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WHO HOLDS THE POWER?  
 

A Reflection for the Fourth Sunday of Our National Emergency 
Palm Sunday, April 5, 2020 

 

Bethany Congregational Church, United Church of Christ 

 Foxborough, Massachusetts 

Rev. Bruce A. Greer, Interim Pastor 
 

Scripture Readings:  

Psalm 118:1-2, 19-29; Isaiah 50:4-9a; Philippians 2:5-11; Matthew 21:1-11. 
 

Text: Philippians 2:8 

“…he humbled himself     and became obedient to the point of death 

—even death on a cross.” 
 

 

 

I. 
 

Almost three weeks ago, as we entered this long, open-ended season called COVID-19, I found 

myself asking the question: “Who holds the power?” It reminds me of those times when we are 

participating in a group exercise or game at a retreat or party; when the leader shows us a picture 

and asks: “What’s the first thing that comes to mind when you look at this picture?”  
 

That’s literally what happened to me when we announced the shut-down of our church on March 

12th and as I watched the proverbial cascade of COVID-19-related events come at me, like in an 

incoming tsunami. As Tom Hanks and his wife, Rita Wilson, tested positive for the virus in 

Australia, and then, as sports leagues at every level – high school to college to professional – 

cancelled games, tournaments and seasons, I found myself asking: “Who holds the power?” 
 

Do the nations of the world, the United Nations, and World Health Organization alone hold the 

power? Does President of the United States and the Executive Branch alone hold the power?  

Do Congress and the Courts hold the power? Do the many departments and agencies of our 

government, including the military, hold the power? No! None of them do…on their own. 
 

Do the great religions of the world, with their sacred traditions and billions of faithful followers, 

hold the power? What about corporations that span the globe – larger, wealthier, and more 

powerful than most countries on earth – do they hold the power? What about our great academic 

and scientific institutions, and our greatest scholars and sages, around the world, do they hold the 

power? No! None of them do…on their own. 
 

So, who holds the power right now? Who’s running the show? Who’s slowing down our 

economy and compelling us to shelter at home? Who’s forcing us to physically distance 

ourselves from one another to protect everyone and those who serve us? Who’s forcing us to 

cancel or postpone events large and small, from the Olympics to graduations, to weddings and 

funerals, to gatherings of every kind?  
 

An unseen, insidious, infectious, novel virus called COVID-19. 
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At this moment in time, we stand still in the face of God’s Creation and every force of nature, 

good and bad alike. We stand still in the face of a microscopic novel virus that exists, not 

because it is God’s will, not because God is out to punish us for one thing or another; but 

because a virus is a virus is a virus is a virus. It is a force of nature that is not good for human 

beings, like so many other things that are not good for us. Like fire, we dare not touch it! 
 

Right now, the COVID-19 coronavirus holds the power! 

 

II. 
 

By now you may be wondering what, in God’s name, does this have to do with Palm Sunday? 

How does a tiny novel virus relate to the events of Palm Sunday and Holy Week? Go back to the 

question I asked at the beginning and ask yourself: what we might learn about holding power as 

we observe Palm Sunday and Holy Week? 
 

As Jesus enters Jerusalem riding a lowly donkey with his rag tag group of followers shouting 

“Hosanna!” we would do well to ask: Who holds the power? How could a peasant preacher from 

the boondocks up north, who holds no position of governmental or religious authority, hold any 

power? He doesn’t look the part. He doesn’t fit the part. He doesn’t even have official papers! 
 

As Jesus’ unarmed peasant parade enters Jerusalem to observe the Passover, there were a lot  

of folks who thought they held power. There was no question that the Emperor of Rome  

believed he held all of the power, enforcing it through his Governor in Palestine, Pontius Pilate. 

Caesar was Lord over all, or so he thought! There was no question that religious leaders in 

Jerusalem and its Temple believed they held power on all matters religious and cultural.  
 

As the events of Holy Week unfold, as Jesus was challenged and debated, questioned and 

eventually interrogated, there is no question that the religious leaders and Roman authorities 

believed that they held power, and that Jesus was a threat to their power and authority. They 

accused Jesus of blasphemy1 and convinced Pontius Pilate to convict him of insurrection. 
 

About 15 years ago, while leading a Bible study, someone asked me to define heresy.2 My 

answer was that it depends on who holds power. The people presuming to hold power over “the 

truth” are the ones who define what is blasphemy and heresy. People in positions of authority are 

given the power to make laws and create regulations, to draft creeds and create doctrines, to 

build institutions and protect them from all perceived threats to their power.  

 

Both Pilate and the religious authorities presumed to hold the power that they held, as authorized 

by Roman and Jewish traditions and practices. Their power was strong enough to condemn 

people to death and take life in defense of the state and religious orthodoxy.  
 

They thought that they held the power, but did they really hold all of it? 

 

III. 
 

At such a time as this, when a microscopic virus threatens to take so many lives, and threatens 

our social and economic well-being in untold ways, what can the Palm Sunday Story teach us? 

The answer actually is quite straightforward. In Jesus we see the highest example of humility.  

In Christ, we see God’s power at work through love and justice, through sacrifice and humility.  
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Instead of a conqueror on a warhorse or a bombastic king on a throne, God used a peasant riding 

on a donkey to change the course of history. In their book The Last Week, biblical scholars 

Marcus Borg and John Dominic Crossan tell us that: 
 

Two processions entered Jerusalem [that day]. ...One was a peasant procession, 

the other an imperial procession. From the east, Jesus rode a donkey down the 

Mount of Olives, cheered by his followers. …On the opposite side of the city, 

from the west, Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor... entered Jerusalem at the 

head of a column of imperial cavalry and soldiers. 3 
 

Pilate’s parade symbolizes the domination systems, power brokers, and profiteers who seek to 

own us in every generation. Jesus’ parade, on the other hand, symbolizes the God who seeks to 

liberate us with grace and truth in order build a Beloved Commonwealth of just-peace on this 

earth, for all people everywhere, not just the privileged or chosen few.  
 

In spite of the horrors of the crucifixion, history tells us time and time again that the way of the 

donkey is the right way to go, not the way of the warhorse. The late William Sloan Coffin once 

observed that warhorse empires like Rome “…go the way of the dinosaur, which became extinct 

through too much armor and too little brain.” 4 (Don’t forget also that dinosaurs disappeared 

because of natural events and forces far greater than their own individual powers.)  
 

Long ago, the Psalmist wrote: 

“The warhorse is a vain hope for victory, and by its great might it cannot save.” 5 
 

One cannot help but wonder if we, too, have joined Pilate’s parade of pretentious wealth and 

delusional power, like a proverbial parade of dinosaurs heading towards extinction. Not even the 

greatest military powers or strongest economies can defend us against such a highly infectious, 

pernicious novel virus as COVID-19, which disables even the mightiest of aircraft carriers.  

 

IV. 
 

So, what does this mean for us? It means that Christ calls for us to have new minds that produce 

new attitudes and new actions, which, in turn, transform human life. If there was ever a time for 

us to have new minds, new attitudes, and new actions, as a human race, let alone as individuals, 

it is now. The forces of nature ignore our hubris, demanding our humility instead! 
 

The Apostle Paul put it this way in his Letter to the Philippians. 
 

Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, 

who, though he was in the form of God, 

    did not regard equality with God 

    as something to be exploited, 

but emptied himself, 

    taking the form of a slave, 

    being born in human likeness. 

And being found in human form, he humbled himself 

    and became obedient to the point of death—even death on a cross.6 
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Take note! The One who was God-like, the One who refused to exploit his privilege and 

position, the One who emptied and humbled himself, even to the point of sacrifice, is the One 

who holds the ultimate power. Love holds such power. Humility before God and Creation holds 

such power. Living for others and building a collaborative just-peace holds power. 
 

Humility in the service of God; humility in the face of every challenge; humility in the face of 

human need: these are the cornerstones of our true power. The sooner we are humble before God 

and each other, the better off we will be. The sooner we are humble before God’s Creation, the 

healthier and safer we will be.7 

 

Having the ‘same mind’ as Christ means having an attitude of grace and courage that produces 

actions of humility and sacrifice, the kind of humility and sacrifice we see daily from those who 

serve us, risking their lives on our behalf, from essential services to hospitals to research labs.  
 

This is what we celebrate today! The power of humility, shown sacrificially through love; and 

this is the power that will save us in the end. This is what the parade is all about! This is why we 

throw down our coats and branches. This is why we sing praises and shout aloud “Hosanna to the 

Son of David! Blessed is the one who come in the name of the Lord!” 8 – because:  
 

Christ came with humility to save us from ourselves, and  

From all of our foolish delusions about who holds the power! 
 

Amen. 
 

∞ΑΩ∞ 

 

END NOTES & REFERENCES 
(Note: Unless noted, all Bible quotations are taken from the New Revised Standard Version.) 

 

1. Blasphemy is defined as the act or offense of speaking sacrilegiously about God or sacred things; 

profane talk; or, even talking as if one were God, or claimed a special knowledge of God that no 

else has.  

2. Heresy is defined as a belief or opinion contrary to orthodox religious doctrine (i.e. long 

established, widely believed), especially Christian; or, an opinion profoundly at odds with what is 

generally accepted. 

3. Marcus J. Borg and John Dominic Crossan, The Last Week: What the Gospels Really Teach 

About Jesus’s Final Days in Jerusalem. (HarperSanFrancisco, 2006), 2.   

4. William Sloan Coffin, “The Warhorse” in The Heart is a Little to the Left: Essays on Public 

Morality (Dartmouth College, University Press of New England, 1999), 61. 

5. Psalm 33:17. 

6. Philippians 2:1-2, 5-8. Emphasis added. 

7. Have you noticed the dramatic drop in air pollution since the COVID-19 pandemic slowed down 

our economic activity and movement? Even seismic activity show signs of quieting down. See: 

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-020-00965-x. While it’s too early to draw definitive 

conclusions, it is nevertheless interesting to note the impact of human activity on our planet! 

8. Matthew 21:9.  

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-020-00965-x

