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Sermon, Palm Sunday, April 14, 2019, Jane A. Beebe 
 
‘…The whole multitude of the disciples began to praise God joyfully with a loud 
voice for all the deeds of power that they had seen, saying, "Blessed is the king 
who comes in the name of the Lord! Peace in heaven, and glory in the highest 
heaven!" Some of the Pharisees in the crowd said to him, "Teacher, order your 
disciples to stop." He answered, "I tell you, if these were silent, the stones would 
shout out."’ (Luke 19:37-40) 
 
 
 
 One of my favorite parts of the drive here from Amherst along Rt. 9 is the 

woodsy area between Ware and West Brookfield. During the late fall and winter 

months I am able to see into the trees (while also keeping my eyes on the road) to 

see the quite large stones scattered on the hills. Some are covered with moss. They 

evoke for me a fairytale-like landscape: perhaps I am wandering a forgotten part of 

Narnia or Rivendell. Their presence will become more shadowed and hidden as the 

leaves return to the trees. Yet I know they are there: not entirely immovable, yet 

perhaps with a more timeless presence than the small animals and plants of the 

woods. As the weather becomes mild, maybe I can stop sometimes and explore 

these stones. They seem to speak to me. Stones are prominent in our Scriptural 

landscape this morning. They speak to me as well. 

 Lent begins with Ash Wednesday. We are reminded of our mortality, that 

we are dust: eroded stone. Many churches create their ashes from burning the 

palms from the year before. Yet we know what God is able to do with dust and 

mud. The usefulness of the earth, its very materiality, lends itself to becoming 
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infused with the holiness of God’s breath. It becomes the source—the literal 

ground—of our being. Add some manure to it, and anything can grow! Now that 

we have made it most of the way through Lent, we can see that the ground is 

softening. It rains more often than it snows. The lakes and ponds have melted. It is 

my hope that the same thing as happened to our hearts. As it says in Ezekiel 36: “A 

new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will put within you; and I will remove 

from your body the heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh.” (Ezekiel 36:26)  

 Before Jesus begins his ministry, he is driven into the wilderness by the 

Holy Spirit to face Satan, the deceiver. Jesus spends forty days in fasting and 

prayer. Therefore, forty days is the length of time we spend observing Lent. Lent 

can be a time to let go of distractions, to refocus on God’s presence. This is not 

easy; it can bring us face to face with what tempts us with awful clarity. One of 

Jesus’ temptations was, in his hunger, to turn stones into bread. Hunger and thirst 

are deep human needs. Yet Jesus says, ‘” …One does not live by bread alone, but 

by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God.'" (Matthew 4:4) This is in 

reference to God feeding his people manna in the desert. Their hunger taught them 

humility, reminding them of their reliance on God alone. Jesus, “…though he was 

in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, 

but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness…” 

(Philippians 2:6-7) 
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Jesus refuses to turn stones into bread to assuage his own physical hunger. 

Yet he himself becomes bread for us, so that we need never go hungry for God’s 

presence. Can we come to trust his offering to us of abundant life, as he has known 

our hungers, our temptations, our places of wilderness? Mark tells us Jesus is 

attended by wild animals in the wilderness; Matthew and Luke tell us he was 

attended by angels. It is my hope that whatever your focus for Lent has been, that 

you have been attended by God’s messengers, and have come through unscathed. I 

think we are meant to see a parallel in Jesus’ forty days spent in the wilderness 

with the forty years the Israelites spent wandering after their exodus from Egypt. 

This brings us to the portion of Psalm 118 that we heard earlier in the Liturgy of 

the Palms.  

It expresses thanksgiving for God’s “saving intervention” in the past, and 

expresses hope that God will continue to be present, thus directly invoking the 

Exodus. (Psalms, Tremper Longman, p. 400) The psalm says there is to be a festal 

procession with branches up to the horns of the altar (Psalm 118:27), so one can 

see why this psalm is chosen for the liturgy of the palms. The road directly in front 

of us, the road to Jerusalem, difficult though it may be, will further demonstrate 

God’s saving presence. In this psalm we encounter another stone: the cornerstone. 

The cornerstone is the most important because it aligns two walls together, and 
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stabilizes them. This cornerstone has been rejected, deemed useless. Yet God is 

able to transform it into the most useful one in the building. (Longman, p. 400) 

The image of the cornerstone can be a powerful one for how Jesus sustains 

us. We are invited to, “Cast all [our] anxiety on him, because he cares for [us]. (1 

Peter 5:7) Jesus, too, was despised and rejected. God lifted him up. It also shows us 

what is possible with God’s help. We too can allow God to shape us into just the 

right stone, graded in such a way that we fit with others, creating something greater 

than ourselves alone. As it says in 1 Peter, "Like living stones, let yourselves be 

built into a spiritual house…” (1 Peter:2)  

And these “living stones?” They can sing, they can shout out. Perhaps the 

crowd following Jesus on the donkey does not fully understand what is about to 

happen. The “hosannas” are appropriate even if all too soon they become cries of 

“Crucify him!” We think of stones as mute, unmovable. Yet if the disciples are 

silenced, creation will continue the song. There is a Christmas hymn in our hymnal 

with words by the great American poet, Richard Wilbur. He was our poet laureate 

in 1987 and received the Pulitzer prize twice. Wilbur’s poem has startling imagery 

for the Christmas season as it points to Jesus’ death and resurrection, even as it 

tells of Jesus’ birth in a stable. Medieval Christmas carols seem to do this, too: we 

see the vulnerability of the baby side-by-side with the vulnerability of the human 

being on the cross. The musical setting by David Hurd is haunting. 
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A stable lamp is lighted 
whose glow shall wake the sky; 
the stars shall bend their voices, 
and every stone shall cry. 
And every stone shall cry, 
and straw like gold shall shine; 
a barn shall harbour heaven, 
a stall become a shrine. 

This child through David’s city 
shall ride in triumph by; 
the palm shall strew its branches, 
and every stone shall cry. 
And every stone shall cry, 
though heavy, dull and dumb, 
and lie within the roadway 
to pave his kingdom come. 

Yet he shall be forsaken, 
and yielded up to die; 
the sky shall groan and darken, 
and every stone shall cry. 
And every stone shall cry 
for gifts of love abused; 
God’s blood upon the spearhead, 
God’s blood again refused. 

But now, as at the ending, 
the low is lifted high; 
the stars shall bend their voices, 
and every stone shall cry. 
And every stone shall cry 
in praises of the child 
by whose descent among us 
the worlds are reconciled. 

 


