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So it’s Palm Sunday. Jesus heads towards Jerusalem riding on a donkey, his followers cheering him on, 
waving palm branches and shouting “Hosanna!”, “Lord save us!” He’s heading into Holy Week, the final 
showdown between… Well, between almost everything you can think of: between Jesus and the 
authorities, between God’s kingdom and the empires of the world, between sin and grace, between life 
and death. This is the beginning of the end. And we’re presented with a choice – who are we going to 
follow? Who are you going to trust to save you? 
 
A few years ago, the American pastor Brian Zahnd used a phrase in a Palm Sunday sermon that’s stuck 
with me ever since. He described his travels throughout the world and visiting statues and art galleries, 
and he made this observation: “There’s always some dude on a horse.” And there is – everywhere you 
go, sooner or later you’ll find an image of a man on a horse, representing military power and might. 
These are the heroes of our past, the people we look up to. They ride impressive horses, because that 
fits their status. These are the people who defended us, these are the people who crushed our enemies. 
But you’ll notice that none of them were riding donkeys. 
 
Back in the day, in the days leading up to Passover, Jesus wouldn’t have been the only one involved in a 
parade. Heading towards the other side of the city was something far more impressive. The Roman 
Empire, in the form of Pontius Pilate and his troops, was also arriving to put its foot down, a show of 
strength at a time when the city was full of Passover pilgrims and memories of how God had once freed 
his people from a mighty nation. “Just remember who’s in charge around here,” says Pilate’s procession, 
as he rides into the city on a warhorse, accompanied by chariots and lots of men armed with very sharp 
swords. 
 
Two parades, each representing a very different kingdom. On the one hand we have the superpower, a 
great empire, the most powerful army in the world. On the other hand, we have a grown man on an 
undersized donkey surrounded by a bunch of yokels. Looked at through the world’s eyes, there’s no 
question as to which is the most powerful, and this is where we have to make a choice about who we’re 
going to follow. Because Jesus’s parade looks very different to the sort of power in which the world asks 
us to trust. 
 
But Jesus is announcing the arrival of his Kingdom, the Kingdom of God. This whole parade is a fulfilment 
of a prophecy made by Zechariah – “See, your king comes to you, righteous and having salvation, gentle 
and riding on a donkey”. The donkey is important – 2 Samuel points out that King David’s household was 
known for riding on donkeys and mules. This parade links Jesus with Israel’s greatest king, but Zechariah 
takes it a step further – he’s talking about a king on a donkey who is also the foretold Messiah. This is 
more than a king having a parade to show off his might, it’s about God’s kingdom being inaugurated on 
Earth, an age of peace being brought into being. The bit of the prophecy quoted in Matthew’s gospel is 
Zechariah 9:9, but it doesn’t end there; it goes on to say: 
 

I will take away the chariots from Ephraim 
and the war-horses from Jerusalem, 
and the battle bow will be broken. 
He will proclaim peace to the nations. 
His rule will extend from sea to sea 
and from the River to the ends of the earth 

This is a king who brings peace to the world and reigns not just over a few territories but over the whole 
of creation. There’s no messing about here – Jesus entering Jerusalem like this announces that this 
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king is now here. This is dynamite – it’s no wonder people start cheering and throwing cloaks on the 
ground to be trodden on by a young and nervous donkey. The age of peace, the age of the Messiah, the 
age of God’s kingdom has arrived. And while it wouldn’t arrive in the way everyone was expecting, 
arrive it did). 
 
And so Palm Sunday is an invitation to dance into an upside down Kingdom. You’ve only got to look at it 

to see that: there’s a donkey rather than a stallion, peasants rather than soldiers, a carpenter rather 

than a general. And as with so many things, we’ve got to figure out what that means for us here and 

now. Maybe we’re able to catch a glimpse of that upside-down world in the current situation – suddenly 

we’re honouring people we’ve been guilty of taking for granted – care workers and nurses and 

ambulance drivers. We’re suddenly noticing people who we’ve shamefully treated as invisible or 

unskilled – all those cleaners and delivery drivers who keep the world running. We’re learning 

innovation in how to do church from people who have previously been pushed to the margins, all those 

who are socially isolated and have been using technology to do church for years. The Kingdom of God 

raises up the weak, the neglected, the oppressed, and so often that’s where the Spirit is on the move. 

So we have a chance to practice living in the upside-down Kingdom of Jesus, to follow his odd parade 

through the time of coronavirus. We can practice generosity rather than hording. We can practice 

gratitude rather than entitlement. We can practice hope rather than despair. And when we hear the 

hoofbeats approaching, we can choose to ignore the wardrums and money and prejudices that pretend 

to save us, and instead pick up our palm branches and follow the King on the Donkey. 


