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Becoming the wonky donkey - Jesus’ 
flash mob and the queer art of failure 

Pitt Street Uniting Church, 28 March, 2021 

A Contemporary Reflection by Rev Dr Josephine Inkpin 

Palm Sunday B 

Isaiah 50: 4-9a; contemporary reading The Donkey by GK Chesterton; Mark 11.1-10 

This worship service can be viewed on You Tube at https://pittstreetuniting.org.au/spirit/reflections/ 
 

 

May I speak and may we all reflect in the power of god's transforming love. 

Is your church involved in a rally or political or symbolic action every week? This is a 
question one of my daughters asked me, shortly after our earth web led involvement in the 
recent ‘Sound the Alarm’ green faith events, and the presence of some of us on the 
‘March4Justice’ and in the planning for today's Palm Sunday Refugee Rally, which a number of 
us will take part in. Well I had to be honest. Well, l said pretty much every week we, or some of 
us at least, are involved in something. 

And why wouldn't we be? Today’s gospel reading, after all, is a reminder of what I 
would call ‘the prophetic performance art’ which appears again and again in the biblical 
stories. The so-called ‘entry into Jerusalem’ by Jesus is just one example of that, admittedly 
particularly significant. But it doesn't stand alone does it. Nor was it originally intended just to 
be repeated, or for us to venerate it today. Rather, it embodies Jesus’ call to loving 
transformation of everything and seeks to inspire us to carry on this prophetic performance 
art. 

There's a lot of talk these days about social influencers, and many social media stars. I 
think that we are called to be kind of ‘divine influencers’ in reshaping our world according to 
divine art. All of which can sound of course, or become, quite pretentious. So maybe a better 
arguably more biblical way of putting it is that we are called (don't be offended) to become the 
wonky donkey… 

As I say, I don't mean to sound sacrilegious, but if you look at this story of the entry into 
Jerusalem, which you know, a lot of churches spend a lot of time and bless them, walking 
around doing all sorts of amazing things today. But we see that today's gospel is actually 
meant to make us laugh. It’s hilarious, just like the wonky donkey at the centre. Because, never 
having been ridden before, this donkey must have been a real sight – intentionally! Because 
this was a deliberate huge send up of all the power and the pomposity and the pretensions of 
the ruling establishments of Jesus’ day. It took key features of those things and mimicked 
them, and in doing so subverted them - but in ways that would have been screamingly funny 
for those watching, as well as startling. 

https://pittstreetuniting.org.au/spirit/reflections/
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Because just think about that donkey for a moment. Or maybe it's a mule, or possibly a 
young colt at the centre. Jesus chooses to ride that animal rather than the powerful beautiful 
war horses which Roman and other leaders would ride into their major cities as symbols of 
their power and victory. Now we don't have powerful war horses today, but look at the 
leaders of other nations and they usually have powerful jets don't they, or limousines, 
surrounded by tanks, airplanes flying past. Sometimes you have many guns sounding off and 
even soldiers goose stepping and it can look quite impressive 

That’s the sort of thing that people would have been aware of and Jesus was subverting. 
So instead of tanks and aeroplanes what we've got is palm leaves torn from the side of the 
road. Instead of many gun salutes and soldiers goose stepping, we have a few ordinary cloaks 
of ordinary people. Instead of jets and limousines, we have a humble donkey. What kind of 
vision of power is that! 

Now Jesus also of course, was conscious of biblical prophecy which talked about a 
Messiah, a kind of saviour king riding on a colt or donkey. So in acting as he did, Jesus was also 
provoking hilarity towards the pretensions of the religious establishment with all their fine 
robes and temples and everything else. Those who claim to know the scriptures. 

So the people watching would have seen immediately what it was. It was a carefully 
constructed charade to ridicule and puncture the hold of the powerful over others. because as 
we know, down the centuries from ancient satirists (including Jesus here) to modern 
comedians, one of the best ways to defuse fear of the powerful which chains us down, is to 
poke fun at them and make them and their claims seem ridiculous - which actually an awful 
lot of claims to authority really are, aren't they. Make somebody laugh and laugh at the 
powerful and you open up fresh possibilities, new ways of seeing and behaving. And this is 
performance art: prophetic performance art when drawn as Jesus out of the biblical tradition. 

So what better way to do this divine mimicry than through a donkey? And as I say. 
Mark's gospel tells it wasn't just a donkey, but one that had never been ridden. So have you 
tried to ride an animal that hasn't been ridden before? What we have - and this is a really 
unstable animal, really wonky - so imagine how Jesus and the donkey would have staggered 
into view, wobbled about, covered with cloaks and palms and everything else, becomes more 
and more crazy doesn't it? 

What a performance! That’s what he's doing! Sending up all the powerful of the world. 
Interestingly, I think, when you see Jesus perform with this animal, becomes one with it, and 
the palms and all these cloths and everything, he's making I think a radical identification also 
with the whole of creation and the spirit within it. Because Jesus and the donkey, if you think 
about it, become a sort of amalgam of human, other animal, and a lot of vegetation - literally 
palms and cloths.  

I think they're a bit like the archetypal green man in many cultures and some Christian 
churches. It’s sort of like this creature, this combined creature – palm/donkey/cloth/Jesus 
creature - which represents of course, in the green man tradition, new birth. And it's coming 
from the peasants, from the rural community that Jesus has emerged from. And this is the new 
life, new relationship amongst the creation. And it's not a romantic ecological fantasy, but it's 
clearly connected here with the powerful struggles of the economy and the environment in 
which Jesus lived. 
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Some scholars have rightly pointed out that in this prophetic performance art protest, 
we see the expression of the poor who rallied to Jesus, especially the rural and regional poor. 
It was a more than welcome ridicule on their behalf for the peasant farmers, for the fisher folk 
and the other workers whose livelihoods were being impoverished and marginalized, and who 
rallied behind Jesus. 

So Jesus’ followers would have eagerly cooperated and laughed with liberation as these 
tables were being turned on the powerful. And it wasn't spontaneous, I don't think. The 
Biblical text itself says it was deliberately planned. Which raises a really interesting question 
which scholars have often avoided or struggled to answer. Why does this story, if it's a 
triumphal entry which some people say it is (and I don't think it is at all, I think it's a 
performance ridicule entry) why does it end in an anti-climax with Jesus at the end just 
dispersing the crowd and disappearing out of Jerusalem into Bethany? 

For the triumphal entrance of the powerful, which Jesus was ridiculing, ended in lavish 
symbolic events, huge feasting and such like. So why didn't Jesus go on, do you think, to push 
other things? What's going on here? 

Well, answering this question of why you've got an anti-climax at the end of the story 
takes us to the heart of the Jesus strategy for the transformation of lives and the world. As 
symbolized in this wonky donkey, you've got a radical revolution in how you view and use 
power. And this wasn't what people expected. Nor, I think, is it what we expect. 

Now, among recent scholars, the Korean Filipino theologian, United Methodist Dong 
Hyeon Jeongi is one who offers us illuminating fresh insights in the story. And I want to offer 
you three to consider and reflect upon today and in the next few days.  

Firstly Dong Hyeon Jung helpfully suggests the phenomenon of the flash mob as an 
analogy for what Jesus and his disciples were doing with the donkey. You know the kind of 
thing. A small group will suddenly form, seemingly spontaneously but actually with sharp 
attention to place, timing and publicity. They go into the midst of a large crowd and then draw 
others attention, maybe with action, music and singing and maybe adding to their numbers, as 
some of the onlookers join in. And then the flash mob just goes away as quickly as it came - 
sometimes because they don't want to get arrested. 

Some of the performance art of The Chaser that some of you are familiar with here in 
Sydney and in Australia is like that. And I think our Earthweb Sound The Alarm event had 
some of those features, because you guys went down the road there, formed a flash mob in the 
midst of the larger mob of all those shoppers, grabbing attention from them - not least with 
the bagpipes! How can you avoid the bagpipes! So we're part of Jesus’ flash mob for today. 
Flash mob! 

 

Secondly, Dong Hyeon Jeong helpfully likens Jesus strategy here to what the queer 
theorist, Jack Halberstamii, also known as Judith, calls ‘the queer art of failure’. Now we could 
explore how Jesus queers life and religion in all kinds of ways - and I hope in the next few 
years we will - but ‘queer’ in that sense is a modern term linked to sexually and gender diverse 
people in particular. But as Halberstam uses it, it also represents approaches that all kinds of 
people use, particularly when they're not all that powerful, to represent something beyond the 
assumed norms and orders of society. They won't play the game because the game will just 
constrain them. They have to find new ways to subvert oppressive realities.  
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So you find that artists of all kinds queer the world, don't they? It involves challenging 
suppression by finding creative ways of breaking up “normal” ways of seeing and doing - and 
offering up new ways of seeing and being. Just like Jesus does with the donkey and the flash 
mob in our gospel today. And in that, all sorts of categories are being subverted, as I say, just 
as in today's gospel, categories like human and animal, human and vegetation, sacred and 
profane, human and divine. And some of those border crossings might be surprising even 
shocking and foolish. And as with this story, they might only happen once and then disappear, 
you know, like a Buddhist creation. You know that sort of thing. But they make an impact.  

Even in their apparent failure they change things, just as Jesus changed things with 
these events of holy week, which seemed at the time to be failures, didn't they, like the cross. 
That's the point because they don't depend on Jesus, they happen but they issue in a 
transformation. 

So Jesus’ queer art of failure, if you like, is good news. It's living gospel. It offers 
empowerment for those who fail norms and may never succeed in the traditional patterns. It’s 
a pathway to give new value to those people - most of us - and for the utterly neglected. That's 
all the donkeys that Chestertoniii spoke of - wasn't that a beautiful phrase? I love this phrase in 
Chesterton's poem – ‘the tattered outlaw of the earth’. That's what Jesus is representing isn't 
he - this amalgam creature that wobbles and wonkles into view. Flash mob then, queer art of 
failure. Think about it. 

 

Thirdly this is intimately linked, this queer art of failure to what you might call a third 
way of transformation in the world. and I think maybe that's a little bit of the issue with Judas 
because he got sort of like, you know, there's the for or against type way.  

Well Jesus is doing something different. It's a sort of also what's called a molecular 
revolution approach. You can look that up. It’s about replacing the unnecessary pain and 
unjust power and challenging them, but not replacing them with new forms of oppression. 
That’s what often happens in a revolution isn't it? You topple one lot of oppressors, you get 
another lot of oppression. 

Jesus is trying to find another way, and crucially, without relying on key leaders who 
might be killed or suppressed. So you get rid of most leaders, the movement collapses. ‘Get rid 
of Jesus’ doesn't work because he's given you a strategy and a way of being that we can all take 
on. And this is the third way. It’s a way to transform oppression and find authentic life. It’s a 
bit of a modern concept, but it has ancient foundations. It's notably found, for example, in the 
work of the great Indian theorist today Homi Bhabha and influential in recent anti-colonialist 
and post-colonialist thinking. 

But as we see in today's gospel, what I’m saying is it's nothing new, in a way, because 
Jesus was part of the Judean anti-colonialist struggles wasn't he? He was trying to find a way, 
always, to negotiate this power of the Romans and find ways to subvert that. So he subverts 
the established ruling categories. He mimics them. He uses them - and out of that, he creates 
something similar but different. Compared to traditional ideas of power, Jesus’ entry into 
Jerusalem is therefore, as Homi Bhabha kind of puts it, almost the same but not quite. And this 
difference is the way to transformation in religion and politics.  
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Sadly, the history of Christianity, rather than subversion, is that it sort of like got rid of 
one lot of awfulness and then imposed - through Christianity - a whole lot of other, almost sort 
of replicated them hasn't it, in terms of repression. Not entirely there's some other elements to 
it. Instead of subversion, as in today's gospel, Christianity and other faiths can become means 
of repression. Where Jesus, for example, was sending up the pretensions of normal ideas of 
kingship, Christians have often made Jesus into a king with all the usual trappings. 

So to sum up, our challenge, I think, is therefore to recover this dynamic creativity of 
Jesus because Jesus approach wasn't to centre anything on himself as such, even though 
Christians have spent a lot of time telling you about Jesus but not inviting us into doing things 
with Jesus and as Jesus did it. That's what this story is about.  

And he certainly wasn't about creating an ideology, political or religious! Rather Jesus 
invites us to share in this divine way of creative transformation. It’s not revolution from above 
or even from below, in the ordinary sense, but mutual prayer and action, creativity, reflection 
that subverts the very idea of power and revolution itself. Trying to replace one sort of empire 
with a godly empire, as Christianity has sometimes done was never a good idea was it? 

I don't think our world needs a new Christian empire. You know it doesn't really. But it 
does badly need loving transformation. 

So that's our invitation, I think, this week and in the future to be flash mobs. Divine 
flash mobs. We might be small and sometimes powerless seemingly, but actually we have an 
awful lot of power once we start to use this divine, loving transformation. And we can be truly 
subversive - especially when we engage in imaginative fun, rather than being so serious as so 
many Christians are.  

And as we trust in the ultimate triumph of god's transforming love beyond the 
crucifixion into the resurrection life. 

So, to put it succinctly: let's face it, the story of the first Palm Sunday vividly proclaims 
Jesus to be a stirrer. And we are called, for the sake of divine love, to be stirrers - even if we're 
wonky donkeys. 

 In god's name, amen.  

 

 

 

 

 

i Jesus’ “Triumphal Entry” as Flash Mob Event: molecular “r” evolution in Mark 11.1-11, by Dong Hyeon Jeong  

- https://cpb-ap-se2.wpmucdn.com/blogs.auckland.ac.nz/dist/f/375/files/2019/12/Dong-Hyeon-Jeong-article-
FINAL.pdf 
 
ii The Queer Art of Failure, by Halberstam, Jack/Judith. 2011. Durham, NC: Duke University Press. 
iii The Donkey, by G.K. Chesterton - https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/47918/the-donkey 
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