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Palm Sunday
5th April 2009

Mark 11

Psalm 118

Some visual reminders of what being part of a crowd watching an important event can be like.

We all know the phrase “Where were you when……?” And “Where will you be next time?” as the current ad!

We can all remember different events that took place in our lifetime.  Where were you when President Kennedy was shot? Elvis Presley died? Diana Princess of Wales dying; The Twin Towers blowing up and recently Barack Obama’s inauguration. What is it in the corporate consciousness that inspires us not only to watch events but to also want to take part in some way? When flowers were strewn in front of Diana’s funeral cortège what was being said and yesterday at Jade Goody’s funeral?  When tic-a-tape is strewn from high buildings in New York what is being said? In some way we want to show our involvement and our expectation of the outcome of the event taking place before us.

2,000 years or so ago a joyful precession was moving up the road towards the gates of Jerusalem the City of David.  One man on a donkey  surrounded by supporters spreading their coats and waving palm branches, singing and dancing, as they made their way to Jerusalem and the Feast of Passover.

This is how it would appear to an onlooker, but under the surface there were deep under-currents not known to a passer-by.

You don’t spread your cloaks on the road – especially in the dusty, stony Middle East! …for a friend or even a respected member of the family. You do it for royalty!  You don’t cut branches off the trees, or foliage from the fields to wave in the streets just because you feel happy; you do it because you are welcoming a king!
If you were a native of the district you would know that 200 years before, Judas Maccabeus defeated the Syrian king Antiochus Epiphanes, entered Jerusalem and cleansed and rebuilt the Temple – and the people waved ivy and palm branches as they sang hymns of praise.  Judas started a dynasty that lasted 100 years (You can find the story in 2 Maccabees 10:1-9; comparing 1 Maccabees 13.  These passages can be found in something called the Apocrypha which in some Bibles is between the Old Testament and the New Testament.)

It wouldn’t have escaped your attention that in the time of Jesus the Roman’s ruled Israel.  The people were oppressed and felt weary of the Roman occupation and all that that meant.  Jerusalem was the city which had seen many occupations in its time, and the people longed for freedom.

So here we have a palm waving, singing dancing procession wending its way into Jerusalem.  The way to Jerusalem is paved with expectation! A place where the living God chose to put his name.  The city where King David built his own house and planned God’s house.  The city towards which Daniel in Babylon kept his window open in prayer even at the risk of his own life.

Jerusalem is a city of dreams, the Holy City the ultimate place of pilgrimage.  If anyone has been to the Holy Land and stood on the hill looking across the valley to the city walls you will understand the awe and wonder one feels as you gaze on this special place.  It is a city of breath-taking beauty, stunning views, twisting alley ways, beautiful courtyards, smells of spices and olives, voices raised in prayer.  

It is to this city that Jesus set out determinedly.  The road from Jericho to Jerusalem is a long hard climb.  Jericho is 800 feet below sea level and twelve miles ahead Jerusalem is 3,000 feet above sea level.  The road goes through hot dry desert all the way to the Mount of Olives at which point quite suddenly you have vegetation and the first sight of Jerusalem itself.

All the way the people sang out:

“Hoshanna Rabbah”  The great Hosanna as in Psalm 118 carrying branches celebrating the fact that God saves.

The word “Hosanna” means “Save us”!

In Mark 11 we read:
v. 9  Those who went ahead and those who followed shouted:

“Hosanna!”

“Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord”

Blessed is the coming kingdom of our father David”

“Hosanna in the highest”

So on the first Palm Sunday the people were ready for another Judas Maccabeus to save them from the Romans.  This Jesus comes riding towards Jerusalem riding on a donkey a direct fulfilment of the prophecy in Zechariah 9 v 9

Rejoice greatly O Daughter of Zion

Shout Daughter of Jerusalem!

See your King comes to you

righteous and having salvation

gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt

the foal of a donkey”

And so they welcomed Jesus as their King.

They celebrated his arrival into Jerusalem and they celebrated the restoration of the Temple.  They sang “Hosanna – Save us Lord” and they waited for him to throw out the Roman occupiers.

As Jesus rode into Jerusalem he came as King and Saviour but not as the people expected!

On this Palm Sunday the crowds welcomed him into the city.  The gates were opened to let him come in.  They believed Jesus had come to fulfil their dreams.  They hoped for a new start, a new beginning, but as the week goes by they discover that Jesus is not the kind of King they were expecting and we know that they turned against him.  Voices that cried “Hosanna!” now cry “Crucify”!  How fickle a crowd can be!

All this goes someway to explain the sights and sounds, the events and the colour of what took place on that Palm Sunday, but says nothing about what was going on in the mind of Jesus as he went through the events leading up to his crucifixion.

There is a note of conviction in the New Testament stories that what we call the “passion” of Jesus – that is – all that he suffered up to and including his death was within the purposes of God.  Jesus has already confided in his disciples several times that he will suffer and be rejected and eventually be put to death in Jerusalem.  So as Jesus “set his face to go to Jerusalem” as we are told, he knew he was on his way to his death.

Each palm branch, each cloak strewn in his way was a step nearer to sacrifice.  No wonder Jesus needed to be carried on a donkey.  How could one bear to put one’s own feet in front of each other knowing you were going to execution?  Would your feet carry you willingly?

How could he bear to acknowledge the crowd as they shouted for him as King – when he knew they would cry for his execution by the end of the week?

The scene ends dramatically with nothing happening – or not just yet!

Jesus goes into the Temple, looks around and comes out again, back to Bethany where he is to lodge with the disciples during the days leading up to the Passover Feast which he will celebrate on Thursday.  It was not unusual for people attending festivals in Jerusalem to lodge outside the city as accommodation in the city itself was probably scarce.

So we are left in suspense as we wait for the events to follow as Jesus makes his presence felt in his own city.

What does this mean for us today?

We will follow Jesus as the events of Holy Week unfold, but are we prepared to enter into the pain or will we be people who jump the difficult bits in order to get to the celebration of Easter?  In one sense there can be no Easter and no Resurrection unless there is death.  In our own lives we often know this to be true. Sometimes we have to let go or allow something to die in order that new growth can come.  Often this new beginning will be in an unexpected way – not the way we planned.

If we have been a bystander, an onlooker up to now as Jesus rides by and then walks to his death, then maybe this Holy Week we can enter into some of the painful decisions that had to be made in order that we can be reconciled to God.  Maybe we can take time to ponder and reflect on all that Jesus had to undergo in order that we might be free.

Just because we know as Christians that we are saved and that Jesus doesn’t have to die again for us, doesn’t mean we can’t find understanding and growth in our own lives by reflecting on the end of Jesus’ human life and all that this means.

There will be a day when Jesus will come again in Triumph – he won’t be riding on a donkey – but “Where will you be next time?”     when He comes?
Mandy Bowskill
