Letters from Jerusalem    Reading  Matthew 21 verses  1-11

When we come to a very familiar story, such as the events of the first Easter, it is sometimes useful to try to look at the events from a different viewpoint and see if we can recognise our own feelings and reactions in what someone else may have felt.  Today  we are going to look through the eyes of an ordinary woman in Jerusalem, one of those described in Luke 23 v 28 as “daughters of Jerusalem”.  Let us call her Leah and imagine that she is writing letters to her sister Tamar who no longer lives in Jerusalem.  Thee first one was sent a few days before Passover.

Letter 1

My dear Tamar

I’m sorry that you can’t be with us for this Passover – perhaps you’ll all be able to come next year – I do hope so.

I must tell you about a strange thing that happened a couple of days ago.  Have you ever heard of Jesus of Nazareth (that’s right, from up north in Galilee) who’s said to have been doing a lot of teaching and healing there over the last few years.  I think he’s even been here to Jerusalem a time or two.  Anyway, he’s staying with friends just down the road in Bethany and coming into the city each day.  There’s a crowd of followers with him too; mostly Galileans, fishermen and such like – we get all sorts here over Passover as you’ll remember.

Well, last week there were rumours that one of the Bethany friends had died and that Jesus had brought him back to life again.  I don’t know what to make of that, but a number of people went our from the city and said that the man, Lazarus by name, was definitely alive. 

 Then the next thing we heard was that Jesus had come into Jerusalem in a way that really drew the crowds.  He was riding on a young, unbroken donkey – he took a risk there but he got away with it – I don’t know how – there was enough noise to cause any animal to bolt.  There were crowds of people, all shouting, singing, waving palm branches and dancing about.  They were yelling Hosanna (Save now) and calling him the king of Israel.  And he let them do it!  People are saying he might be the Messiah and a lot of them hope that is the case.  Why not, when you look at all these Romans have been doing.
I’m not sure what to think.  It would be marvellous to actually see the Messiah actually come and take over – but we’ve had false alarms before and they’ve always ended in disaster.  Either way there’ll be trouble before it’s over.  Already it’s causing concern in certain quarters.

Do you remember my friend Miriam who works in the High Priest’s house?  She says there’s been a lot of coming and going and urgent meetings about this Jesus and how popular he’s becoming.  They’re not at all happy about it she says.  She’s sure something is brewing.  Mind you, she’s always been inclined to look on the black side and just lately she’s been worried sick about her brother, young Tobit.  It seems he’s got in with the wrong crowd, been involved in all  kinds of trouble and now he’s been arrested for robbery.  She’s terrified it might mean he’ll be executed.  Such a shame – he was such a nice lad before he was led astray – there’s no real harm in him.
Perhaps it’s a pity this Jesus didn’t just keep to the teaching and healing; surely no-one could reasonably object to that.  Now it looks as though he too may be heading for trouble – unless, of course, he really is the Messiah.  Who can tell?  To be honest, Tamar, I’m worried about who else may be caught up in this.  Take my Joel, for instance.  When I married him I thought he was the quiet, steady type – even a bit on the staid side- but he takes his religion seriously and you just never know what might happen if he is pulled into this messianic excitement.  

I’ll be glad when Passover is over, people go home and we can settle back to normal again.

Your loving sister, Leah.  

Letter 2   written about a week later
My dear Tamar,

I’ve got so much to tell you – you won’t believe the week we’ve had here in Jerusalem.  I’ve never known anything like it.

You remember I told you about Jesus of Nazareth riding into the city just over a week ago.  Well, he walked in from Bethany with his disciples each day after that and has been teaching in the temple courts: very popular those sessions have been too.  I’d been wondering what he was saying and as I happened to be coming home that way I thought I’d just stop for a few minutes and find out.  I had a job to tear myself away.  To my surprise there was no kind of whipping up the crowds against the Romans as I had feared.  In fact he even said people should pay their taxes but also give to God what belongs to Him – make of that what you will!  Most of the time he seemed to be telling stories about everyday things such as harvesting in vineyards, going to wedding feasts and working for hard masters.  Things we know all about and yet every time he finished I felt he’d been talking to me personally and somehow making me more aware of God.  I was beginning to see why people were following him and who knows what I might have done myself (along with my Joel of course) if it hadn’t suddenly all gone wrong.
Miriam was right about the High Priest and his party wanting to get rid of Jesus;  and just listen to how they went about it!  We all know how jumpy the Romans get at festival times and our latest governor, Pontius Pilate is positively paranoid about his reputation with Rome.  Well, the priests took advantage of that and persuaded him that Jesus was plotting against Rome and setting himself up as king.  They had him arrested late one night and took him off to the High Priest’s house and there they seemed to be more concerned about what he was teaching and whether he could be guilty of blasphemy (the Romans wouldn’t be concerned about religious matters of course so they had to present some other crime to Pilate).   

Miriam said all of those Galileans who had been so excited, following him everywhere, had deserted him and disappeared.  All except one, that is, the big fisherman called Peter.  Miriam saw him in the courtyard and heard him speak (there’s no mistaking that Galilean accent is there?) but once he was accused of being with Jesus he denied it vigorously three times and soon slunk off.  It’s a shame that no-one stuck by Jesus but I suppose you can’t really blame them when it was obvious the way things were going.  I think I might have done the same.
Things must have moved quickly then in spite of both Pontius Pilate and King Herod getting involved.  I don’t know all the ins and outs of it, though we heard later that Pilate had offered to release him but the crowd had chosen the political activist Barabbas instead.  We’ve all heard of him of course.  I don’t know who was in that crowd at that early hour of the morning – certainly no-one I’ve come across has admitted being there.  Maybe it was organised by the High Priest – surely no-one who has heard Jesus this last week wouldn’t have preferred him to be set free when they were given that choice.  I certainly would (and I’m sure Joel would as well) though I might have been tempted if the choice had been between Jesus and poor young Tobit.  Miriam was right about him too: he is to be crucified; such a pity; she’s devasted – I don’t know what to do to comfort her.
The only thing I could do for Jesus was to go out with my friends and neighbours to see him go by to execution and show what support we could.  He certainly didn’t deserve to die like that.  We were all crying and wailing – and he actually paused to comfort us!  Though what he said was odd: it sounded as though further trouble would come to Jerusalem; not in my time, I hope – I’ve seen enough upheaval to last me a lifetime.

No, I didn’t go to the crucifixion myself – I couldn’t face it.  Miriam went because of Tobit and she says that Jesus spoke kindly to him too.  She mentioned some other things he said but I don’t know whether she can be right.  Surely no-one in Jesus’ position would have forgiven those who had put him there; and yet she says he did.

All I know is that it was a horrible day.  It was as black as night for three hours in the middle of it, the ground shook and I felt so sad and unsettled all the time.  Well, it’s over now and Jesus is safely buried in a tomb belonging to the rich Joseph of Arimathea.  That’s most unusual – I think he must have secretly followed Jesus though they weren’t seen together.
Another strange thing is that a couple of days ago there was a rumour going round that Jesus’ disciples had taken his body away right under the noses of the guards who had started the rumour.  You’d have thought they’d want to hush it up for fear of repercussions for themselves.  And why would anyone want to move Jesus from a better tomb than he could ever have expected?  Let him rest in peace, I say.

The disciples have vanished.  Maybe they’ve gone back to Galilee.  I hope so; it would be best for them to do that and keep their heads down.

The dream’s all over, anyway.  Though I can’t help wondering what would have happened if Jesus hadn’t died.  Maybe things would have been very different for many of us.  I must admit I was very impressed by him (and so was my Joel).  We’ve said to each other that we would have liked to know him better and to hear more of what he had to say.  Maybe (and don’t tell anyone I’ve said this) he could have come and stayed with us as he stayed with that family at Bethany.  I’d have liked that.  But it’s all too late now – we’ll just have to carry on as normal.
Do come and visit soon.

Your loving sister Leah

Letter 3       six weeks later
My dear Tamar,

Well, it’s Pentecost now; six weeks, another festival has come round and I still can’t shake off my feelings about what happened at Passover.  Why does that Jesus stay in my mind so much?  I don’t understand it.  Whatever I had hoped or wondered, it’s all over now. 
My Joel has just come in and said that those Galileans are back and creating quite a scene near their lodgings.  There are people from all the provinces here in Jerusalem for the feast and apparently they’re all excited about what they are hearing – in their own languages too.

I wonder what that is all about.  I’d have thought those disciples would all be safely and quietly back home in Galilee.  Joel wants to go and see what is happening: maybe I’ll go with him just out of curiosity.  It’s hardly going to change our lives is it?

This letter is unfinished.

Acts 2 v 41 says that about 3,000 people were added to the church that day.   I can well imagine that Leah and her Joel might be among them.  Think of her joy on realising that everything was not over – it fact, it was really just beginning.  He would have found answers to the things that had puzzled her about Jesus and realised that she needed to look at them in a new light.  Perhaps she reminded us of how we felt when we first became  aware of Jesus and then started to get to know more about Him or maybe we are still identifying with her. 
Let me leave you with one of her comments  “ I can’t help wondering what would have happened if Jesus hadn’t died”.  She was thinking of how much better it would have been if He had been able to continue with His teaching and healing in just the same way.  Even His disciples had earlier felt something similar.  But we are now in the position of knowing what would have happened – we would have had no chance of reconciliation with God and being welcomed into His kingdom.  What seemed to be the blackest of events turned out to be the best and most significant one for all of us.  Surely our overwhelming feeling should be one of gratitude that Jesus chose to go through this death for us so that we can be included in the new life that He gives to those who are prepared to trust and follow Him.   
