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Sermon for March 28, 2021—“Save Us!” 

Palm Sunday, Year B—Texts: Psalm 118:1-9, 14, 19-29; Mark 11:1-11 

Today we celebrate Palm Sunday. It’s a week until Easter and it’s what we do. It’s what 

we have always done. It’s been pretty much a given that Christians start down the road to 

Holy Week by shaking greenery in the direction of the Messiah.   

We like to imagine ourselves among the crowds that welcomed Jesus to Jerusalem. There 

we are with them, waving branches, shouting out, “Hosanna! Hosanna, to the Son of 

David! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!”   

It’s how we begin our holiest week, right? So, it may come as a surprise, that over the last 

few years, Palm Sunday’s fallen under scrutiny. Some theologians and scholars have asked 

if maybe we need to change it. Now, you may be asking “why?” I mean, if it ain’t broke, 

don’t fix it—right?   

Well, in a nutshell, their concerns go like this: People aren’t attending Holy Week 

services—that is, Maundy Thursday and Good Friday services—like they used to. What’s 

wrong is anyone’s guess. Maybe it’s because people are simply too busy. After all, the rest 

of the world doesn’t pause on Friday, between noon and 3:00 PM. Our workplaces and 

schools, the rhythms of our society, aren’t set up to accommodate mid-week worship and 

so we’re trying to swim upstream.   

Some believe the problem lies in the somberness of Maundy Thursday and the sheer 

brutality of Good Friday. Perhaps the stories of Christ’s final hours are too hard for some 

to bear. Kind of like how the movie The Passion of the Christ, is—for some—too hard to 

watch. Too much of a downer, in a culture that prefers to be more upbeat. 

Whatever the reason, there’s no denying that lots of Christians go from the parade of Palm 

Sunday straight to the party of Easter, without stopping to pause during Holy Week. And 

there—as Shakespeare said—is the rub. It seems that church leaders are worried that 

skipping over the events of Jesus’ Passion, going from one celebratory Sunday to the next, 

is a bad thing. Their concern is that doing so will cause our faith to be warped.   

Wait—warped? How so? Well, what happens to faith that hasn’t had a chance to struggle? 

Faith that hasn’t grappled with truly difficult parts of the gospels? It might become a faith 

that wilts in the face of hardship and tragedy.   

After all, if you believe that life’s one long party for those who trust in God, what happens 

then when the party ends? Does faith end too? For too many the answer is yes! Trust me—

I’ve seen it happen. So I think they may be on to something here. The question is—what 

to do? Well, some suggest a compromise, calling it Palm/Passion Sunday—a day we 

recognize both Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem and his Passion. I admit I’ve grappled 

with this myself and I’ve often wondered: if we need both, but have only one Sunday to 

tell the whole story, what do we do? 

Thinking about this question, I keep coming back to the word “hosanna.” It’s not a word 

we hear every day. In fact—we only hear it on Palm Sunday. It’s a peculiar word—and 

hard to define. Like many ancient biblical terms, it has multiple layers of 

meaning/understanding.  
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Scholars’ best guess is that it’s a contraction of two Hebrew terms, one meaning “to save 

or deliver,” the other “to plead or pray.” So we can say that the crowd are shouting, “We 

praise you! We beg you to save us.” And shout they did. They tossed their cloaks and 

branches from the nearby trees on the ground, and shouted, “Hosanna.” They looked upon 

this man riding a donkey, a prophet—some say the Messiah—Jesus, Yeshua, meaning 

“deliverer” or “savior” and cried out to him, “Save us.” 

I’m thinking that everything about today, whether you call it “Palm” Sunday or “Passion 

Sunday,” hangs on those two little words on that simple plea.   

Do we feel compelled to shout, “save us!” as we prepare for Holy Week? Maybe—but 

what does that mean? Do we need saving? Probably. If so—from what? This is actually a 

harder question than you might think. Ask people and you’ll probably hear “hell.” But from 

what did those lining the streets of Jerusalem on that first Palm Sunday want to be saved? 

Most would say “the Romans.” They posed a much more imminent threat. So, here’s my 

question: From what imminent threat would we want to be saved? 

I had a conversation like this a long time ago—before seminary—with my youth group. It 

was an interesting conversation. Very interesting. One of the kids said, “death.” Lots of 

heads nodded at this one. Another said, “an upcoming math test.” Many laughed. Then 

things took a more serious tone: “Pressure.” “My parents’ expectations.” Then one said—

almost in a whisper—“fear.” “I want God to save me from my fears.” As you might 

imagine, the room got very quiet. These were honest answers, far more sincere than “hell.”  

So—what about us? From what imminent threat would you want to be saved? Can we be 

as honest as they were? When we wave our palms and shout “Hosanna! Do we dare ask 

God to save us from—what? 

From anger?   

Cancer? 

Depression?   

Debt?   

Conflict in our families? 

Addiction? 

Illness? 

Broken relationships?   

COVID? 

Remorse? 

Guilt?   

Violence?   

Humiliation?   

Pain? 

From fear? 

Bitterness?   

Arrogance?   

Divorce? 

Loneliness?   

Failure? 

From lack of faith? 

Doubt? 
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Getting old? 

Loss of memory? 

Loss of independence? 

And that’s just the tip of the iceberg! Hosanna! Save us, Lord—we beg you—save us! Save 

us from our fears! Save us from ourselves! Seen this way, Palm Sunday looks very 

different, doesn’t it? Above all else, it stands as an appeal to God that originates in the 

deepest, most vulnerable places inside each of us. It pushes its way up, almost beyond our 

control, to the surface. “Hosanna. Save us. Please God, fix the brokenness inside us. Make 

us whole. Save us—we beseech you—O Lord! Hosanna.” 

The events of this coming week remind us that God’s answer to such prayers is a 

resounding “YES!” Of course, it may not feel like salvation. That’s one of the stark 

outcomes in today’s text. The people wanted salvation, which they saw as freedom from 

the Romans. But when it became apparent, that Jesus wasn’t that kind of Messiah, the 

crowds that cheered him—in less than a week—would go from shouting, “Save us” to 

shouting, “Crucify him.”  And that’s exactly what happened. How ironic is it that to save 

us, Jesus had to be crucified, and so when you think about it, the crowd actually got what 

they wanted—even if they didn’t remotely realize or appreciate it.  

Brothers and sisters—here’s the thing: God answers our cries of “hosanna,” ”save us,” in 

ways so utterly and incredibly unexpected, that we have to wonder if they can possibly be 

true. But they are—and so could there be any better way to begin Holy Week than with 

palms in our hands and “hosanna” on our lips?  Is there any more faithful way to embark 

on this sacred journey than to cry out to God from the deep, honest places inside of us; to 

ask him, beg him, to save us, please save us? I don’t think so! 

“Hosanna! Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord! “Hosanna in the highest 

heaven!” 

Thanks be to God. 

Amen and amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


