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Sermon                              Palm Sunday 2014 
 
Lessons Isaiah 50: 4 – 9a Philippians 2: 5 – 11      St Matthew 21: 1 – 11 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Let us pray. 
 
Journeying with Jesus, bless our inner journey this day.   Like Him, may we be open 
to the leading of Your Spirit.   Amen. 
 
 
 
Palm Sunday marks a dramatic turn of events in the life of Jesus and in 

the history of the world.   From Nazareth, near the Sea of Galilee, sitting 

almost 700ft below sea level, Jesus and His disciples walk the long road 

to the city of Zion, to Jerusalem, climbing over 3000ft to get there.   

Jerusalem was and remains the spiritual heart of Judaism and the temple 

was the ‘home’ of Yahweh.   In the innermost court of the temple, in the 

Holy of Holies, a room only the High Priest could enter – and only once a 

year – sat the Ark of the Covenant, the casing in which the tablets of 

stone, the Ten Commandments, were held.   This silent, darkened room 

was the most sacred space in all creation.       

 

In the time of Jesus, the residents of Jerusalem numbered about 20,000 

but at this time of year, at the Passover, the celebration of the liberation 

of the Hebrew people from Egypt, the numbers in the city swelled to over 

200,000.   Pilgrims from all corners of the known world travelled to the 

temple in order to offer their atoning sacrifice.   During His final week, 
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Jesus stayed in Bethany, probably in the home of Martha and Mary, 

which was about 2 miles from the city walls.   While in the city, He may 

have eaten at the home of the Beloved Disciple, in whose Upper Room 

Jesus washed the feet of the disciples and shared a final meal with them.   

If not in Bethany, it is possible that, like tens of thousands of other 

pilgrims, Jesus spent His nights sleeping out on the Mount of Olives.   

Mentioned in the Palm Sunday narrative, Bethphage is on the eastern 

slopes of the Mount, not far from the Garden of Gethsemane.   Jesus was 

a pilgrim and had visited Jerusalem many times in His life. 

 

We know this day as His triumphal entry into the city.   There are 

numerous triumphal entries into Jerusalem recorded elsewhere:  in the 

inter-testamental writings of 1 and 2 Maccabees and Josephus.   These 

include grand, ostentatious processions by Alexander, Apollinius, Judas 

Maccabeus, his brother, Jonathan and their brother, Simon Maccabeus.   

Choosing this particular day, Jesus entered the city from the countryside 

by the east gate.   On the day that Jesus stage-managed His procession, 

perhaps at the same time of day, the Roman Governor, Pontius Pilate was 

arriving from the west, from Caesarea Maritima, ‘Caesarea on the Sea’, 

where he lived for most of the year:  it was much cooler and a more 

beautiful and pleasant environment in which to live than in the midst of 

the noise and busyness of ‘Jewish’ Jerusalem.    It was necessary for 
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Pilate to come to the city because, with so many pilgrims crowded into 

what was already an extremely volatile region, the governor had to 

reinforce the garrison.    

 

The Jesus scholar, Marcus Borg, writes: 

 
 Imagine the imperial procession’s arrival in the city.   A visual 
 panoply of imperial power:  cavalry on horses, foot soldiers,  
 leather armour, helmets, weapons, banners, golden eagles mounted  
 on poles, sun glinting on metal and gold.   Sounds:  the marching  
 of feet, the creaking of leather, the clinking of bridles, the beating  
 of drums.   The swirling of dust. 
 
This procession was a show of strength, a deliberate and calculated 

attempt to intimidate the 20,000 residents and the 200,000 pilgrims.   

Pilate arrived in the name of the Emperor Tiberius, whom the Romans 

called ‘Son of God’, ‘Lord’, ‘Saviour’ and the one who brought ‘peace on 

earth’.   In the context of this excessively violent, oppressive and 

dictatorial regime, Jesus stage-manages a procession, His own entry, into 

Jerusalem.    

 

The processions of Alexander, Apollonius and the Maccabees are not the 

only processions to have in mind.   Israel’s King David returned to 

Jerusalem riding on a donkey, having wept over the city on the Mount of 

Olives.   As Jesus approaches the city, the crowds shout, ‘Hosanna to the 

Son of David!’   The son of King David was Solomon who, as his 
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father’s death approached, rode on his father’s donkey to be anointed 

with oil as the new king.   Solomon reigned at a time when Israel’s 

borders were at their furthest reach and the twelve tribes lived unified, in 

peace.   Matthew cites the words of the prophet, Zechariah, words of 

peace, implying that Jesus is greater even than Solomon.    

 

Matthew quotes a verse from Zechariah: 

 
   Tell the daughter of Zion, 
   ‘Behold, your King is coming to you, 
   Lowly and sitting on a donkey, 
   A colt, the foal of a donkey. 
 
The prophecy or vision of Zechariah to which Matthew alludes goes on: 
 
   I will cut off the chariot from Ephraim 
   And the horse from Jerusalem; 
   The battle bow shall be cut off. 
   He shall speak peace to the nations; 
   His dominion shall be ‘from sea to sea, 
   And from the River to the ends of the earth. 
 
 
The humble king in Zechariah’s vision will take away, will banish, the 

weapons of war.   The name Solomon comes from the word shalom 

meaning peace.   Solomon was David’s ‘peace child’ and Matthew wants 

us to understand Jesus as the ‘peace child’ greater even than Solomon.   

Jesus’ act of riding on a donkey is both deliberate and deliberately 

symbolic.   Nowhere else does He ride ‘above’ others.   Years earlier in 
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Galilee, having called His disciples to follow Him, Jesus preached His 

first sermon: 

 
   Blessed are the poor in spirit, 
   For theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
   ……….. 
   Blessed are the meek, 
   For they shall inherit the earth. 
   ……….. 
   Blessed are the merciful, 
   For they shall obtain mercy. 
   Blessed are the pure in heart, 
   For they shall see God. 
   Blessed are the peacemakers, 
   For they shall be called the children of God…… 
 
 
As Jesus rides towards Jerusalem, do we hear that sermon ringing our 

ears?   Pilate, a symbol of economic, political, social and religious 

oppression, enters the city from the West.   The prophet from Nazareth, a 

symbol of God’s all-pervading shalom, God’s deep peace, enters from the 

East.   The contrast between the two men could not be greater!    

 

Sixty-nine years ago this week, the German theologian, Dietrich 

Bonhöeffer, was executed by the Nazi regime.   From the early 1930s, he 

was an outspoken critic of Hitler and his government.   Bonhöeffer 

warned against idolatrous worship of the Führer, and speaking of Hitler’s 

persecution of the Jews, he said, ‘The Church must not simply bandage 

the victims under the wheel, but jam the spoke in the wheel itself.’   In 
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1939, he had gone to the United States to take up a teaching post.   On 

arrival, he realised he had made a terrible mistake.   Speaking of 

Germany, he wrote: 

 
 I have come to the conclusion that I made a mistake in coming to  

America.  I must live through this difficult period in our national  
history with the people of Germany.   I will have no right to  
participate in the reconstruction of Christian life in Germany after  
the war if I do not share the trials of this time with my people...  
Christians in Germany will have to face the terrible alternative of  
either willing the defeat of their nation in order that Christian  
civilization may survive or willing the victory of their nation and  
thereby destroying civilization.   I know which of these  
alternatives I must choose but I cannot make that choice from  
security. 

 
A man of prayer, Bonhöeffer faced a most immoral regime.    

 

On one level, the story of the triumphal entry into Jerusalem is a conflict, 

a struggle, between two men, two ‘Sons of God’, and two value systems.   

At a deeper, more meditative level, the story is about the struggle going 

on inside everyone.   Within each of us, there is a propensity to violence 

and the possibility of God’s peace.   In a sense, the world outside reflects 

the world within.   In world outside, conflict, fear and division are never 

far away:  human beings have built nuclear and chemical weapons, 

children are maimed or killed in civil wars and the global economy 

encourages ruthless rivalry where the gap between rich and poor 

countries and rich and poor within each country increases.    At the same 
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time, in many societies, there is an emerging understanding that all 

people, from across cultures and religions, women, children and men, 

those with learning disabilities, have value and importance.    

 

Within each of us there is a greed for power and wealth.   We have a 

desire or compulsion for success:  to be held in esteem, acclaimed by our 

peers and to have control and power over others.   The spiritual writer, 

Jean Vanier, says: 

 
 These passions of life are found in each of us and they appear in  
 different ways at various stages of our lives….But if we want to  
 go further on our spiritual journey and grow in humility, love and 
 openness, we must separate ourselves from them.   If we want to  
 live eternal life now and follow the Spirit of God, we must die to 
 our need for recognition, admiration and power. 
 
 
In life, the shattering of the ego, the false self, often comes through an 

event we would not have wanted for ourselves:  an accident, loss of work 

or some form of personal failure.   We have to die to ourselves, our false 

self, and, suddenly, our life is changed.   In the spiritual tradition of 

Christianity, the false self is selfishness, greed, lust, and the insatiable 

desire for power, control and status.   Over the centuries, the spiritual 

message of the Church has become obscured in the wealth, power and 

status which the Church has acquired and which church leaders have 

sought for themselves.    
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It is because Jesus had overcome His false self, His temptations in the 

desert, that He was able to speak of loving our enemies and never seeking 

revenge.   Revenge is not about justice; revenge satisfies something dark 

and unpleasant within us.   There is a sense in which the Hebrew and 

Christian Bibles are a history of the struggle within the human soul, in the 

consciousness, a wrestling to release the better self, the imago dei within.   

St Paul bids the people of Philippi to have the mind of Christ within 

them.    

 

Jesus lived His life centred on the Spirit, intentionally entering into a 

conscious relationship with the Sacred.   Through regular prayer, verbal 

and nonverbal, alone and with others, on mountain and in synagogue and 

temple, Jesus attuned His Soul to the Presence of God within and all 

around.   A deepening relationship with the Spirit transforms our values 

and we are bit by bit freed from destructive cultural values and 

expectations.   Though the entry into Jerusalem can be read as a political, 

social and economic act, it is not primarily that.   It is spiritual:  it is the 

battle with the ego, the false self, the struggle within. 

 

Amen. 


