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During this holy season of Lent, many of us at Birmingham and Berkley First have entered into a 

time of prayer and study using Amy-Jill Levine’s book, Entering the Passion of Jesus: A 

Beginner’s Guide to Holy Week. If you cannot join one of our organized studies, I still invite you 

to pick up a copy of the book in the Circuit Rider bookstore or in the office. Levine is a Jewish 

woman serving as professor of New Testament studies at Vanderbilt Divinity School, which is 

an interdenominational seminary with former Methodist roots in Nashville, Tennessee. How’s 

that for a great worldview? Levine has some wonderful insights as she guides us through the 

Holy Week experiences of Jesus, from Palm Sunday to Good Friday. This past week’s lesson 

started with the Palm Sunday story. Hear it from Matthew’s gospel 21:1-11 (NRSV). As you do, 

I invite you to listen for pieces of the story that might be different from what you might expect to 

hear. 

 

When they had come near Jerusalem and had reached Bethphage, at the Mount of 

Olives, Jesus sent two disciples, saying to them, “Go into the village ahead of you, 

and immediately you will find a donkey tied, and a colt with her; untie them and 

bring them to me. If anyone says anything to you, just say this, ‘The Lord needs 

them.’ And he will send them immediately.” This took place to fulfill what had 

been spoken through the prophet, saying, 

“Tell the daughter of Zion, 

Look, your king is coming to you, 

    humble, and mounted on a donkey, 

        and on a colt, the foal of a donkey.” 

 

The disciples went and did as Jesus had directed them; they brought the donkey 

and the colt, and put their cloaks on them, and he sat on them. A very large 

crowd spread their cloaks on the road, and others cut branches from the trees and 

spread them on the road. The crowds that went ahead of him and that followed 

were shouting, 

“Hosanna to the Son of David! 

    Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord! 

Hosanna in the highest heaven!” 
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When he entered Jerusalem, the whole city was in turmoil, asking, “Who is 

this?” The crowds were saying, “This is the prophet Jesus from Nazareth in 

Galilee.” 

 

“Who is this?” the people asked as they looked out onto the ancient roads that led to the heart of 

the holy city of Jerusalem. Levine reminds us how often we read this story through the lens of 

our Palm Sunday celebrations. It’s familiar to us. As a result, we each bring our own 

expectations of what happens next. We’re ready for the parade of palm branches and all of the 

children shouting their glad “Hosannas!” 

 

“Who is this?” the people asked as the parade began. Levine tells us that there would most likely 

be two parades around that time. You see, friends, Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor, was 

getting ready to show up in Jerusalem, as well. His presence would say to the Jewish people in 

the city who had come to celebrate the Passover that Rome was in charge of their city.1 

 

You can only imagine Pilate’s entry into Jerusalem. There would be banners that go before the 

battalion. Generals and officers on horseback, archers in chariots, fully armored Roman soldiers 

carrying their swords, with all the pomp, regalia, and circumstance that Rome has to offer. Not to 

mention that Governor Pilate would be there to remind the average person that the holy city 

belongs to Rome. If you’re watching this parade, you have reason to be afraid. They might 

trample you under foot as they pass by on the road. 

 

It’s really no wonder that Matthew tells us that the city was in turmoil.2 Imagine how much the 

empire has just exerted its authority over the people—at the holiest time of year, at Passover.  

What would this mean for the people of God? Where is God when they need God most? This 

city is not what the people imagined that it would be. 

 

“Who is this?” the people asked. 

 

Around the same time, Jesus was headed to Jerusalem for the Passover. On the way, he tells two 

of his disciples to go on ahead to the nearest village where they will find a donkey and her colt.  

They are instructed to untie them and bring them to him. And if anyone asks what they’re doing, 

they simply need to respond, “The Lord needs them.” I hope he knows that family. Most of us 

would be calling the police, right?3 You want my car? What? 

 

Levine even reminds us of the Hebrew scriptures that speak of this coming reality. Matthew 

remembers the words of the prophets, saying, “Look, your king is coming to you, humble and 

mounted on a donkey, and on a colt, the foal of a donkey.” The Hebrew poetic tradition of 

reinforcing the original idea by adding “the foal of a donkey” to be more descriptive is key for 

Matthew’s audience.4 

 

They place their cloaks over the backs of the animals and Jesus gets onto the donkey for his ride 

into Jerusalem. This entry could be dangerous. First of all, what type of military parade involves 

a donkey, right? Second, if he’s riding in a victory parade, he’s staring death in the face of the 

Roman empire. “Who is this?” the people asked. 
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Levine invites us to think for a moment, “When we enter a place where we know we oppose the 

local leaders, what do we do? What do we say? How do we plan ahead?”5 As Jesus tries to bring 

a new view of the city in the midst of the Roman authority, how does he respond? 

 

Tradition rather than this scripture tells us that Jesus faces the Eastern gate, the gate where the 

Messiah is prophesied to enter the city, as he begins his descent down the hill towards Jerusalem, 

the holy city, which is in turmoil. Matthew’s Jewish audience would most likely accept this.  

Along the way, people begin to cut down branches from the trees. We’ve assumed them to be 

palm branches, but Matthew’s gospel doesn’t say that. That’s John’s gospel.6 In Luke’s gospel, 

Jesus weeps over the city. Each gospel author tells the same story a little differently, from a 

different lens. Levine reminds us that it takes all four gospels to give us a more complete picture 

of the story.7 

 

She says, “We see what we expect to see, and at times, these expectations trip us up. We read 

what is not there. But the whole message of the Bible, and specifically of the kingdom of heaven, 

is to see the world otherwise: as God wants it to be rather than as it is.”8 This is what Jesus is 

doing; proclaiming God’s new reality. 

 

How might we do this in our world today? Every situation, every aspect of God’s work in the 

world, is not viewed the same by those whose accounts are bound together in the scriptures. The 

Bible has multiple stories, even multiple accounts of similar stories, that do not always agree.  

There are even two creation stories in Genesis that emphasize different parts of the same story; 

each one its own lens into the story. 

 

It’s alright for there to be multiple perspectives that still speak to the whole of God’s revelation 

to us. I think that’s what so great about being United Methodist. We have a Church that has a 

variety of faithful viewpoints on various topics. There are plenty of perspectives that are faithful 

to scriptural witnesses. 

 

How many of you have ever been to the casino? How many have ever bought a lottery ticket or a 

raffle ticket? Some day we can talk about what The Discipline says about gambling. I’ll never 

forget the day that Dawn and I went to a casino to see Sinbad, the comedian, in the Upper 

Peninsula. Up there, the only venues large enough to host shows like that are often found in 

casinos. As I left the auditorium, someone said, “Hey, Pastor Elbert.” It was early in my career. I 

thought that I was done and there would be a letter to the bishop the next day. I turned around to 

discover it was a Catholic friend of ours from the town where I served.  He wasn’t surprised to 

see a pastor in the casino. Faithful people see things differently, from different perspectives. 

 

That’s why I want a church that is more fully inclusive. When we just have a bunch of people 

hanging out in the middle, we miss the opportunity to see the fullness of God’s revelation to us. 

 

So “Who is this?” we ask ourselves today as we read this ancient passage anew. “Who is this that 

comes to Jerusalem at Passover? What does Matthew say about him?” 

 

As the people in turmoil cry out “Hosanna,” which really means, “Save us, Lord,” this is not 

turning out to be an ordinary victory parade. You can hear the anguish of the people. Levine 
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shares that what we have come to call a “triumphant” entry can also be interpreted as a 

“righteous” entry into the city. For her, Jesus’ entry doesn’t represent military might but the 

establishment of justice.9 Again, a different perspective than what we’ll see on Palm Sunday 

here. 

 

Matthew says that “your king is coming to you, humble.”10 According to Levine, “humble” 

doesn’t mean “meek” or “gentle,” but rather “poor” or “afflicted.”11 Jesus isn’t entering the city 

with all of the power of a military force. Instead, Jesus is bearing the burdens of the people in his 

own body. Can you feel the weight of this moment, of this parade, in the midst of the turmoil of 

the city? You can almost imagine how the cries of the afflicted crowds went ahead of him, 

shouting “Hosanna! Save us, Lord!” You can sense those cries reach his ears and his heart. What 

will he do? How will he respond? 

 

Perhaps we can even hear their cries today. Do we not cry out to the “poor” and “afflicted” Jesus 

who passes us by in our own struggles on this day? “Save us, Lord.” 

 

“Who is this?” the people ask, wondering who he might be and what parade was entering their 

city. How might I respond as the crowds go by? How might you respond? How might we 

respond to this parade? 

 

What do I risk by stepping into the parade? Is this the One who identifies with my cries; with our 

cries; with the cries of our world? If so, might I have to join him in all of the journey, even to the 

cross? 

 

What if I step out only to discover that this is Pilate’s parade that is coming by? Will I be 

trampled underfoot by the power of it all? Might they kick me to the side of the road? What’s the 

risk? 

 

Oh, it’s so easy for us to say for certain what we might do, perhaps, until a parade passes by our 

village on the way to the holy city, right? For some, it’s easier to know than for others. We all 

decide along the way, don’t we? What will they say if I step out? Do I risk my reputation? 

 

As a pastor, I’m an INFP on the Meyers Briggs. All of our counselors and therapists have just 

sized me up this morning. For the rest of you, that means a few things. I’m an introvert, intuitive, 

feeling, and perceiving. Some have described our gifts as “mediators.” Others have used Henri 

Nouwen’s phrase “the wounded healer” to talk about INFPs because we take on all the wounds 

of the world and oftentimes risk ourselves just to bring healing to those around us. 

 

This tends to make us great pastors, but also makes us careful to have to guard our own hearts.  

We allow everyone else to be who they need to be, but then struggle to be true to who we are to 

keep everyone happy. In my years of ministry, I have always taken time to get to know people as 

we decide where we head together. I always want everyone to be on board. Yet, sometimes I’ve 

had to be courageous enough to step anyway and see who follows. 

 

These two weeks have taken everything from me to hold everyone in the middle. I’m realizing 

that I can’t stand right there just trying to maintain the delicate balance to keep everything 
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together. As I talk with my colleagues all across the connection, they are feeling that same 

reality. In trying to hold the balance, we’re missing the opportunity to be who we are. So I 

thought I might hold out for you this morning a little of who I am and what I hope for the blessed 

community, the Church, to be. 

 

I believe in a Church that represents the holy city where, in the words of one of my favorite Palm 

Sunday songs, The Holy City, “all who would might enter and no one is denied.” For me, this 

means I believe in a church that fully includes LGBTQIA persons, allowing for marriage of same 

gender couples and ordination of LGBTQIA persons. Wow! I can’t believe I just said that out 

loud for you. I believe that all persons are individuals of sacred worth and what we’re dealing 

with is persons, not issues. That’s why I disagree with General Conference petitions that 

maintain language that says otherwise. I have to confess that I haven’t always been here 

throughout my ministry, but as I’ve studied the scriptures, this is where I am today. 

 

I also believe in a church that welcomes and includes persons with different views than mine. 

Together, we’ve faithfully studied our scriptures. We just sometimes see things differently. We 

don’t need a single middling position where we never talk about our different views, but similar 

to the different views of the scriptures themselves, we can bring our different perspectives and 

still be bound together in Christ. I can be authentic without requiring anyone to be where I’m at. 

 

I love each of you because, in the words of one of my favorite deacons, the Rev. Terry 

Gladstone, you are an “unrepeatable miracle of God,” just as you are. You are beloved. What 

I’ve always loved about being United Methodist is our rich theological heritage and diversity as 

well as its broad brush of grace and inclusion as we journey in faith together.  I’m guessing that 

might be why the slogan, “Open Doors. Open Hearts. Open Minds.” seems to resonate with so 

many of us. Some of you may see those words differently this morning and that’s why I love that 

you’re here. I love that you and your voice are at the table with us, even when you think 

differently than me. 

 

Perhaps, we’re in one of those liminal moments right now in the life of the Church, where we 

look out into the streets and we see the parade beginning to form. In these sacred times, it’s 

important for us to share our hopes together in ways that affirm each one’s value, even when we 

disagree. 

 

Over the past two weeks, I’ve listened to the pain and so many stories that many of you have 

held since well before the General Conference met. Thank you for sharing your sacred stories 

about who you and those you love really are. My heart is touched as your pastor. These are holy 

moments for me to bear your pains with you. I hold those hurts in these tender times with you. 

 

Last week, I also heard from a few of my traditional siblings, as well. Thank you for reaching out 

to me to share your faith journeys, too. I know that you are offering a response in love for me. I 

also know that while we end up in different places, some of you remained quiet last week as an 

act of love for those around you who may have felt differently. I know that with me, you love 

our LGBTQ siblings and their families, friends, and allies. You’ve prayed for them in this time 

of hurt even when you saw things differently. So many of you grieved with them as they openly 

expressed in the sanctuary for the first time some of their pain. Thank you for that. 
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I want to acknowledge that not all feel that way this morning and say again, I’m speaking for 

myself and who I am. That’s all I have to give each of you. All I can be is authentically who I 

am. I cannot hide the dream I have of the holy city even though our dreams or how we get there 

may differ. 

 

“Who is this man?” the crowds ask as they look out and see Jesus riding on the ancient road 

towards the city in turmoil. “Who is this man?” I ask myself as I look out into the streets today.  

Where might he lead? What’s the risk? My reputation? My life? I step into the street crying, 

“Hosanna! Save us, Lord.” 
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