
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Have you ever seen evil?  I mean really seen it: 

up close and personal?  Not Freddie Krueger or Jack 

Nickleson…I mean real evil: the “in your face” kind of evil 

that sends an icy-hot chill that burns inside all the way 

down to down to your toes? You ever stared evil down?  

I have. Twice.  

The first time, I was just doin’ my job as a 

reporter – covering the arraignment of a man charged 

with 40 counts of murder down at the Federal 

Courthouse in Charlotte.  We were in a narrow hallway: 

wall-to-wall loaded with reporters, Federal 

Marshalls…FBI, sheriff’s deputies…as they brought this 

guy from his holding cell into the courtroom.  I came to 

see a criminal that day – but, evil came to see me.   

I was up against the wall when the guards shoved 

the prisoner through the crowd - less than a foot from 

my nose. And, in his eyes: that deep, dark, unmistakably 

sinister smirk, a sneer of blood-chilling intensity – and a 

throbbing sense of loathing unlike anything I had ever 

experienced - boiling-over and spewing out. 

He stared, locking his stare on me even as the 

guards hustled him around a corner leaving behind the 

sense of searing, red-hot lava - barreling un-controllably 

through my body. I knew I had been in the presence of 

pure black evil. 

The second time I was just doing my job as a 

pastor – at the trial of a well-to-do guy from a prominent 

family who’d murdered a 25-year-old boy in my first 

congregation – putting 2, 45-caliber bullets point-blank 

into his brain as he sat checking e-mails in his car: 

murdered out of jealousy by a jilted ex-boyfriend who’d 

scheduled a tee time the afternoon of his verdict. His 

defense?  “It was an accident.” My take:  evil personified. 

 In a CBS News 60 Minutes interview, U.S. 

Supreme Court Justice Sonia Sotomayor was asked why 

she had resigned as an Assistant District Attorney for the 

Bronx. "For the first time in my life I saw evil first hand - 

and I felt that if I stayed that close to it, it just might rub 

off on me."  

She’s right – just as it did, a few short days later, 

on the people cheering for Jesus this morning. And, in his 

book People of the Lie, the late American psychiatrist 

Scott Peck sorta’ explains why:  

“Evil people,” he says, “are self-deceiving people 

always avoiding guilt and maintaining an internal self-

image of perfection– characterized,” he says, “not so 

much by the magnitude of their sins, but by their 

consistently destructive behavior: projecting their evil 

onto selected innocents – seen only as tools to be 

manipulated. And, psychiatry has never developed a 

treatment plan with which there has been success.” 

 Peck loved to tell the story of how he struggled 

to find a succinct definition of ‘evil’ - when his then 8-

year-old son said, "That's easy, dad:" "evil is ‘live’ spelled 

backward!" Evil is life lived in reverse: perverted 

goodness; misplaced ego; negative, critical spirituality – 

evil is ‘love running in the wrong direction’ - which both 

hurts our humanity and defaces our divinity. 

 Luther once said that when the Satan fell from 

grace in heaven - you ready for this?. H e said that he fell 

into the choir loft."  And, he never even knew you all – 

but he did know the power of music: the choir sings to 

point us to Jesus. Lucifer points the other way…no 

wonder psychiatry hasn’t found a cure. Only the Gospel 

of Christ can overcome it. 

 When the Cheering Stopped is a book by 

historian Gene Smith about President Woodrow Wilson 

and the events around and after World War I which -  

when it was over had made Wilson an international hero.  

On his first post-war visit to Paris, Wilson was joyously 

mobbed – same thing in England and Italy.  

 The cheering lasted about a year. The political 

leaders in Europe found their own agendas to be easier 

than doing the hard work of a lasting peace…Wilson ran 

into senate opposition to his league of nations; and, 

under the strain, his health began to break. Here he was: 

Woodrow Wilson who – a year or 2 earlier – had been 

heralded as almost the new world messiah: at the end of 

his days: broken and defeated. The ultimate reward for 

someone who tries to translate ideals into reality is often 

frustration and defeat. Look what happened to Jesus – 

this very week... 

 Two parades – about 2-thousand years apart – 

seem to have amazingly similar – yet polar opposite – 

situations: In the first one: that Palm Sunday celebration 

in AD 27 – as many as 200,000 people lined the road to 

Jerusalem. Historians say that’s fairly accurate – but, it’s 
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just a guess - same thing they said about the more recent 

parade: nobody could agree on that number, either… 

 In the first parade, few – very few – had even an 

inkling of who this disheveled-looking, long-haired 

preacher was…One parade led to a capitol on a hill. The 

other: to a cross in a garbage dump.  

 Jesus’ support that morning appeared broad, 

but, as the politicians would say - it was ‘shallow’ 

because almost nobody knew why they had come. Many 

at both parades expressed their political opposition 

against the ‘Establishment’ – the ‘status quo…’ others 

just showed-up to pick a pocket or two, beg for food, buy 

a balloon, eat some cotton candy…  

 The center of the first parade – riding on a 

donkey – quite unlike the second in a limousine -  sure 

didn’t look ‘victorious.’ They even say Jesus cried right 

before the parade began as he realized how things were 

going to turn out. Both, it seems were deliberately 

presenting themselves as leaders - but unlike anything 

the world had even known. Jesus would wield no worldly, 

political power. Rather, he would rule from a cross in a 

garbage dump…not a house on a hill. 

 The question is: what kind of a leader – what kind 

of a Jesus – do we really want?  Billy Idol sang a song 

once: "Well, I don't care if it rains or freezes - long as I 

have my plastic Jesus riding on the dashboard of my car. 

I could go a hundred miles an hour - long as I got the 

Almighty power glued up there beside my fuzzy dice." 

When I'm in a traffic jam - he don't care if I say ‘damn’ -  

I can let all my curses roll 'cause Jesus' plastic ear just 

doesn't hear…The man who invented plastic saved my 

soul.”  

Is that the kind of Jesus we want? Do you want 

the real Jesus or the more convenient version? A military 

Jesus, or a Messiah Jesus? Do you want your Jesus in a 

bottle, or a Jesus on Prozac? Just what kind of Jesus do 

you want?...Same question the people today had. They 

just didn’t get what kind of ‘Messiah’ Jesus was – and, I’m 

afraid that, often, we don’t, either. They wanted a 

revolutionary Jesus. They didn’t know what to make of 

one who talks not of power through force, but the power 

that comes through emptying oneself, taking the form of 

a servant, dying to self in order to find genuine life.  

 The crowd doesn’t know what to make of one 

who embraces a different kind of peace — the peace that 

comes from recognizing that love - and love alone - can 

master the greed and lust and hatred in our hearts. We 

just don’t know what to do with this loving Jesus– so 

different from ourselves whose revolution freed us from 

death…a Jesus who healed and forgave, encouraged and 

uplifted – Jesus got himself crucified because he refused 

to be the kind of Messiah the people expected him to be.  

 Unlike President Wilson, the cheering stopped 

for Jesus because he began to talk about commitment - 

because he opened up the doors of the Church and 

invited all people to come in – not just people like us. But 

most importantly, it stopped because Jesus began to talk 

about a cross. The truth is that – even today – we’re not 

completely sure what to make of either this Jesus, or of 

Palm Sunday. After 40 drab days of Lent, suddenly we 

arrive at a day that seems surprisingly cheery. "What’s a 

nice day like you doing in a place like this?” But, Palm 

Sunday is replete with more sadness than we can ever 

imagine. 

 To get from Advent to Christmas we’re pushed 

to face that wild and crazy John the Baptist: splashing us  

with water and calling us sinners all sorts of names…To 

get from Palm Sunday to Easter, we have to walk through 

the graveyard of Good Friday - in the dark. Those who 

don’t have the stomach for the journey will stay home 

until next Sunday -  just in time for the trumpets and lilies 

and pancakes.  

 The rest of us better hang onto each other as 

tightly as we can as we tiptoe past the tombstones and 

stand together at the foot of the cross- because that’s 

where this parade of Palm Sunday leads.  It’s going to be 

hard to see him hanging there – knowing that the only 

reason is his Love for you and me - only our hearts may 

wanna’ make us run away – like everybody else did that 

week… in fear and disbelief… because Jesus’s Kingdom 

still threatens the kingdoms of this world - your kingdom 

and mine: the kingdoms where greed, power, and lust all 

rule instead of grace, and mercy, and peace.  

 Jesus didn’t look through those palm branches 

that day and see the faithful. he saw what he’d seen for 

the last 3 years: people whose understanding was dim 

and whose hearts were filled with malice and vengeance.  

 A little boy was sick one palm Sunday and 

couldn’t goto church. His dad came home holding a palm 

branch. "What’s that, dad?"  

 "Well, you see, when Jesus came into town, 

everybody waved palm branches to welcome him – so, 

we got palm branches…."  

 “Ah crud!,” the little boy replied: “the one 

Sunday I miss - and Jesus shows up!" 

 Let’s hope that we won’t miss him this time. 
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