Paul Walker    CEC   Palm Sunday 2009   Mark 15  “You Will Not Surely Die”

      On Palm Sunday Jesus Christ rides a donkey to his death. His disciples do everything in their power to stop Jesus from riding to his death. The disciples do everything they can to deny death.  

     Earlier, when Jesus predicts his inevitable death, Peter takes him aside and rebukes him. We can imagine him saying, “No, Lord! You will not surely die!”  

     And as we’ve just read, when Jesus is praying in anguish in the Garden of Gethsemane, knowing his death is imminent, he asks the disciples to pray with him, join him in his pain and sorrow at death’s approach. Peter is so sure that Jesus is making much ado about nothing, that he and the other disciples fall asleep while their Lord is in deep distress, need and anxiety.  “Lord, You will not surely die! Time to go back to sleep.”

     A few minutes later, when the crowd comes out with swords and clubs to arrest Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane, the disciples are at it again – denying that Jesus must die. One of them grabs a sword (He’s not named, but surely it must be Peter!) and cuts off the ear of an assailant, perhaps crying out, “Jesus will not surely die!” The disciples are caught in the denial of death.

     The denial of death began a long time ago. It began with the first sermon in the bible. The sermon is a short one. It is recorded in the third chapter of Genesis and is only two sentences long. 

     It begins with a powerful promise: You will not surely die.  You will not surely die. The problem with this promise and this sermon is that the preacher is speaking with a forked tongue. The preacher of the promise – you will not surely die – is the serpent, the very one intent on bringing death into the world.

     The serpent’s congregation consisted of 2 people, a man and his wife. They believed the preacher and applied his sermon to their lives, and so became orchard thieves. After Adam and Eve ate of the forbidden fruit, death came to the world. But although death came, the congregation continued to believe the serpent’s promise: you will not surely die. And there began the denial of death.

     Ernest Becker wrote about this in his 1973 book, The Denial of Death.

The idea of death, the fear of it, haunts the human animal like nothing else; it is a mainspring of human activity—activity designed largely to avoid the fatality of death, to overcome it by denying in some way that it is the final destiny for man.

     You will not surely die. The serpent’s sermon articulates the denial of death latent in every human being.  And Becker’s insight, which I think has some merit, is that all that we do, from the cradle to the grave, is an attempt to deny the inevitable nothingness that it will all come down to. It’s not that our activity in life doesn’t have meaning: it’s just that it’s motivated by the desire to prove the serpent right: we will not surely die.

      Maybe you are not aware of this in your own life. Becker might be wrong. But it may be that you are like the man in the news this week who went in for an MRI. When he laid down for the MRI he felt a pain under his right eye.  He started coughing and out of his nose came a 2 inch rusty nail! The doctor said it had been in there for 30 years, wrapped undetected in the nasal cavity. 

     Your fear and denial of death may be there undetected. And there is nothing like an MRI to bring it to the surface. 

      Justin Holcomb, one of our priests here at Christ Church, teaches a class called Death and Dying at UVa. He talks about our culture in America being a death denying culture. We hide the signs of death. Most people don’t die at home.  When people do die we dress them up like they are living and put them in an expensive box. We use other language for death, like passed away. Justin says that we are engaged in a collective attempt to control and manage the very thing we can’t control and manage.

     We see this played out when someone is gravely ill. The fear of death brings on denial: oh – you are going to be just fine. I’ve been praying for you and I know you’ll be healed. Here’s a new medicine that will make you better. I found a doctor in Massachusetts who specializes in this.  You will not surely die.

     When the person does finally die, the denial takes the form of awkwardness.  Her husband died; I just don’t know what to say to her. I’ll just drop off a casserole.

     I’m right there too, even though as a minister I deal with death more than most. I’ve noticed that I’m obsessed with men – usually writers – who are depressed and commit suicide. Hemingway. Meriwether Lewis. Walker Percy, who did not commit suicide, but dealt his whole life with his father and grandfather’s suicides. My new obsession in David Foster Wallace, the brilliant voice of my generation who hanged himself last year.  I think my obsessive interest is a way to cope with my own fear of depression and suicide. Something like: if I can understand or experience  this in someone else, then I can keep it at arm’s length, control and manage it – I can deny it for myself.

     The disciples, as we’ve said, are doing everything they can to deny death: Jesus’ death. Like the rest of Adam and Eve’s children, they believe the serpent’s lie and spend all their efforts trying to make Jesus believe it to. They project on Him their own fear and denial of death. And when finally faced with Jesus’ arrest and torture and crucifixion, the disciples all flee, afraid to face death. Fleeing is the ultimate active form of denial. It is what Becker says we spend our lives doing.

     You will not surely die.  The good news for us this morning, in the midst of our own fear and denial of the “final destiny of man”, is that there is One who doesn’t believe the serpent. Jesus, the second Adam, rides a donkey to his death on Palm Sunday. 

     The irony is that the very death that the disciples work so feverishly to deny, is in fact the very means of life for them and for us.  As Jesus Christ rides a donkey to his death, He will not be denied.  Unlike everyone else, Jesus has accepted his death from the beginning.  It is for this “hour” as John says, that He has come into the world. He knows that death is the consequence for our disobedience and that death, his death, is inevitable. Jesus is the only one who did not have to die, and yet he willingly chose death. As we read in Philippians, “he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross”. On Good Friday, Jesus did surely die.

     Because we flee death, Jesus willingly rides toward his. He does this for your sake. Like the disciples, we cannot prevent Jesus from dying for our sake. So, in a very concrete way, Jesus Christ dies for you. He dies for your sin, once for all, that you may live. 

     And what of his death? In the end, Jesus proves the serpent right. Unwittingly the serpent becomes God’s prophet. You will not surely die is the right and true and unconditional promise for all who put their trust in the One whose death for our sake could not be denied. 

     For us, this Palm Sunday, there is nothing to fear. “Where, O Death, is thy sting?” Paul asks. It has gone into the hands and feet and side of Jesus Christ, our substitute. Like the serpent, death has been trampled under his feet. As Jesus himself, says at a funeral for his friend, “Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live.”

     Shakespeare says a character in Measure for Measure who was condemned to die, but given an unexpected pardon, “That life is better life past fearing death, that that which lives to fear.”  The mainspring of our human activity can now be love, not fear. Because on Palm Sunday Jesus Christ rides to his own inevitable death, we have nothing left to fear in our life, or in our death.

     Amen.

