“Subtle Palm Sunday Messages”
Mark 11:1-11

“Hosanna!” shouts the crowd, as Jesus rides into Jerusalem on the back of a donkey. Hosanna! This shout echoes our Call to Worship from Psalm 118. “Save us, we beseech you, O Lord!” That’s what the expression “Hosanna” literally means. “Save us, God! Please save us.”

But perhaps this begs the question: Save us from what? Two thousand years ago, the crowd shouting Hosanna was hoping that Jesus would save them from the Roman occupation. Today, we might be quick to say that Jesus came to save us from our sins. And I certainly agree. But sometimes I think we underestimate the true nature and full extent of our sin, and sometimes this even happens with preachers. Here’s what I mean.
I read a story a while back about a mega-church preacher. It was an anniversary celebration of this preacher’s time at that church. In the celebration, they were showing video highlights of sermons and other memorable events. The video highlight clip showed the preacher in his usual animated manner, waltzing around the arena with his big ole floppy Bible in hand. Suddenly, he stops dramatically, pauses in mid-sentence, and says, “Wait a minute! Wait a minute! I just got a message from God. I just got a message from God. God told me that someone here tonight is going to give me a Rolls Royce. That’s right! God just told me that someone here is going to give me a Rolls Royce.”

The congregation ooohs and aaahs. “No,” the preacher cries, “that person isn’t going to give me a Rolls Royce. It’s going to be a Bentley! A Bentley!” And the crowd gets so excited he has to wait several minutes to get back to his biblical message. And the video highlight tells us, that by golly, that very night someone did give that preacher a Bentley. Some sucker got manipulated by that pastor and gave him a Bentley.

The author of the article asks, “I wonder what Dr. Mac would have said about that?” The author continues, “He was the first pastor I was old enough to know. Dr. McColgan. But everyone called him, ‘Dr. Mac.’ Dr. Mac did not drive a Bentley. Dr. Mac didn’t drive a Rolls Royce. Dr. Mac wouldn’t have driven a Ford LTD or even an Oldsmobile of any kind, even if a parishioner had given it to him. ‘Too fancy for a preacher,’ he would have said. Dr. Mac drove a little old Volkswagen station wagon. Puttered all over town making pastoral calls in his little VW.”
I think about those car stories when I read the Gospel account of Palm Sunday. For, one subtle message the gospel writer wants us to hear is the kind of car Jesus drove. He doesn’t ride into Jerusalem in a chariot or on a big white stallion, as would any conquering hero or king. No, Jesus rides into Jerusalem on a donkey. A donkey. A symbol of humility. Jesus enters Jerusalem like a humble servant, not as a mighty warrior worthy of adulation. Jesus never aspired to drive into town in a Rolls Royce or a Bentley. Jesus drove a VW.
Quoting the prophet Isaiah, Tom Long once jokingly said about his own car, a Ford Fairmont: “[It] had no form or majesty that we should look at [it], nothing in [its] appearance that we should desire [it].” His point was that riding into Jerusalem on a donkey would be about as impressive as riding in a Ford Fairmont. (I apologize right now to anyone who drives a Ford Fairmont. It’s Tom Long’s illustration, not mine.)
Well, not all big-time preachers beg for Bentleys. Dr. William Willimon, retired United Methodist bishop and formerly Dean of the Chapel at Duke University, tells this story:

“Some years ago,” Bishop Willimon writes, “I had the honor of hosting Dr. Billy Graham at Duke Chapel for an unforgettable Sunday. The week before Dr. Graham arrived, the office of university security called and said that they had to have an urgent meeting with me. At the meeting, they asked questions such as ‘Will Dr. Graham be bringing his own security people?’ They told me that all his security forces needed to be registered with the university police. If he was not bringing sufficient police with him, then the university police needed to be notified so that they could augment their security forces. I was also told,” Bishop Willimon writes, “that the chapel must be emptied for at least three hours before the service, in order that a thorough search could be made for bombs.”
“I dutifully called Dr. Graham, asking him about what security arrangements he required.” Dr. Graham replied, “‘I have the Lord as my security. I plan to fly to Raleigh-Durham on Saturday afternoon and rent a car and drive it over to the hotel myself. It’ll just be me.’”
Bishop Willimon concludes his story: “My already high esteem for Dr. Graham rose to greater heights. He refused to be labeled by the university as another celebrity, a ‘big name.’ He was determined to be a follower of his Lord who entered the capital city riding on a donkey.”
There’s an old hymn that says it well: “Ride on! Ride on in majesty! In lowly pomp ride on to die.” It’s a subtle but important message: Jesus didn’t come to Jerusalem as a celebrity. There was no display of self-importance. Jesus entered Jerusalem humbly, like a servant, on a donkey.

I wonder, how do we think of ourselves as Christians? As mighty warriors, or as humble servants? As deserving of all the blessings bestowed on us, or as grateful recipients of God’s grace and mercy?

Note one other subtle message from Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem. We all know that any time a visiting dignitary comes to town, the dignitary expects to be greeted by the top leaders of the land. But who greets Jesus? Jesus is greeted by the common people, the poor and the dispossessed. And notice also that Jesus doesn’t immediately go to the palace of Herod or Pontius Pilate. Remember where Jesus goes upon entering the city? He goes to the Temple. In a sense, he snubs his nose at the supposed leaders of the land. Jesus goes to the Temple, indicating the true leader, the real ruler of the land: God, not Herod, not Pilate, not Caesar.

Maybe this more modern story will help us grasp that subtle point. When Mahatma Gandhi came to England, at the height of the crisis between England and its colony India, Gandhi went first to the textile workers in Liverpool, for they were the very ones who had been hurt by the Gandhi-led boycott of English textiles in India. Gandhi attempted to explain to them his aspirations and why he was leading India in this way. But also notice that by going there first, Gandhi subverted political expectations. Instead of paying homage to powerful political leaders upon his arrival, Gandhi went first to the textile workers. He arrived, not with a conquering army, but wrapped in a sheet, wearing a loincloth.

When Matthew wrote his gospel account of Palm Sunday, he quoted the prophet Zechariah: “Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion: shout aloud, O daughter of Jerusalem! Lo, your king comes to you; triumphant and victorious is he, humble and riding on a donkey, on a colt, a foal of a donkey.” 
My friends, in all four Gospel accounts of Palm Sunday, Jesus is given a greeting fit for a king, but Jesus symbolically shows us that he is a different kind of king than what the world expects. He rides in on a donkey, not a stallion! Eating, not at state dinners with powerful leaders, Jesus comes to the common folk. And Jesus humbly bows before the true leader of the land, the real ruler of the universe.

And Jesus comes to us on this Palm Sunday as our king, and even today Jesus continues turning the world upside down. And if we pay attention, if we pay real close attention, maybe we can learn a thing or two about the true nature and the full extent of our own sin and from what we need to be saved.
Hosanna! Hosanna!
Let us Pray:

Teach us, dear Jesus, your divine way of humility and service; your divine way to change the world. We pray in your blessed name. Amen.

David A. Cagle
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