
 
  
    

 
Jesus is silent.  
 
“Hosanna!” his disciples cry, hurriedly cutting down branches and taking off their 

coats to create a path for their silent Messiah.  
 
Hosanna means, “Save us.”  
 
And Jesus is silent. 
 
It must be one of the oldest prayers we can pray: Save us. 
 
Save us from sickness, we cry from hospital beds. Hosanna. Save us from violence, 

the children cry from the streets. Hosanna. Save us from the dark night, cry out those who 
struggle with depression or other mental illnesses. Hosanna. Save us from war, cry those 
who are daily ravaged by bombs in Homs, Damascus, Aleppo. Hosanna. 

 
And Jesus is silent.  
 
Sometimes hosanna has an intended target. Save us from the Democrats, cry the 

Republicans, and their hosannas are met halfway by the cries from the Democrats to save 
us from the Republicans. Save us from the dictator, cry the people in places who are 
granted no power, no voice, no authentic vote. Hosanna. 

 
This is most likely the kind of hosanna being uttered by Jesus’ disciples. You are 

the ancestor of King David, and so you ride into Jerusalem to save us from Rome, to save 
us from the likes of Pontius Pilate, who had probably ridden into town not long before 
with full regalia and display of power so the Jews would know who is really in charge 
during Passover, so no one tries anything. Save us from Caesar. Save us from all that 
oppresses us. Lead us into Jerusalem, swords drawn. Hosanna. 
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And Jesus is silent. 
 
Not so in the other gospels. 
 
In the Palm Sunday story Matthew and Luke tell, for instance, they quote 

Zechariah, “Behold your king comes to you!” Mark doesn’t call him a king. Matthew 
says, “The streets were filled with children.” No children in Mark. Matthew comments on 
the state of things in the city, saying, “The whole city was in turmoil.” Not in Mark. 
Matthew says that Jesus talked to the crowds along the way and to his critics in the city. 
Not in Mark. From the time he sat on the donkey until the next day – the next day – 
nothing but silence from Jesus.  

 
Both Matthew and Luke say that Jesus immediately set out to cleanse the Temple 

after he arrives, sending the tables of the money-changers flying. In Mark it appears, 
“The parade stopped at the city gates and Jesus went alone into the city and the temple.” 
And instead of cleansing it, he looks around, sees that it is late, and, without a word, turns 
around and goes to Bethany for the night.1 

 
Jesus is silent. 
 
That silence can be frustrating. What do we do with that silence, then and now? I 

remember talking with someone whose young daughter had died tragically. I met him for 
coffee some months after her death, having walked through all the raging grief, the tears, 
the numbing depression with him and his family. Now, we were sitting in a coffee shop, 
and for the first time in a long time he was talking about things like football, and looking 
forward with hopefulness to an upcoming vacation.  

 
You remember the title of this sermon series: “The Next Day: Faith and 

Suffering.” It is based on what began for me as an informed hunch, which grew into a 
pastoral hypothesis, and then something I’ve spent the last four years studying intently as 
my doctoral thesis. I believe most pastors who are educated in mainline seminaries are 
taught essentially the same thing when in the face of those who are suffering: be present, 
offer support and love, allow whatever feelings are there to come out, but do not, under 
any circumstances venture forth explanations, or engage in theological speculations, or, 
God forbid, platitudes. No, “Well, she’s in a better place now.” No, “God must have 
needed another angel.” No, “At leasts…at least she isn’t suffering, at least he died doing 
what he loved…at least you still have your other children.” None of that. 

                                                 
1 Craddock, Fred. The Collected Sermons of Fred B. Craddock. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2011), page 129. I 
am grateful for Craddock’s insights in the above two paragraphs comparing Mark’s story with Matthew’s and Luke’s. 



But the thing that I have noticed over the years is that not on the first day, which is 
a metaphor for the depths of grief and suffering, but on the next day, a metaphor for when 
a person of faith has gotten to a place where the grief and suffering is still real, but there 
is added to it a question, usually put like this, “Where was God when all this was 
happening? Where is God now? Who is God to me after this? How can I integrate what 
has happened to me with my faith in the God I always thought I believed in? How is my 
faith in God changing? Do I still have faith?” These are the questions I think many 
persons of faith may ask on the next day. And too often, what we as pastors, and maybe a 
few church members and friends offer is…silence. 

 
Well, here I was in the coffee shop with this father, and it felt to me, though I 

wouldn’t have used these words then, that this was the next day for him. So, I turned 
what had been a light conversation about this and that in a faith direction. “You know, I 
pray for you. I believe God is with you and I’m really sorry for all you’ve been through.” 

 
He looked up with a deadly serious gaze and said, “You can pray all you want 

Pastor. No one’s listening. And if someone is, you tell him for me he’s a son of a…” I’ll 
leave it at that. I had to fight down the impulse, as he continued to look at me, to call for 
the check and run out the door. Instead, I responded, with trembling voice, “I will.”  

 
And he laughed. “You will? You’ll tell God that for me?”  
 
I said, “Well, if Jeremiah can call God a liar and live to tell the tale, I suppose I can 

call God that…on your behalf, of course.” 
 
“You can’t tell me you’ve never wondered about it,” he said. “Whether there’s 

anyone listening? And if there is, why isn’t he doing anything?” 
 
“No,” I said, “I can’t tell you that. I have wondered, and suspect I will again.” 
 
“Boy, you better be careful. You keep talking like that and you won’t have a job.” 
 
I must tell you, I was terrified as the conversation went on. I knew I was walking 

on holy ground, that space between you and a person who is suffering, naming the name 
of God, talking about faith in ways that feel both shockingly uncertain, and profoundly, 
authentically real. 

 
And that’s why I wanted at the end of this sermon series to place before all of us 

Mark’s Palm Sunday Jesus – the silent one. So many of us have experienced that silence. 
We cry hosanna, save us, and Jesus says not a word. We call him blessed, the one who 



comes in the name of the Lord, summoning ancient prophet voices, and…nothing but 
silence. We lift our voices in the hope that David’s kingdom is about to come and take 
out all the other kingdoms…and still he says nothing.  

 
The most striking image of all in Mark is when Jesus appears to dismount from his 

humble animal, walk alone into the city of Jerusalem, and look around at everything in 
silence. What does he see? What is the “everything” before him? What does he feel? The 
text is as silent as he is. It’s late, so he leaves as quickly and silently as he arrived.  

 
A theologian I’ve mentioned now a few times in this series and one I’ve leaned on 

heavily in my studies is the late Marilyn McCord Adams. I thought of her again as I 
reflected on my conversation with that grieving father. She writes about what she calls 
“horrors,” and she flatly states that if we believe God created the world, and if God 
created the world in which we are uniquely vulnerable to horrors, then God is ultimately 
responsible. God doesn’t visit these horrors on people, she says, but God created a world 
where we are vulnerable to them, and God, if God is a God of love, mercy, and justice, 
will therefore make it right, make good on it.  

 
So, if she was sitting with that grieving father, I believe she would be the first to 

say to him, “I’m with you on God’s responsibility. I’m with you in your anger.”  
 
And that, for him, right then, would probably have been all that could be said. 
 
But Adams believes, based on her reading of the Bible and her reflections on her 

own exposure to suffering populations in the HIV community in the 1980’s, that God has 
made good. Amid every experience of suffering, she says, God has provided the greatest 
good God can provide – God’s own self, communion with God. Most people during 
suffering are not able to see or receive that gift, and should not be judged in any way for 
that. That’s where the church comes in, as a community of support and healing that may 
provide suffering persons the opportunity to see and receive the gift. And some may not 
see or receive it until they are in the arms of God in the final kingdom. But receive it they 
will, she writes. God is faithful. God will make good.  

 
Where does God make good? On the cross, where God reveals the depths of God’s 

love for and presence with us in deepest suffering, where God suffers for the suffering 
world, and where that oneness ushers in the kind of life that will open the tomb, and our 
tombs as well. 

  
Jesus’ silence speaks. The disciples are crying out for salvation, and Jesus intends 

to give them that great gift, but not in the way they expect. The kingdom is coming, 



drawing near; its arrival will not be with beating drums and galloping horses, but in the 
sound of nails driven into soft flesh. He does come in the name of the Lord, but soon he 
will cry out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” joining his cries with ours, 
and in that deepest communion with us, planting that wondrous gift – intimacy with God 
through Christ, communion with God.  

 
That’s what I wish I had thought of in that coffee shop. I wish I had added, “You 

know, Jesus felt the same way you do, walked the same path of suffering and grief, cried 
out to God and was met with silence.”  

 
I will say it now. Because it is the great gift that we acknowledge in the Holy 

Week that is beginning now.  
 
Better yet, let’s allow Jesus to say it, as he looks around at everything…everything, 

even here, even now, in silence that speaks, on the next day. Amen.  
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