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Text: “They stripped him and put a scarlet robe on him,adial twisting some thorns
into a crown, they put it on his head.” (Matthew 27:28).

This past Tuesday Charlotte welcomed to our city Elies@éljenolocaust survivor,
author, and Nobel Peace Laureate. On Tuesday aftermpaoticipated in a discussion seminar
with Professor Wiesel that included a number of religiteaders representing Jews, Christians,
and Muslims. In his remarks to this group Elie WiesBéoted on some of the events of his life.
He shared with us some of the terrible experienceshthhad suffered first at Auschwitz and
then later at Buchenwald. He noted the fact that forthe most beautiful sight in the world was
the sight of the uniforms of the American soldieroviberated the concentration camp at
Buchenwald where this sixteen-year-old boy was held captiegeminisced as well about those
years in Paris where he settled after the war. Foydars he could not speak about the atrocities
he had suffered. When he was finally able to let the witodsout of him, he wrote his first
bookLa Nuit (Night), surely one of the most powerful books ever writtear. fAionths and
months he searched for a publisher, but to no avail. Nevanged to publish the book. They
simply did not believe that what he had written was tHe finally found a publisher for his
book, a small Parisian publishing house that agreed to puiistovel under the condition that
all future royalties would come not to the author butgublisher. Today the book has sold
8.5 million copies (six million before Oprah).

The point that Elie Wiesel made over and over agais that one person can make a
difference.




He spoke of his faith through all of this--he called ‘fvaunded faith.” He had every
reason to give up believing in God, but he refused to do soughrthe years he was afraid that
no one would listen to the story of a small boy takea toncentration camp where he watched
his mother, father, and sister die. He wondered ietenpossible for him to make a difference.

Several years ago Elie Wiesel was invited to speak tG#nman Parliament in Berlin.
The site of the Parliament building is the very sataegowhere Hitler's Reichstag once stood.
When he appeared before the German government, he thaekedotr all that modern
Germany had become. He noted that Germany today is po@sperous and democratic nation
that time and time again has sought to redress the agagbward the Jews. He told the
Parliament that if there was one thing for which held¢ask, it would be for someone to say to
the Jews that they were sorry for what happened tdethe during World War Il. The very next
week the President of Germany flew to Jerusalem, mhttiet Israeli Parliament, and issued to
the Jews an apology on behalf of the German governimewnthat had been done to the Jews in
Hitler's Germany.

One person can make a difference.

This morning, on this Palm Sunday, we begin a journeyréminds us that one person
can make a huge difference. The road of Holy Week begirssPalm Sunday that brought
“Hosannas” and “Alleluias” to Jesus and his discipleBeasntered the city of Jerusalem. It is a
road that beckons us to follow throughout the tumultuoests\of that first Holy Week: the
cleansing of the Temple, Jesus’ teaching in the Tem@esutsing of a fig tree. Then, finally the
road leads to Gethsemane, Good Friday, and finally ESstatay.

The passage we read this morning marks one of the lowiast poall of Holy Week.
Matthew’s gospel tells us that after Pontius Pilateé tondemned Jesus to death, the Roman
soldiers began to torment and tease him. They strippedrahput a scarlet cloak or shoulder
garment on him. Scarlet was the color of royalty.yltek some thorns or small twigs and
fashioned a makeshift crown that they placed on his Aés put a reed in his hand, as if it
were a kind of scepter. Then they teased him and mockedrdraried out, “Hail, King of the
Jews.”

There is something terribly grotesque about this imageeo$tarlet coat. It was a color
that Roman generals often wore and there was a aagigruity between the militaristic image
that the scarlet cloak evoked and one who was the Ryfrieeace. Imagine Elie Wieselina S.S.
uniform, or Nelson Mandela dressed in a British mornirgg selling Krugerands in Cape Town,
or Mother Theresa in an Armani gown, and you begin torshaiad the terrible agony of that
scene in the courtyard. They took the Prince of Peadéred to turn him into a Roman general.

Sometimes | shutter when | think of what Christiamgehdone to the Christ.
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For one thing we have made Jesus into a kind of Gebhé have never chosen to be.
We have dressed him up in scarlet robes of metaphysitahsof divinity. We have pushed
him off, as in the Byzantine frescoes, into a diste#ven, until the real Christ--the one who
grew up in Nazareth, who taught beside the lake, whoestgh the bigotry of the priests, who
refused to bend before the power of Rome, prayed in agfd@gthsemane, and died
courageously at Calvary--has been lost.

One of the most powerful scenes | know in literaigsr@ Dostoevsky’s great novéhe
Brothers Karamazov. In the novel Jesus returns to the city of Sevillepaif. He moves
through the city, befriending the poor, healing the sicll,gwing bread to the hungry. His
appearance causes such an outcry that the Grand Inquditmrepresents the church, goes to
the jail cell where Jesus has been imprisoned. Hetmieonvince Jesus that he is not needed
today. He will only be a hindrance to the work of the chuFehally, he expels Jesus into the
night saying, “Go, and come no more...Come not at all, heexer!” And so Jesus goes away.

On this point the New Testament is clear. “God i®j@nd he that abides in love abides
in God, and God abides in him.” That is to say that wlere is, God is; where goodness is,
God is.

Even so, Jesus himself was so human and so humblengnatonders what he would
have thought had he been told of what people would say ofWimy do you call me good?” he
said on one occasion. “No one is good except God.” idetlsat to a man whom he thought was
over praising him. “Not everyone who says, ‘Lord, Ldrtdg said, “will enter the kingdom of
heaven, but those who do the will of my father in heévda said that to those who thought that
worship was a substitute for ethics.

Then, too, we have made Christ a sponsor for soaigkesahe would have never
considered. For almost four decades the churches in tinigrgdhave been divided between
those who believe that the mission of the churdingply to offer comfort to those who are
afflicted and those who believe that the mission efdhurch is to change society. Now, surely,
only the very comfortable could believe that the misgibthe church exists only to care for its
own members. On the other hand, one does not have teelydong to realize that there are
some things in life that are not going to be changed.

As one reads the New Testament, it is certainlyr ¢hest Jesus cared not only about the
spiritual life of people; he cared deeply about theirsataf lives. The test of true religion for
Jesus had to do with feeding the hungry, clothing the n&leading the sick, and helping those
on the very margins of our society. If Jesus were imadst today, it is hard to imagine that he
would not be concerned about the slums in our citieshomeless on our streets, and the
outcasts of our society.
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In his comments to our group on Tuesday, Elie Wiesel nbtdce had often wondered
how National Socialism and the Third Reich could Halessomed in Germany. After all,
Germany was by and large a Christian nation. It wasehtmnGoethe and Schiller, to Bach and
Beethoven, to Martin Luther and a host of great theategand philosophers. The doctors who
performed those vile experiments in Auschwitz wermécat some of the greatest universities
in the world.

When | think of what we have done to the Christ, eswhave placed that scarlet robe
upon him, | am reminded of the words to the spiritual, “Wiéva There When They Crucified
My Lord?”

“Sometimes it causes me to tremble,
tremble, tremble...”

V.

As we come to this Holy Week, surely we are remindatiwe are being called to
making a difference. That is what Jesus did. The gospelmd us over and over again that he
“set his face to go to Jerusalem.”

In his novelThe Town Beyond the Wall, Elie Wiesel relates an incident when a young
man, Michael, who has survived the holocaust, returhgsstbometown in Romania. There is
something that is drawing him there, though he cannot iitaie returns to the center of the
city where as a boy he, along with other Jews, waraded up and placed in the cattle cars that
would take them to the death camps. As he looks to théitgsl around the train station, his
eyes are drawn to a window that he remembered as @t fateful day. There was a
nameless face in the window--a spectator, the faeenadn who watched as the Jews were
rounded up and did nothing.

Surely God is calling each of us to be more than aafpec As a congregation, there are
SO0 many ways that we can make a difference: in oultiésmour city, and our nation. There is
nothing more important for us than to find the real Chiliske that scarlet robe from him. Even
the soldiers who mocked finally put his own cloak back om tii only those of us who are his
friends would do the same, we too might see the qudlityscspirit, his way of life, and his
vision of truth.

That is what Holy Week calls us to do. For if we ds,thind only if we do this, then we
will be ready to hear the words, “Christ is Rise® id Risen indeed.”
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