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Text: “And when the chief priests and scribes heardtj they kept looking for a way to kill
him; for they were afraid of him, because the whole crowd &as spellbound by his teaching.”
(Mark 11:18)

Several years ago | had the chance to visit the lalmtael. One of the most distinct
memories that | have is standing on the Mount of Olareklooking across the Kidron Valley into
Jerusalem. From the Mount of Olives you can see thdevdiele of the ancient walls of the city
and the remains of the great temple of Herod, wheres Jasight on a number of occasions.

As | looked at that ancient gate into the city, iswat hard to visual that first Palm Sunday
almost two thousand years ago when Jesus and this smalbbdisciples came down from the
small town of Bethany, dipped down to the Kidron Vallayl &éhen climbed the hill to the gate of
the city amid the waving of palm branches and the crysdidaoa, blessed is the one who comes in
the name of the Lord.”

Had we been there a few days later we would haveaseery different scene — three
crosses lifted north of the city’s wall, and watchieem through the day until they were silhouetted
against the darkening evening sky.

One of the questions that is often asked during this Wlgk is the question: “Who killed
Jesus?” So often it is tempting to look at history im&eof good versus evil — light versus
darkness. So much of our history is painted in this fashi@member some years ago the movie
“Braveheart” that focused on the life of the great $tothero William Wallace. It was hard to
watch that movie and not feel a great affection tovfii@nt Scots who fought so hard for freedom
against the ruthless King Edward | of England.

The same is true of situations such as World Warhi¢ Axis nations under Hitler and
Mussolini seemed to epitomize every evil one can imagu@ence, territorial aggrandizement,
the killing of millions of innocent Jews, while the Allidorces of Europe and the United States
seem to stand for all that was good and right.

—




The crucifixion of Jesus that occurred on that Good Frs@é@ms so heinous that one would
naturally expect that the people who killed Jesus wersnadlymurderers.

However, there is something very haunting about thénddatesus. One of the most solemn
factors of the death of Christ is that the people wHedkilesus were for the most part ordinary
people. They were people like you and me.

There is a great African American spiritual thatoften sing in Holy Week entitled “Were
You There When They Crucified My Lord?” In many ways istrange that we would sing such a
hymn. | don’t think anyone would sing, “Were you there wheiuguaesar was killed, or were
you there when Abraham Lincoln was assassinated?” Andhgeexistence of this spiritual
suggests that there was something different about thle dedesus. It wasn'’t just a small group of
people who killed Jesus, but there is a sense that weall¢inere when they crucified our Lord.

So, as we begin this Holy Week, it is certainly faiask again, “Who were the people who
killed Jesus?”

One of the groups of people responsible for the deatlso$ Jeas the religious leaders of
his day. They were not necessarily bad people. Inttaey, represented the very best of Israel’s
religious faith. To be sure, the Gospels paint the B&esiin a very unlovely light, for they were
clearly opposed to the ministry of Jesus. But in thedalgk, when the Greeks under Antiochus
Epiphanes crashed down on Jerusalem, violated the tesaptéjced swine on the altar and tore to
pieces the rolls of the Sacred Law or Torah, it via@sRharisees who rose up to protect the
desecration of their faith. Their name, Phariseegnaéseparated ones” and they separated
themselves from a lot of the common people by theinggalevotion to the faith.

They had protected the faith from the onslaught of3teeks, and when the Romans came,
they resisted them as well. The Pharisees believedd) they believed in God’s revelation to
Israel through the Law. They had a higher standard ofipahatorality and they resisted the
secularization and hedonism that the Roman rule broadbtdel. They were not bad people. They
were among the best of their time.

But how could they endure Jesus? Of course, Jesus bele@ed, but early on they
caught the drift of his words and saw that if his teachiagk hold, it could cause a radical shift to
Israel’s faith. To be sure, he believed in righteousioe® could see that-but how could that
comfort them when he would not accept their definibdnghteousness and even dared to say to
them, “You have heard it said of old ... But | say to you ..f't@urse, he believed in the
Scriptures, but then he seemed to be particularly lautad@stain regulations — particularly
concerning things like fasting, the Sabbath, and a hosetairy restrictions. Of course, they knew
that Jesus was a good person, moral in every respethgouagain, he was very lax about the kind
of people with whom he associated, often sitting domehesating with tax collectors, prostitutes,
and other people who lived way outside the law.

So, who killed Jesus? These people were in part respoifmililis death — religious people,
respectable people, and conscientious people. But thgiiorelvas not a living religion. It was a
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hardened religion that had been frozen into bureaucrigoy,adherence to creed, and rituals and
customs.

That is what happened in Judaism. It has happened in é&slavell. It has happened in
Christianity also.

So, as | looked down from the Mount of Olives, | foundsatiynot so much angry at the
Pharisees but asking God to have mercy on all our oeghngtigion for what we are doing to the
Christ today.

But, it was not just organized religion that killed Je$insas organized business as well.
This morning we read from Mark’s gospel the passage which déaldesus’ cleansing of the
temple. He was particularly hard on the money chargmigthe ones who sold animals to be
sacrificed on the altar.

But can you imagine how offended these people were? Wwasy not bad people. They had
no desire to hurt Jesus. If Jesus had minded his own bsisinddeft them alone, they would have
been glad to have left him alone. They were profitaligaged in trade in the temple courts that
was a standard practice of their times. If a pilgrimedo Jerusalem for Passover, why should he
not have to change his foreign currency into the teraptrency, and why should the money
changers in the temple not charge them a fee fogdsm. After all, they had to pay the temple
priests a fee just for allowing them to be there.

They also sold animals to be sacrificed. What wasigvmith that? After all, if people were
allowed to bring animals on their own, it could lead torb#hes and disfigurations that would
undermine the whole sacrificial system.

Once again, these people were not bad people. Theypeepte like you and me, working
hard to support themselves and their families. But wlesns took a whip and literally drove them
out of the temple, Jesus sealed his own fate. Up tegthat Jesus had been a problem to the
religious community, but now he had touched a sensitixxerend it would not be forgotten.

Today, we are living in the greatest recession ouomdias faced in the last seventy years.
Now, the causes of a recession such as the one wé&oid@y are complex, but is there anyone who
doesn't believe that some of our misery has to do petbple who took short cuts — subprime loans
— houses sold to people who could have never afforded theme things do not change, and
greed is one of them.

1.
But, it wasn't just the religious leaders and busineaddrs that turned against Jesus. It was

the politicians who also helped to raise that cross #igahs just doing what politicians commonly
do — playing it safe — that killed Jesus.
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Even Pontius Pilate was not an evil person. He didwsit to harm Jesus. He recognized
early on that Jesus had done no wrong. “l find no fadhigiman,” he told the crowd on several
occasions. He even offered the crowd a way out. He th&ve a choice — he would either release
this innocent man, Jesus, or else he would release Bayabkaswn killer and terrorist.

But what could Pilate do? Caiaphas, the Sadducee, aaddusiates were wily, shrewd
politicians, and they were more than Pilate’s maidie saw that Jesus’ claim to be the Messiah
could cause a public uproar, perhaps even a revolution —ey#ribw the Romans would not
stand for that. Caiaphas, the High Priest, surveyew/hiode situation and then with a cool, keen,
and shrewd eye said to Pilate, “It is expedient,” @, $ing the politicians favorite word, “it is
expedient for you that one man should die for the peapie that the whole nation not perish.” As
for Pilate, he could not afford to be accused of beingndarestalling a public uprising. So, he
washed his hands of the whole thing, and chose to piayeit

V.

Now, surely, there is someone here today who would teapeotest all of this. To say that
the death of Jesus was caused by such ordinary thingelgaus or business community or even
organized politics — surely that is a stretch of the imagdn. There must have been other more
important villains. If you feel that way, of whom wereu thinking? Of Herod, Judas, or even the
Roman soldiers?

Take Herod, for example. If you had known him, you wouleeharobably liked him. Most
people did. He was quite debonair, witty, worldly waeretty regular guy. Of course, he was a bit
short on moral scruples. He fell in love with his beats wife and took her. Why not? He wanted
her and she wanted him. Moreover, if he loved her antbskd him, were they not justified in
making two lives happy at the expense of one life’s unim@ssl? That is a familiar argument. |
heard it again this past week.

As for Jesus’ death — that was Pilate’s responsibiiby,Herod’s. So Herod sent Jesus back
to Pilate, promptly forgot the whole matter, and probaldiked over to his club for a long drink at
the end of the day. There are many Herods in Chattudtey.

As for Judas, how easy it would be to lay the whol&éenan him. After all, he betrayed
Jesus for thirty pieces of silver. But to say thabistort change Judas. He was one of the twelve
who left everything to follow Jesus. Jesus trusted Juddact, Jesus made Judas the treasurer of
this little band of disciples.

But something happened to Judas. He began to lose faitsuis. Adter all, Jesus was
supposed to be the Messiah and the Messiah was supposeithéodne who would shake off the
hated Roman rule. So why had Jesus become so passivewduakered. He became disillusioned.
And so he betrayed his master for thirty pieces of silhen he came to his senses, he threw
down his ill-gotten money and went and killed himself.

Lost faith, disillusionment, resurgent selfishness +wes Judas. Does it sound familiar?
“Let the person here without sin cast the first stbne
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In the end, there is something haunting about thatdNggritual. For we were all there.
And if all we do this week is attend worship on Palm Surada/then return on Easter morning, we
miss the whole point of Holy Week.

So, | am challenging each member. Attend one of ourcesrthis week. Set aside some
time to read again these chapters from Mark’s gospel (aisahtel6), examine yourself, so that on
Easter morning you may join with all of us and proclaim,ri§ths risen! He is risen indeed!”

Amen!
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