
Palm Sunday, year A:  Some Reflective Insights Taking Shape from our Seven 

     Points, Unfolded here in Seven Scenes 

Readings:   Matt 21:1-11;    Ps 24:7-10 (refrain);   

Isa 50:4-7;   Ps 22:8-9, 17-20, 23-24;    Phil 2:6-11;   Matt 25:14-27:66 

Since we have well over 100 verses served up in liturgy, and since we are getting more skilled at 

discerning what we are after, the mode will vary a bit.  I want to present the readings as the 

drama that liturgy asks them to be, highlighting our seven points as they emerge in the last week 

of Jesus’ earthly life. But also I will let the drama unfold in its own steps (rather than just 

skipping around, as we have been doing).  Recall our challenge:  We are weaving or sieving the 

ancient readings through our own existential experience, asking our new cosmology insights to 

engage the ancient heritage as our ancestors have done before us with their classic cosmologies.  

We count on God’s Earthly presence as partner here, and on each others’ prayerful support as 

well.  We know these readings and have heard them preached many times, so I will bypass some 

older insights in view of what we have been doing in these weeks.  

= Moving forward:  entrance of the prophet to the holy city:  Jesus enters the ancient city 

Jerusalem, navel of Earth, as did his royal shepherd forebear, David, and his prophet ancestor, 

Zechariah.  Jesus and his friends have come to Jerusalem for Passover, as observant Jews long to 

do. This is not his first arrival, of course, so we may want to resist feeling his entrance and our 

own as moving ahead, being called ahead on our long journey.  But we likely have no trouble 

knowing that no summons to the holy city has been for Jesus the same as this one.  He will not 

have experienced what is about to engage him on this last arrival.  Does he know what is already 

in place for him?  This journey in—Jesus sounding as though he is riding two animals in--is 

festive and welcoming.  But the prophet Isaiah also slides forward to participate, offering his 

comments on the prophet’s journeys with his people, reminding us that prophets need to be 

shaken into deep consciousness every morning, for their job is never done, their role never able 

to be fully executed.  By definition—Jonah perhaps excepted—prophets fail to convince and so 

must refresh their words, those they are given, morning after morning as God shakes them, 

shakes us into wakefulness, into deeper consciousness, bolder solidarity.  No prophet lives to 

collect his/her social security; none dies in bed of old age, surrounded by loving family.  To 

proclaim is hazardous to health, but the prophets assisting Jesus here have modeled for him 

obedience, whether they feel successful or not, whether we succeed or fail.  So while classic, this 

journey is also fresh for Jesus and for his prophetic friends, ourselves included, should we be 

willing to take on the assignment! 

= Integral ecology: the blended welter of the meal and participation in it:  The friends are seated 

around the table to celebrate by re-enacting the ancient ritual that occurs to this day around the 

tables of those we know, Jewish and Christian, called Seder and Eucharist.  The meal itself 

proceeds in a few verses: Jesus’ concerns voiced and denied, the bread, the wine, the psalms. We 

can appreciate the flow and intersection of players: Earth’s gifts of bread and wine; old blessings 



uttered and new words spoken as bread and wine are shared, are digested for energy in the night 

ahead; the guest list of Judas and Peter and pals, of ourselves, all quick to maintain our [sin as] 

refusal of what we are asked to contemplate by Jesus: our own fallibility.  Jesus raises the topic 

of his concern, not accusing or scolding but rather serving up a possibility for his friends, for us 

to reflect on our choices.  No one present in the narrated scene seems able, at this narrated 

moment, to consider the truth of what Jesus has offered.  We can zero in on their shortcomings, 

which will shortly move from word to deed.  Or, and also, we can reflect more deeply on our 

own incapacity to hear what is not preferred, to persist in our tightly-edged world: not us, we 

say!  Matthew the evangelist features Judas extensively, and his particular characterization opens 

for us the question of sin and suffering.  If ever there was a sinner, we might nominate Judas, but 

opaque and thus available for us to construct is his motivation.  We may recall various modern 

efforts at this, where Judas’ motive is ascribed generously.  It’s a great moment for us, no 

strangers to sin and suffering, to construct our Judas.  “Better not to have been born” is what we 

hear Jesus say.  So pretty serious.  More to the point here may be the narrated incapacity of the 

other friends of Jesus to do more than deny their own complicity.  “Must be pretty tough for 

you,” no one says to Jesus.  “Not I, surely,” is what we hear.  Hard for Jesus, fateful for Judas.  If 

ever empathy and tough love were needed, here is a moment.  No firm edges, everything linked 

and reverberating. (Other point: celebrate the contribution of palms and donkeys to this feast!) 

= Not Just Videos:  psalms and prayer accompany and interpret:Having experienced Jesus 

escorted into Jerusalem amid palms and prophetic motifs, and having sung the prescribed psalms 

with the group moving from the room to the garden, we appreciate afresh that the texts are meant 

to evoke our participation, to sketch possibilities for our engagement. So here: One prays these 

texts and others, while eleven doze off.  We see the culmination of those who doze off, the 

betrayal of the one who planned it and fingered the target so artlessly, the arrest, the scattering of 

those who spoke so boldly at the supper and slept so heedlessly in the garden.  How do we 

construe Judas feels as he offers his kiss, Jesus feels as he accepts it?  The gesture with the 

sword, a difficult moment for Jesus, who has not been much into weapons during his ministry.  

How is this in any way an empowering moment, as the friends race off to private safety while 

Jesus is taken inside the courthouse, so to speak?  The moments of intimacy between God and 

Jesus are precious for us, as we stay awake to witness them.  We borrow from farther on in the 

narrative, where Matthew “plays” Psalm 22,  where the words detail the feeling abandonment by 

everyone, even God.  Literalists sometimes exult to announce that Jesus thought God had thrown 

him over, dropped him down.  But these are not videos of happened so much as they are 

scenarios to enact while looking for meaning in what is happening to us.  Jesus sings one song as 

he enters the city on what we call Palm Sunday, another as he faces his betrayals and other 

sufferings (so Matt 27:46).  The psalms offer us language to try on, to live into or out of.  They 

show us the mirror we’d sometimes rather avoid as we rush past, and they encourage us as we 

fear the worst.  The psalms have every mood, every feeling, our worst fears and our deepest 

aspirations.  Try them!  We’ll like them, sometimes, some of them, and in every case, they will 

nudge us to new possibilities.  We likely feel not so bad as Judas, but we may suspect that we are 



sleeping through something we’d rather not face.  Scripture point from 3/30 discussion: When 

“risky readings” are liturgically proclaimed, the homilist should comment even briefly on what 

may be problematic and not to be endorsed: in these readings, anti-Judaism is a risk.  (Other 

example: readings celebrating Israel’s taking of land from its indigenous peoples.) 

= Power of the universe: Which of these ways in which the Universe proceeds can we see in 

this drama of trial and cover-ups?  Centration names the process by which Universe struggles, 

draws together to give birth to something fresh, something new. How does Jesus face and 

manage the barrage of violence to which he is subjected?  What is emerging here?  Jesus does 

not rebuke or reproach any of the players, since being a prophet, he knows what is inevitable.  

Why the opposition is perhaps the deeper question for us, or how can it be productive?  We may 

hear sin and suffering: Why Judas’ deed, and why those of Jewish leaders, and why the deed of 

Roman Procurator Pontius Pilate?  The motives of opponents are difficult to get at, and the long 

history of Christian anti-Judaism cautions us here.  As narrated, both during the trial and after the 

death, the leaders are shown to lie to protect what they value, as we are prone to do.  They are 

not the last to do so, as we may well know as we ponder our own pressures when we feel 

threatened.   We may think Pilate is simply being expedient: get rid of a troublemaker before it 

gets out of hand.  As we listen to the trial, revisit its scenes, we may perhaps feel most vividly 

the determination to thwart the project on which Jesus and God have been working in Matthew’s 

story, in the Universe, on Earth.  It is impossible to miss the lies, the cover-up attempts, the 

blame, the distortion.  Motives we may ponder, as we sieve others’ deeds through our own lives: 

those of the temple authorities who fear, perhaps, Jesus’ popularity, his capacities to attract 

people—though not at this moment, when even his friends are hardly supportive!  We may 

wonder that Pilate, representing Roman power in all its majesty, should be so afraid of a Jewish 

peasant; we may think he tries to avoid what he is being pressured to do, that his gesture of 

washing his hands is a sign of his unwillingness to participate—though he allows the deed to 

proceed.  We may wonder if the crowd was paid to protest, that perhaps they hardly understood 

what was happening, that some of them had even gotten some benefit from Jesus—though they 

clamor here and take a dread responsibility.  Barabbas, Simon, the soldiers on duty, orchestrated 

in to roles they might not have chosen under other circumstances.  And what about God?  What 

is God’s project and how can we possibly see this divine stillness contributing to it?  Is Jesus still 

praying, and how is God responding?  What about us?  How is Jesus birthing a larger project: 

nonviolently, without rancor or retaliation? 

= God’s main job:  What can it possibly be?  Events culminate rather quickly, and evidence is 

removed.  A few envelopes exchange hands.  Jesus has gone the way of all the earth, as David 

said to Solomon when he felt his own mortality close at his back.  The early Church in its 

theology struggled with the temptation to say that Jesus only seemed to die, but that was deemed 

heretical, for good reason I think.  Insofar as God is the enabler of creation, to rescue Jesus from 

its processes would make no sense.  How does the death of Jesus contribute to God’s plans? 

= The cosmic Christ:  But St. Paul steps forward to interpret for us:  “…because of this….” 



 


