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Untie the Colt 
 
Let us pray… 
 
The elephant was huge, and powerful.  She weighed about 20,000 pounds, and was 11 feet 
tall.  Her trunk was agile enough to pick up a single blade of grass, and strong enough to rip 
branches off a tree.  And yet she was confined to a small area, held in place by a flimsy 
rope and a wooden peg.  She could have snapped that rope or yanked that peg from the 
ground.  But she didn’t know that, so she didn’t try. 
 
Years ago, when she was just a baby, a chain had been wrapped around her leg and 
attached to the peg. The baby elephant didn’t like it; she struggled against it.  But she was 
so little, she couldn’t break the chain or move the peg.  She kept trying, though.  And as a 
result she got a terrible wound on her leg.  So she stopped struggling.  The wound healed, 
but it became a scar.  And that outward and visible scar reflected a deeper, inner scar; the 
elephant never again fought against the chain.  Even as she grew bigger and stronger, big 
enough and more than strong enough to actually break the chain, she didn’t try.  Those 
tying her up were able to exchange the chain for a rope, a piece of string practically, and the 
elephant never thought to break it.  The chains on her leg were gone, but the ones in her 
mind remained. 
 
There are no elephants in the Palm Sunday story.  Just colts, in this morning’s version from 
Luke; donkeys in others.  All four gospels include the story of Jesus’ triumphant entry into 
Jerusalem.  At first glance, they all sound pretty similar, but there are differences.  There are 
always people cheering, but in three of the gospels it’s “a crowd”:  in Luke, it’s just the 
disciples.  Three of the gospels (Matthew, Mark and Luke) have the people spreading 
clothes on the crowd, a different three (just Matthew, Mark and John) feature palm branches 
– that’s right, this morning’s scripture passage made no mention of palms!  And the same 
three also feature the chant “Hosanna!” – no Hosanna in this morning’s passage either!  All 
four authors have Jesus riding into Jerusalem on an animal:  in John it’s a donkey, in 
Matthew it’s “a donkey and her colt”, in Mark and Luke it’s just “a colt”.  No elephants, 
anywhere. 
 
Each gospel writer was probably trying to emphasize a different aspect of the story.  All 
were harkening back to a famous text from the Hebrew scripture, turning the words of Isaiah 
into a foreshadowing of Jesus, but interpreting them in slightly different ways.  But for us, I 
think it’s safe to say, the stories kind of blend together.  In the same way that we meld the 
different stories the gospel writers tell about Jesus’ birth, regardless of which version of the 
Palm Sunday story we’re actually reading, we picture palms and garments and a donkey 
and Hosannas. 
 
The purpose of the Palm Sunday story is to show what kind of a hero Jesus is.  The people 
were waiting for a Messiah; someone who would overthrow the Roman occupiers and 
restore God’s people to a kingdom of prosperity and power.  Jesus turns those expectations 
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upside down:  The Messiah was expected to arrive in the city on a mighty steed with an 
army; instead Jesus arrives with a ragtag crowd on a donkey.  Jesus preaches about 
compassion and peace instead of power and wealth.  Jesus isn’t going to overthrow the 
Romans; they are going to murder him on a cross.  At UCCB, we’ve separated out Palm 
Sunday and Passion Sunday so we can really celebrate the “high” of the Palm Sunday 
Parade, and still face the valley of the shadow of death on Passion Sunday.  But even 
among the waving palms and Hosannas, there is plenty of foreshadowing about what is to 
come.  We’ll save that for next week, though; today, it’s all about the donkey. 
 
For this morning’s sermon title, “Untie the Colt” I wanted to reference the Greek word the 
gospel writer Luke actually uses for the animal Jesus rides on:  “polos”.  This word is 
translated as “colt”, and can mean a baby horse, or a baby donkey.  That’s in contrast to the 
Greek word “onarion”, which is the word translated as “little donkey” in the other gospels.  
And that’s your Greek for the day!  But having given that nod to the term Luke chose, I’m 
going to ignore it for the rest of this reflection, because I’d rather talk about donkeys.  Or 
mules, which, as you may recall, are the result of a female horse mating with a male 
donkey.  By the way, mentioning elephants and donkeys in the same sermon has nothing to 
do with the presidential election cycle, it’s just a slightly disturbing coincidence.  No, I want 
to talk about donkeys in part because this morning’s second reading mentioned mules, and 
in a little bit I’ll share a reading about donkeys.  But, generally, it’s just more fun to talk about 
donkeys than colts. 
 
In the Palm Sunday story, Jesus and the disciples are approaching the city.  Jesus sends 
the disciples on ahead.  He tells them they will find a donkey, and he tells them to bring it to 
him.  He is going to ride that donkey into Jerusalem. 
 
But before the disciples can bring the donkey to Jesus, he says they will have to untie it.   
“Untie the donkey”, he tells them.  This isn’t going to be a donkey grazing in a field.  This 
isn’t a wild donkey, wandering outside the city.  This donkey’s stuck on one spot, has been 
trampling down the same little piece of earth for hours, or days.  For sure it’s eaten any bit of 
desert-blooming greenery within reach.  This is a donkey fastened to a post.  This donkey is 
limited in its movements. This donkey is tied up.  And Jesus tells the disciples:  untie it. 
 
It shouldn’t be surprising, really.  Jesus’ ministry has been all about untying.  Jesus untied 
people from their illnesses.  He untied them from their hunger.  He untied them from their 
isolation.  Jesus untied the lepers and the prostitutes and the tax collectors from the 
judgment of their neighbors.  Jesus untied people from fear and anger.   
He untied them from oppressive governments and religious systems.  Jesus untied people 
from their own beliefs that they were unworthy or broken.  Of course he wanted the disciples 
to untie the donkey; untying is what Jesus does.  He breaks barriers, he breaks boundaries, 
he breaks bonds. 
 
You see what’s coming, don’t you?  Yes, in this story, we are the donkeys; we are the ones 
tied to the posts, tied in knots, tied too often by our own hands.  What are you tied to?  
Maybe we’re tied by trauma; verbal or physical or sexual abuse that has trapped us in one 
lifeless spot.  Maybe we’re tied by fear, or self-doubt, or addiction, unable to risk moving 
away from the familiar, even if it is painful or joyless.  Or we are tied by race, ethnicity, 
religion; the color of our skin or our accent or our faith and our cultures’ stereotypes about 
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them chain us to the post.  Or we’re tied to the need to succeed, to fit in, to be smart enough 
and good enough and nice enough.  So many things trap us, cage us, tie us.   
 
But we don’t need to stay tied.  Already, the knots are working themselves loose.  
Remember the second reading this morning.  Your mind might, at this moment, be a spoiled 
mule, a tied-up donkey, stuck in one hard little spot.  But, Hafiz says, “Light will someday 
split you open…  Love will surely bust you wide open.”  Light and love break our chains, 
untie our ropes, set us free. 
 
Remember the elephant tied with the thinnest string, the elephant who had everything she 
needed to break free, but she didn’t know it.  In the same way, we have everything we need 
to break free from those ties.  Jesus told us:  You are the light of the world.   
Jesus told us:  I came so you might have life, and have it abundantly.  Jesus told us:  Love 
God, love each other, love yourself.  We are already so full of light and love that it is flowing 
out of us, breaking our bonds and bursting our cages.  If we can just try it, despite our 
struggles.  See it, despite the darkness.  Believe it, despite our scars.   
 
I have watched it happen, right in my office, in this very building.  People reveal the ropes 
that have bound them.  They’ve been trying to hide them for so long, just showing them to 
someone else is an act of bravery.  Sometimes what binds them is very pretty; heirloom 
lace.  Because the ties are old, there since childhood, when parents gave them the 
message love had to be earned, or peers proclaimed they didn’t belong, or the world taught 
them they were worthless.  People show me those ties from which they desperately want to 
be free, but they’ve come to believe they deserve to be tied, or they pull at the ties and they 
just get tighter, or the ropes are just so old and tight they don’t know where to begin.  
 
But if they – if we – can see and know that we are created in God’s image, that we are full of 
God, that we are loved by God, just as we are, right now, the ropes start to loosen, to slip, to 
fray.  And maybe, one day, they fall away… 
 
But remember, Jesus didn’t just tell the disciples to untie the donkey and send it on its way.  
He said:  “Bring it here.  I need it.”  Okay, Jesus needed the donkey to fulfill the prophecy 
and ride on into Jerusalem.  But if we are the donkeys in this story, why does Jesus need 
us? 
 
For one thing, we are here to untie each other.  Listening to each other, supporting each 
other, fighting for justice for each other, with all this and more we untie each other.  But we 
are untied for the whole world, for all of creation, that we might help bring God’s liberating 
love to every corner.  God needs us, with our scars, with our burdens, with our memories of 
being trapped and tied.  God can work with that, for the healing of the world: The always-
recovering addict, who listens others into sobriety.  The survivor of domestic abuse, who 
starts a hotline to help others.  The parent of a child trapped in mental illness, who trains 
others in understanding the disease.  The very things that have trapped and caged us, the 
very ropes that have tied us fast, God uses these to untie others, and transform the world. 
 
Hear these words by Maren Tirabassi: 
First, untie the donkey 
the one that’s standing at the gate 
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waiting to be untied — 
 
from some sorrow 
or some guilt, 
from somebody else’s judgment — 
too young for the ride 
or too old, 
too much ink on the skin, 
parkinsons in the hands, 
pregnant in the belly. 
 
First, untie the donkey, 
the one that’s standing at the gate 
waiting to be untied – 
 
from some abusive relationship 
or some really intricate 
self-made knots, 
because what binds 
always pretends to be a blessing. 
 
This is just the donkey God wants 
for the ride – 
this burro with no documents, 
or others not-yet-ridden 
because they are — 
gender-outside, recovery-thin, 
on-the-spectrum. 
 
So, first untie the donkey – 
this one — 
the one who needs a parade, 
the one willing to carry 
both joy 
and the premonition of cross, 
 
the one embracing 
a day of song and danger,  
 
fetlock deep in palms, 
and a life 
that will echo, Hosanna. 
 
Jesus is here to untie us, untie us from the burdens of this world that keep us from being all 
we were created to be.  And then, once freed, we join the parade, the invasion of the city, 
the declaration that peace and love will win out over abuse and violence.  We’ll still have our 
scars.  Strands of rope still trail behind us.  But we will be untied, and full of light and love.  
Amen. 


