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Passion Sunday • March 25, 2018 
Mark 11:1-11  •  Isaiah 50:4-9a  •  Psalm 31:9-16  •  Philippians 2:5-11  •  Mark 15:22-39 

 
 Passion Sunday is not for the faint of heart. There are many days in the church year that 
leave us feeling energized. They tend to be the “red” days, Pentecost and Reformation. And there 
are days like Christmas and Easter that comfort us. And there days like Ash Wednesday, Good 
Friday, and All Saints that are somber, maybe even sad. But few Sundays are difficult in the way 
Passion Sunday is. You can prepare yourself for Good Friday and Ash Wednesday. You can get 
yourself emotionally ready for it. But that turn in the today’s liturgy, that moment when we finish 
the liturgy of the palms and enter the liturgy of the passion always hits you like nothing else in the 
church year. We wave palm branches and shout Hosanna, have a last little party before Holy Week 
starts. And then suddenly we hear of Jesus’s passion according to St. Mark. The shift from 
celebration to mourning feels too abrupt. Passion Sunday is the only day that leaves us feeling 
unsettled, disoriented, maybe even perplexed. 

And Passion Sunday gives us an additional challenge. We not only hear the story of Jesus’s 
passion, but we hear the story of his entrance into Jerusalem as well. And if you are feeling 
disoriented, the obvious question is where you should focus your attention. Do you focus on Jesus’s 
death since that seems like the more important reading? Do you try to split the difference between 
the two? Or do you focus on the entrance into Jerusalem since you’ll be here Good Friday anyway?  

Passion Sunday is a tough day, but the Episcopalian priest Fleming Rutledge once suggested 
that it was “the most important Sunday of the year to come to church.”1 That’s a pretty bold claim. 
To be frank, I’m not sure if I agree with it, but it’s worth considering why it might be true. Passion 
Sunday is not necessarily more important than Easter, not necessarily more profound than 
Christmas. But this is a story we need to hear together. Not because it’s dramatic or gruesome but 
because it’s honest. And it’s impossible to really talk about the presence of suffering in our lives and 
in the world without a community to be vulnerable with. We need to begin Holy Week as a 
community. 

Jesus is also beginning this holiest of weeks surrounded by a community. He was certainly 
not the first person to enter Jerusalem to cheering crowds. Not the first hero to be given such 
acclamation. There was a long string running back centuries before him. The Jewish hero Judas 
Maccabeus and the Roman statesman Marcus Agrippa, just to name two.2 There was a tradition of 
sorts in Jerusalem that after a military hero came back from the battlefield, they would come 
through the gates of Jerusalem, be surrounded by adoring crowds, and, depending on their religious 
tradition, maybe even proceed to the temple to make a sacrifice to God in thanksgiving for this 
latest conquest.  

And Jesus is returning from the battlefield in a way. He has done battle with the demons that 
possess people. He has taken on the authorities that abuse their power. He has healed lepers. He 
has raised up Simon’s mother-in-law. He has taken on the powers of evil. But in all of these 
conflicts, Jesus’s ministry has been peaceful. Jesus’s entire mission has been led by the spirit of God 

                                                           
1 Fleming Rutledge, The Bible and the New York Times, 125.  
2 Craig A. Evans, Matthew, 358.  
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he received at his baptism. In all of his battles with sin and death, Jesus has never resorted to 
violence. Jesus has never given into the power of evil. 

And you have to wonder what the cheering crowd expects to happen. Do they think Jesus is 
going to change course now that he’s in the city? You can get away with playing nice out in the country, but 
face to face with the Roman Empire, you have to get practical. It’s no time to be naïve. But when Jesus enters the 
city and heads toward the temple to make his sacrifice, to consecrate his mission and give thanks to 
God, he does something odd. He doesn’t go into the temple to make his grand sacrificial offering. 
He just goes in and looks around at everything. And then he realizes that it’s getting late and they 
better get going. So he rounds the disciples back up and they go outside the city to Bethany to get 
some sleep. 

Something unusual is going on here. The crowd may expect Jesus to play the role of military 
hero, to be a zealot who takes on the Roman Empire, someone who turns into a realist once he’s 
face to face with their power. But that’s not the kind of messiah Jesus is interested in being. And it’s 
not the kind of power Jesus is interested in wielding. 

And by the time Friday rolls around, it’s clear that most people aren’t especially interested in 
Jesus anymore. Jesus is still surrounded by crowds, but they’re no longer showering him with 
acclaim. The passersby, the same ones who shouted, “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the 
Lord,” now turn their backs on him. Jesus, who earlier in Mark’s gospel said that “anyone who 
wishes to save his life… must pick up his cross and follow me” is now told, “Save yourself, and 
come down from the cross.” He is mocked by bystanders, by chief priests, by the scribes, even by 
the two thieves crucified next to him. Jesus dies surrounded by a crowd but he dies abandoned. 
Abandoned by the adoring crowds and by many of his own disciples.  

And as Jesus dies, something extraordinary happens. A Roman centurion, a man who 
crucified him says, “Truly this man was the Son of God.” In his death, a moment of abandonment, 
Jesus is revealed to this man as the Son of God.  

When we started reading Mark back in December, I mentioned that Mark’s gospel is written 
as a circle. And that it wouldn’t be easy to see at first, but if you could hold that image in your mind, 
it would change how you saw Holy Week. This moment, this revelation to the Roman centurion, is 
the payoff for that. In January, when we heard about Jesus’s baptism, Mark said that a voice from 
the heavens said that Jesus is the Son of God. But the only person who hears the voice is Jesus. In 
February, we heard Mark describe how Jesus is transfigured on the mountaintop. And at that 
moment, Jesus is called the Son of God, but only a few of the disciples hear the voice. And Jesus 
tells them not to tell anyone. And now, at the moment of Jesus’s death, he is revealed to be the Son 
of God to a Roman centurion, the very person who crucified him.  

Jesus’s death, which seems catastrophic, a miserable failure, something worthy of derision, is 
where God’s compassion is most fully revealed. Where the depths of God’s love for us and 
solidarity with us refract most clearly. Jesus doesn’t go to the temple to make a sacrifice when he 
enters the city because Jesus’s mission isn’t over yet. Jesus isn’t content to merely heal the sick or 
cast out demons. Jesus is set on undoing death itself. Which means Jesus’s mission isn’t complete 
until he experiences for himself the death that we foist on one another. It is only when he dies a 
particular human death that Christ is universally revealed as the Son of God. And his identity is first 
publicly revealed not to his disciples, not to the people who followed him, but to the very people 
who crucified him. The neat lines that we draw between good and bad, insider and outsider, victim 
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and perpetrator, deserving and undeserving, all those divisions are brought to nothing at the foot of 
the cross. 
 In September of 1963, a terrorist set off a bomb in a church basement of the Sixteenth 
Street Baptist Church in Montgomery Alabama, killing four girls that were inside getting ready for 
church. And across the Atlantic Ocean in Wales, an artist named John Petts was overcome with 
grief. “As a father,” he later remembered, “I was horrified by the death of the children. As a 
craftsman in a meticulous craft, I was horrified by the smashing of all those windows.”3 And so 
Petts set out to replace one of the windows that was destroyed. He put an advertisement in the 
paper asking for donations with the stipulation that, since the window was to be from all the people 
of Wales and not a single donor, he was only accepting donations up to about thirty-five cents a 
person. Two years later, the window was installed bearing the inscription, “From the people of 
Wales, UK.” You have a picture of the window in your bulletins today.  
 The window is striking for a number of reasons. 
The most obvious to Birmingham’s residents was that 
Christ is depicted with very dark skin. This was 
considered blasphemous to many white Alabamans but 
for the members of Sixteenth Street, it affirmed what 
they always knew. That in his crucifixion, Christ shares 
in the fate of those who are considered the least. The 
ones who are considered expendable. The ones who 
are thought to be marginal. Christ is crucified on 
Golgotha alongside two criminals. But there are 
countless others who were crucified too. Thousands of 
them were crucified outside the city by the Romans 
just like Christ. And four of them were crucified in a 
church basement in Birmingham.   
 But the most powerful aspect of the work is a 
little subtler. The inscription underneath reads “You 
do it to me,” echoing to Jesus’s words from St. 
Matthew’s gospel that just “as you do it to the least of 
these, you do it to me.” Those words come from Matthew’s description of the Last Judgement, 
when Christ will come to judge the living and the dead. And how does Christ judge the living and 
the dead? What does Christ say about us? Look at his hands. 
 Christ’s right hand is showing a palm. A palm that rejects the violence and coercion of his 
executioners. A palm that rejects the expectations of some in that palm-strewn crowd who hoped 
he would compromise his commitment to peacemaking. A palm that rejects the wishes of some, 
like Peter, who wanted Jesus to change his mission in order to preserve his own life. Christ’s 
outstretched palm rejects the ways of the world. The ways of sin and evil and death.  
 And Christ’s left hand is open. Calling all people to himself. Welcoming all. In Christ’s death, 
Christ drawing the world into God’s embrace. Even as he rejects the ways of the world, he is 

                                                           
3 Gary Younge, “American Civil Rights: The Welsh Connection,” The Guardian. 

https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2011/mar/06/racist-attack-alabama-1963-gary-younge 
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drawing all people to himself. Even a Roman centurion. Even a frenzied crowd. Even an Alabaman 
terrorist. Even all of us. 
 In being abandoned, Christ has drawn all people to himself. In failing, Christ has won. And 
in dying, Christ has lived. Truly this man was the Son of God. 
  

Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


