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Today things move very quickly from the triumphal entry of Jesus into the city of Jerusalem, where we wave our branches and shout “Hosanna!” that our king has arrived. And then suddenly, before we know it, we’re at the cross, having witnessed the passion of christ, his arrest, trial, torture and crucifixion. 

Passion sounds like a nice word, a seductive word, kind of racy. It’s the kind of thing  you see on soap operas or Novelas. Occasionally I watch Spanish language novelas with my wife, and there’s always great passion, especially between star- crossed lovers, where their differences have kept them apart but their passion draws them together. And there’s always a priest, which I love about novelas.

But this kind of passion we witness today, the passion of Christ, is not romantic or fanciful, but it is terrible. The word passion comes from the Greek word pascho which means (Nancy?) ….  To suffer. Passion is suffering. If you’ve ever wondered why every time you fall in love you suffer just a little bit, it’s because the roots of love lie in that same place in our souls where we suffer.   

So Palm Sunday starts well, but it always ends with us at the foot of the cross, witnessing the passion of Christ, watching him suffer. Participating ever so slightly with our words, “Crucify him, Crucify him.” And after its over standing here looking up at his body, holding these palms in our hands. What are they now to us? They are ironic and useless, a sign that the king we welcomed and hailed we have seen suffer and die.   

It has occurred to me before, with the palm branches still in our hands after the passion is over, that they are not supposed to be this way. They were supposed to be something different, something joyous and triumphant that hailed the king. It feels like we’re fans at a sporting event and we’re still holding the banner of the team that has lost. We’re dressed in our losing-team jersey and now we have to get out of the stadium and into the car knowing that we lost. 

But we need to understand this one profound part of faith: Christians are losers. We are not the winners. We are not supposed to come out “ahead” in the great contests of the world, but to lose all and to lose it on the cross. Look at what St. Paul says in Philippians 3:7, “Whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard as loss because of Christ.” Look at what Jesus says in Matthew: in order to save our lives we must lose them.  We are losers.

The cross is the place of our loss. It is the place where we come regularly to be reminded that our values are not the values of the world out there, to be first, to be greatest, to be richest. But our values are that the last shall be first, that the least shall be greatest, that the smallest among us is the most important.   

But there are many, both Christians and not, for whom the passion and the cross are not reasonable, because they don’t want to be losers. They want to be on the winning team. Our country does not respect or understand the value of losing, or sacrifice. We want  to be winners at no cost.


Just look at the fact that right now we are trying to fight not one, not two, but three wars simultaneously and trying not to raise taxes one cent. And we’re asking no sacrifice. Except the sacrifice made by the poor, whose social services we cut. But not for the rest of us, we’re not heading to the cross, because we’re winners. 

But Christianity without the passion and the cross, without loss, is a lie. Its guts have been ripped out by Christians who promise heaven through some detour around the cross. Through some quick shortcut, around the fact that we must give and even suffer like Jesus. You don’t have to go that way, some Christians say. Like saying- I can get you to Las Vegas without going through that annoying desert. Well how do I get there? Yes, I want to get there. I don’t want to drive through the desert. There are those for whom the central message of Christ avoids responsibility and the social message of the Gospel of sharing and giving, and focuses only on getting up to heaven. 

There’s a story from Brian McLaren, a Christian author, about a conversation he had with a friend of his from the African country of Burundi. Burundi is the third poorest country in the world. And this man from Burundi was telling him that he was just starting to realize that something was missing in the Christianity that the missionaries had taught them. There was something wrong with the way his community understood Jesus and the Kingdom of God.  

Because they had been taught how to get to heaven and how to be saved. But they were never taught how to do God’s will on earth. The work of sacrificing your life and your time and giving up your privilege, your status, your ego. The work of giving up something so someone else may have something. The work of loving your neighbor so much you would sacrifice for them. There they were in Burundi in the midst of a crisis of HIV and AIDS, with horrible fighting between different tribes, crushing poverty, extreme injustice in their government and their business community.  

Yet their faith was focused on getting them into heaven. It was not about the cross, the passion, the humanity of life, the suffering of fellow human beings, on their need to work for others, to suffer for someone else, to do as christ did and love here. It was faith without sacrifice. It was a lie.   

We lie to ourselves if we believe Christianity is going to make us better, is going to make us richer, is going to give us some social advantage, without the cross. Christianity, if it includes the cross, will make our lives more difficult, not less.  

We are the ones about whom the ancient Romans said that we were cannibals and they were suspicious of what they called our “Love Feast,” that Christians practice. This love feast that we engage in every Sunday. The Romans didn’t know what to make of us. So they killed us. 

We are the ones who dedicated ourselves to social movements for the poor, stood in picket lines for farm workers, fought for justice for women, for African American rights, for the rights of the GBLT community. The ones martyred at the altar for preaching against the corruption of our government. 

Christians have always been this far from trouble. But we have never been far from the cross. It is a privilege to stand here at the foot of the cross with you losers, with those for whom the glories of the world do not matter as much as the glory of a heart filled with love. Those for whom worldly riches are not as important as sharing those riches. Those for whom status comes not from the number of houses you have, but from the number of times you visit this house.  God’s house. 

The power of Jesus is not that he was a king who came in triumph, but that he was a king who went in peace, with purpose, to the cross. A king whose kingdom of love includes every one of us, whoever we are, and which extends even to the ends of the earth and to death, and beyond. When Jesus suffered the passion and went to the cross, he knew full well why he was going. For me. For you. It was not the way that seemed best, but it was the way that was best. And that is our king. 

I am proud to have him as my king. So when we hold these palm branches today we say this: this is a king I can follow. He is a king above all other powers and principalities, a king in whom we can put our allegiance, more than any other thing: more than our nation, our state, our job, any social organization, even more than our families. 

We honor Jesus as our king today, singing sweet hosannas at the foot of the cross. We gather here at the foot of the cross to sing our sweet hosannas.  

