THE PARADOX OF PRAISE
LUKE 19:28-40
A SERMON PREACHED AT DUKE UNIVERSITY CHAPEL
ON PALM SUNDAY, APRIL 13, 2025
BY THE REV. DR. LUKE A. POWERY

“All around us worlds are dying, and new worlds are being born; all around us life is dying, and life is being
born.” These poetic words by Howard Thurman from his poem, “The Growing Edge,” remind us of the
paradoxical predicament in which we live. Every day is a new day, a birth, but the previous day is gone forever; so
that is a death. Every 24 hours is both a birth and a death. A life is dying and a life is being born. A day ends and
another begins. One closes and another opens. The sun descends and ascends.

It’s similar to what we hear in today’s Gospel reading: “Now as [Jesus] was approaching the path down from
the Mount of Olives, the whole multitude of the disciples began to praise God joyfully with a loud voice for all the
deeds of power that they had seen...” Jesus is going down literally and figuratively but that’s when the praises go
up. They say, “glory in the highest heaven” but Jesus is about to go through hell, even if they don’t recognize this.
Glory is about to become gory. A king’s festive procession will soon become a New Orleans funeral march.

He's going down but the praises of God’s people are going up, loudly and joyfully. Maybe this is why Old
Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann once wrote that “pain is the matrix of praise.” Praise doesn’t occur when
everything is smooth or easy or comfortable. Praise doesn’t erase the current or impending turmoil. Praise bubbles
up amid our pain. It pierces the pain but never truly removes it. The Hebrew title for the Book of Psalms is
‘tehillim’ which means ‘praises’ and the Book of Psalms includes psalms of lament and complaints, meaning praise
includes lament, complaints, questions, doubts, anger and more. This is why we can gather each Sunday to lift
praises to God joyfully when so many, perhaps even you, are enduring psychological, emotional, relational, or
physical pain? If human trouble had to be nonexistent in order to praise, we would never praise. There’s never a
perfect time to praise. So Jesus may be going down, yet the praises still go up.

And what this Sunday in particular reveals is how a community of disciples can voice praise even in the face
of the coming Passion. You might be feeling down, stressed out or declining in health and yet the praise of God
rises from your lips and hearts. A descension is not a prevention of an ascension. Like professor William McClain
said about African Americans singing: “In our melancholy, our songs are not always mournful songs. Most often,
they are joyous, lifting the spirit above despair...At the moment, of our deepest despair we sing, ‘sometimes I feel
like a motherless child a long way from home.” Then, in the midst of our sadness, we sing with assurance, ‘I’'m so
glad that trouble don’t last always.’

So often, all of us lift hymns while hurting, hymning amid hurting. Ascending while descending. Festivity
amid solemnity. In some parts of the Church, you hear a cliché—"when the praises go up, the blessings come
down.” That might be fanciful rhetoric, but it is foolishly ridiculous! We don’t praise God to receive anything, and
faithful people praise and yet they still experience great suffering; we praise God, not to receive anything, but
because God is God! The disciples’ praise starts because they encounter the king. Praise is about him, and not our
particular circumstances, whether good or bad. “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord!” We praise
because the king has come into our presence, and like we say at the communion table, ‘it is right to give our thanks
and praise.” To be clear, what we see in the Gospel is that when the praises go up, Jesus goes down. Material
blessings don’t come down, the burdens come down, the Christ is going down to his death.

It’s as if there’s a biblical call for the praises to go up when there’s a strategic realighment and cost reduction
process at Duke University. It’s as if there’s a call for the praises to go up when you lose federal funding for medical
research or find yourself about to be deported or you get word that you’re about to lose your job. That’s when the
praises go up, not for some magical blessing to come down but because the king has crossed your path as he heads
to a cross. The praises go up when you’re down or even going down from the Mount of Olives, when life is



uncertain and you’re unsure about the future, amid challenges of family or workplace dynamics or personal health.
When you’re down, that’s the time to praise because it’s at that crossroads in your life where Jesus is; he’s crossing
your path—as he did with the multitudes of disciples—on the downward slope. And because you have encountered
him, that’s when you lift your voice joyfully to the cruciform king. That’s when the loud praises to God should go
forth. It’s our paradoxical predicament as Christians. It’s the paradox of praise.

Many years ago Parker Palmer wrote a book titled, The Promise of Paradox: A Celebration of Contradictions in the
Christian Life. In that book, he argues that we don’t need to wrestle against contradictions or paradox in the life of
faith and try to resolve all of the seeming tensions because they’re at the heart of the Christian life. For instance, in
the Psalms, we are told that humans are a “little less than God” but also “like the beasts that perish” (Ps. 8:5, 49:12).
Or, we hear that the wicked flourish and the virtuous wither or that God forms light and creates darkness (Is. 45:7).
The Apostle Paul knew paradox too. In his letter to the Romans, he states “For I do not do what I want, but I do
the very thing I hate.... I can will what is right, but I cannot do it. For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do
not want is what I do.” Paradox. Even in his letter to the Cotinthians, he says, “for whenever I am weak, then I am
strong.” Paradox. The gospel says if you want to save your life, you will lose it, but if you want to lose your life,
you’ll gain it. You die in order to live. Be last in order to be first. Be lost to be found. Praise amid pain. Let praises
go up while Jesus goes down.

This is a downer week toward Good Friday so Holy Week then can also be a Hallelujah week, even though
some denominations remove ‘Alleluias’ from their liturgies during Lent. But this forgets the paradox of praise on
Palm Sunday. Jesus approached the path down from the Mount Olives and the disciples praised God.

Recently, I was in Jamaica for my wife Gail’s grandmother’s funeral. Grandma was a beloved lay Methodist
minister in a circuit of churches and a woman of deep faith and prayer. As we were driving to the funeral, I
remembered how I thought Duke Parking is such a challenge and one of the circles of hell in Dante’s Inferno but
then I realized I’d been wrong, because dodging potholes on dusty Jamaican country roads, is even more
challenging than Duke Parking, believe it or not. We were journeying in a mood of mourning, contemplation, and
lament. But during the drive, I received good news via text from a friend celebrating his future employment, a
reminder that good news can come in troubling times, a reminder that amid lamentation there can still be
celebrations. It has been said that “hope is the spine of lament”(Clifton Black) which means that wherever lament
goes, hope is present with the lament. It’s the paradox of faith. Funerals and weddings are cousins; they are both
new births and deaths in their own distinct way. Worlds are dying and new worlds are being born.

This should be no surprise for us as Christians because the very nature of God in Christ is a paradox. He’s
Jesus and he’s the Christ, the Messiah; he’s human and divine. He’s both a servant and king, revealing a politics of
humility. He wears a crown yet is eventually crucified, upending what we think real human power is. He was going
down while the disciples’ praises were going up. As one scholar notes, “The ground of our thanksgiving is found in
a crucified man”(Gordon Lathrop). Paradox. We praise even in the face of the Passion. We ascend to the temple,
this house of worship, because Jesus descends to and for us.

We live the resurrection by carrying a cross. We rise, even in our praise, because he dies. We can’t escape
our paradoxical predicament or our paradoxical high priest. Jesus is a stone that the builders rejected yet he has
become the cornerstone. Paradox is the nature of faith and way of God in Christ. And even if we are silent, there
will always be a sacred sound, even if from stones, perhaps a cornerstone who will soon cry out from a cross.

We inhabit tensive realities all the time. Embrace the paradox of the Christian life. Embrace the paradox of
your life circumstances. Live in the creative tension because there’s no escaping it as you follow Jesus down this
week.

As Jesus is going down from the Mount Olives, join the multitude of disciples and let the praises go up.
Make this week one of praise and not just petition. Praise this week through the pain and agony of the week, of
your life, and of the world. And say as one songwriter sang:



I vow to praise You

Through the good and the bad

I'l] praise You

Whether happy or sad

I'll praise You

In all that I go through

Becaunse praise is what I do

'Caunse I owe it all to You. (William Murphy)

Praise is a paradox and that’s the Christian life.

Jesus is going down today, but next Sunday, thank God, he’ll get up.
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