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29th March 2026 Palm Sunday

Related Readings: John 12: 12 - 19 1 Samuel 9 -10

1 Kings 1: 11, Psalm 118:19 - 29, Matthew 20: 20 -28 f
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Palm Branches or Nuclear Missiles

Among my favourite tasks in ministry has been sharing assemblies and story-
times with younger children. I recall a series of sessions one summer term when
I wrote and illustrated a series of stories about dinosaurs as introductions to
teachings of Jesus. They included a range of characters from ancient mile-a-day
Turbo, the turtle, to fearsome Tyro the Tyrannosaurus - all living in vast
swamps, forests and deserts under the shadow of the distant Blue Mountains!
Perhaps I should not have been so surprised when one afternoon in the holiday
weeks which followed, I was calling at a home adjacent to the school and heard
a shrill excited voice call out, ‘Mum! It’s the dinosaur man!’ 1 think of those
children who followed the Palm Sunday procession to sing praise in the Temple,
still waving scraps of palm they had collected on the way and no doubt causing
some Pharisee to ask who would gather up the palm litter they left behind them.
I wondered if, during the few remaining days of his life, perhaps one of them
may have called out ‘Mum! It’s the donkey man!’ 1 hope so. The donkey had an
important role.

Today we think of the ass with its long ears and its obstinate neurodiversity, as
the low-class beast of burden - everybody’s servant! It was different in Jesus’
society. Many an aristocratic Pharisee owned a mule like the one Jesus arranged
to borrow on that day. The friend had left it tied up outside his gate ready for
active service. In the Old Testament scriptures, the donkey is often associated
with royalty. Try 1 Samuel chapters 9 and 10 for a good donkey story. Tall Saul
may never have been anointed as King of Israel if his father, Kish hadn’t sent
him out to search for his lost donkeys! Then the Palm Sunday procession was
seen by apostle John and others as fulfilling Zechariah’s prophecy which
promised the arrival of Israel’s long expected Saviour King. The royal connection
with the ass continued when King David after further scheming and intrigue,
confirmed Solomon as his successor by letting him ride his own mule to the
spring at Gihon where he would be anointed by Nathan.

Important as all that may have been on Palm Sunday I hope perhaps one child
may have cried, '‘Mum It’s the PALMS man!’ Palms have been an important
religious symbol far longer than donkeys a sign of royalty. The upright palm with
waving fronds and deep water-searching roots was an oasis tree. It
subsequently became a token of fertility, victory and eternal life and was used
extensively in carvings and decorations within the Temple stonework and
tapestries. Palm fronds were regularly used in acts of praise. Those who see
Jesus as the Palms Man are surely nearer the truth than others who process with
a donkey in search for royalty and power.



This had been the emphasis of Jesus from the beginning when in the
Judaean desert with John the Baptist he thought through the way of his
Ministry Programme. That search involved a lonely face to face with
Satan. Easy and endless provision for the world’s hungry; stunts to raise
the eyes and eyebrows of religious leaders.. and finally a personal
invitation. (Matthew 4.9) Kneel down and worship me and I will give you
dominance over the whole world!! (As if it was his to give!!) To all these
challenges there was one answer - ‘Scripture says — 'You shall worship
the Lord your God and serve him alone.’

Jesus had to explain this even to those closest to him. One of our Lenten
readings recalled the time when Salome came to the Master on behalf of
her sons - James and John - the Zebedee lads. ‘Jesus,’ she said, ‘When
you have established your Kingdom may my boys be enthroned as
leaders either side of you?’ We understand that Salome was a daughter of
Anne, sister to Jesus’ mother which could be interpreted as ‘keeping it in
the family. The church has often found itself in that position - ‘our
church’, even ‘my church’! The other ten disciples were not happy with
the suggestion, so Jesus called them all together and lovingly made
things clear, avoiding further division. ‘You're thinking the way of the
world.” he said, ‘not the way of the Kingdom. The world’s leaders seek
greatness, authority and ultimate power by their own strength. Greatness
in my Father’s Kingdom comes through unselfish service for others, often
at great personal cost.” A little while before this Jesus had been enjoying
the company of some children and commented - ‘the Kingdom of heaven
belongs to people like these!” (Matthew 20: 20-28) There are many
critics who respond, you can’t possibly believe that children waving palm
branches and singing psalms can exercise more power than weapons
which cost more than the food denied to so many of those little ones.
'YES, I DO!” 1 read again the last words of Therese de Lisieux. Referring
to Archimedes claim that given a lever and a fulcrum he could move the
world, she wrote, ‘Prayer can move the world, but is must be the kind of
prayer which sets the heart on fire with love - Jesus’ love.” We are still
so slow to learn the earnest love of little children.

A Prayer
Jesus, I hold a palm branch of prayer to wave with love-inspired faith.

I believe your love, which brings universes into being is more powerful
than any human weapons of mass destruction.

Kindle in me the faith-filled love which unites me to your praying heart.

May daily scenes of material and social destruction condemning
generations to lives of unforgetting and unforgiving, stir us to greater
caring at even greater cost.

I accept your invitation to cross-bearing.



