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In my Moveable Feast study group, Tom Long, now retired from Emory University’s preaching 

faculty once said, the problem with Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem is that depending on which gospel you’re 

reading, and given the events that are about to unfold, it is hard to know whether this is a parade, a 

funeral procession, or a protest march.  

On the heels of the March for our Lives, and given the activism of high school students and 

young people across the nation because of the shootings in Parkland, it would be easy to slide into an 

understanding that the entry into Jerusalem had all the elements of a protest march. It was a sign of 

intention, throwing down the gauntlet. But, of course, we know that this is much more and much less 

than that.  

Certainly, it is a protest against Rome, a act of resistance before the Temple leaders, a visual 

sign to the people of Jerusalem that this prophet means to put his body where his mouth is. 

But it is also a parade in a certain sense.  Some scholars think of this entry into town as a small 

affair, more like children with oversized shirts and coats with sleeves too long beating on pots and pans, 

and shouting “Hosanna” to the consternation of those leaning out the windows to see what was going on.   

If you go to the old city in Jerusalem the streets are narrow and there is nothing that suggests that 

the crowds, small as they likely were, approached anything like the Macy’s parade or the St. Patrick’s 

day parade down the Avenue. 

And as for a funeral procession, there were certainly strains of that going on in the background. 

A minor chord inference that sets the tone of something either sinister or sad about to unfold. Maybe 

both. And what about that ending in Mark’s gospel describing Jesus’ “triumphal” entry into the city? 

Mark’s words:  

Then he 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. 

What a colossal letdown. Tired from the day’s little parade, Jesus takes the tourist’s look around 

and then retires to the suburbs for dinner in Bethany. 

I always liked Palm Sunday as a child. Coming down the aisle of the church waving palm 

branches and shouting “Hosanna” (whatever that meant). It was a festive day that reminded me of the 

annual Apple Blossom Parade in St. Joseph, Missouri that took place this time of year when I was a kid. 

Schools let out early that day and Tex-something-or-other always rode a big Palomino with a 

fancy studded saddle. He had six shooters cradled in his holsters, which impressed me no end. And even 

though he was bigger than life up there on the horse’s back he was still an aging, second rate Kansas 

City kind of cowboy, not Gene Autry or the Lone Ranger, but enough to impress me. There were floats 

and marching bands from the local high schools and lots of balloons that followed them. And because it 

happened every spring, the Apple Blossom parade was always in my mind confused a little bit with the 

Palm Sunday procession. 

Jesus was, after all, riding into the city on the back of a donkey, no six shooter or fancy saddle, 

but with a purpose in mind nonetheless. To the eyes of the Temple authorities he was probably a second 

rate Kansas City kind of cowboy, looking silly up there on his mount pretending to act like a messiah 

while the crowds all around him shouted “Hosanna”, “Save us.” 
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It was never clear to me growing up why we had Palm Sunday from a practical point of view. 

Not that I didn’t know the story. But there was so much festivity and celebration involved that I never 

understood why we were allowed to have it just one week before Easter. It seemed like having candy an 

hour before dinner. The danger was one of spoiling our appetite for the main event. 

I guess I wasn’t the only one who thought that way. Because somewhere in time between when I 

was a child and now, the spoil sports in charge of such things decided that this should be Passion Sunday 

as well as Palm Sunday, because nobody was coming to church on Maundy Thursday, not to mention 

Good Friday, to hear the story and remember the events that occurred in Jerusalem. The last supper, 

Jesus’ arrest and trial, his agonizing death on the cross, and his body laid in the tomb. Congregations 

were getting a warped picture of how we get to Easter, they (the liturgical and theological police) 

decided. Resurrection without crucifixion! Gain, but no pain. Now there’s a prosperity gospel! 

So it was decided that the story of Jesus’ death would be remembered on this Sunday before 

Easter, along with the triumphal entry. Palm Sunday cum Passion Sunday.  

And I suppose it’s a good thing. Or else we might never hear about Jesus’ death. Removed from 

the event itself, Jesus could easily sound to us like a terribly neurotic man, constantly predicting to his 

disciples his approaching death, but never actually encountering it. We might mistake him for Elijah, 

swept into heaven in a chariot of fire with no painful last days. 

We have a certain dis-ease with the events of this coming week. They are too serious, too 

intense, too deadly to be comfortable with them. We prefer the celebration of Palm Sunday with its 

waving branches and enthusiastic praise, even though there are nails hiding among the flowers, spikes 

concealed among the palm branches. We want to skip right over the jeers and the pain mid-week to the 

preferable bonnets and bow ties and Easter lilies. It’s understandable. None of us deals all that well with 

suffering in life. 

“Life is difficult,” writes Scott Peck in the first words of his book, The Road Less Traveled. Or 

as those who study comparative religions know, the first noble truth of Buddhism is that “Life is 

suffering,” On that much Christians and Buddhists can agree. But how that suffering becomes bearable is 

a point on which we disagree. 

Buddhism is sure that somehow we can rise above the suffering through a process of 

neutralizing its power over us. Meditation, self-knowledge, self-discipline can help us deal with the 

world’s pain and suffering not to mention our own.  

But Christians have a different view. All the meditation, self-knowledge, and discipline in the 

world will not eliminate suffering but only distract us from it. It will take God’s intervention to deal with 

what we ourselves cannot overcome. 

Which is why Jesus climbs on that donkey today. Not for accolades but for action. Not to boost 

his sagging morale, but because his hour has come, the hour of his death and sacrifice. By his suffering 

he will show us the length and height and breadth of God’s love, knowing our suffering as his own. 

The crowds will leave him. And the parade will end. The procession will come to a stop, and the 

protest march accentuate his vulnerability. The word goes out that the Nazarene is in town, and it sets in 

motion a week of events that will tumble toward Golgotha. 

He will turn the tables in the temple and chase out the moneychangers, then tell his disciples that 

the whole temple will come down around their ears. Not one stone will be left atop another, he will tell 

them. And hostile leaders in the city who have already decided the outcome of his fate will challenge his 

authority. 

He will raise his friend Lazarus in the most amazing miracle of all, giving life where life has 

gone away, the precursor and ensign of his own death and resurrection. A miracle that will enrage the 

leaders of the temple and add gasoline to the fire of their determination to find a final solution. 
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And he will be betrayed by one of his own, gathered at the meal for the Passover celebration. 

And for a handful of coins, Judas betrays him, and with a kiss he is taken away. 

Whatever possessed Jesus to climb on that animal if he had any inkling of what lay ahead? To 

ride into the city surely knowing what he must know about the hostile reception he would receive and 

who he had already threatened by his mere presence, he must have known that the cards were stacked 

against him. What did he see riding high that day on the back of the beast? 

It is the bravest and most faithful thing any of us ever sees, to meet life head on, knowing that 

danger and suffering are in the way, that pain is a part of the deal.  

I was moved Thursday morning to hear about Firefighter Michael Davidson’s actions in the face 

of danger. Davidson was the fireman who gave his life in the face of the price he would pay. Four young 

children, a wife at home, he gave his life for our sake.  

And then there was police officer Arnaud Beltrame in Southern France, taking the place of a 

hostage, giving his life for the sake of another, married to his dearest love who stood by his gurney and 

took their vows to one another.  

Life has suffering in it, and even in the midst of the terrible price of such suffering, God does not 

abandon us nor leave us to suffer alone. God comes to us with healing in his wings, to bind up the 

brokenhearted and comfort the sorrow of our lives. 

There are so few assurances in this life. It is a wonder any of us musters the courage to throw 

ourselves into it, even though the risk and the price is not necessarily as high as Officer Beltrame or 

Firefighter Davidson. Bravery comes in more familiar packages in most of our experience.  

You start a new chapter in your life, move to a new town, take a new job, and who knows 

whether it is the right thing to do? Who will your neighbors be, what people for good or for ill will you 

meet? Is this new chapter good for you and your loved ones? It’s a risk and not an easy one. 

You kiss your child goodbye in the morning even though the kisses are not as eager every day as 

they once were now that they’re older. Off she goes to school, which used to be a routine thing, but now 

is an act of courage in this time of guns and impulsive actions. It’s a risk, this life of ours and not an easy 

one. 

They are rolling her out of the room sedated, ready for the hip surgery you have been awaiting. 

Your hands let go as they wheel her out of the room, and you realize that now she is in other’s hands and 

the waiting begins. Hours in the family’s waiting room, and how is she doing, and your mind wanders - 

thoughts of years ago standing at the altar, and the day the first of the kids arrived her straining and 

pushing - and then it was birthdays and graduation, and night’s spent side by side holding one another 

with measured breathing. It’s a risk, this life of ours, and not an easy one. 

Robert Frost once said, “The best way out is always through.”1 

And sometimes the risks we take in life come suddenly, breaking our heart and straining our 

faith.  

It’s been about 20 years now since it happened. A member of my congregation in another city 

came into the house after having breakfast with some friends at a local diner. He went to the hall closet 

grabbed a bag of golf clubs and a box he tucked under his arm. He only said, “I’ll see you later,” to his 

wife, but he must have looked behind him before going out the front door to the car.  He drove a block or 

two to a cul de sac where he could be alone and took the pistol out of the box that he had lifted from the 

back of the closet.  

He had spent a lifetime fighting clinical depression by working as the convener of a succession 

of therapy groups over the years, groups that had cared for and sustained hundreds of people fighting 

depression. 
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In the end, he could not take the pain and loneliness anymore, and I marveled at his family for 

being so brave as to tell all of his story at his memorial service. How could they not when so many 

people who had depended on his groups were there to mourn him that day and were both confused and 

yet understanding a portion of the sorrow he bore.  

We gathered in the church for the service. We prayed and sang about Bill’s struggle with faith… 

and ours. And what did we sing?  

Jesus walked this lonesome valley, 

 he had to walk it by himself.  

O nobody else could walk it for him.  

He had to walk it by himself. 

And in the singing of those words, and the comfort of our faith we somehow felt not so alone 

any more. 

My friend Ted Wardlaw, whom I have mentioned to you in sermons before and who is one of 

the people I truly love in life, tells the story of a cathedral in England where he and his wife Kay visited.2 

On one side of the nave in the church sits a small chapel called the Chapel of Christ in Gethsemane. It’s 

almost a cave-like space, as Ted describes it, and to be there is to be in stark contrast to the vaulted 

ceilings and exhilarating light of the stained-glass windows of the main cathedral. Gethsemane 

(incidentally) in translation means, “the place of pressure” and it makes us think of the struggles Jesus 

had with his impending suffering and death. 

The focal point of this chapel is the mosaic that covers the wall behind the altar,  “The Angel of 

Agony,” it is named. In the center of the mosaic, held in an outstretched hand by that angel is a cup. It is 

the cup that Jesus had in mind when he said, “Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me; yet 

not my will but yours be done.” This cup is the cup of courage, the cup of suffering, the cup of death, the 

cup that is the hardest thing we ever have to do in life. 

What’s interesting about the mosaic in this Chapel of Christ in Gethsemane is that Jesus is 

nowhere to be seen. So the cup, the angel of agony offers is extended no longer to him but to us. To you, 

and me, and to whomever happens into that cave-like space looking very much like a tomb. 

The good news of this Palm and Passion Sunday is that we need not drink that cup alone. God 

will give us the strength to face life’s pain and suffering with courage, because God has been there too, 

in the form of one who emptied himself and took the form of a servant and became obedient unto death, 

even death on a cross. 

Next Sunday there will be a celebration in this place, lilies and bonnets, trumpets and French 

horns. A grand occasion for Christ’s triumph over the grave.  

But it will not come without its cup. We will not get there without going through Gethsemane. 

Life’s triumphs, at least the most important ones are painful to achieve. And the only way to see this 

Easter for what it really is, is to see it all, as Jesus does, with the nails among the flowers and palm 

branches, and the empty cup beneath the cross. 
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1 Frost, A Servant of Servants 
2 I am quoting and paraphrasing freely in these paragraphs from Ted Wardlaw’s published sermon  

When Jesus Wept, The Journal for Preachers, Lent 2000. 

                                                 


