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A REFLECTION ON PALM SUNDAY 
 
I am sure that many of us cannot believe how quickly this time of Lent has passed, even 
in these difficult and uncertain times. Perhaps we feel that, despite no public Masses and 
with all the restrictions, we have journeyed through Lent with a new intensity. Whatever 
the case, it is certainly a Lent that we will remember!  Perhaps now, we can reflect upon 
all the many and rich symbols that we associate with Holy Week and Easter. So, let us 
begin by delving into the signs or marks of Palm Sunday. In later reflections, we can 
look at Holy Thursday, Good Friday and, of course Easter. 
 
Holy Week begins with Palm Sunday, or, to give it the correct title, “Palm Sunday of 
the Passion of the Lord”. Before the reforms of the Second Vatican Council, it had an 
even longer name: Palm Sunday of the Solemn Procession of Palms in Honor of Christ 
the King. It was also called the Second Passion Sunday because the passion-tide of the 
Lord (the time when we focus on Jesus’ passion: his arrest, trial, suffering and crucifix-
ion) began a week earlier on the fifth Sunday in Lent. Incidentally, that is why in some 
churches crosses and statues are covered in a veil or cloth during these few weeks from 
the fifth Sunday. 
 
Normally, the celebration of Mass on Palm Sunday takes the usual form, but with two 
key exceptions or marks. At the beginning of Mass, we have the commemoration of Je-
sus’ entrance into Jerusalem with the blessing of palms and then later, we have a lengthy 
reading of the Gospel connected with Jesus’ passion. Both these tell us of what is spe-
cial about this day. Our main attention is drawn to Jesus’ entrance into the holy city of 
Jerusalem. We are given three different forms of this commemoration of the Lord’s en-
trance. This year because of the coronavirus crisis, apart from the Cathedral church, we 
must use the Third Form, which does not involve the Blessing of Palms. Of course, 
many of us feel very disappointed about not having our blessed palms. However, we can 
still think of the meaning and purpose of this once-a-year ritual of blessing the palms… 
 
We imitate the crowds as we wave the palm branches as sing “hosanna to the Son of Da-
vid”. Why do we do this and why bother with palms? The answer goes back to how we 
pray. We pray with our bodies and senses (waving palm branches and singing in this 
case!) and we use physical, tangible things such as palm branches, to put us in mind of 
spiritual realities. The prayers used to bless the palms make this clear: “sanctify these 
branches with your blessing, that we, who follow Christ the King in exultation, may 
reach the eternal Jerusalem through him”; or, “…that we, who today hold high these 
branches to hail Christ in his triumph, may bear fruit for you by good works accom-
plished in him.”  
 
We can also be mindful of Jesus’ words: “Abide in Me, and I in you. As the branch can-
not bear fruit of itself unless it abides in the vine, so neither can you unless you abide in 
Me. I am the vine, you are the branches; he who abides in Me and I in him, he bears  
 
 



 

much fruit, for apart from Me you can do nothing. If anyone does not abide in Me, he is 
thrown away as a branch and dries up; and they gather them, and cast them into the fire 
and they are burned” (John 15: 4-7). The palms that we would have used and received at 
the Mass today are green and supple. People make them into crosses or even more elab-
orate designs. However, with time, the palms dry out and become brittle, because they 
no longer have the sap from the palm tree running through them. So too with us. If we 
become detached from our Lord, we dry out and become brittle, even dead.  
 
The same idea of a deeper or symbolic meaning is true later on in the Mass when we 
met our other mark or sign that is special to Palm Sunday: that very long Gospel! The 
Gospel reminds us that the purpose of Jesus’ entrance into Jerusalem was to accomplish 
the Lord’s Paschal mystery: that is for him to undergo his suffering and death…and to 
rise.  This theme of fulfilment or completion of Jesus’ mission is therefore made clear as 
we hear an account of Jesus “passion”. This account varies depending on the year of our 
three-year cycle and so this year, as we are in Cycle C, we will hear St. Luke’s version. 
As well as having much in common, each of our gospel writers also gives a particular 
flavor of perspective with regard to Jesus’ passion. What about St. Luke? 
 
St. Luke’s Gospel is often called the “Gospel of Mercy.” It is only Luke, for example, 
who gives us those wonderful parables of the Prodigal Son or the Good Samaritan. Dur-
ing Jesus’ trial and suffering, St. Luke highlights many moments of compassion and for-
giveness, as well as the universality of God’s Kingdom. Jesus heals the servant. Only in 
Luke’s Gospel does Jesus address Judas by name, perhaps as a last invitation for Judas 
to repent. Jesus forgives his executioners: they are acting through blindness and not mal-
ice.  It should not surprise us then that only in Luke’s account of Jesus’ crucifixion do 
we have the wonderful encounter between Jesus and the repentant thief. In his last ago-
nizing moments, at the 11th hour, the thief (by tradition called Dismas) opens his heart 
and soul to Jesus and also shows his faith in Jesus. He asks to be remembered by our 
Lord when he enters his kingdom. We have the amazing response and promise of Jesus: 
“today you will be with me in paradise.”  
 
As St. Augustine stated so beautifully: “The repentant thief was the first person to de-
clare publically that Jesus is king: not some theologian, or religious expert, or a holy 
person, or a rich person. No. A common thief! And by his repentance and simple prayer 
of needing Jesus, he committed one last act of robbery: he stole the Lord’s heart and so 
entered his Kingdom.” Yes, the universality of God’s reign and the fruits of our Lord’s 
passion, death and resurrection are already flowing out from the cross! It is never too 
late either to ask for and to receive mercy and forgiveness, or indeed to give it. 
As we enter into this holy drama of Holy week, may you have a truly wonderful and ho-

ly Holy Week. 

Do notice one other important mark or sign. Instead of having the usual form of the 
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Gospel reading, we may have a number of readers and everyone joins in with the parts 
of the crowd. Sadly, this year, due to the various restrictions, that cannot be the case. 
However, the way that the Gospel is proclaimed does not undo the meaning and purpose 
of hearing this long narrative of Jesus’ betrayal, suffering and death. So, once again, we 
must ask the question: why do this? Our answer is the same as before: we are drawn in 
to the mystery that unfolds as we hear the Gospel.  
 
The Gospel, any gospel, but perhaps especially the Gospel on Palm Sunday that recounts 
what Jesus has done for us, is not then just some distant story, or something remote from 
us. It is about what God has done for us; it is about our salvation and our life. We are not 
just passive spectators, or onlookers, or listeners: all that we recall on Palm Sunday (and 
during Holy Week and Easter of course) is about what Jesus has done for us and does for 
us right now. This is such a welcome message as we continue to try and do our best in 
the strange and difficult situation that we face at the moment. The opening address at the 
Mass expresses this very well: “…with all faith and devotion, let us commemorate the 
Lord’s entry into the city for our salvation, following in his footsteps, so that, being 
made by his grace partakers of the cross, we may have a share also in his Resurrection 
and in his life.” Amen to that! 


