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Year A:  Palm Sunday-a   Is 50:4-9a; Ps 31:9-16; Phil 2:5-11; Mt 26:14-27:66 
St. Barnabas, Florissant – April 5, 2020 
 
Focus Sentence:  The message is “faith, not force.” 

 
SERMON 

I offer these thoughts in the name of God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit…. 
 

How are we to experience this perhaps most contradictory of all processions?  

First, we see Jesus as King --- and soon, as sacrifice. 

“It is not the effect that it has had on world history that legitimates the Christian 

faith, but its strangeness in the world,” claimed New Testament scholar Rudolf 

Bultmann.  And perhaps nowhere is the strange “stranger” than on the Sunday of the 

Palms and of the Passion. 

Jesus rides into Jerusalem --- the City of God --- for the Feast of the Passover on 

a donkey and a colt.  Jesus is heralded by regal-sounding acclamations beyond even 

ticker-tape proportions:  “Hosanna to the Son of David!  Blessed is the one who comes 

in the name of the Lord!  Hosanna in the highest heaven!”  Here arrives the Deliverer.  

The time has come --- and now is --- for the Liberator of Israel to assert his majesty.  

The hour of Israel’s consolation is at hand.  The news of the arrival of the Messiah-King 

electrifies the crowds. 

 

PAUSE 

Palestinian Jews had been praying for a human king who would wield the kind of 

political/military power that would “restore the kingdom to Israel.”  From the Psalms of 

Solomon and The Eighteen Benedictions the Messiah-King would fit the following 

description:  1) He would be a descendant of David; 2) He would be anointed by the 

Lord God; 3) His might would “shatter the unrighteous rulers”; 4) He would destroy the 

“godless” nations; 5) He would use his “rod of iron” to instill the “fear of the Lord” into all 

people, and direct all people into “doing the works of righteousness.” 
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So, in rides Jesus – not on a white charger – but on the back of a long-eared 

donkey.  He comes to take over Jerusalem, and the Roman military – sword-less.  He 

possesses no treasury from which to wage a war.  He has no generals.  He seems to 

have friends only in “low places” and none in “high places.”  He has no retinue, no 

military strategy, and no visible mobilization even of the Jewish Zealots. 

And this Messiah-King has been “weird” in other ways.  He has taught the love of 

enemies, and he’s instructed his followers to pray for their persecutors rather than 

overcome them through violence.  His closest disciple, Peter, testifies that Jesus is the 

Messiah-King, but then proceeds to rebuke Jesus for saying he will “undergo great 

suffering … and be killed … and then raised.”  For implying that Jesus is wimping out on 

being the warrior-king Peter wants, Peter earns the harshest rebuke ever given anyone 

by Jesus.  In effect, Jesus accuses Peter of being “Satan”, the Adversary. 

Another irony that makes strange the “triumphal entry” of Jesus as “Messiah-

King” is that he had avoided like the plague the very opportunity to lead a popular revolt 

against the Roman occupiers when he had the chance.  “When Jesus realized that they 

were about to come and take him by force to make him king,” John tells us, “Jesus 

withdrew again to the mountain by himself.” 

PAUSE 

For Jesus, the Kingdom of God could not be set up by force.  Jesus had already 

rejected that temptation offered to him by Satan in the desert.  The Kingdom could only 

come through faith --- not force.  Jesus didn’t want a new government.  Jesus knew that 

the overthrowing of one ideology by another --- even if it were “theocratic” --- would be 

like swapping one chain for another in the dungeon of human idolatry. 

Jesus, riding into Jerusalem, didn’t want a new government but a new people.  

Jesus desired a converted people with Kingdom values --- not another set of worldly 

rulers imposing their will on the people “in the name of God.”  Would a regime run by 

the scribes, Pharisees, Sadducees, and Zealots --- who, like the Romans, were 

concerned about power, prestige, money, and triumphalism --- be any less repressive of 

the poor and the irreligious and the outcasts? 
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Perhaps Jesus was familiar with the story in the Book of Numbers (25:6-13) in 

which Phinehas, son of Eleazar, son of Aaron the priest, took a spear and killed an 

Israelite man for sleeping with his Midianite wife --- and was praised for his zeal, 

because it supposedly turned back the jealous wrath of the Almighty.  But Jesus was 

not about to set up some kind of “Taliban” regime in Israel.  Jesus called for the 

conversion of the human heart, and to the end would maintain that the Kingdom of God 

was not “of this world.”  By faith alone could this Kingdom come “on earth as in heaven.” 

 

PAUSE 

 

The kind of faith of which Jesus speaks --- and which he calls us to enter --- 

requires wholeheartedness.  And it is this trait which underlies, and brings to life, the 

Paschal Mystery we are entering during the next two weeks.  CS Lewis in The 

Screwtape Letters depicts Wormwood and his devil-students seeking to instill among 

the followers of the “enemy” the attitude of “Christianity AND….” 

That is, Christianity and career.  Christianity and personal fulfillment.  Christianity 

and self-interest.  Pretty soon, Wormwood tells them, this dividedness will give way to 

what the devils really want:  a reversal of priorities.  Career and Christianity.  Personal 

fulfillment and Christianity.  Self-interest and Christianity.  A half-hearted, tepid faith, 

resting on the wobbly stool of “cultural Christianity.” 

So how can we make this Holy Week and Easter Week our personal/communal 

“revival”?  Die with Christ to be raised with Christ.  Re-experience “the acts of love by 

which God has redeemed us through Jesus Christ our Lord”:  the Final Supper, the 

poignancy of the foot-washing, Gethsemane, the cross of Golgotha, the death and 

burial of Jesus, the Lamb who takes away the sin of the world.  Gather in spirit, and 

pray --- and wait for Easter.  Rearrange your life around the wholeheartedness of faith.  

If we don’t, we will remain “of little faith.” 
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Today is not just Palm Sunday --- it’s Passion Sunday as well.  Today, the Jesus-

train takes us all the way to Calvary, to Golgotha, in the reading of the Passion 

Narrative.  Although Good Friday will provide a prolonged visit to this place, we can’t let 

the palms of today overshadow that train’s “last stop.” 

 

PAUSE 

 

And so today we chronicle how the cheers for Jesus turn to jeers.  The jubilation 

turns to vilification.  The stage is now set.  Let the Hosannas sound.  Let us go forward 

with Jesus together. 

                      AMEN. 


