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What Jesus Needs 
 
Let us pray... 
 
 
You know how it is with a parade.  Or a march, or a procession.   
There is the group - usually up front - that is very focused, very 
organized, alert to the route.  They wave to the crowd or step in rhythm or 
chant their slogan, all very clear on where they are and what they are 
doing.   
Meanwhile, a big bunch of people, usually in the middle, definitely add 
bulk to the parade, but not direction.  They stop when the people in front 
of them stop, they start up when there is a big space ahead of them, they 
wave their banner or their flag but generally seem tossed about by the 
rhythm of the parade.   
And then, of course, there are the stragglers, on the edge or at the back.  
Often it’s not even clear if they are in the parade or just happen to be 
walking in the same direction.  They are talking to each other or 
themselves or wandering along as if on a stroll or even completely lost. 
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I have no doubt that’s just how it was in the Palm Sunday parade.  Some 
in the crowd were laser-focused on Jesus’ triumphant entry into 
Jerusalem.  Others were wondering how much longer until lunch.   
 
Today is Palm Sunday, the beginning of Holy Week, in the Christian 
tradition, when the journey of Lent, the 40 days (not counting Sundays) of 
self-reflection reaches toward its dramatic climax.   
Over the course of the next week, Christians are called to remember the 
stories of Jesus’ last days:   
this triumphant entry into Jerusalem;  
the “last supper” we’ll remember at Thursday’s service,  
along with Jesus washing his followers’ feet -  
the same followers who will fall asleep when he asks them to stay awake 
with him, the same followers who will abandon and betray him.   
On Good Friday Christian tradition tells the story of Jesus’ crucifixion on a 
cross and his death, and Saturday we feel the absence of Jesus in this 
world.   
All of this is preparation for the amazing news on Easter Sunday, that 
God’s love has triumphed over death, and Jesus is alive. 
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It’s really hard to feel the power of Easter Sunday without having reflected 
on all the grief and abuse and betrayal.  Hopefully you’ll all be here 
Maundy Thursday, but I know that’s probably not realistic.  Maybe you’ll 
read the relevant scripture passages throughout the week, or remember 
the stories in your meditation.  But I know even that’s probably a long 
shot.  That’s why some years, on this Sunday before Easter, we’ll focus 
less on the story of Jesus’ triumphant entry and more on Jesus’ passion - 
Jesus’ suffering.  But for today, this year, we’re focusing on the story of 
the Palm Sunday parade. 
 
Except, if you noticed, there are no palms in the Palm Sunday 
proclamation Nicolette read for us at the beginning of worship.  The story 
of Jesus’ triumphant entry into Jerusalem appears in all four gospels:  
Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.  The four versions have a lot in common:  
in each there is a crowd, the crowd cheers and praises Jesus, and Jesus 
rides a donkey or similar creature.  But the gospel of Luke stands out in 
two ways:  the people do not shout “Hosanna!” (“save us”) and they do 
not cut down branches to lay on the road.  Scholars have no clue why 
Luke omits these details; maybe he just didn’t think they were that 
important.  I bring it up because I wonder if you noticed that absence; I 
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didn’t when I read it a week or so ago.  For folks who have been around 
the church awhile, the story of Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem has the 
potential of being so familiar that no one notices the absence of these 
details.  And such familiarity could also mean that the story really loses its 
impact.   
 
In my study this week, I came across some scholarship that helped me 
see the Palm Sunday passage anew.  Biblical scholars John Dominick 
Crossan and Marcus Borg claim that Jesus’ march was not the only 
parade in town. 
 
Jesus enters Jerusalem when Passover is just a few days away.  Jesus, 
of course, was a Jew, along with his followers and most of the residents 
of Jerusalem.   
At Passover, they would be retelling the story of their slavery in Egypt, 
when God sent plagues to convince the Pharaoh to set the Hebrew 
people free.   
The Jewish community would remember how Moses told their ancestors 
to kill a lamb and paint its blood over their doorways, so that the Angel of 
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Death would “pass over” their homes as it brought the final plague, the 
death of the first born children.   
Jews throughout Jerusalem would gather for Passover meals, retelling 
the story of Moses leading them out of Egypt, making a path through the 
Red Sea, and taking them on that wilderness journey to the promised 
land. 
 
So, yes, as Jesus parades into Jerusalem the people are getting ready to 
remember the pain of slavery and the joy of liberty.  And then they would 
remember that they were back in a sort of slavery again.  The Roman 
Empire oppressed them financially, politically and religiously.  The Jews 
of Jesus’ time might not be slaves, but they certainly were not free. 
 
It turns out this irony would often make the Jewish people a little 
rambunctious during the season of Passover, liable to revolt against their 
Roman oppressors.  So the Romans had begun the practice of sending, a 
few days before Passover, a show of majesty and strength into the 
rebellious region of Palestine, into the city, into Jerusalem. 
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So there would have been a parade. A parade of Rome’s occupying 
power.  Pontius Pilate, the local representative of Rome, would ride into 
Jerusalem on a huge battle horse, with flags flying and horns blaring and 
an army marching beside him, showing off their weapons and their 
strength.  A parade of power, of oppression, a message that you better 
behave, or else.  A parade to keep the peace.   
 
Meanwhile, at the other end of the city, was Jesus on a donkey, a work 
animal, accompanied by his ragtag followers, the poor and the lame and 
the outcaste.  Scripture calls him “the King of peace”, but this is a 
different kind of peace altogether.  Pontius Pilate wants the peace of 
obedience, of silence, of business-as-usual.  Jesus brings a peace “that 
passes understanding”, the peace of a community sharing what they 
have and caring for each other, the peace of everyone knowing they are 
beautiful children of God, the peace of being grounded in God. 
 
Two different notions of peace.  Two leaders.  Two parades.  And here’s 
the thing.  Those parades didn’t end that day.  They are not just Palm 
Sunday / Passover parades.  Those parades go marching through this 
world every day.  The powers-that-be always keep their banners starched 
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and troops at the ready, prepared to remind the world to stay in line and 
behave.  But those are not the only parades in town; there are also still 
people crying out for justice and singing songs of joy and searching for 
that promised land. 
 
Scholars say Jesus would have known about that other parade, Pontius 
Pilate’s parade.  So he knew the other end of the city would be a display 
of strength and wealth and power.  His response?  To send two disciples 
to get him a donkey.  A donkey.  The other guy will have horses and 
soldiers and weapons and flags.  Jesus is going to have a donkey.  A 
slow, lowly, boring donkey.  Jesus tells the disciples where to find the 
donkey, and anticipates that the donkey’s owners might not be so excited 
about two guys just making off with his livestock.  So Jesus tells the 
disciples what to say:  “Tell them I need it.”  He needs it?  Jesus can walk 
faster than the donkey, and it’s not like he’s got a cart of stuff for the 
donkey to pull.  How can Jesus need a donkey? 
 
I think the donkey was a symbol, a signal to everyone in Jerusalem, that 
Jesus was not Pontius Pilate, not a powerful ruler, not a political liberator.  
Jesus was nothing strong, nothing fancy, nothing dramatic - like a 



 

8 

donkey.  Jesus wasn’t going to be above the people on a horse, racing on 
ahead; he would be with the people, at their pace.  Jesus wasn’t seeking 
glory and riches; he was working for compassion and justice.  Jesus 
wasn’t focused on amassing the power of this world, because he was 
connected to an older power, a greater power, a life-giving power - the 
power of God’s love.  A love that is always there, sure and steady, like 
your heartbeat, no matter what. 
 
When I think about these two parades, I can’t help but think about the 
church.  Not UCCB in particular, but the church in general.  Too many 
times in its history, the Christian church has joined Pontius Pilate’s 
parade.   
From the Crusades through supporting slavery and remaining silent 
during the Holocaust to collusion with political power and oppression of 
women and gay people...  Sometimes I think if the Christian Church were 
holding a parade at one end of a city, Jesus would be staging a protest 
march at the other end. 
 
Jesus is calling us to join him, to be with him as he parades into the 
places of oppression and fear.  To walk with Jesus on a path that seeks a 
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just peace, and compassion for all people.  To follow a parade route that 
goes through the valley of death.  To march with Jesus in a risky parade 
of loss when we don’t know the final destination.  Jesus needs us to be 
with him, because the donkey is getting tired and won’t make it much 
further.  Jesus sees the palm branches laid at his feet, and he knows that 
they will become brittle and die, like all things do, before they are burned 
into next year’s ashes.  He doesn’t blame us for being afraid, for thinking 
it might be a bit more comfortable, a bit easier in Pontius Pilate’s crew.  
We’ve got a choice to make. 
 
This week is Holy Week, in the Christian tradition.  And Passover, for our 
Jewish brothers and sisters.  And as always, the powers-that-be are 
rumbling.  The right to own machine guns.  North Korea.  The Keystone 
Pipeline.  Syria.  The crowds are gathering.  The soldiers are in position.  
The horse is impatient.  The donkey has arrived.  The parades are about 
to begin.  Amen. 


