Text: Mark 11:1-10
Introduction
I suppose I shouldn’t start out with this, but it’s an axe I’d like to grind because I think it has a point.  Some of you might have the question – why are we reading about Palm Sunday on the First Sunday of Advent?  There is a nice answer.   The compilers of our lectionary lessons wanted to put back in a historic reading.  The first welcome of the King, riding humbly on a donkey, is a proper theological reading for the start of the season of waiting for the second appearance.   Although by doing so they broke part of the purpose of the three year reading cycle which was to expose the church to its four gospels and not just harmonized collection.  The church fought that battle in 2nd – 5th centuries when the last places that read from Tatian’s Diatessaron – a gospel harmony – stopped.  No fight ever really goes away.  They withdraw until they are old enough to have a claim to restoring tradition.
But there is a nastier answer.  You can look in the front of hymnal page XIV if you want and know what we will be reading on any given Sunday during this year.  Notice that “Palm Sunday” has also been replaced.  The Sunday before Easter is now “Sunday of the Passion”.  I’m sure there is a “restoring tradition” argument there as well, but there is a more problematic answer.   The powers that be on the lectionary committee don’t trust the pastorate or the congregations.  They don’t trust the pastorate to read, teach and preach the cross.  They don’t trust the congregations to be Christians and observe Holy Week – especially Good Friday.  Since those no good pastors are skipping the crucifixion and those backsliding people aren’t going to Good Friday service – we’ll stipulate a Sunday of the Passion.  Eat your peas.

Text
Now that I’ve used 20% of my words to grind an axe, how can I redeem them?
I want you to look closely at the content of the 10 verses of today’s gospel.  Mark dedicates three of ten verses to Cloaks and branches and Hosannas.  He dedicates 7 of 10 verses – and all of the words of Jesus – to fetching a Donkey.
The opening words of the gospel of Mark quote Isaiah – “Prepare the way for the Lord”.  Stirring words.  The Baptist crying out in the Jordan point at Jesus and saying that one – Jesus is the coming one.  And then Jesus comes up and says “follow me…I’ll make you fishers of men.”  And Peter, and James and John and Andrew drop their nets.  Let’s prepare the way of the King.
And you can imagine a little while later when Jesus sends the 12 out with power and authority.  Mark records that these apostles – these sent ones – went out and preached that the people should repent.  They drove out many demons and anointed many sick people with oil and healed them.  Now they were preparing the way of the Lord.
And those same fishermen see the transfiguration.  Moses and Elijah and Jesus in the middle – his clothes a dazzling white, whiter than anyone in the world could bleach them.  But then it all disappears.  And Jesus goes back down the mountain.  And worse than that, he brings up this rejection thing again.
The power and authority seem to have been stripped from the disciples.  They can’t heal a boy at the bottom of that mountain.  But that doesn’t stop them from arguing about “who is the greatest”.  After all they are preparing the way of the Lord. 
Some other misunderstandings happen – like the disciples chasing away the children, don’t bother the Lord.  We are preparing his way.  And Jesus becomes indignant in Mark’s words.  Let the children come.  The Kingdom is theirs.  “But we were just preparing the way of the Lord.”
And right before today’s text.  James and John come forward.  Jesus has predicted his crucifixion and humiliation and James and John come forward and ask for the thrones on his right and his left.  They’ve been preparing the way since the beginning.  Seems like a good reward.  Jesus asks them if they understand what they are asking for.  Can they drink the cup?...
Right after that scene is today’s text, Mark doesn’t say their names, but he calls out two of the disciples.  Is it a big stretch to see them being James and John who had just requested those thrones?  Jesus sends two of his disciples to fetch a donkey.
The disciples who have been preparing the way of the Lord.  Who have been sent out with authority over the powers, who have witnessed the glory…are sent to muck around for a donkey in some Podunk ex-urban village.  And probably worse than that – they look suspiciously like thieves.  Go get this young donkey that no one has ever rode on before.  I’m sure such an animal’s neck would not be stiff…would bend easily and go quietly with strangers without attracting attention.   This is preparing the way of the Lord?
Application
Many things in our lives are designed to get us invested in the glory of the movement.   The story of every political season is about the victory of team red or team blue.  About how - now that we’ve won - things will be better.  We will restore the nation.  If your guy or gal won you are invited to retell the story of the struggle and bask in the glory.  At least until the spell wears off.
Not political?  Maybe a sports fan.   Good grief, we have an industry created to sell you shirts and hats and shoes and tickets.  Images of warriors and pictures of glory.  And you can share in it simply by rooting for the correct team and wearing their colors.  Jump on the band-wagon early.
Too smart for politics or sports?  Well we’ve got your glory fix in your alma-mater?  Checked the US News rankings lately? 
Or maybe your hands are a little rougher.  Buy the appropriate muscle car.  Make sure you have all the correct original parts for the extra bit of glory.
Let’s not forget the feminine.  I think we call it life-style sections now.  Magazines and associated products dedicated to the glory of “Southern Living” or the collection of a multiplicity of devices and closets for a fantasy life no one actually lives.  A man might have come up with football on Thanksgiving, but would never come up with black Friday.
We could go on.   If there is one thing our modern society is great at, it is manufacturing identity and meaning with something it can sell you.  There is a set of commercials I love to loathe about the 4G phone.  “So 12 seconds ago.”  Get the phone – so you aren’t 12 seconds behind the glory curve and out of the know.
That even happens in the church.  I don’t want to think about the amount of politicking and lobbying and effort that went into “restoring the lectionary” and creating “Sunday of the passion”.   Now we can see the glory.  Now we have prepared the way of the Lord.
Unlike all those things that gleam and promise glory.  Jesus asks us to go down the hill to the plain.  To check on the upper room to prepare a table for the supper.  To check how much food is available for the crowd.  Jesus tells us to go fetch a donkey.
Preparing the way of the Lord so often looks rather prosaic.  Reading a bible story to our kids.  Saying grace and giving thanks.  Setting tables.  Arranging flowers and filling lights.  Setting aside 10 minutes with the bible.  Forgoing the easy glory for doing to the right thing.  Observing Holy Week. Making coffee to enable conversation.  Giving a fried a phone call just to talk.  Fetching donkeys.
Jesus bids us to prepare the way of the Lord – hip deep in the stuff of daily life.  Because we are not preparing for our own glorious actions and victories.  We are preparing the way of the Lord.  And the place of the Lord is with his people.
Oh that you would rend the heavens and come down, that the mountains might quake at your presence.  And one day they will.  One day the trumpet will sound the great hosanna.  But right now – we are the clay you are our potter, we are all the work of your hand. (Isa 64:1,8)
[bookmark: _GoBack]We prepare the way of the Lord by having messy hands in that clay as the body of Christ.  We prepare the way – expecting that the Lord will act – heart by heart, person by person.  That fetching donkeys is good work – preparing hard hearts and stiff necks to say – hosanna!  Blessed is one who comes in the name of the Lord.  Blessed is the coming reign of the Son of David.  And in that work God invites us to truly participate in a glory that can’t be bought.  A glory available only through grace and the cross.  Amen.

