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One of my favorite scenes from the classic 1975 comedy Monty Python and the Holy Grail 
comes near the beginning of the film when King Arthur and his trusty servant “Patsy” approach 
a wagon pulled by a peasant whom they soon learn is named Dennis.  As Arthur tries to find 
out who lives in the castle they are approaching, they begin to bicker.  Dennis is offended by 
Arthur’s apparent assumption that he is an inferior.  Arthur responds to the objection by saying, 
“Well, I AM king.”  Dennis replies, “Oh king, eh, very nice.  An' how'd you get that, eh?  By 
exploitin' the workers -- by hangin' on to outdated imperialist dogma which perpetuates the 
economic an' social differences in our society!” 
 
At that point they are interrupted by a woman they are passing.  She shouts out to Dennis 
before she sees Arthur and Patsy, and Arthur turns his attention to her:  “How do you do, good 
lady.  I am Arthur, King of the Britons.  Who's castle is that?”  And then the real fun begins.  
Instead of answering his question, the woman exclaims, “King of the Who?”  “The Britons,” 
Arthur says.  The woman presses on, “Who are the Britons?”  Beginning to become 
exasperated, Arthur explains, “Well, we all are. We're all Britons and I am your king.  
Dismissively, the woman mutters, “I didn't know we had a king.  I thought we were an 
autonomous collective.”  And that is when Dennis really gets going, launching into an invective 
about how she is fooling herself because they are living in “a self-perpetuating autocracy that 
exploits the working classes”, and so on and so forth.  
 
As they carry on, Arthur begins to lose his patience.  “Please, please good people.  I am in 
haste.  Who lives       in that castle?”  When the woman tells him that no one lives there, Arthur 
asks who their lord is.  “We don’t have a lord,” she replies.  When Dennis continues to wax 
eloquent about the egalitarian politics of their communal structure, Arthur becomes incensed.  
Finally, after several attempts to interrupt his diatribe, Arthur bellows, “Be quiet!  I order you to 
be quiet!”  “Order, eh,” the woman says, “who does he think he is?”  Incredulous, Arthur 
replies, “I am your king!”  “Well, I didn't vote for you,” the woman says.  “You don't vote for 
kings,”  “Well, how did you become king then?” she asks.  When Arthur recounts how the Lady 
of the Lake gave him Excalibur, signaling his divine authority to be king, Dennis again 
unleashes into another memorable and piercing tirade.  “Listen,” he says, “strange women 
lying in ponds distributing swords is no basis for a system of government.  Supreme executive 
power derives from a mandate from the masses, not from some farcical aquatic ceremony.”  
While Dennis continues his rant, Arthur angrily grabs hold of him, and the scene ends with 
Dennis shouting out, “Come and see the violence inherent in the system!  Help, help, I’m being 
repressed!”1   
 
“The violence inherent in the system.”  Several months ago, when I preached shortly after the 
new Year, I shared some of the memorable memes that were circulating in denouncing the 
abysmal year that 2016 was.  I just recently saw a new one on a T-shirt, featuring an image of 
Dennis and Arthur from this Monty Python scene that said, “It’s 2016 and suddenly strange 
women lying in ponds distributing swords is starting to look like a pretty good basis for a 
system of government.”  I share that, not because it is particularly relevant to this sermon, but 

                                                 
1
 You can see a clip of this scene on the internet at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kCU2yWXyWg8.  You can also find 

the full (unofficial) script of the movie at http://www.sacred-texts.com/neu/mphg/mphg.htm#Scene 2.    

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kCU2yWXyWg8
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because I thought it was funny and does makes a decent point.  And let’s face it, there are only 
so many opportunities to talk about Monty Python in an even gratuitous context, so I have to 
take them when they come. 
 
But in truth, this scene always comes to mind when I am reading or hearing these stories of 
Palm Sunday and the Passion of Jesus, and I hear the charge brought against Jesus for being 
“King of the Jews.”  My mind almost immediately and involuntarily responds “King of the Who?”   
 
Now you are probably questioning my mental stability right now, but stay with me for just a little 
while longer.  Quite frankly, it is difficult for me to take the language of kingship and monarchy 
seriously.  In my consciousness, royalty are primarily caricatures, and they fall into a couple of 
different categories.  There are of course the historical monarchies – kings of old who ruled 
from castles and thrones in times long gone, who we read about in the history textbooks and 
perhaps learn about in a European or world history class, or maybe even in elementary school 
SOLs when learning about the background of the American Revolution.  Then there are the 
kings of legend – some whose legends have arisen from some presumed historical basis – like 
King Arthur or Richard the Lionhearted, and others who have arisen out of the world of fiction 
to become part of our cultural mythology – like King Aragorn in Lord of the Rings to name a 
recent example or King Midas to use an ancient one.   
 
But even more prominent in my consciousness are the casual and comic examples that 
proliferate in our contemporary culture.  From the Kings of Pop and Rock ‘N’ Roll to “Mr. the 
King” in Pixar’s Cars movie; from the Lion King, Smoothie King, and Burger King to the King of 
Hearts and King’s Quest – “king” has become more of a cultural idiom than any actual 
designation of authority.  Just do a google image search for the word “king” if you doubt what I 
am saying – By my rather generous estimates, out of the first 30 results, only 4 were remotely 
connected to political authority or what I would call “serious.”  That’s less than 15%.  The 
contrast is stark if you compare these images to what you see if you type “president” or “prime 
minister” into the search box. 
 
Now I know that monarchy is still a reality on our world stage.  But even so, the first image of a 
contemporary monarch that turned up on that recent Google search came in at # 48 -- a 
picture of the late King of Thailand.  And frankly, before the search, I confess that I did not 
know Thailand had a king.  And I still don’t know whether Thailand’s monarchy wields actual 
political power or simply occupies a ceremonial or figurehead position like the modern English 
monarchy.  And regarding the latter, outside the pages of People magazine, do any of the 
political leaders of the world really care about the English monarchy?   
 
I say all of this because I think it is essential to recognize the reality of how we actually think 
about kings and kingdoms and monarchy in general when we talk about such concepts in the 
church.  We need to be honest about the fact that kings today – especially in our American 
culture – are best suited to Halloween costumes and corporate logos, and are adored primarily 
by history buffs and fantasy geeks.  They no longer represent the pinnacle of worldly power.  
Like the woman in Monty Python’s Holy Grail, we don’t have a lord (if we’re talking about 
someone under whose authority we live and labor without choice.   
 
And yet we persist in singing about the Christ who is the “King of Kings” and “Lord of Lords.”  
We give praise to the “King of Glory” and speak of Jesus’ reign in his “Kingdom”.  And so 
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without a real and deep frame of reference, we proclaim Jesus as our Lord and King without 
really knowing what that means.   
 
It seems clear to me that that we need to wrestle with this reality, since the “Kingdom of God” 
gets plenty of air time year round in the church – being one of if not the core message of 
Jesus’ proclamation in the gospels.  And there is no time during the Christian year that the 
issues that arise in considering the royal identity of Jesus or his Kingdom come more sharply 
into focus than on Palm/Passion Sunday.   
 
In their 2006 book The Last Week: What the Gospels Really Teach About Jesus’s Final Days 
in Jerusalem, authors Marcus Borg and John Dominic Crossan begin their survey of the events 
of the original Holy Week this way:  

Two processions entered Jerusalem on a spring day in the year 30….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.  Jesus was from the peasant village of 
Nazareth, his message was about the kingdom of God, and his followers came from the 
peasant class….On the opposite side of the city, from the west, Pontius Pilate…entered 
Jerusalem at the head of a column of imperial cavalry and soldiers.  Jesus’ procession 
proclaimed the kingdom of God; Pilate’s proclaimed the power of empire.  The two 
processions embody the central conflict of the week that led to Jesus’s crucifixion.2   

 
Being far removed from the political realities of life in a monarchy, not to mention the specific 
context of ancient Judea, it is hard for us to grasp the significance of these two processions.  
As Borg and Crossan remind readers, Pilate’s procession displayed not only the political might 
of Rome, but also imperial theology, which held that the emperor was not just a ruler but in 
fact, the Son of God.  Inscriptions referring to the emperor Augustus as “son of God,” “lord,” 
and “savior” who had brought “peace on earth” should sound disarmingly familiar to our 
Christian ears.3     
 
And so we must recognize that Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday did not occur 
accidentally.  It was, as Borg and Crossan label it, a prearranged “counterprocession” that 
Jesus had planned in advance.4    Taking the story seriously leaves little doubt that Jesus did 
not know exactly what he was doing.  Much of the Palm Sunday gospel narrative alludes to the 
fact that Jesus has done some advance event planning – arranging for the donkey and/or colt 
to be tied at a predetermined location and providing verbal signals for the disciples to use with 
the animal’s keepers – all carefully and skillfully evoking prophetic messianic imagery.   
 
Thus, some commentators have suggested that the best way of describing Jesus’ entry into 
Jerusalem on Palm Sunday is with the paradigm of “street theater.”5  In this street theater, 
Jesus “lampoons the political powers” and enacts a subversive, “carnivalesque parody of 
kingship.”6  The whole scene is highly charged with royal undertones, and the crowds do 
everything expected for a victorious and triumphant national hero.  The political powers got 
their feathers ruffled, and that is exactly what Jesus was going for.  Jesus took on the mantle 
of king so as to turn imperial notions of power and rule on their head.  In effect, he said to the 

                                                 
2
 p 2. 

3
 Ibid, p.3. 

4
 Ibid. 

5
 Charles L. Campbell, Feasting on the Word: Preaching the Revised Common Lectionary, Year B, Vol. 2, p. 155. 

6
 Ibid. 
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crowds of Jerusalem, “OK, you want a king – let’s see what you make of this.”  And then he 
proceeded to turn the entire idea of what a king should be upside down.  In the words of 
commentator Charles Campbell:  

[Jesus’] theater is a…piece of political satire.  In his “triumphal entry” Jesus lampoons the 
“powers that be” and their pretensions to glory and dominion, and he enacts an alternative 
to their way of domination….  Jesus here takes the role of a jester, who enacts in 
a…disorienting way a totally different understanding of “rule” and invites people to see and 
live in the world a new way.7 

 
Today, we know that those who lined the streets waving Palm branches and shouting Hosanna 
to herald the arrival of a new social order didn’t really get it.  From the post-crucifixion vantage 
point, it is fairly obvious even his closest disciples didn’t get it.  So much for the mandate from 
the masses!   
 
But we also have the benefit of knowing the end of the story.  As we stand now at the 
threshold of another Holy Week, we know that this Jesus who was crucified for being the “King 
of the Jews” was ultimately not undone by the violence inherent in the system.  We know that 
even when the “Hosannas” gave way to shouts of “crucify him” and the palms were traded in 
for a crown of thorns, Jesus was not turned back.   
 
So far as we know, the earliest Christian confession of faith was simply “Jesus is Lord.”  And 
that really meant something for Christians in ancient Judea and elsewhere.  To claim Jesus as 
Lord in that context meant denying that the emperor was Lord.  It meant that the empire no 
longer had authority over their lives, that their allegiance lay elsewhere.  To the Roman 
imperial system, it was the equivalent of saying “We don’t have a lord.”  But today, to say 
“Jesus is Lord” or “Christ is my king” doesn’t carry that same weight.  It doesn’t replace 
anything.  It doesn’t require us to realign our allegiance or deny the authority structures of our 
daily lives.  When Christian’s in America today gather together and proclaim “Rejoice the Lord 
is king!,” the authorities of our world can comfortably respond… “King of the … Who cares.”   
 
And yet we must still ask ourselves – how far are we willing to follow this Jesus whom we 
proclaim as Lord?  We may not have a meaningful concept of kingship in our contemporary 
experience, yet we are not lacking in “powers that be.”  And we have no shortage of those who 
clamor for our allegiance or seek dominion over the masses.  We may not a king, but that does 
not mean there are not those who seek to lord it over our lives.  And there is no question that 
violence continues to be inherent in the system.   
 
And so today, as we celebrate another Palm Sunday, and stand on the doorstep of another 
Holy Week, where we come once again face to face with the violence inherent in the system, 
we do still have a choice to make.  Sam Flora put it well on the back of today’s bulletin: Will we 
wave – like Jesus is some kind of celebrity king?  Or will we follow – as if Jesus were actually 
our Lord?  And if we choose the latter, just how far are we willing to go with Jesus?   
 
As for me, in thinking about that question in the midst of all the pomp that typically 
accompanies our Palm Sunday observances, the words of an old Sunday School song 
continue to replay in my heart and mind: 

I have decided to follow Jesus. (3X)  No turning back….no turning back 
May it be so… 

                                                 
7
 Ibid, p.157. 


