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“Polarized”
Matthew 21:1-11, Colossians 3:12-17

Palm Sunday, 2011

The Rev. Dr. Mark W. Jennings
One hundred and fifty years ago this week, on April 12, 1861, Confederate guns in Charleston, South Carolina fired on Ft. Sumter in Charleston harbor and the Civil War had begun.  Everyone had to admit that this war was a long time in coming.  The differences between North and South had been growing through the years.  States identified themselves as being north or south, as slave or free. The polarization had been growing between the states to such an extent that north and south could no longer listen to each other, no longer reason with one another.  Everyone was just waiting for someone to fire the first shot.  And so the war began.  On April 14, 1861, the Federal troops surrendered the fort to General Beauregard.  Several soldiers had been wounded, but none killed in the bombardment of that first encounter of the war.  That wouldn’t last.  Between the North and South, it is estimated that more than 620,000 men died, more than all other wars that our country has fought combined, before or since.  The country was divided and it would take more than a war to bring it back together.
In 1862, two men left Lebanon Township here in Michigan. Jared Wright was 31 that year, and his much younger brother Charles was only 18.  The two went to East Saginaw where they enlisted in the 23rd Michigan Volunteer Infantry.  Young Charles was killed at Bowling Green in 1864 while his older brother Jared had been returned home a year earlier after being wounded in the siege of Knoxville in 1863.  Neither would see the major battles that the Michigan 23rd fought with Sherman’s army as they marched through Tennessee and Georgia, burning Atlanta and capturing the port of Savannah on their way.  

Jared Wright was my great-great-grandfather. When he died in 1898 at the age of 67,  on death certificate, it stated the cause of death as “war wounds.”  My ancestral grandfather died from wounds received in a war that ended 33 years earlier. Reminding me
The wounds of division and polarization do not go away with the war.
On need only spend time with a soldier newly returned from Afghanistan or Iraq to learn this.
In about 30 AD, Jesus rode into Jerusalem on a donkey and the crowd shouted and shouted, “Hosanna to the Son of David, blessed be the one who comes in the name of the Lord.”  They shouted and waved palms and welcomed him to Jerusalem because he was the one that they had waited for, he was the one who was going to rid their country of the Roman oppressors, he was the one who would restore the greatness of David’s kingdom, he was the one.  
But once Jesus entered the city, he talked about God’s kingdom not David’s; he talked about paying taxes not a tax revolution; he talked about carrying a Roman’s burden an extra mile not taking up arms against them; he talked about the one who is great is the one who serves not the one winning military triumph.  He taught about forgiveness rather than revenge.  So disillusioned were the people that when that same week there was a plot to turn Jesus over to Rome to be arrested and executed, many did not raise their voice.  And to further that divide, ever since that Good Friday some of Jesus followers have blamed his death on the Jews and the polarization between Jews and Christiasn has been difficult to overcome for two thousand years.  
Showing us again that the wounds of division and polarization do not always  go away with the passage of time.
In the town of Colossae, Paul came to preach the good news of Jesus and he came to proclaim that good news to both the Jews who lived there and to Gentiles, people who were not Jewish.  Paul’s believed, before anything else, that Christ had come to liberate all people.  In this letter to the Colossian church Paul says in chapter one verse twenty: “through him, God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, making peace through the blood of his cross.”  
In the early years of the church there was significant conflict between those who had come to Jesus through his Jewish roots and those who had heard the good news apart from his Jewish heritage.  All were followers of Jesus, but was one way better than another?  One side was proud of Jesus’ Jewishness and of how God had worked through the Jews in the past. The Gentiles on the other hand were not Jewish, they knew little of the Old Testament law and they rejoiced in being accepted for who they were.  If in Christ, God reconciles us to himself, then doesn’t he also reconcile us to one another? 

In chapter 3, right before the passage we read, comes this verse: “there is no longer Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and free; but Christ is all and in all.”
If Christ can overcome differences between Jew and Greek in the early church, can he overcome other differences?  When revisiting Ken Burns’ mini-series on the Civil War, I was struck by an interesting fact of grammar.  Before the Civil War, when people spoke or wrote about the United States, they would say that the United States are, and after the war they would say the United States is.  Before the war they might say that the United States are a country in North America.  After the war they would say the United States is a country in North America.  We had gone from a union of independent states to a united country.  But we had been united by the force of war and we continue to live the results of the Civil War.  Whatever your politics, it is a statement of progress that an African-American man has been elected to our highest office yet racism continues to fuel economic disparity and socioeconomic entrenchment. Undertones of regionalism continue to undermine trust between the north and the south; distrust of a unified national government was a core belief of the Southern states and that distrust has not gone away.   One of the heroes of the Civil War, a man respected by North and South alike, was Robert E. Lee.  Most of you know that Lee, a Virginian, was offered the command of the Northern Armies by Abraham Lincoln, but turned it down because he could not go back on his state.  He had to follow Virginia rather than follow the United States.  So he broke his oath as a Union officer in order to stay with Virginia.  Ever since I was a boy, I have not understood that.  Do you consider yourself American or Michigander?  What if you had to choose between them?  I have lived in Colorado, California, Washington, New Jersey, Kansas, and Michigan in my life and I can’t believe I would choose one of them over my loyalty to the United States, could you?  But before the war that was common.  They needed a higher loyalty, one to country ahead of state, before they could overcome the polarization that existed in America. 
The people of Jerusalem needed a loyalty to the kingdom of God over the kingdom of David otherwise division was inevitable. When Paul writes to the Colossians he tells them that whatever they do or say should be done in the name of the Lord Jesus, because he is our highest loyalty.
Jean Vanier, in her book “From Brokenness to Community,” writes:

There is a danger, in issue oriented groups not based on community, that the enemy is seen as being the one outside of the group.  The world gets divided between “the good” and “the bad.”  We are among the good; the others are the bad.  In issue-oriented groups, the enemy is always outside.  We must struggle against all those who are outside of our group, all those who are of the other party.


True community is different because of the realization that the evil is inside—not just inside the community, but inside me.  I cannot think of taking the speck of dust out of my neighbor’s eye unless I’m working on the log in my own.  Evil is here in me.  Warfare is inside my own community, and I am called to be an agent of peace there.  But warfare is also in me and I am called to seek wholeness inside myself.  Healing begins here, in myself.  Wholeness and unity begin inside of myself.  If I am growing toward wholeness, then I’ll be an agent of wholeness.  If our community is an agent of wholeness, then it will be a source of life for the world around it.

I am haunted by that vivid illustration of my great-great grandfather Jared Wright who died of war wounds, 33 years after the war was over.  Christ came that we might be healed and made whole.  That begins in each of our hearts.  It begins this week on Palm Sunday when we decide again what our highest loyalty is.  It continues on Maundy Thursday when we hear Jesus’ words again about a New Commandment that we love one another.  And we stop at the foot of the cross, because in the cross of Christ on Good Friday we see that God was reconciling us to himself and we say to ourselves, God loves me so much that Christ died for me.  But we don’t stop there, because we look in the eyes of our friend and we say God loves you that much too.  Harder, we look in the eyes of one who has hurt us and remember “God loves you that much too.”  In the eyes of the stranger on the street, God loves you that much too. 
If God loves each of us that much, can we do less than love each other as well?  To remember that any divisions we have created are nothing compared to the awesome bridge that is the love of God.  God loves . . .
