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In	the	gospel	narrative	and	in	the	liturgy	of	the	church,	today	is	the	day	we	begin	the	

final	act	of	the	‘drama’	of	Jesus’	life	on	earth.	The	curtain	goes	up	to	show	us	the	

scene	–	Jesus	is	on	the	road	with	his	disciples,	the	walls	of	the	city	of	Jerusalem	now	

coming	into	view.	If	you	imagine	it	as	a	play,	enacted	on	a	stage,	perhaps	we’d	see	

our	little	band	trudging	along	for	a	more	few	minutes	and	then	seem	to	arrive	at	a	

particular	place.	It’s	Bethphage	on	the	Mount	of	Olives,	where,	according	to	the	

prophet	Zechariah,	the	Lord	will	stand	to	defeat	those	gathered	against	Jerusalem	

(Zechariah	14.9).1	They	all	stop	and	then	the	first	bit	of	dialogue	is	heard.	Jesus	

speaks	to	two	of	his	disciples,	telling	them	to	go	into	the	village	ahead	of	them,	to	

look	for	a	donkey	tied	up	with	a	colt,	and	to	bring	them	back	to	him.		

	 Many	churches	celebrate	Palm	Sunday	by	re-enacting	this	entry	as	a	

procession.	I	can	remember	several	Palm	Sunday	mornings	stomping	around	the	

outside	of	my	then	parish	church,	rather	self-consciously	waving	a	palm	branch	as	

the	whole	congregation	quavered	through	the	interminably	long	hymn,	‘All	glory,	

laud	and	honour’,	hopelessly	out	of	time	with	the	organ	labouring	on,	inside	the	

building.	At	one	level,	it	was	embarrassing	and	rather	pathetic,	and	you	just	hoped	

none	of	your	friends	were	driving	past	at	the	time.	Yet	at	another	level,	such	

amateurish	parish	processions	perfectly	mirror	the	irony	of	the	gospel	story,	which	

remembers	Jesus’	so-called	triumphal	entry	as	a	deliberate	subversion	of	the	more	

familiar	Roman	‘Triumph’,	in	which	conquering	emperors	rode	into	their	capital	cities	

mounted	on	enormous	horses,	bringing	with	them	the	spoils	of	war	and	their	captive	

slaves.		

																																																								
1	See	also,	Stanley	Hauerwas,	Matthew	(Grand	Rapids,	MI:	Brazos	Press,	2006),	p.181.	
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	 What’s	more,	it	seems	to	me	that	the	impulse	to	re-enact	this	entry	to	

Jerusalem	is	a	fitting	response	to	an	event	which	does	seem	pretty	staged.	It’s	as	if	at	

this	point	in	the	story	Jesus	takes	up	the	script	provided	by	the	Hebrew	Scriptures	of	

what	it	will	look	like	for	Israel’s	Messiah	to	arrive,	and	sets	out	systematically	to	fulfil	

it.	All	the	elements	are	there.	There’s	the	entry	on	the	donkey,	fulfilling	Zechariah’s	

prophecy	that	the	ruler	of	God’s	people	will	come,	‘humble	and	riding	on	a	donkey,	

on	a	colt,	the	foal	of	a	donkey’	(Zech.	9.9).	Then	there	are	the	words	of	acclamation	

from	the	crowd,	scripted	by	Psalm	118,	while	in	the	Temple,	Jesus	quotes	from	the	

prophets	Isaiah	and	Jeremiah	as	he	drives	out	the	traders.	And	there’s	more.	King	

David	had	forbidden	the	blind	and	the	lame	from	coming	into	his	house,	and	in	the	

book	of	Leviticus	the	blind	and	lame	were	prohibited	from	offering	sacrifices	to	God.	

According	to	Stanley	Hauerwas,	then,	‘Jesus	truly	cleansed	the	temple,	overturning	

the	established	order	by	inviting	into	the	temple	those	who	had	previously	been	

excluded’,2	and,	as	Jesus	himself	points	out,	the	acclamation	of	the	children	(who	

were	also	not	supposed	to	be	in	the	Temple)3	confirms	his	Messianic	claim.	‘Have	

you	never	read,	“Out	of	the	mouths	of	infants	and	nursing	babies	you	have	prepared	

praise	for	yourself?”’	(Matthew	21.	16).	Check,	check,	check.	This	is	purportedly	an	

historical	event,	but	it’s	also	a	theological	mime	…	and	in	Matthew’s	account,	no	

rubric	is	left	unfulfilled.		

So	what	is	Jesus	up	to?	It’s	clearly	a	provocation	–	an	active	choice	to	force	

into	the	open	the	simmering	conflict	between	himself	and	the	religious	authorities.	

It’s	a	provocation	which	makes	clear	this	conflict	concerns	not	just	a	disagreement	

about	doctrine	or	worship	that	could	be	confined	to	the	religious	sphere,	a	debate	

internal	to	synagogue	and	Temple.	No	–	by	so	publicly	enacting	his	claim,	as	God’s	

representative,	to	be	the	real	ruler	of	Israel,	Jesus	crosses	into	the	realm	of	politics.	

Under	Roman	occupation,	the	first-century	authorities	in	Judea	had	carved	out	a	

certain	space	for	themselves	by	accommodating	to	the	demands	of	the	Empire.	But	

																																																								
2	Hauerwas,	Matthew,	p.183.	
3	Hauerwas,	Matthew,	p.184.	
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Jesus	is	calling	out	the	compromise.	As	Hauerwas	puts	it:	‘The	abuses	surrounding	

the	temple	and	Israel’s	political	subjugation	are	but	aspects	of	the	same	political	

reality’.4	The	call	of	the	living	God	is	being	neglected,	and	faithfulness	to	the	

transforming	truth	of	God	is	no	longer	the	defining	orientation	of	the	nation’s	life.	

Jesus	has	come	to	make	visible	God’s	alternate	kingdom	of	justice	and	mercy,	and	in	

doing	so	he	stakes	God’s	alternate	claim	on	the	allegiance	of	the	people.	He	thus	

forces	those	around	him	to	face	up	to	the	question:	Who	do	you	really	love?	What	is	

your	life	really	in	service	of?	

Twenty-one	centuries	later,	these	questions	seem	uncannily	pertinent.	In	the	

rise	of	so-called	Christian	nationalism	in	the	United	States,	which	is	now	starting	to	

influence	politics	here,	we	see	the	same	tendency	of	some	religious	figures	to	

accommodate	themselves	to	the	demands	of	Empire	for	the	sake	of	the	rewards	it	

promises	–	influence,	relevance,	worldly	power	and	wealth.	We	see	the	same	

tendency	to	participate	in	(or	at	least	to	justify)	the	exclusion	of	the	most	vulnerable	

and	to	identify	with	insiders	against	‘outsiders’.	Just	as	there	were	leaders	in	Jesus’	

day	willing	to	ignore	the	teaching	of	the	prophets	to	retain	their	place	in	the	

‘system’,	so	now	there	are	some	claiming	to	be	followers	of	Jesus	who	are	seemingly	

blind	to	the	contradiction	between	the	humility	and	self-offering	of	Christ	for	the	life	

of	the	world,	and	the	aggressive	self-assertion	and	sacrificing	of	others	for	the	

benefit	of	the	few.	

In	criticising	Christian	nationalism,	I	am	not	saying	that	all	who	identify	as	

‘Christian’	must	hold	the	same	political	views	or	support	all	the	same	policies.	Our	

world	faces	a	complex	range	of	questions	about	such	things	as	nuclear	proliferation,	

state	sponsored	terrorism,	the	uncontrolled	movement	of	peoples,	ecological	

stewardship,	energy	and	economic	security.	There	are	difficult	debates	and	

conversations	to	be	had	about	these	matters	and	there	may	be	legitimate	

disagreement	about	how	best	to	respond	among	people	of	good	will.	But	such	

properly	political	debate	and	disagreement	is	not	the	same,	and	cannot	rightly	be	

																																																								
4	Hauerwas,	Matthew,	p.183.	
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short-circuited,	by	specious	appeal	to	the	divine	legitimation	of	‘our’	side	of	politics	

or	the	corrupt	performance	of	public	piety.	It	is	the	death	of	true	religion	to	align	

itself	with	the	untrammelled,	self-serving	power	of	any	empire.		

Palm	Sunday	is	the	day	we	remember	that	Jesus	came	into	a	world	subjugated	

by	empire	to	make	visible	our	human	answerability	to	the	larger	reality	of	God’s	

grace	and	truth.	He	brought	out	into	the	open	the	compromises	and	evasions	so	

often	required	to	sustain	the	power	of	the	powerful	and	an	uneasy	peace	for	the	

majority.	Entering	into	Jerusalem,	he	enacted	God’s	yearning	that	all	may	live	more	

truly	aligned	to	the	way	of	life,	and	he	gave	his	people	time	to	sit	with	the	offer.	After	

cleansing	the	temple	‘He	left	them,	went	out	of	the	city	to	Bethany,	and	spent	the	

night	there’.	After	this,	on	Matthew’s	account,	he	spent	days	in	the	city	–	returning	

again	and	again,	continuing	to	speak	of	God’s	way,	teaching	in	parable	after	parable,	

striving	to	awaken	his	hearers	to	God’s	alternate	vision	for	our	common	life,	not	

giving	up,	not	running	back	into	obscurity	and	safety	even	when	it	must	have	been	

obvious	that	‘they’	would	come	for	him	in	the	end.	

Jesus	has	entered	Jerusalem	–	the	curtain	has	gone	up	on	the	final	act	of	his	

life	on	earth.	And	this	week,	we	enter	into	Holy	Week.	We	gather	to	remember	

Jesus’	faithfulness	to	his	call,	his	witness	to	the	love	of	God	for	all,	and	we	pray	for	

the	courage	and	wisdom	to	be	faithful	to	our	own	call,	that	in	our	time	we	may	

(through,	with	and	in	him)	be	among	those	who	witness	to	the	same	larger	truth	and	

so	make	present	the	real	possibilities	of	life	in	his	name.		

	

	

	


