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HOMILY FOR PALM SUNDAY (a reflection based on the reading 

of the Passion Gospel--Matthew 26:14 - 27:66) 

 

In Joseph Campbell's wonderful little book called MYTHS TO LIVE 

BY, there is a chapter entitled "The Mythology of Love."  And in this 

chapter, which Campbell is writing in the late 1960's, he reflects on 

the heroism of the young men fighting in Vietnam.  He's watching 

these scenes broadcasted on the nightly television news, as so 

many of us did in those days, and he reflects on the soldiers who 

are shown engaged in heroic helicopter rescues of their fellow 

wounded soldiers. 

 

He writes: "They are forgetful of their own safety, putting their 

young lives in peril as though the lives to be rescued were their 

own.  There, I would say, if we are looking truly for an example in 

our day, is an authentic rendition of the labor of Love." 

 

That's an extremely important line Professor Campbell uses: "as 

though the lives to be rescued were their own."  It's a line worth 

considering during this Holy Week when we meditate on the 

suffering and death of Christ.  It's certainly a line worth considering 

in light of the valiant efforts of all our health care professionals and 

first responders on the front line of this horrible coronavirus 

pandemic and the personal sacrifices they're making each day. 

 

Throughout the Christian centuries many have tried to explain the 

why and the how of God becoming human and dying on the 

cross.  Some have said that the death of Christ on the  cross was to 

ransom the human race from the clutches of Satan. 

 

Others have said the crucifixion of Jesus was his way of paying 

back God the Father for the original sin of Adam and Eve, which is 

usually called "the Atonement," but atonement understood here in 

the penal sense. 

 

Then there are those who have gotten themselves all twisted like a 
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pretzel in their attempt to explain how the eternal, ever-living God, 

in the person of Jesus Christ, actually dies.  Was it Jesus' 

humanity that experiences death and not his divinity, or was it all 

of him, humanity and divinity, that moves through the passion, the 

crucifixion and death and on to the resurrection? 

 

But to get bogged down in such theological discussions is to miss 

something much more profound, which I believe is going on in the 

drama of the suffering and death of Christ. 

 

Like the soldier who voluntarily goes into enemy territory to rescue 

a wounded comrade, or like the person who risks life and limb to 

dart out into traffic and pull the child or the elderly person into 

safety and out of the path of an on-coming bus, so, too, does God 

become incarnate and suffer and die in a spirit of compassion, of 

voluntary and ready identification with suffering humanity AS IF 

OUR LIFE WERE ALSO GOD'S.  And it is. 

 

Perhaps, we could put it this way: If were you about to be hit by 

that bus, then the incarnation of Jesus Christ and his death on the 

cross can be likened to God darting out into the traffic and pulling 

you onto the curb, as though the life to be rescued were God's own. 

 

There is a reciprocal yearning going on--humanity yearning for God 

and God yearning for humanity.  There is but one life and God and 

humanity are conjoined in this one life and so the crucifixion of 

Christ can be seen as "a sign of an eternal affirmation," to use 

Campbell's words. 

 

God identifies with humanity in his becoming human himself.  And 

because of this divine identification with the human person, there is 

a compassionate response to human living and human suffering in 

the life and death of Jesus. 

 

By voluntarily suffering to the point of death for love of us, God 

affirms human life now and for always.  Amen. 


