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A Homily by                                         “Faith or Religion”
The Rev’d Jo Popham      Palm Sunday B

Zechariah 9:9-17
John 12:12-16
Mark 11:1-11

Entering the holy city of Jerusalem humbly on a colt, Jesus approached the gate, but

which gate? Today you can enter Jerusalem by one of eight gates.

The lowest gate is in the south; it is called the Dung Gate, because for centuries

people would throw their garbage out of this gate. Today the neighbourhood by the Dung

Gate is the cleanest in the old city.

Nearby is the newly discovered Tanner’s Gate, obviously named for the industrial

area for tanners; it was restored in response to recent increased traffic entering the city.

The Zion Gate on the southwest perimeter of Jerusalem leads from King David’s tomb

and the Upper Room on Mount Zion in the Armenian and Jewish quarters.

The Jaffa Gate is the busiest in the city and is located on the western perimeter above

the Hinnom Valley or Valley of Hell. In ancient times pilgrims who docked at the

Mediterranean port of Jaffa would walk east for three days or so, and they would

eventually arrive at the Jaffa Gate. At the end of the 19th century this gate was enlarged so

that Kaiser Wilhelm II could make a grand entrance in his bronze chariot along with his

entourage of a thousand.

The New Gate, located on the northwestern perimeter of the walled city was opened

after intense lobbying late in the 19th century so that Christians who had settled outside

the gate could have direct access to the Christian Quarter and the Church of the Holy

Sepulcher.

On Fridays and Saturdays the Damascus Gate on the northern wall is the busiest gate

and leads straight into the heart of the Old City market.

Herod’s Gate, on the northeastern perimeter of Jerusalem, is also called Flowers Gate

because just outside the gate is a cemetery. During the reign of Herod the Great this part



2 of 4

of the city was not enclosed by a wall. Tradition has it that Herod Antipas’s home was

near this gate.

Lions Gate on the eastern perimeter is also known as Stephen’s Gate. Stephen, the

first Christian martyr, was reportedly stoned in the Kidron Valley just below the Lions

Gate.

The ninth gate, the Eastern Gate was blocked up in the 8th century to prevent access to

the Temple Mount. It remains shut. Some Jews say that it remains closed awaiting the

arrival of the Messiah. The Eastern Gate is thought to be the gate through which Jesus

came to Jerusalem on Palm Sunday. The origin of this Judeo-Christian belief is the

prophet Ezekiel: “The prince will enter through this gate and he will eat bread before the

Lord.”1 The crowds shouted “Hosanna to the Son of David” when Jesus came into the

city. Another name for this gate is the Golden Gate to retain the memory of the Gate

Beautiful where Peter cured a lame man.2 The Greek word oraia means beautiful, but a

similar sounding word in Latin – aurea – means golden. In the time of the Second

Temple, the Eastern Gate was open. The Hebrews called this entrance into the city “The

Gate of Mercy” because their belief was that when the Messiah comes and the dead arise,

they will enter through this gate to win eternal life.3

In Mark’s Gospel this is Jesus’s first visit to Jerusalem. It was the first day of the

week, and he was followed by the crowds who were attracted to his ministry. His

dramatic entrance into the city and the scene mirrored the actions of Israel’s great

prophets.4

The kingship of Jesus was revealed by his entrance, and his entrance ushered in the

Kingdom of God to voices singing Hosannas. The last of the Hallel psalms sung at the

Passover include Hosannas. Hosannas at first were a prayer: “Save us we beseech you,”

“God be with you,” but over time “Hosanna” became a festive shout, sort of a religious

hurrah. Hosanna also was a pilgrim’s blessing  “Blessed in the name of the Lord is the

one who comes” to the temple to worship. But this also took on messianic overtones

meaning “Blessed is the one who comes” – the messiah who was to come.5
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Jesus came to Jerusalem not as a humble pilgrim. O, No! He did not come with the

intention of being absorbed into the crowd of pilgrims. He was not one of the anonymous

Jews who came to worship at Temple for the Passover. He approached the Eastern Gate

in “a spirit of confrontation” as the Dean of the cathedral in Philadelphia says in his

Lenten study book Mark my Word.6 Jesus was not there to confront any particular group

or sect, or any person. But, Jesus was against anyone and everyone who was opposed to

God’s Kingdom, everyone who failed to honour God. Jesus really had not set out to anger

the Pharisees – the local religious leaders – or the Sadducees – the priestly and lay

aristocracy of Jerusalem. And he did not intend to make enemies of the Roman ruling

class. What Jesus saw in those who had come to fear him and to eventually condemn him

was the tendency of all humankind – even our tendency – to replace faith with religion.

Let me repeat that – what Jesus fought against was their – and our – religiosity that had

replaced – and may still replace – our total trust in God, our faith, our belief in God. He

died for our sin. Could it be he died for our sin of loving how and where we worship

more than our love of God.

The religious authorities and the Romans alike had every reason to be worried. Jesus

was taking the country by storm. He had followers everywhere he went, and now he was

at their gate, at the Eastern Gate, where their messiah was supposed to enter. Who did he

think he was? He even called God his Father. Was he out to make them obsolete? They

were threatened. Of course they had to condemn him. But the Roman and religious

authorities misunderstood Jesus’s authority and the effect he had on the crowd.

It was a beautiful day in Jerusalem. Spring flowers covered the hills. And the city and

the Eastern Gate sparkled like gold in the sun. The crowd was overwhelmed just being in

our Lord’s presence. They broke off branches from the trees by the roadside. And strew

them on the roadbed. The spirit of the people was infectious. The crowd grew. Then they

saw him. There he was, their teacher, the heir of David. But he was on a colt not a grand

bronze chariot. Conquering heroes entered this gate, but not on a colt. Royal processions

often included leafy – palm – branches.7 But riding on a colt – what was he thinking?
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Riding a colt was an act of humility.8 A colt that had never been ridden suggested the

pure consecrated animals that were offered to God as sacrifices, and here was Jesus on a

fresh colt when he himself would be the sacrifice that would earn eternal life for all

humanity.

On the opposite side of Jerusalem, on the western wall at what we now call the Jaffa

Gate another procession was arriving with its own fanfare. It was the practice of the

Judean governors to be present in Jerusalem for all major Jewish festivals. This city of

God was also a hostile and  in many ways a faithless city. Pontius Pilate, the Roman

governor of Idumea, Judea, and Samaria, entered at the head of a column of imperial

cavalry and soldiers to reinforce the Roman garrison. The religious authorities may have

been under Roman control, but Pilate questioned where their loyalty would lie during the

great Passover festival.

Meanwhile Jesus rode a donkey down from the Mount of Olives and Hosannas rang

out. The welcome of the crowd must have been bittersweet to Jesus, for he knew what

was to come. Jesus would continue to teach the Kingdom of God that was counter to the

teaching of the religious authorities. Jesus caused a stir everywhere he went offending the

religious leaders and the sensibilities of the Roman authorities who treasured peace above

all other virtues. The cheering crowds would turn fickle within days. Their welcoming

Hosannas would turn to jeers and calls for him to be punished. And as that beautiful

triumphant day was coming to an end, Jesus went into the Temple – his Father’s house

for a look about at the travesty that it had become. The next day he would cleanse the

Temple. Meanwhile the Sadducees and Pharisees  – those worried religious authorities –

met not to discuss their faith but to talk of how to save their religion.

I wonder, are we willing to make do with religion? Do we want to live a life of faith,

or are we happier making do with religion? My prayer is that we live for faith not for

religion.

Lord, may it be so.  Amen.
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1   See Ezekiel 44:3.
2   See Acts 3:2.
3 I give thanks that we Christians know that through Christ’s sacrifice we have the assurance of eternal
life.
4   See Isaiah 20:1-6, Jeremiah 13:1-11, 28: 1-17, 32: 1-15, Ezekiel 2:1 – 3:3, and Hosea 1:2 – 2:1.
5   Each week we sing our Hosannas in the context of the Eucharist singing the Sanctus: “Blessed is the
one who comes in the name of the Lord! Hosanna in the Highest!”
6   Giles, Richard, Mark my Word: 40 days with Jesus through the eyes of St. Mark, p. 81-84.
7   See 2 Kings 9:13, I Maccabees 13:51, and 2 Maccabees82. 10:7.
8   See Zechariah 9:9.


