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Barriers to Belief: What Looks Different from Every Perspective
Luke 19:28-40


If we were asked to describe the first Palm Sunday, among the words most of us would probably offer are “palms” and “hosannas.” We’ve already sung and experienced those words this morning.

But neither word appears in Luke’s telling of the Palm Sunday story. People place clothing on the ground to soften Jesus’ ride, but there’s no mention of palms. People offer praise, but there’s no mention of anyone shouting, “Hosanna.”

A different perspective.

Luke puts different words in the mouths of those who greet Jesus as he enters Jerusalem for the last time: “Peace in heaven, and glory in the highest heaven!”
If we think back a short time—back to another time of praises being sung—perhaps those words will seem familiar. Earlier in Luke’s gospel we find angels announcing, “Glory to God in the highest! Peace on earth! Good will to all people!” And in response we sang, “Peace on earth and mercy mild, God and sinners reconciled.”

The preacher Tom Long images those words like “pebbles slung across a pond, vows of faith and love” that “skip across the surface of life for a moment before sinking out of sight and memory.” But, he adds, if these words are to “be more than easy expressions of cheer and fleeting good intentions, they must be seen not as sentiments but as commands, words that summon not just a mood but a steady and faithful obedience.”

Long believes this is why Luke reminds us of these nearly forgotten words. Luke wants us to know that these words we so merrily repeat at Christmas “come with a Good Friday price. The words sung at Jesus’ birth are now marking his path to Calvary. The angels’ cry . . . was not merely a birth announcement but a set of marching orders to which Jesus was obedient throughout his life.”
A different perspective.
In Luke’s gospel, it’s not just any crowd of people who greet Jesus as he travels down from the Mount of Olives. From Luke’s perspective, those gathered along that road are Jesus’ disciples—people who’ve followed Jesus, heard him teach, seen his ministry up close. Those welcoming him into Jerusalem aren’t an erratic group who will soon change their minds and call for his death. They may run and hide, but their songs of praise won’t turn to cries of “Crucify.”

These people gather as an act of faith. They believe that somehow Jesus fulfills century-old promises of one who will free them and others from the powers that hold them down. They believe that Jesus somehow brings the peace that’s missing from their lives, from their world.


These people choose to gather here rather than somewhere else in Jerusalem where another entry is taking place. Pontius Pilate, the Roman Empire’s representative, also makes his way into the city. He also comes to “keep the peace” during Passover when the crowds can get a bit out of hand.

In their book The Last Week, Marcus Borg and John Dominic Crossan imagine Pilate traveling with troops and flags and weapons—impressive signs of the Roman Empire. And in case those signs of power aren’t enough, he also rides into Jerusalem on a magnificent warhorse.


In comparison, those greeting Jesus must seem a raggedy band. Uneducated fishermen and former tax collectors, women and children, those who’ve lived on the margins without power or wealth.

And the one they greet enters Jerusalem without any of Pilate’s trappings of power. No troops or banners or weapons. Not even a horse. Only a borrowed donkey.

And, as one commentator explains, Jesus doesn’t come to “keep the same kind of peace Pilate and Rome intend, a business-as-usual kind of peace that benefits the empire and the folks on top. . . . Jesus brings instead the peace that surpasses understanding, and much of what is about to unfold in the next few days will be the price he pays to bring it.”

A different power. A different peace. A different perspective.

And Jesus’ disciples have a different perspective. Because of their experiences with him, their lives have been changed and they’ve discovered hope. Maybe it’s this hope that’s kept them from fully hearing all of Jesus’ teachings. He’s told them more than once about what lies ahead—suffering and death. But sometimes hope works in funny ways. And here it seems to keep these disciples from seeing the danger that’s approaching.

But the Pharisees don’t share this perspective. These religious leaders are worried. They know about Pilate’s arrival. They also know what can happen if Rome feels threatened—even by a raggedy group of regular folks. Rome doesn’t tolerate threats. It steps on them, smashes them.

So the Pharisees try to get Jesus to shut down his disciples. Hush them up. Get them to stop the display. Keep them from causing trouble.

But no amount of worrying or warning by the Pharisees is going to change the perspective of this crowd of disciples. After all they’ve seen and heard, why should they be afraid of anything or anyone?

As one commentator notes, what these disciples have witnessed has emboldened their faith—as long as they can forget Jesus’ predictions about suffering and death. Their faith has “raised their hopes into dreams of something we can’t quite assume we know. Perhaps this entrance of Jesus evokes the kind of joy and relief that we can only imagine, for example, when United Nations troops arrive in a country torn apart by genocide, or when a convoy of trucks carries grain to a starving people. But whatever their hopes, the song these disciples sing comes from deep within them.”
It’s a perspective the Pharisees just can’t understand. Not even when Jesus tries to explain it in the context of a larger perspective. A perspective that understands that all of creation—even the stones over which he rides—longs to bear witness to the peace God seeks to bring to the world.

Perhaps the final perspective of this story is the one we choose to embrace. We can glance at the story and then let it slip away just as the words we sang at Christmas. Or we can take a closer look, perhaps noticing how this version of the story differs from those found in the other gospels or jumping ahead to how we know the larger story will end.

Or perhaps we can embrace the hope and joy embodied in this story. Perhaps we can become, as one writer describes it, “stewards of praise.” To see life through the perspective that runs throughout scripture—from the poetry of creation to the praise offered by a people freed from Egyptian slavery to the magnificent singing Isaiah hears in a vision of heaven. A perspective that suggests that “praise lies beneath everything else as nothing less than the vigorous intentionality of God.” A perspective that understands that praise “wells up from the essential truth that is the bedrock of all creation” and “bestows upon us glimpses of the clear vision of God.”

Not pollyanna praise. Not pie-in-the-sky praise. Not whistling-past-the-graveyard praise. Not something-just-to-make-the-world-more-beautiful praise. But praise that gives us vision and enables us to see the world more clearly.

To be stewards of that praise is to be stewards of such a vision. One that sees the world clearly—in all of its brokenness and pain, its misdirected power and misplaced potential, its grief and loss. But a vision that still finds reason to hope—for peace, for wholeness, for a new perspective.
Seeing ourselves as stewards of praise, stewards of vision, stewards of hope.

On this final day of our stewardship campaign and the first day of the week we describe as holy, perhaps there’s no better perspective we can have. Amen.
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