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Palm Sunday – Year C – The Rev. Canon Joan Anthony – 4.10.22 

Isaiah 50:4-9a, Psalm 31: 9-16, Philippians 2:5-11, Luke 23: 1-49 

 

I find Palm Sunday perhaps the most difficult day of the year on which to preach.  Each year as 

we come to Palm Sunday, we come to an opportunity to begin again, to re-live again the week 

that in real time happened two thousand plus years ago.  This was the week in which Jesus was 

celebrated and arrested, tried and convicted, crucified and resurrected.  Today is a threshold day, 

a day when we are invited to step again into the words and events that not only happened so long 

ago, but which in a very real sense, happen again each year.     Those steps each year can take us 

through new and uncharted territory.  The meaning of this week is found both a well-known 

story and also a story that is unique in the lives of each one of us.  No matter how often you have 

heard the story and journeyed these 7 days, each of us can find our own personal story embedded 

in the things that happened to Jesus in this week.   

 

The Palm Sunday gospel always reminds me of the novel by Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two 

Cities.  Remember reading it in your high school English class?  The opening line of that novel 

has become a famous quote.  “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of 

wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, 

it was the season of light, it was the season of darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the 

winter of despair.” The best of times, the worst of times, a paradox.  Who among us does not 

recognize times in our own lives, times of dark and light, of belief and doubt, of hope and 

despair.   

 

These words would have been just as meaningful in Jerusalem on the Feast of the Passover as 

they are to us.   The year was 33 CE, but even then, Passover was and is an old, old feast.  It was 

a celebration that stretched back to Moses and the Exodus.  It was the best of times for some.  

The best of times for the priests of the Temple who were preparing for one of the holiest days of 

their religious calendar, the best of times for the Jews of Jerusalem who would feast with family 

and relive the ancient story of Moses, freedom from slavery in Egypt and God’s care for them in 

the wilderness. It was the best of times a time to remember God’s blessings and to hope and pray 

for the future.   

 

It was the best of times too for those in power, for the Roman governor as there was relative 

peace in Palestine.  It was the best of times for King Herod and his court who walked a fine line 

between the Roman secular world and the Jewish religious world.  It was also an edgy, worrying 

time a sense of waiting for the other shoe to drop.  The peace was fragile and could easily be 

upset. 

 

For the Romans, Passover was a dangerous time.  People from the surrounding countryside came 

into the city to worship and to celebrate the feast.  The population swelled often as much as four 

or five times greatly outnumbering the Roman army.  Not everyone who came into the city was 

bent of a peaceful celebration.  There were many discontented people among the Jews.  Taxes 

were high, there were many who were poor and in want.  There was a foreign government who 

ruled in what was to be the land promised to the Jews by God.  There were many revolutionaries, 

young men who were determined to throw the Romans out of Palestine, gathered in small bands 

of insurgents throughout the country.  They too came to Jerusalem.  Passover was a perfect time 
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to incite riots.  Punishment was swift and sure for those causing trouble.  Not long before, 2,000 

Jewish men were crucified, the Roman penalty for rebellion.  It was the worst of times for those 

who longed for freedom and for the Jewish population who longed for a Messiah, for the one 

sent from God to save them. 

It was the worst of times to be a Roman soldier greatly outnumbered and on high alert as they 

were.  The Romans knew the volatility of the situation they were facing.  Each year they brought 

additional soldiers into Jerusalem as insurance against trouble.  They knew that all it would take 

was one small spark and the Passover celebration could become the Passover insurrection.  And 

so they waited and watched. 

  It was in many ways and for many people the worst of times, full of tension and anxiety.  So 

many elements, and all of them on a collision course that week in the year 33 of the common era.  

 

The week begins as did our service this morning, with celebration.  Jesus came in from the 

country stopping on the Mount of Olives. He sends two disciples into the city to find a donkey 

and bring it to him. He intended to ride into Jerusalem.  This is to fulfill of the words of the 

prophets. 

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

and on a colt, the foul of a donkey.”  Your King, the King of the Jews.  The very words were a 

threat to the powerful, to Rome and to the Jewish leaders.  The Mount of Olives is the traditional 

place from which the Messiah is expected to appear.  The crowds were sure to understand and to 

question.    Had the Messiah they were expecting had he finally come.  The simple fact that Jesus 

seemed to fulfill the prophesy and answer the hope of a messiah, a king, was the kind of spark 

that frighten and anger the priests and elders.  They became more convinced than ever that Jesus 

was a threat and must be eliminated.  The threshold was crossed, there was no turning back. 

 

  A short time ago we collected our blessed palm branches, and processed into the Church 

singing “All Glory Laud and Honor to Our Redeemer King.”  The crowd that day in Jerusalem 

sang as well.  Their song and shouts rang out.   “Hosanna to the Son of David!  Blessed is the 

one who comes in the name of the Lord!  Hosanna in the highest heaven.”  It brought great joy 

and hope to those gathered in the streets.   

We are told that when Jesus entered Jerusalem, the whole city was in turmoil, asking “Who is 

this?”  A city of perhaps thousands of Jews waiting, longing for the Messiah was nothing less 

than a powder keg, a bomb waiting to explode.  All of the signs were there.  For the Jews, Jesus 

seemed to be the fulfillment of what they had been waiting for.  He came into the city from the 

Mount of Olives, just as the Messiah was to do.  He rode on a donkey, as kings in those days did.  

He was in the linage of King David.  This might, just might be the fulfillment prophecy, this 

might be the longed-for Redeemer.  If it was so, soon the Romans would be thrown out and the 

Jewish nation restored.  If it was so then God’s promise was finally fulfilled in this man, in Jesus.  

 

“Who is this?”  It was the question all of Jerusalem was asking.  The Romans, the priests, the 

elders, the disciples, the crowds.  From the perspective of the crowd, this was the Messiah.  It 

was about to become the best of best times, the end of foreign oppression and the beginning of 

the Kingdom of God.  

 

 “Who is this?”  From the perspective of the Romans, it was the worst of times.  This was one 

more in a long line of rabble rousers, men who incited the Jews to riot, riot that had to be forcibly 
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put down at the cost of injury and death to some of the soldiers.  It was the worst of worst times 

for this to happen when the city was so full of people.  It was the worst of worst times when the 

Romans and their friends were so outnumbered and when they faced a crowd who believed that 

God was on their side. 

 

The Gospel for today takes up the story of the next week, a concise  

summation of all that followed that day in Jerusalem.  Jesus is tried, abused, crucified and dies.  

For us today is an invitation, the invitation to walk the next week, the week we call Holy. It is an 

invitation, even a summons, to walk with Jesus and his disciples to the foot of the cross and 

beyond.  It is an invitation to answer the question posed by those who were in Jerusalem. “Who 

is this, for me, and what does it mean?”  It is an invitation to answer for ourselves once again, the 

question that has been posed for centuries.  “Who is this?”  Who is this Jesus, who we have come 

to call Christ?   

The invitation is here and now to cross the threshold, to walk this journey with Jesus.  The way is 

difficult, the story distressing.  We are invited, even urged to walk this week and especially the 

last three days of the week, with Jesus, through his trial, abuse, crucifixion and death.  We are 

invited to say with the Centurion, “Truly this was God’s Son.  We well know, the story doesn’t 

end at the foot of the cross.  Awful as the walk with Jesus is, through all that is yet to come, it is 

not the end.  Easter is coming….hold on. 

 


