
PALM SUNDAY, 2017   Holy Week 

 This morning marks our entry into Holy Week, the most intense week of worship within 

the Christian Church every year.  In churches that really do it up, there will be multiple worship 

services this week:  this morning, for Palm Sunday; on Thursday, for Maundy Thursday; on 

Friday, for Good Friday; and even on Saturday night, for an Easter vigil service, all of which 

lead up to Easter Sunday morning worship. That would be 5 services from this morning until 

Easter Sunday, and we aren’t quite large enough to manage that.  But we will have three 

services, today, Good Friday, and Easter Sunday.  The reason for all these services is that this 

week is one in which we walk with Jesus from his entry into Jerusalem to his death to his 

resurrection.  We reenact the events of this week in his life, and we call it a “Holy Week.”  Many 

things can be called holy, can’t they?  We may speak of the Holy Bible, or the Holy Church, or 

Holy Communion, or even the Holy Cow award---an award given to churches that contribute 

generously to combat hunger in our Synod.  So, people, places, events, or times, can be holy. 

And to be “holy” means to be other, to be set apart, to be sacred, associated with God.  The very 

existence of a Holy Week reminds us that time can be holy.  And it’s not only Jesus who 

experienced a week that was holy; set apart, other, associated with God.  We all likely have holy 

weeks or holy days or holy weekends or holy hours, too.  Quite often these periods of time are 

unique within our lives and may involve unusual events that set them apart, that make them 

other, that provide sacred associations.  The week of my Mom’s death a few years ago was a 

holy week for me---particularly the day of her death was holy, set apart, and filled with God’s 

presence.  Holy times may be somber.  On the other hand, the week surrounding my son’s birth 

in 1991 was also a holy week, a week unlike any other, in which I waited for my first child to be 

born and to become, for the first time, a mother.  It was a time that was set apart, different from 



any other, and filled with God’s presence.  You have also had holy times, set apart, marked by 

God, and they may be times of great joy or sorrow or peace or anxiety.  This week to come in the 

life of Jesus we call his “holy week”, and there is a value in simply walking through this week in 

our minds this morning, in order to bring us to Good Friday and Easter with some integrity and 

some grounding.  

 This morning, of course, is Palm Sunday.  For most of us, growing up, Palm Sunday was 

all about Jesus entering Jerusalem and worshippers waving palms.  It was a purely celebrative 

day.  In the past decades, this Sunday has been renamed and refashioned as Passion Sunday, and 

in most Lutheran churches, as well as in other denominations, the day has taken on a more 

serious tone.  Often the story of Holy Week, the Passion story, is read in its entirety on this day.  

So don’t tell anyone, but we have tended to resist moving from the Palm to the Passion, partly 

because we have a Good Friday service on which to experience the crucifixion story, and partly 

because of our tradition---somehow ending the service on a terribly somber note and then 

running down to eat pancakes and hunt Easter eggs doesn’t seem to go together.  So our Palm 

Sunday has tended to remain a festive morning, in which we recall Jesus’ s raucous welcome 

into Jerusalem as Holy Week begins, waving palms, shouting Hosanna, thinking about donkey 

rides and cloaks on the road and expressions of spontaneous love and praise for Jesus.  That can’t 

be a bad thing.  The original Palm Sunday was an intergenerational event, as is ours today, and 

that’s not a bad thing either.  Palm Sunday sets up the events to come; the powers-that-be were 

angered and threatened by the popular stir of Christ’s arrival to Jerusalem, the Holy City, and 

this set of the chain of events that led inevitably to his death by this Friday.  But, Palm Sunday 

also remains for us a reminder of the value of fun, enthusiasm, spontaneity, and joy in our 

encounters with Jesus. 



 Much happens throughout this week considered holy in Christ’s life, but the next focal 

point is Maundy Thursday, this coming Thursday, named for the latin word mandatum, which 

means “commandment.”  On Maundy Thursday, at the last supper with his disciples, Jesus says, 

“a new commandment I give to you, that you love one another.”  And so the name for the day—

commandment Thursday, in essence.  It is on this evening that Jesus, when celebrating the 

Jewish Passover with his disciples in the upper room, institutes the Lord’s supper or Holy 

Communion, which we celebrate weekly, along with most of Christendom.  He shares this final 

meal with his close friends, sings a hymn, and then goes to the Garden of Gethsemane to spend 

some time in intense and anguished prayer---because he knows what is coming.  There he is 

arrested, goes through the motions of a mock trial, and is condemned to death.  This evening he 

is also denied by Peter, who fearfully disclaims knowing him when asked by the crowd.  This 

night in the life of Christ involved betrayal, denial, loneliness, and mockery. All of which brings 

us to Good Friday, the day of the crucifixion itself.  

 Good Friday is the darkest day of the Church year, perhaps of human history, and it gives 

to our faith the primary symbol of the cross, as well as the foundational understanding of God’s 

taking action to reconcile humanity and divinity.  And yet the meaning of the cross is not nearly 

as one dimensional or as obvious as we might think, if we haven’t given it much thought since 

Sunday School years.  What exactly happened on the cross?  How is the cross transformed from 

a symbol of death into a symbol of life and healing?  Theologians speak of  what the crucifixion 

meant when they speak of the theories of atonement.  “Atonement” is actually a word created 

from several words, as its spelling reveals:  at one ment.  The crucifixion is about the at one ment 

that occurs between God and humanity.  The cross brings together God and humanity, just as it 

brings together death and life.  The cross is the intersection of these, and appropriately, it is 



shaped by two intersecting lines.  Now, I said atonement theories, in the plural, and there’s a 

reason for that.  The meaning of the crucifixion is not understood in just one, singular way.  At 

different points throughout history, it has been understood differently, and Scripture itself 

presents several ways to comprehend its meaning.  This is because the meaning of the cross is 

multi- layered; the atonement between God and humanity was accomplished through a single act 

that has many levels of meaning. 

 Forgiveness, of course, is a major component of the meaning of the crucifixion.  This is 

perhaps the most basic understanding which most of us learned from childhood on up.  Jesus 

died to take away our sins.  His sacrificial death on the cross made forgiveness possible for all of 

us.  Ancient peoples offered blood sacrifices constantly to God or gods, that of animals, 

sometimes even human.  God repeatedly spoke through the prophets that He desired not sacrifice 

but justice.  The death of Christ on the cross, the shedding of his blood, was the ultimate and 

final sacrifice.  Once and for all.  Done with that whole sacrifice thing, God proclaims.  I have 

made the perfect sacrifice and there is forgiveness.  That understanding holds true.  And yet we 

live in a culture far, far removed from the idea of blood and sacrifice as holy actions, which 

makes this a difficult understanding and cultural gap to bridge for some of us, even if it is 

familiar.   While forgiveness remains the primary significance of the cross,  I’d like to point out 

some additional ways to understand the cross, as well. 

 Another facet of the meaning of the cross is that there we see the final and ultimate 

revelation of the depth of God’s love for us, that love for the world.  You may have seen the 

poster that says, “I asked Jesus how much do you love me”  And he said, “This much”, and he 

stretched out his arms and died.”  Simply put, the cross demonstrates for us as nothing else 

could, that God loved us enough to die for us.  A willingness to give one’s life for another is 



always the gold standard of genuine love, whether it’s God in Christ on the cross, or the soldier 

who throws himself on the grenade to save his or her comrades in battle.  No amount of eloquent 

words can drive home the depth of love as clearly as as this willingness of God in Christ to die 

on our behalf.   On the cross, God’s heart is laid bare for us. 

 Yet another facet of the cross is that on the cross we see God, in Christ, participate in 

human suffering and death.  For all those who suffer, all those who grieve, all those who face 

physical pain or imminent death, it matters that God has truly been there with us.  In this regard, 

we may be reminded of Elie Wiesel, Holocaust survivor, Nobel peace prize winner, and author 

of the book “Night”.  In that book, he writes on how he was forced to witness of the execution of 

a boy by hanging, which caused him to doubt God. He explains how the Nazis would set up 

hanging gallows outside of the concentration camps and force the prisoners to watch public 

hangings of their family members in an effort to break their spirits and kill their faith. On one 

such occasion Elie (who was a boy at the time) was forced to witness the hangings of two men 

and boy. The two men died quickly, but the boy died slowly and violently. While the boy was 

still alive, hanging from the gallows, someone behind Elie cried aloud, "Where is God? Where is 

He?" Elie remembers, “And I heard a voice within me answer him: "Where is God? Here He is 

— He is hanging here on this gallows.”   Certainly the disciples may have wondered, as Christ 

hung on the cross, “Where is God?”  And the answer could have been—“Where is God?  He is 

here?  He is hanging on the cross.”  A God who didn’t understand our suffering would be a very 

different kind of God than our God.  The cross shows that God knows our pain and suffers 

alongside us.  God always stands in solidarity with the suffering.  

 And yet another facet of the meaning of the cross is found when we see the cross as a 

battlefield.  On one side of the battle stands God in Christ, on the other side, stands Satan.  On 



the one side stands life and goodness; on the other side is death and evil.  Locked in a cosmic 

struggle, the war between God and Satan comes down to one definitive battle—the cross of 

Christ.  Our strange and crazy God takes on Satan and death through the divine and yet human 

Jesus of Nazareth.  It looks at first as though Satan is winning.  Corruption, fear, greed, self-

interest---these are the forces that appear to be triumphing as a loving and innocent man is 

condemned to die a painful death.  It appears that God’s great masterplan has failed, as the 

Creator is murdered by the Creation He loved.  It appears the battle has gone Satan’s way--until 

of, course, the surprise ending:  Easter and resurrection.   This understanding of the atonement 

gives a cosmic weight and significance to the cross we wear around our necks or have hanging 

on our walls.  It becomes the final proof that Love wins.  

 Good Friday comes to an end as Christ dies and is buried, hastily, in a rock tomb before 

sundown, since the Sabbath begins at sundown, and no such action could be taken on the 

Sabbath.  The Sabbath was observed from Friday night through Saturday night, which is why it 

is early on Sunday morning that the women finally go to anoint Christ’s body properly for his 

burial, given the haste of his placement in the tomb on Friday.  On that day in between, Saturday, 

we are in that place between death and life, the place of waiting, the place of not knowing but 

hoping.  It’s a place many of us spend a good deal of time in, one way or another, and that Holy 

Saturday could even be said to be where we live most of our lives…..knowing that death lies 

ahead, and yet hoping and trusting in resurrection beyond that death.  We often stand between 

Good Friday and Easter, and we do so literally on this coming Saturday of Holy Week. 

 This, then, is a holy week.  We won’t move to Easter this morning, because we still have 

Good Friday and Holy Saturday to come.  Observing this week in its entirety is important, even 

if we do it year after year after year.  Because here’s the thing about the holy weeks or days or 



times in our lives: we remember them.  Sometimes rather vividly. I remember who came into the 

room before and after my Mom’s death.  I remember who visited in the hospital after Andrew’s 

birth.  Those who grieve or celebrate with us in holy weeks are all important, and that’s what we 

do this week for Christ and each other; we stand in solidarity, we walk together through this 

Holy Week in the life of Jesus.  We also spend time, usually later, reflecting on the meaning of a 

week that was holy to us.  Bringing home babies from the hospital or burying our loved ones 

tends to short circuit the reflection process at the time, but we later on remember, ponder, and 

find the meaning God has placed there for us.  And that is exactly what we do as we move 

through Holy Week now.  Yes, we do it every year.  Because it’s important.  Because the layers 

of meaning deepen over time and there is always a fresh insight or new understanding that our 

observance brings forth.  Part of what makes this week holy, for us, is our willingness to spend 

time in prayer and worship and reflection, with others or by ourselves, and to explore the 

meaning.    

 Today, then, we begin this Holy Week with Palm Sunday.  We wave palms, shout 

hosanna, and eat pancakes.  Without apology, even if we are out of step liturgically. Fun, 

enthusiasm, and spontaneous acts of love are good and holy actions,  and we are on the road with 

Jesus, and that’s what matters.  Please pray with me: 

Holy Christ, as we walk into this Holy Week with you, be our companion on the way, kindle our 

hearts, awaken hope.  

Amen.  

  

 


