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It is as though Mark knows that the readers of his gospel already know the story of Palm Sunday - that they know about donkeys and palm branches and shouting crowds ​and Mark wants to give his readers a new view on the story. And so Mark takes us behind the scenes - to give us "the rest of the story". 

A piece of geography - Bethany and Bethphage are 2 miles from Jerusalem but between the twin villages and the city is a valley - so from Bethany you can look across the valley to Jerusalem. That makes it a great staging area for Jesus and his followers just before they are going into the city. 

Jesus sends two of his followers into Bethany with these instructions - "Go into town and you will find a colt (the word could mean a donkey's colt or a horse's colt - it is an ambiguous word) that has never been ridden tied up - untie it and bring it here. And if anyone stops you simply tell them "The Master needs it."" 

So the two head into the town and have no trouble finding the colt on the main street, when asked what they are doing they say, "The Master needs it." And they return with the animal. 

That part of the story goes by us so fast we miss the things that should catch - for Mark's behind the scenes look gives us a chance to ask ourselves what would we do in a similar situation. 

Let's update the situation. We are part of the group around Jesus - and we have just arrived on the edge of Heading ley. Jesus turns to you and your friend and says, "Go over to the Flying J and in the parking lot you will find a brand new convertible with the keys in the ignition. Get it and drive it back here. And if anyone stops you wondering what you are doing just tell them "Jesus, the Master, needs it." 

Would you do what Jesus asked? Would you actually go into the Flying J and "borrow" someone's vehicle? Even if we would do that, we would be worried, worried about getting arrested, worried that someone we knew might see us doing this crazy thing. I think we would be hesitant to do what Jesus asks. But the two disciples do what Jesus asks. Now we can say to ourselves, "Those were the disciples, they were super spiritual people, they are not like me." But in fact, the disciples are a whole lot like us ​they had doubts, wondered what it was that Jesus was up to, didn't understand what he was saying, they argued with each, and so on -- the disciples were no super-spiritual people. The two followers of Jesus did what Jesus asked of them - even though they were uncertain and afraid. We are invited to do the same. 

We don't know who was in the group who asked the disciples "What are you doing?" 

It is possible that the owner of the animal was there and let the animal go even though the only assurance he had was "The Master needs it." That was enough - Jesus needs it, and so he let it go. Ifwe were the owner of a vehicle parked at the Flying J and started to drive it away saying "Jesus, the Master, needs it" would we let them take it. There is in many of us a tendency to hold on to things - to hold on to our possessions. How do we respond when hear the words, "Jesus, the Master, needs what you are holding on to." 
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How do we react when we are given the opportunity to use what we have been given to make a difference for God in the world? 

In obeying Jesus the disciples are saying that Jesus is the King of their lives. When the by-standers which may have included the owner let the donkey go with the disciples they are recognizing that Jesus is a king who can claim anything for His purposes. Even the donkey recognizes that the king has come. This animal that has never been ridden - and therefore is likely to throw off anyone who tries to sit on it - does not rebel when Jesus is placed on its back. Human beings and even creation itself recognize that the king has come. 

The crowd around Jesus understands something extraordinary is happening - and they take off their cloaks and throw them on the road as a sign of welcoming the king into Jerusalem. This is the red carpet treatment with a cost -letting someone walk on your coat. 

And the crowd goes into the fields, cuts down leary branches and wave them - palms and whatever they can find. And they shout - 

Hosanna, Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord, 

Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David, Hosanna in the highest! 

Again we need some unpacking here. "Hosanna" means "Save us". It is the cry of people who know they are in need of help, and are confident that the one they have turned to for help is capable of saving them. So it is a joyful cry for help - if that is not an oxymoron. This is the cry of people who know that help is available from the one they have cried to. 

The crowd knows who is capable of bringing the help they need - this King Jesus​whose kingdom is coming - He is the one through whom God will bring about the help that they need and want. And suddenly this is a loyalty statement - the people are saying - it is not the Roman army, it is not King Herod, it is not the political and religious elite, it is not the intellectual community; no none of those things will be capable of bringing the salvation they are hoping for. The only one who can bring the salvation is this king sitting on a donkey. 

In our world all kinds of things promise to bring us salvation - promise to solve the problems of our world. 

Capitalism was supposed to save us. It won a victory over communism, and it was supposed to lead us to the promised land of ever greater economic returns and comfortable lifestyles. But the last year has revealed the clay feet of capitalism as the economy has been shaken and some economic forecasters have lost confidence in their own ability to predict what will happen next. And in various corners the question is raised, "Is this the end of capitalism?" 

Great leaders are supposed to save us. In the past great leaders saved us - Churchill, FDR, and so on. But somehow now the leaders of our time seem less capable of pulling of miracles. Leaders words are distrusted, analyzed for alternative meanings, as people ask - "So how are you going to make me do what you want me to do?" We have learned that leaders not only are less capable then we thought, they are also merely human, capable of indiscretions, they too have feet of clay. And so the cynicism rises. 

So we are cast back on ourselves. We will have to save us we begin to think. We try to build the perfect life, with the perfect family, and the perfect plan. Many years ago a 
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couple came to me wanting me to do their wedding. In the pre-marriage preparation they talked about how they had mapped out their life together. First child born when they had been married two years, buying their first house after three years of marriage, the groom would start his own business in four years time - which would within two years be successful enough for the bride to quit her job and start working for the business. As I listened to their plan for a perfect life I wondered - "What if it doesn't happen this way? What if the plan does not work?" 

Those shouting "Hosanna" on Palm Sunday were saying that they did not trust the leaders or the political powers or their own grand plans to be able to bring the salvation they wanted. They were saying that only in this king on a donkey - only in this one who was coming into the city would they be able to find the salvation they sought. They were stating where they loyalty was - a potentially dangerous, but radically courageous declaration. 

We are invited on this Palm Sunday to decide where our loyalty is - where we think our salvation will come from - is it in the economic system, is it in our leaders, is it in our own personal plans and ability - or will we place our loyalty in the hands of this one who comes riding on a donkey? At moments like the one we are living through in our culture when all those things that we had confidence are crumbling - it is time to take stock anew in what is there to which we can turn with confidence and say "Save us." To what in our world would we be willing to say, "I can trust that to take me through"? 

In this world's terms the One riding on the donkey seems to be a uncertain choice - a strange place to put one's confidence - but that is precisely where we are to place our confidence. It only makes sense to put our confidence in Jesus if we have walked the road of Holy Week - a road that is hinted at at the end of the passage read from Mark this mornmg. 

Jesus takes a quick look around the temple - but it is too late on Sunday to do more than take a look. And he heads out of the city to stay in Bethany that night. Every night in this critical week Jesus heads out of town - he does not spend a night in the city until Thursday night. He is in charge of the timing - nothing is going to stop him from accomplishing his mission of proving that He is worthy of the confidence that the crowd placed in him when they declared He was going to bring in the Kingdom. 

But that Kingdom is not going to come through a military victory or show of human strength. The salvation this world needs comes through walking the road of suffering and brokenness and when there is no hope, finding hope restored. The Kingdom comes through humility and brokenness - through a king who rides a donkey. 

The king has come - what will we do with this king? Will we declare our loyalty to him - following him on the road of Holy Week? Or will we remain on-lookers unwilling to declare our loyalty to Jesus? 
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