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Years ago I read about a book called “Victorian Versions of 
Shakespeare.”  I was intrigued, and while I couldn’t find the actual book so I 
could read it for myself, I did manage to find a review of the book.  It 
describes how people living in the Victorian Era, the era in which Queen 
Victoria reigned, from 1837 to 1901, sought to re-make classic literature 
and art to their liking.  One characteristic of those who lived in the Victorian 
era was to love splendor and passion but hate tragedy.  They wanted 
everything to turn out all right.  Sometimes I think I must have Victorian 
blood in my veins as I prefer all movies and books to end on a positive 
note! 
 
Anyway, the Victorian era had writers who would take Shakespeare’s 
tragedies and re-write the endings. For example, In the case of Romeo and 
Juliet—spoiler alert, they both die at the end!--the Victorian version 
changed the double suicide into mere sickness, both Romeo and Juliet 
survive, they are married by Friar Lawrence in huge, fancy ceremony and 
the feuding families of the Capulets and Montagues are reconciled. 
 
I can see how that kind of rewriting would have appeal, particular in this 
day and our current situation. Every day we hear the most current numbers 
on how many people have the corona virus, how many have died, which 
areas of the country are the most infected.  It’s all around us—we can’t 
escape it, and I don’t think we should stick our head in the sand and ignore 
it but the social distancing, the hand-washing, the face masks, the 
uncertainty of when all this will pass begins to weigh us down. I think we’d 
all like an upbeat Victorian-style ending to this corona-virus and soon! 
 
But here we are, approaching Holy Week without an end to this virus in 
sight, and this morning we read the story of Jesus’ procession into 
Jerusalem which we know doesn’t have a happy ending.  There may have 
been palm waving and shouts of “Hosanna” as Jesus entered, but we know 
his exit will be a crucifixion in Golgotha.   
 
It would have made for a better story if, at the sight of Jesus entering 
Jerusalem, the whole city had risen to its feet in acclamation, the Roman 
authorities saw that they were outnumbered and they surrendered.  Or if a 
big battle broke out between the Romans and the people of Israel, and the 



people of Israel won decisively and Jesus became king.  As it stands in 
scripture, Jesus’ procession into Jerusalem was a major bust.  Even with all 
the palm-waving and cheering, the people of the city didn’t know who he 
was, he made the merchants mad by turning over their tables in the temple, 
and without even a single bow, he left and went to spend the night in 
Bethany. 
 
Over the years, Palm Sunday has become sort of a little game we have 
played in church, taking a Sunday to shout hosanna in the highest to our 
King, while knowing that very few people in Jerusalem thought of Jesus as 
their King—or as the kind of King that he turned out to be.  Maybe this 
year’s empty sanctuary is more appropriate, because we know that the 
same people who are shouting, “Hosanna!” and spreading their cloaks are 
the same people who, less than a week later, will shout “Crucify him!” and 
cast lots for Jesus’ clothing.  For those reasons alone it’s hard to feel really 
good about this procession into Jerusalem. And unlike the people who 
threw cloaks and branches in Jesus’ path, we know the whole story.  We 
know where this parade ends.  It ends on a cross. 
 
In Jesus’ time, it would appear that whatever good things Jesus set in 
motion came to an end when he was crucified on the cross.  It would 
appear that Jesus’ disciples knew that they were on the losing side, as the 
scene at the crucifixion reveals that only a few loyal women and some 
Roman soldiers stayed until the end of Jesus’ life.  Perhaps, as we know 
from other gospel accounts, the disciples were hiding, trying to figure out 
how a ministry that began with such promise had ended so 
tragically.  Trying to decide when--or if--they could begin their lives again. 
 
There are events in our lives that look so hopeless that we wonder if we will 
ever be able to begin again.  We want to be on Jesus’ side, but we don’t 
want to be on the losing side, so we drop our palm branches.  And when 
things start to get worse, we are afraid.  And when it looks like our God 
might not save us, we cry.  Why can’t things be different?  Why can’t this 
story have a better ending? 
 
Interestingly enough, it’s the thief on the cross who asked the same 
question.  Not the nicer thief, not the one asked Jesus to remember him 
when he entered his heavenly kingdom, but the nastier thief who had not 
only the nerve but the energy to ask Jesus over and over, “Are you the 
Messiah?  If so, then save yourself and us!” Give this story a different 



ending--use a bit of that divine power and spare us the pain and show 
everyone else that you are the Son of God. 
Hanging and dying on a cross doesn’t convey that message.  Make us glad 
we are part of the winning team, or make our enemies sorry they’re not. 
 
Unless we’ve lived perfect lives, or had our heads buried in the sand, or not 
ever experienced anything sad or painful in our lives that has rattled the 
cage of our faith, we have wondered about the point of 
Jesus’ joyful entry into Jerusalem.  We have wondered if hanging on a 
cross was the only way.   
 
The Christian life can be a life of ambiguity--of being all for Jesus one 
minute, and not quite sure about him the next.    Peter Gomes says that’s 
the very point of the Palm Sunday story and the Passion story: the conflicts 
of mood, the vacillation of the will, the confusion of sentiments.  The crowd 
that yells Hosanna one minute and cries Crucify him the next, is the same 
crowd.  The steadfast disciples who 
become shameful deserters are the same disciples.  The Savior who says, 
“Let this cup pass from me,” also says, “Not my will, but thine be 
done.”  The Christian life begins with the parade of palms, and includes all 
the tears and fears and suffering and sadness that follows, until the 
glorious dawning of Easter morning. 
 
This life is about beginnings and endings:  for Jesus, for the disciples, for 
the crowds, for us.  It’s Jesus beginning his ride into Jerusalem in order to 
end his earthly ministry; it’s the disciples beginning to understand who 
Jesus is as he ends his life on the cross.  It’s our beginning to understand 
what it means to be disciples of Christ; it’s the end of our old life in sin. 
 
This past week has been a rough ride for many of us.  The economic 
numbers are grim, those who are infected and hospitalized are increasing.  
There doesn’t seem to be an end in sight. 
 
But I would say to you, Rejoice greatly.  Shout aloud. Because even when 
we find it hard to believe, our king comes to us telling a story of triumph 
over suffering and victory over death.  The palm and the cross are signs of 
beginnings and endings; of God’s promise that sin has been defeated by 
grace; of Christ’s assurance death has been overcome by life.  Hosanna in 
the highest—blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord!  
 


