
The Lessons Appointed for Use on the

Sunday of the Passion: Palm Sunday

Year A

RCL

Philippians 2:5-11 
Psalm 118:1-2, 19-29 
Matthew 21:1-11

Almighty and everliving God, in your tender love for 

the human race you sent your Son our Savior Jesus 

Christ to take upon him our nature, and to suffer death 

upon the cross, giving us the example of his great hu-

mility: Mercifully grant that we may walk in the way of

his suffering, and also share in his resurrection; through

Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you 

and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.
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Philippians 2:5-11

Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus,
who, though he was in the form of God,
did not regard equality with God
as something to be exploited,
but emptied himself,
taking the form of a slave,
being born in human likeness.
And being found in human form,
he humbled himself
and became obedient to the point of death--
even death on a cross.
Therefore God also highly exalted him
and gave him the name
that is above every name,
so that at the name of Jesus
every knee should bend,
in heaven and on earth and under the earth,
and every tongue should confess
that Jesus Christ is Lord,
to the glory of God the Father.
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Psalm 118:1-2, 19-29 Page 760, BCP

Confitemini Domino

1 Give thanks to the LORD, for he is good; 
his mercy endures for ever.

2 Let Israel now proclaim, 
“His mercy endures for ever.”

19 Open for me the gates of righteousness; 
I will enter them;
I will offer thanks to the LORD.

20 “This is the gate of the LORD; 
he who is righteous may enter.”

21 I will give thanks to you, for you answered me 
and have become my salvation.

22 The same stone which the builders rejected 
has become the chief cornerstone.

23 This is the LORD'S doing, 
and it is marvelous in our eyes.

24 On this day the LORD has acted; 
we will rejoice and be glad in it.

25 Hosannah, LORD, hosannah! 
LORD, send us now success.
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26 Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord; 
we bless you from the house of the LORD.

27 God is the LORD; he has shined upon us; 
form a procession with branches up to the horns of 
the altar.

28 “You are my God, and I will thank you; 
you are my God, and I will exalt you.”

29 Give thanks to the LORD, for he is good; 
his mercy endures for ever.

4



Matthew 21:1-11

When Jesus and his disciples had come near Jerusalem

and had reached Bethphage, at the Mount of Olives, Je-

sus sent two disciples, saying to them, “Go into the vil-

lage ahead of you, and immediately you will find a don-

key tied, and a colt with her; untie them and bring them 

to me. If anyone says anything to you, just say this, 

‘The Lord needs them.’ And he will send them immedi-

ately.” This took place to fulfill what had been spoken 

through the prophet, saying,

“Tell the daughter of Zion, Look, your king 
is coming to you, humble, and mounted on a 
donkey, and on a colt, the foal of a donkey.”

The disciples went and did as Jesus had directed them;

they brought the donkey and the colt, and put their 

cloaks on them, and he sat on them. A very large crowd 

spread their cloaks on the road, and others cut branches 
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from the trees and spread them on the road. The crowds

that went ahead of him and that followed were shout-

ing,

“Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is the one who

comes in the name of the Lord! Hosanna in the highest 

heaven!”

When he entered Jerusalem, the whole city was in tur-

moil, asking, “Who is this?” The crowds were saying, 

“This is the prophet Jesus from Nazareth in Galilee.”
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SERMON

Bringing a message on Palm Sunday is a lot like host-

ing a seminar on the Three Little Pigs. Every one of you

has heard the two stories since you were too young to 

remember, you know how they both turn out, they are 

both uplifting, comforting stories, (unless you’re the 

wolf) and you’ve seen the Disney remake. There’s an-

other similarity as well: you’re so familiar with both 

stories that they take on an air of unreality. Nobody en-

tertains the possibility of encountering talking pigs in 

real life, and Jesus? Well he lived a long time ago, and 

people were different back then.

If I challenge you on that last point — that people 

were different back then — most people will back-

pedal and concede the point that human nature doesn’t 

change very much, then launch into a defense of Jesus 

as a spirit of goodness living in our hearts. My feeling, 
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in talking to people around the Chapel of St. Arbuck’s, 

is that what is really meant is something much more ab-

stract. I think what is being defended isn’t Jesus, but 

our comfortable way of thinking about Jesus as an ab-

straction, far removed in time and space from us. You 

react in one way to an abstract, distant-in-time-and-

place Jesus than you would react to a here-and-now Je-

sus. Mark Twain said, “One should never do wrong, 

when someone’s looking.” A here-and-now Jesus is al-

ways looking. A distant-in-time-and-place God might 

overlook something.

The people in Jerusalem certainly didn’t see what was

happening in their city in any sort of abstract way. Je-

sus’ entry into Jerusalem by the east gate was timed to 

coincide with the entry of Pontius Pilate and the rein-

forcements to the Antonia Fort through the west gate. 

Where we perceive an ephemeral, other-worldly Prince 
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of Peace at the East Gate, entering to the acclaim of 

children waving palms, the chief priests, the scribes and

the Roman authorities saw the wolf at the door.   

Confining Jesus to our childhood memories and mov-

ing God into a far-off heaven are ways we refuse to face

up to our crying need for relationship with our Father. 

As Marcus Borg puts it,

If God is only “out there,” … then God is 
very distant, not intimately close. God be-
comes remote, absent. And the difference be-
tween a remote and absent God and “no 
God” is slender.

In the same way, an abstract Savior is no Savior at all. 

Flemming Rutledge preached,

Love must have a face. I could not write of 
love had I not been loved by human beings 
with faces. God's love, too, must have a face. 
Love that exists only as an abstraction some-
where off in the heavens does not have any 
meaning for us. God's love for us has a face, 
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and it is the face of our Lord Jesus Christ.

So, here we are, sometime around 30 c.e. and the wolf

is at the door. That seems so odd to say of Jesus, but it 

is exactly how the authorities in Jerusalem saw Him. 

They saw terrorists and a threat to their security and 

way of life. The best way I could think of to put Jesus’ 

action into contemporary terms would be to re-enact it. 

We’ll get the church together and go to Washington. 

When we get there, we’ll dress the elders in black suits 

and sunglasses and rent a honking big stretch limousine.

Then, we’ll drive up Pennsylvania Avenue to the White 

House with the elders in their black suits talking into 

their sleeves and try to get in. If we do, I'll go through 

the White House and turn over all the tables and trash a 

few offices because that’s what Jesus did when he got 

to the Temple. The resulting excitement should give us 

an excellent perspective on that first Palm Sunday. 
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However much we want to characterize it as a chil-

dren’s story, the entry of Jesus into Jerusalem was a 

profoundly political act, intentionally proclaiming to all

the world that Jesus' time had come. This was a here-

and-now, disruptive Jesus, not an abstract, rock you to 

sleep Jesus!

  Neither was Jesus a lonely itinerant preacher with a 

handful of followers just in from the sticks. In the pas-

sage we read today, Jesus instructs his Disciples to go to

a village where a donkey and its colt were tied, and to 

bring it. We think of Jesus as having just twelve follow-

ers, but obviously, the movement was much larger than 

that. I’m pretty sure that if two random guys showed up

at my house and tried to run off with my cars there 

would ensue more of a discussion than is reported here. 

My conclusion is that this was not two random guys, 

but that the owner of the animals expected such a visit. 
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It sounds very much to me that prior arrangements had 

been made even before Jesus arrived in town. That 

means that followers of Jesus, those who had heard His 

message and were empowered by it, existed in 

Jerusalem even before He, Himself, arrived. Jesus’ en-

try into the East Gate of the city wasn’t as the head of a 

small group of hippies chanting “Peace and Love, 

Brothers”, but as the head of a group of people who had

heard what He had to say, and believed it to be the word

of God. 

Nevertheless, that message was, indeed, “Peace and 

Love, Brothers”.

The authorities of the time would be concerned about 

this group in a quite different way than the Secret Ser-

vice would be concerned about a bunch of elders and a 

fat guy in a limo trying to storm the White House. Je-

sus, surrounded by a crowd crying “Save Us!” and rid-
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ing on a donkey's colt as the prophet Zechariah had 

prophesied the king would do was a clear proclamation 

that the king had come, and that Jesus was it. His en-

trance into Jerusalem in the manner of a king was an af-

front and an attack on all established Jewish and Roman

authority as well. Anything that rocked the Jewish boat 

at Passover time drew Roman attention. We don’t have 

any doubt about the response of the Secret Service if we

tried to storm the White House. Jesus and his followers 

had no doubt either because Jesus had told his Disciples

exactly what was going to happen:

While Jesus was going up to Jerusalem, he 
took the twelve disciples aside by themselves,
and said to them on the way, “See, we are go-
ing up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will
be handed over to the chief priests and 
scribes, and they will condemn him to death;
then they will hand him over to the Gentiles 
to be mocked and flogged and crucified; and 
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on the third day he will be raised.”

This is where things get really tough. To be an inten-

tional Christian, as opposed to a habitual Christian or a 

convenient Christian, requires a completely fearless 

look into a future that rests solely in God’s hands. That 

future isn’t always filled with colored eggs, rainbows 

and bunny rabbits, but it always, always rests in God’s 

hands. Jesus went into Jerusalem knowing exactly what 

was going to happen. 

The scene Matthew portrays involves three groups of 

people. There is the group that arrived with Jesus, who 

are throwing their cloaks before him and crying 

“Hosanna!” There are the crowds in Jerusalem for the 

Passover who are saying, “Who is this guy, again, and 

what’s all the shouting about?” Finally, there are the 

Jewish and Roman officials who suddenly have a big 

problem on their hands.
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In our reenactment at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, the 

Secret Service would take the role of the Roman and 

Jewish authorities. They are the protectors of the peace 

and the established way of life. They understand their 

role to be guardians of righteousness and an orderly so-

ciety.

The elders represent those who have recognized the 

touch of the Son of God and heard his command, 

“Lazarus, come out!” They understand their role as 

heralding the inbreaking of God’s Word into the world.

The Washington tourists, watching our little drama 

play out, are the rest of the world, the unbelievers and 

the part-time believers and the uninvolved Christians. 

So, what do you think the reaction of the tourists would 

be as our limo approached? I think it would be some-

thing like, “There goes a car full of real crazy. He thinks

he’s going to get into the White House?” We believe in 
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the power of the Secret Service. We confess doubts 

about the power of God to oppose the forces of hate and

violence that makes up so much of our world. How can 

we resolve this tension? How could God best show that 

true power lies only with Him?

In full view of the unbelievers, the uninvolved, the 

comfortable, Jesus led his followers to the very halls of 

secular power and exposed Himself to the worst it could

do. We confess: 

Unjustly condemned for blasphemy and 
sedition, Jesus was crucified, suffering the 
depths of human pain and giving his life for 
the sins of the world. God raised this Jesus 
from the dead, vindicating his sinless life, 
breaking the power of sin and evil. 

The worst the world could do was not enough to de-

feat the power of God but the world had to see that for 

themselves. The uninvolved, the unbelievers, the part-
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timers had to see with their own eyes the cruelty we are 

heir to, and had to see with their own eyes the resurrec-

tion and restoration of Jesus to know, really know, the 

power of God. Those who acknowledge the leadership 

and complete sovereignty of God Almighty, who fol-

low, sometimes where only fools would tread, admit 

that even if they forever see God’s hand as a mystery 

beyond their understanding, still they will faithfully fol-

low where love leads them, because this they can un-

derstand.

What I want you to do is to move the story of Palm

Sunday from the  comfortable  memories  of  childhood

palm-waving to the concrete reality that Jesus experi-

enced, his disciples ran from, and the authorities mis-

takenly placed their hopes upon. Jesus was not there for

a celebration. He was there to kick the leg out from un-

der the buffet table. The challenge for American Chris-

11



tians is that, in a world sense, we're the ones eating at

that buffet table. We're the ones with the most to lose

when the kingdom of God prevails. If the hungry are

fed,  they  will  be  fed  from our  table.  If  the  sick  are

tended to, it will come from our pockets.

I promise that I will never let you forget that we are

the  privileged  ones.  No one  here  has  ever  sent  their

children to the town dump to find food. No one here has

sat  beside the road selling clothes they got  from one

charity  or  another  to  make  enough  money  for  food.

None of us here has grown up in a country in which the

infant mortality rate is 160 dead babies per 1,000 live

births as in Sierra Leon. I won’t let you forget that this

country sent $1.4 Billion dollars in relief to Haiti, but

we spend $51 Billion a year on our pets.

The  people  to  whom  Jesus  brought  his  message

were poor and oppressed. Jesus didn’t go to the well-to-
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do. He went to the do-withouts. He went to people who

felt sharply their exclusion from life and from even the

ability to support their families. When that same mes-

sage comes to those of us so privileged, we must focus

our attention or we shall  not hear it  for our lives are

filled with distractions beyond the imagination of those

to whom Jesus spoke. America today offers her people

a somnolent, drugged life. We have to make an effort to

wake up!

You cannot live within God's Grace until you confess 

your need for it, and the first step in acknowledging 

your need for God’s Grace is to confess the reality of 

sin in personal and common life. That, church, is im-

possible until Jesus moves out of the realm of make-be-

lieve up there someplace and into your life. Here. Now.

So, what do we do?

Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus,
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who, though he was in the form of God,
did not regard equality with God
as something to be exploited,
but emptied himself,
taking the form of a slave,
being born in human likeness.
And being found in human form,
he humbled himself
and became obedient to the point of death — 
even death on a cross.

AMEN

Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.
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