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“Who Would Have Thought?”
Romans 9:1-5, 11:28-36                   Luke 19:41-44 March 25, 2018

There are no rose-covered floats, no brightly-colored, 
super-sized cartoon character balloons floating above and 
no fire trucks with lights flashing and sirens blaring.  There 
is not even the first politician or beauty queen waving to the 
crowds from the back of a convertible.  No one thinks to 
invite an Indiana high school marching band with blaring 
trumpets and sounding bass drums.  The reason for the 
whole parade is one simply-dressed man riding into the city 
of Jerusalem on a young donkey.  Yet, there is something 
about him that causes a commotion on the road into the 
city.  The disciples place their cloaks on the road before him.  
They cut fresh branches from the fields and lay them on the 
ground before Jesus.  Luke tells us that they cry out, “Blessed 
is the king who comes in the name of the Lord! Peace in 
heaven, and glory in the highest heaven!” 

Many people welcome him as the coming Messiah, the 
Lord’s anointed Savior.  He is the king of the House of David 
who will restore the fortunes of Israel by the power of God. 
He is David’s son who enters David’s royal city.  Yet, as he 
approaches the city, Jesus weeps. He weeps because they do 
not recognize the “things that make for peace.” The next day 
will mark the beginning of the final battle of his life and the 
final battle for the life of the world.

Jesus sets his face on Jerusalem.  He accepts his God-given 
destiny.  He knows the rejection, the cross and the grave that 
lie before him.  He knows that the mood of the city will 
change. Many who welcomed him will soon cry, “Crucify 
him.” He does not flinch or turn aside.   Who would have 
thought it would end this way?  The steadfastness of Jesus 
is contrasted with the unpredictability of the people. Later 
in the week, we will wonder where the people are who lined 
the road to welcome him and who cheered his arrival into 
the city.  They will vanish like a puff of smoke into thin air.  
As we know, the city will curse him, spit on him and cry for 
his blood.

 Some of you may remember the biography of President 
Woodrow Wilson entitled, When the Cheering Stopped.  
The book tells the story of the last months of Wilson’s 
presidency.  When he visited Europe to broker the peace at 

the end of the First World War, he was hailed as a hero by the 
adoring, enthusiastic crowds.  When he returned home to 
promote his idea for the United States to enter the League 
of Nations, he met an entirely different response.  The 
Senate and the American people criticized, resented and 
finally rejected his vision of an international organization 
that would prevent future world wars.  His disappointment 
and exhaustion led to his stroke and ultimate death.

Jesus is not the only one who weeps over the fate of his 
people.  In this letter to the Romans, Paul is in anguish over 
his people. His is one with his Jewish brothers and sisters.  
Even though he once rejected Jesus, he cannot understand 
why his people have not yet accepted Jesus as the Messiah.  
He is willing to give his life for them so that they might come 
to see Jesus for who he is.  God has blessed the Israelites in so 
many ways.  God has chosen them to be covenant partners; 
God’s own glory has led the people; God has given them 
the law to guide their life together; God has even raised up 
the Messiah from their midst.  Paul struggles to understand 
their situation.  Who would have thought that things would 
have turned out this way?

At times, we find ourselves in distress over the situations 
we face.  We may have given our best to realize a dream 
only to have found our dream to have failed.  We may find 
ourselves weeping over a son or daughter who has wandered 
into trouble and cannot seem to find a way out.  We may 
have worked hard for an important social cause or concern 
for justice only to be confronted by the power of evil not 
only to persist but to destroy the good.  

In my former city, the day center for the homeless 
population was closing and the hundreds of homeless 
people in our city would have nowhere to go during the day 
to wash their clothes, make appointments for jobs, check the 
mail, have a meal and do the hundred other things we all 
take for granted. We pushed the city and county councils 
into forming a Community Task Force on Homelessness. I 
served as chair.  We began the work with great enthusiasm 
and high expectations. As the weeks and months passed we 
met with great resistance to do anything.  There was a lot of 
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talk from the politicians, but little action on the street. The 
community thought it was a great idea to have a new center 
as long as it was “not in my neighborhood.”  We reached a 
monumental dead end. Who would have thought it would 
have turned out that way?   

Who would have thought that Palm Sunday would lead 
to Good Friday?  Who would have thought with Paul that 
so many of his own people would reject Jesus?  Who would 
have thought that our best efforts to do what is right and 
good do not always turn out well? 

Who would have thought it?  God. That’s who. The 
suffering and death of Jesus were not accidents of history, 
but a part of a larger plan of God. Good Friday is not the 
end, but the path through which deliverance and salvation 
must travel.  Jesus said that he would suffer and die and 
on the third day rise from the dead.  This was God’s plan.  
Paul searched his mind and heart to discover the hidden 
reason for the rejection of Jesus.  He comes to understand 
that through the Jewish rejection of Jesus salvation has 
come to the Gentiles. Had the Jews not rejected Jesus, the 
gospel may never have gotten out the synagogue door. We 
Gentiles are the wild olive branches that have been grafted 
into the covenant people of God.  The Jews are still God’s 
beloved people.  God has a plan for the redemption of both 
Jew and Gentile. Paul writes those remarkable words that 
touch the deepest mystery of human life: “For God has 
imprisoned all in disobedience so that he may be merciful 
to all” (Rom. 11:32). With those words, Paul has gone as far 
as the human mind can go into the mystery of God’s plan.  
So he ends with a doxology of praise to God: “O the depth 
of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How 
unsearchable are God’s judgments and how inscrutable 
God’s ways!” (11:33).  

If we read the gospels closely, we see that every step toward 
Jerusalem was achieved over hard-fought ground.  Even on 
the cross, Jesus faces the temptation to despair.  He cries out 
to God with the words of a psalm of lament, “My God, my 
God, why have you forsaken me?” We forget that the 22nd 
Psalm, which begins in the cry of anguish, ends in song 
of praise to the God who saves and delivers the suffering: 
“You have delivered me ... therefore, in the midst of the 
congregation, I will praise you”  Through the suffering, 
Jesus trusted in the almost unfathomable mystery of God’s 
plan.  He knew that when everything else falls away, God’s 
steadfast love is the one thing that lasts forever. 

When we look at the disappointments and the surprising 
turns in our lives, we wonder if there is a plan or purpose 

in our lives.  When we face hard situations and do not have 
a clue as to how things will turn out, we wonder if we are 
left twisting in the wind. There are days when we are left 
wondering, who would have thought things would turn out 
the way they have.  God knows.  God has a plan. 

One of the most remarkable people I have ever known 
was for almost forty years as the organist at a church I once 
served.  I met Margaret when she was in her 80’s and had 
been retired for many years.  She grew up out in the country 
in a large family of four girls.  She grew up in a time of 
sharp divisions between race and class, between blacks and 
whites and landowners and tenant farmers. She had seen 
her own share of evil; she has experienced her own share of 
disappointments. Yet, I never knew her to be anything but 
gracious and welcoming to every person she met.  She looked 
to the future and not the past. She was excited about the new 
things happening in the church and in the community.  

Once, I asked her how she came to be who she was. She 
told me about her family and the values they taught her. They 
taught her to treat every person with dignity and respect 
no matter how much or how little education they had, no 
matter how much or how little money they had in their 
pockets, and no matter the color of their skin. They taught 
her how to trust in the promises and plan of God no matter 
how things looked. She told me about her education and 
experiences studying organ at Westminster Choir College 
and hearing Einstein play his violin through an open window 
in Princeton. All these experiences shaped her life and made 
her open to the surprising work of God in the world. 

There was one thing more.  It was all those years of sitting 
at the organ bench practicing, practicing, practicing the great 
hymns of the church and the repertoire of sacred music and 
leading the music of the church in worship that shaped her. 
How could you play such beautiful music and not see beauty 
in the world?  How could you hear the great texts of sacred 
music and not see the world through those images?  How 
could you worship week after week and year after year and 
not trust that even in the face of life’s struggles, God has a 
plan for good and not evil, a plan for life and not death.  

Oh, by the way, long after I left Columbia to come to 
Indianapolis, the city opened a day shelter with a wide range 
of services for the homeless community. Some time ago, I got 
to see it with my own eyes. Who would have thought it was 
possible? It was better than anything I could have imagined.  
God had a plan.  I guess I had to learn to trust that these 
things and all things are in God’s hands.


