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St. Lucas, March 25, 2018, Palm Sunday 

No Turning Back 

 

 
God is good, and God’s steadfast love endures forever.  Those words are at the beginning and end 

of our psalm this morning.  They provide a frame for the body of the psalm, and the lens through 

which to understand its meaning.  This psalm also seems to have informed the activities of Jesus’ 

entry into Jerusalem which we remember this morning, or at least Mark’s interpretation of it.  

The words the crowd chants are in the psalm and there are lines about a procession with palms 

as a response of praise for the gift of God’s light.  This being the case perhaps it is helpful to us to 

also imagine the whole of the Palm Sunday story as being within a framework of God’s goodness 

and steadfast love; that everything that occurs and is carried out, is grounded in that reality.  God 

is good and God’s steadfast love endures forever. 

     What we remember as Palm Sunday is Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem with his disciples at the 

beginning of the week of the Festival of Passover.  This was a time when hundreds of thousands 

of pilgrims from all over would have been coming into Jerusalem to be together, to worship, and 

to remember and celebrate God’s action that freed them from slavery in Egypt.  Essentially it was 

a time for them to celebrate God liberating them from Egypt and leading them to freedom.  Yet, in 

Jesus’ day, the Israelites were again held under the domination of another empire: Rome.    

     To understand what is happening on Palm Sunday and how significant Jesus’ actions are, it’s 

helpful to understand a bit about life under the Roman empire, and the role Jerusalem played in 

that existence.  

     The Jews of Jesus’ time were living within what is called a domination system.  It was quite 

commonplace not only then, but up through the middle ages, and it could be said it still exists in 

some form.  There were basically three things that defined it.  First, political oppression in which 

the wealthy elite ruled and the masses had no real say in how their society was shaped.  
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Secondly, religious legitimation, where the system is viewed as ordained by God and how God 

intends it, seen in the Roman Empire as the claim that the Emperor was the Son of God and 

divine.  Lastly, economic exploitation where the majority of wealth is transferred to the elite at 

the expense of the masses.  In ancient Israel that wealth primarily came through agriculture.  The 

integration of Israel into the Roman Empire brought about the commercialization of agriculture, 

meaning there was a dramatic rise in the number of large landowners; peasants were forced off 

their land, and subsistence farming was replaced with agricultural production for sale and 

export. Peasants who had owned their own land became tenant farmers or sharecroppers, and 

the owners of large estates sought to work the land with as few tenants as possible. This meant 

that landless peasants had few options: day labor, emigration, working on building projects in a 

city, or begging.  So things were not good for the peasant class; for the majority of the people.   

     Now, Jerusalem was not only the home of large landowners who received wealth from their 

estates. Wealth flowed into the city for other reasons. The temple was the center of both a local 

and an imperial tax system. The local taxes, commonly called “tithes,” were on agricultural 

production. Most tithes were paid to the temple and priesthood, and the rest were to be spent in 

Jerusalem. There was also an annual “temple tax” paid by Jewish men over a certain age. And the 

temple and temple authorities were also the center of the imperial tax system. They had the 

responsibility for collecting and paying the annual tribute due to Rome. Also, as the economic 

center of the domination system, records of debt were stored in the temple.  You see, Jerusalem 

and the temple, then, not only represented the location where God’s presence and forgiveness 

were mediated, but also the very heart of the unjust domination system under which the people 

were living, and where religious leadership colluded with the Empire in maintaining a status quo 

that was in reality contrary to God’s will.  It should be said, however, that though the Jewish 

leadership benefitted from the system itself and helped to shape it, they were caught up in a 
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system that was the standard of the day, seen as “just the way it is.”  While they perhaps could 

not see another way, Jesus could, and he rides into Jerusalem to present it. 

     This first day of this festival of remembering God’s liberating God’s people from the grasp of 

Egypt, Jesus makes his procession into Jerusalem.  As he and his people draw near he sends two 

disciples to get a colt for him to ride he says they will find. Now, I think there are two ways to 

look at his instructions.  One way, perhaps the more traditional way of reading it, is to see Jesus 

as having some sense of foresight where he simply knows it will be there. Another way, which I 

want to present to you, is that this procession has some element of planning to it, that it is done 

with intention for a purpose of making a statement to his people and to the Jerusalem 

establishment and the empire under which it lived. According to scholars Marcus Borg and 

Dominac Crossan, the first day of the Passover Festival was also the day that Rome would march 

into the city in force to keep the peace during the week.1  So Pilate would arrive with a grand 

show of force to intimidate the masses and remind them who was in control, lest they decide to 

act on the idea that God liberated them once and it was time for that to happen again.  Jesus 

would have been quite aware that this grand procession of the empire is happening, so on the 

other side of the city, Jesus enters as he does, not on a war horse surrounded by armed soldiers, 

but humbly, on a colt, surrounded by everyday people, and what occurs in the procession is 

packed with symbolism. For instance, Jesus riding not on a horse, but on a colt that never has 

been ridden, sitting on a cloak, is an indication that he comes to not violently overtake Jerusalem, 

but comes in peace, and yet, he is on an animal that is ritualistically clean in Jewish tradition so 

perhaps could be used in an enthronement ritual, and he sits on a cloak while people pave the 

road with palms and cloaks, which also were signs of a royal reception, a kingly reception.    

                                                        
1 Marcus J. Borg and John Dominic Crossan, The Last Week: The Day-by-Day Account of Jesus' Final Week in 
Jerusalem (New York: HarperOne, 2006).   
 -much of the historical/contextual information in the sermon was drawn from this work as well. 
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     Then there are the words the crowd is chanting: "Hosanna! 

Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord! 

Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David! 

Hosanna in the highest heaven!" 

     Now, we typically hear Hosanna as being celebratory and joyful.  What it literally means, 

though, is ‘Save us, we beseech you,” as we heard in this morning’s psalm.  The people are not 

proclaiming joyfully that their king has arrived, but are calling on their king to save them, and 

they are claiming Jesus as their king.  With their further statements they are claiming that Jesus is 

the one who comes in the name of the Lord, and brings with him God’s kingdom. So, what is it 

they were needing saving from?  From a way of life dictated by a domination system, embodied 

on the other side of the city in a Roman Procession, while they stand with the one who embodied 

an alternative we might call the Kingdom, or more currently, the Commonwealth of God; a realm 

where God’s goodness and steadfast love are known and embodied by all. The people are saying 

the Emperor is not the Son of God nor their true king, and they are crying out for salvation from 

violence and war, from political oppression, and from economic exploitation.  They are saying 

that ‘the way it is’ is not good enough and there is an alternative and that alternative is the reign 

of steadfast love and just peace brought into the world in Jesus.  They are saying that God is good, 

and God in God’s steadfast love has not abandoned us to domination; that steadfast love endures 

and it is now before us showing the way, lighting the path.  God is making the unexpected and 

seemingly impossible possible and it is marvelous is our eyes.  

     Our 21st Century world is in many ways not all that different from Jesus’ first century world.  

Domination systems persist, even in our own land.  The wealthy elite continue to dominate the 

political landscape as money wields political power and influence; power and influence which is 

then used not to the benefit of the people or the land, but in the interest of profit. So long as we 

maintain and cooperate with a status quo such as this, resigning ourselves to the statement that 
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it’s ‘just the way it is’ calamity and domination will persist.  But unexpectedly, perhaps 

impossible in our minds, there is another way, there is something else to point to; someone else 

to stand with, to follow and that person is Jesus, who even now seeks to work with and through 

us to bring about the reign of peace; the Commonwealth of God that is free of oppression and the 

dictation of our lives; where humanity works cooperatively with the earth to yield her bounty 

and share it equitably among the people; where shelter and health are rights and realities; and 

where violence has no place and no cause; where God’s goodness and steadfast love are given 

and known to all without qualification. As Borg and Crossan put it, the question that ultimately 

faces us, the church of the 21st Century, is which procession do we want to be in?  Do we want to 

march with the Empire, resigning ourselves to the way it is, blind to other possibilities?  Or are 

we willing to boldly follow where Jesus leads?  Are we willing to seek a better way of living 

together in the world and resist the domination systems as our Lord did?  Are we willing to do so 

even if it is costly?  

     Oscar Romero was promoted to Archbishop of San Salvador in February of 1977.  This was a 

very turbulent time in El Salvador, as the government and the nation’s oligarchy were inflicting a 

violent repression on the nation’s poor in which the Church’s hierarchy was complicit.  Like 

Israel in Jesus’ time, the poor had been robbed of their land, that land being consolidated in the 

hands of few, leaving little recourse for liveable work.  However, a theology of liberation was 

coming into being on the ground.  Priests and lay workers were teaching that God has a 

particular love for the poor and that God desires the poor to be able to live in dignity in this life.  

Such priests were viewed as subversives and rabble-rousers.  Oscar Romero was not one of these 

priests, so he was promoted to archbishop because they didn’t think that this quiet, bookish man 

would rock the boat and threaten their status quo.  However, after his friend, Fr Rutillio Grande, 

was assassinated in March of 77, Oscar experienced a conversion. 
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     He lived humbly in a small room of the Divine Providence, which is a hospice care facility in 

San Salvador.  He spent his time with the poor and marginalized, listening to their stories of 

hardship and persecution, and to their stories of family members simply disappearing.  He 

preached this liberation gospel in his sermons, which were broadcast over the radio.  He stood in 

solidarity with the poor in any way he could.     

      He worked hard on behalf of the people, those he spent his time with who were facing so 

much death under a domination system, challenging authority, and threatening the status quo, 

even calling upon the US to end its support of El Salvador’s military as it was only killing its own 

people, a request which was denied. 

     On March 23, 1980, in one of his broadcast sermons he attempted to reach out to those in the 

military saying; 

 “I would like to make a special appeal to the members of the army ........ Brothers, each one of you 

is one of us. The peasants you kill are your own brothers and sisters. ..In the name of God, in the 

name of our tormented people whose cries rise up to heaven, I beseech you, I beg you, I 

command you, stop the repression!” 

     We know how the authorities ultimately responded to Jesus and his rebellious ways. On the 

day following Oscar Romero’s appeal to the military, he presided over a memorial service at the 

Divine Providence for a friend’s mother.  The memorial service, for some reason, had been 

publicized in the newspapers.  Thus Oscar was urged by many friends not to do the service.  

Oscar had received many threats on his life, so they were sure he would be assassinated.  Oscar 

insisted, though, that he must fulfill this obligation.  He was aware of the danger, as Jesus, but 

would not allow fear to negate his duties, and his call to discipleship. 

     On March 24, 1980, as Oscar Romero was presiding over communion during this memorial 

service, a gunman opened the front door of the chapel, fired a single shot, and killed Oscar 

Romero.   
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     Oscar Romero serves as an extraordinary, maybe extreme, example of what it means to live a 

life of costly discipleship.  As Jesus rode into Jerusalem in faithfulness, so Oscar walked into the 

Divine Providence to do his holy work, in spite of the danger.  Sometimes, to fulfill our calling to 

follow Christ, we must go into tough places; risky places; confrontational places.  We are called to 

follow Jesus, as Romero did, into our own Jerusalems. 

     Perhaps one of the most contentious and confrontational issues of this moment in history is 

how our country handles guns. At this moment we have young people rising up saying, ‘save us, 

we beseech you.’ Earlier in March, all around the nation there were walkouts of students. 

Saturday, hundreds of thousands, maybe millions, took to the streets in over 800 cities around 

the world in support of their cause, including in DC, the very seat of power. This, of course, is in 

response to the rapid rate of school shootings we, as no other nation, experience, and the level of 

gun violence generally that we, as no other nation, experience. While money buys power, there 

are those unwilling to accept this level of violence as just the way it is, who are willing to imagine 

different ways of being that are grounded in life-giving, life-affirming ways; that essentially are 

grounded in love. Are we willing to live in such a way that we love people more than weapons? 

Are we willing to reject a domination system in which money and the power it buys dictates our 

common life together more-so than what is life-giving and loving?   

     Now, there is a path of fear leading away from our own Jerusalems. This is a fear that inspires 

us to be armed in fear of our neighbors or even fear of our own government and our neighbors it 

employs. When we flee in fear we tend to go inward.  We disconnect.  We hunker down and hide 

from the world to protect ourselves.  We cease serving and loving our neighbor to save and love 

ourselves.  Jesus, Romero, and these young folk show us the path of love.  This is the path that 

runs contrary to fear.  Yes, it is the path that may lead us to risky, maybe even scary, dark, and 

dangerous places, but it is these places that need the light of love shed on them.  It is on this path 

of love that we connect with others in loving community, and care for one another as we walk 
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together. This, in and of itself is risky business. I’m not trying to tell you that we all need to be 

martyred as Romero, but rather we be willing to reject fear and take risks, to step into difficult 

situations, conversations, and conflict for the sake of making God’s steadfast love known and 

being the disciples we are called to be.  Yes, this may mean at times that we step into spaces of 

physical risk, and, yes, it means working against death-dealing systems pursuing life-giving 

alternatives, but it also means accompanying each other and sharing our thoughts and lives with 

each other fully, in authenticity and vulnerability, rejecting the divisions that may exist between 

us, created by the systems under which we live. It means stepping into uncomfortable spaces to 

accompany others who may be different from ourselves. There is no boundary that can keep out 

the steadfast love of God, or keep it from moving through the children of God.    

     In closing, I would like to share a quote from Bishop Oscar Romero.  “Some want to keep the 

Gospel so disembodied that it doesn’t get involved at all in the world it must save.  Christ is now 

in history.  Christ is in the womb of the people.  Christ is now bringing about a new heaven and a 

new earth.”  This is what Christ was doing on Palm Sunday, and is doing through us; bringing 

about a new heaven and a new earth.  As we live lives of discipleship, following Christ on the path 

of love, embodying the Gospel as Christ embodied the gospel, rejecting fear and opposing all that 

stands in the way of abundant life for all, living lives that have a life-giving impact on the world 

around us, we bring the kingdom into our midst, and salvation to the world.  Let us follow the 

examples before us, let us faithfully embrace our call to true, maybe costly discipleship, and 

fearlessly, even joyfully, walk into our own Jerusalems.  It is through such discipleship that we 

show each other and the world that God is good, and God’s steadfast love endures forever.  

 
 


