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“Blessed is the one”
Philippians 2:5-11 & Luke 19:28-40

Stephen Heywood was 29 years old when he was diagnosed with ALS or amyotrophic lateral sclerosis disease, also called Lou Gehrig's disease.  It is a neurodegenerative disease that causes paralysis by killing nerve cells that control movement.

Once a diagnosis is made the average life expectancy is two to five years.  "So Much So Fast" is a documentary about Heywood's determination, despite the diagnosis, to live a full life.  It will air on our local public television station this coming Tuesday at 9:00 p.m. as a part of the Frontline series.  A review of the documentary by Lynn Elber of the Associated Press appeared in The Maui News yesterday. (The Maui News, Saturday, March 31, 2007, B12)
Elber noted that after Heywood received the news, "he married, had a child, and built two homes, even as he was slowly losing control of his body.  He had the support of family members including wife Wendy."  (Op. cit.)
In the film Wendy recalls thinking:  "What will people say?  Will they say, 'Oh, wasn't that nice of her to marry that ailing man?' or 'Is that fair for him to marry her?'"

Elber began her review of the documentary on Heywood by pointing out that Elizabeth Edwards, "facing invasive cancer, has said that she doesn't intend to let the disease 'be the boss of me.'"   Elbert sees that same brand of courage displayed in Heywood's life.

In an article that also appeared in yesterday's issue of The Maui News, syndicated columnist Ellen Goodman shared her observations about two public statements made by Elizabeth and her husband, John Edwards, one of several candidates seeking the office of the President of the United States in 2008:  "Her cancer is back.  The campaign will go on." (The Maui News, Saturday, March 31, 2007, A11)
Edwards has said of herself:  "Either you push forward with the things that you were doing yesterday or you start dying."  "I am denying it (cancer) control over how I spend the rest of my life."  "The best thing you can give your children is wings."  (Op. cit.)  
Whatever thoughts Wendy Heywood may have had about the opinions of others regarding her husband's decision to marry, start a family, and build a home, Goodman weighs in with her thoughts about what some may say about Elizabeth Edwards' decision to push forward.  Goodman writes, "We each have an opinion on whether continuing a campaign shows courage or denial.  On whether quitting would show acceptance or defeat.  We have an opinion on whether children need wings or a cocoon.  Our views about facing cancer are as varied and conflicted as the eulogies of its victims:  She fought every inch of the way.  She accepted it with grace."

I agree with Goodman when she writes, "The truth is that the Edwardses made their decision the way we all do.  We make choices based on who we are and what we believe and what is important to us.  It is not simply a mathematical equation, it is a narrative."  (Op. cit.)
And if the narrative is about death, then it is a narrative not unlike the one that comes to us from our reading from The Gospel According to Luke.  The choices Jesus made about his own death were based on what he had come to understand about himself, what he believed, and what was important to him.  

Today is Palm Sunday.  Today is also Passion Sunday.  The story of one is the story of the other.
For centuries the Sunday immediately prior to Easter has been known as Palm Sunday, the day commemorating Jesus’ triumphant entry into the city of Jerusalem.  For others it was known as Passion Sunday, a time when crucifixes, pictures, and icons were veiled in purple and the narratives of Jesus’ suffering and death were read.
Over the centuries people were concerned with the odd juxtaposition of Palm Sunday and Passion Sunday.  On the one hand Palm Sunday tended to jump from waving palm branches to celebrating the resurrection of Jesus without hearing the story of Jesus’ last supper, betrayal, arrest, trial, crucifixion, and burial.  

On the other hand, Passion Sunday highlighted the crucifixion prior to Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem and seemed to overlook altogether the joy of that day.  Our reading from The Gospel According to Luke focuses on Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem as a time of triumph and praise.  For some the mood of victory and joy is premature because it steals its message from Easter that is yet to come.  

However, Luke’s account as well as the stories told by Matthew, Mark and John all favor such an observance – that it was a time of great joy.  Our celebration of Palm Sunday draws upon John’s account of palm branches (John 12:13); Matthew’s prophecy from Zechariah (Zechariah 9:9); and Mark as well as Matthew and John’s contribution of the shouting throng.  (Mark 11:8-10)

What is distinctive about  Luke’s story is that it is more subdued.  It is also less crowded and less noisy than the other accounts provided by Matthew, Mark and John.  Still there is joy and amid that joy, there is the awareness of Jesus' impending death.  

We are reminded that all of what has been said previously is part of a larger narrative (Luke 9:51) that points towards Jerusalem and his death.  It would be theologically safe to say that through the death of Jesus on the cross, the gift of eternal life has now been made available to all who believe.

Such a conclusion would allow us to tie up all the pain and suffering into a neat bow, all the while ignoring the gift - not necessarily of eternal life - but of life itself.  In other words we have the opportunity in reflecting on the death of Jesus to face our own fear, anger, denial and acceptance of death itself.
Elizabeth Edwards said what we all know and then some:  "We're all going to die."  And she added, " . . . I pretty much know what I'm going to die of.  But I do want to live as full and normal a life as I can from this point on."  (Op. cit.)  How much more joy there would be if we lived our lives more fully, not in the face of an imminent death, but in the face of the life that is ours in this moment and in every moment.
In the end what makes Luke’s story significant is Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem as an event for the disciples themselves rather than the enthusiasm of a large crowd.  It is the disciples not the people who set Jesus on the colt.  And it is the disciples who rejoice and praise God.  (Luke 19:35-37)  

The gospel of Jesus Christ belonged to them in their day and it belongs to us in our day.  As disciples of Jesus Christ we must set him on the colt.  We must spread our garments on the road.  We must rejoice and praise God, knowing that through his death we come face to face not only with our own death, but with how we are to live.

So Jesus comes to Jerusalem – the city where God dwells (Psalm 84:1); the city where all go to worship (Psalm 122); the city where all nations shall gather ( Isaiah 2:1-5).  And it is here in this city that he will die.  But it is in this city that the disciples will tarry, because it will be from this city that the gospel of Jesus Christ will be carried to the nations and to every corner of the world.  (Luke 24:47; Acts 1:4-8)
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