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Palm Sunday 2014 

Well, here we are- Palm Sunday, the beginning of Holy Week already.  We have heard 

about Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem and we have ritually imitated this entry with 

our own liturgical procession with songs and palm branches and cries of “Hosanna”.  

And what now lies in front of us is a choice of immense proportion- a choice as to 

whether we will use Holy Week as a way of domesticating and controlling God and 

Jesus for our own purposes, religious and otherwise, or whether we will allow what we 

see and hear this week to overturn, upset, and disorientate us to our very bones. 

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 the Roman governor who came into the city with a massive demonstration of force as 

he marched his soldiers, chariots and weapons into the city as he did before every 

major Jewish holiday in order to keep tabs on the celebration.  This would have been a 

show of military might just to let everyone know who was in charge and who was 

running the show.  

And then there was this second procession and entrance, a kind of staged religious 

protest, led by Jesus of Nazareth and symbolizing- at least to those who had eyes to 

see and ears to hear- the long-awaited return of YHWH, the God of Israel, to Zion.  This 

funny, little counter-procession of Jesus was an odd mixture of signs and symbols.  

Jesus was not riding on a war horse, but on a draft animal, a donkey.  In the ancient 

Middle Eastern world, leaders rode horses if they rode to war, but they would often ride 

donkeys if they were coming in peace.   As the cries of “Hail to the Son of David” 
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echoed around him on the parade route, Jesus was entering the Holy City as a 

Messiah, as a proxy for God, one who was coming in the “name of the Lord”.  He was 

coming in the name of God’s peace, but this was a peace that was rather ambiguous.  

The journey to Jerusalem must also been a very intense emotional time for Jesus.  The 

gospel writer Luke tells us that as they drew near, Jesus looked at the city and wept.  

Sobbing His heart out as the crowds chanted psalms of praise, His words of reproach to 

the city of Jerusalem are words that make clear that this scene, what we call Jesus’ 

“triumphal entry” into Jerusalem was understood at least by Luke the gospel writer as 

the return of YHWH, the God of Israel, to Zion: “Would that even today you knew the 

things that make for peace!  But now they are hidden from your eyes. . .”, Jesus says, 

“because you did not know the time of your visitation.” (Luke 19: 41-44).  The phrase, 

“the time of your visitation” is a technical religious term for the coming of YHWH 

Himself, and not merely to “pay a visit” in a casual way, but to “visit” His people in a far 

more troubling sense.  God was returning in order to settle accounts, to bring all things 

to their appointed conclusion. YHWH was returning to Zion in order to judge and to 

save.   

At the same time, Jesus knew that this entrance into the city was His entrance 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.  Yet 

in this very conflict and confrontation, YHWH Himself would be making His “visitation” to 

His people.  How different all of this is from conventional religion, both in the past and in 

the present, religion which tries to domesticate God and to use religion as a cover and 
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as a mechanism for self-interest and often for trying to control people!  It was precisely 

this self-interested, controlling kind of religion which in Holy Week Jesus was about to 

break apart and shatter into a thousand pieces. 

When the city dwellers of Jerusalem saw the commotion of the procession and a crowd 

of outsiders following Jesus towards the city (v. 10), Matthew tells us that they were all 

stirred up, excited, and undoubtedly very apprehensive.  There was a great social 

distance between city dwellers and those who lived outside cities in ancient 

Mediterranean society, so when Jesus makes His entrance  with the crowd surrounding 

Him, chanting and yelling and waving branches, those inside the walls want to know 

who this guy is.  Those in the crowds  respond with “This is the prophet Jesus, and He 

is from Nazareth of Galilee.  They proudly and pointedly identify Jesus as both a 

prophet and a resident of a tiny village in the hinterland, someone not from Jerusalem. 

If you remember from last Sunday, in John’s gospel, it is the raising of Lazarus which is 

the point of no-return for the confrontation between Jesus and the Jerusalem 

establishment.  In the three synoptic  gospels, however, it is what Jesus does after his 

entrance into Jerusalem- the cleansing of the Temple- that proves to be the act from 

which no return is possible for Him.  It is cleansing of the Temple, however, which is left 

out in the readings today- between the gospel we read outside and the gospel we read 

inside- both from Matthew’s gospel.  

But according to Matthew, Mark and Luke, once he arrives in the holy City, 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 
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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 a momentary halt, to both 

the 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. 

But His protest did not stop there.  His cleansing of the Temple was also 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.  We have to remember that for Jews the Temple was the closest thing 

there was to an incarnation of God’s presence on earth.  Here is where the glory of 

YHWH had once resided.  Here is where the Ark of the Covenant had in days of old 
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found its rest.  Here is where the sacrifices were offered and where Heaven and earth 

met. Yet, the days of the Temple were now, according to Jesus, numbered.  It’s purpose 

was coming to an end.  YHWH  was making his “visitation” and was about to turn 

everything upside down, just as Jesus had turned the tables and chairs upside down.    

If Jesus had entered the city on a donkey, on a symbol of kingly peace, it was also 

making clear that it was not the kind of peace that most people were looking for. 

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 the Temple and 

cryptic words that He had spoken earlier on with regard to the Temple’ destruction 

probably sent a chill up the spine of the priestly establishment.  At the religious trial, 

Caiaphas the High Priest, charged Jesus with having said that “I will destroy this temple 

that is made with hands, and in three days I will build another one, not made with 

hands”.  And when Jesus refused to answer, the obvious and the next question 

Caiaphas asked was, “Are you the Messiah, the Son of the Blessed One?”  Caiaphas 

understood very clearly what all this Temple stuff meant-  Jesus was claiming to be 

speaking and acting in the name of God- that’s why he had “come up to Jerusalem- and 

he was doing this over against the Temple and those who ran it.  Everything was at 

stake for everyone! 

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

purity code, and in its Temple!  How can we, the Church,  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 and God for our own purposes, but so that we can allow the Week to do 

its work in our lives?  How can we receive the gift of Palm Sunday so that we can follow 

Jesus on more than a neat, controlled liturgical procession, but allow ourselves to lean 

into Jesus’ own life and to walk beside Him where He wants us to go today? 
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