
Gospel echoes 
 

When they were approaching Jerusalem, at Bethphage and Bethany, near the Mount of Olives, 

he sent two of his disciples and said to them, “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.  If anyone says to 

you, ‘Why are you doing this?’ just say this, ‘The Lord needs it and will send it back here immediately.’” 

They 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, untying the colt?” They told them what Jesus had 

said; and they allowed them to take it. Then they brought the colt to Jesus and threw their cloaks on it; 

and he 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 he 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 with the twelve. 
         Mark 11: 1-11 

 

Ordinarily, on Palm Sunday, we gather here in the sanctuary, we read the story of how 

Jesus entered Jerusalem, we sing “All glory, laud, and honor, to thee redeemer king,” while the 

children parade through the aisles and we wave our palm branches.  We do our best to re-

enact the drama and excitement of that parade into Jerusalem with crowds lining the roads and 

shouting “Hosanna.” 

But did you notice how much more time Mark spends on the details of procuring the 

donkey than on the actual parade? 

Tom Long suggests that the two unnamed disciples chosen for this donkey-fetching 

foray might have been James and John, the ones who, just before this episode in Mark’s gospel, 

had boldly demanded of Jesus, “We want you to do for us whatever we ask.”  And when Jesus 

enquired just what that might be, they replied “Grant us to sit, one at your right hand and one 

at your left, in your glory.” 

Long writes, “So it is deliciously ironic that on this very public and glorious day of Jesus’ 

ministry, a day when he will be welcomed into Jerusalem with joyous hosannas, they find 

themselves engaged in a most unromantic form of ministry, mucking around a stable, looking 

suspiciously like horse thieves, and trying to wrestle an untamed and no doubt balky animal 

toward the olive groves.” (Christian Century, April 4, 2006, p. 18) 

It suggests that they were disappointed, not only by their role in these events, but even 

more by the role that Jesus assumes.  And probably because they had imagined it a bit 

differently.  Three times Jesus tried to explain it to them.  In the verses just before the 

jockeying for position of power and prestige, Jesus tells them that the Messiah must suffer, die, 

and then be raised again.  But in spite of these pronouncements about why they were heading 

toward Jerusalem, the disciples do not immediately seize upon the meaning of this moment.   

And you have to wonder, what kind of hero were the people of Jerusalem and Judea looking for 

when they got caught up in the flash mob that gathered as Jesus of Nazareth was making his 

way into the gates of the city?  The language that the gospel writers use suggest that the people 

of Jerusalem were looking for a hero who could make some much-needed changes in the way 



of the world.  And they were right to see Jesus as an agent of transformation, not only the 

inner lives of individuals, but transformation in communities, societies, cultures—the world.  

But the hero they were hoping for was a charismatic military leader who would instigate a 

rebellion against the oppressive rule of the Roman empire; or a political, spiritual leader who 

would restore Israel to the glory they imagined from the days of King David.   

You get the sense that what they were looking for is a hero who saves them with a 

show of power and force, a 1st-century version of Wyatt Earp, who rides into Tombstone and 

cleans up the town by dispatching all the bad guys in the black hats.  But Jesus turns out to be a 

different kind of hero than anyone could have imagined, the kind of hero who, in the words of 

Paul, “emptied himself” in order to raise us all.     

Jesus didn’t come to defeat our perceived enemies but to overcome the powers of evil 

and death that threaten to enslave us all, the powers of evil and death that threaten us all 

because they threaten the lives and well-being and dignity of our neighbors. 

This is something that Martin Luther King, Jr. struggled to keep in front of us when he 

was leading protest marches and demonstrations of civil disobedience against the evils of 

segregation and lynching and Jim Crow laws.  As early as 1957 and throughout the civil rights 
movement of the 1960s, Dr. King was clear that resistance to injustice was not about revenge 

against the oppressor.  In an explanation of the thinking behind such demonstrations as the 

Montgomery bus boycott, he says that “the nonviolent resister does not seek to humiliate or 

defeat the opponent but to win . . . friendship and understanding.”  And he directs our passion 

and outrage toward the “evil system rather than individuals who happen to be caught up in the 

system.”  He says that the struggle for racial equality is not just about the tensions between 

white people and black people.  “The struggle is rather between justice and injustice.”  (“The 

Power of Nonviolence” in Testament of Hope, pp. 12-13)  
And now, as we hear the echoes of the civil rights movement in the next generation of 

protesters and marchers who continue to call our nation to account for racial injustice, for 

violence against women, and for the virus of gun violence, I wonder if we can also hear some 

gospel echoes. 

When Jesus rode into Jerusalem, he entered not only that holy city in the first 

century—he entered every city in all times and in all places.  He entered into the real world 

where the prevailing message is that “might makes right” and where the ones with the power 

and privilege makes the rules.  He entered into a world where not only individuals but nations 

have bought into the notion that peace comes through the strength of our weapons and our 

ability to defeat and dominate our opponents.  It is into this city and this world that Jesus rides 

and embodies a radically new and different reality—a strength based not on domination and 

weapons, but strength embodied in weakness. 
And whether it is through the gates of Jerusalem in the 1st century, across the Edmund 

Pettis Bridge in the 20th century, or in the halls of Congress in Washington, D.C. in the 21st 

century, the message of Jesus is still the same, and still echoes and reverberates to those of us 

who re-enact the drama of Palm Sunday.  Jesus does not ride into these cities to defeat people, 

but to overcome the powers that hold us all in slavery.   

The world that Jesus weeps over is the world that places a high value on the power of 

weapons, wealth, and fame.  And what Jesus brings into this world is the strength of humility, 

obedience to God’s way, and costly self-giving.  These are the things that make for life and 

peace, he says, and not weapons.  These are the things that make for the peace as God intends. 



And that story is our story, too.  When we re-enact this drama, we not only hear the 

echoes of those shouts in Jerusalem, we make it our own story in our own time and place.  But 

I don’t think we fully understand this prophetic event unless we also enter into what is still to 

come this week.   

If we skip over the rest of the story that gets played out this week on Maundy Thursday 

and Good Friday, if we skip from Palm Sunday right into Easter, we miss out on the experience 

that gives meaning to both of these celebrations.  And we may not see the connection between 

people holding up palm branches along the road into ancient Jerusalem and people holding up 

protest signs along the streets of Washington, or Minneapolis, or Des Moines.  We won’t really 

understand what it means to say that Jesus still enters in wherever we are, wherever there is 

uncertainty, wherever there is violence—and enters in for the same reason he came to 

Jerusalem. 

The meaning of the entrance of Jesus into Jerusalem on a lowly donkey, the meaning of 

our own Palm Sunday celebration of this event, the meaning of our own shouts of “hosanna”—

all of this becomes clear only as we move into the rest of the events of this coming week.  And 

only when we see and feel the suffering love that suffuses the last meal Jesus shares with his 
disciples—“this is my body, given for you”—the suffering love that finds profound expression in 

his prayer in the garden—“not my will, but your will be done”— the suffering love that takes 

him through the darkness of betrayal and crucifixion.  Only then will we begin to understand 

the profound connection between the celebrations of Palm Sunday, and resurrection on Easter 

Sunday.  

May we take time this week to stop all the other noise and listen for these gospel 

echoes. 

May it be so. 
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