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Hello, and welcome to my meditation in honour of Palm/Passion Sunday!  Let’s begin today by 

remembering that we read from Jeremiah last week, while two, and three, weeks ago, we read 

from John. Well, this morning, at long last, we return to the gospel of Mark, and the amazing 

story of Palm Sunday.  But, today, we also experience something else of what this week holds, 

and anticipate Good Friday.  Come, let us open our hearts, minds and spirits to the Palm/Passion 

miracle that’s close at hand; come, let us turn to God in prayer:  God, our ever-present Hope: 

may we hear your voice this morning above the shouts of the crowd; may we follow 

faithfully where that voice leads, even to the cross.  In the name of the One who brings your 

peace, amen. 

 

 Hymn suggestion: VU122 ‘All Glory, Laud and Honour’ 

 

From Mark 11:1-11 ‘Jesus’ Entry into Jerusalem’ (NRSV) 

Today’s scriptural focus is entitled ‘Jesus’ Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem’ and, in the New 

Revised Standard Version, goes like this:  When they were approaching Jerusalem, at Bethany, 

near the Mount of Olives, Jesus sent two of his disciples ahead, saying, “Go into the village 

ahead of you and, immediately as you enter it, you will find tied there a colt that has never been 

ridden.  Untie it and bring it to me.  If anyone asks, ‘Why are you doing this?’ just say this, ‘The 

Lord needs it and will send it back here immediately.’”  The disciples went away and found a 

colt tied near a door, outside in the street. As they were untying it, some of the bystanders said to 

them, “What are you doing?”  The disciples told them what Jesus had said, and the bystanders 

allowed the disciples to take it.  Then the disciples brought the colt to Jesus, and threw their 

cloaks on it, and Jesus sat on it. Many people spread their cloaks on the road, and others spread 

leafy branches that they had cut in the fields. Then those who went ahead, and those who 

followed were shouting, “Hosanna!  Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord!  

Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David!  Hosanna in the highest heaven!”  Then 

Jesus entered Jerusalem and went into the temple.  And when he had looked around at 

everything, as it was already late, he went out to Bethany, along with the Twelve. 

 

Sermon:  ‘Cheers and Jeers’ 

Loving God, may your voice rise now above all the cheers and jeers in our lives!  Then, hearing, 

may we follow your call faithfully, wherever that call may take us.  Amen! 

 

Today’s gospel readings are totally unique within the three-year structure Christian Lectionary, 

for this is one Sunday where we have a choice!  We could use the Liturgy of the Palm, which 

features Jesus’ triumphal entry to Jerusalem.  Or we could use the Liturgy of the Passion, which 

is all about the horror of what happened to Jesus on the world’s first Good Friday.  And, so, to a 

telling point:  what if someone came to church for a conventional Palm Sunday service, and then 

didn’t come back again until Easter Sunday?  As they moved from the triumphalist ‘hosanna’ of 

Palm Sunday to the stunning Easter affirmation of ‘hallelujah,’ could that person end up with the 

mistaken impression that Christianity is a Pollyanna religion, a religion that’s only good for the 

good times?  You see, if they missed the heart-rending horror of Good Friday, how would they 

ever know the mind-blowing cost of God’s decision to be One-with Us, to be God Emmanuel?  

That’s why I no longer use traditional Palm Sunday services; that’s why I use Palm/Passion 

services.  In today’s Palm/Passion service, we start with ‘All Glory, Laud and Honour,’ and read 
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the Palm Sunday story with its parade.  But, in today’s Palm/Passion service, we then go on to 

anticipate Good Friday – we do that in the sermon, and in the pastoral prayer.  Finally, we leave 

singing, ‘When I Survey the Wondrous Cross.’  It’s a service that combines the two, quite 

different, sides to this one single week. 

 

Today’s story of Jesus entering Jerusalem takes me back to the very first struggle that I had with 

the Bible, for it takes me back to the time when, as an eight-year-old, I just loved horses.  And, 

through a friend of the family who owned a riding academy, I even got to indulge my passion for 

horses, and spend some time around them.  In that time, I learned that horses can be both strong 

and wilful.  I learned that most horses don’t tend to like either strangers, or crowds – and 

especially so if they’ve never been ridden before!  Because of that first-hand knowledge, I 

remember doubting whether today’s gospel reading could have happened the way Mark tells us 

that it did – namely, whether Jesus’ disciples could have handled that colt that had never been 

ridden in the way we’re told that they did!  And, as I grew, I found that my doubts about Palm 

Sunday only grew with me.  You see, I learned some things from history and psychology, I 

learned some things from other texts in the Bible, and all of that knowledge suggested that this 

Palm Sunday story is highly problematic, at least it is as it’s presented to us.  It’s said to have 

taken place in the week before the Jewish high holiday of the Passover, a time when faithful 

Jews flocked to the Temple at Jerusalem from all around the Mediterranean basin.  Now, how 

likely would it have been for people who had never even heard of Jesus to join this palm parade, 

to wave palm branches, to ruin their clothing by putting them on the ground before his 

procession?  How likely would it have been for these Jews from the Diaspora, these Jews who 

did not live in Israel, to shout ‘hosanna’ to Jesus when he would have been a total stranger?  And 

then, let’s remember that all of those details about palms branches and cheers of adoration, all of 

those details about horses that had never been ridden and cloaks laid out on the ground in front 

of the procession, are to be found dotted throughout the Hebrew scriptures – they’re there in 

many places in the Book of Psalms; they’re there in Isaiah’s Suffering Servant Songs; they’re 

there in the apocalyptic Book of Daniel.  And these details are all part of how the Ancient 

Israelites yearned for the Messiah, the One who, in the image of King David, was going to 

rescue Israel from her enemies!  And, if it is unlikely for the crowd to act in the way we’re told 

that they did, how much more unlikely would it have been for the Romans to have allowed this 

parade in the first place?  Bear in mind that the Romans were really good at being conquerors; 

bear in mind that the Romans built an empire by not tolerating opposition! 

 

When I got to seminary on my way to becoming a minister, I learned that Bible scholars have 

been wondering about those very matters – they’ve been wondering about them for centuries!  

Let me now tell you about one of those scholars in particular, a man named John Spong, a man 

who became a bishop in the Episcopal Church, a man who wrote a book in 1994 entitled, 

Resurrection:  Myth or Reality?  Over the course of some 293 detailed pages, Spong makes some 

very convincing arguments.  He starts by claiming that the Romans would most certainly not 

have allowed a palm parade; neither would they have allowed Jesus’ body to be taken down 

from the cross for burial.  You see, in the Roman Empire, opposition was simply not allowed, 

and crucifixion was designed to be a very public warning about the dangers of resisting the 

authorities.  Those crucified were very intentionally left hanging for months, usually until the 

body rotted and dropped from the cross.  Spong also notes the special ring of truth to place where 



A Meditation for March 28/21, ‘Palm/Passion Sunday’ – pg. 3 
By the Rev. Warren Ball of Mt. Albert United Church 

 

Mark records that, “all of the disciples deserted Jesus and fled” (Mark 14:50).  Now then, doesn’t 

it ‘ring true’ that the disciples would have fled from Jerusalem, where the Romans might have 

had a cross waiting for them?  And, in the shadow of Good Friday’s abject terror, doesn’t it ‘ring 

true’ that the disciples would have gone back to what they knew best:  fishing in Galilee, with 

their friends, and the community in which they had grown up?  Spong also finds great 

significance in the fact that Mark’s gospel was originally written without an appearance by the 

risen Christ – that’s what is called The Shorter Ending in the last chapter of Mark.  There, the 

women who go to the tomb are met by an angel, who says: “Go, tell the disciples that Jesus is 

going ahead of you to Galilee; there you shall see him, just as he told you” (16.7).  The 

information that follows in The Longer Ending (vv. 9-20), with its depiction of a risen Christ, 

was only later added as Mark’s gospel was copied, and recopied, by hand in those centuries 

before the printing press.  I’ll have more to say about that next Sunday, Easter Sunday, but, in 

the meantime, isn’t that fascinating?  The Gospel of Mark, as originally written, did not feature a 

risen Christ!  What’s more, Spong underscores how both Matthew and John have the risen Christ 

make an appearance in Galilee and, he argues, that shared fact– something that’s very unusual 

between John and the Synoptic Gospels! – comes out of a collective memory of something that 

really happened.  What really happened, Spong claims, is that the joyous celebration we now 

know as Palm Sunday was something that actually took place, not before Passover when Jesus 

entered Jerusalem, but six months later, in the fall, during the Jewish Festival of Tabernacles.  

By that time, the disciples had become both convinced and convicted that Jesus was still very 

much alive and present with them.  Spong sums up his argument in this beautifully lyrical way: 

“The truth of Jesus alive and available created Holy Week’s narratives, not the other way 

around” (p. 260).   

 

You see, for the gospel writers and their communities, the choice that God made to become One-

with-Them in Jesus was so awesome, so transforming, so dynamic that they celebrated its reality 

it in the very best way that they could, and that meant using all the terms, images, and phrases 

that were already in place so richly throughout the Hebrew Scriptures, including that business 

about a colt never ridden, which was a sign of purity that would have been appropriate for a 

Messiah in the Ancient World.  Well, even for you and me in our hugely different world, God’s 

choice to become One-with-Us is still so awesome, so transforming, so dynamic, that we can’t 

afford to get hung up in the details of something that, as a spiritual reality, not a physical reality, 

lies quite beyond the reach of scientific verification.  The only way that we can ever make sense 

of this palm/passion tension is not with our minds and reason, but with our spirituality!  Look, 

the Palm Sundays in life can become Good Fridays in a heartbeat.  We can cry ‘hosanna’ one 

moment, and yell ‘crucify him’ the next.  Our cheers can become jeers in an instant.  We can 

merrily be on ‘Cloud 9’ one moment and find ourselves in abject horror the next.  With this last 

entire, long year of our COVID-19 pandemic, has that ever been clearer?  Yet when we do form 

an active, ongoing relationship with God, that’s when we’re going to find that, even in the very 

midst of life’s horror, God’s already been waiting for us.  You see, ultimately, Good Friday is 

not about all of our inability – all of our sin, failure, and hopelessness – no, Good Friday is about 

God’s ability to reach into our inability and change it to love!  Human cheers and jeers can be 

quite different, but they’re both so fleeting.  Only God’s love endures for ever, so may we hold 

on to that as we walk this last stage of our Lenten road, for, if we do, then it will take us to a 

sunrise built of the fullness of eternal glory!    Amen!  
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Come, let us turn back to God now in prayer; come, let us pray: 

 

O God, in Jesus we believe that you became one-with-us so that we might all become One-with-

You!  Oh, how your grace astounds and confounds us, for you have turned from no one, yet we 

have all turned in one way or another from you.  As we feel the hosanna, the joy, the celebration, 

of Palm Sunday, we are confronted by the awareness not only of you, but of our failures.  So, we 

also say ‘hosanna’ this morning in humility that you choose to redeem us, to redeem us from 

ourselves!  God, help us to take upon our spiritual shoulders the yoke of service to your love that 

we may truly come to know the freedom that comes from obedience to you.  Then help us to live 

out that freedom by working to unbind all that remains bound.  We pray for honesty in our 

experience of this week; we pray for all the times that we have sold our better selves; we pray for 

the heartlessness of our jeers; we pray for our integrity bleeding on a cross.   

 

On this Sunday, O God, we pray for all the places of trouble in this world; we pray for all the 

people who are facing difficulty, we pray for our family and friends; we pray for our church.  We 

also pray for humankind’s horrible struggle with the COVID virus – Maranatha! Come, Spirit of 

God, come, and breathe your healing into our midst!  In the silence of the next moments, O God, 

touch, we pray, the deep burdens of our spirits:  moment of silence.  All that I have raised by the 

words that I’ve used, all that lies yet too deep for words to reach, we offer in Jesus’ name, even 

as we take those words that he once taught us and sing together the Lord’s Prayer at VU959: 

 

Our Father, in heaven, hallowed be your name. 

Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as in heaven. 

Give us today our daily bread.  Forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who sin against us.   

Save us from the time of trial and deliver us from evil, for the kingdom, the power, and the 

glory are yours, now and for ever (VU959). 

 

 

 Hymn suggestion: VU149 ‘When I Survey the Wondrous Cross’ 

 

 

Go now in the name of the One who comes in the name of God; go and live out your 

Palm/Passion calling with integrity and hope, for the new life of Easter is close at hand, and the 

best ‘you’ has yet to be!  Amen. 

 


