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Some of you may know that my father was a veterinary surgeon. This meant that as a child I grew up with a veritable menagerie of animals around me.  We would frequently care for creatures that owners no longer wanted until a suitable home could be found. We had gerbils and hamsters, cats, mice, various dogs (including a three-legged one called treacle), a few birds and several lizards. But by far the most interesting addition was a donkey, called Daniel. As children my sisters and I used to ride him sometimes which was good fun, but Daniel was always definitely in control and you could only go where he was willing to take you. You were fortunate indeed if you got him into a trot! The other thing was to remember never to wear red boots or shoes because his eyesight wasn't that good and it was little fun having your foot mistaken for a big juicy carrot – believe me!  Well, perhaps you can see already where this is going. One Palm Sunday it was decided that "wouldn't it be a great idea if we had a real donkey to lead the Palm Sunday procession" Daniel was duly given  
the job and on the day in question the Sunday School children were all decked out in costume (with the de rigueur tea-towels on their heads), and waving palms made from old newspapers. With Daniel in front, we set off for the church, everybody cheering and shouting 'Hosanna!'. Daniel went through the church door, and then stopped, completely blocking the aisle. He resolutely refused to move despite our very best efforts (and several genuine carrots), and to cap it all he left a ‘deposit’ right where everybody had to walk. Suffice it to say, that was Daniel’s one and only Palm Sunday procession. But what of the original Palm Sunday ride, taken by Jesus Christ through Jerusalem? As we soon discover from reading on in this Gospels, that too didn't turn out in the way we would have wanted it either, and it was even more memorable. The donkey, (or the colt in this case) performed to order, but it was the people who were stubborn and it was the fickle, suggestible crowd which made the contrary and unpleasant statement. All was well as Jesus entered the city. So long as he rode the donkey, people were quite happy to shout 'Hosanna' and to join in the festival atmosphere. But in a crowd the mood can change suddenly, and when Jesus dismounted and events begin in earnest (symbolised by his next act, the cleansing of the temple), then it is a different matter and things take a far darker turn. The religious authorities, quickly realising that Jesus is a intolerable threat to their hegemony, waste no time in a plotting a way to eliminate him. What ultimately  
follows, as Jesus is arrested, and tried, and condemned was a travesty, a miscarriage of justice, a connivance by authority both religious and civil with everything that runs counter to decent and  
honourable human behaviour. We, collectively, were at our worst. An innocent man was put to death, and the crowds who had shouted ‘hosanna’ were soon more than ready to shout “crucify him” and to watch him die as though that was an entertainment. If we were to imagine ourselves to be there with that crowd, can we seriously think ourselves to have done any better? [I am not sure.] We have Good Friday to search our hearts and come to an honest answer to this most searching question. But maybe, with all the benefit of hindsight and knowing who Jesus really was, I am being a little too harsh on the people who were there at that first Palm Sunday procession. Looking back to our donkey ride, and the trouble in the porch, I guess Daniel could have been excused for making a mess on the carpet. There were extenuating circumstances – it was very unfamiliar surroundings, and Daniel wasn’t used to so many people all around him, and the noise. I suppose we could do no less for some of those who were involved in what happened to Jesus after he had arrived in Jerusalem–Pilate, maybe, for example. From the Gospel writings it seems likely that  
Pilate did not have an easy life or job to do. Being stuck as governor of Judea would most likely not have been his career aspiration. We know he was there for 10 years; maybe passed over and forgotten by his superiors, or left there as a punishment for the insurrection that Mark tells us took place during his watch. He built an aqueduct to supply the city with water, so the locals had some  
reason to be grateful to him. But alas, no one seems to have loved Pontius Pilate.  St John, in his account gives us some indication of the Jewish scorn of Pilate in Chapter 18 (v28). John writes: "From Caiaphas Jesus was led into the Governor's headquarters. It was now early morning, and  
the Jews themselves stayed outside the headquarters, to avoid defilement so that they could eat the Passover meal. So Pilate came out to them and asked, 'What charge do you bring against this  
man? "Pilate was Caesar's representative. All subjects conceded their rights and privileges to Caesar. You come to him. He certainly doesn't come to you. But the Jews were contemptuous and stayed outside, claiming a religious embargo. So, Pilate climbed down and came out to them, symbolically losing much of his authority in the  matter. From then on it was downhill all the way.
So Pilate was perhaps a vulnerable man in the wrong place at the wrong time–a miscast player, forced to occupy centre stage in the drama of world history in a way he can scarcely have imagined.  Perhaps we more naturally identify with him, rather than with the blood-thirsty crowd, who, incited by the religious leaders, demanded  Jesus’ crucifixion. The events in which Pilate played his part were a travesty of justice; they were cruel and inhuman. It all shouldn't have happened. And yet, somehow, God is in control and there is a profound and mysterious outpouring of God's love towards those who had scorned his Son, taking place right here. It might have been a  
horrendous travesty, but as we will soon discover it was not ultimately a complete tragedy. For St Mark, and supremely for St John, the cross itself was God's greatest moment of glory. Beneath this story of human weakness, and mediocrity and failure, there is the deeper story of God’s redeeming and hope-bringing love, and will, being fulfilled in what happens to Jesus after he enters the holy city on that colt. It is this story that Paul celebrates in the stirring hymn-like passage that we had as our epistle today (a passage which is possibly one of the earliest of all oral traditions about Jesus in the Bible). Paul reminds us that Jesus “who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man humbled himself and became obedient to death––even death  on a cross! Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name…” In Jesus we see perfectly balanced both obedience and glory, and the indication that God  redeems us at great cost to himself, and in solidarity with our own  sufferings. There is no easy grace behind the cross. And we too, as  
part of receiving our redemption, have to be willing to follow  Jesus’ path of obedience and glory.
Thomas Hardy's in his novel, Tess of the D'Urbervilles, which tells of the desperately unhappy life of the heroine Tess, writes the line:'... the President of the Immortals had ended his sport with  
Tess'. Hardy believed in God, but here he seems to picture God as one above, who watches people suffer and possibly even causes that suffering. The events of this coming Holy Week show us that this is not the God whom Jesus bids us call ‘Father’. The donkey ride and the Palm Sunday entrance into the city show us that God does not avoid the chaos and ugliness and mess of this world but rather enters into it, on his way to redeeming it.  Our sin, our weakness our suffering are not simply removed by him, but are transformed. And doesn’t this make his redemption even the more precious to us?

