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PALMS AND PASSION                                                            Zechariah 9:9

                                                                                               Matthew 21:1-11


The story, as presented by the writer of Matthew’s Gospel, says that a large crowd greeted Jesus as he entered Jerusalem. Who really knows? This story has been so shaped by images from the Hebrew Scriptures that we do not quite know what really happened on that particular day. Clearly, the story in Matthew has been shaped in light of a verse from the 9th chapter of the Book of the prophet Zechariah, which reads:


Rejoice, O daughter Zion!



   Shout aloud, O daughter Jerusalem!


Lo, your king comes to you,



   triumphant and victorious is he,



humble and riding on a donkey,



   on a colt, the foal of a donkey.


This passage from the prophet Zechariah describes the kind of entry a king of Israel made into Jerusalem on his way to his enthronement. Such a passage certainly calls for a great, shouting crowd, and that is what Matthew supplies.  

Matthew surely knew about Zechariah. He even misinterpreted the words of the prophet. The verse from Zechariah speaks of a single animal - a donkey, a colt, the foal of a donkey - in other words, a young, male donkey. Matthew mistakenly interpreted Zechariah’s image as comprising not one donkey but rather two, one old, and one young, and so he has Jesus riding into Jerusalem on the backs of two animals! Quite a feat, I would say.
 
But why a donkey, and not a horse? Kings should enter their cities on a mighty horse, like Alexander the Great. Yet, a king of Israel was required to enter Jerusalem on the back of a donkey. This was envisioned to be a mark of humility. In Israel’s prophetic imagination, there could be only one Sovereign – God. All other sovereignty was a derived sovereignty. A king riding into Jerusalem on the back of a donkey, in humility and in peace, would be reminded that his limited sovereignty was dependent upon the sovereignty of God.  

As the gospel writer Matthew describes the events of that Palm Sunday long ago, Jesus takes up the theme. He comes into Jerusalem on the back of a donkey, in humility and in peace. Yet, unlike those kings of old, he is not on his way to any kind of enthronement. He journeys towards a cross.
  
If the crowd had any idea that Jesus was coming into the city as a conquering hero, they were mistaken. Indeed, Palm Sunday has sometimes been described as a day of misunderstanding. In his book, A Life of Jesus, Shusako Endo writes,
The Pesach [Passover] was at hand. The people preparing for the festival were looking back on their long history, rueful over the anguished adversity of their ancient wandering migrations, and they prayed with fervor that God would come again to restore prosperity to his land now trampled underfoot by the [Roman] Gentiles. Jesus, of course, knew the spirit of the feast.  On this particular day, shortly before the festival itself began, with full knowledge he dared to plunge into that whirlpool of popular misunderstanding. Descending from the Mount of Olives and through the cheers from the crowd, he certainly knew that he was soon going to disappoint these people, and that the people in their frustration would then turn against him. . . . Jesus, coming down the mountain and entering the city, wore a painful smile.


May I suggest this morning that the popular misunderstanding present in the hearts and minds of the crowd that day long ago continues in our time? If Jesus were to make his way into the life of our world, he would hardly recognize what his followers have made of him. In our society, he has become aligned with political power, the very thing he rejected in his lifetime. Jesus is being used to support practices of social exclusion and prejudice that would make him weep all over again as he once wept over the city of Jerusalem. In the churches of conventional Christianity, Jesus still occupies a place in a theology of glory which easily celebrates a triumphal entry and forgets the humility and vulnerability of the lonely Jesus, wearing a painful smile, riding to his death on the back of a donkey. He still is celebrated in a triumphal Easter that would just as soon not dwell on the cross of Good Friday.
  
Jesus is still misunderstood, but I hope not by us. I trust that we greet Jesus this day, knowing full well that he makes his way towards the cross, knowing that he will refuse to become captive to the false expectations of his people who want him to be a conqueror, knowing that by his silence he will allow himself to be put to death by political power rather than be used by it, that he comes in lowliness, in vulnerability, in compassion, and in peace. If this be our understanding, then let us most assuredly greet him with our songs of praise. Let us receive him with open hands as our lowly sovereign. Then, let us follow him to the cross, and only after that, to the new life and the quiet, persistent hope of Easter. Amen.    
� Shusako Endo, A Life of Jesus (New York: Paulist Press, 1973) 107, 108.





