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Palm Monday. It was the day after. The donkey woke up, his mind still savoring the afterglow of the most exciting day of his life. Never before had he felt such a rush of pleasure and pride. And so he walked into town and found a group of people by the well. “I’ll show myself to them,” he thought.

But they didn’t notice him. They went on drawing their water and paid him no mind.

“Throw your garments down,” he said crossly. “Don’t you know who I am?” They just looked at him in amazement.

Someone slapped him across the tail and ordered him to move. “Miserable heathens!” he muttered to himself. “I’ll just go to the market where the good people are. They will remember me.”

But the same thing happened. No one paid any attention to the donkey as he strutted down the main street in front of the marketplace.

“The palm branches! Where are the palm branches!” he shouted. “Yesterday, you threw palm branches!” Hurt and confused, the donkey returned home to his mother.

“Foolish child,” she said gently. “Don’t you realize that without him, you are just an ordinary donkey?”

Today is Palm Sunday; flush with the excitement of spring and parades. It is easy for us to have fond thoughts about this day. As a prelude to Easter it is the wake-up call to come out of our homes, enjoy the weather, commune with your neighbors, and celebrate the fact that Jesus is coming into his own. After a year, maybe two or three, Jesus brings his populous ministry to the city. He rocks. He is a star. They treat him like a king, laying their garments and palms before him. It is the red carpet of his day. Hence, we call it Palm Sunday.

Rev. David Schrader, senior pastor of Grace United Methodist Church in South Bend thinks we ought to call this day “Donkey Sunday.” (Which I am sure the donkey, who in my mind sounds a bit like Eddie Murphy, would prefer as well).

As an argument for the name change, Schrader offers that the palm is only specifically named in the Gospel of John while the donkey is discussed in all four Gospels. Also, the symbol of the palm is not exclusively Hebrew but has general Middle Eastern roots, probably originating in Assyria as a symbol for life. It does not relate specifically to prophecy about the coming of the Messiah.

Indeed, the palm is most frequently used in pagan symbolism, but the donkey is distinctively tied to prophecy about the coming of the Messiah. The prophet Zechariah proclaimed, “Behold your king, who rides into Jerusalem on a donkey’s colt; upon the foal of a donkey.” (9:9)

So, shall we rename this day “Donkey Sunday?” I am sure the donkey thinks so after being so rebuffed on Palm Monday when the people paid him “never-no-mind.”

But it wasn’t only the donkey that could have felt let down. Mark’s rendition of this story always leaves me a little sad. We celebrate this triumphal entry; we celebrate this beautiful culmination of Jesus ministry. There are many who think he is the One. He has brought so much hope and healing, so much grace and goodness. We read the story identifying with those who are rejoicing in his presence, because in this sea of life where we feel tossed to and fro, barely keeping our heads above water, comes this beacon, this buoy, this life-saver. In the midst of this sea of briny life where we can claim so much as evil, is this island of goodness we call Jesus Christ.

But the celebration is so short lived. We come to the end of the parade and all the good cheer seems to vanish. Mark tells us that he then entered Jerusalem and went to the temple, looked around and said, “You know, it’s getting late. Let’s call it a day.” I get the sense that all the accolades while coming to the city, vanished as he entered. It was business as usual when he went to the temple. His rock star status at the edge of the city seems to have vaporized. The party was over.

And I think it ticked Jesus off a bit, because if you read the couple of verses after our lesson, Jesus was upset that a fig tree that he passed had no fruit on it for him to eat, so he zapped it dead.

Of course, I believe all of this is purposefully told so as not to hide the dichotomy we experience in life – good and evil. We celebrate the goodness of Jesus’ ministry and the place we put him in our lives as sovereign, only to be quickly confronted by the evil that the rest of the week represents. How do we extract our faith out of this mine of good and evil? Who is God that so readily allows good and bad things to happen?

That of course is a conversation that Christians have had throughout the centuries. If God is good, why does God allow bad things to happen? If God loves us so, why does God allow tragedy to happen to us?

In the case of Mackenzie Philips, the central character in the book The Shack that we have been using this Lenten season, why would God allow his sweet little ten year old daughter, Missy, innocent to the world with so much potential, be abducted and murdered? Why can a God we call good allow such evil?

I am not sure it is a question we can answer fully in our humanness. We don’t seem to be working with full knowledge. There is still so much that remains a mystery and out of the radar of our perception. Young, in his book The Shack, makes that point when Mack is working in the garden that Sarayu, the manifestation of the Holy Spirit, is tending. You see, Mack has been living in a tremendous funk these past few years since the murder of his daughter, when he gets an invitation to spend a weekend with God. The premise of The Shack is what a weekend with God might be like. There, Mack meets God in Trinity: Papa, Jesus, and Sarayu.

So Mack is helping Sarayu in the garden and they are talking about poisonous plants. And Mack asks, “Why make poisonous plants at all?” We’ve been there. We’ve asked that question. Why on God’s good green earth are there mosquitoes? Well, they’re food for frogs and fish. And they can’t eat anything else. They have to have this pesky little blood-sucking, disease carrying wisp of evil? Sarayu responds to Mack, “Your question presumes that poison is bad.” She continues, “Many of these so-called bad plants, contain incredible properties for healing or are necessary for some of the most magnificent wonders when combined with something else.” Sarayu concludes, “Humans have a great capacity for declaring something good or evil, without truly knowing.”

There is no sentence in the book that rings truer for me than that one. We are persons with a great capacity to judge without truly knowing. We know very little about the history of why people or things are what they are. We have no capacity to see into the future in order to put present reality into perspective. And yet we are very quick to label something good or bad.

Does that then mean there is no evil? Just ignorance? I am not sure I am ready to dive head first into that camp, but it is certainly worth keeping an open mind to. When we think of evil, we often think of an objective force that is out to do harm. And when one looks around it is certainly hard to see otherwise, again with our limited understanding.

Sarayu makes another curious comment when she tells Mack that “evil is a word we use to describe the absence of good…” She explains:

…just as we use the word darkness to describe the absence of Light or death to describe the absence of Life. Both evil and darkness can only be understood in relation to Light and Good; they do not have any actual existence. So, removing yourself from me will plunge you into darkness. Declaring independence will result in evil because apart from me, you can only draw upon yourself. (pg. 136)
Later in the book God succinctly puts it this way, “All evil flows from independence, and independence is your choice.”
I am not sure that makes me feel any better about the evil we experience in the world. All of a sudden it’s my fault. No longer can I blame some objective force roaming the cosmos randomly (or systematically) throwing malevolent spears at me. No longer can I rail against a God who seems too aloof to care that I am suffering down here. But evil being a lack of relationship with God, if not personally, at least collectively, this quest for independence that the human race has is the source of the evil we experience. What am I supposed to do with that?

There is only one thing to do with that isn’t there? Seek to be in constant relationship with God. Our joy doesn’t come from staking out our own little kingdom in the universe, but joining God in the entirety of God’s universal realm.

When we do, does that mean bad things will quit happening to us? Unlikely. 
Jesus road into town as a local hero and was treated as a king by the populous because in him people saw God; all this just before the worst week in his life. His fortunes changed when the people realized that he did not come as the troubadour for independence, but with a message of obedience unto God. And it was his obedience, his complete trust that God would move with him through the evil he would experience, that produced the greatest good. It is only in hindsight that we can name the Friday that humanity was at its worst and call it Good. Because we have seen how God can take the evil in our lives and use it for good.

In many ways the donkey’s story is our story. When we carry Christ with us, the road will open up before us. But when we go off on our own and try to strut it alone, we’re just and an a-…. We’re just a donkey.

May that not be true in your life or in mine. Amen.
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