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St. David’s Episcopal Church
Beanblossom, Indiana
The Sunday of the Passion: Palm Sunday
Sermon by the Rev. Kate Wilson

John 12:12-16     Isaiah 50:4-9a    Psalm 31:9-16   Philippians 2:5-11   The Passion according to Mark

In late January of 2024, that is, about two months ago, an Advisory was issued by the US Surgeon General. It’s title? Our Epidemic of Loneliness and Isolation. This is not a white paper. It is not a survey. An advisory is a public statement that calls the American people’s attention to an urgent public health issue and provides recommendations for how it should be addressed.
We’ve heard opinions from all sides about the political divisions in our culture, about tribal behavior on political issues and, it seems, all issues are now political issues. Divisions lead to loneliness. Pandemic, being isolated for month after month after month from loved ones and daily practices and the rhythm of our lives caused significant loneliness and, while much of the rhythm has resumed, much of the loneliness and isolation continues. 
And oddly enough, social media, which seems to tie people together, also contributes to loneliness and isolation because so much of it is interacting with complete strangers, “hearting” darling dog videos or baby videos, or taking down another total stranger’s opinions about how the world, or at least our country or “those people”, should be. 
The problem is that the loneliness remains. The isolation remains, and it impacts our individual health pictures, and our society’s health picture. To the point that an Advisory has been released, well-researched, well-written, and well-timed for our use.
What else causes loneliness and feelings of isolation? What do today’s readings and enactments tell us? Betrayal births loneliness. In our readings, Jesus is recognized and honored during the exuberant celebration of his coming into Jerusalem. But it all changes so very quickly. A woman honors Jesus by anointing him before his ordeal, as if she is prescient about his death, but the kindness is squelched by complaints about the waste of money. He is aware of the treachery of Judas, who sneaks from the most sacred meal in Christian history to make final arrangements for his betrayal of Jesus. His disciples accompany him to a time of prayer in preparation for his torment, and his closest, most trusted disciples fall asleep --- not once, but repeatedly. 
Just imagine the feelings of abandonment. 
Just imagine the loneliness of those hours. 

And then Peter – Peter who is always his chosen one – denies him repeatedly, denies ever knowing Jesus . Peter, the man of big talk of his deep devotion disavows Jesus in the courtyard. Jesus predicts that his beloved followers will abandon him at his loneliest and most degrading hours.  Where are they?  Behind a locked door. I’m afraid I would have been with them, leaving Jesus alone in his suffering.  

The American people are suffering with loneliness and isolation. We are suffering with loneliness and isolation, and surely Jesus understands us. 
A rabbi in Los Angeles named Sharon Brous was interviewed on Ezra Klein’s podcast in November of last year, shortly before the Surgeon General’s Advisory was released. The entire podcast is fascinating. She dives deep into painful shifts in Jewish consciousness, many of which reflect Christian shifts as well, given our careful tutoring by a most remarkable Jewish teacher from two thousand years ago. In the interview, she describes a Mishnah from two thousand years ago. What is a Mishnah? In brief, it’s the deep oral commentary about and extension of the law in the first five books of the Old Testament. The Old Testament itself was oral for a long time, and the commentary was oral even longer, but happily, they have all been reserved in writing for a few thousand years now. 
Let me get to the point by going backward briefly  to Jesus’s arrival in Jerusalem. 
The gospels recount that after arriving in Jerusalem, Jesus went to the Temple Mount. The place surrounding the Holy of Holies lives, where God lives. The most sacred space in Judaism. Jesus arrived in Jerusalem during the Passover festival, the most sacred season in the most sacred temple in the most sacred city. We have all seen the movements of millions of Muslims when they make pilgrimage to Mecca in Saudi Arabia, circling the huge black cube, the Kaaba in a counter-clockwise direction. That cube is revered as the House of Allah. The similarity to the most sacred space of Judaism is clear. 
In Jesus time, visitors to the Temple Mount would also enter through a single gate and then move in a counter-clockwise circle around the courtyard. But the Mishnah described by Rabbi Brous brings more detail to what Jesus’s visit to the Temple must have been like. Pilgrims would enter through the arched entryway, and move to the right, all in the same direction, as I said before, praying, chanting, honoring God. But the Mishnah offers healing. It directs that people who are broken hearted enter the same arched entryway, but they move to the left, moving clockwise just as smoothly as the other column of worshippers. And every single person who would pass them coming from the right would have to stop and ask this simple question, Brous says, “What happened to you?” And then the person would say, ‘I’m broken-hearted. My loved one just died. I’m worried sick about my kid. I found a lump.’ And the people who are walking from right to left would have to stop and offer a blessing before they could continue on their pilgrimage.” 
That interchange, over and over, may not at all be what the listener wants to do. They are in the holiest place on the holiest day after an arduous journey. And the heart-broken people, do they really want to make a public announcement in the midst of an enormously important and public festival? It seems that people then were not so different from the people today. It is just so hard to be honest about where we really are. It is just so hard to admit to suffering, to needing help, to reaching out. But it would be so healing!
No one was as abandoned or as heartbroken as Jesus. His life of love, of service, of engaging with all manner of people created the healing of social connection. Restored lepers returned to loving relatives; the transformed lame could take part in addressing the needs of the community and their families, even Peter’s ailing mother in law could fulfill the role she craved when Jesus brought her back to health. His life of connection led to condemnation by the threatened powers.  It led him to this moment, this Holy Week. 
Jesus understands us. He is with us. And critically, he has left us in the care of one another. “Love your neighbor as yourself”, he said. And that means connecting, telling the truth about where we are, and supporting one another. It requires honesty and humility. A tall but healing order. 
During these next few days we have opportunities to accompany the abandoned Jesus on his journey to suffering and ultimately to triumph. We are invited to fill our souls with the bread and wine he made to be himself as we relive the Last Supper on Maundy Thursday evening. We are invited to sit in guided meditations on Good Friday afternoon, and in unity with the reserved sacrament on Good Friday night. 
Connection is the antidote to loneliness and isolation. It comes from our ancestry in Judaism. It blooms abundantly in the words and deliberate actions of Jesus. It is the response of a learned, well-documented Advisory from the Surgeon General. Perhaps there is something to it. 
Thanks be to God.
