Sermon A Palm Sunday 2026
Whenever I consider the first Palm Sunday, when Jesus rode on a donkey into Jerusalem, and people came to yell praises at him and to strew his paths with palms, I am caught up with incredulity that it all happened with such spontaneity.  There was no social media: therefore no postings on Facebook or Instagram; there were no television advertisements or articles in the newspaper;  no posters put up in local shops, no letter-box drops; no carnival razzamataz to herald this entry.  Just a quite ordinary looking man riding a donkey; surrounded by twelve followers on foot, entering one of the city gates. What of it?  A perfectly nondescript group of Galileans entered the city probably amidst Jewish worshippers from all over the known world, arriving in Jerusalem for the Passover.  Jesus arrived amidst the bustle of traders and merchants, carrying wares from foreign and exotic lands, some even riding camels by far a more remarkable animal than a humble, yet often stubborn, donkey.    

We know that this entry of Christ was momentous.  That the event had the mark of destiny upon it, but how could that crowd have known?   Why did Jesus attract the attention that he did? Why did the crowds come out to herald his arrival?  There is no good reason under the sun.  Someone could have caught a whisper that the Galilean prophet was on his way.  Some would have heard that he was a miracle worker and healer.  Some may have heard that he was the Messiah, and that he would even free them from Roman oppression.  Some would be there for reasons of curiosity.  None would have come expecting to be caught up in a frenzy of praise and worship, so that they tore palm and olive branches from the trees, and strew his path, and pronounced him King over them.  

Palm Sunday is one of those rare moments that we find in the gospel accounts where Jesus took up his authority as the Messiah, and the bystanders recognised his right to do so.  Something of God's Spirit must have been at work here, prompting the spontaneous reaction of the crowds to Jesus' arrival.  And that Spirit draws us readers of a much later time-frame into preparation to walk with Christ as this week, we remember his unwavering journey towards death.  This day then and now is marked with ambiguity: A king takes up his spiritual authority, but in choosing to ride into Jerusalem on a donkey instead of a grand steed, transforms the meaning of that authority.  A crowd heralds him with almost exaggerated love and acceptance; the same crowd which less than a week later will despatch him with an excess of hatred and bitterness.  And the disciples who surround Jesus here are the ones who following the events of his arrest and conviction leave him alone, betrayed and abandoned.  And this king who is loved and feted now, is the dejected criminal who less than a week later is nailed to a cross and done to death in the most cruel and vicious fashion.

Nevertheless, for Jesus, this is the first step of taking up his authority as Messiah.  Later in this same week Jesus is seen speaking and teaching with authority in the Temple; healing people in the name of God in that sacred place. He curses a fig tree as he passes, both a show of his sovereignty over nature, but also as a parable to the Jewish leaders that only those who bear fruit will be honoured and sustained by God.  He cleared the temple of the money changers in a fit of righteous anger, which again has the mark of both spontaneity and destiny about it; and finally during this week, Jesus directed his comments to the scribes and pharisees who came to challenge him with the saying, "Woe to you scribes and pharisees..."  

When Jesus reached Jerusalem he becomes almost political.  He took up responsibility for clear words and provocative actions, and he has no compunction not to, because he knows that his time has come.  At almost every step during this Holy week Jesus must have abandoned himself to the Father, to realise in himself such courage, such integrity, such faith. 

On Palm Sunday Jesus knew himself, and was known, as King of the Jews, and there was no going back...

Palm Sunday is a special day with a certain series of rituals for us here at St Catherine’s.  We hear the story of the entry to Jerusalem; we take part in a procession; we wave our palms; we sing hosannas; we hear the Passion story read in its completeness.  Here that balance, that paradox, is played out: Jubilation and defeat; celebration and death.

Where are we now that we have remembered the stories, and participated in the procession?  Where are we now that we have reflected on the great change of mood as Holy Week progresses?  Well, we are where we always were, even if we are not always aware of it; we are with Christ: Christ in our heads, our hearts, and our spirits.  We are about to celebrate our Eucharist which in itself is heightened in meaning as Holy Week progresses.  Here we are caught up into Christ's life and love and liveliness, at the very moment when we are drawn into Christ's suffering and death.  Our Christian life,  like that last week of Jesus, is marked by paradox.

A small group of us have been meeting for meditation during our Wednesday Eucharists. These meditations have been based on the Lenten gospel readings. Giving us a second and different opportunity to reflect on them.  Our Lenten observances it would seem always make clear that it is when we can hold in tension, in the depths of our own feeling, thinking and imagining, the great joy of what God has done for us alongside the great sorrow of what God has done for us, that we attain to a wise acknowledgement of all that is sacred in our lives, and in God's life that has been shared with us.  This is our task for Holy Week: that we can live in the tension of the great mystery of Christ, that we can experience this and hold it close, and that it can transform us in our inner beings.

As Christ's destiny is played out in the agony of death and the ultimate transformation of resurrection, let us too be open to what God can do for us during this holiest of times.  For if we have the faith to die with Christ during Holy Week, that we can have the assurance that we will be raised with him in glory at his resurrection.

I commend this week, and the opportunities within it for spiritual growth to you.  May God walk with you as you walk with Christ... Amen.
