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xiii

A course in anthropology first set my feet on the path that ended in 
this book. As an art major, I had learned to look at the history of art 
as a self-evolving phenomenon following formal stylistic rules and 
patterns, that stood (or fell) on its independent aesthetic merits. 
Meaning was a side issue. Only when I began to think like an an-

thropologist did I understand that objects of religious art were artifacts embedded 
in a culture of instruction, prayer, and, above all, the liturgy. It also came to me, 
like an unexpected thump between the shoulder blades, that art should be a part 
of my prayer life as well. So began my long journey to 
rediscover the lost language of art and to integrate it 
back into religion and into life.
 It was not an easy process. In the academic world, 
religion was viewed as an abstract and largely incom-
prehensible concept, and irrelevant anyway. Practicing 
Christians, on the other hand, knew next to nothing 
about art and were content with a very low common 
denominator. So I had art friends and Christian friends 
but precious few Christian art friends. And so came 
about the column A Thousand Words: take a single work 
of art and, within the constraints of a thousand words, 
set it in its context and explain those things about it 
that you might not know if you had not been studying 
art history for the past fifty years. Originally published bimonthly in Touchstone: A 
Journal of Mere Christianity, these short, introductory essays attempt to set these works, 
like pebbles in a moving stream, in the larger picture of the history of art. My hope 
is that by decoding for you the artists’ original intentions and their formal means 
of achieving them through line, color, light, space, and composition, I will give you, 
dear reader, the analytical tools that will render me obsolete.
 People ask me how I choose the pictures for the column. Usually they come out 
of my current reading or research, although occasionally, in the pinch of a deadline, 
I fall back on a stash of graduate school papers, not publishable in themselves but 
containing useful insights. Sometimes readers ask me to tackle some of their best-
loved works. Some are my old familiars. Some are works I struggle to understand. 
As the idea of the book began to come together, I scrambled to fill the gaps in my 
weaker areas of expertise. And if I have concentrated extra heavily in certain areas, 
well, we all have our favorites. 

FOREWORD
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INTRODUCTION

Christ Preaching
Rembrandt  1652

In seventeenth-century Holland, many Protestant preachers were regarded as 
popular celebrities, and their parishioners and admirers hung their portraits 
on their walls. In response to popular demand, in 1641, the artist Rembrandt 
van Rijn published a portrait etching of the Mennonite preacher Cornelis 
Anslo (Figure 1). Seeing it, the poet Joost van den Vondel (known as “the 

Dutch Milton”) responded with the epigram Ay, Rembrandt, mal Cornelis stem :

Ay, Rembrandt, paint Cornelis’s voice. 
The visible part is the least of him. 
The invisible, one knows only through the ears. 
Who desires to see Anslo, must hear him.

Without hearing his preaching, we miss the essence of the man. Rembrandt in turn 
painted a portrait of Anslo and his wife (Figure 2), in which the silent canvas answers 
Vondel’s challenge to convey the impact of Anslo’s voice, to make the image speak.
 “To make the image speak.” In a later 
etching, Christ Preaching (page 3), Rembrandt 
again struggles to make a voice and its effects 
visible, this time the voice of Jesus. In the etch-
ing, Christ stands at the center, his hands up-
raised and his lips parted and his head inclined 
to one side, a clear reference to the pose of 
Christ in Raphael’s Disputa, the Disputation of 
the Sacrament, in the Vatican Palace in Rome. 
(See page 105. Rembrandt would have known 
it from prints himself.) There, Christ holds up 
his wounded hands as the ultimate explica-
tion of the sacrament; here, Rembrandt has 
transformed the gesture into one of speaking. 
Christ, then, is the ultimate Word incarnate.
 Christ speaks, and all around him 
people listen. With only a few sketchy lines, 
Rembrandt lets us know just how each person 
is listening. Look at their faces one by one. 
Some, with their eyes cast into shadow, listen 
with hardened hearts, waiting to trip him up; 1
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another, his face full in the light but his expression impassive, seems, like Nicodemus, 
to think, “Does our law judge a man without giving him a hearing?” Another tilts his 
head and raises his hand to his face as if beginning to be swayed; others lean forward 
and listen intently; still others are rapt.
 All the lines of the composition focus our own attention on Jesus. The wedge 
of figures on the left makes a line that directs our gaze inward to the central figure 
of Jesus, while on the right, the crowd spirals 
upward and around to where Jesus stands in a 
halo of light. Everyone’s eyes, ours included, are 
on Jesus.
 Everyone’s but one. A small boy directly be-
low Christ’s feet has set aside his toys and turned 
away; it is at him that Jesus is looking and to him 
he speaks. The little boy is engrossed in drawing 
in the dust. He is an artist. Not only an artist, 
but, perhaps, the artist, Rembrandt.
 Rembrandt, whose face we know well from 
his dozens of self-portraits, included himself 
specifically in the painting Christ on the Sea of 
Galilee (now, sadly, lost to thieves in a heist from 
the Gardner Museum). The twelve apostles, in 
varying states of distress, man the boat as Christ 
sleeps exhausted in the stern. One bails; others 
struggle with tiller and sails or shake Christ awake; one throws up over the side. And 
clinging helplessly to the rigging, a fourteenth figure, with the face of Rembrandt, 
stares outward at us in desperation.
 Why does an artist include himself within a biblical scene, particularly one 
in which Christ is present? It is a tradition of long standing: perhaps Rembrandt 

self-consciously wished to 
place himself in the com-
pany of the medieval and 
Renaissance masters.
 Or perhaps it reflects 
some aspect of his personal 
life. In the years before 
Rembrandt etched Christ 
Preaching, his wife had 
died and he had become 
embroiled with the widow 
hired as his son’s nanny. 
She sued him for breach 
of promise, and in the end 
he had her detained in the 
house of correction. In the 
meantime, he had entered 
into a common-law (and 
very happy) marriage with 
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Rembrandt’s Christ Preaching

Hendrickje Stoffels, a girl originally hired as a maid in his household. The provisions 
of his first wife’s will precluded him from remarrying without incurring consider-
able financial loss, and Rembrandt was, to say the least, not a good money manager. 
Hendrickje was called up before church elders and reproached for her irregular 
status. Rembrandt, though under strong Mennonite influence (witness the portraits 
of Anslo), was officially unchurched and escaped public sanction.
 That he was unchurched by no means implies that he was an irreligious man. 
Few artists before or since have studied Scripture so closely, or to such effect as 
Rembrandt. Perhaps in Christ Preaching the artist gives us a glimpse of his inner 
mind: he, Rembrandt the little boy, has turned his back on Christ, who calls to him 
and looks upon him tenderly. But the boy, unheeding, is absorbed in his art. So 
Rembrandt the etcher draws upon his knowledge of older art, his knowledge of the 
Bible, his observation of the expression of inner psychology in the human face, and 
perhaps his own personal struggles, to create this image of the Word and its power, 
and to make us hear it speak.
 “To make the image speak.” In this book, it will be my purpose to examine certain 
individual works of art, to try to see how an artist listens to the voice of Christ and 
conveys the spoken message to us, whether through a language of symbolism which 
we no longer understand, through references to older art or to contemporary events, 
or simply through the formal means available to him as an artist. I hope that then 
these silent images may again find their voice. 
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