
Thirty-some years ago, on Good Friday, I was shopping in 
Jerusalem with two friends. We were on holiday, trying to 
cram sightseeing and souvenir buying into a few days. As we 
worked our way down a narrow passage lined with small 
shops and stands filled with pottery, clothing, olivewood 
carvings, and other treasures, our shopping crowd collided 
with another group: a Good Friday procession, pilgrims who 
were walking the Way of the Cross. As the two crowds 
merged, it became clear that there wasn’t room for everyone. 
Soon, the space was filled with people, packed in so tightly 
we could hardly move. Panic set in, and we three Americans 
escaped by ducking into the closest shop. 

From there, we watched the crowd struggle to move. And I 
noticed a certain pilgrim: an elderly woman wearing a head 
scarf. She held a candle in one hand and shielded its flame 
with the other. She was barely making headway, there in the 
crush of bodies. But her face was calm, her gaze steady. She 
was grounded in a reality that transcended the chaos around 
her. It seemed that the candle was her point of engagement 
in the drama of Christ’s journey to the cross. I was young and 
in a hurry, and that day I was a tourist, not a pilgrim. But the 
sight of that woman with the candle touched me deeply; I 
can still remember her focus and the peaceful expression on 
her face. 

Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem was also a collision of 
sorts. The itinerant Jesus of Nazareth met the “big time”—the 
Temple and the Judaism that had developed there. The Old 
Testament prophecies of Isaiah and Zechariah met a here-
and-now Messiah figure. The Israelite hope for the military 
victories and national independence of the past met a 
different kind of kingdom, one without soldiers or a tangible 
throne. 

And whenever a crowd forms, there’s a collision of 
perceptions and expectations. Even when people chant the 
same words in unison, their ideas of what the words mean 
can vary greatly. The crowd that ushered Jesus into Jerusalem 
that day was mixed. Some people had been following him for 

a while. He had healed them, fed them, delivered them of 
various oppressions and fears. Others had encountered him 
just that day. They heard that a great prophet was entering 
the city, and they wanted to see. Some of the more 
enthusiastic people in the procession were from Bethany, 
where, a few days before, Jesus had raised Lazarus from the 
dead. I’m sure there were skeptics in that crowd, as well as 
those who were already plotting how to get rid of Jesus. 

And then there were the disciples of the inner circle. I suspect 
they were confused. They believed Jesus was the Messiah. 
But Jesus had told them repeatedly that he would be killed 
in Jerusalem. Perhaps they tried to talk him out of going 
there. But now, here was this procession, and Jesus was 
allowing himself to be hailed as the one who came in the 
name of the Lord, with coats and branches spread before him 
in the way people welcome their king or conquering hero. He 
was out in the open, putting himself in even graver danger. 
Was he trying to hasten his own death? Or was he about to 
do something marvelous, such as overthrow the Roman 
occupiers by the same power that healed the sick and raised 
the dead? 

Clearly, Jesus considered this odd ride into the city a 
necessary part of the grand story. He was quite deliberate in 
the way he instigated it. Was he concerned about the level of 
commitment or loyalty in the crowd that welcomed him? I 
don’t think so. Some of them believed in him, and others 
didn’t. Yet, the procession was real. This divine drama 
continued to unfold. And humanity would be swept up in the 
movement. 

This week, we engage with the drama of Jesus’ passion. We 
have the opportunity, in two of our three services, to make a 
procession into the church. On Maundy-Thursday, we will not 
only read about the Last Supper, but we will also eat a meal 
together, and as we recount Jesus’ sharing the bread and 
wine, we will partake of the Eucharist at each dinner table. 
Those of us who wish to, will wash one another’s feet, as 
Jesus washed the disciples’ feet. Then we will leave this space 
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and go out to the garden, because Jesus prayed in a garden 
before his great ordeal. On Good Friday, some of us will walk 
the Stations of the Cross, and then we’ll participate in a 
service focused on Jesus’ trial and crucifixion. We will leave 
that space in solemn silence. We will wait through Holy 
Saturday; some of us will even take an afternoon nap so that 
we can be alert when we all come together for the great vigil 
that night, when we move from darkness to light, as the 
resurrection is revealed and proclaimed. At that point, there 
will be champagne! And we will continue to rejoice on Easter 
Sunday morning, with music and hymns, the reading of 
Scripture, and gathering at the table for the Eucharist. 

Why do we pilgrim our way through this passion week? We 
go to great lengths to make this an experience—using music, 
incense, flowers, fabrics, light and darkness, silence, 
movement, taste, and gesture. We live the story. We sense 
that, in doing so, we might come a little closer to 
understanding what it means, what it has to do with us. One 
reason I participate in this liturgical marathon called Holy 
Week is that, on many a day, I feel pretty clueless about this 
faith I profess. And I have found  that it’s easier to believe 
something when I try to live it. Doing my faith moves it from 
the limits of imagination and rational thought and into the 
substance and movement of who I am. When I do mercy, 
kindness, justice, truth, hope—when I act upon those realities, 
I come closer to what Jesus and all the saints and the 
prophets were doing and saying. And going through the 
motions of Holy Week is not merely going through the 
motions. I am walking through a story, and I’m allowing the 
story to move through me—my mind and heart, my body and 
voice. 

As a young woman in the Jerusalem marketplace, I could 
recognize something in the old woman who carried a candle, 
following the steps of her Lord and savior. I could even 
believe the story and imagine myself there. But I had many 
years ahead of me in which to develop the sort of faith that 
might be so steadfast and serene. All I could be that day, 
really, was a tourist. Two thousand years ago, I’m not sure 

which person in Jesus’ crowd I would have been. All I know is 
that, today, I’m in this crowd, with you. And I like to think that 
each of us carries a candle with a little flame. That candle is 
our point of engagement in the Christian story. Perhaps you 
come because you love the music here at SPR. Another 
person is here because she enjoys the sermons or adult 
formation speakers. One person participates in this 
community because his children are involved here. And yet 
another person engages through our social justice work, such 
as the food pantry, tutoring at Shoesmith, or our work with 
the sister parish in Haiti. Your point of engagement—your 
candle—may be the feeling of safety you find here. You know 
that you can come and be welcome, just as you are. 
Sometimes, it takes years of feeling safe before you can do or 
believe one more thing.  

The Spanish poet, Antonio Machado, put it this way: 
“Wanderer, your footsteps are the road, and nothing more; 
wanderer, there is no road, the road is made by walking.” We 
do not learn faith by examining it; we experiment with it, day 
by day. We do not perfect our belief by studying it; we make 
it real by practicing it. And we do not become pilgrims until 
we join the procession, in whatever way and at whatever 
point we can. Jesus did not disperse the crowd or turn 
anyone away. He allowed them to shout “Hosanna!” even 
though he knew that few, if any, understood the full 
significance of it. He knew that he was not the Messiah they 
expected. Yet, their faith had a lot of room to grow. And so 
does ours.


