
1 
 

A Week with Two Parades: Reflection for 28 March 2021, Palm/Passion Sunday 
John 12: 12-16; Psalm 31:1-5 (VU #758, Part One); Philippians 2:1-2, 5-8, 12-13, Mark 14-15          
Rev. Dr. Barbara Fullerton, East Plains United Church, Burlington 

“I can’t believe it,” said Zach. “I was just up to the temple to make my sacrifice and the 

Priest said it was blemished and wouldn’t take it.”  

“What do you mean?” said Maria, “We scrimped and saved to buy a turtle dove. What 

happened?” 

“Well, first I had to change our money into Temple money and I’m sure they cheated 

me there. Then I bought a turtle-dove and he swore it was perfect, but the Priest said it 

had a blemish, and to go buy another one. But I don’t have any money left.” 

“They have a racket going up there” said Maria, “they’re nothing but a den of thieves.”  

Zach, Maria, and their three children had arrived a few nights before and tented with a 
whole host of relatives and friends at the foot of the Mount of Olives. It was Passover 
time and everyone who could, had come to Jerusalem for the celebrations.   

“Last night was pretty scary when the Roman soldiers came and ordered us home. ‘No 
gatherings allowed’, they said,” reflected Maria. “They know this is a dangerous time. 
They don’t want any uprising, and there are a lot of us here. And this morning they had 
their big parade. It was kind of exciting, the prancing horses and all the fancy regalia, 
swords, armor, trumpets and all. But it was just to remind us who’s boss. And the 
streets are crawling with soldiers. They’re watching our every move.”  

“Hey, what’s up?” asked Maria, her tone changing when the children had just come 
running.  
 
“Something’s happening up the hill!” they shouted. “There’s a man riding on a donkey, 
and everyone is shouting and waving palm branches.”   
 
“It must be Jesus!” exclaimed Maria, rushing out to see. “Yes, it’s him. It’s him! I 
wondered if he would come. I hoped he would.” 
 

“Who is Jesus and what’s he doing here?” asked Zach.  
 
“He’s someone very special” said Maria. “I heard him back in Galilee. He was telling 
stories. They were stories about us, but they often ended funny. He talked about loving 
your neighbour, and kept saying that the Kin-dom of God is right here, now, in us,” 
Maria remembered.  
 

“He’s crazy to be attracting a crowd. The Romans will do him in,” responded her 
husband. 
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“O Zach, don’t you understand? Our tradition tells us that the one who will liberate us 
will come riding on a donkey. Judas Maccabeus also rode a donkey, signifying he was 
God’s Chosen one. Because of the revolt he led against the Seleucid Empire, we still 
have the right to worship freely here in Jerusalem. And now Jesus is leading the 
people. There he is. Let’s get up there. This is a precious moment.”  
 

“When I saw him and heard him, he was so real. He even healed people. You could 
just feel the energy and goodness of his presence. I never heard anyone like him. I 
don’t know how he can help us, but I know he will. Let’s go.” Maria was adamant. Zach 
reluctantly went along.  
 

Caught up in the frenzy of the crowd they shouted, “Hosanna—save us now” along 
with all the others. As they got closer, they saw he had made an even bigger mockery 
of the Roman parade than they first thought. He wasn’t just riding a donkey, he was 
riding a colt, a baby donkey, so low to the ground that his feet practically dragged. He 
really was thumbing his nose at the powerful Roman parade. 
 

When he came to the bottom of the hill, Jesus dismounted the donkey and continued 
into the city surrounded by his inner circle of followers.  
 

“Look at those soldiers; they’re keeping a sharp eye” said Zach. “I bet they’re planning 
to get rid of him. There’s a group of us here ready to go after them.”  
 
“What, with sticks and stones?” Maria mocked him. “That’s not Jesus’ way. I don’t 
know where this is heading, but somehow love will win. We just have to do our best to 
have his kind of courage and compassion and the world will come out right.”i 
 

Credit for that story depicting Palm Sunday goes to a friend of mine, Don Murray, a 
progressive theologian who used to be on staff at the Tatamagouche Centre in Nova 
Scotia. I edited and embellished it a bit. But what you hear is a sense of the excitement 
of that day, and the hope that things can be different. 
 

The road is filled with pilgrims going up to Jerusalem. As streams of people crowd 
together on their way to the city, Jesus’ followers are simply one group among many.  
 

While the gospel accounts are united in telling us Jesus comes in a kind of procession, 
there are various accounts. Matthew, Mark, and John’s account (which is read this 
year) speak of palm branches being cut, which is the reason we call this Palm Sunday. 
Luke doesn’t mention these at all.  
 

I was brought up with a picture of Jesus parading, like our Santa Claus parade, with 
crowds standing at the side of the street cheering, and possibly joining in to follow the 
end of the parade. More likely, his followers are simply part of a larger crowd entering 
the city—noisy, happy, like spring breakers on the way to a holiday. 
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Actually, hailing Jesus with Hosannas, which means, “Save us,” gave it an element 
much like the “Fridays for Future” climate crisis protest rally several of us attended in 
Hamilton a few years ago. And the throngs in Jerusalem were as massive as the 
women’s marches we saw on TV or live-streaming on internet right after the 2016 U.S. 
election. 
 

An educated guess is that the population of Jerusalem doubled at the time of 
Passover. No wonder Jesus sees it as an opportunity to spread his message of love 
and the Kin-dom of God! 
 

And no wonder Pilate stepped up security. Roman Procurator Pontius Pilate also likely 
headed a procession that day, entering the city riding a war horse and followed by 
ranks and ranks of Roman legionnaires. Their sheathed swords were a visible 
reminder that Rome’s rule, like all empires, is founded on violence.  
 

Likely also in the crowd are other rabbis, like Jesus, and their followers as well. And of 
course, there are ordinary people like us, all going to Jerusalem to celebrate Passover. 
Going to a Passover festival was like going to a party. Like Mardi Gras or a Pride 
Parade. Or like Maple Syrup Festival, a street fair in downtown Paris. It’s like all crowds 
having fun. Yet within the crowd, something unique is about to happen.  
 

In all of the commotion of Palm Sunday, we hear a second theme emerging. In the 
church, we call this the Passion story. Those who took Latin in school will recognize 
that passion comes from the Latin verb meaning to suffer or endure.ii Our English 
words “patience” and “patient” come from the same root.  

Most Protestants observe the Passion as everything that happens in Jesus’ life in the 
short period between Palm Sunday to his death by crucifixion on Good Friday.  

Remember the story a few weeks ago of Jesus getting angry in the temple? That may 
have sparked his arrest. His action in the Temple confronted the collusion of the 
religious leaders with the Romans. Occupied peoples sometimes do what they “have 
to” do to survive or even thrive. Don Murray’s dramatization at the beginning of this 
reflection implies how that affected ordinary people who were heavily penalized when 
they exchanged their Roman coins for temple money to buy sacrifices. 

As the events of Holy week unfold, especially after Jesus’ Temple protest, a plot is 
hatched to get rid of him. The disciple Judas’ betrayal of Jesus was serendipity for the 
leaders of it. Some theologians suggest Judas misunderstood Jesus’ mission, hoping 
he was actually going to lead a revolt to liberate Israel from the Romans. Judas may 
have thought he was forcing Jesus’ hand and that Jesus would use his power from 
God to lead the revolution. The thirty pieces of silver he got for leading the zealous 
vigilantes to Jesus, as he prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane, would have come in 
handy for the guerilla warfare Judas envisioned. Jesus led a revolution for sure, but of 
a very different kind. 
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He wouldn’t have had even the initial person power for a coup, as the disciples 
scattered in panic when Jesus was arrested. Judas gets a bad rap in Christian history 
as the one who betrayed Jesus, perhaps undeserved. It’s been suggested that he 
hung himself because he was heartbroken at how it all turned out. If there is a moral to 
Judas’ story, it’s that we are not in ultimate control and can’t force God’s hand to get 
what we want or what we think should happen. 

The gospel writers tell us more about these few days in Jesus’ life than we can cover in 
one Sunday. Traditionally, Christians gather to hear more of the story on Maundy 
Thursday and Good Friday. The Last (Passover) Supper, Jesus’ prayer time in 
Gethsemane and his arrest all happen on Thursday evening, in the timeline in the 
gospels. A lot happens between his Thursday evening arrest and crucifixion on Friday.  

We learn of Peter following from a safe distance after Jesus is led from the Garden of 
Gethsemane to the sham Sanhedrin trial in the middle of the night, hastily called by the 
High Priest. But then Peter denies three times that he’s ever even met the man that the 
religious leaders have dragged in. It terrified him when a servant girl kept insisting he 
was with Jesus. Have you ever been in a situation where you lied to protect yourself?  

From there, Jesus was sent to Pilate, who happened to be in Jerusalem because of 
the Passover crowds posing a possibility of unrest of the kind Judas was hoping Jesus 
would incite. But Jesus wasn’t cooperating with the script, so according to the account 
in Luke’s gospel, Pilate sent him to King Herod Antipas, conveniently in the city for the 
Passover as well, who sent him back to Pilate after Jesus refused to entertain him with 
miracles. Pilate eventually gave the crucifixion order, as the only person with authority 
to do so. 

The temple authorities, not allowed to kill anyone themselves because of that 
commandment forbidding killing, do a careful dance routine with the Romans in helping 
maintain order.  

Longtime friend Rev. Fran Ota interprets what happened this way: 

Their people remain under their thumbs, and all remain under Roman rule, 

or so they thought on this side of Easter. 

Sadly, more people live on the dark side of Good Friday than on the sunny 

side of Easter. On this side of Easter, there is no resurrection sought or 

conceived of, only suffering. There is a parade of palms followed by a 

parade with a cross. Many people live on this side of Easter all the time. 

Walking day by day toward death. 

The disciples were confused by the events of that week. "But I thought—we 

all thought—that he was going to bring in God’s Kingdom," Peter might have 

said, remembering Jesus’ saying ‘The right time has come and the Realm, 

the Kingdom of God is near.’ 
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Our faith tells us that more was tied up in the person of Jesus than being just 

another statistic of Roman crucifixion. As Jesus rides through our Palm 

Sunday parade, can we hear him telling us he has not come as a mighty 

Messiah to overpower the powers that be? That he meets us in the very 

fragility of being human, at the depth of our human suffering, showing us 

how to walk through that suffering to a place of peace in which celebration 

does not end, and freedom is real, for everyone.iii 

How do we take that word of hope to those people who only know the cloudy side of 

the cross? What do we do after the parades of Palm Sunday and the march to the 

cross are over? That’s our mission, as “Resurrection Specialists.”iv 

How EPUC lives that out will be unique to EPUC. Transition Team will bring a 

recommendation to the Annual Congregational Meeting to focus on two of the options 

for your future, no longer considering Option #3 to close well. We are not just trudging 

a dreary path to certain death.  

What are we expecting? We are living in hope of new life around the corner, past Good 

Friday, past whatever may have to die in order for us to get there.  

Questions about what is beyond Good Friday for EPUC are basically what we have 

been talking about during this transition time. We will continue to talk about in weeks 

and months ahead. 

Like Jesus, we will not raise ourselves. Resurrection is a God act. Like Judas, we 

cannot force God’s hand. But as “Resurrection Specialists,” we follow the one God 

raised at Easter and continue to live his Kin-dom values and carry out his mission into 

the future to which God is leading us.  

One of my favourite hymns could be a source of strength as we do. Hold onto its words 
as we look to the future, as we enter this Holy Week: 

1 Be still, my soul, for God is on your side; 
bear patiently the cross of grief or pain. 
Trust in your God, your Saviour and your guide, 
who through all changes faithful will remain. 
Be still, my soul, your best, your heavenly friend 
through stormy ways leads to a peaceful end. 

2 Be still, my soul, for God will undertake 
to guide the future surely as the past. 
Your hope, your confidence let nothing shake, 
all now mysterious shall be bright at last. 
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Meanwhile, we are still on THIS side of Easter. How can we celebrate a 
Resurrection if we have not gone through Good Friday? We can NOT. Not if 
we believe Easter is more than bunnies and butterflies. 

West Plains has invited us to listen to their Good Friday service posted on 
their website, which can be accessed at any time on Friday or Saturday. 

EPUC Good Friday worship is at 10:30 on April 2 on Zoom: 

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/84254756282?pwd=NEZrNDZJZHM4bmpQdFI4TFlkODBQUT09  

To phone instead: 647-374-4685 & 647-558-0588 

Meeting ID: 842 5475 6282 Passcode: 669503 

Hope to “see” you there! 

i A Word to the Spiritual Seekers sent by email 19 March 2016 Adapted from his ”Palm Sunday: Up Close” From: Don Murray. 
ii L. patior, passus sum 
iii Adapted from Fran Ota’s Palm Sun sermon, posted on Midrash in March 2018. 
iv Rev. Alexa Gilmour issued the invitation to be “Resurrection Specialists” in her sermon at the Horseshoe Falls Regional Council 
Celebration of Ministries service in November 2020. 
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