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Matthew 21:1-11

When they had come near Jerusalem and had reached Bethphage,
at the Mount of Olives, Jesus sent two disciples, saying to them,
‘Go nto the village ahead of you, and immediately you will find a
donkey tied, and a colt with her; untie them and bring them to me.
If anyone says anything to you, just say this, “The Lord needs
them.” And he will send them immediately.” This took place to
fulfil what had been spoken through the prophet, saying, ‘Tell the
daughter of Zion, Look, your king is coming to you, humble, and
mounted on a donkey, and on a colt, the foal of a donkey.’

The disciples went and did as Jesus had directed them; they
brought the donkey and the colt, and put their cloaks on them, and
he sat on them. A very large crowd spread their cloaks on the road,
and others cut branches from the trees and spread them on the
road. The crowds that went ahead of him and that followed were
shouting, ‘Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is the one who
comes in the name of the Lord! Hosanna in the highest heaven!’
When he entered Jerusalem, the whole city was in turmoil, asking,
‘Who is this?’ The crowds were saying, ‘This is the prophet Jesus
from Nazareth in Galilee.” AMEN

This year, Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem, marking the final week of his
earthly life, feels especially meaningful and alive with relevance. You
may have noticed that we are doing things a little differently this year, as
we highlight Jesus’ Palm Sunday ride into Jerusalem not as a tame



parade, but a risk-filled act of resistance and declaration of God’s love
and justice.

There were two processions in Jerusalem that day.

The Roman Governor, Pontius Pilot, entered from the west side, riding a
gleaming war horse and followed by a column of imperial cavalry. They
were armed, looking to tamp down any unrest or disruption, marching
with the purpose of intimidation in order to maintain order during the
Passover festival in the city, since during the festival, pilgrims swelled
the city from about 40-50K to 200K.

And from the east, riding a donkey, came Jesus, with a procession of his
closest friends, mostly peasants and fishermen and a reformed tax
collector. Peaceful. Non-violent. No weapons.

And ready to greet him are a group of the faithful, those who may have
been healed by his touch, or dined with him, heard his stories and
witnessed a miracle or two. Those who heard his message of love and
inclusion — and maybe felt seen for the first time. As Jesus arrives, they
lay their cloaks on the road and grab branches off trees to lay at his feet

shouting “Hosanna! Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the
Lord!”

These courageous souls probably didn’t just decide at the last minute to
head over and see Jesus. With such a demonstration, it makes sense that
they might have planned and prepared for this action. Perhaps this is
why we get the detail of Jesus asking two of his disciples to go get the
donkey and the colt. Jesus clearly planned his entry on the opposite side
of the city from the imperial army’s march. The people would have
known that Rome staged a military parade in the city during Passover,
since it had been happening for years and Jesus knew it, too. The Roman



Empire rides into the city with the explicit message of power over, I’'m
in charge! Don’t mess with us.

It was risky.

People in the time of Jesus knew that the rich were essentially stealing
from the poor and soldiers were being used to make sure that oppression
was maintained. King Herod, who was king just at Jesus is born, was
famous for massive building projects. He rebuilt the temple but also
built four extravagant palaces, all for himself. In the time of Jesus, all
this was paid for by higher taxes, trapping peasants in debt and taking
their land. When Herod died, there were revolts throughout the kingdom.

After Herod, Rome appointed governors over the temple and the temple
became the center of Rome’s taxation and extraction system. The temple
was meant to be the center of Israel’s spiritual life, with a focus on
liberation from those who exercise power with cruelty and oppress the
citizens. But it was violated and corrupted by the Roman empire. The
Jews and Jesus were angry.

And so, they show up that day, greeting Jesus with cries of “Hosanna,
which means, Save us!” Jesus has become the undeniable expression of
God’s presence for the world. The imperial cult was the religion of the
land requiring allegiance above all. Anyone shouting Lord or Savior
about anyone, but Caesar, was considered sedition.

But that’s just what Jesus’ followers do!

Matthew’s gospel likens them to oracles who announcing the prophet
Zechariah’s divine warrior who would ride into the city gates, not on a
stallion as a messianic military leader, but on the back of humble donkey
with peace and non-violence.



So, the people cry out, common people with uncommon courage. They
lift their voices and put their bodies into harm’s way in the face of their
oppressor. They are willing to stand with the One who comes in the
name of the Lord in order to oppose unjust systems, laws, and practices.

Throughout history, we have heard stories of common people who have
stood up to bullies, and unjust laws at every level and were able to
accomplish more together than they ever could alone. We need to
reclaim these stories and make them our own. Hearing stories of
resistance give us courage to stand up for the values we believe in, to
march with Jesus and find hope.

You know the stories, think of the brave people who provided safe
passage on the Underground Railroad, for those seeking freedom from
chattel slavery in the 19" century. And those enslaved resisting, like
Harriet Tubman. And Dietrich Bonhoeffer and others in the confessing
church in the 1930’s, who gave their loyalty to Jesus and not to Hitler
and Hitler’s youth. Youth in South Africa who stood against Apartheid
and formed the African National Congress Youth League in 1944 under
the leadership of Nelson Mandela, envisioning a world without racial
domination.

There are so many examples, think of the multi-ethnic, social religious
backgrounds of those who marched on Washington in August of 1963,
grounded in Jesus’ vision of justice and human dignity. People who
struggled for women’s suffrage, workers’ rights, women’s rights, the
stories go on and on.

Matthew writes that when Jesus entered Jerusalem, the whole city was in
turmoil, using a Greek word that means “was shaken” or “trembled.” In
other words, it was dangerous that day, dangerous to take a stand against
empire.



Rev. Martha Bardwell, one of the Minnesota clergy leaders in the
resistance this winter writes, “Jesus came to bring about a seismic shift
in the way we live, love, and perceive God’s work in the world. Jesus
came to shake up the very foundations of human society. His way of
humble service and self-giving love make the tectonic plates of empire
rumble and crack.”

She continues, “If we keep reading in Matthew’s gospel, we find another
seismic event, this time, on that early morning when the women come to
the tomb that holds Jesus’ crucified body. An earthquake erupts as an
angel arrives and rolls the stone away that had sealed the tomb up tight.
In this resurrection dawn, we see that what seems solid and fixed in the
eyes of empire can be changed, moved, and shattered in the light of
God’s love.”

Friends, we still live in a two-procession world, where violence and
cruelty are part of the systems in which we live. History is full of leaders
who establish empires of their own power and violence, often claiming
God’s blessing and authority. We see that today in the form of Christian
Nationalism.

Palm Sunday destroys the notion that Christianity is some sort of
otherworldly thing. Rather, it is a call to action, a call to Christians to
bear witness, to announce to the world who it is that we follow. And we
have a choice. Now is the time to pray with our feet, with our lives.

This afternoon, over 40 of our members will join thousands of Jesus
followers who will again march in the streets, heading to the Capital,
where the Black Church coalition will lead a choir and followers of
Jesus will stand boldly for what we believe, love of neighbor, inclusion,
generosity, compassion, justice for all and the preservation of the earth.
We will wave palms, and pray, and stand together to claim our moral



center, grounded in the teachings of Jesus. This is our way to disrupt
Christian Nationalism while affirming what it is we believe.

If you can make it, we pray for your safety and well-being at the event.
If you cannot, we hope that you will be in prayer and hold close those
who will share Jesus’ values on the streets of St. Paul.

In these extraordinary times, I am grateful for opportunities to bear
witness to the extravagant love and grace that Jesus calls us all to
demonstrate in our lives and in the world. Let us pray for the courage
and commitment to choose the path of Jesus.

Thanks be to God.
AMEN
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