
Sermon for Palm Sunday, St. David’s Episcopal Church, Matthew White 

Things continue to change so rapidly in the world around us.  This past week, the 

President spoke of hard days and very tough times that lie ahead for all 

Americans, and Governor Northam issued a “stay-at-home” order for Virginians. 

And yet in the midst of unprecedented events, some things remain the same.  

Even though we are together virtually, rather than in person, we are still coming 

together as Christians have done since at least the late 300s, to celebrate Palm 

Sunday. 

We come together to celebrate old, old stories: the story of Jesus’ triumphal 

arrival into Jerusalem on the one hand and, in contrast, the story of his arrest, 

trial, and execution at the hand of the Roman Empire, with the connivance of 

religious authorities in league with the Romans.  Indeed, Palm Sunday always has 

a kind of bifurcated position in the Christian calendar – focused on triumph and 

sorrow, vindication and defeat – telling two stories that seem to lie in tension 

with each other.  And these old, old stories bring us into the holiest week of our 

Christian year. 

And as always, even at this moment, we find that these old, old stories 

continuously speak to us in new ways.   

Having heard the full account of the Passion in Matthew’s Gospel, which Jay and I 

just proclaimed, I don’t think there is a need to give a full or lengthy sermon 

today.  There’s definitely no way that this Matthew can top that Matthew in 

delivering the message of our faith. 

But I do want to say just a few words about how today’s scriptures seem to speak 

to us in the midst of the situation we are all in today. 

A bit earlier, we all recited part of Psalm 31.  The first part of our selection must 

surely resonate with all of us in the world we face today.  “Be gracious to me, O 

Lord, for I am in distress.  My eye wastes away from grief, my soul and body also.”  

Be gracious to me, O Lord, for I am in distress.  We are, already.  In the weeks to 

come, we may be more so. 



And yet that is only the first part of the Psalm’s message.  Toward the end of our 

passage, we hear the promise of faith articulated again strongly.  “But I trust in 

you, O Lord; I say ‘You are my God.’  My times are in your hands.” 

As I’ve lived through the craziness of life now and prepared for this sermon at the 

same time this week, I’ve spoken those words to myself many times.  “I trust in 

you, O Lord; I say, ‘You are my God.’   My times are in your hands.”  Indeed our 

times are always in the hands of God.  And even at this strange and uncertain 

moment in human history, as Christians we trust that time and history remain in 

the hands of a God who loves us. 

The dramatic story of the Passion reminds us that we have a God who knows 

what it is to struggle and to suffer.  But perhaps no passage better articulates this 

in theological terms than Paul’s letter to the Philippians.   

We have a God who understand what it is to suffer because he experienced 

suffering in the person of his own Son.  Our God is a crucified God.   

Can we think about the cross for a moment today? 

I’ve brought a cross here, one that my wife Brittney painted.  One of the activities 

our family has taken up is craft-painting.  And I think she has done a beautiful job 

painting this cross for Easter. 

Let’s think about the cross for a moment.  On the one hand it is a symbol of death 

and destruction.  It is a symbol of the power of empire and domination.  It is a 

symbol of what must have seemed to Jesus’ followers like his final defeat. 

And yet, the cross is bare.  It is empty.  Jesus’ body is no longer there – not 

because it lies in the depths of the earth, but because God raised Jesus to a new 

form of life in the spirit.   

Our faith is a faith of resurrection.  It is a faith that understands that we pass 

through death into life.  It is a faith that understands that we pass through 

suffering into glory. 

Paul’s letter to the Philippians reminds of this with regard to Jesus.  Listen to 

Paul’s beautiful poetry again with me.  “Christ, though he was in the form of God, 

did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied 

himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness.  And being 



found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of 

death – even death on a cross.”  That part of Paul’s words speak of the crucifixion 

part of the cross – the fact that we worship a crucified God.  That part of Paul’s 

words speak of the nails that invaded the rough wood of the cross as Jesus cried 

out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” 

And yet if we stopped there ,we would not only miss the whole story, we would 

miss the point of the story.   

Paul goes on: “Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave him the name that 

is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus, every knee should bend, in 

heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue should confess that 

Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” 

For it is the very bareness of the cross – the absence of Jesus’ body – which 

testifies to the fact that Jesus has broken the chains of suffering and death, not 

just for himself, but for all of us.  This is the reason that people like my wife 

decorate the cross.  It is the reason we use it to adorn our homes and churches, 

the reason we wear it pinned to our clothes or on necklaces.  The very symbol of 

death has become a testament to life. 

I’m humbled and honored that Pastor Elizabeth has given me the chance to 

proclaim the crucified and risen Christ to you, to offer you the Gospel message a 

number of times during this Holy Week.   

And as we enter into Holy Week, I want to invite all of us to meditate deeply on 

the meaning of the cross – its multiple meanings, its contradictory meanings.  I 

think as we do so, we will come to realize that not just Palm Sunday, but all of 

Holy Week involves a sacred paradox.  In the words of the ancient hymn we know 

as the Easter sequence, “Mors et vita duello, conflixere mirando” – life and death 

have met in a miraculous single combat, and the prince of life, dead, now reigns 

alive again. 

 

What does all this mean for us today?  Well, I certainly think we can all embrace 

the words of Psalm 31 – “Be gracious to me, O Lord, for I am in distress.”  We are 

certainly in distress.  And we are likely to be in more distress before this month is 

over. 



And yet, even in the midst of the challenges we face, we see rays of hope shining 

forth.  As we watch the horrible suffering in New York and New Jersey, we also 

learn that tens of thousands of healthcare workers from outside New York have 

volunteered to travel to the Empire State to offer their assistance.  In our own 

community, we realize that thousands of ordinary people continue to put 

themselves at risk so we can buy food, and gasoline, and get medical care. 

On a much different and more mundane level, I have seen the rays of light that 

are shining forth in our own daily experiences.   I miss being able to go where I 

want, to gather with groups of friends, to gather here with all of you.  I miss the 

art museum and concerts and browsing around the mall.  And yet, the past few 

weeks have already been a precious time with family.  We’ve gotten back to 

basics – gathering each night for dinner followed by board games or Netflix, or 

painting and crafts.  I think we’ve gotten closer together and it has given us time 

to renew our commitment to each other. 

 

So as we enter this Holy Week – this strange, unexpected Holy Week – let us turn 

our eyes to the cross, in all its multiple meanings.   Like the Psalmist today we do 

feel grief – grief at the losses that have already been endured; grief at the losses 

to come.  But I pray that our worship here together – virtual or not – may renew 

our faith and confidence.  As we ask the Lord to be gracious to us, knowing all our 

times are in God’s hands, let our hearts say: “I trust in you, O Lord; I say ‘You are 

my God.’” 


