
The Colossus 
(#5 in the Masterpieces for Lent series) 

 
The crowds that went ahead of him and that followed were shouting, 

“Hosanna to the son of David! 
Blessed is the One who comes in the name of the Lord! 

Hosanna in the highest heaven!” 
(Matthew 21:9) 

 
The stone which the builders rejected has become the cornerstone. 

This is the Lord’s doing, it is marvelous in our eyes. 
This is the day which the Lord has made; 

Let us rejoice and be glad in it. 
(Psalm 118:22-24) 
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After a two Sunday interruption during which I led a group of over 80 pilgrims in the Holy Land, 
I want to return and finish a series of Lenten sermons inspired by some of Michelangelo’s best 
known works, a series I’ve called, Masterpieces. 
 
Michelangelo’s famed sculpture of David is an obvious choice for Palm Sunday, since on this 
day we read of the triumphant 
entrance of Jesus into the City of 
David amid the crowds shouting 
“Hosanna to the son of David.”  
 
David it must be for this Palm 
Sunday edition of Masterpieces, in 
a message I’ve titled, The 
Colossus. Not only is David a 
colossal figure in Hebrew history, 
but the sculpture itself is colossal, 
standing at 17 ft. tall. 
 
Our series has taken us from the 
Creation (Michelangelo’s painting 
of Adam on the ceiling of the 
Sistine Chapel) to the Curse 
(Moses the Lawgiver, Michelangelo’s angry Moses holding the tablets of the law already 
transgressed by the Hebrews), to the Captive (Michelangelo’s unfinished sculptures, the forms of 



men taking shape but still embedded in the stone, just as we are emerging into Christ-likeness 
while still held captive by our sin nature), to the Cataclysm (Michelangelo’s painting of the Last 
Judgment which covers the western wall of the Sistine Chapel).   
 
And today, Palm Sunday, the I offer you Michelangelo’s David, The Colossus. The Jews had 
come to see in this miracle-worker from the Galilee, Jesus of Nazareth, a messianic hope of 
redemption. The redemption for which they yearned, though, was not that which Jesus came to 
accomplish. Hosanna is a Hebrew word meaning, “Save us, please.”  The salvation they were 
craving was political and economic.  They were saying, “Save us from Rome. Save us from 
Caesar.” They understood Messiah’s work as any oppressed people would – political and 
economic -- but the kingdom Jesus came to establish was a spiritual kingdom, a kingdom not of 
this world which could only be accomplished by a Colossus, a Giant. 
 
In Florence, where Michelangelo’s David resides, this Masterpiece is known as Il Gigante, The 
Giant, standing an incredible 17 ft. tall. I look forward to being in Florence next June, just over a 
year from now in my next faith-based journey including the Oberammergau Passion Play. Many 
of you will be with me then to admire Il Gigante. 
 
Only ten days ago many of us stood on the crest of the Mount of Olives overlooking Jerusalem 
and read the Palm Sunday story before we relived Jesus’ Palm Sunday walk down the Mount of 
Olives. We stopped at Gethsemane to remember Jesus’ prayer and betrayal, but on Palm Sunday 
Jesus kept going, crossing the Kidron Valley and up into the gates of Jerusalem. The crowds 
grew as he approached the city, shouting, “Hosanna to the son of David. Blessed is he who comes 
in the name of the Lord. Hosanna in the highest heaven.”  
 
The Palm Sunday crowds surely regarded Jesus as a Giant, the fulfillment of their nation’s 
Messianic dream. But they misunderstood, as is often the case with human hopes and dreams. 
Often what we long for, the salvation we crave, that which we imagine will solve all of our 
problems, won’t.    
 
On Palm Sunday, the Messianic hopes and expectations of the Hebrews were shaped by their 
current circumstance of civic crisis, so that they understood salvation as political, perhaps even 
military. They needed a Giant powerful enough to loosen the grip of Rome, imagining that God, 
in Jesus, had sent them their Giant. Why else would palms be the focus of this day, but to 
celebrate a political Giant? While palms had no religious significance for the Jews, they had 
great political significance.  The palm was the symbol of the last period of Jewish independence, 
the Maccabean period with its Hasmonean dynasty, which Rome overthrew it in 63 B. C. Coins 
from that period highlight the palm branch, just as our coinage might highlight the eagle or other 
national symbols of patriotic pride. Before Rome, Israel was self-governed as a Jewish state. 
Could it happen again? Maybe, they thought, but it would take a Giant!  
 
Since 63 B. C., including the Herodian dynasty which began in 37 B. C., Judea existed as a client 
state of Rome. That’s why in the narrative of Jesus’ birth some 30 years after Herod began his 
rule, a decree went forth, not from Herod in Jerusalem, but from Caesar Augustus, in Rome, that 
all the world should be registered for taxation purposes.   
 



Might this Jesus, born in Bethlehem and raised in Nazareth, grow up to become Il Gigante, 
leading them to victory over Rome and establishing a new and independent Jewish state? The 
odds were stacked against them, but the odds had been stacked against their nation’s earlier hero, 
as well. They had learned that, with their God, nothing is impossible. If David could face a giant, 
Goliath, and prove himself a Giant, might Jesus be the next Giant-killer?  
 
A thousand years before Jesus lived, David’s men secretly entered a water shaft which some of 
you walked into with me last week in Jerusalem, stepping back in time 3000 years to relive how 
David surprised the Jebusites and, conquering Jerusalem, named it ‘ir david, the City of David.  
Could Jesus be such a giant, just as had been his ancestor, King David?  As David had defeated 
Goliath of Gath, might Jesus defeat the giant of Rome? 
 
With Michelangelo’s colossal sculpture, David, we step back in time 500 years, to 1501 where 
we find a talented young sculptor named Michelangelo. He was only 26 years old, but two years 
earlier he had finished the Pieta, the phenomenal sculpture of the crucified body of Jesus across 
the lap of his mother Mary.  We’ll briefly consider the Pieta my final Lenten meditation on 
Maundy Thursday.  
 
The Pieta spread the young artist’s fame rapidly through every corner of Italy and beyond. Now, 
two years later, he arrives back to his hometown of Florence to work on a castoff piece of 
marble, releasing from the stone once abandoned, once rejected, the heroic form of a Hebrew 
giant named David, the son of Jesse, the shepherd from the fields surrounding Bethlehem.    
 
Il Gigante, a Michelangelo Masterpiece, is a story truly amazing. He sculpted it from a massive, 
castoff piece of Carrara marble, 18 feet long, which had laid for nearly forty years in the Florence 
cathedral’s workyard, an abandoned project of a lesser talent. Exposed to the elements, weeds 
grew around it and dirt and grime covered it.  Could it have appeared less promising, this block 
of marble which had become a monument to frustrated ambition and humbled pride?  
 
Having made a name for himself with the Pieta, leaders of Florence, a city at that moment in the 
midst of their own civic crisis and proud of their native son’s newfound acclaim, saw in that 
block of marble an opportunity. I wonder who it first was who looked at that castoff slab of 
marble and saw the beyond of what was, who looked past the weeds to see a Giant? 
 
Fashioning this rejected stone into the Hebrew giant, David, would accomplish two goals. First, 
it would remind the citizens of Florence that they, like the ancient Israelites, were a people 
chosen by God. But more, Il Gigante would project strength against gigantic obstacles. It was a 
time of crisis in Florence, and the project was calculated to project confidence. Faced with the 
prospect of war, Michelangelo gave a Giant to his beloved Florence. The city needed a symbol to 
remind them how God uses unexpected instruments to defeat giants, so Michelangelo gave them 
the most famous of biblical giant-killers, David. 
 
The thought that the project might be awarded to Leonardo da Vinci drove Michelangelo to 
distraction. Leonardo was 47 at the time, 21 years older than Michelangelo, and well known 
throughout Europe. His name being mentioned for the project lit a fire under Michelangelo, and 
so it was that in March of 1501, with the new fame of the Pieta spreading throughout Europe, he 



returned to Florence with head held high. He would set foot in his native city as a hero to create a 
work of art that would inspire his beloved Florence in their present political crisis.  Coming into 
Florence, Michelangelo himself was greeted as a giant in what, for him, was a triumphal entry.   
 
Unlike Leonardo, who loved to open his studio and work in full view, Michelangelo preferred to 
work in private, springing his masterpiece on the public after months, even years, of waiting. I 
think the reason for this, as we have seen in so many of his works, was that his creativity would 
not be constrained by convention. With David, he sought the element of surprise.    
 
Other artists preferred to picture David in the Hallelujah moment of victory, his foot on the 
severed head of Goliath. Michelangelo would show David in the moment prior to engaging the 
battle, not in the Hallelujah moment of praise but in the Hosanna moment of Uncertainty, a 
moment of prayer and pleading and possibility!  
 
Michelangelo gives us David, not in the moment victory when nothing more is at stake, but in the 
midst of the drama, just as the people Florence were grappling with uncertainty. For the citizens 
of Florence this time was not so much “Hallelujah” as “Hosanna,” not so much “Praise God!” as 
“Please, God!”   
 
Each of our lives fluctuates back and forth between the Hallelujah and the Hosanna moments. 
Our circumstances, ever changing, elicit different prayers and approaches to God, don’t they? 
Florence was in a “Please, God” moment, just as was Jerusalem when Jesus entered. We call it 
the Triumphal Entrance but I don’t think the term fits, since triumph, either for Jesus or for the 
Jews, was anything but certain. The people knew this, which is why they shouted “Hosanna to 
the Son of David!” rather than “Hallelujah!”  
 
Michelangelo’s giant catches David in the moment of uncertainty, his averted to the side and a 
tensing of the muscles of his neck, a furrowing of the brow as he sees an approaching threat 
which we are not allowed to see. His sling rests in his left hand as Goliath approaches.  
 
This was the moment 
of in-betweenness, 
between his 
conscious decision to 
risk his life by giving 
it his all and the 
moment of action. 
This is the moment 
when the outcome 
was as yet uncertain.   
 
Facing the giant, 
would David prove 
himself a giant? Or, 
facing the giant, will he prove the giant to be the giant?  We don’t know yet, but what we do 
know is that the odds are not in David’s favor. 



 
I must share with you my favorite story of Michelangelo’s David. In 1504, David nearly 
complete, he could no longer ignore the requests of officials to see for themselves what he was 
up to behind the high walls of his work shed. Vasari, his early biographer, tells the story of Piero 
Soderini, a leading city official, visiting. He was well pleased, but said to Michelangelo that it 
seemed to him that David’s nose was too thick. In order to satisfy him Michelangelo climbed up 
on the staging, taking the chisel in one hand and gathering a little marble dust from the planks 
with his other hand. Tapping lightly, he let the dust fall little by little, “nor changed a whit from 
what it was before.” Looking down at the official, he said, “Look at it now.”   
 
“I like it better,” he said, “you have given it life.” Michelangelo came down smiling inside, 
amused at so easily satisfiing one who thought they knew his craft, while knowing little. 
 
Perhaps the lesson of this Colossus is that there are, in our lives, moments when we are at that in-
between moment David found himself in, having heard the call and having made the decision to 
act, yet the outcome of our action is still uncertain. In a rush of emotions we wonder, what will 
happen next? 
 
It was just such a moment for Jesus on Palm Sunday, an uncertain day in Jesus’ life. What would 
happen next, after he enters the gates of Jerusalem? He would, as this Holy Week will remind us, 
be ultimately rejected, which is why Psalm 118 is so precious to us on Palm Sunday.  
 

The stone that the builders rejected has become the chief cornerstone. 
This is the Lord’s doing, and it is marvelous in our eyes! 

This is the day that the Lord has made.  Let us rejoice and be glad in it! 
 
If Michelangelo released Il Gigante from a cast off piece of stone, Palm Sunday is the story of 
another rejected stone fashioned into a Colossus of salvation. Palm Sunday offers us Jesus in the 
precise moment in which Michelangelo offers us David, in a moment of decision just prior to 
action.   
 
This week will be filled with action as we move from the Agony of the crucifixion to the Ecstasy 
of the resurrection.  Let us prepare for the journey of Holy Week. 
 
In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 


