Voices of Palm Sunday

Palm Sunday 2011

People of Praise

One: 
Cry out, people of faith! Rejoice and praise God!

All: 
If we did not sing praise, the very stones would cry out!

One: 
Cry out, people of faith, for your savior draws near to Jerusalem.

All: 
Hosanna! God saves! Blessed is the one who comes in God’s name.

One: 
Blessed is Jesus Christ, who did not turn back for fear of the cross. Let us praise the God who loves us, sharing Christ’s sufferings and facing with courage our path of faith.

All: 
Hosanna! God saves! Blessed is the one who comes in God’s name.

Prayer of Praise

O God, your name be praised, for in Jesus Christ you come to visit and redeem your people. Help us to understand Christ’s rule—strongest among the oppressed, among the victims, among the hurt and broken ones. Help us to understand Christ’s triumph revealed when love speaks the healing and freeing word. Help us to understand the glory revealed on a cross. Then may we sing with the children: Hosanna! Hosanna! Blessed is the one who comes in God’s name to visit and redeem God’s people! Amen.

Prayer of Thanks & Lord’s Prayer

God of infinite power, we thank you for Jesus, who came riding into the city of Jerusalem on a lowly beast, victorious through love and not through violence. Help us to learn the meaning of power and of glory through Jesus, who—though being one with you—took on the form of a servant and shared our human life and sufferings. May we truly participate in the life and struggles of the world’s peoples. We pray in the name of the one who was greeted with palms and who taught us to pray, saying: “Our Father, who art in heaven. . . .”

Voices of Palm Sunday

For the past five weeks of the Season of Lent we’ve been preparing for this moment in the journey. Now we’ve reached what’s traditionally been called “Palm Sunday.” But we didn’t hear about “palms” in the story from Matthew. The gospel of John, written thirty to forty years later, is the only one that says people waved “palm” branches for Jesus.

Anyway, this is the day on which, our tradition tells us, Jesus entered Jerusalem—just days before his death. So I invite you to reflect on some of the feelings of that day and the week that would follow.

Let’s imagine we’ve come to Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover. Let’s listen to some of the voices we might hear on that first Palm Sunday.

The Child

We’d looked forward to our trip to Jerusalem for months. Mom and Dad had saved hard.

It took us several days, but at last we reached the Holy City. It was so beautiful, and there were so many people. Everyone seemed happy and excited. There was color everywhere—and music and laughter. It was festival time, and everyone was having a good time.

Then, one morning, something special happened. We were walking along a main street when people started getting excited. There was pointing and pushing. Everyone wanted to see a procession that was making its way along the road.

Mom and Dad pushed us through the crowds so we could be close to the road. We found ourselves with lots of other children—all of them eager to see.

I expected another Army parade—with a Roman general riding his big white charger and flanked by armed guards looking proud and fierce.

It was nothing like that! Instead I saw a man riding a donkey. People were walking around him—and some were even dancing. There were hundreds of children too, waving palm branches.

And something else. There were men and women running ahead of the donkey so they could place their cloaks in the road for the donkey to ride over.

I still remember the feeling of excitement and joy that swept over me. This was different.

At the center of everything was this man. He seemed so strong and gentle. He didn’t look around like the Roman generals did. And yet as he came closer and looked at us, I had the feeling that he was looking straight at me—that he knew me.

When he looked at me, I forgot everything. I forgot about Mom and Dad. I forgot I was in a strange city.
I rushed out with all the other children. From somewhere I found a palm branch. I waved it and shouted, “Hosanna!” with all the others.

I’ve never been so happy and excited in all my life. I knew that something special was happening and that I was part of it.

I’ll never forget that day. What happened then will be part of me for the rest of my life.

As I saw that man Jesus riding on the donkey and surrounded by those people, somehow I knew that he was coming for all people, for everyone—and that included me, a child.

And something else. I also knew that what he was doing was right. He wasn’t strong or proud or powerful. I somehow knew that what he was doing was going to cost him, but I knew it was right.

I couldn’t explain it then, and I can’t explain it now. I just knew.

All the children with me that day knew. And because of that we ran and danced and sang and waved our palm branches.

I’m glad I was in Jerusalem that day—for just that.


The Donkey’s Owner

Snaffled my donkey, he did—good luck to him! 
Rode him astride, feet dangling, near scraping the ground. 
Gave me the laugh of my life when I first see them.
Remembering yesterday—you know, how Pilate come 
Bouncing along the same road, only that horse of his 
Big as a house and the armor shining
And half of Rome trotting behind. Tight-mouthed he was, 
Looking like he owned the world.

Then today, him and my little donkey!

Laugh? I thought I’d kill myself when he first started. 
So did the rest of them. Gave him a cheer 
Like he was Caesar himself, only more hearty: 
Tore off some palm-twigs and followed shouting, 
Whacking the donkey’s behind. Then suddenly we see his face.

The smile had gone, and somehow the way he sat 
Was different—like he was much older—you know. 
Didn’t want to laugh no more.

The Disciple

Peter’s my name. You’ve probably heard of me.

I was there that day in Jerusalem. It was festival time, and the crowds like a good show. They were quick to get into the marching and singing and dancing—all of them waving their palm branches. Anything for a bit of fun and excitement.
But I don’t trust the crowds. I didn’t like them one bit.

The children are different. They’re so open, so quick to respond. They’re all right.

But the rest. . . . Well, you know what happened.

I tell you, I was scared. Ever since that day when I said something I didn’t fully understand: “You are the Christ, Son of the Living God.” Ever since then he’d been different. Like his mind was elsewhere. His face showed it—all determined and distant.

He talked about dying. When I told him I didn’t like it, I caught grief for speaking my mind.

So I wasn’t too happy that day in Jerusalem. He’d planned it all—down to the last detail. Not a word to any of us, and we were his best friends.

I thought he was being provocative. After all, there were parades every day. The Romans marched down our streets with their polished armor and their swords flashing in the sun and their war horses and bands. Show-offs, the lot of them.

So Jesus has his parade. Except he rides a donkey, and the people cheer him and love him. It’s one in the eye for the Romans.

And there was no mistaking what Jesus had in mind. This was the Passover festival when our people celebrated the great deliverance we call the Exodus. And here was Jesus choosing that very moment to enter the Holy City—as if he was the new deliverer. He knew that, and he knew everyone else knew it. I tell you, that was making for trouble.

What I’ll never forget is the way he rode into Jerusalem. It was uncanny. Sitting on that wretched animal with a milling crowd of poor peasants and eager pilgrims giving him a bit of a welcome. And yet he rode like a king—and the kind of king who really cared. He accepted all the cheering, but there wasn’t a hint of his being proud.

And all the time that same accepting, determined look about him. He knew this had to be, come what may.

I was proud of him—and scared for him. There could be no holding back now. All I could do was watch and follow—and be there come what may.
Who would have thought all this would happen with a man riding a donkey into a city? But it did, and I’m here to tell you so that you don’t miss out on what happened because of that day—and the days that followed.

The Shop Keeper

It was an exciting week in Jerusalem. Rumors had been circulating for days that Jesus was coming to our city.

We’d heard many things about Jesus of Nazareth—about his miracles, about his teachings, and about his love for people. Many people believed he was a prophet, and some even believed he was the promised Messiah.

I didn’t know what to think about Jesus. But I was excited to hear he’d soon arrive in Jerusalem. Like many others, I was curious to see this man about whom everyone was talking.

I vividly remember the day Jesus came to town. It was the Sunday before Passover. I was working in my shop when I began to hear all kinds of commotion.

Hundreds of people began flocking to the streets. They began to shout, “Jesus is coming! Jesus is coming!” People began to break palm branches from trees and threw them on the road as Jesus passed by.

A few moments later I saw Jesus, riding on a donkey. Electricity was in the air. People 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!”

The children got especially excited about Jesus’ arrival. I saw children running up and down the street, waving palm branches and crying, “Hosanna! Hosanna!”

Finally Jesus passed right by my shop. I only got a quick glance at him, but he looked right at me—and smiled.

I’ll never forget that week in Jerusalem. Everywhere I went people were talking about Jesus. But each day the mood was changing. Instead of praising Jesus, people began to criticize him.

I don’t know the details, but Jesus got into some kind of trouble with the authorities, and they put him on trial. Finally, on Friday, Pilate presented Jesus to the crowd. He offered to release Jesus, but the people wanted him killed.

I couldn’t understand it. Just five days earlier, people were shouting, “Hosanna!” But now people were shouting, “Crucify him! Crucify him!”

And that’s just what they did. The soldiers beat him and mocked him. Then they took him outside of the city and executed him on a cross.

Prayer of Confession & Commitment

One:
We place at the cross today the palm branches that welcomed Jesus as he rode into Jerusalem.

All:
The crowd shouting, “Hosanna!” expected to be saved by a great hero.

One:
They wanted him to overthrow the Romans.

All:
Instead he overturned their concept of greatness.

One:
We are more like the people on that first Palm Sunday than we like to admit.

All:
We long to be delivered from our suffering and saved from our enemies.
One:
Palm Sunday is about worship, but the crowd turned it into a political parade.

All:
The heroes of our world ride in pomp and power.

One:
We hesitate to follow leaders who ride on donkeys and pour out themselves unto death.

All:
We turn to our own ways of comfort and power.

One:
In the days after that first Palm Sunday, the crowds left behind their praises.

All:
They turned away in fear or indifference.

One:
May we put aside our fear and our indifference so that we may continue to follow the one who rode into Jerusalem,

All:
And now makes his way toward Calvary.

One:
May we pray together:

All:
God of our lives, you are always calling us into the future,

One:
Inviting us to new ventures, new challenges, new ways to care,

All:
New ways to touch the hearts of all.

One:
When we are fearful of the unknown,

All:
Give us courage.

One:
When we worry that we are not up to the task, remind us that you would not call us

All:
If you did not believe in us.

One:
Be with us now,

All:
And in the week to come. Amen.

Benediction

As we go out to travel the week we call holy, may the love of God lead us forward—step by step. Amen.
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