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Grace be unto you, and peace, from God the Father, and from our 
Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

The context of our reflections this morning is provided in the 
words of Matthew's Gospel: "And the multitude that went before him, 
and that followed cried saying, Hosanna to the Son of David: Blessed 
is he that cometh in the name of the Lord; Hosanna in the highest." 
Matt., 21:9 

As, in the season of Lent, Christians retrace the toilsome steps 
of their Lord to the mount of Calvary, they do not forget that, in 
some mysterious way, Palm Sunday is a glad day in the long memory of 
the Church. From the first it was such a day; it was a day of re­
joicing for the pilgrim throng t hat accompanied Jesus into Jerusalem. 

Coming up for the celebration of the Passover, the pilgrims from 
Galilee and beyond Jordan smelled the company of Jesus' followers. 
As they recognized the prophet of Galilee with his disciples, they 
broke into noisy acclaim -- hailing Jesus in words of historic 
Messianic import. Somehow the ancient phrases, formed on the lips of 
one or two, were passed along to become a chorus: 11Blessed is he that 
cometh in the name of the Lord; Hosanna in the highest!" Evidently, 
the contrast between the kingly role they ascribed to t l1e prophet of 
Nazareth and his lowly mount quite escaped them. Seemingly, they 
took no notice that he rode upon a donkey, a humble beast of burden, 
an immemorial symbol of patient service and uncomplaining endurance. 
It did not occur to them that Jesus , after the fashion of the older 
prophets, might be enacting the meaning of his message and mission, 
and that the words of Zechariah might be the clue: 

"Rejoice greatly, 0 daughter of Zion; 
Shout, 0 daughter of Jerusalem; 
Behold, thy king cometh unto thee; 
He is just, and having salvation; 
Lowly, and riding upon an ass, 
Even upon a colt, the foal of an ass. 11 Zech,, 9:9 

The throng was .excited and in f estal mood. It mooted no ques­
tion of Jesus' real identity or the hidden meaning of his attested 
kingship. Crowds do not reflect; they react. It was enough to be 
carried on the upwelli ng tide of their own spontaneous enthusiasm. 
They rejoiced in the reputation of the ce lebrated prophet of Nazareth 
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in Galilee, their own countryman, with whom for this moment, and with 
high expectations, they gladly identified themselves. 

But we know that the turr.ult and the shouting died and that the 
exultant gladness of the first Palm Sunday was soon to pass. The fi­
delity of a crowd is as substantial as the reeasure of its understand­
ing, and, of understanding this crowd had not enough. And shortly, 
in retrospect, Jesus' disciples had to view the acclaim of their mas­
ter on Palm Sunday as only a passing interval of welcome relief in 
Jesus' fateful and relentless march to Jerusalem and to Golgotha. 

From the north country, the mount of Transfiguration, you will 
remember, Jesus had steadfastly set his face, like flint, to go to 
Jeruoalem. Here was the seat of theocratic authority and power. Here 
was the citadel of unbending and hostile resistance to his mission, 
his message, and his person. Here was mount Zion, the Temple that 
enthroned established culture law and practice. Here, in Jerusalem, 
Jesus was set to make his final appeal for the obedience of Israel to 
the imperatives of God's kingdom. Here, he was to confront decisiv~v 
and climactically the forces of reaction. And here, also, was to be 
settled for all time to come the question of his own identity and the 
real meaning of his kingship. 

And, now, the moment of arrival is at hand. The long way is be­
hind him; and before him -- beyond the brow of the mount of Olives -­
lies the walled city of Jerusalem, the ponderous gates, the glistening 
Te~ple; and, around Jesus and his followers is the throng of pilgrims 
converging on the Holy City -- the city of David. We do not know what 
sparked the recognition of the prophet of Nazareth by the festal 
throng. As he rode astride a lowly beast of burden, accompanied by 
the disciple band, he was recognized and hailed in language that re­
called the long awaited messiah of Israel's ancient hope: "Hosanna 
to the Son of David. Blessed is he that cometh in the name of the 
Lord." None knew better than the one acclaimed the hidden mockery, 
yet it was all so spontaneous and, withal, so right, even if for the 
wrong reasons, that, when the Pharisees enjoined Jesus to rebuke his 
disciples for their scandalously exhorbitant praise, Jesus justly 
replied: "I tell you that if these shall hold their peace., the stones 
will cry out. 11 (Lk. 19:40). 

Cur Lord fully understood that the joyous acclaim of .the throng 
was based upon some misunderstanding and misidentification of his 
role and purpose. Yet, that he found in it a right instinct is attes­
ted by his adroit and perfectly calculated reply to the complaining 
priests and scribes: "Did ye never read, Out of the mouths of babes 
and sucklings thou hast perfected praise?" Matt. 21:16 Jesus' 
irony is crystal clear in all this episode, and yet he knew that the 
untutored and half-childish recogniti0n of his mission and message by 
the pilgrim throng was, nevertheless, a partial comprehension, how­
ever inadequate. It was plainly to be honored for such truth as it 
comprehended and much to be preferred to the purblind, obotinate, an~ 
crafty obliquity of rulers, priests, and scribes whose minds were fast 
closed, indeed, impervious to new truth. Yes, "out of the mouths of 
babes and sucklings thou hast perfected praise!" "Except ye become 
as a little child, ye cannot enter the kingdom of heaven." If there 
had to be a choice, then, Jesus had always made it clear that over­
sophistication, not simplicity, is the great decP:tver. 
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/ And so we may confidently believe there was for Jesus, on that 
first Palm Sunday, a measure of satisfaction and joy in the glad 
recognition of the crowd. And, for Jesus' disciples, it doubtless 
was a "triumphal entry, " however transient. For them, it \tas at least 
a:ffiomentary fulfillment of hopes they had half abandoned or no longer 
dared to entertain in view of Jesus' repeated warnings of his own 
eventual betrayal, rejection, and death. Never quite to be forgotten 
were the shouted hosannas, the palms, and the crowd's acclaim. But, 
in accordance with their worst misgivings and against their irrepres­
sible and deepest hopes, the disciples were to learn that the exulta­
tion of the crowds was only a brilliant, deceptive, and fleeting 
interlude. 

It was like a shaft of glorious sunlight momentarily illuminat­
ing a darkening landscape in the face of an advancing storm. As we 
know, the storm broke; and we move quickly out of the joy and glad­
ness of Palm Sunday into the deepening gloom and menacing shadows of 
the final days of Jesus ' earthly ministry. So rapid is the descent 
into the darkness of Gethsemane and Golgotha that it is easier for us, 
as it was for the disciples, to account the hosannas of Palm Sunday 
as hollow mockery than as honest praise. And we peer in vain among 
the things that followed Jesus to his crucifixion on Friday for some 
re~nants of the pilgrim bands that, on Sunday, had hailed his entry 
with words of messianic acclaim. If there were remnants present, 
they were silent and inconspicuous now; had they been mistaken about 
Jesus' real identity? 

The answer is plainly, yes: they had expected an overpowering 
deliverer, not a prisoner under sentence of death. But the prevail­
ing witness of the gospels is that, not only were these mistaken 
about Jesus' real identity, so was everyone else -- not the foes of 
Jesus only, but even his intimate disciples. The fear, the uncertair~ 
ty, the indecision, and the desertion of Jesus on the part of his 
disciples in the hour of crisis, and Peter's denial following upon 
his vehement protestations of loyalty -- all of this points to imper­
fect understanding of Jesus' mission and, consequently, of his iden­
tity. 

And not only Peter, but such other prominent disciples as James 
and John --and at a late hour in Jesus' ministry-- these, too, 
reveal a painful misunderstanding of Jesus' intention and mission. 
Almost at the last, they secretly ask for places of preeminence in 
the messianic age about to come. It was then that Jesus disclosed 
with rare and unaccustomed directness the nature of his ministry. It 
is a ministry of uttermost service, not that of rulership, of earthly 
prerogative and supremacy: "The Son of Man," he said, "co.me not to 
be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many." 
Mk. 10:45 

Doubtless, to the disciples, these words were veiled in mystery 
-- a mystery that was shortly to be embodied in the cross. But even 
in the cross, the embodied mystery remains. It remains for us to 
this day when we enter into it and take in the magnitude of the spi­
ritual achievement it enshrines. When we do, we know and in rever­
ence confess that we stand shamed and overpowered by the supreme 
moral event in the history of our race. In its .spiritual vision nnd 
majesty it remains incomprehensible and unapproachable. It is the 
sign of the cross, incomparable, and hung, mysteriously, between 
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/ heaven and earth and, somehow, as a bridge between them. In the cross 
somehow we know that God becomes identified with man and man with 
God; and, in this coalescence, the identity of the prophet Jesus is 
given. Who does not feel this is not to be blamed but to be pitied, 
for he has lost the capacity of deeper moral sensibility, and, often, 
not through grossness of life, but through atrophy of his powers. 

The truth is none could know the identity of Jesus before Cal­
vary; it could not be seen in prospect. The simple pilgrims did di­
vine a charismatic greatness in the prophet of Nazareth, attested to 
them by his word and work in Galilee. Within the slender limits of 
their vision they might exult in his entry into Jerusalem. But nei­
ther they nor the disciples -- much less the secularized Sadducees 
and fanatical Pharisees --could probe the dimensions of Jesus' vision 
of his vocation under God. It was appropriate that all Jerusalem 
should be stirred, saying, Who is this? But none could expect an 
answer. 

The fact is the answer was not available; it had not yet been 
given. It could be given only by Jesus himself as the outcome of an 
inward struggle, the issue of which was still pending and was to be 
settled only by a deed of final victory over all te~ptation. It was 
to be a deed of absolute and indefectable corr~tment to God on behalf 
of deviant and wayward men. When, therefore, on Palm Sunday Jerusa­
lem asks, saying, Who is this? the answer is not available. It is 
only in the making; yet it was already in the making long before the 
entry into Jerusalem. 

If, therefore, we look at the events of Palm Sunday in the light 
of the deed of Good Friday, we may find a clue to the meaning of the 
triumphal entry because our Lord purposely put it there: 

Why did Jesus ride into Jerusalem on a donkey? There is no evi­
dence that Jesus ever before transported himself on land save on foot. 
Now, on his entrance into Jerusalem, he forsakes his custom and takes, 
not to horsebacl( -- the manner of princes and warriors, but to donkey­
back. Do you not see the irony, even the whimsy in it? The prevail­
ing conception of Messiah is that of king. Can you imagine a king 
making entrance to his royal city, not on a donkey merely, but a 
donkey's colt?! 

For those who might have eyes to see, the irony, the whimsy, 
and, withal, the purposiveness of Jesus' action is plain. To all who 
can perceive, he is saying what he says to Pilate: ''fv"JY kingdom is 
not of this world," that is, your world of claims and counterclaims, 
of status-8eeking, of prerogative, and enforced supremacy over men's 
\'Villa. The kingdom I represent is God's, not man's. 

But the point was missed by the disciples and the pilgrim thronl.: 
Sensing that they were in the presence of prophetic greatness, it was 
enough for them that Jesus rode and did not walk. It was only in 
retrospect, in the after-days of the early Church, that Jesus' meauir.g 
was recovered from the writings of Zechario.h and reccn·rlcd in the 
Mathewan version of the triumphal entry. Only then vm.s it ::Jeen to be 
a triumph, but of humility: 

"Tell ye the daughter of Zion, 
Behold, thy king cometh unto thee, 
r.teek, and riding upon an ass, 
And upon a colt, the foal of an ass." 



- 5 -

By now the early church was divining the identity of Jesus. Now 
~ they knew, in the light of the Cross, that he came, as he said, not 

~ to be ministered unto, not to claim prerogatives, but to minister and 
to serve. In truth, his kingdom was not of this world. But he \'las 
revealed as the King in the realm of the spirit. There, he was King 
of kings and Lord of Lords, that is, in perfect obedience unto God 
and in entire service to man. He was Basileus, king; but he was the 
meek king, Basileus praos. For Jesus himself had taught in word, 
enacted in life, embodied in death, and received in the Resurrection 
the truth of the Beatitude: 11 Blessed are the meek, for they shall 
inherit the earth. 11 

On that first Palm Sunday all Jerusalem was stirred, saying, 
Who is this? The answer was not fully available. Jesus was in pro­
eeoc of making answer. We know him or may kno\'l him as t he ironical, 
whimsical, and mysterious one -- not simply the prophet from Nazareth 
of Galilee. For, in the Cross, he everlastingly identifies himself 
for those who will stop to see, to gaze, to ponder, and to learn. : . . 
the Cross of his entire self-offering he is -- in the centurian's 
words of dawning and fulfilled realization -- truly the Son of God. 
So, likewise, if we can come to see, and with the centurian at the 
foot of the Cross, enter somewhat into the myste ry that is em~odied 
there, we will be better able than the pilgrims on that firct Palm 
Sunday to declare: 11Blessed is he that cometh in the name of the 
Lord. 11 Amen. 

Let us pray: 

0 King of men, Master of human life, who entered 
into thy glory by the way of the Cross, and to 
whom all authority is given, both in heaven and 
on earth, enter now into our lives and make thy 
kingdom there, and S lbdue the world in us by the 
might of thy love. 
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