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Matthew 21:1-11

When they had come near Jerusalem and had reached Bethphage, at the Mount of Olives, Jesus sent two disciples, 2saying to them, “Go into the village ahead of you, and immediately you will find a donkey tied, and a colt with her; untie them and bring them to me. 3If anyone says anything to you, just say this, ‘The Lord needs them.’ And he will send them immediately.” 4This took place to fulfill what had been spoken through the prophet, saying, 5“Tell the daughter of Zion, Look, your king is coming to you, humble, and mounted on a donkey, and on a colt, the foal of a donkey.” 6The disciples went and did as Jesus had directed them; 7they brought the donkey and the colt, and put their cloaks on them, and he sat on them. 8A very large crowd spread their cloaks on the road, and others cut branches from the trees and spread them on the road.9The crowds that went ahead of him and that followed were shouting, “Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord! Hosanna in the highest heaven!” 10When he entered Jerusalem, the whole city was in turmoil, asking, “Who is this?” 11The crowds were saying, “This is the prophet Jesus from Nazareth in Galilee.”

Psalm 118:21-29

21I thank you that you have answered me and have become my salvation. 22The stone that the builders rejected has become the chief cornerstone. 23This is the Lord’s doing; it is marvelous in our eyes. 24This is the day that the LORD has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it. 25Save us, we beseech you, O LORD! O LORD, we beseech you, give us success! 26Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the LORD. We bless you from the house of the LORD. 27The LORD is God, and he has given us light. Bind the festal procession with branches, up to the horns of the altar. 28You are my God, and I will give thanks to you; you are my God, I will extol you. 29O give thanks to the LORD, for he is good, for his steadfast love endures forever.












Someone once approached a wise pastor asking for help in how to cultivate a deeper prayer life. The response was simple: Say the Lord’s Prayer and take an hour to say it.[footnoteRef:1] We have spent the six weeks of Lent focusing on the Lord’s Prayer. Today, with our Palm Sunday Hosannas rejoicing, it seems fitting to reach its closing doxology. For thine is the kingdom, and the power and the glory forever. [1:  The Spiritual Formation Bible, p. 1279, and quoted by Lib McGregor Simmons, Davidson College Presbyterian Church, “Who Art in Heaven,” 1/10/10.] 


This majestic ending, so familiar to all of us, is not part of the prayer recorded in the gospels of Matthew and Luke. However, it was added very early, by the end of the first century. This kind of closing acclamation had precedent in scripture. King David offered a prayer of dedication over the Temple that Solomon had built saying, “Blessed art thou, O Lord, the God of Israel our father, for ever and ever. Thine is the greatness and the power and the glory and the victory and the majesty; for all that is in the heavens and earth is thine; thine is the kingdom, O Lord, and thou art exalted as head above all.” [footnoteRef:2] [2:  1 Chronicles 29:1-11.] 


We can see that this type of praise was common for the ancient Hebrews, and it serves the Lord’s Prayer as a kind of bookend to the opening phrases which hallow God’s name. On either side of the petitions for daily bread, forgiveness, and deliverance from evil, the prayer honors God’s majesty and affirms the power of God’s Kingdom.
The nature of that Kingdom helps us understand the heightened expectation of Jesus’ followers heralding him into Jerusalem. Today we lift our praise in parallel fashion to the Palm Sunday crowds who lodged their hopes in an unexpected kind of King.

The gospel writer Matthew summons the messianic vision of the king riding into town. Counter to all expectations of a wartime conqueror saddled upon a great steed, Jesus confronts the powers who will do him in with a radically new vision of Kingship – riding a donkey in peace and humility and love. We like to look back at this entry into Jerusalem and remember it as a high holy moment, with our parade, and children waving palm branches while we sing “All Glory, Laud and Honor.”

But Jesus already had suffering and death on his mind, and there was no glorious coronation waiting for him at the end of the road ahead.
Jesus knew where he was heading because the religious leaders had been after him – with his healing on the Sabbath, his amassing great crowds wherever he went, his teaching a new kind of covenant with God – not based simply upon the Law but open now to love and grace. And, the political authorities were always worried about an uprising when the oppressed crowds gathered for Passover; they posted armed soldiers around town to keep the peace by fear, threat and intimidation. Jerusalem was on the edge of chaos when Jesus sent two disciples to find the donkey and the colt because the Lord had need of them. That first Palm Sunday was a politically charged day of heavenly power confronting the powers of Caesar and a rigid religious establishment. 

In these uncertain times of violence, warfare and various modes of earthly chaos, to pray for God’s Kingdom is as much a political stance now as it was when those crowds in Jerusalem hailed Jesus with Hosanna, God Saves. According to Duke University theologian, Stanley Hauerwas, to pray Thine is the Kingdom is to take a political stand for peace. He writes, “The Lord’s Prayer is training us in how to understand the political significance of God’s Messiah, Jesus. It is a pledge of allegiance to a king and his kingdom that throws all our other allegiances in crisis. Jesus was about disruption… organizing people for good…. The church exists to signal and sing about the tension whereby those who are at the bottom are being lifted up and those who are at the top are being sent down…” He goes on: “We need to take care when we speak of kingdom, power, and glory that we unpack these words, that we know what they mean in a peculiar Christian account of what is going on in the world. Unlike our politics,” Hauerwas says, “Jesus refused to use violence. Jesus life thereby redefined for us the meaning of kingdom, power, and glory.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Will Willimon and Staley Hauerwas, Lord Teach Us, p. 96ff.] 


To his point, remember who holds the keys to the kingdom, according to Jesus? Little children. Let that sink in, given the events of this past week in Nashville, and the fact that gun violence has become the number one cause of death of children in the United States. No longer car accidents; no longer cancer; But gun violence kills children more than any other thing. To pray thine is the Kingdom for us, right now, is not just an act of faith but a call to action, because in so praying, what we affirm is that we are God’s subjects; we pledge allegiance to God alone. In the way of Jesus, with humility and love, we work for peace. 

To praise God’s power and glory further defines God’s Kingdom and reign on the earth. Power is a provocative word. The Greek word is dunamis – from which we get the words dynamo, dynamic, even dynamite. To affirm that God is this kind of power is to say that God can accomplish whatever we ask for – daily bread, forgiveness, deliverance from evil. To say, Thine is the glory is to remember that the earth, indeed the whole created order is permeated with God’s presence. In Hebrew and Greek the word glory means weight, reputation, splendor, impressiveness, majesty. There is a splendor we can see and a splendor we cannot see, but we trust it’s there. That is the glory of God. In the person of Jesus Christ, God’s glory took up residence with us, came to live among us, in everything that makes us human, even in our suffering, even unto death. That’s why we greet Jesus this day singing, Hosanna, God Saves, welcoming a very different kind of King into Jerusalem, 
into the world, into our lives.

During the last century, in a time reminiscent of our time, when the world was on edge as authoritarian political leaders held the reins of power wielding racism and oppression and violence, Helmut Thielicke pursued his career as a German theologian while Adolph Hitler was rising to power. When one of Hitler’s authoritarian moves was to create a national church with an Imperial Bishop under his rule, Thielicke joined the Confessing Church – the underground resistance movement of Dietrich Bonhoeffer and others. They stood with the gospel to oppose the Nazi propaganda machine and its repugnant notion of the natural superiority of the Aryan race. 

Given today’s rise in the so-called White Christian Nationalist movement and its increasingly pronounced anti-Semitism, the work of Helmut Thielicke seems hauntingly relevant. As a punishment for his resistance, as pastor and professor, he was exiled to a tiny parish in the middle of nowhere, and forbidden to travel, so that no one could hear his thoughts. In 1943, inexplicably, he was allowed to move to the modest city of Stuttgart and permitted to speak in the cathedral but never on Sunday mornings. Not to be billed as worship services, nonetheless, people turned out in the thousands to hear his weekly evening talks. He spoke to people whose lives and families had been decimated by the evils of war: hunger, violence, death and destruction.

In 1944, when things were at their worst, stunned by the atrocities of their own government, Stuttgart was practically leveled by Allied bombings, their beautiful cathedral demolished. For these people shaken with grief and fear, Dr. Thielicke preached a series of sermons on the Lord’s Prayer. Deemed too revolutionary to be published, after each one he would detail the essence of What he had said to a roomful of two hundred stenographers, each of whom would make ten copies to be passed out to others, who would make ten copies, and on and on.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Jim Miller, Our Abba: Praying the Lord’s Prayer so it Comes Alive in Us, p. 7-8.] 


His sermons, finally published after the war, are a remarkable testimony to the Kingdom, the Power and the Glory of God in the midst of a world in turmoil. In his sermon on these words of doxology at the end of the prayer, he began, “All of us who are living through these, humanly speaking, hopeless times have within us a yearning for a sign from God. With troubled hearts we keep looking to see whether somewhere we can find a tangible meaning in which, contrary to all appearances, there will be some evidence that God is really governing the world… We search for any plausible thought that might help to interpret and understand the riddle of this world in the light of eternity…
So we pray the Lord’s Prayer to the end… because the fact is that God did send his Son through the back door of the world, through the stable of Bethlehem, into the darkness of the earth and let him descend into the deepest pits of human suffering and death. So if you want to see God, you don’t lift your eyes to the clouds, but rather you must look down. God is always in the depths.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Helmut Thielicke, Our Heavenly Father: Sermons on the Lord’s Prayer, p. 146 ff. ] 


In the depths we find the kingdom, the power, and the glory because: God’s kingdom is not about might; it’s about mercy. God’s power is not about violence; it’s about peace. God’s glory is not made manifest through retribution; it’s our redemption. When we pray the Lord’s Prayer we enact this pattern of Christian spirituality. It is the rhythm of standing in the presence of the pain of the world, and in the presence of the Creator and Redeemer of the world and seeing the victory Jesus won for the world on the cross. That’s how God saves, 
 by the very one who taught us to pray thine is the kingdom, the power and the glory forever. 

AMEN.
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