
The Big Parade

Isaiah 50:4-9a; Psalm 118:1-2, 19-29; Philippians 2:5-11; Mark 11:1-11

The Gospel of Mark, as many have noted, is one long passion narrative (11:1–16:8) with an

extended introduction (1:1–10:52). We enter the passion narrative of the Gospel of Mark just after

hearing blind Bartimaeus call out to Jesus, “Son of David, show me mercy!” His first cry is followed by

rebuke, and Bartimaeus cries out even more loudly, “Son of David, show me mercy!” (10:47-48 CEB).

Jesus responds, “Go, your faith has healed you” (Greek: “saved you”). Then Mark tells us, “At once

he was able to see, and he began to follow Jesus on the way” (10:52 CEB). This is the first revelation

of Jesus’s identity as the Son of David in the Gospel of Mark, and it leads us into Jerusalem, the city

of David, in this week’s Gospel (11:1-11).

Mark speeds up the pace of the narrative and its sense of urgency by using three occurrences

of the adverb “immediately” (10:52; 11:2, 3). Now is an “opportune time” when God’s realm is

occurring through the death and resurrection of God’s Son, the Son of David, in David’s city. As

Bartimaeus “began to follow Jesus on the way” into the city of Jerusalem, so we are called to take

our places in the parade that now leads toward the cross. 

In order for the parade up to Calvary to begin, a colt that has never been ridden (see Zech 9:9)

is brought to Jesus, and Jesus’s followers “threw their clothes upon it, and he sat on it” (Mark 11:7

CEB). The evangelist describes the procession as a festive parade with many people spreading their

cloaks and leafy branches on the road. The crowd shouts, “Hosanna! Blessings on the one who

comes in the name of the Lord! Blessings on the coming kingdom of our ancestor David! Hosanna in

the highest!” (11:9-10 CEB).

Yet if Jesus is the long-awaited Messiah, in line with David’s kingdom, then he is a very

different sort of sovereign. This Sunday we take our places in the most curious of parades. 

1The Big Parade.ser.wpd



Everyone loves a parade. Will Willimon shares a story about his experience as a child at a

parade:

“One of my most vivid memories of childhood was the Greenville Christmas parade, circa

1954. I had the unimaginable good fortune of being pulled out of school early to watch the parade. By

getting out of school early, a good location on the sidewalk was secured. There were platoons of

Shriners, floats from the PTA, the FFA, Four H, and every notable organization in town. The climax of

the parade, of course, was Santa Claus, seated on an impressive float, in a sleigh, pulled by a John

Deere tractor. 

If you were a kid, it was a town tradition to join the parade when the float bearing St. Nick

came by, marching behind Santa Claus. Hundreds of kids joined in, all of us marching down to the

Greenville News building, where we were served hot chocolate and picked up by our parents.

This tradition, of every kid in town marching behind Santa Claus, is just about the only time

from my childhood I can remember when all the kids in Greenville, white and black, came together.

Greenville was legally segregated racially. Black and white were divided by laws that made our one

town into two towns. We were racially separated, segregated, except for one time in the year when all

of us joined together and marched behind Santa and all of us drank the same hot chocolate,

something we were legally prohibited from doing any other time of the year.

I didn’t know it at the time, but that Santa Claus parade, in which I joined with all the kids in

town, regardless of race, was like a walk into the future, a parade into the world that was coming

even to Greenville, a world in which the two races lived and worked as one.” 

Who could ever imagine that a parade would be a foretelling of a future as yet unknown?

Parades are statements of who’s in power, who’s in charge, who’s most important, but sometimes

those statements are not read the way that people in power want them to be read.
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I remember seeing films of the gigantic, joyful ticker-tape parades when World War II ended

and the troops came home to national rejoicing. I also recall no parades when my generation, the

baby boomers, American veterans came home from Vietnam. A parade says something; the lack of a

parade says something.

Another story from Willimon about parades: “I remember when I finally summoned the

courage, as a student, to walk in a parade protesting racial segregation in South Carolina. I went to

that civil rights demonstration with a couple of friends. When I got to the area where the

demonstration was forming, I was stunned that there were hundreds of people there. I wasn’t alone in

my convictions. There were lots of people from all over who wanted to be part of this parade, a

parade not of celebration but of protest. In the march, we began singing with one voice, “We will

overcome.” Marching as one, singing as one, we became one. I came away from that parade

stronger.

When I got back to my college, a friend said to me, “You better check out the fraternity

minutes from February 1960. That may make you think twice before you go to any other march like

that.”

I was the secretary of the fraternity, so I checked the minutes from 1960. There, in the Pi

Kappa Alpha fraternity, it was stated that four of the brothers were kicked out of the fraternity

because they participated in a civil rights demonstration in Rock Hill, South Carolina.

They paid a price for marching in the “wrong” kind of parade. Some parades celebrate things

as they are; some parades protest things as they are and march toward a new order.”

Today, Palm/Passion Sunday, is a favourite day for parades in the church. Our church has our

sort of “parade” as we process with palm branches and sing “Hosanna! Blessed is the one who

comes in the name of the Lord! Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David! Hosanna in
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the highest heaven!”

Jesus, whose ministry has mostly been limited to the hinterland, now at last arrives in the

capital city, the holy city of Jerusalem. Presumably, there were lots of folks there who were getting

their first glimpse of Jesus. They may have heard of his teaching. They may have heard reports of

some of his miraculous healings. But now, standing there on the street, watching his parade into

town, they get to see Jesus for themselves.

A throng of excited well-wishers welcomes Jesus by waving palm branches. Some take off

their coats and spread them along the route—a traditional sign of honor and welcome. 

Now I expect that the Roman overlords who occupied Judea at this time may have got a bit

nervous when they heard the shouts and saw the reaction of the people of the city. The Romans

loved military parades. You can go to Rome today and see sculptures like the one on the Arch of

Titus near the Colosseum—a sculptured relief of the grand triumphal procession when the Roman

army marched into Jerusalem with all the treasures they had looted from the Jews’ temple.

Periodically, the Romans would assemble their troops in Jerusalem and march through the city

streets just to show Jerusalem who was in charge, just to remind them of the price they would pay if

they ever tried to challenge the power of Rome.

When Hitler’s troops took over Paris, they marched through Paris’s Arc de Triumph, just to

show the Parisians who was boss.

And today just behind the waving branches and shouts comes an unarmed man, bouncing on

the back of a donkey—not riding a strong, impressive war horse like any Roman general would ride,

but riding a donkey. This, the Son of David? This, the long-awaited Messiah? We have come out to a

grand parade for this? A rabbi who arrives on a shaggy donkey?

It’s an odd, ironic parade, this big parade in Jerusalem. This is the grand climax of the saga of
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Jesus? This is when he strides in to take charge of Jerusalem and to save Israel from its Roman

oppressors?

I tell you this parade was a jolt to popular expectations for lordship, for salvation, and for

liberation. And this parade is still a jolt to us. We joyously welcome God among us only to find that

God comes to us not as we expected.

The question we face today is: Will you, will I come forward and join this parade? Will we walk

behind Jesus as he moves down his narrow path this coming week, as we move from shouts of

“Hosanna!” to a mob screaming, “Crucify him!”? Will we lay aside our preconceptions of salvation,

deliverance, and power and take our place in this parade? 

Welcome to Holy Week. Come, let us join Jesus’s parade wherever he takes us this week.

Come, join the big parade. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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