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“Living in a Lenten World: Popular Opinion” 

Text: Luke 19:28-40 
 
 
Dr. Ernest Campbell once wrote, “It is not the case that if we study hard and discipline ourselves 
sufficiently, then light will break upon us and all puzzlement disappear.  Not, at every level of 
Christian experience, there is both meaning and mystery.” 
 
Today on the last Sunday of Lent, we pause to watch the events of Holy Week as they unfold 
before us.  Each of these days is filled with its own measure of meaning and mystery.  In this 
week, Jesus will enter Jerusalem with a triumphant parade.  He will celebrate the Passover meal.  
He will wash the feet of his disciples and pray in a garden.  He will be betrayed, arrested, denied 
and crucified.  He will die and be buried in a rented tomb.  All of this within the span of one 
crucial week in history.  Let us journey through this maze of events filled with meaning and 
mystery as we seek new insights for our lives together. 
 
Would you join me in a prayer by Zeta Perez: Dear god, open our eyes to the depth of your 
sacrifice, our ears to hear your call, our hearts to your will and our hands to the work that 
you would have us do for your honor and glory.  Amen. 
 
Many years ago I heard Paula D’Arcy recount an event at a conference she attended.  Two 
hundred counselors and educators meeting in an auditorium were given a word problem that had 
a mathematical answer.  Without the benefit of paper or pencil they were instructed to solve the 
problem and then stand with any others whose answers agreed with their own.  The result was 
three groups with different answers. 
 
The largest group, of which D’Arcy was a part, thought the correct answer to the problem was 
38.  A second group composed of 88 people believed the answer to be 21.  And the third group, 
composed of two individuals, believed the answer was 11. 
 
Once the groups were formed, the organizers of the event announced that they were leaving for 
an hour or two.  During that time, they asked the groups to talk among themselves and try to 
convince the members of other groups that their answer was the correct one.  Of course, the 
people quickly realized that the real reason for this exercise was a practice in group dynamics 
and peer pressure. 
 
The largest group managed to persuade others to join them.  The second group diminished from 
88 to 35, with all those who left going to the largest group.  The two people who believed the 



answer was 11 were not able to convince anyone else to join them and never changed their own 
minds. 
 
When the leaders returned to the room, they announced that the correct answer was in fact, 11.  
In a room of 200 people, only two had the correct answer and they were not able to persuade 
anyone else to join them.  Reflecting upon this experience Paula D’Arcy wrote, “I had never 
entertained that possibility, clearly and logically having concluded that two individuals could 
accurately see what one hundred and ninety-eight did not.” 
 
Along with being an exercise in peer pressure and group dynamics, it is also an exercise in open 
mindedness.  Just because a majority sees things one way does not mean that it is an accurate 
perception.  We have to be open to the possibility that there are insights that may not match our 
own, but which are nonetheless correct. 
 
It reminds me of a conversation with a friend whose parents are retired and live far away.  My 
friend set aside a week to visit his parents.  One of the days they were together my friend asked 
his father if he would like to play golf the next day.  His father declined saying that it was his day 
to volunteer at the nearby elementary school.  This was surprising news to my friend.  He didn’t 
know that his father did this.   
 
So, rather than golfing, he asked if he could come along.  The next day father and son walked a 
few blocks to the school.  His father went to a closet, got a folding chair out and took it to the 
playground.  Not long thereafter the students began to stream outside for recess.  The school kids 
said hello to his Dad and he was able to call many of them by name.  Although he had taken a 
folding chair outside, his father seldom sat.  He was helping one student tie his shoes, refereeing 
a game of kickball or holding one end of a jump rope.  A teacher was outside and introduced 
himself.  The teacher said, “Your father is so good with the kids.  They just love him!” 
 
My friend commented that he saw something new that day.  He saw a side to his father that he 
had never known.  Not that his father had been unkind or unfriendly toward children, he simply 
saw what he hadn’t noticed before.  He saw his father laughing, playing relating to children in 
ways that previously had been unknown to him.  “It was an eye opening experience,” he said.  
That day on the playground, he discovered one more reason to love and admire this man who 
was his father. 
 
These two stories illustrate an important concept related to the Palm Sunday story.  First they 
point out that it can be difficult to stand alone.  It is easier to go along with the crowd.  We find 
the popular standpoints to be safer.  As we said in this morning’s opening prayer, “We’ll sing 
‘Hosanna” when everyone else is doing so---but not when the hostile ‘Good Friday’ forces may 
hear us.”  There is a lot of truth in that statement.  We are more likely to take a difficult stance 
that may be unpopular when we are not standing alone.  But that means someone has to be the 
first to step out of the crowd and initiate a new position. 
 
The second point these stories illustrate is that sometimes we think we have things all figured out 
and we may even filter out evidence to the contrary.  My friend knew his father to be a good 
person, but he hadn’t really seen the side of his father that could be so patient and caring.  It has 



always been there, he just hadn’t noticed it.  It points out the importance of looking at people and 
circumstances with fresh eyes. 
 
Theologian Marcus Borg wrote a wonderful book that gained a lot of attention a few years ago.  
The book came out of a request that he speak to a local Episcopalian Men’s group.  Their request 
was two-fold.  They wanted him to talk about Jesus and to make it personal.  ON that basis he 
took a blank sheet of paper and wrote, “Me and Jesus.”  It led him to recall some wonderful 
memories of who he understood Jesus to be.  But he also discovered that is faith had continued to 
grow and evolve.  The Jesus he knew as a young child was different from the Jesus he knew as a 
young adult.  And his understanding was continuing to expand as he matured. 
 
From this lecture he would develop the theme for a book entitled, “Meeting Jesus Again for the 
First Time.”  While exploring the different understandings, he argued that our perception of 
Jesus is crucial for several reasons.  Most importantly, our understanding of Jesus gives shape to 
our understanding of the Christian life.  If Jesus is a harsh judge, pointing out the sins of those 
around him, then our understanding of how we are to live as disciples will be of a similar vein.  
If our understanding of Jesus is one who taught us how to love God by loving those close at 
hand, then this will influence what we understand to be our role as disciples. 
 
One might think that a book encouraging us to look at Jesus with fresh eyes would be a welcome 
invitation.  But for many it was not well received.  Those who were certain they knew everything 
about Jesus found it threatening. 
 
Palm Sunday is a day that naturally invites such fresh perceptions.  On Palm Sunday Jesus 
shatters the image of what kind of Messiah he will be.  But only those with open minds and open 
hearts  and open eyes were able to see the reality before them.  Jesus was subtle in his display.  
The reality is not found in anything that he said that day, but in how he acted.  If we want to see 
a fresh glimpse of Jesus, one who avoids the temptations of popular opinions about what kind of 
Messiah he should be, this is the day. 
 
To do so, we have to cut through the excitement and energy of the day.  Palm Sunday, after all is 
about a parade.  It is about a triumphant entry into Jerusalem.  Jesus was warned by those closest 
to him that it would be dangerous to enter Jerusalem.  Better that he steer clear until things settle 
down a bit.  Take the safe route, they recommended.  Preach and teach and heal in some other 
place.  Just don’t go to Jerusalem. 
 
But Jesus will make the trip.  And the way he enters the city will speak volumes about who he is. 
 
Jesus instructs his disciples to go ahead of him and find a colt.  If anyone asks, they are to say 
that the master has need of it.  So the disciples do as instructed.  And when asked about their 
actions, they explain their task.  Jesus had need of the colt.  Whether they knew it or not, they 
were fulfilling the words of the prophet Zechariah who proclaimed that the king of the Jews 
would enter holy Jerusalem in a humble fashion.   
 
Now, take a moment to imagine this sight.  I know we are city folks, but have you ever seen an 
adult riding on a colt?  This is not the mode of transportation for an adult.  If they ride on the 



back of the animal, their feet will drag on the ground.  More likely, one would ride side saddle.  
Either way, this is not how one would expect a king to enter town.   
 
The Palm Sunday crowds have come to proclaim Jesus as their king, but he is setting before 
them a very different image of what a leader is to be.  He has come to proclaim a kingdom in 
which those who want to be greatest, those who would be leaders among us, must first become 
humble servants.  Jesus’ unusual mode of transportation speaks volumes about how a leader is to 
act. 
 
In her book, “Rising Strong as a Spiritual Practice” Brene Brown talks about the traits of a good 
leader.  She points that that many leaders operate from the premise of fearfulness.  In any setting 
and in any culture, fear is the means by which leaders often lead.  It happens in society and it 
happens in the church.   
 
But she points out another option which is to lead out of courage.  It is the willingness to lead by 
example, to take courageous (and sometimes unpopular) stances and to invite others to follow.  
This, I believe is what is occurring on Palm Sunday.  Jesus is not doing anything new.  His entry 
matches what he has taught throughout his ministry.  Greatness if found through service and 
compassion.  Leadership is found through humility and courage.  This is a triumphant entry, but 
on Jesus’ terms.   
 
Popular opinion would have made Jesus king, but on their terms.  Following popular opinion 
would have changed Jesus’ message radically.  And, likely, popular opinion missed the images 
of servant leadership that Jesus exemplified. 
 
As we reflect upon that entry into Jerusalem, I invite you to look closely.  Look beyond the 
palms and shouts of Hosanna.  Look closely at the image that might even make us a bit 
uncomfortable.  It is the image of the King of Kings riding on a humble animal.  Palm Sunday, 
and all of Holy Week for that matter, invites us to meet Jesus again with new insights about who 
he is and who he calls us to be.  As I mentioned at the beginning of this sermon, “at every level 
of Christian experience there is both meaning and mystery.  One of the meanings is the invitation 
to a new level of leadership as one who is servant to all.  The mystery of Palm Sunday is how we 
will respond to that image. 


