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Let’s open our hearts together in prayer. Let us pray: Gracious and 

loving God, help us to hear you and to follow Jesus, in whose name 

we pray. Amen. 

Today marks the beginning of another Holy Week; this year it’s in the 

middle of April. Have you ever wondered why Easter seems to move 

around so much from year to year? The celebration of Christmas on 

December 25th every year is so much easier. The timing of Easter is 

fascinating. 

It starts with the calendar. When Sosigenes fashioned the Julian 

calendar in about 57BC, he established the length of the year by saying 

that all years divisible by four would be leap years with 366 days and all 

other common years would have 365 days. On average, each year had 365 

¼ days. This is too long by 11 minutes and 14 seconds. This apparently 

insignificant error accumulates to one day every 128 years. By the mid-16th 

century this error had accumulated to an error of 10 days, and if not fixed, 

the seasons would all gradually shift so that summer would be in winter! 

To solve the problem, in 1582, Pope Gregory XIII created what we use 

now, called the Gregorian calendar. He started by eliminating ten days: 

October 4, 1592 was immediately followed by October 15th. Leap years 

continued as those years divisible by four and in addition, the century years 

would only be leap years if they are divisible by 400. Consequently, the 

years 1600 and 2000 were leap years, but 1700, 1800, and 1900 were not. 

OK, so that’s our Gregorian calendar, based on the earth’s orbit around 

the sun. On this calendar, Easter is determined by the earth’s orbit around 

the sun, and the moon’s orbit around the earth. The Jewish Passover 
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begins at dusk and Jesus was crucified earlier that day. Passover originally 

began on the evening of the first full moon after the barley was ripe, but 

since the fourth century it has been determined relative to the vernal 

equinox. The vernal, or Spring, equinox, is based on the earth’s orbit 

around the sun, when daytime and nighttime are the same length, which 

occurs between March 20th and 22nd depending where we are in the leap 

year cycle. The fourteenth day of the lunar month is the beginning of the 

full moon. Passover is celebrated on the fourteenth day of the lunar month 

in which the fourteenth day falls on or is the day after the vernal equinox. 

That’s Passover. 

At the Christian Council of Nicaea in the year 325, the council that 

established the Nicene Creed, Christians decided to celebrate Easter on the 

Sunday that immediately follows the full moon on or after the vernal 

equinox, unless the full moon falls on a Sunday, in which case, Easter is 

delayed until the following Sunday to avoid concurrence with Passover. If 

that’s all too confusing, you can just Google, “When is Easter?” or look on 

the calendar! Then back up one Sunday and here we are at Palm Sunday! 

In the first century, entrance processions into Jerusalem were a 

familiar ceremony that followed the pattern for a conquering king. In our 

gospel reading today, the allusions to scripture indicate that Jesus is a king 

of a different sort; a king who conquers with peace, gives the people hope, 

and embodies God’s love for them.  

Jesus fulfills the scriptural prophesy of Zechariah, who says “Lo, your 

king comes to you; triumphant and victorious is he, humble and riding on a 

donkey, a colt, the foal of a donkey.” It’s the same kind of procession as 

when King David instructed Solomon to ride on a donkey on his way to 

being crowned King over Israel and Judah. And then later, cloaks were 

spread before Jehu when he was crowned King of Israel.  
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The disciples following Jesus sing a verse of the Hallal Psalm 118 that 

Anne led this morning. It was used to welcome pilgrims coming into 

Jerusalem for pilgrimage festivals, like the Passover: “Blessed is the one 

who comes in the name of the Lord.” But it’s changed slightly; “the one” is 

changed to “the king.” And it’s followed by a couplet that echoes the words 

of the angels at Jesus’ birth, “Peace in heaven, and glory in the highest 

heaven.” 

Jesus’ final response to the Pharisees who want to subdue the parade 

is that if they “were silent, the stones would shout out.” The energy of the 

parade is irrepressible. Jesus alludes to sayings about stones speaking the 

truth about God: the same Hallal Psalm 118 implies that Jesus, “The stone 

that the builders rejected has become the chief cornerstone;” Habakkuk’s 

words of judgement suggest that “The very stones will cry out from the 

wall;” and John the Baptist says that “God is able from these stones to 

raise up children to Abraham.” 

It’s an irrepressibly joy-filled parade into Jerusalem, but it leads to 

persecution and crucifixion. It’s the joy-filled beginning of a roller coaster 

journey that’s missed if you miss Good Friday. The journey from Palm 

Sunday to Easter Sunday must necessarily pause to reflect on Good Friday. 

Wayne Rice wrote about the experience of the young donkey on the 

day after he carried Jesus into Jerusalem: “The donkey awakened, his mind 

still savoring the afterglow of the most exciting day of his life. Never before 

had he felt such a rush of pleasure and pride. He walked into town and 

found a group of people by the well. ‘I’ll show myself to them,’ he thought. 

But they didn’t notice him. They went on drawing their water and paid him 

no mind. ‘Throw your garments down,’ he said crossly. ‘Don’t you know 

who I am?’ They just looked at him in amazement. Someone slapped him 

across the tail and ordered him to move. ‘Miserable heathens!’ he muttered 
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to himself. ‘I’ll just go to the market where the good people are. They will 

remember me.’ But the same thing happened. No one paid any attention to 

the donkey as he strutted down the main street in front of the market 

place. ‘The palm branches! Where are the palm branches!’ he shouted. 

‘Yesterday, you threw palm branches!’ Hurt and confused, the donkey 

returned home to his mother. ‘Foolish child,’ she said gently. ‘Don’t you 

realize that without Jesus, you are just an ordinary donkey?’” 

Just like the donkey who carried Jesus into Jerusalem, we are most 

fulfilled when we are serving Jesus. When we lift up Christ, we are no 

longer ordinary people, but key players in God’s plan to bring peace to the 

world through the glory of Christ. 

After today, the celebrations of the Palm Parade are over. As Holy 

Week moves toward Good Friday, the giddiness and glory gives way to an 

anxious sense of fear and foreboding. Peace becomes panic. And then 

there’s awe and amazement on Easter morning.  

But today is just the beginning of Holy Week. It’s Palm Sunday and 

we’re still enjoying the wonderful walk at a donkey’s pace down the 

winding path from the Mount of Olives. And for now, our jubilant journey 

into Jerusalem is filled with ooh’s and aah’s and joyful celebration. 

Hosanna! Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord. Thanks 

be to God. Amen.            

 

 

 


