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So, I don’t want you all to be disappointed, but in our worship planning meeting for Palm 
Sunday, Brent, Dan, and I had something pretty awesome cooked up for today. We were going to 
have the Emmaus kids do a skit, acting out the parts of the disciples as they prepare for Jesus to 
enter Jerusalem. Dillon, our official church dog, was going to be the donkey, of course, although 
we decided against having anyone climb on his back. That’s not really a 
donkey-who-is-actually-a-dog thing. But we were going to have all the kids toss cloaks on him 
and tell us the story of the triumphal entry in their own words. It would have been epic. Brent 
had written a chorus for the choir to lead and us all to sing together as we followed Dillon and 
the kids into the sanctuary, waving our palms. I wish you could’ve heard it. It was a pretty catchy 
tune. This was going to be a celebration, one that brought us together and made us smile. It 
would have really set our hearts in a good place for worship. Next year at Emmaus! 

For now, we’ll just have to imagine the scene. The disciples and Jesus have arrived at 
their destination. They are on the outskirts of Jerusalem, about to enter the Holy City. From the 
way Jesus acts here, we get the sense that he is well aware of what awaits him. Jesus, finally 
revealing to the world who he is, tells his disciples to go get him a donkey. A donkey that would 
meet the symbolic requirements of a King, who should not arrive like just anybody else. Now the 
fact that he’s riding a donkey at all is both highly significant and also rather humdrum at the 
same time. From a worldly perspective, Jesus could not have chosen a humbler ride. Sure, he’s 
not strolling in like any old person, but he’s not cruising around in the S-Class Mercedes chariot 
of the ancient world either. He comes on a donkey.  

Jesus is coming as a king, but a most unlikely king. This is a king who until now has 
always traveled by foot; he hasn’t been carried in chariots and litters upon the shoulders of 
slaves. Jesus hasn’t wanted to be heralded and trumpeted everywhere he has gone. Quite the 
opposite, actually. He’s waited to share his true identity with the world. But for this occasion, 
Jesus gives in. He allows the celebration of his arrival to go forward, fulfilling what had been 
spoken through the prophet, who said, "Tell the daughter of Zion, look, your king is coming to 
you, humble, and mounted on a donkey.” 

Jesus’ disciples go to fetch the donkey and bring it back to him. Then they spread their 
cloaks over the donkey and the road. Gathered crowds bring branches to lay before him. It 
always struck me as odd that people would go out of their way to put branches in Jesus’ path. 
Most people try to clear the road of branches so they don’t block the way. This time, however, it 
makes sense for these branches to be on the road. They would form a soft, green pavement for 
the hooves of the Lord’s donkey. 



So that is the scene Matthew has painted outside of the Jerusalem walls. But what if we 
tried to picture what is going on just beyond the edge of this scene, in the great city itself? What 
is the discussion like inside Jerusalem? 

I can almost imagine the whispers in the city market. I imagine two merchants chatting. 
“I hear there’s another ‘messiah’ coming to town. Have you heard what people say about him? 
They say he heals the sick, casts out demons, miraculously provides food for those around him. 
Do you think he’s the one who has come to save us from these oppressive Romans? Should we 
join the crowd and go out to meet him?” 

They are asking this question because there is a cost involved with welcoming people 
who are would-be messiahs. You see, Jesus was not the only one to stroll into Jerusalem with a 
band of followers that said he was the true Messiah. Others had come before him. And others 
had been slaughtered by the Roman forces, and their supporters killed, tortured, or run-off. It was 
a dangerous thing to receive one of these would-be kings. 

Jesus knew all that. I can almost imagine Jesus looking around at the crowds and 
knowing they would have to disperse, have to abandon him in a few short days once the 
authorities arrested him and condemned him to die. It must have taken a lot of courage for him to 
get up on the donkey, in effect publicly proclaiming that he was a king, one who was coming 
into the holy city to make some waves. 

There’s a scene in the movie, “The Two Popes,” in which Cardinal Bergoglio had just 
been elected Pope by the conclave of cardinals, in spite of his reluctance to take on the 
monumental task of leading the entire Roman Catholic Church. He had been chosen because of 
his reputation as a reformer—a leader who would remember the poor, use compassion to decide 
how church doctrine should be enforced, and lead the church to ask important questions about its 
identity and mission in the twenty-first century. In this scene, Cardinal Bergoglio politely refused 
the papal cloak and the traditional red leather shoes. He also politely refused the bejeweled 
crosses that signal the high position of the pope. But he did keep on his plain silver cross and his 
white cassock, and readied himself to greet the gathered crowds and begin his life as Pope 
Francis. He takes a deep breath, and then moves onto the balcony to meet the gathered crowds. 

There’s something about these two great men, Jesus and Pope Francis, one a savior and 
both reformers. They chose to come to the world as humble leaders. They did not worry about all 
the pomp and circumstance that went with being important. They didn’t try to focus attention on 
themselves, but rather on the mission to which God called them—breathing life and hope into the 
church and into the world.  

But that’s the precise reason that we can follow Jesus and claim him as messiah and 
Lord. Jesus led from a place of humility and conviction, knowing that his job was not to bring 
glory to himself, but to point people to God. Jesus could facilitate that by working for justice, 
peace, and reconciliation. As Jesus took a deep breath and headed into Jerusalem, he walked 
ahead toward the cross. But in between his grand entrance and his arrest and death, he cleared 



the temple of money-changers, honored the widow’s mite, and continued to reveal the kingdom 
of God to his followers.  

There’s something comforting in extraordinary times about knowing who you follow. By 
taking time to tell the story of our humble Lord today and throughout this week, we center 
ourselves in our faith. As we continue to observe Holy Week, we find ourselves coming out of 
the discombobulation of this time and planting ourselves on solid ground. We may not be waving 
palm branches and singing and following Dillon and the kids into the sanctuary today, we may 
not share the Lord’s supper with one another on Thursday, and yet, our hearts are in a good place 
for worship. With Jesus, we turn our gaze toward God and God’s world, and despite the chaos 
and heartache, we take a deep breath and hear the invitation that our Lord extends to us—to 
follow him into the mission we all share—breathing life and hope into the church and into the 
world.  
 
 
 


