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The path begins in Bethany and climbs to Bethpage. The small village of Bethpage still sits 
perched on the rugged ridge of the Mount of Olives, but regrettable, you can’t really get there 
anymore due to the Israeli security wall which cuts through the West Bank, isolating villages like 
Bethlehem and Bethany and Bethpage. In the past you could start the Palm Sunday walk in 
Bethany, at the home of Mary, Martha and Lazarus where Jesus turned for respite in preparation 
for the week ahead. Then you could walk the narrow path, which is probably the same one Jesus 
took, up the steep incline on the backside of the Mount of Olives until you reached the ridge 
itself and the village of Bethpage. So Jesus made his way from the calm retreat of the home of 
his friends, up the backside of the mountain. Now he arrives at the village of Bethpage, the 
summit of the mount.  

Today it is still a dramatic sight, still a powerful spot—to look out over the Kidron Valley to see 
the city of Jerusalem on the other side. Today the Dome of the Rock, a holy site for Muslims, 
dominates the skyline on what is called the Temple Mount. Of course, at the base of it is the 
Western Wall, or Wailing Wall, the holiest site in Judaism. And then, just beyond, you can see 
the steeple of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, one of the holiest places in all Christendom. It’s 
amazing how this little piece of ground can be holy to all three of the world’s great religions, and 
at the same time it is the focal point of the tensions which sit at the center of the turmoil in the 
Middle East. It’s a dramatic spot today, and so it was for Jesus. It marks a dramatic moment full 
of symbolism in his journey toward the cross.  

As he approached Bethpage, the crowds were asking, “What will he do when he gets to 
Bethpage?” In essence, they were asking, “What kind of a Messiah will he be?” They were used 
to the sight of victorious conquerors, surrounded by marching soldiers and cowering slaves, 
moving to the beat of the Roman drum, with the victor riding on the back of a white stallion—
the signs of conquest, power and might. Not as frequently, they had also seen the victor riding on 
a donkey, the symbol of one who comes in peace, one who has fought the battle but now comes 
to reconcile.   

So they held their collective breath to see what would happen. What will he do? What kind of 
Messiah will he be?  
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And at Bethpage, he climbed on the back of a colt (a donkey) and began his descent into the city. 
The crowds burst into uncontrollable shouts of joy and praise:  

“Hosanna!”  (which means “Save now!”) 
“Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.” 
“Peace in heaven and glory in the highest.” 

1.  “LOOK! HE COMES RIDING ON A DONKEY.”  

Let me say quickly that the colt, the donkey, was not necessarily a sign of contrite humility, and 
it certainly was not a sign of surrender or submission. The conquering soldier returning from 
battle was still coming as the victor, but the way in which he came sent a message about the kind 
of victor he would be. This symbol of the colt was the sign of one who comes to reconcile, one 
who comes to unite, one who comes in peace.   

Of course, I am sure there were those in the crowd, especially in the inner circle of Jesus’ 
disciples, who wished it were otherwise. I mean, put yourself in their place. They had given up 
everything for his cause, left their families and careers, believed in his vision. They’d been at this 
campaign for three years, worked hard, struggled with the forces around them, given their best.  
They were ready for their big day, their day in the sun.   

• Ready to see the kingdom of God come in its fullness…NOW!  
• Ready to see Jesus ride into the city and vanquish his enemies, get rid of the evil Romans 

and lift up the righteous…NOW!  
• Ready to establish his reign and establish his kingdom…NOW! 

There were those, I am sure, especially among his closest inner circle, who would have preferred 
a white stallion to the donkey. Maybe that’s what motivated Judas to try to force Jesus’ hand into 
action, to force him to take his stand and establish his authority.  

In the Vatican museum, there is a chamber with incredible paintings by Raphael depicting 
Constantine at the Battle of the Malian Bridge in 312 A.D. In one scene, Constantine sees the 
vision of the cross and the promise, “Under this sign you shall conquer.” He claims the cross of 
Christ as his sign, paints what we now call the Chi Rho on the shields of his soldiers, and in the 
next panel Raphael shows him on a white stallion slaughtering the enemy under the sign of the 
cross. It’s a great moment in church history. Christianity was freed from persecution, became the 
religion of the Holy Roman Empire, and began to spread around the known world. But it also 
shows this incredibly jarring juxtaposition of the cross being used as a weapon of destruction and 
bloodshed. And of course, there are still those who would prefer a Constantinian Jesus, a Jesus 
who comes on a white stallion;  

• a Jesus who would combine the power of faith and the force of the state;  
• a Jesus who would bless all our battles, fight all our foes, destroy all of our enemies, and 

bring us the victory.   
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I’ve been sorting through my files lately, as you can imagine, and in doing so I came across an 
article by Martin Marty from a few years go, using what is today a somewhat dated image: 
“Rambo Jesus.” He reminds us of Henry B. Wright, YMCA liaison to the military during the 
first world war, who in 1917 tried to encourage new recruits by telling them of his own vision—
not unlike Constantine’s—“of Jesus sighting down a gun barrel and running a bayonet through 
an enemy’s body.”   

Marty says once again in our day it appears there is a call for a sterner, more muscular, more 
bellicose image of Jesus—what he calls a Rambo Jesus, the Jesus of the white stallion. He 
concludes:    

These days, some folks assume that because our opponents have an Allah, seen by 
many as the god who inspires jihad, we need a warrior Jesus. If this vision 
prevails over almost all of the gospel imagery of Jesus, one might say 
Armageddon is already here. 

(Martin Marty, “Rambo Jesus,” Christian Century, May 4, 2004, page 47)  

But instead of a stallion, Jesus comes riding on a donkey, the symbol of the victor who comes in 
peace. And in case we missed the symbolism, Luke records a particular moment of pathos, where 
amid the shouts and cheers of the adoring throng, Jesus pauses along the path, looks out over the 
city and weeps, “Would that even today you knew the things that make for peace.”  

My guess is that if Jesus could take the path from Bethany to Bethpage today, he would still 
weep—weep for a city so divided by religion and oppression and security walls; weep for a 
world which can’t see and doesn’t want to know the things that make for peace.   

Jesus comes, riding on a donkey… 

2.  AND JESUS COMES, RIDING TOWARD THE CROSS.  

The first question of this day was, “What kind of a Messiah will he be?” And as he mounted the 
donkey, the second, reasonable question was, “How far will he go?” The question really goes all 
the way back to the beginning of his life, all the way back to the beginning of the Gospel.   

• When God sent his son in human flesh, born of a woman, made like us to take on our 
experience and to share our humanity, you want to ask, “How far will God go with 
this?”  

• When a teenaged Jesus finds himself in the temple and discovers his own identity and he 
tells his parents, “Didn’t you know, I have to be about my Father’s business?”, you want 
to ask, “Yes, boy, but do you have any notion what that will mean in the long haul? How 
far are you willing to go?”  

• When a young, itinerant preacher returns to his hometown to preach his first sermon and 
he chooses for his inaugural text, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me because he has 
called me to preach good news to the poor, recovery of sight to the blind, deliverance for 
the captives, and proclaim the year of our Lord,” you want to shake your head and ask, 
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“Does he really have a clue as to where that kind of preaching will get you in this kind of 
world? How far will he go with this?”  

• Now when he mounts a donkey at Bethpage and begins the final descent toward the city 
gates, when the people throw their cloaks and palm branches in greeting as the opposition 
leaders get more anxious with the swelling crowd, you want to ask, “How far will he 
go?” 

We know the answer. The answer is, “All the way to the cross.”  

He comes, not as a conquering victor but as a redeeming Savior. He comes, not in the power and 
might of the world but in the overwhelming power of love and mercy. He comes, not to rule as 
king but to give himself as a ransom for many, so that through the blood of his cross we might be 
saved. How far will he go? He is willing to go all the way to the cross for you and me.  

The election of the new pope and the images from the Vatican reminded my of my first trip to 
Italy some years ago for the gathering of the World Methodist Council. I remember visiting all 
those incredible churches and all that unbelievably beautiful art, and I remember all that blood! 
In the graphic literalism of the Middle Ages and Renaissance art, it seemed every church was 
centered on a crucifix covered in blood—blood spurting from Jesus’ side and dripping from his 
hands and feet—and to our sophisticated 21st century tastes, quite frankly, it’s all just too much. 
We are just not crazy about bloody crosses or old hymns that sing about: 

Fountains filled with blood drawn from Emmanuel’s veins, 
And sinners plunging beneath that flood, losing all their guilty stains.  

But don’t let the repulsion of the imagery undermine the power of the message.  

The message is simply this:    

• Christ comes to give himself for us.  
• Christ comes ready to die for our salvation. 
• Christ comes, willing to go all the way to the cross if that is what it takes to redeem 

us, to bring us back to God.   

This week we will sing the hymn which expresses the awe and wonder, the amazing grace of this 
journey toward the cross—the only proper response to the coming of our Savior:  

What wondrous love is this, oh my soul, oh my soul; 
What wondrous love is this?   
What wondrous love is this that caused the Lord of bliss, 
to lay aside his crown for my soul, for my soul; 
to lay aside his crown for my soul.  

How far will he go? He is coming to do whatever it takes redeem a broken and sinful world, 
coming to offer himself as a sacrifice for you and me. He is ready to go all the way to the cross, 
so that through the blood we might be saved.   
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Jesus comes, riding on a donkey to bring us peace. Jesus comes, willing to go all the way to the 
cross for you and me. No wonder the crowds gathered. No wonder they raised their voices and 
waved their palms in exuberant praise. No wonder they threw their cloaks on the path and 
worshiped at his feet. And if we have any sense at all, we will join them in their shouts of 
welcome and palms of praise.  

Join all and sing, His name declare;  
Let every voice resound in acclamation. 
Hosanna! Praise ye the Lord! 
Bless Him who cometh to bring us salvation. 

    


