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The crowds that went ahead of him and that followed were shouting 


"Hosanna to the Son of David…Hosanna in the highest."







Matthew 21:9


I'm not alone, I suspect, in loving a parade.   So Palm Sunday is one of my favorite days in the church calendar.  I love singing "All Glory Laud and Honor" and waving palms—and watching the different styles, from timidly embarrassed to full throated abandon.  I love the march to the old courthouse and the spirit of ecumenical praise.  I love the involvement of all the children in this day where theology takes a back seat to celebration. 


But still, when you read the Bible's account of this day, you can't help but wonder what's going on.  Was this political theater on Jesus' part, a master stroke of public relations, taking advantage of the huge crowds gathered in Jerusalem for the Passover to get his message out?


In all likelihood, this Palm Sunday procession, which has become a staple of church life, was a little blip on the radar screen of lst c. Palestine.  A few hundred folk welcoming an itinerant rabbi who had created a stir in the north, in Galilee, would likely might not have even been noticed by the thousands who were in the capital city.

Small, perhaps, but it was theater, an intentional demonstration on the part of Jesus as he entered Jerusalem and stepped up the inevitable conflict with the authorities.  He was determined to cast a vision for his followers to capture and emulate. 


Matthew gives us the details of Jesus' staging of his arrival.  First, find a donkey. Now, I don't imagine those two disciples were all that pleased with being placed on the "donkey detail."  Surely they were worthy of grander tasks.  But they did it, went to get the animal that Jesus had undoubtedly pre-arranged to secure.   


It would have been obvious to some what Jesus was doing.  Schooled in Scripture that they were they would have thought immediately of Zechariah ( that didn't that come to you right away when you heard "donkey"?) and his prophecy about the coming Messiah"


Look, your king is coming to you, humble and mounted on a donkey,


And on a colt, the foal of a donkey.  (Zech 9:9)
Now, in the original Old Testament version, this is an example of parallelism, talking about one animal in two different ways.
 But did you notice, when Matthew tells it, he has the disciples getting two animals—a donkey and a colt, and Jesus sitting on them   (I love those obscure details—makes all those years in graduate school worth it!).  Was Jesus riding these two beasts like some circus performer, exercising extraordinary skill as he brought those animals down the hill from the Mount of Olives? Or what?

Biblical Scholar John Dominic Crosen is convinced this was not a copyist's error or mistake in transmission.  Matthew wanted to make it absolutely clear we got Jesus' point.  Unlike some conquering wartime hero, Jesus was entering the city on a beast of burden, a sign of humility; it was a demonstration that his kingdom was one of peace.  He was riding a donkey with a little nursing foal trotting beside him, the most unintimidating entrance to the city possible, a sign of compassion and caring and humility rather than power and force. 


What a contrast to other examples of very public, symbolic entrances into Jerusalem.   Three hundred years earlier, in 333 BC Alexander the Great, as he cut a swath through Europe and the Middle east, came to Jerusalem, having laid a siege to Tyre and Gaza, and the citizens simply buckled, open the gates so he could ride in triumphantly  on his black stallion Bucephalus.  Pontius Pilate, undoubtedly showed off his power in the same way, when he made his once a year foray into Jerusalem (he lived on the coast, in Caesarea) riding into the city on his chariot.  And two thousand years later, when Kaiser Wilhelm II, Germany's last emperor, visited Jerusalem, he had to have the Jaffe gate into the city expanded so he could get his great chariot through.  People of power make grand entrances.  


But Jesus made an entrance of another kind.  No red carpet for him, but rather palm branches and dirty cloaks marked his route.  It was theater, to be sure, with Jesus casting a vision for the people, taking on the mantle of the Messiah.  But what kind of Messiah? Not a political figure who was coming to restore the great Davidic kingdom, but the Messiah who ruled by relinquishing political or military power in favor of a model of sacrifice and servanthood.  The crowds shouted "Hosanna to the son of David," the traditional term for the messiah, but whether they got his vision remained to be seen.

Do you ever think of the kind of vision you cast before others as you go through life—the entrance you are making so to speak?  The vision we cast as a parent or a student or in our work, or as a citizen?   The contrast Jesus offers is stark---between an approach which focuses on power, control, self-assertion,  getting recognition, insuring we've done it our way---and an approach which says my job is to be a servant, to show compassion, to seek to empower and encourage and nurture others.    The crowds recognize Jesus with the acclamation "Blessed he is who comes in the name of the Lord."   And it is appropriate that we strive to cast the same vision, to be one who is perceived as "coming in the name of the Lord" in all that we are and all that we do. 

For many of us, I suspect, being a parent is the most satisfying and most challenging task we are given in life.  What does it look like to approach parenting, with the vision of this Palm Sunday Jesus, coming not as the powerful one, all in control, determined to force obedience, but as one humble, whose presence provides peace and compassionate service.  I remember telling our sons often in their younger years that we would make plenty of mistakes in this process.  We had no blueprint, and that they would have to learn to forgive us as God forgave us all--and we had to ask their forgiveness more than once. 


Or what does it look like to adopt the vision Jesus cast on Palm Sunday in our work life, to approach our vocation with the heart of a servant, the spirit of compassion and humility.  There was a guy in a former church, a highly accomplished aerospace engineer, who used to love to quote an old country song, which began "It's hard to be humble when you're perfect in every way."    And you were never quite sure whether he was saying this tongue in cheek or not.  You've known some of those folks who had to be the authority, who had to be right, who had to lord it over others, haven't you?  Perhaps you work with some of them.  


How do we capture  for ourselves that vision that Jesus cast on Palm Sunday for his ministry?  Undoubtedly it involves a lifetime of practice.  

A colleague tells of a young advertising executive on the rise in his profession, who volunteered every Tuesday night at the foot clinic for the homeless people the church housed in their gymnasium.  Robert was his name. He was a natty dresser and arrived at the clinic wearing a crisp shirt and red suspenders.  He'd sit on a stool before the chair on which the homeless guest would sit. He'd take the guest's feet and place them in a basin of warm water. He'd take a towel and dry the feet. He'd apply ointment to their sores. The ritual would end with the gift of a clean, white pair of socks, often evoking tears from tough guys whom no one had touched with tenderness in a very long time. When asked why he, an executive on the move, came to the foot clinic every week, he simply shrugged and said, "I figure I have a better chance of running into Jesus here than most places. That's all."   There is a type of double vision there—the vision of Christ in the stranger being served, and the vision of Christ in the one who was finding deep meaning in his life through serving others. 


To see what the world cannot see and then to do something about it-these are the marks of the vision Christ casts. 


My friend Will Willimon tells of the time he hosted the Rev. Billy Graham at a service at Duke Chapel.  The week before Graham arrived, the office of university security called and said they had to have an urgent meeting with him.  They asked questions like "will Graham be brining his own security people?"  They told him that all of his security forces needed to be registered with the university police.  If he were not bringing sufficient people with him, then the university police needed to be notified so they could augment their security forces.  Willimon was told he have to empty the chapel for at least 3 hours before the service, in order that a thorough search be made for bombs.


Willimon said, "I therefore dutifully called Dr. Graham, asking him about what security arrangements he required.  Graham replied, 'None. I have the Lord as my security. I plan to fly into Raleigh Durham on Saturday afternoon and rent a car and drive it over to the hotel myself.  It'll just be me."  My already high esteem for Billy Graham rose to great heights.  He refused to be labeled by the university as another celebrity, a 'big name.'  He was determined to be a follower of the Lord who entered the capitol city riding on a donkey. 


Whether the crowds on Palm Sunday understood this vision Jesus was casting by his dramatic Palm Sunday entrance we cannot say for sure.  All we know is that by week's end the storm clouds were gathering and ominous signs were on the horizon.   The week which began in joy ended in judgment, the welcome which was drenched in laughter turned to tears.  And a crowd which had welcomed him with "hosannas" became a crowd which shouted "crucify."  


How could this be?  Maybe they didn't fully grasp the vision of the servant Messiah he presented on Palm Sunday.  Maybe they expected that when cornered, he would respond like others would have responded, with violence and force.  I was thinking during the Godspell performances about Jesus Christ Superstar,  that other great 1970s musical about the gospel.  That musical suggested that Judas' motive in betraying Jesus was to force his hand, to put him in such a position that he would have to show his power—use force-- and create that earthly kingdom—a messianic  kingdom akin to the old Davidic kingdom--that the disciples yearned for.


But Jesus didn't bite.  Indeed he never wavered from the vision he had for his ministry set forth at the time of his temptation through to his death.  He didn't flinch from his understanding that it was as "the suffering servant" depicted in Isaiah 53 that the messiah came, not a king drenched in power and glory.  When others urged him to pull himself down from the cross, to send fire on those who wounded him, Jesus resisted.  It is as the suffering servant that God saves us and casts the vision for our life. 


Social critic Christopher Lasch comments that at some point in the modern world people stopped trying to be saved and began wanting only to feel a bit better.  Forsaking the quest for salvation in the fullest sense, defined as "Jesus Christ in all that he is and all that he does, "we became content with simply trying to feel "happier."  The classic perspective of the gospel is that happiness is not the end of life; Happiness, valuable as it is, is derivative, it flows from the salvation that comes when Jesus takes hold of us, and shapes us from the inside out.    


We begin today our Holy Week Journey.  It is never an easy journey to travel this road from celebration to the cross.  But on this journey we are reminded of an alternative word to strength and power and worldly success, a word of servanthood and sacrifice and suffering which, no less than the crowds who welcomed Jesus and then abandoned him, we still find hard to accept.

THANKS BE TO GOD WHO GIVES US THIS VICTORY THROUGH JESUS CHRIST!   
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