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Not Just Branches, but Palm Branches
John 12:12-19

A block down Ann Street you will find this plaque: On this site in 1897 nothing happened. I rather

like that plaque. Not every house can be historic; not every day can be future-changing.

Which leads us to Palm Sunday. What exactly happens today? And is it really important,

historic, future-altering? In a way, no. What happens today does not change the world, but then

again, it does at least this much: it   marks  the beginning of the most important week in the

history of the world.

Now, without the Gospel of John, there would be no Palm Sunday. Luke only mentions cloaks

being placed on the ground, symbols of a king entering a city, and Matthew and Mark mention

only generic branches.  

But thanks to John, we celebrate Palm Sunday. Only John mentions that these branches are

palm branches. And when we study the Bible, especially the self-consciously symbolic Gospel

of John, no detail is too small to overlook. And the detail is not accidental.

Did you know that  palm branches had an almost incendiary meaning in those days?  It’s not that

the crowd picked up whatever branches were lying around; palm branches pack a punch. 

Let me get to the point: the palm branch was the symbol of Israel itself and more precisely the

symbol of Israel’s yearning once again to be a free and independent nation.  Why, four decades

later, when  the Romans crush the Jewish revolt, a coin is minted to commemorate that event.
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And the symbol: a soldier standing on a palm branch.

So when the crowds shout Hosanna, which means, save us now, the salvation they desire is one

of a political and military sort. And actually economic, too, as the Roman taxes would be

thrown off.  And you can just imagine how much the Romans would have appreciated that!

You see, the Romans allowed the Jewish people to worship freely, but only so long as they

accepted the political and military realities of Roman rule. Waving palm branches is a direct

affront to Roman authority. 

John tells us the disciples don’t have a clue as to what is going on. And the crowds themselves,

having heard of the Lazarus’ being called forth from the tomb have evidently seen this as a sign

that Jesus’ wonder-working power will be for the precise purpose of restoring Israel as a  free

nation. 

So no wonder the Pharisees, those Jewish leaders who were always careful to discourage any

sign of popular rebellion, lest the Romans come and destroy the city (which as I mentioned, did

happen four decades later) no wonder the Pharisees say to one another in fear and trepidation:

what are we going to do. We can’t stop him. Look, the world has gone after him. 

Cheering him, following him. Crowning him king, if you will. Palm branch salvation, that’s

what they wanted: salvation as defined by political and military power, salvation marked by

material abundance as the horrific Roman tax system is cast aside. 

There’s an irony to Palm Sunday. As the crowd shouts, save us now, they do not understand

what salvation really is. Jesus will offer salvation, but not the salvation they want. They
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misunderstand what it means to receive Jesus as savior. 

I wonder if that happens to us ourselves, but I digress. Instead of offering the salvation the

people want, Jesus offers the salvation they need. They want to be saved from Roman

occupation.  They want salvation as defined by economic prosperity and national power that

a new Israel seemed to promise. That’s the salvation they want. The salvation they need is to

be saved from sin and death. 

Oh, let me digress still again. . . We have all heard sermons entitled something like, “When

Sunday cheers turn to Friday jeers.” But let’s be careful here. Luke 23:26 and following talk

about a great crowd that follows Jesus to his crucifixion weeping and wailing in sorrow. Jesus

calls them, “Daughters of Jerusalem,” but in his day this was a colloquial expression referring

not just to women, but actually to the poor and the outcast. 

So, even as the religious leaders deserted Jesus, the crowds who cheered him on Sunday stayed

with him on Friday. They knew, finally, that Jesus cared about them, that he had something to

do with them.  But their hopes in him, as I said, had more of a political and economic

dimension. But give them credit. They follow Jesus even to the cross. 

Well, back to the sermon. What does happen on Palm Sunday, anyway? In a sense, not so very

much, nothing of an eternal nature.

On the other hand, Palm Sunday means this much: when Jesus comes to Jerusalem, to the

regional political and religious center, he forces us to take notice of him. Who is Jesus? What

do we expect from him? What does salvation mean? All these questions are asked on Palm

Sunday and they are important questions. 
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Palm Sunday asks questions that will be begin to be answered this week. Who is Jesus? What

is the nature of his kingship and the salvation he offers? 

Waving palm branches plea for a political or economic or even military salvation:  Remake

society, cast off leaders and tax collectors, give us a piece of the pie for a change. They wanted Jesus to

do that for them and I don’t blame them one bit. I would have waved those branches too if I had

been one of the outcast and oppressed. 

But that was not the salvation Jesus offered. And today, I fear that much of Christian preaching

is based on offering what people want instead of what they need. 

If we expect Jesus to be the savior symbolized by palm branches, one who will give us our

secure and powerful place in the power structure of this world, if we expect him to give us

health and wealth and a life of ease. . . we are probably going to be disappointed. After all, even

the greatest of physical healing is but temporary. And not even the greatest wealth survives our

trip to the cemetery, does it?

On Palm Sunday, neither the crowds nor the religious leaders nor the disciples themselves

understand that Jesus is a savior of a different sort. Jesus will not, in fact, make your every

dream come true. But as this week unfolds, we will learn this:    Jesus will love you even at

your worst. He will share not just a meal, but a symbol of his very self, his body and his blood,

with those who will betray him deny him or simply run away. That’s news we need to hear

because sometimes we ourselves fail him, deny him, or run away from him. 

And in the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus will be where we have been. Overwhelmed with life.

Seeking to make the right decision, and for Jesus the stakes are very high. To be obedient to
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God means death for him. And Jesus, like us, will find that the God thing to do is not the easy

thing to do. Jesus will do the right thing and trust God to sort it out. 

And so sometimes we are tempted to take spiritual shortcuts, sometimes to return evil for evil,

sometimes to cheat on taxes or those we love, simply because it is possible to do so. If Jesus had

decided in Gethsemane simply to leave town, who could have blamed him? 

But Jesus is a savior who shows us that the right thing is always the right thing. Obedience to

the God of love is not a ticket to an easy life, but it is a way to the promise of a blessed life, a

holy life. Jesus is a savior who saves us from our sins and saves us from our temptations to

disobedience. 

As the week following Palm Sunday further unfolds, those who cry hosanna will be surprised

to find the one they claim as savior to be dying on a cross. That’s as far from earthly dreams of

power and prestige and ease as you can get. But listen closely, if you dare to get close enough

to the cross. And you will hear words which promise a different sort, a wondrous sort of

salvation: Father forgive them. Today you will be with me in Paradise. Father, into your hands I commit

my spirit.

These are not promises confined to ancient history or to pages of the Bible. These are promises

that can change your life forever.  

On the cross, Jesus offers a new vision of what salvation looks like. On Easter we learn the life

Jesus offers is indeed something powerful and eternal, and that it is a gift offered to us from his

grace-filled and forgiving heart. 
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Today the crowd waves palm branches and shouts hosanna. But today we are reminded a greater

journey yet awaits. Today the crowd shouts for Jesus. But even as Jesus journeys into Jerusalem

today, we are invited again  to travel with him to an Upper Room, to Gethsemane, to Golgotha

and Golgotha’s cross. 

And as many of the crowd struggled to learn: it was indeed easy to shout for Jesus;  more

difficult to follow.  And the question lingered then and perhaps confronts us even today: after

the shouting, after the waving of the palm branches, who will Jesus be to us? How  will his

journey shape ours? And what does it mean not just to shout for Jesus, but to live for Jesus?

Amen.
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