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Palm Sunday—we love the festivity of it all, don’t we?!

We love the idea that Jesus enjoyed this day… he felt loved and affirmed by the cheering crowds… he had
this shining moment of victory as the people shouted, “Hosanna!  Blessed is the one who comes in the name
of the Lord.”

And yet, there is a haunting side to this day, too—for we know how the story ends…

…how only days later the cheering crowd becomes a shouting mob…

…how the “Hosannas” of the first day of the week become “Crucify Him!” on Friday…

…how the green branches and cloaks spread on the road to honor him will be replaced by a crown of thorns
and a “royal” robe to mock him…

…how he will not sit upon the throne of David but will, instead, be hung upon a cross…

Yes, Palm Sunday carries with it a mix of emotions… for us who know the significance of the day… and
what lies ahead.
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It was the beginning of Passover—the most sacred week of the Jewish year… a time when Jewish pilgrims
would travel from far and wide to come to Jerusalem… to offer a sacrifice at the temple.

It made the Romans nervous, and for good reason. They knew, very well, that the Jewish Passover
celebrated the liberation of God’s people from oppression / slavery in Egypt centuries earlier.

With large numbers of people crowding into the city… emotions / nationalist sentiments running high, who
knew what might happen?!

The Romans were so nervous, in fact, they typically increased the number of troops in the city… and the
Roman governor, Pontius Pilate, who usually resided in Caesarea, moved to Jerusalem during the Passover
festival.

So… Jesus and his disciples were going to Jerusalem at a highly symbolic (and potentially volatile!) time.
You can imagine the tension (perhaps fear) his disciples felt as they approached the city.

And then, on the outskirts of Jerusalem, Jesus did sometime peculiar.  He asked a couple of them to go into
town and fetch a colt for him to ride.  The detailed instructions given to them show us that Jesus had this all
planned out in advance…

No doubt his disciples immediately thought of Zechariah’s ancient prophecy – that the Messiah would come
to Jerusalem in that way, “triumphant and victorious, humble and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a
donkey” (9:9) – what Jesus intended to do.

Jesus was making a statement – a very specific political statement / messianic claim…

When the crowds saw Jesus… riding in on the colt, they reacted!

It was the moment they (and generations before them) had been waiting for—the coming of the Messiah,
God’s anointed… who would “save them”… who would rally the people and drive out the Romans… who
would sit on the throne of David and rule Israel once again…



They spread their cloaks and branches from the fields on the road for him—an action performed on behalf of
a king… the ancient equivalent of rolling out the red carpet.

And they welcomed him with cries of “Hosanna!” (a Hebrew word that literally means “Save us!” – a word
that mixes praise to God with a prayer that God will save them).   And then they included a dangerous /
politically loaded prayer: “Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord! Blessed is the coming
kingdom of our ancestor David!”

The irony, of course, is that Jesus—their Messiah / their King—was not headed to David’s throne… but to an
execution … and he knew it.  He was not the sort of Messiah the crowds expected… or wanted.

You can only imagine the letdown they felt at what came next…

After his “triumphal entry” into Jerusalem, Jesus should have gone straight to the city center or temple gates
and delivered a powerful speech, rallying his supporters around his cause… of deliverance / freedom.

But he doesn’t.  No red-carpet speech.  No demonstration. No call for revolution.  No nothing!

Mark tells us, Jesus “entered Jerusalem and went into the temple, and when he had looked around at
everything, as it was already late, he went out to Bethany with the twelve.”  [I can’t believe I’ve never really
noticed this detail in Mark’s story before…] – after entering the city… Jesus wandered quietly into the
temple... looked around… and then left town again.

Jesus didn’t even stay in Jerusalem after his “grand entrance”!  He left… almost immediately.  How odd!

The whole scene ends dramatically… with nothing happening—well… not yet anyway…

We are left hanging / in suspense… as to what will happen when he returns and makes his presence known…

And yet, we already know what is coming, don’t we?! When Jesus comes back into the city the next day, he
does so without all the fanfare… but he comes with fire in his belly… a head full of steam…

He curses a fig tree that he passes by for not bearing fruit… and then he wreaks havoc in the Temple courts –
driving out the sellers and buyers, overturning the tables of the moneychangers… shouting “My house shall
be called a house of prayer for all the nations? But you have made it a den of robbers!”

After that, it doesn’t take long before the religious leaders (the political ones, too) start plotting how to get
rid of him.

When Jesus makes his presence known… things quickly go from bad… to worse…

The meaning that Jesus attaches to his so-called “triumphal entry” into Jerusalem is quite different from the
meaning the crowds want to attach to it.

Jesus knows that this will not end the way the people are thinking.  He knows very well what awaits him
there—he has been foretelling his passion when no one could grasp what he was saying.

Jesus is the promised King… the long-awaited Messiah; but he knows (as we know, too) that he comes not
be enthroned like David… but instead to be crucified.

From Jesus point of view, this is why there is cause for such celebration—because he is coming to “save” the
people… he is coming to bring God’s salvation—not in the way the people expect… but through his own
“Passover” action on the cross… as God’s own “Passover Lamb.”
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The Palm Sunday story, you see, is a story of colliding expectations—of who the crowds want Jesus to be –
for them (who we want Jesus to be – for us)… and who God calls Jesus to be… for the world.

- Why did they cheer and celebrate Jesus here… but then, only a few days later, cry out for his
crucifixion?

- Did they turn against him because he didn’t start a revolution?  Because he didn’t turn out to be the
kind of Messiah they hoped for?

And how about us… today?  With palm branches in our hands… hailing Jesus as our King… shouting /
singing our “Hosannas”… offering him our love / loyalty…

- Are we, like some in the crowd of Jesus’ followers, just “going along for the ride” – hoping that Jesus
will fulfill our hopes / wants?

- What is it that we seek from Jesus?  What do we expect of him?
- What do we do when we are “disappointed” in those hopes / expectations?
- Do we sing and shout our psalms of praise only as long as Jesus seems to do / “be” what we want?

This is where we begin each Holy Week—at the entrance of Jerusalem…

This is where we begin each Holy Week—amidst a festive procession of fellow pilgrims… with palm
branches waving… and cheers and shouts of “Hosanna!” – “Save us!”

It is not easy to follow Jesus—not on Palm Sunday… not on Fig Tree cursing / Temple cleansing Monday…

- Soon we will leave the festive parade and cheering crowds behind…
- Soon we will watch as Jesus is betrayed by one of his own… arrested and tried…
- Soon we will hear Peter (and perhaps ourselves, too) deny him when confronted, “I don’t know the

man!”
- Soon we will stand and look upon the cross where he hangs…

That is where following Jesus this week will ultimately lead us—to place called “the Skull”… where a cross
will be plunged into the earth like a knife through God’s heart (like a knife though our hearts!).

- In that cross we see the depth of love that Jesus has for us—for those who love and cheer him… for
those who betray him… for those who deny him… and for all the rest, too…

- In that cross we are reminded that Jesus is with us in the darkest of valleys… when the festive
celebrations end… and the hard realities of life rise up…

- In that cross we see our hope and our salvation—God’s gift of love / grace—for us… for the whole
world!

And so we follow… we watch… we repent… we weep… And when it’s all over—when the worst has
happened—we sit and wait… in the darkness and pain of grief… until Easter morning, when we discover,
anew, that death is not the end… that Jesus is not finished yet… Jesus will rise again… and he will call his
disciples—and all of us!—to keep following… to keep living and loving… to keep giving ourselves away…

Everything Jesus suffers this week, he suffers for us – that we might have life / hope in his name.

Yes, there is cause for celebration today.

So let us celebrate and shout: “Hosanna!  Blessed is the One who comes in the name of the Lord!”
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