
 1 

Sermon                  Palm Sunday 2019 
 
 
Lessons  Isaiah 50: 4 – 9a  Philippians 2: 5 – 11 
     St Luke 19: 28 – 40 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Let us pray. 
 
Sacred God, Incomprehensible Mystery, Life of the cosmos, we pause before You.   
Calm us, still us; may we be alert to Your Presence, Your Wisdom, and Your 
strength.   Amen. 
 
 
 

 
It has been on Twitter for some time, but this week I saw an 

incredibly impressive short video about the universe.   Using 

strong attractive colours, simple graphics, electronic 

ambient music and a calm, measured voice, the video has 

powerfully captured the imagination of millions of people 

around the world.   What we know of the universe, one 

might say what little we know of the universe, is truly mind-

blowing.    

 

The narrator begins with our home, the Earth, the fourth 

largest planet in our solar system.   Our star, our sun, is 93 

million miles away from us.   Other stars are over five 
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million times larger than our own but it does not stop there.   

The largest star we know of is UY Scuti, the mass of which is 

unknown.   The next largest star down is VY Canis Majoris, a 

star which is 5 billion times the size of our sun.   In the short 

presentation, we are dazzled by statistics about solar 

systems and galaxies, and we learn about the cosmic web 

and cosmic radiation afterglow.   The afterglow is 

electromagnetic radiation; a hangover from the Big Bang.    

 

It is difficult not to be dumbstruck by the continuing 

discoveries of science.   Eagerly, atheists pounce on the 

vastness and complexity of the universe and the possibility 

of other universes as evidence of a godless reality.   In the 

two minutes and twenty seconds duration of the video the 

narrator gives us amazing scientific data but never once says 

that the universe was beautiful.   Science is blind when it 

comes to beauty:  it has no language to express beauty, no 

experiment to capture it and no telescope strong enough to 

see it.   Yet, it is consciousness and beauty and wonder and 
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love that make up the very essence of what it is to be alive.   

There is a depth to the universe that scientific materialism 

cannot measure.   Evolution is but a mechanism; God is to be 

encountered in the depths.   We may speak of the Eternal 

Deep.    

 

The psalm set for today, for Palm Sunday, is Psalm 118.   

Read slowly, meditatively, Scripture is medicine for the soul.   

The psalmist acknowledges the hardships of life; the trials 

and troubles that have to be faced.   But, throughout, we hear 

the psalmist say, ‘Give thanks to the LORD, for he is good’; 

‘His steadfast love endures for ever’; ‘the LORD is on my side 

I do not fear’; ‘the LORD is on my side to help me’; and, ‘the 

LORD is my strength and my might’.   Spiritual songs, the 

psalms come from the heart within the heart; the secret 

depths of the spirit.   There is a profundity in which the 

psalmist repeats the whispers of God; we are listening to the 

word behind the words.   God is to be encountered in the 
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depths.   In the Psalms, as elsewhere, we may speak of the 

Eternal Deep.    

 

It is from Psalm 118, we hear the chorus sung by the 

disciples:  ‘Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the 

Lord!’   Set on the Mount of Olives, the chorus declares that 

Jesus is God’s Messiah.   On the back of a colt, Jesus rides 

towards the east gate of Jerusalem and to the gate of the 

Temple, known as the Gate of Righteousness.   As He makes 

His way from Bethphage and Bethany, with the disciples and 

others around Him, with cloaks thrown on the road ahead of 

Him, what thoughts occupy Him?    

 

We know that the triumphal entry of Jesus from the 

countryside through the east gate in Jerusalem was stage 

managed by Him.   It coincided with the arrival of the Roman 

Governor, Pontius Pilate, through the west gate.   It was 

almost Passover when Jews from across the known world 

journeyed to the holy city.   Each year Pilate left the pleasant 
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climate of the coast, of Caesarea Philippi, in order to 

reinforce the garrison in Jerusalem.   With horses and 

chariots, eagles on poles, battle-hardened soldiers bearing 

shields and swords, the governor was ready for unrest or 

outbreak of violence.   The contrast between the two 

triumphal entries could not be greater:  two very different 

kingdoms were on display. 

 

As Jesus rode through the gates of Jerusalem, a city surely 

overcrowded with visitors, with symbols of military strength 

and violence everywhere; what thoughts occupied Him?   

The Romans were well-known for crucifixion, a brutal, 

gruesome and humiliating public death.   Did Jesus see 

fellow Jews hang half-dead as He approached the city walls?   

Did He smell death, or the fear of the city, or the anticipation 

and excitement of the approaching festival? 

 

As He descended the Mount of Olives, He had heard His 

disciples sing, ‘Blessed is the king who comes in the name of 
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the Lord!’   Behind the chorus, did He hear the whispers 

shared by the psalmist? 

 
‘Give thanks to the LORD, for he is good’;  
‘His steadfast love endures for ever’;  
‘the LORD is on my side I do not fear’;  
‘the LORD is on my side to help me’; and,  
‘the LORD is my strength and my might’.    

 
In my mind’s eye, Jesus remains calm and peaceful 

throughout the journey.   Palm Sunday is about politics and 

economics:  two value systems contrasted by two 

processions.   Palm Sunday is also about spiritual strength.   

There is a reality deeper than surface events.    

 

A life that inspires me is that of Etty Hillesum.   Born in the 

Netherlands in January 1914, Hillesum died in Auschwitz in 

1943.   Like many Jews of her time, she saw death coming.   

Months before her death, she wrote: 

 
 My life has, so to speak, been extended by death, 
 by my looking death in the eye and accepting it, 
 by accepting destruction as part of life and no 
 longer wasting my energies on fear of death or 
 the refusal to acknowledge its inevitability. 
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Hillesum described the time she had to visit the tax office.   

Not permitted on the trams, she had to travel the 

considerable distance on foot.   As she walked the streets of 

Amsterdam, she watched the trams go her way; she passed 

cafes from which she was prohibited.   Exhausted, her feet 

blistered and worn out, she grew aware of her aloneness in 

the world.   As Hillesum prepared for her departure for 

Westerbork and Auschwitz, she decided she would take 

three books, including the Bible.   But, she wrote: 

 
 I won’t take any photographs of those I love; 
 I’ll just take all the faces and familiar gestures 
 I have collected and hang them up along the walls 
 of my inner space so that they will always be with 
 me……And these hands will keep protecting me in 
 prayer and will not leave me till the end.   And these 
 dark eyes will go with me, with their benign gentle, 
 questing look. 
 
When she first went through the gates of Westerbork, the 

transit camp, she was aware of the overcrowding:  too many 

people and many different languages and accents.   On one 

occasion, she saw Jewish Catholic priests at dusk walking 
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between two barracks.   They were saying their rosaries.   

Hillesum said, ‘And isn’t it true that one can pray anywhere, 

in a wooden barracks just as well as in a stone monastery; or 

indeed, anywhere on this earth where God, in these troubled 

times, feels like casting his likeness!’   In other words, 

wherever human beings are, they can pray; they can delve 

into the Eternal Deep.    

 

Etty’s appreciation of clouds and wheeling birds, of flowers, 

rainbows and sunsets led her into the Deep.  In one of her 

final letters, Etty Hillesum sent a friend a prayer in which, 

extraordinarily, she pours out her gratitude to God.   In her 

prayer, Hillesum wrote: 

  
 My life has become an uninterrupted dialogue  
 with You, oh God, one great dialogue.   Sometimes 
 when I stand in some corner of the camp, my feet 
 planted on Your earth, my eyes raised towards 
 Your heaven, tears sometimes run down my face, 
 tears of deep emotion and gratitude. 
 
Friends said Hillesum shone with God’s light.   She was calm 

and peaceful.   What occupied Jesus as He entered the gates 
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of the city, as He approached the gates of the Temple, the 

Gate of Righteousness?   In the chorus of the disciples, did He 

hear the whispers of the Eternal Deep in the words of the 

psalmist? 

 

Often what makes life precious is not what we see on the 

surface.   It’s not the incredible vastness of space or the size 

of distant stars, but the beauty we see gazing into the 

distance, into the darkness.   What Jesus heard as He rode 

into Jerusalem was not audible to the ear, but only to the ear 

of the heart. 

 

Amen. 

 
 
 
 


