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In this series, we’re exploring the Seven Deadly Sins and their counter-virtues not as moral
scorecards, but as inner burdens that weigh us down, and the wisdom that helps set us free.

Today, we’re taking up one of the most misunderstood of the seven: lust. Lust and its counter-
virtue, Love, may strike you as an odd subject for a Palm Sunday sermon. Yet Palm Sunday
paints perhaps the sharpest contrast between lust and love in all the gospels.

Most of us think we know what lust is.
We assume it’s about sex.

Or temptation.

Or wanting someone we shouldn’t.

But what if lust isn’t primarily about desire at all?
What if lust is about control?

If you have doubts, just think of some of the language our culture uses for romance and sex.
We speak of “taking” someone, “making them mine,” or “capturing” their heart. Even some of
our most common words carry the logic of conquest and possession. That should give us
pause. For some, this language touches painful ground, because desire twisted into control can
become deeply violating.

Lust grabs. Love releases.

Lust consumes rather than beholds.

It instrumentalizes rather than honors.

Lust begins where desire stops respecting the freedom and dignity of the other.

So yes, lust may show up in sex. But it also shows up in politics, in religion, in our work, even in
the way we try to help others.

Politics is especially fertile ground for lust to thrive, because politics is finally about control.
Even our best laws are backed by coercion. Break them, and sooner or later the power of the
state stands behind them. Sometimes that power serves the common good. Sometimes it
serves those already at the top.



That is why corporate lobbyists make small fortunes shaping laws to benefit themselves over
their customers or competitors. It is also why our nation was founded in revolution against

monarchy. Because when one person controls the guns, they control the laws—and laws are
often even more effective than guns at subjugating a population to serve the ruler’s interests.

That brings us to Palm Sunday—in ancient times and today.
Because Palm Sunday is not simply a religious procession. It is a political confrontation.

According to some scholars, while Jesus was descending the Mount of Olives on a donkey,
Pontius Pilate was entering Jerusalem from the opposite side of the city with horses, soldiers,
armor, and all the pageantry of empire.

Passover was at hand, and many Jews were drawing lines between their ancestors’ liberation
from Pharaoh and their own yearning for liberation from Rome. It was a season of heightened
hope and heightened tension. Which is why each year, Pilate came from Caesarea Maritima to
Jerusalem in a raw display of imperial power.

Two parades.
Two powers.
Two very different ways of moving through the world.

Pilate’s parade was lust in political form. It projected the message: Rome is in charge. Rome has
the power to crush resistance. Rome will keep order by force if necessary

Jesus’ parade sent a very different message. Not a warhorse, but a donkey. Not armor, but
vulnerability. Not domination, but love.

We've noted before how spiritual power often works in the opposite direction from worldly
power.

Earthly power works through force: the more, the better.
Through size: the bigger, the better.
Through speed: the faster, the better.

That is the lusty logic of empire. It's how armies advance, markets dominate, and leaders secure
control.

But Christianity—at least at its best—has always made a strange and unsettling claim: that
spiritual power works in the opposite direction.

Not through force, but through smallness.
Not through noise, but through stillness.
Not through effortful domination, but through something closer to effortlessness.

The apostle Paul gives this paradox its most distilled expression when he writes of what he
heard from Christ:



“My power is made perfect in weakness.”
Paul would have made a good Taoist.

Because Taoism, too, knows that real power often works through what looks like weakness. In
the Tao Te Ching, greatness is not pictured as a mountain towering above all others, but as a
valley—low enough to receive, deep enough to gather, humble enough to draw others without
force.

The mountain exalts itself. The valley gives life.
The mountain stands high and alone. The valley gathers rivers.

In Chapter 61 of the Tao Te Ching, a great nation is compared to a valley because valleys draw
rivers without force. That is Taoism’s political wisdom: what truly attracts is stronger than what
coerces. What is seized by force will always be plotting resistance. What is drawn by trust and
life-giving power comes freely.

Pilate comes like a mountain: elevated, armored, imposing. Jesus comes like a valley. He rides
down the Mount of Olives into the city and into people’s lives—not to dominate from above,
but to gather from below.

That is love’s power. It does not seize from above. It draws from below.

Pilate likely entered the city with roughly a cohort of soldiers—around five hundred armed
men. Yet Jerusalem at Passover likely swelled into the low hundreds of thousands. If Jesus had
wanted an insurrection, the crowd was there.

Ironically, many in the crowd who so enthusiastically waved palms in the air and laid their
garments before Jesus as he led his parade down the Mount of Olives were among those
shouting, “Crucify! Crucify!” by the end of the week.

They wanted Jesus—but they wanted him to become Pilate in another form. They wanted Jesus
to beat Pilate at Pilate’s own game.

But Jesus refused to give the order.

He just kept riding that donkey.
He kept teaching how to be a valley rather than a mountain throughout the week.

Is it any wonder he was crucified with the support of many who had welcomed him on Palm
Sunday? Because the temptation has never changed. Many of us say we want justice, but often
we want it in the form of control. We say we want righteousness, but often what we mean is
our version of right.



Before going further, | invite you to take a few moments to ask what justice and righteousness
look like to you. Where does your work for these good things draw from the energies of lust,
and where do they arise from love?!

Even now, with the full benefit of centuries of hindsight, many Christians in this country still
cannot seem to bear a Jesus who stays on the donkey. They keep trying to lift him onto Pilate’s
horse. They keep trying to enthrone the one who washes feet. They keep trying to crown with
worldly glory the one who reveals divine love through humility.

That is the spiritual fraud at the heart of White Christian Nationalism. It does not follow Jesus
into the valley. It drags him up the mountain. It wants a Christ who dominates, a church that
intimidates, and a nation subdued to its vision of power. It wraps the cross in the flag and calls
domination discipleship. But Jesus will not ride at the front of Pilate’s parade. He keeps coming
on the donkey. He keeps refusing the sword. He keeps seeking communion where others seek
control.

Of course, the struggle between lust and love is universal, not limited to those who so overtly
overturn the values of Jesus. That struggle belongs to each of us.

When we place more ultimate hope in changing the world than in becoming the change we
wish to see in the world, we choose Pilate’s mountain over Christ’s valley. When we place
more ultimate trust in changing laws than in changing hearts, we may still be trading Christ’s
donkey for Pilate’s horse. And when we hate evil more fiercely than we love the good, we take
up Pilate’s sword over Christ’s cross.

Lust versus love: it is a struggle that meets us where we are, even in our homes. When we seek
dominance in a marriage rather than mutual vulnerability. When we try to prevent every
possible mistake our children might make rather than granting them the agency appropriate to
their age and maturity. When we shake our fists at God for allowing evil in the world, the God
we end up wanting often looks more like Pilate than Christ.

In the end, to choose Christ’s parade is not to lose life, but to find a different kind of life.

It is to become less frantic, less grasping, less afraid. Less addicted to being right, being first,
being in control. And in that letting go, something surprising happens.

We become freer.

Kinder.

Braver.

More able to love.

More able to suffer without becoming cruel.

More able to stand for what is right without needing to dominate.
More able to carry peace into a world drunk on force.

But this way is not cheap. It means learning to stand firm without needing to stand over. This is
a way of life, not a strategy.



To follow Jesus in this parade is to surrender the illusion that control can save us.

It is, in a very real sense, to lose the life we thought we needed in order to receive the life God
is actually giving.

Which is why Jesus says that those who try to save their life will lose it, and those who lose
their life for his sake will find it.

Yet this is the parade that outlasts Rome.
This is the parade that still enters human hearts.

And so, on this Palm Sunday, the question is not only whether we admire Jesus. The question is
whether we will follow him.

Whether we will keep waving palms only as long as we think he might become Pilate in another
form—or whether we will love him enough to follow him beyond our lust for control and stay
with him on the donkey.

Questions for Personal Reflection and Small Group Discussion

I. Two Parades Palm Sunday is framed here as more than a religious event. It becomes a
confrontation between two processions, two powers, and two ways of moving through the
world.

Where do you see those two “parades” at work today—in public life, in the church, or in your own
heart? Which one are you most tempted to join?

2. Lust as Control This sermon redefines lust not mainly as sexual desire, but as the urge to
control, possess, or dominate. Love, by contrast, honors the freedom and dignity of the other.

How does that broader understanding of lust strike you? Where have you seen the temptation to
control show up in ways that do not look sexual at all?

3. Mountain or Valley? Drawing on both Jesus and the Tao Te Ching, the sermon contrasts
the mountain that exalts itself with the valley that gives life and draws others without force.

What does it mean to live more like a valley than a mountain? Where in your life might you be feeling
the invitation to give up force, height, or control in order to become more life-giving?

4. Staying with Him on the Donkey The sermon ends by asking whether we will keep
waving palms only as long as we want Jesus to become Pilate in another form, or whether we
will stay with him on the donkey.

What kind of life might become possible if we really did choose Christ’s parade over Pilate’s? Would
this be a strategic move for you (followed only if it achieves certain ends), or a way of life (followed
regardless of the outcome)?



