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Palm Sunday 2013 

On that first Palm Sunday, there were probably two processions, two entrances, going 

on in Jerusalem, possibly at the same time.  The first procession would have been that 

of Pilate, the Roman governor, who, like the Roman governors of Judea and Samaria 

before and after him, lived on the coast in Caesarea On-the-Sea, about sixty miles to 

the west of Jerusalem.  Pilate would have entered Jerusalem in a massive 

demonstration of force, at the head of a column of imperial cavalry and soldiers, just as 

he did before every major Jewish holiday in order to keep tabs on the celebration and to 

ensure order in the city.  You can just image the procession’s arrival in the city- a visual 

panoply of imperial power: cavalry on horses, foot soldiers, leather armor, helmets, 

weapons, golden eagles mounted on poles, sun glinting on metal and gold, the 

marching of feet, the creaking of leather, the clinking of bridles, the beating of drums, 

the swirling of dust- while the eyes of the residents of the city watched in silence, some 

curious, some awed, some resentful. 

This would have been a show of military might just to let everyone know who was in 

charge and who was running the show.   Pilate’s military procession was a 

demonstration of both Roman imperial power and Roman imperial theology. It 

proclaimed the power of empire, an empire headed not simply by a ruler in Rome, but a 

ruler who was also son of god. Ever since the time of Augustus Caesar, inscriptions 

referred to the emperor as “son of god”, “lord” and “savior”, one who had brought “peace 

on earth”.  For Rome’s Jewish subjects, Pilate’s procession embodied not only a rival 

social order, but also a rival theology. 



[Palm Sunday 2011] Page 2 
 

And then there was this second procession, that of Jesus entering the city.  It was a 

kind of staged religious protest, a pre-arranged “counter-procession”.  Jesus had 

planned it.  He had sent two of his disciples ahead of him to get him a colt so that he 

could enter the city riding down the Mount of Olives surrounded by a crowd of followers 

and sympathizers, who spread their cloaks and leafy branches on the road and shouted 

“Hosanna! Blessed is the one who is coming in the name of the Lord!  Blessed is the 

coming kingdom of our ancestor David!.  Hosanna in the highest heaven!”  For anyone 

familiar with student unrest on college campuses during the 1960s, this Palm Sunday 

procession of Jesus is very reminiscent of a planned political demonstration. 

And the meaning of this Palm Sunday demonstration was clear.   It used symbols taken 

from the prophet Zechariah in the Hebrew Scriptures.  According to Zechariah, a king 

would be coming to Jerusalem/Zion “humble, and riding on a colt, the foal of a donkey”.  

The rest of the Zechariah passage describes what this king will be like:  “He will cut off 

the chariot from Ephraim and the war-horse from Jerusalem; and the battle bow shall be 

cut off, and he shall command peace to the nations” (9:10).  In other words, this king , 

riding into Jerusalem on a donkey, will banish war from the land; he will be a king of 

peace. 

Jesus’ procession deliberately countered the other procession, Pilate’s procession, 

which embodied the power, glory and violence of the empire that ruled the world.  

Jesus’ procession embodied an alternative vision, a vision of God’s kingdom.  This 

contrast- between the kingdom of God and the kingdom of Caesar is central to the 

entire story of Jesus and of early Christianity.  The confrontation between these two 

kingdoms continues throughout the last week of Jesus’ life.  Holy Week is the story of 
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this confrontation, with Jesus’ execution on Friday by the powers who ruled his world as 

the pivot on which everything else turns. 

The city which Jesus entered on that first Palm Sunday was not just any old city.  It was 

Jerusalem, and Jerusalemt had been the center of the sacred geography of the Jewish 

people of a thousand years.  Its associations were both positive and negative.  It was 

the city of God and it was the faithless city, the city of hope and the city of oppression, 

the city of joy and the city of pain.  Jerusalem contained the Temple, the sacred center 

of the Jewish world.  Within the theology that had developed around it, the Temple was 

considered to be the “navel of the earth”, connecting this world to God.  Here was God’s 

dwelling place on earth.  To be in the Temple was to be in the presence of God.  It was 

here that forgiveness of sins was offered daily through the animal sacrifices, and access 

to God was mediated.  To stand in the Temple, purified and forgiven, was to stand in 

the presence of God. 

And yet, things were not straightforward.  There was an ambiguity about both Jerusalem 

and the Temple.  The city of God had also become the center of a “domination system”, 

a way of organizing society throughout much of history marked by three things: political 

oppression, economic exploitation, and religious legitimation.  In other words, Israel was 

a society ruled by a few powerful and wealthy elites with ordinary people having virtually 

no voice in the shaping of society while producing the wealth that was siphoned upward 

to support the elites.  The system was, moreover, justified, legitimated, with religious 

language.  As the home of the monarchy and aristocracy, of wealth and of power, 

Jerusalem had become the center of injustice and the of betrayal of God’s covenant.  
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God’s passion for justice had been replaced by human injustice, and the prophets 

throughout the centuries had repeatedly protested what Jerusalem had become. 

After the Romans had annexed Israel, the imperial government ruled through a line of 

local kings, beginning with Herod the Great.   These kings appointed and deposed high 

priests in the Temples regularly and at will, and within this system, the Temple and its 

priesthood had become the center of local collaboration with Rome.  The Temple had 

become the very center of a domination system of political oppression, economic 

exploitation and religious justification. 

When Jesus rode into the city on Palm Sunday, he knew that he was entering into a 

battlefield.  He would confront and challenge on their home turf the religious 

establishment, those who thought  they spoke and acted for God but who, in Jesus’ 

words, were blind and could not see what was happening right in front of their eyes.   

The Palm Sunday procession  brought Jesus, according to the three Synoptic gospels, 

right to the next step which proved to be the act from which no return was possible for 

Him- the incident in the Temple.  Ironically, it is the very step which is left out in the 

readings today- between the gospel we read outside and the gospel we read inside.  

But it is this step, this action of Jesus in the Temple, which is absolutely necessary for 

us to get in order to understand how we move from Palm Sunday to Good Friday. 

Jesus strides into the Temple, that is, into the outer court of the Temple, an open area 

providing lots of space for lots of activity, and He begins to upset the tables of the 

money-changers and the chairs of those selling animals for sacrifice and to drive them 

out.  To drive them away is equivalent to putting a halt, if only symbolically, to both the 
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divinely ordered Temple sacrifices and the economy of the Temple. As Jesus does this, 

He appeals to the prophets Isaiah and Jeremiah: “My House shall be called a House of 

prayer; but you have made it a den of robbers”.   

Whatever else was involved in this Temple action, Jesus was certainly attacking the 

darker side of the Temple industry, its corruption, its idolatrous greed, and the economic 

injustices that were inherent in how the whole thing operated.  This was very much in 

accord with popular first-century Jewish perceptions that the Temple priesthood had 

become what we today might see as a cross between a band of Columbian drug lords 

and a boardroom of extravagantly overpaid corporate executives.  By charging the 

Temple personnel with being a “den of robbers”, Jesus was speaking out on behalf of 

the human wreckage left in the wake of priestly fiscal abuse and maladministration 

which had a direct and dramatic impact on those people at the bottom of the economic 

ladder.  In this impassioned protest against the Temple system and the Temple elite, 

whose greed drove them to unscrupulous profiteering off the backs of the poor, Jesus 

was once again standing with the poor of the land and protesting the domination system 

with which the Temple had become inextricably linked. 

But His protest did not stop there.  His symbolic cleansing of the Temple was an acted 

out parable in which Jesus was making clear that a decisive in-breaking of God into 

Temple affairs and the affairs of the nation, was now taking place, and the fate of the 

Temple was sealed.  All of this resonated and bubbled over with a messianic sense.  

Many people in Jesus’ day were anticipating that the expected messiah would somehow 

rebuild Israel’s holy place- that was part of his job description.  And so Jesus’ action in 
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the Temple and the cryptic words that He had spoken with regard to the Temple sent a 

chill up the spine of the priestly establishment.   

The challenge that Palm Sunday sets before us very simply is this: If this is the way that 

God- the true and living God of Israel- acted back then, how might this wild and 

unsetting God act today in our own time, in our own situation, in our own context?  We 

can surely no more hold Him captive in our doctrines, in our liturgies, in our structures, 

in our system of morality than Israel held Him captive in its Torah, in its Sabbaths, in its 

purity code, in its Temple!  How can I, we, the Church, the Church at all of its levels- 

from top to bottom- be open and receptive to this kind of God, to this kind of divine 

activity that we see happing on Palm Sunday? What would this God and His Messiah 

say to us!  What would He overturn in our lives, in our structures, in our  communities?  

How do we enter into Holy Week so as not to try to domesticate it for our own purposes, 

but so that we can allow it to do its work in our lives?   
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