
THE SUNDAY OF THE PASSION: PALM SUNDAY

The Palm Sunday service has two special aspects that need discussion: 1) The 
Liturgy of the Palms and 2) The reading of the Passion Gospel.  The rest is a 
conventional Eucharist with the propers focused on the Passion and Death of Jesus.  
The evidence seems to be that these two elements originated in different historical 
situations and were later combined to form a single service sometime in the high 
Middle Ages.  The earliest mention of the procession with palms occurs in the travel 

diary of the Spanish pilgrim Egeria during the 4th century, in her description of the 
services of the Jerusalem Church.  She does not mention the reading of the Passion 
Gospel.  The reading of the Passion Gospel was standard at Rome and a procession 

with palms is not mentioned there until the 11th century. Apparently we have two 
strands of liturgical practice for the Sunday before Easter: one Eastern, especially from 
Jerusalem and reaching the West by way of churches deeply influenced by eastern 
practices, Spain and southern Gaul and the other Roman.  The former is characterized 
by a focus on the Triumphal Entry and the latter by the reading of the Passion Gospel.        

The Liturgy of the Palms (Book of Common Prayer, Pp. 270-272) is ancient, 
rooted in the devotional practice of the 4th century Jerusalem church.  In that church 
the liturgical events of Holy Week were a retracing of the steps of Jesus as recounted 
in the Passion narratives of the Gospels.  Services moved from one to another of the 
various holy sites as the church remembered the last events of Jesus's earthly life that 
had taken place in those particular spots.  Thus the Palm Sunday blessing of the 
palms and the procession are a representation of Jesus' triumphal entry into 
Jerusalem.  It intends to allow the worshiper to explore, through dramatic presentation, 
the many different layers of meaning in these events.  To this end, many different 
details of the biblical accounts of the triumphal entry into Jerusalem were reproduced 
in the 4th century service; for instance, the bishop led the procession seated on an 
ass.

The earliest mention of a special procession on Palm Sunday in the West 
comes from the ninth century Carolingian writer Amalarius of Metz.  He writes as if the 
ceremony is at that time well known but not universal.  So it is reasonable to suppose 
that the ceremony existed several hundred years earlier in those parts of the West 
closely connected with Eastern Christendom, like Southern France and Spain.  The 
Palm Sunday procession was universal in the West by the 12th century.  There was 
great variety in the details of the service and great complexity of ceremonial.  The 
number of stational collects, for instance, varied, and there were different chants and 
various auxiliary ceremonies like the carrying of the gospel book in the procession.

All these services, like ours today, were based on two simple elements: The 
blessing of branches and the carrying of the blessed branches in a procession.  In the 
ancient church Palm Sunday had another major function: it was the day on which 
those to be baptized on Easter Eve were taught the creed.  This was the custom of 
France and Northern Italy during the 5th and 6th centuries and is an example of the 



extremely important liturgical fact that originally much of the ceremonial of Holy Week 
pointed directly to the Great Vigil of Easter.

This blessing and carrying of palms or other green branches is interpretive 
ceremonial.  The branches have a quasi-sacramental nature.  That is, they are 
outward and visible symbols of an inward spiritual experience of great complexity: the 
inward experience of Christ as king and of ourselves as both accepting and rejecting 
that kingship.  In the procession we are the crowds who shout "Hosanna" and during 
the reading of the Gospel we are the crowds who cry "Crucify him!"  Thus the Liturgy of 
the Palms and the congregational reading of the Passion Gospel are reflective of two 
simultaneous and inconsistent human responses to Christ.  We cry both "Hosanna" 
and "Crucify him!"

The structure of the Liturgy of the Palms parallels that of the Eucharist.

1. Greeting
2. Lesson
3. The setting aside of physical objects for use after endowing them with                

special spiritual meaning.
4. The movement of ourselves with these objects out into the world.

The procession with the palms parallels the procession of Christians out into the 
world after the end of the Eucharist.  That is, we carry the gifts of Christ into the world to 
acknowledge him there.  Our leaving the Eucharist service is the last part of our 
Eucharistic worship.

The Greeting and Collect

As in the Eucharist, the Liturgy of the Palms opens with a greeting (p. 270.)  
"Blessed is the King who comes in the name of the Lord."  This sets the theme for the 
first part of the service.  In it we acknowledge Christ's true kingship.  It is an eminently 
proper beginning because the full impact of the events and ceremonies of the rest of 
Holy Week will not hit us unless they are placed in the context of Christ's kingship.  The 
open acknowledgment of that must come first, if either the enormity of his death or the 
joy of his resurrection is to be appreciated.

This greeting was recorded by Egeria as used by the 4th century Jerusalem 
Church during its Palm Sunday procession.  

So far as the reproduction of biblical detail is concerned the greeting is the 
greeting of the crowd to Jesus. The response of the people, "Peace in heaven and 
glory in the highest" states what things will be like when Christ's kingship is truly and 
universally acknowledged.

Then, following the Eucharistic pattern, a collect follows in which we ask God's 



assistance in worship.  In this case we ask that we may be joyful during Holy Week as 
we examine, think about and enter into the events by which Jesus gained our 
salvation.  (Or, as the original of the collect says, "by which we were restored to our 
former nature..." that is, the nature of those having an open relation with God.)  It is 
easy to gloss over this theme of joy during Lent and Holy Week.  We don't often think of 
joy as an appropriate response to Christ's death.  Yet it is -- that death is God's gift to 
us and our sadness is not appropriately directed toward any gift of God but only toward 
the situation of creation that makes this particular gift God's eternal choice.  So the joy 
is, perhaps, not light or frivolous, but a solemn gladness.  The mighty acts referred to in 
this collect are all the acts of Jesus from his triumphal entry into Jerusalem until the 
resurrection, discovery of the empty tomb and appearances to the disciples.  Thus, the 
Prayer Book perceives the Palm Sunday service not as a separate act of worship, but 
as setting the stage for all that follows through Easter Sunday.  Palm Sunday is the 
stage upon which Maundy Thursday, Good Friday Holy Saturday and Easter itself are 
played out.  

This collect also points to the unusually dramatic nature of Holy Week 
observances.  To contemplate God's mighty acts assumes that such acts are 
represented to us either in the liturgical and public life of the church or in the mind and 
soul in private meditation and worship.  But this collect assumes that the joy of Easter, 
of God's gift of his own life for us is not something we can receive alone.  The gift of life 
and immortality is to the whole church, to "us."

As usual, the attribute of God mentioned in the collect is appropriate to the 
requested condition.  God is "of our salvation" and the collect prays that he help us 
contemplate the act by which that salvation is achieved.

The Reading of The Gospel of the Triumphal Entry

Continuing the pattern of the Eucharistic Service a gospel reading follows, in 
this case a set lesson describing Jesus's triumphal entry into Jerusalem.  Notice that 
this gospel may be read by a lay person.  There are several reasons for this:

1. This gospel is not in the context of a Eucharist, but a quasi-Eucharistic 
devotion.  The true Eucharistic gospel comes later.  Therefore usual rules do not apply.

(Since lay people read the Eucharistic gospel on both Psalm Sunday and Good Friday 
anyway a more fundamental explanation is required.)
  

2. The revisers of the Prayer Book recognized that some congregations who 
would wish to use Holy Week Services might not have a priest.  Consequently custom 
was relaxed to allow all churches to use the Liturgy of the Palms whether a priest was 
available or not.

3. Finally, some personal opinion.  During Holy Week we are at the heart of 
Christianity.  The greatest degree of involvement by all the members of the community 



is appropriate when we face the events from which all priesthood whatsoever 
originates.  Here the distinctions between the ecclesiastical priesthood of ordained 
ministers and the priesthood of all believers begins to thin out and we are made aware 
again that there is really only one priest in whose priesthood we all share in different 
ways.

The purpose of this reading is to explain the special liturgical actions that follow.  
Again, the basic principle:  Words explain actions. The action is the use of palms or 
green branches in a procession with special songs of praise.  These customs are tied, 
by means of explanatory words, to their biblical origin.  First, we read the script, then 
we perform the actions the script calls for.

The Blessing of The Palms

This prayer follows the structure of the Eucharistic consecration prayer.  After 
the usual greeting and response of the Sursum corda, "The Lord be with you...." is an 
injunction to give thanks to God.  Again, the note is joy.  The prayer is really an 
expansion of the special reasons why we are thankful to Him on this day.  The second 
part of the prayer tells what part we expect these branches to play in the expression of 
our thankfulness.  The last sentence sets it in the context of all our future life and 
spiritual growth.  We begin by remembering.  We proceed to doing and end by 
anticipating.  The worship we do in the present is thus tied to eternity.  So the prayer 
moves from a statement of general thankfulness to a specific example of thankfulness; 
in this case the triumphal entry into Jerusalem, and from that specific event to the 
eternal life in the gaining of which this specific event played a significant part. The 
concrete is bounded on both sides by the eternal and that's the way it is with prayer.  
We move out of eternity into a consciousness of our particular time and space and 
then back again into eternity.

Anthem

The optional anthem is an echo of the greeting.  Like the words of the crowd 
from Matthew's version of the entry into Jerusalem, these words begin to move us from 
explaining the procession to participating in it.  They also serve to fix the contrast firmly 
in our minds between this Liturgy of the Palms and the later gospel reading in the main 
Eucharist.

The Procession

The recommended Psalm is 118, which was used in the ancient Jerusalem 
procession on this day from the Mount of Olives into the city.  The suggested 
alternative text, "All Glory, Laud and Honor" was composed by St. Theodulph in the 
early 9th century.  Both texts state the same central theme: The Kingship of Christ.  "All 
Glory, Laud and Honor" does this directly, the Psalm by inference from the references 
to the answered prayer and the acts of God that have saved us.  Traditionally, incense 
is used in this procession since it is one of joy in honor of the coming of the King.  



Contrast this to the reading of the Passion Gospel later in the same service where 
incense is not used.

Stational Collect

This collect (p. 272) is a remnant of the rich medieval custom of stopping 
processions at different points for prayers, an anthem or a lesson.  These different texts 
were supposed to reflect on different aspects of the theme of the procession.  This 
collect states that the visible success of Palm Sunday is not the final success of Christ's 
kingdom and asks that as we pursue Christ further we may find life and peace by 
means of that dark and somewhat uncomfortable side of Christianity that the rest of 
Holy Week asks us to confront.  This collect is at a pivotal point in the service.  Again, 
we see the ambiguity of Palm Sunday.  In the Liturgy of the Palms and in the 
procession we have focused on acknowledging Christ as King.  In this collect the 
ground begins to shift; the cross is mentioned for the first time. For the rest of the 
service, and especially in the Gospel reading, we will confront the death of the king we 
have acknowledged.  Thus this is a prayer for full maturity in the Christian life, for the 
ability to steadily confront and recognize the dark side of the world and of ourselves 
and find God even there.

The Reading of The Passion Gospel

The oldest lectionaries we possess indicate that the custom of reading the 
whole of the different Passion Gospels on different days of Holy Week is most ancient.

Since the present Prayer Book restores the account of Jesus washing the 
disciples' feet to its ancient position as the Maundy Thursday gospel, and since the 
Passion account from John is traditional on Good Friday, the three Synoptic Gospels 
are left to rotate on Palm Sunday.  One of the positive results of modern biblical studies 
has been the restoration of all three accounts to the Sunday liturgy.  Each of these 
accounts has something different to teach us.  Thus the congregation can contemplate 
in three successive years three different perspectives on the death of Christ and its 
meaning.  Any attempt to conflate these accounts or lessen their differences is 
depriving the congregation of the richness of scripture.

It is true that these Holy Week Passion Gospels are the summary of all Gospel 
readings through the entire year, containing as they do the final and decisive witness 
to God's love for us.  The bare recital of the story without embellishment moves us to 
faith. Therefore, it is traditional not to use incense, to dispense with the congregational 
response to the announcement of the Gospel and do all in our power to make the 
reading simple and solemn.

The custom of dividing the gospel into different parts is at least as old as the 
13th century.  Frequently each speaker in the narrative had a different chant.  This was 
one medieval liturgical custom retained by the Protestant reformers, probably because 



it focused on the presentation of the text of scripture.  Its highest development may be 
heard in the great Passion oratorios of Bach -- The St. Matthew's Passion and The St. 
John's Passion.


