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Every story is an attempt to share something. I grew up listening to stories. I had two aunts
who were English teachers. They had a reverence for storytelling which showed both in how
they cared for books and in how they paid attention to words. Some stories were good, some
stories were bad, but each story was attempting to share something.

As an adult and especially as a minister, I have come to understand that a lot of what truly
matters to us comes out in our stories. There are moments when the stories seem to be
occasionally boring, occasionally pointless, and occasionally a little bit unhinged, but most
stories that I have heard have shared deep truths about the people who share them. While
there are moments when a story is meant to kill time or cut through an awkward silence, there
is often an expression of a person's worldview, of a person's dreams, or of a person's fears
found woven within the story. The way the words come together, the way the characters
interact, and even the identity of the heroes and villains of a story can tell you a great deal.

Why do I share these things? As a church, Holy Week is a time full of stories. During this week
we will hear stories of foot washing after a shared meal, frustrated religious leaders engaging
in plotting, foolhardy disciples who will promise faithfulness, overturned tables in the temple,
and strange promises from a Savior that claims He will tear down and rebuild a temple within
days. During this week there will be stories of love, betrayal, denial, suffering, and death.
When we approach these stories, we have options. We can analyze the historical, political,
social and economical aspects behind the stories. Alternatively, we can spend time critiquing
the literary and rhetorical elements in the stories. Each of these approaches is a valid way to
consider these stories. A holistic approach to understanding these passages requires that we
use several different methods to understand and grasp the stories that have been handed
down to us.

As a preacher, I unfortunately have to face an uncomfortable truth: there isn’t enough time to
dig into every part of the story. This week is full of meaning and depth. There is so much to
share and so much wonder that it reminds me of Thanksgiving dinner: there are bowls of truth,
plates filled with beauty, platters of sorrow, and trays filled with theology. Try as we might,
there’s no way to fit it all into the time we have throughout holy week, much less during today’s
sermon. A person can only take so much before they are full despite their plate being
overfilled. As a preacher, I have to choose what to share and trust that people will take the time
to delve into the stories outside of this small window of time we have together.

I choose to spend time with the stories. There will be time for beautiful music and
contemplation on Good Friday and a time to reflect on Christ’s loving actions on Holy
Thursday, but today, we focus on the story of a Rabbi who enters a city in the midst of a



parade. As the rabbi enters, there are palm branches waving in celebration, cloaks and
garments lining the road like a welcoming carpet, and a steed that marks a different kind of
conquering hero. The crowd is chanting and cheering ancient words of victory and celebration.

Looking back as we do today, the story is a story of a long lost prince returning in disguise to
his throne, but not just any prince: the Prince of Peace who is to be King of Kings and Lord of
Lords. As Jesus enters the city it seems that a coronation is inevitable. As Christ rides into the
city it looks like everything broken will be made well, everything crooked will be set straight,
and a new reign will mark the city where the ancient line of David once held Court over the
lands of God’s chosen people.

Despite the fact that the story is set during a time when Romans rule the land as the people
live under foreign rule, this is a story that is marked with elements that many of us connect with
royalty, pomp, and circumstance. The entry on a carpet made from common people’s clothing,
the waving branches filling the air with the rattle and whooshing of leaves, and people crying
out in joy. This story seems more like high drama than an everyday occurrence. It is likely that
the author knew this and was expecting that we would notice the way Jesus enters so
triumphantly. For a moment it seems that everyone is excited and that the future is bright.

The joy of Palm Sunday is that it is a Sunday when we do celebrate the homecoming of a
King. If there is a lot of drama in the reading, it is drama that is well deserved and matched by
our celebration. Palm Sunday is a Sunday marked by beautiful music, hopeful pageantry, and
often re-enacted by children around the world who excitedly wave palm branches. The way
that Palm Sunday appears when we first read this story is a beautiful expression of what Jesus
deserves. Christians believe that Jesus deserved to be welcomed and to be honored, so the
enthusiasm of children, musicians, and preachers is understandable.

But there were some who were not so happy with what was happening. Just as it always
seems like there is a summer storm just waiting to flash across the horizon the moment that
our guard is down, there’s dissension on the edges of the crowd. Mark’s gospel does not
record it, but the other gospels tell us about the folks who try to downplay or dismiss the
entrance of Christ. Luke 19 tells us that the religious leaders tried to silence the disciples but
end up being told that the people remaining silent would cause the very rocks to start crying
out. John 12 has the religious leaders grumbling darkly about Jesus’ popularity with the
people. Matthew 21 tells us that the entire city was brought into an uproar by Jesus’ arrival.
There are always some who seemingly bring clouds into a bright day. It seems that the
response to Christ’s triumphant entry into Jerusalem ranged from mild grumbling to a city on
the edge of entering into hysteria and chaos.

Still, Jesus entered like a king long ago and the gospels seemingly agree that Jesus was
returning to the very place where He belonged and the very place where He should have been
most warmly welcomed. Jesus was meant to reign in Jerusalem and for a moment on Palm
Sunday, it seems that Jesus will be welcome where he belongs. Many Christians believe that



Jesus will return again and that the second return will be marked by a celebration that will
seem like a Palm Sunday where the clouds are nowhere in sight, where the joy is full, and
where the grumbling is gone.

Still, long ago, the two narratives stand side by side on Palm Sunday. The scene is set as
Jesus enters Jerusalem in triumph as the rightful King and heir to the throne of David as the
Prince of Peace. The scene is also set for the betrayal that is going to come in a few short
days. The flower of God’s love is blossoming and in a few days the world will seek to crush it
through betrayal, torture, and execution. This week, it will seem for a time that the very rose of
God’s love will be ripped from the vine and left to lie wilted in a tomb. Unfortunately, this reality
is a part of the story. There is beauty and there is pain in the stories of this week.

I started off the sermon by pointing out that stories often teach us deep things about the story
teller. Let me ask you some simple reflection questions. Why have we chosen to tell this story
to each other and to our children for generation after generation? Why do we share it today? If
we are still here, why will we share it next year? What are we trying to express to each other
and our children through these stories? What deep truth lies within this story?

In my opinion, the story is shared time and time again because the church has come to honor
this moment as a sacred moment. Jesus comes into Jerusalem for us. As Christ enters
Jerusalem, there is blood and pain in His future. As Jesus enters Jerusalem with His disciples,
the same disciples who will at best run away in the middle of the night, Jesus enters with a
purpose and that purpose is to bring life to a people struggling in the darkness.

Without this moment of joy in the midst of gathering clouds, the story cannot progress. The
people have been waiting generations for God’s promises to be fulfilled. The people have been
promised new life through a new circumcision of the heart promised in the 30th chapter of the
book of Deuteronomy. Deuteronomy 30:1-4 says: (NRSV)

When all these things have happened to you, the blessings and the curses that I have
set before you, if you call them to mind among all the nations where the Lord your God
has driven you, and return to the Lord your God, and you and your children obey him
with all your heart and with all your soul, just as I am commanding you today, then the
Lord your God will restore your fortunes and have compassion on you, gathering you
again from all the peoples among whom the Lord your God has scattered you. Even if
you are exiled to the ends of the world, from there the Lord your God will gather you,
and from there he will bring you back.

Deuteronomy 30:6 goes on to say:

Moreover, the Lord your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your
descendants, so that you will love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your
soul, in order that you may live.



The people have been waiting for restoration and restoration is at hand. For generation after
generation the prophets have been waiting for God to act and in this moment prophecy is
being fulfilled. For generation after generation, people woke up under foreign oppression,
under economic oppression, and under the reality that life is both difficult and short. The
people have awoken and called to God for help and in this moment life is headed into the heart
of death so that life might reenter the world triumphant. At this moment in Christ’s story, the
ancient curse is on the way to being broken.

Yes, there are those who are plotting, but the Light of the World is already entering the
darkness. There will be life and truth even if death and deception seek to derail it. This is a
beautiful moment, so we celebrate. If only for a moment, we celebrate that there is hope in the
world and that it will find a way to where it belongs.

So, let’s take a moment to be grateful in prayer. After our prayer, we will begin the hard work of
grappling with the challenging story that awaits us, but let us take a moment to breathe deeply
before following Christ down the road after the garments cease carpeting the road and past
where the palm branches are waiving. Let us pray...


