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 Finally, finally, finally the day has come.  Finally!  Finally Jesus gets to the climax of his 

ministry.  It’s taken him a long time, but finally he arrives at the gates of Jerusalem, the capitol 

city and center of the universe for the Jewish people.  Finally he is poised to make his triumphal 

entry.  

 I stress the “finally,” because, I think that’s how the disciples must have felt that first 

Palm Sunday.  After all, Jesus’ has been heading in this direction for some years now.  He began 

his work out in the desert, when he was baptized by John and declared that the Kingdom of 

God was imminent.  His Kingdom movement then moved to Galilee, where he called some 

fishermen to leave their nets and families to become his students.  Wandering around in that 

backwater province, Jesus healed and taught about the arrival of the long-awaited “Kingdom of 

God.”  And during this wandering he spoke of the time when he would “need to go up to 

Jerusalem.”  There, finally, he would confront head-on the Roman powers oppressing God’s 

people.  There, finally, the reign of God would reach its glorious climax.  There, finally, Jesus 

would put on his crown, establish his rule, take this most holy of cities back for God.  Or so his 

disciples believed. 

 And those disciples have been chomping at the bit.  Just one chapter earlier in Mark, 

two of them, James and John, had asked Jesus, “Jesus, when we get to Jerusalem, and you 

become king, let us sit at your left hand and your right hand.” Dreams of power and glory fill 

their imagination.   

 And finally here those disciples are, at the city limits of Jerusalem, with victory in sight.  

And they’re are getting in line for their triumphal parade, they’re unfurling their palm branches 

(which would be like waving the flag), they’re jostling each other for the status of marching just 

behind Jesus at the head of the line.  And now, finally, comes the moment when Jesus gives 

them their marching orders:  “Alright, men, we’re ready to go.  Here’s what you need to do--go 

find me a donkey.  (The word in our text is “colt,” but other gospels make clear we’re talking 

about a colt of a donkey.)  That’s right, a donkey.   I need a donkey.  So go find me one, that’s 

your job.” 

 And I can just see the jaw of James and John drop.  What?   We’ve come to march into 

Jerusalem and seize it.  We’ve come to sing hosannas and wave palm branches and sit at your 

right hand, in power, and prestige, and glory.  And you’re assigning us to donkey duty? 

 I have something to confess to you.  I’ve read this very familiar Palm Sunday story many 

times, over many years.  And this year I’ve seen something I’ve never quite seen before.  That is 

that Mark, the writer, spends over half of the verses in his Palm Sunday account giving us the 

mundane details of the disciples getting a donkey for Jesus to ride into Jerusalem.  Of the 233 

words in this text, 145 have to do with the trivia of the disciples locating, haggling over, and 

outfitting a donkey.  That’s 62% of the story.  The hosannas and palm branch waving that we 

usually focus on take up 38 words. That’s only 16% of the story.  And Jesus actually being on the 

donkey only gets even less, only 5 words—“and he sat on it.”  That’s a mere 2%.  For some 

reason, the emphasis of our scripture is on the mechanics of how the disciples are to obtain the 

donkey—where to go to find it, what kind to seek, what to do, what to say. 



 The gospel of John tells the Palm Sunday story differently. There, Jesus comes into 

Jerusalem on foot. The crowd gets caught up in the frenzy of welcoming the new "king" to 

town, waving palm branches and shouting political slogans. It’s then when Jesus himself grabs a 

donkey that’s standing there, and sits upon it, as if to say, "I'm not the kind of king you are 

expecting."  

 But in Mark's Gospel, finding the donkey is the disciple’s job.  And—while Jesus’ 

transportation is not insignificant--Mark takes more time than we might think necessary telling 

us about picayune details of their assignment to donkey duty.  I wonder why. 

 But before we ask that question, let me ask you another.  How do you feel about 

donkeys.  Would you like to have a donkey?  Would you consider placing a porcelain  donkey 

lawn ornament in your front yard?  Would you be proud to be identified with a donkey?   

 Some years ago Julie and I taught in a Bible school in the West African country of Ghana 

with Mennonite Board of Missions.  Ghana then had about 12 Mennonite churches, all small, 

most of them in rural areas.  These churches were quite poor.  So Mennonite Board of Missions 

decided to send an agriculturalist from Manitoba to help these farmers improve their farms.  

The Ghana Mennonite Church wanted to set up church-run farms, that would generate income 

for the church, including salaries for the pastors, who were very poorly paid.  And they were 

asking for tractors and trucks to allow them to create these farms.  But the agriculturalist had 

different ideas.  He thought such expensive machines would not be practical, that they’d be 

difficult for the Ghana Mennonites to maintain.  His idea was to use more “appropriate 

technology,” something more suited to the conditions there. So instead of tractors, he 

proposed donkeys.  This proposal caused some consternation among the Ghana Mennonites:  

“Ha, you can’t be serious,” the leaders said.  “People will laugh at us, they’ll call us the donkey 

church.”  Things really got into a flutter when Mennonite Board of Missions produced a photo 

calendar, using a photo for each month from the different countries they worked in.  Can you 

guess the photo they chose for Ghana?  You got that right—a farmer driving a team of donkeys.  

And now those Mennonites were really annoyed.  “Now we are known as the donkey church!”  

Technologically, those donkeys may have been appropriate for those Ghanaian farmers.  

Culturally, they were a humiliation. 

 Which is what I suspect Jesus’s disciples might be feeling right now—a little humiliated.  

In Jesus’ day, donkeys were seen rather like in Ghana--as lowly, unseemly beasts, and donkey 

drivers had a reputation for being wicked rascals.  And so what an unbecoming order Jesus 

gives.  Here the disciples are, on the cusp of glory and greatness, ready to march into the city 

and crown Jesus King.  But now they’re being told to go wheel and deal with some scheming 

donkey trader, slipping around in some dingy stable, hip deep in muck, trying wrestle a balky, 

braying beast out for Jesus to sit on.  At least Jesus could have asked them to go find a horse, a 

war horse like the Roman generals would ride.  A donkey for a king?  And donkey duty for the 

king’s ministers-in-waiting?  That’s slave’s work.  Some glory.  Some reward for being a follower 

of Jesus.   

 So why does Mark spend so much time in his Palm Sunday story talking not about the 

hosannas but about disciples’ going off to fetch a donkey?  When you stop to think about it, 

there are quite a few mundane, humble little chores in the church, that are pretty far from the 

power and the glory of standing up here every Sunday.  We’ve been having this series of very 



good worship services for Lent.  And for these services to happen somebody had to plan them.  

That somebody is called a worship committee.  Do you know our worship committee?   My 

guess would be that some of you could not name all the members of our worship committee 

that works hard so that we can have these worship services every Sunday.  Those folks don’t 

get a lot of glory.  Do you know how we got this cloth symbol of the upside-down, inside-out 

ways of God that has been gracing this table for the last 5 weeks?  We didn’t order it from some 

church supply house. It didn’t just drop down from heaven.   Someone made it.   Do you know 

whose hands made it? 

 And these offering plates that we recently passed, do you know about them?  We use 

them every Sunday.  Do you know where they come from?  They were hand-made years ago by 

Jim Fretz, a former member here who has died.  Had he not made them, we’d might be using 

dishpans to collect our offering (like they did in Ghana), or, more likely, impersonal assembly-

line-made offering plates.  Jim also made this candle stand.  Did you know that?  These items 

that every week help us worship God, and that we take for granted, were made years ago by 

someone we probably don’t think of very often, as a labor of love for this church.   

 The wheels of the church really are lubricated not by the ones who stand up in the 

limelight, but by persons who do the ordinary, routine, sometimes tiresome and unheralded 

tasks that need to be done—we might say, by the donkey fetchers.  Taking a chocolate pie 

when we hear that someone’s loved one has died.  Speaking a simple word of “I’m praying for 

you” when we hear that someone is going through a rough time.  Making sure that the worn 

out shingles of this building are replaced, so we can keep dry when we come here each week.  

Keeping up a historical cabinet, to keep us in touch with our historical and theological roots.  Do 

you know all the people here who keep our heads dry, and keep our historical cabinet up to 

date? 

 That’s what serving Jesus, and others, with energy and love often boils down to. Looking 

quietly after mundane, humble, usually inglorious details of the work of the church.  Like driving 

people to church who do not drive.  Providing company and food and maybe Bible study to 

someone shut in by injury or illness.  Helping with an “Out of the Cold” program for homeless 

people nobody else really cares about.  Visiting people in nursing homes who aren’t quite sure 

who you are.  Just sitting with someone who is depressed or coming apart at the seams.  

Leading worship when your stomach is filled with butterflies.  Showing up for committee 

meetings and speaking a quiet word.  Getting worship bulletins ready every Sunday.  Making 

sure the burned-out light in the restroom gets changed.  Chasing down a donkey for Jesus at 

the last minute, so that he can get into Jerusalem and make Palm Sunday happen. 

  Sometimes it really is a great and noble thing to be a disciple of Jesus.  In Mark, Jesus 

sends them out to preach, and heal, and cast out demons.  Mighty works, all of these, all done 

in the public eye, garnering public acclaim.  And then, in the gospels, Jesus also assigns his 

disciples to humble, unspectacular and thankless tasks--getting a boat ready, finding food for a 

crowd, pushing a pathway through a crowd so Jesus can get through, getting the room ready 

for his last supper, going at the last minute to fetch an unruly donkey.  Imagine--had his 



disciples refused that small detail—had they said “sorry Jesus, donkey duty is beneath us,” or, 

“no Jesus, there are bigger and better things we should be doing now,” there might not have 

been a Palm Sunday.  No hosannas, no palm branches, no establishment by Jesus of his very 

unkinglike Kingdom  

 So yes, on Palm Sunday, Mark takes us back to the hosannas, and the palm waving, and 

and the parade of a humble Jesus riding into the clamorous city that will soon hang him on the 

cross.  And then, there’s something just as important that Mark wants us to take away from 

that first Palm Sunday.  That is that Jesus depends on his followers to take care of the trivial but 

necessary details for his ministry.  That Jesus’s friends’ attention to humble, inglorious tasks 

enable Jesus to do his most important work, work that we sometimes call “salvation.”  That it’s 

through fetching donkeys that you and I prepare the way of the Lord.  

 


