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Scripture Lessons 

Message for the Children of God - St. Matthew 21:1-11 from The Message
When they neared Jerusalem, having arrived at Bethphage on Mount Olives, Jesus sent two disciples with these instructions: "Go over to the village across from you. You'll find a donkey tethered there, her colt with her. Untie her and bring them to me. If anyone asks what you're doing, say, 'The Master needs them!' He will send them with you."  This is the full story of what was sketched earlier by the prophet:     Tell Zion's daughter,     "Look, your king's on his way, poised and ready, mounted   on a donkey, on a colt,  foal of a pack animal."  The disciples went and did exactly what Jesus told them to do. They led the donkey and colt out, laid some of their clothes on them, and Jesus mounted. Nearly all the people in the crowd threw their garments down on the road, giving him a royal welcome. Others cut branches from the trees and threw them down as a welcome mat. Crowds went ahead and crowds followed, all of them calling out, "Hosanna to David's son!" "Blessed is he who comes in God's name!" "Hosanna in highest heaven!"  As he made his entrance into Jerusalem, the whole city was shaken. Unnerved, people were asking, "What's going on here? Who is this?" 
Isaiah 50:4-9a   The Lord GOD has given me the tongue of a teacher, that I may know how to sustain the weary with a word. Morning by morning he wakens-- wakens my ear to listen as those who are taught.  The Lord GOD has opened my ear, and I was not rebellious, I did not turn backward.  I gave my back to those who struck me, and my cheeks to those who pulled out the beard; I did not hide my face from insult and spitting.  The Lord GOD helps me; therefore I have not been disgraced; therefore I have set my face like flint, and I know that I shall not be put to shame; he who vindicates me is near. Who will contend with me? Let us stand up together. Who are my adversaries? Let them confront me.  It is the Lord GOD who helps me; who will declare me guilty?
 Philippians 2:5-11   Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death-- even death on a cross.  Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.
 Luke 19:28-40   After he had said this, he went on ahead, going up to Jerusalem. When he had come near Bethphage and Bethany, at the place called the Mount of Olives, he sent two of the disciples, saying, "Go into the village ahead of you, and as you enter it you will find tied there a colt that has never been ridden. Untie it and bring it here. If anyone asks you, 'Why are you untying it?' just say this, 'The Lord needs it.'" So those who were sent departed and found it as he had told them. As they were untying the colt, its owners asked them, "Why are you untying the colt?" They said, "The Lord needs it." Then they brought it to Jesus; and after throwing their cloaks on the colt, they set Jesus on it. As he rode along, people kept spreading their cloaks on the road. As he was now approaching the path down from the Mount of Olives, the whole multitude of the disciples began to praise God joyfully with a loud voice for all the deeds of power that they had seen, saying, "Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord! Peace in heaven, and glory in the highest heaven!" Some of the Pharisees in the crowd said to him, "Teacher, order your disciples to stop." He answered, "I tell you, if these were silent, the stones would shout out."

Sermon

Welcome, dear friends in Christ!  And welcome, fourth graders, to this service of celebration that marks your First Communion at the Table of the Lord.

This is a milestone for them in their faith development.  And it is a milestone for us as well, a signpost along the journey of faith that signals our own progress in the ministry of welcome that is central to the Way of Jesus Christ.  

We begin the milestone ceremony with the leader voicing these words:  These young people will receive their First Communion today.  We welcomed them into the family of faith at their baptism and marked them with the cross of Christ for their faith journey.  We now welcome them to touch, taste, smell, and embrace the presence of Jesus in the Eucharist to strengthen them as they continue on the Way [of Christ].  And shortly thereafter, you as a congregation respond by saying:  Welcome to the Lord’s table.  Be close to these children, Jesus, as they join us at this very special meal.  Amen.   As we say these words, it is likely that we will be happy and smiling because of the joyful welcome that that we ourselves have experienced in this sacrament, grateful that is now offered to these young people as well.

It is is well and good that we are happy, of course.  But we must be careful that we do not sentimentalize the welcome of this occasion.  For it comes at a great cost:  greeting us at this Table is not donuts and coffee or French fries and Coke, you know, but rather a body broken and blood poured out.  This is one reason that the occasion of First Communion happens on this day in the Church Year, Palm Sunday, which is also the Sunday of the Passion of our Lord.  In this brief hour we move from the giddy parade of palms, to the eerie and empty silence of a dead body hanging on a cross, to the faint remembering of the mysterious promise that somehow the story is not finished, that there is a deeper joy to come.  

As we noted earlier, the first welcome to those who come to the Table is the welcome of baptism, where we are marked with the cross of Christ!  Marked with the sign of the Cross.  And then we named a second welcome—to touch, taste, smell, and embrace the presence of Jesus, which again a welcome to the Cross—for this is the presence of a body broken and the blood poured out.  The deep joy of the Eucharist, the blessing of Creation, the gift of life incarnate, the fellowship of the Table, the sense of community, the comfort and strength and liberation and freshness that comes with the forgiveness of sins, the encouragement to follow Christ’s Way, the hopeful sense of eternity—all these things that meet us at the Table of the Lord are nothing without the true body and true blood of Jesus Christ crucified for the sake of the world.  It is the death and resurrection of Jesus that makes all the difference for our life and our life together.  It is our baptism into this death and resurrection that puts us on the Way.  This is most certainly true.
Over the course of the past many weeks at Zion we have been working hard to identify the expectations we have for each other as members of the Body of Christ.  One of the chief expectations we named had to do with living the baptized life, that life which is nourished at the Lord’s Table.  Naming this expectation is very consistent with our Lutheran understanding of being a Christian.

Once this expectation was named, however, the important question was raised:  what exactly does that mean?  What specifically does it mean for us as members of this congregation to live the baptized life?  What does it mean for these young people who gather with us at the Table today to receive sacred nourishment for their baptized lives?  If we had about four hours I’d answer this question by working us through a wonderful booklet by Dan Erlander called Baptized We Live:  Lutheranism as a Way of Life.  (This book has been around Zion for many years, so I’d guess some of you may recall it.)  Trying to distill into a few sermon minutes its summary will not be easy, but I’ll take a stab at it.

What does it mean to live the baptized life?  It means, above all else, to follow Jesus in Way of his death and resurrection.  St. Paul said, “When we were baptized into Christ, we were baptized into his death, so that as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we, too, might live a new life!”  Luther describes this as a daily drowning of the Old Adam or Old Eve—the old sinful person in each of us—and a daily rising of the New Adam or New Eve—the new believing person in all of us, entirely by the grace of God.  Kierkegaard makes the distinction between following Christ and admiring Christ.  Modern theologians and preachers seem to like to use the word “transformation” to capture this reality, a word also used by St. Paul:  in baptism we are transformed into something new, a Christ-like self.  In the same way that we are birthed by waters and womb and given life as a human being, we are re-birthed (reborn) by water and Word and given life as a Christ-like being.  Living the baptized life means getting to live the Christ-life.

Yes, you have heard me say it a hundred times:  the good news is “get to” rather than “got to.”  We get to be carried by God, as was Jesus, into our own new life, our own resurrection.  We get to live anew as our Christ-selves.  This is living the baptized life:  getting to live like Jesus.

· Like Jesus, we get to live as beloved sons and daughters of our Heavenly Father, with whom God is well-pleased!

· Like Jesus, we get to let go and let God, rather than desperately cling because we think we have to make it all come out right for ourselves.

· Like Jesus, we get to give up justifying ourselves because we have been justified by God’s grace.   
· Like Jesus, we get to sacrifice rather than grab and hoard, for we get to trust that God will abundantly provide.  
· Like Jesus, we get to love rather than hate, to the point of loving even our enemies; we get to forgive rather than bear the burden of grudges; we get to serve as the way to a fulfilling life rather than having to engineer our own popularity or celebrity or attractiveness or whatever in order to feel good about ourselves.  

· Like Jesus, we get to hope in the good purposes of God, even when it is painful or when the evidence of God’s goodness is hard to see.

· We get to.  We get to be like Christ, because we have been raised to new life in Christ.  That’s what it means to live the baptized life, the life that dies to the old and rises to the new.
That’s the life we nourish each week at the Lord’s Table.  We receive the Body of Christ in order to be the Body of Christ—as individuals and as a community of believers.  

This past week it occurred to me that each of these fourth graders who is welcomed to the Table today has an older sibling who is in my Confirmation class.  Two of them—our current 8th graders—will in a few weeks be gathered in front of the congregation to be confirmed, using a Rite we now call “The Affirmation of Baptism.”  In preparation for this we have been discussing a series of questions that each begin with the phrase, “As a baptized child of God, I intend…” taking our cues from the vow they make during that Rite.

· As a baptized child of God, how do you intend to live in the covenant God made with you in Holy Baptism?
· As a baptized child of God, how do you intend to live among God’s  faithful people?
· As a baptized child of God, how do you intend to hear the Word of God and share in the Lord’s supper?
· As a baptized child of God, how do you intend to proclaim the good news of God in Christ through word and deed?
· As a baptized child of God, how do you intend to serve all people following the example of Jesus?
It always encourages me in my own faith to hear them sincerely ponder and try to genuinely answer these questions.  And I know that you, too, are encouraged as you hear them deliver their statements of faith on Confirmation Day.

This encouragement was made even more real to me when I received an email on Friday from one of the pastors who participates in one of my HOPE CSA clergy continuing education groups that meets out on the farm.  She is a young pastor in her first call.  Recently she asked her 7th-8th graders to consider one of the more difficult teachings of Jesus, the command to love our enemies.  She asked them to make a list of our enemies.  One student was quick to answer:  the government, terrorists, communists, Muslims.  The pastor asked what it may mean to follow Jesus’ difficult command in relation to these groups.  The student said, “I don’t care what Jesus says.  I believe we should just get rid of these enemies.”  The student went on to give the pastor a dismissive label and quit coming to confirmation.  It broke the pastor’s heart, and she asked me in the email, “What should I do?”

I am not yet sure how I am going to respond to this email, but I know that it will include the advice to keep issuing the gentle but relentless invitation to all God’s baptized children—including this student—to claim and to live the “get-to” of the Christ-life that is God’s gift to us in our baptism.  It is the invitation to freedom.  It is the same invitation we receive at the Table each Sunday.  Welcome to the Table.  Welcome to the Way of the Cross and the Empty Tomb.  Here, take my Way as you take my very self, Jesus says.  This is my Body.  This is my Blood.  This is my Life.  For you.  For you.  For you.  Amen.








