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Sermon for the Sunday of the Passion, April 9, 2017 
Liturgy of the Palms, Procession through Times Square & Solemn Mass 
By the Reverend Stephen Gerth 
Year A: Matthew 21:1–11; Isaiah 45:21–25, Psalm 22:1–11, Philippians 2:5–11; Matthew 
26:36–27:66 

 
Fifth-century pope Leo the Great is credited with 
assigning Matthew’s passion narrative to the Sunday 
before Easter and John’s passion narrative to Good 
Friday.1 In the seventh century Mark and Luke’s 
narratives were assigned to Tuesday and Wednesday of 
what we call Holy Week.2 
 
There have been many tragic consequences from the 
prominence Christians have given to the gospels of 
Matthew and John. It is in these two gospels that the 
early and bitter struggles between the Jewish and 
Jewish Christian communities are given a prominence 
that has led to evil. In John, Jesus says to a group of 
Jews who do not believe, “You are of your father the 
devil.”3 We heard in Matthew’s passion words that 
have haunted Christians and Jews for centuries, “His 

                            
1 Ulrich Luz, Matthew 21–28: A Commentary, trans. James E. Crouch, Hermeneia 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2005), 307. 
2 Ibid. 
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blood be on us and on our children!”4 This is history 
every Christian should know. 
 
When I get too sarcastic about the Roman Catholic 
Church with a couple of my faithful, practicing Roman 
Catholic buddies at my gym, one or both of them will 
remind me to remember that “we are playing on the 
same team.” Despite our significant religious 
differences, I am happy—respectful—for the God of 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob to continue to work in the 
lives of the children of the Hebrews, as I am happy 
and respectful for this same God to work in our lives. 
 
Now, the relationships among the four gospels, 
including the four passion narratives, is a hugely 
complex subject. Matthew, far more than Luke, 
follows Mark very closely, but of course he adds his 
own perspective, his own material, to it.5 
 
In Matthew, Judas hangs himself, and the chief priests 
and elders use the money to buy the Field of Blood.6 
In Matthew, Pilate’s wife dreams a dream like Mary’s 
husband Joseph, but unlike Joseph, Pilate does not 

                            
4 Matthew 27:25. 
5 See Luz, 301–4. 
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heed God’s word when it comes to him.7 I’ve already 
mentioned the anti-Judaism of Jesus’ blood being the 
curse of those who approved of his death and of their 
descendants. The stories of first setting a guard and 
then bribing the soldiers are also known only to 
Matthew.8 
 
Of greater theological significance, what Matthew 
really carries over from Mark in an important and 
powerful way, is Jesus’ complete submission to the 
mystery of crucifixion. As in Mark, Matthew’s Jesus 
dies alone, crying out, “My God, my God, why hast 
thou forsaken me?”9 The late New Testament scholar 
Raymond Brown suggested that this was a cry of 
abandonment, but not despair, because Jesus could 
still say, “My God.”10 Yet as in Mark, on the night 
before in the garden, Jesus had addressed God as “My 
Father.”11 He does not pray that way from the cross. 
The darkness that falls over the earth midday in Mark, 
Matthew, and Luke—but not in John—gives no 
comfort. I think one can say that, as in Mark, Jesus 

                            
7 Matthew 27:19. 
8 Matthew 27:62–66; 28:2–4, 11–15. 
9 Mark 15:34; Matthew 27:46. 
10 Raymond E. Brown, A Crucified Christ in Holy Week: Essays on the Four Gospel Passion 
Narratives (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1986), 44. 
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dies not knowing that there will be a resurrection of 
his body. And though in Matthew all of Jesus’ disciples 
have confessed him to be the Messiah,12 the Anointed 
One, the Christ, it will be the gentile centurion who 
proclaims, “Truly this was the Son of God!”13 
 
Two points for reflection. First, what is God’s will for 
our lives and for our deaths? Second, because of the 
resurrection can we face whatever death or suffering 
our lives may carry with faith? 
 
At my best, I believe that God created you and me—
as the psalmist says, “Your eyes beheld my limbs, yet 
unfinished in the womb; all of them were written in 
your book; they were fashioned day by day, 
when as yet there was none of them.”14 God created 
us for life, life in this world and eternal life in the 
world to come. 
 
I first came across the Westminster Shorter 
Confession when I was in graduate school and 
Norman Maclean’s novella, A River Runs Through It, 
came out. His father, a Presbyterian minister, was fond 

                            
12 Brown, 34. 
13 Mark 15:39; Matthew 27:54. 
14 Psalm 139:15. 



5 

of asking Norman and his brother Paul the first 
question of that catechism, “What is the chief end of 
man?” And it’s the only question he ever asked as part 
of their family exercise. The famous answer to the 
question is, “Man’s chief end is to glorify God and 
enjoy him for ever.”15 That’s what we were born to do 
as each of us tries to be aware of God’s will for our 
lives and to trust and believe God in the end will never 
forsake us. 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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