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As part of my preparation for this sermon, I’ve been thinking back on Palm Sundays past.  What kinds of images come to your mind?  Probably the same ones I remember – Jesus riding into Jerusalem in triumph, people spreading their cloaks and palm leaves before him, and shouting hosannas -- a day of celebration before the trials to come.  

But, as I’ve been studying the story in more depth, I’ve been coming to a somewhat different view of Palm Sunday.  Two processions entered Jerusalem that day.  While Jesus and his followers were entering the city from the east, Pilate, the Roman governor, and his legions were entering the city from the west.  Being aware of that fact and its significance makes all the difference in how you look at Palm Sunday.

Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem was not just a day of rejoicing for those who had been waiting so long for the coming of the Messiah; it was a planned political protest which was to set the tone for the rest of that eventful week.


In their book, The Last Week, which details the events from Palm Sunday to the resurrection, Marcus Borg and John Dominic Crossan examine the events of Palm Sunday in a historical as well as a biblical context.  

Pilate’s entry into Jerusalem was a demonstration of Roman imperial power, and its significance was well known in the Jewish homeland of the 1st century.  Mark would certainly have known of it, because it was standard operating procedure for the Roman governors of Judea to be in Jerusalem for all the major Jewish festivals.  

The troops weren’t there out of respect for the religious devotion of their Jewish subjects, but rather, to reinforce the Roman garrison permanently stationed in the Fortress Antonia…in case there was trouble.  And there usually was trouble, especially at Passover, a festival which celebrated the liberation of the Jews from an earlier oppressor.

Mark tells us that Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem on that day was far from random; on the contrary, Jesus planned it in advance.  Like everyone in the Jewish community, he would have been expecting the arrival of the Romans in the city at the beginning of Passover.  

As we’ve heard in the reading from the gospel of Mark, Jesus told two of his disciples to go to the next village and to bring him a colt they would find there, one that had never been ridden.  They follow his instructions, bring the donkey colt to him, and he rides it down the Mount of Olives to the city surrounded by a crowd of enthusiastic supporters who spread their cloaks, cover the ground with leafy branches and shout ‘Hosanna!  Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord!  Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David!  Hosanna in the highest heaven!’  Almost sounds like a planned political demonstration!

Jesus made a calculated decision to enter the city on this day and in this way because he wanted to make a point, a point that would not have been lost on the masses in Jerusalem that day, but may be less obvious to modern day Christians.  His purpose was to specifically fulfill the prophecy made by Zechariah.

In Zechariah, it was prophesized that the King would come to Jerusalem in a very specific way – not like a King David, in splendor on a white horse at the head of a great procession of armed men, but ‘humble, and riding on a colt, the foal of a donkey.’  (9:9)  Moreover, Zechariah tells us what kind of a king he would be:  ‘he will cut off the chariot from Ephraim and the war-horse from Jerusalem, and the battle bow shall be cut off, and he shall command peace to the nations. (9:10)

He would not be a king of war, but a prince of peace.


What a contrast to the other procession!  On the other side of town, Pilate was entering Jerusalem in regimented splendor, pomp and circumstance, at the head of a column of imperial cavalry and soldiers, demonstrably declaring that Romans were the proud and invincible rulers of the ancient world.

What we have, in essence, are two opposing visions of Kingdoms – on the one hand, the Romans, representing the Kingdoms of Earth, enforced by military might and riches, and anything but humility.  On the other, Jesus and his followers, representing the Kingdom of God, with no armies and no riches, only humility, peace and love.  Jesus’ procession proclaimed the kingdom of God; Pilate’s proclaimed the power of empire


Jesus wanted to be very clear about what kind of kingdom he represented, and he continued to make that same point in various ways the entire last week of his earthly life.  ‘My kingdom,’ he said, ‘is not of this world.  I have not come as a warring king.  Follow me and you follow the way of the cross.’


Much of Mark’s gospel is about what it means to be a genuine disciple, to follow Jesus on The Way  and to attain the Kingdom of God. 
.  Now in the first century, ‘kingdom’ was a political term.  The people of Jesus’ time certainly knew what it was to live under the kingdoms of Herod and his sons, and of Rome.  
Jesus could have spoken of the ‘family of God, the community of God or the people of God,’ but according to Mark, he instead used the term ‘kingdom of God.’  To his hearers, that would have suggested a very different kind of kingdom from the domination systems that ruled their lives.  

One of the prophets of the Hebrew scriptures proclaimed that it is a corrupt and faithless people who demand a king.  In I Samuel, Israel demands an earthly king:  “we are determined to have a king over us,” they cried, “20so that we also may be like other nations, and that our king may govern us and go out before us and fight our battles.” 21  This story is repeated many times in the Hebrew scriptures, of Israel’s stubborn refusal to trust in God, and their demands for an earthly king.  And God, in exasperation at their rejection, eventually gives them what they want, and almost inevitably, they are the sorrier for it.  But did they ever learn?  
It would seem that when the Messiah finally came, there were a few who did.

And that few formed the nucleus that followed Jesus, although most of them didn’t really understand the true nature of Jesus’ kingdom at one time or another, and they all abandoned him at the end.

Only to be brought back and made to realize that this world is not all there is. To see the risen Christ -- like Thomas, to touch his wounds and witness the miracle of his resurrection.  


In Things Hidden: Scripture as Spirituality, Richard Rohr puts it this way, “Jesus took away the sin of the world by exposing it first of all as different than we imagined, and letting us know that our pattern of ignorant killing, attacking and blaming is in fact history’s primary illusion, its primary lie. Then he shared with us a Great Participative Love, which would make it possible for us not to hate at all. The game was over after Jesus, at least for those who gazed long enough. We all had to face the embarrassing truth that we ourselves are our primary problem. Our greatest temptation is to try to change other people instead of ourselves. Jesus allowed himself to be transformed and thus transformed others!”

So we all have a choice to make – whether to follow Jesus and be transformed and so transform others, or to remain earthbound and blind to our spiritual selves.  As a character in one of my favorite movies, Keeping the Faith, said, ‘it’s a choice that you have to keep making over and over again.’  At least, I do.

Two processions entered Jerusalem that day.  The same question, the same alternative, faces those who would be faithful to Jesus today.  Which procession are you in?  Which procession do you want to be in?  This is the question of Palm Sunday and of the week which is about to unfold.


Lord, give us strength, courage and love to choose to be in your procession.  Amen.
