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Dear Friends, 
 
I was reading a blog by Mike Frost (an Australian theologian) the other day and was very struck by a story he 
told: 
 
'There’s a story about the Spanish Baroque painter Bartolome Esteban Murillo, who grew up the youngest son in 
a family of fourteen. His father was a barber and wanted his son to pursue a career in banking or law. But young 
Bartolome was too playful and too creative for that kind of work. He wanted to be a painter like his uncle. In the 
Estebans’ family home hung an austere painting of Jesus as a shepherd boy. Depicted in the darkened tones that 
were popular in religious art at the time, the shepherd boy stood straight and tall, his crook planted firmly in the 
ground like a sentinel’s bayonet, his head crowned in a glowing halo, his eyes staring vacantly out from the 
canvas.' 
 
'Young Bartolome detested the spooky image. So one day, while his parents were out of the home, the precocious 
child took the picture down from the wall and set to work with his paint set. His youthful brilliance already 
evident, he was able to renovate the painting into a new picture of Christ.' 
 
'When they returned home, the Estebans were aghast to see their Lord had been completely transformed. The 
stern unflinching face now bore a lively grin. The eyes had been made alive with mischief. The halo had become a 
battered straw hat, and the plastered-down hair had been made tousled and unruly. The shepherd boy’s crook 
was now a gnarled walking stick, and the limp, sad-looking lamb at his feet was now a troublesome puppy. The 
serious shepherd had become an energetic hiker in search of adventure. That was the kind of Jesus young 
Bartolome would want to hang out with.' 
 
'Gaspar and Maria Esteban were outraged. To them, the picture was like an icon, which made Bartolome’s 
vandalism tantamount to an act of desecration. Gaspar beat his boy for such sacrilege. By the time Bartolome 
was 11, both his parents had died and he was made a ward of his sister’s husband. As he grew to adulthood, he 
rejected his father’s name, instead taking his surname from his maternal grandmother, Elvira Murillo. He would 
go on to commence art studies in Seville under Juan del Castillo, who was a relative of his mother’s. In 1660, 
when firmly established as a grandmaster, Murillo decided to recreate his portrait of Jesus the shepherd boy. The 
adult Murillo’s picture isn’t quite as cheeky as his childhood version, but it hinted at the way the artist still saw 
Jesus - the kind of guy you’d like to hang around with. ' 
 
I was challenged by this story because we all have images of Jesus in our minds that are inaccurate, and too 
often we have created a Jesus made in our own image.  Or perhaps we have made Jesus so otherworldly in our 
imaginations that we cannot relate to him, or identify with him. Can we only imagine a Jesus who demands our 
adoration, but whom we could never follow? 
 
Sunday is the beginning of Advent, and this year I will be reading the whole of John's gospel. I want to marinate 
myself in the gospel throughout the season to challenge the false images that I retain of Jesus, because we're 
supposed to identify with him, act like him, be more and more like him. That’s what Christianity is supposed to 
be about - the emulation of Christ. Maybe this Advent you might like to join me in that quest.  
 

God's richest blessing 
 
 


