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St John and St Stephen’s Church, Reading, April 10th 2022, Palm Sunday 

Psalm 118:1-2, 19-end; Zechariah 9:9-10, Luke 19:28-40 

The Palm Cross 

 

Today is a Very Important Day…it’s Jean Skuse’s 95th birthday!  Can we please all stand and 

congratulate Jean!!  

Palm Sunday is a bit like that. It’s really the only place in the gospel story where there is 

such an open, public and manically joyful celebration and welcome of Jesus. His birth had 

some unusual guests – wise men, shepherds and angels, not to mention a few farm 

animals, but no-one else to speak of; his baptism had God speaking to him from heaven, 

yes, but I don’t think most people ‘got’ that; there was a wedding where he turned water 

into wine, but then, it wasn’t his wedding. A party at Zacchaeus’ house – what else? 

Throughout the gospels, especially as the story is told in the gospel of Mark, Jesus had been 

actively trying to keep it all under wraps, a secret even. Don’t go and tell everyone! But on 

this day, Palm Sunday as we know it now, it all bursts out into the open, it can’t be held 

back any more.  ‘As he was now approaching the path down from the Mount of Olives, the 

whole multitude of the disciples began to praise God joyfully with a loud voice for all the 

deeds of power that they had seen, saying, “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of 

the Lord! Peace in heaven, and glory in the highest heaven!”’ John, in his gospel, tells us 

that they took branches of palm trees and laid them down in the road (Jn 12:13). Palm 

leaves were a symbol of victory, and peace. It was a big day. The Pharisees tried to turn it 

down a bit – doubtless afraid of what the Romans might think or do – but as Jesus said to 

them, ‘if these were silent, the stones would shout out!’. Palm Sunday is the start of what 

we know as ‘Holy week’ – which leads, as we know, to the last supper on Thursday, to the 

garden of Gethsemane, the trial of Jesus at night by the powers that be, his crucifixion and 

death on Good Friday, the awful silence of Holy Saturday, and finally the joy of the 

resurrection on Easter day. But, on the first Palm Sunday, who knew any of that? We know 

now how it ended, but in that moment as Jesus rode on a donkey into Jerusalem, nobody 

knew what would happen: except Jesus. And maybe even he didn’t know for sure.  
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So what hopes were there on that day? What was all the fuss about? Was it simply, like it 

was when we congratulated Jean, a celebration of a wonderful life? It’s interesting that 

Luke, in our gospel reading today, tells us that ‘the whole multitude of the disciples’ were 

there, praising God and rejoicing. Jesus had a lot of followers! Matthew tells us there was ‘a 

very large crowd’ (Matt 21:8), and John ‘the great crowd that had come to the festival’ (Jn 

12:12). Jesus was famous, hugely popular among ordinary people who had seen and 

experienced his healings and miracles, heard his powerful preaching.  What were their 

hopes? Listen to their words they called out: ‘Blessed is the king who comes in the name of 

the Lord!’ They were expecting a king. As religious Jews, coming to the celebration of 

Pesach, the Passover that week, they knew well the promise of Zechariah, one of the OT 

prophets: Rejoice greatly, O daughter Zion! Shout aloud, O daughter Jerusalem! Lo, your 

king comes to you; and victorious is he, humble and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of 

a donkey. He will cut off the chariot from Ephraim and the warhorse from Jerusalem; and 

the battle-bow shall be cut off, and he shall command peace to the nations; his dominion 

shall be from sea to sea, and from the River to the ends of the earth. (Zech 9:9,10). That 

prophecy was ringing in their ears as they saw this amazing man riding into Jerusalem on a 

donkey. Jesus embraced this prophecy, taking it upon himself to ride on a colt, the foal of a 

donkey, exactly as the prophecy in Zechariah said. Doubtless, the crowd wanted Jesus to 

lead them, to bring about a revival of their nation, of Judaism, to throw off Roman rule and 

establish a new kingdom, to be a second King David. And honestly, who wouldn’t want 

that? 

 

Well, it didn’t turn out that way, as we know. And the clues were all over the place. He rode 

in on a colt, a young male donkey. Would a great warrior king ride on such an animal? No! 

He would come in on some massive warhorse. There is a humility, an earthiness about the 

messianic king of Zechariah: ‘humble and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a 

donkey’. Notice how Zechariah emphasises how small and humble the animal was: ‘a 

donkey, a colt, the foal of a donkey’. But more than that, was there anything about Jesus 

that told us he would be the kind of king who would slay the Romans? Right from the start 
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of his ministry, he knew exactly who he was. He was the beloved Son of God (Lk 3:22). 

Straight after finding that out the devil offered him all the kingdoms of the world if only he 

would deny who he was, deny God and worship him (Lk 4:5-8). He could have been a great 

war leader right back then, it was offered him! Jesus could have used his powers to achieve 

that. He rejected it then, and he continued to reject it. Right now, in real time, before the 

eyes of the whole world, we can see that kind of kingship being played out, and it is ugly, 

brutal and deadly. It has always been like that and it always will be. And then, think of 

Jesus’ many, many acts of compassion, of healing; his advice about attitude towards 

enemies: ‘blessed are the peacemakers…do not resist an evildoer…if anyone strikes you on 

the cheek, turn the other also…love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you…. 

(Matt 5:9, 39, 44). No, Jesus wasn’t about to suddenly change gear and become the leading 

of an uprising against the Romans. And he didn’t. On the contrary, Jesus went the way of 

the willing victim. To be exactly the person he was, a peacemaker, not resisting the 

evildoer, turning the other cheek, praying for those who persecuted him. How ironic that 

the image of the king which the crowds chanted as he rode into Jerusalem was fulfilled not 

in the way they wanted, but as a man on a cross with a sign above him: ‘This is the king of 

the Jews’ (Lk 23:38). His was, and is, a different kind of kingship. 

 

I don’t think I have ever really understood the symbolism of the palm cross before but I’m 

starting to get it now. Here are palm leaves. Palm leaves are symbolic of victory and peace. 

They were laid down on the dusty road into Jerusalem so that Jesus, the Prince of peace, 

could ride over them on his humble colt into the city while the crowds cheered and waved 

in welcome and joy. But within a week, the cheers and rejoicing had melted away. The 

moment of Jesus’ entry to the city had seemed a marvellous moment, he was cheered to 

the rafters: but there was little depth to it, the crowd hadn’t understood what kind of a king 

Jesus was. The many times that Jesus had spoken of his impending death had been filtered 

out. I am reminded of another verse from an OT prophet, Hosea this time: ‘Your love is like 

a morning cloud, like the dew that goes away early’ (Hos 6:4). The rejoicing was replaced 

over the course of a week by bitterness and hatred, perhaps fuelled by disappointment, 
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disillusionment, and fear, and whipped up by the religious leaders. The crowd called for the 

death of Jesus bar-Joseph, called the Christ, and the release of a man, Jesus Bar-abbas, who 

did lead a violent rebellion against the Romans. And so, we fashion a cross from the palm 

leaves. A year later, these palm crosses, the symbols of the journey of Holy Week, are 

burned, reduced to their elements and we are anointed with them on Ash Wednesday at 

the beginning of Lent as a reminder of our own mortality and out need to turn towards 

Christ.  Those elements of the palm cross, the ash, are all that then remain of the symbol of 

celebration – the all-too-shallow celebration of the popular Jesus on the one hand – and 

the violence and hatred of the same man, the beloved Son of God on the other. Here are 

two poles, a north and a south, contained within the symbol of the palm cross: rejoicing 

and rejection, hope and fear, joy and sorrow. Frail humans that we are, we live between 

these poles, glad for Jesus on the one hand and fearful of the cost on the other.  

 

So here we are on Palm Sunday, the beginning of Holy Week in 2022. The world seems very 

fragile. I would like to invite you this week to take your palm cross and reflect on the 

symbolism it holds, to hold it in your hands and pray with it, to remember the cheering 

crowds, the lowly donkey, the palm leaves, the excitement, the hopes; turned into the 

shape of a cross by the end of the week. Amen.  

 
Richard Croft 

 

 

 

 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Zechariah+9&version=NRSVA
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