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  To Howard Baker,


  who, when I first met him in college,

  motivated me to be like Christ,

  and who, after thirty years of friendship,

  motivates me still.
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  We are all the work of your hand.


  ISAIAH 64:8
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  Acknowledgments


  I would like to acknowledge my indebtedness to photo­grapher Robert Hupka, who, during the 1964 World’s Fair in New York City, where Michelangelo’s Pietà was on display, was commissioned to photograph the sculpture for the Pavilion’s souvenir record. Once Hupka started snapping his camera, he couldn’t stop. From the time the statue was uncrated in April of 1964, to the time the ship carrying the statue back to Italy vanished from his sight in November of 1965, he took thou­sands of pictures. The work became, in his own words, “a work of love.” The pictures were taken on different days, from different angles, in different lighting. Some were taken in color. Others in black and white. Some with 35mm lenses. Others with 400mm.


  Hupka collected 150 of these photographs in his book Michelangelo: Pietà, six of which I have included in the book you are now reading. Hupka’s book has a paragraph-long introduction and a two-and-a-half-page conclusion. Between them are his photo­graphs. They sit alone on the page, without comment. Nothing stands between you and the images. Each page is a photograph taken from a different angle, emphasizing a dif­ferent theme, evoking a different thought, eliciting a different emotion.


  By the last page, you are a different person. Hupka’s book is that powerful. The power is not in its words but in its images. And maybe there is something in that, something beyond the subject matter of the book itself.


  A parable, of sorts.


  The message is subliminal, likely unintentional, and per­haps I am making more of it than I should. But perhaps not. Perhaps there is something in the making of his book that can mentor us in the making of a life.


   


   


  Prologue


  The conception of this book was not a planned pregnancy.


  It originated as an illustration from Michelangelo’s Pietà that I had planned to use in my previous book, The Weathering Grace of God. The book, however, had other plans. Each time I put it in, the book pushed it out. The illustration didn’t fit, and the book knew it long before I did. Finally I realized why. Its inclusion in the book created a mixed metaphor.


  In The Weathering Grace of God I used illustrations from nature, particularly the illustration of how mountains are formed. The illustration of the Pietà was from an entirely dif­ferent set of images. I contacted my editor and told her that I felt The Weathering Grace of God wanted to be a smaller book than my contract specified. Half as long, in fact. The only way I could see to resolve the dilemma between my responsibility to the work and my contractual responsibili­ties was to do a companion volume built around the image of the Pietà. My editor graciously consented, and that is how this book was conceived.


  The goal of both books is to demonstrate how God uses the circumstances of our lives, however confusing, to conform us to the image of his Son. The Weathering Grace of God focuses on the catastrophic upheavals that forever alter the landscape of our lives and how, over time, God beautifies that landscape. Shaped by the Cross focuses more on the every­day circumstances of our lives that chip away at the sometimes stubborn stone of the self to conform us to the image of Christ.


  When I started the research for this book, I read a lot about sculpting, from the types of stone that were used to the types of tools. I read a lot about Michelangelo himself, not only from his letters and his poetry but also from his contemporaries and present-day authorities. Through a lot of inter­library loans I was able to study photographs of his work. One book of photo­graphs stood out among all the others, which is the work I refer to on the acknowledgment page. My personal reflections on the photographs not only helped shape this project but also my thinking of what it means to be conformed to the image of Christ, both individually, as a person, and collectively, as the body of Christ.


  I have not seen the Pietà in person, but as I was sharing this project with a friend, he told me that he had seen it at the 1964 World’s Fair in New York, where it was on loan from the Vatican. He and his family had stood in line for their turn to see this great work of art, and when their turn came they were moved on a conveyor past the sculpture, which stood some dis­tance away. Twenty-seven million other people saw the Pietà over the course of the year, but, like my friend, they saw it only at a distance, and then only briefly.


  What I want to do in this book is to stop the conveyor and give you an opportunity to draw close enough so you can reflect on this magnificent work of art.


  Upon reflecting on a marble torso of Apollo, Rainer Maria Rilke wrote a poem about the encounter. The pillage of the centuries had cost the sculpture its head, its legs, its arms, yet something of its essence remained that seemed to live, seemed to stare back at the poet, telling him, “You must change your life.” That is the power of art. The power to speak to the soul. With stirrings too deep for words, the Pietà doesn’t say, “You must change your life.” It simply changes it.


  It has changed my life in ways I am only beginning to understand. I hope in spending time with the Pietà that you will be moved by it as well. I hope you will be moved to reflection. Then to your knees. And from your knees, to tears. And from your tears, to a deeper love for the Savior.


   


  1
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  The Mystery of the Pietà


  The Lord speaks in diverse ways: his deeds are words, as in the creation account we read, “He spoke and so it came to be.” He speaks in the splendors of the universe and through all within it. He teaches in human language, and especially in the words of his incarnate Word. . . . But in all these manners the Lord is communicating through the beautiful, the true, and the good. . . . Thus God addresses us constantly through a snowflake, a tulip, a Mozart concerto, the Pietà.


  THOMAS DUBAY, THE EVIDENTIAL POWER OF BEAUTY
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  If God addresses us constantly through the stars (Psalm 19:1-2), perhaps it is not too far a leap that Thomas Dubay makes in saying that God addresses us constantly through a snowflake. And if he speaks to us through the flowers (Matthew 6:28-30), surely tulips should be included in that sermon, wouldn’t you think? If God speaks through the midnight choir that announced the Savior’s birth (Luke 2:13-14), could he not also speak through a Mozart concerto? And if he speaks to us through the sculpture of salt that was Lot’s wife (Luke 17:32-33), could he not also speak to us through the Pietà?


  Not in the same way, perhaps, but certainly in some way.


  Charles Rich thought so.


  Charles Rich, a deeply spiritual friend of Robert Hupka, who opened the photographer’s eyes to many profound insights about the Pietà, said this about the sculpture:


  There is so much in the Pietà that if you lived a thou­sand years and wrote a thousand books you can never express it. In other words, there is a divine quality in it. It must have been inspired, because how could a boy, twenty-four years old, create a work like that? You can’t imagine how. It was a special grace from God. It is true, he had to be an artist, but art alone could have not made the Pietà.


  The twenty-four-year-old boy who created the Pietà was Michelangelo Buonarroti. The artist, who lived to be almost ninety, has had many biographies written about him. Among them, one stands out: The Agony and the Ecstasy by Irving Stone. What sets this biography apart from the others is that the author took the biographical details of Michelangelo’s life and, instead of turning them into a dis­sertation, turned them into a drama. Though meticulously researched, his story is, first and foremost, just that: a story. In telling it, Stone made the artist’s life accessible to mil­lions, not only through his book but also through the movie that was adapted from it.


  For those who haven’t read the book or seen the movie, Michelangelo Buonarroti was born March 6, 1475, in Tuscany, Italy, and became, along with Leonardo da Vinci, the creative force behind the Italian Renaissance. He was a painter, sculptor and architect. Most of us know that. What many don’t know is that he also wrote poems:


  
    My unassisted heart is barren clay,


    That of its native self can nothing feed:


    Of good and pious works thou art the seed,


    That quickens only where thou sayest it may:


    Unless thou show to us thine own true way


    No man can find it: Father! Thou must lead.


    (Translated into English by William Wordsworth)

  


  As the poem indicates, Michelangelo was a devout man who depended on God not only for his eternal life but for his everyday life. A letter to his nephew Leonardo underscores this: “I work out of love for God and put all my hope in Him.” His passion for God and his passion for art were inextricably woven into a seamless garment that was his life, so much so that you could not pull on the thread of one without tugging at the other.


  Michelangelo was the quintessential Renaissance man, producing over his lifetime a body of work that was as diverse as it was distinguished. He wrote poetry, sonnets mostly, but also madrigals, which are short love poems that can be set to music. He was chief architect for the construction of St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome. His more noted paintings include the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel and The Last Judgment, which stands behind the chapel’s altar. Two of his more famous sculptures are Moses and David. His most monumental achievement, though, is the Pietà.


  The Pietà was commissioned by a French cardinal. The contract, dated August 27, 1498, stated:


  Let it be known and manifest to the reader of this doc­ument, that the Right Reverend Cardinal of St-Denis has agreed with the Florentine master sculptor Michelangelo, that the said master should make a Pietà of marble at his own expense, that is to say a Virgin Mary clothed, with the dead Christ in her arms, as large as a well-made man, for the price of four hundred and fifty gold ducats in papal gold, within the space of one year from the date of the beginning of the work.


  The contract was guaranteed by the banker who owned the sculpture of Bacchus, which the artist had recently finished. The guarantee read: “And I Jacobo Gallo promise to the Right Reverend Monsignor that the said Michelangelo will do the said work within one year and that it will be the most beautiful work in marble found in Rome today and which no master could surpass today.”


  A lot of pressure for a twenty-three-year-old. Not only was the work to be unsurpassed in its beauty, it was to be unsurpassable. As if the young artist needed any more pressure, this unsurpassable work was to be finished in the unachievable deadline of one year.


  When Michelangelo put the finishing touches on the Pietà, he was twenty-four. His final touch was to chisel his name on the ribbon that sashed Mary’s garment.


  “Michael Angelus Bonarotus Florent Faciebat.”


  Translated, the Latin reads, “Michelangelo Buonarroti of Florence made this.” It was the only sculpture he ever signed. For five centuries, with only a couple of temporary moves, the sculpture has adorned St. Peter’s Basilica, where it has been seen and revered by millions.
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