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Palm Sunday is always a...bit of a mess. There are a couple of other words I could use,
but I won’t, at least not from the pulpit. At my Episcopal home church in Indiana, our
church was on the same street in the same block as a Methodist church and a Disciples
of Christ church. Most of the time this didn’t really affect much, but on Palm Sunday, the
tradition was to begin outdoors in the street with a joint liturgy, then make our ways back
into our churches.

No matter how much planning went into this, there were moments of asking “who’s
doing what again?” And no matter how on-pitch we began “All Glory, Laud, and Honor,”
by the time we made it back in the church, we could count in the organ being in a
different key (and at a totally different place in the hymn). Our music director, who likes
things orderly, used to joke that he prayed for rain on Palm Sundays.

The only regular liturgy with more potential for messiness might be Maundy Thursday,
and that’s coming up in just a few days. As much as I, like my former music director, like
things to be orderly, I actually think this messiness is fitting for this period in our
calendar—a meet and right way to mark the events leading to Jesus’ death and
resurrection.

Palm Sunday is the sort of day that can give you whiplash—we move from joyous
shouts of Hosanna! to the lengthy proclamation of the Passion narrative. This week is
more of the same: on Thursday, Jesus dines with his friends; on Friday, he dies; on
Sunday, we hear that death did not have the last, victorious word.

This dissonance can feel uncomfortable, but it is at home in Christianity. Perhaps we
experience it most keenly this week, but our entire faith is centered around a servant
king who tells us blessed are the poor and the last will be first in his kingdom.

In their book, The Last Week: What the Gospels Really Teach About Jesus' Last Days
in Jerusalem, Marcus Borg and John Dominic Crossan discuss that first Palm Sunday,
the story of which we just heard, and argue that two processions entered Jerusalem that
day—Jesus’ was not the only triumphal entry.

During Passover in Jesus’ day, the population of Jerusalem would quadruple as Jews
traveled to the temple. During this time, the Roman governor of Judea would also travel



into Jerusalem, and make an entrance with all the pomp and circumstance of his office.
His presence was designed to remind the Jews that they lived under Roman rule. They
could commemorate their peoples’ freedom from Egyptian slavery, but any modern
resistance would be quickly quashed by Rome.

So as Pilate is making this show of power as he caravans in from the west, Jesus is
coming from the east. Compared to Pilate, Jesus and his band have got to look a little
shabby—no finery, no weapons, no show of force; riding in on a borrowed donkey.
Jesus’ kingdom is not a kingdom of coercion, but of humility and love.

And when this rag-tag parade comes to town, it is greeted with exultation, with waving
palm branches and cloaks thrown on the ground. “Hosanna!” the people cry. This is a
shout of praise and jubilation, but even here there is dissonance, because the word
comes from a Hebrew word, that basically says, “Save now!” So are these people
shouting in jubilation, or crying out for salvation? Perhaps the answer is both. Joy and
desperation meet on this day.

Frederick Buechner writes about Palm Sunday: “Despair and hope. They travel the road
to Jerusalem together, as together they travel every road we take — despair at what in
our madness we are bringing down on our own heads and hope in him who travels the
road with us and for us and who is the only one of us all who is not mad.”

This day is about dissonance: about hope and despair, celebration and agony, palms
and passion, life and death. It feels unstable, unsteady, but this is our faith. We worship
a God who in strength became weak, who shows power in humility, and who died to
bring life.

Debie Thomas writes, “These paradoxes are what give Jesus’s story its shape, weight,
and texture, calling us at every moment to hold together truths that seem bizarre,
counterintuitive, and irreconcilable.  On good days, I understand that these paradoxes
are precisely what grant my religion its credibility. If I live in a world that's full of pain,
mystery, and contradiction, then I need a religion robust enough to bear the weight of
that messy world.”

God is bigger than all of our simple, thin truths and ways of understanding our lives and
worlds (even those simple, thin truths to which we are very attached). God
encompasses all our despair and hope—and so does Holy Week. Here we are,
shouting with joy and crying out for salvation, whole and broken, despairing and
hopeful, mired in death and awash in life. Hosanna! Blessed is the one who comes in
the name of the Lord. Amen.


