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Alone in a Crowd 

The gospel accounts of the events that took place in the life of Jesus from the time of his entry 
into Jerusalem until his death upon a cross later that same week make up the very heart of the 
gospel story, and in fact comprise anywhere from a third to almost half of each of the gospels, 
despite it’s being only a period of five days.  But clearly it was these stories that from very early 
on in the life of the church were told and re-told whenever the followers of Jesus gathered, thus 
becoming the seed from which the larger gospel accounts would eventually, though probably 
many years later, grow.  They are the stories many of us have heard our entire lives, especially 
the accounts of those events that are commemorated in special observances during Holy Week, 
in particular those we know as Maundy, or Holy, Thursday, and Good Friday. 

Because all four of the gospels contain accounts of these events, accounts that are for the most 
part remarkably similar, more so than is true of any other parts of the gospels, our own version 
of these events—that is to say, the story in our minds—tends to have been formed from bits and 
pieces taken from all of the four gospels, particularly the more dramatic versions of these events.  
This mixing of portions of all four gospels to produce one combined story is what used to be 
called a “harmony” of the gospels, a good example of which is the tradition of the “seven last 
words” of Jesus spoken from the cross.  The fact is no one gospel contains all seven, and only one 
contains even as many as four.  But in our minds, our version of the story, there are seven. 

That can be the downside of these—shall we say--hybrid versions of the gospel, which can 
result in our ending up with a version of the story that really isn’t found in any of the actual 
gospel accounts themselves.  Just as we end up then with some things that really aren’t there in 
any one gospel—seven last words, for example—we can also very easily overlook and therefore 
miss some things that are there, and this is especially true of some of the most personal touches 
in the gospel accounts, which by their very nature tend to be found in only one gospel, and 
therefore the little something that is often left out of our harmonized version, which leans more 
toward the collective view, the shared memory.  This is especially true with Mark’s gospel, which 
has always struck me as the most personal of the gospels, and in that sense, the most idiosyncratic. 

As a result we may not even notice when we read the Gospel of Mark, and even more so, 
when we listen to the Gospel of Mark read aloud as we do in church, that it is different, that it’s 
not the same as the other gospel accounts.  Now it’s not wildly different, but it is different.  The 
kind of “different” between a story you’ve heard, a version of a story that’s been told and re-told, 
and something you actually saw with your own eyes.  Which I think is certainly true of Mark’s 
account of the events on that day we call Palm Sunday, the account I read just a few minutes ago.  
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Did you notice anything different about it from the version of these events most of us carry 
around in our memory? 

Here, actually, there’s a rather big difference, and why that matters is that this difference is 
going to carry over in various ways to the events that will take place throughout the following 
week.  By contrast, both Matthew’s and Luke’s account of the events of Palm Sunday, two gospels 
that usually follow Mark’s chronology very closely, in this case differ from Mark’s in this one 
very significant way, and it’s not hard to see why, because their version of events makes for a 
much better story, at least a much more dramatic story.  Not surprisingly, theirs is the version of 
the story that we remember. 

You see, both Matthew’s and Luke’s versions of Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem culminate in the 
dramatic story of his cleansing of the Temple, with his overturning the tables of the money-
changers, and taking a whip to all the people selling animals for the Temple sacrifices, decrying 
their having turned the house of God into little more than a marketplace.  It is a very dramatic 
moment, and coming at the culmination of Jesus’ entry into the city, it is clearly a judgment upon 
the city, an outpouring of both anger and sorrow, a preview of what is to come. 

But not in Mark.  No, in Mark’s account, Jesus rides into the city, goes to the Temple, looks 
around a while, and then leaves.  Not because he’s said to be angry, or disgusted, or even just 
sad.  No, Mark says Jesus leaves because it’s gotten late, and he and his disciples needed to be 
going since they were staying outside the city in Bethany.  What is more, throughout the entire 
account here in Mark, from the time Jesus enters Jerusalem through all the cheering crowds, and 
then later at the Temple, during all that time in Mark, Jesus never says a word.  Not a single word.  
There’s no sense of excitement or joy or disappointment or anger or sorrow or really much of any 
emotion at all here.  It is what it is, and one senses here that Jesus knows exactly what lies ahead.  
From now on, he’s on his own.  He hasn’t just entered the Holy City; he’s entered the valley of 
the shadow of death.  It’s only the next day in Mark that Jesus returns to the temple, but his 
account of his actions then is much less dramatic than the others. 

What strikes me is that the Jesus we see in the Gospel of Mark on Palm Sunday is the same 
Jesus that we’ll see on Thursday evening and again on Friday at noon.  There’s a consistency 
throughout the week in Mark’s portrayal of Jesus that’s not always true of the other gospels, 
where the Jesus we see on Palm Sunday almost seems to be a different person than the Jesus we’ll 
encounter in the Garden of Gethsemane, to say nothing of the Jesus we’ll see on Golgotha.  But 
in Mark, it’s the same Jesus.  The Jesus we saw entering the city, looking around at the temple, 
and then leaving, is the same Jesus we’ll see later sitting at table with his friends in the upper 
room, and then praying by himself in the garden.  The same Jesus we’ll see in custody, having 
been betrayed by all his disciples, even Peter, the Jesus who dies alone on the cross, his 
followers—at least the men—nowhere to be found.  The Jesus who walked this lonesome valley.  
The lonesome valley, that in the words of the old spiritual, “nobody walked it for him, he had to 
walk it by himself.” 
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It’s that Jesus that I’d like for us to think about today, for there comes a time in all our lives 
when we’ll have to do that, too, when we have to walk that lonesome valley ourselves, and the 
reason we commemorate the events of this week every year, the reason we’ll be back here on 
Thursday evening and again on Friday, is not just to remember what Jesus went through, the 
ordeal he faced, but to practice doing so ourselves.  To reflect upon what that would be like, not 
to face the same ordeal he did to be sure, not that of the cross, but to face whatever ordeal is ours, 
whatever ordeal does come our way, and prepare ourselves to do it alone.  To do it alone, just 
like Jesus. 

For while it’s true that we face most of the challenges in our lives out of the collective strength 
of our relationships with family and friends and fellow church members, and thank God for that 
collective strength, still there will come a time when we’ll have to walk that journey all by 
ourselves, alone, and when that time comes, knowing that we are following in the footsteps of 
Jesus will not only be the source of our greatest strength, it may well be our only strength.  Which 
is why the story of this Holy Week, the whole story, is so important. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, 
to whom be all glory and honor, now and forevermore… 


