Who Did You Expect?
Punchline: The city of Jerusalem did not recognize God because they wanted a king.  Some believed he was a king (most didn’t) until he died.  Then nobody believed.  What preconceptions of God do you have that might prevent you from recognizing him?

1) The shack (not saying it is the truth, but it brings up some interesting ideas) <slide 1>

a) God is an African-American woman

b) Jesus is a middle-eastern man

c) The Holy Spirit is an Asian woman

=> What do we know about God?  And we do we just think we know about God?

Pop quiz: 

In the version of the Palm Sunday story from Luke this morning, what’s missing?  (Palms– in Luke, it only mentions coasts - in Mat and Mar it’s tree branches.  Only in John is it palms.)

Who waved the palm branches?  Was it the children?  The adults?  (In all four gospels, it says “Many people” or “crowds.”  There is no mention of children anywhere.)
2) In the reading, the city of Jerusalem gets into a lot of trouble

a) Luke 19:43-44  Indeed, the days will come upon you, when your enemies will set up ramparts around you and surround you, and hem you in on every side.  44 They will crush you to the ground, you and your children within you, and they will not leave within you one stone upon another; 
b) Why?  Luke 19:44 “Because you did not recognize the time of your visitation from God."  When God came, they were looking for something else…
3) If you go back to the prophecy of the king riding upon the colt in Zecheriah:

Zechariah 9:9-10  Lo, your king comes to you; triumphant and victorious is he, humble and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.  10 He will cut off the chariot from Ephraim and the war-horse from Jerusalem; and the battle bow shall be cut off, and he shall command peace to the nations; his dominion shall be from sea to sea, and from the River to the ends of the earth. <slide 3>

=> They were looking for a conquering king.   Now most people just assumed that Jesus, a carpenter from Nazareth could not be the prophesied king.  “Can anything good come from Nazareth?”

But there were those who did:

Luke 19:38  “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord!”

Now we know Jesus is the “king of kings” but given that they expected a conquering king, I can’t really blame the people for getting a bit confused when Jesus rode into town with a rag-tag band of prostitutes and tax collectors and was arrested and crucified. <slide>

And this is really the issue isn’t it?  They did not recognize the time of their visitation from God because they were busy waiting for what they thought God was supposed to be like.  They expected one thing and so anything other than that couldn’t be God.

As Lent draws to an end and we enter Holy Week, I ask you: “Have we recognized the time of your visitation from God?  Or are we too busy looking for our expectations of God?”

This Lent, did God appear to you in new ways?  In worship we tried some new ways of experiencing God…We mixed up the order of worship, we prayed together, we did the serenity prayer exercise, we celebrated communion, we studied the psalms, we shared testimonies…did you recognize your visitation from God in these things?  Or were you just waiting for us go back to the way things were?

This Lent, did you take on a spiritual practice or a fast?  Did you find a new depth to your relationship with God?  Did you recognize your visitation from God?  Or were you just doing an exercise in will power and waiting until you could indulge again?

Was this Lent a time of spiritual renewal for you?  Was it a time to rededicate and rejuvenate your faith, your discipleship, and your commitment to God, even as you experienced a new sense of God’s commitment to you?  Or was it something slightly less boring that helped pass the time until Easter?  Did you recognize your visitation from God?

In the near future, we’ll be trying some new things with worship – perhaps meeting in the fellowship hall or even out in the parking lot one Sunday – we’ll be trying new things with meetings – session this month will be meeting at a restaurant for food and fellowship before we tackle our business…we might even try to incorporate some other languages into worship.  Will these changes be new ways for you to recognize the time of your visitation from God?  Or will you cross your arms and say “God doesn’t work like that” and perhaps miss God?  

I hope some of the things we tried this Lent brought you closer to God and I hope you found new ways of experiencing God.  Firstly because any time you experience God that’s a good thing.  But also, I hope that together as a congregation we have found new ways of experiencing God because it reminds us of just how big God is.  Jesus wasn’t a conquering king coming to take over Jerusalem.  Jesus was the king of kings who would give himself for the sins of the world, defeat death and reign in power forever and those who had expectations missed out on the real blessing.  Jesus wasn’t just a good man or a prophet, he was the Son of God and God Himself.  Jesus wasn’t just someone who lived 2000 years ago, Jesus is someone that we have a chance to be in relationship and experience every day, even now in the year 2010.  If we have too many expectations, we might miss out on the real blessing.  God is so big that there are a million different ways to experience his grace, power, glory, hope, forgiveness, freedom, joy, providence, and love and I hope we have a chance to experience as many of them as we can.

Brothers and sisters, as Lent draws to a close, I challenge you to reflect on some of the new ways that you have experienced God and put them into every day practice.  Because the danger is that if we get too used to experiencing God in the same ways, like the city of Jerusalem, we could fail to recognize the time of our visitation from God.  But the promise is that when we are open to God in whatever way he reveals himself, we open ourselves to real blessings.
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