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The Open Door 

 Growing up in my one-half Italian house-hold, we had an annual tradition of 

opening our front and back doors to our home on New Year’s Eve. My mom 

would say we were doing it to let out the bad and let in the good. I hear tradition-

ally, you’re supposed to open all the windows and doors all day so that the draft 

can wipe away the bad spirits, and the open doors would welcome in the new spir-

its. In the middle of winter, that’s a bit much for my family, so we would just run 

from one end of the house to the other side at midnight and open them for a short 

time. I’ve had a good life, so maybe it worked. But growing up, it sure was fun. 

 Jewish tradition has something similar this time of year, but for a more pro-

found reason. During the Passover Seder - like the one we celebrated last night - a 

door is left open to welcome the Prophet Elijah (who our choir just sang about) to 

the Seder meal. But imagine what else that means. Passover remembers a time 

when the Jewish people were enslaved by the Pharaoh. The story tells us that there 

were plagues and locusts that had raged throughout the land as a punishment for 

the oppression of the Jewish people. Whatever we believe was happening, we can 

agree that it must have been a terrifying time to go outside. And it’s in this time of 

uncertainty and fear, that the Jewish people open up their doors and welcome in the 

Prophet Elijah, someone we may have heard of, but certainly have never met. 

 The open door is a tradition steeped in a deep sense of trust in God, in the 

Holy; trust in a sense of knowing one is safe even surrounded by trouble and dan-

ger. The prophet Elijah is a herald of God, a teacher, and someone who is believed 

will return some day to announce the coming of the Messiah. In the Christian tradi-

tion the Messiah is believed to be Jesus, a savior of souls. But in the ancient Jewish 

tradition, the Messiah is believed to be someone who will liberate the Jewish peo-

ple and bring the world to a place of wholeness. 
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 So if we put ourselves into the Passover story, we’re surrounded by chal-

lenge after threat, and we unlock our doors and leave them wide open. This time of 

year reminds us that there is a religious truth to the practice of hope; to trusting that 

a sense of wholeness, peace and justice are within our reach, even if we feel sur-

rounded by all the woes of the world. The woes sometimes are very real, but they 

don’t need to change the nature of our character, of who we are. We can still 

choose to celebrate, with family and friends, the people and places we cherish and 

have worth in our hearts. 

 The practice of the open door is also a way in which we build community. 

When we share our stories of struggle, of which there are many in our world, in 

our congregation and in our individual lives, do we share them from only a place of 

pain? Or do we share them, as friend to friend, or family to family, over a meal, 

with a sense of trust, that the joys before us will clarify the times of adversity and 

not be overshadowed by the hardship. 
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The Once Welcome Stranger 

 Our reading this afternoon, was a contemporary retelling of the Palm Sunday 

story. In the bible, the week before Jesus is killed, he triumphantly enters Jerusa-

lem, welcomed by the people who are waving palm fronds. By some, he’s believed 

to be a leader who will free the Jews from Roman rule. By others, he’s seen as a 

great spiritual teacher and healer. The poem reminds us of the Christian belief that 

we find Christ in the stranger, in each other, in people we know and love and in 

people who are distant and unknown.  

 It also reminds us that in mainstream society we often hear folks fixate on 

the powerful, kingly Jesus who will come in glory and power. But, that’s the not 

the Jesus in the story. We can make a mistake by loving the idea of the powerful 

messiah more, than the humble Jesus who gave up power - or used his power - to 

help the weak and the forgotten. His ministry was to humanity at it’s most vulnera-

ble. 

 Shortly after he arrives to goes to the temple to pray and finds that there are 

money-changers in the temple profiting off the changing of Roman coin to Jewish 

coin. The tradition was to sacrifice two doves at the temple, and because it was too 

hard to travel with live doves from the outer reaches of Judea, there was a strong 

local business of selling doves once pilgrims arrived at the temple. And the money 

changers were needed because the Roman’s only allowed Roman coin to be used 

for payments in Jerusalem, but the Jewish law required the sacrifice to made in 

shekels (what the Jews coined themselves.) It may not seem like a big deal to us to-

day, but historically this wound up taking advantage of the poor and the downtrod-

den through costs of high fees. Jesus winds up flipping over the tables of the 

money changers in anger for their abuse of the poor. 
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 Jesus is confronted about this outburst the next day, and through a series of 

events throughout the week, where Jesus challenges the systems of oppression un-

der Roman rule, is charged with treason and killed. In the Christian faith, his death 

and later resurrection, are signs of God’s Grace and forgiveness of mankind’s sins. 

But in most progressive Christian churches, it is also important to remember why 

Jesus was killed - because he chose to side with the weak, the poor, and the out-

cast, against the Roman government. 

 I remember this when I hear stories in the news, like the ones coming out of 

Indiana this week. Where a law was passed that legalized bigotry under the guise 

of Religious Freedom. This law says that any person, or any business, can refuse 

service to LGBT people because of the business owner’s religious convictions. 

There are a lot of people in our country that are confusing the freedom to worship 

as your conscience tells you with the freedom to discriminate against people be-

cause you feel like it. Religious freedom isn’t the freedom to persecute others, it’s 

the freedom not to be persecuted against. And I believe it’s against the religion 

they are claiming they’re acting in line with. 

 How does trust in the power of an ancient story, bring support, focus, clarity 

and meaning today, to a contemporary challenge like the one I just shared? It’s in 

this light that I want to con-temporize the Easter and Holy Week story, much like 

the reading we heard earlier retelling the story of Palm Sunday as if it were hap-

pening today… 

 

 They thought they saw Jesus in Indiana a short time ago. Entering the capitol 

with fanfare and accolades. They thought they saw him in the governor’s office; all 
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smiles and handshakes as discrimination was written into public policy.1 But in-

stead, they waved palm branches for Caesar this year. We gave unto Caesar what 

was God’s. We climbed out of the colosseums, and took hold of the lions’ reins. 

  They thought Jesus was seen in the pizza parlor2 in Indiana this week; mar-

tyred for religious freedom, as a store was “forced” to close after speaking words 

of hate in the guise of freedom. They were right. Jesus was there. He was flipping 

the tables and the trays crying out against the money changers of this day, who will 

cry religion but mean GoFundMe.3 The owner of the pizza parlor that said they hy-

pothetically wouldn’t cater a gay wedding should they ever actually be asked to, 

has since raised over $800,000 from people defending their bigotry under the guise 

of religious freedom. 

 They were right. Jesus was seen in Indiana this week. He hung from a cross 

alongside the poor, the downtrodden, those who are rejected from society. He sees 

the lives of LGBT Americans, who are not protected by the law against being fired 

from their jobs. Jesus sees Trans folk who go homeless due to persecution, and re-

members a time when his parents were forced to sleep in the night in a manger. Je-

sus was seen in Indiana this week; and we hung him from the Cross once more. 

 And the temple was torn in two once more. From top to bottom, the politics 

of bigotry shook and the rock of national silence split. Many who have fallen 

asleep from indifference were raised.4 Numerous states, corporations, celebrities, 

and even denominations (those on the left, the center and the right) have spoken 

against this fake religious freedom law, and some have begun boycotting the state.  

                                                 
1 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/03/26/indiana-governor-mike-pence-anti-gay-
bill_n_6947472.html 
2 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/04/01/indiana-pizza-gay-couples_n_6985208.html 
3 http://www.wndu.com/home/headlines/Walkerton-restaurant-says-it-wont-cater-gay-weddings-
Concord-coach-suspended-over-tweet-298357751.html 
4 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/03/30/indiana-lgbt-discrimination-_n_6972730.html 
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 We have given to Caesar what was God’s; making religion subject to the 

laws of the state; pretending the money-makers, the businesses and corporations 

are houses of worship. Caesar may be forced to do the right thing this time from 

the harm to what he truly loves (as the boycotts harm the production of money.) 

When will God’s people bear witness for God’s sake, and not Caesar’s? When will 

we act with love, and not merely sound as a noisy gong or clanging cymbal?5 

… 

 I found the story of Easter to be powerful and transformative. I believe it has 

a depth of meaning that can point us back on the right path when we trip up. 

There’s the the challenge of Palm Sunday to remember a time when we have spo-

ken or acted with fanfare for his message of compassion, forgiveness and charity, 

but we forget that - when in our daily lives - it’s hard to deal with the needs of the 

world. Or the flipping of the tables, and Jesus’ alignment with those who are most 

in need. In a world where a lot of people allow greed to win over compassion, it’s 

life-saving to have a message that teaches otherwise. Oppression, discrimination, 

bigotry, are always on the wrong side of history, and they are always on the wrong 

side of the gospel message.  

 But Easter is not solely this social justice message; it’s not solely the spir-

itual message of salvation and grace. Easter is also a story that lays the bedrock for 

community. Communities are built upon lessons of compassion and concern. Com-

munities are well-founded when power and privilege don’t become the rule of law. 

And the virtue of forgiveness is critical, if we ever hope to enter back into commu-

nity after another wrong is committed. Religions make central these teachings, be-

cause these truths are central to life. They must be told again and again. Happy 

                                                 
5 http://www.abc57.com/story/28681598/rfra-first-business-to-publicly-deny-same-sex-service 
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Easter. May this day remind us of the commitments we have faithfully made, and 

help bring about a world that is worthy of the trust we have been given. 


