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First Sunday in Advent

A Visit
This Advent season we are going to spend time with paintings by John August Swanson that depict the Christmas story. John August Swanson is known for his brightly colored and finely detailed paintings and prints.  Drawing on the artistic traditions of his mother’s Mexico and his father’s Sweden, and the way the mosaics and stained glass windows of the Byzantine and Medieval eras communicated Biblical stories, his art offers viewers a fresh view of familiar biblical scenes and stories.   

The Advent study curriculum that also uses his art says, “All of his works combine a richness of detail that conveys the diversity of the human experience with an emotional simplicity that evokes the transcendent unity of the human spirit.  Optimistic but rarely sentimental, they offer a fresh perspective that prompts the viewers to reexamine their perspectives of familiar scenes and stories.” (The Thrill of Hope)


Most of his Swanson’s art isn’t strictly painting.  They are serigraphs – a screen of fabric stretched tightly across a rectangular frame.  Designs are created in stencil form on the screen, allowing ink to be moved through to the paper below.  A separate screen must be made for each of the colors printed on the serigraph.  Swanson’s serigraphs are unusually complex, not only in their detail but also in the number of stencils used.  A Visit – the one we see today -- required 61 stencils.  Amazing isn’t it?  It is by far the most detailed painting we’ll look at during this series.


As you look at this painting, what are your first feelings and impressions?  

Ancient infancy narratives tell us about who the person will become.  They were not written to answer questions about genetic lineage or historical fact.  In the case of Jesus, the story is less about biology and more about theology.  The scriptural account of Luke and Swanson’s art work were both created from the perspectives of those who knew who Jesus would become.  They were not intended to be historically neutral, but faithfully declarative.  Both Luke and Swanson have an agenda – to tell us who they understand this Jesus to be.

As we look at this painting, there is a lot happening here.  I’ve had fun staring at this painting and seeing something new in it every time.  There are at least 20 scenes of everyday life.  There are farmers in the field  and children playing.  There is a woman baking bread, another feeding her family, another weaving cloth.  John August Swanson places Mary in a community.  She does not exist in a vacuum. This event is happening not just to her, but to a whole community of people.  These are ordinary people, going about their ordinary lives – working, serving, playing – and Jesus is coming to them.  

There is another layer to the community as well.  Have you noticed the background scenes?  There are over 20 scenes from Biblical stories.  Do you see Elijah being taken up into heaven and Noah’s ark in this scene?  Here we have Moses and the burning bush, Daniel in the lion’s den, Joshua blowing his horn outside the walls of Jericho, Abraham being stopped by the angel from sacrificing Isaac, and David fighting Goliath.  

Swanson pulls the Old Testament stories and tradition into this new story of Jesus.  Luke uses the infancy story as a transition from the Law and the prophets of the Old Testament to the Gospel of Jesus.  Luke gently weaves together the stories of the Old Testament and the story of Jesus to make Jesus’ story a continuation of what came before.  

Luke gives a geneaology in chapter three that traces Jesus’ ancestry back to Adam.  Swanson includes them in this painting.  They are way down at the bottom, naked and being chased out of the Garden of Eden.  Have you noticed the tree on Mary’s dress?  It’s the tree of life.  For both the gospel writer Luke and the painter John August Swanson, Jesus is a continuation of God’s work that was begun in the law and the prophets, and a new beginning—not just for Israel, but for everyone.  
Even though this painting is titled “The Visit,” Mary and the angel are not in the center.  It’s a bit like Where’s Waldo.  They are way down at the bottom of the painting.  We catch Mary in the moments before her life changes.  She is going about her normal routine, without any idea that anything extraordinary is about to happen to her.  Can you see what she is doing?  She’s feeding chickens.  We often see the visitation of the angel to Mary depicted in art with Mary alone.  She is reading or simply being reflective.  In this painting she is surrounded by a community and doing her daily chores.  
Many biblical scholars suggest that the main character in Luke’s story of the angel’s visit to Mary is not Mary or the angel, but God.  It is God who sent the angel. It is God who will make this miraculous birth happen. It is God who is sending Jesus to the world.  

Who is the main character in Swanson’s interpretation of the story?  It looks to me like it is the gathered community.  Each is vividly portrayed.  No one is in the background.  There is nothing in this painting that suggests why the angels would visit Mary instead of anyone else in one of the many scenes depicted in this painting.   

When the angel greets Mary, he calls her “favored one” and says that God has honored her or favored her.  The word that has been translated to favored is charis – that Greek word for grace – God’s unearned, undeserved gift of love.  There is nothing that Mary has done to receive this visit.  

But it is her decision how she will respond.  Each Bible translation describes Mary’s immediate reaction differently.  The New Revised Standard Version says that Mary was “much perplexed”, the Common English Bible says she was “confused,” and New International Version says she was “greatly troubled.”  Of course, who can blame her?  This visit, though it occurs in an ordinary place, doesn’t seem to be of ordinary stuff.  It is a breaking in the extraordinary!  As the angel reveals what is going to happen to her, that she will conceive a child though she is a virgin, and that child will be someone special --  it becomes clear that this act is wholly God’s – a new creation.  But that God will only act with Mary’s cooperation.  I imagine a pause in the action between the angel’s announcement and Mary’s assent.  One writer wrote, “Gabriel and God and all the heavens stand in breathless suspense.  All history, the salvation of the world, now seems to hang on this one young woman’s answer.” (John Stendahl, Mary Says Yes, Christian Century December 4-17 2002).

The angels could have visited anyone in this painting.  And perhaps they will.   Perhaps they already have.  Perhaps John August Swanson wants us to imagine ourselves in one of these scenes and imagine an angel standing outside our door, ready to invite us to be part of the unfolding of God’s good news to the world.  What will we decide? 
We have all experienced God in ordinary moments – a car ride with our teenage son or daughter in the back seat when we overhear something that helps us know them better; when we walk the dog and see as if for the first time a bright red cardinal that seems placed there just for us; a moment of unexpected quiet in a busy day when we catch our breath and find peace.  Jesus comes to us in our ordinary moments, and expects something to change because of his arrival.  We experience the grace of his visit and then are called to respond to that visit by making ourselves available to serve others.
On Friday I went to a friend’s house for a post-Thanksgiving celebration with friends (an excuse to have more pie!) and learned about Panera Bread’s new Panera Cares Café.  They are the inspiration of Ron Shaich, the co-founder and executive chairman of Panera Bread and the president of the Panera Bread Foundation.   Each site serves 3,500 people every week. On a case-by-case basis, the cafe suggests to each patron what donation to make for the food.  Shaich says that twenty percent of customers pay more than the suggested donation, sixty percent leave the suggested donation and 20 percent leave less, typically significantly less.  "It's just amazing to us. Many people questioned whether this would work," Shaich told ABC News today. "We said that this was the right thing to do. It's a pay-it-forward kind of thing." He said it was Panera Bread's way of giving back directly. "We have the skills to operate these cafes," Shaich said today. "We operate 1,600 cafes around the United States. We have the capabilities to do this." 

There is nothing that makes Shaich any different from anyone else except his ability to say yes to the invitation to bring good news to the world.
As we look at this painting, we don’t know what Mary will decide.  We wait with God to hear and see what Mary will decide.  We stand on the edge of a possibility.  Through the angel Gabriel, God promises to be with Mary and to make the impossible possible.

God waits to see what we will decide – will we, though perplexed, confused and even afraid, say yes to God using us to bring God’s good news to the world?
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