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“Near To Jesus”

If you know my brother Doug, you may know that he is a big fan of musicals and plays.  Throughout high school and college, Doug participated in, ran backstage, and acted in numerous plays.  In each play a person takes on the identity of a character, trying to understand the thoughts, feelings, and actions of another person.  Today we travel through Jesus’ final week on earth. We quickly see this is as a week high in emotion, drama, friendships, heartbreak and joy.  Like any good play.  
I am going to ask you to take on the identity of a person in Jesus’ final week.  As you came in today, you were given an identity card and a name tag. To start, get out your identity card that you will need throughout the sermon. 
In every community there is a variety of people. Jesus’ time was the same.  For today take on the identity you were given.  Maybe you are the other gender. The themes of the person, how he/she interacted with and viewed Jesus will cause us to think about Jesus’ last week on earth and how we interact with Jesus today. 
We will explore 6 people who had a part in Jesus’ last week.  We start Jesus’ last week as he rides into town from the Mount of Olives . The people of Bethany are waving palms.  Raise your hand if you are representing the people waving palms.  From Mark 11:1-11 we learn that Jesus sent two disciples to find a colt to carry him into the city. Here is an interesting point of debate among, people who think about God a lot: did Jesus know what was going to happen as he asked for the donkey and prepared to go into this city? Did he know the “end of the story”?  
Today we know the entire story of Jesus’ week, but did he? Either way, Jesus proceeds to ride into the city not as a king in royalty, but as a common person.  You know that Jesus is more than just a common man. You know that he has performed miracles, that he is God’s son, and that he must be treated like royalty as a King. Therefore you grab your palm braches and wave as he comes into the city.  You want to see and honor this man who loves everyone, who has healed and raised people from the dead, who has fought for justice and challenged some of the worst of the rulers.  You shout in excitement and joy: “Hosanna! Blessed is he who comes in the of the Lord! Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David! Hosanna in the highest heaven.”  You sing and cheer as you see Jesus enter the temple.  You feel that Jesus is your king and is here to reign forever.  For those waving the palm branches, Jesus is the welcomed king.

Who represents the woman at Simon’s house? Raise your hands.  We don’t know too much about you, but we know that you prompted him to say, “Truly I tell you, wherever the good news is proclaimed in the whole world, what she has done will be told in remembrance of her.”  Do you remember how it felt?  In the city of Bethany Jesus was causing excitement more than anyone before. Before his arrival you searched for something to show honor to this man coming for dinner.  The bottle of perfume that you found easily cost a year’s salary and was handed down from your mother for “a special occasion.” Was this a special occasion? Would she be mad if you used it on Jesus? Was he worthy? You knew deep in your heart this was the moment and the best gift you had.  You washed his feet and then scented them with perfume.  The joy of sharing your best gift was quickly thwarted as other guests shouted in anger, why did you waste this ointment? You could have given money to the poor!  You sunk from the joy of honoring Jesus to despair. Embarrassed - you wanted to disappear.  However Jesus said “Let her alone; why do you trouble her? She has performed a good service for me.  For you always will have the poor with you, and you can show kindness to them whenever you wish; but you will not always have me.”  Did Jesus really rebuke the people who were ridiculing me? Did Jesus really say that honoring him AND honoring the poor is essential?  Maybe it’s not about what you give to Jesus, but about how you love? Do you love extravagantly? Do you love without limits?  Do you give your best to honor Jesus?  Today you know that loving Jesus with the best you could offer , you will be remembered.  Today share the story of extravagant love, and Jesus who appreciated it.  
Who among us represents Judas? Not the identity you wanted; however, we cannot deny that there are many people among us who identity with Judas.  Judas was in Jesus’ closest group, and then something happened. We don’t know what, but the next thing we know Jesus tells the disciples one of you will betray Him as you eat together.  Judas betrays Jesus in the first sign of the disciples’ failure, but certainly not the last.  How often today do we become close toJesus and then betray Him? Now maybe it’s by not Him and handing him over to the authorities.  Could it be that we betray Jesus with our words? Or with our actions?  Judas’ betrayal might have been the first, but certainly it is not the last.  Did Judas see Jesus as too powerful, and therefore needed to get back in line with the government? Was Judas just looking out for himself?  Maybe we don’t kiss Jesus to betray Him, but what is going on inside that this identity feels so familiar?  For you who represent Judas, do you see Jesus as a man too powerful and in need of oversight?

Next we have Peter, formally known as Simon, who becomes Jesus’ closest disciple; the leader.  Who are our Peters?  In Jesus’ final week , He says someone will betray him three times, and I am sure Peter sat there thinking, if I know knew who it would be I would take care of him.  In a social situation, do you ever feel like hiding or denying you know Jesus? Or avoid the church and religious discussions fearful of where it may lead?  Peter is in the courtyard when a girl questions if he was with Jesus.  Peter, says no and walks away.  Then a bystander asked him again if he knew Jesus, and he denied it.  A third time, another bystander says,” Certainly you are one of them, Jesus’ followers.”  Peter denies it and a cock crowed twice, fulfilling Jesus’ words that before the cock crows twice you will deny me three times.  
This week as Jesus confirms his identity as God’s Son, Peter denies his affiliation with Him. How ironic? Peter saw Jesus as a great teacher, a great leader, and yet in the heat of the moment he denies Him.  Jesus’ best disciple was tested and drew away. Peter reminds us that no one is perfect and yet we are all still loved and forgiven by Christ.  We will make mistakes and disappoint our Lord, yet we are forgiven; not because of who we are or what we do, but because Jesus loves us anyway.  Are you like Peter and in need of Jesus’ grace today? 
Now we also have a group very active in Jesus last days - the centurions. You are the guards who work for Pilate to carry out his verdict that Jesus should be crucified.  Who among us represents the centurions?  You have seen this week progress; Jesus’ triumphant entry on a donkey, Judas’ betrayal in the Garden, Jesus before the Council, Pilate’s judgment and Jesus’ walk to his death on the cross.  You stand before the cross and look at Jesus and wait for Him to die.  The centurions were supposed to be believe whatever Pilate said.  However, you have to wonder, could this man who loved all, healed, preformed miracles, and brought together communities really be someone who should be sentenced to die?  Was this a man who was deserved this harsh, drawn out death that normally took three days of excruciating pain? As you stand at the cross, do you wonder if this is God’s Son?  Then you hear Jesus shout in a loud voice, “My God My God why have you forsaken me?”  Then  He dies.  Not the three-day, prolonged death, but three hours - unheard of.  Impossible.  The earth shook and the curtain of the temple as torn in two.  At the moment Jesus calls for help, you know this is God’s Son.  Jesus is authentic and true.  You say boldly” Truly this man was God’s Son!”  
Finally we have a group among us who represent Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of James.  Where are the Marys?  Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of James were the most devoted. They went with Jesus from the judgment, to Golgotha for the crucifixion, to the cross, and then to the tomb to see His body laid to rest.  These women were not related to Jesus, but were servants and some of his closest followers.  These women were served Jesus in Galilee; witnessed His miracles, talked with Him regularly, learning about His life, and provided the best they could to assist His ministry.  They - you are amazed at the turn of events. You’re heartbroken as Jesus suffers and takes his last breath alone.  You are drawn to Jesus, see him as the Savior and one who loves everyone, who performs miracles and peacefully challenges the authorities.  You know, deep down in your heart that Jesus is Lord. Jesus is Savior.  Jesus is the King of Kings.  Jesus is God’s Son.  You are exhausted from the rollercoaster of emotions this week and devastated in yourgrief.  You see Jesus as your Lord. 
Now that you know your identity, and heard of others this week, think about all the meals that Jesus ate with these people.  The ones who betrayed Him, those who lied about their friendship, who doubted His identity, who gave Him her best possible gift, those who thought he was too powerful, those who served him as King, those who knew without a doubt the he was God’s Son.  Jesus rejected no one.  No matter your character’s identity, Jesus ate with you.  He spoke with you and respected your part in his final week, and yet in His time of distress he gives mercy and love --not judgment and rebuke. 
Each of these people shows us how we see Jesus.  Who are you like this Holy Week? 
You were given an empty name tag for you to consider who you are most like today.  How do you relate to Jesus?
· Are you like the townspeople waving in celebration that Jesus is the king and triumph over all?
· Are you like the woman at Simon’s house willing and ready to give your best gift to Jesus even if others mock you? 
· Are you like Judas, fearful Jesus has too much power betraying Him at every opportunity?
· Are you like Peter, a faithful disciple who when really tested lies about knowing Christ to keep things simpler? 
· Are you like the centurion, not around enough to know Jesus’ story but upon seeing him once are able to boldly proclaim truly this is God’s Son?
· Are you like Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of James and are faithful throughout your journey and drawn to Jesus’ story? 
We are called this week to remember the parade, the betrayals, the meals, the walk, the cross.  This is a “to be continued” story. We leave our characters at the tomb.  For those who know the story, no matter our name tags or id cards, we know we are welcomed by Christ to sit and eat at his table.  We are welcomed to the table of our Lord, not because we are perfect or have a card that says we belong, but because we are a part of God’s family; broken and torn over our actions, hearts heavy and spirits longing for Christ’s presence. Here we find forgiveness, acceptance, and unconditional love. Not because of our identity cards but because Jesus’ mercy and grace from the cross unites us with God forever.  We may aspire for a deeper relationship with Christ, but God says don’t wait until you get life together; come now come as you are.  Come because in pain, in denial, in confusion, in love you are Christ’s and you are loved.    Amen. 
