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Palm Sunday in the Wilderness 
John 12:12-14 

 
On Palm Sunday, there are some things that are supposed to happen. Things that 
happen every year at this time. On Palm Sunday, the wilderness is supposed to be 
coming to an end. On Palm Sunday, we’re supposed to be together: singing, 
celebrating, changing the world. 
 
But this Palm Sunday, we are not emerging from a small wilderness of Lenten 
sacrifice: giving up chocolate or criticism or social media. Instead, we’re on the 
edge of this deep wilderness of a global pandemic and financial uncertainty.  
 How do you celebrate Palm Sunday in the middle of the wilderness?  
 
Start by remembering a couple of things. First, God led his people through the 
wilderness, out of it, and to the Promised Land. God will lead us through this 
wilderness as well.  
 
Next, remember, wilderness times are important times of growth. I’ve said that in 
the past: that when you’re in the wilderness, you can just endure it until it’s over 
or grow through it. Here we are, in the thick of the wilderness. Our generation 
gets to choose how we use a wilderness time. Will endure it or grow because of it? 
Because there are some lessons only a wilderness time can teach.  
 
When you feel powerless in the face of this global pandemic and economic crisis, I 
want you to remember that, no matter the situation, you are always perfectly in 
control of one thing: (pause) your response. The Bible tells how people long ago 
chose to respond to the wilderness between Egypt and the Promised Land. 
Thousands of Israelites complained. Thousands more allowed fear to wrap them 
up so tightly in its web that they could barely move. Some attacked their leaders.  
 
But there were a few who, facing the same wilderness, turned away from 
complaint, fear and blame and turned to God. When they did, that wilderness 
strengthened them. Moses, Joshua, Caleb, even Aaron and Miriam, became 
amazing leaders of God’s people through their time in the wilderness. When they 
reached the other side, they had deeper faith, were powerful in God’s Holy Spirit 
and had unshakable hope. Thousands went through the wilderness. Some grew 
through it. That’s my prayer for each of us this Palm Sunday. That we not just 
make it through, but we emerge transformed on the other side.  
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So how do we do that? How do we grow through the wilderness of Covid-19? 
How do we do more than make it? How we do let God’s hands refine, purify, and 
strengthen us?  
 
First, we draw on our community. In the past, when I’d teach about wilderness, it 
was almost always something each of us would face on our own- a job loss, a 
setback, a divorce or death. Wilderness used to be something we usually 
experienced alone, at different times and for different reasons. But now, like the 
ancient Israelites, the entire community is in the wilderness together.  
 
And there is some hope here for us. You see, the Covid wilderness isn’t the first 
community hardship we’ve faced together.  Almost 9 years ago, wildfires 
destroyed 48 homes over Labor Day weekend. I was your new pastor and I 
marveled at how this community came together to help each other, to see each 
other through that wilderness. That fire was awful yet afterwards everyone could 
see that our community, our outreach, our love for each other had grown 
stronger because of it. It will be the same with Covid-19. We will emerge stronger, 
more faithful, more of a witness for God as we pass through this trial. 
 
You have a community. You are one of us. We take care of each other here. We 
will see each other through. We are walking this path together. Isolation can 
make us forget that. Don’t ever forget that you have friends for the journey. To 
grow in a wilderness time, draw on your community. 
 
There are so many ways to do this. Lay leaders call every single member weekly to 
check in. Other members lead online Bible studies. Mrs. Courtney is facetiming 
our kids to check in on them, Stan Barth is walking around his neighborhood 
making sure to tell everyone he sees that Jesus loves them. Clara and Sue are still 
working on the community garden, needed now more than ever. Small groups 
and Emmaus meetings are online. Pastor Matt is hosting a prayer meeting several 
times a week. Kaleigh is creating online spaces for youth to hang out and connect. 
I’m posting daily devotionals on facebook.  
We have each other.  
We are not alone.  
We will not just make it through this wilderness, we will emerge stronger.  
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To grow in the wilderness, remember your community and draw on it. Then, draw 
on God’s power and help. In all wilderness times, there is a lot of loss, sorrow and 
uncertainty. Most of us are grieving, many are afraid and uncertain. It’s important 
to keep refocusing your eyes on God. Remember the story of Peter walking on the 
ocean waves. When he kept his eyes on Jesus, he succeeded. But when his gaze 
shifted to the waves, he slipped.  
 
In the wilderness of Sinai long ago, God was always with his people, visible day 
and night, in a pillar of cloud and fire. They just had to look. At every moment, 
they could look up and see God with them, unwavering, faithful, strong. Surely 
God will give us the same chance to see him, to be guided and reassured as he did 
that generation long ago. When we look for God, we will see his loving, powerful 
presence everywhere. We’ll see God’s provision, too. It was in the wilderness that 
God fed his people bread from heaven. Every morning- there it was- enough for 
every person for that day. God will provide for us, too. Enough for each day.  
 
Don’t look at the wilderness around you, don’t look at your own two hands, put 
your eyes on the Creator. Focus your attention on your Good Shepherd. He will 
see you through. He knows the way. We can trust him, even in the darkest valley. 
 
On a Palm Sunday long ago, another generation of the faithful look around their 
own wilderness. This was not one made of sand, like that of the Moses’ time, or 
disease, like ours. Their wilderness was one of invasion and occupation. God’s 
people lived in a country run by the Roman Occupation. It was a time of 
frustration, worry and shortages. God came to them in that wilderness time- 
sending his only Son. As Jesus moved among them, more and more eyes turned to 
him, saw his power, began to hope that a new sort of Promised Land, an eternal, 
unshakable Promised Land, was just around the bend. On the day Jesus came into 
Jerusalem for the last time, those wilderness dwellers pulled down branches from 
the trees, took off their coats and they made a path to the heart of their city, 
shouting Hosanna. Which means “Save us.” Save us, they cried, “Oh save us, 
Jesus” And he did. He saved them. He saves us, too.  
 
Palm Sunday is about wilderness after all. About how to wait with hope. About 
the people you’re standing with and where you put your eyes. It’s about crying 
Hosanna  out to God- Save me, Save us, and knowing that he will. That he has. 
That he does. 


