
Palm Sunday, April 5, 2020 

Or the 3rd Sunday in the extraordinary time of the Virus. 

 
How are you today? Now that’s a question that we casually ask in daily exchanges during routine living 
as we go about our business. Sometimes we even answer with more than, “I’m fine” or words to that 
effect, especially if the two people in the exchange know one another from previous times. 
 
These days we do not have the occasions for pleasantries. Instead I’m having phone conversations that 
frequently start with asking for my date of birth, verifying my address…street and email…and best phone 
number to reach me. If I say half-way through, “nothing has changed” usually the person with the call-
script just keeps asking. I bet they don’t have any choice—and then there’s that ‘some calls may be 
recorded for quality assurance.’  
 
My version sometimes is a bit different: “how is it with your soul?” I stopped asking it though when a 
college friend heard that question and looked at it as an unintended inquiry about any recent sins. I was 
horrified. 
 
Maybe today, the start of another Holy Week but in such different circumstances, we can take some 
heart and comfort in the familiarity of the liturgical year. Even more today and in the week to come the 
real question is “Whose are you?” 
 
We belong to Jesus.  Today allows us see that in a really clear light.  Jesus starts the day a couple miles 
west of Jerusalem where he was staying with the siblings Martha, Mary and Lazarus, his friends. He will 
ride into Jerusalem on a donkey…an all around work animal, slow, close to the ground, but dependable. 
No one who is wealthy, powerful, and armed would use a donkey.  
 
Actually, we are just as familiar with the Holy Family, Joseph and Mary heading to Bethlehem, the birth 
in the lowly stable of Jesus the newborn king. Jesus and his followers do not live in Jerusalem— the rent 
and property values probably are too high—but we read that this is not their first trip into the city. 
 
Nor is it the first time in for the governor of the area, on behalf of the emperor far away in Rome. 
Pontius Pilate’s base was in Caesarea Philippi, named for that emperor. Jerusalem might have been the 
religious center for the Jewish faith, but the real, secular power was in the base of Roman operations.  
 
The contrast of the two parades is stark. Pilate rides in from the east on a war horse, Jesus on that 
donkey. 
 
Pilate would be accompanied by soldiers, also on horseback, sitting so high above anyone they passed 
who were walking. Perhaps they moved a bit slowly, with lesser ranked soldiers on foot.  
 
Pilate would be dressed in symbols of power—fine clothes or military wear. He would have a standard 
bearer—a flag or a metal eagle—on a pole borne in front of him. Jesus would have on two layers, a plain 
cloak and a tunic. Later in the week he’ll be given a purple garment to wear, a symbol of kingship, but all 
in mockery. He’ll be stripped of that. In front of him the crowd waved palms, also a powerful symbol like 
the standard of Pilate’s. A palm in that culture signaled the ideal state of peace and prosperity for 
all…the Bible repeats the image of a palm tree as short hand for the idea that each family, each person, 
had a plot of land, enough to eat, security…the kingdom of David. 
 



The crowds meet Jesus with shouts of joy and, celebration. “Hosanna, blessed is he who comes in the 
name of the Lord.” Whoever was on Pilate’s path into town would have been forced off the road to 
make room, would not be shouting Hail Caesar unless one of the soldiers glared at them. They probably 
made a gesture of some sort to the back of Pilate and company.  
 
So here they both come, from opposite sides towards the city. The clash set up today will be played out 
on Thursday, in a garden and the next day on a hill where the military man will have Jesus executed.  
 
Easter will see the start of the Roman Empire being less and less important to Jesus’ followers. Relevant, 
yes, but not in the manner of this week, this encounter. 
 
We are asked today which direction we are travelling. Whose procession, parade, do we want to be part 
of? Death, we are reminded, intrudes inevitably. No getting around it. But for today, where do you find 
life? And is that life one filled with the promises of life restored, rebirth, love of others…or one that 
divides along lines of power, short-term comfort, looking out for number one, each of us in our own 
worlds, not constrained by the need to stay at home, keep social distance, being a bit anxious about 
going out if need be into that seemingly virus-saturated world. Or are our eyes set on, come what may, 
the lord of life, who calls us to be one another by whatever means we can have access to, to connect to 
neighbor and God, to know ourselves best as God knows our true, good selves. 
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