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     You’ve probably heard the term “gatecrasher” and you probably know what it means. 

Gatecrashing is the act of overcoming an insurmountable obstacle in order to put ourselves 

somewhere that, according to somebody else, we don’t belong. It seems that the more gates and 

gatekeepers there are, the more people there are willing to crash those gates. Some gatecrashers 

have even become famous in their ability to get themselves into seemingly impossible places. 

     One of the most notorious gatecrashers in the world was Michael Fagan, an eccentric 

Englishman who pulled off perhaps the greatest gatecrash in modern history. As described on the 

website Mentalfloss, “early in the morning of July 9, 1982, the 31 year-old tourist scaled a 14-foot 

wall on the southeast side of Buckingham Palace. He climbed inside an open window and then 

wandered along various corridors. He tripped a silent alarm twice, but both times Palace security 

simply turned it off, thinking it was an electrical malfunction. Fagan eventually found the 

unlocked door of the Queen's bedroom and entered. Queen Elizabeth awoke to find a strange man 

sitting on the foot of her bed. Not panicking or even acting startled, the Queen engaged him in 

conversation and kept him calm, and when he asked for a cigarette it gave her an excuse to 

summon a footman.”  

     Fagan was summarily arrested, but not charged because, according to British law, he had 

actually not committed a crime. However, he was committed for psychiatric evaluation. I guess the 

last word in this story was spoken by Fagan’s mother who said to the press, “He thinks so much of 

the Queen. I can imagine him just wanting to simply talk and say hello and discuss his problems."  

     I think we can say with confidence that the most famous or notorious gatecrashers probably 

have a lot of problems, especially from the viewpoint of the gatekeepers. But there are other times 

when we may feel our own desire to gatecrash, especially in dire situations. This morning there is 

a great deal of anger, even rage, over those who have gatecrashed the test for COVID-19.  As we 

might expect, the rich, the powerful, and the famous are finding ways to bypass the medical 

requirements for receiving the limited number of tests currently available, and they are feeling the 

blowback from using their cultural privilege. The social network is filled with the emotional pleas 

and explanations of celebrities and elected officials, who depend on public goodwill for their 

power.   

     It is a fact of human culture that the weakest, the poorest, and the anonymous always have the 

most gates placed around and in front of them. Desperate circumstances such as this pandemic 

reveal the true inhumanity that always lurks just below the surface of our social structures. But 

sometimes an individual emerges from anonymity who is able to crash the physical, emotional, 

and spiritual barriers that we build between each other, usually at great cost to themselves. Such 

was the case with Jesus of Nazareth in the story that we celebrate this morning – Jesus’ triumphal 

entry into Jerusalem to fulfill his purpose as God’s Messiah. 

     During the Lenten season my messages have described the vast barriers that were placed 

between groups in Jesus’ culture. There were religious gates, gender gates, gates around birth 

order and nationality, wealth and status, and even around health. I find it amazing that the 

situation we are seeing right now in the face of contagion reflects exactly what happened 

repeatedly in the time of Christ. The wealthy, the powerful, and the connected fled their 

communities for isolated bunkers, leaving even members of their own households, along with 

everyone else to die. Just like today, those in Christ’s day who had the means would do anything 

to avoid an encounter with the only unopenable gate for all humanity and for all time – death; but 
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Jesus had already crashed that gate by the time he arrived at the gates of Jerusalem for the 

Passover - he raised Lazarus from the dead. 

     The Gospel of John begins the story of Jesus’ triumphal entry by connecting the events of the 

that day to the astonishing sign that Jesus had performed just a few days before: “When the great 

crowd of the Jews learned that he was there, they came not only because of Jesus but also to see 

Lazarus, whom he had raised from the dead.” John sets up the triumphal entry by showing three 

groups that were impacted by Jesus’ resurrection of Lazarus – those who witnessed it, those who 

came out of the city to confirm that it had really happened, and the massive crowd of pilgrims who 

were already in the city to begin the Jewish Passover. 

     You might have noticed that in describing the resurrection of Lazarus I used the word “sign” 

rather than “miracle,” because that is the word that John uses. John connects every miracle of 

Jesus not with divine power, but with his identity as the promised Messiah of Israel, therefore they 

are signs, not miracles. The events in John’s description of the triumphal entry make that clear 

when word gets around that Jesus had raised the dead. Undoubtedly among the people who left 

Jerusalem to confirm the sign were those who were the most threatened if the sign were true – the 

civic and religious leaders of the nation, which included many Pharisees.  

     For the Pharisees and the city leaders, the Messianic sign of resurrection was both a personal 

and religious disaster. The prophets of Israel had predicted that the arrival of the Messiah would 

take place in the capital city at the time of the Passover. Various religious leaders had challenged 

the anonymous Galilean from the beginning of his ministry. For awhile it appeared to these 

leaders that Jesus intended to remain anonymous or, through their efforts, fade into obscurity, but 

with the resurrection of Lazarus just before Passover, literally a few miles outside the gates of 

Jerusalem, Jesus publicly embraced the identity of Messiah, and moved toward the gates of the 

city not as an itinerant Galilean preacher or faith healer, but as the Son of God. 

     The deperation of Israel’s religious and civic leaders in response to Jesus’ actions is reflected in 

a detail that only John provides to us: “So the chief priests planned to put Lazarus to death as 

well, since it was on account of him that many of the Jews were deserting and were believing in 

Jesus.” These words tell us that the Passover plot against Christ had already been hatched, but the 

chief priests could not kill him and leave alive the one Jesus freed from the tomb. In using the 

word “deserting,” John describes the chief priests’ motive in plotting a double murder during the 

holiest week of their religion.  

     What were the people who were coming to Jesus deserting? They were deserting the 

boundaries and the gates that their religion had so painstakingly built and locked through the 

centuries – gates that had empowered and enriched the gatekeepers of Israel’s religion. They were 

deserting the gate of the law, which kept everyone in their place and well apart from God. They 

were deserting the gate of the temple sacrifice. They were deserting  the religious boundaries of 

the temple itself, which gated off Gentile from Jew, women from men, the blessed righteous from 

the poor, the sick, and the misfortunate who had been abandoned by God. They were deserting 

the God of their religious dogma, who was gated off from the human heart through the terror and 

injustice of religious tyranny. 

      Just before his entry through the Jerusalem gates, Jesus again publicly embraced his 

Messianic identity not just by his specific actions, but by the actions of those who followed Jesus 

through the gates of the city: “The next day the great crowd that had come to the festival heard 
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that Jesus was coming to Jerusalem. So they took branches of palm trees and went out to meet 

him, shouting, ‘Hosanna! Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord—the King of 

Israel!’ Jesus found a young donkey and sat on it; as it is written: ‘Do not be afraid, daughter of 

Zion. Look, your king is coming, sitting on a donkey’s colt!’ So the crowd that had been with him 

when he called Lazarus out of the tomb and raised him from the dead continued to testify. It was 

also because they heard that he had performed this sign that the crowd went to meet him.” 

     And what was the response of the gatekeepers to the one crashing their physical and religious 

gates with a donkey, palms, and shouts of “Hosanna?” John’s conclusion to the story could not be 

more succinct: “The Pharisees then said to one another, ‘You see, you can do nothing. Look, the 

world has gone after him!”  In thinking of that day, theologian and New Testament scholar 

Marcus J. Borg asks a question of his readers: “In our book The Last Week, we suggested that 

Lent was a penance time for having been in the wrong procession and a preparation time for 

moving over to the right one by Palm Sunday. That day’s violent procession of the horse-mounted 

Pilate and his soldiers was contrasted with the nonviolent procession of the donkey-mounted Jesus 

and his companions. We asked: in which procession would we have walked then and in which do 

we walk now?”  

     Borg’s question leads us to another one this morning – is the kingdom of God made up of 

gatecrashers or gatekeepers? The Pharisees answered that question as they stood at the gates of 

the city and heard the “Hosannas.”. They never imagined that the Messiah would crash their gates 

of prejudice, self-righteousness, national identity, and physical and spiritual segregation. They 

never imagined that the Messiah would crash their gates between the human and the divine, 

revealing a God of encompassing love and unfathomable grace. They never imagined the Messiah 

would crush the gates of death and hell with his own body, inaugurating the age of the Spirit, the 

age in which we live until the return of our Lord and Savior. They never imagined that the world 

would go after him. 

     Rachel Evans, who was just becoming one of the great Christian writers of our time when she 

tragically died at the age of 37, describes why believers are still following behind God’s 

gatecrasher, and gives us a challenge: “As the shape of Christianity changes and our churches 

adapt to a new world, we have a choice: we can drive our hearses around bemoaning every augur 

of death, or we can trust that the same God who raised Jesus from the dead is busy making 

something new. As long as Christians are breaking the bread, and pouring the wine, as long as we 

are healing the sick and baptizing sinners, as long as we are preaching the Word and paying 

attention, the church lives, and Jesus said even the gates of hell cannot prevail against it. We might 

as well trust him, since he knows a thing or two about the way out of the grave.”  So how do we 

reply to her challenge? In the same way that the crowds followed the Messiah through the gates of 

Jerusalem, and the same way we will follow the Son of God through the gates of death into eternal 

life. Singing, “Hosanna! Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord!” as we invite the 

world to go after him. 

 

  

      

 


