Living Lent

The Animals Tell The Story

First Week In Lent

The Donkey Reveals A Peaceful Savior

Drama

"They brought the donkey and the colt, and placed 

their cloaks on them, and Jesus sat on them." Matthew 21:7
Zechariah 9:8-10 -- Philippians 2:5-11 -- Matthew 21:1-11


Prof:
Well, good afternoon to you, Nico! I was wondering if you'd show up. I thought you might still think I was just a loony old man.


Juanico:
Oh no, Professor Junglefuss. You convinced me the fox could tell the story of Jesus and so now I'm back to see what Jenny the donkey has to say. Besides, you promised me a job, remember?


Prof:
Sure I remember, Nico. And I'm not any younger than I was last week, so I still need your help. Jenny's waiting. Use that pitchfork to get a flake off that alfalfa bale and I'll put some oats in this bucket and we'll give Jenny her dinner.


Juanico:
Sure thing, Professor. You know, I've been thinking about it and I bet I already know what Jenny's going to tell me about Jesus. I bet she's going to tell me how a donkey carried the Virgin Mary all the way to Bethlehem where Jesus was born.


Prof:
Actually, Nico, the Bible doesn't say anything about Mary riding a donkey, or even whether donkeys were in the stable at Bethlehem. But there are lots of other references to donkeys in the Bible.


Juanico:
That just shows you how much I know. Let's give Jenny her food and then you can tell me about it. Say, isn't Jenny kind of small? I've seen dogs almost that big.


Prof:
Well, Nico, she's just under four feet tall and that's pretty standard. Donkeys can be as small as a large dog or as big as a horse. It all depends on what they're bred for; you know, what you want to use them for. Besides, a donkey doesn't have to be very big if all she's going to do is talk.


Juanico:
Could you ride a donkey this big?


Prof:
Sure, you could. That's one reason they're so popular. They can carry big loads for their small size and don't mind doing it.


Juanico:
I heard that donkeys are stubborn.


Prof:
That's just another old wives' tale. Donkeys aren't stubborn. They're just very cautious. They're happy to do anything you ask of them unless they think it's dangerous. They're a lot smarter than horses, and some people I might add, in that regard.


Juanico:
Could that be an introduction to Jenny's story?


Prof:
You're wise to me now, aren't you, Nico? The Old Testament is full of donkey stories. My favorite is the story of Balaam's ass. 


Juanico:
I'm listening. 


Prof:
Well, Nico, once the children of Israel were about to cross from the wilderness into Moab. Balak, Moab's king, wanted to keep them out. So he hired Balaam to curse them. But when Balaam went to meet with the king, Balaam's donkey refused to cooperate.


Juanico:
What did it do, sit down in the road?


Prof:
It did, actually. But first it saw something Balaam couldn't see, blinded as he was by money. The donkey saw an angel with a sword blocking the road. She sensed the danger and forced Balaam's foot against a wall, crushing it. Then, the angel moved on a bit further to a narrow place where there was no room to turn. So the donkey just lay down.


Juanico:
What did Balaam do? 


Prof:
He dismounted and began beating the donkey with his staff, trying to make her go. At that point the donkey actually spoke to Balaam. She reminded Balaam that she'd been a faithful donkey. She asked him if she'd ever been in the habit of just stopping for no reason. Balaam had to say, "No."


Juanico:
That must have really been funny, a donkey talking to her master and him answering her back!


Prof:
To us, yes, but the LORD didn't think it was funny. He opened Balaam's eyes to see the angel and then scolded Balaam for his cruelty and foolishness. The donkey was actually keeping Balaam from doing something very wrong, cursing God's people.


Juanico:
Did Balaam ever curse the people?


Prof:
He tried again and again, but every time, all he could do was bless Israel instead of curse them.


Juanico:
Well, I don't want my foot crushed, so I guess I'd better listen. So, other than transportation, what else is a donkey good for?


Prof:
I've studied animals all my life, and I'm still amazed at what donkeys can do.


Juanico:
Like what? 


Prof:
Donkeys have special qualities that have endeared them to farmers for centuries. They're not aggressive, except when defending their young. They're so naturally protective, they can be trained to defend sheep and goats, driving away wolves or thieves if they sense danger. Farmers find them helpful in halter breaking calves and horses. They have a calming and soothing effect on the other animals. If the donkey's not afraid, neither are they.


Juanico:
I had no idea.


Prof:
And that's not all. They're so calm and affectionate, they make great companions for those with special needs--both physical and mental. And being cautious and sure footed, they provide lots of safe fun for children who want to ride them.


Juanico:
Professor, soon it will be Palm Sunday. I remember hearing that Jesus rode a donkey into Jerusalem that day and was welcomed as king. But if he was a king, shouldn't he have been on a big, proud horse?


Prof:
Good question, Nico. I used to think Jesus rode on the donkey as an expression of his humility. 


Juanico:
Are you saying that's not it?


Prof:
Right, I'm saying it's not necessarily an expression of humility. Kings often rode donkeys in ancient times. Originally, donkeys were native to North Africa and the Arabian Peninsula. As early as 4,000 BC they were domesticated and before long people all over Europe and Asia were using donkeys. Kings wanted lots of them to show how wealthy and powerful they were. Abraham had herds of donkeys. Israel's judges owned and rode donkeys. Saul was out looking for his father's lost donkeys when Samuel anointed him as Israel's first king. Donkeys were such important animals, they're even mentioned in the Ten Commandments. 


Juanico:
I remember. The Tenth Commandment says, you shall not covet your neighbor's "ox or donkey or anything that is your neighbor's." 


Prof:
Good for you, Nico! So you do have some religious training!


Juanico:
Not nearly enough, Professor. 


Prof:
Well, we can work on that.


Juanico:
So why did Jesus ride into Jerusalem on a donkey if it wasn't an expression of humility?


Prof:
Well, of course there's the Old Testament prophecy that says he would. "Rejoice greatly, O Daughter of Zion! Shout, Daughter of Jerusalem! See, your king comes to you, righteous and having salvation, gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey."


Juanico:
So maybe the donkey isn't so much a symbol of humility as it is peace.


Prof:
Now you're thinking like a theologian, Nico. Are you sure you haven't been to church much?


Juanico:
Honest, Professor, I haven't. And if the donkey is a symbol of peace, that would fit right in with its diet and nature.


Prof:
What do you mean, Nico?


Juanico:
Well, after all, look at what we're feeding Jenny: Hay and oats. There's not much violence and bloodshed in that diet. Jesus wasn't violent. And with respect to Jenny's nature; you said she avoids danger. She'd rather stop than put her owner in harm's way, like Balaam's donkey stopped. Jesus protected us with his own life, just like Balaam's donkey.


Prof:
Now you're teaching me something, Nico. There's more that might relate here. Donkeys don't frighten easily. If a horse is frightened or hears a sudden loud noise, it will panic and run. But not a donkey. It might trot a few steps but then it'll stop to see what the commotion is all about, and then get back to work


Juanico:
So let's return to why Jesus rode a donkey into Jerusalem. Maybe he chose a donkey because it's gentle and finishes its work like Jesus. And it doesn't run away when frightened, and neither did Jesus.


Prof:
That sounds good to me, Nico. 


Juanico:
And kings rode donkeys, so it's fitting that King Jesus should too, right, Professor?


Prof:
Yes, but so did everyone else. Horses were expensive. Important officials and army officers could afford them, but not most people. Almost anyone could afford a donkey. The poor farmer, the traveling merchant, the king's son – they all had donkeys. It was the Volkswagen or the Model T of the ancient world, and it still is today. The donkey is everyman's beast of burden. 


Juanico:
So, by riding a donkey, Jesus was identifying with all of us, from high born to low, from rich to poor, from immigrants like me to professors like you. 


Prof:
Exactly, Nico. 


Juanico:
Sometimes I wonder if Jesus really can identify with me, Professor, especially since I don't go to church much. I'd like to go and learn more, but I don't feel at home there. One of the reasons I don't go much is because I don't see many people like myself there. I'm brown and from another country. I speak with an accent. People stare at me or ignore me and I feel out of place.


Prof:
Nico, what color is Jenny?


Juanico:
Let's see…. She's kind of a mousy gray. Is that the usual color?


Prof:
Donkeys come in every color, Nico. They can be gray, brown, and red. They can be white, painted, black and spotted. There are even striped donkeys. There are Moroccan, Somalian, Arab and Mongolian donkeys. Besides all this, they can have straight hair, short hair, wooly hair, wiry hair or long hair.


Juanico:
They sound like people! 


Prof:
Just like people, Nico, just like the people Jesus came to save, just like you and me. 


Juanico:
So I'm included too?


Prof:
Everyone's included, Nico. Just as the Bible says, "For God so loved the world …


Juanico:
… that he gave his only begotten Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish, but have everlasting life." Even I know that verse, Professor. I'm part of the world God loved, so that must mean Jesus died for me too.


Prof:
Absolutely, Nico. He died for you and me and everyone. All who trust in him have their sins forgiven and eternal life.


Juanico:
That's just what I believe.


Prof:
Well then, Nico, you're part of the family, and belong in church like all the rest of us.


Juanico:
You really think so, Professor? But I feel so awkward and self-conscious.


Prof:
Do you feel awkward around Jenny?


Juanico:
Not all all!


Prof:
Well, then, maybe she can help. I'll tell you what, why don't you come to church with me Sunday and introduce the congregation to Jenny?


Juanico:
What, a donkey in church?


Prof:
If a donkey is good enough for Jesus to ride into Jerusalem, Jenny's good enough to ride into church. You're going to have an instant crowd of friends, Nico!


Juanico:
Shouldn't you ask your pastor first?


Prof:
That's probably not a bad idea, Nico. But he'll say "Yes." I'm sure of it. See you Sunday, Nico. Come over early and you can help me load Jenny in the trailer.
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