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How to Ride a Donkey 
April 5, 2020 (Palm Sunday) 

 
1) The Background Story of Palm Sunday 

 
a) The story begins near Bethany, about 2 miles from Jerusalem. It happens 

during a feast time for the Jews when Jerusalem is crowded with thousands 
of pilgrims. Jesus had made previous arrangements for getting a donkey and 
now sends his disciples to retrieve the donkey using the simple phrase: The 
Lord needs it now. Then Jesus begins his dramatic entrance into Jerusalem 
riding on the back of a donkey. We can picture this as a living parable. 
 

b) Imagine the excitement of the people that day as they greet Jesus: the 
marvelous preacher of Galilee, the great miracle worker, the one who 
walked on water, the one who gave sight to the blind, the one who raised 
Lazarus from the dead – he is coming to town today! The crowds lined the 
road to Jerusalem waving palm branches in the air, an extravagant 
demonstration in arid Palestine. They placed their garments on the road 
before him, an expensive show of celebration in any country. The crowd 
repeats the chant from the Psalms: “Today is the day of our salvation.” 
 

c) Then, expecting a king carried on a golden throne elevated by slaves, or 
expecting a warrior riding a mighty chariot pulled by powerful horses, or 
expecting the Messiah himself to come riding in on clouds of glory, they are 
shocked when they see Jesus coming into town riding on the back of a 
donkey and crying. 
 

2) In the midst of this festive parade that we celebrate on Palm Sunday, let’s focus 
on the attitude of Christ as he rides into town on a donkey. What is Jesus telling 
us in this living parable? 
 
a) 1st, Jesus comes into Jerusalem on the back of a donkey with an attitude of 

love and peace. Jesus came proclaiming the peace of heaven. 
 
i) Luke 19:38 echoes the words sung by the angels at the birth of Christ: 

“Peace in heaven and glory in the highest.” In Zechariah 9:9 we read the 
prophecy: when the king goes to war he rides on a mighty horse, but 
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when he comes in peace he will be riding on a donkey. There is one time 
in the Old Testament when royalty rides a donkey; it’s when Solomon 
entered Jerusalem following David’s death. Solomon rides on the back of 
a donkey to proclaim that his rule will be an era of peace. 
 

ii) But the expectations of the crowd that day were dramatically different. 
We know that because we have copies of Hebrew poems from that time 
and place giving us their view of the coming Messiah. One of those 
poems read in part: “Gird him with strength that he may shatter the 
unrighteous rulers, that he may purge Jerusalem of the nations that try to 
pull her down to destruction. With a rod of iron, he shall break them into 
pieces. At his rebuke nations shall flee before him, all nations shall be in 
fear of him.” 

 
iii) While riding the donkey and looking at the crowd, Jesus cries out, 

“Would that even today you knew the things that made for peace.” The 
hymn writer is correct: “Not with swords loud clashing or roll of stirring 
drums, but with deeds of love and mercy, thy heavenly kingdom comes.” 

 
b) 2nd, Jesus comes into town on the back of a donkey with an attitude of 

humility and lowliness. 
 
i) In our day even more than in the 1st century, the donkey stands as the 

very symbol of humility, foolishness, and lowliness. The poet pictures 
the donkey with these words: “With monstrous head and sickening cry 
and ears like errant wings, /The devil’s walking parody of all four-footed 
things.” 
 

ii) In stark contrast to all the outward trappings of pomp and royalty, Jesus 
comes riding on a donkey. The paradox of that royal entrance into 
Jerusalem would lead to a mock coronation with a crown of thorns and a 
mock enthronement on a rugged cross. No one in the crowd that day 
understood Jesus Christ. They were blinded by what they wanted for their 
own glory. They never grasped his message of humility. 

 
iii) In the rock opera, Jesus Christ Superstar, there’s a scene of the Last 

Supper where Jesus stands in darkness at the front of the stage saying 
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quietly, “For all you care this could be my blood and my body.” 
Meanwhile Simon Peter is in the spotlight at the center of the stage 
singing as loudly as he can: “Always knew that I’d be an apostle,/Knew 
that I could make it if I tried,/So when I retire I can write a gospel,/And 
they’ll know about me when I’ve died.” 

 
iv) How true are the words, “His ways are not our ways, neither are his 

thoughts our thoughts?” We need to learn from Christ how to live in 
humility. 

 
c) 3rd, Jesus comes into town on the back of a donkey willing to pay a high 

price. It is costly to ride a donkey into Jerusalem. 
 
i) Look at the audacity of this act. Jesus is living under the ban of the 

Jewish hierarchy. John 11:57 tells us that if anyone knew of the presence 
of Christ they should provide that information to the rulers so that they 
might arrest him. Yet, with a price on his head, Jesus plans a parade and 
comes openly into the city. Arranged by Christ, there is no way his 
entrance will go unnoticed by anyone. 
 

ii) Look at the other events of that last week in the life of Jesus: he washes 
the disciples’ feet, he is betrayed, he is arrested, he is denied, he is 
beaten, he carries the cross, and he dies in anguish. You see, there is a 
high cost for riding donkeys into Jerusalem. As he nears the city on the 
back of a donkey, he breaks into tears. Why? Because in all their 
celebration the crowd never grasped the truth that riding a donkey is 
serious business. You’ve got to be ready to pay a very high price. 

 
d) In summary: Jesus came riding on a donkey in peace, humility, and ready to 

pay a high price. That is what it took for Christ to ride a donkey that day. 
 

3) Now, let’s apply this living parable to our lives today. 
 
a) Soren Kierkegaard said: “Nothing is more dangerous to true Christianity, 

nothing more contrary to its nature, than to get persons to assume light 
mindedly the name of Christian, as if it were something one is, as simply a 
matter of course.” 
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b) We think we are also entering the holy city, yet as we go we try to carry with 

us feelings of hatred and anger, we try to keep our boastful pride, and we 
want to ride without ever paying much of a price. But Jesus taught us the 
only way to enter Jerusalem is riding a donkey in peace and love, in 
humility, and ready to pay a high price. 
 

c) We want to ride with hate and anger, not with peace and love. 
 
i) In his Prison Meditations Father Delp writes: “We have crossed the 

mysterious limit set by Providence and entered a new era. We have in 
one sense passed the point of no return, the beginning of the end. There’s 
been a violent disruption of society and a radical overthrow of Christian 
culture. The patterns of Christianity have all but collapsed.” We can only 
hope that his outlook was too morbid and too pessimistic, but unless we 
learn to center our lives on the peaceful love of Jesus Christ, I fear Father 
Delp is very accurate. 
 

ii) I remember as a young child going with my brothers on a fishing trip 
overnight in a large houseboat. The boat had an opening that allowed you 
to fish from inside the boat. Getting up at night to use the bathroom, I fell 
through that opening and into the water below. The lights were all turned 
off and there was nothing but darkness above my head. My brother did 
the one thing that saved my life that night. When he heard a splash, he 
shined a flashlight and put his hand down into the water. The light of 
love and the hand of peace are all that can save us from the darkness of 
hate that surrounds us. W. H. Auden is right when he yells out, “We who 
are about to die demand a miracle!” That miracle has happened in the 
peace and love of Jesus Christ. 
 

d) We want to ride with pride, not humility. 
 
i) Dante described the lowest regions of hell as populated by those who 

have the word “pride” written across their forehead. We live in an age 
that glorifies prideful self-service, that honors aggression and 
assertiveness, and that scoffs at Christian humility and submission. 
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ii) Bill Leonard tells the story of going as a child to the Southwest Fat and 
Stock Show in Fort Worth. He was fascinated by the rodeo clowns in 
their painted faces, baggy pants, and outrageous antics. But when a 
cowboy was thrown off an animal and in danger of being trampled, those 
clowns went to work and put their lives on the line distracting the wild 
animal. Leonard suggests that is a very good picture of Christian 
ministry. We may look different in our baggy pants of outdated ethics, in 
our painted faces of piety and faith, and with our strange actions of a 
sacrificial lifestyle. But when someone is down and hurt in the midst of 
life, we are called to put ourselves on the line to help, to rescue, and to 
save. 

 
e) We want to ride without paying the price. 

 
i) To ride a donkey means to be willing to pay the cost of discipleship. It 

means seeing our lives as an opportunity to serve Jesus Christ 
sacrificially, just as Jesus poured his life out for us. I heard the founder of 
Habitat for Humanity, Millard Fuller address a congregation one night. 
He recalled the old song, “I surrender all, I surrender all, all to Jesus I 
surrender, I surrender all.” But then he said, “Let’s be honest. If those 
words reflect our true lifestyle we would be singing, “I surrender maybe 
10%.” Isn’t that true? Scripture puts it very plainly: when Christ calls us 
to be his disciples, he bids us come and die. 
 

4) Conclusion – Let’s change the story of Palm Sunday. Let’s change the text to 
read like this: The Lord comes to you saying, “I have need of you.” We want to 
answer: “You can have the donkey from my stable, you can have a horse from 
my field, you can have the cattle from my pasture, and you can have the money 
from my bank.” But that is not what Christ is asking. He comes asking not for 
yours, but for you. On this Palm Sunday can we come to the master and learn of 
him how to ride a donkey in peace, in humility, and ready to pay a high price? 
After all, that’s the only way to ride into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday. 


