We’ve come now to the end of our Lenten journey—we’ve come to the beginning of Holy Week on this Passion Sunday (Palm Sunday).  On this day, we always read one of the Gospels’ Passion narratives.  There’s a theologian from the early 20th century named Martin Kahler who said that the Gospels are Passion narratives with long introductions—in other words, the Gospels are about these Passion stories, everything culminates here as we hear about Jesus coming to face his suffering and death.  Matthew’s account today describes how Jesus journeys into sin—into the land of sin, darkness and dysfunction—in order to undo it from within.  To swallow it up with the divine compassion that only he embodies.  

What we see especially is almost all the forms of human dysfunction on display, almost as if Matthew allows all the different types of darkness to come forward.  As Jesus goes forth to face his death, he’s surrounded by all the things that go wrong with us.  He’s drawing them out of their hiding places—they come out into public view—so he can swallow them up.  The story opens with the account of Judas’ betrayal—Judas being one of the Twelve, one of Jesus’ closest friends, one of his intimate companions.  For a few lousy dollars, he turns on him, he betrays.  Betrayal—and most especially betrayal of a friend—was considered one of the worst sins of all.  When Dante wrote The Inferno, he placed traitors at the very pit of Hell.  Their sin was that bad.  Judas was the one who betrayed Jesus.  We’re meant to see today all the ways we have betrayed others, all the ways we have been Judas to those we love.  

Next, they go out to the Mount of Olives, to the garden, to pray.  And Jesus prays, he sweats in his deep anguish, begging the Father to take this cup from him.  At that very moment, what we see is that his disciples are fast asleep.  Amazing contrast, isn’t it?  If there’s one time Jesus needed the support of his friends, that was it.  And at that moment, they didn’t betray him—they were asleep. The second great human dysfunction here—sloth, spiritual laziness, the tendency to fall asleep at the most spiritually decisive moments of our lives.  God is offering us spiritual opportunities.  Here’s the moment when you’re invited to do something of great love or a work of justice, and we fall asleep.  It’s that terrible indifference to spiritual things and growing in the spiritual life.  We’re meant to see our own spiritual sloth here—the times when we know we were summoned to spiritual things, and we fell asleep.  

Next, violence—you see this one all throughout the Gospels.  Notice this, the very Prince of Peace, the one who said, “Turn the other cheek, love your enemy.”  A mob comes to get him, armed with swords and clubs, their target marked by Judas with a kiss.  In the scuffle that ensues, Peter cuts off the ear of one of the high priest’s slaves, and in the middle of all this violence, listen to what Jesus says: “Put away your sword.  The one who lives by the sword will die by the sword.”  Violence is one of those great expressions of sin.  When my life becomes all about me, everyone else becomes a threat to me, and I’ll do anything I can to keep them at bay.  Violence breaks out when I’m convinced my life is about me, when I’ve lost my sense of divine mission.  Here we’re meant to see our own violence—sometimes expressed in physical ways, but more often expressed with the tongue: violence through speech, violence through gossip.  We’re meant to see our own aggressiveness here.  
Next, when it’s clear that Jesus will be taken, that his disciples are in danger too, we hear that his disciples fled—spiritual cowardice.  When they were called upon to stand with Jesus, to support him, to surround him, they fled.  Even if it meant their own arrest or even their own death, they were called upon to resist evil and stand with Jesus.  But they fled instead, lacking the courage necessary for the moment.  We’re meant to see in their flight our own spiritual cowardice.  Have there been moments in our lives when we know we were called to take a stand, to fight with the weapons of justice, truth and integrity?  Have those moments come and we slid off to the side?  We see our own spiritual cowardice in that of the disciples.  

So Jesus is led away to come before the Sanhedrin.  Who comes forward?  It says all kinds of false witnesses—liars who will make up stories simply because they know it’s what the authorities want to hear.  They know it might affect their careers, their reputations, so they’re willing to lie to achieve what they want.  Of course, this goes against one of the Ten Commandments: “Do not bear false witness.”  Our speech is meant for truth.  So when we lie, it undermines our own spiritual capacity for truth.  Why do we lie?  The same reason they did: to get ahead, make ourselves look better, put someone else down.  There’s a million reasons.  We’re meant to see in their lying our own tendency to treat the truth lightly for whatever selfish reason it might be.  
We then hear about Judas, in the depth of his despair, after seeing what his betrayal resulted in, hangs himself.  This is the greatest sin—the sin against the Holy Spirit—the refusal to accept God’s forgiveness.  Judas’ betrayal was not his greatest sin.  His treachery was not his greatest sin.  Peter was just as bad.  The other apostles abandoned our Lord too.  Judas’ sin was his refusal to accept forgiveness.  In his despair, we’re meant to see our own temptation in that direction, our own temptation to sin against the Holy Spirit. 

Betrayal, sloth, indifference, violence, cowardice, untruth, self-destruction, the sin against the Holy Spirit—you see how Matthew brings all these forms of human dysfunction out into the light, he brings all these forms of sin forward.  


What’s the Good News?  The Good News, it’s into that land that Jesus has journeyed—right into the very heart of the darkest sins of man.  And it is by his infinite mercy and love, made plain on the cross, that all of that sin can be swallowed up.  We’re meant to see that sin in them and in ourselves.  But we’re also meant to see how that sin can be enveloped by the ever-greater Divine Love.  There’s the power of this Passion reading. This week is a week of grace.  Seek to grow close to Him in these days, to stand with him at the foot of his cross.   
* Adapted from Fr. Robert Barron’s Palm Sunday homily (April 17, 2011).  

