
Little Donkey 
 

This picture is of a fresco in the lower church 
at Assisi in Italy. It was painted by Pietro 
Lorenzetti in the fourteenth century. 
 

All four Gospels tell of the triumphal entry of 
Jesus into Jerusalem. The artist seems to be 
referring to Saint Matthew’s account as he 
depicts a slight variation in the descriptions 
of what happened which only this Gospel 
records. 
 

According to Matthew Jesus told his 
disciples, 
 

‘Go into the village facing you, and 
immediately you will find an ass tied, 

and a colt with her:  
untie them and bring them to me.’ 

 

It’s curious; both an ass and a colt – two 
animals for Jesus to ride? So Jesus 
somehow rode both animals into Jerusalem 
at the same time! It hardly seems practical 
but the painter has represented both animals 
being there. The little donkey in the 
background is perhaps relieved the bigger, 
its mother, is carrying Jesus – it looks too 

small to ride. 

 
If we look in the other Gospels they refer to only one animal – the ass (donkey). The younger one is not mentioned. 
So why does Matthew mention the two?  
 

Saint Luke and Saint John in their versions tell us that the people acclaimed Jesus as their king as well as shouting 
Hosannas and that Jesus comes in the Lord’s name. Saint Mark joins in with recording the Hosannas and describes the 
crowd acclaiming the coming of the kingdom.  
 

So in those three Gospels there is a great emphasis on the people recognising that Jesus is King.   
 

According to Matthew the acclamation of the people is slightly more nuanced. They only cry ‘Blessed is he who comes in 
the name of the Lord’; and shout ‘Hosanna’ – but the crowd add nothing about Jesus being a King. 
 

Saint Matthew explains the strange combination of animals – he tells us it fulfils a passage in the Old Testament: 
 

‘Tell the daughter of Sion, behold, your king is coming to you, 
humble, and mounted on an ass, and on a colt, the foal of an ass.’ 

Zechariah Chapter 9 verse 9 
 

We can see that Zechariah was using a poetic device – repetition, in describing the mount on which king will come. 
Matthew may recognise this but he is so determined to tell us that Jesus fulfilled the prophecy in the tiniest detail he 
relates this improbable  horsemanship. It could be, but it does make the Gospel writer seem a bit obsessive. 
 

Is Matthew pointing to something deeper? Is he saying that the people welcomed their king even though they didn’t quite 
recognise him?  
 

They acclaim him; shouting ‘Blessed is he who comes in the name of Lord’. This is a phrase that does seem to refer to 
the anointed one of God, the Messiah who would be a King. But in those times ‘messiah’ seems to have had a range of 
possibilities.  
 

We know from the Dead Sea Scrolls, precious relics of a community that existed about 
the time of Jesus, that the Qumran community, living near the Dead Sea, looked for the 
coming of various important religious leaders and figures. These would all be sent by God 
to bring to completion his plan and many would have some kind quality of the messiah 
about them. Did the rest of the population think similarly? 
 

Matthew quotes Zechariah to show us that Jesus really was the Messianic King and also 
that he comes humbly. In this Gospel we hear an emphasis that is important. Jesus was 
the humble king, not fully recognised even though they feted him and shouted his praise. 
 

It can make me think of how Jesus is only partly recognised in our time. Many will speak 
of him as a great teacher, a person who preached a message of loving our neighbour but 
hold back from acknowledging his true identity; the humble man who was really the King 
who came to save humanity. 


