
TEXT: Mark 11:1-11       Palm/Passion Sunday, 2021 

PASSWORDS, PALMS AND PASSOVER PARADES 

For Protestant and Roman Catholic Christians around the world today is the first day in what 
has come to be called Holy Week.  Not in Eastern Orthodox Churches, where Holy Week this 
year starts late in April due to ancient calendar issues, and Easter will be observed on May 2.  
But that’s another story for another day.   For us, Holy Week starts today. 

Traditionally this Sunday has gone by not one but actually two different names, with two very 
different foci, two different emphases.  In some churches, such as our own, it is called Palm 
Sunday.  It is actually rather celebrative, as it marks what one author calls Jesus’ “jubilant 
entry into Jerusalem.”  (“Palms and Passion,” www.saltproject.org) Here on Sanibel we 
normally have a parade around the sanctuary, with our children and youth waving huge palm 
branches.  And our service, even as it does this year, features the music of a brass quintet.   
And the service begins with the boisterous singing of “All Glory, laud and Honor.” 

In some churches, however, this day is observed as Passion Sunday.  And, in the longest 
scripture reading of the year, the whole passion narrative is read, including the story of the 
last supper, the arrest of Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane, his trial and his execution.  In 
some churches the reading is dramatized by many different readers, taking on different parts.  
It is not observed as a day of celebration, but rather as a day of sorrow.  A day which serves 
as a prelude to Maundy Thursday and Good Friday.  A day focused on the looming cross and 
the impending death of Jesus. 

In many churches it is a distinct choice.  You celebrate or you cry.  You offer songs of praise or 
songs of lament.  You observe Palm Sunday, or Passion Sunday, but not both.  And maybe in 
most years that works.  But this year in particular it strikes me that the bifurcation of this first 
day of Holy Week is a false bifurcation, for right this very day, we are in the midst of a time of 
both praise and lament. 

Certainly, there is cause for celebration as we are seeing vaccines being rolled out in ever 
increasing numbers.  A record 3.5 million doses were administered just this past Friday.   
Millions and millions of Americans have now been partially or fully vaccinated against 
Covid19.  Every conversation, it seems, begins with the question, “So, have you gotten your 
vaccine yet?”  And everyone knows the lingo, the passwords, if you will.  Moderna, Pfizer, J & 
J.  Sign into Publix sites by 7:00 AM.  Watch for CVS in the middle of the night.  Wait for a 
phone call from the Department of Health.  And tomorrow we are told here in Florida, even 
more people will be eligible to receive their shot, or, as our friends in the UK put it, their 
“jab,” as those forty and over will be included.   



We’ve all seen the news stories, with grandparents being greeted with shouts of joy as they 
rush to hug their children or grandchildren for the first time in over a year.  Maybe you’ve 
even had that experience yourself!  I know I can’t wait until next Sunday, when I’ll finally be 
able to hug my Mom after twelve months of masks and no direct physical contact.  Such 
things are cause for celebration!  The research scientists and medical personnel, the National 
Guardsmen and women, the volunteers seeking appointments for those unable to figure out 
the registration process themselves, all deserve our thanks, our applause, our shouts of 
“Hosanna!”   It is a Palm Sunday celebration! 

But the pandemic isn’t over.  Every day we hear of more and more cases.  In some states, 
numbers are even on the rise.  We see carelessness in places like Miami Beach, where spring 
breakers seem to be totally oblivious to the dangers of ignoring health safety protocols.  The 
impact of the pandemic on school children is only now being fully realized.  And the economy 
is still not righted.  And the deaths.  Hundreds are still dying from Covid19 every day in this 
country alone.  And millions of sons and daughters, grandchildren and parents, friends, and 
neighbors, have holes in their families, their neighborhoods and their lives, holes once filled 
with the loving presence of someone taken by the disease.  And there will be no hugs.  There 
wasn’t even a proper goodbye.  So many have been left with cross to bear because of 
Covid19.  And so, we are also in the midst of a Passion Sunday time of sorrow. 

Celebration and sorrow.  Palm and Passion Sunday.  It is not a year of either/or--maybe it 
never is or never should be.  But this year it most certainly is not.  It is a time of both. 

Perhaps our experience during this time of transition in the midst of a pandemic can help us 
better understand how Jesus may have been feeling on that Sunday so long ago.  The gospels 
all seem to indicate he had some idea of what lay ahead.  Not that he necessarily knew how it 
would all end on Golgotha.  But the fact that the Romans wouldn’t put up with his talk about 
the kingdom of God seemed clear.  He no doubt knew, as he rode on the back of that donkey, 
that he was playing with fire, that he was bound to be arrested, more than likely tortured, 
even put to death.   

Yet for a few brief moments, as his disciples lined the roadway waving their palm branches 
and shouted “Hosanna!” he too must have felt a bit of elation.  Maybe they get it, he may 
have thought as he was astride that beast of burden.  Maybe they understand.  It was, after 
all, almost Passover, maybe they realized that the freedom celebrated in the Exodus story, 
was soon to be realized again if they only took hold of his message. 

No question, it must have been a bittersweet moment, a time of internal tension, a day in 
which he was caught betwixt and between.  Perhaps it is best captured not here in Mark, but 
in Luke.  In his account Jesus’ detractors tell him to put an end to the celebration.  “Order 



your disciples to stop,” they say.  But Jesus rebuts them, telling them that the stones 
themselves would shout words of praise if his disciples could not, and then is suddenly caught 
up in emotion as he weeps over the things, he knows lie ahead for himself and for Jerusalem.  
(Luke 19:41) Celebration and lament. 

Maybe that first Palm Sunday, that first Passion Sunday, resonates so strongly because it 
reflects the way life often works.  When we are confronted with death, we often find 
ourselves caught between laughter and tears.  How many times have you gone to a funeral or 
memorial service, and found yourself weeping one moment, and laughing the next?  A family 
member recounts an especially touching memory of the deceased, and you cry with them. 
But then in the next minute, she recalls a foible of the deceased that became the basis of 
family jokes, and you can’t help but chortle.   

Just this past week Pastor Deb and I presided over a Committal Service for the mother of one 
of our parishioners.  It was a brief service, due to Covid, but meaningful, nonetheless.  As the 
service was closing, I asked each person to offer one word to describe her.  Their first answers 
were somewhat predictable.  Loving, said one person, welling up with tears.  Supportive, said 
another as she silently wept.  But then they took a turn.  Straightforward, said a third, as all 
heads nodded.  There was a pause.  And then with a smile in her eyes above her mask, a 
brave grandchild spoke up.  Sassy, she said.  And suddenly, despite the setting, despite the 
tears, we all laughed.  A good hearty laugh.  And it felt right, very right.  As Dolly Parton’s 
character Truvie says in Steel Magnolias, “My favorite emotion is laughter through tears.”  

If nothing else, this pandemic year has reminded us that life is complicated--and so is death.  
Of course, we’re going to cry--of course we may laugh.  And while we often like things to be 
neat and tidy--jokes over here, sad stories there, tragedy in one corner, comedy in the other, 
the reality is more often than not life is what Hollywood calls a dramedy.  A combination of 
joy and sorrow, of laughter and tears.  And Palm and Passion Sunday remind us of just that 
fact.  Jesus had reasons to both celebrate and to weep.  So too did those Passover pilgrims 
and disciples who waved palms, who shouted “Hosanna!”  but who would soon be horror 
stricken and overcome by grief as Jesus is taken from them in a cruel death. 

They, of course, did not know what lay ahead, any more than we know at this point in the 
pandemic what lies ahead for us.  And so, we find ourselves caught in a most uncertain space, 
even as they were.  But in some ways, we are at an advantage, because we do know this Holy 
Week that begins with this two-fold day of joy and sorrow, will culminate in the Festival of 
Resurrection.  We do know it leads to Easter and that through the laughter, and the tears, 
through the laments and celebrations, Jesus does, in the end triumph over death and 
uncertainty.  And in that triumph, we can all take hope.  Hope for ourselves, hope for our 



nation, hope for our world.  We may laugh, we may cry, most likely on the way we will do 
both.  But in the end, we will be able to rejoice. 

Amen 

John H. Danner 

 

    

  

 

 

 

 

 


