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Introduction

Thomas Merton’s journal entry for 23rd December, 1949, tells us he is
working on a preface to Augustine’s City of God.2 In that preface he wrote,
“The City of God is the autobiography of the Church written by the most
Catholic of her great saints.”3 Augustine wrote to refute the pagan claim
that the Roman Empire’s misfortunes, notably the sack of Rome in 410 AD
by the Visigoths, were due to the spread of Christianity. He argues that the
Classical “gods” could not grant eternal life; this comes, through Christ,
from the True God, whose providence encompasses even all the evils he
permits, which he turns to good. Augustine sketches humanity’s history,
in which “two cities have been formed by two loves: the earthly by the
love of self, even to the contempt of God; the heavenly by the love of God,
even to the contempt of self.”* He concludes with an attempt to sketch the
eternal life in which

God will be so known by us, and shall be so much before us, that we
shall see Him by the spirit in ourselves, in one another, in Himself,
in the new heavens and the new earth, in every created thing which
shall then exist; and also by the body we shall see Him in every body
which the keen vision of the eye of the spiritual body shall reach.5

Maybe that sense of God’s eternal Plan that leads Saints to eternal bliss
seeped into Merton’s mind that morning, for he listens to the watch
ticking, then, a bit later, remarks, “The watch ticks: but perhaps there is
after all no such thing as time.” Later, however, he notes how the light has
changed with the sun’s movement. That morning he seems to have
reached Chapter 26 of Book XIV of The City of God, for he quotes it:
“[Adam] vivebat fruens Deo, ex quo bono erat bonus.”¢ In that Book,
Augustine contrasts the life of Adam and Eve before the Fall, and the
fallen condition into which their sin of pride precipitated their race. The
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unfallen state was not one of eternity: Adam and Eve were always meant
to beget offspring. Nevertheless, by contrast with our actual history of
conflict and suffering, the peace of Eden to some degree prefigured the
Heavenly City which was always humanity’s intended goal.

Merton lists the other books on his table. He also mentions “Angelico’s
Annunciation on a postcard Clare Luce sent from Florence... The sun
shines in a very happy room this morning in which a monk is where he
belongs, in silence, with angels, his hand and eye moved by the living God
in deep tranquility.” This sense of peace turns Merton’s mind back to
Augustine’s text: “In [Adam’s] mind was all tranquillity... true and ever-
prolonged joy flowed out of God, towards whom charity flamed forth from
a pure heart.” But the picture before him reminds Merton of the season, so
before that quotation from Augustine he quotes a text he had sung three
times over the last few weeks: Lux mundi Dominus cum potestate venit.”

Fra Angelico's Annunciation
The Annunciation before him was painted around 1450 by Fra Angelico
on the first floor of the Convent of San Marco, Florence.8 It would have
been seen chiefly by friars going to their dormitory, but also by Cosimo
de’ Medici on his way to the cells where he sometimes made a retreat, and
by anyone accompanying him, which may explain why this fresco is
slightly more opulent than the ones in the friars’ cells: Angelico mixed
silica into the final layer of plaster on which the fresco was painted, so
that Gabriel’s wings glitter.®

Angelico painted the Annunciation several times. In terms of its
format, the San Marco fresco belongs with three altar-pieces painted
earlier:10 for San Domenico, Fiesole;!! for San Francesco, Montecarlo;12
and for San Domenico, Cortona.’3 As intended for public viewing, these
are opulent, with significant use of gold. The Annunciation takes place in a
loggia, in which Our Lady is enthroned. For her dress and cloak Angelico
used expensive pink and blue pigments. As Merton observes concerning
the San Marco fresco, “Angelico knew how to paint her. She is thin,
immeasureably noble, and she does not rise to meet the angel.” In 0Old-
Testament apparitions, human beings are over-awed by Angels; here, by
contrast, Gabriel bows to Mary and is in the process of kneeling - for
though she crosses her arms modestly before herself, she is Queen of the
Angels and about to become, Mother of the Lord he serves. For all the
apparent realism of the scenes, Mary is too big for the loggia she is in:
when she stands up, her head will almost touch the ceiling. In the Fiesole
altar-piece - as in the San Marco fresco - Mary seated is taller than the
Angel only beginning to kneel. There, she bows her head obediently but
thoughtfully; in the other two altar-pieces she gazes directly at the Angel,
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wonderingly and knowingly, for in all three she has been reading, and is
ready to welcome the Fulfilment of the Prophecies she has been studying.
The sadness in her face suggests she already has an inkling of the sorrow
and suffering to come, to which she commits herself in her Fiat.

In all three altar-pieces, the loggia is set in a garden. In the Fiesole
altar-piece this is the Garden of Eden, with its two significant trees, and
Adam and Eve are being expelled; in the other two altar-pieces, at the top
left Adam and Eve are being expelled from Eden into a barren landscape,
and the garden contains one significant tree. In all three cases, Angelico is
telling the onlookers that Mary’s obedience undid Eve’s disobedience and,
so to speak, enshrined the obedience by which her Son-to-be would undo
Adam’s disobedience and save us from the effects of the Fall. As St John
tells us, the Passion began and concluded in a garden; half-way through,
Pilate presented Jesus as The Man; and Mary, standing by the Tree, was
hailed as The Woman (John 18:1; 19:5, 26, 41). The garden motif in
Angelico’s altar-pieces also identifies Mary as the Bride of the Song of
Songs 4:12: “A garden locked is my sister, my bride,” for Mary, as the New
Eve to the New Adam who made himself our Brother, is both Sister and
type of the Church, the Lamb’s Bride. Likewise, as Dante wrote, she is
Daughter as well as Mother of her Son.1*

The San Marco Fresco

The San Marco fresco is positioned such that a friar sees it ahead of him as
he goes upstairs to his cell or to the library. Gabriel’s greeting greets him,
and he is invited to make it his own: the inscription says, “When you come
before the image of the undefiled Virgin, take care as you go by that your
‘Ave’ not remain silent.” Probably, he (and Duke Cosimo on his way to his
cell) would have made Gabriel's gesture his own, and genuflected as he
greeted Mary.

William Hood explains how carefully Angelico meshed his fresco with
its architectural setting.15 Its painted frame looks like a window set into
the wall, through which the friar looks slightly down on the scene in
Nazareth 1,450 years ago - the perspective of the scene does not quite
match the perspective of the frame. The light that bathes the scene does
not seem to come from the window to the friar’s left as he stands in the
corridor of San Marco, but seems internal to the scene: it is the light of the
new dawn that shone that morning in Nazareth.'6 The shadows in the
fresco heighten this effect (Gabriel, of course, casts no shadow, since, in
Dominican theology, angels are completely immaterial).

In this fresco, unlike in the altar-pieces, Angelico did not depict God
the Father sending the Holy Spirit to overshadow Mary;17 the friars knew
Luke’s account of the Annunciation, and knew well that God, as God,
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transcends all images and concepts. Nor did Angelico depict Adam and
Eve; he took for granted that the friars would know that Mary’s Fiat undid
Eve’s disobedience,!8 Jesus’ Sacrifice redeemed us from the effects of
Adam’s sin. He does depict the garden; a picket fence separates it from a
forest. It would have reminded any friar who had lived in Cell 1, just to the
left of the Annunciation fresco, of the picket fence in the fresco there,
which separates the Garden of the Resurrection from a forest. It may not
be over-fanciful to draw a parallel between the birth of Jesus from the
intact Virgin, and the “birth” of the Risen Christ from the still-sealed
tomb.1? The Cell 1 fresco shows Mary Magdalene reaching out to the Risen
Christ; the Dominican Liturgy paired that Mary, who that morning became
an apostle to the Apostles, and is a Patron of the Order, with Our Lady, the
Order’s greatest Patron. A responsory for the feast of the Magdalene ran:
“Let us praise God’s work in Mary, Mother yet Virgin; let us praise it in
Mary, sinner yet penitent.”

Although the friar looking through the fresco’s frame is transported
into another place and time, Angelico reminds him of the present power
of the momentous event that took place there and then, and its ongoing
message. While the Corinthian capitals in the loggia are typical of 15t-
Century Italian Annunciations, the Ionic capitals remind the friar of the
cloister from which he has just ascended: the House of Nazareth merges
into the space he inhabits. The friar is instructed not only to make
Gabriel's words and gesture his own, but also to take Mary as his model.
Instead of the opulent pink and blue of the altar-pieces, Angelico has
given her a white dress, and a mantle that is almost black;20 her attire is
reminiscent of the friar’s white tunic and scapular, and black cappa.
Mary’s private room, shown behind her, perhaps reminds the friar of the
cell to which he is retiring, from the library, or from the refectory or
Chapter Room, or from a preaching mission. Mary sits, not upon a throne,
but on a simple stool. No book lies on her lap; she is engaged in quiet
contemplation, taught by the Spirit - for the Spirit had overshadowed her
while she was in the womb and filled her with grace, so that she might
conceive the Divine Word in her mind before she conceived him in her
womb.2! Perhaps she is telling the friar - or Duke Cosimo - to spend time
in his cell in private, contemplative prayer, pondering the Mystery
depicted on the wall of his cell, or the Mysteries he has celebrated in the
Church, or the words he has read in the library and heard in the refectory,
or the admonitions given in the Chapter Room, or whatever signs of grace
have accompanied his ministry. He must ask the Holy Spirit to
overshadow him, to conform him to Christ by the Gift of Wisdom,22 and to
bestow the other Gifts that occupy a distinctive place in Dominican
theology.23 These will attune him to the Spirit's instincts in his
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contemplation and his action, so that he can own something of Mary’s
Fiat.

Ecce completa sunt

Merton had been reading an article by Jean Daniélou that appeared the
previous year; he mentions it towards the end of his journal entry.24
Daniélou voices the same message as Angelico’s fresco: “... in the interior,
hidden world of holiness, it is... evident that all sanctification comes about
through a filial union with Mary’s Fiat.”?5 This perhaps helped Merton
formulate the prayer he recorded that afternoon:

The quiet of the afternoon is filled with an altogether different
tonality. The sun has moved altogether around and the room is
darker. It is serious... I take time out to pray, and I look at the
Angelico picture, feeling like the end of Advent, which is today. Ecce
completa sunt omnia quae dicta sunt per angelum de Virgine Maria
[Behold all things are fulfilled which the angel spoke about the
Virgin Mary] - that was the antiphon after the Benedictus this
morning. For about eight minutes I stayed silent... and wondered if
perhaps [ might not understand something of the work Our Lady is
preparing. It is an hour of tremendous expectation. I remember my
weariness, my fears, my lack of understanding, my dimness, my sin
of over-activity. What is she preparing: have I offended her? What is
coming up? She loves me. I reject emotion about it. Her love is too
tremendously serious for any emotion of which I might be capable.
Her love shapes worlds, shapes history, forms an Apocalypse in me
and around me: gives birth to the City of God. I am drawn back
again into liturgy by a sense of my great need... Mother, make me as
sincere as the picture. All the way down into my soul, sincere,
sincere. Let me have no thought that could not kneel before you in
that picture... I will act like the picture.2é Ecce completa sunt: it is
the end of Advent and the afternoon is vivid with expectancy.

Merton’s mention of the Apocalypse may allude to Revelation 12, where
the Woman clothed with the sun gives birth in anguish. This cannot be the
painless birth at Bethlehem; it is Calvary, where the Creator groaned in
travail in solidarity with his creation,?” as he gave birth to the Church, the
New Eve, his Bride and Body,?8 and Mary, the New Eve and Type of the
Church, was with him in com-passion.

The Liturgy of Advent, which helped shape Merton’s thought on the
day before Christmas Eve, marshals a kaleidoscope of texts and images,
both to recreate in us ancient Israel’s longing for the Saviour (a longing
which Our Lady summed up and which allowed her to welcome him
unreservedly), and to refresh our ongoing longing for the Saviour to come
again. In this ongoing longing we remain in solidarity with Israel.
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Daniélou suggests that an Advent spirituality should be permanent: ...
the preparation and prefiguration of Christ in the Virgin’s soul, still
remains a present reality for us, since the mystery we presently live out in
the world is that of Christ's progressive coming in all souls and all
nations... He has come; but he is always the One who must come... We are
always in Advent, in a waiting for the coming of the Messiah.”29

Angelico’s Annunciation fresco kept that Advent spirituality alive:
several times a day it brought Gabriel’s Salutation, and Mary’s response,
to the minds of the friars of San Marco. Likewise, three times a day the
Angelus30 brings to the minds of those who recite it the same events, plus
the Word’s becoming flesh that Gabriel announced and Mary enshrined.
The Mediaeval English landscape brought these events to mind: chapels3?
marked pilgrim routes to Walsingham where, in 1061, Rachel of
Faversham built a replica of the House in Nazareth, following a dream in
which Our Lady asked her thus to help people recall “the joy of my
Salutation.” To this day, several pubs are called “The Salu-tation Inn”:
what may be the oldest one, in Nottingham, was originally called “The
Archangel Gabriel Salutes the Virgin Mary.” Mary’s Salutation shaped even
the English skyscape: the Milky Way was known as “the Walsingham
Way,” for it seemed to point across the heavens to England’s Nazareth.

Our own Advent journey

If, with Merton, we are “drawn back again into liturgy by a sense of...
need,” the Liturgy, too, brings Mary’s Salutation - Dominus tecum - to our
minds. In the current rite of Mass, we hear the plural form, Dominus
vobiscum, at the beginning, when we gather in Jesus’ Name, and he is
present in our midst; and before the Gospel, in which God's Word
continues to speak to us. In England, during the Bidding Prayers, we then
say “Hail, Mary,” saluting Our Lady with Gabriel. We can trust that she
prays the Spirit to overshadow us afresh, to form in us a deeper share in
the Divine Wisdom. We hear Dominus vobiscum again as the Eucharistic
Prayer commences, during which the Holy Spirit overshadows the altar
and the Word become flesh again tabernacles among us. The fruit of Jesus’
Sacrifice was the gift - into the whole of history - of the Holy Spirit, for
John tells us that Jesus bowed his head and handed over the Spirit
symbolised by Blood-and-Water.32 Hence the fruit of the Eucharistic
Sacrifice33 is a renewed gift of the Spirit: “Grant that we, who are
nourished by the Body and Blood of your Son, may be filled with his Holy
Spirit to become one body, one spirit in Christ.”34 So, at the end of Mass,
we hear Dominus vobiscum again. When Mary heard Gabriel’s greeting,
she must have recalled the Angel’s greeting Gideon before commissioning
him to deliver Israel35 Her Salutation implied that the promised
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deliverance was at hand - and she herself was commissioned to be
involved in it. No wonder she was stirred, and, before uttering her Fiat,
anxious to know what God was asking of her. We, too, are charged to be
involved. Having received Christ’s Body, we are sent out to be his Body to
the world, sent to live out the strange wisdom of the Sacrifice we have
commemorated and been drawn into, sent to bring the joy of God’s
salutation to those we encounter in the flesh or in prayer.

Daniélou prompts Merton to speak of: “a certain strange presence of
Our Lady... She is here, and she has filled the room with something that is
uniquely her own, too clean for me to appreciate. She is here, with the
tone of her expectancy.” We can seek her accompanying presence for our
own Advent journey, and for our mission to bring others to await, with
joyful hope, both Jesus’ birth in their souls and his final Return.
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html_m/a/angelico/11/index.html (scroll down)
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16. This effect would have been more striking in 1450 than it is now, since a
window was inserted in the previously dark stairwell, and the window in the
corridor was enlarged, during the rebuilding after the earthquake of 1453.

17. He did paint a dove symbolising the Holy Spirit, but this has faded. Hood,
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