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Dark Shot Through With Light: Living Chiaroscuro Lives
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In 1346, King Edward the Third laid siege to the city of Calais in France. The French King, Phillip the 6th, ordered the city to hold out at all costs. The people held on for 11 months, but they were starving. They ate rats and garbage to survive. King Edward offered to spare the people of Calais on one condition: six men would surrender themselves to him to die.
The King demanded that they walk out of the city gates with nooses around their necks, and that they carry the keys to the city. These were not royal men with titles. They were common, ordinary men who had wives and children. One by one, six men volunteered. The first man to volunteer was Eustache de Saint Pierre, one of the wealthiest of the town leaders. The second man was Jean d’Aire, who had two beautiful daughters. The third man to volunteer was Pierre de Wiessant who was “rich in merchandise and lands.” Eustache de Saint Pierre led the procession to the city gates.
According to medieval chronicler Jean Froissant, who recorded the story in the 14th century, the burghers assumed that they would be executed. The whole town thought they would be executed.
Their lives were saved by the intervention of England’s queen, Philippa of Hainault, who persuaded her husband not to kill them because it would be a bad omen for her unborn child. This story of sacrifice moved the famous sculptor Rodin. He created a sculpture of the six men cast in bronze walking to their doom. Rather than portraying them as superheroes charging toward their foe, Rodin chose to depict them with individual expressions on their faces. Some are resolute, some in fear, some with resignation, some in anguish. It shows their individual vulnerability and humanity.
I was teaching an honors writing course on the arts and humanities at BYU when a rare exhibit of masterpieces from artists like Monet, Renoir, and Picasso came to the University of Utah’s Museum of Fine Art for one week. A friend of mine who was teaching a similar course and I worked together to get permission to take our two classes to the exhibit. But before we took the students, my husband and I went to preview the exhibit. My parents drove down from Idaho to go with us.
My mother was a Spanish teacher who loved art. She introduced Idaho farm kids to Murillo, Velasquez, Goya, and Picasso. My father was a pragmatist. He was a civil engineer by trade. He had a wry sense of humor, but he also had an incredible baritone voice and sang frequently for congregations in our rural region. When we went on car trips, we rarely listened to the radio. Instead Dad sang. He was absolutely enthralled by the music and story of Les Miserables (another heartwrenching French story of sacrifice). In the car, my dad was Jean Val Jean, prisoner 24601, who proclaimed that to love another person is to see the face of God. I can still hear his voice in my head as he sang those words. 
As we walked through the museum full of masterpieces, I quickly lost sight of my mother and husband. I stayed beside Dad: he had a tendency to wander and with his diabetes, I always watched him carefully. I nearly bumped into him when he stopped at a piece. He was visibly affected by this huge sculpture, and particularly the look of anguish on the man’s face. It was a study of Pierre de Weissant, one of the Burghers of Calais. Together, we read the story of the two kings, the war between them and the men who volunteered to die.
We stood in silence for a long time. Finally, I looked at my dad who was clearly moved by the piece. I said, “You would have volunteered.” It was a statement, not a question. 
He looked at me with a wry smile. “Of course I would. To save you and your mother and your sisters?  In a heartbeat.” And I knew that he meant what he said. He started to walk forward, and then he paused and said “After all, these men would have only sacrificed their lives, but the two kings who demanded it of them would have sacrificed their souls.” Then he smiled again and said, “I’d rather sacrifice my life than my soul.”
In that moment, I recognized that Rodin’s sculpture of men walking forward to save others by giving up their own lives was a type of Christ, in similitude of him. That is what a Savior is. I have never forgotten that conversation with my father. 
The next day, when I took my class to the museum, the exhibit was much more crowded. I was busy keeping track of my students rather than looking at the art. I had two students that I had yet to locate when I overheard a woman who was standing next to the Rodin sculpture say “Ugh. That is so ugly! How could anyone think that that is art?” and she walked away.
Now, I don’t usually chase people through museums, but I did that day. I found the woman in the Picasso room and I approached her.
Hi,” I said, “I saw you in the room with the Rodin sculpture. You said it was ugly.” She looked at me like I was as crazy as a maze with no exit. But I rushed on (in teacher mode) and asked, “Do you know the story behind the sculpture? You need to know the story.” And miraculously, she walked with me back to the sculpture and listened as I recounted the story of the burghers, the queen, and the warring kings.  At the end, she thanked me and said, “I see how it is beautiful now.” Maybe she just wanted to get away from me (that’s fair). But this story is beautiful to me. It is permanently etched in my mind because it reminds me of my father and my Savior.  
Savior means one that saves others from danger or destruction. It also means “one who brings salvation.” Savior and sacrifice are two sides of the same coin. John 15:12-13 states: “This is my commandment—that you love one another as I have loved you. Greater love hath no man than this—that a man lay down his life for his friends. Ye are my friends.”

I began to ruminate on the concepts of sacrifice, consecration, love, and beauty in my own life. What have I sacrificed? Consecrated? In what way am I a living sacrifice? Or am I a living compromise? Words from Hamilton come unbidden to my mind: Dying is easy. Living is harder. 
***
My fourth baby was a surprise. And that was an understatement. After the birth of our second daughter, we weathered a decade of infertility in which doctors told us that there was no medical reason why we couldn’t conceive. I started to frequent adoption websites. I set up a profile for us. Everything fell through. But then, miracle of miracles, we found out we were pregnant, and soon, we had our third daughter in our arms. I felt like Sarah, who had prayed for a baby and received one. It was an easy and grateful walk for me to make to the podium on fast and testimony Sunday. Our family was complete. 
But God is what happens when you are making other plans. Ask Sarah, the wife of Abraham. She prayed for a baby and was dumbfounded when she got what she asked for. If I were her, I would have laughed too.
But I wasn’t praying for any more babies. I was thirty-nine!  I told friends, “Unless an angel comes down and personally asks me to have another child, I am done!” I didn’t receive an angel, but the Lord sent me another child anyway. I call her my revelation baby. Now she is ten years old and is still a constant revelation. But a revelation with a repercussion; I had always wanted to earn a Ph.D., but that dream seemed even farther off than before. The weight of this road block was mine to bear. But through my tears, the Lord’s quiet answer came. This time there was no laughter. He told me that not all of life is either-or. Sometimes it can be and.
And.
That’s all.
A crummy conjunction? I wanted a soliloquy or a sonnet. I wasn’t satisfied with this answer, with puzzles and games. I didn’t want to talk to God after that. 
However, after my fit of silence, though, I discerned a heavenly chuckle. It seemed almost conspiratorial instead of blasphemous. Or it would have been if I wasn’t still angry and throwing up at the same time. But he knew how I felt, and through unspoken conversations, he promised I would have an opportunity to earn a doctoral degree. And here I am, entering my fifth and final year at the University of Utah. Sure, I wish I had my young fresh brain, but it was a promise kept. 
We are all living chiaroscuro lives: dark shot through with light. Hope is lost! Hope is found! Hope is lost again. We live like Hamlet, encountering the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune. But God is not as narrow as we are. He isn’t linear. And that is oddly comforting to me. It’s the great paradox: We live to die, and we die to live.
The story of the burghers of Calais is a story of sacrifice, of life and death.  It is also a story of cruelty by two warring kings and a kind queen who begged for grace on behalf of others.  It’s also the story of ordinary men who walked forward to die so their loved ones would live. It’s chiaroscuro: dark shot through with light. 
In my mind, Queen Philippa of Hainault is the real hero of this story: pregnant and probably dealing with morning sickness, she saved the burghers of Calais by pleading for their lives. She also saved the two kings from losing their souls. Just as the Savior intercedes for us, Queen Philippa’s intercession saved the burghers from death. However, she couldn’t save her own son who died before his first birthday. Life and death, light and dark. We don’t get to choose who lives or who dies, and we don’t get to choose the timing. 
We may not be called to give our lives for someone else, but how we live our lives is much more important than whether we live or die. It’s the ultimate paradox: we live to die and we die to live. We are here, right now, right here, for a reason. We all are living chiaroscuro lives: dark shot through with light. Sometimes we are spared, like the Burghers of Calais. Sometimes we are not, like Queen Philippa’s infant son. But in those pivotal moments: will I step forward? Do I realize that when I step forward that I am on holy ground? Elizabeth Barrett Browning tells us, “Earth is crammed with Heaven, and every bush is a flame with God. But only those who see take off their shoes.”
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