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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.
St. Matthew writes: When they had come near Jerusalem and had reached Bethphage,
at the Mount of Olives, Jesus sent two disciples, saying to them, "Go into the village
ahead of you, and immediately you will find a donkey tied, and a colt with her; untie
them and bring them to me. If anyone says anything to you, just say this, 'The Lord
needs them.' And he will send them immediately." This took place to fulfill what had
been spoken through the prophet, saying, "Tell the daughter of Zion, Look, your king is
coming to you, humble, and mounted on a donkey, and on a colt, the foal of a donkey."
The disciples went and did as Jesus had directed them; they brought the donkey and
the colt, and put their cloaks on them, and he sat on them. A very large crowd spread
their cloaks on the road, and others cut branches from the trees and spread them on
the road.

The crowds that went ahead of him and that followed were shouting,
"Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord!
Hosanna in the highest heaven!"

When he entered Jerusalem, the whole city was in turmoil, asking, "Who is this?"
The crowds were saying, "This is the prophet Jesus from Nazareth in Galilee." Amen

Palm Sunday starts a week of contrasts. It begins on a note of triumph, goes
through the valley of death and ends with victory on Easter Sunday. Most of us have
trouble riding such a roller coaster; the changes are too fast and too extreme. Yet this
week is central to the story of Jesus and the story of our salvation. Ride it we must, if we
are to appreciate our faith and practice our religion.

Our Gospel for today describes a note of triumph in Jesus' life. With the bright
early morning sun behind Him, Jesus rides down the Mount of Olives into Jerusalem with
a joyous crowd welcoming Him as a King. It was an event in which Jesus was in full
control. Like any modern parade, this procession was well planned and executed. We
may think that the reaction of the crowd was spontaneous, that people were joyful to see
this Jesus of Nazareth, this Prophet from Galilee. But it was much more than that.

The assembly point for the procession was carefully chosen. The Mount of Olives
was to the east of Jerusalem, which put the early morning sun behind anyone coming
down the hill. This impressive scene, a man mounted on a donkey, appearing as out of
the sun, was enough to thrill anyone present that day. Jesus knew this full well and took
advantage of the circumstances. This is clear when we read how earlier Jesus sent two
disciples to borrow the donkey for the morning's ride. We are to understand that Jesus
had previously made arrangements with the owner of the donkey. This procession on
Palm Sunday was extremely well planned, even as it appears spontaneous.
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The crowd was coming in from all over Palestine to celebrate Passover in

Jerusalem, as they continue to do to this day. In Jesus' day they would be on foot,
winding their way through the countryside and entering Jerusalem by one of the gates.
Jesus takes advantage of the presence of all these people by presenting them with the
spectacle of a man riding out of the bright sun, down the hill and into the city. Since they
are already in a festive mood, they willing greet Jesus, who was by now well known by
sight or by reputation. The donkey was a royal animal ridden by the King as a sign of
humility. The people recognized immediately what Jesus was symbolizing by riding this
animal, when He really did not have a need to, and so they greeted Him accordingly as a
King. Palm branches, the sign of life, and coats were placed in His path, preparing the
way for Him into the city.

Such a procession was bound to attract the attention of those already in Jerusalem,
and so they asked the crowd, "Who is this?" Thus Jesus is announced to Jerusalem as
"the prophet from Galilee." And so begins a week that we now call Holy.

What was Jesus intending by this procession? Yes, He was coming as a king, but
not in a political sense. He also knew that His actions would not sit well with the
authorities in Jerusalem. He let then know that He was in town and that He was not
sympathetic to the way things were run in town. Actually, this procession, which the
other Gospel writers tells was objected to by some Scribes and Pharisees, was not a big
threat to the rulers of Jerusalem. What Jesus did next, however, was a threat to their
authority and security, for Jesus got off His donkey and stormed into the Temple and
drove out the money changers and those selling sacrificial animals, calling them a "den of
robbers." It appears that Jesus was forcing the hand of the rulers of Jerusalem, to bring
charges against Him.

Jesus knew well before He arrived in Jerusalem for the last time, that His enemies
were out to kill Him. He came into town prepared to die. But He sure did not act as a
condemned man. He was acting as a prophet in the classical Hebrew sense. He was
intentionally putting Himself in harm's way, and at the same time proclaiming that He
was acting as God's prophet and introducing the Kingdom of Heaven.

What are we to make of this Jesus? Here was a man who deliberately and willingly
walked into the jaws of death. What is clear, that Jesus was not doing this for Himself.
Had He been thinking of His own welfare, He would have heeded Peter's earlier advice
and not gone to Jerusalem. No, He knew that He had to die, and He had to die in
Jerusalem, and that His death would be for others. Jesus lived His whole life in service
of others, even of His enemies, and He knows He is to die also for others. In His life in
His daring last week, He becomes again a light for our own lives. He teaches us to live
by His example. And He teaches us how to spend our lives by giving up His own life. It
is one thing to die by accident; it is another thing to die for a purpose. Jesus gave up His
life so that we might have life in His kingdom. He invites us to spend our lives for others
and to give them up for the sake of His kingdom. That is why this week is called holy; it
is spent for others following the Father's will. Amen
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