
PALM SUNDAY, Mark ,  March 25, 2018 

 This morning we consider our processional Gospel, Mark 11. The setting is Palm 

Sunday, around 33 AD.  More accurately, since at the time no one knew this day was 

going to become Palm Sunday, it’s the beginning of the Passover festival in Jerusalem in 

around 33 AD, where crowds of pious Jews have gathered to celebrate this holy 

remembrance of God’s act in the past.  As Jesus approaches Jerusalem, a crowd gathers.  

Their gathering is spontaneous.  No advance notices had been snail mailed, e-mailed, or 

texted; no advance campaign rallies had been held.   A donkey is found by the disciples, 

so that Jesus may enter humbly, in the tradition of the great kings of Israel’s past.  A 

sense of excitement builds ---branches are torn down and waved; cloaks are tossed on the 

road; people begin to praise God and ask for God’s help:  “Hosanna!” they cry out, which 

means, “Save us!”  It must have been an especially poignant moment for Jesus—hearing 

this outpouring of love and praise, yet knowing what lay ahead for him by the end of the 

week.  We call this final week for Jesus- Holy Week.  It is the holiest space of time 

within the Christian church year.  It begins with donkeys, palms, and processions on 

Palm Sunday.    There are many ways for us to approach an understanding of Palm 

Sunday, but today we will approach it with two questions: first, what’s up with the whole 

donkey sequence?  And, second, which procession will I join?  That question will make 

more sense in a few minutes. 

To begin with, let’s remember that the Gospel out of which we read our 

processional Gospel this morning is that of Mark.  Mark is the shortest of all four gospels, 

by far, coming in at just 16 chapters.  It is also the earliest one written and most likely 

provided the outline for the other three Gospels upon which they enlarged.  In contrast to 



the other 3 Gospels, Mark can’t be bothered to give us a birth story of Jesus,  but jumps 

right in at the baptism by John in the Jordan River.  Also in contrast, Mark gives us not a 

single appearance of Jesus after the resurrection; in fact, his account of the resurrection 

ends with the women running away from the empty tomb in silent fear, as we will see 

next Sunday.  The entire Gospel is notable for its brevity, its focus on action rather than 

words, and its spare writing style.  Mark wastes no words, and yet—in this account of 

Palm Sunday, look how many verses Mark devotes to telling us about the donkey and 

how it was obtained.  The whole story is 11 verses long, and 7 of those 11 verses are 

about the process of finding the donkey.  Leaving 4 verses to tell about what we consider 

the heart of the story: Jesus actually entering Jerusalem and the reaction of the crowd.  

Obviously, Mark thinks this whole donkey getting process matters, and we’re going to 

find out why.   

 I don’t know about you, but I am personally not well acquainted with donkeys.  

But, they show up sometimes on the Facebook page of Amanda Kerrigan, Melanie and 

John’s daughter.  Amanda and family bought two burros, small pack donkeys, in order to 

use them for hiking in the beautiful mountains of Colorado.  My impression is that they 

are pets to some degree, but definitely work and pack animals, as well.  Which fits.  

Donkeys were, and are, hard-working, reliable, unglamorous beasts of burden.   

 Yet in spite of all of that, in today’s story the unglamorous donkey gets star 

billing.  Let’s think further about why that might be. One factor is the nature and 

symbolism involved in the donkey itself.  What did the donkey mean to the Jews?  While 

the gathering of the crowd and the waving of branches and the Hosannas all had the 

hallmark of spontaneity, this portion of the story was obviously planned according to 



Jesus’ intentions.  Jesus intended to enter Jerusalem on a donkey. He did this for two 

reasons.  One is to fulfill and live out prophecies of the Old Testament.  The prophet 

Zechariah had written about a king who would humbly enter the Holy City on a donkey, 

as a sign of humility and peace.  And indeed, kings of ancient Israel did do this, and Jesus 

is bringing this prophecy to life in his choice of animal.   

 But the second reason Jesus chose to enter on a donkey was that it wasn’t a horse.  

Say what?  Of course a donkey isn’t a horse!  Here’s the thing, though--there was another 

parade happening on this very day that invariably involved huge, prized steeds.  And this 

is something many of us may not realize. 

 Recall that ancient Israel was under Roman occupation.  The Romans were 

always nervous every year when the Jews celebrated Passover in Jerusalem.  Passover 

hearkens back to the liberation of the Hebrew people from Egypt in the event of the 

Exodus.  In essence, it was a freedom festival, not unlike our July 4th, perhaps.  An 

occupying force has to feel uneasy about any kind of festival celebrating liberation on the 

part of those they are occupying.  Therefore, every year, Rome staged a display of 

military might as Passover began, as a way to tamp down any possible notions of present 

day rebellion or liberation.  This procession featured Pilate, the Roman governor.  Pilate 

and his procession always entered Jerusalem from the west and his entourage included 

soldiers, artillery, war horses and swords.  We might think of some of the parades and 

posturing we see on the news happening in places like North Korea.  This was a 

procession that intended to impress the occupied peasants of Jerusalem with power, force, 

and the threat of violence. 



 In contrast, then, Jesus stages a counter procession, representative of a counter-

Kingdom.  No horses of war, but a single donkey.  No swords or artillery, but palm 

branches being waved.  No soldiers shouting nationalistic slogans, but just peasant men, 

women, and children shouting “Hosanna to the son of David!”   As our Bishop, Tom 

Aitken wrote in a recent publication about Holy Week, “Pilate entered Jerusalem that day 

on a huge horse: a victory horse, a war horse. Pilate proclaimed the Kingdom of Caesar; a 

kingdom built on intimidation, blood, and war as the solution to all problems. The 

Kingdoms Pilate and Jesus symbolized were worlds apart. Both had power, but power 

from and of very different sorts. . The donkey Jesus rode in on is a big key to 

understanding the differences.”  As our Bishop notes, we see here how the donkey 

becomes an important part of the radical message Jesus is bringing into Jerusalem: that 

God’s kingdom is upside down from those kingdoms of our world. The donkey is 

important for the symbolism of peace and humility, and because it wasn’t a horse.  

 Yet, even given that, we are still left with a question about our Gospel text.  Mark, 

in his typical brevity, could simply have stated that Jesus entered Jerusalem on a donkey.  

Would have taken one verse, at most, not 7.  Why all of this fuss over finding the right 

house, and what to say to the owners of the donkey, and the encounter between the 

disciples and the bystanders that does take place, and so on?  Part of the reason might be 

that this shines a light on Christ’s foreknowledge of how things would play out, but I 

wonder if we don’t see another reason.  Those who allowed the disciples to take the 

donkey for Christ’s use are never named, and yet they play a small, but significant role in 

this whole Palm Sunday event.  What if they had said no?  Clearly, another way would 

have been found by God, but this was the way God intended.  And these unnamed folks 



ended up contributing to something much bigger than they could foresee or understand 

through their willingness to offer up this donkey for use.  Not such a small gesture on 

their part, either; very likely this donkey was an important part of these people’s 

livelihood, and if it wasn’t returned in good condition, as promised, they might have been 

significantly impacted economically.  So, they were taking a risk and living generously, 

and by doing so, provided the donkey for Palm Sunday which we are discussing almost 

2000 years later.   

 Do you think that could ever be true of us?  That we might, by living faithfully, 

generously, and doing our small part, contribute to some bigger, grander plan of God than 

we can possibly understand?  And that whether or not our act is remembered 2000 years 

from now, we nevertheless are contributing to the way God is at work in our world?  The 

gospel is filled with unnamed people who do, give, or risk what is needed.  The little boy 

who provided a few fish and loaves so that Jesus could multiply them and feed over 5000 

people.  The woman who anointed Christ’s feet with oil, in the face of other’s criticism, 

before Christ was crucified.  Maybe we are also among those unnamed but faithful 

followers, touched by the love of our Lord, who play out our small roles through acts of 

generosity and risk and make a difference?  Wouldn’t it be encouraging to believe that?  

And in fact, it is entirely in keeping with the message of the Gospel, where ordinary folk 

get caught up in God’s plan to save the world and play their parts, without realizing their 

whole significance.   We might ask ourselves, “Would I be willing to loan out my 

donkey?”   

 This answers our first question for Palm Sunday:  “What’s up with the whole 

donkey sequence?”  Jesus chose a donkey in order to make a point about humility, peace, 



and a way of life that stands in stark contrast to that of the powers-that-be.  And the detail 

surrounding the donkey’s availability points to the roles people even like ourselves may 

play in God’s plans without realizing.  Our second question, “Which procession will we 

be in?”  follows directly from that first.  Knowing now that there were, in fact, two 

processions, we must honestly reflect on the one of which we would be a part.  

 Which procession would we join?  We shouldn’t be too quick to piously 

assume that we’d have been in the crowd shouting hosanna, rather than in the crowd 

staring in awe at the military might of the Roman parade.  We are as deeply drawn to 

security through power as any people before us.  It’s not just North Korea that likes to put 

a show of military prowess. And to the extent that living in this world does seem to 

demand a way of enforcing order through means of power and military force, it does 

seem that we need to establish and respect military power.  But, Jesus is trying to tell us 

that, in the final analysis, it is the humble, self-sacrificing power of God that has the last 

word.  We may catch glimpses of that power in the impact of movements from the Civil 

Rights movement in our country to the church-inspired movement in East Germany that 

led to the tearing down of the Berlin wall.  Military might may certainly have a place in 

any present crisis, but lasting change and peace come from God and people who are 

caught up in God’s kingdom.  Our second question remains as a question to ponder 

within ourselves, during the coming Holy Week, but also beyond: Which procession 

would we join up in? 

 I hope and pray we would be among the peasant crowd, welcoming Jesus 

to Jerusalem.  But doing so presents challenges.  Look at this Jesus!  This is not the wee, 

helpless babe we welcomed at Christmas time.  This Jesus means business.  This Jesus 



has already had repeated run-ins with leaders both political and religious.  He has already 

done shocking things that are frightening in their intensity: he has healed the sick with a 

touch or a word.  He has stilled stormy seas by hushing them.  He has walked on water. 

He has multiplied loaves and fishes.  He has preached a counter-cultural gospel.  He has 

raised the dead.  In the Holy Week to come, he will overturn the money-changer’s tables 

in the Temple, and thus endanger economic security.  He will wash his disciples’ feet 

while celebrating the Passover meal.  He will be betrayed, arrested, tried, convicted, and 

executed.  He is no longer the cuddly baby.  He is a man who will literally change the 

world.  Do we truly want to welcome him into our lives?  Can we honestly say, “Blessed 

is he who comes in the name of the Lord”?  Will we be a part of the palm waving 

procession?  This choice features the risk of faith versus the security of worldly power; 

not an easy choice or one to make lightly!  

This is a question we grapple with throughout our lives.  Can we, will we, do we, 

welcome this Lord into our lives?  He’s no longer the baby in the manger, which was the 

feeding trough of the humble cow.  Now he’s riding another humble beast, the donkey, 

into Jerusalem.  He is not the military might of Pilate and Rome, but he is every inch the 

King, a King who asks much more of us than do the powers-that-be, a King who asks our 

allegiance, loyalty, and love.  A King who asks of us to be ready to loan out our donkey, 

to give of our sweat equity or love or time or resources in ways that promote God’s 

counter-cultural kingdom on this earth.   This Palm Sunday, and this Holy Week, may we 

welcome this Christ as the Lord of our lives.  Amen.   

  


