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The journey to John illuminated 

September 2014 

For a long time I’ve felt that people might be more likely to read the Bible if it was presented in a more 
inviting and user-friendly way – that the way a Bible book is set out could show how the writer put it 
together, which would help readers see why he wrote it, and what his main concerns were. 

And instead of being confronted with a solid block of fragments of text like a brick wall, the text has 
breathing space that gives readers time to think. 

I wanted it inviting, with elegance and colour. I wanted illustrations that encouraged readers to reflect on 
the words, without being an artist’s retelling of the story. I didn’t want readers limited to seeing through 
my eyes the characters acting out the story – like Pride and Prejudice’s Mr Darcy always being Colin 
Firth. So the illustrations are there, so that through colour and composition, they reflect the moods and 
ideas and relationships of sections of the book; and thus enlarge rather than box in readers’ perceptions. 

I started work with the text itself – the Gospel of John, using the English Standard Version. 

I printed a copy (without subheadings, paragraph breaks or chapter and verse references), which I had 
divided into Parts rather arbitrarily according to references to the Jewish feasts, to create workable sized 
units for study – and because I wondered if the writer had arranged it like that. I read and re-read the 
Gospel both on my own and with weekly discussion groups – I don’t know how many times.  

On each edition of my manuscript, I made marginal notes and linked words, colour coded themes and 
refined layout. By this stage I had a box full of notated manuscripts and a book full of notes. However, 
immersion into the text is a prerequisite both to my understanding the commentaries and to allow the 
emergence of visual concepts that reflect my first-hand, holistic response to the Gospel.  

As I read and reread the gospel, I listed recurring concepts and patterns. I printed and reprinted it as my 
understanding slowly grew, formatting paragraphs, and bolding and italicising words. For example, I 
noticed the pattern of Jesus speaking symbolically and his hearers taking him literally – and subsequently 
set out symbolic passages as poetry to emphasise this interplay. I set out in the same way his many truly, 
truly sayings (Amen, amen in the original, repeated for emphasis); and his I am statements, both sets of 
which are very prominent in John. I noticed the writer’s symbolic use of numbers, especially 7, which 
means complete, perfect in Hebrew thinking. So there are 7 I am statements, such as I am the bread of life; 
I am the resurrection and the life. (And I am is the name the Lord calls himself in the Old Testament (or 
Hebrew Scriptures). There are 7 signs as John calls them: 7 amazing acts of kindness that Jesus does that 
point to who he is. There are 7 days from John the Baptist testifying that Jesus is the Lamb of God, to 
Jesus’ first sign. There are 6 Jewish feasts followed by a dawn resurrection breakfast by the lake. 

Three of the Feasts named in John, at the beginning, middle and end, are Passovers. The Passover motif 
is introduced by John the Baptist’s testimony, and the reader is never allowed to lose sight of it. The 
Passover commemorates the Israelites’ delivery from the last plague in Egypt, when the blood of an 
unblemished lamb daubed on the lintels of a house was the sign that God saw so that the angel of death 
passed over that household. It led to their freedom from Egyptian slavery to serve God in the Promised 
Land of rest.  

Koester writes, 
According to Exodus 12 the people of Israel observed the first Passover in Egypt by putting lamb’s blood 
on their doorposts and lintels, not to atone for sin, but to prevent the destroyer from entering their homes 
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and slaying their firstborn. The annual Passover sacrifice of the lambs commemorated this deliverance… 
the Fourth Gospel develops a new type of imagery in which Jesus the Passover Lamb of God delivers 
people from death precisely by delivering them from sin… The gospel does not relate Jesus’ death to the 
need for divine justice but to the need for human faith (2005, 147). 

Because of the pivotal significance of this image, a lamb features in two of my key illustrations: the first 
opposite John’s behold the lamb of God, and the second of the crucifixion of Jesus ‘high and lifted up’ 
(John’s play on words meaning both lifted up and glorified – see Isaiah 6:1) that aims to show him 
glorified and triumphant, rather than as a victim. ‘It is complete/accomplished’ Jesus cries out in 
triumph, not ‘it is finished’ in despair. 

At the middle Passover, Jesus feeds the 5,000 as God fed the people in the desert Exodus between Egypt 
and the Promised Land. 

One Jewish feast is called Tabernacles, whose rituals included a fountain of water and many lights. It was 
at that Feast that Jesus offered living water and claimed to be the light of the world. 

And after all my reading of John, and a lot of commentaries, I kept the Feasts as the organising principle 
of the book. 

I explored John’s use of symbols in some depth. I drew up tables of symbols, researched scholarship, and 
wrote up my findings, thinking that visual images would flow from the exercise. However, much of the 
symbolism is not concrete: flesh and glory, and abiding; Jesus as the image of the Father; the hour; the 
trial motif  – and many others.  

Still with no visual theme that I thought worked, though I’d sketched plants in the Bible Garden in 
Canberra in every season, I began reading a broad range of commentaries on John. 

As I read the literature, I marked changes in my draft manuscript as I was persuaded by scholars’ 
arguments on structure. Some saw the sign of Lazarus in chapter 11 as pivotal: the Gospel in miniature; 
others the concentric patterns of chapters 13-17, centering on the themes of abiding and command to 
love. Moloney saw a chiastic structure of gardens and trials in chapters 18-19 (2005:328) and Jesus’ 
proclamation and coronation as king in 18:28–19:16a (1998:149).  I was particularly struck by the 
centrality of the theme of abiding that intertwines with gathering running throughout the story, and the 
trial and garden motif, both of which later control my manuscript. 

I noticed that there are lots of pairs in John – the raising of Lazarus and Jesus; characters (like 
Nicodemus and the Samaritan woman, and the once-paralysed and once-blind men), paired incidents, 
symbols (2 charcoal fires), double meanings, paradox and irony; the intricate dance of narrative and 
discourse. At a deeper level, these doublets include light and dark, life and death, salvation and 
judgement, trust and scepticism, love and rejection. 

Reading the discourses in chapters 14-17, it struck me that embedded in the text are words associated 
with the Spirit – love, joy, peace, hope, reassurance, guidance, truth. As the tree of life was available in 
the presence of God in Eden, so life is offered in the presence of God – Father and Son (14:18,23) and 
Spirit (14:16;15:26;16:7). 

But I baulked at presenting I am the way… no-one comes to the Father but by me (16:6). I wrote in my 
journal, 

The text says He is the way to the Father; it does not say belief in him is. 
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He makes this statement the night before he actually opens the way – cf I am the door of the sheepfold he 
says in chapter 10. He is both the means (by his death as the Lamb of God) and the decider (being both 
door and shepherd). Because he is the means, he is given the authority to decide [which I later realised he 
does on the cross 12:31]. 

If he is the judge, then it is in readers’ interest to know on what basis he decides, and what his character is. 

I found the confrontation between ‘the Jews’ and Jesus ugly, and that overwhelmingly impacted my 
response to the Gospel. Even though the writer presents this confrontation in the form of advocates 
presenting their cases to court, throughout John Jesus is formidable and uncompromising. 

How could I, without omitting these sections, present this Gospel in today’s post-Holocaust, 
apprehensive distrust of religious zealotry? These passages needed to be contained, and balanced by 
other facets of the Jesus John presents. And so I reread the Gospel with this in mind. 

Firstly, I put the term ‘the Jews’ in quotation marks. Mostly the term refers to a group that function as 
one character or role in John’s account of the events, representing Jesus’ opponents, whose attitude is of 
fixed and wilful resistance to him, or who turn back from following him. This group includes some of the 
priests (appointed to serve in the Temple) and Pharisees (who thought they could achieve ‘perfection’ in 
God’s sight by meticulously keeping his law given through Moses, and imposed on others to do likewise). 

Secondly, I coloured the text in dark brown, and where the writer presents segments of the story like 
episodes of a courtroom drama, I rendered it in black. Where it formed discrete blocks, I justified the 
text to suggest a legal document. This courtroom motif starts with the ‘testimony of John’ to the ‘Lamb 
of God’ in chapter 1, and weaves in lines and blocks to the trial before Pilate. And I noted that the word 
persecute used of ‘the Jews’ action against Jesus also means prosecute. The case is ‘The Jews’ v Jesus, which 
he defends by calling witnesses – John the Baptist, his signs, his words (particularly his I am statements), 
his Father and his friends, like the Samaritan woman and the man born blind. The second case is Jesus vs 
‘the Jews’: Jesus, representing the Father, against ‘the Jews’ representing ‘the world' (those who 
unflinchingly reject him), for their rejection of him. Jesus comes as God’s emissary (Ashton 1991, 53) to 
claim back his own from the hands of Satan (6:39, 8:34-6, 10:28-9, 12:30-2, 16:11,35 and inferred 
throughout). He is outraged and grief-stricken at sin and death (Carson 415-6). He is a formidable legal 
opponent. The sentence is pronounced in the clear warnings against unbelief; the cross is ‘the judgement 
of the world’ – and its rescue (12:31). 

The writer uses Pilate at Jesus actual trial as the judge of both cases, finding Jesus innocent 3 times, yet 
sentencing him to death; and in writing declaring him  ‘King of the Jews’ in 3 languages– one man for the 
nation as Caiaphas the high Priest said; and the Lamb of God as John the Baptist first testifies. And he is 
killed – at the same time as the lambs were slaughtered on the Day of Preparation for the Passover feast. 

Thirdly, I looked specifically for the ‘softer’ side of Jesus. 

This three-pronged exercise transformed the direction of my project. 

Until this reading, I had read the I am statements as proof texts of who Jesus is as the focal point of the 
Gospel. Now, I saw the statements in reverse: the benefits Jesus offers on the bases of who he is. (Because I 
am the bread of life, whoever comes to me shall not hunger, and whoever entrusts themselves to me shall 
never thirst. Because I am the light of the world, whoever follows me will not walk in darkness but have 
the light of life. Because I am the door of the sheep…if anyone enters by me, he will be saved and will go 
in and out and find pasture. Because I am the good shepherd… I lay down my life for the sheep. Because I 
am the resurrection and the life, whoever entrusts themselves to me, though he die, yet shall he live, and 



	   4	  

everyone who lives and entrusts themselves to me shall never die. Because I am the way, the truth and the 
life, no-one comes to the Father except through me. Because I am the vine and you are the branches… 
whoever abides in me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit.) 

The Gospel was no longer a theological treatise on Jesus’ coming. Rather, the person, Jesus, is inviting 
people into a life-giving, life-affirming relationship. Vividly setting out the consequences of rejecting his 
offer – as the trial motif highlights – is in fact motivated by the same love that invites people to receive it. 

In consequence, I reformatted the text, rendering in green (representing life, later in blue for water) all 
the benefits Jesus offers those who believe in him as the Son sent into the world by the Father from 
above – light and abundant life, freedom from slavery to sin, given the Spirit, being drawn into the unity 
between the Father and the Son, and thus into a family of believers, sheep in a sheepfold… I was amazed 
by how prominent the theme is, and how it informs the writer’s stated purpose in 20:31 (‘These things 
are written so that you will believe…).  

I had noticed early in my readings of John that water was present in nearly every episode. It begins with 
John baptising; we are told the water in the river was plentiful just before Jesus tells the woman at the 
well that he gives water welling up to eternal life. There are pools and basins, water from Jesus’ side and a 
lakeside resurrection breakfast. In my journal I wrote: 

Water is both life-giving and purifying if living, that is, it flows from a spring or source – unconfined, 
accessible, abundant, and immeasurable – in contrast to the still (Siloam), contained (in jars) or difficult 
of access (Jacob’s well). 

Finding a visual theme 

Early in 2012 I watched the television documentary that cost Paul Lockyer and his team their lives on 
the impact of the floodwaters that filled Lake Eyre. 

It was one of those ‘Aha!” moments. Finally I had a visual theme for my paintings. They were never 
going to retell the story; but now they were going to focus on the themes that Jesus focussed on – his 
offers of light and life, which I could show through the transformation that water brings to arid places: 
the change of colours from strong reds to soft blues; from bare and sterile to bountiful flora and fauna. 

In June 2012 I was leant a reliable car ‘needing a good run’ by a friend going overseas. Emailing her ‘what 
about Canberra via Broken Hill?’ I set out on a field trip to sketch and photograph both the semi-arid 
regions of outback NSW.  

It was a wonderful trip. 

Everywhere I ‘saw’ the Gospel reflected in the landscape – the pools that brought healing to the 
paralysed and blind men; the abundant bird life ‘abiding’ in the waterways (a visual paraphrase of Jesus’ 
vine and branches metaphor); the creekbed hollow cradling a pool of water.  

But nothing quite fitted for the meeting of Jesus and the Samaritan woman. Months later I had a day’s 
taste of the Flinders, where I saw a muddy pool – but it was an underground creek surfacing. Like most 
of our Christian lives, it looked inconsequential, but it welled up to give life. And I saw a father emu 
tending his young chicks, as father emus do – an outback translation of the Good Shepherd.  

At Mutawintji out of Broken Hill I saw caves that reminded me of the burial – and resurrection – places 
of Lazarus and Jesus. And Jesus’ burial cave, John tells us very deliberately, is in a garden. Just as Adam 
and Eve were sent away from the presence of God, out of the Garden of Eden, so Jesus brings us back to 
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a new Garden – an Eden restored – a new Creation that allows us unfettered access to God and the 
abundant life he emanates. 

John’s story is not just about personal offers to individuals (though it is that), it’s also that these offers are 
made in the context of a cosmic shift, as Jesus’ coming has begun the restoration of all things that God 
will again call ‘very good’ as he did in the very beginning of the Bible story. 

As our representative Jesus dies in a garden – and is raised to eternal life in it as our representative – but 
the universe has been transformed, and we are invited to take part in it. 

And so the paintings include flower borders to convey colour (the opposite of darkness), life, beauty, joy: 
Paradise. 

Drafting the manuscript  

On the trip, I had an ‘Aha!’ moment, and decided to see if altering the page layout from portrait to 
landscape addressed many of the difficulties of presentation. The text, whose units had stubbornly 
refused to sit well on the page, neatly fitted snugly into column units; there was an immediate sense of 
liberation from formality and conventionality. I printed the text and sketched illustrations. 

I looked at Lines for Birds, a book of poems by Barry Hill and paintings by John Wolseley (2011), and 
was struck by its integration and balance of text, breathing space and illustrations; the sparcity of text on 
many pages; the variation between pages, yet forming a harmonious whole. I reformatted the text, with 
far less text per page, and introduced a second more elegantly spacious (yet readable) font for emphases, 
and larger – though not more – illustrations.  

In the spaces for illustrations, I considered whether to use most of the space for large drawings for major 
themes or impact; smaller for the less important or intimate, or to focus attention or match the text 
shape on the opposite page. 

I then drafted my design in three-way conversation with the text layout, field sketches and photographs, 
and my notes discussing the issues and motifs I wished to portray.  

So as not to overload readers, I chose to limit the number of pages with illustrations. The 
confrontational drama of some passages was brought into strong relief by their starkness; the flow of 
passages is presented simply through text layout. 

Though far more visually attractive, it stretched the manuscript from around twenty to sixty pages.  Of 
necessity placing smaller units in double-page spreads, I sacrificed delineating through layout any larger 
structural patterns, and risked rendering piecemeal a literary whole (cf Ryken 1992:382). 

I produced a mock-up of the manuscript.  

The dawn light of Creation and re-creation bookends the story. The Gospel illumination begins with a 
broad impression of dawn light and river; and ends with two, one of sunrise and expansive water; the 
other of dawn and flowers reminiscent of the Garden of Eden, and light that streams – into? from? – an 
empty cave.  

‘The lamb of God’ appears next, at beginning and end of the Gospel. Firstly, the lamb in a thicket 
introduces John’s overarching Passover motif; and secondly, Jesus lifted up triumphant on the Cross on 
the Day of Preparation at the time the Passover lambs were killed for the Feast. Water in both paintings 
is both elusive and allusive: a dry creekbed and a dam wall. 
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The river runs through the first few chapters, before opposition fragments it. It is represented in various 
ways, but progresses to the final double page of river gums growing from seedlings to established trees. 

The middle of the book highlights the contrast between the waterways and the arid: the blessings offered 
by Jesus – and received by those who entrust themselves to him – and the sternness towards those who 
reject him. The pattern is the public debate, the private Last Supper discourses, and the public trial 
before Pilate.  

I was now ready to produce the final paintings.  

Undertaking the artworks 

My skills and inclination are to illustrate naturalistically in order to be easily comprehensible to a wide 
audience. Readers are already being challenged and stretched by the text itself and finding connections 
between it and the drawings. Although hoping that the images are universal, my primary audience is 
Australian, for whom the landscape may sound deep resonances. 

From my field sketches and photographs, I compose the illustrations with reference to the space available 
in the manuscript; and trace them onto watercolour paper, then stretch it ready for painting. 

In the field, I made notes of colours I used to best match the landscape, and later experimented to choose 
a limited palette from which all the paintings are executed, and which assists the tenor and unity of the 
series and immediately convey a sense of the contrast between the arid and the ‘blessed’. 

For the details of the bird illustrations, some I drew in captivity or in local reserves; for others I sketched 
specimens in the Australian Museum.  

Tracing my sketches and referring to photographs, I arranged and composed my final works – with 
some artistic license – on tracing paper. The sizes of the works are in proportion to the manuscript 
measurements, mostly larger and of varying multiples, governed by factors such as the nature of 
watercolour washes and effects, the range of styles from sketchy to highly detailed, and my preference to 
render botanical illustrations life-size. These I then traced onto watercolour paper, and stretched ready 
for painting. 

Watercolour as a medium has a translucency and organic quality, as water, paper and natural pigments 
interact in their own – and sometimes unexpected – ways. As artist, I am, like John the Baptist, the 
lesser partner to the text and the medium.  

I used a range of watercolour techniques, from the wet-in-wet soft blends and edges; blending by layering 
colours or prior mixing; impressionistic rivers and accurate botanical renderings; creating textures 
through line, spattering or salt, or dry-brush. Light is best captured by reserving the white of the paper, 
or applying thin washes to allow it to shine through. This is done by either managing the water flow or 
taking out patches with absorbent paper, both of which leave soft, inexact edges; or by masking, which 
leaves hard, dominating edges. White pigment applied over other colours is flat and dull, and kept for a 
minimum of fine detail. 

Usually I work by applying thin washes of a limited range of pigments to build up depth and colour. 
However, I had never before worked with a range of granulating ochres –  light red, Indian red, yellow 
ochre light and gold ochre – along with French ultramarine, also a granulating and non-staining 
pigment. The results were disastrous. Granules dissolved on being rewet; shifted; pooled on edges or 
obliterated them; or even lifted off earlier colour layers. And the ochres are all semi-opaque rather than 
transparent, so they disguise or muddy rather than meld with underneath layers to form subtle new 
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hues. The colours I chose in the field of light red and Indian red were the exact colours of the soil. They 
are red oxides, the substance that the land is mined for, and so I felt committed to using them. And so I 
persevered… 

Elements in some paintings are happy happenstances. As I worked on the illustration of the pool for the 
footwashing, I noticed the cracks in the rock formed a cross. The red-capped robin in the final 
illustration provided a visual link between the Holy Spirit and believers, continuing the black and red 
theme of the Red-tailed black cockatoo. 

I vary the forms of the illustrations as they will appear in the book. Some are small and contained to 
suggest isolated incidents of blessing in a hostile environment. Some are expansive, both in the landscape 
they depict and their situation on the page, to suggest the wide-ranging impact of the text they 
accompany. Viewpoints are also varied to shift reader perspectives. 

As I undertook paintings, I adapted my design concepts. For several, I added fauna – animate life – as I 
realised that more than flora was needed to reflect life. Having noted creatures I saw on my field trips, I 
researched and sketched them from the Internet, Australian Museum and local reserves.  I modified 
Abiding in Abundance to emphasise animate life, by including portraits of a range of birds I had seen at 
Menindee. I was concerned that my sketch of lambs to illustrate ‘I am the good shepherd’ was trite, and 
so I decided to replace it with a picture of an emu with his young. Choosing the emus meant I didn’t 
confuse the visual theme of the Lamb of God in the two other paintings.  

 

Fiona Pfennigwerth 
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