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When they had come near Jerusalem and had reached Bethphage, at the Mount of 

Olives, Jesus sent two disciples, saying to them, “Go into 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 fulfill 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.” 
 
 
Palm Sunday is always one of the high points of the Christian year for me. That’s because in 

many ways it’s almost Easter. In our churches, it’s a celebratory time. Spring is all around us.  

Despite our near-record snowfall and brutal temperatures in Michigan, we can almost believe 

Spring is here. Our precious children sing for us and come in procession, waving their palm 

branches in careful ways so as not to hit the worshipers. We sing joyful hymns in recognition of 

Christ’s entry into the holy city of Jerusalem. However hard winter has been, now is a time of 

joy. It’s almost Easter.   

  

And for most of us, the next time we’ll be in church will be Easter Sunday. If possible, we like to 

jump over the nasty little details of this week: the betrayal; that poignant and difficult final 

supper with the disciples; the painful scourging at the hands of Roman Centurions; the pounding 

of spikes through his wrists and feet to hold him on the cross; the agonizing death by crucifixion; 

the tears and crushing disappointment on the part of disciples and family who days before had 
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seen Jesus welcomed in triumph in the city. Yet for us, it’s “almost Easter,” a time of great joy 

and we can skip the rest.  

  

In her book, Plan B: Further Thoughts on Faith, Anne Lamott writes: “I don’t have the right 

personality for Good Friday, for the crucifixion. I’d like to skip ahead to the resurrection. In fact, 

I’d like to skip ahead to the resurrection vision of one of the kids in our Sunday School, who 

drew a picture of the Easter Bunny outside the tomb: everlasting life and a basketful of 

chocolates! Now you’re talking!”  

 

We love this picture because we don’t like or understand all of the unpleasantness. And we’d 

rather not think about it or be reminded of it. Yet, we’re in a quandary because this is not only 

Palm Sunday, it is what we call “Passion Sunday.” And perhaps it is more appropriately “Passion 

Sunday” because without the passion, there simply is no Easter. It’s part of the chaos and 

paradox of this day.   

 

One of our members told me of attending a Palm Sunday service in a very liturgical church last 

year and that they read the Passion narrative. It took a long time. An ancient tradition of the 

church used to be reading the entire Passion narrative so that people couldn’t gloss over what this 

week is all about. It starts with the triumphal entry into Jerusalem, Judas’s betrayal by 

identifying Jesus for 30 pieces of silver, the Last Supper, the arrest in the garden, Peter’s three-

time denial that he ever knew Jesus, the swift trial, the crowd now demanding Jesus be crucified 

rather than Barabbas, the Roman soldiers making an example of his torment, the crucifixion, 

Jesus’ death, his burial. And the reason why the church did this for centuries is that we forget 

what comes between now and Easter. Like Anne LaMott, we prefer to skip directly to the Easter 

bunny outside the tomb.  

  

Here is the painful paradox of this day. Triumphal entry turns into painful rejection. Shouts of 

“Hosanna!” turn into “Crucify him!” Disciples become deserters. Joyful hope turns into crushing 

defeat. And just like the people of Jerusalem, we do not really understand it.   

  

A large part of our difficulty is that we fail to understand the situation that Jesus deliberately put 

himself in. After a short but rather striking career in the northern area around Galilee, a province 

of pastoral beauty, Jesus turns his face to the big city, Jerusalem. He re-focuses his energy on this 

politically-charged city, the focus of the hope of his people.  

  

And we can see trouble brewing from miles away. I’m reminded of when the great preacher-

writer Frederick Buechner, whose family was non-religious, announced at his aunt’s dinner party 

that he was going to seminary and into the ministry. And his aunt turned to him and said, “Is this 

your own idea, or were you poorly advised?” Either way, you knew she thought it was a bad 

decision.  

 

In the same way, we wonder if Jesus had been poorly advised. Jesus resolves to come to the city 

at Passover when political and religious tensions were at their peak. As Adam Hamilton reminds 

us, at the same time that Jesus was entering Jerusalem, weeping over Jerusalem for their refusal 

to follow the things that make for peace, “Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor of Judea, would 

have been entering the city from the west, coming from Caesarea by the Sea and bringing with 
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him at least 1,000 Roman soldiers on chariots, on horseback, and on foot, with all their weapons 

and regalia. The show of force was designed to suppress any thoughts of rebellion during the 

Passover.”
i
 Why? Because Passover celebrated the Jews’ escape from Egyptian bondage and 

always ignited hopes of liberation. The Romans were there to enforce the “pax Romana” – to 

keep the peace, no matter how violent they needed to be. 

  

And entering Jerusalem from the north was King Herod Agrippa with his own followers and 

soldiers. Remember, he’s the one who had John the Baptist beheaded. He also knew how to 

suppress dissension by the use of violence.  

  

Into that powder keg, Jesus comes into the city in the very manner that the prophet Zechariah had 

predicted of the Messiah: “humble, and mounted on a donkey, and on a colt, the foal of a 

donkey.” The crowds knew immediately what Jesus was saying and claiming. Their messiah had 

come. So they tore branches from the trees and the coats from their backs to lay in his path, and 

they shouted out their praise and their hope for deliverance at the hands of a newly-come king.  

  

In this politically and religiously-charged stew, what Jesus did next was not designed to escape 

attention. He “cleansed” the temple. He angrily drove out all of the temple-approved vendors 

who charged extortionist prices during the “high season.” He overthrew the tables of the money-

changers who charged a premium to exchange Roman coins with the emperor’s image for Jewish 

coins with floral or geometric patterns. If Jesus was intending to anger the religious 

establishment, he succeeded on the first try. If he had some good advisors, they would have 

reigned him in and sent him back to the green pastures of the Galilee.   

  

And it’s here that we again need to remember, Jesus was not poorly advised – he knew precisely 

what he was doing. In all that he did, he never hid himself in order to enjoy the festival activities.  

He was declaring his identity and authority, forcing the issue with both Romans and Jewish 

establishments: what are you going to do about me? And he was fully conscious that the shadow 

of the cross was looming over him. While many of us are eager to simply skip ahead to a joyful 

Easter, that was not an option for Jesus. For Easter to happen, there was that little matter of the 

cross. And within all of this is the question of why Jesus did what he did. If he knew precisely 

what he was doing, as is evident by the clarity of his actions and words, why, in the name of 

God, would Jesus do what he did?   

  

Why would God, who is fully present, incarnate, in the life of Jesus, why would God become 

involved in the messy, political, violent event of the cross, an event that has come to symbolize 

our human suffering and death?  

  

And our question becomes, “Where is God in all of this?” Why did God let Jesus suffer and die?  

This is the question any thinking human being is driven to ask: Where is God when bad things, 

evil things happen? That is our question – and especially so during this “Holy Week:” Where is 

God when suffering happens, when evil happens?   

  

Rev. John Buchanan writes that one of the thinkers who has been most helpful in dealing with 

God and human suffering is a German, Jürgen Moltmann, whose book The Crucified God is one 

of the theological classics of our time.  Moltmann remembers how the world changed for him in 
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July 1943 when, as a 17-year-old conscript in the German army, he witnessed and survived the 

Allied firebombing of his hometown of Hamburg, in which civilian casualties numbered 40,000.  

That’s when Moltmann began to ask, “Where is God?”   

  

And then as a British POW, he was shown pictures of the atrocities committed by his people 

against the Jews in the death camps and again he asked, “Where is God in all this?” He 

remembers the day when he made the connection between the cross of Christ, the suffering of 

God, and the suffering of innocent civilians and Jewish people in the concentration camps.  

Moltmann saw that these vastly different events were all connected, connected by the cross, by 

the suffering of God.  

  

Out of that experience, he wrote his powerful book and asked, “Is God the transcendent and 

untouched stage manager of the theater of this violent world, or is God in Christ the central 

engaged figure of the world’s tragedy?” He concluded that God in Christ is the central engaged 

figure of the world’s tragedy.  In fact, the central Christian affirmation is that in Christ, God 

enters human suffering, experiences human suffering, weeps beside and with us. Taking it a step 

further, in the cross of Christ, Moltmann wrote, God even experienced God-forsakenness in 

Jesus’ plaintive and so very human cry, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” And in 

the cross of Christ, God the Father experienced the searing human feeling of grief at the loss of 

his only son.  

  

It is not adequate, Moltmann wrote, to say only that Jesus Christ died for sinners. He also died 

for sufferers, died for everyone who suffers or who will suffer, died for us.
ii
 

  

And that’s why we can’t simply skip over Passion Sunday, or take Good Friday out of the Book 

of Worship. Easter is coming, but not until Good Friday. Jesus said that there will always be 

“wars and rumors of war.” He warned that towers fall on the just and the unjust alike. Tragedies 

strike the very best of people. Disease strikes all of us, including children. Jesus had no illusions: 

this is a painful, Good Friday world. And into this broken world, in the cross, in Jesus, God 

enters into our suffering.   

  

So, yes, on Palm Sunday, let it be said that Jesus was crucified, that the cross is ugly, that life is 

sometimes dangerous and unfair and unjust and that somehow none of that – his crucifixion or 

whatever danger and suffering and loss you and I encounter along the way – lies outside the 

boundaries of God’s love and grace and salvation.   

  

The central Christian affirmation is that God-in-Christ enters into and shares our human 

suffering, weeping beside us and with us. You have no pain or suffering that God does not share.  

And to skip over the cross, to ignore the passion and death of Jesus, is to rob ourselves of the 

deepest insight into the nature and love of God. God does not stand idly by, impassive and 

uncaring. God knows our suffering: God cares for us and suffers with us.  

  

There is a problem when we skip from Palm Sunday to Easter and neglect the week in-between. 

We cannot have Christianity without a cross, Easter without the messiness of Good Friday. And 

we have a problem with the cross, our central image, because we live in a culture that assumes 

and teaches and celebrates the belief that the purpose of the human enterprise is to triumph, to 
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succeed, to get all the rewards that are available. We believe in an antiseptic Easter so thoroughly 

that we are perplexed when anyone tells us we don’t have a clue what Easter is actually about.  

  

I have a very simple request for you during this most holy and revealing week. I invite you to 

live through it. I beg you not to succumb to skipping ahead to Easter with the hidden eggs and 

chocolate bunnies. Christ died for so much more than that. I urge you to live this week as it is 

meant to be: a holy re-enactment of Christ’s final earthly days. Read the scriptures. Come to the 

powerful Maundy Thursday Communion, and remember Christ’s final time with his disciples. 

Attend the Good Friday service where three area pastors will give messages on Christ’s final 

words.   

  

And I promise you this: if you re-live this week, walking in the steps of Jesus, Easter Sunday will 

take on a new and vibrant reality for you. And you will discover – perhaps for the first time – the 

power of Christ’s resurrection for your life.  

  

May we pray? Lead us on, Lord. Help us not to skip ahead to Easter, but to live through this 

week with you. Give us the courage to walk with you, and to wrestle with your love for us, that 

you would go to the Cross for us. Open our eyes to the knowledge that you are never distant, 

never uncaring, but that you love us more deeply than we can know. Lead us on, we pray, in 

Jesus’ name.  Amen.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                 

i. Adam Hamilton, The Way, page 119.  

ii. Jurgen Moltman, The Passion for God: The Crucified God Yesterday and Today, pp. 69–85, 

quoted by Dr. John Buchanan, “To Stir a City.”  


