On the first Palm Sunday, Jesus and his disciples were on the road to Jerusalem, their nation’s capital. Jesus sent two disciples into a village ahead of them, telling them that they would find a colt that had never been ridden. This was not a war horse like Traveller, the horse General Lee rode into battle, or like Cincinnati, whom General Grant called “the finest horse” he had ever seen, and the horse he rode the horse to Appomattox to receive Lee’s surrender.

The colt that Jesus requested was a symbol of peace, not war. The disciples brought the colt to Jesus, threw their cloaks on it to create a kind of saddle, and set Jesus on it. Luke tells us, “As he rode along, people kept spreading their cloaks on the road” (Luke 19:36). Notice what is missing from Luke’s story: Palms. Matthew tells us that people “cut branches from the trees and spread them on the road” (Matthew 21:8). Mark says that people “spread leafy branches” (Mark 11:8). John reports that they “took branches of palm trees” (John 12:13). But Luke does not mention the palms, and based on his version, we should probably call this day “Cloak Sunday” and wave our jackets in church, instead of palm branches. 

As Jesus moved along the path, down from the Mount of Olives, the crowd praised God joyfully for all the deeds of power that they had seen. They quoted Psalm 118, the same psalm that Benjamin Brown French displayed on the United States Capitol at the end of the Civil War. “Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the LORD” (118:26), said the multitude in Jerusalem. “This is the LORD’s doing; it is marvelous in our eyes” (118:23), said the banner on the Capitol. In both capital cities, the mood on Palm Sunday was one of triumph. Like the illumination of public buildings in Washington in April 1865, palms in ancient Israel signified victory and goodness; but triumph gave way to tragedy in Washington, just as palms gave way to passion in Jerusalem. 

The word passion means “suffering,” and the passion of Jesus began very soon after his triumphal entry. After entering Jerusalem, Jesus wept over the city. Then Jesus cleansed the temple. The chief priests, scribes and elders questioned Jesus and challenged his authority. Jesus predicted the destruction of the temple and spoke of signs and persecutions to come. The Pharisees plotted to kill Jesus. Jesus was betrayed by a friend, arrested by his own people, and tried by the Romans. At week’s end, Jesus died hanging between two thieves. Holy Week in Jerusalem moved quickly from palms to passion, from celebration to crucifixion, from singing to sorrow.

While some might find this to be a surprising turn of events, there are hints of the passion to be found in the events of Palm Sunday itself. Jesus’ arrival on a colt instead of a war horse signaled that he would be a very different kind of king with a very different purpose. “Jesus does not come to conquer the city,” writes theologian Ian Paul; “he comes to be conquered.” Jesus achieves his goals not by military strength, but by personal sacrifice. In this great reversal, Jesus comes “to win an even more profound victory.”

The victory of Jesus is not the triumph we expect. Instead of striking at the occupying Romans, Jesus enters Jerusalem with a message of peace. Instead of begging God to spare him, Jesus prays, “not my will but yours be done” (Luke 22:42). When the crowd on Palm Sunday shouts, “Peace in heaven, and glory in the highest heaven!” (19:38), they are not yet aware how this peace will be won. They do not yet grasp how Jesus will make peace between God and humankind through his death on the cross. They do not comprehend how Jesus will overcome death by his resurrection from the grave. 

Jesus resolves the rift, not just between Jews and Romans in first-century Jerusalem, but between humanity and God in every time and place. In Jesus, “God was reconciling the world to himself,” says the apostle Paul, “not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us” (2 Corinthians 5:19). We have this message of reconciliation and peace, because of the sacrifice Jesus made for us. “This is why he brings praise and joy,” says Ian Paul, “because his death and resurrection have dealt with the things which separate us from God and from one another. This is the power he offers: power to know forgiveness and peace of mind.”

The reason we feel joy on Palm Sunday is not because Jesus is a hero of Jerusalem, not because he bested the Pharisees, not because he beat back the Romans. We rejoice because Jesus is our Lord and Savior, in every time and place. His death breaks down the barrier that separates us from God and from one another. His sacrifice unleashes a compassionate power that provides us with forgiveness and peace of mind.

Abraham Lincoln is known as the Great Emancipator because he issued the Emancipation Proclamation and freed the slaves. In his eulogy to Lincoln, Senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts said, “Mourn not the dead, but rejoice in his life and example.…Rejoice that through him Emancipation was proclaimed.” Sumner’s words are appropriate for Jesus as well as we move from palms to passion. We rejoice that through Jesus “Emancipation was proclaimed,” that in him we are freed from sin and death. We rejoice in “his life and example,” a life of grace and peace, a life of service and sacrifice.

Holy Week presents us with a choice. We can join the crowd and shout, “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord! Peace in heaven, and glory in the highest heaven!” (Luke 19:38). Or we can join the Pharisees who say to Jesus, “Teacher, order your disciples to stop” (Luke 19:39). If we join the crowd, we profess that we believe in Christ’s message of peace and his surprising victory over sin and death. If we join the Pharisees, claim that Jesus is not worthy of celebration.

Where do you stand? Are you willing to accept the connection between palms and passion? Are you willing to move from triumph to tragedy and back again? Jesus is aware that some in the crowd will stop their praises, but he knows equally well that God’s will must be done. “I tell you,” Jesus says to the Pharisees, “if [the crowd is] silent, the stones would shout out” (v. 40). Nothing can stop the Son of Man coming in glory to accomplish his mission. It is more likely that the impossible would happen and rocks will shout, than for the King of kings to enter His capital city without honor. Hosanna! Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord!

On this Palm Sunday, we stand with the crowd and begin the journey from the triumph of Jesus’ entry to his passion and death on Good Friday. We will mourn his death, but also rejoice in his life, his example, and his work of liberation. The full Christian life accepts both palms and passion, celebration and crucifixion, singing and sorrow, triumph and tragedy. “This is the LORD’s doing,” says Psalm 118; “it is marvelous in our eyes” (v. 23).

Prayer: We praise and thank You Lord, that on this Palm Sunday we celebrate the One who is the King of kings and the Lord of lords, the one whom You sent for all nations and all people, the One whose throne is eternal in the heavens and whose kingdom is without end. We humbly acknowledge that even as this Holy Week begins with a parade into Jerusalem, it ends with a funeral march to Calvary. 

God, forgive us for wanting to glide easily from Palm Sunday to Easter. Forgive us for not wanting to follow Your Son through the stages of humiliation, cruelty, suffering, and death that lie between here and there. Prepare us, Lord, for the days and events which are ahead. Keep us ever mindful of the undying love You have for all humanity, and for the future filled with the hope you have for each one of us. Turn our eyes upon Jesus, who indeed is the pioneer and perfecter of our faith and set our hearts on Him as He does for us what we could not do for ourselves – offer You a living sacrifice that is truly holy and acceptable in Your sight. In Jesus’ perfect name we pray. Amen
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It was 160 years ago that the citizens of our nation’s capital moved from triumph to tragedy. On April 4, 1865, as the Civil War was ending, news of the fall of Richmond spread through Washington, D.C., and buildings throughout the city lit their lights in celebration. “It was indeed glorious,” said Benjamin Brown French, the commissioner of public buildings. “All Washington was in the streets.” French grabbed his Bible and turned to Psalm 118. He printed the 23rd verse on a cloth, in enormous letters, and raised it over the Capitol building: “This is the Lord’s doing; it is marvelous in our eyes.”

Celebrations continued through April 9, Palm Sunday, when Confederate General Robert E. Lee surrendered to Union General Ulysses S. Grant at Appomattox, VA. In Washington D.C., guns fired in a salute to commemorate the day. The euphoria of the Union victory carried through the Holy Week that followed, with crowds continually taking to the streets in celebration.

But tragedy struck on April 14, Good Friday. President Abraham Lincoln attended a play at Ford’s Theatre where he was shot by John Wilkes Booth, a disgruntled actor and southern sympathizer. Aides hustled the stricken president to a boarding house across the street, where he lay dying. Secretary of War Edwin Stanton was one of the few people present when Lincoln died on the morning of April 15. It was Stanton who uttered the immortal words: “Now he belongs to the ages.” 

Lincoln’s death muted the celebrations of Union victory. “It seems even yet a frightful dream, rather than a reality,” lamented Senator James Dixon of Connecticut, “in the hour when his wisdom and his patriotism were about to be crowned with the success they deserved.” With the prospects for peace at hand, Dixon thought it especially tragic that Lincoln, “the humane, the forgiving, the patient, the forbearing, has been stricken down by the hand of an assassin. That voice is silent.” The Capitol was still draped in mourning in late May when Washingtonians witnessed the Grand Review of the Union armies.

From triumph to tragedy in just a few days. One day, citizens of Washington celebrated in the streets. The next day they stood silently watching the massive funeral procession for the slain president. Like the residents of Jerusalem, the people moved quickly from palms to passion.

