
Sermon for Palm Sunday A 
Sunday, March 25, 2018 
“Palm Sunday:  Bipolar” 

Text: Mark 14:1 – 15:47 

I speak to you in the name of the one true God:  Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit.  Amen. 

If a clinical diagnosis could be assigned to Palm Sunday it would be 
considered bipolar; in other words, manic-depressive. The liturgy starts 
out on a manic high with the triumphal entry of Jesus into Jerusalem, 
riding on a colt as though a king or an emperor, and then it degenerates 
to a depressive low with a tortured, crucified Jesus dying on a cross. But, 
after hearing the Passion of Our Lord Jesus Christ, there is really little I 
could say, because the story speaks for itself. The story preaches itself. 
We are meant to hear the story just as it is, without pretense or a lot of 
fluff.  And we’re going to hear it again on Friday—it’s just that important; 
we get to hear the same story twice in the same week. 

What we do on Palm Sunday, the Sunday of the Passion, is like the 
prequel to the story, it’s the movie trailer. If you’re like me, I like to surf 
the internet. I usually find myself surfing the internet when I’m supposed 
to be doing something productive. (I don’t know if this happens to you too, 
but too many good hours have been lost in this way!) I like to check out 
the trailers of upcoming movies. They’re usually pretty flashy and feature 
highlights scenes from the movie to entice us to go see it. But, you can’t 
just watch the trailer and say that you’ve seen the movie. You can’t just 
watch the trailer and get the whole story—the background, the setup, the 
unfolding of the story, and the dramatic conclusion. If you want to get the 
whole story and connect all the dots, you have to go see the whole movie. 
The trailer gives some highlights and says in a not-so-subtle way, “Go see 
the movie! You need to see this movie!” Palm Sunday does the same thing 
for us in our liturgical life. Palm Sunday is the trailer to the whole story. 
The concrete foundation of our Christian faith is the Resurrection of Our 
Lord Jesus Christ. His passion and death are the scaffolding. On this 
structure our Christian faith is built. To experience the whole story is to 
understand the structure of our faith. Palm Sunday is the beginning of a 
week of events which form an important part of our journey of faith as 
Christians. The story must be taken seriously, because if you don’t 
experience the whole story, Easter won’t make much sense. 
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Palm Sunday marks the beginning of a different season. We’re still 
in the penitential season, but today begins Holy Week—the holiest week 
of the Christian year. It is customary to use a dark red, known as oxblood 
during this season, but since most of our red accoutrements are brigher 
Pentecost red, or the red of martyrs, this year we will continue to use 
violet until Maundy Thursday, which is one of the color options for the 
first part of Holy Week. Palm Sunday sets the stage to what’s coming.  
Jesus the Christ’s triumphal entry into Jerusalem put him in the right 
place for what was to unfold in his final days. 

During this Holy Week, we will experience many things. Some of 
what we experience will be familiar, but some things we experience will 
offer new perspectives, ways of telling the story that may be new to us, 
but are actually older, more detailed ways of telling that familiar story. 
Some of what we do this week will be unfamiliar to you—and to me too. 
Changing it up every once in a while keeps the familiar fresh, it allows 
us to reconnect with it in fresh new ways. It wakes us up and makes us 
take note of what’s happening. There is something happening every day 
this coming week. Low mass will be said here on Monday and Tuesday. 
Also on Tuesday, I will attend a Chrism Mass at the Cathedral in Garden 
City, where I will renew my vows as a priest and the bishop will 
consecrate and distribute the three holy oils that we use during the year. 
On Wednesday this year we’re starting a new tradition here, that is the 
Service of Tenebrae. Tenebrae (from Latin meaning “darkness” or 
“shadows”) involves the gradual extinguishing of candles and other lights 
in the church, while selections from the Lamentations of Jeremiah and 
selected psalms are chanted. At the end, the last candle is hidden, 
symbolizing the Crucifixion, a loud noise is made, representing the 
earthquake at the time of the Resurrection, and the single light is 
returned to full view, representing the light of the risen Christ. The 
people then depart in silence. 

The main event of the week is the Triduum, that is Maundy 
Thursday, Good Friday, and Holy Saturday—the Three Holy Days—and 
it must be experienced in totality, because without it, next Sunday, 
Easter Sunday won’t make sense. Notice that talk about it in the singular, 
because it is one event. When the mass begins on Maundy Thursday with 
the opening acclamation, the liturgical event will not end until the 
dismissal at the First Mass of Easter on Saturday night following the 
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Vigil. But the action in this part of the story is so rich and so intense, that 
we have to receive it in small chunks to digest it all. To be here on Palm 
Sunday but then to miss the Triduum is like watching the first few 
minutes of a movie, getting up to do something else, and then coming 
back in the last 10 minutes of the movie to see the end. The ending won’t 
make sense if you don’t stay for the middle and see how the story develops, 
how the characters develop, and to connect the dots between the 
beginning and the end. You’re here today but if you don’t come back until 
Easter, you’ll miss the connection between Palm Sunday and Easter and 
you won’t comprehend why Easter is so wonderful. You can’t enjoy the 
mountaintop that is Easter unless you journey through the valley of the 
Passion. Not only that, if you don’t come, you’ll miss some of the oldest 
and most beautiful and most ancient liturgies of Christianity and links 
to the core statements of our doctrine and faith. I’m raising the bar this 
year. I’m not suggesting that you should be here, I’m telling you that you 
must be here, because it is your obligation as a Christian to experience 
and know the story of our faith. It should already be on your calendars; 
tell your boss you need to leave work early or need the day off, set 
whatever reminders you need, but be here. You need to experience all of 
it. 

“And what does all this have to do with day to day life?” you may 
wonder. Well, let me tell you. Remember Holy Week is bipolar—manic at 
times, depressing at times. Manic in the triumphal procession on Palm 
Sunday, depressing in the story of the Passion, manic at the celebration 
of the Eucharist on Maundy Thursday, depressive in the crucifixion on 
Good Friday, and then manic again on Easter Sunday. Life itself is 
bipolar, if you think about it. It’s a constant back-and-forth between 
happy times and sad times, gains and losses. And in the process of us 
trying to make it through that complex journey called life, God walks it 
with us, owning it for us, rejoicing with us in its highs, comforting us in 
its lows. Just like Jesus met torture and death head-on and defeated it, 
he takes on adversity with us and helps us overcome it. So, embrace this 
Holy Week. Experience its bipolarity. Let it transform you once again into 
the disciple God desires you to become. Amen. 

Resource 
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Commentary on Matthew 27:11-54 in The Working Preacher, 
http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_
id=2019 


