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Living God, may your word be proclaimed and may we claim it with joy for our lives today. 
Continue to speak to us through my words or in spite of them. Amen. 
 
John 12:12-19 
...the huge crowd that had arrived for the Feast heard that Jesus was entering Jerusalem. They 
broke off palm branches and went out to meet him. And they cheered: “Hosanna! Blessed is he 
who comes in God’s name! Yes! The King of Israel!" 
 
Jesus got a young donkey and rode it, just as the Scripture has it: 
No fear, Daughter Zion: 
    See how your king comes, 
    riding a donkey’s colt. 
 
The disciples didn’t notice the fulfillment of many Scriptures at the time, but after Jesus was 
glorified, they remembered that what was written about him matched what was done to him. 
 
The crowd that had been with him when he called Lazarus from the tomb, raising him from the 
dead, was there giving eyewitness accounts. It was because they had spread the word of this 
latest God-sign that the crowd swelled to a welcoming parade. The Pharisees took one look and 
threw up their hands: “It’s out of control. The world’s in a stampede after him.” 
 
Psalms 22 
 
"My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? 
    Why are you so far from helping me, from the words of my groaning? 
O my God, I cry by day, but you do not answer; 
    and by night, but find no rest. 
Yet you are holy, 
    enthroned on the praises of Israel. 
In you our ancestors trusted; 
    they trusted, and you delivered them. 
To you they cried, and were saved; 
    in you they trusted, and were not put to shame. 
But I am a worm, and not human; 
    scorned by others, and despised by the people. 
All who see me mock at me; 
    they make mouths at me, they shake their heads; 
“Commit your cause to the Lord; let him deliver— 
    let him rescue the one in whom he delights!” 



Yet it was you who took me from the womb; 
    you kept me safe on my mother’s breast. 
On you I was cast from my birth, 
    and since my mother bore me you have been my God. 
Do not be far from me, 
    for trouble is near 
    and there is no one to help. 
Many bulls encircle me, 
    strong bulls of Bashan surround me; 
they open wide their mouths at me, 
    like a ravening and roaring lion. 
I am poured out like water, 
    and all my bones are out of joint; 
my heart is like wax; 
    it is melted within my breast; 
my mouth is dried up like a potsherd, 
    and my tongue sticks to my jaws; 
    you lay me in the dust of death." 
 
Psalm 23 
"The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want. 
    He makes me lie down in green pastures; 
he leads me beside still waters; 
    he restores my soul. 
He leads me in right paths 
    for his name’s sake. 
Even though I walk through the darkest valley, 
    I fear no evil; 
for you are with me; 
    your rod and your staff— 
    they comfort me. 
You prepare a table before me 
    in the presence of my enemies; 
you anoint my head with oil; 
    my cup overflows. 
Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me 
    all the days of my life, 
and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord 
    my whole life long." 
 
 
A number of years ago, I served a church in a farming community. Technically, it was in a city, 
but the county was known for agriculture, and everyone in the church was connected to farming 



in some way — either farming themselves or working in businesses that supported farmers or 
helping out on family farms as needed. It was a delightful place to serve. I benefited from all 
kinds of garden charity, often surprised with fresh corn at church or — my favorite — a freshly-
picked watermelon waiting for me on my front porch each week it was in season. Nothing says 
love like abundant gifts of homegrown food.  
 
The farmers in the church were always eager to share their knowledge with anyone who would 
listen, so I learned all about modern advances in farming equipment, their careful analysis of risk 
and reward each time they planted a field, and — perhaps most impactful for me — the vital 
importance of creation care to ensure these farms would be able to continue feeding our 
communities for generations to come. These farmers also opened my eyes to the world of 
migrant workers, both how our agricultural economy relies of these laborers and also how 
vulnerable these essential workers are to abuse — something this church sought to combat 
through a committed migrant ministry providing food, clothing, and healthcare to their seasonal 
neighbors.  
 
This church’s farming identity also showed up in quirky expressions of its worshipping life. 
Each year, we would have a “Harvest Sunday” when we would adorn the chancel with signs of 
agricultural life, farmers would bring in bushels of their crops as offering, and we’d all give 
thanks to God whose gifts of creation made it all possible. While I was there, we also made this 
Sunday “Drive Your Tractor to Church Sunday,” which delighted the children (and me) to no 
end.  
 
Perhaps, though, the best part of serving this particular church was Myrtle. By the time I got to 
this church, Myrtle was getting up there in age. She moved a little slower than she used to, and 
she didn’t come to church very often. But she always showed up on Palm Sunday. Her friends 
Bonnie and Jack would get up early to help her get ready and drive her to the church. This was 
her day.  
 
Myrtle would enter the church with an air of seriousness about her. She knew Palm Sunday was 
important. She had a funny habit of checking herself out in the mirror as soon as she came inside. 
I suppose she wanted to make sure she looked good for the big day. The children would see 
Myrtle arrive and run over, gathering around her excitedly, some with their palm branches in 
hand, ready to wave them high, others with ribbons and scarves, ready to dance down the aisles. 
Then, the time would come, and someone dressed up as Jesus would carefully climb onto 
Myrtle’s back, and she would begin the processional into the sanctuary. For 25 years, Myrtle the 
donkey was the star of Palm Sunday at this church, leading the crowds of palm-waving singers, 
dancers, and excited children. It was quite the parade. 
 



Isn’t that what we expect on this day? Maybe not an actual donkey traipsing through this 
sanctuary, but certainly the excitement and joy of the festive parade. Palm Sunday is, after all, all 
about Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem. It’s the day we finally get to put aside the 
somberness of Lent and shout, “Hosanna!” It’s a day of celebration. Isn’t it?  
 
On that first "Palm Sunday” so long ago, the masses were gathering in Jerusalem for the festival 
of Passover, commemorating their ancient story of liberation from their unjust oppression in 
Egypt. Hundreds of thousands of Jewish pilgrims and tourists showed up for the occasion from 
all over the Roman Empire. The powers-that-be tolerated this annual observance, so long as it 
stayed at just that — any hint of re-enacting those events through real-life rebellion against their 
current Roman occupiers would be swiftly squelched.  
 
Just to make sure no one got any crazy ideas, the Roman governor Pilate would also come up to 
Jerusalem for the occasion each year, not because he was particularly interested in the high holy 
days but rather for crowd control. He would travel in from his coastal residence in the west, 
arriving in an excessive display of military pomp and circumstance, riding an impressive stallion 
and followed by multitudes of soldiers on foot. He knew the crowds needed an up-close reminder 
of the imperial power of Rome, that this celebration was all fine and good as long as they 
remembered that it was Rome who demanded their loyalty, obedience, and submission — and 
Rome who had the might to back it up. This was the bombastic parade happening on that first 
“Palm Sunday”. 
 
And yet, the one we are supposed to remember is the other parade, the one happening on the 
opposite side of town. Jesus and his friends organized a counter-protest for this day, carefully 
planned to be as different as possible from Pilate’s display of force. This was street theater, a 
subversive parody of kingship. They borrowed a donkey from a sympathetic friend, and it wasn’t 
even a full-grown one (like Myrtle). Jesus hopped on to the young colt, perhaps with his feet 
dragging the ground a bit, and he rode into the city from the east, looking intentionally absurd. 
He and his ragtag band of followers showed up to make a point — mocking the Romans with 
their defenseless, farcical parade. 
 
The crowds quickly saw what was happening and joined in. They hastily created a “red carpet” 
for this alternative king, throwing down their cloaks and cutting off branches to line the streets. 
They honored Jesus for who he was and what he was doing in that moment, proclaiming a 
different kind of rule through nonviolence, love, humility, and sacrifice. And then the shouts 
began, crying out, “Hosanna! Blessed is he who comes in God’s name, the King of Israel!”  
 
This is the part of the story we like to latch onto in our Palm Sundays of the twenty-first century. 
It’s more fun to talk about parades and donkeys and cute children than it is to talk about what’s 
really going on here. You see, the crowds are gathered, in the midst of their latest form of 



oppression — Roman occupation — to remember their story of liberation and freedom, and in 
this moment, they cry out, “Hosanna!” — a call that’s far from joyful and cheery, as it means 
“Save us now!” The crowds are caught up in the moment, desperate and frantic for a savior, and 
they’ve pinned all their hopes on this revolutionary who had the courage to organize the counter-
protest. Amazingly, here we are, two thousand years later, singing and crying out with those 
same words: Save us, Jesus. Save us now! 
 
And yet. Their hopes are soon dashed. They thought a new sheriff was in town, that Jesus would 
swiftly wipe out the invading army and make things right again. Pretty soon, though, the triumph 
turns into a trial, and the trial escalates to an execution. Their fun parade just became a march 
down death row. This is not what they expected of their king. Jesus isn’t vanquishing their 
enemies; he’s calling for peace and paying for it with his life. They welcomed him into the city 
with all they had, eager for him to lead the revolution, but he turns out to be a savior they don’t 
recognize. Within a matter of days, they’re completely disillusioned… and perhaps that’s the 
point. 
 
We tend to think of disillusionment as a negative experience, but what if it’s actually a gift? 
What if disillusionment is about replacing those illusions with the truth? What if disillusionment 
is God’s way of dismantling our too-limited expectations and replacing them with something so 
much greater? The Rev. Barbara Brown Taylor writes in her book God in Pain, “Disillusioned, 
we find out what is not true and we are set free to seek what is — if we dare — to turn away 
from the God who was supposed to be in order to seek the God who is.” 
 
For the past six weeks, we’ve been exploring the themes of Lent through the images of cups 
found in scripture. Now that we’ve reached Palm Sunday, the beginning of Holy Week, it feels 
appropriate to look at the image of the overflowing cup — but we won’t find it where we think it 
should be. The people gathered in first century Jerusalem for Jesus’ memorable entry into the 
city believed their cup was finally filled. The warrior who would conquer the Romans, bring 
about the longed-for peace, and provide for their needs had finally arrived. In their 
disillusionment, though, they realize that their cup wasn’t full after all. They were looking to fill 
their cup with water that wouldn’t satisfy, instead of recognizing the living water this unlikely 
savior was offering.  
 
In just a few days, we’ll continue our journey with Jesus to the upper room for that last supper 
with his disciples, then to the lonely garden at Gethsemane, and then finally to the cross. Our 
liturgist read the words of two of the psalms this morning. These are the scriptures selected for 
the Fountain of Grace worship series we’ve been following throughout Lent. As I was preparing 
for this day, I’ll admit I struggled to make sense of the choices. After all, isn’t today just about 
the parade? Why are we venturing into the psalms? 
 



As I sat with it a while longer, though, I remembered that the psalms were the very words that 
guided Jesus in the days ahead, and perhaps they might be words to guide us too in the coming 
week. The words of the twenty-second psalm became Jesus’ prayer on the cross — his 
unforgettable prayer of lament: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” This mournful 
words are worth hearing in their entirety in this psalm, though, for the prayer doesn’t end there. It 
continues to lay out all of the pray-er’s pain and suffering to God, not because God has 
abandoned them but rather because they trust God enough to do so. Then, finally, we get to the 
fourteenth verse: “I am poured out like water, and all my bones are out of joint; my heart is like 
wax; 
it is melted within my breast; my mouth is dried up like a potsherd, and my tongue sticks to my 
jaws; you lay me in the dust of death."  
 
Praying these ancient words, Jesus continues to choose faithful obedience to the Living God, 
even in the face of deep sorrow and pain. He pours himself out like water, emptying his cup and 
giving everything he has to be the savior we didn’t know we needed. 
 
This psalm moves right into the twenty-third psalm, one many of us know well: “The Lord is my 
shepherd, I shall not want…” Jesus came to Jerusalem two thousand years ago with a 
revolutionary, counter-cultural message of peace and love, only to find himself killed by the 
state. Yet, even in the midst of evil and death, even in the face of the very worst humanity can do 
to him, God our shepherd is still at work, guiding Jesus, leading him to green pastures and still 
waters. This week will end with Jesus’ body laid in a tomb, buried behind a large, seemingly-
immovable stone, but we know the story doesn’t end there. We will walk through the valley of 
the shadow of death and fear no evil. We will stay with Jesus, even as it looks like the cup is 
completely emptied, because we know that God is with us. We know that, in the end, our cup 
will overflow. Our cup overflows because Jesus dared to empty his cup first. 
 
It’d be nice if we could say that today, Palm Sunday, is the day of the overflowing cup. It’d be 
nice if we could just let the exuberance of palm parades spill over to the joy of Easter morning, 
without revisiting the hard stuff in between. It’d be nice if this could be a week of the full, 
overflowing cup of celebration. But it’s not. Today isn’t the day our cup overflows. Today is the 
day Jesus pours it all out and invites us to do likewise.  
 
I wonder how full are cups are this morning, and — if they’re already empty — how we’re 
trying to fill them. I suspect we too often try to fill our cups with the things that make us feel 
good in the moment, the things that offer the illusion of security, the things that we put our false 
hopes in to save us…. Only to discover, when we look down, that our cup is full of all the wrong 
things. Jesus offers us living water, but if we’re not careful, when he tries to pour it in, there may 
be no room left.  
 



This is why we have to go on this journey with him. Jesus showed us on that first “Palm Sunday” 
so long ago to show us what it looks like to pour oneself out like water and empty that cup of 
illusion. Only once the cup is empty can we be filled to overflowing with the life-giving water of 
the fountain of grace. 
 
Friends, this is the invitation of Holy Week: Don’t jump from glory to glory and gloss over the 
hard stuff. Instead, let yourself be disillusioned this week. Let us stop holding tight to what we 
hope is true. Let us stop trying to mold God into who we wish God would be, and let us instead 
allow God to be who God is.  
 
May we pour out our cups with Jesus this week and stay with him awhile. May we sit at the table 
on Thursday, stay awake in the garden that night, bear witness at the cross on Friday, and then 
grieve with the women at the tomb on Saturday. Through it all, may we just be with the One who 
poured himself out and gave up everything for us, knowing that Easter is coming and soon our 
cups will overflow. Hosanna in the highest indeed!  
 


