St Edward’s 8am 

I have never been a great one for demonstrations. I’m not a particularly demonstrative person in any respect. I did once attend an open air concert in support of CND but I’m afraid this had more to do with free music than any rigorous commitment to stamping out the atom bomb. I am quite happy not to be part of a large crowd, which is just as well as a member of the Church of England. 
However, I did camp out all night on the streets of London with the crowds gathered to watch the wedding of Prince Charles and Lady Diana Spencer, not, again, I fear, because of a welling up of powerful royalist sympathies but because it seemed a fun thing to do with friends. The crowds were considerable. They were not protesting, as were those recently during the G20 summit, they were rejoicing, no doubt, like me,  for all sorts of mixed reasons and they were largely very good natured. It was a national celebration, a celebration of love (despite all we learnt subsequently). The weather was fine, it felt good to be part of an historic occasion. It was a festivity
I am trying to capture in my own mind something of what Palm Sunday might have felt like. We know there was a political edge to it. You can’t enter a city in the Roman empire and have people proclaim you a successor to King David without someone in authority taking note. In the same way we know this was a religious demonstration too. This is Jerusalem and it is Passover time. This gives an edge to it as well and the religious leaders are outraged. Indeed, in Luke’s account, they object, saying: “Teacher, rebuke your disciples”

But the tone of this gathering of people does not seem to primarily a demonstration or a protest action, though there may be some of that for some of the crowd. Instead this seems to have been a spontaneous outpouring of joy and celebration from Jesus’ supporters who sense that something new is happening, something is about to change and God is at work. Now in fact, they are probably all wrong just about everything that will happen next. They haven’t noticed that their king comes riding on a donkey. In the sunshine they do not see the shadow of a cross fall over the cheering crowd. But Jesus is not going to stop this outbreak of kingdom joy. It may be misguided or based on a very limited understanding but it is still valid. Rebuke them? says Jesus. Not likely: “I tell you if they keep quiet, the stones will cry out.”
We are entering a very sombre time. Today Holy Week begins and we will taking our place again at the foot of the cross to wrestle once again with its meaning and to offer our worship to the one who hung upon it. But whilst the church is very good at doing sombre we struggle a little with being festive. Palm Sunday reminds us that we can be a festive people which is not the same as being a people who walk around with a silly grin on our faces ignoring all the bad things in the world. We are festive because one has come in the name of the Lord and the kingdom of God has presnt amongst us. We are festive because the cross for all its pain and shame is for us our salvation. The church often presents a dour and forbidding face. We have been prone down the centuries to disapprove of people enjoying themselves. We have said, “Teacher, rebuke your disciples”. But we, of all people, should be a festive people, people who know how to celebrate, live joyfully and can’t keep quiet about the goodness of life and the greatness of God.
We live in sombre times. People are worried about jobs, money, housing. The temptation is either to despair or try and blot out the anxiety with celebrations fuelled only by drink or excess we can ill afford. We are a culture that finds it hard to celebrate without the help of external stimulus, be it some mood changing chemical, digital entertainment or shopping. Christians could offer something different: a sense of celebration that flows from a deep inner sense of the God’s kingdom in our midst. Such a festivity does not try to be an anaesthetic, dulling the pain of an otherwise fraught and anxious life. Christianity can and has been  used in this way and it is the way in which much of our modern celebrations work as Friday and Saturday nights in Leek bear eloquent witness. But we can be festive in a different way, in a way that comes from hope and joy, a conviction that, even in the midst of a credit crunch with all the misery it may bring, life is precious because it is a gift of God and this same God comes to us in his great humility, riding on a donkey, to call us into a new kind of life, something worth celebrating.
