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When they were approaching Jerusalem, at Bethphage and 

Bethany, near the Mount of Olives, Jesus sent two of his 

disciples and said to them, “Go into the village ahead of you, 

and immediately as you enter it, you’ll find tied there a colt that 

has never been ridden; untie it and bring it.  If anyone says to 

you, ‘Why are you doing this?’ just say this, ‘The Lord needs it 

and will send it back here immediately.’”  

They went away and found a colt tied near a door, outside 

in the street.  As they were untying it, some of the bystanders 

said to them, “What are you doing, untying the colt?”  

They told them what Jesus had said; and they allowed them 

to take it.  Then they brought the colt to Jesus and threw their 

cloaks on it; and he sat on it.  

Many people spread their cloaks on the road, and others 

spread leafy branches that they’d cut in the fields.  Then those 

who went ahead and those who followed were shouting, 

“Hosanna!  Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the 

Lord!  Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David!  

Hosanna in the highest heaven!”                             Mark 11:1-10 

 

Every year on Palm Sunday I wonder if I would have 

missed the parade, because I do not go to many parades.  Most 

of us do not feel a need to watch Shriners in funny hats driving 

those little cars.  Parades can be silly and noisy.  They take too 

long.  We have too much to do to go to parades.    

But then again, when I read about last week’s St. Patrick’s 

Day parade I wish I had been there.  150,000 people marched 

down 5th Avenue in New York’s 257th St. Patrick’s Day Parade.  

One hundred marching bands including several bagpipe bands—

and who does not want to hear the bagpipe version of Danny 

Boy? 

The Little Irish Dancers—the next generation of 

Riverdance—performed.  “Kiss me I’m Irish” T-shirts, Irish 

flags, Irish pubs, Irish clovers, Irish people walking on stilts, 

grown men dressed like the Lucky Charms leprechaun, sparkly 



green clothing, green hats, green shoes, green kilts, green 

convertibles, green beer, kids wearing green stick-on facial hair, 

green temporary face tattoos—at least you hope they were 

temporary—green everything.  And the parade only took six 

hours.  I wish I had gone—for a couple of hours.   

The road to the temple is lined with people who know how 

much fun a good parade can be—and know that this is the best 

parade ever.  Jerusalem is going to be Camelot.  Jesus is going 

to be King Arthur.  The crowd is dreaming of trumpets, towers, 

tapestries, long flowing robes, and sparkling silver scepters.  The 

disciples will be the Knights of the Round Table, shining in their 

armor, using might for right, and battling to defeat evil.  It is 

going to be Camelot.   

 Or if you are not as old as I am, Rey is coming to fight the 

Empire. The crowds have been longing for the Jedi knight who 

will take on Kylo Ren.  Every Leia, Yoda, and C3PO has been 

praying since a long time ago in a galaxy far, far away for the 

day that the force be will be with us and teach the empire who is 

in charge.   

 Five hundred years earlier, the prophet Zechariah said that 

one day there would be a parade like Palm Sunday.  That ancient 

promise was etched indelibly in the mind of a glory-starved 

nation.  For half a millennium, they kept an eye open watching 

for King David’s successor to gallop into town and assume the 

throne.  For five hundred years these people have been hoping, 

wishing, and waiting to line the road.  For five centuries 

everyone who thought it was time for the big parade has been 

wrong—and yet they keep dreaming.  The orchestra has been 

rehearsing, “Happy days are here again” for five hundred years.   

 When Jesus decides it is finally time for the world’s most 

anticipated parade, they are ready.  It is Passover—Israel’s 

Easter, Thanksgiving, and St. Patrick’s Day all rolled into one.  

Jerusalem is packed like Times Square on New Year’s Eve.   

 As Jesus rides like a conquering king into his capital city, 

the people wave and cheer.  The owner of the dry cleaners 



suggests that everyone lay their coats before Jesus’ borrowed 

donkey.  The holdouts with expensive jackets find palm 

branches and spread them like a royal carpet.  Vendors are 

hawking refreshments, bags of confetti, and those obnoxious, 

long, skinny horns.     

 They cheer until they are hoarse: “Blessed is the one who 

comes in the name of the Lord.  Hosanna in the highest.”   

 Trumpets sound.  Ticker tape flies. They laugh, dance and 

sing.  The disciples think that it is the best day ever and they are 

not far from the truth. 

 You would think Jesus would be smiling from ear to ear.  

Who would not love this kind of welcome?  You might imagine 

that the next thing to happen would be that Jesus would step up 

to a microphone and say, “Thank you, Jerusalem.  What a 

fantastic parade.  What a wonderful welcome.  What a great 

crowd.  The disciples and I are so happy to be here.  We 

appreciate your support.  Together we can make this the biggest, 

best Passover ever.  Give yourselves a hand.”  

But that does not happen.  You get the feeling Jesus knows 

that the crowd is there for less than sacred reasons.  They have 

come for the parade, but they have not really given themselves 

to God.  Their devotion is a mile wide and an inch deep, more 

like applause than commitment.  They are fans, but they are not 

followers.   

 Five days later the grand marshal of the parade is carried 

out of town in a casket.  They hold an election and Jesus loses.  

The parade turns out to be a death march.   

 The new king does not get a throne, but a cross.  The new 

knight does not get a sword, but a beating.  The new champion 

does not get a medal, but a crown of thorns.  The nameplate they 

nail over his head is a cartoon caption:  “King of the Jews.”   

 The crowds shout, “You were supposed to be king.  What 

happened?”   

 The path Jesus chooses is revealed not at the parade, but at 

Calvary.  The king’s followers are not following any more.  It 



has become clear what it means to follow Jesus.  And it is not 

what we hope for. 

 We are tempted to live as Palm Sunday Christians, keeping 

a safe distance from the one we are following.  We find it easy 

to attend services on Sunday, and then mostly forget about it 

Monday through Saturday.  We find it easy to pray for God to be 

with us, and then act as if we are on our own.  We find it easy to 

say that we are trying to love needy people and then find a 

multitude of excuses to ignore the hurting.   

We want to serve unless the people we want to impress will 

not be impressed, unless it will cost us, unless it is hard.  We 

have a gaping chasm between what we applaud and what we 

actually do. 

 Jesus was courageous.  We are careful.  Jesus trusted the 

unworthy. We trust those with good collateral.  Jesus forgave the 

unforgivable.  We forgive those who do not really hurt us that 

much.  Jesus had no place to lay his head and did not worry 

about it. We fret when we do not have the latest convenience.  

Jesus did what he believed to be right regardless of 

consequences.  We determine what is right by how it will affect 

us.  Jesus feared God but not the world. We fear public opinion 

more than we fear God’s judgment.  Jesus risked everything for 

God.  We try to make religion safe.   

 We set our own agenda and follow where our ambitions 

lead.  We are quick to skip the struggles, and be cautious, 

discrete, and reasonable.  The church is lured by comfort and 

security, tempted to line the road on Palm Sunday, but turn away 

when Jesus continues to the cross. 

 In 1942, Clarence Jordan founded Koinonia Farm, in 

Americus, Georgia, as an interracial Christian community.  Not 

surprisingly, Jordan was not popular with many of the local 

folks—though he came from a prestigious family.  The farm was 

controversial and constantly in trouble.   

 According to Jordan’s biographer, on one occasion, 

Clarence approached his brother Robert, who would later 



become a state senator and a member of the Georgia Supreme 

Court, to ask him to legally represent Koinonia Farm. 

 Robert answered, “Clarence, I can’t do that.  You know my 

political aspirations.  Why, if I represented you, I might lose my 

job, my house, everything I’ve got.” 

 “We might lose everything too, Bob.” 

 “It’s different for you.” 

 “Why is it different?  I remember, it seems to me, that you 

and I joined the church the same Sunday, as boys.  I expect 

when we came forward the preacher asked me about the same 

question he did you.  He asked me, ‘Do you accept Jesus as your 

Lord and Savior?’  And I said, ‘Yes.’  What did you say?” 

 “I follow Jesus, Clarence, up to a point.” 

 “Could that point by any chance be the cross?” 

 “That’s right, Clarence.  I follow him to the cross, but not 

on the cross.  I’m not getting myself crucified.” 

 “Bob, I don’t believe you’re a disciple.  You’re an admirer 

of Jesus, but not a disciple of his.  I think you ought to go back 

to the church you belong to, and tell them you’re an admirer not 

a disciple.” 

 “Well now, if everyone who felt like I do did that, we 

wouldn’t have a church would we?” 

 Clarence said, “The question is, do you have a church?” 

 I told that story when I was preaching in Plains, Georgia, 

about ten miles from Americus.  After worship, some older 

church members who knew Robert Jordan told me I was being 

unfair—and should not tell that story again.  They said Bob was 

a fine lawyer, a good senator, an excellent judge, and the kind of 

member every church would like to have. 

 I tried to defend myself by saying, “I have no trouble 

understanding Robert Jordan’s position.”   

 But we understand it is tempting to praise Jesus without 

following Jesus.  Like the Palm Sunday crowd, we want to see 

what we want to see.   



 We would like a Messiah who makes our lives easier.  But 

in order to really follow, we have to give up our ideas about the 

path Jesus and his followers take, and admit that his way leads 

to the cross.   

 The way of the cross takes a variety of forms:  turning the 

other cheek, spending time with people who seem to have 

nothing to offer us, standing up for people who are losing to a 

government that is less kind, caring for those who have made 

terrible mistakes, doing good that will receive no applause, 

sharing food with the hungry, holding hands stiffened by 

arthritis, listening to someone with Alzheimer’s tell a story, 

knowing that he will not remember that he told you, treating 

discarded people as children of God, and praying not for an 

easier life but for strength.   

 In Ah! But Your Land is Beautiful, Alan Paton tells the 

story of Robert Mansfield, a white man in South Africa thirty 

years ago.  Mansfield is the headmaster of a white school who 

takes his athletic teams to play cricket against the black schools.   

Then the department of education forbids him to do it anymore 

and so he resigns in protest.   

 Shortly thereafter, Emmanuel Nene, a leader in the black 

community, comes to meet him.  “I have come to see a man who 

resigns his job because he doesn’t wish to obey an order that 

will prevent children from playing with one another.”   

 “Mr. Nene, I resigned because I think it’s time to go out 

and fight everything that separates people from one another.  Do 

I look like a knight in shining armor?”   

 “Yes, you do, but you’re going to get wounded.  Do you 

know that?” 

 “I expect that may happen.”   

 “Well you expect correctly, Mr. Mansfield.  People don’t 

like what you’re doing.  But I am thinking of joining with you in 

the battle.”   

 “You’re going to wear the shining armor, too.”   



 “Yes, and I’m going to get wounded, too.  Not only by the 

government, but also by my own people as well.”   

 “Aren’t you worried about the wounds, Mr. Nene?”   

 “I don’t worry about the wounds.  When I go up there, 

which is my intention, the Big Judge will say to me, ‘Where are 

your wounds?’  And if I say I haven’t any, he will say, ‘Was 

there nothing to fight for?  I couldn’t face that question.’” 

 In staying for the whole parade, in following to the cross, in 

sharing the wounds, we will find that the journey offers a 

guarantee:  in the long run, we will gain far more than we lose.  

The cross changes the definitions.  Power, success, and even 

happiness, as the world knows them, belong to those who take 

them for themselves; but peace, love, and joy are gifts from God 

given to those who give themselves.  

 Palm Sunday, even with the joy it represents, is not nearly 

enough.  You and I need the cross.  We need to take up the hope 

of following Jesus.  Following Christ is hard, but if we share the 

cross, then by grace, at the end of the road, God will bring 

Easter. 
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