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You Will Find Tied There a Colt - 2 

Palm Sunday, 4/10/2022 

I have never quite known what to make of donkeys. They always seem to me like the 

first run of something, a coyote to the stronger, more disciplined wolf, or a cheetah to 

the stronger, more successful lion. There’s just no way to dress one up to make it look 

as good as a horse, though beauty in things equine is oft in the eye of the beholder, 

and many a jenny has found her jack to be plenty ready to help her foal. Those in the 

know tell me that donkeys are the stronger and hardier of the two, the more sure-

footed, and the more affectionate. They can learn as well as can dolphins and dogs, 

and form strong and lasting friendships. They are less likely than horses to collapse 

under pressure, for much the same reason that they are the more stubborn: they need 

to know why they should do something, as well as how to do it. Once they’re 

convinced, they won’t forget. Their memories can stretch back more than a quarter of 

a century.  

So the chances are that the donkey colt on whose back Jesus rode into Jerusalem 

would’ve remembered him for years, and the shouts of “Hosanna!” that went with 

him, and the people lining the roads and laying down cloaks and leafy branches before 

him. Those were more likely impediments than aids for the journey, but the colt 

would’ve learned, even at that young age – donkey colts are males less than four years 

old – that people often do things that are meant to help, but really don’t. He would’ve 

also learned that people can be fickle, and to be careful about trusting their intentions. 

Not for nothing did Orwell make the one donkey in Animal Farm at once wise and 

wary, both of the farmer that abused them and the pigs who led the revolution that 

overthrew him, only to turn into even more devious versions of that old farmer in 

their turn. Old Benjamin, for that was his name, had lived a long time and seen much 
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– including that there was nothing new under the sun, not even wide-eyed dreamers 

or those who preyed upon their dreams. Donkeys, like elephants, never forget. In the 

Bible, they represent very much the anti-horse, the beast of burden instead of the steed 

of war, the thing a common person rides or walks with out in the country or into 

town, not the gallant mount for the monarch or the doomed bearer of the soldier into 

battle. 

So they let him have it – the people of Jerusalem, that is, let Jesus borrow the young 

donkey for his glory ride, his triumph that was not a triumph, his ironic echo of 

Zechariah 9: “Lo, your king comes to you, triumphant and victorious, humble and 

riding a donkey, a colt, the foal of a donkey” (Zech. 9:9). Some of them, surely, knew 

what that passage meant. They knew that when the king rides into town on a donkey 

colt as a symbol of peace, having won back them yet another war to end all wars, all 

will be well. They knew it, or at least they hoped so. In the paradise that that king was 

to bring into being, the Lord would protect his people, sparing them the burden, and 

the Lord would save them. In that place, “Grain shall make the young men flourish, 

and new wine the young women” (Zech. 9:17).  

The leaders in Jerusalem knew it, too – and knew what it meant. Jesus, the sharp-

tongued, sin-forgiving healer from Galilee, was not coming into the city as a warrior, 

or anything like one. He was coming as a bringer of peace, a reminder of the Lord’s 

protection, and an avatar of the Lord’s salvation. He was also coming – and no way to 

avoid it, now – as what you might call the people’s king, someone who had clearly 

won the hearts and minds of the people, and from them earned the right to rule. He 

wanted to do the job, they wanted him to do the job, and he would’ve no doubt rocked 

at it. So why not just let him? 
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The thought never seems to have occurred to them, any more than it ever does to 

unpopular, incompetent, or malevolent rulers when one shows up who is better than 

they are. Seeing such a leader’s goodness excites their malice, and seeing how the 

people love that leader calls forth their envy and pride, and they vow to humble and 

break him, or her. It’s not just Jesus and the priests, et al., in the temple in Jerusalem. 

The dominant families of Rome did it all the time – indeed, saw the popularity and 

competence of anyone who could rule well as their most dangerous enemy and rival. 

Many a general rode to the city in triumphal procession – on a horse, not a donkey – 

only to be wind up knifed in the back by week’s end by those jealous of all he had 

done, and all that he still could do. Et tu, Brute? asked Julius Caesar, rhetorically, of 

the man who he had thought one of his staunchest supporters, much as Jesus will ask 

Judas Iscariot this coming Thursday, “Would you betray the Son of Man with a kiss?” 

Oh, yes – yes, indeed. 

Palm Sunday has always been a service of contrasts – triumph, and tragedy. It’s 

customary to recite the entire Passion Gospel, from Betrayal to the Nails, but I find it 

best to split them up, save the agony and bloody sweat for Good Friday. Today we 

concentrate on a man on a young donkey riding in representing power and peace – 

and the power to make peace last, which is what most people have always wanted from 

their rulers but so rarely been able to have. They wanted – and who does not? – for 

those who had to power to rule to have the will and grace to rule well, the desire and 

the strength to heal them and set them free from all that ails people, even today: sin, 

pain, grief, sorrow, anxiety, abuse, & despair.  

It is the same with us. We, like the people of Jesus’s misgoverned and misled world, 

know what we need to be saved from, and where that salvation comes from. Despite, 

or because of, what happens in Jerusalem at the end of this week, we remember that 
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this day the people of that city welcomed Jesus of Nazareth – the healer, the prophet, 

the guy from the country, whom some had heard of and some even met – with open 

arms, open minds, open hearts, their garments strewn in the ground, and branches of 

palm stretched before them as he made his way into the city in which he would breathe 

his last. So, from branches of palm to a crown of thorns, what a journey that will be. 

He will find, as will we, this week that it is all too common for those we trust to let us 

down, to weaken into sickness or to despair, or to give into all manner of evil and 

wrong. Disciple after disciple will fade away. Some will deny him. One will betray him. 

Most will flee – and this is after he gives them the great words of teaching and comfort 

on which we’ll focus on Maundy Thursday, from John 17 and before. No matter what 

happens to Jesus in the hours and days to come, God’s spirit will be with them, God’s 

grace be upon them, God’s salvation never far away, and God’s glory ultimately 

revealed.  

This week also leads us from human hope to human despair. The great hopes that 

people had that this man would finally come into the city where their leaders, such as 

they were, ruled, and once and for all remove them, replacing them with those who 

could do the job better, and who could act without malevolence, selfishness, 

narcissism, incompetence, and other forms of greed, arrogance, and wrong, and finally 

let the will of God be done on earth, as it is in heaven- for which they in their city, 

and we in our various places, desperately long. But that was not the path that Jesus 

chose, nor was it the path that salvation was to follow for them, and for people of all 

times. So, instead, they would see a good man who rode into town in triumph brought 

low by wicked people – people who were selfish, self-serving, manipulative, 

mendacious, treacherous, and steeped in all manner of other evil, or weakness, which 

often are two sides of the same coin.  
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We will see by next Sunday that all that evil could not keep him down, but it certainly 

could put him down. It serves for me every year as a reminder of how bad people can 

be, but also calls me to think about how good we can be, if we choose to be, as God’s 

grace is always there to help us choose. There is no way to contemplate the events of 

Holy Week, when death and evil seem triumphant at every turn, without reminding 

ourselves of how often that is true, and how often it is unnecessary that it be true. 

People always have the choice to act in and for truth, and against lies; to stand up to 

power when it is misused, abused, and does wrong; to defend the poor and the weak; 

to feed the hungry, clothe those without closing, and give a home to those who do not 

have one; to be kind to the lonely and the castoff; to set the prisoners free; and to 

bring healing by whatever means we might. Human beings are capable of great good, 

which we should always keep in mind, especially this week, when we see that we are 

so readily capable of the other. 

In that spirit, I want to read again this year, as I did in years past, Naomi Shihab Nye’s 

poem “Kindness:” 

Before you know what kindness really is 
you must lose things, 
feel the future dissolve in a moment 
like salt in a weakened broth. 
What you held in your hand, 
what you counted and carefully saved, 
all this must go so you know 
how desolate the landscape can be 
between the regions of kindness. 
How you ride and ride 
thinking the bus will never stop, 
the passengers eating maize and chicken 
will stare out the window forever. 

Before you learn the tender gravity of kindness 
you must travel where the Indian in a white poncho 
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lies dead by the side of the road. 
You must see how this could be you, 
how he too was someone 
who journeyed through the night with plans 
and the simple breath that kept him alive. 

Before you know kindness as the deepest thing inside, 
you must know sorrow as the other deepest thing. 
You must wake up with sorrow. 
You must speak to it till your voice 
catches the thread of all sorrows 
and you see the size of the cloth. 
Then it is only kindness that makes sense anymore, 
only kindness that ties your shoes 
and sends you out into the day to gaze at bread, 
only kindness that raises its head 
from the crowd of the world to say 
It is I you have been looking for, 
and then goes with you everywhere 
like a shadow or a friend.1 

 

Be at peace this Palm Sunday, surrounded by the signs of life and the renewal of hope, 

which are always there, if we look. Look outside; spring is well underway. Trees bloom 

and have bloomed, birds sing and have sung, plants have sent and still send forth their 

shoots, and the world rejoices now that spring in here, though this spring still be in 

the time of war. Life, God’s great gift, goes on. Love, God’s great gift to perfect life 

itself, abides. It will sustain us this week, and at all times. It will remind us to be full 

of love and kindness, to be people of healing and grace, serve the common good and 

not ourselves. It will call us to the humble service, and wise memory, of the donkey, a 

creature free weakness, evil, temptation, and despair. It will have us look carefully at 

each instance where life is renewed, giving thanks for that renewal with all that we are, 

 
1 “Kindness” From Words Under the Words: Selected Poems. Copyright © 1995 by Naomi Shihab Nye. 
Reprinted from Poets.org, where it is used with the permission of the author: https://poets.org/poem/kindness. 

https://poets.org/poem/kindness
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and all that we have. On this day, let us go to Jerusalem rejoicing: our once-and-future 

king is here again. This time, maybe, will we welcome him for real? Amen. 

 


