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Sermon by the Right Reverend John R Stephens 

Palm Sunday 2021, March 28 at St. Mary Magdalene Parish 

It is a great delight for me to be with you, or at least as close as possible to being with 

you under the circumstances here at St. Mary Magdalene’s.  I have not been the diocesan 

bishop for a month yet and so I am particularly pleased to be with you.  I thank Tasha (new 

rector, the Reverend Tasha Carrothers)  for inviting me and I give thanks for her ministry here 

and her ministry in so many places of the diocese over the years.  You are blessed to have her 

with you.  I pray that all of you are keeping safe and staying healthy and that we will all have 

had our vaccine very soon. 

If you have lived very long in this world you will have learned a few things that help you 

make sense of all that goes on around you.  You will have found ways of coping with the horrors 

and nightmares which we somehow try to balance with the celebrations and joys.  You know 

well that there are moments of intense grief and depth of sadness that seem to have no 

obvious exit as well as those times of new life and new possibilities.  If you have seen this earth 
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circle the sun enough times you know that there will come times of illness or even death of 

people close and precious to you and if you risk loving another there are mountain peaks and 

valleys in any and all relationships.  If you have walked on this broken planet long enough you 

know that there are these markers on the journey of life that will come or have come and they 

shape us, grip us, sometimes shake us to the core.  For no matter who we are there is no simple 

path through life that does not involve some pain or hardship or tragedy.  It is part of the pact 

we sign when we take our first breath of the air around us, even though we have no idea where 

it will all take us or carry us.  The vows of our marriage service try to put some words on the 

breadth of possibilities: for better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health…. This 

is my solemn vow.  A vow we can never fully understand on a wedding day, or any other day for 

that matter, for it involves meandering into places and events we had no idea would come our 

way. 

 Sadly, there is a long list of occurrences, tragedies, illnesses, broken relationships, 

shattered dreams that can sneak into, even invade our lives.  The pain can be more than we 

think we could ever bear.  It can make us question the existence of God, of love, whether life 

has any purpose or any meaning.  A dark cloud can enshroud us so that little light breaks in. 

 The passage that we heard from Isaiah just a little while ago, seemed to dig into this 

dark cloud.  For we heard:  I give my back to those who struck me, and my cheeks to those who 

pulled out the beard; I did not hide my face from insult and spitting.   

 And I suppose that we could just leave it all there.  And a number of people have done 

so.  Perhaps it seems that it is the only thing that seems to make sense.  The darkness, the 

heaviness, the forlornness of life takes over and wins out.  It is all for nothing, it seems, empty 
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and void of possibilities.  God cannot exist because evil takes place in this world, because we do 

not always witness beauty or fairness or simplicity or justice.  But again, most of us who have 

walked enough pilgrimages in this life have discovered a few things about those times where 

the insults and spitting seem to consume and fill.  

 Friedrich Nietzsche, philosopher and thinker wrestled with this very thing, offering: “To 

those human beings who are of any concern to me I wish suffering, desolation, sickness, ill-

treatment, indignities—I wish that they should not remain unfamiliar with profound self-

contempt, the torture of self-mistrust, the wretchedness of the vanquished:  I have not pity for 

them, because I wish them the only thing that can prove today whether one is worth anything 

or not—that one endures.”    

 There is a harshness to his words but most of us here know the truth of them.  For this 

pandemic through which we have struggled to live and find purpose has made us pause and 

reflect on what is the calling of a human being.  For tragedies can make us think about what is 

at the very heart and the very core of life.  They can quickly slash away all of the busyness and 

immaterial parts to our daily living and bring us to the centre, the really real if you will, the 

truth of life. 

 You see that is why we are here today.  We have gathered as church on this Palm 

Sunday because the central story of our faith connects so much with our own central story.  For 

on this day, and through this week, maybe even more so than any other time, the intersection 

of our pilgrimage through life and Christ’s is at its peak.   Today, we link our lives with Christ’s, 

our journey with his, our celebrations with his, the shouts of Hosanna with shouts of joy in our 

own life.  For we know, that as the gospel passage ended with an ominous twist and Jesus going 
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to Bethany, that things are going to change.  The celebration will soon subside and be 

highjacked with betrayal and violence.  We will soon know that our pain in this life is linked with 

his, our tragedy with his, our trials, struggles, worries, doubts, fears, problems, nightmares, 

horrors, grief with his own.  But if we are only here to listen to an age-old tale of a crowd 

celebrating jubilantly only to quickly change their fickle mind, well there would be no point 

gathering today.  If Jesus’ arrival in Jerusalem to a throng of cheering people has no connection 

to our own joyous celebrations and happiness and acceptance in society then we miss the 

point.  This arrival connects with our great moments and wondrous times.  The celebrations, 

the cakes, the smiles for the cameras.  But most of us know that life is not only about joy-filled, 

summer sunshine afternoons.  There is a balance and a range.  And so we know the dark clouds 

will soon arrive for Jesus, dark clouds where all seem to suddenly reject him: his followers, the 

religious leaders, the Romans, even God seems to have abandoned him.  As the crowds will 

soon shout Crucify Him, they have succeeded in turning joy into hate, celebration into 

condemnation… condemnation even unto death. 

 The ultimate highs led to ultimate lows.  Most of us have faced this same journey one 

way or another.  Not in exactly the same way or in the same circumstances but all of us have 

faced tragedy, worry, concern, grief.  We have known words like betrayal, derision, hatred, 

division, rejection.  We have known about separation, fear, self-loathing.  Palm Sunday is a 

reminder of Christ’s connection, God’s connection to our own depth of emotional turmoil.   

 The question becomes, though, what do we do with the emotional, deep-seated, maybe 

even physical pain we face in our lives?  What do we do with the hurts, the worries, the doubts, 

the fears that can wake us in the middle of the night?  What does the horrible story of Holy 
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Week and the crucifixion say to us in our own dark nights?  Is it only something that must be 

endured and nothing more? 

 The story of Palm Sunday connects to the journey that takes place every day in this 

world and many times in our lives.  It is a story that reminds us that there is more to our story 

than simply enduring the worst that life throws our way.  Our faith is about a relationship with 

God with us, Emmanuel.  This week - this walk through Holy Week reminds us that we will 

never be forgotten or ignored or disconnected from God’s grace, love and hope.  Never.  I hope 

and pray that this week is not simply walking down the path of an ancient story with little link 

to our own path.  That it not just be stroll through long-held traditions.  For it is about God’s 

connection to our tragedies, our losses, our pain and inviting a different perspective of light in 

the darkness, hope in the fears, purpose in the turmoil so that indeed the empty tomb of Easter 

is indeed a sign of invitation to new life. 

 Where does this week, this Holy Week, take you on your pilgrimage of faith?   


