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INTRODUCTION  
 

 

 

 
 
Entering the parish church of Zenderen, one can see some remarkable paint-
ings that surround the nave. Twelve contemporary murals (from 2010) refer to 
the biblical story of Elijah (1 Kings 17 – 2 Kings 2). More than anything else, 
symbols are depicted. For instance, an altar, surrounded by flames and a pillar 
of fire from above, symbolises Elijah‘s sacrifice on Mount Carmel (1 Kgs 18: 
37-38). In all these pictures, Elijah himself is depicted only once, hiding in the 
cave on Mount Horeb. He is depicted inside the cave, looking outward, facing 
the beholder. What does he see? What is evoked in this depiction? Elijah 
looked and behold…. Elijah‘s story is called up for the beholder, who is in-
vited to see, with Elijah. 
 That is what this present research is about: The story of a relationship be-
tween a man and his God, visualised in distinct ways, which appeals to the 
beholder spiritually.  
 
Many theologians have expressed interest in art and pictures. However, from 
the viewpoint of spirituality there is still a lot to be done. Therefore, the objec-
tive of this investigation is to contribute to the study of spirituality in pictures. 
With the term ‗pictures‘ I denote two- and three-dimensional objects, such as 
paintings, drawings and leaded glass windows, and also sculptures. My passion-
ate interest in biblical traditions makes me focus on the topic of biblical spiri-
tuality combined with pictures that refer to biblical texts. My research question 
is: Which aspects of biblical spirituality are brought out in these pictures?  
 
To answer this question, a thorough analysis is needed. In this research I de-
fine a methodical framework – deriving from a theoretical and paradigmatical 
survey, that offers the possibility of bringing to light biblical spirituality 
through different forms of pictures that refer to biblical texts. This dissertation 
is not ‗the answer‘ to everything about biblical spirituality in pictures. However, 
I consider this research relevant to the academic field of spirituality, for this 
study provides a dialogical-phenomenological analysis of a series of pictures, 
relating precisely to the spiritual processes that are seen in the picture and the 
spiritual processes that are evoked in the act of looking. 
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In Part I, I put forward preliminary answers to two basic questions: what are 
the basic characteristics which define the area of reality to be studied, and what 
methodology or research strategy is best suited to study that area of reality? In 
contemporary society (including the contemporary academic world), the do-
main of spirituality is conceived in very different ways. Therefore, to avoid 
misunderstanding, I will first stake out my position regarding biblical spiritual-
ity in pictures (Chapter 1). Then I will come to a roadmap to analyse the pic-
tures (Chapter 2). 
 Whereas Part I explores the domain of research theoretically, Part II shows 
a practical and paradigmatic exploration of the subject in a number of case 
studies. The pictures that are analysed in this research function as eye openers. 
They are all located in Germany (in the area of North Rhine-Westphalia and 
Rhineland-Palatinate) and they all refer to the biblical text of 1 Kgs 19:1-18.  
 
The option for an Elijah narrative emerged from my personal interest. Being 
introduced to and educated in a Carmelite tradition, I was fired by the biblical 
figure of Elijah. During the research, this choice was affirmed by the experi-
ence that showed me that Elijah still has something to say to us for our pre-
sent-day life.  
 The motivation for the specific text of 1 Kgs 19:1-18 primarily originates in 
my visit to the Carmelites in Mainz, where I was touched by the sculptures in 
the Elijah chapel (See: Appendix 1). In my opinion, these are an unconven-
tional and striking depiction of ‗Elijah fed by the angel‘ and ‗Elijah on Mount 
Horeb‘. What exactly is depicted here? And what happens to the beholder in 
looking at these sculptures? In addition to these sculptures, I came across 
other contemporary depictions of 1 Kgs 19:1-18. With all of these, I found 
sufficient examples to perform this study. 
 The choice of this biblical story fits well with a research into biblical spiritu-
ality: Firstly, the scene of ‗Elijah fed by an angel‘ can be seen as a basic reli-
gious experience: in times of drought or crisis, one receives food by divine 
providence. In line with the crucifixion, contemporary artists often regard this 
theme as an example of extreme human, existential experience.1 Secondly, the 
scene of ‗Elijah on Mount Horeb‘ can be seen as a mystical experience – 
YHWH passing by. Therefore, 1 Kgs 19:1-18, as a central narrative of the bibli-
cal Elijah-cycle, is a characteristic and leading narrative regarding a ‗divine-
human encounter‘. 
 
The practical part of this research is presented in three steps. First, a reading of 
the biblical text (Chapter 3). Second, a systematic analysis of six picture para-
digms that refer to this biblical text (Chapter 4). Thirdly, the results of both 

 
1  De Wal 2002, 115. 
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text-analysis and picture-analyses are brought together at the level of biblical 
spirituality, and compared with each other (Chapter 5). 
 
Whereas this book is divided into a theoretical exploration and case studies, in 
the research I alternated looking and reflecting (praxis and theory). Therefore, 
I have added links to the case studies in the theoretic part of the book and 
links to the theory within the case studies. I suggest to mix the reading of both 
parts of the book. 
 
This research is not just about dialogue; it is also written in dialogue. Apart 
from the many hours I spent ‗in dialogue‘ with the research objects, I received 
several opportunities to present the results of my analyses to others and I re-
ceived helpful comment. I am most grateful to those with whom I discussed 
my methodological principles, and those who challenged me to formulate what 
I saw in the pictures. Therefore, first of all, I want to thank my (co-)super-
visors Panc Beentjes, Anne-Marie Korte and Onno Zijlstra. All three have 
guided me from their own science discipline, posing their questions and giving 
helpful suggestions. I also wish to thank my colleagues at Tilburg School of 
Theology, my colleagues of the NOSTER promotion seminar, my colleagues 
of the NOSTER network group and the staff members of the Titus Brandsma 
Institute who were all open to discussion.  
 I could not have performed this research without local assistance in Ger-
many. I want to thank the members of the local communities in Bergisch 
Gladbach, Kornelimünster, Mainz, Mainz-Drais, Marienthal and Springiers-
bach for their hospitality during my research and for their help in enabling the 
publication of this book. Thanks to the artists (cq their heirs) for allowing pub-
lication of the illustrations.  
 Especially, I want to thank the members of the Carmelite family; I am 
thankful to the Carmelite communities of Dordrecht and Nijmegen, where I 
am at home; thanks to all who provided me with pictures of Elijah. I expressly 
want to thank Minie Pasop for joining me on several trips to Germany; and 
Míceál O‘Neill for correcting the text. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

THE DOMAIN OF RESEARCH 
 
 
 
 
 
In this chapter, I will explore the domain of research in four stages: spirituality 
(1.1), biblical spirituality (1.2), pictorial spirituality (1.3) and the combination of 
‗biblical spirituality in pictures‘ (1.4). Along this path, the domain of research 
will be gradually revealed.  
 
 

1.1 Spirituality 
 
First of all, this research is a study in the scientific field of spirituality. As in the 
entire contemporary society, the academic world conceives the domain of 
spirituality in different ways. However, in the past decade, some general con-
sensus has been found within the academic discipline. As Sandra Schneiders 
puts it, the academic discipline of spirituality is primarily research that has the 
objective of increasing the understanding of the divine-human relationship.1 A 
significant contribution to the academic discipline is made by the Titus 
Brandsma Institute, Nijmegen (NL).2 The work of this scientific research insti-
tute is exclusively focussed on the field of spirituality. Its foundational research 
is elaborated in a systematic guide, written by Kees Waaijman: Spirituality: 
Forms, Foundations, Methods.3 In my opinion, this development in the study of 
spirituality has considerable potential. Therefore, I follow the main lines of this 
‗school‘ of research. I will echo (parts of) Waaijman‘s position on spirituality 
and advance it in the direction of the analysis of pictures. 
 
 
  

 
1  Schneiders 2005a, 16. 
2  www.titusbrandsmainstituut.nl. 
3  Waaijman 2002. 

http://www.titusbrandsmainstituut.nl/
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1.1.1 The notion of spirituality 
 
Waaijman defines the multiform area of spirituality as ‗divine-human relational 
process‘.4 Other definitions of spirituality illustrate the value and strength of 
this particular definition.  
 A first example I want to put forward is the famous series entitled World 
Spirituality. This series does not use an exact definition but uses a general work-
ing hypothesis to survey the multiform phenomenon of spirituality: 

The series focuses on that inner dimension of the person called by certain tradi-
tions ―the spirit‖. This spiritual core is the deepest center of the person. It is here 
that the person is open to the transcendent dimension; it is here that the person 
experiences ultimate reality. The series explores the discovery of this core, the 
dynamics of its development, and its journey to the ultimate goal. It deals with 
prayer, spiritual direction, the various maps of the spiritual journey, and the 

methods of advancement in the spiritual ascent.5 

This working hypothesis emphasises several aspects of spirituality as a ‗divine-
human relational process‘. Firstly, a distinction is made between the human 
person (inner dimension, spirit, spiritual core, deepest centre) and a transcen-
dent dimension (ultimate reality, ultimate goal). Secondly, they are distinct in a 
mutual relationship, described from a human perspective: the human person is 
open to the transcendent, experiences the transcendent, and journeys towards 
the ultimate in a spiritual ascent. Thirdly, this relation is described as a dynamic 
process (discovery, development, journey, spiritual ascent). And finally, this 
spiritual process is nourished by specific mediations (prayer, spiritual direction, 
maps and methods). 
 
A second interesting example is the definition provided by Sandra Schneiders. 
Within the English linguistic area, her description of spirituality is widely used 
in the contemporary academic discipline of spirituality.6 One of her definitions 
of spirituality is: 

The experience of conscious involvement in the project of life-integration 

through self-transcendence toward the horizon of ultimate value one perceives.7  

This definition also distinguishes the human (experience, life-integration, self) 
and the transcendent (the horizon of ultimate value) in a process (conscious 
involvement, project, self-transcendence).  

 
4  Waaijman 2002, 426-454. 
5  Cousins 1986, xiii. For an evaluation of the elaboration of this working hypothesis in World 

Spirituality, see: Waaijman 2002, 3-5. 
6  See for instance: Holder 2005, Sheldrake 2005 and B. Green 2006. 
7  Schneiders 2005a, 16. Already in 1986, Schneiders proposed a slightly different version of 

this definition in 1986. See also: Schneiders 1998, 40. 
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 Along with the working hypothesis of World Spirituality, Schneider‘s defini-
tion shows openness for non-dominant spiritual traditions. However, there is 
also a significant difference to World Spirituality; Schneiders‘ definition focuses 
on the human activity in terms of ‗self-transcendence‘ (a kind of self-
realization). She states: ―Spirituality is the actualization of the basic human 
capacity for transcendence.‖8 The relation between the human and the tran-
scendent reality seems to have only one direction. This raises the question 
whether Schneiders‘ definition takes into account the possibility of a reverse 
movement (the reciprocity of the relation). In addition, Schneiders fails to 
include those forms of mysticism that are associated with negative aspects like 
‗loss of self‘.9  
 
A third example I want to introduce here emanates from a philosophical con-
text. The following description is used by Ilse Bulhof:  

One speaks of spirituality when on the one hand attention and longing exist for 
insights into something that goes beyond the ordinary life (philo-sophia, love for, 
or desire for wisdom) and when on the other hand an existential unity exists be-

tween knowledge and life-praxis, between book-learning and wisdom of life.10 

In the first part of this definition a distinction is formulated, on the one hand, 
in terms of ‗ordinary life‘ and a ‗beyond‘ and on the other hand, as a relation of 
attention, longing, love and desire. The second part of the definition deals with 
the existential unity between theoria (knowledge, book-learning) and praxis (life-
praxis, wisdom of life) in spirituality.  
 This existential unity is also perceived in the holistic approach of Schnei-
ders, where the whole of life is involved:  

…the body as well as the spirit, gender and social location as well as human na-
ture, emotion as well as mind and will, relationships with others as well as with 

God, socio-political commitment as well as prayer and spiritual praxis.11  

This holistic view adds an aspect of importance to the working hypothesis of 
World Spirituality, which focuses specifically on the inner person, on the spiri-
tual core of the person (‗spirit‘).  
 
In conclusion, this short survey of examples offers a distinctive orientation to 
the phenomenon of spirituality, in three aspects:  
 
  

 
8  Schneiders 2005a, 16. 
9 For criticism on a Zeitgeist of self-sanctification, see for instance Waaijman 2002, 652-653. 
10  Bulhof 1992, 14. 
11  Schneiders 2005b, 2. 
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1 two different realities are involved; the human and the transcendent.  
2 human reality as a whole is involved; theoria and praxis, individually and 

socially. 
3 the two realities are related and this relationship is dynamic; it is a proc-

ess.  
 

In addition to these three aspects, I want to underline that the study of spiritu-
ality should not be restricted to a one-way relation of the human towards the 
transcendent. At least the possibility of a reverse moment, or a reciprocal rela-
tion, must remain an option.  
 
Waaijman‘s concept of spirituality involves these aspects of spirituality. The 
‗divine-human relational process‘ stresses the divine-human structure in a re-
ciprocal and dynamic (process) relation. The second aspect (human reality 
involved as a whole) might be disregarded in conceiving spirituality strictly as a 
divine-human relational process. However, this is not the case with Waaijman 
himself. He makes clear that spirituality is realized ―in the substance of human 
existence: the intellect (knowledge, attention, awakening, contemplation), the 
will (devotion, attachment, kawwana, fervency, inwardness), the memory, con-
trol of one‘s drives, lifestyle, the ordering of time and space, social interaction, 
the religious life, culture‖.12 The human reality is involved in all its aspects.  
 The social reality is involved in the relational process. The divine-human 
relational process influences the relational process of the individual with his or 
her surroundings. It influences his or her standing in the world. Reciprocally, 
inter-human relationship and the relation of an individual to nature influence 
the divine-human relational process. In this perspective it is noteworthy that 
the divine-human relational process should not be represented as a one-
dimensional (linear) line between two poles. It implies a process which is not 
linearly structured (straight from A to B) but more circularly and spirally. It 
could for instance be represented as a triangle, or with more complicated fig-
ures.  
 
What convinces me to follow Waaijman‘s definition of spirituality, is that it 
offers a specific description of what spirituality means (the relational process 
of the divine and the human reality) in accordance with the valuable aspects 
mentioned above, and it also remains as undefined as possible for all kinds of 
relational processes and realizations of the divine and the human reality. Since 
the definition springs from a phenomenological approach, it is inevitably open 
for the phenomenon of ‗spirituality in pictures‘. If not, the definition will not 
hold. 

 
12  Waaijman 2002, 365. 
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 One more thing should be mentioned at this stage. In his briefly-worded 
definition, Waaijman makes the striking – and frequently discussed and con-
tested – decision to call the transcendent reality the divine reality (in the Dutch 
original even: ‗God‘). For now, I follow this decision. Later (1.1.4), I shall re-
turn to this choice and explain it. 
 
The study of spirituality mainly describes spirituality as it is lived, and reflects 
on that. As the working hypothesis of World Spirituality showed, the research 
object of the study of spirituality is based on practice (prayer, spiritual direc-
tion, etc.). The question for this study is how to examine such a practice (in 
this case ‗looking at pictures that refer to biblical texts‘). Along with Waaijman, 
I am of the opinion that a combination of phenomenological thinking and 
dialogical thinking serves the purpose of the study of spirituality very well. 
Phenomenological thinking seems to fit best to the descriptive and reflective 
task, whereas dialogical thinking is of importance for the relational concept of 
spirituality. Moreover, as this present study will show, this combination is prac-
ticable. Therefore, these two approaches will now be briefly described (1.1.2; 
1.1.3), before I give a first indication of the field of research (1.1.4). 
 
 
1.1.2 A phenomenological approach 
 

Phenomenology is […] mainly the name for a philosophical movement whose 
primary objective is the direct investigation and description of phenomena as 
consciously experienced, without theories about their causal explanation and as 

free as possible from unexamined preconceptions and presuppositions.13  

The central objective of phenomenology is: ‗back to concreteness, the thing 
itself as it presents itself‘.14 Every phenomenon presents itself in multiple ways. 
Physical things like furniture can be viewed from different perspectives; sitting 
at a table, the table appears to you in a way that is completely different from 
the appearance of the same table when you are lying underneath it. The same 
applies to immaterial phenomena like fear, time or ‗spirit‘; the position you 
take determines which aspect of the phenomenon you meet.  
 A phenomenological approach confronts us with a complex reality since it 
integrates the multi-faceted form(s) of phenomena: it makes us aware of the 
fact that there will always be more meaning beyond all that we can see or say. 
For instance, questions like ‗what is the meaning of …‘ or ‗what is the spiritu-
ality of …‘ can never be fully answered or finally solved and thus done away 
with. These questions will always remain the subject matter of lived experience.  

 
13  Spiegelberg 1975, 3. 
14  Waaijman 2002, 536. 
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 From different viewpoints, different experiences of the same phenomenon 
arise. A phenomenological approach takes these experiences as its starting 
point. With these experiences, it looks methodologically for the depth-
structure of a phenomenon. Through systematic reflection, phenomenology 
seeks to come to the essential properties and structures of phenomena. How-
ever, its main contribution is questioning the studied phenomena (instead of 
identifying and establishing them). 
 
Intentionality 
 
An important element of phenomenology is intentionality (Intentionalität), also 
called ‗aboutness‘. Intentionality refers to the notion that consciousness is 
always consciousness of something (i.e. the intentional object). Intentionality 
represents the bias, the orientation of the phenomenologist towards the phe-
nomenon. This orientation has two poles: the pole of the experiencing subject 
(noesis) and the pole of the object, the content of consciousness (noema).15 For 
the phenomenological study of spirituality it is significant that this orientation 
is not a one-way track. The same (noematic) object can present itself from dif-
ferent angles and the same (noetic) subject can approach it from several angles.16 
Both poles are mutually correlated.  
 The focus of the experiencing subject is called attitude (Einstellung). A variety 
of divergent attitudes are possible, to which there are an equal number of cor-
responding perspectives on an object. Such an imperfect representation of an 
object is called adumbration (Abschattung). A particular perspective shows a 
particular side of an object (aktuelle Abschattung). Other possible aspects of the 
object are out of sight (masked). A phenomenological approach is aware of the 
fact that a significant part of the object is shadowed. This polarity between 
attitude (Einstellung) and adumbration (Abschattung) is an important relation for 
the understanding of the phenomenon of spirituality.17  
 
Threefold horizon 
 
Every phenomenon has a threefold horizon: 
 First of all, a phenomenon has an internal horizon. When I see the front of 
an object – let‘s say a chair – I also ‗see‘ the back, the bottom and the top of it 
as well. In a real sense I never see more than the front (which faces me), but in 

 
15  Phenomenology is an alternative to the representational theory of consciousness, which 

holds that reality can only be grasped indirectly through representations of reality in the 

mind. 
16  Waaijman 2002, 537. 
17  Waaijman 2002, 537. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intentionality
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simply facing a chair I ‗see‘ a range of other facets or perspectives as well.18 In 
terms of phenomenology, this is the internal horizon of a chair. The internal 
horizon consists in the unfolding of multiple aspects which the chair proves to 
have within itself. 
 Aside from an internal horizon, the chair has an external horizon: it is a 
thing within a field of things: and this points finally to the whole ‗world as per-
ceptual world‘.19 The chair is one thing out of the total group of simultaneously 
and actually perceived things: whether the chair is placed at the kitchen table, 
in a classroom or in the apse of a church, opens up specific experiences of that 
particular chair. 
 A third aspect of horizon is the horizon of time. Our lived experience is 
never merely a now-experience but always a matter of history and future as 
well. When I face a chair, I ‗see‘ that the chair is placed there and that it has the 
potential for being moved. The facets that are still present from the past are 
called ‗retentions‘ and the facets that are already present of what is to come are 
called ‗protentions‘.20  
 
Techniques  
 
Phenomenology brings ‗the thing itself‘ to the fore, analyzes it, looks at it from 
various sides and tries to make its basic structure explicit. To do this, one has 
to break through the obvious and briefly considered ‗surface‘ of it. This takes 
place by the application of phenomenological techniques. I note four basic 
techniques that will be constitutive for this present research on spirituality: 1. 
description, 2. interpretation, 3. variation and 4. reduction. In practice, these 
techniques cannot be separated but theoretically they can: 
 
1. Description 
A phenomenological method relies on the description of phenomena. A de-
scription is a precise articulation of a certain mode in which something mani-
fests itself as it unfolds from a specific point of view. Description above all 
aims at bringing about changes in perspective, in order to see a phenomenon 
with fresh eyes. In our spontaneous descriptions we are as a rule locked into 
certain reading tracks. To arrive at a phenomenological description one must 
abstain from this habit and seek an Einstellung from which a phenomenon can 
appear in a new way. Detaching oneself from an everyday Einstellung and ac-
quiring an eye for a new Abschattung is achieved through a writing process. Via 
recognizable descriptions of experience, the writer (and later the reader as well) 
is led to new points of view and new insights.   

 
18  Waaijman 2002, 538. 
19  Waaijman 2002, 538; Cf. Husserl 1970, 162. 
20  Waaijman 2002, 539; Cf. Husserl 1966, 26, 62. 
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2. Interpretation  
In lived experience there is always an element of interpretation. I ‗see‘ a church 
when I, strictly speaking, merely observe the façade of a steeple. What does a 
little girl see when she is looking at that same steeple? And what about a slater, 
a town-architect or a painter, what do they ‗see‘ in it? Everyone is continually 
engaged in interpreting reality. We interpret something as something; a steeple 
as a church, as something to climb, as a work assignment or as an artistic ob-
ject. We interpret what we see; texts and pictures, but also ourselves, our situa-
tion, our past, the other. Whereas description seeks to put down in words that 
which discloses itself, interpretation interprets something as something.21  
 
3. Variation  
In our experience, we already see multiple variations of a specific phenome-
non, but we also have to make efforts to experience a phenomenon from as 
many positions and approaches as possible. A phenomenological inquiry starts 
with taking a concrete given as example: take a chair. This example becomes 
the starting point of variation. All sorts of variants arise in a free imagination: 
all kinds of chairs come to mind. ―Variation is the technique which leads to the 
intuition of essence.‖22 In the variability, we can gradually focus on ‗that which 
is stable in all variations‘: the essence that is maintained. In order to attain to 
the essential seeing of a phenomenon, the searching mind must focus on all 
variations: on the congruent (where the overlapping variants cover each other) 
and the incongruent (where the variants are in conflict and drive each other 
out of commonality). In the act of variation one, over and over again, crosses 
the boundaries of the concept formed. The freedom of variation belongs to 
the fundamental character of seeing phenomena.23  
 
4. Reduction  
In a phenomenological approach, one aspires to study the phenomena as given 
to oneself without any intermediaries: neither personal nor impersonal. It re-
jects especially all evidence based on inference and on explanatory hypotheses. 
Therefore the technique of reduction is so crucial to phenomenology. 
 A phenomenologist has to reduce the self from one‘s natural Einstellung. The 
lived experience that reality is ‗thus‘ and not otherwise is bracketed.24 Every 
judgment is suspended while one relies on the intuitive grasp of knowledge, 
free of presuppositions and of intellectualizing. Even belief in the reality or 
validity of the researched phenomenon is suspended. 

 
21  Waaijman 2002, 540. 
22  Waaijman 2002, 544. 
23  Husserl 1973, 343-348. 
24  Waaijman 2002, 543. 
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Reduction involves stripping the world from opinions, theories, presuppositions, 
etcetera, and only looking at how things appear to you, in their most elementary 
form. It is not a denial of the existence of these theories, but an active decision 
not to use them. An underlying thought is that theories and presuppositions pre-
vent things to speak for themselves in all varying ways. […] not the theories of 

others are interesting but the things themselves are.25 

Reduction is a process in which one penetrates to the concretely intuited phe-
nomenon, while making critical distinctions between eliminable, factual, and 
indispensable, essential characteristics.26 The idea is ―that in analyzing a phe-
nomenon one seeks as it were to ‗look‘ at the essence of it ‗out of it‘.‖27 This 
cognitive procedure is in fact ―the application and deepening of an essential 
feature of a human orientation to the world: that it distinguishes foregrounds 
and backgrounds, meaning and incidentals, important and unimportant mat-
ters; in short, that it takes positions and posits thematic centers of gravity.‖28  
 Although reductions are an essential part of phenomenology, a phenome-
nological approach is truly anti-reductionistic; the reductions are mere tools to 
better understand and describe the workings of consciousness, not to reduce 
any phenomenon to these descriptions. When one describes what one ‗really‘ 
sees, it does not mean that the thing is only and exclusively what is described 
here. The ‗thing‘ is not the sum of its Abschattungen. 
 
Attitude 
 
The four techniques of phenomenology mentioned above are merely a way to 
appropriate a phenomenological attitude. In practice, it entails an unusual 
combination of discipline and detachment to suspend, or bracket, theoretical 
explanations and second-hand information while determining one's ‗naive‘ 
experience of the matter. The phenomenological method serves to momentar-
ily erase the world of speculation by returning the subject to his or her primor-
dial experience of the matter, whether the object of inquiry is a feeling, an idea, 
or a perception. The adoption of a phenomenological attitude can heighten 
our perceptiveness for the richness of our experience. 
 
  

 
25  Van Driessche & Van Roy 1991-1992, 107-108. 
26  Van Peursen 1967, 37. 
27  Husserl calls this ‗Wesensschau‘, ‗Wesensanschauung‘ or ‗Wesenserschauung‘. See: Van Peursen 1967, 

36. 
28  Lembeck 1994, 38. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reductionism
http://www.google.nl/search?tbs=bks:1&tbo=p&q=+inauthor:%22Robert+van+Driessche%22
http://www.google.nl/search?tbs=bks:1&tbo=p&q=+inauthor:%22Roland+van+Roy%22
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1.1.3 A dialogical approach 

 
In an encounter – for instance, with another human being or with a work of 
art – one can have the experience of forgetting time, forgetting place, being 
solely present to the other. To a certain degree, one is absorbed in the encoun-
ter. To that same degree, one is freed from the natural connectedness. In the 
break-through of an actual encounter, one can receive the other ―not as a spe-
cies of a genus but as an underivable and unique being‖.29 In ‗Ich und Du‘ 
(1923), Martin Buber gave full expression to the relational phenomenon.30 As 
he puts it: 

Every actual relationship to a being or reality in the world is exclusive. Its You 
[…] fills the firmament – not as if there were nothing else, but everything else 
lives in its light. As long as the presence of the relationship endures, this world-

wideness cannot be infringed.31 

Before I give a short explanation of Buber‘s dialogical philosophy, I would like 
to start with an example from Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy. Rosenstock-Huessy 
is one of the European thinkers of the 20th century who elaborated the dia-
logical discourse.32 With the help of the Latin word amatur (‗he is loved‘), he 
demonstrates the difference between an objectified (declarative) and a dialogic 
discourse in language:  

Amatur, he is loved, is an objective statement. Some fact is reported of some-
body who is neither the speaker or writer nor the listener or reader. He usually 
does not know that people speak of him. On the other hand, it is equally notice-
able that neither the speaker nor the listener has any stake in the sentence ‗ama-
tur‘. In ‗amatur‘, the process of love has been made powerless. This is no small 
achievement. Of love we can only speak in fear and trembling if we speak of it in 
the first or second person. The third person neutralizes the power of love. The 

objects of science are made powerless.33 

This example of ‗amatur‘ clearly illustrates the contrast between an objectified 
and a dialogic discourse.  

 
29  Stawarska 2009, 150. 
30  English edition: I and Thou, 1958 and 1970; Dutch edition: Ik en Jij, 2003. See also: Waaijman, 

De mystiek van ik en jij, 1976. 
31  Buber 1966, 94-95 (translation after Kaufmann 1970 with some corrections after Smith 

1958). 
32  Rosenstock-Huessy 1970. See: Stawarska 2009, 135.  
33  Rosenstock-Huessy 1970, 101.  
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 Buber introduced the word pair I-You and the word pair I-It to articulate 
the contrast between both discourses.34 The word pairs provide insight into 
two fundamentally different types of relationship.  
 
The word pair I-You  
 
The word pair I-You refers to a dialogical principle of I-You connectedness. A 
basic aspect of an actual I-You connectedness is that it is in essence reciprocal. 
Buber calls this reciprocity Gegenseitigkeit. He explains:  

My You acts on me as I act on You. Our students form us, our works build us 
up […] How we are raised by children, by animals! Inscrutably involved, we live 

in the currents of all-reciprocity.35  

This all-reciprocity involves the whole being of both You and I. There are no 
specific components of the You or the I that are set apart, excluded or accen-
tuated.36 But although all is involved, You and I are not bound or marked by 
aspects like gender, race, social status or age. You and I cannot be understood 
against the background of something or someone else. In the encounter, only 
the connectedness exists. As Waaijman puts it: ―The I does not experience the 
human being but only relates to him or her in the sacredness of the I-You 
relation. This relation cannot be explained. It simply is.‖37  
 Moreover, an actual I-You connectedness is in essence immediate (unmittel-
bar). Nothing can intervene between I and You: ―nothing conceptual, no prior 
knowledge and no imagination‖ intervenes between the I and the You, ―no 
purpose, no greed and no anticipation‖.38 As Buber continues: ―Every means is 
an obstacle. Only where all means have disintegrated encounter occurs‖.39  
 
The dialogical principle of I-You connectedness includes ―relational non-
identity‖.40  

Whoever stands in relation, participates in an actuality; that is, in a being that is 

neither merely a part of him nor merely outside him.41  

 
34  I use capitals to refer to the two wordpairs of I-You and I-It. Buber uses the German ‗Du‘ as 

an intimate ànd respectful address – that can be read in the ‗You‘. I also write ‗It‘ with a capi-
tal to distinguish it from the normal linguistic use of ‗it‘. 

35  Buber 1966, 23. 
36  Buber 1966, 107. 
37  Waaijman 2002, 558.  
38  Buber 1966, 18-19. 
39  Buber 1966, 19. 
40  Stawarska 2009, 158. 
41  Buber 1966, 76. 
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Throughout the reciprocal relation, the I and the You are realized. Both take 
shape. At the same time, the reciprocal relation entails a loss of actuality since 
the I and the You assume this particular shape: ―actualization in the one sense 
involves a loss of actuality in another.‖42  
 
Buber refers to this actual I-You connectedness with the word Gegenwart (pre-
sent, direct), in contrast with Gegenstand (object, opponent). This Gegenwart does 
not refer to a now-moment on the linear representation of time between past 
and future. It is the ―extended lived process of being fully present to the other 
in the event of the encounter, such that the other ‗fills the firmament‘ rather 
than being one of multiple mundane entities competing for my attention.‖43 
 
The Between 

 
In the I-You connectedness, the dialogue partners are non-in-different toward 
one another. They are concerned for each other without being confused with 
one another. Buber calls this relational sphere, ‗the between‘ (das Zwischen). The 
Between is the sphere of intimacy of the I-You relationship. It is a relational 
process that is accessible to the participants alone. It cannot be reduced to the 
special sphere of one of the dialogue partners or to the polarity of two isolated 
entities that confront each other. Rather, the Between is ―a field of force gen-
erated by their mutual engagement‖.44 The space in which the You appears is 
the space in which the I appears. Two movements of being run counter to 
each other, within the one common area of the contact constituted by these 
two movements. In this interaction of Between space, the interiority of contact, 
opens up.45  
 
The word pair I-It 
 
The immediate I-You connectedness is not everlasting but is bound in time 
and nature:  

In our world, every You must become an It. However exclusively present 
[Gegenwärtig] the You may have been in the direct relationship, as soon as the re-
lationship has run its course or is permeated by means, the You becomes an ob-
ject [Gegenstand] among objects, possibly the noblest one and yet one of them, 

outlined in measure and boundary.46 

 
42  Waaijman 2002, 555. See: Buber 1966, 24. 
43  Stawarska 2009, 151. 
44  Stawarska 2009, 149-150. 
45  Waaijman 2002, 552. 
46  Buber 1966, 24. 
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In this process of objectivation the I and the You disintegrate; set apart from 
each other, apart from the immediate effect upon each other. In this process 
where the You becomes an It, the I also is transformed:  

A man who has acquired an I, who says I-It, assumes a position in front of 

things and not opposed to them in the current of reciprocity.47 

When the I starts to define itself (namely in opposition to the other), it is by 
definition an act of delimitation. It is a process of fixation of both the I and 
the other, in which the I takes possession of the other and diminishes both 
itself and the other.48  
 As Buber states: ―Without It man cannot live. But whoever lives only with 
that is not human‖.49 Whereas every You must become an It when the event of 
relation has run its course, every It can become a You by entering into the 
event of relation.50 A crucial point is that the I is essential in this process, but 
the encountering can not be effected:  

The You encounters me through grace - it cannot be found by seeking. But that 

I speak the basic word [I-You] is an act of my whole being, my essential deed.51 

 
God, the eternal You 
 
According to Buber, people relate to God as to an eternal You: 

Man have addressed their eternal You by many names. When they sang of what 
they had thus named, they still meant You. When the names entered into the It-
language; men felt impelled more and more to think of and to talk about their 
eternal You as an It. But all names of God remain hallowed – because they have 

been used not only to speak of God but also to speak to him.52 

The God-relatedness attains perfection in the immediate relationship to the 
You:  

In the actuality in which I stand before God: when I know ‗I have been surren-
dered‘ and know at the same time ‗It depends on me‘ then I may not try to es-
cape from the paradox […]. I must take it upon myself to live both in one: and 

lived, both are one.53 

 
47  Buber 1966, 38. 
48  Waaijman 2002, 556.  
49  Buber 1966, 44. 
50  Buber 1966, 43. 
51  Buber 1966, 18. 
52  Buber 1966, 91. 
53  Buber 1966, 114-115. 
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As we saw, every You must become an It. However, God as the eternal You 
can – by nature – never become an It.54 A religious It-God comes into being as 
an independent object but is no longer God to men, since the I is no longer 
confronted by a You.55 In this perspective, Buber speaks about the ‗Eclipse of 
God‘ when the I-You connectedness is disturbed.56 The I-You connectedness 
is obscured or corrupted by dead forms or images that intervene between hu-
man beings and the unimaginable You. It is the ―living contradiction which is 
part of every religion: people attend to God but in so doing frustrate the fun-
damental tendency of the revelation.‖57  
 
Now back to Rosenstock-Huessy. When he illustrates the dialogical and the 
objectified discourse by the word ‗amatur‘, he continues with the example of 
speaking of/to God. He says: 

God in prayer, God in the ten commandments – is the living God. God as the 

object of theology is powerless, a mere third person.58 

For the study of spirituality, this distinction is crucial. How to speak about 
(which is It-connectedness) the living experience of a divine-human I-You 
connectedness? 
 
 
1.1.4 Domain of research (part I) 
 
Spirituality is about the relationship between the human reality (the person, 
soul, man) and the divine reality (called God, or YHWH, Allah, Our Lord, One, 
Mighty, Eternal, Ultimate Reality, etc). This relation appears to be dynamic. It 
is not fixed, nor static. Throughout life, the relationship between humans and 
the divine is in process; now it strengthens, then it weakens; sometimes it ap-
pears to be a close relationship and at other times an enormous distance is felt; 
at times it feels harmonious, at other times the relation might appear as a 
struggle with an opposing force.  
 Spirituality as a ‗divine-human relational process‘ benefits by a phenome-
nological approach. Phenomenology is a method of reflective attentiveness 
that discloses the individual‘s lived experience. It creates conditions for the 
objective study of these phenomena. For this reason, phenomenology is par-
ticularly suitable for the study of phenomena that are usually regarded as sub-
jective. 

 
54  Buber 1966, 132. 
55  Buber 1966, 136. 
56  See also: Buber 1957. 
57  Waaijman 2002, 562. 
58  Rosenstock-Huessy 1970, 101. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Objectivity_(philosophy)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Subject_(philosophy)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Subject_(philosophy)
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 The phenomenological approach advances the focus on experience (lived 
spirituality). For a study of spirituality, the concept of relation is all-important. 
Dialogical phenomenology discusses this aspect of relation.  
 
For the study of spirituality, dialogical thinking is an essential extension to the 
phenomenological approach. The moment of break-through of the real en-
counter – that is essential to spirituality – demands dialogical thinking. The 
dialogical approach stresses and secures the freedom of the perceived You: the 
phenomenon.  
 The distinction Buber made between the word pair I-You and the word pair 
I-It is constitutive for the study of spirituality. It clarifies the bounds of possi-
bility in the study of the divine-human relational process: the moment of en-
counter can be objectified (I-It) and described later on, but the moment of 
encounter itself (I-You) is without context and beyond language. 
 Dialogical phenomenology clarifies that spirituality as a divine-human rela-
tional process cannot be investigated from outside; the connectedness between 
You and I is not open to an external observer who has no foothold in the phe-
nomenon itself.  
 
In this present research on the relation between pictures that refer to biblical 
texts and biblical spirituality, the space of I-You-connectedness (the between-
space) is essential and needs to be opened up. It might seem totally impossible 
to write a dissertation from a dialogical approach, since as soon as one speaks 
about dialogue, one has entered the it-discourse and left the dialogical dimen-
sion behind. Nevertheless, the dialogical approach provides a philosophical 
background to this research, a background that helps to understand an impor-
tant aspect of spirituality: the dialogical relation between the I and the other.  
 
When I discussed the notion of spirituality (1.1), I said that I would return to 
the issue of calling the transcendence ‗divine‘. Now that I have introduced the 
dialogical aspect of spirituality, I can say that the choice of the words ‗divine 
reality‘ in the definition of spirituality opens out to the reality of an 
other/Other. Every naming would be disputed, but the term ‗divine‘ clarifies 
that spirituality is opposed to I-centeredness. I am convinced that this is crucial 
for the concept of spirituality.  
 I agree with Buber when he – already in 1923 – defended the use of the 
word ‗God‘:  

Some would deny any legitimate use of the word ‗God‘ because it has been mis-
used so much. Certainly it is the most burdened of all human words. Precisely 
for that reason it is the most imperishable and unavoidable [das unvergänglichste 
und unumgänglichste]. And how much weight has all erroneous talk about God‘s 
nature and works (although there never has been nor can be any such talk that is 
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not erroneous) compared with the one truth that all men who have addressed 
God really meant him? For whoever pronounces the word ‗God‘ and really 
means You, addresses, no matter what his delusion, the true You of his life that 
cannot be restricted by any other and to whom he stands in a relationship that 
includes all others.  

But whoever abhors the name and fancies that he is godless – when he ad-
dresses with his whole devoted being the You of his life that cannot be restricted 

by any other, he addresses God.59 

This short survey has affirmed and slightly coloured the conception of Waaij-
man‘s definition of spirituality as ‗divine-human relational process‘. With the 
results of this survey I will consider the notion of biblical spirituality as a spe-
cific form of spirituality. 
 
 

1.2 Biblical spirituality 
 
I shall stake out a position about the nature of biblical spirituality to provide a 
starting point for the analysis of pictures that refer to biblical texts.  
 After stating a starting point (1.2.1), I will set forth a phenomenological 
approach towards the Bible (1.2.2). A specific aspect of biblical spirituality – its 
transformative aspect – is illuminated with the dialogical praxis of lectio divina 
(1.2.3). Along this path, I will come to a further specification of my domain of 
research (1.2.4).  
 
 
1.2.1 The notion of biblical spirituality 
 
The term ‗biblical spirituality‘ is ambiguous. Every time this term is used, ques-
tions arise. For instance, the adjective biblical can be an adjective of time (then) 
or place (there) or lay down a standard (whether a form of spirituality con-
forms with Scripture or not). Generally speaking, biblical spirituality is under-
stood as relating to biblical texts. Biblical texts express insights, events, anec-
dotes, histories and views of the experiences of people with their God. These 
insights, events, anecdotes, histories and views can help readers in their contact 
with God (like a vehicle).60 So, biblical texts introduce and/or nourish readers 
into lived divine-human experiences.  
 
Biblical spirituality is founded in the biblical text itself. In the biblical text di-
vine-human relational processes (between the characters in the biblical texts) 
come into view. In the biblical text, the divine and human realities are con-

 
59  Buber 1966, 91-92. 
60  Welzen 1997, 9 
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ceived in a dialogical manner. One moment the biblical text emphasises the 
divine reality, the next moment, the human. Instead of considering the divine 
reality and the human reality separately, and relating them afterwards, biblical 
texts constitute a relational unity. In this relational unity, the divine and human 
realities come to the fore.61  
 
In general, two main approaches of biblical spirituality can be distinguished.  
 Firstly, ‗biblical spirituality‘ refers to spiritualities implied in the biblical texts. 
This approach is perhaps best illustrated by an example. In the first, form-
descriptive, part of Waaijman‘s guide Spirituality. Forms, Foundations, Methods 
(2002), three main forms and eighteen subforms of spirituality emerge. Of 
each subform, Waaijman offers three examples: an example from biblical spiri-
tuality, followed by an example from post-biblical times and a contemporary 
example.62 In this division, the term ‗biblical spirituality‘ seems to be under-
stood temporally and emphasises a historical and textual approach.  
 Secondly, the term ‗biblical spirituality‘ refers to a transformative engage-
ment of the contemporary reader with a biblical text. Often, spirituality is 
named after its ‗basic inspiration‘, like Liberation spirituality, Christian spiritu-
ality and Carmelite spirituality. In this perspective, biblical spirituality is a spiri-
tuality of which the Bible is the basic inspiration. Obviously, biblical spirituality 
is mediated by a reading process – a dialogue between the biblical text and the 
contemporary readers – and requires hermeneutics. In this way, the experience 
becomes alive and sensible. This transformative process of personal and com-
munal engagement with the biblical text is the subject of ‗biblical spirituality‘.63  
 It will be clear that these two different approaches of biblical spirituality are 
not opposed to each other – on the contrary – they are linked to each other. 
From a hermeneutical perspective, the approaches focus on different aspects 
of biblical spirituality. The first mentioned approach serves the second one; the 
divine-human relational processes that are articulated in the biblical text sup-
port the encounter of the reader with the text as an encounter that nourishes 
and/or guides a lived divine-human relational process.  
 
I propose the following definition:  

Biblical spirituality refers to a lived divine-human relational process that is 
shaped and nourished by transformative engagements with biblical texts – espe-
cially with the divine-human relational processes implied in these texts. 

This definition combines three aspects (in inverse order) that are closely con-
nected and cannot be separated:   

 
61  Waaijman 2002, 364-365. 
62  Waaijman 2002, 6. 
63  B. Green 2006, 3-4. 
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 1. the divine human relational processes implied in the biblical text 
 2. shaped and nourished by transformative engagements with biblical texts  
 3. a lived divine-human relational process. 
 
In this definition, the normative aspect is deliberately small. The definition is 
normative, for it determines whether a divine-human relational process be-
longs to biblical spirituality or not. However, whether the divine-human rela-
tional processes that are evoked by the transformative engagement with the 
text are ‗distinctively biblical‘ (as Schneiders argues)64 is not considered. To my 
way of thinking, an appropriate definition has to include all kinds of divine-
human relational processes, evoked by an engagement with the text.  
 
 
1.2.2 A phenomenological approach to the Bible 
 
The Bible is a collection of texts. Each text (and the Bible as whole) receives 
meaning in the way it is handled; especially in the reading of it. Authors like 
Wolfgang Iser65, Paul Ricoeur66 and Umberto Eco67 have studied the phe-
nomenon of the reading process. They have described how a reader, guided by 
the data of the text, attributes meaning to it. I will just focus on Wolfgang Iser, 
for I consider his work to be highly interesting for my study of pictures that 
refer to texts. In particular, Iser describes the reading process through the gaps 
or blanks in the text: all the places of indefiniteness that are present in the text. 
These gaps play an important role in the interaction between text and reader – 
for they activate a response on the part of the reader. The reader is compelled 
to take an active part by filling in these gaps. Some gaps need to be filled in 
(otherwise you can not read), other gaps can be filled in (not necessary).  
 An example will illustrate this act of reading. The first mention of Elijah in 
the Bible is in 1 Kgs 17:1: Now Elijah the Tishbite, of Tishbe in Gilead, said to 
Ahab….68 To provide meaning to this text, questions arise: Who is Elijah the 
Tishbite? Where is Tishbe? Where Gilead? Do these names have a specific 
meaning? And who is Ahab? Ahab is already mentioned in previous verses of 
the book of Kings (1 Kgs 16:28ff). Why does Elijah speak to Ahab and what 
will he say? Thus, of all possible follow-ups, what will actually take place?  

 
64  Schneiders distinguishes these approaches in a slightly different way and brings them to-

gether as: ‗The spiritualities that come to expression in the biblical text [..] are fully encoun-
tered and interiorized in a transformative engagement of the text [..], giving rise to a pattern 
of spirituality that is distinctively biblical‘. Schneiders 2002, 134-136, 141.  

65  Iser 1971; Iser 1974; Iser 1978. 
66  Ricoeur 1981a; Ricoeur 1981b; Ricoeur 1991. 
67  Eco 1989. 
68  Unless otherwise noted, all Bible references are taken from the New Revised Standard Ver-

sion. 
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 In asking these questions, readers automatically raise the degree of their own 
participation in the further progress of the story. Readers reconsider the al-
ready received information (in the foregoing text) and anticipate the informa-
tion to come. The text steers this process of anticipation (protention) and ret-
rospection (retention).69 During the reading process, the virtual dimension of the 
text continually changes. Iser described this process phenomenologically:  

The activity of reading can be characterized as a sort of kaleidoscope of perspec-
tives, preintentions, recollections. Every sentence contains a preview of the next 

and forms a kind of viewfinder for what has been read.70  

I want to point out that an accurate reading of the text is directed by the text: 
Although it is subject-related it is not completely subject-dependent.71 What 
readers are obliged to do is not subjective. 
 
Strictly speaking, the Bible is a collection of texts, but more than a collection of 
books, it is a reading tradition. The texts provide a reading of (a changing) life 
and comment on it. But the texts also comment on each other; complement 
each other, actualise and give new words to stories.72 For instance, the descrip-
tion of Elijah in the book of Sirach (Sir 48:1-11) is a specific reading of the 
stories about Elijah in the book of Kings and its reception history.73 The sud-
den presence of Elijah in 1 Kgs 17:1 is perceived as ‗Then Elijah arose‘ (Sir 
48:1). Likewise in Jas 5:17 the narrative about Elijah is read as: ‗Elijah was a 
human being like us, and he prayed fervently that it might not rain, and for 
three years and six months it did not rain on the earth‖. This praying of Elijah 
is not mentioned in 1 Kings 17. It is not denied either. It is an empty spot, as 
James illustrates. He characterizes Elijah as a fervent prayer, which is not as 
such written in 1 Kings.74 
 
A phenomenologically based theology of the Bible has to start with a close 
reading. From the viewpoint of spirituality the question is what divine-human 
relational processes are articulated in the Bible? The divine-human relational 
processes implied in the Bible are multiform. It includes for instance human 
songs of praise and lamentations addressed to the divine, human orienting 
towards and averting from the divine, the human and the divine being near or 
at a distance, giving life and killing. In this way, all kinds of dialogical processes 

 
69  See 1.1.2. Waaijman 2002, 539. Cf. Husserl 1966, 26, 62. 
70 Iser 1974, 279. 
71  See: Spiegelberg 1975, 78. 
72  The only thing that is missing in the Bible is the theoretic reflection on it. Oeming 1998, 1. 
73  See: Beentjes 2010. 
74  Later on, Elijah is presented as a praying character (1 Kgs 18:36-37.42), but then he prays for 

a divine answer (i.e. burning fire and rain). Nowhere is the praying act of Elijah combined 
with a desired answer of drought. 
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are described. In short, the Bible is fundamentally dialogical. The content of 
this dialogical reality comes out in reading.  
 
 
1.2.3 A dialogical and transformative approach 
 
A study of biblical spirituality will not focus on the discovery and fixation of 
the exact meaning of the biblical text, but it will concentrate on the relation 
between the reader and the deeper meaning of the text. As Huub Welzen ar-
ticulated: ―One of the most profound intuitions of Judaic and Christian Bible 
reading is that it is a process that engages readers in their innermost being, that 
transforms them and inducts them into the mystery that the text is about‖.75 
Like the men who walked to Emmaus were able to testify: ‗Were not our 
hearts burning within us while he was talking to us on the road, while he was 
opening the scriptures to us?‘ (Luke 24:32). 
 
In order to disentangle the different levels of the reader‘s engagement in a text 
reading (that might be analogous to processes evoked in looking at pictures), I 
will give a brief outline of the levels of a spiritual reading. This survey is meant 
as a eye-opener. From the four key-moments of lectio divina, the underlying 
processes will emerge. 
 
Four key moments 
 
In Christian tradition, spiritual reading is called lectio divina. In the 12th century 
Guigo II, the Carthusian, formulated the essence of lectio divina in his so-called 
Scala claustralium.76 For Guigo II and for the tradition he represented, the read-
ing of Scripture is ―stretched out‖ between lectio and contemplatio.77 His system-
atic reflection delivers insight into what happens, or what could happen, in 
reading spiritual texts: 

Reading seeks for the sweetness of a blessed life, meditation perceives it, prayer 
asks for it, contemplation tastes it. Reading, as it were, puts food into the mouth, 
meditation chews it and breaks it up, prayer extracts its flavour, contemplation is 

the sweetness itself, which gladdens and refreshes.78 

Guigo II reflects on how the reading gives rise to a lived divine-human rela-
tional process: how reading can lead to tasting – here and now. 

 
75  Welzen 2005, 319. 
76  Guigo II 1981. 
77  Waaijman 2002, 696. 
78  Guigo II 1991, 115. 
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 Although lectio divina appears to be an umbrella term for different reading 
practices, every lectio divina concentrates on the connection between the biblical 
text and the experiences of the readers. The reading aims to influence the 
reader in terms of believing and living. Its aim is a process of transformation, 
started and stimulated by the biblical text.  
 
1. Lectio 
The key moment of lectio refers to the act of reading. Reading starts as a physi-
cal exertion. In Antiquity, reading of Scripture was not only an activity of the 
eye, but also an activity of the mouth and the ear. The reading was aloud. In 
line with this, Rosenzweig and Buber printed their translation of Scripture in a 
way in which every line can be said in one breath.79 The biblical text is con-
ceived as a spoken text. The essence of this reading aloud is the hearing of the 
text in the recitation. An important aspect is also the breathing space between 
the lines. In this breathing space the primary meaning of the text can be 
born.80 In this perspective, Buber uses the term Hörleser.81 So the term ‗reader‘ 
implies reading (with the eyes) and speaking out (reading aloud, with articula-
tion), and also listening (with the ears). Holy texts evoke a reading stance of 
psychosomatic participation: texts demand that they be performed.82  
 The lectio is a method of interaction between text and reader. The lectio takes 
place in immediate contact between the reader and the text as the two recipro-
cally influence each other.83 The activity of reading is a process. The whole text 
cannot be observed at one and the same moment. The text delivers a collec-
tion of data. Together with the gaps of the text, the data direct the reader in 
the reading process. Readers are directed by the signals contained in the text. 
In the first contact between the reader and the text, all the senses are involved, 
also the imagination in which the field of meaning unfolds.84  
 
In the lectio, the reader encounters the performativity of the language.85 Lan-
guage and signs are performative when they – more than referring to an exter-
nal state of affairs – carry out, and perform something.86 Language is perfor-
mative when it draws attention to time and space in life - time and space that 
were not sensible before. The most important aspect of mystic language for 

 
79  Die Schrift (1976-1979). 
80  Waaijman 2004, 145. 
81  Waaijman 2004, 15. 
82  Waaijman 2002, 713. 
83  Waaijman 2002, 716. 
84  Waaijman 2002, 704. 
85  The distinction between constative and performative language is thoroughly described by 

Austin (1962). 
86  Maas 2004, 12. 
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instance is performative – it carries out what it talks about - instead of describ-
ing past experiences.  
 
2. Meditatio 
As mentioned, the lectio takes place in immediate contact between the reader 
and the text as the two reciprocally influence each other. In meditatio, this recip-
rocal relation changes: a critical distance is observed and by way of analysis, the 
reader now looks for insight into the various connections.87  
 The meditatio is an activity of the mind. With personal reasoning, it searches 
for the hidden truth.88 It seeks to discern the meaning of the text. It tries to 
penetrate to the core, the deeper meaning. Guigo II uses the classical image of 
the digestion of a ruminant (ruminatio). In the reading process, the text is swal-
lowed, and ruminated bit-by-bit, before it can be tasted and absorbed by the 
body, to build up the body. The reading process is internalised more and more.  
 The manner in which texts are analysed in several disciplines of scholarly 
exegesis is analogous to what happens in the meditative phase of lectio divina. 
Reader-oriented methods seem to be the most amenable to the lectio divina.89 
These reader-oriented methods discern for instance the structural unity of the 
text, the intertextuality within the Bible and the communication between text 
and reader. These are aspects that are also part of the meditatio. 
 
3. Oratio 
In lectio divina, the thinking or talking about the text (meditatio) can transform 
into a new performance of the text in a dialogical involvement. In the oratio, 
the attention moves from the contents, the ‗said‘ of the text, towards the ‗say-
ing‘ of the text. In this key moment of lectio divina a transformative engagement 
with the text arises. The reader adopts the attitude formulated in the text and 
steps into a dialogical dynamic of engagement: ‗you‘. A direct commitment to 
the divine enters into the reading process. 
 In meditatio, the deeper layers of the text are opened up. This increases the 
spontaneous involvement of the reader with the divine core until this involve-
ment predominates and gains actual control over the reading.90 This is why 
Guido II can say that meditatio leads to prayer, which is ignited by the meditatio. 
Guigo II calls this basic movement of prayerful reading desiderium (longing). 
 The attitude, articulated in reading the text, is adopted and adapted, for it is 
personally lived up to. While adopting the attitude, the contents of prayer can 

 
87  Waaijman 2002, 716. 
88  Guigo II 1991, 115. 
89  Welzen 2005, 317. 
90  Waaijman 2002, 705. 
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be varied; the content can be adjusted to one‘s personal self. The attention 
moves towards what it means to the life-praxis of the contemporary reader.91 
 In oratio, the communication starts. The activity of questioning and speak-
ing, of stepping into the relation, is more important than the result of it. It is 
more important than finding the right words and combining them in a well-
formulated prayer. It is an attitude of non-indifference. 
 
4. Contemplatio 
Firstly, it is important to realize that what happens in contemplatio is not an 
automatic outcome of completing the successive phases of lectio divina. It in-
volves an initiative from the ‗Other side‘.92 It is primarily an experience of 
breakthrough. In the divine-human relation, when people say ‗you‘, the divine 
intervenes in prayer. Waaijman calls this breakthrough in a spiritual reading 
‗the turnabout from the text to the non-text of divine Self-communication‘.93 
In contemplatio, the divine reveals itself as immediate (un-mediated, as a non-
text). Schneiders calls this ―the full flowering of prayer in imageless and word-
less union with God in the Spirit‖.94 At the same time, the divine conceals 
itself, for the contemplatio exceeds every sensory experience. Waaijman puts it in 
the language of the Zohar: 

[…] contemplation is a knowledge that is concealed and revealing at one and the 
same time. ―Revealing‖: the Face reveals and communicates itself. ―Concealed‖: 
the Face in no way allows itself to be determined from without, not by the Be-
loved, not by outsiders, not by the surrounding world, not by the past, not by the 

future. The face only reveals itself in a face-to-face setting.95 

Buber and Rosenzweig stated that this union is intrinsically dialogical. The Du 
reveals itself and unveils the Ich.96 In the relation, the reader becomes more 
present – in the relation, readers are introduced to the divine reality – in the 
relation the readers become what they in essence are.... 
 
In perspective 
 
The division of the reading process, as outlined above, is artificial. The key 
moments of lectio, meditatio, oratio and contemplatio flow in and out of each other 
even as the process moves from exterior to interior, from verbal to silent, from 
active to passive, and the other way around. 

 
91  Bulhof 1992, 14. 
92  Welzen 2005, 327. 
93  Waaijman 2002, 707. 
94  Schneiders 2002, 140. 
95  Waaijman 2002, 708. 
96  Waaijman 2004, 149. 
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 Contemporary spiritual teachers and groups have adapted the method of 
lectio divina for our own times.97 Waaijman has analysed the lectio divina along 
with other spiritual traditions and distinguishes six key moments of a spiritual 
reading process:98 1. The initial situation and initial attitude, 2. The perform-
ance of the text (lectio), 3. The internal dimension (meditatio), 4. God-relatedness 
(oratio), 5. The mystical dimension (contemplatio), 6. The continuing impact. 
 
Attitude 
It is obvious that it is necessary to create the right conditions before starting to 
read. What are those conditions? Some general conditions apply for every 
reading process; other conditions apply specifically for spiritual reading proc-
esses. 
 No one, who has the intention to read, is blank – the reader is a person with 
a history, with an individual background. Liberation theology has shown how 
the social-cultural position of the reader influences the understanding of the 
text and feminist hermeneutics has shown how a naïve reading-attitude, up-
holds a tradition of masculine reading.99 Every reader is a human being at a 
specific moment in life, with experiences, questions, feelings, presuppositions, 
and so on. This human being is as a whole involved in the reading process. 
 To start reading, the reader has to make a transition from daily life to a read-
ing praxis. The reader chooses for instance an appropriate time and a good 
location, and assumes a correct posture.100 The Rule of St. Benedict dictates 
that the monks will have at least three hours daily (those hours when the mind 
is freshest) being free (vacare) for lectio divina.101 The term vacare is very revealing, 
for it is a clear indication that to Benedict the reading attitude is not an attitude 
of work, but rather an attitude of freedom.  
 Lectio divina requests an open attitude, open to learn, open to receive, and 
open to be transformed. It demands a willingness to open oneself for things 
that are strange or difficult. Sandra Schneiders stresses this willingness: 

Biblical spirituality [...] does not mean reading into the text whatever one already 
thinks, using the text as a kind of Rorschach inkblot to evoke one‘s own preoc-
cupations (eisegesis). Nor does it mean turning the text into an arsenal of proofs 
for one‘s own positions. Rather, it requires willingness to be not only affirmed 
but also interrogated by that, which is ―other‖, by that which challenges us to fi-
delity in the living of our Christian vocation and strengthens us to do so in ways 

 
97  Reedijk 2006, 168-212. 
98  Waaijman (2002) explores Judaic, Christian, Islamic and Buddhist reading methods, 691-709. 
99  Waaijman 2004, 143. 
100  Waaijman 2002, 702. 
101  Kardong 2005, 404. 
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that can be genuinely surprising. Allowing the text to be itself, to speak in its 

own voice….102 

Apart from the reading attitude, the initial situation also asks for text-related 
conditions. It is obvious that it is necessary for the reader to have access to the 
language in which the text in front of him/her103 is written (it does not matter 
whether it is a translation or in Originalsprache, to read ‗the paper with words‘, 
the reader has to master its language). Readers also need to find the appropri-
ate reading disposition with respect to the genre of the text they are willing to 
read, for it makes a huge difference whether someone intends to read a poem, 
a narrative or a historical report. Therefore, before the reader starts reading, 
pre-understanding is co-decisive to the reading process that follows. 
 
Impact on lived spirituality. 
Reading is a process, which indispensably leaves impressions on the reader. 
The spiritual reading of lectio divina aims at the transformation of the cognitive 
and the affective level but beyond that, also of the level of being. It has a con-
tinuing impact on the identity and life praxis of the reader.104 The ongoing 
effect of the reading in ordinary life belongs essentially to the reading of Scrip-
ture. The layer of our existence that will be touched by the reading of the text 
is unpredictable. The only thing that is is that not a single level is excluded. It 
touches us wherever it touches us. 
 Cassian stresses the idea that the truth a reader discovers in a text, stands or 
falls by the authenticity of the reader‘s life. The truth of a meaning is recog-
nised by what this meaning effectuates in the reader. The meaning that be-
comes visible is proof of the truth of that meaning.105 Here the circle is closed: 
in the first key moment we saw life as a normative attitude to start the reading 
process – here the norm is life again; the effectuation of the reading in the life 
of the reader. Here also a new reading process starts, for this transformative 
reading raises the desire for an again, a more, a further – it raises the longing to 
deepen the experienced divine-human relation, to continue the process. 
 Outstanding examples of the transformation evoked by reading the Bible 
are articulated in the Bible itself. For instance in Luke 10:25-37. In the parable 
of the good Samaritan the opening question is: ―Teacher, what must I do to 
inherit eternal life?‖ Jesus replies with two counter-questions: ―What is written 
in the law?‖ and ―What do you read there?‖ And when the lawyer answers with 

 
102  Schneiders 2002, 138. 
103  In this theoretic part, I will not pursue the explicit use of both male and female personal 

pronouns when I refer to a reader or a beholder. For stylistic reasons, I will primarily use the 
male form as a gender neutral form. In the case studies, I will be more explicit and use both 
personal pronouns when I refer to readers or beholder.  

104  Waaijman 2002, 703. 
105  Reedijk 2006, 244. 
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the three-fold love, Jesus says: ―You have given the right answer; do this, and 
you will live.‖ The transformative element is enacted by means of the parable: 
the lawyer is taken from a position that asks for an objective state of affairs 
―who is my neighbour?‖ to a position that commits itself: ―Which of these 
three, do you think, was a neighbour to the man who fell into the hands of 
robbers?‖ The lawyer gets involved, torn away from being the centre.106 
 This example illustrates an aspect of mystagogy. Jesus initiates the ques-
tioner into the understanding of what he reads in Scripture.  
 There is a power in God‘s word than can profoundly change people‘s lives. 
The word is like life-giving rain; if we receive it and let it soak in, it will pro-
duce fruit (Isa 55:10-11). Studying the Bible can never stop with communicat-
ing information; it must be oriented toward personal transformation. 
 
 
1.2.4 Domain of research (part II) 
 
In this section, I have defined biblical spirituality as a three-fold phenomenon: 

Biblical spirituality refers to: a lived divine-human relational process that is 
shaped and nourished by transformative engagements with biblical texts – espe-
cially with the divine-human relational processes implied in these texts. 

This definition will be adapted and employed in this research. In this defini-
tion, the engagement of the reader with the text is crucial. In this section, I 
have approached this engagement in two ways. First, I have introduced the 
phenomenon of reading. Later on, this act of reading will be further explored 
(see: Chapter 2), for it focuses precisely on this engagement of the reader with 
a text. Second, I have described the reading tradition of lectio divina. 
 The extended method of lectio divina implements and effectuates my defini-
tion of biblical spirituality. The key moments of lectio and meditatio effectuate 
the encountering and interiorising of the divine-human relational processes 
implied in the biblical text (substantive level). The moments of oratio and con-
templatio implement the ‗transformative engagement with the text‘ (relational 
level). The key moment of contemplatio explicates how the divine reality takes an 
initiative in the relational process, in a revealing and concealing manner. As a 
habit, the practice of lectio divina will ‗nourish a lived divine-human relational 
process‘ (pre-understanding and continuing impact). 
 In this research, I will not implement the reading method of lectio divina. 
Likewise, I will not focus on the personal transformation that ‗should‘ derive 
from the reading of biblical texts. However, this reading method forms a back-
ground for the understanding of different moments in the reading process. I 
will describe the reading process within this context.  

 
106  Welzen 2008, 195-196. See also: Waaijman 2002, 871. 
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1.3 Pictorial spirituality  
 
In this research, the term ‗pictures‘ is used as an umbrella term, to indicate 
two-dimensional and three-dimensional artificial (human-made) objects, like 
paintings, drawings, stained-glass, statues or sculptures. How to speak of spiri-
tuality in reference to these objects? 
 I will treat pictorial spirituality analogously to biblical spirituality, and as a 
working-definition I will use: ‗a lived divine-human relational process that is 
shaped and nourished by transformative engagements with pictures – espe-
cially with the divine-human relational processes implied in these pictures‘. 
 In this section I will explore pictorial spirituality with two exposés. In these 
exposés, two ways of perceiving pictures are discussed: the picture as a work of 
art, and the picture as an icon. First, I will return to Buber, who used the ex-
ample of works of art to explain his dialogical thinking (1.3.1). Second, the 
aspect of perception is looked at with the paradigm of icons (1.3.2). Although 
pictorial spirituality is not the scope of this research, both exposés will increase 
the understanding of the domain of research, especially regarding the role of 
the beholder (1.3.3). 
 
 
1.3.1 A dialogical approach of art 
 
To Buber, the You-world arises in three spheres: the sphere of nature, the 
sphere of humanity and the sphere of the so-called spiritual beings (geistige We-
senheiten). This latter sphere consists of three areas: the area of knowledge (Erk-
enntnis), the area of art (Kunst) and the area of ethics (reine Wirken).107 
 
The origin of art 
 
For Buber, art is the expression of a relationship between an individual and a 
form. A work of art arises out of a response by an individual to the ‗call‘ of a 
form (Gestalt). The production of a work of art requires a restriction of endless 
possibilities: the artist turns a limitless You into a thing, an object: 

As an artist beholds what confronts him, the form discloses itself to the artist. 

He dispels it into an image.108 

The realisation-process of art is ambiguous: in the process the You is realized 
into its irreducible shape, but this You is also bound and dispelled into the 
region of It, into oppositeness.109 The process includes a sacrifice and a risk: 

 
107  Buber 1966, 12-13.50-52. 
108  Buber 1966, 51. 
109  Waaijman 2002, 555. See also: Waaijman 1976, 269.  
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The sacrifice: infinite possibility is surrendered on the altar of the form; all that 
but a moment ago floated playfully through one‘s perspective has to be extermi-
nated; none of it may penetrate into the work; the exclusiveness of such a con-
frontation demands this. 
The risk: the basic word can only be spoken with one‘s whole being; whoever 
commits himself may not hold back part of himself; and the work does not per-
mit me, as a tree or man might, to seek relaxation in the It-world; but it com-

mands: if I do not serve it properly, it breaks, or it breaks me.110 

Buber speaks from the perspective of an artist. From this perspective of the 
artist, Buber opens up the ‗between‘ as a process of mutual realisation: ―It acts 
on me as I act on It‖.111 At the moment of its completion, the sculpture which 
the sculptor made into a reality is maximally present but at the same time 
maximally fixed: it has acquired a specific form, a specific weight, and a spe-
cific colour.112 
 The actualization of the work involves a loss of actuality: 

To produce is to draw forth, to invent is to find, to give shape is to discover. As 

I actualize, I uncover. I lead the form across – into the world of It.113 

The I supports the form to present itself in the world. The form has become a 
work; a process of ‗incarnation‘.114 
 
Perceiving a work of art 
 
When the realisation process is finished, the produced work becomes a thing 
(an It). But this is not the end: ―From time to time, it may bodily confront the 
receptive beholder‖.115 The work is ―infinitely able to become again a You, 
enchanting and inspiring‖.116 In his essay Dialogue (Zwiesprache, 1929) Buber 
articulates that ‗the work addresses us, confronts us, says something that enters 
our life‘.117 In this way, the work presents itself as a You. 
 The created work can be carried about, categorized, and viewed by behold-
ers. But it can also be brought to life again, if the beholder approaches the 
form with an attitude of I-You. This is the attitude of a receptive beholder 
(empfangend Schauender), the perceiver. With this attitude, the It can ‗blaze up 
into presentness‘, into the status of a You, again.118 As mentioned before, ―The 

 
110  Buber 1966, 16-17. 
111  Buber 1966, 17. 
112  Waaijman 2002, 555. 
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114  Waaijman 1976, 287. 
115  Buber 1966, 17. 
116  Buber 1966, 21. 
117  Buber 2002, 9. 
118  Buber 1966, 16-17. Cf. Kepnes 1992, 24. 
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You encounters me through grace – it cannot be found by seeking‖. It is not 
just the attitude of the beholder as Buber explains. A work of art calls out to 
the perceiver. It beckons the percipient to respond. When the perceiver re-
sponds to the work, it can become a You. In this way, a dialogical relation is 
initiated.119 In this relation, the work of art shows itself to the receptive be-
holder. 
 Thus, the task of the beholder is to respond to the work in the way of an I-
You relation in order to fulfil the realisation of the form. Otherwise the form is 
reduced further: 

The fulfilment of this meaning and this destiny is frustrated by the man who has 
become reconciled to the It-world as something that is to be experienced and 
used and who holds down what is tied into it instead of freeing it, who observes 

it instead of heeding it and instead of receiving it utilizes it.120 

The misunderstanding might emerge, that Buber rejects all objectifications. 
Therefore he makes his point more precisely: 

Not that scientific and aesthetic understanding is not necessary – but it should 
do its work faithfully and immerse itself and disappear in that truth of the rela-

tion, which surpasses understanding and embraces what is understandable.121 

A question arises: how scientific and aesthetic understanding should be per-
formed in order to understand the work in relation with its Gestalt. Louis 
Hammer, in his comment on Buber‘s aesthetics, points out that the receptive 
attitude requires some restraint on the part of the beholder. The critic ―must 
cause the work to step forward, not obstruct it by his own interpretive con-
structions‖.122 
 
In Dialogue, Buber stresses the dialogical nature of works of art: 

…all art is from its origin essentially of the nature of dialogue. All music calls to 
an ear not the musician‘s own, all sculpture to an eye not the sculpture‘s, archi-

tecture, in addition, calls to the step as it walks in the building.123 

For Buber, the essential characteristic of art consists in the meeting, the dia-
logical relationship. One cannot come into direct contact with art as long as it 
remains within the range of I-It (a non-dialogical mode of being).124 
 In this essay, Buber distinguishes three ways of perceiving: 
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121  Buber 1966, 52. 
122  Hammer 1967, 627. 
123  Buber 2002, 30. 
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1 An observer is ―wholly intent on fixing the observed man in his mind, 
on noting him. He probes him and writes him up‖.125 To the observer, 
the object is known for its traits. 

2 An onlooker takes up a position which lets him see the object freely. 
The onlooker pays no attention to traits but perceives existence. 

3 ‗Becoming aware‘ is a way of receiving: there is something which I can-
not grasp that says something to me, addresses something to me, that 
enters my own life. 

 
Both the onlooker and the observer are similarly orientated, in that they have 
the position of a desire to perceive the Wesen or Wesenheit in front of them. The 
beholder who ‗becomes aware‘ lacks this orientation: he receives. This places 
the form in the sphere of what lies ‗in between I and You‘.126 
 
 
1.3.2 The phenomenon of icons 
 
Within the field of pictorial spirituality, icons form an outstanding paradigm. 
Icons especially belong to the heart of Eastern (Orthodox) Christianity and 
depict the way in which God visibly appeared/appears on earth. In the East, 
icons are regarded as traces of the presence of the Saint that is pictured; the 
icon does not refer to an absent original, but renders the original present. It 
visualises divine reality.127 Thus, icons not only remind people of a bygone 
history, they also convert this history into an absolute presence.128 An icon of 
Elijah, for instance, not only calls the prophet to mind, it also enables a per-
cipient to enter into a relation with Elijah and – in this relation – to contact 
divine reality. This encounter with the icon is a real encounter.129 In our West-
ern world, this is not a self-evident way of perceiving. We are used to behold 
an icon or other pictures as an object of meditation and concentration, but in 
Eastern Christianity icons are truly sacramental. 
 
Visual language 
 
To understand the spiritual meaning of icons, it is necessary to have some 
background information regarding (at least parts of) its visual language. I will 
explain this language in terms of material, symbol and perspective.130 
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 Firstly, icons are made with only natural materials. With earthly material, the 
immaterial is visualised. The materials used – like earthly pigments and eggs – 
represent vegetable life, minerals and the animal kingdom. These materials of 
creation are – as it were – returned to God in a form (Gestalt) that is devoted to 
God. With exclusively natural materials icons show that there is more than just 
the material world. Our earthly reality is not just what it looks like. Icons show 
the material world transformed ‗in the light of Christ‘.  
 Secondly, icons use a lot of symbolism. Trees are not just trees. They sym-
bolise revival or present the roots of salvation. Rocks are the rungs of a heav-
enly ladder (see: Figure 1, detail) and sometimes the top of the rocks bend 
towards God. On the one hand, this symbolism requires some knowledge of 
the beholder. On the other hand, the symbols are very expressive and point 
the beholder in the direction of its possible meanings. 
 Thirdly, icons show a so-called a-natural perspective. Icons do not show the 
perspective of the beholder. They show no natural horizon, depth or vanishing 
points. Neither are shadows visible; there seems no external source of light: 
something else is Light. Traditionally, icon painters started their painting with 
drawing a great eye of God on the working wooden base, and wrote ‗God‘ 
underneath it. This creates a double perspective in the picture: the beholder 
who looks at the depicted Saint, and God who is looking at the depicted Saint 
from the opposite view point. In painting the icon, multiple layers of colour – 
from dark to light – are placed upon each other and penetrate each other. The 
light is regarded as an expression of the divine reality. Not the light of the sun 
or the moon (which give shadow) but the light of Christ is the source of light 
of the icon. 

 
Figure 1: Icon of Elijah with a detail. 
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 As a result of the a-natural perspective, the beholder is prevented from ob-
serving the icon as a distant object. The beholder is drawn into the perspective 
of the icon. Icons show that they are not about our well-established perspec-
tive, the visible world, but about another, deeper reality that is hidden in the 
visual world. 
 An example might illustrate this. Figure 1 shows an icon of Elijah in the 
Carmelite Priory in Bamberg (Germany). The central depiction (see detail) 
shows Elijah in a cave on Mount Horeb (1 Kgs 19:9-18). The prophet is sitting 
inside the cave: he is surrounded by the darkness of the cave. It ―denotes the 
sacredness of that divine space‖.131 
 
Dionysius of Fourna described the iconographic canon according to which 
icons need to be made. The figure of Elijah has clear characteristics: 

Elijah should be presented as an old man with a white beard. There should be a 
cave with the prophet sitting inside it; he rests his chin on his hand and leans his 
elbow on his knee. Above the cave a raven watches him, carrying bread in its 

beak.132 

The strange depiction of the mount and the striking line from Elijah‘s hand 
downwards are only two aspects that appeal to the beholder. But also Elijah‘s 
head: what is he looking at?  
 
A final aspect of the visual language of icons I want to mention here becomes 
visible in the iconostasis. In the Eastern liturgy, an iconostasis separates the 
nave of the church from the sanctuary. This wall of icons brings about a sepa-
ration between the area of the congregation and the area of the altar. However, 
at the same time, the icons demonstrate the unity of the divine and the human 
world. The double effect of the iconostasis (separation and unity) illustrates the 
complex area of tension between the divine and the earthly. 
 
Theology 
 
The word ‗icon‘ originates in the Greek term eikoon, which means ‗picture, 
likeness, and portrait‘. In the New Testament, the word eikoon is first of all 
used for Christ. Paul writes about ―Christ, who is the eikoon of God‖ (2 Cor 
4:4). The early Christians questioned how this visibility could be brought into 
agreement with the biblical prohibition of images of God (Exod 20:4-5; see 
also: Exod 34:17; Lev 19:4; 26:1; Deut 4:16.23; 27:15). In this perspective icons 
should be understood. Icons are pictures of divine reality as far as it can appear 

 
131  O‘Kane 2007, 76. 
132  Dionysius of Fourna 1974, 24 (as cited in O‘Kane 2007, 72). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nave
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sanctuary
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in visual form. Picturing divine reality is possible since God revealed himself133 
on earth in Jesus Christ. This visual form of the One God is worthy of honour.  
 In Christian spirituality, the incarnation of the Son is the ultimate way in 
which God meets humankind in Creation and becomes visible. But the en-
counter with the Son is not the only way divine reality can be perceived; not 
only Christ is the eikoon of God, every human being is an eikoon. Humankind is 
created in God‘s image (Gen 1:27) and is therefore also eikoon, or imago Dei. 
Divinity, therefore, is not just visible in the incarnation of the Son but also in 
Creation, especially in humankind. Divine presence can be perceived in the 
face of man who (again and again) is created in the image of God. This is not a 
characteristic that we have or possess, but a mark that only exists in the rela-
tion with God. 
 As Paul writes in his letter to the Colossians: ―Do not lie to one another, 
seeing that you have stripped off the old self with its practices and have 
clothed yourselves with the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge 
according to the eikoon of its creator‖ (Col 3,9-10). In this way, divine reality is 
not just visible in the incarnation of Christ, but also in the face of the human 
person who (again and again) is created in the image of God. As eikoon of God 
(thus, in the divine-human relation) humankind is worthy of honour. That is 
why in the Eastern Orthodox Church not just Christ but also Saints are de-
picted in icons, and that is why in the liturgy also the congregation is incensed, 
for the sake of the eikoon they are. 
 In this perspective, icons accomplish a continual transition from the visible 
to the invisible, just like in Christ the human and the divine nature continually 
pass into each other.134  
 
In Christianity, the use of images is frequently disputed. The Council of Nicea 
II stressed that there is no immediate divine presence in the icon. The presence 
of God imparts itself only to one who in his interpretive activity reaches out to 
the Transcendent.135 One of the most important theologians that defended the 
veneration of icons was Saint John of Damascus (c 676-749). He stated that 
since God himself wanted to become visible in a bodily form, God can (and 
may) be depicted. Saint John said: ―I will not cease from honouring that matter 
which works my salvation. I venerate it, though not as God.‖136 He explained 
that by means of the incarnation; Christ entered our nature and became mate-
rial. Through this, material has become sanctified. This made the world trans-
parent, translucent. Because of the incarnation of the Son, the world is reborn, 
sanctified and deified.  

 
133  Also in this case, I advice a gender neutral reading of this pronoun. 
134  Waaijman 2002, 175.  
135  Waaijman 2002, 175.  
136  St. John Damascene, 16.  
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Perception 
 
Perceiving icons is a dialogical phenomenon. The icon points away from itself 
and channels the communication between the percipient and the divine reality. 
―It respects the honour of the Holy One. Reverently to look at the icon is to 
be seen by the Holy One from whom the icon receives its venerability and to 
whom the icon returns it.‖137 In order to see this reality, to encounter it, a per-
cipient needs to return, to retire to the image, the eikoon that he originally is. 
Therefore, perceiving an icon has a transformative effect. Perceiving icons, 
beholding God‘s works of salvation, is a spiritual perceiving. In the encounter 
with the icon, divine presence can be recognised as a self-revealing reality. 
 Perception is embedded in prayer. It is about: ‗I, here, now‘, being present, 
on site (locus). To perceive presence, the percipient needs to place himself (or 
perhaps better described: needs to be placed) in relation. A mutual relation of 
seeing and being seen: a direct relation of I and You. The gaze of God (You) is 
addressed to the beholder (I), touches him and makes him shine. In this way, 
we are in the image of God: as we are seen by God. This shows the relation as 
a mutual relation: 'seeing‘ and ‗being seen‘; a continual transition of ‗perceiving‘ 
into ‗being perceived‘ and vice versa. 
 
For Christians it is self-evident that man cannot simply approach Christ (nor 
simply paint Him). Even when He lets himself be approached, it requires a 
suitable attitude on the part of the believer. Although the divine reality is not 
really present in the icon, in the encounter with an icon, the encounter with 
Christ (or a depicted Saint) is embedded. That is the reason why believers treat 
the icon with respect. 
 In different ways, believers answer the appeal of icons. For instance, believ-
ers make the sign of a cross, bow down, kiss the icon, touch it with the finger 
tips, make eye-contact, incense the icon, sprinkle it with tears or light a candle 
in front of it. In all these practices, the percipient gets in touch with the divine 
reality. Touching the icon is not merely a way to make prayers more effective, 
the touching itself is perceived as intrinsically valuable. The touching itself 
affects the percipient. In touching the icon, the percipient touches Truth.138  
 
 
1.3.3 Domain of research (part III) 
 
In the previous sections, I described what Buber said about art and what the 
tradition of icons comprehends. Both show a close connection between the 

 
137  Waaijman 2002, 175. 
138  Moyaert 2007, 104. 
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visual form and divine reality; a connection that can be perceived by a be-
holder. The title of this paragraph is ‗pictorial spirituality‘. Some might think 
that the term ‗pictures‘ is quite demeaning if we speak about art or about the 
spiritual richness of icons. However, in the context of this present research, I 
have chosen to speak about pictures instead of art. ‗Picture‘ is a more neutral 
term than art. So much is said about ‗art‘ and what is art? For instance, Ham-
mer declares that ‗strictly speaking, art is never representational‘.139 Moreover, I 
am neither an art critic nor an art historian. The question of this research is not 
about ‗art‘. The scope of this research is spirituality as it is embedded and ex-
perienced in pictures that refer to biblical texts. Some elements of ‗art‘ also 
apply to my approach to these pictures, but other ‗artistic values‘ are not nec-
essarily relevant.  
 In the same way, the artist or creator of the work will remain almost invisi-
ble. The scope of this survey is the picture itself, and my phenomenological 
interest is to gain access to this picture. The thoughts or backgrounds of the 
creator are not part of a phenomenological research (or are at most bracketed). 
Only the traces of the author that are visible in the picture itself will be impor-
tant. This is also in line with Buber‘s notion of works of art. The intention or 
life-experience of the author behind the work will appear somewhat superflu-
ous. The work itself ‗speaks and demands a response‘.140 The beholder is of 
major significance. 
 
The beholder has a key-role in perception. For instance, looking at a fine piece 
of art from the fifteenth century you can see an interesting museum piece with 
a traditional iconography. Do you see a traditional image of an angel, or an 
image of an experience of a divine encounter? Can you see the image as a trace 
of divine reality? Is it an interesting object to judge? Or can you make real 
contact with it?  
 Perceiving is a practice one can get trained in: to get an eye for icons, for art, 
for the world around as a source of spirituality; to open up oneself for an I-
You relation that is breaking through the I-It perception; to improve one‘s 
sensitivity for divine presence. One way to improve this sensitivity is by be-
holding icons. Icons enlighten the lively tension between what is visible and 
what is invisible as they enlighten the tension between presence and absence. A 
pictorial spirituality develops an eye for this tension. In a spiritual approach to 
perception, divine reality can be perceived in this present world.  
 In line with the perception of icons, Paul Moyaert described religious ven-
eration of images as a symbolic practice.141 Criticism of the veneration of im-
ages, he declares, is mainly based on a misunderstanding of symbolism in relig-

 
139  Hammer 1967, 614. 
140  Kepnes 1992, 25. 
141  Moyaert 2007, 141-192. 



48            ELIJAH LOOKED AND BEHOLD 

ion. In a symbol, sign and sense coincide. An image of a god, in either case, is 
neither the god in itself, nor simply an indication of the god. In the image, two 
realities come together: the reality of the god and the reality of the image. In 
the image, these two realities come together and cannot be separated. The 
image is not just a depiction of something (Vorstellung), but also an image that 
represents itself (Darstellung).  
 Actively entering into a relation with a picture involves not only providing 
meaning to the picture, but also the reverse: what does the picture say to me? 
As Kepnes reads Buber:  

Interpreting a form of spirit requires us to face the work as we face another be-
ing. We open our senses to it, to its particularities and to its total gestalt [sic]. We 
allow it to move us, to confront us, to speak to us. We try to perceive its special 
message and disclosure of reality. And we also respond to it. We present our re-

actions, we mirror-back our reading and look to see if the work confirms it.142 

Are you the one that is looking at the picture or can you also see how the pic-
ture is looking at you? How does the picture give shape to you? Perceiving is 
an encounter with a picture, in which the percipient is immediately involved. 
Perception is not just the act of the percipient, it is also something that is hap-
pening to him: Divine reality is speaking to you by means of the picture. In the 
encounter with the picture, the percipient himself becomes the picture. In this 
way we are image of God: as we are seen by God.  
 
 

1.4 Biblical spirituality in pictures  
 
How to answer the question whether – and if so, how – pictures give form to 
biblical spirituality? For what is the relation between these pictures and my 
definition of biblical spirituality? At this moment, a definitive answer to these 
questions is hard to give, but two aspects can be distinguished:  
 

1 the relation between the picture and the divine-human relational proc-
esses articulated in the Bible, 

2 the comparison of the reading process with the perception process. 
 

These two elements will both be treated in this survey.  
 
Text and picture are distinct entities. Pictures that refer to texts relate to the 
text in a way that is visualised in a specific form (Gestalt). In Chapter 2 I will 
give an extended description of these distinct entities and their intermedial 
relation.  

 
142  Kepnes 1992, 25. 
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 In this present section I will only introduce the phenomenon of pictures 
that refer to biblical texts (1.4.1) and I will come to a conclusion regarding the 
domain of research (1.4.2).  
 
 
1.4.1 Pictures that refer to biblical texts 
 
The object of my research is pictures that refer to biblical texts. These pictures 
evoke a biblical text, recall it, comment upon it, actualise it, embody it, exem-
plify it, recapture it, imitate it, repeat it, reproduce it or cite it (all expressions 
for what is almost the same but what also differs). The pictures present ele-
ments of an interpretation of the biblical text in question.  
 
These pictures have been considered part of the research field of iconography. 
Iconographic handbooks list and describe the visual reception history under 
the heading of biblical figures/stories.143 Within the history of theology, pic-
tures where considered mostly as illustrations and catechetical tools. Illustra-
tions could for instance help people who couldn‘t read to understand and ap-
propriate the biblical text (for instance, Poor Man‘s Bibles). When theologians 
analysed pictures or works of art, the visual representation was compared with 
the text, and then it was asked whether the artist ―got it right‖ or ―got it 
wrong‖.  
 Nowadays, there is greater attention to dialogue, as the volume Between the 
Text and the Canvas: The Bible and Art in Dialogue illustrates.144 This volume of 
eleven essays shows artists as textual interpreters. 
 The essay of Martin O‘Kane is of specific significance for my research, since 
its subject is how various artists interpreted and depicted the prophet Elijah 
(see Part II, the case studies). O‘Kane notes that the episodes which received 
most attention were the ones that were regarded as a foreshadowing of the 
Eucharist: the ravens bringing bread (1 Kgs 17:4-6) and the angel bearing food 
and water (1 Kgs 19:4-8).145 Moreover, he states about 1 Kgs 19:9-18, that it is 
―generally considered by commentators to be the most crucial and central 
element in the entire narrative‖.146 O‘Kane finds it surprising that this part of 
the narrative, in contrast to the Eastern Orthodox tradition, is hardly repre-
sented in Western art.147 He gives three reasons for his surprise: ―preoccupa-
tion with concealment and revelation, the presentation of the cave as a sacred 

 
143  For instance: Lexikon der christlichen Ikonographie (LCI) 1990. 
144  Exum & Nutu 2007. 
145  O‘Kane 2007, 61-62. 
146  O‘Kane 2007, 68. 
147  The perceived absence of this scene is supported by Réau 1956 who is also lacking this scene 

in his survey.  
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space, and Elijah‘s mysterious experience of the veiled presence of God‖.148 I 
consider O‘Kane‘s argumentations as invitations for further discussions, but 
this would lead me away from my research question. Nevertheless, this kind of 
thinking shows that a dialogue ‗between text and canvas‘ has started, but now a 
whole area needs to be further explored. In their introduction to the volume 
on Bible and art, J. Cheryl Exum and Ela Nutu write: ―Interpretation of texts 
and images is not disinterested; the answers we find in them are shaped by the 
questions we ask‖.149 The question arises, what do these pictures offer – speak 
out – when I focus on biblical spirituality? The real core of spirituality is the ‗in 
between‘ and it is inherently invisible. (How) are the pictures and the texts 
hinting at this invisible dimension? How do the texts intervene in the dialogue 
between the picture and the beholder and vice versa? 
 
Meaning arises in the first place in the interaction between text and reader or 
between picture and beholder. For pictures that refer to texts, the text takes 
part in the process between picture and beholder. Meaning is offered by the 
text, but not imposed. The text is not to be privileged above the picture: 
strictly the text is only present as far it is referred to. So, the thoughtful be-
holder lets the picture guide the perception process.  
 
Biblical spirituality is fundamentally a lived spirituality. Reference to the biblical 
figure Elijah or to other biblical figures/stories does not make a picture ‗spiri-
tual‘. Spirituality has to do with the relation between the person and the world.  
 Buber explains: 

It is not the likeness to common-sense objects or the lack of such likeness which 
makes a painting good or bad. It is faithfulness to emergent form, the develop-

ment given to visual figuration, that makes the difference.150  

And Hammer estimates: ―The work of art, seen within the framework of 
Buber‘s thinking, transcends the physical, the phenomenal, and the symbolic. 
While these dimensions are necessary, they are not sufficient.‖151 
 Pictures that refer to biblical texts are not only referential. They also have a 
formative power. Pictures that refer to biblical texts are expressive in them-
selves; they do not just signify something beyond themselves.152 ―The so-called 
persuasive or rhetorical functions of the image clearly go far beyond the 
transmission of information.‖153 

 
148  O‘Kane 2007, 71. 
149  Exum & Nutu 2007, 3. 
150  Quote of Buber in: Friedman 1965, 56. 
151  Hammer 1967, 617. 
152  Dufrenne 1973, 135; as referred to in: Biswas 1996, 233. 
153  Crowther 2009, 17. 
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 Pictures that refer to biblical texts are not just surfaces that are presented for 
contemplation. They are also performative. They present something that is 
beyond depiction. Presence in absence: disclosure and concealment at the 
same time. Art presents an appearance out of concealment (what Heidegger 
called ‗disclosedness‘ or ‗unconcealment‘) which almost immediately disap-
pears again: ‗like a lightning in the dark of the night‘.154 It leaves behind a trace: 
presence as a memory. Beside presence and appearance, absence also can be 
met in the picture: absence that hurts. Presence as a longing… 
 
 
1.4.2 Domain of research (part IV - conclusion) 
 
The object of this present research is pictures that refer to biblical texts. Its 
scope is biblical spirituality. In this chapter I have stated that biblical spiritual-
ity is above all about relation: it is not owned by the picture, nor by the Bible, 
nor by the reader/beholder; biblical spirituality is what occurs ‗in between‘. 
Therefore, in this research the between-space (the space of I-You-
connectedness) is essential and needs to be opened up. My approach will be 
phenomenological and dialogical. This combination is not self-evident. In a 
way, both approaches exclude each other. However, the understanding of the 
complex domain of research will increase with this combination of approaches; 
excluding one of them would be deficient; it involves the moment that both 
approaches come together. Therefore, in this research I will have to keep bal-
ancing between them.  
 I will execute this phenomenological and dialogical approach paradigmati-
cally. In part two of this work, case studies on ‗pictures that refer to 
1 Kgs 19:1-18‘ will be performed. The pictures will function as eye openers. 
They are concrete forms that are understood as specific instances of a general 
rule. The pictures present variations of an underlying phenomenon: biblical 
spirituality in pictures. The pictures offer the opportunity to look at the under-
lying phenomenon from different angles. These case studies are not meant as 
illustrations of the theory that I formulate in this first part of the book; all 
paradigms will help to get in touch with ‗the thing itself‘.155  
 Before I present the case studies, I will describe the methodical framework 
that I will use to perform these case studies. In Chapter 2, this framework will 
explain the attitudes, questions and roles that result from this research.  

 
154  Verdult 2009, 7. 
155  Waaijman 2002, 11.598. 



 

 
 

CHAPTER 2 
 

METHODICAL FRAMEWORK 
 
 
 
 
 
When pictures refer to biblical texts, two distinct phenomena are being con-
nected. This connection raises a variety of questions; In what way do pictorial 
signs refer to textual signs? What part of the text exactly is referred to? What is 
the content of the reference? What is the role of the beholder? It brings with it 
all kinds of questions about the intermedial relation between these phenomena 
and how to determine this relation. The connection between the two phenom-
ena needs to be clarified, in order to enable a separate treatment of each phe-
nomenon and the connection between them.  
 Since this present study is embedded in the field of biblical spirituality, I will 
elaborate these questions from a specific position. In the first chapter, I de-
fined spirituality as a ‗divine-human relational process‘. In line with the phe-
nomenological and dialogical approach of this research, I focus on the rela-
tional processes that come with ‗pictures that refer to biblical texts‘. The terms 
for the activities and relational processes involved are respectively ‗looking‘ 
and ‗reading‘. Also, space appears to be a central element of this domain of 
research. Space enables manifestation and interpretation, and, in and through 
this, it enables relation. I will show that this aspect of space penetrates the 
whole field of research that is under discussion. 
 
In this chapter, I will present the methodical framework that I have used in the 
case studies (Part II). This framework is derived from theoretical and practical 
research. I will begin with the phenomenon of reading (2.1), before passing on 
to the phenomenon of looking (2.2). Then, I will treat the aspect of space (2.3). 
This will lead to a roadmap for analysing pictures in terms of biblical spiritual-
ity (2.4). 
 
 

2.1 The phenomenon of reading 
 
Reading is a practise that takes place between text and reader. It is a dialogical 
phenomenon. In this section, I will first stake out a position about the nature 
of texts (2.1.1) before I focus on the act of reading (2.1.2). Since biblical texts 



METHODICAL FRAMEWORK 53 

are involved in this research, the reading of these texts is given specific atten-
tion (2.1.3). 
 
 
2.1.1 What is a text?  
 
Perhaps the question ‗what is a text‘ seems somewhat odd. Facing a text, no-
body will doubt whether it is a text or not. However, hermeneutically, a text 
can be considered in various ways. Ricoeur, for instance, compares text with 
speech acts when he states ―Let us say that a text is any discourse fixed by 
writing‖.1 In this statement, Ricoeur emphasises the determinedness of texts, 
established by an author. As a contrast, Buber and Rosenzweig define a text 
from the perspective of the reader when they state that a (biblical) text is only 
real when it is read aloud and is at the same time heard.2  
 In this research I will join up with Wolfgang Iser, but first I will start with 
another literary theorist, Seymour Chatman. He provided an influential theory 
that describes texts from a communicative point of view.  
 For Chatman, a text is a medium through which an author communicates 
with a reader. He discerns six ‗participants‘ in the communication process. 
Besides the author (real author) and the reader (real reader), four other ‗partici-
pants‘ are involved. The text itself incorporates traces of an author and images 
of expected readers. These are called respectively implied author and implied 
reader. More specifically, in narrative texts, a narrator (storyteller) and a narratee 
(addressee) can be distinguished. This structure is part of the steering by the 
real author (Figure 2).3 
 

Narrative text 

 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2: narrative-communication situation 

 
The benefit of this scheme for the understanding of texts is the discernment of 
‗participants‘: the difference between a real author and an implied author, who – 
for his part – does not have to correspond to the narrator, and the distinction 
between a narratee, an implied reader and a real reader. Less successful, however, is 

 
1  Ricoeur 1981b, 145. 
2  The so-called ‗Hörleser‘. According to this principle, Buber and Rosenzweig translated Scrip-

ture. See also: Waaijman 2004. 
3  Chatman 1980, 151. 
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the presentation of the text as an instrument of one-way communication. All 
arrows proceed from the author, through the text, in the direction of the 
reader. Here, Chatman clearly overestimates the role of the author; texts are 
not limited to being a message, initiated by the author. What about the auton-
omy of the text? In his scheme, Chatman leaves the activity of the reader out 
of consideration. Readers are not just receptive. The reader‘s activity is funda-
mentally more than just receiving what has been written. This is illustrated by 
the fact that different readers can be affected by a particular text in completely 
different ways. Also, the perception of a reading cannot be repeated on a re-
reading. This emphasises the role of the reader in the reading process. 
 Apparently, texts have an openness that enables different readings. They 
need to be interpreted. However, texts are also definite, fixed. What is written 
is written. The reading process does not affect the written text (not an iota is 
added or removed). This combination of openness and definiteness in texts is 
thoroughly researched by Wolfgang Iser.4 Opposed to Chatman‘s communica-
tive one-way track, Iser states that in literary works ‗the message is transmitted 
in two ways‘.5 Readers need to make a text real; they ‗receive‘ the text by com-
posing it.6  
 To open up our mind to the ambiguity of the text, Iser gives the example of 
two people gazing at a starry night. When they see the constellation ‗Big Bear‘, 
one will see a plough in it and the other a dipper. The ‗stars‘ of the text are 
fixed but need to be combined by the readers. The lines that join these ‗stars‘ 
are variable.7 
 Thus, although the text is fixed, its meaning is not encapsulated in the 
boxed part of Chatman‘s scheme. The necessary openness of texts shows that 
it is impossible to fully describe ‗the meaning‘ of a text. Texts initiate produc-
tions of meaning, performed by the individual reader. The steering role of the 
text in this reading process can be described. The places of indeterminacy (the 
so-called ‗gaps‘ or ‗blanks‘) of a text, form a crucial part of its steering capacity. 
Iser states that the text ‗behaves as a kind of living organism which has a feed-
back channel to the reader and thereby instructs him‘.8 
 The combination of determinedness and openness of texts is for instance 
highlighted in the fact that texts are multi-vocal. Iser discerns four ‗perspec-
tives‘; the perspective of the narrator, the characters, the plot and the perspec-
tive marked out for the reader. In narratives, the interaction between these 
perspectives is continuous; they are not distinctly separated from one another 

 
4  Iser‘s reflections are largely based on the ideas of the Polish philosopher Roman Ingarden. 
5  Iser 1978, 21. 
6  Iser 1978, 21. 
7  Iser 1974, 282. 
8  Lotman 1977, 23. See also: Iser 1978, 66-67. 
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nor do they run parallel.9 These perspectives provide guidelines that are con-
tinually shading into each other. Iser locates the meaning of a text at the meet-
ing place where the perspectives and guidelines converge. This meaning ‗can 
only be brought into focus if it is visualized from a standpoint‘.10  
 
Returning to the question of what a text is, it is interesting that Iser makes a 
difference between a text and a literary work. He situates a literary work 
somewhere between the artistic pole (the author‘s text) and the aesthetic pole 
(the realization accomplished by the reader). 

In view of this polarity, it is clear that the work itself cannot be identical with the 
text or with the concretization, but must be situated somewhere between the 
two. It must inevitably be virtual in character, as it cannot be reduced to the real-
ity of the text or to the subjectivity of the reader, and it is from this virtuality that 

it derives its dynamism.11 

In this description of a literary work, Iser combines the phenomenological 
approach (describing the act of reading literature) with a dialogical approach 
(what happens in between). Iser provides a theory of aesthetic response 
(Wirkungstheorie) rather than a theory of the aesthetics of reception (Rezeption-
stheorie): 

It is called aesthetic response because, although it is brought about by the text, it 
brings into play the imaginative and perceptive faculties of the reader, in order to 

make him adjust and even differentiate his own focus.12 

In this research, when I speak about a biblical text, I am interested in the text 
in the way Iser defines a literary work: a living organism between the text and 
its concretisation.  
 
 
2.1.2 The act of reading 
 
Reading is an interaction that occurs between the two poles of text and reader. 
The openness (indefiniteness) of the text plays an important role in the interac-
tion between text and reader. Readers are compelled to take an active part; 
they have to realize at least parts of what is open in the interpretandum. As a 
result, readers can fill in the openness of the text in different ways. A text is 
potentially capable of several different realisations. In principle, the text must 
allow a whole spectrum of concretisations, and no reading can ever exhaust the 

 
9  Iser 1978, 96. 
10  Iser 1978, 35. 
11  Iser 1978, 21. 
12  Iser 1978, x. 
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full potential. Each reader will fill in the gaps in his or her own way, excluding 
the various other possibilities. Iser calls this openness ‗the virtual dimension of 
the text‘.13 Iser accepts the possibility that a work may be concretised in differ-
ent, equally valid ways.14 
 
A phenomenological concept of gaps distinguishes textual gaps that inevitably 
must be filled in during a reading process and textual gaps that can be filled in. 
Readers are compelled to reduce the indeterminacies between the text and 
themselves and between the text and their reality. In other words, readers are 
compelled ‗to build a situational frame to encompass‘ themselves and the 
text.15 Otherwise, the text would have no meaning at all. It would be just a 
meaningless collection of letters. The gaps of indeterminacy induce and guide 
the constitutive activity of the reader.16 
 Also the indeterminacy in the text itself needs to be reduced in the reading 
process. A blank (specific kind of gap) designates a vacancy in the overall sys-
tem of the text. It is not a gap that requires completion, but a gap that requires 
combination: how to combine textual patterns? How to relate the words and 
sentences? What is the relation between contrasts and discrepancies, and simi-
larities in the text? As soon as the textual patterns and perspectives are linked 
together in the reading process, the blanks ‗disappear‘.17 Thus, in the reading 
process, these spots of indeterminacy are ‗vital propellants for initiating com-
munication‘ and need to be filled in.18 
 What a reader might fill in (but does not have to) are all kinds of associa-
tions. For instance, the fact that Elijah is widely seen as ‗a man with a beard‘ is 
not indicated by the text nor denied: it is a textual gap that can be filled in (as 
many illustrators did and still do).  
 
Thus, phenomenologically, any response to any text is bound to be subjective. 
But according to Iser, the subjective processing of a text is available for inter-
subjective analysis, ‗if we pinpoint that which actually happens between text 
and reader‘.19 Iser uses the concept of an ‗implied reader‘ to enable the descrip-
tion of the structured effects of literary texts. In Iser‘s concept of the implied 
reader, two basic, interrelated aspects are combined: 1) the reader‘s role as part 
of a textual structure, and 2) the reader‘s role as a structured act. The first as-
pect roughly corresponds with Chatman‘s use of the term ‗implied reader‘, but 

 
13 Iser 1974, 279. 
14  Iser 1978, 178 (unlike Ingarden who distinguishes true and false concretisations: Iser 1978, 

171).  
15  Iser 1978, 66. 
16  Iser 1978, 202. 
17  Iser 1978, 182-183. 
18  Iser 1978, 195. 
19  Iser 1978, 49. 



METHODICAL FRAMEWORK 57 

with the second aspect, Iser makes a crucial addition. The reader‘s role as a 
structured act implies, among other things, the process of protention and re-
tention; at each moment of a reading process – whether one has just started to 
read or one has already read some lines – the reading has a new background 
(the preceding reading) and a new perspective (the prospective reading). The 
text steers this process of anticipation (protention) and retrospection (reten-
tion).20 In the reading process some of the prospectives that are raised will 
come true and other prospectives will be proved false. Expectations that have 
arisen in the reading process are modified or even frustrated in the succeeding 
reading. This demands a re-evaluation of what was read before and what ap-
pears to be quite different now.21 As the viewpoint changes, the foreground 
‗merges into the background, and another new foreground appears‘.22 Each 
element, chosen in the foreground, is related to a context in the background. 
Without this background the element would be meaningless.23 This back-
ground-foreground relationship is dialectic in character; foreground and back-
ground can be interchanged. In literature this reversal is manipulated by struc-
tures within the text.24 As a result, there is a moving viewpoint which travels 
along the text. The text as a whole cannot be identified with ‗any of its mani-
festations during the time-flow of the reading‘.25 The incompleteness of each 
manifestation necessitates syntheses. The synthesizing process continues 
throughout every moment of the reading process.  
 I consider the act of reading as a dynamic but structured act of the reader, 
which is determined by the textual structure.  
 
 
2.1.3 Reading biblical texts 
 
In this research, I deal with biblical texts. Biblical texts are a specific kind of 
literature, but, it is true also for biblical texts that the object of reading is nei-
ther to find the meaning, nor to project one‘s own meaning into the text. In-
stead the reader has to construct a meaning with the directive help of the bibli-
cal text.26 Indeed, the reader‘s own disposition will never disappear totally: it 
(experiences, knowledge) forms the background of our reading; it is our frame 
of reference.27 

 
20  See: 1.1.2.  
21  Iser 1978, 111. 
22  Iser 1978, 116. 
23  Iser 1978, 93. 
24  Iser 1978, 95. 
25  Iser 1978, 109. 
26  Schwáb 2003, 170. 
27  Iser 1978, 37. 
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 As mentioned above, readers are compelled ‗to build a situational frame to 
encompass‘ themselves and the text.28 How does one reduce the indetermi-
nacies between the biblical text and the extra-textual world? For instance, in 
reading biblical texts, the reader has to induce a socio-historical gap; biblical 
texts originate in a completely other time, another place, another culture. This 
difficulty is also an extra opportunity:  

…it is only when the reader is forced to produce the meaning of the text under 
unfamiliar conditions, rather than under his own conditions (analogizing), that he 
can bring to light a layer of his personality that he had previously been unable to 

formulate in his conscious mind.29 

It is precisely the tension between the text and the reader that is productive.  
 
To understand the phenomenological relation of a biblical text to an extra-
textual reality, Iser‘s explanation regarding the literary character of fiction is 
helpful: 

If iconic signs do denote anything at all, it is certainly not the qualities of a given 
object, for there is no given object except for the sign itself. What is designated is 
the condition of conception and perception which enable the observer to con-
struct the object intended by the signs […]. The iconic signs of literature consti-
tute an organization of signifiers which do not serve to designate a signified ob-

ject, but instead designate instructions for the production of the signified.30 

In this section, I have discussed the act of reading from a literary point of 
view. In biblical studies, phenomenological questions are part of synchronic 
research. In contrast with diachronic research, that explores the origin and 
formation of texts out of a developmental view of the text, synchronic re-
search ‗concentrates on a text as it now presents itself in written form, as a 
complex whole of text signals‘.31 Diachronic research can be helpful to open 
up or fill in some gaps, but synchronic research is of inevitable importance to 
this study of biblical spirituality.  
 Within synchronic research, two aspects are examined: the text as a stable 
entity (its components in their interdependent relations), and the function of a 
text in the communicative process between author and reader. To study bibli-
cal texts at the level of biblical spirituality, both aspects need to be examined. 
 
To conclude, the exegesis of texts do not focus on a text as a medium between 
author and reader, but on what is evoked in the reading process, determined by 
the text and realised by the reader.  

 
28  Iser 1978, 66. 
29  Iser 1978, 50. 
30  Iser 1978, 65. 
31  Van Iersel 1998, 17. 
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2.2 The phenomenon of looking 
 
First of all, looking is not the same as reading. Although the concept of gaps 
and blanks can be adopted quite easily for the perception of pictures, a main 
difference is the fact that beholding a picture is not a linear process with a 
distinct starting point and a final point.  
 The phenomenology of looking concentrates on the relation between a 
picture and a beholder. I will consider the phenomenon of looking in three 
steps: What is a picture (2.2.1)? More specifically, what are pictures that refer 
to texts (2.2.2)? And what is the nature of the act of looking (2.2.3)? 
 
 
2.2.1 What is a picture? 
 
A picture is not a text. However, in many aspects, a picture functions like a 
text. In semiotics, for instance, textual and visual signs are treated similarly (as 
a signifier, with a sender, a receiver and a ‗signified‘ that can be encoded).32 
This emphasis on sign, signifier and signified has greatly influenced contempo-
rary thinking.  
 The signifying aspect of pictures is, among others, studied within the aca-
demic discipline of Art.33 Erwin Panofsky developed an iconography-iconology 
method to interpret Renaissance Art.34 Panofsky distinguishes three grades in 
describing works of art: pre-iconographical description, iconographical descrip-
tion and iconological description.35  
 

1 A pre-iconographical description is an enumeration of artistic motifs. Pure 
forms (certain configurations of line and colour, or certain peculiarly 
shaped lumps of bronze, stone or other materials) are identified as rep-
resentations of natural objects such as human beings, animals, plants, 
houses, tools and so forth. Their mutual relations are identified as 
events. Expressional qualities are identified as the character of some-
thing (somebody).  

2 An iconographical analysis recognises themes and concepts (for instance a 
connection to literary sources).  

 
32  See for instance: Bal 1990. 
33  I stay out of the discussion whether the objects of this research can be considered art, since 

this discussion is not helpful for this enquiry. I speak about pictures. See also 1.3.3. 
34  This iconographic-iconologic method interprets art that (1) exists within a general symbolic 

tradition and that (2) often is based on textual sources. Although this first aspect, a general 
symbolic tradition, is perhaps less appropriate in analysing contemporary pictures, this icono-
graphic-iconologic method is interesting in respect of the second aspect, the relation to tex-
tual sources, which is crucial in my research.  

35  Panofsky 1955, 53ff.  
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3 An iconological interpretation recognises symbolical values (the intrinsic 
meaning or content). This layer of interpretation designates underlying 
principles that reveal the basic attitude of a nation, a period, a class, a re-
ligious or philosophical persuasion.  

 
Panofsky illustrates these layers of meaning with the example of the famous 
fresco of Leonardo da Vinci.36 A pre-iconographical description identifies a 
group of thirteen men around a dinner table. A iconographical analysis identi-
fies the group of figures seated at a dinner table in a certain arrangement and in 
certain poses as a representation of the Last Supper (cf. Mark 14:18-19). The 
iconological interpretation tries to understand Leonardo da Vinci‘s Last Supper 
as a document of Leonardo‘s personality, or of the civilisation of the Italian 
High Renaissance, or of a particular religious attitude. 
 
Panofsky‘s iconography-iconology offers insight into different layers of mean-
ing. In it he combines synchronic and diachronic layers of meaning. This is its 
strength, but also its weakness; Panofsky seems to understand pictures as ob-
jects with an intrinsic value. The role of the beholder is – in this perspective – 
to identify this intrinsic meaning. The beholder can be more or less successful 
in fulfilling this role. This view of pictures is hardly compatible with a more 
dialogical view, in which meaning is not possessed by the picture, but arises in 
the act of looking.  
 In this research, I prefer an understanding of ‗what a picture is‘ that is more 
analogous to the understanding of ‗what a text is‘. As the meaning of a literary 
work is not embedded in the text (see 2.1.1), the meaning of a picture is not 
embedded in the material object. I focus on the work that is ‗in between‘ (a 
pictorial work that is not identical with the material picture or with its concreti-
sation in an act of looking). As a beholder, I see what I see, but that is never 
the full potential of the picture. I am especially interested in the production of 
meaning that is determined by pictorial signs and performed in the act of look-
ing. 
 The determining capacities of texts are not the same as the determining 
qualities of pictures. In his impressive work The Power of Images, art historian 
David Freedberg considers the determining power of pictures.37 Freedberg 
examines the way people have been dealing with pictures throughout history. 
Along with beautiful testimonies from the Middle Ages onwards, he studies 
the phenomenon of pictures that enact something for people; pictures bring 
the object they represent into memory, into consciousness: they make it pre-
sent. Freedberg also highlights the use of pictures for the purpose of education 

 
36  www.milan.arounder.com/da_vinci_last_supper. 
37  Freedberg 1989. 

http://www.milan.arounder.com/da_vinci_last_supper


METHODICAL FRAMEWORK 61 

(providing identification-figures) or propaganda. Moreover, Freedberg con-
vincingly argues that the power of pictures is shown in their repression; hostile 
reactions to pictures (iconoclasm, censorship and individual acts of vandalism) 
exemplify the recognised powers of pictures. 

 

 
2.2.2 Pictures that refer to texts 

 
Text and picture are distinct entities. Pictures that refer to biblical texts evoke 
the text, comment upon it, actualise it, embody it, exemplify it, recapture it, 
imitate it, repeat it, reproduce it or cite it (all expressions for what is almost the 
same but also differs). The pictures present traces of an interpretation of the 
biblical text to which they refer. They are ‗more than a simple transposition of 
a text onto a canvas‘.38 Paolo Berdini proposes to speak about a connection 
between pictures and reading instead of texts.39 This illustrates that it is not a 
literary source but a reading of that source that is visualised. However, this 
might lead to a reduction of the gap between text and picture, but it does not 
fill in the gaps between the ‗literary work‘ and the ‗pictorial work‘.  
 
Let us briefly return to Panofsky‘s iconography-iconology model. Panofsky 
shows that the relation between text and picture is part of the description of the 
picture and therefore not a final step after separate descriptions of text and 
picture. To recognise the reference of a picture to a text, some knowledge of 
the literary source is required. An Australian bushman would, as Panofsky 
once pointed out, be unable to recognise the subject of a Last Supper. To him, 
it would only convey the idea of an excited dinner party. In order to under-
stand ‗the‘ iconographical meaning of the picture, he would have to familiarize 
himself with the content of the Gospels.40 Thus, the beholder needs specific 
knowledge to perform the act of looking; or, in other words, the beholder 
needs to understand the ‗language‘ that the picture uses to guide the act of 
looking.  
 
The question is, how can be traced the art and contents of the reference be-
tween pictures and texts? The literary theorist Mieke Bal has examined this 
connection between texts and pictures.41 She explains iconography as a reading 
method.42 The iconographic meaning is based on recognition: a depiction of a 

 
38  Exum & Nutu 2007, 1. 
39  Berdini 1997, 3. Berdini considers painting as visual exegesis, as an attempt to follow the 

trajectory of visualisation from text to beholder of pictures that are based on religious texts. 
40  Panofsky 1955, 61.  
41  Bal 1990; 1991; 1994; 1999. 
42  Bal 1990, 79-104. 
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sole figure with birds and food is a ‗formula of recognition‘ for the narrative of 
Elijah fed by ravens (1 Kgs 17:1-6). Iconographic interpretation that is based 
on recognition happens without thinking: it is to ‗native speakers‘ as normal as 
their native language.43  
 This aspect of recognition (that happens even without thinking) is an inter-
esting phenomenon. For what is recognised? Someone who is familiar with 
biblical texts, can recognise pictures as referring to a biblical text by intermedial 
similarities (a connection between textual and pictorial signs), textual similari-
ties (a connection between the referred text and a title or other textual addition 
to the picture), or pictorial similarities (a relation between the present picture 
and a number of other pictures which are generally accepted as ‗referring to 
the biblical text‘).44 Texts can show similarities in the use of the same word(s) 
or combinations of words, and pictures can show similarities in colours, lines, 
motifs and/or forms. In both cases the similarity exists in the formal aspects. 
Similarities between text and picture, intermedial similarities, are more compli-
cated. Bearing in mind the unequal formal aspects of pictures and texts, the 
question arises in which way the intermedial references occur? Both entities 
use different signs (textual compared to pictorial). Textual signs and pictorial 
signs do not relate to each other on the level of the sign, but on the level of 
representation.45 For instance, a pictorial desert has no similarities to the lin-
guistic word ‗desert‘, but to the perception of the word (a real desert or an 
image of a desert), or to the word‘s mental representation. In all cases, the 
beholder bridges the gap between text and picture.  
 Intermedial relations have to deal with the genre conventions of the differ-
ent media, since each medium has possibilities and impossibilities, and has 
genre conventions to conform to.46 For example, in biblical narratives about 
heroes, the (implied) author employs several techniques to ensure that the hero 
is given sufficient distinction, importance and gravitas.47 A narrator can slow 
down the narrative or repeat clauses to give the reader time to ponder and 
anticipate the significance, to savour its importance. Moreover, the narrator 
can blur the worlds of the sacred and the human, tell the narrative in a (life-) 
cycle, or assign the hero an old age with famous last words. The (implied) crea-
tor of a picture can use analogous techniques to evoke a response of the be-
holder towards the hero. The creator may control the emphasis towards the 
hero through the position, posture and colouring of the central characters in 

 
43  Bal 1990, 103-104. 
44  See also: Hermerén 1969, 46-49.  
45  Hermerén 1969.  
46  These genre conventions are not absolute. Creators can cross genre borders and break with 

genre conventions, for instance in combining media (text in pictures, poetics in music, and 
other combinations). See: Hansen-Löve 1983. 

47  O‘Kane 1998, 314f. 
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the narrative. In some cases a hand or arm act as an arrow, drawing the atten-
tion of the viewer to the central character or theme.48 
 
Every medium contains standard and variable properties. A piece of marble for 
instance is always hard, cold and steady (standard), but can be carved in several 
forms (variable). These variable properties determine the reference to a text, 
through similarities with characteristic features of a particular text. The stan-
dard properties cannot be decisive for this reference and the limitations of the 
medium are taken for granted and disregarded when determining reference. 
However, standard properties can still influence the content of a reference, for 
the creator‘s choice of a medium is not indiscriminate.49  
 
I started this paragraph with all kinds of expressions of how a picture can re-
late to a text. However, this relation is also reciprocal: text and picture can 
explain each other, comment on each other, supplement each other, alienate or 
open up each other. The supplementary meaning of the combination is shown 
in an example from the exhibition ―My Guilt is Not of This World”. The Bible, 
Mythology and the Work of Armando.50 Seeing Armando‘s sculpture Der Feldzug 
(1989-1990)51, it touched me as Elijah‘s chariot to heaven. I felt the desire to 
be taken up. My perception of the sculpture was enforced in the context, since 
it was placed next to Jacob‘s stairway to heaven (which shows a similar earth-
heaven movement). The title however, and the other part of the context (a 
‗Moses-corner‘), tempered the perception of Elijah‘s heavenly chariot. The 
sculpture was meant as a quite opposite chariot: the chariot of Egypt, drowned 
in the sea.52 This example emphasises the indefiniteness of the sculpture, 
where title, description and/or context focus the perception of the beholder, 
but also show a new perspective (beyond pre-understanding). Moreover, look-
ing at this sculpture guided my reading of the biblical narrative, for it gave me a 
new reading perspective: the perspective of the one that is sitting or standing 
in the chariot.  
 
Pictures that refer to biblical texts are not only referential. This is underlined in 
their (per)formative power; pictures represent something that is beyond depic-
tion. Pictures that refer to biblical texts are expressive in themselves; they do 

 
48  O‘Kane 1998, 314f. 
49  Hermerén 1969, 33. 
50  Armando Museum, Amersfoort. 28.11.2006 – 15.04.2007.  
51  ‗The campaign‘; photo: www.armandomuseum.nl/werk/der-feldzug-1989-1990-2-3-nr-10. 

The sculpture is also located at the entrance of the cemetery (Begraafplaats Rusthof) of 
Leusden (NL). 

52  Armando also made a short film that is titled ‗Der Feldzug‘ (Moskito film, 1993). This film 
shows acts of war, like cannonshoots. See: www.armandomuseum.nl/werk/der-feldzug-een-
filmgedicht-van-armando. 

http://www.armandomuseum.nl/werk/der-feldzug-1989-1990-2-3-nr-10
http://www.armandomuseum.nl/werk/der-feldzug-een-filmgedicht-van-armando
http://www.armandomuseum.nl/werk/der-feldzug-een-filmgedicht-van-armando


64            ELIJAH LOOKED AND BEHOLD 

not just signify something beyond themselves: ―The so-called persuasive or 
rhetorical functions of the image clearly go far beyond the transmission of 
information.‖53 For pictures that refer to texts, the text takes part in the proc-
ess between picture and beholder. Meaning is offered by the text, but not im-
posed. The text does not have a privilege above the picture: strictly speaking, 
the text is present only in so far as it is referred to.  
 Mieke Bal confirms that the theory of iconographic recognition leaves 
enough space for non-iconographic interpretations of elements that are not 
mentioned in the particular text.54 However, as Bal stresses, recognition tends 
towards simplistic interpretations if one forgets to ‗read further on‘. For in-
stance, if one stays at the level of ‗recognition of motifs‘, active interpretation 
is hindered. Also conservative or a-historical interpretations lie in wait.55 This is 
a reminder to examine pictures also autonomously, separate from the text. 

 

 
2.2.3 The act of looking 

 
Looking is a creative act, which demands the beholder‘s invention and imagi-
nation. In the words of Mieke Bal: ‗the viewer, body and soul, is drawn inside 
the event.‘56 Bal speaks therefore of a ‗second-person story‘, in which the 
viewer is involved as a participant that is addressed; the viewer is immediately 
addressed and involved.57  
 There are several attempts to give a name to the act of looking at pictures. 
Norman Bryson distinguishes an evaluative, objectifying way of looking (gaze) 
and a way of looking in which the beholder becomes involved (glance).58 What 
is a proper verb to indicate this act? Watching? Beholding? Perceiving? Not 
without reason, Bal chooses to speak about the reading of pictures (like sto-
ries).59 In this way, Bal underlines the activity that is required to learn what the 
picture has to tell. However, phenomenologically there is a difference between 
reading and looking. Where reading involves a linear process of interpreting 
points and lines that become letters, words and sentences, looking is also a 
direct interaction with colours and shape. Peculiar to looking is the directness 
of the act. Therefore I stay with the term ‗looking‘ in reference to the encoun-
ter with pictures. 
 

 
53  Crowther 2009, 17. 
54  Bal 1990, 103-104. 
55  Bal 1990, 104. 
56  Bal 2001, 11. 
57  Bal 2001, 12 (cf. De Vries 2008, 77). 
58  Bryson 1983. See: Bal 1990, 27. 
59  Bal 1990, 10.26. 
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When I speak of the act of looking, it is in line with what I referred to before: 

The iconic signs of literature constitute an organization of signifiers which do 
not serve to designate a signified object, but instead designate instructions for the 

production of the signified.60 

In the act of looking, beholders are passive and receptive towards the picture, 
but at the same time, they fill in gaps of the picture, give meaning to forms and 
colours, and interpret the pictorial signs. In this way, beholding is a very active 
process. But, the question is, how to look? 
 The way people look at pictures is affected by a whole series of learned 
assumptions. Learned assumptions concern beauty, truth, genius, civilization, 
form, status, taste, etc.61 Knowledge about the picture can help the beholder 
but it can also put up barriers. Freedberg distinguishes primitive and learned 
(educated) responses. Among others, Freedberg argues, people are educated to 
repress natural (primitive) beliefs and responses to pictures.62 But, as 
Gombrich rightfully nuances this, there is a difference between repression and 
disregarding.63 
 
As a beholder, we can be touched (to the depths of our soul) by a painting, 
without knowing why. What makes one stand still, or return to a specific ob-
ject? What makes one sit in front of it for a long time? It has to do with the 
question of whether a painting appeals to me. If it does not, nothing will hap-
pen.64 
 Wassily Kandinsky compares beholding a picture to a conversation in a 
loving encounter.65 In such a conversation, Kandinsky argues, one tries to 
meet the inner person of the other/Other and pays no attention to the activity 
of speech itself. Similarly, pictures can be encountered with a loving mind, 
open for the direct, inner activity of the picture.  
 
When a painting appeals to the beholder, it might affect the beholder ‗not just 
emotionally‘.66 Several authors have tried to describe this appeal with terms of 
‗presence‘ and ‗absence‘.67 Pictures can represent disclosure and concealment 
at the same time; an appearance out of concealment (what Heidegger called 
‗disclosedness‘ or ‗unconcealment‘) which almost immediately disappears 

 
60  Iser 1978, 65. 
61  Berger 1972, 11.  
62  Freedberg 1989, 42-43. 
63  Gombrich 1990. 
64  Brattinga 2001, 57. 
65  Kandinsky 2006, 114.  
66  Freedberg 1989, 5. 
67  See for instance: Verdult 2009; Brattinga 2001; Maas 2008b.  
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again: ‗like lightning in the dark of the night‘.68 The moment of ‗unconceal-
ment‘ leaves behind a trace; presence has become a memory. Beside presence 
and appearance, also absence can be met in the picture; absence that hurts and 
refers to presence as a longing.69 In the analysis I have to leave open the possi-
bility that a presence of a You breaks through (see 1.2.3 – on contemplatio) a 
presence of which I perhaps can neither speak nor write.  
 
Looking at a picture is in a way the same as looking in a mirror: personal spiri-
tuality, experiences (hope, expectations, hate) and thoughts are involved. Every 
picture mirrors this personal involvement in a distinct manner. In looking at 
the picture, a breakthrough can be experienced, in which ‗seeing‘ becomes 
‗being seen‘ (cf. 4.3).  
 
 

2.3 The phenomenon of space in reading and looking 
 
As explained in the previous paragraphs, fundamental to the act of looking and 
reading is an (often unnoticed) act of hermeneutics (perceiving colours and 
forms as figures, a sequence of letters as words and a collection of words as a 
sentence). This act of interpretation involves the presence of textual or picto-
rial space (gaps and blanks that can be filled in or need to be filled in).  
 Besides the intratextual and the intrapictorial gaps and blanks, there is also a 
perception of physical and/or spiritual space involved in each act of reading 
and looking. The space that is opened up in looking at a picture of Elijah, for 
example, differs from the space that is opened up when looking at a picture of 
Jesus‘ crucifixion. Moreover, not every picture of a crucifixion evokes the same 
space; it can guide the percipient to very divergent perceptions of place and 
time, of distance and nearness.  
 In this research, I will use the word space for different forms of this rather 
complex phenomenon.70 In this section I will elaborate three forms of space 
that are crucial for the understanding of biblical spirituality in pictures. First, I 
will elaborate the open spaces in texts and pictures along the lines of Iser‘s 
gaps and blanks (2.3.1). Then, I will designate the space design; spatial and 
temporal indicators and characters outline the open space (2.3.2). Thirdly, I 

 
68  Verdult 2009, 7. 
69  Maas 2008b. 
70  The noun ‗space‘ can indicate several, completely different aspects. It can for instance refer 

to ‗the dimensions of height, depth, and width within which all things exist and move‘, ‗a 
continuous area or expanse which is free, available, or unoccupied‘, ‗a blank between printed, 
typed, or written words, characters, numbers‘, ‗an interval of time‘ or ‗the freedom to live, 
think, and develop‘. This is only a selection of definitions from the online Oxford dictiona-
ries: http://oxforddictionaries.com/definition/space (accessed: June 2011). 

http://oxforddictionaries.com/definition/space
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will discuss the dialogical between-space (das Zwischen) Buber was speaking 
about; texts and pictures open up a space in which the percipient is invited into 
an I-You relation (2.3.3).  

 

 
2.3.1 Open spaces  

 
An example of a gap is that the biblical narrative of Elijah does not mention 
Elijah‘s features. One might fill it in, but it is not necessary to do so when one 
reads the text. However, a painter who depicts Elijah is forced to choose a 
colour for the eyes or the skin. The medium or material (both text and picture) 
compels the painter to fill in distinct blanks.  
 
Different kinds of gaps can be distinguished in texts and pictures in accor-
dance with three viewpoints: (1) objects seen as combinations of signs, (2) 
objects seen as autonomous, and (3) objects seen as communicative media. 
 
1. Combinations of signs  
 
The fact that texts and pictures are combinations of signs raises specific blanks 
that need to be filled in during the process of reading or looking. 
 To start with, signs themselves have openness. Signs have to be interpreted. 
What do words or clauses mean? What are the potential meanings of a specific 
pictorial motif? Signs can carry various meanings, for instance several informa-
tive, allegoric and aesthetic meanings.71 Because of this multi-layered character 
of signs, a lot of (slightly) different interpretations can be generated with re-
gard to one particular object.  
 Then, every sign of an object has its relations with all the other signs in the 
object. In a text, these relations move backward and forward. Each sentence 
(combination of signs) opens up a particular horizon, which is modified, if not 
completely changed, by succeeding sentences. Each reader combines what has 
been read (retention) with expectations regarding what has to come (proten-
tion). The reading-process consists of a continuously renewed retrospection of 
what has been read and a constant revision of the expectations.72  
 Although the signs of pictures are (primarily) not sequential, they cannot all 
be absorbed in a single moment. The eyes of the beholder move across the 
picture, focussing on details. It takes time to see the complete picture (espe-
cially regarding three-dimensional pictures, like sculptures).  

 
71  Waaijman 2008, 226. 
72  Iser 1974, 278. 
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 For instance, in beholding the front side (side of the faces) of the sculpture 
of Elijah and Elisha, made by Naomi Spiers,73 expectations are stirred up about 
what the opposite side will show. In changing the perspective to this opposite 
side (for instance by turning the sculpture around, or by walking around it), 
these expectations will be partly realised, but also new horizons will arise. New 
expectations are stirred in relation to the other sides (left, right, top, bottom). 
In seeing the back, the only access to the front is through the memory.  
 And finally, some signs are only implicitly present. To write is always to 
omit, delete, leave open, unwritten. Not everything can be made explicit. 
Therefore, each text and picture contains implicit signs. The implicit presence 
needs to be realised by the recipient. In this way, the gaps of implicitness will 
direct the recipient to become involved in the object.74 
 
2. Autonomous object 
 
Texts and pictures are autonomous entities. First of all, the author or creator 
has withdrawn. The creator has released the object. The abandoned (orphaned) 
texts and pictures are fixed and alienated from their origins. Withdrawing from 
this text, the author has left the readers the opportunity to read beyond the 
original space. The specific character of the biblical text, that describes an 
event in which the human reality and the divine reality both act, evokes a par-
ticular space. Secondly, the original context (time – space) has withdrawn. As 
soon as the creative process is finished, the original context is withdrawn from 
the work. From that moment onward, new contexts, new horizons arise. 
Thirdly, the objects are autonomous regarding the particular reality (extra-
textual relations). And fourthly, the recipient is unknown. As soon as the peo-
ple addressed are withdrawn from the work, the work is public: ‗everyone‘ is 
addressed.  
 These gaps are extended through the expansion of reproductions. Technical 
possibilities provide completely new contexts through the multiplication of 
texts and pictures. The original text or picture might even be lost, and some-
times every trace of the origin is lost. These gaps of autonomy give rise to 
completely new possibilities of interpretation (indeterminacy increases). 
 
3. Communicative medium 
 
As communicative media, texts and pictures embody traces of techniques to 
guide the act of reading or looking.  

 
73  www.artcnet.com/Naomi_Spiers/Elijah_Elisha.html. 
74  Waaijman 2008, 223. 
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 Literary texts strongly appeal to the reactions of the readers. In bringing up 
questions, appealing to the reader‘s sense of humour, using rhetorical devices 
(such as irony: a gap of incongruity between what an author writes and what is 
generally understood), deliberately using indeterminacy, or through the (im-
plied) author‘s commentary,75 gaps arise that invite the reader to participate. 
Pictures also appeal to their beholders. For instance, pictures often show a 
moment of intense drama.76 This appeal opens up the space of a relation be-
tween text and reader and the picture-beholder relation.  
 More or less complex objects convey a variety of perspectives. In the multi-
plicity of perspectives, gaps arise.77 These gaps of saltus give the recipient a 
chance to build his/her own bridges. For instance, in a sequence of pictures 
(see 4.2) or in a composition of episodes (see 4.3), the percipient jumps from 
one to the other and tries to connect them. Sometimes the gap is criticised as 
‗incoherence of the text‘ or ‗failed painting‘. This kind of gap also encourages 
perseverance in the act of reading or looking, since the tension may not be 
solved immediately.78 It triggers curiosity, surprise…79 
 Objects can depict motifs or bear meanings that differ from the experiences 
of the recipient. In those cases a recipient experiences a lack of identification, 
which is a gap of alienation that evokes a reaction of filling in.80 A reader of 
mystical texts who is unfamiliar with mysticism, for example, can react to a 
mystical text on four manners: the reader can put the book aside (or throw it 
away), the reader can reduce the text to the level of his or her own experiences, 
the reader can re-interpret his or her own life in the direction of this text, or a 
combination of these reactions. At any rate, the reader will (try to) eliminate 
the gap of alienation. 
 Often intertextual or intermedial relations are implicitly present in a text or 
picture. Sometimes this relation is made explicit. In all cases, the pretext or 
intermedial object itself is not fully present in the object and therefore opens 
up a gap. The reference needs to be based on the picture and the text them-
selves, and accomplished by the beholder/reader.  
 
Pictures that refer to biblical texts do something with the openness of the text. 
The pictorial signs of the picture are for instance combined differently from 
the textual signs of the biblical text, and show other communicative tech-
niques. The determinedness and the openness of both phenomena can be 

 
75  Iser 1970, 18-19. 
76  O‘Kane 1998, 317. 
77  Iser 1970, 10-11. 
78  Bal 1990, 55-56. Bal is of opinion that ‗gaps‘ are a product of the reader and not of the text 

(Bal 1990, 216).  
79  Bridgeman 2007, 54. 
80  Iser 1970, 9. 
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compared. Four possible relations can be found: 1. What is steered in the text 
is a gap in the picture; 2. What is a gap in the text is steered in the picture; 3. 
Text and picture are equally steered or equally open; 4. Picture and text are 
differently steered. 

 

 
2.3.2 Space design 

 
In the former paragraph I elaborated three kinds of openness that are charac-
teristic of all sorts of texts and pictures, and that are fundamental for the acts 
of reading and looking. Compared to a pen drawing, the white elements be-
tween the black lines and the white aspect of the black lines themselves are 
highlighted now. The other side of the drawing is its blackness, its determined-
ness (a drawing of an oak is not a drawing of a rose). The marking elements of 
a drawing or a text build up a space. A reader of a text will imagine a concep-
tual space of time, space and performing ‗objects‘. When a new character 
comes to the fore, when a time-shift is indicated or when a story shifts to a 
new location, these aspects change. I call this ‗space design‘.  
 
Every reading and every act of looking starts with an awareness of the world 
around; I am reading or looking at this moment, at this place. During the act 
of looking or reading, we may ‗temporarily suspend our engagement with our 
own world‘, and engage with the conceptual space that is evoked in the proc-
ess.81 
 If we concentrate on the act of reading, most texts provide direct or indirect 
spatial indicators, like a mentioning of location or a description of a place of 
action. Also, the ‗colouring of the story‘ is part of this spatial orientation. With 
this colouring I refer to those textual parts that provide an optical image. For 
instance, a mentioning of a solitary broom tree fills in the larger context of the 
wilderness (1 Kgs 19:4-5). These textual parts give form to the context of act-
ing characters. This ‗colouring of the story‘ is also a pictorial space indicator in 
the act of looking. Spatial indicators include elements of light and darkness, 
elements of direction, aspects of height, depth and width, and elements of 
bodily experience (up/down, near/far, inside/outside).82 
 The biblical scholar Ron van den Hout uses the term ‗opsis‘ to refer to the 
textual signs that provide an optical image. Opsis is the Greek word for specta-
cle in the theatre and performance. It is used to describe the mise en scène of a 
performance or theatrical event.83 It is about staging, the design of a context 
(what, where, how arranged, and from what perspective enlightened). The 

 
81  Bridgeman 2007, 63. 
82  Bridgeman 2007, 55. 
83  Van den Hout 2009, 133. 
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conceptual space gives direction to the expectations (a narrative that takes 
place in Judah is not expected to continue straightaway in China). However, in 
the linear reading process, the conceptual space can suddenly be changed by 
the steering of textual indicators. This is also the case with sequential pictures 
(see for instance 4.2). Abrupt transfers from one place to another are part of 
the open spaces I explained in the previous paragraph (gaps of saltus). 
 
In linguistic presentations, words indicate a spatial context in which a process 
takes place over a period of time (timeline).84 This can be performed with ex-
plicit or implicit guidance; for instance, with an interval of time, with repeti-
tions, with a flashback or a flash-forward, or with a ‗no longer‘ or a ‗not yet‘. 
These temporal indicators bring to mind former situations and future set-
tings.85 Some spatial or temporal indicators can be understood symbolically: 
the symbolic understanding changes the perceived conceptual space. 
 
A conceptual space is in essence spatial-temporal, with an awareness of place 
and time. But the conceptual space is more than date and location (when and 
where). Personal subjects act in it. The spatial-temporal space is filled in with 
objects and is coloured with characteristics (feelings or experiences of sub-
jects). Marking elements like figures, roles and plots fill in the conceptual 
space. Sometimes a location mentioned is not just a ‗place of action‘ but also 
an ‗acting place‘.86 
 Looking at Leonardo da Vinci‘s Last Supper, the conceptual space is not 
just built up by the straight lines of the painted hall, but also by the set table, 
the coloured clothes of the figures and their detectable gestures. 
 This example also shows how a space in the way it is presented directs the 
perspective of the viewer. All elements guide the percipient towards the central 
figure. But the painted hall, with its glass windows in the background also pro-
vides a horizon. Focusing on this horizon, the conceptual space shifts between 
background and foreground. Guided by the painting, the background becomes 
the figure.87 In this shift, not just the perspective of the experiencing subject 
changes (noesis), ‗the content of consciousness‘ also is transformed (noema). 
 
In short, the design of the conceptual space consists of three elements: space, 
time and acting objects. The conceptual space that is built in the act of reading 
or looking is ambiguous. It is relational. The space is opened up in the encoun-
ter, interrupted and transformed into a dialogical space. I will deal with this 
somewhat more in the following section. 

 
84  Kamp 2002, 48. 
85  Kamp 2002, 51. 
86  Bal 1997, 136. 
87  See for instance: 4.6. 
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2.3.3 Dialogical space 

 
The act of reading and the act of looking are both dialogical. The percipient is 
a participant. Each percipient has a personal perspective and from that per-
spective enters into a perception process or a reading process. In the act of 
reading and looking, the beholder is involved in the space design. This en-
gagement implies emotional effects like boredom and suspense (temporal), 
feelings of security, claustrophobia, fear of the unknown (spatial), empathy 
with some characters and antipathy towards others.88 
 The starting point of each reading and each act of looking is ‗here and now‘. 
The title, the first line of a book, a first look at a picture opens up a space and 
a time. The dialogical act asks for a specific attitude on the part of the partici-
pant. Like in a conversation, a participant has to open oneself up for the other 
(at least partly). Judgement has to be postponed– while this is impossible at the 
same time. The initial attitude to reading involves words like ‗a climate of at-
tention and silence‘, ‗right moment‘, ‗sufficient time‘, ‗willingness to entertain 
things that are strange and difficult‘.89 I will explicitly return to this subject 
when I speak about the roles that need to be enacted in the act of reading and 
looking.90  
 
To Emmanuel Levinas, the dialogical aspect of pictures is an illusion. Accord-
ing to him, a statue is ‗dead, nothing but a fixed caricature of life‘.91 Comparing 
a statue with a living person, Levinas is obviously right; as a fixation of an 
original subject, a statue is dead. His profound plea for otherness, his eye for 
radical alterity (which can not be described in terms of Husserlian phenome-
nology)92, makes clear why a simple statue cannot appeal to him.  
 However, in contrast to Levinas‘ phenomenological iconoclasm, I am – with 
Buber – interested in the fact that beholders can experience being ‗spoken at‘, 
‗touched‘ or even ‗seen‘. Apparently, the phenomenon of looking implies the 
possibility that a statue presents a living You. Of course, a statue is a statue and 
not a living person. However, with Freedberg, the statue can be seen as if it is a 
living body. Then, the statue is given its full weight as reality and not merely as 
representation: ―To respond to a picture or sculpture ―as if‖ it were real is little 
different from responding to reality as real.‖93 Probably, this can only be articu-
lated with hesitation and stumbling. Life itself cannot be grasped. What is be-
hind the surface is inexpressible.  

 
88  Bridgeman 2007, 63. 
89  Waaijman 2002, 692.703. 
90  See: 2.4.3. 
91  Welten 2005, 63. 
92  Welten 2005, 62. 
93  Freedberg 1989, 438. 
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In this line, Freedberg refers to an anagogic function of pictures: from a visible 
window to the invisible God.94 Or, to say it in Buberian language, the object of 
the act of looking can present a You. This implies a moment of transforma-
tion, in which what exceeds or surpasses the picture comes to the fore. Geert 
Groote (Gerardus Magnus) warned his readers, ‗do not drop the picture too 
fast‘.95 John of the Cross on the other hand emphasised the aesthetics of pic-
tures to start up the process; but dropped it (faster than Groote).96 That it is 
not ‗to be done‘ is clearly argued by Levinas: 

Grasping, fixing, and remembering will never succeed in turning an event into a 
theophany. A theophany is only possible where there is withdrawal, i.e. looking 
away, letting go, forgetting, failing. The trace erases itself, withdraws. But this 
withdrawal involves a ‗Here am I‘ (me voici), a presence: one is present, but nei-

ther tests the presence of the Other nor insists on its revelation. 97 

To Levinas, the biblical prohibition of images implies a ban on fixing the 
Other.98 This ban is not grounded on ethics, but on the essence of the phe-
nomenon itself. It is ‗an appeal to remember the fundamental forgottenness of 
the Other‘.99 This appeal is highly valuable. However, this is not all that can be 
said about this phenomenon; pictures do exist and can be perceived as reveal-
ing life, and in this revealed life (at least) there is a trace of the Other. The fact 
that the Other cannot be depicted (as Levinas emphasises), does not alter the 
fact that a space can be evoked in the act of looking, in which the Other ap-
proaches. The Other cannot be grasped, organised or described, and neither 
can the moment of dialogical space in which the Other approached. However, 
other surrounding aspects of the phenomenon can – for instance, elements 
that helped the beholder to open up to this dialogical space. This difference 
between what is ungraspable and what can be described or reconstructed 
shows the decisive rift between phenomenology and dialogical thinking. 
 
One of the factors that might have a guiding role in this process of opening up 
is the indication of life. As Freedberg underlines, this indication of life is sup-
ported in the depiction of eyes.100 Moreover, Bal emphasises that in paintings 
‗looking‘ is even thematised. For instance, the direction of the depicted eyes 
directed to the beholder, is a main theme.101 In other words, the depiction of 
the eyes affects the beholder. Of course, the eyes are not the only part of a 

 
94  Freedberg 1989, 165. 
95  Waaijman 2000. 
96  Waaijman 2002, 29-242. 
97  Welten 2005, 66. 
98  Welten 2005, 68. 
99  Welten 2005, 71. 
100  Freedberg 1989, 86. 
101  Bal 1990, 24-26. 
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picture that might affect the beholder. The same applies for instance to the 
depiction of ‗touching‘; a drawing of a kiss or a depiction of a tender touch 
with a finger opens up a space of emotional involvement, touches the heart. In 
this way, the picture is not just showing life, but also delineates the beholder as 
a living being that can be addressed, as a living being in which the openness to 
receive grows.  
 
With this presentation of an open, outlined and dialogical space, I have arrived 
at the heart of this research. This research revolves around the question of 
what pictures that refer to biblical texts represent – speak out – when I engage 
in biblical spirituality. As I stated, the real core of spirituality is a between-
space and is inherently invisible. Are the pictures and the texts hinting at this 
invisible dimension? If yes, then how? And how do the texts affect the dia-
logue between the picture and the beholder and vice versa? In the following 
section I present a roadmap for the case studies; in which the phenomenon is 
described paradigmatically.  
 
 

2.4 A roadmap 
 
In the foregoing sections, I have theoretically explored what a text is and what 
a picture is; what reading is and what looking is. I also highlighted the element 
of ‗space‘ that – in various forms – is opened up and outlined in perceiving 
texts and pictures. In this present section, I will make the connection to the 
practical part of this research: the case studies; how to answer the question 
whether – and if so, how – pictures that refer to biblical texts give form to 
biblical spirituality?  
 
First I will identify the main elements of analysis (2.4.1), then I will elaborate 
these elements into a questionnaire (2.4.2). The foregoing sections have em-
phasised that analysing texts and pictures is not just about posing specific ques-
tions to the text, but that it is also a matter of attitude. Therefore, I will give 
attention to the different roles of the participants in this process of analysis 
(2.4.3). In the last paragraph of this chapter, I will offer some final remarks on 
the modus operandi that is followed in the case studies (2.4.4). 
 
 
2.4.1 Main elements of analysis  
 
As explained in the first chapter, the study of spirituality – in my opinion – is 
best served by a phenomenological and dialogical approach. This has some 
methodical implications. First of all, phenomenological research seeks essen-
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tially to describe, in order to understand ‗die Sache selbst‘. It seeks to describe an 
object from different perspectives. Therefore, a main task of analysing is to 
open up questions, to open up a space (in various forms) in which new mean-
ings can come to the fore. The phenomenological descriptions will show the 
openness of the objects and their positiveness or definiteness. 
 Secondly, from a dialogical point of view a specified method of analysis is 
less obvious. As Kepnes remarks:  

Although a strict application of the hermeneutics of the philosophy of I-Thou 
would suggest that techniques and methods destroy the immediate conversation 
between the interpreter and the text, in his biblical writings Buber appears to 
have become convinced that techniques and methods help to preserve a dialogi-

cal relation to the text.102  

In this point of view, there is an ambiguous relation between dialogical think-
ing and methods of analysis in general; on the one hand methods can be help-
ful to preserve the dialogical relation, but on the other hand they can disable 
(destroy) the dialogical relation. Therefore, each method that will be used has 
to be used with care. The method needs to be applied with a specific attitude; 
an attitude of openness, in which the method of analysis is followed (in order 
to preserve a dialogical relation) but released at the crucial moment in which 
the dialogical relation ‗takes over‘. So, the dialogical approach requires a careful 
application of the (still undetermined) method of analysis, with a clear focus 
(dialogical relation) and with an attitude of openness. It will be clear that not 
every method suits this dialogical approach. The method should help to pre-
serve the dialogical relation. Such a method should preserve a balance between 
the active act of striving and the reactive act of following. 
 
In analysing pictures, I discern three basic elements: constitution, perception 
and critical analysis. 
 The first basic element, constitution, signifies the demarcation of the object. 
This element is rather formal. I will first describe the material properties of the 
object. I will also describe its context, as far as it is relevant for the interpreta-
tion of the main object. The description of the constitution will also include a 
short description of the primary beholders of the object. In this part of the 
analysis, the picture is seen as an object and described from a distance. 
 The second element is the performance of an act of looking. This is part of 
a dialogical discourse. The picture is described in detail as it is gradually per-
ceived in the act of looking; the distinct parts of the object and the perceived 
cohesion between these parts are described. In this act of looking, the picture 
is first of all seen as a ‗Gegenüber‘, a You.  

 
102  Kepnes 1992, xiii. 
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 The third basic element is performing a critical analysis. The performer of 
the analysis takes a critical distance from the picture (as an object). In his 
handbook Spirituality: Forms, Foundations, Methods, Waaijman pinpoints six ele-
ments of a ‗critical analysis‘.103 These elements of critical analysis are grounded 
in the context of a reading procedure and in a hermeneutic method of spiritu-
ality research. The elements of critical analysis are, composition, depth struc-
ture, intertextual relations, contextual reconstructions, pragmatics (the com-
municative aspect of the object) and the religious field of meaning (the divine-
human relational process). These last two elements explicitly focus on ques-
tions regarding relational aspects. It will be clear that especially these two ele-
ments need to be an explicit part of the method, for relational processes are 
central elements in tracing biblical spirituality. Not all elements Waaijman dis-
tinguishes will be dealt with in this research; not all aspects of biblical spiritual-
ity will be illustrated. Contextual reconstructions (questions about the historical 
background) will for instance not be considered in this research. 
 In this research, I will use a slightly different construction for the critical 
analysis. The main parts of this particular critical analysis will be the descrip-
tion of the picture in its intrapictorial relations and in its intermedial relations. 
The intrapictorial analysis will be divided into structure (including setting, dy-
namics and divine-human relationship) and appeal. The analysis of intermedial-
ity will be divided into genre (relating to other pictures) and intermedial relations 
(relating to texts). Both the intrapictorial as well as the intermedial analysis will 
be performed in order to bring into the open the picture as a communicating 
medium.  
 
Before I can work these main elements of analysis into questions, I have to 
clarify two important items of my construction for the critical analysis; first I 
want to explain why I have allocated a specific place to the aspect of ‗divine-
human relationship‘, and then I want to explain the way I will analyse the in-
termedial relations to the biblical text.  
 Concerning the first item, it is not my intention to restrict the aspect of 
spirituality to the section of ‗divine-human relationship‘. On the contrary, spiri-
tuality is much more complex and diverse, penetrating all other sections. The 
purpose of this specified section of the critical analysis is to explore the most 
evident features of an eventually depicted divine-human relationship – or to 
explore the depicted but not yet described features of this relationship. All the 
above mentioned elements of analysis are meant to reveal or to unfold the 
aspect of spirituality. During the performance of the analyses, the aspects of 
spirituality are gradually revealed. Therefore, at the end (Chapter 5), specific 
conclusions regarding the field of spirituality need to be drawn. These conclu-

 
103  Waaijman 2002, 746-755. 
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sions will be drawn in relation to three aspects of biblical spirituality: what is 
depicted, what is evoked in the act of looking, and its consequences for lived 
spirituality. This can be considered as a fourth basic element of analysis: the 
conclusions in terms of (biblical) spirituality. 
 The second item of the critical analysis that needs some clarification (the 
intermedial relation to the biblical text) is also complex. In particular, the rela-
tion of the pictures to 1 Kgs 19:1-18 will need to be worked on in the analyses. 
In order to control comparisons between picture and text, both will be ana-
lysed with a similar construction; the main elements of picture-analysis will also 
be used as the main elements of text-analysis. Since this research is primarily 
focussed on the analysis of the pictures, the agenda of picture-analysis has a 
large influence on the agenda of the text-analysis. The text-analysis will involve 
a synchronic exegesis, which concentrates on the text as it presents itself in 
written form. Analogously to the analysis of the pictures, this exegesis does not 
focus on the historical background of the text (no in-depth archaeological 
study, no survey of the historical cultural surroundings, and no reconstruction 
of the ‗real author(s)‘). Instead, the exegetic exercise surveys the present day 
reading (reading as an act of communication) and tries to point out (deixis) the 
communicative elements of the text. Therefore, the exegesis is performed at 
the level of the course of the text (slow reading) and at the level of the struc-
ture of the text (genre, structure, appeal and intertextual references). In my 
analysis of the text, there is an exception to the treatment of text analogously 
to picture; that is, commentaries will be used as discussion-partners. This use 
of commentaries will be an integral part of the analysing process, and not a 
separate element. In contrast, concerning the analyses of the pictures, the only 
textual discussion-partners will be texts that will eventually be present in the 
direct context of the pictures themselves (like guidebooks or written descrip-
tions that are available in the same room as the pictures). 

 

 
2.4.2 Questionnaire 
 
Questions are of decisive importance for the understanding of pictures and 
texts: ―Interpretation of texts and images is not disinterested; the answers we 
find in them are shaped by the questions we ask‖.104 In this paragraph, the 
main elements of analysis will be elaborated into a list of questions that are 
helpful in the act of describing. The questions are meant to open up the mind 
of the beholder, step by step, and to force the analytic beholder to take time. 
Moreover, the questionnaire should leave the pictures enough space to work in 
their own ways. So, the questions are not meant to find the truth about the 

 
104  Exum & Nutu 2007, 3. 
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picture or to define the meaning, but they are aimed at opening up possible 
meanings (especially regarding the divine-human relational process).  
 Since the object of this research is the study of pictures, I will start with the 
questionnaire for picture-analysis. Subsequently I will give the questionnaire 
for text-analysis that is deduced from the questionnaire for picture-analysis.  
 
Questionnaire for picture-analysis 
This questionnaire is exploratory; It does not have the purpose of completeness! 

 
1.  Constitution 
1.1  Material properties  

What materials are used? 
What are the measures (size)? 
Are notable technical features visible? 
Is the picture framed? 
Does the picture have inscriptions? 

1.2  Context 
What is the location of the picture, and what is the function of this location? 
Is the picture functionally linked to the context (like in an altar-piece)? 
Are other objects in the direct context of the picture(s) meaningful for the in-
terpretation of the picture? 
If a text accompanies the picture (a title or description), how is this text related 
to the picture and what does it say about the picture? 

1.3  Beholder    
Who are the main beholders and how can they (physically) approach the ob-
ject? 

 
2.  Perceiving the picture(s) 
2.1  Perception of the picture (process of perceiving)  

What is the first feature of the picture that stands out? 
Which motives can be discerned? 
What is the structure of motives (from general to detail)? 
Is there a suggestion of development in the picture?  
In the process of looking: are expectations evoked, and which ways of proceed-
ing are suggested? 
Are aspects omitted? What is left open? 

2.2  Perception of a sequence  
Does the picture itself show a sequence and/or is there a relation to other pic-
tures?  
How are the pictures related: are there gaps, leaps or changes of perspective? 
Are there unexpected twists and turns in the sequent pictures? 
Are the expectations evoked realised in subsequent pictures? 
How does a subsequent picture evaluate a former picture? 
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3.  Critical analysis  
3.1  Genre/style 

To what genre does the picture belong?  
How do the picture(s) relate to iconographic traditions? 

3.2  Structure 

 Setting  
What kind of structural elements are used? 
How is the picture organised/structured? 
What motifs (or figures) can be located in the picture? 
Are these motives particular or general?  
How are these motives related to each other?  
Is there a suggestion of speech? 
Is there a suggestion of time in the picture? 
Is there a suggestion of space?  
Which places are recognisable and how are these places related to each other? 
Are symbols used? 

 Dynamics  
What colours? What use of light? Which lines?  
What are the main similarities and contrasts? 
Are there doublets (same line of content depicted twice)?  
Is there an indication of direction (arrows, poses, positions)? 
Is there a suggestion of movement? 
What is/are the central point(s) of the picture? 

 Divine-human relationship 
How is the divine-human relational process depicted?  
(How) is the divine pole visualised or brought into view? 
(How) is the human pole visualised or brought into view? 
Can positional, complementary, intermediary or disjunctive differences be lo-

cated?105 
3.3  Appeal 

What are the pragmatics of the picture? Is the beholder addressed?  
How are beholders stimulated and to what are they stimulated?  
What is the creator‘s perspective; what view is shown to the beholder?  
Point of view: low or high - side or front - zoom in or general view? 
Is there a multitude of views/perspectives and is there a tension between dif-
ferent views? How can these views be connected? 
What images are evoked in beholding the picture? 
Is the beholder looking towards depicted figures or looking with the figures? 
Is there a gap of alienation; what is the ‗strange‘, ‗unfamiliar‘ motif or mean-

ing?106 
 
 

 
105  Waaijman 2002, 752-755. 
106  Maas speaks about a ‗scratch‘, referring to a scar of something painfull, broken; Maas 2008a, 

8-12. 
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3.4  Intermedial relation 

 General references  
Are there references to (biblical) texts or pictures, which influence the be-
holder‘s perception? 
Does the picture rely upon (biblical) texts or pictures? 

 Specific references to the referred biblical text.  
Which elements from the biblical text are selected? 
Is there a tension between the picture and the biblical text? 
What is the interaction with the biblical text? 
What are the differences and similarities regarding persons, themes, relations, 
activities, structures and meaning? 

 What is adopted? 

 What is changed or transformed? 

 What is filled in? 

 What is made open / emptied?  
 
 

Questionnaire for text-analysis 
This questionnaire too is exploratory and does not aim at completeness. 
 

1.  Constitution 
1.1  Material properties  

Which version of the text? 
What language, what physical features? 
How is the text delimited and why this demarcation of the text? 
Is there a text that accompanies the text (a title, footnotes, annotations)?  

1.2  Context 
What is the location of the text within the Bible? 
What is the wirkungsgeschichte (main lines)? 
Are there differences between Hebrew versions?  
Are there striking differences between contemporary translations?  

1.3  Reader 
What features of an implied or intended reader are visible?   

 
2.  Perceiving the text  
2.1  Reading of the text  

How does the text develop?  
What expectations are evoked and how are they realised?  
How are former sentences evaluated in subsequent sentences? 
Are there unexpected twists and turns in the text? 
Where is information omitted? What is left open? 

2.2 Perception of a sequence  
Is the text a continuation of the preceding text? 
What continuation does the text presuppose? Is this realised in the subsequent 
text? 
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3.  Critical analysis  
3.1  Genre/style 

To what literary genre does the text belong?  
What kind of style can be discerned? 

3.2  Structure  

  Setting  
Which places are recognisable? 
How are these places related to each other? 
What is the time-sequence in the text?  
Is there a break or rush in text-progression? 
What motifs (or characters) can be located in the text? 
Are these motives particular or general? (A man or this man?) 
How are these motives (characters) related to each other? 
Is there (in)direct speech?  
Do places, time-indications or motives have a symbolic meaning? 

 Dynamics 
How is the text organised or structured? 
Which scenes can be distinguished? 
How do these scenes relate to each other? 
Is there a movement in a specific direction? 
Are there doublets (same line of content formulated twice?)?  
Is there a central theme in the text? 

 Divine-human relationship 
How is the divine-human relational process described? 
Can positional, complementary, intermediary or disjunctive differences be lo-
cated in the text? 

3.3  Appeal  
What are the pragmatics (communicative signs) of the text?  
Are rhetorical techniques used? 
To what are the readers stimulated?  
Is the reader addressed? 
What images are evoked in reading the text? 
Is there a multitude of views/perspectives and is there a tension between these 
views? How can these views be connected?  
Is there a gap of alienation?  
Does the text locate a ‗strange‘, ‗unfamiliar‘ motif or meaning? 

3.4  Intertextual relation  
Are there quotations or similarities to other texts?  
Does the text rely upon other (biblical) texts? If so: What aspects are adopted? 
What is changed or transformed? What is filled in? What is left out, made 
open/emptied? 
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2.4.3 Roles  
 
The four methodical elements are elaborated in the two questionnaires, but – 
as explained in this theoretic survey – analysing is more than asking questions. 
I will now reflect on the distinct roles of the participants in the analysing proc-
ess. What is the role of the beholder in this process? What role is given to the 
biblical text? What role is provided for the divine reality? And for the context? 
If a text accompanies the picture, what is its role? In this paragraph, I will suc-
cessively look at the role of 1. the phenomenon: picture (the main object of 
research) and text (the sub-object of research); 2. the percipient: beholder and 
reader; 3. the context and 4. the divine reality. And last but not least, I will 
explain my role as performer of this research. 
 
1. The role of the phenomenon 
 
Phenomena are living organisms that present themselves as a You. As Buber 
states, the phenomenon ‗addresses us, confronts us, says something that enters 
our life‘.107 The phenomena of picture and text have a double role. Both have a 
mediating role (carrying data, determinedness), and both have a guiding role 
(steering the beholder into a specific space).  
 Pictures have the role of rendering and evoking meaning. In communicating 
content, the picture renders meaning. In guiding the beholder into a specific 
space, the picture evokes meaning. Both aspects exist apart from each other, 
but are also interwoven. A significant part of the communicated content is 
related to the biblical story (evoke the story, comment upon it, explain it in a 
specific direction). 
 As explained above, the role of the text is secondary in this research. The 
biblical text is not the norm by which the picture is judged: the picture is an 
autonomous object. Like the role of the picture, also the role of the text is to 
render and evoke meaning. The reading method allows the text to speak, to 
communicate – towards the readers. The slow reading and the attention given 
to structural elements, appeal, genre and intertextuality are all performed in 
order to reveal the text as a communicating medium.  
 
2. The role of the percipient  
 
In the analysing process, the reader/beholder plays an important role. The 
percipient, to a significant extent, determines the outcome of the analysis. The 
method of analysis identifies specific qualities in the percipient. These qualities 

 
107  Buber 2002, 9; see: 1.3.1. 
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involve aspects of ‗competence‘ (like knowing the language)108 and aspects of 
‗attitude‘ (like restraint).109 
 The beholder of the picture and the reader of the text are two roles of the 
same person. Nevertheless, it is wise to distinguish both roles. 
 
It is the role of the beholder to look at the picture. Of course, the beholder is 
supposed to have the skills to see (the beholder needs to have good eyesight: 
able to perceive distinct details and colours). For someone who can see, this 
act of looking occurs naturally and without thinking. However, looking is also 
an act that needs to be learned. Incorporating visual stimuli is not as self-
evident as it looks. Moreover, looking needs to be learned at the level of inter-
pretation, for: ‗seeing they do not perceive, and hearing they do not listen, nor 
do they understand‘ (Matt 13:13). 
 For the act of looking, a participant-perspective is needed. The beholder‘s 
role is to be involved (not staying out of the picture). Next to this participant-
perspective, a more observing perspective is also needed; the percipient needs 
to be able to distance him- or herself, in order to be able to analyse critically.  
 To recognise the particular text(s), knowledge of the Bible is needed. This 
knowledge can be supported by the provision of the particular biblical quotes 
close to the picture. Besides some biblical knowledge, some iconographic 
knowledge can also be helpful.  
 However, the attitude of the beholder seems to be more important than his 
or her knowledge. The beholder needs to have the willingness to be guided by 
the picture (willingness to follow the signs). This is an attitude of openness that 
involves the attempt to postpone critical judgements. In several ways, a per-
cipient has to slow down to enable the picture to ‗speak‘ (not reducing at once 
the interpretation of the picture to the referred biblical text, but first keeping it 
as open as possible). It is a form of competence to allow questions, to abandon 
rash answers, to allow several possible answers. In short, perception requires 
accuracy and restraint (patience). 
 In addition to the required eye for what the picture positively shows, a be-
holder also has to have an eye for the gaps in the picture. Even though it may 
be conscientious, a perception is not universal: someone else might have more, 
less or different questions to solve (or to leave open). The pictures show gaps 
and a percipient is the one who fills in some gaps or leaves them (temporally) 
open. For instance, a percipient who wants to discover biblical spirituality has a 
specific interest, which implies that some questions are considered and other 
questions are discarded. 
 

 
108  Bal 1990, 80. 
109  See: 1.1.2 and 1.3.1. 
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The role of the reader is to read. This sounds rather banal, but it is not banal at 
all. Of course, the reader is supposed to be a competent reader of the language 
out of which the text is built up and have a basic knowledge of the Bible. But 
more important for a reading of the text is having an open attitude: open to 
follow the textual signals. It is in many ways the same as the role of the be-
holder; a ‗positive‘ attitude is required, the reader needs to try to postpone 
judgements, a reader has to slow down to enable the text to speak, the reader 
needs to allow questions, abandon rash answers, and deal with the gaps in the 
text. Also for the reader a participant-perspective is needed.  
 
3. The role of the context 
 
The contexts of phenomena play a distinct role in the act of reading or look-
ing. The Bible provides a context for the biblical text that is read. This context 
participates in the reading process, in the act of interpretation. In the act of 
looking at pictures, the surrounding architecture (its function and construction) 
participates, as do objects in the surrounding area of the picture that are (in 
one way or the other) connected to the picture. However, in this research, the 
role of the context will be limited. The focus of this research is limited to the 
chosen pictures; other phenomena in the direct context should not become the 
central object of this research. However, the context as background can (some-
times quite easily) become foreground. This transformation is interesting and, 
when it happens, needs to be described.  
 A specific part of the context is a text that accompanies the phenomenon.110 
The specific role of these texts is on the one hand to open possibilities of in-
terpretation, and on the other hand to fill in possibilities of interpretation. I 
will have a critical attitude towards these texts. I will make use of the openings 
provided by the text, but I will also stay open to other possible interpretations. 
I do not accept all interpretations; when the description is not in accordance 
with my own perception of the picture, I leave the text behind.111 Thus, the 
sheets will be accepted as a possible interpretation, as long as they actually deal 
with gaps of the picture. 
 

 
110  These texts provide a description of the picture. See: 4.2; 4.3; 4.6. 
111  For instance, the paper on the Elijah window at the pillar of the Marienkirche (4.6.1: Figure 

9) shows a historical attitude. The window itself, however, is not sustaining such a historical 
interpretation. Its appeal is ‗now‘. Moreover, the sheets of Kornelimünster (4.2.1: Figure 3) 
and Bergisch Gladbach (4.6.1: Figure 9) both mention the aspect of ‗God-forsakenness‘. In 
my analysis of the paintings in Kornelimünster, I have accepted this aspect as a ‗possible in-
terpretation‘. In contrast, the window of Bergisch Gladbach – to my opinion – is not sup-
porting such an interpretation. Therefore, in this case, I have rejected the interpretation (al-
though the rejection of this interpretation also influences the process of interpreting; it is not 
completely left out of consideration). 
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4. The role of the divine reality 
 
In a biblical text, the divine reality is one of the acting characters.112 The role of 
this character can be analysed just like the roles of other characters. This also 
applies to the depiction of this biblical text: what a picture visualises of a char-
acter in the text can be analysed.  
 However, this is (by far!) not enough. The study of spirituality is concerned 
with divine-human relational processes. In this research the divine reality has 
to do with openness to the reality of an other/Other.113 This divine reality is a 
topic that is filled with ambiguity: visible – invisible, phenomenologically inex-
pressible, beyond words and beyond signs. 
 In the act of reading or looking, the role of the divine is - just like the per-
cipient - to be involved (whether or not this role is performed!). Perhaps noth-
ing else can be said about the role of the divine reality without constructing a 
concept of God according to preconceived notions. It seems wise to leave this 
role open and define no role at all. However, the possibility that the divine (as 
the You) breaks through the phenomenon needs to be taken into account. It 
cannot be forced, nor explained nor grasped, but it can be sensed and - with 
restraint – noticed. 
 
Performing the case studies (the role of the critic/performer) 
 
The interpreter‘s task is ‗to elucidate the potential meanings of the text, and 
not restrict himself to just one‘.114 Hammer concludes that a critic ought to do 
little in the way of evaluation. The task of the critic ought to be primarily that 
of a matchmaker. A critic ought to try to create conditions favourable to a 
meeting between the work of art and its potential audience. He or she must 
cause the work to step forward; and therefore exercise care and restraint in 
interpretation.115 This thinking in possibilities can be sustained in a description 
with ‗it might‘ or ‗it seems‘.  
 Within the ‗frame‘ of this research, a researcher needs to be visible as an 
interested and subjective actor rather than a detached and impartial observer. 
On the other hand, the researcher also needs to be able to exercise some criti-
cal distance.  
 
As the performer of this research, I am bound to integrate my personal spiritu-
ality (divine-human relational processes) into the research process. To prevent 
my reading and perception becoming too private, I will frequently present 

 
112  In the text of the case studies, 1 Kgs 19:1-18, this role is evidently present. 
113  See: 1.1.4. 
114  Iser 1978, 22. 
115  Hammer 1967, 627. 
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results of my analyses to fellow readers and beholders (both (biblical) scientists 
and laypersons, Carmelites and other God-seekers). In this way, I will examine 
my performance of an act of looking and I will check its results.  
 I do not regard myself as a model percipient, but I try to be as open as pos-
sible to let myself be guided by the text and the pictures. For instance, the 
language I use in the description is at first deduced from the material (the bib-
lical text). But other terms also are used, mainly from a pictorial standpoint 
(words like ‗perspective‘ and ‗horizon‘). 
 
 
2.4.4 Paradigmatic case studies 
 
A phenomenological approach seeks to look at a phenomenon from different 
angles. Therefore, to analyse biblical spirituality in pictures, a variation of pic-
tures will be considered. These pictures are like paradigms: the picture (a con-
crete form) is understood as a specific instance of a general rule. To enable 
some comparisons in this variation of pictures, the point of similarity is the 
reference to one and the same biblical text. 
 This approach is inductive rather than deductive. The sequence of pictures 
is carefully chosen; starting with a one-coloured sculpture, the subsequent 
paradigms are of increasing complexity. I start with the analysis of a singular 
tabernacle sculpture, and continue with an altar sculpture that is divided into 
four parts (4.1). Following that, I present a serial painting (4.2) and a window 
that combines different Elijah-elements (4.3). I continue with paradigms that 
show the importance of the context; two sculptures at different locations in 
the same building (4.4), a window that provides a biblical metaphor to its sur-
roundings (4.5) and a window that is part of the whole iconographic set-up of 
the building (4.6). This last paradigm is also the most abstract picture of all. In 
this way, the possibilities for analysis will become gradually apparent. 
 The paradigms are analysed on the level of biblical spirituality. I will not 
focus on the borders, the outlines of the paradigms; all analyses will be focus-
sed on the specific core of the paradigms. Each new paradigm can shock the 
pre-understanding. What is happening? What am I doing? When a concrete 
given form is taken as an example, variation or association opens up a new 
space. 
 
Before I will look at the paradigms, I will first analyse the biblical text. This 
text-analysis will deliver the required data for a thorough analysis of the pic-
tures. However, this procedure can also have a disadvantage. As J. Cheryl 
Exum and Ela Nutu rightfully state:  
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Sometimes, however, our ‗knowledge‘ of the biblical story can inhibit our free-
dom in interpretation, so there are advantages in starting with the painting and 

interpreting it before reading the biblical story.116  

However, this disadvantage of starting with the text cannot be overcome; the 
biblical text that the picture refers to is preset (since it will be one of the selec-
tion criteria of the paradigms). In my estimation, an alternative sequence of 
performing a text-analysis half-way through the picture-analysis would proba-
bly have much more influence on the act of looking. Therefore, the text is 
analysed first, and this analysis is separate from the picture-analyses. In this 
way, preconceived opinions about the picture are prevented as much as possi-
ble. 
 
The text-analysis has a twofold purpose. First of all, it has the purpose of gath-
ering data to which the pictures can be compared. Secondly, it has the purpose 
of enlightening the aspects of biblical spirituality that come out in the reading 
of this text. I will especially look at the divine-human relational process that is 
articulated in the text.  
 
For the text-analysis, I have chosen a specific version of the biblical text of 
1 Kgs 19:1-18 (I have already explained my choice for this Elijah story in the 
introduction to this book). The version of this text that I will use for the case 
studies is the text of the Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia. For readers who are 
not familiar with Hebrew, an English translation is supplied (3.1.1). This trans-
lation will also give a first idea of my interpretation of the meaning of the text. 
 
I have also chosen to name the pictures that I will analyse after their location. 
In this way, the place names, which are just added for reasons of traceability, 
also provide clear indications of the particular paradigms. In the introduction 
to each analysis, I briefly indicate the location and the origin of the picture. I 
will mention the period in which it was created, by whom and why (as far as 
this is known). These questions derive from a purely diachronic approach. 
They are in conflict with the extendedly described principles of this research. I 
give this object-defining information as back-ground information. It is not part 
of the analyses themselves, for I do not consider it influential for spirituality. 
Of course, some information can explain the direct perception, but in this 
research it cannot be a point of departure.117 Therefore, this knowledge is 
bracketed here. It can never be decisive. 
 
 

 
116  Exum & Nutu 2007, 2. 
117  See also: Welten 2001, 11. 
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This is the end of the theoretic exploration of the complex domain of research; 
analysing pictures that refer to texts at the level of biblical spirituality. The case 
studies will explore this complex area in practice. Afterwards, in the ‗evaluation 
and conclusion‘ I will review both explorations and evaluate their results. 



 

 
 
 
 

PART II  
 
 

CASE STUDIES  



 

 
 

CHAPTER 3 
 

READING THE BIBLICAL TEXT 
(1 KGS 19:1-18) 

 
 
 
 
The subjects of the case studies are all pictures that refer to the same biblical 
text: 1 Kgs 19:1-18. I will describe and analyse these pictures from the view-
point of spirituality, but I will start these case studies with a reading of the text. 
The purpose of this exercise of reading the biblical text is to provide reference 
material for the analysis of the pictures. As I explained before, the fact that I 
start with an analysis of the text is not an indication of ‗primacy‘ of the text 
above the pictures. It is due to practical reasons: in the act of looking, the pic-
tures evoke this biblical text. In order to be able to acknowledge and to follow 
this evocative effect of the pictures, the text should be available to the be-
holder (in his/her background). Therefore I start these case studies with a 
reading of the biblical text. 
 I will read and analyse the biblical text of 1 Kgs 19:1-18 in line with the 
roadmap that I have drawn up in the previous chapter (2.4). To begin with, I 
will describe the biblical text as an object, looking at its material properties and 
its context (3.1). Then, I will perform a reading, in which I will pay attention to 
the open spaces in the text (3.2). After this reading, I will carry out a critical 
analysis in which I will explore the space design and the dialogical space in the 
text (3.3). Finally, I will draw some conclusions (3.4).  
 Explicit questions about spirituality will be postponed until after the analysis 
of the pictures; only in Chapter 5 will these questions be answered. This post-
ponement arises out of a precaution: the analysis of the text should not influ-
ence my perception of the pictures too much. Therefore – at this moment – I 
will try to open up the text without being too decisive about its (spiritual) 
meaning. 
 
 

3.1 Constitution 
 
To describe the constitution of the text, or its framework, I will start with 
some material properties of the text (3.1.1). Then, I will attend to the biblical 
context of this text (3.1.2) and I will make some remarks on the stance of the 
reader, as the performer of the reading (3.1.3).   
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3.1.1 Material properties 
 
In this section on material properties, I include a short account of the delimita-
tion of the text, a translation and a list of the readings in different manuscripts 
and versions. Although these three aspects might seem a rather random selec-
tion, they all somehow demarcate the text that will be read (the fixed material 
that will be used). Meanwhile, these aspects will raise questions; they will show 
different possibilities (gaps of indeterminacy). Thus, in this section the material 
properties are described and determined as far as possible (within limits). 
 
Delimitation of the text 
 
For the reading of the text, I use the fourth revised edition of the Biblia 
Hebraica Stuttgartensia (BHS), 1990.1 It is a bound pocket edition, and the text of 
1 Kgs 19:1-18 is printed at pages 607 and 608. Considering these pages of 
BHS, it seems disputable to delimit the text to 1 Kgs 19:1-18. Nevertheless, 
narrative elements of place, time, person and plot affirm the chosen division. The 
section can start with verse 1, since both a new location (1 Kgs 18:46 ends with 
‗to the entrance of Jezreel‘) and a new person (Ahab-Jezebel instead of Ahab-
Elijah) are introduced. The section might end with verse 18, as in verse 19 the 
encounter between Elijah and YHWH is over. Elijah leaves Mount Horeb and a 
new actor, Elisha, enters the narrative. However, it is disputable, whether the 
section should end before or after the transfer-text of verse 19a: ‗and he went 

 
1  This fourth revised edition is the work of H.P. Rüger, published by the 

Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft Stuttgart in 1990. Preceding editions of BHS (since 1966) were 
the work of several scholars (1 and 2 Kings (Librum Regum) were the work of A. Jepsen † 
(1974)), with a thorough revision of the Masoretic apparatus by G.E. Weil (G.E. Weil, Masso-
rah Gedolah iuxta codicem Leningradensem B19a, Vol. I Catalogi, Pontificium Institutum Biblicum, Rom 
1971). These editions were edited by K. Elliger and W. Rudolph. Although not identical, the 
Masoretic text of the BHS is largely depending on the Leningrad Codex B19A (L), dated 
1009 or 1008 AD (other manuscripts and versions of the Septuaginta are from an earlier 
date). 

  At the present time, consensus exists about the narrative of 1 Kgs 19:1-18 being the result 
of a multi-phase history of development. In Elijah-research, a profound discussion exists re-
garding source-criticism: what are primary or secondary parts of the text? (For source-
criticism see, for instance, Von Nordheim 1978; Otto 2001; Hugo 2006). Did the narrative, 
or parts of it, have an oral tradition? What kind of redactors have been at work with this text? 
What were they aiming at? This uncertainty is a result of the authors who have withdrawn. 
Not only the authors have withdrawn, even the autograph (the original manuscript) is lost. 
The only texts that are left are copies. These copies show variations, which increase the pos-
sibilities of reading (there is no singular, final text). The text that I have chosen for this re-
search (BHS) shows – with its critical apparatus – an awareness of the existence of many ma-
nuscripts and versions. The BHS provides a final text for the following reading (3.2.1), but 
preserves the openness for other text-possibilities.  
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from there...‘. This clause combines the section of verse 1-18 with verse 19-21. It 
is a geographical shift.  
 Although complex, verses 1-18, appear as a literary unity, as these verses 
describe a single plot: Elijah‘s (journey to an) encounter with YHWH on Mount 
Horeb. The first verses (1-3) describe the immediate cause of Elijah‘s journey, 
then the journey itself is reported (4-8) and finally, the encounter of YHWH is 
narrated (9-18). Subsequently, the text could be divided into two parts (1-8 and 
9-18) since verses 1-8 circle around Elijah and a messenger in the wilderness, 
whereas verses 9-18 describe the encounter of Elijah and YHWH on Mount 
Horeb. Nevertheless, the geographical shift is not abrupt, so that the second 
section can also be regarded as a logical consequence of the first.  
 This justification of the delimitation is sufficient to start a textual analysis. 
Although the disputability of verse 19a and the question whether the text 
should be divided in parts is not solved, for now, I take 19:1-18 as the basic 
text to analyse.  
 
Translation of the text 
 
For the sake of the readability of this analysis, I will first give a translation. I 
am aware of the fact that each translation is an interpretation: therefore, with 
this translation I give a first account of my reading of this text. In this transla-
tion, I try to stay close to the Hebrew text of BHS. As much as possible, equal 
Hebrew words in the text will be translated with a single English equivalent. In 
the interest of the later analysis, I will present the text colometrically and I will 
number it.2  
 

1 a Ahab told Jezebel  
 b all about [what] Elijah had done,  
 c and all about [how] he had slain all the prophets with the sword.  
2 a Then Jezebel sent a messenger  
 b to Elijah, saying:  
 c  ‗So may the gods do, and more also, 

 d  if, by this time tomorrow, I do not make your soul3  

 e  like the soul of one of them.‘   

3 a He saw [it]4 - got up and went because of his soul 
 b and came to Beer-Sheba, which belongs to Judah, 
 c and left his servant there.  

 
2  The lines are subdivided according to the punctuation marks in BHS. Direct speech is pre-

sented slightly indented, in a new line. An open space between two verses (19:8-9) is trans-
lated into an extra space between the lines. Sometimes the English language required extra 
comma‘s, for instance in the case of non-restrictive relative clauses and subordinate clauses in 
the middle of a sentence. 

3   – soul/self/life/throat/desire/vitality. Cf. Seebass 1986; Waaijman 2002, 435-446. 
4  Read: ‗he was frightened‘ (cf. critical apparatus).  
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4 a He himself went into the wilderness5, a day‘s journey, 
 b and came and sat down under a solitary broom tree,  
 c and asked that his soul might die 
 d he said: 

   ‗Much6 now, YHWH7, take my soul,  
 e  for I am no better than my fathers.‘  
5 a He lay down and went to sleep  

 b under the solitary broom tree,8 
 c and behold this, a messenger touched him  
 d and said to him: 
   ‗Get up and eat.‘  
6 a He looked, and behold, at his head was a bread-cake baked on hot stones, 

and a jar of water,  
 b he ate and drank 
 c and went back to lie down.  
7 a The messenger of YHWH came a second time, touched him 
 b and said:  
   ‗Get up and eat,  

 c  for arduous9 is the journey for you.‘  

8 a He got up, ate and drank, 
 b and he went in the strength of that food – for forty days and forty nights  
 c to the mount of God, Horeb.  
 
9 a And there he came to a cave, and he spent the night there, 
 b and behold, the word of YHWH came to him 
 c and said to him:  
 d  ‗What is for you here, Elijah?‘  
10 a And he said:  
   ‗I have been zealously zealous for YHWH, the God of hosts –  

   they have forsaken Your10 covenant, the sons of Israel 
 b  Your altars, they have thrown [them] down  
 c  and Your prophets, they have slain [them] with the sword; 
 d  and I am left, I alone, 
 e  and they are seeking my soul, to take it away.‘  

 
5  . This word has a double meaning of ‗wilderness‘ and ‗desert‘ (like the German equiva-

lent ‗Wüste‘). 
6   – much/abundant/arduous; an indication of accumulation (growing, increasing, expanding). 

Cf. Blum & Fabry 1993. 
7  I have chosen to use the (Ketiv) divine name YHWH. In this way I try to avert a premature 

interpretation of the divine name (filled-in in a specific direction).  
8  Read: ‗there under the broom tree‘ (cf. critical apparatus).  
9  . The same word – indicating accumulation – is used by Elijah in his prayer (See footnote 

276). It is almost impossible to translate this word in both verses equally. Therefore in this 
verse I use ‗arduous‘, whereas in verse 4d I translate with ‗much‘. 

10  In combination with YHWH as the divine name, I have chosen the polite form of addressing 
the divine: ‗You‘ and ‗Your‘. 
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11 a And He said -  
   ‗Go out and stand on the mountain before the face of YHWH‘ 
  and behold, YHWH passed by – 
  and a wind, great and strong, 
  was splitting mountains and breaking rocks in pieces  
  before the face of YHWH 
 b not in the wind was YHWH 
 c and after the wind an earthquake 
 d not in the earthquake was YHWH.  
12 a And after the earthquake a fire 
 b not in the fire was YHWH, 
 c and after the fire 

 d a voice of pounding silence.11  
13 a When Elijah heard – he wrapped his face in his mantle  
 b he went out and he stood at the entrance of the cave, 
 c and behold, a voice came to him  
 d and said: 
   ‗What is for you here, Elijah?‘  
14 a And he said:  
   ‗I have been zealously zealous for YHWH, the God of hosts – 
   they have forsaken Your covenant, the sons of Israel  
 b  Your altars, they have thrown [them] down  
 c  and Your prophets, they have slain [them] with the sword; 
 d  and I am left, I alone, 
 e  and they are seeking my soul, to take it away.‘  

15 a And YHWH said to him: 
 b  ‗Go, return on your way to the wilderness of Damascus,  
 c  when you arrive – you shall anoint Hazael as king over Aram.  
16 a  And Jehu, son of Nimshi,  
 b  you shall anoint as king over Israel, 
 c  and Elisha, son of Shaphat of Abel-Meholah, 
 d  you shall anoint as prophet in your place.  
17 a  It will be so – whoever escapes from the sword of Hazael, Jehu shall kill 

him, 
 b  and whoever escapes from the sword of Jehu, Elisha shall kill him.  
18 a  I shall spare seven thousand in Israel,  
 b  all the knees – that have not bowed to Baal 
 c  and every mouth  
 d  that has not kissed him.‘  

 
 

 
11  The translation of ‗pounding‘ is a result of the notion that the adjective  derives from the 

verb , to crush, to pulverise, to beat small. Fuhs 1977. On this subject see also Lust 1975; 
Robinson 1991; Becking 2007, 30; Waaijman 1985, 68-69.  
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Variant readings 
 
The critical apparatus of BHS indicates differences between manuscripts and 
versions. I will not evaluate these differences, since I am not looking for a 
‗probably most original‘ text. However, the particulars in the critical apparatus of 
the BHS also provide meaning to the text, sometimes even recommending 
corrections (read: ...). The BHS helps the reader to interpret the main text by 
offering reading suggestions, posing questions and recording differences:12  
 

1a: – Jezebel; LXX* has an additional determination:  – ‗his 
wife‘. 

1c: – ‗and all that‘; LXX(SV) have  – ‗and what‘. Beside, in the 

second part of this clause (  – ‗and all prophets‘), some manu-
scripts and LXX* do not have the word  – ‗all‘. 

2a: – ‗a messenger‘; not in LXX*. 
2c: LXX starts this clause with ( )  – ‗If you are Elijah and 

I am Jezebel‘. 

2c:  – ‗so may the gods do‘; many manuscripts and versions have an 
additional object  – ‗to me‘, like the formula in 1 Kgs 20:10. 

3a:   (wayyar) – ‗he saw‘; read with some manuscripts, LXX, Peshitta and Vulgata 
another vocalisation (wayyirā) – ‗he was frightened‘.  

3a: – ‗because of his soul‘; eastern manuscripts read (same mean-
ing). 

4b:  – ‗one‘; read (Qere) with several manuscripts the masculine form of the 
number .  

4b:  – ‗much‘; Peshitta, Targum (and Vulgata) have ‗much to me‘. 
4d:  – YHWH; not in LXX*. 
4d:  – my soul; codex Peshitta has an additional phrase:  – ‗from me‘ (cf. 

LXX).  
5b:  – ‗a solitary broom tree‘; read  – ‗there‘;  - ‗there 

under the tree‘. 
5c:  – ‗a messenger‘; absent in LXX. 
6b: LXX starts this clause with;  – ‗and he arose‘. 
8c:  – ‗of God‘; not in LXX*. 

9c:  – ‗to him‘; not in some manuscripts and not in LXX. 
10aγ:  – ‗forsaken Your covenant‘; read  – ‗forsaken You‘? (cf. 

LXX). 
11aε: Is this complete clause added or should it be transfered to 11d (relating to the 

earthquake)? (AMB: Note, this question is not supported by mentioning manu-
scripts or versions).  

12d: LXX (except for codex Vaticanus and editio Lagardiana) and Vulgate (codices 
manuscripti) have  – ‗and see, the Lord‘. 

 
12  Cf. Jepsen 1956; DeVries 1985, 232-234. Numbering according to the above provided trans-

lation. 
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14: Codices Alexandrinus and Lagardiana have ( ) – ‗forsaken You‘ 
(cf. 10). 

15c:  – ‗when you arrive‘; should probably be moved to verse 15b, after  – 
‗on your way‘.  

16c:  – ‗of Abel-Meholah‘; not in Targum. LXXBmin has this text in 16d, 
after  – ‗you shall anoint‘. 

18a:  – ‗I shall spare‘; LXX (except editio Lagardiana) has 2nd person singular: 

‗you shall spare‘. The Vulgate adds mihi – ‗to me‘ (cf. Rom 11:4). 

 
Most of these recorded differences can be considered as small explicative addi-
tions or omissions. On the other hand, the differences show some known 
difficulties with the text; some (perhaps theologically based) choices are made. 
For instance in verse 3: Did Elijah see it, or was he frightened? And in verse 
12, some texts have an additional  – ‗and see, the Lord‘, suggesting 
the divine appearance after the ‗voice of pounding silence‘.  
 
 
3.1.2 Context  
 
The primary context of a text is the context of the reading process (the actual 
reading). Since worldwide multiplicity has increasingly extended the availability 
of the text, this actual reading context is hard to describe. Two important as-
pects of context that affect with reading are the literary context and reception 
history. Since a complete overview of these aspects is beyond the scope of this 
research, I restrict myself to aspects of the biblical context. The Bible forms 
the literary context of 1 Kgs 19:1-18 but also shows elements of its reception 
history. First, I will look at the Books of 1 and 2 Kings. Then, I will consider 
the ongoing impact of the Elijah-narrative on biblical sources. In this case, I do 
not only look at BHS, but also consider the Deuterocanonical Books and the 
books of the Second or New Testament. To conclude, I will make a compari-
son with some translations into German of 1 Kgs 19:1-18. The elements of 
context that come forward in these three steps, will probably influence the 
reading of the text and might be helpful to the understanding of the pictures 
(in Chapter 4). 
 
1 and 2 Kings 
 
The Books of 1 and 2 Kings provide a narrative of the kings of Israel and 
Judah in their relation to YHWH. Within these Books of Kings, the text of 
1 Kgs 19:1-18 is part of the so-called Elijah-cycle (1 Kings 17-19.21 and 
2 Kings 1-2). The narrative on the one hand is part of this Elijah-cycle; on the 
other, the text is part of the stories about the Omride dynasty (1 Kgs 16:23 –
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 2 Kgs 9:13), or more specifically, of the stories about the reign of Ahab, son 
of Omri (1 Kgs 16:29 - 22:40).13  
 The Books of Kings testify to a continuous struggle for true religion; an 
exclusive worship of YHWH is demanded. Anything else is rejected and con-
demned. Therefore, all kings are evaluated in terms of good and evil. In 
1 Kgs 16:29-33, Ahab is introduced as the worst king of (the northern king-
dom of) Israel; he ‗did evil in the sight of YHWH more than all who were before him‘. 
This negative evaluation is rooted in his service of Baal, illustrated by the an-
nouncement that he took Jezebel, daughter of king Ethbaal, as his wife and 
that he erected an altar and temple for Baal and that he set up a sacred pole.14  
 Ahab is visited by Elijah who announces ‗neither dew nor rain these years except 
by my word‘ (17:1). Elijah is ordered to go and hide himself – he is subsequently 
fed by the ravens and a widow with a son. At the beginning of this chapter, the 
narrative of Ahab seems to be interrupted by the narrative of Elijah; by means 
of a shift of object – from the king to the prophet.  
 In the third year of drought, when ‗the famine was severe‘ (18:2), Ahab met 
Elijah again. For the second time, Elijah – as a prophet of YHWH – initiates an 
encounter with Ahab. Ahab calls Elijah ‗troubler of Israel‘, but Elijah reverses 
this accusation. He accuses Ahab of having troubled Israel by forsaking the 
commandments of YHWH and following Baal (18:17-18). In a contest on 
Mount Carmel, this argument was decided in favour of YHWH and Elijah killed 
all the prophets of Baal. Successively, the drought ended, and according to the 
word of Elijah, Ahab got up, ate, drank, rode off and went to Jezreel 
(18:41-45). This all precedes the text this research is about.  
 
The text of 1 Kgs 19:1-18 is immediately followed by the narrative of Elijah 
calling Elisha (19:19-21). In the ensuing chapters, the focus is back at King 
Ahab and centres around his kingship: what is good kingship? In Chapter 20, 
Israel is besieged by the superior power of king Ben-hadad of Aram (20:1). A 
prophet (unnamed, but speaking for YHWH) announces a victory of Israel as a 
demonstration of YHWH‘s power (20:13.28). Ahab listens to the prophet. 
However, when Ben-hadad is conquered and asks for mercy, Ahab concludes 
an alliance with him. Subsequently, a prophet of YHWH shows that this action 
of king Ahab is an offense against YHWH – for which Ahab will pay with his 
life. Chapter 21 describes the way in which Ahab acts as king of Israel, by the 
narrative about the vineyard of Naboth. Ahab desires this piece of ground but 
the owner, Naboth refuses (in the name of YHWH) to sell his inheritance. Ahab 
is cross-grained and angry (21:4, cf. 20:43); he lies down on his bed and refuses 
to eat. But then his wife Jezebel says: ―Are you now ruling as a king over Is-

 
13  Cf. Waaijman 1985 and Otto 2003 (Elijah-cycle), Timm 1982 and Sweeney 2007 (Omride-

dynasty). 
14  1 Kgs 16:32-33. This recalls the foreign wifes of king Salomon and their gods (1 Kgs 11:1-8). 
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rael?‖ (21:7). Immediately, Jezebel takes over the lead and arranges a public 
court in which Naboth is falsely accused and sentenced to death – exactly as 
Jezebel orders. As a result, Ahab takes the vineyard of Naboth since he is dead. 
Then Elijah is sent to Ahab again (21:17) whose sentence for his injustice is a 
violent death to his whole family. In the final chapter of 1 Kings, Ahab com-
plies with a request of the king of Judah to go to war against Ramot of Aram. 
He consults four hundred prophets – all affirm that Ahab will triumph. How-
ever, Ahab also consults Micaiah, prophet of YHWH, who tells him to go to 
battle, but also predicts his defeat. Ahab tries to mislead the enemy, but in 
spite of that, he is fatally injured during the fight – and dies (22:35). He is suc-
ceeded by his son Ahaziah – who acts just like his father (and mother): ―He 
served Baal and worshipped him, and provoked to anger YHWH, the God of 
Israel, according to all that his father had done‖ (22:54). 
 In BHS, the passage from 1 Kings to 2 Kings is unmarked (despite the 
chapter numbers start at one again). The narrative continues with king 
Ahaziah, who has fallen through a window and lies injured. He sends his mes-
sengers to inquire of the God of Ekron (Baal Zebub), whether he will survive. 
Lead by YHWH, Elijah announces to the messengers that, for not seeking 
YHWH, Ahaziah will not be cured from his injury, but will die. At the end of 
the chapter, Ahaziah dies, in accordance with the word of YHWH which Elijah 
had spoken. The following chapter then, is about Elijah‘s ascension to heaven 
(2 Kgs 2:1-18), which also introduces the Elisha-cycle (2 Kings 2-9; 
2 Kings 13). 
 
To conclude, Elijah is a prophet who is explicitly in dialogue with the king of 
Israel. However, Elijah serves only YHWH: he has no other gods; neither is the 
king his Lord. In this part of the BHS, the difference between YHWH and Baal 
is elaborated. The text poses the problem of serving two masters.15 Also, the 
difference between the earthly and the divine king is posed (although YHWH is 
not mentioned that way in the Book of Kings!): the true Lord is YHWH.  
 
The Bible 
 
As part of the Elijah-cycle, the text of 1 Kgs 19:1-18 has an ongoing impact on 
other biblical texts. Already in BHS, the effect of Elijah surpasses the stories in 
1 Kings 17 to 2 Kings 2. Elijah is evoked as a prophet of YHWH and a man of 
justice. For instance, in 2 Chr 21:12-15, a letter from Elijah to Jehoram is men-
tioned. In this letter, Elijah charges Jehoram like he charged Ahab for violating 
the first of the Ten Commandments. Besides, in Mal 3:23, Elijah‘s fight for 

 
15  Fox 2002, 157. 
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justice is related to the expectation of Elijah‘s return: ‗I will send you the prophet 
Elijah before the great and terrible day of the Lord comes‘.  

In the Deuterocanonical Books, Elijah is remembered on two occasions. 
Firstly, in the Book of Jesus Sirach, Elijah‘s wondrous deeds are recalled, fo-
cussed on the mediation of divine judgement (Sir 48:1-11).16 Secondly, in 1 
Maccabees, Elijah is remembered as one of the fathers – who was ―because of 
great zeal for the law, [...] taken up into heaven‖ (1 Macc 2:58). 
 The gospels testify to a consciousness of Elijah‘s expected return (cf. Mark 
8:28 par; 9:11-13; Matt 11:14; John 1:21.25). In Luke, when the birth of John 
the Baptist is foretold, the angel says ―With the spirit and power of Elijah he 
will go before him‖ (Luke 1:17). But a central narrative concerning Elijah in 
the Second Testament is, of course, the transfiguration of Jesus on Mount 
Tabor – where Moses and Elijah appear and join Jesus (Mark 9:2-8 par). 
 In the letter of Paul to the Romans, a specific reference to 
1 Kgs 19:10.14.18 is suggested; with the help of the memory of Elijah‘s com-
plaint and YHWH‘s answer, Paul interprets the present time to the readers 
(Rom 11:2-6).  
 
Translations  
 
Bible translations have to mediate between the source text, language, culture 
and (transcendent) reality on the one hand, and the readership on the other. 
Some translators take their stand relatively close to the source text; others pre-
fer a translation close to the target side. The target side of this mediation ex-
plains a lot of differences between translations. Given that this research will 
only include pictures that are located in Germany, I will compare some Ger-
man translations of 1 Kgs 19:1-18. Strictly, a commentary on the German 
translations of the text is superfluous, since the purpose of these case studies is 
to compare the BHS-text with some pictures, and not to discover the exact 
origins of any differences. However, some knowledge of translations of a text 
might help the interpretation of pictures. The differences in the German trans-
lations that I examine are focussed around seven notions, of which the final 
one is the most striking:17 
 

1  – ‗to me‘ (verse 2). Most German translations insert Jezebel herself as 
the object of the oath, like: Die Götter sollen mir dies und das antun, wenn... 
(EÜ). This insertion is sustained by the footnotes of BHS. 

 
16  Beentjes 2010. 
17  Abbreviations: EÜ: Einheitsübersetzung, 1980 (dominant in Catholic Germany); Lu: Lutherbibel, 

revised 1984 (leading in the Evangelical Church in Germany); BR: Die Schrift (Bu-
ber-Rosenzweig), 1976-1979; Zür: Zürcher Bibel, reviert 2007.  
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2  (verse 3) – ‗he saw‘ (wayyar) or ‗he was frightened‘ (wayyirā). Both 
traditions have had influence on translations in the past decades; BR and 
Zür translate ‗he saw‘, where EÜ and Lu translate ‗he was frightened‘. 
EÜ explains this translation as a textual correction, following the Greek 
LXX instead of the Hebrew versions. 

3  – ‗broom tree‘ (verse 4). The tree is named Ginsterstrauch (EÜ/Zür) 
or Ginsterbusch (BR). In line with the Vulgata, this word is also translated 
as a juniper tree (Juniperus): Wacholder (Lu). 

4  – ‗messenger‘ (verse 5). The neutral translation is Bote (BR/Zür). 
The word has also been translated as ein Engel (ËU/L).  

5  – ‗and behold‘ (verses 5.6.9.11.13). This word draws attention to-
wards something (Aufmerksamkeitserreger); it presents something (or 
someone). The word is translated as und siehe (Lu) or da (BR). EÜ trans-
lates the clause with doch (verses 5.9) or da (verses 11.13), or drops the 
clause (verse 6). The Zürcher Bibel uses in succession aber plötzlich, Sieh 
and three times und sieh.  

6  – ‗What is for you here?‘ (verses 9.13). This question appears 
to be difficult to translate: Was willst du hier (EÜ/BR) and Was tust du hier 
(Zür). The Luther Bibel has two different translations: Was machst du hier‘ 
(verse 9) and Was willst du hier (verse 13). 

7  – ‗voice of pounding silence‘ (verse 12). The collocation is 
unique in the Bible. In this formula, ‗voice‘ is related to ‗silence‘. How to 
understand this paradox?  
Different kinds of translation can be discerned:18 
a. The phrase is understood as the expression of a natural phenomenon, 

a (windless) calm: ein sanftes, leises Säuseln – a mild, soft breeze (EÜ), 
ein stilles, sanftes Sausen – a silent, mild breeze (Lu),  

b. The phrase is understood as an indication of God‘s speaking: das 
Flüstern eines sanften Windhauchs – the whispering of a mild breath of air 
(Zür). 

c. The phrase is understood as a mystery: ein Stimme verschwebenden Schwei-
gens – a voice of silence soaring away (BR).19  

 
Beside the translations of the Hebrew text into different German words and 
clauses, the German Bible translations also show differences in presentation. 
Most interpretative is the presentation of EÜ. The text of EÜ shows two titles 
– Elia am Horeb (1-13b) and Neue Aufträge (13c-18) – and footnotes with some 
striking interpretations. Thus, the text of EÜ is divided halfway through 

 
18  Fox refers to different English translations (Fox 2002, 164). Waaijman discerns seven transla-

tions, based on the content/understanding of the text (Waaijman 1985, 65-69). Cf. Jeremias 
1965, 113. 

19  English translation: Wacker 2005, 41. 
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verse 13. This division is clarified in a footnote, saying that ‗the new assign-
ment was not given contiguous to the preceding narrative but at another mo-
ment‘. This is a striking interpretation that is not sustained by a synchronic 
reading (as this chapter will show). 
 
 
3.1.3 Reader 
 
On the one hand, the text itself indicates that the intended readers were Israel-
ite.20 On the other hand, this edition of BHS seems to be specifically published 
for scholars (given the text-critical tool). The real readers however, although they 
need to be able to read Hebrew - are not restricted to a specific place, culture, 
religion or time. The presuppositions of a reader will have implications for the 
reading-process – they will influence the way in which gaps are filled in. To 
Carmelite readers, for instance, Elijah is a model, and therefore probably 
evaluated as positively as possible,21 whereas a feminist reader who is touched 
by the negative image of Jezebel (along with other negative images of women 
in the Bible), will be more critical about Elijah (who avoids the confrontation 
with Jezebel). 
 As the actual performer of the reading process, I try to be as open as possi-
ble to let myself be guided by the text. As explained before (2.4.3), I will try to 
elucidate a number of potential meanings of the text. I will not restrict myself 
to just one option. In posing the questions that are raised during the reading 
process, I will uncover the guiding force of the text by means of opennesses 
(gaps) and the way they are filled in or left open. 
 
 

3.2 Perceiving the text 
 
In this section, I will give a clause-by-clause reading of 1 Kgs 19:1-18, follow-
ing the course of the text with its dynamics (expectations, evaluations, perspec-
tives and judgements). I will consider what is left open and what is fixed 
(3.2.1). Then, I will look at links with the foregoing texts and the following 
text, in order to see the text in its connection to its surrounding texts. This will 
reveal dynamics that go beyond the text of 1 Kgs 19:1-18 (3.2.2).  
 
 
 

 
20  As will be explained in 3.3.2 (setting). 
21  Chandler 1991. 
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3.2.1 Reading the text 
 
Ahab told Jezebel (1a) 
1 Kings 19 begins with an act of speech by Ahab. Who is Ahab? In the preced-
ing text (1 Kgs 16:29ff), Ahab is introduced as the polytheistic king of Israel. 
He has been on Mount Carmel with Elijah. He is castigated by Elijah (prophet 
of YHWH) for his devotion to both Baal and YHWH – and therefore as a 
troubler of Israel. On Mount Carmel a kind of trial is organised in which 
YHWH is proven to be God (18:39). Subsequently, Ahab acts according to the 
instructions of Elijah (18:41-45). This can be considered as a sign of conver-
sion. But was Ahab really converted on Mount Carmel? Will he affirm YHWH 
to be his only God and therefore reject Baal? These are questions regarding the 
figure of Ahab that have been left open in the previous narrative.  
 Now, the story goes on with an activity (speaking) of Ahab. He opened his 
mouth: Ahab told Jezebel. Who is Jezebel? A footnote at BHS recalls her as ‗his 
wife‘. Jezebel was introduced as the daughter of Ethbaal, king of the Sidonians 
(16:31). In the subsequent narrative, she was presented as the main threat for 
the prophets of YHWH – she is claimed to have killed them (18:4.13). To affirm 
her position, the narrator mentions that the four hundred prophets of Asherah 
eat at her table (18:19). Jezebel, who was absent at Mount Carmel, reappears in 
the narrative. This is the first time in the biblical narrative that the reader hears 
about the domestic domain of Ahab and Jezebel. What did Ahab tell Jezebel? 
 
all about [what] Elijah had done, (1b) 
The subject of Ahab‘s words is clarified: Ahab told Jezebel about the deeds of 
Elijah. Who is Elijah? His name means ‗(My) God is YH(WH)‘,22 and reveals his 
actions: Elijah is, primarily, the prophet who mediates YHWH‘s word to king 
Ahab. Elijah spoke a word of ‗no rain‘ (17:1) and a word of ‗troubling Israel‘ 
(18:18). Elijah arranged the trial on Mount Carmel, where the people judged 
YHWH to be their God (18:39). Apparently, Jezebel was not present on Mount 
Carmel. 
 Jezebel is informed. Ahab told Jezebel all, all about what Elijah had done. 
The text refers back to the previous narrative. What is ‗all about [what] Elijah 
has done? Probably, the ‗all‘ includes Elijah‘s order to assemble all the Baal-
prophets and Asherah-prophets (18:19), their preparation for an offering to 
Baal (18:26), and Elijah‘s preparation for an offering to YHWH (18:31-37). It 
will include their calling to their God and Baal keeping silent (18:26-29), and 
YHWH answering Elijah with a fire that consumed the burnt offering, including 
the wood, stones, dust and water (18:38).  

 
22  Cf. Albertz 2006, 20. 
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 The ‗all‘ will also include Elijah‘s order to seize all the Baal-prophets and the 
killing (18:40). Finally, Ahab will probably tell Jezebel that Elijah had ordered 
him to eat – and how the rushing rain had urged them back to Jezreel 
(18:41-46).  
 In what words does Ahab tell Jezebel about all this? Together with all the 
people (18:20-21), to which Jezebel does not belong (!), Ahab had seemed to 
be converted: Elijah is right; YHWH is the only God (18:39). But this is not an 
easy message to give to Jezebel – who is so loyal to Baal (and Asherah) and a 
threat to the prophets of YHWH. So, what was the tone of Ahab‘s report? What 
exactly did Ahab tell her? How did he tell it? And why? To what purpose? 
 
and all about [how] he had slain all the prophets with the sword. (1c) 
Ahab told all about what Elijah had done. Now a specific part of this ‗all‘ is 
made explicit. By expressing this part, the focus is put on this killing (which 
was only a small part of the narrative on Mount Carmel as narrated in Chapter 
18). Why does Ahab explicitly tell Jezebel all about how Elijah had slain the 
prophets? The text does not seem to give a clue. Is it a naïve act motivated by 
his conversion to ‗YHWH alone‘, or is it to mobilize resistance, to provoke 
Jezebel? Jezebel, who is responsible for the killing of the prophets of YHWH 
(18:4.13), is now told about Elijah being responsible for the killing of the 
prophets of Baal (18:40). However, whether Elijah has slain them with the 
sword is new (and perhaps false) information; in 18:40 a sword is not men-
tioned. Thus, to Jezebel this will probably be a provocation: Ahab only talks 
about Elijah, the prophet of YHWH and therefore her opponent.23 Is Ahab 
going to tell her more? Will he reveal his thoughts?  
 
Then Jezebel sent a messenger (2a)  
No further explanations of Ahab. Immediately, Jezebel becomes active. She 
reacts by sending a messenger. A messenger to whom? A messenger to say 
what? 
 
to Elijah, saying: (2b) 
The messenger is sent to Elijah. For the first time in the biblical narrative, 
Jezebel approaches Elijah (although through a messenger). What will be the 
message? Elijah was beyond reach during the drought (17:3; 18:10). Will he be 
approachable now? Probably he will, since Ahab and Elijah both went to Jez-
reel (18:46). 
 

 
23  Contrary to Long, who reads that ‗Ahab simply tells his queen that the Baal prophets are 

dead‘ (Long 1984, 198). 
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„So may the gods do, and more also, (2c) 
For the first time, Jezebel‘s words are reported. Her message appears to be an 
oath by the gods. The oath shows Jezebel‘s strong religious belief. However, 
the oath formula normally has an indirect object that is under the oath (often 
‗to me‘). Such a person that is under the oath is lacking in this case.24 Likewise, 
the event on Mount Carmel showed Jezebel‘s gods to be impotent. Therefore, 
the oath formula seems to be rather vain. An oath formula introduces a threat. 
What is the threat in this case? What exactly are the gods going to do accord-
ing to Jezebel, and when?  
 
if, by this time tomorrow, I do not make your soul (2d) 
Now the oath becomes less vague. The threat is specified in time: this time 
tomorrow.25 Jezebel also involves herself in this oath: if I do not…. She threat-
ens Elijah‘s soul. That is serious business. What will she do to his soul? 
 
like the soul of one of them.‟ (2e) 
Jezebel announces what she will do to Elijah: she will make his soul like the 
soul of one of them. This can only refer to the prophets of Baal that Elijah has 
killed. This is a direct answer to all that Ahab told her. She will put Elijah on a 
par with the prophets of Baal. She is vowing revenge. However, Jezebel would 
not just kill Elijah like she killed the other prophets of YHWH. Neither does she 
order a servant to kill him as soon as possible. No, she threatens to kill him, 
and she wants him to know that. Why? Is it about killing the prophecy? Ap-
parently, despite Elijah‘s victory on Mount Carmel, the religious persecution is 
by no means over.  
 
He saw [it] - got up and went because of his soul (3a) 
The narrative shows three verbs (three times a waw-consecutive imperfect) in a 
row: saw, got up, went. Although implicit, the subject of the verbs can only be 
Elijah. Whether the messenger delivered Jezebel‘s message is not mentioned. 
Perhaps Elijah did not need to be warned; perhaps he realized the threat with-
out being cautioned by the messenger. But the text does not support such a 
perception. The actions of Elijah immediately follow Jezebel‘s message, thus, a 
link between both is identified.  
 The first verb is the most striking: ‗he saw [it]‘. This is a strange, unexpected 
expression. A reader would expect something like ‗he heard it‘ instead of ‗he 
saw it‘. What did Elijah see? Is it a prophetic seeing – confirming Elijah as a 

 
24  Many manuscripts and versions have the additional object ‗to me‘ (cf. critical apparatus). See 

also Ziegler 2007; Merecz 2009. 
25  Exod. 9:18: ‗by this time tomorrow‘, a threat formula (DeVries 1985, 235). 
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prophet?26 BHS suggests the alternative vocalisation and reads ‗he was fright-
ened‘. This reading specifies Elijah with a specific emotion of fear. Why fear?  
 Apparently, Jezebel‘s message, which seemed a rather empty threat, func-
tions as a motivation for action. Until now, Ahab was Elijah‘s opponent, but 
now Ahab seems to have only a supporting role; Jezebel, whose reputation has 
carefully preceded her (16:31; 18:3.13.19), appears to have the power to get 
Elijah going. Although the verb ‗he went‘ is quite neutral, the tone is ‗he fled‘. 
Although Elijah did not hesitate to confront Ahab (17:1; 18:18 – both after a 
word of YHWH), he avoids a confrontation with Jezebel.  
 Elijah moves because of his soul. He is aware of his soul and considers his soul 
threatened. Therefore, Elijah flees to protect his soul.  
 
and came to Beer-Sheba, which belongs to Judah, (3b) 
In this clause a transition takes place. Elijah was going ‗away from‘; now he is 
‗arriving‘ somewhere. The quick journey is over. The speed of the former 
clause, indicated by a rapid-fire sequence of waw-consecutive imperfects, is 
affirmed in this clause, for a long journey is mentioned in an instant. He comes 
to Beer-Sheba that belongs to Judah.  
 Why did Elijah flee in the direction of Beer-Sheba? Where did he come 
from? The last mentioned place was the entrance to Jezreel (18:46), a place in 
Israel. Elijah travels out of the reach of the northern kingdom of Israel, but he 
stays within the covenant-land of YHWH. Beer-Sheba is the place where Abra-
ham lived (Genesis 21-26). This is the most southern place of the covenant-
land (from Dan even to Beer-Sheba; cf. 1 Kgs 5:5). Thus, now Elijah is out of 
reach for Jezebel (in another kingdom). A new area, a new domain is opened 
up. A new scene can start. What will Elijah do in Beer-Sheba?  
 
and left his servant there. (3c) 
Apparently, Elijah was not alone. Elijah‘s servant was also mentioned in 
18:43-44, where he was sent to look out for the rain and subsequently he was 
sent to Ahab to warn him about the coming rain. Why does Elijah leave be-
hind his servant now?  
 ‗To leave behind‘ indicates a further journey for Elijah. In leaving his ser-
vant behind, Elijah‘s ‗going away‘ intensifies.  
 
He himself went into the wilderness, a day‟s journey (4a) 
Indeed, Elijah continues his journey. Continuing the southern direction at 
Beer-Sheba entails going into the wilderness, into the desert. This is the wil-
derness where Hagar wandered about with her son Ishmael (Gen 21:8-20). 
This is the second time that Elijah flees from the covenant-land (cf. 

 
26  Cf. 2 Kgs 2:10. 
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1 Kgs 17:8). Elijah goes a day‘s journey into the wilderness. Realising that after 
the three-year-drought, finally rain has fallen, Elijah‘s journey to the de-
sert/wilderness is striking. What will Elijah do in the wilderness? Is he search-
ing for a moment and a place to pray (like Abraham leaves his young men 
behind (Gen 22:5)? 
 
and came and sat down under a solitary broom tree (4b)  
Elijah‘s journey comes to a halt (again). This time his arrival is confirmed by 
‗sitting down‘. He sits down under a solitary broom tree. In the wilderness, one 
thing has substance: a solitary broom tree. The wilderness appears to be 
Elijah‘s place to hide. He hides again; he was also hidden at Cherith 
(1 Kings 17), but the hiding in the wilderness seems to be the only similarity 
with the episode at Cherith. There he was hiding (a) after confronting Ahab, 
(b) after the word of YHWH, (c) with water to drink and (d) fed by ravens. This 
time the hiding is different on these four points, since (a) Elijah had no direct 
confrontation with Jezebel, (b) he went after the word of Jezebel, (c) no water 
is mentioned, and (d) no food. The difference between both stories emphasises 
Elijah‘s solitude. Although not explicitly mentioned, this time Elijah is proba-
bly not acting upon the word of YHWH. What will happen now? 
 
and asked that his soul might die (4c)  
This is a rather strong expression; Elijah asks that his soul may die. Why? 
Didn‘t Elijah flee because of his soul, to save his soul? Is it an ultimate affirma-
tion that his soul belongs to YHWH only? Jezebel vowed that Elijah would 
meet the same fate… is that what is happening here? The ‗soul‘ is a rather 
multi-layered phenomenon; is Elijah talking about the same layer of the soul as 
Jezebel was? Elijah seems to ask for his own death. Or is something else going 
on? Is he depressed? It all seems ambiguous.  
 
he said: „Much now, YHWH, take my soul, (4d)  
Elijah addresses YHWH. Much now, Elijah says. What is much now? BHS 
points out in a footnote that Peshitta, Targum (and Vulgata) have ‗much to 
me‘, but this addition is not an answer to the question what it is about. Is 
Elijah tired of the battle? No energy left? Is Elijah exhausted after the three 
years of drought? Perhaps he had expected his task to be fulfilled; since victory 
took place on Mount Carmel and the rain has returned. Is Jezebel‘s life-threat 
‗the last straw‘? Take my soul, Elijah continues. He offers his soul to YHWH. 
Now this narrative becomes really thrilling; how will it continue? 
 
for I am no better than my fathers.‟ (4e)  
Elijah underpins his request with the motive ‗for I am no better than my fa-
thers‘. What does he mean by this? Is he referring to Abraham, Isaac and 
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Jacob? To Moses and Aaron? To David and Solomon? Why aim ‗to be better 
than‘? Should he be better than them? Is he disappointed with himself now – 
did he experience a terrible beating of his self-confidence? Or is it indicating 
something else? Elijah‘s expression might also indicate normal human mortal-
ity – being gathered with the fathers (cf. Deut 32:50). 
 
He lay down and went to sleep (5a) 
After his request, Elijah descends further: lying down and going to sleep. What 
is the meaning of his sleeping? Does his ‗going to sleep‘ refer to his possible 
(desired) death? Is he going to sleep in the hope or in the expectation not to 
wake up? 
 
under the solitary broom tree, (5b) 
With the same words the tree is described before (4b). The repetition empha-
sises the fact that it is a solitary tree. However, the footnote of BHS reads: 
‗there under the broom tree‘. Instead of the solitude, the specific place is em-
phasised: it was there.  
 
and behold this, a messenger touched him (5c)  
And see, take note: suddenly, a messenger is there and touches Elijah. What 
kind of messenger is it? Is it the messenger of Jezebel who found Elijah in the 
wilderness? That is not very likely – Elijah had moved beyond Beer-Sheba, out 
of reach for Jezebel. So, what kind of messenger is it - where does he [not 
necessarily male] come from? What kind of touching is this? It might be a 
touching (gentle or fierce) to wake up Elijah out of his sleep. Maybe this will 
be clarified in the continuation of the reading. However, the simple an-
nouncement that the messenger touches Elijah means that Elijah is still alive. 
As frequently repeated in the Bible, it is forbidden to touch dead bodies; 
touching dead bodies makes one unclean (cf. Leviticus and Numbers). So, this 
touching of the messenger possibly symbolises an affirmation of life. 
 
and said to him: „Get up and eat.‟ (5d)  
The messenger orders Elijah to get up (to arise) and to eat. Whose message is 
delivered here? Ordering to eat represents an affirmation of life over death. 
The former messenger we heard of, Jezebel‘s messenger, had to deliver a mes-
sage of death. Now a messenger touches Elijah and tells him to get up and to 
eat. What is the tone of this message? Is it an order, a suggestion, an invitation, 
or something else? In any case, it is a life-message: the opposite of what Elijah 
asked for. 
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He looked, and behold, at his head was a bread-cake baked on hot stones, and a jar of 
water, (6a) 
Elijah looked. Apparently, Elijah is awake now. And see, the words of the 
messenger are no hollow speech. The words are accompanied by bread-cake 
and water. Elijah‘s request to YHWH is answered with food. It is a bread-cake 
baked on hot stones. Does this have a special meaning? Is this a sign of ‗puri-
fying‘ like the hot stones that are used in the calling of Isaias (Isa 6:6)? The 
specification ‗baked on hot stones‘ seems to provide the bread-cake with the 
quality of purity. 
 A bread-cake and water is the minimum necessary to sustain life. This 
minimum is what Elijah receives at this moment. Elijah asked to die, he re-
ceives food to survive. Now it becomes more like Cherith: also at the Wadi 
Cherith Elijah was fed (1 Kgs 17:4.6).  
 
he ate and drank (6b)  
Elijah takes the food. He eats and drinks. In this way, Elijah accepts the life-
sustaining gift. And now? How will this narrative continue?  
 
and went back to lie down. (6c)  
This time, the text has a sequence of even four waw-consecutive imperfects: he 
ate, he drank, he went back and he lay down. The quick sequence of actions re-
evokes Elijah‘s flight (19:3). The fact that Elijah turns back to lie down is not 
in the line of expectation. Is the life-giving message not enough for Elijah? Or 
does Elijah only partly accept this message?  
 
The messenger of YHWH came a second time, touched him (7a) 
Now it becomes clear who has sent this messenger. The messenger is a mes-
senger of YHWH. The sender of the life message is clarified now. This is the 
first episode in the Elijah-narrative that YHWH uses a messenger to contact 
Elijah. Normally, Elijah himself is the messenger (cf. 17:1; 18:1). Now, the 
messenger returns to Elijah. Will something be different this time? Again, the 
messenger touches Elijah. What will happen now? 
 
and said: „Get up and eat, (7b)  
The messenger has the same message as before: get up and eat. The only difer-
ence is that it is now clear (to the reader) that YHWH is the inviter. Elijah, the 
prophet, is invited to eat at the table of his King and God, YHWH (the proph-
ets of Asherah were eating at Jezebel‘s table (18:19). This invitation affirms the 
relation of YHWH towards Elijah. Will Elijah get up and eat? 
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for arduous is the journey for you.‟ (7c)  
The messenger has something more to say: a reason why Elijah has to get up 
and eat. A journey is in front of Elijah. Instead of sitting and lying down, he 
has to move, travel, and go. It will be an arduous journey. The messenger uses 
the same word as Elijah used in his complaint: much, arduous. The messenger 
seems to speak about an arduous journey in front of Elijah. Which journey 
does the messenger mean? Where will Elijah be heading for? Will he return to 
Israel? 
 
He got up, ate and drank (8a) 
This time Elijah explicitly arises. The fact that Elijah did not arise the first time 
becomes even clearer now. The messenger has come back, he (not necessarily 
male) repeated the assignment, with a motivation this time, and Elijah arises. 
Elijah completes his assignment to eat and drink. Will he also go on a journey? 
Does he know which arduous journey the messenger was talking about?  
 
and he went in the strength of that food – for forty days and forty nights (8b)  
And Elijah went. Again Elijah is setting out on a journey. But this time it is 
another kind of journey, unlike when he fled from Jezebel. Elijah is physically 
restored. Is he also mentally reinvigorated?  
 The bread-cake and water are sufficient to sustain Elijah for forty days and 
forty nights. This is peculiar. Apparently, the bread-cake and water were a spe-
cial kind of food, which is not only nourishment in the most elementary way, 
but which also points beyond that. It seems that Elijah is reinvigorated by 
manna-like bread in the wilderness, like Israel was reinvigorated during the 
exodus (cf. Exodus 16). 
 
to the mount of God, Horeb. (8c)  
Elijah is no longer ‗going away from‘; he is ‗going to‘. A new perspective is 
opened: Mount Horeb, mount of God. Is this the direction the messenger was 
speaking about? What is Elijah going to do at this place? To a reader who is 
familiar with the narrative of Moses (Exod 3:1). Mount Horeb (also called 
Mount Sinai) is inextricably bound up with the covenant between YHWH and 
the Israelites. Mount Horeb is the location where Moses encountered YHWH 
(for forty days and forty nights). The double annotation of ‗mount of God‘ 
and ‗Horeb‘ support this perception. Under the broom tree, Elijah addressed 
his request to YHWH, now he even travels to Mount Horeb, the place par excel-
lance of divine-human encounter. What will happen there? 
 
And there he came to a cave, and he spent the night there, (9a) 
Elijah came to Mount Horeb. Apparently, on Mount Horeb, Elijah reaches a 
cave – there he spends the night. In what way will Elijah spend the night?   
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and behold, the word of YHWH came to him (9b)  
And behold, see, the word of YHWH comes to Elijah – not the messenger, but 
the word itself comes to Elijah. No determination of time is given. Did the 
word of YHWH come to Elijah during or after he spent the night there? And 
what will be the word of YHWH? 
 
and said to him: „What is for you here, Elijah?‟ (9c-d) 
The word of YHWH is a question: ‗What is for you here?‘ Crucial to this ques-
tion is the tone in which it is spoken. Is it an invitation to talk? Is it perhaps 
accusing? If the adverb of place ‗here‘ is emphasised, an accusation might be 
true. It might indicate that Elijah was expected somewhere else. Did the mes-
senger of YHWH speak about another journey? Another direction? For now the 
reader is kept in suspense about the tone of the question. In this question (di-
rect speech), the focus is shifted from the narrator‘s viewpoint (there) to 
YHWH‘s viewpoint (here). In this way, the reader is drawn into that place (here). 
 
And he said: „I have been zealously zealous for YHWH, the God of hosts – they have for-
saken Your covenant, the sons of Israel (10a)  
Elijah replies. He refers to his own actions as being ‗zealously zealous for 
YHWH, the god of hosts‘. He calls his effort not just zealous, but zealously 
zealous. With this zealous zeal, Elijah serves YHWH, the God of hosts. This title 
evokes the military domain of a warlord and of royal powers (kingship).27 With 
this entitling, Elijah affirms YHWH as ruler and as combatant – but also refers 
to the people, the Israelites in terms of companies. This matches with the zeal-
ous zeal: Elijah poses himself as a zealous and loyal soldier.  
 To the reader, Elijah‘s statement raises some distinct questions: Is zealous 
zeal motivating all of Elijah‘s actions? What about his journey out of Israel? 
Wasn‘t it motivated by Jezebel after all (3a)? This seems to be a contradiction. 
Is Elijah telling the truth here? Is he absolving himself in front of YHWH? Or 
are these questions too negative about all the actions of this prophet?  
 In the second part of his reply, Elijah positions himself over against the 
sons of Israel. Where he was zealously zealous for YHWH, they have – as com-
plete contradiction: ―forsaken Your covenant‖. Already on Mount Carmel, 
Elijah accused the people of ‗limping with two different opinions‘ (18:21). 
Now, speaking to YHWH, Elijah repeats that the sons of Israel have forsaken 
the covenant. Probably, Elijah means that they have neglected the first Com-
mandment: ‗you shall not have other gods before me‘. But what about the 
victory on Mount Carmel (18:39)? Is Elijah aware of the fact that the victory 
on Mount Carmel was limited, and did not really solve the problem of ‗limp-
ing‘?  

 
27  Van der Woude 1976, 499ff. 
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Your altars, they have thrown [them] down (10b)  
Elijah brings to YHWH a second accusation against the sons of Israel. This is 
new information; Elijah did rebuild the altar on Mount Carmel (18:30) but it is 
not mentioned who had thrown this altar down. And this is only one altar 
mentioned; Elijah speaks to YHWH about a multitude of – or even all – 
YHWH‘s altars. Is this accusation valid or is Elijah exaggerating? Does ‗limping 
between two sides‘ not indicate that the people uphold both ceremonies (and 
therefore would not have taken down the altars of YHWH)? Anyway, Elijah‘s 
answer increases the difference between his own zeal and the disloyalty of the 
sons of Israel.  
 
and Your prophets, they have slain [them] with the sword; (10c) 
A third accusation. But this information evidently does not correspond to the 
former stories. Elijah accuses the sons of Israel, but it was Jezebel who was 
responsible for it (18:4.13)! And at Wadi Kishon, not YHWH‘s prophets but the 
prophets of Baal were slain with the sword (18:40). This reply of Elijah indi-
cates again that Elijah does not confront Jezebel – he seems to fully neglect the 
non-Israelite Jezebel. At the same time, he indicates that Jezebel did not act 
alone – she did have support. Elijah only accuses the sons of Israel. Is it be-
cause they are supposed to be YHWH‘s people?  
 
and I am left, I alone (10d) 
Elijah reiterates his own feeling of being on his own in his zeal for YHWH. This 
was also his statement on Mount Carmel (18:22). This statement of Elijah 
seems to explain why he positions himself so clearly opposite and distinct from 
the sons of Israel.  
 
and they are seeking my soul, to take it away.‟ (10e)  
Elijah‘s ‗complaint‘ intensifies further: He not only experiences opposition, he 
also faces a personal threat. They are seeking his soul. Again, Elijah describes 
an action of Jezebel as an action of ‗the sons of Israel‘, for she was seeking to 
take his soul (19:2). What is this soul-threat? What are they after? Do they 
threaten his integrity? His zealous zeal for YHWH? His vitality, his life-breath?  
 With this cumulative complaint, Elijah‘s sigh ‗much now‘ (19:4) is under-
standable. Also his plea ‗YHWH, take my soul‘ seems somewhat easier to un-
derstand. He considers his soul seriously threatened, and he does not want to 
lose his soul to YHWH-forsakers. 
 
And He said - „Go out and stand on the mountain before the face of YHWH‟(11a) 
Now, the word of YHWH orders Elijah to move out of the cave and to place 
himself in front of the face of YHWH. Standing before the face of YHWH is an 
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act of a prophet,28 but it also expresses an intimate relationship. What is inter-
esting in this expression is the fact that it places the prophet in the perspective 
of YHWH. Thus, in this assignment, YHWH affirms Elijah as his prophet. What 
will Elijah do?  
 
and behold, YHWH passed by - (11a) 
The word ‗and behold‘ opens up something new, something striking: YHWH 
passed by. This is the absolute maximum a human being can experience, as in 
Exodus 33, where YHWH passed by in front of the face of Moses. The state-
ment that YHWH passed by seems evident, but what exactly did Elijah experi-
ence? 
 A moment ago, Elijah was ordered to place himself in the perspective of 
YHWH, but now, in passing by, YHWH is described from the perspective of 
Elijah. In this way, both Elijah and YHWH place themselves in the perspective 
of each other.  
 
and a wind, great and strong, was splitting mountains and breaking rocks in pieces before the 
face of YHWH (11a) 
A wind, a huge, mighty, devastating wind breaks solid rocks into pieces. 
YHWH‘s passing by seems to be accompanied by this devastating wind. This is 
underlined by the description that the wind was acting ‗before the face of 
YHWH‘, like Elijah was ordered to stand on the mountain ‗before the face of 
YHWH‘. Both Elijah and the wind are identified in divine perspective (before 
the face of YHWH). Elijah was ordered to go out and stand there, and now the 
devastating wind is there! It seems that the mountain is splitting where Elijah is 
(supposed to be) standing. Is this a valid conclusion? In the Elijah-narrative, 
the wind is already mentioned twice (18:12.45). In both cases the wind ( ) is 
coming from a divine origin and both comings are a sign of the influence of 
the divine on human reality. How will this story continue? 
 
not in the wind was YHWH, (11b)  
A surprising statement after such an extended description of the wind: 
YHWH,was not in the wind. The mentioning of the wind was preceded by the 
exclamation ‗and behold, YHWH passed by‘, so a reader could think that YHWH 
passed by in the devastating wind. But no misunderstanding is possible now: 
YHWH was not in the wind. It happened in front of the face of YHWH. Where 
is YHWH?  
 

 
28  Cf. 1 Kgs 17:1; Exod 33:20-23; Jon 1:3. 
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and after the wind, an earthquake (11c) 
The solid ground was already torn apart by the wind, and now an earthquake is 
following. What does this mean? It intensifies the weakness of the ground (or 
intensifies the power of YHWH). The ground is splitting, breaking and shaking. 
This definitely is not a place one can easily stand on. Moses also experienced 
the violent shaking of the mountain in his encounter with YHWH (Exod 19:18). 
Now Elijah experiences this. 
 
not in the earthquake was YHWH. (11d) 
Just as YHWH was not in the wind, YHWH was not present in the earthquake 
either. This is the ultimate lack of solid ground. Elijah is experiencing shaking 
ground. Surrendering to YHWH who is not (yet) there? YHWH who is not (yet) 
felt? Or is this a false conclusion and is it all still ‗in front of the face of YHWH? 
How do the statements ‗before the face of YHWH‘ and ‗YHWH was not in … ‗ 
relate to each other? 
 
And after the earthquake a fire (12a)  
A third phenomenon: a fire. The fire is very meaningful in the Elijah-narrative 
– coming from above (1 Kgs 18:38), like the fire of a thunderbolt. Also this 
third phenomenon is experienced by Moses at the Mount of God 
(Exod 19:18). Thus, not only the ground is threatening, but the sky also. 
 
not in the fire was YHWH, (12b)  
For the third time, ‗YHWH was not‘ in the natural phenomenon. A reader 
might have expected ‗third time lucky‘, like in biblical terms often the third 
time is the climax. But also this third time, YHWH was not in it. This is espe-
cially unexpected since, on Mount Carmel, YHWH was revealed in fire. Now 
the tension increases: where is YHWH? Where is this text leading to?  
 
and after the fire (12c)  
This clause breaks after the word ‗fire‘. In the former clauses, no break was at 
this point. Thus, this indicates something special – something new – some-
thing different: what happens after the fire? 
 
a voice of pounding silence. (12d) 
Three words:  – voice/sound,  – silence and  – pounding. What do these 
three words mean in this linguistic construction? After the three phenomena of 
wind, earthquake and fire, now a sound appears. After the violent phenomena 
(splitting, breaking, shaking and burning), now a violent pounding: The silence 
is not gentle or soft, but crushing, pulverising. It seems that this pounding 
silence is the voice/sound which follows the fire. What is a voice? What is 
silence? What does this have to do with the narrative?  
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 Now it gets exciting: will YHWH be in , or will the reader hear 
again that ‗YHWH was not in…‘? The BHS refers to the Septuagint and the 
Vulgate, which give an interpretation: ‗and see the Lord‘.  
 
When Elijah heard - he wrapped his face in his mantle (13a)  
The narrator shifts back to the perspective of Elijah: Something entered his 
ears and his mind: he hears. The mentioning of a voice of pounding silence is 
not followed by the sentence ‗YHWH was not in it‘. The meaning of the collo-
cation is still disputable, but Elijah hears. Apparently, the voice of pounding 
silence is audible. What kind of voice is this? What kind of hearing is it? 
 When Elijah heard it, he wrapped his face in his mantle. Again, it evokes the 
narrative of Moses. Covering the face is a sign that one recognises YHWH pres-
ence. Elijah hears – to him, YHWH is or was present. How to interpret this sign 
further? Is Elijah showing a sign of respect? Is it a sign of fear for YHWH? Is it 
a fear of dying? Moreover, does the fact that Elijah uses his mantle to cover his 
face mean something? Apparently, Elijah was wearing a mantle – another sign 
of being a prophet. In his prophetic identity, he covers his face.  
 
he went out and he stood at the entrance of the cave (13b) 
Now Elijah moves. Apparently he did not do so, not yet. Elijah was ordered to 
‗go out and stand on the mountain before the face of YHWH‘ (19:11), and now 
he performs this act. Elijah acts as ordered to by the word of YHWH. In obey-
ing he confirms YHWH as his Lord. 
 
and behold, a voice came to him (13c)  
A voice comes to Elijah. This voice continues the ‗voice of pounding silence‘. 
What will this voice say to Elijah? Will the voice of pounding silence be ex-
plained further now, or is this another voice? 
 
and said: „What is for you here, Elijah?‟ (13d)  
This voice addresses the same question as before! In verse 9, it was explicitly 
‗the word of YHWH‘ that addressed the question, now it is ‗a voice‘. Thus, no 
other conclusion can be drawn, than that this voice is the word of YHWH. 
What does it mean that the same question is asked here again? And again, what 
is the tone of the question? Accusing? Inviting? Something else? What will be 
Elijah‘s answer now? After ‗YHWH passed by‘, a reader might expect a renewed 
commitment from Elijah. Will Elijah clarify his presence on Mount Horeb 
differently now? Did something change? 
 
And he said: „I have been zealously zealous for YHWH, the God of hosts – they have for-
saken Your covenant, the sons of Israel; Your altars, they have thrown [them] down; and 



   READING THE BIBLICAL TEXT  115 

Your prophets, they have slain [them] with the sword; and I am left, I alone; and they are 
seeking my soul, to take it away.‟ (14a-e)  
Elijah‘s answer is exactly the same as before. This encourages the reader to 
read quickly. Why this repetition? Does it have another meaning now? Will 
Elijah add something to his answer (like YHWH‘s messenger added a motiva-
tion when ‗he‘ returned to Elijah: 19:5.7)? 
 
 
is a paragraph marker. It appears as a strange moment to interrupt the narra-

tive. What will happen further on? Apparently, Elijah‘s monologue ends here.  
 It is striking, how the complete dialogue is formulated in exactly the same 
words as in 19:9c-10e. Standing before the face of YHWH and having heard the 
voice of pounding silence have not relieved Elijah of his complaint. Not at all; 
Elijah‘s answer appeared to be a solid testimony. But also at this place ‗c'est le 
ton qui fait la musique‘; what is the tone of Elijah‘s testimony? 
 Is Elijah‘s answer accepted by YHWH? Will the voice say something more? 
How will Elijah go on? Does the narrative end here? 
 
And YHWH said to him: (15a) 
Now YHWH speaks. This is the first time, this is said so explicitly. It is not ‗a 
messenger‘, ‗the word of YHWH‘, or ‗a voice‘, but ‗YHWH‘ who speaks to Elijah. 
What will YHWH say to him? Will it be a response to the complaint of Elijah or 
something completely different? Something unexpected? 
 
„Go, return on your way to the wilderness of Damascus (15b)  
YHWH sends Elijah back – he has to return. Elijah is ordered to return on his 
way – to go in his previous direction. Elijah said that it was much to him 
(19:4), but YHWH now tells him to return on his way, and therefore seems to 
tell him to continue his journey. Is he dismissed now? Elijah is sent back in the 
direction of Damascus. Was he heading for Damascus? Was this the direction 
the messenger of YHWH was talking about? Damascus is also outside the cove-
nant-land, in the neighbour country in the north. More specifically, Elijah is 
sent back to the wilderness of Damascus. The wilderness is a place to hide (cf. 
19:4; 17:3-5). Is YHWH ordering Elijah to hide? If so, why should Elijah hide at 
the other side of the covenant-land? 
 
when you arrive – you shall anoint Hazael as king over Aram. (15c)  
YHWH explains why Elijah has to return on his way to the wilderness of Da-
mascus: ‗when you arrive, you shall anoint‘. It is not an imperative (‗do it‘) but 
an imperfect (future). Elijah shall anoint Hazael as king over Aram. Appar-
ently, the wilderness of Damascus is not (just) a place to hide after all.  
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 The word of YHWH evokes questions: Who is Hazael? Why Hazael as king? 
Why a new king for Aram? Is something wrong with the present king of 
Aram? Probably it will relate to the covenant-land, especially to the Northern 
Kingdom where Elijah was active (confronting Ahab). What will the new king 
over Aram do towards the Northern Kingdom?  
 
And Jehu, son of Nimshi, (16a)  
New names enter the narrative. Who is this Jehu, son of Nimshi? To a reader 
who is familiar with the biblical history, the name of Jehu will evoke the latter 
Jehu-revolt (2 Kings 9-10). 
 
you shall anoint as king over Israel (16b)  
Elijah shall fulfil a second anointing: he will anoint Jehu, son of Nimshi as king 
over Israel. This implies an end to the kingship of the house of Ahab, for, 
whoever Nimshi is, he is not a member of the house of Ahab. Thus, Elijah 
shall overthrow the house of Ahab.  
 It appears as a divine verdict. Ahab‘s role in the worship of Baal might have 
caused this verdict. The verdict seems to confirm that Ahab was not converted 
after all on Mount Carmel. 
 
and Elisha, son of Shaphat of Abel-Meholah, (16c)  
A third person is referred to: Elisha, son of Shaphat of Abel-Meholah (this is a 
place, located in the Northern Kingdom of Israel). It is striking how each new 
person referred to is more specifically described: Hazael only has a name, of 
Jehu also the father‘s name is mentioned, and Elisha is designated also with a 
place. What about Elisha?  
 
you shall anoint as prophet in your place. (16d) 
YHWH speaks about a third anointing that Elijah will perform. Elisha shall be 
prophet in Elijah‘s place. Is this an indication that Elijah‘s task as prophet is 
over (new prophet in his place)? Or is it focussing Elijah on the fact that he is 
not the only one left, that the narrative is not going to end with him, that he is 
not the last one? Elisha shall be prophet in Elijah‘s place. As a substitute, he 
will have the same job.  
 
It will be so – whoever escapes from the sword of Hazael, Jehu shall kill him (17a) 
YHWH continues his pronouncement. Now, some openings for answers seem 
to appear. One of the questions raised was why a new king of Aram – why 
Hazael? The answer can be found in ‗he will bring the sword to Israel‘. It is a 
real domain-shift, from anointing to killing. And Jehu will assist or even exceed 
him – no escape seems possible, for whoever escapes from the sword of 
Hazael, Jehu shall kill him. Literally the Hebrew clause says: ‗him shall kill 
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Jehu‘. This indicates the function of Jehu as mediator alone; the real object are 
the people.  
 
and whoever escapes from the sword of Jehu, Elisha shall kill him. (17b) 
So escape was possible after all, for some people will escape from the sword of 
Hazael and Jehu. However, whoever escapes from the sword of Jehu, Elisha 
shall kill him (literally: ‗...him shall kill Elisha‘). The threefold killing indicates 
that no escape is possible.  
 All three anointings lead to killing. Not only kings, but also the prophet will 
kill. What is happening? Elisha shall act in the line of Hazael and Jehu. So the 
killing has to do with Elisha‘s prophetic job: the controversy about YHWH and 
Baal.  
 This domain of killing within the word of YHWH attracts attention. It seems 
hard to relate this to YHWH. But, considering the event at Wadi Kishon (18:40) 
and taking seriously the complaint of Elijah (19:10.14), the killing and the 
sword are not new at all. What is new, and triggering, is that this prediction of 
killing comes explicitly from YHWH. Escape is made impossible: apparently 
YHWH is not just life-giving.29 The voice of YHWH seems to be pounding to the 
silence of death. This word of YHWH seems to fill in the  as a 
voice pounding to silence, instead of a voice of pounding silence.  
 
I shall spare seven thousand in Israel (18a)  
No human being will be able to escape, but YHWH shall spare. YHWH will spare 
seven thousand in Israel. Is Israel meant as the covenant-land, the Kingdom of 
Solomon, or is the Northern Kingdom meant here? Anyhow, Elijah will not be 
left alone (cf. 19:10.14). Who will be spared? And what does the number of 
seven thousand mean? What percentage of the inhabitants of Israel is this? It is 
a very small group compare to Numbers 1, where each tribe of Israel contains 
ten thousands of people. Nevertheless, seven thousand is a large group com-
pared to the feeling of being left alone. It is a group that is capable of being a 
large, religious community. Moreover, it is a holy number. 
 
all the knees – that have not bowed to Baal (18b)  
This answers the question of who will be spared: those who did not convert to 
Baal, those who did not limp between two sides. Now it is without doubt that 
the killing is related to the adoration of Baal, which is associated with the king-
ship of Ahab and Jezebel (the Northern Kingdom of Israel). And, apparently, 
Elijah was not the only one left at all: there will be seven thousand. 
 

 
29  Unless the reader rejects this part of the text.  
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and every mouth (18c)  
After the knees that have not bowed, now the mouth is mentioned. At this 
place, the sentence has a second atnāch! A breathing space, so shortly after the 
first one, indicates something special, increasing tension. Or is the second at-
nāch just a slowing down of the narrative? 
 
that has not kissed him.‟ (18d)  
YHWH speaks about ritual acts of worship – kneeling and kissing – toward 
Baal, that are not mentioned with regard to YHWH. Again, it is a negative moti-
vation ‗they who did not …‘. It seems that ‗not kneeling for Baal‘ and ‗not 
kissing Baal‘ is the same as ‗recognising YHWH‘. The conclusion can be drawn 
that ‗when you are not against me, you are with me‘. 
 
What will be Elijah‘s reaction? Does he turn back on his way to the wilderness 
of Damascus? Is he back in prophecy? 
 
 
3.2.2 Perception of a sequence 
 
In the preceding paragraph, I have read the text as a continuous and coherent 
narrative. As this reading showed, the text is an integral part of a larger narra-
tive. It refers to foregoing stories and poses questions for the continuation of 
this narrative. In this paragraph, I will – more explicitly – position the narrative 
of 1 Kgs 19:1-18 within the Elijah/Elisha cycle.  
  
As part of 1 and 2 Kings, the narrative gives an answer to the question whether 
Ahab has converted on Mount Carmel (as Elijah tried to effectuate: cf. 17:1; 
18:16-39). The fact that Ahab acted there according to the instructions of 
Elijah (18:41-45) could indicate that he had been converted to ‗YHWH alone‘. 
However, the way in which Ahab informs Jezebel (19:1) seems to indicate a 
continued two-track policy: he is still empowering the Baal cult. This percep-
tion is sustained by YHWH‘s word to Elijah, that he will anoint Jehu as king 
over Israel (19:16). This is a turn in the Elijah cycle. From now on, Ahab will 
face the consequences of his acts: Elijah is no longer ordered to try to persuade 
him (like in the preceding stories). Now, Elijah will participate in divine 
judgement. Literally this word of YHWH is not fulfilled by Elijah. However, he 
transfers his mantle to Elisha and Elisha for his part has an important role in 
the calling of Hazael and Jehu as kings over Aram and Israel.30 
 According to the word of YHWH, Elijah will anoint Jehu, son of Nimshi, 
and not a son of Ahab, as king over Israel. This means that the house of Ahab 

 
30  Cf. 2 Kgs 8:7-15. 9-10. 



   READING THE BIBLICAL TEXT  119 

will be overthrown. Although not explicitly named, the narrative of 
1 Kgs 19:1-18 shows that Ahab had not been converted to an exclusive recog-
nition of YHWH and he will suffer the consequences of it.31 And Elijah, who is 
ordered to turn back on his way (19:15), will continue his prophetic work with 
another accent: instead of persuading the Israelites, they will be judged. In the 
subsequent stories this turn-about is executed. Elisha succeeds Elijah and 
Hazael and Jehu become kings over Aram and Israel respectively. And they 
will kill…. 
 
The word of YHWH is preceded with YHWH passing by, which is presented 
with ‗a voice of pounding silence‘. This voice illustrates the contrast between 
YHWH and Baal. On Mount Carmel, no voice, no answer from Baal was re-
ceived (18:26); ‗no voice, no answer, no hearing‘ (18:29). In contrast, there was 
a sound (voice) of rushing rain (18:41), and now, a ‗voice of pounding silence‘. 
Whatever this allocation might mean, YHWH is presented as a living God, 
communicating with his prophet: hearing and speaking. YHWH is not presented 
in visual signs, but audible. Audibly passing by in a voice of pounding silence, 
but also speaking out a clear assignment and foresights (19:15-18).  
 This speaking of YHWH is motivated by the foreseeing of life and death. 
Within the Elijah-cycle, the theme of life and death appears again and again. In 
all the different stories of the Elijah-cycle, somebody‘s life is at stake. The 
complete Elijah-cycle frequently mentions the domain of death and killing, and 
in 1 Kgs 19:1-18 alone, Elijah‘s soul is mentioned five times. It is his soul that 
is at stake. In the wilderness, under a solitary broom tree, Elijah prays his God 
YHWH for his soul to die. This request, this death-wish is answered by a life-
giving message (being touched, receiving food and being ordered to get up and 
eat). Also later on Elijah‘s death wish is contradicted by YHWH – since Elijah 
ascends to heaven (2 Kings 2) instead of dying; thus, he is not gathered with 
his fathers at all. Elijah asked to die, but his life is sustained. 
 In the Elijah-cycle, staying alive is inextricably bound up with eating and 
drinking. The Elijah-cycle is full of stories of eating and drinking.32 Food and 
drink are precious gifts, especially during the three year period of no rain. Food 
and drink are also religiously significant. In the famine, 400 prophets of 
Asherah eat at Jezebel‘s table, which forms a clear contrast to the prophet 
Elijah who is fed by YHWH. The provision of food by the messenger of YHWH 
in 1 Kings 19 recalls YHWH‘s support of Elijah in 1 Kings 17. According to the 
word of YHWH, Elijah was fed by ravens, the wadi and a widow. In both chap-

 
31  The fact that Ahab had not been converted can also be concluded out of 1 Kings 20 and 22. 

The deadly consequences of his acting are expressed in 1 Kings 20-22. 
32  Cf. 1 Kgs 17:4.6.10.12.15; 18:19.41-42; 19:5.6.7.8.21; 21:4.5.7. Besides, in another meaning, 

the word ‗eating‘ is used for the fire (1 Kgs 18:38; 2 Kgs 1:10.12.14) and for the fate of Ahab 
and Jezebel (1 Kgs 21:23-24). 
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ters, a twofold wondrous nourishment is described, although the nourishment 
in Chapter 17 was somewhat different since it was already foreseen by YHWH 
(17:4.9). Now Elijah went into the wilderness after a word of Jezebel. But 
again, YHWH takes care of his prophet.  
 
 

3.3 Critical analysis  
 
Now, I will offer a critical analysis of the text. As explained in Chapter 2, I 
intend to focus on the aspect of space. The design of space will emerge clearly 
in the analysis of the structure of the text as we consider the setting, the dy-
namics and the divine human relation (3.3.2.). The genre and the style of the 
text (3.3.1) along with the evident intertextual relations (3.3.4) will also throw 
light on the space that is designed in the text. The most appealing aspect is the 
exploration of the dialogical spaces (3.3.3). 
 
 
3.3.1 Genre/style 
 
From the viewpoint of spirituality, this biblical text is, above all, a narrative 
that describes a relational process between Elijah and YHWH. Within this nar-
rative, different subgenre‘s can be distinguished,33 but none of these subgenres 
cover the complete narrative. However, one genre takes the lead: the genre of 
theophany. In his Encountering the Divine. Theophany in Biblical Narrative, George 
Savran has provided a thorough study of theophany as type-scene. He discerns 
four essential components of biblical theophany:34 I will outline the narrative 
along the line of these four components. 
 
The first component of a theophany is preparation. As Savran explains, the 
protagonist (main character) separates from the social environment and every-
day reality. In going ‗because of his soul‘ and leaving his servant in Beer-Sheba, 
Elijah departs from his social and geographic environment. Part of the prepa-
ration is determining the location. First, Elijah went into the wilderness – spe-
cifically to a solitary broom tree. Then, Elijah went to the Mount of God, to 
Horeb, and a cave. Both locations become places of divine revelation. Al-
though a protagonist separates from the social environment and the theophany 

 
33  For instance, aspects of an oath formula (Ziegler 2007; Merecz 2009), a complaint song of the 

individual (Long 1984, 201), a nachholende Erzählung (Becking 2007, 27-29), a prophetic lamenta-
tion-narrative (Hentschel 1977, 102), a rite of passage (Wacker 2005, 41), a ceremony of audience 
(Seybold 1973, 8f; cf. Nordheim 1978, 157f), and a legal procedure (Steck 1968, 120f; cf. Nord-
heim 1978, 157) can be discerned. 

34  Savran 2005, 14ff. 



   READING THE BIBLICAL TEXT  121 

is a ‗highly private experience‘, it ‗always has public ramifications‟.35 In Elijah‘s 
complaint (19:4.10.14) the sons of Israel are involved, but the even more in-
tense YHWH‘s speech (19:15-18) has public implications. 
 The second component of a theophany is divine appearance and speech. 
Visual aspects or verbal interaction introduce the divine. In 1 Kgs 19:1-18, 
wind, earthquake and fire introduce the appearance of the divine. The ultimate 
presence of YHWH, YHWH‘s passing by, appears to be invisible: Elijah heard.36 
The divine message is delivered in words. Generally, after the visual compo-
nent of revelation is completed, the speech of the divine is heard. This is also 
the case in 1 Kgs 19:1-18. The divine speech is first of all described as a voice of 
pounding silence. A very limited audible representation of the divine, since voice 
and silence fundamentally contradict. Then, an extended divine speech gives an 
instruction to Elijah (to return on his way), and provides a series of foresights 
(15-18).  
 The third aspect of a theophany is the human response. The protagonist 
can, for instance, respond with fear and fascination, expression of doubt or 
anxiety. In reaction to the messenger, Elijah eats, but does not get up and lays 
himself down again (6). When the messenger touches Elijah for the second 
time, Elijah gets up, eats and goes for forty days and forty nights (8). On 
Mount Horeb, in reaction to the voice of pounding silence, Elijah wraps his face in 
his mantle as a sign of subservience (13) and hears the final pronouncement 
(15-18). 
 Finally, a theophany implies externalisation; the protagonist returns to the 
human, public world, in a transformed manner. The divine order to Elijah is to 
return (15) and externalisation is foreseen, and partly executed.  
 
Within the genre of theophanies, Savran discerns three types: A. Initiation and 
identity, B. Redefinition in midlife, and C. Group theophany.37 Elijah‘s experi-
ence on Mount Horeb is primarily a redefinition in midlife. He speaks out, he 
tells YHWH how he perceives his situation, both in the wilderness and on 
Mount Horeb. His threefold speaking (4.10.14) is answered by divine revela-
tion: food (5-8), encounter (11-12), and new perspective (15-18). To what ex-
tent Elijah internalises this new perspective is not explained in the biblical 
story.  
 
This theophany narrative is constructed with relatively few words. Its style 
accompanies its genre, since the text is prose with a striking poetic element 

 
35  Savran 2005, 14. 
36  To the reader, the ears-pricking and behold introduces divine revelation of the messenger (5), 

bread-cake and water (6), word of YHWH (9), YHWH passing by (11) and a voice (13): a gradu-
ated process of depiction. 

37  Savran 2005, 25ff. 
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right at the central theophanic moment in 19:11-12 (unusual syntactical se-
quence, a passage with rhythm). A reader/narrator has to slow down here. In 
addition, the text has several mysterious elements, for instance, Elijah‘s travel 
for forty days and forty nights on the strength of a bread-cake and a jar of 
water. At another level, the style can also be described as authorising (posing 
Elijah as an extraordinary prophet) or apologetic (defending the Jehu-coup).38 
 
 
3.3.2 Structure 
 
From the viewpoint of spirituality, the structure of the narrative has three im-
portant elements: the described setting (place, time and persons), dynamics 
(lines and repetitions) and divine-human relation. I will give some analysis 
while keeping in mind the space that is sketched and identified in the text.  
 
Setting 
 
The narrative is enacted at several places. It starts at a place which is not men-
tioned, but probably it is Jezreel (cf. 18:46), a place in the Northern Kingdom 
of Israel. From this place, the scene shifts to a place which has a name (Beer-
Sheba) and political location (belonging to Judah). Apparently this is of signifi-
cance for the narrative. Beer-Sheba is the most southern place of Judah, and 
therefore the most southern point of the covenant-land. From Beer-Sheba the 
narrative moves further south, into the wilderness. The narrative focuses on a 
specific spot: the place under a solitary broom tree, a day‘s journey from Beer-
Sheba. The wilderness south of Beer-Sheba is the area of forty years exodus, 
where the Covenant was made, where the ‗Israelites‘ were initiated as Gods 
people. The difficulty of life in the wilderness is repeatedly contrasted with the 
security of life in the Promised Land.39 It is the periphery, the undomesticated, 
the uncivilized. Moving into the wilderness means leaving behind all human 
constructions. There, Elijah is touched and fed by the messenger of YHWH. 
This divine revelation is located under a solitary broom tree.  
 Then, the narrative moves again. It moves to the mount of God, Horeb. On 
Mount Horeb is a cave, and the narrative is further enacted in front of or be-
hind the entrance of this cave. Mount Horeb, also named Mount Sinai, is pre-
sented as the highpoint of the wilderness. Beyond the undomesticated – away 
from all human constructions – YHWH resides. Within the wilderness, Mount 
Horeb is the place where YHWH gave Moses the two tablets of the covenant.40 
Mountains ‗capture the religious imagination as places where the divine 

 
38  White 1997. 
39  Cohn 1981, 13-14. 
40  Exod 31:18; 34:1-35. 
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touches the human sphere‘.41 Mount Horeb is a specific mountain: on Mount 
Horeb man and God meet. In going to Mount Horeb, Elijah returns to the 
roots of Israel; the place of the covenant. 
 Until the end of this narrative, the story is enacted on Mount Horeb. There, 
other places are evoked by being mentioned. Noteworthy, Elijah is sent back 
to a wilderness, the wilderness of Damascus. What kind of wilderness is this? 
Will this wilderness also intermediate between YHWH and Elijah? Damascus is 
the capital-city of Aram, the neighbouring country of Israel. Apparently, 
YHWH, who is considered the God of Israel, is also actively involved in the 
neighbouring country – however, this reason for this act of influence is Israel: 
the new king of Aram will kill them (the sons of Israel). Finally, the fourth 
place that is mentioned is Abel-Meholah. This is a place in the Northern King-
dom Israel. Thus, where the narrative started with Elijah moving southwards, 
Elijah is ordered back north now.  
 To conclude, the wilderness and mount Horeb are the central places of this 
narrative. These are not simply neutral geographical designations. They medi-
ate in the divine-human relational process. On the one hand, the specific loca-
tions in the wilderness and at the mountain are clearly specified, namely, under 
a solitary broom tree and in (or in front of) a cave. On the other hand, it is 
impossible to locate these places, since they are quite general and indefinite (a 
instead of the).  
 
Another aspect of the setting is the notion of time. The narrative is told in past 
tense and includes several foresights (19:2.15-18) and several indications of 
time (like ‗by this time tomorrow‘ and ‗a day‘s journey‘). The two most mean-
ingful indications of time are the collocation ‗forty days and forty nights‘, and 
the clause that Elijah ‗spent the night there‘. These textual indications of time 
are primarily symbolic. The number of forty days and forty nights directly re-
fers to Moses on Mount Sinai: forty days and forty nights, without food (cf. 
3.3.4). The clause ‗he spent the night there‘ (in a cave on Mount Horeb), indi-
cates that the following events will have happened in the night or the early 
morning. In this dark and mysterious time of the ‗day‘, divine presence is felt.42  
 Beside the explicit notions of time, the narrative also implies time elements, 
like the foreseeings that refer to the future. For instance, direct speech and 
repetitions slow down the narrative and sequences of waw-consecutive imper-
fects speed it up. In a jiffy, for instance, Elijah reacts to the message of Jezebel. 
Moreover, by means of differences between the story time (in a few words) 
and the time of the fabula (for instance, forty days and nights),43 the stress of 

 
41  Cohn 1981, 25. 
42  I overlooked this aspect of ‗night‘ in my reading (3.2.1). In the first instance, it seemed a 

neutral expression, but looking at the whole narrative, it seems quite meaningful.  
43  Bal 1997, 102f. 
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the narrative falls on the elements that take the most story time (i.e. dialogues 
and repetitions - see also below).  
 
Within this setting of place and time, five characters act: Ahab, Jezebel, Elijah, 
a messenger of YHWH, and YHWH (in order of appearance). Ahab, Jezebel and 
the messenger of YHWH are presented as rather flat characters. The interesting, 
colourful characters are Elijah and YHWH. They speak exclusively to each 
other. They are also the only ones who call each other by name. The exclusiv-
ity of this speaking activity is meaningful. It stresses the relation between them. 
Elijah and YHWH are described as speaking and acting beings, although their 
thoughts are kept concealed.44 This especially applies to YHWH. But also 
Elijah‘s thoughts are unclear. His soul is at stake, but what is really going on 
with him is only partly made explicit, and hardly understandable. These gaps of 
implicitness (cf. 2.3.1-1) are emphasised by the fact that, sometimes, what they 
say seems unclear or is in conflict with the actions.  
 The description of Jezebel, who threatens to kill Elijah, but gives him the 
opportunity to flee (2) seems to reveal a discrepancy. Moreover, Elijah flees to 
save his life (3), but subsequently he leaves no stone unturned in his desire to 
die. Step by step, Elijah takes away his opportunity to survive: he leaves his 
servant at Beer-Sheba (3), goes into the wilderness and sits down under a soli-
tary broom tree. His wish to survive has turned into a prayer to die (4). A 
reader will puzzle over this intra-personal tension.  

The acting characters mention several other characters within their dis-
course. Jezebel mentions ‗the gods‘, Elijah mentions ‗his fathers‘, ‗the sons of 
Israel‘ and ‗Your prophets‘, and YHWH calls to mind Hazael, Jehu and Elisha, 
Nimshi and Shaphat, ‗seven thousand‘ and Baal. Finally, the narrator mentions 
Jezebel‘s messenger and Elijah‘s servant. This narrator, or story-teller, is not 
explicitly introduced or presented. The narrator has knowledge of all events. 
The narrator knows what is discussed between Ahab and his wife Jezebel; he 
or she is acquainted with the contents of Jezebel‘s message to Elijah. The nar-
rator knows what happens to Elijah in his solitary journey through the wilder-
ness. The narrator knows that YHWH passed by and that YHWH was not in the 
wind, the earthquake or the fire. Thus, the narrator tells what happened and 
what is said by the characters. In contrast, the narrator does not talk about the 
motivations or emotions of the characters of the narrative. The narrator is 
presented as an invisible observer, presumed to have an objective point of 
view. 
 The text bears no explicit traces of the narrator‘s audience. The only conclu-
sions to be drawn are that the audience is aware of the narrative of Elijah on 

 
44  A beautiful overview of interpretations of Elijah‘s emotional state can be found in Tonstad 

2005, 255-256. 
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Mount Carmel, (since verse 1 is not explained further), is probably from the 
Northern Kingdom Israel (since Beer-Sheba is said to belong to Judah, while 
the location of Abel-Meholah – belonging to Israel – is not explained), and is 
familiar with Israel‘s religious tradition (since the narrative alludes to Moses). 
 
Dynamics 
 
The narrator describes two episodes in a continuous line, connected by Elijah 
journeying (he went and he came) and characterised by repetitions: 
 

A. Introduction (1-3a): 
 Ahab talked to Jezebel about all Elijah had done,  

   Jezebel sent a messenger to Elijah to threaten his soul.  

    Elijah saw (was afraid), got up, and went.  
B. Episode 1 (3b-8): 

Elijah came to Beer-Sheba, left his servant behind and moved further 
into the wilderness.  
Elijah sat down under a solitary broom tree, asks YHWH that his soul 
might die, lay down and went to sleep under a solitary broom tree.  

   A messenger touched Elijah and told him to get up and eat.  

    Elijah ate, drank and lay down again.  

  YHWH‘s messenger returned, touched Elijah again, repeated his order 
and added a motivation.  

    Elijah got up, ate and drank and went for forty days and forty 
nights to Mount Horeb. 

C. Episode 2 (9-18): 
 There, Elijah came to a cave.  
 The word of YHWH came to Elijah ‗What is for you here, Elijah?‘  

   Elijah declares his own loyalty in contrast to the disloyalty of the 
sons of Israel.  

    YHWH passed by. There is subsequently a wind, an earthquake, a 
fire and a voice - pounding to silence.  

    Elijah wrapped his face in his mantle, went out and stood at the 
entrance of the cave.  

 A voice came to Elijah, ‗What is for you here, Elijah?‘.  

   Elijah declares his own loyalty in contrast to the disloyalty of the 
sons of Israel.  

  YHWH spoke to Elijah with an order to return on his way and a pre-
diction of the future. 

  (  And Elijah went …) 
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The text is full of repetitions, but two repetitions stick out: the repeated visit of 
the messenger (5.7) and the repeated question ‗what is for you here, Elijah‘ 
with the exactly identical answer of Elijah (9-10.13-14). The exact repetitions 
highlight the differences.  
 For example, the second time the messenger comes to Elijah in the wilder-
ness, the origin of the messenger is clarified: it is a messenger of YHWH. Be-
sides, the messenger now motivates his order to get up and eat: ‗for arduous is 
the journey for you‘. Moreover, Elijah‘s reaction to the messenger shows a 
striking difference, since ‗he ate and drank‘ (6) becomes ‗he got up, ate and 
drank‘ (8). The twofold appearance of the messenger emphasises the depth of 
Elijah‘s despair: apparently, it could not be turned around in one touching and 
one order to ‗get up and eat‘. 
 This first part of the narrative also shows a repeated ‗under [a] solitary 
broom tree‘ (4.5). This repetition emphasizes the desolation of the place. It 
draws attention to the differences of Elijah‘s movement: his sitting down is 
followed by his lying down and going to sleep. The repetition also draws atten-
tion to what has happened in between: Elijah‘s prayer to YHWH; requesting his 
soul to die.  
 
The repeated dialogue on Mount Horeb seems to function somewhat differ-
ently. The repetition is exactly the same. However, the description of the ‗ques-
tioner‘ differs: in verse 9 it was ‗the word of YHWH‘, but in verse 13 it is ‗a 
voice‘ that comes to Elijah. This elucidates the voice (of pounding silence) 
again as the voice of YHWH. Is the exact repetition a re-telling of one dialogue, 
or is it an illustration that not a single aspect of Elijah‘s complaint has 
changed? Whatever the reason is, the effect of this extended repetition might be 
twofold. For one thing, the repetition emphasizes the search to understand the 
content of these verses. For another thing, the widespread answer of Elijah 
might be judged as resoluteness or as droning on.  
 The paragraph marker after verse 14 indicates that the repeated dialogue is a 
conclusion, more than a re-telling of a story. Like the double ‗solitary broom 
tree‘ highlighted Elijah‘s request, this extended repetition highlights what is 
written in between: YHWH passing by.  
 This passing by is described with a threefold refrain:  
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In this quite poetic text, two threefold repetitions are folded together: a nega-
tion-sequence (‗not in the … was YHWH‘) and a time-sequence (‗and after 
the…a…‘). As usual, the third aspect of the triads is emphasised. The third 
aspect of the negation-sequence is the fire. The expression that YHWH is not in 
the fire is extra-ordinary for in other parts of the Elijah-cycle YHWH‘s presence 
is shown precisely with fire. The third aspect of the time-sequence is the voice 
of pounding silence: unique. The repetitions function as a gradual approach of 
perceiving divine presence. Elijah (and the reader) are lead into an ungraspable 
perception of YHWH. In the sequence of phenomena (a wind… not in the 
wind… a fire… not in the fire), the senses of perception are opened up. The 
narrator uses language to lead the reader away from human constructions, 
towards a new perception of YHWH (like a mystagogical text). 
 
The extended and exact repetition (9d-10.13d-14) encompasses and therefore 
highlights what is written in between. But another perception of text structure 
is also emphasised: both are starting points of a separate unit (9d-13b and 13d-
18), which constitute a unity between the two reactions of YHWH (11-13b and 
15-18).  
 Both parts of the narrative show a three-fold repetition. The final divine 
pronouncement starts with the threefold ‗you shall anoint‘. In this triad, the 
emphasis is at the third aspect again. The third is Elisha – Elijah‘s successor as 
a prophet. This gradual perspective is underlined in the more extended de-
scription of the person that has to be anointed. Besides, the sequence is from a 
foreign king, to the Israelite king, to YHWH‘s prophet.  
 The second refrain describes the effect of the threefold anointing (17): 
 
 
 

and behold, YHWH passed by – 
and a wind, great and strong, 
was splitting mountains and breaking rocks in pieces  
before the face of YHWH 
not in the wind was YHWH 
and after the wind an earthquake 
not in the earthquake was YHWH.  
And after the earthquake a fire 
not in the fire was YHWH, 
and after the fire 
a voice of pounding silence.  
When Elijah heard – he wrapped his face in his mantle  

whoever escapes from the sword of Hazael, Jehu shall kill him, 
and whoever escapes from the sword of Jehu, Elisha shall kill him.  

 



128            ELIJAH LOOKED AND BEHOLD 

The content of this twofold repetition is a threefold killing from which no es-
cape is possible. However, the form of this twofold repetition throws light on a 
third aspect that follows: YHWH will act: ‗I shall spare seven thousand in Israel‘. 
YHWH does not complete the killing; YHWH will be a sparer of lives. In this 
foresight, YHWH is connected to the anointing of those who will kill the sons 
of Israel. At the same time, YHWH is affirmed as the sparer of lives.  
 
Now I want to return to the dialogue between Elijah and YHWH. As men-
tioned above, Elijah speaks exclusively to YHWH and YHWH speaks exclusively 
to Elijah. How to interpret their reactions towards each other? Are they just 
speaking to each other or also listening? 
 Elijah expresses his request ‗YHWH take my soul‘ and positions himself as a 
zealous prophet in contrast to the unfaithful sons of Israel. It is a kind of oth-
ering, a way of defining and securing one‘s own positive identity through the 
stigmatization of someone else. In his actions also Elijah distances himself 
from the other, by leaving the Covenant-land and leaving his servant in Beer-
Sheba. The only other he turns to is YHWH, who presents himself – with an 
unprecedented theophany - as the ultimate Other. And Elijah heard! But Elijah 
is not the only one who hears. The relation between Elijah‘s complaint and 
YHWH‘s answer shows that YHWH also heard Elijah very well. What YHWH 
says gives a direct answer to Elijah‘s complaint. His zealous zeal is answered 
with the affirmation of Elijah as a prophet (11a) and the instruction to ‗return 
on your way‘. His zealous zeal is sustained. Secondly, Elijah announces that the 
Israelites have forsaken the Covenant and thrown down the altars. YHWH an-
swers him by foreseeing that Elijah shall anoint new kings in Aram and Israel. 
They shall kill all – they shall execute the sentence (divine judgement): ‗who-
ever escapes shall be killed‘. This is also an effective reaction to Elijah‘s state-
ment that ‗they are seeking my life, to take it away‘: since, in reverse, their lives 
will be taken. Thirdly, Elijah complains that they have slain the prophets with 
the sword and that he is left alone now. YHWH‘s answer is the foreseeing that 
Elijah shall anoint Elisha as prophet in his place: Elijah will have a successor – 
this is not the end of YHWH-prophetism. A new perspective is given: seven 
thousand will be spared in Israel, seven thousand whose knees have not bowed 
to Baal, seven thousand mouths that have not kissed him. The content of the 
divine utterance (and actions) to Elijah is filled with care – care for Elijah and 
care for the seven thousand who will not worship Baal. 
 To conclude, YHWH heard Elijah‘s complaint: YHWH heard every part of it! 
He heard it and places it in a new perspective. YHWH‘s answer to Elijah might 
not have been what Elijah expected or wanted (4), but he heard (13). Will 
Elijah also act in this way? Will the foreseeings of YHWH become true? 
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Divine-human relation 
 
In 1 Kgs 19:1-18, the divine-human relationship is central. Although it was 
treated in the previous paragraphs, three, closely connected themes in the di-
vine-human relational process can be highlighted here. 
 
Firstly, the general theme of the narrative is a theophany. The divine passing 
by in front of Elijah on Mount Horeb provides a specific image of YHWH. 
First, the narrator uses a range of different designations to describe the divine 
passing by. The narrator seems to build up to a climax. It starts with a messen-
ger (5), then the messenger of YHWH (7), the word of YHWH (9), then YHWH 
passed by, but not in wind, earthquake or fire was YHWH (11-12), then a voice 
of pounding silence (12), a voice (13) and finally the immediate speaking of 
YHWH (15). YHWH is gradually presented, but, at the same time, YHWH remains 
hidden. Wind, earthquake, and fire are traditional marks of YHWH‘s presence. 
These marks are by themselves unseen or unformed – only their results are 
evident (breaking rocks, shaking mountains, burning materials). Surprisingly, in 
this narrative, YHWH is not in the wind, not in the earthquake and not even in 
the fire. Like in negative theology, the poetic text describes YHWH by saying 
what he is not, rather than what he is. Strikingly, the divine name YHWH 
(which derives from the verb ‗to be‘) is connected to the negation , which 
suggests ‗I am not (t)here‘. In the theophany, Elijah hears YHWH (‗I am‘) in 
hearing . It is a voice. It is silence. It is pounding. The paradoxical 
description of voice and pounding silence shows the inexpressible, simultane-
ously hidden and revealed. In this way, YHWH is presented as the Other. Re-
viewing this collocation after having read the divine monologue (15-18), a 
reader might wonder: Is it the silence of death? Is the pounding silence refer-
ring to all the killing? Is the new perspective of the voice pounding Elijah to 
silence? Whatever the collocation might mean, in contrast to the voice of Baal 
(18:26), the voice of YHWH is heard. YHWH is presented as ‗present‘, namely 
beyond all human concepts.  
 
The second theme that is elaborated in the text is the theme of ‗life and death‘. 
When Elijah enters the wilderness, his life, his soul is at stake. There, under a 
broom tree, he pleads with YHWH to take his soul, but YHWH answers him by 
offering him life, YHWH feeds him. In the final utterance, YHWH speaks about 
life and death in clear terms. The provision appears as a divine verdict over the 
controversy about YHWH and Baal. No human being will be able to escape. 
Anointed by YHWH‘s prophet, Hazael, Jehu and Elisha will execute a killing. 
The killing is presented as the execution of a divine judgement. However, 
YHWH shall spare seven thousand in Israel. In this way, YHWH is primarily 
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presented as a sparer of lives, but he is also connected to the killing.45 The 
provision makes it clear that everyone will be judged on his or her individual 
acts. This approach stresses the divine concern for the individual.  
 Both Elijah and the messenger evaluate the situation with  – much/arduous, 
they agree on that, but the content and the result of this evaluation is subver-
sive: Elijah sits down and asks to die; he uses the word  to evaluate his pres-
ence and history. The messenger, on the other hand, points out that Elijah has 
to get up: his journey will still be long; the  refers to his future.  
 The contrast of life and death is elaborated further on Mount Horeb. 
Elijah‘s complaint includes the failure, the end of the covenant. He is the only 
one left, he knows he is beaten, he suffers defeat – he seems to give up. 
YHWH‘s answer, however, is an answer with a future, a new assignment – a 
new perspective. YHWH pronounces a continuation of the battle, in which all 
opponents and disloyal sons of Israel will be slain with the sword, while 7000 
will remain. This answer is the final word in the text – this perspective of life, 
of survival, is victorious over the perspective of death. 
 
Thirdly, the theme of divine care is elaborated in the text. The repeated ap-
pearance of the messenger shows YHWH‘s care for Elijah. YHWH will not give 
up on his prophet. In the wilderness, YHWH feeds him (even twice). YHWH 
sustains him for his arduous journey, receives him in his residence (Mount 
Horeb), affirms him in his role as prophet (‗go out and stand on the mountain 
before the face of YHWH‘), listens to his complaint (even twice) and gives him 
a new perspective to work at (‗go, return on your way‘ and ‗you shall anoint‘). 
Elijah is placed in the perspective of YHWH. He is affirmed as a prophet of 
YHWH. As the divine pronouncement clarifies, divine judgement is coming: 
consequences of worshipping Baal will be felt. But YHWH will not give up on 
his prophet and not on his people either. Seven thousand will be saved. Al-
though in the perception of Elijah he was the only one left, the Covenant is 
not brought to an end. 
 Elijah, for his part, will not give up on YHWH: he addresses him and calls 
him ‗God of hosts‘. However, Elijah has given up on the people, the sons of 
Israel. Perhaps this has changed during the theophany, but that is not men-
tioned. 
 
To conclude, the divine-human relation is a relation between YHWH and Elijah, 
in which the collective people (sons of Israel) are intrinsically involved. Al-
though presented as a private and individual theophany, it has everything to do 
with the people; their life and death, divine care for them. In his act of caring, 

 
45  Monotheism (YHWH alone) requires, among other things, a connection between YHWH and 

the evil that people experience. Cf. Noort 2009, 20. 
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YHWH affirms Elijah as his prophet and gives him new assignments: Elijah will 
again mediate between YHWH and his people.  
 
 
3.3.3 Appeal  
 
As a communicative medium, the text appeals to the reader. First of all, in 
using rhetorical devices, the reader is invited to participate. The narrative ap-
pears ambiguous and conflicting, full of blanks. It leaves the readers with spe-
cific questions: what about the meaning of Elijah‘s words and actions? What 
about the meaning of YHWH‘s words and how to think of the presence of 
YHWH in the way that it is described?  
 This participation of the reader has a specific direction; the narrator uses 
rhetoric to involve the reader in the theophany narrative. Like the use of ‗and 
behold‘, which addresses the reader directly and provokes the reader‘s visual 
imagination. Within this narrative, the expression is used as much as five times, 
twice regarding the divine presence under the solitary broom tree (19:5.6) and 
three times highlighting the divine presence on Mount Horeb (19:9.11.13). In 
this way, the reader is invited into a direct relationship with the divine reality. 
Moreover, in the poetic structure of the theophany itself (see above), step by 
step, the reader is lead into an unperceivable perception of YHWH (which is a 
mystagogical strategy). The fact that the theophany itself is unusual, I have 
already extensively explored above. The suddenness – the unpredictability – of 
the events stresses the divine autonomy. Moreover, it emphasises the divine 
concern for the individual (not playing by common rules). 
 This direction (towards YHWH) is underlined in all the pragmatics of this 
text. These pragmatics are definitely pro-YHWH; the text encourages readers to 
acknowledge YHWH truly as God – who will not fulfil human expectation – 
but goes beyond human imaginative powers, and beyond human grasp, with 
concern for the individual. Whether readers will follow the narrator in this 
positive evaluation of YHWH is not clear. In particular, a divine approval (or 
lack of condemnation) of the killing with the sword is an emotionally charged 
subject which will probably leave the reader with feelings of (at least) ambigu-
ity. So, the question is, how successful will this ‗pro-YHWH campaign‘ be. 
 In addition to this pro-YHWH campaign, readers are stimulated to condemn 
the sons of Israel in their forsaking of YHWH. Meanwhile, the readers are 
stimulated to evaluate themselves at this level; are they themselves obeying 
YHWH or are they following Baal? According to the text, there appears no 
middle course: people either kiss and kneel to Baal or they obey YHWH. How 
to relate to this statement? 
 Towards the reader‘s evaluation of Elijah, the narrative is more ambiguous. 
At first sight, Elijah appears to be exaggerating (take my soul). Moreover, he 
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seems to give the truth a twist (not Jezebel but the sons of Israel are accused) 
and he appears to be obstinate (not changing a word after the theophany). In 
the foregoing narratives, Elijah was presented as a true prophet of YHWH, but 
now the narrative presents Elijah more as an autonomous individual (no longer 
presented as a unity with YHWH). On the other hand, Elijah is comforted by a 
messenger of YHWH and he experiences a theophany on Mount Horeb, which 
also makes him as great as Moses. What to think of this Elijah? 
 
In the text, the rhetoric device of different perspectives is used. The text shows 
a tension between the perspective of Elijah and the perspective of YHWH, 
which has a counterpart in the contrasting perspectives of the two messengers. 
For example, the messenger of Jezebel has to deliver a death-threat. This per-
spective of death is repeated in Elijah‘s prayer to YHWH. The subversive per-
spective is provided by the messenger of YHWH, who delivers a twofold life-
message. This perspective has the effect that Elijah gets strength and moves. 
So, as well as interpersonal differences, the text also bears witness to an in-
trapersonal tension in the figure of Elijah. He asks for his soul to die but he 
also does not want to die. Also, the notification that Elijah ‗returns to lie down‟ 
(19:6), which is a unique and rather unexpected reaction at this point, shows 
ambiguity. Why does Elijah accept the food but return to lie down? And then, 
after the second ‗feeding‘, Elijah suddenly shows the opposite reaction: he 
shows exceptional eagerness and zeal. He gets up and travels for forty days and 
nights. As a result, the text underlines YHWH as the true God, who has a life-
message to all who obey him alone – a message that a reader might find not 
that easy to confirm. 
 
 
3.3.4 Intertextual relations 
 
Having studied the text at all kinds of levels, a final aspect is mentioned but 
not elaborated yet. How do other texts affect the reading of 1 Kgs 19:1-18? A 
significant amount of intertextual relations can be located between (parts of) 
1 Kgs 19:1-18 and other texts.46 Since it is impossible to review all these inter-
textual relations, I restrict myself to the main intertext, which is the presenta-
tion of Moses; nearly every detail of the Elijah narrative in 1 Kings 19 evokes 
aspects of the Moses narrative as described in the books of Exodus, Numbers 
and Deuteronomy. In this paragraph I mention the specific similarities and 
differences with the narrative of Moses. Since the references to the narrative of 

 
46  Some texts are already mentioned in the reading (cf.3.2.1), but many more links can be identi-

fied. For instance: Gen 21:14-19; Jonah 4; Matt 26:36-46.  
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Moses consists of different episodes, I will treat them now along the line of the 
Elijah-narrative.  
 
To start with, both Moses and Elijah move into the wilderness to escape from 
a hostile power. Elijah moves into the wilderness when Jezebel threatens to kill 
him for killing (her) prophets. Moses experienced the same kind of threat from 
the foreign ruler in power at his time, the Pharaoh, who sought to kill him for 
slaying one of his people (Exod 2:11-15).  
 The immediate cause of Jezebel threatening Elijah is the fact that Ahab told 
Jezebel all about Elijah, killing all the prophets with the sword (1 Kgs 19:1). 
This sword is striking since it was not mentioned in the narrative of the killing 
itself (18:40). By mentioning the sword, the comparison with Moses is evoked, 
since he also combated idolatry with the sword (Exod 32:26-28). Moses killed 
with the sword all who were not following YHWH. Elijah killed the prophets of 
Baal. The close connection between Moses and Elijah equates ‗all who were 
not following YHWH‘ with ‗prophets of Baal‘. It is the sphere of ‗whoever is 
not with YHWH is against YHWH‘. This is repeated at the end of the report of 
the theophany where YHWH foresees that all will be killed by the sword – only 
those who did not worship Baal will be spared (1 Kgs 19:17-18; cf. 
Num 14:43). 
 
Secondly, Elijah‘s journey into – and through – the wilderness south of Beer-
Sheba evokes the exodus/wilderness tradition of Moses. In the wilderness, 
Elijah asked YHWH for his soul to die. Also Moses asked YHWH to be put to 
death, but with a clear ‗if‘: ‗If this is the way you are going to treat me, put me 
to death at once—if I have found favour in your sight—and do not let me see 
my misery‘ (Num 11:15). The request of both Elijah and Moses is connected 
to their position as mediator between YHWH and the people. Moses experi-
ences his mission to lead the people as too heavy a burden. He states ‗I can not 
do it alone‘ (Num 11:14). Elijah concludes that it is ‗much now‘. Elijah‘s re-
quest for his death is presented with much more intensity than the request of 
Moses. Moses seems to plea for help on his mission, where Elijah seems to 
have given up.  
 In this wilderness, Elijah justifies his request for death with the annotation 
‗for I am no better than my fathers‘. What he is referring to is debateable. On 
the one hand, he might be referring to his forerunners (like Moses). On the 
other hand, it may refer to death, like the biblical expression ‗to lie down with 
your fathers‘, as Moses is told by YHWH (Deut 31:16). In this Deuteronomy-
text, YHWH continues his prophecy to Moses: ‗Then this people will begin to 
prostitute themselves to the foreign gods in their midst, the gods of the land 
into which they are going; they will forsake me, breaking my covenant that I 
have made with them‘. This exactly is what Elijah accuses the sons of Israel of: 
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they have broken the covenant through idolatry. It is as if what started at the 
time of Moses is completed now: insolvable idolatry.  
 In the wilderness, YHWH provides Elijah with food and water. During the 
exodus, Moses also received food and water from YHWH (Exod 16:4-35; 17:1-
7; Num 11:31-32). However, this resemblance also shows an important differ-
ence. Moses is joined by the people; the feeding is a feeding of many. This 
highlights Elijah‘s solitude: he is alone.  
 
The messenger that touches Elijah has no equivalent in the Moses tradition. A 
messenger appeared to Moses in the burning bush (Exod 3:2) and YHWH sent 
a messenger to guard Moses on his way (Exod 23:20; 32:34), but these mes-
sengers are not presented like the touching and/or speaking messenger that 
appeared to Elijah.  
 Both stories mention a 40-day and 40-night period of fasting.47 For Moses it 
is a period at the Mount of God (Exod 34:28) and for Elijah it is the time of 
his journey towards that mount. For both it is a portend of a divine encounter. 
Afterwards, Moses receives the second set of stone tablets, Elijah receives a 
new perspective (which also is a continuation of the covenant).  
 
Both Moses and Elijah sojourn on the Mount of God at a specific spot. For 
Elijah it is the entrance of a cave, and for Moses a cleft of a rock (Exod 33:22). 
This is the place where they encounter YHWH in a night sphere.48 A striking 
difference is that there is no cloud at the theophany of Elijah. Probably this is 
due to the solitude of Elijah; in Exodus, the cloud is there (primarily?) to pre-
vent the Israelites from beholding YHWH.  
 Moses and Elijah have to deal with the idolatry of the Israelites: Moses faces 
the Golden Calf (32:1-4), and Elijah battles the idolatry of Baal. They imple-
ment a reverse strategy: Moses is harsh in confrontation with the people 
(32:19-29), but pleads with God in favour of the people (32:30-32). Elijah 
seems to be more generous to the people in a direct confrontation 
(1 Kgs 18:30-39), but in what he says to YHWH he argues against the people 
(1 Kgs 19:10.14).  
 
Both theophany-stories demonstrate the impossibility of portraying YHWH‘s 
presence with common vocabulary.49 They describe the visit(s) on the Mount 
of God in the form of a private audience.50 What is described are manifesta-

 
47  Exod 24:18; 34:28; Deut 9:9.11.18; 10:10. 
48  In the narrative about Moses, who was at Mount Sinai day and night, a cloud darkens the 

environment (Exod 19:9; 24:15ff). Cf. Exod 14:20; 40:34ff. 
49  White 1997, 5. 
50  Cohn 1981, 53. 
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tions of power in the natural world and not as tangible or solid objects.51 Es-
pecially Deut 4:12 is meaningful in this perspective, referring to Moses‘ 
theophany in the burning bush: ‗YHWH spoke to you out of the fire. You heard 
the sound of words but saw no form; there was only a voice‘. The theophany 
Moses experiences here has ‗no form‘. The theophany of Elijah on the other 
hand has the unique and unpreceded description of ‗voice of pounding si-
lence‘. However, in the Mosaic tradition, divine appearance is also connected 
to a ‗voice‘: in the plural the word means ‗thunder‘ (Exod 19:16; 20:18). Both 
traditions describe the mystery of ‗YHWH passing by‘ with contradicting terms: 
‗all the people saw the sounds/voice‘ (Exod 20:18) – Elijah: ‗voice of pounding 
silence‘ – Elijah heard. Elijah covers his face in his mantle. The covering of the 
face is a sign of divine presence (Exod 3:6). Since no one shall see YHWH and 
live, and YHWH says to Moses: ‗I will cover you with my hand until I have 
passed by‘ (Exod 33:20-22).52  
 
Elijah begins to speak by stating his zeal: I have been zealously zealous for YHWH. 
The word  is used in the Moses-cycle as an character trait of YHWH, often 
translated by the word jealousy (cf. Exod 20:5; 34:14; Zech 8:2). This divine 
character is connected to the observance of the covenant, as a warning for the 
people to keep the covenant – the alternative is destruction (cf. Deut 4:23-24; 
5:8-10; 6:14-15).53  
 
Elijah calls YHWH  - God of hosts (cf. 1 Kgs 18:15). In the wilderness 
tradition this divine title is not used. The word  is used to refer to the 
people, the companies that YHWH lead out of Egypt (Exod 6:26; 7:4; 
12:17.41.51). Thus, in this naming, Elijah addresses his God as the God of his 
people, of the exodus, the covenant: of all who battle for YHWH.  
 
In the continuing narrative, Elijah does not really execute what YHWH offers 
him as perspective. However, Moses did not finish his assignment either: 
Moses did not lead the people into the promised land, his successor Joshua did 
(Joshua 1-24). In both stories, the successor carries on the work. 
 
The many references to Moses – nearly every detail of the narrative evokes 
some aspects from the stories of Moses – present Elijah as an equal to Moses, 
and provide him with Mosaic authority. It identifies Elijah as an extraordinary 
prophet; ‗speaking face to face‘ (cf. Num 12:6-8) on Mount Horeb. The many 
cross references between both theophany-reports also open up new questions: 

 
51  Sweeney 2007, 232. 
52  Cf. Lev 16:1-2. 
53  Another interesting place is Num 25:11.13, where Phinehas turned back YHWH‘s wrath from 

the Israelites by manifesting his zeal (cf. 1 Macc 2:58). 
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Is 1 Kgs 19:1-18 a reflection of Exodus 33? Is 1 Kings 19 corrective to the 
Sinai theophany in Exodus 33? Or are Exodus 33 and 1 Kings 19 two alterna-
tive reactions to the Sinai-theophany in Exodus 19-24, as Savran suggests?54 
This latter would mean that both texts offer an answer to a major unanswered 
question of the Sinaitic covenant: How will YHWH respond to disobedience to 
the covenant? Forgiveness or punishment? And what is the role of the 
prophet? Primarily choosing the side of the people or not?  
 To conclude, the intertextual relation between both stories increases the 
indeterminateness of the relation between YHWH and the people (more possi-
bilities are opened up. In this intertextual relation, Elijah is shown in line with 
Moses (with the themes of theophany, insolvable idolatry, desert and cove-
nant). At the same time, the particularity of Elijah is underlined, since he has 
given up on the people. In this comparison between Elijah and Moses, a space 
is opened up in which Elijah appears as a lonely man. 
 
 

3.4 Conclusion 
 
In this chapter, the text of 1 Kgs 19:1-18 has been read in three phases. The 
first phase dealt with questions about the constitution of the text, defined the 
object of this research within its physical context and opened up a space in 
which the text could be read (3.1). In the second phase, a conscientious read-
ing of the text opened up questions and perspectives and showed develop-
ments (3.2). And in the third phase, my critical analysis revealed central themes 
and dynamics of the text. I read the text of 1 Kgs 19:1-18 as a theophany in 
which YHWH is revealed in an ungraspable manner (3.3).  
 In this three-phased reading, the whole narrative appeared to be ambiguous 
and conflicting, full of blanks – leaving the readers with questions. In these 
gaps – opened up by unresolved conflict – meaning emerged. Four main lines 
became apparent: 
 
First, the text is woven into the Ahab-narrative and gives answer to the ques-
tion whether Ahab had converted to ‗YHWH alone‘ on Mount Carmel. Appar-

 
54  Savran 2005, 225f. The intertextual references between the Elijah cycle and the Moses stories 

are frequently described. However, whether both texts are literary depending on each other, 
or whether both texts rely on the very same prophetic tradition or redaction is still disputed. 
According to White, for instance, the story of Elijah is constructed out of the story of Moses 
(White 1997, 3-11) and a reverse opinion is stated by Sweeney (Sweeney 2007, 222). This 
question of origin is not part of this present research, but the recognition of a (not precisely 
defined) intertextual relation between these stories opens up a space in which the Elijah-story 
is broadened. 
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ently, he did not. This Ahab is more than a Nebenfigur (as Steck argued).55 He 
increases the pressure on his wife Jezebel by telling all Elijah had done, and all 
about how he killed all the prophets. And immediately, Jezebel deals with it 
and threatens Elijah. At the end of the theophany narrative, the foreseen 
anointment of Jehu as king over Israel, implies the divine verdict over Ahab: 
the house of Ahab will be overthrown. The Ahab-narrative revolves around 
the question of kingship; what is kingship in Israel? What is the relation of the 
king to YHWH, the God of Israel?  
 
However, perceiving the main genre of the text as a theophany points to Elijah 
and not Ahab as the main protagonist. Thus, the second line to mention here 
is Elijah‘s journey. First, he moves into the wilderness and asks for his soul to 
die. YHWH hears Elijah‘s request and supports him on his way. A messenger of 
YHWH touches Elijah and provides him with food (a tender and caring pres-
ence). The messenger also tells him that he has an arduous journey in front of 
him. Elijah gets up and in the strength of the food, he journeys to Mount 
Horeb. Mount Horeb is the place where Moses received the tablets of the 
covenant. There, in the night, YHWH receives his prophet and asks „What is for 
you here, Elijah?‘ On Mount Horeb, Elijah justifies himself by underlining his 
own zeal for YHWH, the god of hosts, opposite to the sons of Israel who have 
forsaken the covenant with YHWH and who threaten to kill Elijah. Elijah is 
dealing with the idolatry of the Israelites – and now he has given up on them. 
Again YHWH listens to Elijah and answers him: affirming him as his prophet. 
Elijah is placed in the perspective of YHWH. Successively YHWH passes by 
(which places YHWH in the perspective of Elijah!): a mighty wind, an earth-
quake and a fire appear, but they only prelude YHWH. And then a sound ap-
pears: a voice of pounding silence. Elijah hears and recognises the presence of 
YHWH, and wraps his face in his mantle. Now Elijah hears. He receives a new 
perspective. YHWH partly affirms Elijah‘s view about ‗the sons of Israel‘, but 
YHWH also shows Elijah that he56 has not given up on his people (the seven 
thousand of them who have not kissed Baal or bowed for Baal).  
 
The third line is the perception of YHWH. In this narrative of 1 Kgs 19:1-18, a 
specific image of YHWH is presented. YHWH is revealed gradually. As a climax, 
the theophany reveals him in an ungraspable and unprecedented manner: 

, a voice of pounding silence. The meaning of this collocation is still 
disputable. It includes an unresolved conflict of ‗voice‘ and ‗silence‘. However, 
the voice of pounding silence also receives meaning in the sequence of the narrative: 
Elijah will anoint Hazael, Jehu and Elisha and they will bring the sword to 

 
55  Steck 1968, 21. As Hugo has elaborated, textual differences between MT and LXX show a 

different perception of the roles of Ahab and Jezebel: Hugo 2007, 10. 
56  I use this male pronoun just for stylistic reasons (a matter of grammatical gender). 
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Israel. The provision appears as a divine verdict over the controversy about 
YHWH and Baal. No human being will be able to escape, but YHWH shall spare 
seven thousand in Israel. Everyone will be judged on his or her individual acts. 
On the one hand, YHWH is presented as life-giving and life-sparing. On the 
other hand, YHWH also deals with death, as a consequence of idolatry. 
 
Fourthly, as shown in this chapter, the reader is involved. Elijah looked, and 
behold: the reader is invited into the divine-human process of Elijah and 
YHWH. This invitation is not without consequences. At the end of the story a 
verdict is foreseen: all will be killed, but YHWH will spare those who have been 
loyal to him. 
 
I am aware of the fact that – in this short conclusive paragraph – I leave out a 
lot of aspects that became apparent in this reading. The purpose of this whole 
chapter was to be able to recognise the possible references of the pictures to 
this text, and moreover, to see how the pictures deal with the textual gaps. 
Which new gaps will arise? Later on, in Chapter 5 this text-reading will be 
taken up once more, specifically at the level of spirituality. But for now, it is 
time to start looking at the picture paradigms. 
 
 



 

 
 

CHAPTER 4 
 

LOOKING AT THE PICTURES 
 
 
 
 
 
In the previous chapter, I explored the text of 1 Kgs 19:1-18. In the present 
chapter, I will analyse the picture paradigms that refer to this text. As the title 
of this chapter suggests, I will extensively and continuously look at the pic-
tures. My act of looking is not without direction: I try to get sight of aspects of 
biblical spirituality that emerge in looking at these pictures. In this chapter, the 
analyses are primarily explorative. I will perform these analyses according to 
the three-part questionnaire (2.4.2). In the following chapter (5), I will focus on 
the spiritual aspects that arise out of this exploration. 
 
 

Introduction 
 
During my research, the question was which pictures I should take as para-
digms. Collecting all kinds of pictures that refer to this biblical narrative pro-
vided me with a number of objects that was far too great for any kind of in-
depth investigation. However, the case studies were not supposed to give a full 
survey of contemporary pictures that refer to this text – that would be an im-
possible task. Nevertheless, to avoid a random selection or a selection of ‗those 
I like most‘, more objective criteria were required to select the research objects.  
 
Collection  
 
In the initial phase of this research, I collected all kinds of Elijah-pictures. To 
find as many objects as possible, I used the Internet, particularly online data-
bases of art and search engines.1 I also gathered illustrations in books (primar-
ily Bibles), reproductions on postcards and reproductions on meditation cards. 
Moreover, several people who had heard of my interest in Elijah pictures gave 
hints to me that helped me to locate new objects. I kept gathering all the Elijah 
pictures I came upon, although I almost immediately reduced my research 

 
1  For instance through an images-search at google, but also with more specific databases as 

http://www.glasmalerei-ev.de and http://www.iconclass.org.  

http://www.glasmalerei-ev.de/
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domain to pictures that are (1) located in the Netherlands and Germany, (2) 
date from the last sixty years and (3) refer to 1 Kgs 19:1-18. This substantial 
collection needed to be reduced to a limited number of objects. For this re-
search, I aimed for a selection of six to twelve objects (depending on the com-
plexity of the objects). 
 
Criteria for selection 
 
Because I chose the text of 1 Kgs 19:1-18, the pictures needed to refer to this 
specific narrative. This basic criterion raised several questions; how and to 
what extent should the reference exist? Should the picture refer to the com-
plete narrative or would a reference to a small part of the narrative be enough? 
Would an explicit title or subtitle be needed? Would pictorial aspects be re-
quired? These questions confirm the fact that reference is a complicated no-
tion. It can hardly be used as a criterion. However, to avoid needless complica-
tions, I applied the criterion that the main/first reference of the picture should 
be to 1 Kgs 19:1-18 (or a part of this text) and not to any other (biblical) text.  
 To select research objects, I also had to choose pictures that would probably 
help to answer the research question regarding biblical spirituality. However, 
the expectation of finding biblical spirituality could not be part of the selection 
criteria, since the answer to the research question might have been (theoreti-
cally) that there is no such thing as biblical spirituality in pictures that refer to 
biblical texts. Better criteria stemmed from (practical) considerations about the 
object of research: 
 

- On the level of biblical spirituality, an analysis requires – among other 
things – the examination of material and context.2 Therefore it was wise 
to exclude reproductions that are only available from the internet or 
through other media (like postcards), since these reproductions have a 
fluid, continuously changing context and/or changing properties. For 
the same reason, pictures that are exclusively available in performances 
(like music, film and theatre) were excluded. So, as a criterion, the ob-
jects are made of tangible materials. 

- Pictures that go hand in hand with a written text (like illustrations in Bi-
bles do) or with musical performances (like the oratorium Elias of Felix 
Mendelssohn Bartholdy) would require a full examination of the adjoin-
ing Bible-translation or music expression. Such an extended analysis 
would go beyond the prospects of this research. Therefore, I restricted 
myself to the analyses of autonomous pictures.  

 
2  Cf. Chapter 2 (2.4). 



LOOKING AT THE PICTURES 141 

- Since the perception of the beholder is an important factor in the analy-
sis, objects are chosen that are traceable and accessible to the public.  

- Since the analyses would be performed by the researcher (that is me), it 
was helpful to choose objects that are not completely strange to my own 
cultural background. Therefore, the objects were restricted in time (con-
temporary) and region (the Netherlands – Germany).  

 
These considerations led to six criteria of demarcation: 
 

1 main relating text: 1 Kgs 19:1-18 
2 material: tangible materials 
3 availability: accessible3 
4 autonomy: not intrinsically subordinate to a text  
5 region: Germany and the Netherlands 
6 time: most recent4 

 
Together with these criteria of demarcation, also criteria of variation were ad-
vised, to be able to examine the versatility of the method of analyses and to 
enlarge the possibilities of the outcome at the level of biblical spirituality.5 To 
examine the versatility of the method, different kinds of material should be 
selected. Each material might ask for specific questions and specific ways of 
perception. But not just different kinds of material, also a variation in the range 
of the objects was desirable; examining both solitary pictures and pictures that 
are part of a sequence. Three aspects of variation have to do with the possible 
outcomes of this research. Firstly, I have been looking for a variety in the con-
text of the research objects; whether an object is placed in a church or in a 
museum is not without consequences. Secondly, I looked for a variety in the 
function of an object; whether it is for instance an altarpiece or a church win-
dow evokes distinct aspects at the level of spirituality. Thirdly, a variation in 
the depictions was preferred; looking for clearly different pictures.  
  

 
3  This criterion is not essential to the analysing method, but derives from a problem of luxury 

– publicly accessible objects are prefered. An extra criterion will possibly be the permission 
for publication. 

4  My original intention was to focus on the period after 1945, but since I collected far to many 
objects, I delimited the period starting at about 1980. 

5 Besides, variation will show the richness of contemporary pictures. Most literature on Elijah 

illustrates the text with a limited choice of images. Again and again, the text is decorated with 
the well-known medieval pictures of Pieter-Paul Rubens, Abraham Bloemaert or Dieric 
Bouts, the 19th Century engravings of Gustave Doré or with an image of an Elijah icon. I 
would like to show that the narrative is presented in more ways than just with classical icono-

graphy.  
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Selection  
 
The application of these selection criteria to the available collection resulted in 
a short list of objects: 

 
1 Two reliefs in the Elijah Chapel of Karmel Mainz (H.G. Bücker, 1993). 
2 A series of four paintings in the Benedictine Abbey church of Kor-

nelimünster (Janet Brooks-Gerloff, 1988-89). 
3 A window of the chapel of Karmel Springiersbach (Jakob Schwarzkopf, 

1988). 
4 Two reliefs at the monastery of Karmel Marienthal (Hildegard Bienen, 

1986-87 and 1990). 
5 A window in the chapel of a nursing home in Mainz (Tobias Eder, 

1994). 
6 A window of the St. Marienkirche in Bergisch Gladbach (Hermann 

Gottfried, 1978-1985). 
7 A window of the St. Kiliankirche in Bad Salzuflen (Sr Ehrentrud Trost, 

1983). 
 
This short list shows two sets of reliefs, a serial of four paintings and four win-
dows (which makes twelve single objects altogether). The first object is chosen 
in order to start with an artistically simple object (no colouring, low grade of 
abstraction). After that, the paintings of Kornelimünster (introducing colour) 
and the window of Springiersbach (introducing light) show new implementa-
tions of the provisional method of analysis. To the reliefs in Marienthal and 
the window of Mainz the context of the objects appear all-important. The final 
two church windows, the windows of Bergisch Gladbach (number 6) and Bad 
Salzuflen (7) both present the Elijah-narrative as a part of a whole cycle of 
windows with a central theological (not specifically Elijan) theme.  
 During the research, it became clear that the analysis of a number of only 
six picture paradigms could be realised. Although Trost‘s window (7) is more 
recent than the window of Hermann Gottfried (6) and - according to the sec-
ond selection criterion - should be preferred, Gottfried‘s window is chosen for 
its abstract elements. So, for reasons of variation I have preferred the window 
of Bergisch Gladbach above the window in Bad Salzuflen. 
 Although the window of Sr Ehrentrud Trost was the only object that I 
dropped for reasons outside the six criteria of demarcation, the application of 
the selection criteria resulted in the rejection of other interesting objects as 
well. I will name the most important ones. These objects caused some doubt 
but I had to ‗kill some of my darlings‘: 
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- The Elijah tower (sculpture) at the Autobahnkirche in Baden-Baden 
(Emil Wachter, 1978) is a very interesting object. I dropped it on the ba-
sis of date (it would have been added to the short list in case I might not 
have collected enough pictures of later date).  

- Also because of the need to decrease the number of objects, I have cho-
sen only one object of H.G. Bücker. Bücker has produced an enormous 
amount of pictures. Besides his Elijah reliefs, he also produced drawings 
and paintings (when he died in 2008 he was working on his third 
painted Bible). I have chosen the reliefs for they are placed in the most 
public place and therefore best available to the public.  

- The well-known Elijah representation in the St. Stephankirche in Mainz 
(Marc Chagall, 1978-1985)6 was dropped since it is an integrated part of 
the biblical windows in a way that it is not justified to take the Elijah 
representation apart.  

- The Elijah window in the Maranathakerk Nieuwleusen (Jacques M. 
Hermans, 1987) would have been a Dutch example. However, although 
the describing text states that the window refers to both 1 Kings 17 and 
1 Kings 19, in the window itself 1 Kings 17 dominates.  

- The series of 25 Elijah paintings of Uwe Appold (1990-1995) would 
have been an interesting example of abstract art, but the complete series 
was not exhibited during my research-time and therefore they were not 
publically available.  

- The Elijah paintings of Christel Bak-Stalter (2003) can also be counted 
as abstract art, but these paintings primarily refer to Mendelsohn‘s 
Elijah-oratorium. The main reference text is therefore the text of the 
oratorium and not the Biblical text.  

- Finally, I did not select the well-known Elijah pictures of Sieger Köder 
(date?), Beate Heinen (1980), Ernst Alt (1993) and Walter Habdank 
(1980). Although these pictures are reproduced on many postcards 
and/or posters, I did not find any originals available to the public.  

 
As part of the criteria of demarcation I also opted for variation. This intended 
variation is partially realised. Some limitations were revealed: 
 

- Within the search area of Germany and the Netherlands, the selected 
objects are all from a confined geographical area: North Rhine-
Westphalia and Rhineland-Palatinate.  

 
6  Interesting is the fact that in the book De gebrandschilderde ramen (Forestier 1987), this repre-

sentation is called ‗de engel en de profeet Jeremias, detail van het rechter venster‘. This inter-
pretation of the window as referring to Jeremias instead of Elijah is supported in the picture 
of a draft version (drawing) of the window, in which Chagall wrote the name Jeremie (pic-
tures 206 and 196 of the book).  
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- Selecting the ‗most recent‘ objects, the selected objects are all from a re-
stricted period of time: between 1978 en 1994. 

- Open to different contexts, all objects are placed in an explicitly reli-
gious (Catholic) setting, namely a Catholic church, a Catholic chapel or a 
Catholic cloister. The differences exist in a Carmelite context (three ob-
jects), a Benedictine context, a Caritas context and a secular parish. 

 
The appearance of Elijah pictures within this confined area and specifically 
within a Catholic setting is remarkable but probably not without reason. With-
out studying in depth the background of this geographic and these confes-
sional outlines, I see three aspects that might play a role in this particular pres-
ence of Elijah depictions. 
 To start with, three of the objects are part of a Carmelite setting. For the 
Carmelite order, Elijah is the founding father and a spiritual guide. In the past 
decades, the three Carmelite locations all had to renovate their chapel. In Mari-
enthal, for instance, the secular parish house had to be equipped as a Carmelite 
monastery in 1985. The buildings of both Mainz and Springiersbach burned 
down in the 1940s. After that, both churches and monasteries had to be re-
built. In Springiersbach, the chapel of the formation centre was the final part 
of this renovation in 1989. In Mainz, the chapel was designed in 1993 also 
after a series of renovations. So, in an eight year period, in all three Carmelite 
settings a chapel was renovated. In this period, the Carmelite order was again 
inspired by its sources. Therefore the creation of Elijah pictures in these chap-
els is understandable.7  
 Secondly, not only these Carmelite monasteries and churches had to be 
renovated; in the whole region churches had to be rebuilt after World War II. 
After the reconstruction of church buildings, the attention shifted around 1980 
to the internal decoration of the buildings (objects of art and windows). Possi-
bly this revival of interest in church decoration mirrors the contemporary theo-
logical reflection on historical/cultural developments (in Germany).8 The re-
newed interest in iconography can also be considered as a product of the 
world-wide development of the Catholic Church, reflected in the Second Vati-
can Council. The Catholic Church sought cooperation with artists.9 The result 

 
7  In the Dutch Carmel, some churches and chapels were also renovated during the last thirty 

years (Nijmegen, Dordrecht). Here, Elijah is not represented. The attention is primarily (and 
entirely) devoted to a Dutch Carmelite, the Blessed Titus Brandsma. The church of Zenderen 
(see introduction) is an exception. 

8  Probably influenced by renewal (‗resourcement‘) after VCII but also by a restraint in the 
previous decennia. 

9  See also Bühren 2008, 302-601, for the official documents of the church and its implementa-
tion in Germany. This coöperation is for instance implemented in Bergisch Gladbach (Pilz 
1985, Hofmann 1985; see 4.6) and in Gladenbach (www.stadt-gladenbach.de/ 

http://www.stadtgladenbach.de/%20kkirche/kirche.htm
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of this cooperation is the production of objects with a theological theme; 
Elijah is pictured as part of a Christological message. 
 Thirdly, not without importance is the fact that the region is traditionally 
quite Catholic. Therefore, the dioceses are rich (due to the German church tax 
- Kirchensteuer). Thus, the churches are able to spend money on the renovation 
of churches and chapels. 
 
These three aspects might help to explain the specific geographic and confes-
sional context of the selected pictures. However, as I said before, my research 
is not intended to give a full explanation of this phenomenon. In my opinion, 
these limitations do not influence the performance of the method of analysis. 
However, the explicit Catholic setting will definitely affect the results of this 
research at the level of biblical spirituality. The question that arises is to what 
extent this selection is representative. However, as stated before, I did not try 
everything possible to trace all existing objects that refer to 1 Kgs 19:1-18. The 
limited geographic and confessional variety could be a result of my way of 
collecting but it could also be a result of the characteristics of this specific 
domain.  
 
I would like to end this introduction to the case studies with a remark. The 
following analyses are all based on my act of looking at the original windows, 
reliefs and paintings, at several moments. As a contrast with these originals, 
reproductions are always an instantaneous exposure, showing the original from 
a singular angle, with a certain incidence of light. For reasons of convenience, 
colour reproductions are added in this book (in the appendices), but actually, I 
argue in favour of a field trip: go and look at the originals. Look and behold...  
 
 

4.1 Tabernacle relief and Altar relief – Mainz 
 
The first paradigm is an analysis of the bronze Elijah reliefs of Heinrich 
Gerhard Bücker (see: Appendix 1).10 These sculptures from 1993 were made 
for the Elijakapelle of the Karmeliterkirche, Karmeliterstraße 7, D-55116 Mainz. 
Recently, in 2010, the tabernacle and altar with the sculptures were removed to 
Cologne (Köln; the chapel of the Carmelite Monastery). I analysed the sculp-
tures in the time that they were still part of the chapel in Mainz. 
 
 

 
kkirche/kirche.htm). Unfortunately, I found the Gladenbacher Elijah relief just after com-
pleting the case studies – therefore this relief was not included in this research. 

10  Glatz 1995, 13-14. H.G. Bücker (1922-2008) created many biblical pictures: among others, a 
drawn bible (Bücker 1964) and a painted bible (Bücker 1982) came from his hand.  
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4.1.1 Constitution  
 
1 Material properties 
 
The tabernacle relief is placed at the front side of a bronze, cuboid tabernacle, 
beneath the doors of the compartment. This relief measures about 70 by 50 
centimetres. The altar relief is placed at the four sides of a square altar and 
measures four times 40 by 110 centimetres. The figurative parts of this relief 
are limited to the centre of each side (each about 25 by 25 centimetre). In a few 
centimetres depth, the reliefs render up to 80% of the figures.  
 The Elijah reliefs are made of bronze and no colours are added. At the re-
liefs, equipment marks are clearly visible (for instance, gouge lines around the 
figures, dark colouring (possibly patined). The reliefs are not highly polished: 
irregularities are visible. The reliefs show no textual properties; neither signa-
ture nor inscriptions.  
 
2 Context  
 
The tabernacle relief and the altar relief were part of the Elijah chapel in 
Mainz. This Elijah chapel is located at the northern side of the sanctuary of the 
Carmelite church.  
 The centre of the chapel is formed by a square altar, which bears the Elijah 
relief on each of its sides. The altar is constructed out of four legs and twelve 
(four times three) crossbeams, which might refer to the twelve stones of a 
biblical altar (cf. Exod 24:4; 1 Kgs 19:31) – analogous to the twelve tribes of 
Israel.  
 In line with the altar, the tabernacle is placed up against (and partly in) the 
northern wall. Underneath the tabernacle compartment, an Elijah relief is visi-
ble. So, when the tabernacle doors are opened, the relief is still visible. The 
inside of the tabernacle compartment is gold coloured and both tabernacle 
doors show a gold-coloured relief at the inside: at the right a young woman, 
kneeling with open hands and at the left a young man (?) with a long robe and 
a speaking gesture. These two figures probably represent the annunciation to 
Mary (by the angel Gabriel). Next to the tabernacle a sanctuary lamp is hanging 
down from the ceiling. The lamp holder presents a dove, image of the Holy 
Spirit.11 In the centre, the chair of the celebrant stands opposite to the taberna-
cle. Pews are placed at the western and eastern side of the chapel, facing the 
chapel‘s sanctuary in the middle. 
 

 
11  Glatz 1995, 14. 
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1B3 

1B4 

1B1 

1B2 

1A Tabernacle relief: 
1A: Angel feeds Elijah 
 
Altar relief: 
1B1: Walking Elijah  
1B2: Cloud of lightning 
1B3: Eye-covering Elijah 
1B4: Cloud of wind 

 

 

 

Several hours a day, the chapel is open for silent prayer. Moreover, the Carme-
lite community uses the chapel three times a day for liturgy (open to the pub-
lic).  

 
The guidebook to the church, the Kunstführer, gives a description of the reliefs 
of the Elijah chapel. The guidebook says about the tabernacle relief: ―Der 
Prophet dargestellt als verängstigter und enttäuschter Mensch, der aber von Gott umsorgt und 
gestärkt wird (1 Könige 19,3-8).‖ About the altar relief, this Kunstführer says: ―Elija 
ist hier als Mensch auf der Wanderschaft und in der Begegnung mit Gott auf dem Berg 
Horeb zu sehen (1 Könige 19,11-13).‖ These texts might help the beholder to see 
the reference in the reliefs to the biblical text of 1 Kings 19. At the same time, 
the guidebook points the perception in a specific direction; especially the de-
scription of Elijah as a frightened and disillusioned prophet completes the 
perception of the depiction (which can be recognised, confirmed or disputed).  
 
3 Beholders  
 
Since the reliefs are located in the inner chapel of a Carmelite church, the pri-
mary beholders of the reliefs will be the members of the local Carmelite com-
munity, their guests and the local parishioners. 
 The tabernacle and altar are, as parts of the sanctuary, a focus of attention. 
Therefore, most visitors will perceive the Elijah reliefs on the tabernacle and 
on the altar. Sooner or later, beholders who are familiar with the Jewish Chris-
tian tradition will probably recognise the reference of the reliefs to the narra-
tive of 1 Kgs 19:1-18. Since Elijah is considered the spiritual father of the 
Carmelite Order, a substantial number of the beholders can be considered as 
well-informed. In any case, the reference to Elijah is supported by the name of 
the chapel. 

http://www.hiking-site.nl/navigatie_kompas_richting.php
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 Although the reliefs are part of the sanctuary (and therefore a focus of at-
tention), beholders have to make an effort to get a good look at the reliefs. 
They are attracted to come closer and to move around.  
 
 
4.1.2 Perceiving the pictures 
 
1 Perception of the pictures 
 
After entering the chapel, the attention of the beholder is directed towards the 
centre of the chapel. The beholder will see the altar and the cuboid tabernacle. 
At eye level, the front of the tabernacle contains a relief (see appendix: 1A). 
This relief shows two figures. The main part of the relief is occupied by the 
top figure – a figure with two wings, two legs, a head and two arms. The figure 
has a ball in the hands. The figure is virtually hanging upside down. The sec-
ond figure is a reclining figure, leaning on a forearm, with one knee raised. The 
right hand is held up. The figure, stripped to the waist, is bearded with a strik-
ing large, bald head. At his feet, a vase-shaped object is visible. A biblically 
informed beholder can easily interpret the picture as ‗Elijah fed by the angel‘. 
The figure lying down is Elijah, the top figure is the angel, the ball in his hands 
is a piece of bread and the vase-formed object is a pitcher with water.  
 From the eastern pews, a beholder will look – with Elijah – toward the gift 
of the angel, while from the western pews, beholders face Elijah. Only a be-
holder who is standing at the centre of the chapel (at the level of the altar) is 
directly facing the relief. 
 Beholding the figure of the angel, the different poses of the wings catch the 
eye. The angel‘s right wing (on the left side of the relief) points – along the 
body – downward. This wing suggests speed (a nose dive), while the other 
wing is spread out and seems to suggests restraining or steering (floating). The 
beholder looks at the back of the angel. The angel‘s back is covered with lines 
that suggest a tunic. Also a part of his12 right wing is turned around over the 
back towards the feet. The angel‘s head is turned backwards, so a beholder 
looks at the face from above, seeing the hair, the eyes, nose and mouth. The 
head has a smooth round shape. Also the other parts of the angel are shaped 
by graceful, round lines; for instance, the right side of the body shows an ele-
gant continuous line of toe-ankle-knee-side-arm-fingers. This line is supported 
by the rounded lines that run from the angel‘s shoulders to the legs. The angel 
is bearing the bread in his hands as something precious. What is the precise 
relation between the angel and the bread? Is the angel carrying the bread? Is 

 
12  For stylistic reasons, I use the male personal pronouns, although I am aware that the repre-

sentation of the angel is gender neuter (perhaps more female than male). 
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the angel escorting the bread? Who or what initiates or produces the move-
ment? 
 The second figure at the tabernacle relief – Elijah – is reclining; resting on 
his left forearm and his right arm held up with an open right hand. The Elijah 
figure has a relatively large head (compare to the rest of the body but also 
compare to the head of the angel). The bald head and the beard emphasise this 
size. Why this large head? Elijah‘s eyes are halfway open, which gives him a 
tired expression. Opposite to the description of the Kunstführer, Elijah‘s face 
shows no surprise, terror or disappointment – the face seems to be rather neu-
tral.  
 The uncovered, skinny chest - with the visible ribs and turned abdomen – 
shows hunger. His chin seems to be stretched upward. Is his pose demanding? 
Is it receiving? The pose is not relaxed but quite tense (look at the big toe). A 
striking element of Elijah‘s pose is his left hand. Being the hand of his support-
ing arm, one would expect a hand that supports the arm but the hand is held 
open. The hand seems to support the open and receiving/demanding right 
hand.  
 The bread is at the centre of the relief and seems to be the central element 
of this representation. The dark colouring of the bronze around this ball sup-
ports its central meaning. A beholder might see a reference to the traditionally 
round Host. At a distance from the central bread, a jar of water is standing 
next to Elijah‘s feet.  
 The relief suggests movement (descending angel, ascending Elijah). The 
angel seems to offer Elijah the bread out of the tabernacle-compartment. The 
angel and Elijah seem to be concentrated on this bread (and seem to be indif-
ferent to each other). Yet, Elijah‘s right elbow is bent – which means he is not 
(or not yet) stretching out his arm toward the bread. 
 
Moving from the tabernacle relief, the beholder will perceive another relief on 
the square altar (1B). From the pews, the percipient will see first and foremost 
the western or eastern side of the altar. Both of these sides show a cloud.  
 On the eastern side, the beholder perceives a wind cloud of which three 
streams of air are blown downward (1B4). The cloud is constructed out of 
bulges. At the centre of this cloud, one bulge is sunken, as if the air has been 
pushed out. The three streams of air that originate in the cloud are constructed 
out of straight lines that end in round turned lines. The straight lines seem to 
refer to a powerful stream. The round turned lines give, for one thing, a 
charming impression, but, on the other hand, the turned lines evoke the disor-
dering influence of the powerful streams. The wind cloud seems to be charm-
ing and harmless, but powerfully disordering at the same time. To a beholder 
who is familiar with the reference to 1 Kgs 19:11-12, this cloud probably refers 
to the great and strong wind before the face of YHWH.  
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 On the western side of the altar, the beholder will perceive a cloud from 
which five thunderbolts come down (1B2). Like the wind cloud this thunder-
cloud also is presented in a traditional cartoon-like manner. The thunderbolts 
are formed by acute angles. These sharp features contrast to the round features 
of the cloud itself. The thunderbolts present tension – electricity. To a be-
holder who is familiar with the reference to the narrative of Elijah on Mount 
Horeb, this thunder cloud refers to the fire. Like the wind cloud, the thunder-
cloud also refers to an aspect of which the Elijah-narrative says: ―not in ... was 
YHWH‖. Is the third aspect, the earthquake, also represented on the tabernacle? 
What is the meaning of this representation on the altar? Is YHWH presented 
here as being absent? Or– in the two clouds - is the expectation of YHWH‘s 
presence evoked? Is YHWH presented elsewhere?  
 
At the northern and southern side of the altar the beholder will see a male 
figure, bearded, bold and dressed in long attire, belted at the waist.  
 The figure at the southern side (1B1) is facing west: eye sockets open, 
mouth open with his bearded chin placed slightly forward. Although the eye 
sockets are open, the man simultaneously seems to be blind (no eyeballs). He 
seems to ‗see‘ in the open air – upward. The man has bare feet and seems to be 
walking. The man keeps a long stick in front of him and upright. What kind of 
stick is this? Is it a walking stick? Is it a staff? The man holds the stick with his 
tightly clasped right hand. His left hand, by contrast, is open; the fingers are 
stretched backwards with the thumb below. What is the meaning of this? It 
seems like ‗feeling‘. So, the right hand is clasping the stick while the left hand is 
open to feel. The man shows attention and a kind of caution and openness to 
the (bare/empty) surroundings. The man is moving but what is leading him? 
 The beholder can face the man at the front: although the man is walking 
westward – a beholder will have an open view at the man‘s front, facing the 
man. The physical position of the beholder co-determines the perception: if 
the beholder perceives the man from the east, he/she sees the man walking 
ahead; coming from the west, the beholder will see the man as coming nearer 
(encountering). 
 The striking features of the man (like the bald bearded head) are similar to 
the male figure at the tabernacle-relief: the man can be perceived as a walking 
Elijah (he walked for forty days and forty nights to Mount Horeb).  
 
To get a close view of the relief at the northern side of the altar, the beholder 
probably has to take a big step and overcome existing scruples to enter this 
part of the sanctuary. On this relief a male figure (the same as before) is visible 
(1B3). The left hand is also in a cautious, feeling position, but the right hand is 
covering the eyes instead of clasping a stick. No stick is visible here. The bare 
feet are placed much wider apart; the left foot is almost touching the left hand 
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and this foot is placed even higher than the knee, the right foot is placed dis-
tinctly in front of the man – outstretching the attire (although the knee is 
bended). Is the man taking a leap? Is the man running? The step (1B1) was 
easily perceived as an image for walking (continuing steps), but is this leap 
(1B3) also an image for continuous leaps (i.e. running)? Both knees are bended, 
which makes clear at which height the attire is belted. Does this have a mean-
ing? It is clearly a huge step the man makes with his hand covering his eyes. A 
tension becomes apparent. The man shows a feeling of something alarming, 
frightful or exciting. The mouth is open. The man (a striking element here is 
the bulb at the height of the male genitals), represents Elijah, indicating the 
consciousness of divine presence: the awareness of a Theophany. To see this 
relief, the beholder has to physically enter the sanctuary – the space between 
tabernacle and altar. To a religious beholder, this is Holy ground.  
 
2 Perception of a sequence  
 
The beholder will easily perceive the four parts of the altar relief as a unity, and 
presumably, the tabernacle-relief will be considered part of it. Especially the 
Elijah-representations constitute this unity. The bald, bearded man is depicted 
three times. Each of these Elijah figures shows a particularity in pose and 
clothing.  
 The sequence of these Elijah-depictions is still ambiguous. Whether a se-
quence should be understood from west to east (1A–1B3–1B1), circling (for 
instance, 1A-1B1-1B3), or from east to west (1B1-1B3-1A) is not clear at first 
sight. A beholder who recognises a reference to the Elijah narrative of 
1 Kings 19, will notice a sequence that starts with the tabernacle-relief. The 
sequence results in a perception of the Elijah figures on the altar as a comple-
tion of the upward gesture of the tabernacle-Elijah; not only rising but also 
getting into motion (walking).  
 Focussing on the altar relief, a kind of sequence will be detected. For in-
stance, starting with the walking Elijah (1B1), a direction is shown. Following 
this direction, the beholder walks clockwise around the altar. The beholder 
successively views the walking Elijah (1B1), the thundercloud (1B2), the eyes-
covering Elijah – in which the clockwise direction is confirmed (1B3), the wind 
cloud (1B4) and the walking Elijah again (1B1). The clouds do not indicate 
direction (and no specific sequence), but the same clockwise direction is 
evoked when the beholder sees the eyes-covering Elijah (1B3). The altar guides 
the beholder in a clockwise direction and after returning to the start, the relief 
indicates a continuation of the journey. The reference of the walking Elijah 
(1B1) to the narrative of Elijah going for forty days and forty nights to Mount 
Horeb, guides the beholder to let the sequence start with the walking Elijah. 
So, following the sequence of the altar, the complete sequence that is indicated 
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to the beholder seems to be [1A-1B1-1B2-1B3-1B4-1B1-...]. My numbering of 
the sculptures is based on this sequence. Although the direction indicated by 
the two Elijah-figures supports this clockwise track, the position of the wind-
cloud does not follow this sequence and so creates a difficulty for the beholder 
to interpret.  
 
 
4.1.3 Critical analysis of the picture 
 
1 Genre 
 
The tabernacle relief depicts Elijah fed by the angel (71M53).13 This reference is 
not new: ―In Western Christianity, the visual art of the Middle Ages bears wit-
ness to the motif of the feeding of Elijah by the angel as a foreshadowing of 
Christians being fed and strengthened by the sacrament of the Eucharist‖.14 
The relief shows a style of simplicity (only a few figures are depicted, all in a 
plain style, showing the essences in a cartoon-like manner). Unusual to this 
very depiction is the upside down position of the angel. Normally the angel is 
depicted in an upright vertical position (standing on the ground or floating 
above the ground). Also, the lack of a bush or tree is unusual to this icono-
graphic theme. However, in line with the traditional Western iconography, the 
angel is depicted as a winged human figure, and Elijah is depicted bald-headed 
with a beard.15  
 The altar relief depicts Elijah on Mount Horeb (71M55: after a furious wind, an 
earthquake and a fire, Elijah hears God‟s voice and covers his face with his cloak), which 
is rarely present in Western iconography.16 Moreover, the reference to one 
specific biblical narrative on all four sides of the altar is notable. The style of 
depiction is similar to the style of the tabernacle relief; the clouds, the wind, 
the thunderbolts and the Elijah figures are depicted in simple lines (cartoon-
like). When the narrative of Mount Horeb is depicted, usually the familiar signs 

 
13  ICONCLASS-system: 71M refers to the biblical story of Elijah. The following number, 5, 

refers to the specific story of 1 Kgs 19:1-18: ‗Elijah and the angel. Elijah on Mount Horeb‘. 
The final number(s) are: 1 = ‗Jezebel sends a message to Elijah in which she threatens to take 
his life‘, 2 = ‗Elijah flees into the wilderness (desert)‘, 3 = ‗An angel wakes Elijah; a loaf of 
bread and a jar of water are usually at Elijah‘s head‘, 4 = ‗Elijah comes to Mount Horeb 
where he dwells in a cave‘, 5 = ‗After a furious wind, an earthquake and a fire, Elijah hears 
God's voice and covers his face with his cloak‘. Cf. www.iconclass.org/rkd/71M/.  

14  Caspers 2004, 342. See also Réau 1956, 353. 
15  Réau 1956, 350. The relatively large head of Elijah and the beard are in line with the way 

Bücker painted the Bible. At his Bible, several biblical figures are represented only with their 
(large) bearded head. Cf. Bücker 1982.  

16  Neither mentioned in Réau 1956, nor in the particle ‗Elias‘ of LCI (Lucchesi Palli & Hoff-
scholte 1990). For some examples see: Bos 2007.  

http://www.iconclass.org/rkd/71M/
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of wind, earthquake and fire are depicted together with the covering of the 
face. This particular altar relief shows at least three of these signs: only the 
earthquake seems to be missing. The way in which the eyes-covering-Elijah is 
depicted is exceptional (as far as I can gather, it is in fact unique); as a rule, 
Elijah is depicted eyes-covering while he is ‗standing before the face of YHWH‘ 
and sometimes while he is kneeling. The depicted ‗leap‘ or ‗running‘ is unparal-
leled. Depictions of a walking Elijah exist, and also Elijah with a stick is not 
unusual.17 The clothing of Elijah might refer to the traditional long prophet 
mantle, or to a monk‘s garb.18  
 
2 Structure  
 
Setting  
In the tabernacle relief, four figures are visible. The visible and tangible shapes 
of the relief can be interpreted as Elijah, an angel, a loaf of bread and a jar. The 
angel holds the bread in front of him. Elijah is looking at the bread and holds 
one hand up. The jar is at his feet. The features of Elijah and the angel are 
contrasting: Elijah has a large head, the angel‘s head is small; Elijah is stripped 
to the waist, the angel is covered; Elijah‘s hands are empty, the angel‘s hands 
are full; Elijah is bald-headed, the angel is close-cropped; and finally, Elijah is 
bearded and the angel has a smooth face. Moreover, their pose is contrasting: 
where the angel seems to be flying, Elijah is lying down.  
 In the altar relief, five objects or figures are visible: Elijah (twice), a stick, a 
thunder cloud and a wind cloud. Except the fact that Elijah (1B1) is holding 
the stick, no direct connection is visible between the objects/figures. The stick 
might symbolise a walking stick (it is only shown in this specific depiction of 
Elijah). On the other hand, it can also be interpreted as a prophetic staff. 
Elijah‘s attire, belted to the waist, also shows a prophetic identity. Therefore, 
on the altar relief, Elijah is presented in his prophetic identity with elements 
that are not present in the tabernacle relief. In general, all three Elijah depic-
tions show similar features. The differences between the three depictions are 
based on posture, the depiction of the eyes and the degree of clothing. In the 
tabernacle relief, a recumbent Elijah is stripped to the waist and his stomach is 
shown turned and hollow, he is looking. In the altar relief, a walking Elijah 
(1B1) is fully covered and belted, with wide-open eyes. Beside, the altar relief 
shows a fully covered and belted Elijah (1B3) who is taking an eye-covered 
leap.  
 

 
17  See for instance: Dieric Bouts 1456, Rembrandt (ca 1655) and Abraham van Diepenbeeck 

(in: Speculum Carmelitanum 1680). Also in some Eastern icons, Elijah is depicted with a staff.  
18  Lucchesi Palli & Hoffscholte 1990, 607, Réau 1956, 350. 
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Besides the figures, in both reliefs a location is shown. The area around the 
figures is blank, with a coarse surface (with many scratches and dents). In the 
tabernacle relief, the two levels of ground and air are suggested; Elijah is lying 
at a lower level on an ‗earthly‘ ground and the angel is flying above in a ‗heav-
enly‘ air. On the altar relief, Elijah is walking on the same level as the clouds 
are. No other indications of location are given. 
 
Both reliefs show a bronze colouring with dark and light tones. The chapel 
lighting throws light and shadows onto the relief. When the tabernacle doors 
are opened, the bright gold colour inside of the tabernacle compartment at-
tracts all attention. So, if the Host itself is visible to the beholder, the com-
partment is open and all attention is diverted to the Host. If the tabernacle 
compartment is closed, the Hosts are inside it and attention is drawn to the 
relief. At the centre of the relief, the round bread symbolises the Host in the 
tabernacle compartment. This symbolisation of the Host raises the question 
whether the empty stomach of Elijah symbolises a need for divine food (in-
stead of earthly bread). 
 
Finally, the reliefs also present a notion of time. The tabernacle relief shows an 
instantaneous exposure, since it depicts a specific moment in a movement (i.e. 
the moment the angel approaches Elijah with the loaf of bread). This moment 
suggests a ‗not yet‘. The expectation is evoked that Elijah will receive the loaf 
of bread. Instead of a single moment, the altar relief suggests a period of time. 
Since the Elijah-figure is depicted twice (two different moments) and more-
over the beholder has to move around to see the complete relief (takes time), 
an interval of time is implemented in this relief.  
 
Dynamics  
On the tabernacle relief, movement seems evident, for the angel is descending 
in an upside down position. The arms and eyes, together with the angel‘s right 
wing and leg, support a descending motion. Is Elijah also moving? His chin, 
hands, right knee and left big toe are pointed upwards, but at the same time 
Elijah seems to recline. What catches the eye is the similarly open position of 
the hands. Especially the left hand, which shows a rather unnatural pose (as 
supporting arm), emphasises the need for interpretation: the open left hand 
confirms the open right hand, both presenting a bowl-shape. Even Elijah‘s 
body seems bowl-shaped: the two hollow hands support the hollow stomach: 
which gives Elijah a longing pose, open to receive. So, more than a movement, 
Elijah shows a constitution.  
 Apart from the contrasting features, both Elijah and the angel also provide a 
contrasting perspective. Elijah‘s face is square with the angel‘s face (Elijah is 
side-viewed, while the angel‘s face is viewed from above). Moreover, Elijah‘s 
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stomach is shown while the angel is shown from the back. It seems as if, on 
this relief, two different spheres are approaching each other. More precisely, 
the sphere of the angel is approaching the sphere of Elijah, who is open to 
receive.  
 The centre of the tabernacle relief seems to be formed by the round loaf of 
bread. Since the angel seems to ascend, also the bread will ascend. But is the 
angel carrying the bread or escorting the bread? Who or what initiates or pro-
duces the movement? The angel is not looking at the bread – the eyes seem to 
be focussed downward – is the angel looking at Elijah‘s open hands? His hol-
low stomach? Or is the angel not looking at all? However, the eyes of Elijah 
seem to be fixed on the bread. His complete focus seems to be on that central 
spot. Although the angel is not looking at the bread, the tender way in which 
the bread is held as something precious (with bent arm and open hand), is 
crystal-clear. The loaf of bread is - physically and in terms of content - the 
centre of the tabernacle relief.  
 
The altar relief consists of four sides. The two clouds, as the two Elijah-figures, 
show clear similarities. Elijah (1B1) shows a motion of walking, the other 
Elijah (1B3) shows a motion that can best be described as ‗taking a leap‘. Since 
this Elijah covers his eyes with his hand, it also seems to be a leap in the dark.  
 With regard to the two clouds in the relief it can be stated that there is an 
intrinsic stirring in both. Whether there is a relation between the movement of 
the Elijah-figures and the stirring of the clouds seems indefinite. 
 
In the combination of both reliefs, Elijah appears to be raised and lifted. The 
recumbent Elijah, open to receive but still close to the ground, has risen and is 
set in motion. He walks and even leaps, in a way that he is completely (or al-
most completely) separated from the ground. In addition, both reliefs have a 
centre. In the tabernacle relief, the loaf of bread is the centre, as shown above. 
The centre of the altar relief appears in the suggested clockwise motion. This 
circular motion around the altar has its centre in the altar (altar stone or cele-
bration of the Eucharist).  
 
Divine-human relationship 
In the tabernacle relief, the angelic and the human are placed in a positional 
difference of top – down; Elijah is lying at a lower level on an ‗earthly‘ ground 
and the angel is flying above in a ‗heavenly‘ air. On the altar relief, this distinc-
tion is blurred; Elijah is walking at the same level as the clouds are. On the 
altar, heaven and earth seem to have approached each other (like the way in 
which mountains are perceived in tradition). At the same time, the altar does 
not depict elements that are clearly divine (like the tabernacle showing the 
angel and the bread). Both reliefs show a divine encounter in a distinct man-
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ner. On the tabernacle, the divine encounter is depicted as the angel and loaf 
of bread descending from heaven. In this divine offering, an encounter is visu-
alised – but ‗not yet‘ achieved. In contrast, on the altar, Elijah is depicted cov-
ering his eyes, which refers to the crucial moment that YHWH passed by. The 
hand in front of the eyes (1B3) marks the consciousness of divine presence. 
The divine is not depicted but divine presence is indicated: it is made 
known/felt. Here, the ‗not yet‘ has changed into a ‗(just) now‘. The other parts 
of the altar-relief are primarily foreshadows of this divine encounter.  
 
The central element of the tabernacle relief is the loaf of bread – symbolising 
the Host. The bread offered is accepted by Elijah (complementary difference): 
although feeble, Elijah stretches out his hand towards the food. Then, he gets 
up and walks. The wind cloud and the thunder cloud symbolise a stirring, pro-
vided by divine powers. The wind is blowing strongly, pounding and disorder-
ing. The thunderbolts refer to the powers of slicing the air and crushing the 
earth. The divine encounter causes Elijah to make a huge leap (into the dark). 
Because the tabernacle relief is intrinsically connected to the altar relief, the 
focus on the Host moves beyond the receiving of the bread toward the ongo-
ing impact of the reception of the bread: an ongoing journey – a journey of 
being stirred - into the unknown. 
 
3 Appeal  
 
The tabernacle relief primarily communicates the central position of the pre-
cious divine gift of the bread and refers to the practise of the Eucharist (receiv-
ing the divine offer) and its assumed consequences (ongoing journey).  
 At first sight, the different sides of the altar relief evoke questions: what is 
the meaning of the depicted clouds, the ‗leap‘ of Elijah and the walking? The 
eyes-covering Elijah states divine presence: he covers his eyes for he is facing 
the divine. To the beholder, this raises a question about divine presence here 
and now. Do I recognise or adopt Elijah‘s statement? Is YHWH present to me? 
At second sight, a journey is shown – a journey in which heavenly powers are 
involved. The relief arouses the desire to move (for instance literary, by walk-
ing around the altar).  
 From the pews, wind (1B4) and thunder (1B2) especially are visible. These 
clouds are, in reference to the Bible, omens for the approach of divine pres-
ence. The biblical text explicitly and repeatedly says ‗in [these omen] was not 
YHWH...‘. This repeated statement appeals to the beholder to release the be-
holder from the focus on these omen, and to look further beyond: do I recog-
nise divine presence? 
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4 Intermedial relation 
 
General references 
The recumbent Elijah recalls the figures of Endymion and Jonah. Elijah‘s pose 
evokes the traditional posture of a sleeping figure: one knee upward, the right 
hand behind the head, resting on the left elbow (left hand supporting the 
head), and the face downward or towards the beholder. The contrasts of 
Elijah‘s pose with the traditional posture, shows Elijah ascending (chin up-
ward, right hand held up). In Greek mythology, Endymion did not die but 
slept. In early-Christian iconography, Jonah did not die but arose from death.19 
Here also, in the tabernacle relief, Elijah seems to be preserved from death by 
divine intervention. 
 The altar relief shows Elijah wearing a belt. Elijah is belted (2 Kgs 1:8) like 
John the Baptist is (Mark 1:6). However, the belt is also part of a priestly gar-
ment (cf. Exod 28:4.39) and part of the armour of the Lord all Christians are 
encouraged to put on (Eph 6:14). In addition, the altar relief shows Elijah on 
the same level as the clouds. This recalls the narrative of Moses on Mount 
Horeb, where he stayed in the clouds and encountered YHWH.  
 
Specific references to 1 Kgs 19:1-18 
The tabernacle relief refers to 1 Kgs 19:4-8. Elijah beholds the bread-cake. The 
jar is placed at his feet (according to the biblical text both are placed at his 
head). Is this the first or second visit of the messenger (19:5-6a or 7-8a)? Is 
Elijah actually rising (which would refer to the second visit)? Elijah holds the 
right hand up to the bread-cake and is clearly awake while the angel is arriving. 
The messenger touching Elijah is not depicted (although the biblical text as-
sumes a twofold waking touch).  
 The relief completes the characteristics of Elijah: a large bald head, bearded, 
stripped to the waist and lean/hungry. Elijah‘s pose is needy and exhausted. 
He is not lying down under a broom tree (there is no tree or bush at all). Al-
though the biblical narrative describes the solitary broom tree twice, the relief 
shows that Elijah has nothing to lie underneath. The wilderness/desert on the 
relief is formed by a bare, coarse surface, with many scratches and dents. The 
relief lacks reference to the background of Elijah‘s reclining position, except 
for his being exhausted and hungry – the threat of Jezebel is absent.  
 The relief also completes the physical characteristics of the messenger of 
YHWH: a winged human figure, which approaches from above with bread-cake 
in the hands. The bread-cake is characterised by a round ball and the jar of 
water looks like a vase. The biblical text keeps silent about how the bread-cake 
and jar have found their way to Elijah. However, the text repeats twice: ‗get up 

 
19  Cf. Bos 2005. 
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and eat‘ (and not ‗drink‘). On the relief, this relation of the angel to the bread-
cake is visualised; the angel treats the bread-cake as something precious. In the 
text, the angel has a tender care for Elijah – on the tabernacle, the tender care 
of the angel is focussed on the bread-cake. The bread-cake refers to the Host 
and depicts extraordinary food. In the text, the bread-cake is also something 
extraordinary, since it gives Elijah the strength to walk for forty days and forty 
nights. As marked out in reading the biblical text, also the perception of the 
relief shows Elijah invited to the table of YHWH, the Life-Giving. The auton-
omy of the divine (the surprising, unpredictable appearance), the central aspect 
of the biblical text, is not visible in the relief. However, the relief also shows, 
the personal strength of Elijah is not enough to provide the bread-cake. This is 
a divine offering. The depicted Elijah shows a pose of receiving. Whether 
Elijah actually receives and eats the bread-cake is not shown in the tabernacle 
relief.  
 
In the biblical text, the messenger says: ‗Get up and eat, for arduous is the 
journey for you‘, after which Elijah eats, drinks and walks in the strength of 
that food for forty days and forty nights to Mount Horeb. In the altar relief, 
this journey to Mount Horeb seems to be visualised in the walking man (1B1). 
The entire altar relief refers to the subsequent narrative of 1 Kgs 19:8-18, in 
which Mount Horeb is the place of the divine encounter. The altar relief shows 
some aspects of this narrative: the wind (1B4), the fire (depicted as thunder-
bolts; 1B2), Elijah covering his eyes (1B3). In contrast with the biblical text, 
Elijah is not covering his eyes with his mantle, but with his bare hands. The 
relief also adds something to the narrative, namely, the way in which Elijah 
walks (feeling with his hand and holding a stick). Where the text says ‗Elijah 
went out and stood at the entrance of the cave...‘, the relief shows Elijah taking 
a leap and therefore marks the way in which Elijah went as a big jump. Just as 
the broom tree as a marked place is absent, so also the cave is absent as a 
marked place.  
 
In the biblical text, Elijah speaks to YHWH. This speaking seems absent in the 
relief, even though Elijah‘s mouth is depicted as open, which could refer to his 
speaking. A striking contrast between text and image is that Elijah (of the text) 
for instance says: ‗your altars, they have thrown down‘ (19:10.14), while the 
image is actually placed at an altar. The reference to the biblical text with 
Elijah‘s complaint, affirms the function of this altar. At this place, an altar is 
erected for YHWH, and is not thrown down. So, in a certain sense, the altar 
relief answers the biblical Elijah.  
 The relief depicts a wind cloud and a thunder cloud, referring to ‗a wind, 
great and strong, that was splitting mountains and breaking rocks in pieces‘ 
and to ‗a fire‘. In the biblical narrative, wind and fire are – together with the 
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earthquake (not visualised in the relief) – omens to divine presence. The relief 
itself does not seem to provide any clues to behold these clouds as omen ‗in 
which YHWH is not‘. However, in relation to the biblical text these clouds are 
signs that reveal the approach of YHWH (like preceding messengers). They 
draw attention to the Sacred that is approaching.  
 The way in which divine presence is visualised, is similar to the way in which 
the text states this presence. The beholder is shown divine presence through 
Elijah‘s reaction: covering his eyes. In this way, the divine is presented without 
any description. In covering his eyes, Elijah presents the Sacred: here – now. 
Although Elijah does not use his mantle and does not cover his complete face, 
the effect is the same: divine presence is indicated.  
 The mysterious notion of  – voice of pounding silence - is not 
depicted. Or is it? The silence might be visual in the bare surface. At first sight, 
the depiction of Elijah ‗taking a leap‘ seems to contrast with the biblical text 
where it is stated that Elijah ‗went out and stood at the entrance of the cave‘ 
(as ordered in verse 11: ‗go out and stand on the mountain before the face of 
YHWH‘). Elijah is not standing at all. Quite the reverse. However, Elijah‘s leap 
may very well refer to the first part of the sentence: he went out. Elijah takes a 
leap in the dark, as the striking part of a ‗rite de passage‘.  
 
In the biblical text, the narrative continues with YHWH ordering Elijah to re-
turn on his way. This is depicted in the altar relief through the closed circuit of 
movement, in which Elijah walking (1B1) does not only refer to his journey 
towards Mount Horeb, but also to the continuing journey (returning on his 
way to the wilderness of Damascus, etc.) As mentioned before, the bald-
headed Elijah reminds the percipient of Elisha. Through this reference to 
Elijah‘s disciple/successor, YHWH‘s order to anoint Elisha as his successor 
(19:16) comes into view. The other part of YHWH‘s order is absent from the 
reliefs, as is the central place of the sword and the killing in the biblical text 
(19:1.10.14.17).  
 
 
4.1.4 Conclusion  

 
Both reliefs reveal the divine-human relational process as a process of being 
stirred into motion: a process of approaching and being approached, of cau-
tious movement and leaping (in the dark). In his personal relationship with 
YHWH, Elijah is lifted up and is affirmed in his prophetic identity. The taberna-
cle relief shows a divine approach (the divine messenger offers a precious loaf 
of bread) and a human response (receiving the divine food). This sculpture 
presents a foreshadowing of the present day reception of the Eucharist: recep-
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Cross section of the paintings: 

tion of a divine gift. Moreover, the altar relief shows a divine presence: in 
Elijah covering his eyes, the divine presence is presented.  
 In the combination of both reliefs, a journey is shown. The recumbent 
Elijah receives divine food and rises. The food provides Elijah with the 
strength to walk – to leave and take a long journey. On this journey wind and 
thunderbolts symbolise a stirring, provided by divine powers – and announce 
divine presence. Recognising this divine presence, Elijah takes a leap in the 
dark. This is not the end – the journey continues. 
 To the beholder, this personal – and individual – relational process is an 
example to conform to. 
 
 

4.2 Altar paintings - Kornelimünster 
 
The second paradigm is an analysis of a series of paintings in the church of the 
Benediktinerabtei Kornelimünster, Oberforstbacher Strasse 71, D-52076 Aachen. These 
Elijah paintings from Janet Brooks-Gerloff (see: Appendix 2), were made in 
1988/1989.20 
 
 
4.2.1 Constitution 

 
1 Material properties  
 
The four paintings are made in oils on canvas and measure 160 by 110 centi-
metres. Each painting is framed in a wide black frame. The width of these 
frames is 20 centimetres on all sides, and on the inside of the frames, a raised 
edge of about 8 centimetres places the paintings in front of the walls. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
20  Kornelimünster is an old place of pilgrimage. In 1906, the Benedictine friars returned to the 

village and established a new abbey. Janet Brooks-Gerloff (1947 Kansas, USA – 2008 Aa-
chen, Ger) was close friends with the monks of Kornelimünster (cf. www.abtei-
kornelimuenster.de/Verschiedenes/Archiv0802.htm). In 1986, she already created a series of 
altar paintings for the southern aisle of the church. 

Wall Wall 

Painting 

http://www.abtei-kornelimuenster.de/Verschiedenes/Archiv0802.htm
http://www.abtei-kornelimuenster.de/Verschiedenes/Archiv0802.htm
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2D 

E F G 

2 3 1 

4 

2A 2B 2C 

The paintings are all signed at the bottom right corner, by Brooks-Gerloff 
1988 (2A and 2C) and Brooks-Gerloff 1989 (2B and 2D) respectively.21  

 
2 Context 
 
The paintings are located at the northern aisle of the Benedictine abbey 
church. The abbey church is built in a Romanesque style, with piers and arches 
and a high, flat central roof. The church building has whitewashed walls and is 
soberly decorated. The four side chapels all accommodate a black marble plat-
form with a black marble altar (to the east) and an Elijah painting above it (lit 
up with a spotlight).  
 Opposite the Elijah-paintings, the altar paintings of the southern aisle pic-
ture the death and resurrection of Christ. The paintings refer to the biblical 
scenes that belong to the three relics that are preserved in Kornelimünster: the 
piece of cloth Jesus used as he washed the feet of his disciples at the Last Sup-
per, and the two pieces of linen that covered respectively the body and face of 
Jesus in the tomb (John 20:6-7).22 These paintings are also signed by Janet 
Brooks-Gerloff (1986) and show similar characteristics to the Elijah paintings. 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
21  In June 2008, when I visited this church for the first time, I had a small talk about these 

paintings with Abbot Friedhelm Tissen OSB. According to the information of this abbot, 
painting 2B was originally different (with a kneeling Elijah) but directly (1989) renewed to the 
present-day form. Moreover, painting 2C and 2D were first placed in reverse order (the 
fourth painting was not meant to refer to Elijah‘s journey away from Mount Horeb but to his 
journey to the Mount).  

22  Cf. www.abtei-kornelimuenster.de/Geschichte/Heiligtumsfahrt.htm.  

2A-D:  Elijah paintings 1. Entrance 
E: Foot-washing painting 2. Main altar 
F:  Entombment painting 3. High altar 
G: Empty grave painting 4. Tabernacle 

http://www.hiking-site.nl/navigatie_kompas_richting.php
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In the northern aisle, on one of the side altars, an A4 sheet is available with an 
explanation of the four Elijah-paintings (see: Figure 3).23 On the left side, the 
sheet shows the biblical text of 1 Kgs 19:1-16 (EÜ, without titles) and locates 
the paintings (Bild 1; Bild 2; Bild 3; Bild 4) within this text. 
 On the right side of the sheet, there are the personal thoughts of the former 
abbot regarding the paintings and the biblical text. In four strophes, a contem-
plative sketch interprets both text and paintings. For instance, considering the 
fact that the biblical text does not explain the origin of the food (19:6-8), the 
possibility is put forward that Elijah himself brought water and bread into the 
desert; he just did not pay attention to it – or considered it as insignificant. 24 

 

At the entrance of the church, the porter sells postcards with reproductions of 
the paintings. The postcards show roughly 95 percent of a painting; the outer 
rims of the paintings are cut off. The postcards show the paintings with short 
titles: 2A. Verzweiflung (agony of doubt / despair), 2B. Ermutigung (encourage-
ment), 2C. Hören (hearing), and 2D. Zuversicht (entrust).  
 
For many hours a day, the Benedictine abbey church is open to the public. In 
the church, the Liturgy of the Hours is prayed and confessions are heard.  

 
3 Beholder  
 
Located in a Benedictine abbey church, the paintings will be mainly seen by the 
monks and their guests. In addition, for many hours a day, the church has free 
access. Locals will visit the church, but as a place of pilgrimage, the village will 
attract pilgrims and tourists and some of them will also visit the new abbey 
church.  
 Whether an unprepared visitor will interpret the painting as referring to 
1 Kgs 19:1-18 is questionable – but to support this interpretation, the A4-sheet 
is available (Figure 3). A percipient might initially experience the paintings as 
an object with an unknown subject, but the narrative will become clearer once 
all the paintings have been seen.  
 Beholders pass the four paintings one by one. It is impossible to perceive all 
four Elijah paintings at the same time. Like we saw at the altar relief in Mainz 
(4.1), the beholder has to move to be able to see all paintings properly. 

 
23  Cf. www.abtei-kornelimuenster.de/Spirituelles/Elija%20Bilder.htm. 
24  This sheet was available when I visited the church in July 2009. Previously (on my visit in 

June 2008), another sheet was available. On that sheet, just the biblical text was given with 
titles to the paintings (numbered 1 to 4): 1. Der Zusammenbruch - oder: die Verzweiflung an Gott 
und den Menschen. 2. Die Geduld und Hilfe Gottes - oder: die innere Spannung von Verzweiflung und 
sehnsüchtiger Hoffnung. 3. Die Höhle - archetypisches Bild neuer Geburt - oder: der Durchbruch zu einem 
neuen Gottesverstehen. 4. Aufbruch mit dem 'neuen' Gott in eine neue Zukunft. 

http://www.abtei-kornelimuenster.de/Spirituelles/Elija%20Bilder.htm
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Figure 3: Text of the A4 sheet 
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4.2.2 Perceiving the pictures 

 
1 Perception of the pictures  
 
Entering the church, through the glass northern entrance, a percipient is di-
rectly facing the first large painting, at only five strides distance (2A). In the 
black-coloured frame, the light colours capture the attention. White and cream 
colours dominate the painting together with various tones of grey or black.  
 Within a soft beige-grey spotted surface, a person is sitting down in white 
attire. He is resting his head on a square boulder. In the upper part of the 
painting, the silhouette of a tree is visible. A winding trunk turns into an over-
hanging branch with small twigs (and with hardly any leaves). Between the tree 
and the person a soft beige-grey spotted cloud seems to fill the air. In the 
lower part of the painting, a similarly coloured ground is visible.  
 The figure is shown, covered with a garment. A sturdy foot, ankle and shin - 
a broad forearm, hands and part of a face are visible. The face is partly covered 
with the garment, his left forearm and his right hand. A small part of his fore-
head, a cheekbone and a closed eye are the only parts of his head that are visi-
ble. The white garment is depicted with dark outlines and creases. A striking 
line runs over the front of the attire, connecting the arm and leg. More dark 
grey and red lines are visible around the middle.  
 The left foot is placed solidly, the toes firm on the ground. The lower leg 
stands upright. The right leg is lying on the ground. The rest of the body is 
bending over to the boulder. He seems to be hiding or withdrawing himself, 
since he covers his head with his attire and his left hand. Why? The posture 
seems to express something like misery – or sadness – sorrow – grief – disap-
pointment – doubt – isolation....; the image is open to many interpretations. 
The grey and red coloured lines on the garment around his stomach show a 
kind of being pinched or twisted. The upright lower leg shows that he is not 
just sleeping. His resting appears to have another meaning. The characteristic 
posture seems to show a man thrown upon his own resources, twisted, in de-
spair. On the one hand he seems to have collapsed; on the other hand, the 
boulder prevents him for going down completely, and his left leg shows 
strength. The man in despair has not entirely given up (yet?).  
 
Leaving the painting behind, the beholder will continue entering the church. 
Another painting comes into view (2B). This second painting is easily inter-
preted as a sequel to the first painting; the same use of colours, the same tree, 
but now the man has turned around. He is sitting in his white attire which 
appears to have a separate piece of white linen covering his head. He is sitting 
with his back to the boulder, which is barely (except at the bottom) recognis-
able now. The man sits on the ground, slightly bent, in his hands a hunk of 
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bread. He has a solid grip on the bread and is breaking it. Half hidden behind 
his left knee stands a grey jar. The man is not facing the beholder, but looks 
away in the direction of the horizon. In the background – the air appears as a 
soft beige-grey spotted cloud – surrounded by the tree-outline. Looking closely 
at this tree-outline a white face becomes visible in the trunk of the tree: a face 
in side-view, with the nose pointed to the right (see: Appendix 2 – close-up 
2). 
 A beholder who is familiar with the biblical Elijah-narrative will recognise 
characteristic motifs of the narrative of Elijah fed under the broom tree. Elijah in-
vites the beholder to look with him towards the horizon. What does he look 
at? What does he see? Is the soft beige-grey spotted cloud between the tree 
and the man, the silhouette of a figure? Is Elijah looking at some kind of pres-
ence? Or is he looking in the direction of a sound/presence that has passed? 
Or – another possibility – is he looking at the journey that is ahead of him?  
 
Painting 2B invites the beholder to return to the first painting (2A). Do I really 
see a face and/or a figure? Was there also a face in the trunk of the first paint-
ing? Did I miss that? When a beholder compares the two paintings (walks 
there and back) differences catch the eye. Firstly, the white face in painting 2B 
appears to be a blue spot (a vague face-outline) in painting 2A (see: Appendix 
2 – close-up 1). Secondly, painting 2A has a relatively equal surface – above 
and beneath the man, where in painting 2B, a small but clear double horizon is 
dividing land and air. Thirdly, the cloudy outline of an ‗angel‘ appears also in 
painting 2A, and it significantly affects the perception of this painting. Here 
Elijah appears not to be alone. The divine is present, as a kind of warm cloud, 
covering Elijah. In painting 2B, Elijah is ‗looking at‘ this cloud which empha-
sises distance.  
 
Moving onwards, passing the first two paintings, the beholder discovers a third 
painting (2C). The man in white attire is standing upright now, between two 
rock walls. The white garment is loose-fitting, falling wide out. Compared to 
this wide attire, the face is quite small. For the first time, the beholder can see 
the greater part of the man‘s face. Is this the face the beholder would have 
expected? As far as can be seen, the man has a bald head which is covered with 
white linen. His right hand keeps a firm grip on the linen just under his chin. 
His left arm is bent about 100°; the arm seems to be suspended in a motion. Is 
it a motion of bending or unbending? Is the man coming forward after ‗hiding‘ 
himself or is the man recoiling, withdrawing, turning his face into the white 
linen and moving backwards with his shoulders?  
 In this third painting, a beholder can recognise a new phase in the Elijah-
narrative; Elijah is standing at the entrance of a cave. The beholder is facing 
Elijah. He has a red cheek line. The expression on his face seems hardened or 
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hushed. His left eye is visible and he is looking left – in the direction of the 
church. His mouth is slightly open. Also one ear is visible. Elijah shows a ten-
sion – what is he hearing? What is he feeling? He is all attention. Is YHWH 
passing by? Did YHWH just pass by? The painting reveals divine presence to 
the beholder: the Sacred, here, now. The beholder is invited to see with Elijah.  
 An eye-catching red spot is visible at the bottom right corner of the paint-
ing. What is the meaning of this red spot? Is it blood? Or is it fire (like in the 
biblical narrative)? Red stripes are also visible on the white attire, together with 
blue, grey and yellow stripes. These stripes emphasize the backward bending 
posture of the man.  
 The black colour surrounding Elijah‘s head and the black spot beneath his 
right elbow are in contrast with the dominant white colour of his attire. Clear, 
light colours are in front of Elijah and a dark, black space is behind him. Elijah 
is standing between two roughly sketched rock walls. In the hollow on the 
centre of the left wall a little figure is visible – sitting in the corner, holding 
something in front of him (see: Appendix 2 – close-up 3).). Is it a club? Is it a 
scroll? Is it a phallic symbol? Are more figures hidden in the painting? 
 
Walking further into the church, the next side-chapel with the fourth painting 
(2D) comes into sight. The man covered in white attire, Elijah, is walking away. 
His bare feet and his left hand are visible to the percipient. His hand holds on 
to his head or the white linen that is covering his head. The broad and high-
shouldered figure, his head slightly leaning forwards, is as tall as the height of 
the painting. On the left and the right of the figure, a desert colour plain is 
visible with at the top of the painting a horizon (double line) with a grey air 
above (dark grey surrounding the head, pale grey at the corners of the paint-
ing). The painting shows emptiness, a bare plain of sand without any object or 
visible perspective (except a horizon). What will be beyond the horizon? What 
is Elijah heading for?  
 The painting shows Elijah walking. Elijah makes a noticeably small step. 
This small step, by a man who seems to hunch his shoulders and who covers 
his head, seems to show a kind of contemplation. Or is he weighed down by 
something? 
 Compare to painting 2C, Elijah has turned again – not facing the beholder 
but walking away. Also his attire is quite different. The attire lacks all the col-
oured stripes. Not only the surroundings, also Elijah‘s attire looks ‗empty‘. In 
painting 2C, the attire was falling wide out – here (2D) the attire is tight at the 
bottom. Does this difference mean something?  
 Light coloured tones in the attire show the contours of a buttock (see: Ap-
pendix 2 – close-up 4). Also the vague contours of a face can be seen in the 
attire; the contours of the buttock look like a bearded chin; above a triangle 
can be recognised what looks like a nose; some horizontal lines in between 
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indicate a mouth. No eyes are visible. This face can evoke an association with 
the veil of Veronica with the image of Christ. Elijah bears the face of the di-
vine – as a mark of the divine encounter. Although the beholder is looking at 
Elijah‘s back, the beholder is also facing a vague face and may have the experi-
ence of being seen – by invisible eyes... 
 Painting 2D is the final painting of the sequence; no side-altar is left in this 
aisle and this episode of the Elijah-narrative can be considered as completed.  

 
2 Perception of a sequence  
 
I already mentioned some aspects of looking at the paintings in a sequence. 
Following the composition of the context, a beholder starts with painting 2A 
and discovers successively painting 2B, 2C and 2D. Probably the percipient 
will repeatedly return to a preceding painting. The four paintings can be di-
vided in two sets of two paintings: painting 2A and 2B show Elijah sitting 
under the tree, painting 2C and 2D show Elijah standing upright. In perceiving 
the sequence, the beholder will notice the turns Elijah makes: comparing paint-
ing 2A with 2B and comparing painting 2C with 2D, both show that Elijah 
turns around.  
 In addition, in both pairs of paintings, a horizon appears. The visual sugges-
tion of a horizon is underlined by the black frames in which the paintings are 
hanging on the walls. Since these frames have a depth of about eight centime-
tres, the visual suggestion of depth and horizon in the painting 2B and 2D is 
increased.  
 
In line with the Passion-paintings (E, F, G) – that concludes with the empty 
grave, the vague face at painting 2D can be perceived as a revelation of the 
living (resurrected) Christ. 

 

 
4.2.3 Critical analysis of the picture 

 
1 Genre  
 
A series of four paintings that refers to 1 Kgs 19:1-18 in four ‗episodes‘ is, as 
far as I found out, unique.  
 Painting 2A depicts Elijah sitting under a tree (71M521: Elijah sits dejected 
under a juniper-tree and falls asleep). A remarkable aspect of this depiction is the 
boulder Elijah‘s head rests on. Elijah is depicted under a tree without any sign 
of an angel, nor bread or water. However, as a ‗visual illusion‘ different per-
spectives show different aspects: one can focus on the almost bare tree, and 
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see that it hardly provides shade. One can also focus on the soft-coloured 
cloud and see it covering Elijah in his misery.  
 Painting 2B depicts Elijah awake with bread and a jar (71M53: An angel 
wakes Elijah; a loaf of bread and a jar of water are usually at Elijah‟s head). In this 
painting only the bread and the jar are pictured, the angel seems absent. Just a 
soft-coloured cloud and a sketchy face in the trunk might refer to an angelic 
appearance. But from a different perspective, the angel is actually absent – like 
an appearance that has passed by (clearly something has changed in between 
the two paintings).  
 Painting 2C depicts Elijah in the opening of a cave (71M551: Elijah stands at 
the entrance of the cave on Mount Horeb and listens to God). Often the three phenom-
ena of wind, earthquake and fire are depicted with this cave. In this painting 
the red spot in the bottom right corner might indicate fire, the rock walls seem 
cracked and the white attire falling out wide might indicate a strong wind. 
Elijah is completely hairless (like the figures in painting E, F and G) but in 
iconographic tradition Elijah is bald-headed and bearded.25  
 Painting 2D depicts Elijah walking away (71M5).26 This depiction is rather 
unique in traditional iconography. Only in a few instances is Elijah depicted 
walking away from Horeb.27 This painting was originally meant as a depiction 
of Elijah walking toward Mount Horeb (1 Kgs 19:8) – but in the present se-
quence of paintings it refers to Elijah‘s answer to the assignment YHWH gave 
(1 Kgs 19:19).  

 
2 Structure 
 
Setting 
The four paintings depict an Elijah-figure dressed in a white garment and with 
a piece of white linen on his head. Elijah appears to be bald-headed (2C) and 
beardless. All paintings show (part of) his hands or feet. The white attire stands 
out of the painting (conceivably because the colour white reflects light). The 
white attire of Elijah seems to embody emptiness and chilliness. Nevertheless, 
close investigation of the white attire shows a lot of colours in the white plain: 
different shades and different colour-lines (red, brown, blue, grey) outline the 
attire. These harsh colours contrast with the white paint.  

 
25  Réau 1956, 350. 
26  This depiction is so unique in traditional iconography, no explicit ICONCLASS-designation 

is formulated – except a general indication to the story of 1 Kgs 19:1-18. 
27  The walking Elijah of the Mainzer altar can be perceived in this way (see 4.1). Dieric Bouts 

depicted Elijah fed by the angel with at the background an Elijah-figure that is climbing 
Mount Horeb (panel of the triptych ‗Last supper‘ at the Sint Pieterskerk Leuven, 1464-1468). 
Rembrandt van Rijn‘s drawing of Elijah at Mount Horeb (about 1655) seems to show two 
men walking away. Spijkerboer 2006, 15. See also: Van Lier 1996, 179-180. 
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 Beside Elijah, a boulder and a part of a tree (2A and 2B) a hunk of bread 
and a jar (2B), rock walls and a cave (2C) are depicted. The tree (2A and 2B) 
seems to cover the Elijah figure, without providing real shelter. In another 
perspective, not the tree but the outline of the air underneath it comes into 
sight: this air seems to cover Elijah like a cloud (2A), or gives him a Gegenüber 
(2B). 
 
The sequence of paintings indicates a development in time: the paintings show 
four moments in a continuous narrative. The first two paintings show a spe-
cific location: a boulder and a tree on a bare plain. The bare plain, as a sandy 
desert (predominant tones of the beige range, a desert colour), is also the loca-
tion of Elijah in the fourth painting. The third painting shows a completely 
different location, not a sandy desert but a dark cave in a rock wall. On paint-
ing 2C, an exception is made to the prevalent light colouring of the paintings. 
A striking black cave is visible behind the large Elijah-figure. Also the bright 
red spot at the right bottom corner contrasts with the predominant light col-
ouring. 
 
A striking element in the paintings is the horizon that is visible in painting 2B 
and 2D. At painting 2A, the horizon seems to be hidden behind the Elijah 
figure. Moreover, painting 2C shows no horizon. It shows only a black back-
ground (a cave).  

 
Dynamics  
All four paintings show an Elijah-figure in a different pose. The path following 
the sequence of paintings (2A to 2D) shows a movement Elijah makes. First 
he sits down, then he gets seated upright and turns around, after that he stands 
upright and finally he walks away. Moreover, the paintings each indicate as-
pects of dynamism: pushing his head down and hiding it (2A), breaking the 
hunk of bread (2B), leaning backwards, hiding his face in the white linen, hold-
ing up his left hand (2C), and walking with small steps while holding (the white 
linen on) his head (2D).  
 
The direction or central point of the paintings is divergent.  
 In painting 2A, the central point is formed by Elijah, who is sitting down 
and pushing his head down on the boulder, his eyes closed. In contrast, his left 
lower leg is standing upright. In Elijah‘s middle, between his lying down and 
his standing upright, the clothing around his stomach seems pinched or 
twisted. 
 In painting 2B, Elijah is also a central figure, but now the central point of 
this figure seems to be the hunk of bread. However, the focus of this Elijah-
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figure is either towards the cloud or beyond the horizon. This (double) per-
spective of Elijah seems to be the central point of the painting. 
 In painting 2C, Elijah is the central figure again. Elijah is looking in the di-
rection of the church and/or the beholder. The depicted ear, focuses on ‗di-
vine presence‘, here and now - in the context of the church. The depicted wall 
and the Elijah figure function as a wall to the beholder; instead of the perspec-
tive of a horizon (2B), a confronting view, a Gegenüber is depicted here. The 
Elijah figure is a ‗Gegenüber‟ for the percipient: the beholder is looking at Elijah, 
who is looking back and guides the beholder with his eyes, confronting the 
beholder with the present state of his existence, in the church. 
 Finally, painting 2D shows Elijah walking in the direction of the broad hori-
zon. Elijah‘s head seems a bit tilted. His feet are striking. They suggest that the 
central point of this painting is the movement, the dynamics of walking: go the 
way (no beaten track, no idea what is beyond the horizon), just go. 
 
Since the first two paintings show a very similar setting (sand, boulder, tree), 
the differences are striking: Elijah‘s pose (raising himself and turning his head) 
and the presence of a hunk of bread and a jar. The almost identical tree in the 
two paintings underlines the difference: the white face in the depiction of the 
trunk (looking back, the first painting shows a vague blue face). Another dif-
ference is visible in the depiction of the boulder; Elijah has moved to the front 
of the boulder – the hard corners of the boulder are softened. 
 The third and fourth painting show Elijah in an upright position. The pre-
dominant differences are the perspective (facing back or front), the contrasting 
environment (rock walls or a bare sandy desert), the background (black cave or 
broad and distant horizon) and the white attire (striped and flowing wide or 
stripe-less and tight). 
 The central thesis of the entire sequence seems to be: get up, you are in 
relation with a multi-faceted God; go the way towards the horizon that has 
become visible in the distance. 
 
Since the paintings are placed in successive side altars, the beholder is chal-
lenged to move. The beholder is invited to move not only on a linear path but 
also to step aside (one has to enter the side chapels to see the paintings on the 
front side), to advance (come closer) and to increase distance. Moreover, as the 
perception of the pictures has shown (see: 4.2.1), a beholder will probably not 
just follow the sequence of the paintings in a direct line (from 2A to 2D), but 
will move back and forth between the paintings; new perspectives perceived in 
one painting open up questions regarding the other paintings. Step by step, 
percipients are opened up to the possibility of beholding divine presence.  

 
  



LOOKING AT THE PICTURES 171 

Divine-human relationship 
When Elijah is lying down in his misery, he receives food; he receives the 
power to get up. Together with the food, Elijah seems to perceive a new per-
spective, a horizon. On his spiritual journey, he becomes aware of divine pres-
ence. Then, at the end, he sets off towards an unknown future, beyond the 
visible horizon.  
 In a hidden way, the paintings state divine presence. This presence is vari-
ously shaped, like in a cloud and/or a sketchy face in a trunk (2A and 2B), or 
in a vague outline of a face at Elijah‘s back (2D). In the third painting, divine 
presence seems to be presented primarily outside the painting (Elijah hears 
while he faces the beholder in the church). The divine-human relation does not 
seem to be a top-bottom relation but more a relation on an equal level. Elijah 
and the divine face each other (2B and 2C) or the divine is at Elijah‘s back (2A 
and 2D). Elijah is hearing – feeling divine presence (2C) and it seems to make 
him recoil. 

 
3 Appeal  
 
At first sight, the Elijah-figure is the main figure to relate to. The beholder 
looks him in the face (2A and 2C) or looks with him toward the depicted hori-
zon (2B and 2D). On second sight, Elijah concretises the presence of the di-
vine. Especially when he stands in the opening of the cave (2C) and when his 
attire bears the imprint of a face (2D), but also in getting up and looking at the 
cloud (2B), Elijah shows divine presence. Since Elijah relates himself to this 
presence, the beholder is urged to relate to the divine too.  
 
Individual parts of the paintings might evoke a feeling of alienation; the face in 
the trunk (2B), the filled cloud that seems to come forward (2A and 2B) and 
the little figure in the corner (2C) can be recognised but can hardly be inter-
preted as natural phenomena. The beholder can see it, but its meaning remains 
polysemic or blank.  
 The beholder who is following the sequence of paintings faces a small part 
of Elijah‘s face (2A), Elijah‘s right side / back (2B), a large part of Elijah‘s face 
(2C), and Elijah‘s back (2D). These changes of perspective show the turns 
Elijah makes (2A-2B and 2C-2D). At the same time, the paintings guide the 
beholder to make perspective-changes. The beholder looks at Elijah as an ob-
ject (2A), the beholder will look at Elijah as object and subsequently with 
Elijah towards the horizon (2B), the beholder will look at Elijah as object and 
subsequently look back to himself within the church-context (2C), and finally, 
the beholder will look at Elijah as object and subsequently to the horizon 
Elijah is walking towards (2D). In recognising the vague imprint of the face in 
Elijah‘s attire (2D), the beholder is led to an experience of facing a divine real-
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ity (which might be filled in – in accordance with the opposite painting: G – as 
Christ). 

 
4 Intermedial relation  
 
General references  
There is a general reference to the theme ‗to get up and to set off on your way‘. 
The four paintings also show the four essential components of biblical 
theophany as a redefinition in midlife:28  
 

- Painting 2A: Separated from a social environment, Elijah seems to be 
alone in the wilderness. 

- Painting 2B: Visual aspects introduce the divine: the bread and a jar. 
Elijah breaks (accepts) the bread and looks out at the horizon. 

- Painting 2C: Elijah hears. He reacts to divine presence. 

- Painting 2D: Elijah returns to the world in a transformed manner.  
 
The paintings seem to lack a depiction of divine speech – but divine speech 
might be presumed in Elijah‘s answering. 
 
Painting 2C may show a biblical reference to the narrative of Moses. The red 
cheekbones of Elijah and the veiling or unveiling of his face may have a coun-
terpart in Exod 34:29-35. When Moses came down from Mount Sinai with the 
two tablets of the covenant, his face was shining because he had talked to 
YHWH. Because of this shining, the Israelites were afraid to come near him. 
Moses would put a veil on his face until he went in to speak with YHWH. In 
painting 2C, Elijah does not seem to put a veil on his face to hide the shining 
of his face – he does not seem aware of his red cheekbones. His attention 
seems to be focused strictly on (the signs of) YHWH.  

 
Specific references to 1 Kgs 19:1-18  
Starting at the church entrance, the four paintings show parts of the biblical 
story-line of 1 Kings 19. The paintings show the appearance of Elijah as a bald 
man with a white attire, his head covered with white linen. Elijah is the only 
person in sight (no Jezebel, Ahab, Israelite, Hazael, Jehu or Elisha).  
 The first painting refers to Elijah sitting under a broom tree (19:4). He does 
not seem to be sleeping, since his left lower leg is standing upright. He is cov-
ering his head. The painting shows a man pinched and twisted, who has not 
entirely given up. A man twisted – who is at odds with himself. He has laid his 
head on a boulder (the text does not speak about a boulder). The place where 

 
28  Savran 2005, 25ff (Cf. 3.3.1). 
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Elijah lies down is more specified than it is in the biblical text: beside the tree, 
the painting also shows a boulder where Elijah lays his head on.  
 In the biblical text the preceding verses give the reader some clues as to the 
reason why Elijah is sitting down under the (solitary broom) tree: he is hiding 
after the word of Jezebel - to be out of her reach, since she threatens to kill 
him. This part of the biblical narrative is not shown in the painting. The bibli-
cal text also provides the reader with information about what Elijah is doing 
under the tree: he asks YHWH to take his soul ‗for I am no better than my fa-
thers‘. A reference to death does not seem present in the painting. Neverthe-
less the painting shows a universal image of a man; anyone can identify oneself 
with this man, which shows him as one who is ‗no better than‘.  
 
Painting 2B shows Elijah sitting upright under a tree and taking a hunk of 
bread (19:6.8). The jar of water is not at his head (as the biblical text indicates) 
but still close to him. The different positions of Elijah in the first and second 
paintings indicate a clear change. A crouching position has changed into an 
attentive upright position. Just like in the biblical text, the hunk of bread and 
the jar (of water) are just present. The painting does not show the touching of 
the messenger (19:5.7), nor a clear appearance of a messenger of YHWH (an-
gel), but just the result (dealing with the hunk of bread, a jar in sight, sitting 
upright). The painting shows no clear image of an angel at all – just a face in 
the trunk or perhaps the cloud (outline of air) might represent angelic pres-
ence.  
 Although no clear image of an angel is provided, the painting seems to rep-
resent the biblical  – and behold as an indication of viewing divine presence. 
The beholder is invited to look with Elijah toward the horizon – what to see? 
And behold, a hunk of bread, a jar of water: divine presence?  
 
Elijah going to sleep twice and the twofold appearance of the messenger are 
not visible in the four paintings, but, in perceiving the paintings, the beholder 
is prompted to return to the first painting after seeing the second one. Also the 
repeated biblical indication of ‗a solitary broom tree‘ is visible in the almost 
exact copy of the tree in the first two paintings (only the face is different). 
 
Painting 2C refers to Elijah standing at the entrance of the cave (19:13). He is 
hearing: he is standing in awe and his face is partly wrapped in his mantle. 
Elijah is attentive - hearing and feeling the ‗voice of pounding silence‘. The 
pose of Elijah leads one to expect divine presence. Elijah is listening. In his 
listening the whole divine utterance (19:15-18) is included.  
 According to the biblical text, the divine passing by is preceded by a mighty 
wind (breaking rocks), an earthquake and a fire. The painting seems to show 
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part of these omens: a mighty wind (cracked rocks and Elijah‘s clothing falling 
wide out) and a small fire (the small red spot).  
 The little figure in the corner (at the centre of the left wall) seems to have 
no textual equivalent.  
 Elijah‘s double statement on Mount Horeb (19:10.14) is not visualised. No 
zealous zeal, no forsaking of the covenant, no altars thrown down (instead – 
each painting is placed above an altar) and no prophets slain with the sword. 
Only the statement that he is left alone might be detected in the paintings.  
 
Painting 2D indicates that Elijah‘s journey is on-going. It shows Elijah walking 
(19:19a – and he went from there...). He is walking through a desert, as YHWH 
ordered him (19:15b – Go, return on your way to the wilderness of Damas-
cus). There is no beaten track to walk, just a horizon, a perspective as a direc-
tion. What is there, beyond the horizon? Originally the fourth painting was 
third (placed between the present second and third) and therefore relating to 
Elijah‘s forty days and forty nights journey to Mount Horeb (19:8). In that case 
Mount Horeb is beyond the horizon. The intermediate verses of the divine 
utterance (19:15c-18) are not visualised in the painting; no anointing, no use of 
the sword, no reference to the praise of Baal.  
 A clear filling-in is provided by the vague face at the back of the attire. In 
the painting, Elijah carries a divine imprint with him on his way.  

 

 
4.2.4 Conclusion 

 
The four Elijah paintings in the abbey church of Kornelimünster form a se-
quel. They show a continuous movement of Elijah: he is slowly rising and 
starting to move:  
 

2A A man, Elijah, is sitting on the ground, under an overhanging branch of 
a tree. The beholder is facing the man whose appearance is twisted – 
who is at odds with himself. No consolation is visible at all, but Elijah 
has not (yet) entirely given up.  

2B The man has turned around and has received a hunk of bread and a jar 
(of water). As he breaks the bread, he invites the beholder to look with 
him towards (or beyond) the horizon. A new perspective comes into 
view. Is or was there an angelic presence?  

2C The man is standing in front of a dark cave. He is bold, beardless and he 
recoils. The crucial moment seems to be painted when Elijah recognises 
divine presence or passing by and hides his face. He is all attention – 
what does he hear? He shows respect. He states divine presence: the Sa-
cred, here, now! 
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2D Elijah is walking away, towards the horizon. He has turned around 
again. What is Elijah heading for? At his clothing a face can be recog-
nised; the face of Christ as a mark of divine encounter. The beholder is 
invited to follow Elijah – and the beholder is seen by the Face. 

 
None of the paintings has a clear picturing of the divine. But on the other 
hand, every painting has a hidden face (2A. trunk-face, 2B. trunk-face, 2C. little 
figure, 2D. face in attire). These faces are only visible after a while, they appear 
when a beholder takes time to perceive. It seems like an illusion: from different 
perspectives, different depictions come forward (a tree or a cloud, a buttock or 
a face?).  
 
The perception of the paintings is clearly dialogical. Not only Elijah makes a 
journey in which he encounters divine presence, the beholder is led into a simi-
lar journey. As the perception of the pictures has shown, this journey is not 
just linear (from 2A to 2D), but undecided, the beholder will frequently move 
back and forth between the paintings. Especially painting 2A and 2C confront 
the beholder. At these two paintings, the beholder faces / is faced by Elijah in 
a intensive moment (of despair or recoiling). In painting 2B and 2D, the be-
holder is invited to follow Elijah. The perspective of Elijah (and the attentive 
percipient) changes from ‗no perspective‘ to ‗a horizon‘, and moves between a 
‗Gegenüber‟ and ‗an unknown divine horizon‘.  
 
 

4.3 Sanctuary window – Springiersbach 
 
The third paradigm of this research is an analysis of a sanctuary window (see: 
Appendix 3). The window was made by Jakob Schwarzkopf,29 in 1988, and it 
is located in the chapel of the retreat centre (Hauskapelle Exerzitienhaus) of the 
Karmelitenkloster Springiersbach, D-54538 Bengel. Although a significant part of the 
Elijah window does not refer to 1 Kgs 19:1-18, the window is evidently a unity. 
Therefore, the whole window will be part of this analysis. Whereas the window 
is also part of a larger unity (together with the ceiling paintings, the tabernacle 
and the eastern windows), I will concentrate on the Elijah window and con-
sider all other parts of the chapel as its context. As this analysis will show, in 
looking at the window the dialogical aspect is fundamental: the beholder be-
comes existentially involved. 

  

 
29  Jacob Schwarzkopf (1926-2001) from Trier also created the other windows and the ceiling 

painting of this chapel. Laas 2005, 20. For an overview of the glass windows of Jacob 
Schwarzkopf, see: Jansen-Winkeln 2001. 
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4.3.1 Constitution  

 
1. Material properties 
 
The Elijah window is a stained-glass, leaded window and consists of two sur-
faces, each of 26 smaller windows. The two surfaces are placed at an obtuse 
angle of 100° and are about 175 centimetres wide. In the middle (corner), the 
window is about 365 centimetres high, and at the sides the height is about 265 
centimetres. Each smaller window has a boxing lead line at two centimetres 
from the outline. The remaining lead lines all serve the drawing. 
 The basic colouring of the window is white with light blue tones and black lines 

(painted or lead). The black paint lines show the use of different sizes of brushes 
and the use of scratch tools. In contrast with this basic framework, the window is 
made up of vivid coloured glass: shades of the yellow and red colour spectra and some 
solid purplish colour areas. One small window (C2) has a specific colour spectrum 
with a kind of Persian green. The pieces of glass that are used vary in translucency; 
transparent glass is combined with frosted glass and glass with small air bubbles. In the 
centre, twelve round lumps of glass stand out of the flat surface of the window (D3/4-
E3/4).  
 The Elijah window bears an inscription that denotes the origin of the win-
dow: Werkstätte Binsfeld, J. Schwarzkopf, Trier 88. I have numbered the layers (1 
to 7) and columns (A to H). I will use this numbering in order to indicate the 
distinct smaller windows as clearly as possible (see: Figure 4). 

 
Figure 4: Window numbering 

 

 

A    B    C    D        E     F    G      H 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 
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1: Elijah: left surface  
2: Elijah: right surface 
3: Flight to Egypt 
4: Joseph‘s dream 
5: Edith Stein and 
    Titus Brandsma 

        

2 1 

5 3 4 

2. Context 
 
The Elijah window is located in the chapel of the retreat centre of the Carme-
lite monastery in Springiersbach.30 This chapel is located on the first floor, with 
the Elijah window right above the main entrance of the building.  
 The chapel room is rectangular with a pitched roof and the long western 
side of the chapel has a dormer with a bay window. This bay window is 
formed by the two surfaces of the Elijah window. A tabernacle is placed in 
front of the centre of this window (D3-E3). Pews are placed around the dor-
mer, which is the location of the chapel‘s sanctuary, with the tabernacle, altar, 
and sanctuary lamp.  
 The pitched ceiling of the dormer shows a painting. The northern side (al-
pha-side) shows six apostles, the Son and the sun. The southern side of the 
ceiling (omega-side) shows six apostles, the Father with a dove (the Spirit) and 
the moon. The Father and the Son are both depicted as seated kings. The Son 
is depicted carrying a cross and shows the wounds of the cross, while the Fa-
ther carries a cross-bearing orb. The whole ceiling painting is made in black, 
white, tan (skin) and gold.  

 

 
 

The three windows at the long eastern side of the chapel are also made of 
stained-glass. Each of these windows is made of white frosted glass and shows 
a depiction in black paint, accompanied by a wide strip of red-yellow-black 
glass. The left window shows a depiction of the flight to Egypt (Matt 2:14), the 
central window shows Joseph‘s dream (Matt 2:13) and the right window shows 
the 20th Century Carmelites Edith Stein (left panel) and Titus Brandsma (right 
panel). 

 
30  Cf. www.karmelitenorden.de/klosterspringiersbach.html.  

http://www.karmelitenorden.de/klosterspringiersbach.html
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In the chapel, a plasticised sheet gives a description of the stained-glass win-
dows (Figure 5 and 6). On this sheet, the Elijah window is described as a rep-
resentation of three Elijah-scenes, accompanied by a sketch of the window that 
locates the scenes in the window-surface. Scenes that are mentioned are: Elija 
unter dem Ginsterstrauch, Die Gottesbegegnung am Horeb and Das Gebet des Elija. The 
biblical texts that refer to these scenes are given at the back of the sheet (EÜ), 
together with a short text that emphasises Elijah‘s alliance with God. Accord-
ing to this text, the alliance with the Living God gives Elijah the power to pro-
ceed on his way through the night in times of crisis (depression, disappoint-
ment, drought).  
 As a reason for the prominent presence of Elijah in the chapel, the sheet 
refers to his role as spiritual father and as source of inspiration for the order of 
Carmel: ‗His <standing> before the face of God, his hearing the word of God 
and his testimony to the Living God, can also nowadays help people to search 
for God.‘ Visitors to the chapel are invited to contemplate the windows and 
texts from this perspective.  
 As a kind of theme, a biblical quote of Elijah is given: ‗With passionate zeal, 
I have applied myself for the Lord, the God of hosts… (1 Kgs 19:10)‘. In the 
leaflet, Elijah is presented as an example of a fruitful tension between action 
and contemplation. Prayer is referred to as a source of action and a source of 
power to bear witness. With this theme, the representations in the eastern win-
dows are sketched. 
 
Three times a day, the chapel is used for liturgy.31 Furthermore the chapel is 
always open to the residents (Carmelites) and to the guests of the retreat cen-
tre. 
 
3 Beholder  
 
The main percipients of the window, located in the inner chapel of a Carmelite 
retreat centre, will be Carmelite friars and participants of the retreat pro-
gramme. As a bay window right above the main entrance, the window stands 
out and attracts the attention of arriving visitors. It invites visitors to enter and 
to perceive the window from inside. In the chapel itself, the perception of the 
window invites the beholder to move: the broad lines of the window require 
distance, detailed depictions require nearness. Moreover, since the two surfaces 
of the window are placed in an angle, a beholder is prompted to change posi-
tion, to move.  
 

 
31  The state of affairs in August 2008. 
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Figure 5: Text of the A4 sheet - front 
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Figure 6: Text of the A4-sheet - back 
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4.3.2 Perceiving the pictures 

 
1 Perception of the picture 
 
Entering the chapel, visitors are directed toward the sanctuary in the dormer 
with its large and colourful bay window both by the architecture and the inte-
rior. When percipients start to concentrate on the window, they will gradually 
recognise colours, lines and forms. Wavy lines seem to dominate the drawing 
and short repeated lines give the suggestion of a sketch (like in a rapidly exe-
cuted freehand drawing). The most striking colours are the orange-yellow col-
ours, the purplish planes and a clearly red colouring, within a light blue-white 
background.  
 
At the right surface of the window, the perceiver‘s attention will be caught by 
the life-sized figure in grey-green tones. The figure is facing the percipient. A 
bearded head, two arms, hands, feet and lower legs are visible. The figure 
seems to be dressed in a kind of grey-green tunic that is wrapped around his 
body. When a perceiver takes a closer look, he will see that the green colour of 
Elijah belongs to the outdoor background (a green lawn), visible through the 
transparent glass. Moreover, from a seated perspective, it is not the lawn that 
colours the figure green but rather a white wall that colours it white. 
 The face of this figure is partly concealed behind his right hand. The raised 
right elbow and the covering of the face appear to depict a hiding or a defence 
against a threat. On the other hand, the glass of the elbow is remarkably trans-
parent, which does not show a solid defence. The position of the right arm can 
also express awe; abasing oneself out of respect. A beholder who is familiar 
with the biblical narrative of Elijah, will recognise the biblical motif of Elijah 
covering his face as a reaction to YHWH passing by.  
 Elijah‘s left hand is directed to the lower left (H3), with the palm down. In 
addition, the left arm seems slightly curved. Is this a pose of balancing? Is it 
feeling? The pose does not seem very stable. It seems like his balance is un-
steady. Elijah conceals his face but not his eyes. The eyes capture the attention. 
They are painted as dark, black spots, without any transparency. Due to the 
shape of the eyebrows, Elijah has a pensive gaze. Elijah seems to be looking 
into the chapel. He seems to be looking at the percipient on-site, in his setting. 
His eyes mirror the look of the beholder.  
 
At the lower right part of this diagonal, the main colouring is red, at the upper 
left part the main colouring is orange-yellow and seems to depict flames. These 
flames originate behind the figure‘s back and are directed toward the upper left 
corner (D7-E7). Surrounding the bearded head, an orange-yellow ball is visible. 
It directs attention towards Elijah‘s face, but it also seems to be a kind of halo. 
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The orange-yellow ball is crossed by a striking diagonal line (E1-H5) behind 
the face and back of the figure. Somehow, the line seems to be splitting.  
 If Elijah is supposed to be defending himself, it will not be a defence against 
these flames or against this splitting power: it would be a defence against 
something in front of him. Since nothing is depicted in front of Elijah, the 
possibility of something outside the window (in front of the window) appears. 
Since Elijah is (partly) covering his face, he seems to depict the moment in 
which he experiences the presence of his God YHWH. In this way, the Sacred is 
presented to the beholder. What is beyond human conception, is made con-
ceivable in the chapel. The divine is not depicted. What is depicted are the high 
flames, the splitting diagonal and the unstable pose of Elijah, which can be 
conceived as the divine portents of fire, wind and earthquake respectively. 
 
Releasing oneself from the life-size figure and beholding the whole window 
once again, a second interplay of lines and colours comes into sight: the upper 
part of the left surface. A concentration of wavy lines, between two solid pur-
plish shapes, running through at the top of the right surface, seems to form a 
unity. The lines mainly show a diagonal motion. This seems to be a motion of 
rising. The whole part seems to be embedded in white-blue air with a striking 
stream of air underneath (B2-D4). A round ball on top of the wavy lines (sur-
rounded by a yellow plane) seems to suggest a sun (C5-C6).  
 Within the concentration of wavy lines, a kneeling figure becomes visible, 
bending forward (A4-C4). He seems to be lying down on his knees, keeping 
his hands and head down. He seems to be dressed in some kind of tunic. Feet, 
hands and head are clearly visible. From the perspective of both arms, the 
depiction of the head is remarkable; one would expect to see the back or side 
of the head instead of the full face! The figure seems to be deliberately de-
picted facing the beholder or the chapel. The figure is bearded and seems 
close-cropped, some short lines on top of the head stick out; is it just a matter 
of gravitation, or is something else causing his hair to rise? Although much 
smaller, the figure looks like the life-size Elijah. This figure also seems to de-
pict Elijah.  
 At the upper right side of this Elijah-figure, a second figure can be recog-
nised (C4-C5): a head, two arms and hands, a body and two legs. Small 
scratches support the diagonal direction of the concentration of wavy lines. 
The scratches seem to ‗cover‘ the figure‘s arms and back; is it a winged figure? 
The position of the arms catches the eye: both arms are bent, held up in the air 
and both hands are held in the same upward direction (at right angles to the 
dominant direction). In the direction the hands are held, a wavy line seems to 
be floating away. A perceiver has to come very close to the window to behold 
the figure‘s face. The figure appears to look upward, two eyes, a nose and an 
open mouth can be identified. It is notable that the position of this figure 
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(head and arms) is precisely the opposite to the position of the kneeling Elijah 
(B4). Both figures keep their hands apart and cross the dominant direction of 
the wavy lines.  
 This upper part of the window seems to refer to the narrative of Elijah‘s 
ascension. The diagonal motion, in which an Elijah-figure and an angelic figure 
seem to be taken upward, seems like an ascension. The large purplish plane at 
the left (A2-B3) might refer to the mantle of Elijah, dropped in favour of 
Elijah‘s successor Elisha. The kneeling figure shows Elijah, dropping his man-
tle while he is directed towards the earth. Is the purplish plane at the top 
(E6-E7) an abstract representation of a horse‘s neck (E6) and head (E7) with 
white mane or is this interpretation too far-fetched? 
 From the perspective of the ascension, the life-size figure at the right sec-
tion might refer to Elisha, beholding Elijah‘s ascension. However, the fiery 
flames and the concealing of the face give preference to a perception of the 
figure as Elijah on Mount Horeb (Elisha is possible, Elijah is more likely).  
 Although the perception of an ascension is very possible, a close look opens 
up an alternate perception (eventually to be found on the leaflet).32 The strik-
ing poses of the two figures are not specifically directing towards the ascen-
sion-narrative. Instead, the two figures might refer to the scene on Mount 
Carmel, in which Elijah bows himself down upon the earth (B4) and sends his 
servant out to look at the sea (C5), to perceive a sign of rain approaching 
(A5?).  
 In this way, the upper part of the left section of the Elijah window contains 
a double reference. From a distance, the ascension is the most prominent ref-
erence and from a nearer position, the reference to ‗Elijah‘s prayer‘ seems to 
dominate. In this double reference, both stories are connected.  
 
A third concentration of lines and colours is visible at the centre of the win-
dow. A tabernacle, surrounded by glass decorations in orange- yellow is lo-
cated at this centre. 
 At the left side of the tabernacle, black curved lines connect the central 
decoration to the somewhat odd small window (C2). One of the colours of 
this small window is a kind of Persian green, which appears to represent a bush 
at the right side. Next to this bush, a winged figure is shown and at the bottom 
of the small window a recumbent figure is visible. At the bottom, also a yel-
low-orange ball and a blue vase-shaped figure are depicted. The reference to 

 
32  The plasticised paper and the guidebook both describe the reference to ‗Elijah‘s prayer‘. The 

reference to the ascension is not mentioned. Beholders who follow the descriptions are di-
rected toward a perception of the prayer and not of the ascension. My own experience is a bit 
different. When I read the guidebook (Laas 2005), I first thought that the description was 
false, since I saw an ascension and not a prayer at all. At a second stage, a detailed look at the 
window convinced me of both references. 
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the narrative of Elijah under the broom tree, fed by the angel is quite clear. At 
the bottom, the yellow-orange spot refers to the piece of bread and the blue 
vase refers to the jar of water. The winged angel is stretching one arm in the 
direction of Elijah. Initially, the angel seems to have only one arm, which is 
stretching out toward Elijah. A closer look reveals a second arm: drawn within 
the contours of the right wing. At first sight it is not clear whether the angel is 
stretching his left arm toward Elijah or withdrawing his arm after touching 
Elijah. Anyway, the angel is directed toward Elijah. He is looking at Elijah and 
is bending over in his direction. The recumbent Elijah is keeping his right hand 
near his right eye. Is he rubbing his eye to wake up? Is he hiding his face, like 
the Elijah figure at the right section of the window (G4)? The rubbing seems 
more convincing. In any case, Elijah is not just lying down. His left hand is 
touching the blue vase. This all indicates that the angel already touched Elijah 
and he is now raising himself up.  
 A kind of brown halo is visible around Elijah‘s head. The brown colour is 
the same as the trunk of the bush. Is this a rock where Elijah lays his head? 
Perhaps, but it is not clear. The brown colouring functions as an eye-catching 
part of the depiction. It attracts the attention of the beholder and emphasises 
the face of the rather unicoloured and inconspicuous Elijah-figure. Another 
eye-catching part of the depiction is the bright yellow-orange piece of bread. 
As this depiction of Elijah fed by the angel is connected to the central decora-
tion, this connection is supported by its content: divine nourishment. The 
piece of bread is iconographically and intrinsically connected to the real bread 
in the tabernacle (the Host).  
 On top of the tabernacle, round lumps of glass are visible, and below the 
tabernacle, the window is decorated with painted black branches with leaves. 
Why these branches? Why the lumps of glass? Are they just decoration or do 
they have a meaning? Taking a closer look, exactly twelve lumps of glass can 
be discovered (partly concealed behind the tabernacle): five lumps in the left 
section, seven in the right section of the window. Behind the tabernacle, twelve 
solid orange ‗arches‘ are visible: each in the shape of a square with a semicircle 
on top of it (D3-E3; three pairs on both sides). What is the meaning of these 
uniform arches? In the Elijah narrative, the number of twelve refers to the altar 
for YHWH that Elijah repairs with twelve stones, according to the number of 
the tribes of the sons of Jacob (1 Kgs 18:31).  
 
2 Perception of a sequence 
 
Following the pictorial signs of the window, a beholder will perceive the Elijah 
stories in a sequence that moves criss-cross through the Biblical design. Due to 
the remarkable differences in size, attention is first attracted by the life-size 
Elijah. Starting at this figure (and following the direction of the flames), the 
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perceiver will probably follow a kind of circular course (anticlockwise) that will 
end at the tabernacle. From this perspective, the beholder will successively 
perceive ‗Elijah covering his face on Mount Horeb‘ (1 Kgs 19:13), ‗Elijah‘s 
ascension, leaving his mantle‘ (2 Kgs 2:13), ‗Elijah‘s prayer, his servant looking 
out‘ (1 Kgs 18:41f), and ‗Elijah touched and fed by the angel‘ (1 Kgs 19:5-8). A 
detailed and close perception will finally show a reference to the twelve stones 
of the altar (1 Kgs 18:31).  
 All through the perception, two figures present a double meaning: 1. the 
life-size figure is perceived as Elijah or Elisha (although Elijah is preferred), 
and 2. the kneeling figure is alternately perceived as an ascending and a praying 
Elijah. The connection between the different perceptions is (still) unclear. 
 
Along with the intrinsic sequence at the window, the Elijah window is also 
inseparable from the physical context. As shown, the window embraces the 
tabernacle. On the one hand, this is true physically since the two surfaces of 
the window are placed at an angle with the tabernacle in the centre of this 
angle. On the other hand, the embrace concerns content since the window 
bears witness to divine presence, which is also represented in the Host (as the 
centre of the tabernacle). 
 The ceiling painting represents divine presence by depicting the Triune 
God.33 The gold colour of the tabernacle and the rib of the window corre-
spond with the colouring of the ceiling painting; the only striking colour of the 
painting is gold. All three parts of the sanctuary present (after their own fash-
ion) divine presence. The ceiling painting fills a gap in the window since the 
painting seems to show a depiction of the divine while the window refers to a 
divine presence outside the window itself.  
 Another connection between painting and window is the number of twelve. 
Twelve lumps of glass and twelve arches are part of the window and twelve 
apostles are depicted in the painting. It emphasises the intentionality of the 
number of twelve arches and twelve lumps. 
 The depiction of the ceiling painting also opens up a new interpretation of 
the window: the sun in the window (C5-C6) shows closely comparable charac-
teristics to the depiction of the moon and not to the painted sun. This pro-
vides the window with the theme of night and shimmering. As is repeatedly 
mentioned at the sheet, Elijah is experiencing night. It situates Elijah in a twi-
light or night. 
 
Finally, the windows of the eastern wall show pictorial features that are similar 
to features of the Elijah window. Apart from the material similarities, the win-

 
33  Cf. 4.3.1-2. The depiction of the Son with his cross and with the wounds of crucifixion is 

intrinsicly connected to the body of Christ and therefore brings the Host to the beholder‘s 
attention. So, like the window also the painting directs attention to the tabernacle. 



186            ELIJAH LOOKED AND BEHOLD 

dows all show decorative branches with leaves, and a piece of red/orange 
stained-glass. The similarities create a connection between the windows. The 
eastern windows broaden the Elijah narrative. Joseph, Edith Stein and Titus 
Brandsma seem to be examples of … of what? Of people who accepted the 
prophetic mantle? Or more generally: of living a God-related life? The win-
dows leave the connection open. However, the text of the sheet explicitly fills 
in this gap: ―Prayer is the source of practise and gives strength to testify‖ (Fig-
ure 5).  
 

 
4.3.3 Critical analysis of the picture 

 
1 Genre 
 
The right surface of the Elijah window depicts Elijah on Mount Horeb 
(71M55: after a furious wind, an earthquake and a fire, Elijah hears God‟s voice and 
covers his face with his cloak). Aware of divine presence, Elijah covers his face. The 
western iconographic tradition of this theme is limited, but is characterised by 
an upright Elijah covering his face. Usually, this Elijah is depicted in (front of) 
a cave, between the portents of wind, earthquake and fire. In this window, the 
fire is evident. The association with a strong wind is evoked by the wavy lines 
that dominate the whole window. Also the diagonally ascending flames show 
the presence of a strong wind. The diagonal line behind the face and back of 
Elijah (E1-H5) might indicate the splitting aspect of the wind. The earthquake 
is possibly shown in the red coloured glass surrounding Elijah‘s feet (F1-H2), 
which seems to indicate ‗unsteady ground‘. The Elijah figure has a shaky pose, 
balancing on this ‗unsteady ground‘. Although the window shows no cave, the 
figure is surrounded by dark coloured glass like in other pictures Elijah is sur-
rounded by a dark cave.34 Percipients face Elijah (looking at Elijah and not 
looking with Elijah).  
 The upper left surface (continuing at the top right surface), shows the as-
cension of Elijah (71M84: A chariot, horses of fire and a whirlwind appear and Elijah 
is carried up into heaven; Elijah‟s cloak falls (or he hands it over to Elisha). This is the 
most frequently depicted episode of the Elijah narrative.35 In iconographic 
tradition, the episode is depicted by a chariot and/or horses, fire and a whirl-
wind carrying Elijah up into heaven.36 In this Elijah window, an abstract depic-
tion of these elements is perceivable: the cloak is falling (A2-B3), a ‗chariot‘ is 
depicted by a concentration of wavy lines (C4-D5) and seems to be drawn by 
‗horses of fire‘ (D6-E6). Predominantly in iconography, Elijah stands upright 

 
34  For instance, eastern icons of Elijah show him in front of a nearly black cave.  
35  Lucchesi Palli & Hoffscholte 1990, 609. 
36  Réau 1956, 356-357. 
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in the chariot or bends down to Elisha.37 In this window, the kneeling Elijah 
(B4) is directed towards the earth. A specific Elisha figure is missing, but the 
life-size Elijah figure can be perceived as Elisha. 
 This part of the window also refers to Elijah praying for rain (71M451: 
Elijah climbs to the top of Mount Carmel where he bows down to the ground; a servant is 
sent to look towards the sea to check for rain). There are few examples of this icono-
graphic theme.38 Normally, Elijah, his servant and a cloud are depicted. In this 
window the cloud is not depicted; a wavy line, ‗flying away‘, seems to refer to a 
direction, a small track.  
 Finally, small window C2 depicts Elijah with an angel, bread and a jar 
(71M53: An angel wakes Elijah; a loaf of bread and a jar of water are usually at Elijah‟s 
head). This depiction is connected to the tabernacle. The relief shows a tradi-
tional style (angel in an upright position, Elijah lying down, a bush, bread and 
pitcher).39 In line with the traditional Western iconography, the angel is de-
picted as a winged human figure. Elijah seems to be awaking after being 
touched.  
 In line with the iconographic tradition, all three Elijah figures at the window 
are bearded.40 However, they are not bald-headed. In traditional iconography, 
sleeping figures are represented with one knee upward, crossed legs, one hand 
at or behind the head and the other hand (in the front) supporting the head. 
The face of the sleeping figures is turned downward or toward the beholder. 
For instance, Endymion (Greek mythology) and the prophet Jonah are repre-
sented asleep in this way. In both cases, the sleeping represents a victory over 
death; Endymion is sleeping forever and the iconographic Jonah is raised from 
death.41 In this Elijah window, the position of the hands differs: the right hand 
is rubbing his eye and the left one is stretching out toward the jar of water. 
Therefore, the window seems to symbolise Elijah‘s salvation from death under 
the broom tree: he is touched (wakened) and fed by the angel. 

 
37  Lucchesi Palli & Hoffscholte 1990, 609. 
38  Not mentioned in Réau 1956. Some examples are: Jacobus van Looy‘s painting ‗Elia op de 

berg Karmel‘ (1884) and Chagall‘s etch ‗Elijah on Mt. Carmel‘ (1956). In Carmelite iconogra-
phy the story is well known since in Carmelite tradition, in the cloud the Virgin Mary ap-
peared to Elijah. For instance, a window of Lou Manche (St Peter‘s Basilica, Boxmeer 1955) 
and an etching of Abraham Diepenbeeck (Speculum Carmelitanum 1680). 

39
  The rather traditional depiction of this part of the window is remarkable: For one thing 

because of the style (compare to the larger and more abstract parts of the window). For 
another thing, Jakob Schwarzkopf depicted this theme before at other places in a less tradi-
tional way. In Erftstadt (1967) and Trier (1982), Schwarzkopf depicted the angel without 
wings. In those cases, he depicted Elijah in a seated position. This aspect provides the rather 
traditional depiction at Springiersbach with a special dimension; Schwarzkopf is not just co-
pying a traditional depiction – in an earlier stage he created something new. Apparently, 
Schwarzkopf made a careful choice to depict the angel with wings and Elijah lying down.  

40  Réau 1956, 350. 
41  Bos 2005. Cf. 4.1.3-4 - Tabernacle relief Mainz.  
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2 Structure  
 
Setting  
The window shows five evident figures. Elijah is depicted three times. Beside 
the three Elijah figures a servant (C5) and a winged angel (C2) are also de-
picted. The life-size Elijah figure (about 180 centimetres tall) can also (but not 
by preference) be perceived as Elisha. All figures are depicted in rough lead 
lines and partly coloured (black lines and soft greyish colouring). The hands 
and faces are elaborated the most.  
 The three Elijah figures not only diverge in position, they also differ in size. 
The upright Elijah (G4) is evidently the largest, the kneeling Elijah, bending 
forward (B4) is much smaller and Elijah lying down (C2) is evidently the small-
est of the three.  
 Beside the figures, other subjects are depicted. The most detailed are the 
ones in C2. Evidently a tree with a windy trunk and green ‗leaves‘, a piece of 
bread and a jar of water are depicted. The green colouring at the angel‘s feet 
indicates grass or other low cover and the brown halo behind Elijah‘s head 
may refer to a stone. Other depictions are the branches with leaves (C3-E2), a 
moon (C5-C6), fire (E4-F5), a horse‘s head (with some imagination; E6-E7) 
and finally a mantle (A2-B3). The mantle, presented in relation to Elijah‘s as-
cension, primarily symbolises the conveyance of the prophetic task: the mantle 
is dropped for the successor to take up. The falling mantle symbolises an open 
offer. Who will take the mantle upon him? 
 
The moon (C5-C6) refers to the night or twilight: a moon lights up, but only 
dimly. Moreover, in the abstract and sketchy representations, the window 
shows a certain degree of shadow, unclearness, and vague tracks. For instance, 
the life-size Elijah has a pose in which his mouth is covered by his right hand. 
It is not clear whether he is covering or uncovering his face. The black eye-
holes are visible, but what do they see? The same question can be asked re-
garding the other Elijah-figures: what do the eyes see? Do they see something? 
Do they see the world or are they blind? Are they reflecting the beholders 
look? Are they looking back? Do they see something else? In the window, the 
whole theme of ‗seeing‘ is connected to a kind of vagueness. 
 
In the window, different episodes from the Elijah narrative are presented. The 
relation between these episodes is not indicated by a time-sequence. Also ‗loca-
tion‘ seems somewhat unstructured. However, the abstract depictions yield 
some clues to a location. First, the whole window depicts air. All the figures 
are surrounded by air, and air penetrates each of the depictions (by a white or 
light blue colouring or by transparent glass). A particular indication of ‗loca-
tion‘ is the moon. Second, the window provides a suggestion of ground. The 
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ground where the life-size Elijah is standing seems to be unsteady (F1-G1). 
The two smaller Elijah figures seem to lie down on the boxing lead line (C2 
and B4: no depiction of earth is visible). To conclude, the episodes are primar-
ily arranged within an atmosphere that touches and pervades the earth. 

 
Dynamics  
In the window, a lot of grey, black and white is used. Therefore, the red, yel-
low, purple and green coloured depictions stand out. However, these colours 
are only visible to the percipient if backlighting is available. Without some 
backlighting, only darkness and light can be recognised and that‘s when the 
lead lines appear (too much backlighting also hinders the visibility of the depic-
tions). Therefore, the sight depends largely on the weather and the position of 
the sun, together with the position of the beholder. The window reflects other 
windows (eastern wall) and, due to the obtuse angle, also an internal reflection 
is visible. 
 
The life-size Elijah figure not only stands out of the window for its size, also 
the ‗eye contact‘ and yellow-orange surrounding direct attention to this figure. 
Elijah‘s hand is placed in front of his mouth. His raised elbow suggests a pose 
of defence. He might be covering or uncovering (after covering) his face. An 
exact motion of this right arm is not indicated. Elijah seems to be unsteady, 
vulnerable. The pensive gaze, the sensing left arm, reaching out, the tunic, 
wrapped around his body and the unstable ground he is standing on, all sug-
gest an unsteady balancing. The covering of the face expresses awe, like a 
combination of fear and trust. The pose expresses the nearness and holiness of 
the divine: God is present.  
 
The depiction of the ascension intrinsically depicts the theme of ascending, 
rising. At the same time, the depiction shows a descending, namely in the 
dropped mantle. The multiple wavy lines show a lot of movement. The Elijah 
figure (B4) seems to be taken up in the ascension while his focus is addressed 
downwards (arms and head). Elijah seems to leave his mantle to his successor, 
or to anyone who is willing to take it.  
 The downward direction of this Elijah figure also refers to Elijah bowing 
towards the earth and praying for rain. His servant is looking out for rain (C5). 
Although their poses are directly opposite, the positions of their hands and 
head are remarkably similar. The servant is addressed outward and upward, the 
kneeling Elijah inward and downward. In the pictorial unity and the similar 
position of their hands and head, the two figures are connected to each other 
and therefore they combine outward with inward and upward with downward. 
As a conclusion, both the depiction of the ascension and the depiction of 
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Elijah with his servant seem to represent the unity of ascending and descend-
ing, upward and downward. 
 
The depiction of ‗Elijah fed by the angel‘ (C2) seems to show the angel after 
touching Elijah. The lying Elijah is rubbing his eye, showing sleep. He might 
be rubbing his eyes before he falls asleep again. He might also rub his eyes as a 
sign of his awaking. The angel is bending slightly forward, addressed with one 
arm and with the eyes towards Elijah. No decisive evidence is provided 
whether the angel is recoiling after touching or bending forward to touch 
Elijah ones again.  
 Hardly visible, the angel, whose wings are directed upward, also holds up 
the right hand (it looks like the gesture of someone taking an oath). The angel 
connects a downward gesture (left hand stretched out and body bent forward), 
with an upward direction (wings and right hand). In his pose, the angel shows 
similarities to the servant (C5). The servant is also standing in a slight curve, 
with a kind of winged arm over his head. Since the servant is addressed out-
ward and upward while the angel is addressed downward and inward, one is 
the reverse of the other. The similarity between both, confirms the function of 
both: being a messenger. Their opposite directions show different perspectives 
(toward Elijah or originating in Elijah). 
 The depiction of Elijah and the angel refers to the tabernacle. With curved 
lines, the depiction is enclosed and connected to the decorations surrounding 
the tabernacle. The content of the depiction (bread), refers to the content of 
the tabernacle (Eucharist).  
 
Two of the Elijah figures refer simultaneously to two images; (1) the figure in 
B4 is the Elijah of the ascension as well as the praying Elijah and (2) the life-
size Elijah on Mount Horeb simultaneously seems to be the Elisha of the as-
cension. What is the meaning of this synchronism? The first could refer to a 
correspondence between praying and being carried away – both are signs of a 
close connection with God. In a way, Elijah is swirled away in his prayer. The 
second places Elisha in a core experience of Elijah. This seems to confirm 
Elisha as a true successor of Elijah. It raises questions about the peculiarity of 
Elijah‘s story.  
 
The two wavy diagonal lines (A2-E7 and H3-D7) converge and connect in the 
top of the window. Both diagonal lines are supported by other diagonal lines. 
(E1-H5 and G2-D5). The H3-D7 line is also the direction of the bending 
Elijah (B4), his servant (C5) and the angel‘s left arm (C2). In the window itself, 
two central focus points can be recognised. Firstly the top of the window 
where the two diagonal lines come together and the wavy lines of ascension 
and fire are pointed. Secondly, the face of the life-size figure (G4) where all the 
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attention is focussed. However, the true central point of the window seems to 
be outside the window itself: the tabernacle. The two sections of the window, 
placed at an obtuse angle, surround this tabernacle. Just as the life-size Elijah 
faces the chapel room, and therefore deflects the perception away from the 
window itself, the kneeling Elijah also is depicted full face (with an unnatural 
position of the head) and looks back at the beholder. The third Elijah is the-
matically connected to the tabernacle in the depiction of divine feeding. Beside 
the tabernacle, the window also points outwards: the servant (C5) is directing 
attention to the world outside, and traces of the outside world come into sight 
through the transparency of the glass.  

 
Divine-human relationship  
The window depicts different episodes in a divine human relationship: Stand-
ing before God‘s face, praying to God, being carried into heaven and receiving 
divine (life-giving) food.  
  
The dynamics of the left surface of the window includes motions of rising and 
descending. These motions are concentrated in the kneeling Elijah, who is 
depicted ‗bowing himself down upon the earth‘ and ‗being carried along up 
into heaven‘ at the same time. Elijah is taken up while his mantle is falling 
down (the outstretched depiction shows more connection than separation). In 
addition, the opposite poses of Elijah and his servant combine heaven and 
earth. Moreover, they show a specific relation of heaven and earth: the sign of 
coming rain is a sign of fruitfulness of the earth (the narrative proves the Lord 
to be life-giving).  
 The angel at Elijah‘s feet (C2) represents a ‗heavenly‘ figure on earth. How-
ever, the whole window presents Elijah episodes on a surface of air. Streams of 
air surround the depictions. A clear ground (surface of the earth) is not pre-
sented. Everything seems to be floating in the air. The distinction between 
heaven and earth seems to be blurred.  
 In the depiction, the relation between God and Elijah is mediated in differ-
ent ways. For instance, the angel (C2) mediates divine touching. The divine 
food for its part mediates divine strength. The symbolic mantle seems to medi-
ate a call to stand before the face of God (i.e. to be a prophet).  
 Elijah is not just an ‗example‘ to the beholders, Elijah also addresses the 
percipients (in reflecting the beholder‘s gaze) and draws them into the divine 
human relational process. Elijah himself immediately moves out of this rela-
tional process: In referring to divine presence in the chapel itself, he is no 
longer standing in between.  
 
The symbols show the presence of the theme of seeing. What does Elijah see? 
His (un)covering of the face refers to Elijah‘s acknowledgement of divine pass-
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ing-by. Elijah, with his pensive gaze (G4), acknowledges divine presence and is 
standing in an unsteady position, shaky and insecure. He is balancing. The 
raised right elbow and the covering of the face appear to depict a defence 
against threat. The elbow does not show a solid defence. His awe is fearful. 
Divine presence or passing-by itself is not depicted. Only the divine portents 
of wind, earthquake and fire are shown. The kneeling Elijah (B4) is seeing 
‗upside down‘ – actually he has sent his servant out to look out for the divine 
presence (a cloud as a portent of rain).  

 
3 Appeal  
 
The position of the Elijah window in a bay window with an obtuse angle in-
vites percipients to change position: to come closer to the window to perceive 
details, to face each of the surfaces in turn and to step back, to behold the 
whole window. Since the dormer is also the sanctuary, freedom of movement 
is restricted: the faithful perceiver will hesitate to come closer, but the window 
appeals strongly to the desire to approach and to take a closer look. 
 The window raises questions. The abstract nature of the representations 
invites the beholder to contemplate the window and to search for meaning: 
What is represented? Which dynamics are shown here? When Elijah is recog-
nised in the representation, it prompts the question ‗why Elijah‘ and ‗why these 
scenes‘? What is the connection between the depicted episodes?  
 The complexity and size of the representation invites the beholder to per-
ceive the window in parts. Therefore, the beholder will frequently move from 
one part to another – the perception of a double meaning of figures requires a 
change of perspective. The window not only appeals to a perception of the 
window but also invites the beholder to perceive the chapel room and the 
outside world – through the eyes of the window. Part of this ‗through the eyes 
of the window‘- perspective is the beholder herself or himself. Adopting this 
perspective, the percipient changes from a subject into the object (‗I look‘ 
becomes ‗I am seen‘). In this way, the perspective of the beholder is turned 
back to the beholder himself. The experience of seeing opens up the experi-
ence of being seen. The three Elijah figures depict different episodes, which 
show people‘s commitment to God, but even more, God‘s commitment to 
humankind. In that way, the window also evokes the experience of being seen. 
The experience of being seen is an experience of being seen by Elijah and by 
God.  
 Some questions are raised in the window. Elijah‘s gesture of covering elicits 
the question whether the divine is present. Is the divine present to me – here – 
now? Do I recognise God‘s presence? The falling mantle urges the percipient 
to relate to this mantle. What does this mantle mean? Is it a divine proposal to 
me? Am I called? If yes, am I prepared to accept it?  
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 The representation of ‗Elijah‘s prayer‘ is a sign of fertility. Do I truly see 
fertility? Or, do I have faith in this promise?  
 The representation of the feeding of Elijah is presented as a symbol of the 
Eucharist and appeals to the beholder for acceptance. In the depiction, bread, 
mantle and divine presence are offered. The depiction also raises the con-
sciousness for the offer of bread, mantle and divine presence in reality: Here – 
now.  
 
The appeal, made by the depiction, to identify oneself with Elijah (as the re-
ceiver of bread, prophetic mantle, divine presence) is also made by the window 
of the eastern chapel wall that depicts Edith Stein and Titus Brandsma. This 
window is reflected in the large Elijah window (although depending on the 
incidence of light and the exact position of the beholder, this window is evi-
dently visible in the western Elijah window). In the 20th Century, both figures, 
Edith Stein and Titus Brandsma are regarded as having followed in Elijah‘s 
footsteps. 

 
4 Intermedial relation 
 
General references 
The window primarily refers to the biblical narrative of Elijah. In the section 
hereafter, the reference to 1 Kgs 19:1-18 will be analysed thoroughly. The 
other references also require a closer look.  
 
Regarding Elijah‘s ascent (2 Kgs 2:1-18), the window depicts the ascension 
into heaven with a vague depiction of a chariot, horses and fire. The wavy lines 
might refer to the biblical whirlwind (2:11). It shows the vague line between 
seeing or not seeing. This is a central theme in the narrative: whether Elisha 
will see Elijah or not has a decisive meaning (2:10). Furthermore, the mantle is 
depicted falling (2:13). This mantle is a symbol or instrument of the prophetic 
spirit (2:8.14), already functioning in the narrative of Elijah ‗calling‘ Elisha 
(1 Kgs 19:19ff).  
 
The reference to the narrative 1 Kgs 18:41f , focuses on Elijah on the top of 
Carmel, bowing down upon the earth (18:42), and his servant looking out 
(18:43). The servant seems to be seeing something insignificant which actually 
is highly significant (18:44): rain coming after three years of drought.  
 
The twelve arches behind the tabernacle probably refer to the altar Elijah built 
in the name of YHWH, with twelve stones, referring to the number of tribes of 
the sons of Israel (1 Kgs 18:31-32; cf. Rev 21:12). The twelve lumps of glass 
can also refer to this part of the Elijah narrative. Since the twelve lumps are 
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decorations of the tabernacle, they could refer to the Virgin Mary, ‗Tabernacle 
of the Lord‘.42 The lumps would refer to the crown of twelve stars on the head 
of the woman (Rev 12:1). Finally, there is a connection to the twelve apostles 
(painted on the dormer‘s ceiling). 

 
Specific references to 1 Kgs 19:1-18 
The meeting of Ahab and Jezebel, Jezebel‘s threat and the subsequent depar-
ture of Elijah (19:1-3) are not depicted. However, in Elijah‘s leaving he leaves 
his servant behind at Beer-Sheba and in the window, this servant is visible 
(C4-C5). At first sight, he looks somewhat like the angel (C2), which is also a 
servant. 
 
The small window of C2 refers to the feeding of Elijah under the broom tree 
(19:4-8). The tree has a twisted trunk with separate rounds of green in which 
leaves and twigs are drawn. Although the text locates Elijah in a desert or wil-
derness (19:4), a green colouring at the feet of Elijah and the angel give the 
depicted location an indication of fertility – like a small oasis.  
 The window seems to depict the recoiling of the angel after touching (not 
explicitly formulated in the text) while Elijah is waking up and starting to look 
around or while Elijah is returning to sleep (19:6). Elijah‘s pose depicts his 
death as a moment in the past. The narrative tells about Elijah‘s asking to die 
(19:4), which is not answered; the depiction only refers to death as a moment 
in the past. Elijah seems to be rubbing his right eye (his right hand is placed on 
his cheek, touching his eye). Therefore, Elijah seems to be waking up, starting 
to become conscious. However, the rubbing can also show tiredness, indicat-
ing his return to lie down (and sleep).  
 The divine messenger is depicted as a human figure with wings, and there-
fore as an angel. The angel, slightly bending forward, stretches his left hand out 
to the recumbent Elijah. The angel is recoiling, so the stretched hand indicates 
the touching of Elijah that came before. According to the biblical narrative, the 
messenger comes a second time. This seems not visible in the depiction, al-
though it cannot be excluded; the recoiling can easily change into an approach.  
 In the biblical narrative, the messenger orders Elijah to get up and to eat. 
Food appears in the narrative. In the window, there seems to be no direct rela-
tion between the angel and the food (a yellow bread-cake and a jar of water). 
The food is depicted at Elijah‘s side. Although the food strongly appeals to the 
beholder of the window (due to the colouring and the context), the angel fo-
cuses on Elijah alone, while pointing upwards as an indication of swearing on 
oath or as an indication of divine descent. 

 
42 In Catholic tradition, the Word became flesh and was tabernacled in the Virgin Mary. See: 

Litany of Immaculate Heart of Mary, Litany of Our Lady of Mount Carmel.  
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 Part of the biblical tension is lost in the clear depiction of the messenger as 
an angel and in the prominent position of the food (visible at once). Another 
tension is in a way preserved, namely the reaction of Elijah to the food that is 
offered and to the presence of the divine messenger. His left hand, so close to 
the food, seems to indicate acceptance. 

 
The depiction of the feeding of Elijah is only 1/48 part of the whole window. 
Therefore, this part of the biblical narrative would have only a marginal aspect. 
However, the intrinsic relation to the tabernacle and the Eucharist provides the 
narrative with more importance. Nevertheless, the small size of this recumbent 
Elijah will prevent the beholder from a lengthy focus on this part. Like in the 
biblical narrative: the recumbent Elijah is not the end of the road. Neither the 
actual rising, nor the eating, nor the forty days and forty nights journey are 
visible (19:8). Elijah is standing upright. No mountain or cave is depicted 
(19:8-9). The moment is depicted that Elijah becomes aware of divine passing-
by (19:13). The biblical text states Elijah heard. The window seems to show that 
Elijah sees. What is Elijah seeing with his black, pensive eyes? As the text de-
clares, Elijah heard a voice of pounding silence – i.e. he heard the unhearable. In the 
same way, the window shows Elijah seeing what is invisible to the eyes. Divine 
presence itself is not depicted. Elijah is (un)covering his face with his hand 
instead of his mantle (cf. 19:13).  
 The portents of wind, earthquake and fire are depicted to a certain degree. 
Most evident is the fire, at Elijah‘s back. The earthquake can be recognised in 
the unsteady (red) ground Elijah is standing on. The wind can be discerned by 
its effect: diagonally rising flames and a splitting power (E1-H5).  
 Regarding Elijah‘s complaint (19:10.14), the window only seems to refer to 
the ‗sons of Israel‘ (in the twelve arches behind the tabernacle). Elijah‘s zealous 
zeal, the covenant, altars, and prophets are not depicted. No visible sign of a 
threat to Elijah‘s soul. However, the location of the window in the sanctuary 
contrasts with Elijah‘s complaint that all the altars are thrown down. Further-
more, the depiction of the prophet‘s mantle appeals to succeeding prophets (as 
this analysis has shown). 
 In addition, YHWH‘s answer to Elijah‘s complaint also seems to be left out 
of the depiction. But that is not quite true. It is true that, no Damascus, Hazael 
or Jehu, no sword, seven thousand or Baal is visualised. However, the mantle 
clearly refers to Elisha as his successor (19:16) and the whole window appeals 
to the fact that Elijah is not the only one left, he is not the last prophet of 
YHWH. In this way, the window affirms the divine utterance ‗I shall spare seven 
thousand in Israel....‘. Until the present day, people are called – people answer 
this call: people stand in front of the face of YHWH. 
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Finally, in the biblical text, Elijah and YHWH are the most colourful figures. In 
the window, YHWH is not depicted and Elijah is primarily grey (just as the an-
gel and the servant are). The coloured parts all seem to refer to divine portents 
and signs, like the mantle and the fire, but also the moon, the splitting power 
and the broom tree...  

 

 
4.3.4 Conclusion 

 
As explored in this analysis, the Elijah window in the chapel of the Exerzitien-
haus in Springiersbach shows four Elijah episodes: first of all, Elijah recognis-
ing YHWH (1 Kgs 19:13), secondly, Elijah‘s ascending and dropping his mantle 
(2 Kgs 2:1-18), thirdly, Elijah praying and his servant beholding a small sign 
(1 Kgs 18:41f), and finally, Elijah touched, wakened and fed by the angel 
(1 Kgs 19:5-8).  
 The window provides a complex depiction that attracts attention but subse-
quently guides the beholder away from the window: back to the beholder in his 
environment and to the tabernacle. The window evokes awareness of divine 
presence in the present. Here, now … He just passed by…? The window helps 
the percipient to acknowledge the Divine within the chapel, within the taber-
nacle/Eucharist, within him- or herself. But the window not only guides the 
beholder to the chapel room, it leads out to the outside world in the transpar-
ency of the glass and in the pointing of the servant (C5).  
 
Not only divine presence, but human action also is a theme of the window. 
Since the window depicts not only Elijah but suggests a link to Elisha as well, 
and reflects the eastern window with its examples of people standing in front 
of the face of the divine, all of them therefore successors of Elijah, his pro-
phetic mantle will fall as a proposal to the beholder. 
 The window reveals the divine-human relational process among others as a 
reciprocal process of ascending and descending in unity. Standing in front of 
the divine is an experience that involves tension. The window also appeals to a 
change of perspective: the direction of beholding the window is reversed in an 
experience of ‗being seen‘. This seeing seems to be the central theme of the 
window: inviting the beholder to open the (inner) eyes to the divine. 
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4.4 Entrance relief and Tabernacle relief - Marienthal 
 
The fourth paradigm is an analysis of two sculptures, both made by Hildegard 
Bienen (see: Appendix 4).43 The two sculptures are located at the monastery 
of Karmel Marienthal, An der Klosterkirche 8, D-46499 Hamminkeln.44 The two 
Elijah reliefs are placed at very different parts of the building without a clear 
connection. One is placed in front of the building, next to the main entrance 
(therefore I call it the entrance relief); the other is placed inside the building, in 
a chapel (on the tabernacle). The tabernacle relief was made in 1986-1987 and 
the presence of the entrance relief dates from some years ago (‗vor einige 
Jahre‘).45 However, although the two reliefs were not meant as a combination, 
in the actual situation they can be perceived as a unity, since they are made by 
the same creator and refer to the same biblical narrative. I will analyse the two 
sculptures both separately and together. 

 

 
4.4.1 Constitution  

 
1 Material properties 
 
The entrance relief (4A) is formed by a bronze plate of 30 centimetres height 
and 40 centimetres width, that is exceeded by the figures at the top and the 
sides to a maximum of 38 to 43 centimetres. The high relief stands out to a 
maximum of 10 centimetres in front of the back plate. The tabernacle relief 
(4B) is formed by two plates of 38,5 to 38,5 centimetres each. Both at the top 
and at the front, a high relief outmeasures these plates up to 10 centimetres.  
 Both high reliefs are made of bronze. The entrance relief shows some green 
stains and both reliefs show signs of pale grey scale (dust or weather stains). 
The reliefs show neither a signature nor inscriptions.   

 
43  Hildegard Bienen (Walsum 1925-Marienthal 1990). 
44  The small village of Marienthal has a considerable amount of religious works of art. In the 

first half of the twentieth century, the parish priest of Marienthal (A.Winkelmann) had com-
missioned artists to provide church, monastery and cemetery with contemporary religious 
artworks. These works are preserved and new works are added. Cf. Rohde 1994 and Segers 
2003. 

45  I visited this Carmelite monastery several times. In March 2009, I had a small talk about these 
sculptures with fr. Manfred Grossardt, o.carm. The narrative behind the tabernacle relief is 
that when the Carmelite friars took residence in the former Augustinian monastery of Mari-
enthal (1985), they had to equip the building as a Carmelite Monastery. Visiting the atelier of 
the local artist, Hildegard Bienen, they noticed two moulds belonging together; one present-
ing Elijah and the other presenting an angel. After these moulds, the tabernacle-doors were 
made. Years later, the entrance relief was received as a gift from a friend. This relief seems to 
be a copy of a tabernacle relief (St Marien, Vallendar-Schönstatt, 1990). Only a keyhole is 
missing. See: Dohmen 1991, 111-113.  
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2 Context 
 
The entrance relief (4A) is placed on the façade of the building, at the right 
side of the main entrance. A small border with plants is placed along this fa-
çade, and in front of the sculpture. This is one of the reasons why the Elijah 
sculpture is not as prominent as other parts of this façade. For instance, a 
statue of Saint Ludger on a pillar in front of the monastery is far more promi-
nent. The same is true of the word ‗Carmel‘ that is written on the building and 
to the striking doorknob on the front door (a Carmelite shield, inscribed with 
the word ‗Karmel‘).  
 
Inside the monastery, on the second floor, in an internal-hermitage, there is a 
private chapel. In this chapel, the tabernacle is placed on a kind of wooden 
gantry, at the right rear of the altar, against the southern wall (see: Appendix 4 
– gantry). The Elijah relief (4B) is located at the front-side of this tabernacle as 
an ornament on the tabernacle-doors. Underneath the tabernacle, the sanctu-
ary lamp hangs from four chains. The centre of the chapel is formed by the 
altar. A large painting of Jesus with two men (Emmaus-Jünger, Heinrich Dieck-
mann 1922) is hanging behind this altar (next to the tabernacle).46 Once in a 
while, this chapel is used by Carmelite friars and/or guests for silent prayer. It 
is also the private chapel for people who make a retreat at the hermitage. 

 
3 The beholder 
 
Theoretically, everyone who visits the area can see the entrance relief. How-
ever, due to the modest appearance of this relief, it will be easily overlooked. 
Visitors have to stop in front of the main entrance of the monastery in order 
to perceive the relief. A beholder who would like to perceive the tabernacle 
relief has to be invited inside and has to enter into the inner-part of the monas-
tery.  

 

 
4.4.2 Perceiving the pictures 

 
1 Perception of the pictures  
 
The entrance relief is dark-bronze coloured and coarsely shaped. On a rectan-
gular bronze tablet, two human figures come forward and, on the upper half of 
the relief, two rough three-dimensional shapes can be perceived. The remain-
ing parts of the tablet show irregularities – some spherical forms.   

 
46  Joggerst 2002, 436.479. 
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On the right, the beholder will recognise a human figure under a fan-shaped 
bush. The figure has a long slim torso, bare shoulders and arms and bare lower 
legs. He47 seems to wear a long vest (down to his knees). The figure seems to 
sit uneasily, knees lifted, hands and feet stretched. The legs separated, but par-
allel. The face is formed by a nose, large open eyes with vertical-split pupils, 
heavy raised eyebrows, an open mouth and a dimpled chin. Some signs of a 
haircut are visible. Long, diagonal lines (crossing the torso from shoulders to 
knees, continuing up to the toes) underline his pose. Especially roughly shaped 
are the lower abdomen and upper legs. The figure seems to stretch himself out 
– he seems to take off – leaning on his left hand. His right hand is stretched 
open with the palm of his hand visible. Is this hand pushing something away? 
Is the hand craving for help? Or is it open for receiving?  
 At the left side of this sculpture, the beholder will see another figure. This 
figure is also roughly shaped, but definitely clothed with a kind of skirt. He48 is 
depicted as upright, in a walking pose. In his left hand, he is holding a round 
ball with cross incision (a round loaf) and in his right hand he holds a pitcher 
by the handle. The figure seems to make a forward movement, with his head 
stretched towards the other figure. He has a hairstyle (incisions point to long 
hair probably bound together behind the head) and an ear is visible. The eyes 
are without pupils: they seem blind, covered or closed. The expression on the 
face can perhaps best be described as ‗neutral‘ (see: Appendix 4 – close-up 1). 
At the back of the figure, two wings can be recognised. The wings seem to 
flutter.  
 Perceiving the complete relief, the depicted figures can be recognised as 
referring to the narrative of Elijah fed by the angel. The beholder will see a needy 
Elijah, uneasily stretching out under a bush or tree, and an angel that brings 
him a loaf of bread and a jar of water. Elijah seems to be connected to the 
bush like the angel to the wings. Since the angel seems to be blind, he does not 
see Elijah in need. What is leading him? Apparently this angel is just the mes-
senger, the mediator between God and Elijah.  
 The relief is placed at the right side of the main entrance. The angel seems 
to come from the front door. He is walking towards Elijah. Beholders might 
read this relief as a reference to their position, on their way to enter the Carme-
lite monastery. Will they identify themselves with the needy? Will the Carmelite 
friars, as a result, be identified with the angel? Will they be regarded as angels 
that are guided to present (divine) food to anyone who is in need? Or, Is this 
interpretation too far-fetched? 
 

 
47  For stylistic reasons, I use the male personal pronouns; the figure is gender neutral. 
48  For stylistic reasons, I use the male personal pronouns; the figure is gender neutral. 
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Inside the building, upstairs, at the far side of the monastery, within the inner 
hermitage, in the chapel, the tabernacle relief can be found. In the poorly lit 
chapel, the dark-bronze tabernacle catches the eye of the beholder because of 
the striking gantry it is located in. This gantry is a quite large and dark, unusual 
object. The lighting of the chapel throws several shadows of the gantry onto 
the southern wall. The beholder is invited to take a closer look to recognise the 
form and purpose of the object: housing a bronze block. The sanctuary lamp, 
which is hanging beneath it, prompts the beholder to identify the bronze block 
as a tabernacle. At a closer look, the beholder will see that the tabernacle relief 
forms the tabernacle-doors. 
 This tabernacle relief also shows two figures: one on the left tabernacle-door 
and one on the right-hand door. The left figure seems to be an angel. This 
angel is shown as a human figure (face, arms, clothing, build) with wings at-
tached at the back. This angel seems to float in a vertical position; the soles of 
the feet are held upwards. The right wing is spread out and covers over a third 
of the tabernacle-door. The angel‘s left wing is visible in front of the angel‘s 
face and is pointing upwards. Is this wing pointing to heaven? The angel is 
clothed with a kind of simple dress and linen cloth draped around the waist. 
The linen is draped in a way that it seems to act as something like an apron. It 
gives the impression of the angel as a servant. Looking at the angel‘s face, he49 
seems to have blind eyes (no pupils visible) and a quite neutral expression. 
 The angel is carrying a round ball with an incision in the form of a cross – a 
round loaf of bread – and a cup that is almost filled to the brim. The angel 
holds the bread in an open hand and has a firm grip on the cup. He seems to 
present them as ‗objects‘ to watch (contemplate) or as gifts to accept. The 
upward pointing wing of the angel is located above the bread and cup and 
therefore seems to point at the relation of the food to the divine. The bread 
and the cup refer to the Eucharistic gifts. 
 On the right tabernacle-door a sitting figure is visible, looking in the direc-
tion of the angel. The figure is clothed with a long robe, from the neck to the 
elbows and down to the feet. The man (Elijah) is leaning on his left hand, 
which is placed behind him. His right hand and his head reach out to the angel 
with the food. Between his legs, the robe forms small holes. At a distance, a 
white stripe suggests that he has closed eyes. Coming closer, the beholder will 
see the round, uniform eyeballs of which the white stripe is the upper line. The 
eyebrows seem lifted, which gives him an open, questioning expression (see: 
Appendix 4 – close-up 3). 
This Elijah seems to lean against a bush, being something like a plumage. 
Compared to the rest of the relief, this bush has a fine shape. It slightly out-
reaches the block. At the bottom of the relief, some rectangular and cubic 

 
49  Gender neutral. 
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forms are visible. Do they refer to rocks? Do they refer to mountains?50 The 
forms all point to the top left.  

 
2 Perception of a sequence 
 
Separately, the reliefs show no sequences. Although both reliefs can be traced 
to the same building, the physical distance between them is considerable. Only 
very attentive visitors will perceive the two reliefs as a sequence. But what if 
they do? 
 Although the tabernacle relief is originally older, perception will start with 
the entrance relief since the beholder will start at the front door and will find 
the tabernacle relief only after entering the innermost part of the building. The 
attentive beholder can easily notice similarities between the two reliefs: in 
terms of the material, the composition (at the left an angel with bread and a 
pitcher, at the right a man, sitting in a backward pose, in front of a bush) and 
the reference to Elijah fed by the angel. However, differences also stand out. 
The combination of the two reliefs shows some striking contrasts.  
 First of all, looking at the Elijah-figure a development is visible. In the en-
trance relief, Elijah has a kind of pupil – a vertical incision at both eyes. This 
seems to have a meaning. In contrast to the other depicted eyes, this Elijah 
seems to have broken eyes, symbolising death. The needy Elijah might be a 
dying man – which enhances the gravity of his need. In the tabernacle relief, 
Elijah‘s pain or intense need seems to be gone. Elijah‘s face is more relaxed – 
almost peacefully reaching to the gifts of the angel. Not entirely focussed on 
his own need anymore, but focussed on the food that is offered. The straight 
diagonal lines on the Elijah of the first relief are round lines on the second 
relief (for instance the folds in the long robe). Besides, instead of lying under 
the bush/tree, Elijah is sitting in front of the bush, leaning against it. In the 
tabernacle relief, Elijah is more clothed; his upper arms and lower legs are 
covered. It all seems more comfortable, more relaxed. 
 Secondly, looking at the angel, this figure is walking in the first relief and 
floating at the second one. On the tabernacle, the wings are spread out more 
and the left wing is more clearly pointing upwards. Also the angel‘s head is 
placed higher. It stands out partly above the tabernacle. This difference be-
tween the walking angel and the floating angel is striking. The first seems to be 
more ‗earthly‘, and the second more ‗celestial‘.  
 Thirdly, the gifts differ. The pitcher in the entrance relief is a cup (referring 
to the Eucharist) on the tabernacle relief. In the entrance relief the angel carries 

 
50  At icons, mountains are shown by a heaps of similar forms. Cf. the picture of the Elijah-icon 

(1.3.2). 
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the gifts to Elijah, whereas on the tabernacle relief the angel presents them to 
Elijah, so, the angel has raised bread and cup.  
 Thus, beholding the two sculptures in a sequence, some transformations are 
visible: Elijah has arisen, his pain seems to be gone and the angel has become 
more celestial (floating and presenting Eucharistic gifts). In other words, the 
two reliefs in line show a rising.  
 
However, this is not the end of the sequence. When the beholder starts to 
move away from the tabernacle relief and leaves the chapel, the hermitage, and 
the monastery building, an interesting sequel to this combination of two reliefs 
appears; the beholder passes the entrance-relief again and is able to perceive 
this relief again. This might produce a renewed and transformed perception of 
the entrance sculpture. Leaving the building, the beholder will at first see the 
back of the angel, and will subsequently look, with the angel, towards Elijah 
(see: Appendix 4 – close-up 2). This way of approaching increases a possible 
‗identification‘ of the beholder with the angel: the beholder is invited to look at 
Elijah from the perspective of the angel. While the first two pictures of this 
sequence encourage the beholder to identify himself or herself with a receiving 
and rising Elijah, this third picture takes the beholder a step further and en-
courages the person to act (strengthened by the received food) in favour of the 
needy. 

 

 
4.4.3 Critical analysis of the picture 

 
1 Genre 
 
Both reliefs refer to Elijah fed by the angel (71M53: An angel wakes Elijah; a loaf 
of bread and a jar of water are usually at Elijah‟s head). The composition of both 
reliefs is quite standard: an angel (a winged human figure) presents a loaf of 
bread and a pitcher or cup to Elijah, who is more or less lying down under a 
bush or tree. The depiction of Elijah is striking: a young man, beardless, 
dressed with a smooth robe and a short hair-cut. Like most iconographic rep-
resentations of this narrative, Elijah has not yet received the divine food.  
 The tabernacle relief refers this theme to the Eucharist, which is quite nor-
mal. Compared to other representations, a remarkable element of the taberna-
cle relief is the representation of the cup (instead of a jar). On the entrance 
relief the striking element is the expression of Elijah in need; there are more 
examples of a needy Elijah, but mostly, Elijah is represented as a calm figure or 
even as a sleeping man. However, as far as I know, this iconography is unique 
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as an entrance relief. More than once, the narrative of Elijah fed by the ravens 
is depicted on façade-tablets, but Elijah fed by an angel is not.51  

 
2 Structure 
 
Setting  
Both sculptures are similarly constructed. They show, at the left side, a winged 
angel bearing a loaf of bread and a pitcher (4A) or cup (4B). At the right side, 
they show an Elijah figure stretching his right hand out, while sitting under 
(4A) or in front of (4B) a bush. 
 On the tabernacle sculpture, the angel and Elijah show a similar motion-less 
face and both are similarly dressed (same neckline, rolled-up sleeves, attire 
down to their feet). The only difference in attire is the extra linen around the 
hips and upper legs of the angel (probably a sign of being a servant).  
 
Both reliefs show the encounter of the angel and Elijah in an irregular, roughly 
shaped surrounding. Nevertheless, a difference is visible, since the surrounding 
on the entrance relief shows spherical forms (like hardened clay soil) and on 
the tabernacle relief angular forms (like bricks) are presented. These forms are 
clearer on the lower part of the relief, which carries the suggestion of a depth-
structure (the lower part seems closer than the upper part of the relief). Beside 
these depictions of ‗ground‘ or ‗rocky ground‘, the reliefs also suggest a sky: 
there is a clear ‗high and low‘. The figures come forward out of the relief-
background, surrounded by air. 
 Apart from each other, both reliefs have a distinct representation of Elijah 
fed by the angel. The entrance relief shows a walking, ‗earthly‘, angel with 
bread and water for Elijah (who is represented as one who is needy). In reli-
gious terms, the entrance relief shows an act of diacony.52 The tabernacle relief 
shows a floating, ‗celestial‘, angel with Eucharistic gifts for Elijah (represented 
as a believer; willing to receive). In religious terms, the tabernacle relief shows a 
liturgical act. 
 Combined, these reliefs symbolise a connection between diacony (support 
for the needy) and liturgy (Eucharistic gifts).53  

 
  

 
51  For example, façade-tablets in Amsterdam: www.flickr.com/photos/vvag/3048287107; 

www.flickr.com/photos/vvag/3205986213; www.flickr.com/photos/vvag/2962394856. 
52  Diacony is the charity work of the diaconate. 
53  The information about the origin of the reliefs sustains this combination, since the picture of 

the entrance relief is also depicted at a tabernacle (St Marien, Schönstatt) and the tabernacle 
relief was perhaps not designed (at first) as a tabernacle relief. 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/vvag/3048287107
http://www.flickr.com/photos/vvag/3205986213
http://www.flickr.com/photos/vvag/2962394856
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Dynamics 
Both reliefs depict an act of offering and receiving. In the entrance relief the 
approach of the angel (with the food) seems to be the central dynamic. This 
dynamic of offering and receiving is sustained by the posture of the two fig-
ures; the angel reaches forward, Elijah seems to be unable - but willing - to get 
up. These postures are emphasised by the shape of the wings and the shape of 
the bush; the bush is hollow, the wings bulge forward. The parallel makes a 
connection between the two figures. In the tabernacle relief, not the approach 
of the angel but the approach of the food (carried by the angel) seems to be 
the central dynamic. The piece of bread and the cup are the central point of 
this relief (even physically the bread is almost at the centre). The cup stands 
out for it is almost free from the background - coming forward (presented to 
Elijah but also toward the beholder). Bread and cup are offered and Elijah 
reaches out his hand to receive. 
 
As mentioned before, the combination of the two sculptures show dynamics 
of rising. The differences between the two reliefs - and the physical distance 
between them – suggest a passage of time. Meanwhile – between the depicted 
moment of the entrance relief and the depicted moment of the tabernacle 
relief, Elijah got up, the angel started to float and the food changed into Eu-
charistic gifts. So, the combination of two reliefs shows a rising of Elijah, a 
rising of the angel and a rising of the gifts. 
 Along Elijah‘s act of rising he has also opened up. In the entrance relief he 
seemed entirely focussed on his own need, but now his attention is on the 
divine gifts. Returning to the entrance relief, the Elijah-figure seems to open 
up even more when he becomes a divine messenger and acts in favour of 
someone else in need.  

 
Divine-human relationship 
On both reliefs, Elijah and the angel enter into a relation. The blind and 
winged angels show their divine origin, the source of their gift. In this way, the 
divine itself approaches.  
 The angel offers a diaconal (entrance relief) and a liturgical (tabernacle relief) 
approach. In the tabernacle relief, the angel is presented in a more celestial 
guise (floating) and in the entrance relief, the angel is physically walking on the 
earth. In the combination of these reliefs, a connection is shown between the 
act of diacony and the act of liturgy. In both acts people are involved as receiv-
ing persons who depend on the food. Although this food is offered in two 
different ways, they belong together. The open hands of the Elijah-figures 
show the receiving attitude of people. The food cannot be grasped or confis-
cated – it can be accepted when it is offered.  
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In this way, the divine-human relationship is presented as a relationship of 
divine care and human answer (of accepting the food and become a divine 
messenger oneself). 

 
3 Appeal  
 
The entrance relief communicates to the beholders that people can be very 
needy: in need of help. An earthly angel offers them food. The tabernacle relief 
communicates to the beholders the offer of divine food: a celestial angel pre-
sents this food to anyone who is open to receive it. 
 
The tabernacle relief guides the beholder to make a perspective-change. On 
the entrance relief, the beholder‘s attention will have been centred on the 
needy Elijah. In the tabernacle relief the beholder‘s attention is moved towards 
the Eucharistic gifts. This change is emphasised by the perspective-change of 
the Elijah-figure himself: in the entrance relief Elijah is focussed on his own 
need while in the tabernacle relief his attention is completely on the gifts of the 
angel – he is receptive, waiting, witnessing.  
 
A beholder will first have an observer-perspective which might change into a 
participant-perspective. This participant-perspective will at first be an Elijah-
perspective (being needy, longing to receive, etc.) and not an angel-perspective 
(giving). However, in leaving the building the beholder is invited to adopt the 
angel‘s perspective. 

 
4 Intermedial relation 
 
General references 
Both reliefs show references to the biblical theme of divine feeding – God as 
Care-taker for his people (cf. Exod 16:13-30; Pss 78:25; 104:27; Mark 6:30-44; 
8:1-8). This reference invites beholders to perceive themselves as receiving 
persons – to recognise and acknowledge their dependency on divine food.  
 The tabernacle relief shows references to Eucharistic texts, like in the tradi-
tional Eucharistic prayer (cf. Mark 14:22-25 par; John 6:48-51; 1 Cor 11:23-25). 
The entrance relief also shows references to the works of mercy which are 
inspired by Matt 25:35-36: ‗For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was 
thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you wel-
comed me, I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took 
care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.‖ A central element of the bibli-
cal passage (Matt 25:31-46) is the theme of ‗seeing the Lord‘. In the entrance 
relief, the angel does not appear to see the needy man (blank eyes). In Mat-
thew 25, Jesus appeals to a reversal in which believers are invited to do works 
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of mercy (like in the narrative of the Good Samaritan). This emphasises the 
twofold perception of the entrance relief (4A and 4C) with its contrasting invi-
tations of identification (with the needy man and with the angel). Thus, the 
biblical reference supports the invitation to the beholder to be identified with 
the angel. 
 As a conclusion, the reliefs show references to gospel texts in which Jesus 
Christ himself is involved in three ways: as the giver, as the gift and as the re-
ceiver.  

 
Specific references to 1 Kgs 19:1-18 
Both reliefs refer to 1 Kgs 19:4-8 (the encounter of Elijah and (YHWH‘s) mes-
senger). The preceding narrative is not depicted – the reason and content of 
Elijah‘s need are open to interpretation.  
 In the entrance relief, the gravity of Elijah‘s need is visible. He is struggling 
with life and death. His eyes already seem broken. Is he asking that his soul 
might die (19:4)? It is not clear. For one thing he seems to struggle to prevent 
himself from falling down further, for another, his right hand seems to reject 
the food (keeping it at a distance or pushing it away).  
 Elijah is stretched out under a solitary tree or bush, but, unlike the text, 
Elijah is not sleeping. His body is not relaxed at all. Also, the angel is not 
touching Elijah. He brings food and something to drink but there seems to be 
no specific contact with Elijah. The bread and the pitcher are clearly brought 
by the angel (which is an open space in the biblical text). It is not clear whether 
Elijah will accept these gifts.  
 The tabernacle relief shows the same narrative in a clearly different way. 
This might refer to the second encounter of Elijah and (now explicitly) 
YHWH‘s messenger. Again, the touching is not depicted but rather the offering 
of the (now clearly heavenly) food. Elijah‘s position is the position of someone 
who is willing to receive. He has raised himself and he is concentrated on the 
angel and the food – his right hand is open to take the food and/or the cup.  
 The combination of both reliefs is an interesting depiction of the repeated 
visit of the messenger. The messenger becomes more clearly celestial (like in 
the text, where the messenger is now explicitly a messenger of YHWH) and 
Elijah becomes concentrated on the divine food. The biblical narrative contin-
ues although the reliefs seem to stay concentrated on this moment of divine 
giving. However, in the third part of the sequence (returning to the entrance 
relief), Elijah has become the servant of God (the angelic figure). 
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4.4.4 Conclusion  

 
On two separate reliefs, the biblical passage of Elijah fed by the angel is de-
picted. One relief places this narrative at the entrance of the building; the other 
relief locates the narrative on the tabernacle of the chapel.  
 At the entrance relief, a needy Elijah is in a life and death struggle. His ten-
sion is visible – he seems to be in pain/dying. He seems focussed on his pain – 
not knowing what to do. Is he longing for help? Is he rejecting the food, push-
ing it away? The angel is walking towards the man – the angel is bringing bread 
and something to drink. The angel is not looking at Elijah – he seems to be 
lead by something or someone else – his position seems like someone who 
retires into oneself. He refers to his divine origin. 
 In the tabernacle relief the angel is presenting a loaf of bread and a filled 
cup. Elijah is sitting in a relaxed position, reaching toward these gifts. The 
angel is floating. The relief represents the Eucharist: the presentation of the 
divine gifts and the openness to receive them. 
 
Although this analysis is about two separate sculptures, I, as a beholder, com-
bined them. My act of looking at this combination revealed a journey and a 
change of perspective. The reliefs differ from each other on crucial aspects. By 
seeing them as a unity the reliefs acquire meaning beyond the meaning of the 
individual reliefs: 
 To start with, the reliefs present the theme of rising. Firstly, Elijah has risen 
out of a life and death struggle; his tension has changed into a relaxed open-
ness. He has also physically risen from an recumbent position into a position 
of sitting upright. Secondly, the angel has moved upwards. From walking on 
the ground the angel has begun to float, the left wing is pointing right up. The 
angel has become more clearly celestial. Thirdly, the gifts are raised. The angel 
no longer bears them but offers them. The pitcher has become a cup. The gifts 
have become (more) divine.  
 The reliefs also present the theme of transformation. The beholders, who 
are invited to identify themselves with the needy Elijah in the entrance relief, 
are invited to receive (just like Elijah) the divine gifts of the Eucharist in the 
tabernacle relief. Afterwards, when they leave the building, they are invited to 
identify themselves with the angel in the entrance relief (which has become an 
exit-relief) – to go out and do works of mercy.  
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4.5 Chapel window - Mainz-Drais  
 
The fifth paradigm is the analysis of a chapel window in a nursing home, the 
Caritas-Altenzentrum Maria Königin, Seminarstraße 4, D-55127 Mainz-Drais (see: 
Appendix 5).54 The window, which is titled ‗Elias in der Wüste‟, was created in 
1994 by Tobias Eder. The specificity of this paradigm will be the connection to 
its context of care.  
 

 
4.5.1 Constitution  

 
1 Material properties  
 
The Elijah-window is a stained-glass window, of about 275 centimetres height 
and 175 centimetres width. The construction of the window is primarily based 
on pieces of coloured glass and lead lines. The pieces of glass are all of one 
colour but with different degrees of lightness. Some lead lines fluently run on 
in black taut painted lines.  

 
Figure 7: Window numbering 

 
54  Cf. www.caritas-altenzentrum-mainz.de/kapelle.htm. 

http://www.caritas-altenzentrum-mainz.de/kapelle.htm
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Chapel  
A: Moses window 
B: Elijah window 
C: Two square windows  
D: Pitched window 
E: Rectangular window 
F: Rectangular window 
G: Two square windows 
 
1: Altar  
2: Tabernacle 
3: Reed organ 

The window is supported and secured by a solid frame, consisting of two hori-
zontal beams, two vertical beams and six horizontal thin girders. The girders 
are curved at several places where a horizontal line would interfere with the 
picture.  
 The window shows an inscription, naming the designer (Tobias Eder 1994) 
and the maker (whose name is illegible). I have numbered the layers (1 to 9) 
and columns (A, B and C). I will use this numbering in order to indicate the 
composing elements as clearly as possible. 

 
2 Context  
 
The window is located in the private chapel of the nursing home. The nursing 
home is part of Caritas International. The Roman Catholic nature of the insti-
tution is not prescribed for the residents; the nursing home is on principle 
open to everyone – independent of standing, religion or nationality. 

 
 

 
The private chapel is located at the centre of the nursing home. The Elijah 
window is part of the back wall of the private chapel, in the northern corner, 
diagonally across the sanctuary (tabernacle/altar). Therefore, the window is 
partly invisible; chairs are placed with their back right in front of it, hiding level 
1 and 2 of the window.  
 The Elijah window (B) forms, by measure and figuration, a combination 
with the Moses window (A). This Moses window refers to the narrative of 
Exodus 3 and shows Moses in front of a burning bush, in which the divine 
name is written: YHWH (cf. Moses window - Appendix 5). The other win-
dows (C to G) are non-figurative. The two pairs of square windows (a window 
at eye level and a smaller window on top of it – C and G) seem to be parts of 
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an (invisible) larger window: the lines carry through between the upper and 
lower windows. The two square windows of the southern wall (E) show loud 
green-blue-red colours and the other two square windows (C) show soft white-
red-yellow colours. The pitched window (D) is peaked at the top. In this win-
dow, several lines seem to mix. These lines (in blue, white, red, black) are all 
formed by horizontal and vertical/diagonal components. The two rectangular 
windows (E and F) are hidden behind a wall. 
 The chapel is open every day to the public, and services are held regularly in 
the chapel (a few times a week Catholic services and monthly an Evangelical 
service). 

 
3 Beholder  
 
Since the Elijah window is part of the chapel of a nursing home and is placed 
at the centre of the building, most beholders will be residents, staff members 
and visitors.  
 The interior of the chapel directs beholders to look at the altar and taberna-
cle opposite the Elijah window. If a beholder wishes to see the complete Elijah 
window, some chairs need to be removed. So, a visitor has to put in effort to 
become a beholder of the whole Elijah-window. This removal of furniture is 
not very likely to happen, so most beholders will perceive the window without 
level 1 and 2. However, this analysis takes the whole window as the object of 
study. 

 

 
4.5.2 Perceiving the pictures 

 
1 Perception of the picture 
 
A beholder can perceive the Elijah window at the far left corner. Even when 
there are chairs in front of the window, the large size of the Elijah-window and 
the vivid colouring of the glass draw attention.  
 
At the centre of the window, the beholder will recognise a white-faced figure 
in a horizontal position (B6). The hands of this, olive-coloured, figure are 
white too. He55 is lying on his right side, with his head reclining on his right 
arm. Both hands are lying flat, with the fingers together. From a distance he 
seems to have his eyes open: what is he staring at? It seems an aimless staring. 
Coming closer, he appears to have his eyes (almost) shut. The face is drawn 
with black lines in which most lines are placed in the same diagonal direction: 

 
55  For stylistic reasons, I use the male personal pronouns; the figure is gender neutral. 
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mouth, chin, nostrils, four lines of the eyes, eyebrows, forehead and at the top 
of the head. This final line – over the top of the head, suggests a bold head. 
The figure is in a resting position but he does not seem comfortable; the paral-
lel stretched legs, the taut lines of his face and the fact that he reclines his head 
on his right arm give him an expression of discomfort. He seems powerless, 
exhausted. Is it pain that is bothering him? Is it despondency? Does the white 
colour of the skin represent sickness or even death? The man seems unaware 
of the world around him: he appears to be preoccupied, focussed inward.  
 If a beholder takes a close look at the face, he or she will discover that the 
head is not only resting on the arm, but that it is also supported by the curved 
girder that follows the line of the head (see: Appendix 5 – close-up 1).  
 The figure is situated on a dark brown surface (B5-C4). Is it a kind of mat-
tress? At both sides of this mattress lead lines run upward, converging at the 
top. These lines end at respectively B8 and C8, between multiple lines that end 
at that same height.  
 On top of the figure, the glass is coloured red with a lot of black lines gath-
ered at the bottom (B6-C6) and fanning out at the top (B7-C7). It seems like a 
kind of red curtain, or a bush. This red curtain or bush is stretching out all 
over the lying figure. At the bottom of this red plane there are also some cross-
ing lines that have the shape of a scar (C6). A dark-brown line with cream 
coloured glass above (B6-C6) seems to indicate a horizon. In front of this ho-
rizon, the figure on the mattress is surrounded by a camel-brown colouring. 
Does this indicate a desert-like area?  
 
At the left side of the window, another figure can be perceived (A7-A3). This 
figure is presented in different shades of blue and in an upright pose. The 
head, the arms, hands and torso of this figure are clearly visible. The figure is 
rather large; towering above the beholder. 
 His56 head is slightly bent toward the other figure and the eye-balls are look-
ing in the same direction. Behind the head a light spot in a yellow surface 
(A7-A8), make it seem like as if it is radiating from the head, which gives him 
the appearance of sainthood or divinity (See: Appendix 5 – close-up 2). Do 
the blue tones of this figure refer to the colour of heaven? Is he, by any 
chance, a heavenly representative? On the yellow surface, a black line follows 
the contours of the figure and another arched line is attached to this contour-
line (A7). Do these lines indicate movement? Or a background? Something 
else? 
 His abdominal region shows vertical lines that descend like pleats in a skirt. 
Above, he seems to be clothed in a shirt, with one sleeve (the right one) rolled-
up. He keeps the right hand at chest level (the flat of the hand underneath). 

 
56  For stylistic reasons, I use the male personal pronouns; the figure is gender neutral. 
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What is the meaning of this pose? Is it a gesture of protection?57 Or is it some-
thing else? The left hand is stretched forward (the beholder faces the flat of the 
hand) and seems to show a direction: pointing towards the right bottom corner 
of the window (C2). A blue/white double line extends the direction of the left 
hand towards C2. This direction-line seems at the end to be covered with an 
olive-coloured plane. If there are chairs in front of the window, the direction 
that is indicated will probably be perceived as a spot in front of the window. 
 
In front of the blue figure, a large pitcher with a handle is visible (A2-B4), in 
brown and blue coloured glass. The pitcher seems to be filled with blue (wa-
ter). A large, dark brown, round loaf is visible next to the pitcher (B1-B2). The 
blue figure, the pitcher and the round loaf seem to be connected in a curved 
line. Pitcher and loaf seem to be within the domain of the blue figure. His 
hands demarcate a domain in which the food is present. Since the blue figure‘s 
eyes are on both the food and the olive coloured figure, he establishes a con-
nection between this recumbent figure and the food. 
 The relatively large loaf and pitcher open up the perception of perspective: 
the food is at the foreground, the recumbent figure is lying back in front of a 
dark brown horizon (B6-C6). Moving on, at the top of the window, a beholder 
will perceive relatively large pieces of coloured glass with only a few lines. A 
beholder can interpret this colouring as a blue sky over two camel-brown hills 
(B9-C9), running on in green fields (B8-C8). So, in the background a hilly 
scenery provides a distant horizon (B9-C9). 
 
At the top on the left, a bright yellow plane bridges the space between the blue 
figure‘s head and the top of the window (A7-A9). At the centre of this yellow 
plane, a black curved line is clearly visible (A9-A8). This line seems to point 
downward towards the blue figure. What is the meaning of this line? It seems 
to be a counterpart of all the upward lines that also end at level 8 (B8-C8).  
 
Between both figures, a vertical line separates both figures like a kind of door-
post. The space between the figures (B3-B7) shows many abstract forms: dou-
ble lines (straight and round, horizontal and diagonal, in white and blue) cross 
camel brown, dark brown, yellow and red planes. The vertical lines in particu-
lar seem to separate the sphere at the left from the sphere at the right. More-
over, it creates distance. The coloured pieces of glass show a clear relation 
between both spheres; the red, dark brown and olive colours are shown at 
both sides of the double lines. The bright yellow and the blue colouring domi-

 
57  According to the description on the website, it is a life-protecting gesture. See: www.caritas-

altenzentrum-mainz.de/kapelle.htm. 

http://www.caritas-altenzentrum-mainz.de/kapelle.htm
http://www.caritas-altenzentrum-mainz.de/kapelle.htm
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nate the left surface and appear to manifest divinity (these colours of sky and 
stars refer to heaven). 
 
The window seems to combine two layers of reference. Firstly, this window in 
the midst of the nursing home seems to refer to care-takers that provide food 
and support to elderly people who appear exhausted. Secondly, the combina-
tion of an exhausted looking figure, a presenting figure (with celestial appear-
ance), a pitcher and a loaf can be recognised as an allusion to the narrative of 
Elijah fed by the angel: Elijah is lying down under a fiery broom bush and an 
angel is presenting a bread-cake and a jar of water to him. Possibly, the angel 
also shows the direction of a journey ahead of Elijah. The angel‘s left hand is 
clearly pointing, but the angel‘s right hand can also be regarded as a pointing 
hand: discreetly pointing to the ‗hilly, desert-like scenery‘ in the background 
(C8). 

 
2 Perception of a sequence 
 
All the windows of this chapel show a kind of iconographic ‗program‘. The 
Elijah window forms a kind of diptych with the adjacent Moses window. The 
other, smaller windows in the chapel are non-figurative, but emphasise the 
perception of dynamics and relations by means of vertical, diagonal and hori-
zontal lines. 
 The combination of Moses and Elijah is remarkable, since in the context of 
a Christian tradition, they appear together on Mount Tabor, flanking Jesus at 
the Transfiguration. In this way, the combination of a Moses window and an 
Elijah window direct the beholder toward Jesus. 
 Iconographically, both windows match. Both Moses and Elijah are dressed 
in olive and both relate to a bush (B6-C6), fanning out at the top (B7-C7). 
However, in this combination of two windows, the differences in depiction 
stand out. Firstly, the burning bush of Moses and Elijah‘s bush are depicted 
quite differently. The striking red colour of Elijah‘s bush has no equivalent in 
the Moses window. So, this red colour stands out. Secondly, the Moses-figure 
has an elaborated face and hands, compared to Elijah‘s plain white skin. 
Thirdly, the terrain is elaborated differently; in the Elijah window the terrain is 
filled with contrasting colours and coarse lines. In the Moses window, Moses is 
located on a bare white plane and the other parts of the Moses-window are 
filled with coloured structures. Both windows show two distinct spheres that 
are roughly divided along the diagonal from the upper left to the lower right. 
This diagonal divides two spheres; the sphere of man and the sphere of God. 
The windows mirror these spheres (as a contrast). 
 The theme of the Moses window gives an extra layer of meaning to the 
Elijah window. Moses is standing at the front left-hand side of the window, in 
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front of the bush with the name of the divine. Moses is raising his hands in 
front of his head out of respect. In the Elijah window the revelation of the 
divine seems to be quite opposite: not in the bush at the centre but in the angel 
and the food at the front left side of the window. But – as mentioned above – 
another layer of meaning comes to the surface: just as the Moses-window has 
as a central motif the burning bush and the Moses figure opens the area of 
respect, the Elijah window has as central motif the exhausted Elijah figure. The 
area of respect is also addressed to this Elijah – and all the people he repre-
sents: the residents of the nursing house.  

 

 
4.5.3 Critical analysis of the picture 

 
1 Genre 
 
The window depicts the context of the nursing home in the narrative of Elijah 
who is fed by the angel (71M53: An angel wakes Elijah; a loaf of bread and a jar of 
water are usually at Elijah‟s head). At this window, the angel seems to be illumi-
nated but not winged. The angel does not seem to be waking Elijah, but is 
directed (with the eyes) towards Elijah. Elijah is lying down under a bush. He 
is bald-headed and beardless (the latter does not correspond to the traditional 
iconography). A loaf of bread and a jar of water are present; not at Elijah‘s 
head but close to the angel, in front of Elijah. What is special in the window 
design is the prominent place of this food: Pitcher and loaf are depicted at the 
front and are relatively large. It gives the window a perspective; the food at the 
front, Elijah further behind.  

 
2 Structure  
 
Setting  
The window shows a coloured surface, in which two figures can be recognised: 
a lying figure dressed in olive with white head and hands, and a blue upright 
figure. The olive figure represents Elijah as an exhausted man, lying under a 
red bush (in the shape of a curtain). Elijah is situated in a kind of triangle (lying 
on a mattress, at both sides a lead line runs upward. The blue figure presents a 
(nurse-like) angel that seems to float. Together with his blue colour and the 
light spot surrounding his head, the floating gives the angel a celestial appear-
ance. Besides all this, a filled pitcher, a round loaf, and hills can be recognised. 
 
The window is made of pieces of glass with a wide range of colours; various 
shades of blue, brown and green are combined with bright red, yellow and 
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white. The window shows hardly any transparency: it mediates light from out-
side but one cannot see through it. 
 The window seems to have two spheres that are roughly divided along the 
diagonal from the upper left to the lower right (A9-C1). The upper right part 
of the picture is constructed with relatively large areas of colour, of the brown-
red-green segment. The other part of the picture shows many more lines and 
smaller areas of colour. Although this part also shows red, brown and green, 
the colouring is mainly blue, white and yellow. The line that divides the two 
spheres follows the ‗doorpost‘ (B7-B4) and, at the height of the angel‘s hand, 
runs along the double line towards the lower right corner of the picture. A 
striking, blue and white coloured, curved line crosses this diagonal more than 
once (B5-C2). It represents a windy road, moving there and back from one 
sphere to the other. The connection between both spheres is also emphasised 
in the red and green glass pieces to be found on both sides. However, the red 
and green on the left sphere is brighter than the red and green around the 
Elijah figure. 
 The window suggests depth by means of the large pitcher and loaf at the 
front and the hills at the back. Furthermore, the window shows a twofold ho-
rizon (B6-C6; B9-C9).  
 The window provides no specific suggestion of time: on the one hand, no 
passage of time is visible; on the other hand the depicted moment lasts a 
length of time.  
 
The window seems to illustrate the world outside the chapel (the nursing 
home) with a biblical image. The combination of figures refers to the narrative 
of Elijah and the angel, but can easily be regarded as a biblical image of the con-
text: Staff members who provide care (food and direction) to (elderly) resi-
dents who are in need of help. Even the hills in the background (B9-C9) might 
represent the hilly surroundings of Mainz-Drais – a district that is build on top 
of a partly wooded hill, surrounded by fields (B8-C8). Within this image, the 
red colour of the bush can be interpreted as the colour of blood, representing 
suffering or the life-threat to the residents.58 In this perspective the scar (C6) is 
interesting since it shows the repair of a wound and therefore refers to a heal-
ing process. 
 Along with this reference to the context of a nursing home, the window also 
refers to the divine offering of the Eucharist. The pitcher and loaf represent 
bread and wine, offered as a support on the path of life.  

 

 
58  The policies of the nursing home state death as part of life: ―Krankheit und Sterben verstehen wir 

als einen Teil des Lebens, und begleiten unsere Bewohner in diesem Lebensabschnitt besonders verantwor-
tungsbewusst. Dies schließt ein, Gefühle im Umgang mit Sterben und Tod zuzulassen und auch darüber zu 
sprechen‖. Cf. www.caritas-altenzentrum-mainz.de/leistung.htm.  

http://www.caritas-altenzentrum-mainz.de/leistung.htm
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Dynamics 
In the window, movement is primarily suggested by supportive black lead 
lines. For instance, the angel‘s left hand (B5) is surrounded by vertical and 
diagonal lines that interfere with the position of this hand. Although the direc-
tion of the suggested movement is ambiguous (it might be vertical, or diagonal 
to the right but also diagonal to the left). The main direction the hand is indi-
cating is the direction of the fingers, running through in the double lead line to 
the lower right-hand corner.  
 Noteworthy are the two concentrations of black lines indicating respectively 
the skirt of the angel and the red bush. The black lines of the angel‘s skirt 
(A5-A4) are slightly curved, in a vertical pose. The lines are of various lengths. 
They point both upward and downward and seem to suggest a movement of 
floating. The multiple black lines that form the bush (B6-C6 to B8-C8) are 
assembled at the back behind Elijah. The red colour is also beneath the bush 
(C6). It looks like the red colour is descending and is soaking the earth. At the 
same time, the opposite seems true, it seems like the red bush is rising from 
the (red) earth as a kind of volcanic eruption. The various heights of the mani-
fold lines show a reaching out and upward.  
 These manifold lines are contrasted by a single curved black line on the 
yellow plane at the left (A9-A8). This single line is turned downward and seems 
to point to the angel. The bush seems to represent a broad, complicated (life-
covering or life-shading) cry of suffering that is answered from above in one 
singular line: the care-taking (life-offering) angel.  
 
A main line of this window is the diagonal line that starts with the angel‘s left 
hand and runs on to the lower right-hand section of the window. This diagonal 
line is, among others, supported by the line of Elijah‘s body and the line of the 
‗mattress‘. Small black lines on the camel-brown surface (B5, C3) and on the 
green plane (C1-C2) also emphasise this direction. Even the curved double line 
that crosses the central diagonal line more than once (B5-C2) shows the same 
direction. The line is paralleled in the front hill (B9-C8).  
 At both sides of the central diagonal, a curve line is visible. One curve line 
starts with the angel‘s skirt, runs on below the pitcher and the loaf of bread, up 
to C1. The other curve line starts at the height of the angel‘s left elbow, follows 
the camel-brown plane, along the back of Elijah, up to his feet. Together, both 
curved lines show a circle of which the above-mentioned diagonal line forms 
the centre. According to this diagonal line at the centre of the circle, the angel 
offers Elijah a direction, a way, a path to see. Within this perspective, the 
pitcher and the bread are not presented as a goal but as a support by the road-
side. 
 A striking element of the depiction is the fact that Elijah is already facing in 
this direction, and he is also already with his feet set in this direction. Taking a 
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close look at Elijah‘s face, his eyes are closed, but viewed from a distance 
Elijah‘s eyes are open, which means Elijah is looking in the presented direc-
tion. The eyes of Elijah are depicted open and closed at the same time.  
 
The meaning of the pose of the angel‘s right hand is ambiguous. It might be a 
protecting or covering gesture, a gesture of ‗calm down‘. But another percep-
tion is also possible; opposed to the quite univocal perception of direction 
described above, the right hand of the angel might direct discreetly towards the 
back horizon. In this perspective, the left hand presents the food and the right 
hand shows the direction of a path to be followed: over the bush into the hills 
towards the back (second or new) horizon.  
 The chairs in front of the window block the perception of the diagonal line 
to the end. Also the round loaf is invisible when the chairs are placed in front 
of it. This emphasises a twofold direction: the direction of the left hand (that is 
open and is pointing chapel-inward) and the direction of the right hand (point-
ing to the hilly horizon, away from the beholder).  

 
The divine-human relationship 
First of all, divinity is shown in the angelic servant. This angel presents food to 
Elijah. But, the angel does not just offer food to Elijah; he also shows a direc-
tion, a path to follow. Elijah is unaware of the presence of this angel; at least, 
he does not seem to react. But, to the beholder of the window, the offer of the 
angel is evident, for instance in the celestial glow above angel and pitcher, 
which identifies the food as divine. Elijah shows no awareness that he is seen. 
He is focussed inward or he is aimlessly looking ahead. In this way the window 
communicates divine involvement. Even if you (Elijah) are unaware of it! 
 
There is more to say about this care. The angel‘s head and eyes are focussed on 
Elijah. At the same time, by means of colouring and vertical lines, a clear dis-
tinction is visible between the sphere of the angel and the sphere of Elijah. The 
angel shows commitment to Elijah. However, the distance between both fig-
ures is kept intact: they are presented in different spheres. The line between 
those spheres is crossed more than once by a curved line, but not removed. 
Neither is the angel covering Elijah (even if the right hand is regarded to show 
protection). Elijah remains free with respect to the angel: he is offered food; he 
is invited to accept it. In this way, care is depicted as an area of tension be-
tween distance and closeness. 
 The autonomous place of Elijah is emphasised by the lead lines that the 
mattress seems to hang on. These lead lines show an immediate (not mediated 
by the angel or the food) connection to the divine: Elijah seems to be carried 
unconditionally by God. This perception is emphasised by the curved girder 
that seems to uphold Elijah‘s head: he is supported. 
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The environment also seems to mediate a relation between Elijah and his God, 
for instance, in the contrast between the manifold lines upward (B8-C8) and 
the single curved line downward (A9-A8). The reaching out of Elijah to God is 
presented as a thick bundle of lines that spread out and reach out and upward. 
These lines are covered in red which gives them fierceness. The single curved 
line of God downward (deriving from the upper left corner of the window) is 
pointing at the celestial caretaker. In this way, a reciprocal mediation is visual-
ised: a relation from man to God and from God to man. 
 In this perception, a tension can be felt with the presentation of Elijah as an 
exhausted man. Does not this perception attribute too much activity to Elijah? 
The upward lines seem to rise out of the red earth. It seems to represent the 
reaching out of earth to heaven, to God. This broadens Elijah‘s crying out as 
an individual, into something more communal.  
 Also in another way the environment provides a new, broader perspective, 
since the window has a twofold horizon (B6-C6 and B9-C9). The central de-
piction of Elijah lying down (as the present horizon), is opened up to a wider 
horizon at the top. The angel appears to be discreetly pointing at the ‗hilly, 
desert-like scenery‘ with the second horizon in the background. This widens 
the perception of the situation.  

 
3 Appeal  
 
Since the window is in fact hardly a window (hardly any transparency, no way 
to see or to look through, light only comes through from the outside), the 
beholder encounters an opposition or a kind of mirror. 
 Firstly, as shown above, a beholder is invited to look at the depicted circle 
that is formed by Elijah-angel-pitcher-bread. The beholder is offered a ‗picture‘ 
to look at. Secondly, the window draws the beholder into the picture. The 
beholder can become part of a wider circle of beholder-Elijah-angel. The 
pitcher and the bread are at the centre of this wider circle. Thirdly, the be-
holder is included in an even wider circle, namely, the chapel as a whole. The 
context of the windows (the architecture of the chapel) invites beholders to 
turn their back toward the window. Instead of being a focus point for medita-
tion, the window becomes the background to the perception of the liturgy or 
the tabernacle; a relation to Christ, flanked by Elijah and Moses.  
 
As a whole, the window communicates a message. Providing the setting with a 
biblical image, the beholder is invited to see with new eyes, to interpret the 
world outside with biblical values. For instance, the representation of the angel 
is directive to the beholders who want to offer care. This care includes both 
food and direction. The care is presented as a free gift. The presentation of 



LOOKING AT THE PICTURES 219 

Elijah too is directive. In his exhausted appearance, reclining his head on his 
arm, the white face with the taut lines, it all draws the attention of the be-
holder. Facing Elijah confronts the beholder with the other as an autonomous 
person. Especially from a distance, and in relation to the Moses window, a 
feeling of respect is evoked towards the Elijah figure. In this way, the window 
conjures up the tension between nearness and distance; an area of commit-
ment and awe.  

 
4 Intermedial relation 
 
General references 
In the first place, the window refers to the nursing home, and, more specifi-
cally, to the chapel of this nursing home. The Elijah window shows the theme 
of care as a free offer of food and direction. This refers to the Christian offer-
ing of the Eucharist and to ‗spiritual direction‘. God is presented as Care-taker 
for his people.  
 
A specific reference is visible in the combination with the Moses window. The 
narrative of the burning bush and the revelation of the divine name (the Tetra-
grammaton) demonstrate the presence of the divine and evoke awe. The 
Moses window refers to the biblical narrative of Exodus 3. First Moses discov-
ers the burning bush and hides his face (Exod 3:2-6). After that, the divine 
name is revealed (3:14). In between, God speaks to Moses and says, among 
other things: ‗I have observed the misery of my people who are in Egypt; I 
have heard their cry... I know their suffering... and I have come down... to 
bring them up out of that land to a good and broad land, a land flowing with 
milk and honey....‘ (Exod 3:7-8). This pronouncement gives new meaning to 
the Elijah window. The window seems to present these words; Elijah, whose 
life is threatened, is suffering, and God has observed, has heard, knows, and 
has come down to bring him out of that land to a good and broad land…. The 
new perspective of the second horizon acquires meaning in this reference to 
the Moses window.  
 As mentioned before, the combination of a Moses window and an Elijah 
window in the setting of a Christian chapel also evokes the reference to the 
biblical narrative of Mount Tabor (Transfiguration). In this way (and sup-
ported by the depiction of ‗direction‘ in the window, the window refers to 
Jesus – who can be encountered in the Eucharist.  
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Specific references to 1 Kgs 19:1-18 
In the window, Elijah is lying down under a solitary, red bush. The bush is 
stretching out all over him. It may refer to the threat to his life made by Jezebel 
(19:2). Elijah is in a distinct, solitary and desert-like environment (19:3). Rest-
ing his head on his arm, Elijah is shown in his misery. The multiple lines that 
appear behind Elijah and reach upward seem to refer to Elijah‘s request to die. 
Moreover, Elijah is shown as a powerless figure, reclining his head, which 
might be a sign of giving up. The white face and the posture of Elijah show 
him close to death. He seems to have nothing left (cf. 19:4).  
 Like in the biblical narrative, where Elijah went to sleep, Elijah may have 
closed eyes in the window, but this perception is ambiguous.  
 Someone offers Elijah a pitcher of water and a round loaf. This care-taker is 
presented in blue and, like the pitcher, covered with a celestial glow. This 
makes the care-taker an angel (19:7) and the pitcher of water divine drink. Like 
in the biblical narrative, also in this window, the figure appears to be an angel.  
 The angel is not depicted touching Elijah (cf. 19:5.7), on the contrary, a clear 
distance is visible between the angel and Elijah, emphasised by horizontal 
double lines. The angel‘s right hand and head both show an orientation to-
wards Elijah. This orientation is at a physical distance.  
 The angel does not just offer the food; he also presents a path. This path 
presenting aspect corresponds to the biblical narrative in which the angel, be-
ing present for the second time, says: ―Get up and eat, for arduous is the jour-
ney for you‖ (19:7). In the biblical narrative, the angel only calls Elijah‘s jour-
ney ‗arduous‘, without mentioning a direction. In contrast, the angel in the 
window clearly points to a direction.  
 The biblical narrative continues with Elijah getting up, eating and drinking 
and walking for forty days and forty nights to Mount Horeb 19:8). This is not 
depicted in the window. The Elijah window might be showing Mount Horeb 
in the hills in the background (B9). It is worth noting that this is not the pri-
mary direction the angel is pointing to, quite the reverse: the left hand is di-
rected to the lower right-hand corner. However, with the right hand, the angel 
might already be pointing to Mount Horeb.  
 At least the window shows a wider perspective to the beholder: a second 
horizon. The picture is enlarged. 
 
The Elijah window refers to 1 Kgs 19:2-7 and shows no references to the nar-
rative at Mount Horeb (19:9-18). However, the theme of Theophany is clearly 
represented in the Moses window. In depicting the narrative of Exodus 3, a 
parallel narrative to Elijah is presented. Sure, the stories differ. For instance, in 
the Moses window YHWH is present in the fire and in the biblical Elijah narra-
tive, YHWH is not present in the fire but in a voice of pounding silence (19:12). 
However, in both stories God is presented in a new, unprecedented (and mys-
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terious, multi-interpretable!) way. Also the fact that Moses reacts by hiding his 
face corresponds to the Elijah narrative (19:13).  
 In both stories, divine appearance is immediately followed by an assignment 
to go and act (19:15-18), but this part is presented neither in the Elijah window 
nor in the Moses window. 

 

 
4.5.4 Conclusion  

 
As explored in this analysis, the Elijah window in the chapel of the Caritas-
Altenzentrum in Mainz-Drais shows the narrative of Elijah fed by the angel as an 
image of the direct context of a nursing home. The angel offers food and di-
rection to an exhausted Elijah in his misery (life-threatened). The divine is 
involved. Even if you (Elijah) are unaware of it! The theme of caritas (care) is 
depicted as a free gift. At the same time, Elijah receives direct support. In this 
way, the window conjures up the tension between nearness and distance; an 
area of commitment and awe.  
 The analysis showed how in the act of looking, a divine space is opened up 
(traces of a relation between heaven and earth). This divine space is not neu-
tral, but explicitly filled in with the theme of care: YHWH provides care for ‗his 
people‘.59 
 
The adjoining Moses window provides the Elijah window with extra layers of 
meaning.  
 

- The Moses window depicts a Theophany, which shows references to 
the Theophany-narrative of Elijah in 1 Kgs 19:9-18.  

- The Moses window explains Elijah in the light of Exod 3:7-8 (―I have 
observed the misery of my people who are in Egypt; I have heard their 
cry...‖).  

- The Moses window evokes a feeling of respect, which is also directed 
towards the Elijah figure.  

- The combination of a Moses window and an Elijah window refer to 
their meeting on Mount Tabor, and therefore points to the Transfigura-
tion of Jesus.  

  

 
59  With this expression I indicate relation, not limitation. 
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4.6 Church window - Bergisch Gladbach 
 
The final paradigm of this research is an analysis of what seems to be the most 
complicated picture to analyse (see: Appendix 6). For one thing the Elijah 
window is part of a whole theological program that is elaborated in this 
church, for another thing the window is quite abstract. This Elijah window is 
one of 25 windows in the church of St. Marien, Mülheimer Straße 209, D-51469 
Bergisch Gladbach (-Gronau).60 In dialogue with a (theological) delegation of 
St. Marien, Hermann Gottfried filled all windows of this church with stained 
glass.61 Between 1978 and 1985, Gottfried created these glass windows along 
with an altar mural. The Elijah-window was created during the first years of 
this project (1978-1979).62  

 

 
4.6.1 Constitution  

 
1 Material properties 
 
The Elijah window is a stained-glass, leaded window, which measures about 
870 to 115 centimetres. The window is placed 26 centimetres from the floor 
and reaches almost up to the ceiling. The window consists of six compart-
ments (142 centimetres height) on top of each other. One of those compart-
ments (E) is a window that can be opened. The window is fastened and se-
cured by a solid frame, consisting of five horizontal beams and 17 thin girders 
(five compartments are secured with three girders, the top one is fastened with 
two girders). In this analysis, I indicate the distinct parts of the window with 
the letter of the compartment (A to F) and the number of the layer within that 
compartment (respectively 1 to 4 or 1 to 3). 
 
The colouring of the glass primarily derives from the blue-violet spectrum. The 
pieces of glass in the window all show one colour at different values of light-
ness and have internal bubbles and scratches. The window shows no textual 
properties; neither signature nor inscriptions.  

 
2 Context  
 
The Elijah window is located at St. Marien, which is one of the churches that 
belong to the Catholic parish St. Laurentius of Bergisch Gladbach. The Elijah 

 
60  Cf. www.pv-gl-mitte.de/index.php?id=88. 
61  Hermann Gottfried (Düren, 1929). Hofmann 1978-1985.  
62  Hofmann 1982, 18. 

http://www.pv-gl-mitte.de/index.php?id=88
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window is located at the western wall of the church and is part of a series of 
five high, small windows with biblical motifs: 
 

1. The theme of the first window is creation: with the cosmos, flora and 
birds, Adam and Eve and the snake (Genesis 1 and 3). 

2. The second window depicts Abraham, departing to Canaan: with a 
starry sky, Abraham leading his people and the Tower of Babel (Gene-
sis 11-12).  

3. The third window depicts Moses with the stone tablets: the hand of 
God, people dancing around the Golden Calf (Exodus 32 and 34). 

4. The fourth window is the Elijah window. 
5. The fifth window refers to the New Testament: the baptism of Jesus 

(Mark 1) and the encounter of Mary and Elisabeth (Luke 1). This is the 
only window with a textual part: ―Selig bist du, denn du hast geglaubt‖.  
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Along with this series of five windows, the church contains eight (combined) 
windows more and a mural, all made by Hermann Gottfried. The mural shows 
a descending angel, red flames and birds and a dark altar. The windows primar-
ily refer to the New Testament. They depict for instance Jesus entering Jerusa-
lem; the feeding of the crowd; the heavenly city of Jerusalem; Pentecost; the 
Ascension of Christ and the seven churches in Asia (Revelations 2-3). 

 
On the pillars of the church, framed leaflets give descriptions of the opposite 
windows; the five windows at the western wall are described on the eastern 
pillars. The framed paper that refers to the Elijah window (Figure 9) provides 
the window with a title, a summary, the relating biblical text and a theological 
hint. Under the title Resignation und Sendung des Profeten Elija, the leaflet not only 
describes the window, it provides a specific reading of the biblical text (filling 
in the blanks of the text in a specific manner). A detailed analysis of this leaflet 
would lead too far afield; at this moment, it is enough to be aware of four ele-
ments. First of all, the leaflet relates the window to the narrative of Elijah as 
described in 1 Kgs 18:17-18; 19:1-18. The window is described to be about a 
resigning Elijah who has a desire for death, but is strengthened by an angel 
with bread and water. Secondly, the leaflet states that the lowest part of the 
window (A) shows Israel‘s unbelief by chopped off tree-stumps. Even in this 
unfruitfulness, new life – a new beginning arises: ‗a shoot shall come out of the 
trunk of Jesse‘ (Isa 11:10). Thirdly, the upper part of the window presents the 
way God reveals himself in ‗a soft rustle of wind‘: ‗God is present, also when 
his attendance is hardly noticeable to people‘. The lilac colouring of the win-
dow represent the ‗apparent godforsakenness‘ of Elijah. And finally, the Elijah 
window is placed in the light of Christ, who shared the fate of the prophets: 
being murdered (Matt 23:37) and experiencing godforsakenness (Matt 27:46). 
In this way, Elijah is presented as a prefiguration of Christ.  
 
During the day, the entrance hall and the side chapel of Mary are open to the 
public. The Elijah window is not really visible from this all-day perspective. 
Standing behind a grill, the Elijah window is too far away; besides, a clear (side) 
view is inhibited by the pillars and the recessed windows (about 12 centimetres 
behind the wall surface). On Sundays, the church itself is open for the celebra-
tion of the Eucharist. On other days, services are held in the crypt. This crypt 
has a free passage from the church (stairs at the western side of the church) 
but also a separate outside door.  

 
3 Beholder  
 
Since the church itself is only open for the celebration of the Eucharist, the 
beholders will primarily be parishioners and others who want to attend a  
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 Figure 8: Window numbering63   

 
63  As a result of the ‗beholder‘s perspective‘, the photo shows distortions. At the photo, the 

lower segments seem to be larger (higher) than the upper segments, but that is not corres-
ponding to the real proportions. 
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Figure 9: Information leaflet at the pillar 
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Roman Catholic mass. Visitors are directed to behold the sanctuary at the 
north side of the church. The Elijah window is located in the western side wall, 
next to the pews. The perception of the window is not sustained by the liturgy 
but to beholders who look around or ‗drift of‘, the western windows will catch 
the eye. Also when someone is standing behind the lectern (at the western side 
of the sanctuary) he or she can see a large part of the Elijah window. 
 From short distance, beholders can clearly perceive the bottom compart-
ments of the window, but then they have to stretch their necks to perceive the 
complete window. Therefore, a percipient is prompted to take some distance. 
At the eastern side of the church, a description is provided on the pillar – ena-
bling a combination of reading the leaflet and beholding the window. This 
reading directs beholders to relate the window to the Elijah-narrative and 
places the Elijah window in a Christ-centred perspective. 

 

 
4.6.2 Perceiving the pictures 

 
1 Perception of the picture 
 
Facing the western side wall of the church, a percipient‘s attention will be 
caught by the architecture of the wall; five high, small and colourful windows 
stand out against the white, bare wall. Starting at the main entrance, the Elijah 
window is the fourth window in line. This fourth window is dominated by the 
colour of purplish-blue. 
 Roughly, the window seems to have three parts, recognisable by clear dis-
tinctions in colour range and figuration; the foot of the window is blue-grey 
(A), the centre has a pink-purple sphere (B-C), and the top part is purplish-
blue (D-F). The percipient will experience that the elongated outline of the 
window is supported by the narrow strips that surround the whole window. 
Moreover, a central lead line in B2-C1, C4, E4 and F2-3 supports the vertical 
direction of the window: a direction that is also a characterising element of 
C4-E1. Right at this central line, between the broad blue line (C4-E1) and the 
small lead line (B2-C1), the beholder will perceive a face (C3; see: Appendix 6 
– close-up 1). This face catches the eye since it is placed within a strikingly 
light plane. The face has specific characteristics: a narrow long nose, large eye 
sockets and a small, closed mouth. On top of the head, long hair is standing to 
the left. Is it suggesting a fierce wind? Anyway it suggests movement. The eyes 
seem almost closed but they are not. This head seems to express something 
like silence or concentration. The head also seems illuminated since a wide 
circle of greyish glass surrounds it. Small lead lines connect the circle (nimbus) 
with the head. With an elongated neck, the head is fixed to an upright torso, 
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dressed in three kinds of purple. Neither legs nor feet are depicted; they seem 
to be hidden behind a pink-purple bulge (C1).  
 Next to the elaborated head, the figure has clearly elaborated hands. The 
figure‘s right hand is opened downwards from the centre to the right of the 
window, the left hand is directed exactly opposite, and is loosely pointing at 
the figure‘s own chest. Is the figure just pointing at himself or specifically at his 
heart? Both interpretations are possible. The lead line of the nimbus leads to 
the exact point at which the index finger touches the chest; the circular form 
of the nimbus seems abandoned in order to connect the nimbus to that spe-
cific point of the chest (a second line seems to twine around it).  
 At the back of this figure, a concentration of black, slightly curved, diagonal 
and horizontal lines are visible (some seem like scratches). This part also shows 
different tones of purplish-blue and pink glass. Has the figure turned its back 
to something? Or is he64 bearing something on his back? Anyway, the figure is 
attached to this background of vertical, diagonal and bended lines. In contrast, 
the front of the figure is strikingly bare and light. 
 
The face and both hands are placed in a parallel diagonal position. The face 
and the right hand are directed downward. Following this direction, a second 
face can be perceived (B2; see: Appendix 6 – close-up 2).65 This face also has 
a narrow long nose, large eye sockets and a small, closed mouth. However, the 
eyes of this head are closed and instead of long hair, the face is bearded and 
bald (a detailed look shows long hair at the shoulders, but also a bald fore-
head). The face is part of a lying figure (B1-2; see: Appendix 6 – close-up 3). 
He is lying with his back curved, and it seems like his left knee is pulled up 
under his body. One arm is visible: the right arm. The arm is bent and his hand 
holds on to the bottom of a pitcher, close to his face. Below this hand a round 
form can be recognised (like a round loaf). The man seems to be in a quiet and 
peaceful sleep. The figure‘s head is partially radiated with a broad purple strip 
and a wider circular strip seems to illuminate the whole depiction of head, arm 
and pitcher. This right part of the figure‘s depiction is quite light compared to 
the left side. At the left side and below the figure, dark purplish planes of glass 
can be perceived. In contrast, around the figure‘s head and above his back the 
planes are strikingly light (grey) and bare. This light grey plane seems to pro-
vide a background and depth to the depiction. The figure lies with his back 
towards this ‗background‘.  
 
Sustained by the context, the two figures represent the angel (above) and Elijah 
(lying). At the back of the angel‘s torso, the concentration of scratches and lead 

 
64  Not necessarily male. 
65  To beholders who start the perception of the window from a short distance, this second face 

will be perceived first, since it is located at man‘s height (at about 1,80 metre). 
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lines can be perceived as wings. The angel seems to be deeply moved by Elijah. 
Sensing this empathy or compassion, the beholder will view the Elijah figure in 
a renewed manner. Is the quiet, peaceful sleep perhaps not that quiet? Or is the 
peacefulness only the result of the compassionate care of the angel?  
 
A vertical lead line establishes a physical, straight connection between the two 
figures (the right hand of the angel is connected to the back of Elijah). Be-
tween both figures, purplish-blue coloured glass and a concentration of 
straight and curved black lines are visible. The concentration of lines (B3-4) is 
covering Elijah and might be perceived as the ‗singular broom tree‘ he is lying 
under. The colouring of the glass also evokes another perception: the purplish 
glass seems to form a unity from below Elijah, upwards at the left, into a wide 
arch line at the top (C1) and a small hooked lower arch line (B3). This depic-
tion seems to be a whole that covers ànd supports Elijah. The purplish-blue 
glass that is covering Elijah also forms the ground he is lying on. What kind of 
environment is this? It seems like Elijah is lying in a purplish cave, in front of 
an opening, to which he has turned his back. The upper arch line is interrupted 
by the angel‘s right hand (C1): it gently crosses the arch line. This part of the 
purplish whole is strikingly pink: is this a result of the presence of the angel‘s 
hand?  
 
Underneath the Elijah figure, the purplish coloured glass seems to form a drop 
(A4). At the right and left, this drop forms a border of light, transparent glass. 
The bottom tip of this drop touches an arch line which is the top of a bright 
blue plane (see: Appendix 6 – close-up 4). This bright blue plane seems to 
depict a sky. The arch line (of heaven) is crossed by round white strips that 
unify the depiction in the blue plane with what is depicted above. In the upper 
half of this blue plane, white-transparent pieces of glass are noticeable. These 
pieces seem like petals. They seem to float in a blue sky, something like flying 
dandelion clocks. At the bottom, a large white and camel coloured figure in 
two layers stands out. At both sides of this compartment, rectangular pieces of 
purplish-blue glass seem to be stacked up. These massive pieces of glass em-
phasise the gracefulness of the small white-transparent pieces in the centre. 
What is depicted here? Is it a massive wall with a window? Is it a view of a sky 
and a figure that is running through in the foreground (A1)? What is the 
camel-white depiction referring to? The same colouring surrounds the whole 
compartment at the bottom and sides, and also two small strips of camel are 
visible, one at the left and one at the right of the central bright blue plane. 
Strikingly, the camel-white coloured pieces of glass are all connected to each 
other. This draws attention to the loosely ‗floating‘ pieces of white-transparent 
glass at the centre.  
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 But what about the large camel-white figure? It can be perceived as a moun-
tain chain in two layers. In that case, it refers to the combat at Mount Carmel; 
on top of the mountains two altars are shown with one burning offer; the ‗pet-
als‘ represent flames; the connection between the two layers of mountains 
refers to the amount of water that is poured on the altar. Or is this interpreta-
tion too far-fetched?  
 If a beholder reads the framed leaflet (Figure 9), another perception is sug-
gested. The leaflet speaks about ‗the shoot of the stump of Jesse‘. It might take 
time to re-interpret the ‗mountain‘ as (two?) chopped off tree-stumps, but the 
‗petals‘ can quite easily be perceived as a shoot; the floating petals are chopped 
off, but a new and richer petal grows out of the tree-stump. However, also in 
this interpretation, the question is what is depicted in A1.  
 A theme that connects both of these perceptions (the combat on Mount 
Carmel and the stump of Jesse) is the theme of idolatry. Anyway, the com-
partment shows a clear contrast between (large) connected parts and small 
pieces that are disconnected. Besides, it shows a clear contrast between the 
massive parts at both sides and the gracious floating parts at the centre. This 
contrast of solidness-firmness and fleetingness-transitoriness can be consid-
ered as an interpretation of idolatry. 
 
After perceiving the details on the bottom part of the window, a beholder will 
start to get curious about the top part. The questions raised from the percep-
tion of the bottom part will have directed the percipient to come closer to the 
window, but now the beholder has to distance him (literally) to perceive the 
top part. At first sight, the top half of the window seems to be an accumula-
tion of abstract forms. Large planes of blue and purple are combined with 
narrow light strips of glass with concentrations of parallel lead lines.  
 In its middle, a grey-purplish zone (E2-3) looks like a cloud bank. The 
clouds are surrounded by many narrow light glass strips. What is the meaning 
of this cloud bank? It seems to be a separation line between what is on top of 
it and below. Does it also refer to a blocking of the view?  
 On top of the cloud bank, some very dark planes attract attention (F2-3; 
see: Appendix 6 – close-up 5): they are strikingly dark compared to the other 
parts of the window, like dark holes. If the perceiver changes position, the dark 
colouring of the left planes appears to be dark blue (left planes) or dark red 
(right plane). What do these dark planes mean? They seem to interrupt the 
harmony of the rest of the window, like they cover up part of the depiction; 
the dark planes primarily come to the front. Conversely, the small dark round 
spot at the low centre of F3 seems to provide depth to the depiction and 
seems to be a fluent part of the depiction. It is covered over with narrow glass 
strips and from the centre of this small black spot, curved narrow strips of 
white-blue glass seem to appear. It is not clear what the small dark round 
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represents, but it seems to be a starting point for movement: something like a 
threefold gust of wind or breath. The nearest gust (closest to the dark spot) 
touches a reverse curved strip (on top of it) and seems to pound against it, 
causing a dispersal of light (the parallel lead lines disperse). The threefold curve 
continues in a diagonal line of white and blue glass (F2). These lines of white 
and blue glass seem to twirl around each other (but do not). The multiple nar-
row strips of glass (mostly curved) offer the suggestion of movement, of wind. 
At the bottom of F2, the white and blue separate; the blue turns left, the white 
continues downward. The white strip runs on in a cross-shaped complex of 
curved light coloured glass strips. This complex is surrounded by a purplish 
plane (like a segment of a circle with a rounded angle). Within this purplish 
plane a vertical crack is visible (E4) that seems to be an opening to a light 
background. The line of the crack is in line with the lead line at F2 and that 
originates (or ends) in the dark spot of F3. What is the meaning of this crack?  
 The light blue colouring that seems to be the background of the upper part 
of the window (above the cloud bank), forms the centre of the segment below 
(C4-E1; see: Appendix 6 – close-up 6). At both sides of this broad strip of 
light blue, a wide strip of bright blue coloured glass is visible. The light blue 
segment in the centre stands out and seems to depict a viewing hole, like an 
opening in a bright blue sky. Instead of the small crack (E4), a wide opening is 
visible. At the left, within the bright blue plane, a striking red triangle attracts 
notice (D2-3). What is the meaning of this red triangle? 
 The two bright blue strips at the left and right side are crossed by beams of 
narrow strips of light coloured glass. At both sides of the window, these beams 
are splitting up. At the left side, the separated beams also close up again, but at 
the right side one beam is going straight down and the other seems to close up 
to the ones at the left side (D2). At this point, the light blue centre ends, and a 
grey plane is visible (D1-2; see: Appendix 6 – close-up 7). The figure is as 
wide as the light blue central strip above and seems to have two bulges on top; 
at the right a grey ball is visible partly encircled with purple and black; at the 
left a smaller bulge seems to support a blue ball. The figuring seems to play 
with the aspect of foreground and background; the bright blue colouring at the 
right side clearly seems to be in front of the grey figure, but following the nar-
row light strips, the grey ball seems to be at the front. What does this figure 
represent? At the left, the grey figure seems to hold up a blue ball. This blue 
ball is covered with black circular lines. These black lines continue along the 
left side of the grey figure, straight down. Does this represent a staff, a stick 
that is curled on top? This opens up the perception of the grey figure as a hu-
man figure; the grey ball is a (illuminated) head, and the left bulge presents a 
hand that holds a staff. The human figure seems dressed in a mantle (rounded 
bottom).  
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 The lower end of the bright blue planes and of the grey figure is formed by 
a reverse arch line. Underneath this arch line, the light white pink segment 
starts. The much darker colouring on top of the reverse arch line gives the 
impression of something that is heavy, something that is coming down.  
 With the reference to Elijah and the angel in the bottom part of the window in 
mind, and supported by the information leaflet (Figure 9), this upper part 
(C4-F3) refers to the narrative of Elijah at Mount Horeb. This narrative seems to 
be depicted on two levels, divided by a cloud bank. On top of the cloud bank a 
small cave (F3) and a kind of whirlwind (F2) can be recognised. What is the 
meaning of the small crack (E4) in this reference? The dark coloured pieces at 
the top of the window show a contrast to the light blue plane below, but both 
also show a similarity: a blank. Either dark or light, the blank planes show a 
kind of undeterminacy. 
 This light plane underneath the cloud bank seems to refer to the opening of 
a cave; the beholder is looking out from inside the cave, into a blank (unde-
termined) horizon. The grey figure (D1-2) may be perceived as an outline of 
Elijah, standing in the opening of the cave; showing Elijah at the back, clothed 
in a mantle, holding a staff in his left hand. In this perspective, the light blue 
plane – surrounded by indications of wind (like a ‗gentle breeze‘) – represents 
something like ‗YHWH passing by‘. Will YHWH pass by? Did YHWH pass by? Is 
YHWH present now? 
 
The rough division of the window into three parts still holds. However, the 
parts are also connected. They are not just connected by way of their narrative, 
visual aspects also show a connection, especially the arch lines and the narrow 
light strips. Also the repetitions show a connectedness; for instance, the three-
fold ‗background‘ (B2-3; C2-4; D2-E1) seems to give a threefold view of the 
divine. 

 
2 Perception of a sequence 
 
The Elijah window is the fourth of five equally shaped windows on the west-
ern church wall. A beholder will perceive this series of five windows as a 
chronological sequence (in biblical terms); depicting in succession Creation, 
Abraham, Moses, Elijah and Jesus (cf. 4.6.1-2). In perceiving this sequence, 
differences and similarities come into view. 
 First of all, an upward line comes into sight in beholding the human figures. 
At eye-level, the windows depict in succession Adam with Eve, Abraham, 
Moses, Elijah and Mary with Elisabeth. A striking aspect is the depiction of the 
baptism of Jesus placed up high (at D – level). In the Elijah-window, an angel 
is depicted at C-level, but the depiction of Jesus at D-level sustains the focus 
on Christ and situates the Old Testament figures in the light of Jesus Christ. 
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What catches the attention is that Elijah has quite similar characteristics to 
Abraham, Moses and John the Baptist. For instance, all four men are bearded 
and have a bald forehead. This places Elijah in line with these men. The figure 
of Jesus on the other hand, is long-haired and beardless like Adam, which pro-
poses Jesus as the new Adam. 
 Second, differences and similarities in colour attract attention. The bright 
red colouring especially catches the eye. This red colour is the striking colour 
of the Jesus window, but also stands out in the Creation window. In the Abra-
ham window, some bright red surrounds the depiction of Abraham. In the 
Moses window, just the top of the window is red. Also, in the Elijah window, 
some small pieces are red; a small triangle (D2), a small ball (C2) and another – 
almost invisible small piece (B3). The description of the Elijah window says 
about this lack of red colouring that the red is softened into lilac tones to rep-
resent ‗apparent godforsakenness‘. What is meant by ‗apparent godforsaken-
ness‘? Is it saying that God seems to have forsaken men (cf. Ps 22:2; 
Mark 15:34)? Does this mean that God seems absent? Or is it the opposite; 
idolatry, men who seem to have forsaken God? Anyway, the striking bright red 
colouring of the fifth window draws attention. It supports the Christ-centred 
interpretation of Christ as the new Adam (both windows are clearly red).  
 In beholding the series of five windows, a third aspect attracts attention. 
The bottom part of the windows seems to depict symbols of ‗not YHWH‘, like 
the snake, the tower of Babel and the golden Calf. This sustains a perception 
of the bottom part of the Elijah window as a depiction of the battle at Mount 
Carmel. 
 Fourth, looking at the top of the windows (F-parts), one recognises differ-
ent depictions of ‗sky‘ in which a ‗hand of God‘, or ‗a dove‘ are visible. Fur-
thermore, the percipient will experience that the elongated outline of the win-
dows is supported by a vertical line in all windows. Especially in the middle 
part (C-D-E compartment) of all windows, wide vertical lines stand out. This 
five-fold architecture suggests a five-fold depiction of a vertical connection 
between two aspects; it shows an area of tension between divine presence (top) 
and ‗not YHWH‘ (bottom) in which the human figures are acting – in connec-
tion with the divine presence (centre).  
 A fifth aspect that can be perceived in beholding the sequence of five win-
dows is the abundance of narrow, light coloured strips in the Elijah window. 
The strips can be seen in all five western windows, but not as clearly as in the 
Elijah window. Likewise, the multiple curves and the twirls of the strips are 
quite unique to this sequence of windows. Therefore, the many, multiple 
curved strips of the Elijah window seem to have a specific meaning. In the first 
three windows (referring to the First Testament), the strips connect the top of 
the window with the depicted figures. In the Elijah window, the strips seem to 
connect the top of the window with the left top of the grey plane (D2), which 
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affirms a perception of an Elijah figure at this place. In the fifth window (refer-
ring to the New Testament) the strips start around the baptism depiction and 
go all the way down to the foot of the window. Is this a visual confirmation of 
the divinity of Jesus?  

 

 
4.6.3 Critical analysis of the picture 

 
1 Genre 
 
Evidently, part of the window depicts Elijah fed by the angel (71M53). The depic-
tion shows a rough style with specific details. In particular, both faces and the 
hands of the angel are fairly detailed. The angel might be winged and has – like 
Elijah –an illuminated head. The angel seems to be floating; neither legs nor 
feet are depicted. The features of the angel‘s face are comparable to the other 
angel‘s that are depicted in the church. Elijah is presented as a bearded man. 
Some aspects of this depiction of Elijah are quite unique. First of all, the fact 
that Elijah has turned his back upward, lying with his belly downward is un-
common. Secondly, the way Elijah holds on to the pitcher is rather unique. 
Elijah holds the pitcher, with the bread lying next to him. Normally, in the 
iconography of this narrative, Elijah is not touching the food, and when he 
holds onto it, it is always the bread.66 The only exception I found is to be seen 
in the Springiersbach window where Elijah‘s hand slightly touches the pitcher. 
However, the way Elijah holds on to the bottom of the pitcher here is – as far 
as I know - unique.  
 Less evident is the reference to Elijah on Mount Horeb (71M55). This refer-
ence is less evident for it does not seem to show similarities to the traditional 
depiction of this narrative in which a clear Elijah figure is depicted covering his 
eyes. Elijah is shown in a vague outline, holding a staff, in front of the opening 
of the cave – looking outward.67 He is not covering his eyes! What is depicted 
here, are wind, a cave (several caves) and an opening (several openings). In a 
unique manner, all attention seems to be leading to a perception of passing by 
(before covering his eyes or afterwards).  
 The depiction at the A-compartment of the window is open to different 
interpretations. On the one hand, the abstract drawing might refer to Elijah on 
Mount Carmel (71M43); the depiction shows a resemblance to the iconography 
in which two altars are visible next to each other, of which one is on fire. 

 
66  Often this bread refers to the Host (cf. 4.1, 4.2 and 4.4), not here. 
67  See also two Bibles for children, in which the perspective from the cave outward is presented 

to the beholder: Die große Kinderbibel (The Lion Bible for Children), Murray Watts (illustrations 
Helen Cann), 2002, 169; Bijbelse verhalen voor jonge kinderen, D.A. Cramer-Schaap (illustrations 
Alie Evers), 1962, 180.  
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However, the floating ‗petals‘ seem to have no resemblance to other depictions 
of this narrative. On the other hand, the depiction might also refer to the tree of 
Jesse (71O333 or 73A21)68 as the information leaflet explains. However, in 
traditional western iconography the tree of Jesse is depicted as a family tree or 
as a small shoot out of a man‘s body.69 This does not seem to be depicted in 
the Elijah window, so iconographic tradition would not sustain this reference. 
As a conclusion, the abstract A-compartment shows a unique depiction that is 
open to different interpretations, but most likely represents Mount Carmel. 

 
2 Structure  
 
Setting  
The centre of the window depicts four clear objects or figures: a prostrate 
Elijah, an angel, a pitcher and a loaf of bread. Where Elijah is lying down, the 
angel is in an upright position with the head bowed downwards. The angel is 
facing the lying Elijah – he seems deeply moved by Elijah. Elijah is not facing 
the angel – he is turned the other way around. Yet he holds on to the bottom 
of the pitcher. The way Elijah is connected to this pitcher – so close to his 
cheek - shows a kind of intimacy, tenderness. The loaf of bread is lying next to 
it. Elijah lies under an arch line. The colouring and lines above this arch line 
seem to suggest a purplish cave and/or tree. Elijah is located in front of an 
opening (B). In front of another opening, an upright Elijah is indicated (D). 
Opposed to the clear figuring of the lying Elijah, this Elijah only has a vague 
outline. 
 Besides the clearly depicted figures, the window also shows references to 
natural phenomena and a natural environment. For instance, the bottom com-
partment of the window seems to depict something like a mountain ridge and 
a sky in which ‗petals‘ are floating. It shows solidness (connected, massive 
pieces of glass) and transitoriness (the floating petals). It seems to represent the 
two altars on Mount Carmel of which one is burning, depicting the theme of 
‗idolatry‘.  
 The depiction of petals in a sky evokes the perception of a wind. Also other 
parts of the window provide indications in this direction: The angel‘s long hair 
is standing out (C3), which seems to be a sign of a fierce wind. Also, the gusts 
of air or breath (F3) and the whirlwind (F2), combined with the curved, nar-
row, light coloured strips all over the window (but especially in the top half) 
evoke the perception of wind. A cloudbank (E2-3) supports the perception of 
a sky. 

 
68  Cf. www.iconclass.org/rkd/73A21/.  
69  Cf. www.iconclass.org/rkd/73A21/. 

http://www.iconclass.org/rkd/73A21/
http://www.iconclass.org/rkd/73A21/
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 Finally, the window shows several references to ‗an opening‘: the small black 
spot at the top of the window (F3), the crack (E4), the wide opening (D2-E1) 
and the shelter of the lying Elijah (B1-C1) are four examples of an opening, 
that can also be perceived as ‗an opening of a cave‘. The top depiction (F3) is a 
contrast to the other three, for it shows a black hole, instead of a light coloured 
background. It seems like this top depiction shows a cave-entrance from the 
outside, where the other three depictions seem to refer to a reverse view; from 
the inside to the outside. Remarkably, something like a threefold gust of wind 
is sprouting out of this dark cave. In line with the three openings to the out-
side, the light background of the angel supports a perception of depth. The 
four cave depictions are bound by the indefiniteness of the presented view: 
just as the inside of the black hole is dark and unknown, in the same way the 
outside view of the caves is unknown. Or perhaps not even unknown; just 
blank. The same accounts for the light background of the angel.  
 
I recognise no specific symbols that could be said to be conventional. As men-
tioned, according to the information leaflet (Figure 9), the lilac colouring sym-
bolises ‗apparent godforesakenness‘ (as the colour red symbolises the Holy 
Spirit). To my way of thinking, this interpretation fills in too much and perhaps 
incorrectly. The meaning of the depictions is in a way indefinite – open to 
many interpretations. 

 
Dynamics  
At the Elijah window, several aspects refer to movement. While the details of 
the window invite percipients to come closer, the height of the window invites 
the percipient to move further back. Thus, to behold the window, one has to 
move forward and back. As a part of a serial, the beholder is also invited to 
move from the back of the church to the front (from Adam and Eve towards 
Christ). 
 Although interrupted, at the Elijah window, a central line runs through from 
the top to the bottom. The line seems to start at the small black cave (F3) and 
runs straight down (F2). This line is in line with the crack (E4) and the small 
line on top of the angel‘s head, and is resumed and supported by the angel‘s 
right hand (C1), running straight through the arch line (B4-C1) and the light 
plane above Elijah (B2-3), ending at the back of Elijah lying down. At the cen-
tre of the window (D2-E1) this line is either interrupted or broadened. Proba-
bly the broadening of the line is visualised here – which confirms the opening 
aspect that is presented here. The line appears as a line of light. 
 
The window also shows a significant number of round, bulging lines, for in-
stance, the purple line (C1) and the blue arch (A4). In the top half of the win-
dow, the purplish plane (F1) and the covered cave (F3) sustain this bulging 
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sphere. Moreover, the window shows lines that are pointing downward, for 
instance, the purple bulge (E4), the grey-blue line (C4) and the purple drop 
(A4). Especially the two converse arch lines right above and below the figure 
of the angel (C4 and C1) stand out. The upper arch line seems to be bulging 
heavily downward; the bottom of the blue segment seems to come down or 
push down. The lower curve seems to ascend, to push upward. The figure of 
the angel is in between both bulging lines, connecting both.  
 
The many, multiple curved, narrow strips stand out. A threefold gust of wind 
or breath bursts from the black cave (F3) and runs through in a diagonal string 
(F1-2) which seems to refer to a whirlwind. The string consists of white and 
blue lines that are both closely connected (F2) and separating from each other 
(F1.F3); the whirlwind seems to be both fusing and dispersing. In the window, 
the perception of a wind is sustained by the angel‘s long hair, standing to the 
left (C3) and the floating petals at the foot of the window (A3). As a contrast, 
the light blue opening (D2-E1) seems almost windless, and also, the area of the 
prostrate Elijah seems to be without wind. 
 
The angel looks at the lying Elijah. With head and right hand, the angel is di-
rected towards Elijah. The angel shows empathy with Elijah; seems to be 
deeply touched. In between head and right hand, the left hand is pointing in an 
opposite direction; at first sight directed towards himself, but also directed 
upward. This direction is supported by the direction of the angel‘s wings: up-
ward.  
 The Elijah figure seems to have bowed himself down upon the earth; his 
back curved, his left leg folded up under his body. His right arm bent, holding 
the pitcher. Elijah keeps his cheek against the pitcher. A light ring surrounds 
Elijah‘s head, his arm and the pitcher. The tender way in which Elijah holds on 
to the pitcher, shows its preciousness and value to him. He seems to be in a 
quiet rest. He is lying down in a purplish cave, in front of an opening. Elijah is 
facing the beholder and has turned his back towards the opening. Thus, more 
than a dynamic movement, a static constitution seems to be shown here. 
 The drop of the purple cave that Elijah is lying in (A4) touches the blue arch 
of the depiction below (A4). Therefore, the two depictions are related to each 
other. In a way, Elijah is stretched out on top of this Carmel depiction. It 
seems like his lying down is a result of (sprouting out) the combat on Mount 
Carmel.  
 Elijah is also depicted standing in front of the opening (D1-2). This grey 
plane refers to Elijah, seen from behind, looking out of the ‗cave‘, looking into 
the opening. In this perspective, Elijah has turned around: instead of lying 
down with his back to the opening, he is now standing upright and facing it. 
The wide cloak of this upright Elijah seems to refer to an activity of holding up 
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his (prophetic) staff. Here, the percipient is not lead to a perception of Elijah 
(not evidently recognisable to a beholder), but above all to a perception of 
what Elijah is beholding himself: the blank (undetermined) space of YHWH 
passing by… 

 
Divine-human relationship 
The Elijah window depicts a divine-human process of encounter. At first sight, 
the window visualises the divine and the human reality in a positional differ-
ence of high-low; for instance, the angelic figure is positioned on top of the 
Elijah figure, connected in a downward direction (head and right hand) with an 
upward direction (left hand and wings). A positional difference of high-low is 
visible in the whole serial of five windows, since they all show the ‗heavenly‘ at 
the top and the ‗god-denying‘ at the foot of the window and the upward line 
towards Christ. However, this positional difference is not static. Firstly, the 
many bulging lines (upward and downward) show a reciprocal orientation to 
each other. Secondly, the angel is presented underneath the upper Elijah figure 
(D); showing that Elijah has ascended and the angel has descended. 
 The depiction of the opening (D2-1), showing a light blue plane, denotes 
the indefiniteness of the divine. This even plane represents a blank, undeter-
mined divine presence, surrounded by indications of wind; like a ‗gentle 
breeze‘. In addition, the divine is represented by the depiction of the angel. 
This angel is deeply moved, showing compassion for Elijah. Or is this percep-
tion too sweet? Is it too gentle? If the light blue opening is perceived as a view 
at divine presence, all three large planes of a bare ‗background‘ (B2-3; C2-4; 
D2-E1) can be perceived that way. At the lowest plane Elijah is turning his 
back towards this view; on top of it, the angel has turned his head towards 
Elijah (the front), but his torso is in profile, open to both sides; and above it, 
Elijah is facing the opening; he has turned around towards this view. 
 In the angel, the divine is directed towards the human; covering him with 
care. Elijah is nourished with divine food. Elijah reacts by accepting this food 
and showing its preciousness to him.  
 The bottom compartment of the window shows the tension between solid-
ness and superficiality; what is firm and what is floating away? Probably repre-
senting the inanity or vanity of idolatry. 

 
3 Appeal  
 
To a large extent, the Elijah window is non-figurative. Therefore, the first part 
of the window that attracts attention is the part that is figurative: the part with 
the prostrate Elijah and the angel. The angel shows compassion for Elijah. The 
angel directs the percipient towards Elijah. The Elijah figure is facing the be-
holder and is keeping the pitcher so close by, that he seems to communicate 
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his quiet rest due to the food; moreover, he communicates its preciousness to 
him.  
 Standing close to the window, Elijah is visible to the beholder at about eye 
level. The Elijah figure has closed his eyes. He is not looking at the beholder 
(only the Moses-figure in the third window faces the beholder with a piercing 
look). The introvert appearance of Elijah - combined with the rather small part 
of the window that depicts Elijah‘s head, his arm, the pitcher and the bread - 
invites the beholder to come closer and draws the beholder into the picture, 
which supports a close connection between the beholder and the Elijah-figure. 
The window does not as much appeal to an identification with Elijah, as it 
appeals to Elijah as a kindred relative.  
 
The bottom compartment of the window raises questions. It is not so easy to 
give a satisfying interpretation of what is depicted here. However, the floating 
‗petals‘ evoke air: it appeals to the experience of fleetingness and release, com-
bined with solidness. The depiction in this part of the window keeps the be-
holder puzzling; how to interpret? What does it say to me? What is steady? 
What is floating away? 
 
The top half of the window portrays wind - from a gentle breeze to a whirl-
wind – (D2-F3), an opening (E4) and an open space (D2-E1). All of this ap-
peals to divine action – blowing and opening up. This primarily communicates 
divine presence in unexpected/unrecognised manners – a light blue plane that 
shows silence and an unknown perspective. The beholder is invited to look 
from the dark inside towards the light outside. Showing a blank, opens the 
beholder to silence. 
 
The non-figurative parts of the window demand time to perceive: the beholder 
has to take time to see the different parts of the window and to let them 
‗speak‘. Therefore it is helpful to read the available description (Figure 9). The 
leaflet explains the Elijah window in the light of Christ (and therefore as by-
gone times, surpassed by Christ). Explaining the Baals (1 Kgs 18:18) as 
‗kanaanäische Götterbilder‘, the leaflet underlines a perception of a battle in 
those days (850 BC, instead of ‗now‘) at that specific location (Canaan). It will 
be clear that this description (as any description) fills in gaps in the window. 
This filling in is specifically Christological. Although the sequence of windows 
underlines this orientation towards Christ, the Elijah window itself is also open 
to an autonomous interpretation – not restricted to Christ or any specific 
Christian perception of the New Covenant. The framed leaflet gives an image 
of Elijah (experiencing godforsakenness and longing for death) that is – in my 
opinion – not supported by the quiet and peaceful sleeping Elijah in the win-
dow itself.   
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4 Intermedial relation 
 
General references 
The bottom compartment (A) might refer to ‗the shoot of the stump of Jesse‘. 
The floating petals are cut from the stumps, but a new and richer petal seems 
to grow out of one of the stumps. It seems like this sprouting tree-stump is 
rooted in ... something indefinite (A1).  
 Since we are looking at an Elijah window, an interpretation more close to 
the Elijah narrative seems more convincing. Therefore, it is more probably a 
depiction of Mount Carmel. The Hebrew word for ‗Carmel‘ has to do with 
‗fertility‘. Mount Carmel is a fruitful area. For this reason, the ‗petals‘ at the 
window might refer to a fruitfulness that is idolatrous and is flying away. But 
the depiction can also visualise two altars on Mount Carmel of which one is on 
fire. This would give the window a remembrance of the conquest on Mount 
Carmel. In this perception, the lines that connect the two ‗layers of mountains‘ 
(A1-2) possibly refer to the amount of water that is poured on the altar 
(1 Kgs 18:33-38). 
 
Regarding the sequence of five windows, the upward line in the depiction of 
human figures, with the baptism of Jesus as the highest placed (at D – level) 
sustains the focus on Christ. This depiction of Jesus (5D), also higher than the 
angel (4C), might refer to Hebrews 1, in which the Son succeeds and surpasses 
the prophets and is superior to angels. The focus on the Christ-window is also 
visualised in the fact that the fifth window the only one with a written inscrip-
tion: ―Selig bist du, denn du hast geglaubt‖, referring to Luke 1:45. This all places 
the Old Testament figures in the light of Jesus Christ and emphasises a theme 
of ‗belief – disbelief‘ in the perception of the Elijah window.  
 The reference to Moses (window 3) is striking. Both windows, placed next 
to each other, show similar themes in different ways. First of all, the Moses 
window depicts the idolatry of the Israelites at the bottom of the window 
(Golden Calf) which also seems to be the theme of the bottom compartment 
of the Elijah window. However, in the Moses window the idolatry itself is 
depicted (the dancing around the statue), while in the Elijah window the idola-
try seems to be floating away (stating that it is idolatry, transitoriness). Sec-
ondly, both Moses and Elijah are depicted in reference to their encounter with 
YHWH on Mount Horeb. However, both depictions are direct opposites of 
each other; where Moses is facing the beholder with a piercing look showing 
the Ten Commandments, Elijah is only visible from the back with a rough 
outline, inviting the beholder to follow his eyes, to see what he is seeing.  
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Specific references to 1 Kgs 19:1-18 
The Elijah window refers to 1 Kgs 19:1-18. Although Ahab and Jezebel are not 
depicted, the narrative of ‗all Elijah had done‘ (1) is referred to in the depiction 
of Mount Carmel (A). The floating ‗petals‘ might refer to the slain prophets of 
Baal (cf. 19:1).  
 Elijah is depicted lying on top of Mount Carmel. This might refer to 
1 Kgs 18:42, where Elijah is bowing himself down on top of Mount Carmel, 
but it can also show that Elijah is bearing the consequences of the combat on 
Mount Carmel, shown by the purple drop that touches the blue arch (A4). 
Elijah is lying down – slightly huddled. He seems quietly resting, so the win-
dow does not support a perception of Elijah being frightened (cf. 19:3). The 
translation of ‗Elijah saw‘ seems more adequate to his quiet rest.70  
 The biblical text states that Elijah went. In the window this journey is not 
visible. Instead, a static situation is depicted: Elijah is lying down on (dark) 
purplish ground. Elijah‘s environment looks more like a cave than a desert or 
wilderness. The text speaks about a solitary broom tree (19:4.5), the window 
shows multiple lines within the purplish arch under which Elijah is lying, that 
may be perceived as branches of a tree. Anyway, the purplish arch line is cov-
ering him.  
 The depiction of Elijah is quite idyllic: Elijah seems to be peacefully asleep, 
with the pitcher held in his hand. Being asleep with this pitcher in his hand, 
Elijah seems to fall asleep again after being fed by the angel (19:6) – and not 
depicted while asking to die (19:4). Although Elijah already seems to have ac-
cepted the pitcher, the bread seems to be untouched. Perhaps this represents a 
new round loaf, provided at the second visit of the angel (the biblical text does 
not give account of this).  
 The angel seems deeply moved. The biblical text does not attribute an emo-
tion to the messenger (of YHWH) but the window does. Like in the biblical text 
(19:5.7), it takes time to recognise the figure as an angel (messenger of YHWH). 
Although the angel is not physically touching Elijah, his right hand is stretched 
out, directed towards Elijah. The angel is also touching Elijah with his eyes – 
looking with compassion. In the biblical text, the angel refers to an arduous 
journey (19:7). In the window, the angel does not refer to a journey – he is 
purely directed towards Elijah with something like compassion. 
 
The top half of the window seems to refer to the narrative of Elijah on Mount 
Horeb (19:9-18). No Mount Horeb is depicted, but several caves are (F3; C4-
E1; B1-C1). As analysed above, the curved narrow strips of glass represent 
aspects of wind (gentle breeze to whirlwind) but the connection between all 
those strips and the winding form of the strings also suggest a perception as ‗a 

 
70  Although the biblical text on the framed leaflet clearly translates the fear: ‗Elija geriet in Angst‘. 
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long journey‘; following the strings, primarily top down and related to the cen-
tre and the central depictions.  
 In the text a conversation between YHWH and Elijah takes place 
(19:9-11.13-18), but this seems not to be referred to in the window. Neither is 
there mention of the question ‗What is for you here, Elijah‘, nor Elijah‘s an-
swer in which he talks about his zeal, the covenant, the altars, slain prophets of 
YHWH.71  
 The focus of the depiction seems to be on the (portent of) divine presence: 
wind, great and strong, splitting mountains and breaking rocks in pieces and 
the ‗voice of pounding silence‘. The wind is depicted by multiple curved nar-
row strips, twisting, whirling and dividing. Neither the portent of an earth-
quake, nor the fire seems to be represented in the window. , the 
unique and paradoxical biblical expression is filled in with something like a 
wide opening in which is light blue in colour. The indefiniteness of the divine 
is not expressed with a ‗unique and paradoxical expression‘, but with a double 
image of dark planes (F) and an opening to the light (D-E). The opening to the 
light depicts divine presence like a natural phenomenon of a calm and cloud-
less air – blank (the leaflet translates with EÜ: ‗ein sanftes, leises Säuseln‟). The 
dark planes depict the divine as an entrance to the unknown – invisibility – 
indefiniteness. Of this double image the opening to the light stands out for its 
central position at the window. The dark planes are only visible from a dis-
tance at a great height.  
 The grey figure (D) presents an outline of the back of Elijah in the opening 
of the cave, clothed in a mantle. The beholder is invited to look outward with 
Elijah.  
 The exact conversation afterward seems absent from the Elijah window. No 
return, no anointing, no killing by Hazael, Jehu or Elisha. However, the up-
right Elijah (D) is holding a staff; like one who holds his prophetic identity. He 
is ‗standing in front of YHWH‘: being his prophet, ready to go.  
 The final verse of the text – referring to the existence of seven thousand in 
Israel - ‗all that have not bowed for Baal, and have not kissed him‘ – can be 
perceived in the solid, massive rocks in the bottom compartment (not floating 
away, not chopped off).  

 

 
4.6.4 Conclusion  

 
Having analysed this rather abstract window, some remarkable elements come 
to the fore. In the window, Elijah turns around. At first sight he is lying down 
while holding onto the pitcher, his back turned to the opening of the cave. The 

 
71  The translation at the information leaflet also skips verses 9d-10. 
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angel is looking down at him, filled with compassion. After some time, the 
outline of another Elijah-figure comes into sight: an Elijah standing in front of 
the opening of a cave. This depiction shifts the attention of the beholder from 
a perception of Elijah towards a perception of divine passing by. This divine 
presence is indicated by the portent ‗wind‘ and is represented by a solid light 
piece of glass; showing a blank horizon. The centre of the window appears to 
be the opening (D2-E1) which is an opening to the unknown, unprecedented 
divine presence.  
 
The bottom compartment of the window provides this blank space with a 
background: it visualises the inanity of idols (by petals, floating away). There-
fore, the window prompts questions regarding the presence of YHWH. The 
window evokes an empty space open to divine presence, but at the same time 
it shows the work of the Holy Spirit (wind). The Elijah window (fourth in a 
line of five) directs the beholder towards an unprecedented divine presence –
by creating a blank. Subsequently, looking at the fifth window, the beholder is 
invited to fill in this unprecedented divine presence with Jesus Christ. 



 

 
 

CHAPTER 5  
 

BIBLICAL SPIRITUALITY IN PARADIGMS  
 
 
 
 
 
In Chapter 3, I performed an analysis of the biblical text. In the subsequent 
chapter, I described and analysed six paradigms. As explained before, the as-
pect of spirituality comes into all sections of these analyses. In some parts of 
the analyses this aspect was explicitly present, in other parts it remained im-
plicit. Now, I will take the analyses a step further and elucidate this aspect of 
spirituality; I will draw specific conclusions in the field of (biblical) spirituality.  
 I will start with a review of the picture analyses, both separately and collec-
tively, at the level of spirituality (5.1). Next, I will highlight the results of the 
text analysis at the level of spirituality (5.2). Then, I will review how the pic-
tures deal with those aspects of spirituality that emerged in reading the text 
(5.3). 

 

 

5.1 Spirituality in looking  
 
The analyses, as performed, intensified the perception of the paradigms. The 
different aspects of spirituality were an integral part of the insights gained. 
Now I will elucidate these aspects of spirituality.  
 As argued for in the first chapter, biblical spirituality refers to ‗a lived divine-
human relational process that is shaped and nourished by transformative en-
gagements with biblical texts – especially with the divine-human relational 
processes implied in these texts‘. For the purpose of clarity, the three layers of 
biblical spirituality are separated now and discussed in reverse order: spirituality 
as implied in the picture (5.1.1), spirituality that comes forward in the act of 
looking (5.1.2) and its ongoing impact on lived spirituality (5.1.3). Also for the 
purpose of clarity, I have numbered the different parts of the paradigms (see: 
Appendix 7). 
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5.1.1 What is depicted  

 
I will focus on the six paradigms one by one and I will conclude with the 
common features that emerge out of these paradigms.  

 
1. Mainz  
 
The Mainzer sculptures show Elijah on a rough surface of emptiness. On the 
tabernacle, only the angel and the divine food are present with Elijah, and in 
the altar, Elijah is presented on a wide, vertical strip. Elijah seems to be an 
isolated soul – it is something between him and his God. In this relation, Elijah 
is moving: he is stretching out his hand to receive (1A), and then, on the altar, 
he is walking upright. Apparently he got up; he was lifted from his recumbent 
position. In his walking, Elijah is presented as a prophet (with a staff). The two 
depicted clouds (1B2 and 1B4) are an omen of divine passing by and represent 
disordering, stirring powers. The other Elijah figure is covering his eyes, which 
is a sign of YHWH passing by (1B3). Elijah is even taking a leap in the dark. 
The circular direction of this depiction around the altar presents Elijah on an 
ongoing journey. 
 
The reliefs situate the narrative of 1 Kings 19 in a Catholic setting of the 
Eucharist. On the one hand, the tabernacle relief provides meaning to the 
Eucharist; in the tabernacle relief, the bread is the central element of the depic-
tion. An angel is guiding or escorting the round piece of bread as a precious 
treasure, and a hungry and feeble Elijah seems to be longing to receive the 
bread. In this way the Host is presented as a precious divine gift. On the other 
hand, the Eucharist provides meaning to the reliefs, as a realisation, an actuali-
sation of the biblical narrative; the altar relief refers to the narrative of Elijah 
on Mount Horeb where YHWH passes by. The presence or passing by of divine 
reality is stated but divine reality is not made visible; however, it can be per-
ceived in the celebration of the Eucharist (held around the altar). 

 
2. Kornelimünster 
 
In the four paintings of Kornelimünster, a narrative is shown of a man (Elijah) 
who, step by step, gets up (out of his misery), turns around and adapts to a 
new horizon. 
  
The first painting shows Elijah in his misery; his belly pinched or twisted (2A). 
He is alone in a rough, deserted environment. Separated from social life, he 
seems to be hiding or withdrawing. No consolation is visible. He seems God-



246            ELIJAH LOOKED AND BEHOLD 

forsaken and alone. But, he has not entirely given up: one foot is planted stead-
ily on the ground.  
 
In the second painting Elijah has turned around (2B). Apparently something 
has happened. Elijah has risen and is breaking a piece of bread. At the same 
time he is looking at the horizon. The soul that was turned inward has opened 
up. Probably, the transformation is due to the divine reality; the food has just 
appeared. A divine reality might have ‗passed by‘ in between the two paintings. 
Also a cloud and a face in the trunk look somewhat ‗extrasensory‘. Looking 
back at the first painting, this ‗extrasensory‘ presence is also perceivable (2A). 
While breaking the bread Elijah seems to be looking at something. Perhaps he 
has heard or seen something there, or maybe he received a direction to go. 
Anyway, he is no longer self-oriented, no longer withdrawing himself. He has 
opened up (although his back is still bent). 
 The third painting shows Elijah at the opening of a cave (2C). He seems to 
withdraw out of awe, starting to hide his face in his mantle. He is attentive, 
hearing, perceiving ‗divine presence‘ or ‗YHWH passing by‘. He is depicted at 
full face: positioning the divine in front of the painting (on-site): in the setting 
of the church.  
 The fourth painting shows another turn: Elijah has turned around and is 
depicted at his back (2D). He is moving with small steps towards an unknown 
horizon. He returns to the world in a transformed manner: he seems to be 
wearing a divine imprint (face), as a mark of the divine passing by. This face on 
Elijah‘s attire also seems to be a counterpart of the painting at the other side of 
the church (G), which shows the Resurrection of Christ. In combination with 
this counterpart, the mark (imprint) of painting 2D seems to show His con-
tinuing, active, existence in life. 

 
3. Springiersbach  
 
The distinct parts of the window of Springiersbach show different aspects of 
the divine-human relational process. As a whole, a divine omnipresence is 
presented without being clearly depicted. To start with, on the right surface of 
the window, Elijah (3A) is shown in a shaky pose, balancing. He is surrounded 
by a strong wind, by fire and by unsteady ground. His left hand is feeling and a 
splitting line crosses right behind his head. He seems to be standing in the 
midst of divine powers. But divine reality is not just presented in the depicted 
powers on the surface: Elijah (3A) is covering his lower face with his hand as a 
reaction to his perception of YHWH passing by. His pensive gaze presents 
YHWH in front of the window, in the chapel (on-site). Opposite to this inward 
reference, the depiction of the servant (3B2), who is sent out by Elijah to look 
out for the rain to come, as a sign of the life-giving power of YHWH, refers to a 
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divine presence in the world outside. Besides, traces of the outside world come 
into sight through the transparency of the glass. Thus, the depiction in the 
window combines the divine reality inside the chapel, with divine reality out-
side the chapel.  
 This inward-outward direction is connected to an upward-downward direc-
tion, especially in the pictorial unity of the ascending Elijah (3B1). The depic-
tion of the ascension bridges the difference between high and low in an up-
ward movement. Just as the flames (3A) are directed to the upper part of the 
window (in the corner), so the depiction of the ascension is directed to this 
point. At the same time, the kneeling Elijah-figure (3B) is directed downward 
and also the mantle is falling down. This depiction of Elijah seems to draw the 
divine towards the earth. In the depiction of the angel (3C), the same double 
direction (upward and downward) is visible. In these ways, the window pre-
sents a unity of ascending and descending, upward and downward.  
 
Elijah is multi-faced in the way that he is presented (both by the triple depic-
tion and by the transparency of the glass). This variety presents a many-sided 
divine-human relation. Moreover, two of the Elijah figures refer simultane-
ously to two figures. What is the meaning of this synchronism? One (3B) could 
refer to a correspondence between praying and being swirled away; both pre-
senting a close connection with God. In a way, Elijah is swirled away in his 
prayer. The other synchronism places Elisha (3B1) as part of a core experience 
of Elijah (3A). This seems to confirm Elisha as a true successor of Elijah. ‗Dis-
cipleship‘ or ‗succession‘ is also presented in the window in other ways, for 
instance, in the mantle that Elijah dropped (3B1). Thus, Elijah is multi-faced, 
presenting different examples to conform to.  
 
Although the analysis presents the window as clearly communicating different 
moments of a divine-human relation, at the same time, the window shows a 
kind of vagueness: the depiction is dimmed, abstract and sketchy. 
 A main direction of the whole window is the tabernacle. The depiction of 
divine feeding (3C) is thematically and pictorially connected with the taberna-
cle. Moreover, the outline of the window shows the tabernacle as its central 
point. The two surfaces of the window, placed at an obtuse angle, one from 
the other, surround this tabernacle as the true central point of the window. 
The ceiling painting supports this interpretation: the depiction of the Holy 
Trinity places the Elijah window in an explicitly Christian setting. 

 
4. Marienthal  
 
Both the entrance relief and the tabernacle relief of Marienthal show an angel 
that offers food to a more or less needy Elijah. In the entrance relief (4A), 
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Elijah is shown as one who is very needy (exhausted and skinny), and reaching 
out for help. The angel walks towards Elijah with a pitcher of water and bread 
in his hands. 
 In the tabernacle relief (4B), Elijah is longing for the Eucharistic gifts; he is 
reaching out for it. A floating angel presents the cup of wine and bread to 
Elijah who is clearly reaching out to accept these gifts (4B).  
 In both reliefs, the angel is not looking at Elijah. Therefore both show a 
kind of functional relation between the angel and Elijah. The feeding is not 
initiated by the angel. It illustrates care being mediated: referring to its divine 
origin. 
 
The two reliefs exist apart from each other. When seeing them combined, the 
differences between the reliefs open up an extra layer of meaning: Eucharist 
(liturgy) is connected to service to the outside world (diacony) and vice versa.  

 
5. Mainz-Drais  
 
In the chapel of the caritas nursing home of Mainz-Drais, the window shows a 
biblical image of care. An exhausted figure represents Elijah. The taut lines of 
his face and the red ‗curtain‘ behind him refer to suffering. This ‗curtain‘ seems 
to be crying out for help, as Elijah seems too exhausted to do so himself. The 
care-taker is presented as an angelic figure. The window illustrates care as be-
ing divine: it shows how the divine reality is involved (even if Elijah is unaware 
of it). The care has two aspects: food and direction. Both are presented to 
Elijah by the angel. The window shows this care in a field of tension between 
nearness and distance. Elijah is free to accept the care or not.  
 
The Elijah window forms a counterpart to the Moses-window, both at one 
side of the corner opposite the sanctuary. The combination of two windows 
presents YHWH as the one who says, ‗I have observed the misery of the peo-
ple…‘. At the same time, the structure of both windows relates the recumbent 
Elijah with the burning bush. Since the burning bush is explicitly the place 
where YHWH reveals himself, this might also be the case for Elijah. In this 
perspective, both participants of the care (receiver and provider) are provided 
with a layer of divinity. 

 
6. Bergisch Gladbach 
 
The Elijah figure at the window in Bergisch Gladbach is lying down while 
holding on to the pitcher (6A). He has turned his back towards the cave-
opening and towards the angel that is directed towards him. Another Elijah-
figure is depicted in contour (6B). This Elijah is depicted with his mantle and 
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staff, in his prophetic identity. He is depicted at the opening of the cave, ‗in 
front of the face of YHWH‘. In the combination of both depictions, Elijah has 
turned around. Having got up and turned around now he is directed towards 
the blank horizon.  
 
The bottom part of the window is puzzling. It seems to represent the theme of 
idolatry. A distinction between ‗solidness‘ and ‗floating away‘ is shown. ‗Petals‘ 
seem to be blown in the air. Moreover, in the whole window the wind is de-
picted. This wind seems to represent a divine working power (Spirit), but it 
may also refer to the wind as an omen of divine presence. 
 
As part of a sequence of windows, the Elijah window presents a phase in a 
larger divine-human relational process. After creation and covenant, in the 
Elijah window a blank gap is opened. This gap is filled in in the subsequent 
window: with Jesus (Christ). 
 
The window brings divine presence to consciousness. The explanatory text 
(Figure 9) speaks about the ‗scheinbare Gottverlassenheit des Elija‘ and relates 
this to Jesus‘ ‗Erfahrung des Gottverlassenheit‘. According to the text, the 
window enters into debate with people who believe that God is absent: ‗Gott 
ist da, auch wenn seine Gegenwart dem Menschen kaum mehr spürbar ist‘. 
The picture analysis sustains this theological statement: Elijah, lying down, 
(6A) only has to turn around to be opened up to a space full of divine presence 
(6B). In addition, the bottom part of the window seems to be about idolatry, 
about people forsaking God (and not the other way around). In this way, the 
window refutes God-forsakenness: although not visualised, God is not absent 
but present. 

 
Common features 
 
Although diverse, the six paradigms all single out the relation of Elijah and 
YHWH. The other characters of the biblical text (like Ahab, Jezebel, the servant 
and the sons of Israel) are left out of these pictures. There is one exception; 
the window of Springiersbach shows the servant (3B2), but this is not in the 
depiction that refers to 1 Kgs 19:1-18. 
 In all depictions that refer to 1 Kgs 19:1-18, Elijah is lying down. He is lying 
down on his back (1A; 3C; 4A), on his belly (6A), or on his side (2A; 5). Most 
paradigms (except for 5) also show Elijah in a later state: sitting upright (2B; 
4B) or standing on his feet (1B; 2C-D; 3A; 6B).  
 Except for two paradigms where no special need is visible (4B; 6A), Elijah is 
presented as a needy soul. Elijah seems to lie down as a result of hunger (1A; 
4A), tiredness (3C), exhaustion (5) or depressiveness (2A). He is unaware of 
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the food (5), he is stretching his hand towards the visible food (1A; 4A-B) or is 
already touching the food (3C; 6A). In Kornelimünster no food is visible yet 
(2A). 
 
Elijah receives two things. Firstly, he receives food. In all paradigms, the divine 
reality is presented as a feeding power. The food that is presented to Elijah 
mediates divine reality and is inextricably bound up with the Eucharist (1A; 3C; 
4B; 5). Secondly, Elijah receives a new/renewed perspective, a new horizon 
(especially at 2 and 6) or a road ahead (5). 
 
The pictures show no sharply defined god-image. Divine reality is not visual-
ised. It is presented image-less. For instance in the windows of Springiersbach 
and Bergisch Gladbach (3; 6), divine reality is presented as an all-pervasive and 
all-sustaining atmosphere. This imageless reality is regularly combined with a 
specific god-conception: an angel mediates God as Care-taker (1A; 3C; 4; 5; 
6A). In the angel, God is revealed as a sustaining presence where there is hu-
man exhaustion or depression. The angels are visualised as more or less human 
figures, although winged (except 5). They are floating (1A; 4B; 5; 6A) or walk-
ing (3C; 4A). The angels represent YHWH on earth and are the embodiment of 
YHWH in his compassionate concern for his creatures.  
 
All paradigms are placed in the Catholic setting of a chapel, church or monas-
tery. In most paradigms the depiction is related to the tabernacle (1A; 3; 4B; 5) 
and/or the altar (1B). At Kornelimünster (2) the Christian perspective is visual-
ised in the face-imprint, and in Bergisch Gladbach (6) the line of the sequence 
and the theological programme of all church windows show the Christological 
perspective. Thus, all paradigms fill in or transform the narrative of 1 Kings 19 
from a specifically Christian perspective.  

 

 
5.1.2 Dialogical looking 

 
In the act of looking, the beholder gets involved. Again, first I will treat the six 
paradigms separately and then I will conclude with the common features that 
emerge. 

 
1. Mainz  
 
In Mainz, Elijah is presented from an open side-view (the face in profile, the 
body slightly turned towards the beholder). He is depicted as an example for 
the beholder to conform to. 
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 For example, the beholder is summoned to be open to divine feeding (the 
Host) like Elijah opened his hands for the bread. In the tabernacle relief, the 
bread is offered to Elijah like the Host will be offered to the beholder. In the 
altar relief the – invisible – divine reality is brought to consciousness. To the 
beholder this consciousness will sustain the perception of the Eucharist as a – 
invisibly divine – gift.  
 Besides, the depiction of Elijah journeying with open senses (open mouth, 
open eyes and a feeling hand) can only be seen when the beholder moves 
around the altar. In this way, the beholder is physically brought into the jour-
ney. On this journey, the two clouds represent disordering, stirring powers. 
The journey is a journey beyond our control, in which the beholder is invited 
to take a leap in the dark, to surrender. 

 
2. Kornelimünster 
 
The Elijah of Kornelimünster is placed in a monastic, Benedictine setting. In 
the sequence of four paintings, Elijah is presented as a co-journeyer.  
 In the paintings, Elijah is transformed in four stages. To perceive this trans-
formation process of Elijah, the beholder himself/herself has to move. During 
this perception process, step by step, divine presence is brought to the con-
sciousness of the beholder. Starting with the first picture, at a glance Elijah 
seems to be god-forsaken and alone. But gradually traces of divine presence 
are revealed to the attentive beholder.  
 In the sequence, Elijah turns around twice. In the first painting, the be-
holder approaches Elijah primarily as an object of perception. Next, in the 
second painting the beholder is invited to look with Elijah out to the horizon. 
In the third painting, the percipient approaches Elijah as a ‗Gegenüber‟ (An op-
posite, the other): the beholder looks at Elijah, who looks back and guides the 
beholder with his eyes to a perception of divine presence or passing by. Elijah 
confronts beholders with their present state: Elijah opens up the area of a per-
sonal divine encounter. Then, in the fourth painting, the beholder is invited to 
look with Elijah towards the horizon again, but at the same time, the beholder 
is facing the divine imprint on Elijah‘s attire. In this face, the beholder can 
experience another ‗Gegenüber‘: facing Christ ànd being seen by the Face. In this 
way the area of an immediate personal encounter (divine-human relation) is 
opened up further: for a moment, Elijah is out of sight. 

 
3. Springiersbach  
 
The Elijah-window of Springiersbach shows several Elijah-depictions that 
present distinct aspects of a divine-human relational process. The depicted 
Elijah is not just an object to look at; Elijah also draws the percipients into the 
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picture. This is most clearly so in the depiction of the life-size Elijah-figure 
(3A). He brings divine presence or passing by into the consciousness of the 
beholder. In Elijah‘s gaze, this presence or passing by is projected to the front 
of the window – in the area between the window and the beholder or in the 
beholder himself. In this way, the distance between the percipient and the 
window diminishes: the perceiver becomes part of the reality the window 
represents.  
 The pensive gaze of this Elijah with the black eye-sockets attracts the atten-
tion of the beholder. Elijah provides the beholder with an opposite, enabling 
an encounter of the I with a You. If a beholder lingers in looking at the face, 
he/she will experience being seen. Perceiving the face results in a reversal; 
―seeing‖ becomes ―being seen‖. The beholder‘s gazing at the eyes is mirrored 
and reverted back to the beholder himself/herself.  
 Elijah‘s black eye-sockets do not just reflect the beholder‘s view; they also 
mediate the view of the Other. The beholder can experience being seen by the 
divine: in or through Elijah‘s gaze, the divine reality is watching. This mirror is 
broken through: the beholder is seen by the autonomous sight of the other 
(You). In terms of conformity to Elijah, this might be a shaky position: a 
break-through that shakes the self. It produces awe, like a combination of fear 
and trust, in facing the divine: standing in front of the Face of YHWH, is in fact 
a sign of prophetic identity.  
 The falling mantle (3B1) also appeals to this prophetic identity: am I (the 
percipient) prepared to accept the prophetic mantle? Can it be true that I am 
called too?  
 The depiction of the small Elijah (3C), who is touched and fed by the angel, 
brings this prophetic standing into a new perspective: you are not alone, you 
will be strengthened by divine food (see: the tabernacle!). In this way, YHWH is 
presented to the beholder as a caring God. 
 
To perceive the window, the beholder has to move from the right to the left, 
coming closer and stepping back, turning to get a frontal view of the surfaces. 
In this way, the activity of the beholder is required – and therefore, he/she gets 
involved. 
 Furthermore, all three depicted Elijah-figures draw the percipient into the 
window. The praying Elijah, who is depicted ascending (3B1), appeals to the 
percipient‘s willingness to be carried along, to ‗let it happen‘, to let YHWH take 
the percipient up. At the same time, Elijah (3B2) draws YHWH towards the 
earth. The servant is looking outside and seems to perceive a small wavy track 
of rain, of life. The servant brings the outside world into the consciousness of 
the beholder and presents a promise of life, provided by YHWH. This prompts 
the beholder‘s question: Do I recognise or trust this promise of fertility? And 
finally, just as the recumbent Elijah (3C) rubs his eye after being touched by 
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the angel, the window ‗touches‘ the beholder to wake up: to come to a con-
sciousness of divine reality. 

 
4. Marienthal  
 
Arriving at the monastery of Marienthal, the entrance relief presents the mon-
astery as a place of divine gifts. Elijah is an example of someone in true need. 
The beholder has to relate to this needy figure. Entering the building and arriv-
ing in the tabernacle relief, the percipient is invited to conform to Elijah; 
reaching out for the divine gifts of the Eucharist. Afterwards, when the per-
cipient leaves the building, the entrance relief can be perceived anew: as an exit 
relief, new perception is evoked. Now conformity to the angel is proposed: to 
put flesh on the perceived gifts by ‗feeding the hungry and giving drink to the 
thirsty‘. Thus, the (implied) beholder is not just moving inside and outside but 
also changing during this ‗journey‘. In this way, diacony and liturgy are united. 
 
In this chapel, Eucharist is not regularly celebrated. This suggests a discrepancy 
with the depiction. Probably, such a discrepancy with the context makes a 
beholder search for some other form of conformity, for instance by means of 
a ‗spiritual communion‘. 

 
5. Mainz-Drais  
 
The window of Mainz-Drais shows a biblical image of care. Located in the 
chapel of a nursing home, most beholders will be involved in this theme of 
care. This care is presented as dealing with two aspects: food and direction. 
Both are provided by the angelic figure. The care-takers in the nursing home 
are presented as divine messengers. Moreover, in combination with the Moses 
window, Elijah also – representing the residents of the nursing house – repre-
sents a ‗place‘ for YHWH. Both participants in this care (receiver and provider) 
are wrapped up in a layer of divinity. This will evoke respect for the other and 
for oneself. Care is presented as a relational process in which the divine can be 
revealed. It is a relational process that is felt in the tension between distance 
and nearness and evokes mutual respect. 
 The percipient is involved also in other ways. First of all, he has to ‗turn 
around‘ to perceive the window, and to behold the whole window, he has to 
remove some chairs. The beholder is drawn into a small circle with Elijah, the 
angel and the beholder himself/herself, which has the food at its centre. At the 
same time, the window directs the beholder towards the Eucharist. Secondly, 
the architecture of the chapel invites beholders to turn their back towards the 
Elijah window. Focussing on the sanctuary, the Elijah window and the Moses 
window surround the beholder; the percipient is placed in the midst of a bibli-
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cal tradition. In both ways the percipient is involved, he receives a new and a 
wider perspective: a new or renewed perception of reality. 

 
6. Bergisch Gladbach 
 
The beholder of the Elijah window of Bergisch Gladbach has to move forward 
and backward to perceive this high window. To start with, conformity to the 
recumbent Elijah is evoked; as a phase in a process. Elijah is lying down with 
his back turned towards the outside world, while holding on to the pitcher. He 
is shown in a closed pose. Perceiving the top part of the window, the beholder 
is directed to see – with Elijah – into the horizon. Primarily, it is a break-
through in which ‗God‘ is encountered in a new way (blank horizon). In the 
process of perception, the undetermined divine presence is opened up more 
and more.  
 The puzzling bottom part of the window raises the question; what is de-
picted here? The combination of solidness and floating ‗petals‘ can refer to all 
kinds of symbols. In line with the sequence of windows and the biblical Elijah 
narrative, the theme of idolatry dominates the perception: what is idolatry? Am 
I serving idols? What is solid? What blows away? 

 
Common features 
 
All analysed paradigms guide the beholder. They make beholders move along 
(physically); ‗journey‘, ‗turn‘, or move back and forth. Moreover, most pictures 
suggest direction: a road or horizon (1B; 2B; 2D; 3B1; 5; 6B). All paradigms 
guide the beholders towards a god-consciousness; divine reality is. Although 
the divine reality is not explicitly depicted (not visible in a specific ‗form‘), it is 
evoked in the consciousness of the attentive beholder. This presence is some-
what fluid (as a passing by). If named, it is only hesitatingly, with restraint. In 
this way, the percipient is guided (back) towards God. In looking, the beholder 
turns towards God, which implies a change of consciousness. All paradigms 
evoke this change of consciousness differently. Evidently, this change depends 
on both the beholder and the perceived picture. The interaction between be-
holder and picture appears to be a complex phenomenon. Reviewing the 
analyses, I will discern some features of this phenomenon. 
 
To begin with, I observe different ways in which the beholder is involved. 
Firstly, the beholder is an observer, who is looking at the picture as an object. 
The observer perceives all the Elijah-figures in a Christian (or specifically mo-
nastic) tradition. Moreover, the observer perceives Elijah as a model, as an 
example (of receiving the Eucharist, of experiencing the divine reality) and/or 
as an intermediary. Secondly, guided by the act of looking, the beholder is 
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drawn into the picture. Having started as an observer, the beholder now be-
comes part of the depicted reality. In this stage, the depicted figures are per-
ceived in their mediating function; the mediator and God are one. While look-
ing at the mediator, you have to let go of it to receive the divine reality which 
‗flows through it‘. In the un-mediated perception, the picture has become 
‗place‘ (the between-space of I-You connectedness). At a third stage, a mo-
ment of break through might occur. In some of the performed acts of looking, 
the percipient experiences standing ‗in front of YHWH‘. And in one case, the 
percipient experiences being seen (3A). The dialogical process of perception is 
best described by Buber‘s ‗Gegenstand‘ (object) and ‗Gegenwart‘ (present 
now); a transformation from an I-It relation to an I-You relation. The para-
digms demonstrate the You (5), opening to the You (6) or looking back (3).  
 Also arising out of my analyses, I observe differences in the main character-
istic of the dialogue: some pictures primarily evoke content (content-based 
dialogue), and other pictures primarily evoke relation (relation-based dialogue). 
The Elijah window of Mainz-Drais (5) for example, primarily shows content. It 
presents the Elijah story as a kind of metaphor for Caritas. The window of 
Bergisch Gladbach (6) is far more modest in filling in the divine space with 
specific content; in this way it primarily opens up for relation. 
 A third observation emerges in reviewing the distinct manners in which the 
pictures deal with the biblical story. I distinguish three forms, each presented 
by two paradigms: 
 

- The pictures of Marienthal (4) and Mainz-Drais (5) lead the percipient 
into the biblical story. The perceived context (location) is biblically ex-
plained. In this way, these pictures transform consciousness: providing a 
new way of perceiving reality.  

- The sculptures of Mainz (1) and the paintings of Kornelimünster (2) 
present the biblical story to the beholder as a kind of mirror in which 
the beholder can observe herself or himself.  

- The windows of Springiersbach (3) and Bergisch Gladbach (6) seem to 
use the biblical story to guide the percipient into a dialogical space in 
which one might experience standing ‗in the presence of YHWH‘. Both 
windows present a particular form of I-You; looking at the window of 
Bergisch Gladbach pulled me out of myself (guided me into an empty 
space in front of me), while looking at the window of Springiersbach I 
was directed back to myself (‗place‘ of divine presence). 
 

This gradual or hierarchical division describes the manners in which the pic-
tures evoke a relation between the beholder and the biblical text. It also pro-
vides an explanation for the different degrees in which the pictures lead the 
beholder into a divine human relationship. Some pictures (3 and 6) appear to 
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be more successful in leading the beholder into a divine-human relational 
process than other pictures (4 and 5). This difference is experienced in the 
performance of the analyses; the first pictures (3 and 6) touched my soul, while 
the other pictures (4 and 5) I only found ‗interesting‘. The sculptures of Mainz 
and the paintings of Kornelimünster (1 and 2) are in between; I became in-
volved, but not ‗up to my soul‘. Of course, the paradigms show different styles, 
and their aesthetic qualities differ, but I do not think that these categories 
guided me in my perception.1 My focus was on the dialogical process that is 
evoked in looking at the pictures. And exactly at this level, the paradigms dif-
fer; to a certain degree, the pictures lead the beholder into a divine-human 
relational process.  
 
This survey provides a new arrangement of the paradigms. Until now, I fol-
lowed the sequence that is based on practical grounds (see 2.4), but now the 
pictures are rearranged on spiritual grounds. Later on, when I will return to 
these pictures (5.3), I will follow this new arrangement of three sets of para-
digms (4 and 5; 1 and 2; 3 and 6).  

 

 
5.1.3 Lived spirituality (part I) 

 
As a result of the perception process in which the beholder is involved, reality 
will be perceived with new eyes. I did not study the effects of this transforma-
tion, but I will highlight the incentives, the stimuli for transformation that can 
be detected in the performance of the analyses. 
 An increased awareness of a presence of divine reality will have an ongoing 
impact on the beholder. This is the main contribution of these acts of looking 
to a personally lived spirituality. The awareness of a divine reality (god-
consciousness) gives me an awareness of the fact that I am standing on Holy 
Ground (3A). 
 As explained above, all pictures will guide the beholder in this direction, but 
with different results (some move further than others). Firstly, if the picture 
primarily evokes a content-based dialogue, the beholder is, for instance, con-
firmed as part of a tradition, a community, a people. Or, questions regarding 
one‘s personal life (divine-human relational processes) are evoked. As a be-
holder of these pictures, I am guided to translate the depicted content into my 
personal life (for example the perception of ‗care‘). Secondly, looking at pic-
tures that primarily evoke a relation-based dialogue can have the effect that I 
am touched in my soul (my own personal self). Instead of evoking questions 

 
1  In my analyses, the terms beauty and ugliness would have been too subjective. What would 

make me judge the picture‘s beauty or ugliness? The qualities that are judged have to do with 
the spiritual effectiveness.  
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regarding my life, beholding these pictures evokes an existential awareness of 
my life. 
 As noted, the stimuli for transformation differ, and their effect will differ. 
The beholder will be triggered at distinct levels. However, at all levels, the per-
cipient can be ‗shaped and nourished‘ into an ongoing transformative process, 
into a lived spirituality.  
 
 

5.2 Spirituality in reading  
 
I will consider the different parts of the spirituality of reading in the same way 
as I considered the spirituality of looking in three parts. First, I review spiritu-
ality as implied in the biblical text (5.2.1), then spirituality that comes forward 
in the act of reading (5.2.2) and finally, I will offer some remarks regarding its 
contribution to lived spirituality (5.2.3). Of course, since the biblical text was 
not the central object of this research, its analysis was primarily focussed on 
the first aspect (what is implied in the text). Evidently, further analysis of the 
text would give a broader exploration of aspects of spirituality. Nevertheless, I 
will highlight those aspects that did appear in the analysis that I performed.  

 

 
5.2.1 What is articulated  

 
The biblical text of 1 Kgs 19:1-18 articulates several aspects of a divine-human 
relational process. In the text analysis, the theophany, the theme of life and 
death, and the theme of care emerged (3.3.2). In this paragraph, I will take 
these elements up again, in the relational process between Elijah and YHWH: 
what happens in the relation? How is the ‗between-space‘ articulated?  
 In the narrative of 1 Kgs 19:1-18, the relational process is presented as a 
journey. Physically, Elijah is moving, travelling; he is going, lying down, getting 
up, walking, standing, and ordered to go. But Elijah also makes a spiritual 
journey; I will describe this journey in five steps. 

 
Elijah addresses himself 
 
Elijah is involved at the level of his ‗soul‘ (self/life/throat/desire/vitality). His soul 
is threatened (19:2.10.14) and this drives him away, out of the situation (19:3). 
‗Because of his soul‘, he enters an area in which human constructions are ab-
sent. Completely alone and outside the covenant-land, Elijah directs himself 
towards his God, YHWH. He expresses his feeling of ‗much now‘ (19:4) and – 
as an ultimate conclusion – he offers YHWH his soul: ‗take my soul‘. Thus, in 
contrast with Jezebel (who did not put herself at stake in relation to her gods), 
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Elijah is involved up to his soul, and addresses himself to YHWH, to take his 
soul from him.  

 
A first answer 
 
After his prayer, when Elijah lies down and goes to sleep, a messenger touches 
him. The messenger has a life-giving message: get up and eat (19:5). Food is 
present. When Elijah lies down again, the messenger returns (19:7). The mes-
senger renews his life-giving message and adds a motivation: An arduous jour-
ney is in front of Elijah.  
 The messenger is not at once identified as belonging to YHWH. To the 
reader, the divine sender is revealed only the second time. The text points out 
that YHWH is directed towards Elijah. YHWH is present at a distance (medi-
ated), but simultaneously he is near in the touching of the messenger. YHWH 
heard Elijah‘s prayer and answered him. 

 
Mutual advances (coming closer) 
 
The twofold encounter with the messenger of YHWH makes Elijah rise. Being 
touched twice, ordered to get up and provided with food, Elijah gets up physi-
cally (19:8). His inner soul also starts to rise. The food that is provided (bread-
cake and water) is sufficient to sustain Elijah for forty days and nights, and he 
moves towards the mount of God, Mount Horeb.  
 On Mount Horeb, YHWH questions Elijah (19:9.13), listens to him and an-
swers him (19:11-12.15-18). First, Elijah is welcomed and invited to speak out 
for himself: ‗what is for you here?‘ In his answer, Elijah presents himself with a 
reference to his zealous zeal. In this way, he expresses his unity with his God, 
not just now, but as an already existing long-lasting alliance. Elijah‘s zealous 
zeal also recalls the zeal of YHWH, his jealousy. It shows how Elijah has put on 
a characteristic of YHWH himself. Moreover, Elijah addresses his God with the 
title ‗God of hosts‘, in which he appeals to the covenant. Thus, Elijah starts 
what he has to say by underlining their relationship. And then Elijah clarifies 
his feeling of ‗much now‘; he experiences being the only one left and now they 
are seeking his soul (19:10).  
 Then, YHWH passes by. In succession, a mighty wind, an earthquake and a 
fire appear, but YHWH was in none of these phenomena. And after that, there 
is ‗a voice of pounding silence‘. YHWH is presented in a new way that provides 
a tension between hearing and not-hearing, between voice and silence. God-
conscious, Elijah realizes with trembling awe that God is - or was - passing by. 
YHWH is present and His presence evokes awe. 
 Elijah‘s answer to the question ‗what is for you here?‘ (19:9.13), his com-
plaint (19:10.14) seems to be answered in two stages. First, YHWH answers 
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with passing by (19:11-12), then, YHWH gives a new provision in which Elijah 
continues his prophetic job (19:15-18).  

 
Perspective change 
 
What happens to Elijah in the dialogical space of the relation is a perspective 
change. A first perspective change came about in the encounter with the mes-
senger, when Elijah‘s lament ‗much now‘, was answered with ‗arduous‘; an 
arduous journey to go. His ‗much‘ received another perspective. Now, this 
perspective change is intensified; Elijah is ordered to place himself in front of 
the face of YHWH, to place himself in the perspective of his God (19:11).  
 However, in the dialogical space of the relation, not just Elijah is the subject 
of a perspective change. YHWH is too. This is indicated by the description, 
YHWH ‗passes by‘. In this way, YHWH – as a literary character – presents ‗him-
self‘ in the perspective of Elijah. Thus, both Elijah and YHWH present them-
selves in the perspective of the other. 
 In a way, this reciprocal perspective change on Mount Horeb seems to have 
no implications. Not a thing has changed; the dialogue between YHWH and 
Elijah is repeated with exactly the same words. Again, YHWH asks: ‗What is for 
you here, Elijah?‘ (19:13). And again, Elijah justifies himself by underlining his 
own zeal for YHWH opposite to the sons of Israel who have forsaken the 
covenant with YHWH and who threaten to kill Elijah, who is the only one left 
(19:14). But then it becomes clear that a change has occurred: the divine utter-
ance (19:15-18) places Elijah‘s prophetic work into a new perspective. Instead 
of persuading the Israelites and their king (like Elijah tried in 1 Kgs 18:17-40), 
all will be judged: all who worshipped Baal will be eliminated, King Ahab will 
be replaced. This new perspective seems to expose a transformation of 
YHWH‘s contact with the Israelites: judgement.  

 
Social implications 
 
Although the main relation in the narrative is the YHWH-Elijah relation, their 
encounter is inextricably bound up with the people. The Israelites are object 
(It) of the communication between Elijah and YHWH and Elijah‘s new assign-
ment is a task of intermediating between YHWH and the people. So, the YHWH-
Elijah relation is personal, yet exceeds individual life.  
 In contrast to Elijah, who seems to have given up on the people, YHWH is 
concerned for them. In his concern, YHWH foresees life and death. Not the 
death of Elijah‘s soul (which Elijah asked for), but the death of all who have 
worshipped Baal. The actions of the people will have consequences like a mir-
ror, in which YHWH presents life and Baal presents death. YHWH is not forsak-
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ing the covenant with the Israelites: ‗he‘ will spare the lives of those who have 
not forsaken ‗him‘ (19:18).  

 

 
5.2.2 Dialogical reading  

 
Each reading is an act in which the reader is involved. Guided by the text, the 
reader has to fill in gaps in order to read. This is a dialogical process, in which 
the reader provides meaning to the text and vice verse. In reading 
1 Kgs 19:1-18, a considerable amount of questions are raised (3.2.1). What is 
meant by specific words or phrases? How are the words connected? The ques-
tions open up the area of searching and not all questions are answered in the 
reading process. For what is this ‗voice of pounding silence‘? Along with 
Elijah, the reader is brought to consciousness, for during the reading process, 
divine reality is gradually revealed.  
 For example, the striking ‗voice of pounding silence‘ reveals divine presence, 
while its meaning is ungraspable. It suggests hearing what cannot be heard. It 
is a voice. It is silence. It is pounding. YHWH is presented in a new way, in a 
pounding new way. The hearing of Elijah, his sign of hiding his face in his 
mantle, brings the reader to the consciousness of God‘s unknown and un-
graspable divine presence (sustained by the critical apparatus: ‗and see, the 
Lord‘). It expresses not just a transformation of one‘s consciousness; it is also a 
transformation of the understanding someone has of God. This striking exam-
ple shows how the text is not just ambiguous, but also fills in, and leads the 
reader along.  
 Likewise, the expression ‗and behold‘, introduces a divine reality to the 
reader. It is a word that opens up something new, something striking. Alarm 
bells are ringing: be attentive please! Two times this expression introduces 
divine presence under the solitary broom tree (and behold ‗a messenger‘; and 
behold ‗a bread cake and a jar of water‘) and three times it highlights the divine 
presence on Mount Horeb (and behold ‗the word of YHWH‘; and behold 
‗YHWH passed by‘; and behold ‗a voice‘). 
 A third rhetoric practise of this narrative is that it is told from different per-
spectives; the reader is carried along by the text, starting with the perspective 
of, respectively, the narrator, Ahab and Jezebel, along with Elijah and the mes-
senger, towards the perspective of YHWH. These perspective-changes in the 
text open up the attentive reader to the change from the perspective of Ahab 
and Jezebel to the perspective of YHWH: to ‗his‘ actions and will for the world.  
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5.2.3 Lived spirituality (part II) 

 
The degree of involvement of the reader will influence the ongoing impact of 
the reading. A reader might experience different degrees of involvement. Just 
like in the act of looking, also in the act of reading, three stages can be distin-
guished: 1) The reader as a kind of observer, reading the text as an object. 2) 
The reader is drawn into the story and becomes part of the described reality. 3) 
The reader hears the word, and in the act of reading, the reader is personally 
addressed.  
 
The final verses of the text (19:15-18) might leave a reader with a sense of 
ambiguity. What to think about the killing in relation to YHWH? Is it right or 
wrong? Is it true or false? Or is it perhaps both at the same time? This ambigu-
ity puzzles, fascinates and hinders a simple reading. It invites readers into a 
perspective change; it invites readers to leave open the possibility of truth... 
 A reader might have so much trouble in accepting this final part of the nar-
rative, that ‗he‘ will for instance reject these final verses as false justifications of 
political actions (killing). Of course, a reader is free to reject (parts of) this text 
as false or fictitious: ‗this is not (of) my God‘. However, such a rejection does 
not automatically hinder mediation: even when (a part of) the text is rejected, a 
reader can be guided into a divine-human relational process. For instance, it 
may give rise to prayer. 
 
The reading of the text raises questions regarding the reader‘s personal life. For 
example, questions regarding the perception of the divine presence; is there a 
God? Who is my God? And in line with these questions, questions might be 
raised regarding divine provision; what is divine food? Is ‗he‘ feeding me? Do I 
accept this food? Also the described problem of idolatry raises questions; what 
is idolatry in my life? Am I limping between two sides? Since the text relates 
idolatry with life and death, killing and saving, questions about divine justice 
might arise; Is divine justice an immediate consequence of my actions? What 
about divine mercy? 
 All these questions can have an ongoing impact on the reader. However, the 
text does not only raise questions, it primarily places the reader in the perspec-
tive of YHWH. The reading produces a change of consciousness: in the reading 
process, divine reality is gradually revealed as a concerned and demanding real-
ity. Can I accept this? Can I endorse this? 
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5.3 Biblical spirituality in pictures 
 
After this survey of the spirituality of looking at the six paradigms and the 
spirituality found in the reading, I will now return to the pictures. I will review 
whether the pictures present the aspects of spirituality that I found in the act 
of reading. If yes, how do the pictures present these aspects. In this way, I 
endeavour to further the search for biblical spirituality in (looking at) the pic-
tures.  
 First, I will compare what is expressed. Therefore I will look at the way in 
which the pictures deal with the described physical and spiritual journey (5.3.1). 
Then, I will consider the way in which pictures deal with the appeal that is 
evoked in the reading process (5.3.2). And finally, I will review the performed 
act of looking regarding the four aspects that I distinguished in the act of read-
ing (5.3.3).  
 In this section, I will highlight the pictures in another sequence; I distinguish 
three pairs of pictures. This arrangement is based on spiritual grounds (see 
5.1.2 – common features). First, I will consider the sculptures of Marienthal (4) 
and the window of Mainz-Drais (5) that guide the percipient to ‗read‘ their 
context in a biblical way. Then, I will review the sculptures of Mainz (1) and 
the paintings of Kornelimünster (2), for they present the biblical story as a kind 
of mirror in which the beholder can observe herself or himself. And finally, I 
will look at the windows of Springiersbach (3) and Bergisch Gladbach (6), for 
they use the biblical story to guide the percipient into a dialogical space.  

 

 
5.3.1 What is expressed 

 
As elaborated above (5.2.1), the biblical text presents Elijah on a physical and 
spiritual journey. Each paradigm has a characteristic presentation, giving a 
particular ‗colouring‘ to the journey. How do the pictures deal with the aspects 
of ‗address oneself‘ and ‗answer‘, with ‗advances‘ and ‗perspective changes‘, 
and with the social implications of this journey? 

 
A. Marienthal and Mainz-Drais  
 
The sculptures of Marienthal (4) and the window of Mainz-Drais (5) refer to 
the biblical story of Elijah fed by the angel (19:3-8). By means of this angel and 
the food, divine reality is presented as concerned for Elijah. This is enacted at 
all six paradigms, but especially in these two cases, where care is thematised 
(4A; 5).  
 Neither paradigm explicitly depict Elijah on a physical or spiritual journey. 
In the window of Main-Drais, Elijah is lying down, as one who is exhausted. 
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Although a path, a direction is presented to him, he does not move (yet). 
Moreover, the two sculptures of Marienthal depict Elijah with a pose or ges-
ture that can hardly be called a journey.  
 
Address/answer: 
The paradigms provide the aspects of ‗address‘ and ‗first answer‘ with a spe-
cific ‗colouring‘. In the Marienthaler sculptures, the angel presents food to 
Elijah, who stretches out his hand. At first sight, they are directed towards each 
other. It is not clear who initiated this encounter; the sculptures present ques-
tion and answer as one and the same movement. However, both sculptures 
show a kind of functional relation between the angel and Elijah: the central 
point of their encounter is the food (bread). The angel is not lead by a ques-
tioning Elijah; ‗he‘ is presented as a messenger who is bringing food, initiated 
by the divine originator.  
 In the window of Mainz-Drais, a care-taking angel addresses Elijah. Elijah 
himself seems too exhausted to address himself towards the angel. The red 
‗curtain‘ behind him seems to be crying out for help for him. The divine care is 
shown in a field of tension between nearness and distance; the angel is nearby 
but also stands at a distance. Elijah is free to accept the care that is offered, or 
not. This is the only paradigm where Elijah‘s reaction to the offered food (and 
direction) is left open. 
 
Advance/perspective changes: 
Neither paradigm refers to the story of Elijah on Mount Horeb. Nevertheless, 
in the window (5), the opening of a perspective change is offered by the angel 
in showing Elijah a direction, away from himself. 
 
Social implications: 
Regarding the social implications, these paradigms show a specific elaboration: 
the biblical story is connected to a context of diacony, liturgy (Eucharist) or 
care. Although the depiction is restricted to Elijah and the angel, the social 
environment is brought into consideration by the more or less public position-
ing – as an object to deal with… 

 
B. Mainz and Kornelimünster  
 
The sculptures of Mainz (1) and the paintings of Kornelimünster (2) present a 
travelling Elijah. Both Elijah figures are rising and setting off on an ongoing 
journey. However, the depictions are also quite contrasting; whereas the 
Mainzer Elijah is walking head up with open eyes and mouth (1B1), the walk-
ing Elijah of Kornelimünster is high-shouldered and seems quite modest or 
subdued, carefully walking with small steps (2D).  
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Address/answer:  
Like the sculpture of Marienthal (see above), the Mainzer tabernacle sculpture 
(1A) shows the moment of address and answer in one movement; both the 
angel and the Elijah-figure are presented simultaneously acting and reacting. In 
this case also, neither is oriented towards the other, but both are basically ori-
ented towards the food. 
 In the paintings of Kornelimünster, no address is visible. This is the only 
paradigm in which Elijah is shown before the strengthening food appears (2A). 
The Elijah-figure seems oriented towards himself. The subsequent painting 
(2B) seems to show the result of a probable address/answer (there is food, 
Elijah has turned around, and some traces of divine presence seem to be pre-
sented too). 
 
Advance/perspective changes: 
Both paradigms refer to Elijah on Mount Horeb, covering his eyes in the 
awareness of divine passing by. In the Mainzer sculpture, Elijah is taking a leap 
(1B3) while covering his eyes. At the painting of Kornelimünster (2C), Elijah is 
standing in the opening of the cave; while he is attentive, hearing, Elijah seems 
to withdraw and is starting to hide his face in his mantle.  
 A perspective change is shown most explicitly in the series of Kornelimün-
ster, where Elijah turns around twice (2A-B and 2C-D) and adapts to a new 
horizon (2D). As a result of the advances, Elijah seems to be wearing a divine 
imprint (face) as a mark of the continuing impact of the event on Mount 
Horeb. Although Elijah is still high-shouldered, he has risen and is moving 
back to the world. 
 The sculptures of Mainz do not really show perspective changes, but the 
depicted clouds present disordering powers (which might open Elijah up for 
perspective changes).  
 
Social implications: 
At first sight, both paradigms present Elijah as an isolated soul. It is something 
between him and his God. However, the Mainzer sculptures present Elijah in 
his prophetic identity with a staff (1B1), and the paintings of Kornelimünster 
show Elijah on his way back to the world (2D). Nevertheless, neither paradigm 
fill in the social implications with any content (like idolatry).  
 Of course, just as the Marienthaler tabernacle-sculpture (and less evidently 
the window of Mainz-Drais), so also the Mainzer sculptures present the Elijah 
narrative as a prefiguration of the Eucharist – as a divine offering. 
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C. Springiersbach and Bergisch Gladbach  
 
The Springiersbacher window (3) shows Elijah in different episodes. The two 
depictions that refer to 1 Kgs 19:1-18 (3A; 3C) depict two moments of a larger 
journey. The window of Bergisch Gladbach (6) shows Elijah at two stages; 
when he rises and when he turns around.  
 
Address/answer:  
In both depictions, the angel addressed Elijah and not vice versa. Both Elijah-
figures seem to accept/answer this address by touching (or reaching out for) 
the jar. Remarkably, these two paradigms are the only ones that do not present 
the bread as the central food, but the jar of water.  
 
Advances/perspective change:  
Both paradigms refer to Elijah on Mount Horeb, covering his face in the 
awareness of divine passing by. Like the sculptures of Mainz and the paintings 
of Kornelimünster (see B), these pictures relate to the ‗voice of pounding si-
lence‘ in a way that they do not fill in this collocation. What is shown is Elijah‘s 
awareness of divine presence, presented in his gesture of covering his face.  
 Both Elijah-figures stand in front of a divine presence. However, where the 
Springiersbacher Elijah presents a divine reality inside the chapel, the Elijah of 
Bergisch Gladbach presents this divine reality outside of the chapel, in the 
blank horizon. The Elijah of Bergisch Gladbach has turned around to behold 
this divine presence.  
 
Social implications:  
These paradigms too depict Elijah alone, in his encounter with a divine reality. 
Elijah invites the contemporary beholder to look with him and see.  
 However, neither of these two paradigms has totally omitted the context of 
this Elijah-story. The biblical text showed YHWH concerned for his people 
(‗the sons of Israel‘). In the window of Springiersbach twelve stones refer to 
the tribes of Israel. This window thematically and pictorially connects the de-
piction of divine feeding (3C) with the tabernacle. Moreover, the outline of the 
whole window shows the tabernacle as its central point. In this way, the con-
temporary beholder is involved. In addition, the theme of discipleship or suc-
cession is presented in the window. And, to be complete, the window presents 
Elijah‘s servant, but only in the background. 
 In the window of Bergisch Gladbach, the risen Elijah who is standing in 
front of … (6B) is meaningful; exactly at this point, Elijah is depicted as the 
prophet, with his mantle and his staff. The puzzling bottom part of this win-
dow, relates to the context of the Elijah story: idolatry.  
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Common features  
 
Question was, how the pictures deal with the aspects of Elijah‘s journey that 
are described in the biblical text: ‗address oneself‘ and ‗answer‘, ‗advances‘ and 
‗perspective changes‘, and the social implications. Looking at the pictures with 
this question in mind, three striking points came forward. Firstly, in most 
paradigms, the moments of address and answer are united in such a way that 
hardly any distinctions exist. Whereas the text describes these moments sepa-
rately, the pictures present both moments as one single movement: the address 
is presented as a free offer and/or there is an answer at the same time. Sec-
ondly, the mutual advances (that are described in the biblical text and that 
include mutual perspective changes) are in the paradigms restricted to the hu-
man side of this relation; Elijah comes closer and turns around whereas the 
perspective of YHWH seems to be left out of the depiction. In any case, no 
divine perspective change is presented. Thirdly, regarding the social implica-
tions, it is noteworthy that all paradigms single out the relation of Elijah and 
YHWH, and, with one exception, leave the aspect of idolatry out of sight. These 
three points of difference – between text and pictures – indicate that the pic-
tures present Elijah‘s journey in a particular way. The first point shows how 
the paradigms emphasise the divine-human relation as a mutual relation. The 
second and third points show that the pictures seem to focus exclusively on 
the changing perspective of Elijah.  

 

 
5.3.2 Dialogical appeal 

 
Although in the case studies the act of reading and the act of beholding are 
approached in a similar way, they are not equal. In terms of the analyses differ-
ences are clear: the text analysis is less distinct about the perception side of the 
reading process than the analyses of the paradigms are.  
 However, in the dialogical reading (5.2.2) I distinguished three rhetoric 
forms in the narrative. The first two forms opened up the reader to divine 
reality. Both the ungraspable meaning of ‗voice of pounding silence‘ and the 
expression ‗and behold‘ open up this space. The third form I discerned in the 
text was the perspective changes, which invite the reader to relate to the per-
spective of YHWH. 
 How do the pictures deal with these two dialogical aspects in the text? 
[How] do the pictures open up the space of divine presence? And [how] do 
they suggest perspective changes to the beholder?  
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A. Marienthal and Mainz-Drais  
 
Space of divine presence: 
I have combined these two paradigms, since they read their contemporary 
context biblically. This is most evident in the window of Mainz-Drais (5); im-
mediately, at first sight, the care-takers in the nursing home are presented as 
the angel. In them, a divine presence is shown. Subsequently, a beholder can 
see the Elijah figure – representing the residents of the nursing house – as a 
‗place‘ for YHWH. In this way, both partners of the care (receiver and provider) 
show a layer of divinity. In looking at this window, the context of care (caritas) 
is shown in the light of a relational process in which the divine can come into 
light. This relational process takes place in a tension between distance and 
nearness. It evokes mutual respect. 
 Also in looking at sculptures in Marienthal (4) the space of divine care is 
opened up. The sculptures show different angels; the angel of the entrance 
relief is quite ‗earthly‘ (walking and presenting earthly gifts), while the taberna-
cle relief shows a more ‗celestial‘ angel that is floating and presents bread and 
cup, referring to the Eucharist. In this way, the beholder is guided towards a 
spirituality that combines diacony and liturgy. Divine care is mediated by ‗an-
gels‘, the care that is offered is a kind of flexible response – an offer that 
matches the receiver‘s need (depicted in the quite different Elijah-figures). 
 This aspect of divine care, its flexible response, is also – but in different 
ways – evoked in looking at the window of Mainz-Drais. The angel offers a 
free gift of food ánd direction. Elijah is free to accept it or not. Moreover, the 
beholder is drawn into the small circle of Elijah, the angel and the beholder 
himself or herself, which places the food in its centre. Meanwhile, the window 
directs the beholder towards the Eucharist. Step by step, the food becomes an 
object of divine presence.  
 
Perspective change: 
The perspective of the (implied) beholder changes during the perception of the 
sculptures of Marienthal. In arriving at the monastery, identification with Elijah 
is evoked; this identification is affirmed in the tabernacle sculpture, but subse-
quently, in leaving the building, it changes into an identification with the angel. 
Thus, the beholder does not just move inside and outside but also changes 
during this ‗journey‘. Another aspect of the person comes to light: one receives 
in order to give. 
 The perspective change that is evoked in looking at the window(s) of 
Mainz-Drais, has to do, first of all, with the expansion of perceiving divinity 
not just in the care-taker and the food but also in the Elijah-figure. There is 
also another perspective change. The architecture of this chapel makes behold-
ers turn their back towards the Elijah window. Focussing on the sanctuary, the 
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Elijah window and the Moses window surround the beholder; the percipient is 
placed in a biblical tradition. In this way, the percipient is invited to perceive 
him- or herself in the midst of a divine context.  
 
Apparently, both paradigms guide the beholder to a perception of self eventu-
ally – an aspect that is more prominent in the following paradigms: 

 
B. Mainz and Kornelimünster  
 
Space of divine presence: 
In the Mainzer sculptures, the space of divine presence is opened up in two 
ways. First, in the tabernacle relief, Elijah is longing for the divine food that 
the angel is guiding or escorting. The sculpture presents thus, ‗Elijah looked, 
and behold this‘, ‗Elijah was willing to receive, receive this…‘. Second, in the 
altar sculpture, the space of divine presence is opened up in Elijah‘s gesture of 
covering his eyes (1B3). In this way, the divine reality is not depicted but can 
be sensed: it is brought to consciousness.  
 In the paintings of Kornelimünster this same moment is depicted (2C). 
Here, Elijah hears, and blushes, aware of a divine reality in front of him. Both 
paradigms present divine reality in the chapel/church. The beholder is invited 
to relate to this presence.  
 Besides this indirect depiction of a divine reality (by the pose/gesture of 
Elijah), less evident traces of divine presence can be perceived. Starting with 
the first picture, at first sight Elijah seems to be god-forsaken and alone. 
Gradually, however, traces of divine presence are revealed. In the fourth paint-
ing, this comes to a climax, in the perception of a vague face on the back of 
the walking Elijah-figure.  

 
Perspective change: 
The beholder of the Mainzer sculptures will change his/her perspective as 
soon as the eye-covering Elijah (1B3) is recognised as a god-presenting Elijah. 
In his gesture, divine reality is presented in the chapel. In this way, the be-
holder is drawn away from the depiction of Elijah and led towards a percep-
tion of the surrounding area.  
 Another perspective change might be the moment it dawns on the beholder 
that the journey is an ongoing journey without a beginning or an end. 
 In the paintings of Kornelimünster a horizon appears (2B; 2D). Elijah in-
vites the beholder to look with him in that direction. 
 In the third painting, the percipient approaches Elijah. The beholder is look-
ing at Elijah, who looks back and guides the beholder with his eyes to a per-
ception of divine presence or passing by. Elijah confronts beholders with the 
present state of themselves: opens up the area of a personal encounter with the 
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divine. In the fourth painting, this comes to a climax; the beholder faces the 
divine imprint on Elijah‘s attire, which presents another ‗Gegenüber‘: divinity 
itself (Christ(?). For a moment, Elijah is out of sight. 
 
This example shows how the perspective change also opens up a perception of 
the divine reality. 

 
C. Springiersbach and Bergisch Gladbach  
 
Space of divine presence: 
Most clearly, the two windows of Springiersbach and Bergisch Gladbach open 
up a dialogical space in which the beholder faces divine presence. In this pres-
entation, however, the paradigms show a striking contrast. In the gaze of the 
Elijah of Springiersbach (3A), this presence or passing by is mostly projected 
to a place in front of the window (in, or just in front of the beholder). Fur-
thermore, divine reality can be viewed in the black holes of Elijah‘s eyes: 
through the eyes of Elijah, a divine reality can be felt (at a distance from the 
beholder). The window of Bergisch Gladbach agrees with this ‗distant‘ percep-
tion of divine reality, since Elijah looks into the blank horizon and invites the 
beholder to look with him (6B). In the process of perceiving this window, 
divine presence is opened up more and more as an undetermined reality. 
Something noteworthy in this view is that both paradigms show a kind of 
vagueness; the depictions are dimmed, quite abstract and/or sketchy. Like the 
vague face at the painting of Kornelimünster (2D), and like the ungraspable 
expression ‗voice of pounding silence‘, divine reality is presented without clear 
presentation. It can be felt or sensed, but hardly grasped.  
 
Both windows also show Elijah fed by the angel. In this way, divine reality is 
presented to the beholder as a caring God. In Springiersbach this depiction is 
inextricably bound up with the Eucharist (3C). In the window of Bergisch 
Gladbach this connection finds little support. However, the clear, figurative, 
depiction (within the abstraction of the other parts of the window) underlines 
this example of an involved and concerned God (6A). 
 
Perspective change: 
Both windows guide the beholder to move around – coming closer, stepping 
back – in order to perceive the window. Because of the size and composition 
of the windows, these movements are required. These physical movements are 
a first step into a spiritual movement. The clearest spiritual movement is 
evoked in looking at the Springiersbacher Elijah (3A). Looking at this Elijah 
results in a reversal; ‗seeing‘ becomes ‗being seen‘. The beholder‘s gaze at the 
facing eyes is mirrored and reversed to the beholder herself or himself. In this 
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reversal, a new element of perspective change comes to the fore, since the eyes 
do not only reflect the beholders view, but also mediate the view of the Other. 
In or through Elijah‘s gaze, the divine reality is watching. This is the first and 
only paradigm where God‘s perspective is evoked so clearly! This element of 
the biblical text – where YHWH speaks and acts – is not supported in the other 
pictures; at least not to the same extent.  

 
Common features  
 
Both in the reading process and in the perception process, the percipient has 
to deal with the gaps that are opened up in reading the text or perceiving the 
picture. The text-reading is filled with questions that are raised during the read-
ing process, and these questions are sometimes answered at a later stage, but 
other questions are not answered at all. In the perception of the pictures also, 
questions rise. These questions mainly refer to the question ‗what is depicted 
here?‘; ‗what does this refer to?‘. The multiple use of the words ‗it seems like‘ 
or ‗it seems that‘ stands out. Most questions are answered with a provisional 
answer.  
 In both cases, an attitude of restraint is required to accept questions, to 
accept that some questions are not answered, and to let these questions go – at 
least temporarily – in order to let the text/picture lead you further.  
 
Space of divine presence: 
In the act of looking, a (spatial) space is opened up, a space in which divine 
presence is gradually revealed. In the reading process and in the perception 
process, respectively, text and picture guide the beholder along a road. Step by 
step expectations are raised and then these expectations are answered or not. 
This does not apply only to the text (where the course of the narrative, word 
by word, clause by clause, is unfolded), it also applies to the pictures, where the 
percipient is lead from section to section, from the whole to a part and vice 
versa. The case studies showed how both text and picture can gradually open 
up the reader/beholder to a perception of divine reality. In the text this divine 
reality is called YHWH (and his messenger), in the pictures divine reality can be 
perceived in the angel, in Elijah, in puzzling faces, in the Eucharist, or even 
unmediated. Also, as it is in the text, divine reality is stated in Elijah‘s gesture 
of hiding his face. In two instances the angel is depicted as an object to con-
form to (4C; 5). 
 The arrangement of the case studies into three sets of paradigms was based 
on the manner in which the pictures deal with the biblical story (see 5.1.2). 
This renewed ordering also shows a spiritual element, namely, differences in 
the space of divine presence that is opened up.  
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- The sculptures of Marienthal (4) and the window of Mainz Drais (5) 
both open up a space of divine presence, but at the same time they fill 
in this space with a specific content (of respectively ‗diacony and liturgy‘ 
and ‗care‘). 

- The sculptures of Mainz (1) and the paintings of Kornelimünster (2) 
open up a space of divine presence that is less filled in. Probably, the 
difference with the two former pictures (4 and 5) is influenced by the 
fact that these pictures (4 and 5) were just referring to the story of Elijah 
fed by the angel, and not to its sequel on Mount Horeb, where this di-
vine presence is articulated ambiguously and in blanks. Exactly where 
the sculptures of Mainz and the paintings of Kornelimünster refer to 
this second part of the biblical story, they transcend the perception of a 
divine space. 

- The windows of Springiersbach (3) and Bergisch Gladbach (6) open up 
a space of divine presence as a break-through. It seems to be a larger 
space, or, in other words, a more open, less determined space. 
 

This spiritual element indicates a ranking order: all present a divine space, but 
in the first paradigms (4 and 5) this space is filled up to a large extend, while 
the space that is opened up in the last paradigms is wide and ungraspable.  
 This difference also coincides with the referred text: the pictures that just 
refer to the feeding of Elijah (19:4-8) present a more determined image of the 
divine reality, whereas the pictures that refer to Elijah on Mount Horeb 
(19:9-18) present a divine space that is undetermined (like the ungraspable and 
unprecedented ‗voice of pounding silence‘).  
 
Perspective change: 
Just as the text provides a perspective-change (also reading from the perspec-
tive of YHWH), so also the perception of some of the pictures provide this 
perspective change, although different. As stated above, two pictures (2; 6) 
show how Elijah in his turning, receives a new perspective: looking at the hori-
zon. Exactly at this point, the beholder is invited to look with Elijah into this 
horizon, to accept this new perspective. In the perception of one picture (3A), 
the percipient can experience being seen.  

 

 
5.3.3 Lived spirituality (part III) 

 
Regarding the text, I discerned four aspects: ‗degree of involvement‘, ‗ambigu-
ity (accept or not)‘, ‗questions to one‘s own life‘, and ‗placed in the perspective 
of YHWH: concerned and demanding‘. In looking at the pictures two of these 
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aspects stand out: involvement and perspective-change. Before I say some-
thing about these aspects, I will first say something about the other two. 
 The aspects of ambiguity that might be evoked in reading the text are not 
recognised in the depictions. The fact that the killing and other parts of the 
text are left out of the depictions makes identification easier. Only in the win-
dow of Bergisch Gladbach are questions about idolatry raised. This window 
raises questions such as (see third aspect of the text reading); Am I serving 
idols? What are my idols? However, in contrast to the text reading, the way 
these questions are raised in this window will probably not lead to a feeling of 
ambiguity. Also, no other possible reasons for feelings of ambiguity arose in 
the case studies.  
 
In relation to both the spirituality in looking (5.1.3) and the spirituality in read-
ing (5.2.3), I already mentioned the threefold grade of involvement (from ‗ob-
server‘, to ‗drawn in‘, to ‗personally addressed‘). Guided by the pictures, a path 
to transformation is presented to the beholder. Literally, all pictures force the 
beholder to move: the percipient has to move, to journey, to turn, in order to 
behold the complete picture. In this way each beholder is set in motion – 
which opens up the road to another ‗journey‘. This other ‗journey‘ has two 
elements. First, the divine feeding of Elijah is inextricably bound up with the 
Eucharist (receive the food and be conformed to Elijah, who received bread 
and water). And second, Elijah‘s turning towards the horizon invites beholders 
to look with him: Elijah looked, and behold this… 
 Looking at the pictures enacts a call: the call to relate to your God, the 
other/Other, which will give you a new perspective of reality. If a beholder, as 
a result, perceives reality from a new or renewed perspective, this will influence 
everyday life. In this way, a divine-human process is set into motion or pushed 
further. 
 
If we look at the perspective-change (‗placed in the perspective of YHWH: con-
cerned and demanding‘), this is fully evoked in looking at the window of 
Springiersbach, where ‗seeing‘ is transformed into ‗being seen‘. After experi-
encing this transformation, the perception of other pictures will not be the 
same anymore. Especially where something new, something unexpected is 
presented, the beholder can experience being opened up to a new or renewed 
perception. The percipient is confronted with an opposite other/Other, a You. 
In this way, the beholder is brought to consciousness. One has to let go one‘s 
own thoughts, one‘s own perspective, when one is confronted with a You that 
is not just mirroring the I.  
 
 



 

 
 
 

 

CONCLUSION 
 
 
 
 
 
The central question of this study was: which aspects of biblical spirituality are 
brought out in pictures that refer to biblical texts. Therefore, I have scrutinized the 
relation between pictures and biblical spirituality. In this research, I offered a 
phenomenological-dialogical approach to the topic. This study underlines 
Waaijman‘s position that the combination of phenomenology and dialogical 
thinking is suitable for a study of spirituality understood as ‗divine-human 
relational process‘. Also, this research confirmed that this combination is not 
self-evident. Whereas phenomenology is aimed at describing phenomena, dia-
logical thinking opens a space that cannot be captured or described. In this 
research, I have tried to put words on what is beyond language. In my opinion,  
this attempt succeeded only in part, but probably this is implied in the inde-
terminacy of the subject. Nevertheless, this approach has yielded a number of 
insights.  
 In this final section, I will present the fruits of this research in four stages. I 
will start with a review of the methodology. Then, I will give some remarks on 
the case studies and the way in which the paradigms present Elijah. Further, I 
will look at the results of this research; the answer to the research question and 
the insights gained regarding biblical spirituality. Finally, I will give a brief per-
sonal reflection on this whole investigation. 

 
Theoretic framework  
 
I have performed this research within the academic discipline of spirituality. As 
explained in the first chapter, I consider spirituality – with Waaijman – as a 
divine-human relational process. Whereas this first section of the book might sug-
gest that I had started this research with a clear (pre-) understanding of what 
spirituality is and how it should be studied, that is not true. When I started this 
research, I doubted whether and how I could relate the pictures with spiritual-
ity. In performing the research paradigmatically and theoretically, my under-
standing of what I was actually doing increased step by step. For example, 
looking at the Elijah window of Springiersbach (4.3), the dialogical aspect of 
spirituality broke through (see: 1.1.4). When I started to analyse the Elijah win-
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dow in Bergisch Gladbach (4.6), I wondered whether I could see something 
significant in the rather abstract depiction in the upper half of the window. 
Only after a long and thorough act of looking, I saw the contours of a (second) 
Elijah-figure, and the opening to the blank horizon. This perception opened a 
space behind the window. The window that I perceived as a Gegenüber became 
a mediator towards a beyond; a new perspective arose. In this way, the blank 
horizon presented an indeterminate divine presence in front of me. Elijah 
looked and – looking over his shoulder – I saw. Thus, step by step my under-
standing of the actual object of the study of spirituality – as a divine-human 
relational process – advanced. 
 In my theoretic elaboration of the dialogical approach I have chosen to 
focus on Buber‘s work. This was a logical choice since the other great dialogi-
cal thinker, Levinas, objected to the existence of a dialogical aspect in pictures 
(see 2.3.3), while for Buber, art is one of the areas in which the You-world 
arises. I could not deny the dialogical aspect that came to the fore in the case 
studies. I have not investigated where the iconoclasm of Levinas derived from 
and with whom (or what) he is discussing this topic. The position of Levinas 
that there cannot be a dialogical aspect in pictures might correspond with my 
findings that a dialogical aspect can come to the fore in the act of looking (in-
stead of ‗in pictures‘), but to state this I will have to go more deeply into the 
work of Levinas.  
 In addition to this modern discussion, the texts from the tradition of spiri-
tuality would offer a fruitful background; mystical writers like Gerardus Groote 
and John of the Cross discussed the relationship between a text or an image 
and God; both writers emphasised – differently – the need to get into contact 
with the concrete form (the picture). They described that in looking at or 
touching this concrete form – one can be touched; the divine can break 
through. The study of their writings can help us in regard to this combination 
of a concrete form and a breakthrough of the divine.  
 
Within the discipline of spirituality, this research is specifically engaged with 
biblical spirituality. I have treated biblical spirituality as a lived divine-human rela-
tional process that is shaped and nourished by transformative engagements with biblical texts 
- especially with the divine-human relational processes implied in these texts. In this defini-
tion, three layers are involved: what the reader reads in the Bible, what the 
reader experiences in reading, and the (ongoing) impact of the act of reading 
for the reader. In fact, these are three layers of a reading practice. For the theo-
retic understanding of the multi-faceted act of reading, the practice of lectio 
divina (1.2.3) and Wolfgang Iser‘s theoretic understanding of the act of reading 
(2.1.2) were very helpful. However, the main question was: how to combine 
biblical spirituality and pictures? Should I first determine what the spirituality 
of the biblical text is and then check this with the pictures or should I operate 
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the other way round? Besides: is a comparison possible at all? The approach 
that I have chosen derives from the three layers that can be distinguished in 
text-reading. In looking at pictures a comparable division can be made: 1) the 
relational processes that a beholder sees in the pictures, 2) where and how the 
act of looking initiated the beholder into a relational process with a divine 
reality, or intensified this relation, and 3) its ongoing impact for the beholder. I 
have named this ‗pictorial spirituality‘.  
 
The combination of a theoretical and a paradigmatical survey has led to the 
arrangement of a roadmap with a methodical framework that contained a tree-
part questionnaire. The questionnaire is designed to pose questions, and to 
open up the beholder‘s mind for possibilities in the pictures (or in the text).  
 
Case studies 
 
The questionnaire offered the possibility of bringing to light elements of bibli-
cal spirituality within different kinds of pictures. The six case studies show 
particularities in the elaboration. For instance, where the question of ‗genre‘ is 
answered six times in similar ways, the answers to the questions about ‗divine-
human relationship‘ are very diverse. In the matter of the diversity of the para-
digms, different questions appear to be relevant. Likewise, the words in which 
the pictures are described show diversity. Hence, in the analyses, the directive 
role of the questionnaire was limited. In my descriptions, I followed the main 
lines of the questionnaire, but I chose to prevent the questionnaire (that was 
still under construction) from having a prescriptive role; the pictures them-
selves were the more important guides in the particular acts of looking.  
 The case studies are all performed with pictures that refer to the Elijah nar-
rative of 1 Kgs 19:1-18. The biblical narrative of Elijah is historically and geo-
graphically determined (time of King Ahab, in – or in the neighbourhood of – 
Israel). All the paradigms present Elijah without this specified context. In this 
way, the story as depicted is easily applicable to the beholder; it shows Elijah as 
a guide and moreover as an identification figure. Elijah‘s postures and expres-
sions guide the beholder towards this identification. 
 In the depiction of the narrative, two themes stand out. The first theme is 
the theme of divine nourishment. In the paradigms, this is inextricably bound 
up with the Christian tradition of the Eucharist. This Christian perspective 
provides the narrative of Elijah with the Christian layer of a divine offering. 
But also the other way round: the pictures provide the Eucharist with the layer 
of a divine gift that is offered to support people who are in need, and who are 
longing for help. The pictures show that accepting this food is not without 
implications: one has to get up, to move, and it makes one stand in front of the 
face of YHWH. The second theme that stands out in the depiction is the theme 
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of the ‗passing by of the divine reality‘. As in the biblical text, the pictures pre-
sent this divine reality to the beholder by means of Elijah‘s reaction to it (cov-
ering his eyes). 
 In all paradigms, Elijah is presented as one who is on a spiritual journey. 
Mostly, he is on the move (sometimes even turning around), and a direction is 
shown, a new perspective. This evolvement of Elijah is supported by the di-
vine feeding and (in four cases) sustained by the experience of divine presence 
on Mount Horeb. The only exception to this moving Elijah is the presentation 
of Elijah in the window of Mainz-Drais. Probably this is due to the fact that it 
is the only paradigm in which Elijah is only depicted at one single moment; but 
even in this case, a direction is shown. So, looking at the divine-human rela-
tionship, Elijah‘s perspective changes and he experiences standing in front of 
the face of YHWH. But this is not reserved to Elijah; the beholder is invited and 
guided to move on a similar journey; the beholder is introduced into the space 
of divine presence and guided to undergo a perspective change.  
 I have treated the third aspect of biblical spirituality (ongoing impact) to a 
certain degree; I have considered the impulses towards an ongoing divine-
human relational process that are evoked in the act of looking but I have not 
explored whether or how beholding the pictures might bring about a trans-
formative process in the percipient. In my opinion, this would be an interest-
ing question for further research; to focus more precisely on the long-term 
effects of a (frequently renewed) act of looking. 
 
The case studies show that, as the performer of the research, I had to deal with 
my own subjectivity. This is implied in the phenomenological approach; the 
gaze of the beholder is at issue (at risk) and this gaze is objectified and prob-
lematised. In this specific research, questions arose concerning my spirituality – 
my relationship to God. For instance, my concept of prayer was questioned. 
Regarding this point of subjectivity, I got a lot of help from the times that I 
presented parts of my research to colleagues and others who showed their 
interest and provided me with feedback. They helped me to become aware of 
my particular act of looking. 
 
Results 
 
In the final chapter of this book, I was able to answer my research question. 
There I summarized the results of the analyses in relation to the three aspects 
of biblical spirituality: what is depicted, what is evoked in looking, and what is 
its ongoing impact? The combination of the different paradigms was interest-
ing, since this combination opened up the particularities of the individual pic-
tures. The case studies appeared to have three different ways in which they 
deal with the biblical text. Together with these three ways of dealing with the 
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text, a spiritual element emerged, namely, the way in which the space of divine 
presence is opened up (5.1.2; 5.3.2). This hierarchical division was an unex-
pected fruit of this research. It derived from the phenomenological-dialogical 
approach in this research. This approach encouraged me to be very reticent in 
making any judgements about the aesthetic qualities of the pictures. For in-
stance, I have disregarded discussions on whether a picture is a work of art or 
not. I have tried to set aside my primary opinions and to postpone any judge-
ment until after a thorough act of looking. When I finally compared the pic-
tures, I was able to judge them at the level of their spiritual content and guid-
ing abilities.  

 
Although this dissertation is not ‗the answer‘ to everything about biblical spiri-
tuality in pictures, my research on pictures that refer to biblical texts fleshed 
out a concept of biblical spirituality. I showed that biblical spirituality is intrin-
sically a relational act, which is located in the act of looking or reading. The 
theoretic reflections and the case studies contribute to this understanding of 
(biblical) spirituality.  
 The concept of spirituality that I described (1.1) combines three elements: 1) 
the human and the transcendent realities are involved, 2) the human reality is 
involved as a whole and, 3) the two realities are related and this relation is dy-
namic. This distinction of three elements is a theoretic construction. I will look 
at them separately, since – in this research – they are all exposed in a specific 
manner. 
 First of all, concerning the two realities involved, the text-analysis showed 
how in the biblical narrative, the human reality (Elijah) and the divine reality 
(YHWH) are presented as speaking and acting characters. In the act of reading, 
questions are raised that guide the reader towards openness to divine presence 
in one‘s personal life. Also in the pictures, Elijah is depicted as a central figure. 
Repeatedly, the question is, what can be said (phenomenologically!) about the 
presentation of the divine reality? The divine reality is not depicted, but is sug-
gested in the presentation of Elijah who covers his face (cf. 1B3; 2C; 3A; 6B), 
in the presentation of the angel as a divine messenger (1A; 3C; 4; 5; 6A), or in 
other signs (cf. 2). Also in looking at these pictures, a space is opened up, in 
which the percipient becomes involved in a personal (human) relation with a 
divine reality. The pictures build a space in which the beholder is invited to 
experience the presence of divine reality (1B4; 2C; 5) or more explicitly to 
experience ‗standing in front of‘ (6B), or seeing that ‗I am seen‘ (3A). These are 
all forms of a recognition of divine reality that breaks through; a new god-
consciousness. This new god-consciousness is still devoid of image; ‗God is 
here – though I do not know – I cannot say – how‘ (6B). 
 The observation that the human reality is involved as a whole (theoria and 
praxis, individually and socially) is also fleshed out in this research. In the first 
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chapter, I referred to the spiritual reading of lectio divina, which aims at the 
transformation of the cognitive and the affective dimensions, and beyond that, 
the existential level of being as well. A reader of 1 Kgs 19:1-18 will be guided 
towards a consciousness of divine reality. In the text-analysis, I conducted a 
somewhat intellectual reading of 1 Kgs 19:1-18 (discussing the questions that 
were raised). Although some of these questions will touch the reader emotion-
ally and/or at an existential level, I have not explored the existential formative 
powers that this reading process might have evoked in the performer. I espe-
cially focussed on the pictures and the act of looking. For instance, the meta-
phoric depiction in Mainz-Drais (5) triggers the beholder‘s thoughts (insights). 
Looking at the needy Elijah-figures (1A; 2A; 4A) the beholder is touched at an 
emotional level. I described how ‗seeing that I am seen‘ (3A) touched me (as 
beholder) in my deepest centre, in my soul. The paradigms primarily threw 
light on both Elijah and the beholder in their individual relation to the divine. 
Where the text explicitly thematises the social environment (like the sons of 
Israel), the pictures focus on the personal relationship. However, this does not 
necessarily imply a lack of social implications. For instance, an identification 
with the caring angel (4C; 5) is definitely socially bound. My conclusion is that 
the involvement of the human reality ‗as a whole‘ should not be seen as an 
additional sum of all human aspects that should be involved, but as an addi-
tional sum of all human aspects that may be involved. However, there is a 
gradual difference in the involvement of the beholder (see 5.1.2), that shows 
that a beholder who is touched in the heart, or in the soul, is involved to the 
utmost.  
 The third element of spirituality, viz. that the two realities are involved in a 
dynamic relation, becomes clear in two different ways. In this research, this 
dynamic relation is presented as a journey. In the reading of 1 Kgs 19:1-18 
Elijah is presented as one who is journeying. In looking at the paradigms, the 
beholder also makes a journey, in which consciousness grows. For example, a 
beholder who is involved up to his soul will experience that his identity is at 
stake: he is redefined, formed, and built up in this relation. As David Morgan 
says, when he reflects on the formative power of images: ‗what images […] do 
to build, maintain or transform the worlds in which people live.‘1 It is about a 
changing perception of the world around, and in this ‗space‘ a changing per-
ception of oneself. Drawn into the ‗world of the picture‘, one can perceive all 
reality with new eyes. Thus, the pictures guide the beholder on a spiritual jour-
ney. Part of this spiritual journey is the aspect of reciprocity. Looking at the 
pictures, the dialogical aspect of ‗mirroring‘ emerges. The gaze of the beholder 
is mirrored in the picture. But this mirrored gaze is opened up when the divine 
Other breaks through the mirror. The beholder experiences being seen. An I-

 
1  Morgan 2005, 33. 
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You relation is opened up. Especially facing the eyes appeals to this percep-
tion. This is a dialogical space (I-You) that appears to be reciprocal. It cannot 
be divided into two separate channels, since it is one movement: one dialogical 
reality, and not a series of single influences apart from each other.2 This rela-
tional aspect explains how spirituality is located in a between-space (neither 
captured in the picture nor in the beholder). This reciprocity is beautifully 
shown in the paradigms, where the questioning Elijah and the answering angel 
are shown simultaneously. 
 
In the research, a fourth element appeared to be of importance in this investi-
gation into biblical spirituality: the element of space. In fact, this research on 
biblical spirituality in pictures fleshed out the concept of spirituality being ‗the 
space of a divine-human relational process‘. 
 Three different forms of this complex and multifaceted element of space 
appeared to be fruitful for the understanding of the research object. First of all, 
indicating the open spaces in text and pictures opened up a world of inde-
terminateness and possibilities. Secondly, the temporal-spatial aspects of space 
in text and pictures came to the fore; divine-human relational processes take 
place within a context and are themselves also determined in time and place 
(for example: ‗here and now‘). Thirdly, the divine-human relationship emerged 
as a space in which two spheres meet each other – are present to each other; 
the between-space of Ich und Du. Where the first two aspects of space open up 
and determine a space in which the divine-human relationship appears, the 
dialogical space – as a break-through – points out what happens in the result-
ing divine-human relational processes. These three forms that are all called 
‗space‘ might seem to be quite random; there are more forms that are called 
‗space‘ (as a dictionary will show). However, in the case studies precisely these 
three forms of space came to the fore.  
 The three forms of space are quite different entities. It would be interesting 
to look more closely at the combination of these three forms of space. The 
distinct forms of space dominate alternately, in a continuous sequence. In this 
research, I have not described how the transitions between these forms of 
space take place; I consider those transitions as phenomenological gaps that 
cannot be fully grasped, but perhaps our understanding of those transitions 
can be refined further by a processual study. In my opinion, this would provide 
an important contribution to the research of this subject. 
 
  

 
2  See also: Waaijman 2002, 552. 
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Finally 
 
To me, this research was a spiritual journey. To start with, the pictures brought 
me into contact with Elijah. First in Mainz, Elijah‘s striking leap, and then, the 
paintings of Kornelimünster guided me along Elijah‘s journey. Later on, this 
was repeated and intensified in looking at the windows of Springiersbach and 
Bergisch Gladbach. In Bergisch Gladbach, Elijah guided me to look with him, 
away from himself, towards divine presence. To me, Elijah was transformed 
from an identification figure into a guide. Elijah guided me in the direction of a 
divine reality, the invisible God, as a ‗sense of presence‘. Bergisch Gladbach 
and Springiersbach most strongly opened up the space to another reality: in 
looking, I got an eye for what is beyond the surface. The window at Springiers-
bach, especially, brought me into an encounter with Elijah; standing face to 
face with him at the moment that he is aware of divine presence. Here, I ex-
perienced being seen: seen by Elijah, and – in Elijah – seen by God. 
 
As I said before, I treated the aspect of ‗lived spirituality‘ only to a certain de-
gree; I have not explored whether or how beholding the pictures brought 
about a transformative process in the percipient. But, if I should say something 
in general, I would say that these years of research increased my love. For me, 
in looking at the pictures, Elijah has become alive as a beloved friar, who had 
the guts to stand in front of his God; who guides me into a perception of an 
unknown divine presence; who encourages me to enter further and further 
into this relational process; who invites me to accept that I am seen.  
 Much now. And an arduous journey ahead… 
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SUMMARY  
 
 
 
 
Pictures that refer to biblical texts come into existence all the time. In 
churches, chapels and monasteries one can find paintings, sculptures and 
leaded glass windows that refer to biblical texts. In this research, the question 
is: Which aspects of biblical spirituality are brought out in these pictures? Therefore, the 
relation between the biblical text, the picture and spirituality is scrutinized. So 
far, this relation has not been investigated systematically. This present study 
contributes to a theorization of this domain of research, within the scientific 
field of spirituality. 
 The theorization offered in this study is based on two modes of operation 
that support and challenge each other: theoretical and practical research. In 
this work, the two modes of operation are presented in separate parts. In Part 
I, I present a theoretic exploration of the domain of research and the method-
ology employed. In Part II, I present a practical and paradigmatical exploration 
of the subject in a number of case studies. In these case studies, I analyse six 
pictures that refer to the narrative of the prophet Elijah in 1 Kgs 19:1-18. The 
case studies function as eye openers. The paradigms present concrete and var-
ied forms of an underlying phenomenon: biblical spirituality in pictures. 
 
In Chapter 1, I draw the outline of the domain of this research. In this research 
I use the concept ‗divine-human relational process‘ for the domain of spiritual-
ity. This concept combines three elements: (1) two different realities are in-
volved: the human and the transcendent; (2) the human reality as a whole is 
involved; theoria and praxis, individually and socially; and (3) the two realities 
are related and this relationship is dynamic; it is a process. With this concept I 
echo the position of Kees Waaijman on spirituality. It enables me to investi-
gate spirituality as a phenomenon. 
 In this first chapter, I also define the phenomenological and dialogical ap-
proaches in this study. The main purpose of phenomenological research is the 
description of a phenomenon (‗the thing itself‘) as it presents itself and as it is 
experienced from various perspectives. A phenomenological approach makes 
us aware of the fact that our perspective (our position) determinates the aspect 
of a phenomenon that is in view.  
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 Looking at the phenomenon of spirituality is looking at the relationship 
between the divine and a human being. To clarify this relational phenomenon, 
I adopt a dialogical approach such as the one that Martin Buber described in 
his Ich und Du. He described the two sorts of relations people have: I-You rela-
tions and I-It relations. Most of our relations are I-It connections; I see some-
thing, I speak to someone; I take a position in front of something or someone. 
In this I-It connectedness, an actual encounter can break through, in which the 
other is not experienced against a certain background but simply is. The space 
in which the You appears, is also the space in which the I comes to the fore. In 
this ‗between space‘ (das Zwischen), I-You connectedness takes shape.  
 
The domain of this research is specifically biblical spirituality. One of the is-
sues of biblical spirituality is the complex relation between text and reader. In 
my definition of biblical spirituality I try to unravel this complex relation and 
distinguish three layers: what the reader reads in the Biblical text, what the 
reader experiences in reading this text, and the ongoing impact of this act of 
reading on the reader. I define biblical spirituality as ‗a lived divine-human 
relational process that is shaped and nourished by transformative engagements 
with biblical texts – especially with the divine-human relational processes im-
plied in these texts‘.  
 
The question underlying this research is, do pictures that refer to biblical texts 
bring out aspects of biblical spirituality, and if so, which aspects? To answer 
this question, the relation between pictures and the above defined concept of 
biblical spirituality needs to be clarified. First of all, this relation depends on a 
hermeneutic act of the beholder: the beholder needs to connect pictures with 
biblical spirituality. However, this is not just an act of the beholder, since pic-
tures direct this act of looking. In the act of looking three layers can be distin-
guished that are similar to the layers that I distinguished in the act of reading: 
what the beholder sees in the picture, what the beholder experiences in looking 
at the picture, and the ongoing impact of this act of looking on the beholder. 
In other words, biblical spirituality is concerned with what happens in the act 
of looking.  
 
In Chapter 2, I present a methodical framework which includes a three-part 
questionnaire. The three parts of this questionnaire are: a delimitation of the 
object (constitution), a dialogical performance of an act of looking (perception) and 
the adoption of a critical distance (critical analysis). The questionnaire is meant 
as an instrument. The questions have the purpose of opening up the mind of 
the beholder to different possibilities in the act of looking. More important 
than this questionnaire is the attitude of the beholder; therefore, I also define 
the different roles in the perception process.   
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In the case studies I analyse six different pictures that all refer to the story of 
Elijah in 1 Kgs 19:1-18. Therefore, I start with an analysis of this biblical text 
(Chapter 3). This text analysis is performed in a manner that is comparable to 
that with which I analyse the pictures: the same threefold method of delimita-
tion, dialogue and critical distance is followed. The purpose of this textual 
analysis is to open up different layers of meaning that arise in the reading proc-
ess. The results of this analysis, enable the analysis of the pictures at the level 
of its similarities and differences with the (reading of the) biblical text. This is 
part of the analyses as presented in Chapter 4. 
 
In the pictures that refer to 1 Kgs 19:1-18, two themes stand out. Firstly, the 
theme of divine feeding. In the case studies this theme is indissolubly con-
nected to the Christian tradition of the Eucharist. Secondly, the theme of di-
vine passing by. Just like in the biblical text, the pictures present this passing-by 
by showing Elijah‘s reaction to it (covering his face). 
 For example, the Elijah window in the chapel of the Carmelite retreat-centre 
in Springiersbach (Appendix 3) is placed behind the altar and surrounds the 
tabernacle. In the depiction, a connection is made between this tabernacle and 
the story of Elijah fed by an angel. Also, in this window, the prophet Elijah is 
presented as a life-size figure with a hand before his face. The artist seems to 
have depicted the moment that Elijah raises his hand: the moment that Elijah 
hears and comprehends divine presence. In looking at this picture, so promi-
nent in the chapel (behind the altar and next to the tabernacle), a beholder is 
guided towards an awareness of a divine presence. The divine reality - the uni-
maginable - is presented without image. 
 Text and picture give form to what is in essence formless. Whereas the bib-
lical text presents the inexpressible in words, the pictures present the formless 
in forms. Evidently this is present in the translations and depictions of the 
Hebrew  (1 Kgs 19:12). It is a unique and mysterious expression 
that is translated in very different ways. I translate it with ‗a voice of pounding 
silence‘. The biblical text continues with ‗when Elijah heard - he wrapped his 
face in his mantle‘. Question is, what did Elijah hear? However, the meaning of 
the symbol is clear: Elijah is aware of the (passing) presence of YHWH. Pictures 
that refer to this story present this experience of divine presence in their own, 
characteristic manners. 
 
The sequence of case studies was performed with the purpose of evolving the 
methodical framework that would include the questionnaire. Looking at the 
aspect of spirituality, another ordering comes to the fore. This is explained in 
Chapter 5, where I focus on the aspects of biblical spirituality that are present 
in the case studies. It becomes apparent in which way and with what result the 
pictures draw the beholder into a divine-human space. 
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 In the case studies, the dynamic divine-human relational process appears as 
a journey. In all six paradigms, Elijah is presented as a man who is on a spiri-
tual journey. In most cases, a movement is visible, sometimes even a turning 
around. Besides, a direction becomes visible; a new perspective. This develop-
ment of the Elijah figures is supported by the divine feeding and (in four cases) 
also by the experience of divine presence on Mount Horeb. The presentation 
of this spiritual development invites the beholder to make a comparable jour-
ney; the beholder is introduced into the space of a divine presence, and guided 
towards a comparable perspective change. 
 At this point of the study, I compare the results of the case studies. These 
comparisons illuminate the particularities of each picture. First of all, the com-
parisons illustrate differences in the manner in which the biblical story is pre-
sented. This appears to have a spiritual aspect, namely the manner in which the 
divine space is opened up. 
 
In this research, the concept of biblical spirituality acquires shape and colour. I 
demonstrate the relational features of biblical spirituality; how biblical spiritual-
ity arises in the act of looking or reading. The theoretic reflections and the case 
studies both contribute to this progressive understanding/comprehension of 
(biblical) spirituality. As mentioned above, I use the concept of spirituality as 
‗divine-human relational process‘, in which three basic elements are combined. 
In this research a fourth element emerges: the quite complex element of space. 
This study shows that distinct forms of space dominate alternately, in a con-
tinuous sequence. Biblical spirituality in pictures comes to the fore in an open 
space, but also in an outlined space and especially in a dialogical space.  
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Appendix 1: Tabernacle relief and Altar relief - Mainz  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
  

1A: Tabernacle relief 
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1B1: Walking Elijah 

1B2: Cloud of lightning  
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1B4: Cloud of wind 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  

1B3: Eye-covering Elijah 
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Appendix 2: Altar paintings – Kornelimünster 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Painting 2A 

Unfortunately,  
- due to copyrights - 
this picture is not available.  
 
To behold this picture see  
a printed version of this dissertation. 
 
Or, look at: 
www.abtei-kornelimuenster.de 

 

http://www.abtei-kornelimuenster.de/Spirituelles/Elija%20Bilder.htm
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Painting 2B 

Unfortunately,  
- due to copyrights - 
this picture is not available.  

 
To behold this picture see  
a printed version of this dissertation. 
 
Or, look at: 
www.abtei-kornelimuenster.de 

 

http://www.abtei-kornelimuenster.de/Spirituelles/Elija%20Bilder.htm
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Painting 2C 

Unfortunately,  
- due to copyrights - 
this picture is not available.  
 
To behold this picture see  
a printed version of this dissertation. 
 
Or, look at: 
www.abtei-kornelimuenster.de 

 

http://www.abtei-kornelimuenster.de/Spirituelles/Elija%20Bilder.htm
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Painting 2D 

Unfortunately,  
- due to copyrights - 
this picture is not available.  
 
To behold this picture see  
a printed version of this dissertation. 
 
Or, look at: 
www.abtei-kornelimuenster.de 

 

http://www.abtei-kornelimuenster.de/Spirituelles/Elija%20Bilder.htm
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 Close-up 1 (painting 2A) Close-up 2 (painting 2B) 
 
 
           
 Close-up 3 (painting 2C) Close-up 4 (painting 2D) 
 
 
 

  

Unfortunately,  
- due to copyrights - 
these pictures are not available.  
 
To behold these pictures see  
a printed version of this dissertation. 
 
Or, look at: 
www.abtei-kornelimuenster.de 

 

http://www.abtei-kornelimuenster.de/Spirituelles/Elija%20Bilder.htm
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Appendix 3: Sanctuary window - Springiersbach 
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Left surface (A-D) 
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Right surface (E-H) 
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Close-up 1 (C2) Close-up 2 (F3-G4) 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  Close-up 3 (B4) Close-up 4 (C5) 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Appendix 4: Entrance relief and Tabernacle relief - Marienthal 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

4A: Entrance relief 

4B: Tabernacle relief 
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  Close up 1(sculpture 4A) Close up 2 (sculpture 4A) 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 Close up 3 (sculpture 4B)  Gantry (sculpture 4B) 
 



 

Appendix 5: Chapel window – Mainz Drais 
 

 
 

A B C 

9 

8 

7 

6 

5 

4 

3 

2 

1 



312 ELIJAH LOOKED AND BEHOLD  

 

 
 
  Close-up 1 Close-up 2 
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Appendix 6: Church window – Bergisch Gladbach 
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Close-up1 

Close-up 4 Close-up 3 

Close-up 2 
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Close-up 5 

Close-up 6 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Close-up 7 



 

1. Mainz  

1A. Tabernacle relief 

1B. Altar relief 

1B1. Walking Elijah 

1B2. Cloud of lightning 

1B3. Eye-covering Elijah  

1B4. Cloud of wind 

 

2. Kornelimünster  

2A. Elijah lying down 

2B. Elijah fed 

2C. Cave-opening 

2D. Walking Elijah  

 

3. Springiersbach  

3A. Seeing Elijah 

3B Kneeling Elijah 

3B1. - ascension 

3B2. - prayer for rain 

3C. Elijah fed 

 

4. Marienthal  

4A. Entrance relief 

4B. Tabernacle relief 

4C. Exit relief (= 4A) 

 

 

5. Mainz-Drais  

 

 

 

 

 

 

6. Bergisch Gladbach  

6A. Feeding 

6B. Cave opening 
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