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Unitarian Universalists celebrate many holy days.  

 

· Valentine's Day is a chance for couples to shower their loved ones with flowers and 

candy. 

 

· Thanksgiving is a chance to cook a delicious meal and gather around the table with 

love ones. 

 

· Christmas is a chance to eat, to decorate trees, to light candles and to sing carols.  

 

And these are only a few. We celebrate Earth Day and the Fourth of July and Halloween, and 

several others. However, I have noticed that we tend to ignore Palm Sunday. While some 

Christian Churches have a Sunday morning procession of the assembled worshipers carrying 

palms, Unitarian Universalists do not follow this ritual. For us Palm Sunday is a forgotten 

holiday. 

 

Yet it is the commemoration of a courageous story of social action. According to the 

Gospels, Jesus had been traveling through villages near Jerusalem that spring telling 

parables and healing people. He was trying to return people to the practice of Judaism as it 

is described in the Hebrew scriptures. Many followed him and supported him. Passover is 

the holy time that commemorates the liberation of Jews from slavery in Egypt. Jesus and his 

disciples decided to visit Jerusalem during Passover. There he confronted the Roman 

occupiers and their collaborators. 

 

My favorite modern Palm Sunday reading is by the Rev. David Rankin. David changed a few 

words in this story, to help us better understand the meaning of the day. He wrote: 

 

Jesus took the twelve aside and said to them, “See, we are going up to 

Washington, and everything that is written about the Son of Man by the 

prophets will be accomplished.” 

 

When he had come near Bethesda and Chevy Chase, outside the city limits, he 

sent two of the disciples, saying, “Go into the town ahead of you, and as you 

enter it, you will find a colt that has never been used. Take it and bring it here. 

If anyone asks you, “Why are you doing it?,” just say, “The Lord needs it.” 

 



As he rode along, a very large crowd spread their coats on the ground, and 

others cut branches from the trees and spread them on the road. As he was 

now approaching Pennsylvania Avenue, the whole multitude began to praise 

God joyfully with a loud voice, saying, 

 

 “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord! Peace in heaven. 

and glory in the highest heaven!”  

 

As he came near and saw the city, he wept over it, saying, “If you, even you, 

had only recognized on this day the things that make for peace! But now they 

are hidden from your eyes. Indeed, the days will come upon you, when your 

enemies will set up ramparts around you, and surround you, and crush you to 

the ground.” 

 

Then he entered the capital building and began to drive out those who were 

selling things there; and he said, “It is written, ‘My house shall be a house of 

compassion,’ but you have made it a den of robbers.”  

 

Every day he taught in the capital. The chaplains, the reporters, and the 

politicians kept looking for a way to kill him; but they did not find anything 

they could do, for all the people were spellbound by what they heard. (From a 

sermon, March 24 1991, Fountain Street Church, Grand Rapids, Michigan) 

 

Palm Sunday is a celebration of courage. Jesus deliberately traveled to the centers of power 

and called for a better society. Many examples of such courage can be found in our time. 

For example,  

 

In Madison, Wisconsin, this week demonstrators have peacefully protested a police officer 

shooting and killing Tony Robinson a 19-year-old unarmed African American. 1,500 people 

rallied at the State Capitol on Monday morning. Students staged a walkout at the city's East 

High School after classes. Last Sunday a vigil was held in Robinson's honor in Madison. 

Those who protested are following the example of Jesus. Palm Sunday isn't just an ancient 

event. It occurs whenever human beings take that risk-taking adventure to try to bring 

peace and justice to our world. 

 

In Charlottesville, Virginia, this week demonstrators peacefully protested the violent arrest of 

20-year-old Martese Johnson an African American University of Virginia Honor Committee 

member. He needed 10 stitches to close a wound on his head. Hundreds of students 

gathered on the University of Virginia campus to demand justice for Johnson. They marched 

through Charlottesville, to police headquarters, some bearing signs with “Black Lives 

Matter.” Those who protested are following the example of Jesus. Palm Sunday points to the 



need of commitment to work for a better world.  

 

In suburban Detroit, Michigan, this week demonstrators peacefully protested at police 

headquarters the beating a black man, Floyd Dent, age 57, after he ran a stop sign. A video 

shows an officer punching Mr. Dent many times in the head as he is held to the ground. A 

long-time employee of the Ford Motor Company, Mr. Dent spent two days in hospital for 

injuries to his face and head. He has no prior criminal history. The protesters demanded that 

the two policemen be fired. Those who protested are following the example of Jesus. Palm 

Sunday is more than an ancient event. It is awakening the spirit of anger that gives rise to a 

calling for justice.  

 

In Florida this week demonstrators peacefully protested a new law being proposed in 

Florida that has the state's transgendered community concerned and angry. The proposed 

legislation mandates that public same-sex restrooms in the state be restricted for use by 

biological gender. It would prohibit use of those facilities by a person who identifies as a 

different gender. In Tallahassee Robert Sullivan, 45, who is transitioning to Cindy Sullivan, 

broke down in tears while protesting against the bill in the House Civil Justice 

Subcommittee. “This bill is government intrusion at its worst,” Sullivan said. “(At) the 

company I currently work for, I'm Cindy Sullivan. They respect me. They let me use the 

restroom - the women's restroom, and only the women's restroom. This bill would require 

them to ID me at the door, and have me go to a different location." Those who protest this 

possible law are following the example of Jesus. Palm Sunday is a modern story. It is found 

whenever people are serving a noble cause with selfless devotion. 

 

Also in Florida this week members of Everytown for Gun Safety and the Florida chapter of 

Moms Demand Action for Gun Sense in America held a protest rally on the steps of the 

state Capitol before heading to meetings with a number of lawmakers to argue that 

“backpacks and bullets don't mix.” A new law is being considered to allow people with 

concealed-weapons licenses to carry guns on campus. The protesters argue that guns will 

not improve safety at schools where students already encounter a :”toxic mix” of alcohol, 

drugs and the pressure of academics. The protesters said that the bill is part of a concerted 

effort by the gun lobby to put more guns in the hands of more people in more places, 

regardless of how such policies might endanger public safety. One student protester said 

“The idea of an attacker being legally able to carry a hidden loaded gun while on campus 

does not make me feel any safer.” The protesters presented lawmakers with 12,000 

postcards repeating the “backpack and bullets” message. Those who protest this possible 

law are following the example of Jesus. Palm Sunday is found whenever we are working 

bravely in the service of a love for all humanity. 

 

Also in Florida this week environmental groups sent alerts marked "URGENT" warning about 

a water bill. The protesters at the Florida office of Earthjustice said "With this bill, Florida 



legislators are protecting developers and Big Ag at the expense of the public." "This falls 

short on protecting Florida's water," said a flyer by Audubon Florida. The bill would replace 

a permitting system, which is enforced by fines, with something called "best management 

practices." There's no clear understanding of how the new system will work. The Senate is 

the last hope for environmentalists like Eric Draper, executive director of Audubon Florida, 

who spoke here last month. Draper said: "Our goal was just to get enough debate on the 

bill so that the Senate actually says, ‘Wait a minute, we really need to seriously look at this.'" 

Those who protest this possible law are following the example of Jesus, calling for the 

protection and conservation of Florida water and land. Palm Sunday is about social 

involvement, and the risks of personal failure.  

 

Two thousand years ago Palm Sunday was a fateful day. When Jesus rode to Jerusalem for 

Passover, he was deliberately going to the center of power. The Gospels are full of examples 

where Jesus called for a dramatic transformation of society. There are militant moments 

when his anger was expressed. He denounced poverty, opposed injustice, and said "love thy 

neighbor." 

 

Christendom has tried to erase the political Jesus. It tames Jesus. His gentle and peaceful 

side is emphasized. He is made into a mild, respectable figure. But Palm Sunday is story of 

social protest. It is right there in the Gospels. 

 

Jesus entered the Temple and drove out all who sold and bought in the 

temple, and he overturned the tables of the money-changers and the seats of 

those who sold pigeons. He said to them: "It is written, 'My house shall be 

called a house of prayer;' but you have made it a den of robbers." 

 

It is all around us today:  

 

In Madison, Wisconsin, in Charlottesville, Virginia and in suburban Detroit, Michigan 

protesters call for equal and respectful treatment by police of all people regardless of the 

color of a person's skin. In Florida protesters call for transgender rights, gun free university 

campuses, and conservation of our water and our land.  

Human beings crying out for basic rights, basic freedoms, just as Jesus did 2,000 years ago. 

Of course such protests are risky. They sometimes lead to the cross, a fate all of us want to 

avoid. Still some people take risks. 

 

Unitarian Universalists celebrate many holy days. For me, 

 

· Easter is the celebration of spring.  

 

· The Fourth of July is the celebration of Democracy.  



 

· Thanksgiving is the celebration of family.  

 

· Christmas is a celebration of new birth.  

 

But what about Palm Sunday? For me the story of Palm Sunday calls on me to find the 

courage to act, to work for the larger good, and to speak out for reason and love.  

 

Jesus rode into Jerusalem calling for a Passover liberation from Roman occupation. In 

celebration of his courage, let us sing "Bring O Past, Your Honor." 

 

 


