting alongside the baby’s young father.

The father had carefully cradled the baby in his left arm.

“It monitors his breathing and his heart,” he said.  “If there is any change in his breathing or heart beat, the monitor will send off a signal.”

“Can it make any adjustments or corrections?” I asked.

“No,” he answered.  “All I can do is call 911 or get him to an emergency room.  Our first son died because of the same condition.”

It is difficult make sense of such circumstances.    But what happens when we are faced with circumstances that are less than perfect or less than what we may have expected?  I imagine at the time that I was born my mother wondered if I had all of my fingers and toes.
As I listened to the young father talk, I realized that his love for his son and not the circumstances of his son’s health is what defined their relationship.  Earlier in the day I was engaged in a conversation with someone about a family.
“That family is so dysfunctional,” she said to which I responded, “All of our families are dysfunctional.”

“That’s why I love Christmas so much,” I continued.

“Huh?” she asked.

“Can you imagine Joseph’s surprise when the angel appears to him in a dream and tells him, ‘Oh, by the way do you know that Mary, the woman you’re engaged to, is häpai – she’s pregnant – and you’re not the father?’”  At first Joseph is tempted to avoid the brouhaha and end his relationship with Mary quietly.  Just as he is about to do this, the angel appears to him again and encourages him to take Mary as his wife.  (Matthew 1:18-25).

“It’s amazing to me,” I said “that Joseph was willing to marry her and to hänai Jesus as his son.  God chooses someone who comes from a less than perfect family to become the Savior of the world.”
“God is the God of the unexpected and that is a source of great comfort to me,” I added.  

That is what makes our readings from The Letter of Paul to the Philippians and The Gospel According to Mark so remarkable to me.  As we come to the end of this season of Lent, we are reminded that the events we remember this Holy Week are often about the unexpected.
Jesus does not enter Jerusalem as proud and warlike on the back of a horse.  Instead he arrives on the back of a donkey, commonplace and humble.  (Feasting on the Word, Year B, Volume 2, Lent through Eastertide, Bartlett & Taylor, Westminster John Knox Press, Louisville & London, 2008, page 155)  He is depicted as coming in peace – not to conquer but to teach the ways of peace.
The people expected a conquering warrior and they offered such a hero’s welcome to Jesus on the day that he entered Jerusalem.  But what the people saw was not what they expected.

In his letter to the church in Philippi, the Apostle Paul reminds us that Jesus “did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness and being in human form he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death on a cross.” (Philippians 2:6-8)  Like many from centuries ago, we expect Jesus to morph into a warrior-king not into a slave-servant.  We want the koa-moʻi not the kauwā.  We want Kahekili, the chief of Maui not Batimea Lalana, the blind and disabled preacher of Maui to lead us.  But Paul reminds us that our God is the God of the unexpected. 

Last Sunday Stephen Haines, our choir director, shared with members of our adult choir that the anthem, Benedictus, celebrates Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem.  (Benedictus, Brian Lewis, Alfred Publishing Co., Inc. 2004)  It does so in a quiet, steady way - not in a brash and pompous way. 
Stephen explained that there’s a tendency for us to always expect that this is a day of great triumph.  But the arrangement by Brian Lewis is far from triumphal.

Instead it provides us with a slow and steady glimpse into the ways in which this is a holy week.  We have the technology and ability to create the scene of Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem on film.  We also have the technology to create not only the sight but sound of that day.
We could easily imagine a grand score of soaring strings and blaring trumpets.  What I imagine is a film editor recording the pace of his entry and the commotion of the crowd of people waving palm branches in slow motion.  

Accompanying those images would be voices singing – a capella -  “Benedictus, qui venit, nominee Domini.  Hosana in excelsis. Hosana in excelsis.  Blessed is the One who comes in the name of the Lord. Hosanna in the highest.”   Our voices would join their voices in praising God for the One who has come to us not as warrior-king but as slave-servant.
Our God is the God of the unexpected.  
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