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More Than They Knew 

Reading from the Prophets:  Zechariah 9:9-10 

Reading from the Gospels:  John 12:12-19 

Can you imagine the digital chatter if social media had been a 1st 

Century phenomenon, an era when no one would dare show up at a 

Passover festival without an iPhone? Rumor of a Jesus sighting goes 

viral and all of a sudden you’ve got a flash mob staging the 1st Annual 

Palm Sunday Rave.   

Palms wave and thumbs go into overdrive. “Check me out! Selfie 

with the Savior!” “Just chillin’ with the Christ!” Of course, in the digital 

world you cannot breathe without everyone chiming in with an opinion 

about it. “Who does he think he is, God’s gift to earth?” “Waze says 

traffic’s backed up to Bethlehem, all because of some fool on a donkey. 

See the emoji? I’ll never get out of town. #Ihateparades.” Group texts 

spread the script of what to chant: “Okay folks, on my lead. Hosanna! 

Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord!” Someone texts 

back: “Who’s Hosanna?”  

And then Cambridge Analytica shows up courtesy of the 

Pharisees. “Photo evidence of Jesus torturing Eeore.”  “Temple security 
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increased at sighting of terrorist Jesus.” And then there’s the inevitable 

news headline - “Give me a good guy with a gun, not some Prince of 

Peace.” 

Yet, even without the digital chaos, there is much confusion 

among the extras in the drama accompanying Jesus’ entry into the holy 

city of Jerusalem at the time of the Jewish Passover. Unlike the 

Synoptic Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke, in John’s gospel, Jesus 

is a familiar figure around Jerusalem. He’s been here before, which is 

why in John we see the people coming out from Jerusalem when the 

rumor spreads that Jesus is drawing near. Everybody who claimed to be 

somebody along with everyone else converged upon Jerusalem during 

the great festal pilgrimage of Passover. New Orleans at Mardi Gras. 

Times Square on New Year’s Eve. The Hajj in Mecca. D.C.’s Mall on the 

Fourth of July. Pamplona and the bulls in July. Certainly, for this 

festival we can assume there was a whole mess of folks being told there 

would be no room in the inn.  

Are you energized by crowds or exhausted by them? It depends, 

right? You can be energized by the crowd in the stadium or you can 

dread the thought of sweating among thousands during a mid-summer 
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street festival. You know, nothin’ says joy like body odor, 100 Degree 

heat, and a handful of funnel cake.  

What was the mood on the streets that day outside Jerusalem? 

Charlottesville tense or was it more festive, like the night our group 

was in Haiti and Wallace, the head of OFCB’s agronomy program, was 

elected to represent the region in government? As news spread by word 

from the top of the hill to the valley below you could hear a crescendo of 

voices singing and celebrating in the euphoria of a friend’s good news.   

Well, there on the road entering Jerusalem, you could sense two 

separate and distinct moods among the burgeoning crowd as they 

formed a haphazard and spontaneous parade route. On the one hand, a 

majority of the crowd was probably in a pretty good mood even though 

they didn’t know exactly what or who they were celebrating.  

Somebody handed them a flier or shouted in their ear and so they 

joined the singing. "Hosanna! Blessed is the one who comes in the name 

of the Lord— the King of Israel!" “Hey, I don’t know who this Hosanna 

is, but his song’s got a good beat and it’s easy to dance to; besides, 

someone told me he raised some dude from the dead!” “No man, 
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Hosanna’s not a name, it’s a cheer, like saying hooray!” “Okay … 

whatever … Hosanna will rock you!” Even the disciples didn’t 

understand what they were saying, but like the wave at the ballpark, 

sometimes you just feel obligated to join in. John says, “His disciples did 

not understand these things at first; but when Jesus was glorified, then 

they remembered that these things had been written of him and had 

been done to him.” 

Caught up in the moment, all these folks were jumping on the 

bandwagon when they didn’t actually understand what bandwagon it 

was. Yet, their song, their chant, their acclamation meant so much more 

than they knew. 

"Hosanna! Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord— 

the King of Israel!" The cheer that arises from the impromptu parade is 

a quote from Psalm 118, the Psalm that also contains another verse 

that NT writers appropriated to describe what God was doing through 

Jesus Christ: “The stone that the builders rejected has become the chief 

cornerstone.” The same psalm also opens and closes with verses calling 

Israel to offer thanksgiving for God’s faithfulness to the covenant 

between God and Israel, both sections concluding with the Hebrew word 
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that is possibly the word most closely associated with the character of 

God – hesed, translated – steadfast love. Thus, the psalm proclaims that 

the God of Israel can be trusted to honor the promises of God.  So, in a 

way far beyond their comprehending, when the revelers sing their song 

to Jesus on that road outside Jerusalem, they are proclaiming that in 

this Jesus, God is not just keeping but fulfilling God’s promises to Israel 

and embodying God’s hesed, God’s steadfast love.  

Consider these other words from Psalm 118 as with post-Easter 

eyes we ponder the path of Jesus once he enters Jerusalem and the 

events of Holy Week unfold – “5 Out of my distress I called on the Lord; 

the Lord answered me and set me in a broad place. 6 With the Lord on 

my side I do not fear. What can mortals do to me? 7 The Lord is on my 

side to help me; I shall look in triumph on those who hate me.”  

The revelers on the Jerusalem Road were saying so much more 

than they knew. The framers of A Declaration of Faith state it well: “We 

declare that Jesus is Lord. His resurrection is a decisive victory over the 

powers that deform and destroy human life. His lordship is hidden. The 

world appears to be dominated by people and systems that do not 
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acknowledge his rule. But his lordship is real. It demands our loyalty 

and sets us free from the fear of all lesser lords who threaten us. 

“Sets us free from the fear of all lesser lords who threaten us,” 

which brings us back to the festive palm parade where the careful 

observer would notice among the crowd a collection of dour-faced 

killjoys, arms crossed, looking like they just sniffed a flatulent skunk. 

Remember McKayla Maroney when she didn’t win the gold medal; face 

all twisted up? Not happy! Similar to the others in the crowd, they don’t 

fully understand what the commotion is about, but these guys 

understand just enough to know they don’t like it, disapprove of it, and 

would like nothing more than to put a stop to it.  

They were Pharisees, who saw themselves as the guardians of 

tradition, particularly the traditions of oral law that had been passed 

down from generation to generation since the days of Moses. No doubt 

they were committed, faithful, and eminently responsible, but they 

tended to get a little carried away with a sense of their own importance 

and consequently resisted anything and anyone who threatened the 

status quo.  



 

 

7 

7 

So what Jesus said, what Jesus did, and how people responded to 

Jesus inevitably set their teeth on edge. Though some, like Nicodemus, 

were intrigued by the witness of the carpenter/teacher from Nazareth, 

many others were put off, unnerved, or infuriated by the Galilean and 

his entourage. Believe it or not, Psalm 118 again gives us a clue to their 

dyspeptic demeanor. The Psalmist instructs: “8 It is better to take 

refuge in the Lord than to put confidence in mortals. 9 It is better to 

take refuge in the Lord than to put confidence in princes.” 

Now, in principle, the Pharisees would have affirmed that counsel, 

but in the context of Palm Sunday, they see a significant casting 

problem. If Jesus is the Lord in this scenario, that would make the 

Pharisees the mortals and the Romans and Herodians, their tenuous 

partners in maintaining the status quo, would be the princes.  

“It is better to take refuge in the Lord than to put confidence in 

mortals.  It is better to take refuge in the Lord than to put confidence in 

princes.” If the people look to the Lord as their ultimate authority, that 

wouldn’t bode well for Pharisees and politicians, hence their anxiety 

about the parade evolving before them. John reports, “The Pharisees 
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then said to one another, "You see, you can do nothing. Look, the world 

has gone after him!"  

Of course, that wouldn’t stop the powers and principalities from 

trying to do everything in their power to stop this Jesus to whom the 

people were unwittingly assigning royal status. And yet, a bribe to turn 

a disciple into a spy, an arrest at night, a mock trial, an old rugged 

cross, and an empty tomb only serve to confirm the very thing they had 

expended every effort to resist. “The Pharisees then said to one another, 

"You see, you can do nothing. Look, the world has gone after him!" The 

Pharisees, too, were saying more than they knew. A torturous death 

and a borrowed grave would not be enough to stop the force of God’s 

love in Jerusalem or anywhere else where people find refuge in the 

Lord. What do we find back in Psalm 118?   

“5 Out of my distress I called on the Lord; the Lord answered me 

and set me in a broad place. 6 With the Lord on my side I do not fear. 

What can mortals do to me? 7 The Lord is on my side to help me; I shall 

look in triumph on those who hate me. 8 It is better to take refuge in 

the Lord than to put confidence in mortals. 9 It is better to take refuge 
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in the Lord than to put confidence in princes …  The Lord is my 

strength and my might; he has become my salvation.” 

From the locker room before the big game to the gathering in the 

sacred cathedral, one voice begins and all others join in, “Our Father, 

who art in heaven, hallowed by thy name. Thy kingdom come, thy will 

be done on earth as it is in heaven … for thine is the kingdom, and the 

power, and the glory…” Like those folks on the road leading into 

Jerusalem, we say more than we know. And so the question for us as we 

enter this Holy Week is whether we will understand and believe what 

we say … “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done … for thine is the 

kingdom, and the power, and the glory…” Do we understand it? Do we 

believe it? And if so, what does it look like to trust and follow this King 

above all others.  

This weekend it could look like a youth taking to the street in the 

name of the one who envisions turning swords into plowshares and 

spears into pruning hooks. It could look like the retired grandfather 

demonstrating the willingness to listen to the grandchild struggling 

with their sexual identity and seeking to understand them. It could look 

like the deacon driving a church member to a doctor’s appointment. It 
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could look like someone refusing to rationalize or justify what is clearly 

just bad behavior. It does look like anywhere there is an effort toward 

justice, kindness, and humility.  

Or it could look like the story of Ishmael Beah, who at the age of 

was “recruited” by a rebel government in West Africa to be a child 

soldier. The rebels desensitize the children to violence, make them feel 

like outcasts from their families, and give them little hope for any 

future outside the rebel groups for whom they work. But Ishmael’s story 

ends differently than for the majority of the children. The United 

Nation’s International Children’s Emergency Fund rescued him and 

taught him to forgive himself, to regain his humanity, and to heal. 

Ishmael has since committed his life to helping other children soldiers 

as an advocate, activist, and author.” (Nancy deClaissé-Walford, Luther Seminary) 

“Hosanna! Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord.” 

“It is better to take refuge in the Lord than to put confidence in 

mortals.” “Do justice, love kindness, walk humbly…” “Thy kingdom 

come, Thy will be done.” Will we say more than we know, or will we 

seek to understand what we say as we follow the Christ? Amen.        


