
Sermon, March 28, 2021 - Passion Sunday 

“The Greatest Story Rarely Told” -  A Sermon by Rev. John Balicki 

St. Mark’s Episcopal Church, Waterville, Maine 

It was Holy Thursday 1997 and popular Jesuit commentator James Martin found himself in a video store 

searching for  something that would make good Easter-Triduum viewing. He wandered into a small, 

boutique video store nearby. “I’m looking for the video ‘Jesus of Nazareth. Do you have it?”. 

“Wow,” said the man behind the counter while hanging up the phone. “You’re like the fifth person to ask 

me that today. Any idea why it’s so popular all of a sudden?” he said. 

For a minute Martin thought he was joking. His earnest stare told him, however, that he was not. 

“Well, um.” He said, “Easter’s in a few days, right?” “Oh yeah, right. Easter,” he said as he he punched a few 

keys on his computer terminal, never giving a second thought as to whether he had his Easter bonnet 

ready for Sunday or the candy bought. Fast forward to today.  Perhaps the only change 24 years later – 

well there almost are no video stores and the five requests on a Holy Thursday – perhaps less likely. 

The best movies about Jesus? Well Martin likes Franco Zeffirelli’s “Jesus of Nazareth” from 1977.  Before 

that was another with the modest title, “The Greatest Story Ever Told”, made in 1965 based on the Fulton 

Oursler novel – read it in high school, maybe you did too? Today this “Greatest Story” would seem a bit 

dated and its cast of actors a bit odd, Charlton Heston as a shouty and bouffanted John the Baptist, Telly 

Savalas as Pontius Pilate (he was cast as Kojak years after making this film, but it's nonetheless difficult to 

watch this without expecting him to drawl to Barabbas: "Who loves ya, baby?"), and, most infamously, 

John Wayne as the centurion at the crucifixion. 

Has the world lost interest in this Greatest Story Ever Told. Has it become the Greatest Story Rarely Told?  

Have we lost interest in this story? Is it because of the violence of the story, the cruelty, the innocence of 

the victim? Our news, our modern dramas have so much of that. Do we really need more?  Is that even 

more true today in 2021.? A year when we may have had more pain and suffering in our lives than many 

others – the isolation, the sickness and death, and yes more violence whether a shooting in a supermarket 

or an attack on the Nation’s Capitol.   Why do we need this story this year? Why can’t we jump straight to 

Easter? 

We need this story because we need hope. St. Paul tells us about hope,  “Now hope that is seen is not 

hope. For who hopes for what is seen?” Do you have hopes? For your children,  your grandchildren, hope 

for their future; for our nation, hopes for justice, peace and acceptance of all; hopes for our Church, that 

worship will enliven, that it will make a difference in our lives, and we will make a difference in our 

community?  What is our Palm Sunday hope?  Frederick Buechner describes it this way: 

What are the palms and the shouting all about? What is our singing and worshiping and preaching and 

praying all about if they are about anything that matters? The hope that finally by the grace of God the 

impossible will happen. The hope that Pilate will take him by one hand and Caiaphas by the other, and the 

Roman soldiers will throw down their spears and the Sanhedrin will bow their heads. The hope that by the 

power of the Holy Spirit, by the love of Christ, who is Lord of the impossible, the leaders of the enemy nations 



will draw back, while there is still time for drawing back, from a vision too terrible to name. The hope that 

you and I also, each in our own puny but crucial way, will work and witness and pray for the things that 

make for peace, true peace, both in our own lives and in the life of this land. 

Despair and hope. They travel the road to Jerusalem together, as together they travel every road we take - 

despair at what in our madness we are bringing down on our own heads and hope in him who travels the 

road with us and for us and who is the only one of us all who is not mad. Hope in the King who approaches 

every human heart like a city. And it is a very great hope as hopes go and well worth all our singing and 

dancing and sad little palms because not even death can prevail against this King and not even the end of 

the world, when end it does, will be the end of him and of the mystery and majesty of his love. Blessed be he. 

Wow, that’s a story.   A Great One.  Maybe the Greatest One. Should we be telling it more often?  
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