PALM SUNDAY [A, B, C]

The Passion of Our Lord is read today, according to Matthew [A], Mark [B], or Luke [C]

The First Reading is from the third of the four “Songs of the Suffering Servant”, from the prophecy of Isaiah, more precisely from the section ascribed to ‘Second-Isaiah’, written after the exile in Babylon had ended, but when the Jews who had returned to Jerusalem were slow to stir themselves to re-establish worship, rebuild the Temple, and rid themselves of various non-Jewish practices acquired in exile.

The “Songs” are four poems which speak of a “servant”, chosen by God to perform a particular mission.   The servant suffers harsh treatment because his message is unpopular.   What is not clear is whether the subject is an individual or whether, since the servant is named “Israel” or “Jacob”, the reference is to the people, or more likely to a small section of the people:  those who remain faithful to God and seek to make haste to restore his worship.   The matter is made more complicated because the servant’s mission, according to the second Song, is not just to Israel but to the “nations”.   At any rate, the servant’s sufferings on behalf of the mission which is entrusted by God cause the admiration of the Gentile people.   Christian tradition applies these poems to Christ himself in the context of his Passion.

In the third song, the servant continues to describe his weariness in continuing his mission, and the hostility he encounters, though he is sustained in faith by God and is able to “set his face like a flint”, an idea taken by Luke to describe Jesus as resolutely “setting his face” to go to Jerusalem.  

St. Paul makes use of several early traditional Christian hymns in his letters, hymns used not only for praise but also for the instruction of early Christians.   The hymn contained in the letter to the Philippians, which forms today’s Second Reading, describes the cycle of Christ’s ‘movement’ in saving the world:  from lofty divinity to humble humanity, down even to death itself, and not any death, but the shame of death on the cross.   Through this obedience to a mission of love, the Father could offer him resurrection, lifting him up, giving to his name, JESUS, a power exceeding that of any other name, so that all God has made, be it in the highest heaven or the lowest depth, can offer praise to the Son, and, in praising the Son, praise the Father who sent him.
