
PORTRAITS OF THE KING 
Sermon for Palm Sunday  4/14/19. By Pastor John Moren 

(This sermon was not delivered due to the Passion reading offered in its place) 
 Ps 31:9-16     Isa 50:4-8a     Phil 2:5-11 

Lk 19:28-40     Lk 23:1-49  
Gualala 

 
'Twas, in The Christian Century, I believe:  a brief account of a ten year-old in the Movie Theater.  It 
opened with the MGM lion yawning and growling at the beginning of the feature.  At which point the 
boy got up and walked out.  Questioned, he responded:  "I've seen this movie before." 
 
Well . . . on this Palm Sunday, as on several Sundays throughout the Church Year, we've heard this 
story before.  So we may well be tempted to walk out.  We've heard it so many times that it's likely not 
easy to get excited about it once more.  Christmas Day or Eve . . . Palm Sunday . . .  Easter  . . . 
Pentecost . . . We've heard the stories to the point of redundancy . . . even, perhaps, boredom . . . so we 
might decide to walk out before the show begins . . .  
 
Nevertheless, every time we hear the same story, we are different people.  The possibility exists  that 
we'll hear the same old thing in a brand new way.  That may be one reason for our coming to church 
weekly . . . simply because we are a new creation each and every day.  I invite you to not walk out just 
because it's the same story. 
 
/ / / / / 
 
The pictures in my mind are as clear as if they'd been taken yesterday . . . and the memories are as 
fond, and as treasured, as the more than 70 intervening years can grow them. 
 
The choir, resplendently robed, made its way over the dirt floor of the unfinished basement of Gustavus 
Adolphus Evangelical Lutheran Church, walked up the stairs to the back of the sanctuary and waited 
for the organ to finish the prelude.  G.A., as it was affectionately known, stood high on the hill at the 
corner of Sims and Weide in St. Paul, Minnesota.  Perched on that hill, with its steeple reaching toward 
the heavens, the church had suffered through a fire in the late 1890s.  Fifty families rebuilt a sanctuary 
to seat about one thousand persons, such was their fervor and their faith.  They built it and they came. 
 
Now, poised at the back of that edifice, members of the choir breathed softly, then sang a-Capella, with 
sepulchral solemnity: 
 
 The Lord is in his holy temple / / / The Lord is in his holy temple. 
 Let all the earth keep silence / / / Let all the earth keep silence / / / before him. 
 Keep silence / / / keep silence / / / before him. 
 
The organist then played the opening bars, signaling the choir to begin the processional, the 
congregation to stand, and all the people joined together to sing the every-Sunday opening hymn: 
 
 Holy, Holy, Holy, Lord God Almighty / / / Early in the morning our song shall rise to thee. 
 Holy, Holy, Holy, merciful and mighty / / / God in three persons, blessed Trinity.   
         (Cranberry Hymnal, page 413) 
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Now it was our privilege . . . it was our joy . . . it was our duty . . . to sing praises to the King  . . . the 
One about whom we had learned from Sunday School teachers beginning age three, from our pastor, 
from our parents, and from our friends.  Our robes could not be stately enough . . . we could not process 
dignifiedly enough . . .  nor could we sing beautifully enough . . . to measure up to the Kingliness of 
Jesus.  Nevertheless we did what we could to pay proper homage to the Lord of the universe.  We knew 
what the King looked like:  artists from Rembrandt to Sallman had done their jobs well.  And thus we 
paid homage to  the King as we knew him:  The Holy Known and The Holy Unknown.  Reverence 
came through silence, through song, through robes and processionals . . . through fiery sermons and 
through stern looks from our elders when we weren't holy enough.  If there was adoration of The 
King, so also was there fear. 
 
Swedish Lutheran Piety had made its indelible mark on our souls.  Nor would that mark be erased 
during the years following . . . years of coming near and years of going far . . . years of drawing close 
to the throne and years of distancing ourselves from the dais . . . years of doubting and years of  
reassuring.  The King was in our DNA and he would not . . . he could not . . . be dis-enthroned.  
 
Many were the opportunities for the Portraits of the King to be reinforced: 
 
 Great choir anthems resounded: 
 
 Lift up your heads ye mighty gates / / / Be lifted up ye ancient doors 
 That the King of Glory might come in. 
 Who is this King of Glory? 
 The Lord of hosts:  He is the King of Glory.  (Ps 24: 7-10). 
 
 Fling wide the gates / / / Fling wide the gates 
 For the Savior waits. 
 He has come from above in his power and love 
 To tread in his royal way.   (John Stainer). 
 
Church Hymnody added to the mix with the favorite Palm Sunday processional: 
 
 All glory laud and honor / / / To thee redeemer King. 
 To whom the lips of children / / /  made sweet hosannas ring. 
 Thou art the King of Israel / / / thou David's royal Son, 
 Now in the Lord's name cometh / / /  Our King and Blessed One.   (Cranberry Hymnal, 344).  
 
Reminded are we throughout the Church Year of the glories, and the majesty, of the King: 
 
 Rejoice, for Christ is King / / / Your Lord and King adore . . .  (Hymn 430) 
 
 Lord, enthroned in heavenly splendor / / / Jesus, true and living bread . . . (Hymn 475). 
 
 A Mighty fortress is our God / / / a sword and shield victorious . . . (Hymn 504). 
 
 Lift High the cross / / / the love of Christ proclaim . . . (Hymn 660). 
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 Crown him with many crowns / / / the Lamb upon his throne;  
 Hark, how the heavenly anthem drowns / / / all music but its own. 
 Awake my soul and sing / / / of him who dies for thee, 
 And hail him as thy matchless King / / / through all eternity.    (Hymn 855). 
No listing of these references would, of course, be complete without mentioning the fact that in this 
country we have a leader who aspires to be King . . . who parades arrogantly and triumphantly before 
his subjects . . . and who forever refuses to hear the voices from the crowd:  "The Emperor has no 
clothes"  (Hans Christian Andersen). 
 
It can be a heady experience to presume power usurped, held fast by force, and enhanced by coercion 
and bald-faced lies. 
 
There are, of course, kings who make few, or no, presumptions about how they became such . . . and 
these kings are few and far between.  My nephew is fluent in the Norwegian language, so it was a 
logical choice to have him introduce the King of Norway as speaker  to the Rotary Club.  Seated next 
to Harald the V, was my nephew's ten-year old son.  The child looked up at Harald and asked 
innocently, "What do you do for a living?" 
 
"King," replied the Monarch, shrugging his shoulders. 
 
While each of the songs in our hymnal bears truth about the King . . . and while the glorious anthems 
and processionals also proclaim the Royal Splendor of The King . . . each of them tells only half the 
story.  Perhaps that is because we, at best, are unable, or unwilling, to hold paradoxes in our hands and 
hearts . . . believing that we are multi-taskers when, in fact we are not.  Annually the story is the same . 
. . and it takes us a few more days to hear it to the end.  The lion yawns and roars, and we might well 
find it easier to walk out after Palm Sunday because we've heard it many times before. 
 
The Jesus played by William Dafoe in the film adaptation of Kazantzakis' "The Last Temptation of 
Christ," is a serious attempt to grapple with the human question which the life of Jesus demands.  
Dafoe's Jesus is a "breathing, sweating, sleeping, dancing, agonizing, raging Jesus:  a political Jesus 
who prefers a donkey to a revolution; a compassionate Jesus who struggles to figure out his own needs 
amid the burdens of the world; a thinking Jesus who doesn't emerge from the womb with a fully 
formed philosophy but learns by experience, scripture and prayer"  (Sojourners, 3/19 , page 43).  It may 
well be that the world prefers a fictionalized Jesus, portrayed through their own wishes and dreams of 
superheroes.  A Santa Claus sans reindeer. 
 
For all the glory . . . for all the military images . . . for all the splendor and Kingliness of the King . . . 
the portraits of the King that we sing into being are not the same portraits that Jesus, himself, created.  
And on no Sunday of the Church Year is it more apparent than on this Sunday when, together with a 
host of Christians throughout the world, and in memory of that first parade into Jerusalem, we carry 
palms in our palms . . . we sing hosannas in our hymns . . . and we shout laughter and praise into our 
cheers.  Perhaps it's because the fad has run its course that I don't see many bracelets being worn 
bearing the bumper-sticker-like shibboleth:  "WWJD?"  What would Jesus do? 
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We l l l l . . . if the Gospels got it right, Jesus rode not on a king’s choice:  a steed of war.  Jesus, 
instead, chose to make his triumphal appearance into the city on a donkey . . . or, as in the King James 
version, an ass.  Notwithstanding that the RSV also uses this word.  (Jn 12:15).  Is it possible that even 
the writers of various versions of the Sacred Text have bowed down to the altar of political correctness.  
Or perhaps they re-wrote the word to avoid the hushed laughters of children at the word they have been 
taught not to use.  The lowliest beast of burden to bear the Kingliest of Kings. 
 
He rode not with the triumphantly . . . nor with the arrogantly . . . raised hands of the ritual dance by the 
team that had just scored the wining touchdown . . . no self-acclaim was his that day . . . a prelude to 
the next few days of trial . . . the humiliation by those whose ascendancy to vicious power was by 
heritage. 
 
To the question:  "Are you the king?" he responded not by calling down a legion of angels to his rescue 
. . . only with the quiet indictment of truth to power:  "You say that I am"  (Lk 22:70). 
 
And so it is that, for all the glories and the gloriousness of  Palm Sunday, we cannot escape the fact that 
the parade is nothing more than a forerunner to the crucifixion.  True, we cannot get to the one without 
first going through the other . . .  nevertheless neither can we escape the reality  that the Palms are 
nothing more . . . and nothing less, than the prelude act to the final . . . the fatal . . . attraction. 
We do well, then, to remember that there also remain Portraits of the King  in the Good Friday hymns: 
 
 Go to dark Gethsemane / / / Ye who feel the tempter's power; 
 Your redeemer's conflict see / / / Watch with him one bitter hour; 
 Turn not from his griefs away / / / Learn from Jesus Christ to pray.  (Hymn 347). 
 
 O sacred head, now wounded / / / with grief and shame weighed down, 
 Now scornfully surrounded / / / with thorns thine only crown  (Hymn 351). 
 
 They crucified my Lord / / / and he never said a mumbalin' word; 
 Not a word / / / not a word / / / not a word.   (Hymn 350). 
 
And that penetrating question that dogs each of us when we but stop to ponder: 
 
 Were you there when they crucified my Lord?   (Hymn 353). 
 
Instead of a crown glittering with rare jewels, Jesus wore the crown bloody with common thorns. 
Instead of royal robes, Jesus had his ragged attire torn from him, while soldiers, merely doing their job, 
threw dice to see which could take the bloodied trophy home with him.   
 
No matter how large, portraits can only provide so much information.  Portraits can only challenge one 
to think more than narrowly.  Afflicted with short-sightedness, it may well be impossible for us, at the 
same time, to hold in our hands the palms . . . and in our minds the cross.   
 
So we take it one day at a time . . . one portrait at a time . . . overcome with the grief that weighs us 
down . . . overcome with the sin that holds us down . . . overcome with the heavy knowledge that  
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 Chief of sinners though I be / / / Jesus shed his blood for me, 
 Died that I might live on high / / / lives that I might never die. 
 As the branch is to the vine / / / I am his and he is mine.    (Hymn 609). 
 
While we live in the Portrait of the King which has been painted this side of Easter, it remains for us to 
not ignore the portraits that have been painted to get us here.  From portraits of glory to pictures of 
death. 
 
The tension will never go away . . . the Portraits of the King which we sing and paint this hosanna-
filled Palm Sunday . . . compared with the portraits that the Christ painted by himself throughout his 
life  "the one who emptied himself, taking the form of a servant . . . (he) humbled himself and became 
obedient unto death, even death on a cross"  (Phil 2:7f). 
 
While we might have wished for a King who would have paraded with the crowd, and sang with us: 
 
 "Onward Christian soldiers / / / marching as to war" . . . (Augustana Hymnal, 589) . . .  
 
we, instead, are bound to observe the King who stumbled alone and lonely, all the while dragging on 
his bloodied back, the cross for his own crucifixion. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 


