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Scripture:  Matthew 21:1-11; Philippians 2:5-11 

Well let me begin with an apology.  I am sorry I didn’t warn you before I read that 

terrifying story from Matthew’s gospel, a story about crowds of people coming together, 

throwing their clothes, their coats on the ground, jostling each other, probably not a bottle of 

Purell anywhere in sight. Things have changed in these last few weeks.  I can’t watch a 

commercial for a restaurant anymore without getting very nervous when I see people all gathered 

together in one dining room.  All I can think is, you’ve gotta get out of that Olive Garden!  It’s 

just nuts!   

Things have changed.  We aren’t quite the same as we were just a month ago.  So a story 

like this one might set some people a little bit on edge.  It’s a story about a change.  A huge, sort 

of watershed moment when Jesus decides to enter Jerusalem with great fanfare and with a throng 

of people, of his supporters to demonstrate to the powers that be and to his followers the nature 

of this new kingdom he’s ushering in. It is an unexpected procession; it’s a procession that no 

one had in mind.  But Jesus seems to have all the elements of it laid out.  He seems to know what 

he’s doing.  

Now Matthew’s gospel gives us a very strange image.  It gives us the image of Jesus 

riding on two animals at once, which is very odd, but Matthew was interested in getting this 

story to sort of conform to his understanding of the prophet and what the prophets have said.  So 

he’s not really interested in something that is literal.  He is interested in portraying a scene where 

Jesus becomes the fulfillment of the prophets.   

Something happened I suspect.  I suspect that Jesus did perform some kind of street 

theater and that procession, that parade that he leads into Jerusalem has a lot of connotations and 

a lot of parallels for other things happening in the city at the same time.  This was the beginning 

of Passover.  It is the beginning of a period of time where there is traditionally in Jerusalem in 

that era a lot of unrest, a lot of expectation because, of course, Passover celebrates the 

deliverance of the Israelites from bondage and these Jewish folks in this era are now living under 

the bondage of the Romans.  So there was always the possibility that some kind of uprising 

might occur.   

Jesus takes advantage of that moment to provide a new way of thinking about this 

change, this new kingdom that was coming.  And in doing that he takes some serious risk.  Don’t 

forget it’s a dangerous thing for these people to become part of a procession like this.  It’s 

putting themselves at risk; it’s putting their neighbors at risk.  So what they’re doing is sort of 

inviting the Romans to break them up.  But for them that risk is absolutely worth it.  They want 

to take that risk because they want to express their autonomy and their hope that God would 

intervene, that God would put an end to their oppression.   

Jesus redefines that for them.  So it may seem odd to a lot of them that he’s riding on a 

donkey.  It may seem odd to a lot of them that he isn’t bringing a message of retribution and 

violence toward the Romans. He’s bringing a message of peace.  He’s bringing a message of 

reconciliation.  So, this procession is ushering in something new but it’s also something that no 

one really had in mind.   



Well today, here we are in a different moment in history and as I said just in the last four 

weeks a lot of our attitudes have had to change.  A lot of things in our society have really shifted 

in a significant way.  We don’t dare follow the crowd’s example by gathering.  This now has 

become a very dangerous thing to do, not because of retribution by the authorities but because of 

the people it puts in danger, the most vulnerable among us.  So we celebrate by separating 

ourselves.  This new era for us is one where we have to learn how to communicate and distance. 

We have to learn for a while how to live in defiance of our tendencies which are to take 

advantage of every moment to gather and to consume and to produce--to set all of that aside in 

the name of compassion.   

So we take our cues not so much from the crowds following Jesus, celebrating and 

gathering together.  We take our cues more from that letter to the Philippians.  When we hear 

those words, we find there an example of living that I think is more in tune with what we’re 

called to today.   

Jesus is the one who relinquishes his power.  Though he was in the form of God, did not 

find equality with God something to be exploited, but empty himself.  Jesus empties himself of 

power and that’s what we’ve been called to do.  We’ve been called to empty ourselves of, in 

many ways, our own autonomy so that we can provide hope for folks whose lives are endangered 

by this illness.   

We’re trying to provide a place where protection of the vulnerable is more important than 

the economic gains of those who are in power.  It’s more important than the important work that 

many of us do.  We have to set that aside so that the most essential things can be done but that 

the most vulnerable are kept safe.  It’s not easy for us to do that.  That’s not what we’ve been 

trained to do in our society.  And so we’re constantly struggling with it.   

I know it feels strange.  It feels strange to me every day.  It feels odd to be in this empty 

space now, preaching a sermon to people whose faces I can’t see.  I like to look in people’s eyes 

now and then.  So, I hope that you’re finding a way to live through this time with hope.  I hope 

that you’re able to embrace this time of humility and experience the possibilities of being closer 

to Christ as you become closer to your family, your immediate family, and as you find ways of 

being creatively in contact with people you love.  

Because there is something new on our horizon too.   The people around Jesus saw 

something new coming in him.  They saw a new age emerging where the leadership isn’t a force 

of coercion, but is a force for compassion.  They saw in him the possibility of love replacing 

violence, of peace replacing coercion.  And so we, too, can see something new on our horizon.  

Perhaps the possibility that we can develop a new appreciation for one another.  Perhaps we can 

develop a new way of enjoying silence, of experiencing stillness, of learning to breathe again. 

We can develop a new awareness of how fragile and how precious our life together really 

is.  In just four weeks things have changed so dramatically.  Our life is precious and we need to 

value it.  We need to learn ways to cherish it as we cherish one another.  And we need a new 

determination to care for the vulnerable, to remember that as a society, we have a responsibility 

for those among us who have the least resources, who have the least access to healthcare.  We 

need to care for them.  We need to find ways once all this is over to correct some of the 



disparities we find around us.  Something new, something wonderful could emerge from all this.  

Just as something new and wonderful is emerging as Jesus enters Jerusalem.   

But it won’t be easy and we know that too.  Because we know this is the beginning of 

what we call Holy Week.  This is the beginning of that decline toward Good Friday, toward the 

cross, the ultimate act of humiliation, of powerlessness.  We follow him to that cross.  We join 

him there because he joins us in our suffering, in our losses, in our fear.  He is with us. And we 

are invited to walk with him.  

So friends, as you enter this Holy Week, as you begin to orient your lives toward 

celebration of Easter, I encourage you to remember the vulnerable,  to remember that Jesus 

invites us on a journey to the depths, through struggle, through suffering, so that we can emerge 

a new people, a resurrected people.   We see it at a distance.  I invite you to wave it in.  Welcome 

it.  And be glad.   

Amen. 

 


