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Palm Sunday – Passion Sunday 
  
You may recall that on the First Sunday of Lent this year I used some passages from Isaac of 
Stella as an introduction to this Season, which the Rule presents as both a demanding time and a 
time for spiritual joy. Isaac was commenting on the third Beatitude, “Happy are those who 
mourn, they shall be comforted,” and his main point was how to understand the connection 
between hardships and joys in life: 
  

The way to joy is through sorrow [he wrote], desolation leads to comfort; by losing your 
life you find it, by making little of it you possess it, by hating it you love it and by 
despising it you save it. (S. 2.12; CF 11:14) 

  
It caught my attention that Saint Bernard approaches Palm Sunday in a similar way. Here is how 
he introduces the topic: 
  

Today we are going to celebrate a procession, and soon afterward we will hear the 
passion. What is the meaning of this strange connection, and what did our forebears have 
in mind when they added the passion to the procession? The procession is rightly 
presented anew today because it took place today, but why was the passion that took 
place on [the following] Friday added? Perfectly rightly was the passion added to the 
procession so that we may learn to trust in none of the happiness of this world, being 
aware that the end of joy is grief. Let us not be foolish then, lest our prosperity be our 
downfall, and let us not forget adversity on the day of prosperity and vice versa. The 
present age is a mixture of both, not only for those in the world, but for those of spiritual 
mind too. (Sermon 2 for Palm Sunday; CF 52:103) 

  
Bernard, in fact, speaks often of this kind of alternation, which for him is one of the signs of 
authentic human and spiritual experience. Always to be in the high range or always in the low 
means there is something amiss. In the passage just cited, he goes on to say: 
  

We see that what happens to people in the world is sometimes pleasant, sometimes 
unpleasant, and to spiritually-minded people things are not always sad, not always happy. 
. . . Truly for as long as this present age abides, it ebbs and flows. 
  

 
 
So, Bernard sees the celebration of Palm Sunday as conveying a simple lesson even for the 
worldly-minded: 
  

Who then should now trust the doubtful glory of this world, seeing that, even after such 
exaltation, such humiliation came upon the one who is Creator of time and Maker of the 



universe, who committed no sin? In the same city, by the same people, and at the same 
time, he was one moment honored by the glory of a procession and divine praises, and 
the next examined with insults and abuse. . . . (First Sermon for Palm Sunday; CF 52:99-
100) 

  
But Bernard also finds here a lesson for the spiritual-minded. For them, he proposes seeing the 
procession on a much larger scale: 
  

We depict the procession [he says] as representing the glory of our heavenly homeland 
and the passion as the way to it. . . . This present tribulation is the path of life, the path of 
glory, the path to the inhabited town [Ps 106:4], the path of the kingdom. (First Sermon 
for Palm Sunday; CF 52:100) 

  
Suffering, then, is not an end-point but a way forward. It would be a distortion to over-emphasize 
any one of the events of Holy Week. They form a whole, and taken all together, they trace the 
path of life for us.  
  
This apparently simple message is deeper than it seems at first sight. To re-phrase what St. 
Benedict says about Lent, it would not be possible to say that the life of the monk ought to be a 
continuous Holy Week. It is an intense time, but its purpose is not to weigh us down or to crush 
us. It is the ultimate parable of the ebb and flow of human life. Conversely, the lessons of Holy 
Week shed light on the less intense experiences of ordinary times. Not to forget adversity on the 
day of prosperity and vice versa is the surest way to keep one’s equilibrium and equanimity. 
More importantly, the underlying dynamic of even small disciplines is nothing less than the 
dynamic of Holy Week, the deepest and most sacred time of the year.  
  
So, don’t panic when Holy Week arrives. But in less intense times, don’t forget that just below 
the surface of your everyday choices is the Lord’s path through the procession and passion. It is 
those daily choices that determine the degree of your conformation to the pattern he set. If you 
avoid adversity and seek escapes when it comes, you cannot prosper spiritually. And, even in the 
best of times, if you do not remain faithful to the drudgery of serious conversatio, you will drift.  
  
The way to joy is through suffering. The way to freedom is through discipline. Or, to repeat what 
we heard above from St. Bernard: “This present tribulation is the path of life, the path of glory, 
the path to the inhabited town [Ps 106:4], the path of the kingdom.” 
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