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When you see a crowd gathered, you know Something Big is happening.
Back on the playground — remember those days? — if there was a crowd, you had a choice. Rush to the middle, or hang back at the edge. Something was always happening in that crowd. Maybe Robbie slugged Todd and made his nose bleed. Maybe somebody dared Vanessa to pump the swings hard enough to flip over the top bar — and gravity, as it always does, won. Either way: Crowd equals Something Big.
This is exactly what is happening today on Palm Sunday, the beginning of Holy Week. All four gospels record this moment. Something Big is going on in the Jesus Story. 
And friends, given what is happening in our world right now — Something Big is still going on.
The Big Happening that first Palm Sunday isn't fully spelled out in our reading today. However, historians and scholars like Marcus Borg and John Dominic Crossan have helped us see clearly: on the day Jesus entered Jerusalem, there were two parades. Two processions. Two visions of power. Two answers to the question: who is in charge here?
The first procession came from the west. Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor, rode into Jerusalem at the head of an imperial cavalry — soldiers on war horses, gleaming weapons, banners flying, armor clattering on cobblestones, drums beating. The Roman occupation made a point of being present in Jerusalem during the Jewish high holy days — not out of reverence, but as a warning. We are watching you. We are in charge. Don't get any ideas.
You might think of a modern equivalent: large police details at protests, dressed in riot gear — heavy helmets and shields, combat gear, fearsome and serious. The message is the same across the centuries: Empire is watching. It’s right here. Stand down.
The second procession came from the east — down from the Mount of Olives. Jesus. On a borrowed donkey. With a ragtag parade of peasants, sharecroppers, children, low-wage workers, widows, a few loathed tax collectors, and middle-class sympathizers hastily cutting branches and throwing down their cloaks on the road. No gleaming armor. No war horses. No military band.  Just a humble earth-carpet, and a crowd shouting something ancient and urgent and alive:
Hosanna! Hosanna! Literally~Save us, we pray!
Let's take a beat here, because this donkey matters more than we tend to give it credit for.
Jesus could have borrowed a horse. He had friends in the area, and a horse was certainly available. But Jesus chose a donkey, deliberately echoing the words of the prophet Zechariah: your king comes to you, humble, and mounted on a donkey.
The choice of a donkey suggests that the Jesus Parade of Palms was not a hasty improvisation. It was a carefully choreographed political statement — a lampoon of imperial power. Where Pilate rode a war horse, Jesus rode a work animal. Where Rome brought gleaming weapons, the crowd brought palm branches from the earth. Where Empire announced dominance, Jesus announced something else entirely: God's dream is not for the mangle of fascism or some version of the prosperity gospel that relies on riches ill-gained. It is for the poor. It is for the earth. It is for the ones the empire has crushed.
Over 40 million donkeys exist in the world today, most of them in developing countries, used as draft and pack animals by those living closest to the bone. Donkeys pull the pumps that draw water for the thirsty. They haul grain to feed the hungry. Is it any surprise that Jesus — who said I was hungry and you fed me, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink — would ride into his holy city on the service animal of the poor?
The whole procession was a parody of power. A peaceful protest. A gorgeous, dangerous, loving joke aimed right at the heart of Empire.

The crowds were shouting Hosanna — these are words from the Hallel Psalms, the songs of ascent Jewish pilgrims sang as they made their way to Jerusalem for Passover. They are songs of praise, songs that remember the faithfulness of the Holy throughout the history of Israel, songs that claim: the liberation God brought in the past is alive and present right now, every time we sing them.
Hosanna. Save us, we pray.
The scholar Amy-Jill Levine reminds us that those shouts of longing are not so different from what we want today. Affordable health care. Safe schools. Honesty and respect. No unjust wars. No kings. Equity. Peace. Justice. Inclusion. Compassion.
The crowd that day was dangerous to Empire, because it was organized. Hopeful. Connected. Crystallizing. Something Big was happening.
And friends — this weekend, Something Big happened again.
Yesterday people across this country — and in cities around the world — gathered in "No Kings" rallies. Hundreds of demonstrations, in every state, saying:  No More.  We are Rising Up.  We will defend Democracy with our voices, our bodies, our votes.  
It’s the theological equivalent of “Hosanna. Love save us!”  This is not the world we want. This is not the dream of God.
And here we are, the very next morning, reading about another crowd in the streets, another moment when ordinary people — peasants and farmers and children and working folks — lined a road and shouted their fierce determination at the Powers of their day.
Do you see it? The echo is not subtle. It is loud.
The Roman Empire said: Caesar is Lord. The kingdom belongs to Caesar. And the glitter and gold of that empire was built on the backs of the poor, controlled by force and terror. And Jesus rode into the middle of that claim on a donkey and said: No. Not with a sword. Not with an army. With a borrowed animal, palm branches, and a crowd of everyday people singing ancient songs of liberation.
This is what courage looks like. This is what love looks like when it refuses to be silent.

Matthew tells us the whole city was in turmoil when Jesus arrived. Of course it was. The stakes could not have been higher — and Jesus knew it. He had orchestrated this display with his eyes open. He knew that this parade was the beginning of the final journey. He knew that this beautiful, nonviolent protest against the powers and principalities would ultimately cost him everything.
One scholar describes Holy Week as a symphony with distinct movements: from Hosanna in the highest to Is it I? 
to Do this in remembrance of me 
to Remove this cup from me 
to I do not know him 
to Crucify him 
to Father, forgive them to Into your hands I commend my spirit.
It is a complicated story of betrayal and strength, questions and doubts and fears, breakthroughs and break-ups. And if we pay attention, we find the rhythms of our own story woven all through it.

I find myself thinking about the donkey.
I like to imagine Jesus on that donkey, knowing what was coming — perhaps feeling a catch in his throat, lonely in the midst of all the shouting, carrying the weight of what love was about to require of him. And I like to think the donkey, steady and humble and ancient in wisdom, breathed deep, slow breaths as he carried Jesus that day. Present. Faithful. Unafraid.
The Sufi poet Rumi tells a story about a traveler so fond of his donkey that he insisted on caring for him personally before he would eat or rest. Do the careful, donkey-tending work, Rumi tells us. Be concentrated and leonine in the hunt for what is your true nourishment. Care for your heart-donkey. Feed your soul. Tend what carries you.
So I want to ask you this morning — in the midst of all that is heavy, all that is uncertain, all that is being asked of us — what will carry you through the daily unwanted surprises of  these uncertain days?  Is there anything in this story of Holy Week and Easter  that can help you?  To be sure, it is a story that is confusing and breathtaking and breath-stealing, and it so obviously mirrors our present moments. 
What will remind you to pause? To breathe? To stay present?
What is your donkey?
We have entered Jerusalem together this morning. We have waved our palms and sung our Hosannas. And we know — because we know the story — that this parade does not end in triumph. Not the easy kind, anyway.
But here is what I believe with everything in me: the Jesus who rode into Jerusalem on a donkey, staging a peaceful protest against the most powerful empire in the world, was not naive. He was not foolish. He kept walking — into the temple, to the table, to the garden, to the cross.
And the people who were in the streets yesterday, and the people who have been showing up week after week — calling their representatives, putting skin in the game against bigotry and corrupt government, around gun legislation and protections for our trans-neighbors and immigrant justice — they are keeping walking too.
We are people of the parade and the passion. We are people of the Hosanna and the hard road that follows. We believe, even when the empire is clattering its armor through the streets, that the dream of God — equity, peace, justice, inclusion, compassion — is not only worth singing about.
It is worth riding toward.
On a donkey, if necessary.
Amen.

