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How many of you have heard about the “hero’s journey”?  It’s a concept 

developed by Joseph Campbell in the 1940s about seeing an 

underlying theme in hero myths across cultures. 

There are many elements to it that describe a typical sequence of events and 

conditions for a hero story, though, of course, there are variations. 

It starts with an ordinary person often stuck in an ordinary situation.  Then 

*he* (historically) gets a call for an adventure.  Reluctantly he accepts 

the call and gains a mentor or helper. 

He goes out and faces a supreme ordeal often against impossible odds. 

He faces a moment of crisis but overcomes it, typically with the aid of 

others.   

He is transformed in the process and then returns home as a hero. 

This is a gross simplification, but you get the idea. 

Besides stories of old, this theme is used in modern times as well, 

particularly in movies. 

One of the best examples of this classic hero’s journey is the original Star 

Wars movie from 45 years ago. 

Though there are other factors, including the superbly crafted music by 

John Williams, the well-constructed “hero’s journey” storyline 

resonated so strongly with people that it became the cultural 

phenomena that is still with us almost a half century later. 

For most of humanity’s existence we have been struggling simply to survive 

against the challenges of the environment—and each other.  So, these 

types of stories appeal to us:  a person taking up the gauntlet, 

performing feats of courage with nobility of purpose, risking or even 
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sacrificing their life, vanquishing the antagonist, and becoming a 

changed person as a result. 

These appeal to us because, in part, we want to be that hero, we want to 

conquer our fears and enemies, and we admire those who do.   

It’s in our nature.  And it was in the nature of the Jesus’ disciples as well. 

We started today’s service paying homage to Jesus’ grand entrance to 

Jerusalem.   

At the beginning of his ministry Jesus read from Isaiah in his hometown 

synagogue saying, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has 

anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to 

proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to 

let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”  

For three years he has done that.  And now he is heading into Jerusalem 

and his followers are expecting a great confrontation and victory over 

both their Roman oppressors and the rich who exploit them. 

But that’s not exactly what happens.  Sure, early in the week he overturns 

the moneychangers’ tables in the temple and has spirited debates 

with the religious leaders, but today’s gospel lesson takes place on 

Thursday, literally at Jesus’ last supper. 

Jesus tells them that one of them will betray him, one of whom moments 

ago that he shared the cup and the bread and washed his feet along 

with the others.   

And while the disciples are shocked, they quickly devolve into debating 

which of them would be called the greatest.  They can’t help but still 

see this as a glorious quest, maybe dying in the process, but as heroes, 
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martyrs for a good cause, their names and deeds honored as they 

celebrate in victory. 

And yet, in less than 24 hours their entire world will be shattered and they 

will be scurrying to the shadows.  On that Friday there is nothing 

“good” about it to them to see their teacher nailed up like a common 

criminal.  And Saturday is dead silence. 

They could have stood by him and suffered the same fate likely.  But there 

was no glory in that.  Just to be arrested, tortured, and killed and 

everyone thinking you’re a subversive—or worse, an idiot for 

following this guy.  And, by the way, nothing will have changed—

except you’d be dead.  It would have been for nothing. 

There was no one—no one—who thought Jesus was a hero.  He was a zero.  

In fact, outside of the Bible, there is no record of Jesus crucifixion and 

barely even a mention of Jesus name until 60 years after his death.  

Knowing how the story comes out makes it difficult for us to truly put 

ourselves in the same mind of Jesus and the disciples and the 

Passion—or suffering, as the word originally meant—that Jesus will 

go through.  But that is what we need to try to do this Holy Week.   

To add insult to injury to Jesus’ treatment, in Luke’s account everyone 

thought he was innocent.  Pilate says so multiple times. So does 

Herod.  So does the centurion at the cross.  So does one of the thieves 

on the cross.   

Even the religious leaders knew in their hearts that they had no good legal 

case against Jesus, but forced the issue because they believed Jesus 

was threatening to disrupt everything and had to go, so the means 

justified the ends. 
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This is our nature.  And we are no different today.  I am heart-broken to see 

professed Christians ignoring the means they use to justify their ends 

as to how things should be in their minds.  

They want to force everyone as they read today’s epistle passage from 

Philippians 2 verses 10 and 11 “that at the name of Jesus every knee 

should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every 

tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God 

the Father.”  

Meanwhile they ignore verses 2 through 4 that say, “be of the same mind, 

having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind. Do 

nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard 

others as better than yourselves. Let each of you look not to your own 

interests, but to the interests of others.” 

In other words, yes, as Christians we want people to come to Jesus, but 

because they want to, because they see us emulate Christ and have 

been made into a new thing, a joyful, loving being that they also want 

to share.  Two millennia of conversion by the sword is the antithesis 

of all that Jesus did and taught and asked us to do. 

So was Jesus a hero or zero? Well, neither really—at least not the way we 

use the terms.  As Paul writes in today’s epistle lesson, Jesus gave up 

his godhood and humbled himself to be fully human.  And the thanks 

he got from us was to treat him like nothing, even to the point of 

death.  But out of his love for us, he chose this path.  And for that God 

exalted him—which we’ll hear more about next Sunday. 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen.   


