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Refocus: Return of the King? 
Matthew 21:1-11 

A Sermon by Rev. Bob Kells 
 

I think just about everyone loves a parade.   

There’s something about being in a crowd of people as they watch a parade 

go by.  And there’s a special feeling you get if you’re in a parade too. 

There’s an old song that captures some of that excitement: 

I love a parade, The tramping of feet, 
I love every beat, I hear of a drum. 
I love a parade, When I hear a band, 
I just want to stand, And cheer as they come. 

I grew up in Huntington, NY, on the north shore of Long Island in the 

1960s, and I can remember watching some pretty cool parades.  Every 

Memorial Day, we’d go find a choice spot on the main route and watch as 

the marching bands, fire trucks, National Guard, and others marched by.   

I remember marching in one of those parades as a cub scout, which made me 

realize just how LONG that parade route was! 

The biggest parade I was in took place on January 20, 1977, when I marched 

in President Jimmy Carter’s inaugural parade.  That was HUGE!  There 

were people from every state in the Union marching that day.  I marched 

with the Norwich University Drill Team, part of the Vermont contingent.  

And despite the cold, it was the biggest, most exciting parade I’d ever been 

in. 

There’s one other parade I want to tell you about—it was a pet parade.  I was 

probably 12 years old at the time.  I’m not sure where we got the idea—

probably from watching television—but one day, the kids on the street 

organized a pet parade where we got our pets together and marched down 

our street.  There we were, dragging dogs (or in case of the neighborhood 
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Golden Retrievers, being dragged by them) down the street.  We had a cat, 

named Tiger, so we put her in carrying case on a wagon.  I even brought our 

ant farm—one of those you could order through the mail, then you ordered 

the ants, put the two together and watched them dig their tunnels.  I put the 

ant farm in the wagon with the cat case and marched down the street.  The 

cat did all right.  Unfortunately, the ant farm didn’t fare too well from the 

jarring motion of the wagon; all the tunnels collapsed, and I went home with 

traumatized ants. 

We marched that day to the cheers of the few moms who were home, 

encouraging us as we imitated the bigger parades we saw around us.   

As I think about those parades, there’s a huge difference between the 

inaugural parade and the little pet parade of my childhood: 

- The one was driven by the power of our democratic ideals, the long 
tradition of the peaceful transition of power to a new national 
leadership, the real power of a mighty nation. 

- The other was driven by a different kind of power: the power of 
childhood imagination; it was, in a way, an expression of hopes and 
dreams for the future. 

There is a similar mismatch of power in today’s lesson from Matthew.   

- If we picture Jerusalem on that Palm Sunday long ago, on the one side 
of town sits the Roman governor, Pontius Pilate.  He represented the 
greatest power on earth at that time—the Roman Empire.  He 
commanded thousands of soldiers, hundreds of horses.  Whenever he 
went out into the city, he rode a powerful warhorse accompanied by 
an armed escort. Rome was the kingdom of this world, built on 
military might.  Well known to everyone.  No one had to ask who was 
the Roman emperor or who was his representative in Jerusalem—they 
all knew his name. 

- On the other side of town, entering the city through the eastern gate, 
rode Jesus on a donkey.  There was a crowd—hundreds, maybe a 
thousand people or so—lining the street.  They placed cloaks and 
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branches on the road before him in a sign of royal welcome.  And they 
shouted “Hosanna!” (Save, we pray!) as they would greet a king.  This 
was the Kingdom of God, built on suffering and hope, at one with the 
poor and distressed. Represented by a peasant teacher, riding into 
town on a donkey.  Not many knew who he was, so they had to ask: 
“Who is this man?”  The answer: “This is the prophet, Jesus, from 
Galilee.” 

It’s a picture of stark contrasts—and for good reason. 

Because we’re talking about two different kingdoms. 

And in this moment—the moment when Jesus enters the city at the head of 

his rag-tag parade—the end has come for the kingdom of this world. 

It sounds strange but it’s true. 

Time’s up.   

Game over.  That’s because… 

- In Rome we see the cycle of power and influence that leads to 
violence and death.  In this there is no hope for redemption, no 
possibility to defeat evil. 

- But in Jesus, we see God’s love poured out to bring hope and healing 
to a broken world.  For Jesus comes in weakness and vulnerability, 
mercy not judgment, love not vengeance. 

The kingdoms of this world are still at it today, seeking to dominate and 

crush the human spirit.  The logic of power and influence is still at work, and 

it still leads to violence and death.   

- We see it at work in places like Africa, and the Middle East, where 
millions are made refugees because of the violent conflicts there. 

- We see it at work around the world where global networks enslave 
tens of thousands, and women are carted off to be made sex slaves. 

- We see it in western countries, including our own, where the disparity 
between rich and poor is growing.  Sixteen percent of Americans, 
around 45 million people, live in poverty. 

All of these facts face our world. 
And we know how this story goes.   
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All of the facts line up against Jesus. 

But on this day, we celebrate! 

Because the Kingdom of God has dawned, bringing light to a dark world; 

hope to the hopeless; forgiveness to the sin-sick; new life to the lifeless. 

This is what we declare today, as we recall that parade of fools—those poor, 

weak, sick, sinners who gathered on Palm Sunday to welcome the donkey 

king.  Was this parade: 

- Significant?  Not by the measures of this world.  It was hardly noticed 
by the Romans. 

- Powerful?  No, not if you want to impress the neighbors.  Rome 
understood military might; a man riding a donkey didn’t even register 
with them. 

- Meaningful?  Yes, by God, because this parade signaled the end of 
one empire and the beginning of another—the empire of God’s love. 

And that’s what made me think about that little parade of children who 

marched their pets down the street on a summer’s day so long ago.  It didn’t 

seem very important then.  Hardly anyone noticed us.  But in some way, we 

used that parade to declare our hopes and dreams for the future. 

God’s hopes and dreams for the future rode into Jerusalem on the back of a 

donkey. 

And even today, we still cry “Hosanna!” 

Amen. 

 


