
Sermon for Palm Sunday C 
Sunday, March 20, 2016 

“The Greatest Story Ever Told” 

Text: Luke 22:14 – 23:56 

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

I have good news and bad news.  The good news is that in the 
interest of time, my sermon this morning was intended to be short.  The 
bad news is that what I have to say today is important and intended to 
invade and inconvenience your life this week, but if you go along with it, 
I assure you, you won’t be sorry. 

If Palm Sunday were given a medical diagnosis, it would be 
diagnosed with bipolar disorder.  It is both manic and depressive. The 
tension of the Christian life plays out in a dramatic way today.  The 
drama about a man who was hailed as a king ends with his being treated 
like a criminal.  Cheers and cries of Hosanna give way to jeers and cries 
to “Crucify him!”  There’s something very disturbing about Palm Sunday.  
Palm Sunday tears at our emotions.  It’s happy and it’s sad.  It’s joyous 
and it’s somber.  What you’ve witnessed so far preaches itself.  What 
you’ve just participated in this morning preaches itself.  The way to fully 
understand what’s happening is to let yourself become a part of the story, 
to imagine yourself as being there.  That’s why we do things like 
processions with palms or walking the Stations of the Cross.  Imagine 
what it must have been like walking into Jerusalem behind Jesus on a 
colt.  Imagine being in the middle of the throng of people cheering, 
throwing their cloaks on the ground.  Do you know how much folks must 
have thought of Jesus to throw their clothes on the ground before him?  
Here is our teacher.  Here is our healer.  He has the power to raise the 
dead and cast out demons.  Here is our king!  Here is our Messiah!  Here 
is the one who will deliver us up from our enemies, from those that 
oppress us.  Hosanna, to the Son of David, who will restore the great 
kingdom of Israel.  How often do we feel like we need a deliverer from the 
things that weigh us down in our lives?  How often do we long for someone 
to deliver us from the threats of injustice, war, violence, inequality, 
poverty, sadness, anxiety, pain, suffering, or loss.  Just imagine that 
great moment of triumph as Jesus rode triumphantly into Jerusalem.  
And see, his triumphal entry was done in peace.  In the ancient world, 
the rich and powerful, kings rode on donkeys and colts.  In war, they rode 
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on horses, but in times of peace, they rode on colts.  Jesus rode 
triumphantly in Jerusalem as the King of Peace. 

But for some, he was getting too powerful.  For the chief priests and 
the Pharisees, for the establishment, for the religious leaders, he had 
become a threat.  He’s messing up the status quo.  He is taking away from 
our power, twisting the scriptures, going around calling himself the Son 
of God.  And now he comes into our holy city with an army of followers 
who call him king and Messiah.  We need to put a stop to this.  We need 
to shut this man up.  Let’s see if we can get one of the members of his 
inner circle to give us some info that we can use to bring charges against 
him.  That’s not so far fetched is it?  We know what it’s like when someone 
seems to threaten our power, when someone seems to come along and 
shake things up, change the way we’ve always done it.  We experience it 
in our personal lives, we experience it in our family life, we experience it 
in our church life, we experience it in our national life.  It’s all over the 
place, and sometimes we feel like the chief priests and the Pharisees.  
That’s why the story touches us.  That’s why Palm Sunday rips us apart, 
takes from a triumphal high to a somber low, because we find ourselves 
in the story.  The only way to feel the impact of the story is to become one 
with the story, to become part of the story.  But Palm Sunday is only the 
beginning of the story.  Palm Sunday is the beginning of a Holy Week, a 
week that breaks open the pages of the greatest story ever told, and lays 
it before us to tell us how God manifest in Jesus the Christ would save 
the world in a totally unexpected way—not by slaying his enemies with 
the sword, but by defeating his enemies by his death and redeeming all 
humanity by his resurrection.  

You’ve heard me say on occasion the maxim lex orandi, lex credendi.  
This is an ancient principle of the Christian Church.  It’s Latin and it 
means the law of praying is the law of believing.  It refers to the 
relationship between worship and theology.  Prayer leads us to belief, and 
this manifests itself in our liturgy.  How we worship is a statement of our 
theology—a proclamation of who we believe God to be and how he works 
in our midst.  This week, this Holy Week, the story will be told through 
our worship.  Each day we are shown another episode.  Each day we get 
to participate in the action, become one with the story, and let it 
transform us.  But we can’t stay in that place if we don’t hear the whole 
story.  Every day this week we offer a piece of the story; most are masses, 
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but some are special liturgies.  The most important days of this story are 
the three holy days we call the Triduum—Thursday, Friday, and 
Saturday.   

On Maundy Thursday, we will go back to the night before Our 
Lord’s suffering and death when he told us how to celebrate the great 
work of salvation that he was about to do.  We will experience how he 
humbled himself before his disciples by taking off his outer robe and 
washing their feet.  OMG!  The Incarnation of God humbling himself and 
washing the feet of God’s very creation.  To the minds of the disciples, 
that would have been the most polar opposite that could happen in all of 
existence.  But you will get to experience that as it is presented in our 
worship that night.  And at the end, we will prepare for that grave day of 
Our Lord’s death when we strip the altar bare, exposing the very stone 
on which the sacrificial Lamb of God will be slain.   

On Friday our worship will take us to that fateful day when Jesus 
was brought before Pilate, and we will walk with Jesus to Calvary.  Then 
later that afternoon we will dive deeper into the story of Our Lord’s 
passion and death in our Good Friday Liturgy; the worship will prepare 
us for his death, the Passion will be retold (actually chanted), and we will 
venerate the cross on which hung the Savior of the world; Oh, come let 
us adore!  Friday is a day of fasting as well, so that we experience with 
our very bodies the suffering of Jesus’s passion, the denial of self in 
Christ’s amazing sacrifice, and the emptiness of the world whose Messiah 
has descended among the dead.   

Then on Holy Saturday, we will begin the day with a unique liturgy.  
Lasts only a few minutes, but it reminds us of when Jesus lay in the tomb, 
the one complete day in which the world was without the light of Christ.  
It is the only day on which, unless one is dying, the Holy Eucharist cannot 
be administered or received.  Then later Saturday evening, the Great 
Vigil.  This is one of the most ancient services of the Church.  I’m telling 
you, the Vigil is one of my favorite services of the whole year.  It begins 
in darkness, the darkness that is the state of the world without Christ’s 
light.  And we rekindle a brand new flame and from that flame light 
breaks into our midst.  The Exultet is sung, an ancient hymn of 
proclamation of the great work the was accomplished on the Cross and 
the redemption that came with the Resurrection; and, we hear stories of 
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the saving deeds of God throughout ancient biblical history.  In the 
middle, we will baptize our three catechumens, who will stand before you 
and formally commit their lives to Christ and the Christian family.  The 
celebration will then segue into the First Mass of Easter, that glorious 
moment when once again light fills the whole creation.  We will mark 
that moment in a burst of light and with great fanfare.  And if you have 
a bell or something that rings, bring it, because we want joyous noise to 
fill this room!   

And, of course, Easter Day—the day of Resurrection.  It will be a 
day filled with music and song and joy.  Each mass will have music, and 
at the 10:30 high mass, we have even invited guest singers to offer us a 
special setting of the mass and other music, to celebrate in grand style 
that, indeed, the Lord is risen!  I don’t have to say much about next 
Sunday, because I know you’ll be here. 

But I do want to finish by saying again how important the services 
this week are to you, your Christian life, and your spiritual life.  When 
you go to the movies, you don’t sit for the first 10 minutes of it then go 
get popcorn and putz around for two hours and return for the last 10 
minutes of the movie, do you?  If you did, you would miss the important 
elements of the story, you would miss how the characters are shaped and 
how the story unfolds to reach its conclusion.  Holy Week is no different; 
you can’t catch the first episode on Palm Sunday and pick up the 
conclusion on Easter Day.  You’ll miss the important details and Easter 
will make no sense.  I pulled out my calculator last night.  A two-hour 
movie is 10% of your day.  Holy Week is only 2% of your year, and that’s 
if you were here 24/7; the time you’d be here is only a fraction of that. 

Many of you read Forward Day-by-Day.  I read something posted 
by its executive director, Fr. Scott Gunn, which I think captures what I 
have said beautifully.  He writes: 

“When we edit out part of the story of our redemption, we’re 
chopping away at our ability to comprehend God’s great love for us.  We 
celebrate everything that matters in these three days: Jesus’ tender love, 
his absolute care for others, his challenge to remember him always, his 
betrayal, his agony, his death, his descent into hell, his disciples’ 
confusion at God’s mighty work in the resurrection, and, finally, 
boundless joy as the Good News becomes clear. It’s all there.  I invite 
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you—no, I implore you—to make time in your life for the Three Holy Days 
this week. You won’t be sorry.”  I invite you—no, I implore you—to take 
less than 2% of your life and let the Three Holy Days invade your life.  
From the opening acclamation on Maundy Thursday to the dismissal on 
Saturday night is one unit, a complete whole.  I guarantee it will 
transform your life.  Bring your kids, bring your family, bring your 
friends to witness the greatest story ever told.  You won’t be sorry.  Let 
us pray. 

Almighty God, whose dear Son went not up to joy but first he 
suffered pain, and entered not into glory before he was 
crucified: Mercifully grant that we, walking in the way of the 
cross, may find it none other that the way of life and peace; 
through Jesus Christ your Son our Lord, who lives and reigns 
with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. 
Amen. 
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