
 
 

My Sermon from Good Friday April 19, 2019   ~  “The Tunic and The Donkey” 
 

In the name of our crucified Christ.  Amen. 

 

In 1226, St. Francis of Assisi wrote his testament.  He said: 

 

“We adore Thee, most holy Lord Jesus Christ, here and in all Thy churches that are in the whole 

world, and we bless Thee; because by Thy Holy Cross Thou hast redeemed the World. Amen.” 

 

(IN LATIN) “Adoramus te, sanctissime Domine Iesu Christe, Hic et ad omnes Ecclesias tuas, quae sunt 

in toto mundo, et benedicimus tibi ; quia per  sanctam Crucem tuam redemisti mundum. Amen.” 

 

I want to commend you for your courage in coming to church this morning on Good Friday.  It is 

not easy to journey with our Saviour Jesus and keep him company on the cross.  It is not easy to 

come into a church where the symbols of our salvation have been covered or taken away.  (To our 

Ambassador Readers:  Thank you for taking the time to read this sermon for Good Friday). 

 

It is especially difficult to have the sanctuary lamp blown out.  This is the light, the candle that hangs 

from the ceiling in front of the altar, and reminds us of the presence of Christ.  Imagine a world 

without the living Christ.  Imagine a world without hope and the promise of eternal life. 

 

Throughout Lent, I’ve been preaching about the important symbols that shape our journey of 

discipleship.  I have spoken about The Cross, The Lamb of God, The Mother Hen, The Tree, 

and Perfume.           

 

Today I want to talk about two more symbols, The Tunic and The Donkey.  I will begin with the 

tunic.  In the story of the Passion from John’s Gospel that you have heard this morning, the soldiers 

who crucified Jesus divided up his clothing into 4 neat parcels, one for each of the 4 soldiers.  What 

were these garments?  Possibility his sandals, head-scarf, the girdle around his waist, and maybe an 

outer garment.  Then they gambled for his “tunic.”  His shirt.  It was a seamless robe.  I find this all 

very sad as everything that Jesus was wearing would have been sweat-stained, blood-stained and 

dirty.  The ultimate indignity for a Jewish man was to be naked in public and this is exactly what 

happened to Jesus. 

   

The Romans soldiers did not realize that their casting 

of lots for the tunic fulfilled the scripture from Psalm 

22.  “They divided my clothes among themselves, 

and for my clothing they cast lots.”  (Psalm 22:18) 

 

It is also significant that Psalm 22 is the psalm that 

Jesus recited on the cross while he was dying in 

agony . . . 

 

Another point of significance is that many of the first 

century followers of Jesus were Jews, and 

knowledgeable about the Jewish scriptures.  When 

they read or heard John’s Gospel, we can be sure 

they understood the significance of the seamless 

robe.  They would have known that Leviticus 21 

commanded the High Priest to wear a seamless robe.   



John’s gospel draws our attention to the 

reality that Jesus was dressed as a high 

priest, a perfect item of clothing for the 

one who died for us and redeemed us. 

   

Here is an ancient tunic on display that 

would have been similar to the tunic that 

Jesus wore in the first century.  The robe 

is occasionally put on display at a 

Cathedral in Trier Germany. 

 

The earliest recorded history of the Holy 

Robe places it at Trier Cathedral in 1196.  

Tradition holds that the tunic was 

brought from Jerusalem by St. Helena, 

mother of Emperor Constantine, in the fourth century.  It has never been scientifically dated, and 

many believe it dates only from medieval times.  It doesn’t really matter that the tunic on display 

may not be the actual tunic that Jesus wore to the cross.  What matters is that his crucifixion fulfills 

the Old Testament prophecies about the Messiah. 

 

The symbols again:  The Cross, Lamb Of God, Mother Hen, Tree, Perfume, Tunic, and Donkey. 

Today on Good Friday, we return to the Cross.  It dominates our thoughts and our hearts and 

our minds. 

   

The early Christians focused on the importance of the cross.  The instrument of torture became a 

sign of new life, of redemption, and of grace.  In the words of the apostle Paul, we are part of a 

new creation (2 Corinthians 5:17).  Early on, within a few generations after the crucifixion, even 

non-Christians knew about the significance 

of the cross.  Former Archbishop of 

Canterbury, Rowan Williams, draws our 

attention to the impact of the cross. 

 

Now what about the symbol of the donkey 

that I mentioned a few minutes ago?  

Archbishop Rowan writes about graffiti that 

is scratched on the wall of a room in Rome.  

This is the earliest known picture of the 

crucifix and it may have been drawn at the 

beginning of the 2nd century.  (from R. 

Williams’ book, The Sign and the Sacrifice). 

   

It is called the “Alexamenos graffito” (also 

known as the “graffito blasfemo” or 

“blasphemous graffito”) and it was 

discovered near the Palantine Hill in Rome.  

It has now been removed and is in the 

Palatine Hill Museum.  

 

This graffito was only discovered in 1857 

and it is believed that the home with this 

graffito was built by the emperor Caligula 

in the 1st century and after he died in 41 



AD, it was converted into a boarding school for imperial page boys. 

   

The image is shocking and the phrase is mocking 

and deriding.  A man with a donkey’s head is 

nailed to a cross.  Beside the cross is a figure of a 

person wearing a short tunic.  Scribbled beside 

him is this phrase:  “Alexamenos worshipping his 

god.”  The person who did the drawing knew 

that Alexamenos worshipped a crucified God.  

But why a donkey’s head?  This doesn’t make any 

sense, does it?  To us it doesn’t.  But in the 

context of the times it does.  Romans would have 

thought of the donkey’s head and crucifixion as a 

massive and degrading insult.  Crucifixion then 

was as shocking as if you saw a drawing of man 

being killed by a lethal injection or dying in an 

electric chair.  This next fact seems very strange to 

us.  At the beginning of the 2nd century AD, it 

was believed that Christians practiced donkey-

worship.  That is because it was also falsely 

believed that Jews worshipped a god in the form 

of a donkey.  Early church theologians such as 

Origen and Tertullian both wrote about these 

accusations of donkey-worship.  Tertullian writes 

about the story of a man in Carthage Egypt who 

carried around a caricature of a Christian with a 

donkey’s ears and feet.  I can’t imagine how the early Christians, who were being sought out and 

murdered, felt about being considered laughing stocks by non-Christians. 

 

The symbol of the cross is real and although the cross is an instrument of death and torture, we still 

call this day “GOOD.”  The cross shows the love of God for you and for me.  The cross connects 

earth and heaven and brings us together with a powerful love of the divine for us, a love that can 

never be taken away.  Today, Good Friday, is a holy day when we cry out together that we 

worship a living God who died for us so that we might have our redemption.  

 

We are nearing the end of our journey and we desire to get to the end.  I invite you to stay at the 

cross with our Saviour and do not rush through the next 3 days to get to the Resurrection.  Sit with 

our symbols and feel your emotions that accompany each one. 

 

The Cross, Lamb of God, Mother Hen, Tree, Perfume, Tunic, and Donkey. 

 

(IN LATIN) Adoramus te, sanctissime Domine Iesu Christe, Hic et ad omnes Ecclesias tuas, quae sunt 

in toto mundo, et benedicimus tibi ; quia per  sanctam Crucem tuam redemisti mundum. Amen. 
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