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So how did you do on your March madness brackets? How many of you had your brackets 

busted early on, no thanks to St. Peter’s College? How in the world did they get into the NCAA, 

right? And what happened to Kentucky? Now, how many of you had Gonzaga going all the 

way? We were disappointed, weren’t we? So who had Kansas making it on Monday night? 

 

How about that Tar Heels vs. Blue Devils game that knocked Duke out of the running? Here we 

have one of the greatest rivalries in the nation. It was Coach K’s last game with Duke, too. Such 

a close game it was. Perhaps one of the greatest let-downs of that game, however, was when the 

Duke team left to go back to the locker room without congratulating the UNC team. They just 

walked off the court. Coach K, a true sport, went out onto the court and congratulated the Tar 

Heels, shaking their hands. Later, Coach K and others commented on how hurt the Duke team 

members were. 

 

I never played basketball, but I can tell you that my Cub Scout softball coaches never let us 

heckle another team, let alone walk off the field without shaking hands. It didn’t matter if the 

other team heckled us or laughed at us when we were beat, we were always taught to be good 

sports. 

 

There were plenty of upsets and surprises this year during March Madness. No matter how good 

some are at predictions, it’s hard to tell what’s going to happen when the games begin. 

 

Today is Palm Sunday and beginning of Holy Week in the life of the Church. And Gonzaga isn’t 

the only one to turn our world upside down in this season. On Palm Sunday, we celebrate Jesus’ 

triumphal entry into Jerusalem. Yet, even this story has some surprises to it for the original 

participants, and perhaps even for us this morning. 

 

Oh, we know this story well, don’t we? Jesus is gathered with his disciples on the top of the 

Mount of Olives near Bethany and Bethphage. And he sends some of his disciples into the 

village to retrieve a colt that has never been ridden. He tells them that if anyone asks any 
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questions, just say, “The Lord needs it.” I’m not so sure that it’s that convincing as an argument 

if I owned the colt, but it’s part of the story. 

 

Let me set the stage for you a little bit. The Palm Sunday walk down the Mount of Olives is one 

of my favorite places in the city of Jerusalem. You see, the Mount of Olives is just across the 

Kidron Valley from the Temple Mount, which would have been at the center of life in Old 

Jerusalem. You can see the city from the top of the Mount of Olives. Facing the city from this 

direction is the Golden Gate, which is sealed shut today. It is believed that when the Messiah, the 

Savior, comes, he would enter through this gate into the city of Jerusalem. 

 

The side of the Mount of Olives is lined with gardens of olive trees and graves. You see, the 

closer that you are to the center of the Kidron Valley, the better it will be for your soul when the 

Messiah comes. There is great blessing for you because it is believed that his feet will stand upon 

the Mount of Olives. 

 

When the disciples return with the colt, they place their cloaks upon it so that Jesus might ride 

upon them. Suddenly everyone else starts placing their cloaks on the road in front of Jesus’ path 

as the ride into Jerusalem seems to become a parade. This is not the type of kingly entry that we 

would anticipate for any earthly king. In fact, we often talk about how humble Jesus’ entrance is 

into Jerusalem, don’t we? 

 

In their book, The Last Week, theologians John Dominic Crossan and Marcus Borg paint the 

scene of a different entry that happened in Jerusalem on that same day on the other side of town.  

Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor, generally lived up in Caesarea. During festivals in 

Jerusalem, however, he would often visit in order to keep the peace. At this time, all of 

Jerusalem was preparing for the festival of Passover. It’s why we see Pilate in this story later in 

the week. 

 

Pilate would have entered in all his regal nobility on the back of white stead with all of the power 

of the Roman forces. He was a sign of the power of Caesar and all of Rome as well as the 

enforcer of the Pax Romana. He kept the Roman peace; a peace kept by force, even the 

oppression of the people who had once claimed the land and the city of Jerusalem. 

 

While Luke’s gospel doesn’t mention palm branches, John does mention them in his gospel 

account of this story. Yet, no matter how humble we might think Jesus’ ride into Jerusalem to be, 

it was a direct threat to Rome and to her sense of peace. As the people waved the victory palm 

branches or placed their cloaks on the road, they were proclaiming Jesus to be king in a land that 

should have had no king but Caesar. In fact, later in the week, the people will say just that when 

Pilate puts Jesus before them as “King of the Jews.” They’ll say, “We have not king but Caesar.” 

 

 It’s no wonder when the people start shouting, “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of 

the Lord! Peace in heaven, and glory in the highest heaven,” that the Pharisees get a little bit 

nervous. In Rome’s mind, Caesar is not only king but also a god. So they tell Jesus, “Hey, tell 

your disciples to stop.” They know that these type of actions and this kind of talk could get them 

killed. 



3 

 

All of the power of Rome just paraded into the other side of town with Pilate. He’ll stop at 

nothing to keep the peace. The powerful people at the temple only had power because they kept 

their own people in line. Jesus’ disciples represent a clear and present danger for everyone if 

Rome finds out about this. Pilate won’t put up with an insurrection. 

 

On the other hand, Jesus doesn’t really measure up to what the disciples and those who’ve come 

out for the parade had hoped for, either, does he? They’re waiting for a Messiah who will do just 

that…wipe out the Romans and restore the promised land to the people of God. We know that 

Jesus won’t do that this week, don’t we? We know where this ride to Jerusalem will end, don’t 

we? There’s an agonizing moment as they return to the Garden of Gethsemane on this same 

hillside later this week. The one hailed as king now will be betrayed, handed over, and 

crucified…left to die and abandoned by those closest to him. 

 

I wonder if we are all that different from those who gathered on the side of the Mount of Olives 

for that first Palm Sunday parade. It’s often as tempting for us as it was for the first disciples to 

define Jesus’ kingship and kin-dom in terms of the earthly authority we ascribe to a monarch.  

We want justice and we want it now. We want our complete victories in this moment. This week, 

however, Jesus leads us in a non-violent resistance that will bring us to a cross before the 

disciples see resurrection. 

 

African-American lay theologian Verna Dozier said, “Jesus announced the kingdom of God had 

come with him and offered another possibility to humankind, but since it’s another possibility, 

that threatens the existing arrangement!” 

  

Perhaps we struggle with perceived loss as much as the Blue Devils did the other week. We just 

can’t see strength and power in what seems to be a moment of weakness or defeat. When Coach 

K was asked how he felt about walking off the court for the last time this past week, he said, 

“For me, my entire time coaching, I always wanted at the end of the year, whatever the last game 

is, where you’re either crying for joy or you’re crying for sorrow and if you are, then that means 

you put everything into it.”1 

 

Martin Luther King, Jr., said, “A final victory is an accumulation of many short-term encounters. 

To lightly dismiss a success because it does not usher in a complete order of justice is to fail to 

comprehend the process of full victory. It underestimates the value of confrontation and 

dissolves the confidence born of partial victory by which new efforts are powered.” 

 

I wonder, as we struggle against oppression and seek justice in our world today, whether we can 

still hold out for the hope and the victory that come with Easter. Although the distance may be 

small, sometimes the road is difficult and harried between the Mount of Olives and Mount Zion. 

Yet, with Jesus, we walk on; holding the victors palm branch and shouting our “Hosannas”—

save us, O Lord. 

                                                 
1 https://www.si.com/college/2022/04/03/coach-k-emotional-interview-after-unc-career-ending-loss 


