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                One of the first things you notice about our Scripture lesson today is that it doesn't 
mention anything about palm branches.  No palm branches on Palm Sunday?  It's the other 
three gospels where we read about the palms—and also about the hosannas—which are 
missing in Luke’s version as well. 

                What we do have in our reading for the day is cloaks—cloaks spread on the back of the 
donkey and cloaks spread on the road to make the ride easier.  It's been said that based on 
Luke’s account, today should be called “Cloak Sunday” instead of Palm Sunday! (Kathryn M. 
Matthews, “Into Jerusalem”).   Another feature that is present in Luke 19 is singing.  We read 
that the whole multitude of the disciples is offering up their praises to God “for all the deeds of 
power they had seen.”  One scholar notes that the multitude sings of “peace in heaven” at the 
end of Jesus’ life, just as the angels sang of peace on earth at the beginning of his life (Sharon 
Ringe, Luke, Westminster Bible Companion). 

                But back to the palm branches.  Many years ago when I was touring the Holy Land, I 
found myself in Bethany on Palm Sunday.  The villages of Bethpage and Bethany are, of course, 
mentioned in today's Gospel lesson from Luke.  They are the very places where Jesus speaks to 
two of the disciples about acquiring a colt on that glad day. 

So, I wondered, how would modern people who live in Bethany celebrate Palm Sunday?  
There were no flower shops in sight.  There was no one passing out palms.  Could it be that the 
descendants of those folks who gathered on the first Palm Sunday would not observe this day 
of celebration at all? 

                But then a curious thing happened.  Almost as soon as I thought that, I began to notice 
young boys climbing into the palm trees around Bethany.  They began cutting long palm 
fronds—eight or ten feet long—and throwing them on the ground.  Then the boys started 
dragging the palm branches through the streets.  So, I thought to myself, this is how the locals 
celebrate the triumphal entry.  This is Palm Sunday, Bethany style! 

                But I well remember a Palm Sunday during the 1990's when there were no palm 
branches.  A group of church members and I from my congregation in Corpus Christi were 
spending Palm Sunday weekend ministering to inmates at a maximum security prison near 
Huntsville, Texas.  About 300 inmates and counselors were seated in the prison yard for the 
Sunday morning service.  As different as Palm Sunday had been in Bethany, this day was 
stranger still:  there were no branches at all, no scriptures about the triumphal entry, no songs 
to sing like "Hosanna, Loud Hosanna."  Clearly the "men in white," as they are called, had other 
things on their minds.  But I shall never forget that odd feeling of wanting to celebrate and 



realizing that for these men this day was like any other:  one more 24-hour period to be crossed 
off the calendar.  For them, the only reason to shout "Hosanna" on that Palm Sunday was 
because it meant one day closer to freedom. 

                As I said, Luke’s account of Jesus riding into Jerusalem says nothing about palm 
branches.  It is in Matthew, Mark and John where we read of the people cutting "leafy 
branches."  In Luke’s account, the only praises to be heard on that first Palm Sunday come from 
Jesus’ own disciples, who have witnessed wonderful things during the three years of Jesus’ 
ministry.  And so as Jesus approaches the path going down from the Mount of Olives, the 
disciples, Luke tells us, "began to praise God with a loud voice for all the deeds of power they 
had seen, saying:  'blessed is the King who comes in the name of the Lord!'” 

                When I think of this first Palm Sunday parade, my mind goes to other parades I have 
heard about and witnessed.  During my parent’s time in seminary at Boston University, my 
father was the custodian and my mother was the cook at the national Boy Scout Headquarters, 
located at 45 Beacon Street.  They told me about watching the parade from their front window 
as General Eisenhower rode down Beacon Hill when he returned home from Europe.  In New 
York City, there is the famous "Canyon of Heroes" where celebrities—from astronauts to sports 
stars—are given ticker tape parades.  Each year, a group of us from Hammond Street 
participate during the Gay Pride Parade in Bangor.   

                Needless to say, the triumphal entry 2,000 years ago was quite simple compared to 
what we are used to in the 21st Century.  Bethpage and Bethany are located less than two miles 
east of Jerusalem.  When Jesus instructs two of the disciples to untie a colt, a donkey, and to 
bring it to him, the owners ask why.  The disciples say, "'the Lord has need of it.'"  When they 
bring the colt to Jesus, the disciples place their cloaks on the animal.  Jesus then rides the 
donkey into the city. 

                Throughout history, donkeys have been a favorite animal.  From petting zoos to 
children's stories, everyone seems to love donkeys.  They figure in works ranging from 
Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night's Dream to Pinocchio. You may have heard the Sufi story 
about a smuggler named Nasrad'im who led his pack donkeys across the border every day.  The 
border guards knew he was smuggling something and they searched his donkeys stem to stern, 
but never found a thing.  Finally he retired, a wealthy man, at age thirty and threw a party for 
the border guards.  The guards said, "Nasrad’im, we know you were smuggling, but we couldn't 
catch you.  Now that it's over, please—tell us what you were smuggling?"  He answered, 
"Donkeys" (Joseph R. Jeter, Jr., Re/Membering:  Meditations and Sermons for the Table of Jesus 
Christ). 

                Well, Luke tells us that it was a donkey that led that first Palm Sunday procession.  If 
you lived during the First Century in the Eastern Mediterranean world, processions into the city 
of Jerusalem were common; they happened all the time.  Marcus Borg and John Dominic 
Crossan wrote a book called the Last Week, in which they put together an account of the last 
seven days in the life of Jesus.  The authors picture Pontius Pilate, the Holy Roman Empire’s 
representative, making his entrance from one end of Jerusalem.  And so we have this very un-



holy man, this ruthless leader who traded on brute strength, there to "keep the peace."  Pilate 
typically showed up on Passover days, when the crowds were large and tended to be unruly.  
And so in addition to Pilate riding in on a magnificent warhorse, his processional comes with all 
of the intimidating trappings of Roman power:  troops and flags and weapons. 

                At the other end of the city, however, Borg and Crossan picture Pilate’s polar 
opposite:  Jesus enters on a humble beast of burden.  Unlike Pilate making his entrance on a 
grand warhorse, Jesus chooses to ride a donkey that has never been ridden before.  This is what 
real power looks like, of course.  We know that the man on the donkey comes as the true King 
of Peace (Matthews). 

                It’s been said that as the disciples are cheering Jesus on they are as usual, clueless.  
They don't know what's about to happen in the next few days; today, they're just full of joy and 
expectation.  (Evidently, they haven't been listening any of the times that Jesus said he had to 
suffer and die but would rise again.)  But the Pharisees, like religious leaders in all times…are 
worried.  They seem to have better instincts than most folks about these things, and they can 
sense trouble brewing.  They know about Pilate coming in the other gate of the city--and they're 
not stupid about what can happen if Rome feels threatened even by a ragtag group of religious 
enthusiasts.  Rome steps on people, brutally, and puts them in their place.  So the Pharisees 
fret:  "Teacher," they say, "tell your followers to hush now.  They're going to bring down the heel 
of Rome on all our throats.  Don't Be Causing Trouble" (Matthews). 

                In his commentary on this passage, Fred Craddock says we cannot know for sure why 
the Pharisees wanted Jesus to rebuke the disciples, but he underscores what has just been 
said.  "Perhaps they feared that calling Jesus King would be misinterpreted and create political 
repercussions."  They would not want to lose the few benefits they already had.  Perhaps the 
Pharisees simply disagreed with Jesus and wanted him to know that.  But in any case, Jesus 
ends the passage with a vivid image:  "'I tell you, if these were silent, the stones would shout 
out.'" (Fred B. Craddock, Luke).  

                Earlier in this meditation I spoke about the significance of the donkey—in this Palm 
Sunday passage and throughout history.  Donkeys and humans have worked side by side for 
millennia.  Donkeys have been used as a working animal for at least 5,000 years.  Today there 
are estimated to be 40 million donkeys in the world; most of them, of course, are in 
underdeveloped countries where they are used as pack animals. 

Interestingly, in the Jewish faith donkeys are not considered to be a kosher animal.  In 
fact, they are the ultimate impure animal, "doubly impure" because they are non-ruminants 
and non cloven-hooved.  However, "They are the only impure animals that fall under the 
commandment of firstborn consecration that also applies to humans and pure animals." 
Significantly, the Son of David in Jewish oral tradition "was prophesied riding on a donkey if the 
tribes of Israel are undeserving of redemption" (Wikipedia). 

With the rise of Christianity, the stock of the donkey also began to rise.  While the horse 
came to symbolize a time of war, the donkey was regarded as a sign of peace.  Believers placed 
cross-shaped markings on the backs and shoulders of donkeys to indicate that this beast of 



burden carried Jesus on Palm Sunday.  During the Middle Ages, Europeans used the hair of 
donkeys as folk remedies to cure measles and whooping cough.  One physician, in about 1400 
A.D., listed riding backwards on a donkey as a cure for scorpion stings. 

Donkeys are mentioned many times in the Old and New Testaments.  The animal figured 
prominently in the journey of Moses and his family.  It is believed that, during the flight into 
Egypt, Mary and the Baby Jesus rode on a donkey while Joseph walked next to the animal. 

  If we do a search of all of the references to donkeys in the Bible, a surprising pattern 
begins to emerge.  The donkey, a peaceable animal, becomes a harbinger of death and violence 
in various Old Testament passages and in Luke’s Gospel.  Jesus, who predicted for the disciples 
that a donkey would be waiting to be untied, clearly foresaw his own suffering and death as the 
son of man.   

                In his poem, "The Donkey," G.K. Chesterton speaks of the paradox of this animal—this 
humble beast that on the one hand seems almost like a caricature of itself and on the other the 
animal chosen to carry Jesus into Jerusalem.  Chesterton speaks of the animal's "monstrous 
head and sickening cry and ears like errant wings," and then the donkey says this: 

                Starve, scourge, deride me:  I am dumb; 
                I keep my secret still. 
                Fools!  For I also had my hour;  
                One far, fierce hour and sweet. 
                There was a shout about my ears. 
                And palms before my feet!  
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