
Anyone who visits Los Angeles will find his visit incomplete who does not make a
pilgrimage to St. John’s Church.

LENTEN QUIET MORNING

A few weeks after the consecration of St. John’s Church in 1925, a writer spent Holy Week and Easter Day

visiting the many new churches in the growing city of Los Angeles. Of all the new churches seen by the

correspondent for The Churchman, “St. John’s Church is by far the most beautiful and artistic . . . there is

nothing in the country like it. It is different. It is the old world set down in the new. It is like a diamond

sparkling its radiant beauty of such rarity that one goes and comes and goes again to see this lovely church.”

Over ninety years later, even longtime Angelinos visit St. John’s Cathedral for the first time and exclaim, “I

had no idea there was anything like this in Los Angeles!” For those who have the privilege of worshipping here

week after week, it is easy to forget the impression made by that first visit, easy to allow the art and

architecture to recede into the background instead of engaging it for fresh insights.

For this Lenten pilgrimage, five images from our historic building have been selected for what they have to

say about the Passion of our Lord. Two would have been seen by the visitor in 1925, two more date from the

first two decades, and one is a later addition. Some are seen by all every Sunday, others less so. Each is in a

different medium: stone, glass, paint, wood, and mosaic. All point to what artists, architects, clergy, and

parishioners believed was important to say about our faith.

Any discussion of our historic building would be incomplete without mentioning The Rev’d George Davidson,

D.D. On April 1, 1913, that Father Davidson began his long tenure as Rector, serving until 1951. His vision and

leadership inspired the people of St. John’s to pray and give to build this house of prayer for all people.



This Latin phrase is from the Apostles’ Creed, rendered in The Book of Common Prayer as, “He suffered

under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died, and was buried.” It appears on the façade just below the rose window,

flanked by angels and the year of carving. (While the church was consecrated in early 1925, the exterior

construction was completed the previous year.) Because of the angle, it is best viewed from across Adams

Boulevard, and some longtime parishioners are surprised when it is pointed out to them.

The façade and interior of St. John’s are modeled on the 11th-century church of San Pietro in Tuscania, about

75 miles northwest of Rome. While the building is made of steel-reinforced concrete, the façade is carved

from tufa, a volcanic stone. The sculptor Cartiano Scarpitta, who was born in Palermo and immigrated to

America in 1910, led a team of Italian-American artisans in carving the façade as well as the pulpit and lectern

inside the Cathedral. His name is inscribed on the side wall near the outdoor pulpit, along with those of the

architects, the brothers Pierpont and Walter Davis.

Many elements of the façade are modeled directly on their counterparts in Tuscania, including the rose

window, the four symbols of the Evangelists surrounding the window, the ajimez windows on either side of

the rose window and the images surrounding them, the arcade of ten columns below, and the arched portal

with its three distinctive, intricately carved pairs of columns. The Passus est is one of the few non-English

inscriptions at St. John’s, and one might expect it to have been borrowed from Tuscania as well. While there is

a space on the façade of San Pietro where such a phrase might appear, that space is blank in modern

photographs. The inscription is also absent from early architectural drawings of the new St. John’s by the

Davis brothers.

We do not know how this important statement of our faith came to occupy its central location. One possibility

is suggested by other elements of the building. Arrayed along the central horizontal axis of the church are

images that evoke the death and resurrection of Jesus: the lunette of the risen Christ above the central doors at

the rear of the nave, the rood beam at the entrance to the choir, and, of course, the Triptych at the High Altar

with its image of the resurrected Jesus surrounded by symbols of his Passion. While any one of these images,

in itself, would not be unusual for a church, their combination and prominence suggest an intention in their

inclusion: that the crucified, dead, buried, and resurrected Christ are at the center of our faith, worship, and

common life. It is a message proclaimed from across the street, at the communion rail, and as one goes forth

into the world.
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The original windows of St. John’s were leaded amber glass, some

of which may still be seen at the clerestory level toward the rear

of the nave. A burst of activity in the 1940s resulted in the

installation of the ten windows along the side aisles, depicting

scenes from the life of Christ, beginning with the Annunciation

on the pulpit side and continuing clockwise around the nave to

the Ascension. All were created by Calvert, Herrick & Riedinger,

the New York liturgical designers who also crafted the High Altar

and much of the Choir.

It is remarkable that materials and workers were available during

World War II to create stained-glass windows. A service leaflet

noted that the Calvert windows were made “from English glass by

English Artisans.” The glass may have been made in America

using English techniques, or it could be that the sheets of glass

were fabricated in England before the war. It is also possible that

the Calvert firm had craftsmen from England who were riding

out the war in New York. In any event, the English lineage of the

windows was widely noted at the time, and the traditions of

English stained glass are surely to be found in the designs and

colors of the windows.

The war also provided the impetus for at least two of the ten windows. The window of the Crucifixion should

be viewed both up close and at some distance, in order to see the inscription at the bottom: “In Honor of Men

and Boys Who Went From This Parish to Serve Their Country in World War II.” (The second window is across

the nave carries the inscription, “In Honor of Women and Girls Who Went From This Parish to Serve Their

Country in World War II.”) It is surely no coincidence that the suffering Christ was chosen to honor the many

parishioners who were away at war when this window was created and dedicated.

The narrow width of the window requires an intimate scene, and the Blessed Mother and St. John appear close

enough to touch Jesus. The inscription INRI represents the first letters in Latin of the sign ordered by Pilate to

be posted on the cross: “Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews.” The youthfulness of the figures may have

brought to mind family and friends who had been lost in the war. The moment depicted, as Jesus looks on his

Mother, maybe when he uttered the words, “Woman, behold your son.”



This painting was given by The Rev’d E. Lawrence Carter, rector of St. John’s from 1958 to 1974, and his

wife, Katrina. The gift was in memory of Mary Webster Diggle, who died on St. Stephen’s Day 1970. While

the date of composition is unknown, the painting was probably given to St. John’s between 1971 and Father

Carter’s retirement in 1974.

The painting is divided into three panels, evoking the form of the Resurrection Triptych behind the High

Altar. The St. John’s guidebook describes the painting as “a visualization of the human condition for many

people: the lost and lonely souls on the left seem not to understand that through the sacrifice of Christ they

are offered restoration to fellowship with God and man.”

Richard Beale is an Emeritus Professor of Art at the State University of New York at Geneseo. He is a native

of Detroit and earned a bachelor of fine arts degree from the University of New Mexico and a master of fine

arts degree from Ohio University. His work is in the collection of the Smithsonian American Art Museum in

Washington.

LENTEN QUIET MORNING



A life-size carved figure of the crucified Christ has been a central feature of Western churches for centuries,

often located, as at St. John’s, in the arch separating the nave from the choir. The crucifix, or rood (from the

Old English word for cross), is often mounted on a transverse beam.

The St. John’s rood beam is part of the original decoration of the church, having been carved, along with the

Resurrection Triptych, by Adelbert Zwink. Generations of the Zwink family have been masters of religious

wood carving in Oberammergau, Germany, and Adelbert is said to have been a pupil of the German sculptor

Anton Lang, who also portrayed Jesus in the Great Passion Play. The recent re-lighting of the rood beam has

highlighted the elaborate decoration of the borders and sides of the cross.

At the terminus of each of the four arms of the cross are the Greek letters for “Jesus Christ the Victor”:

beginning at Jesus’ right hand, IC, the abbreviation for Jesus; XC, the abbreviation for Christ; and NI and KA,

the Greek word for victor. Below the cross are the Lamb of God, a symbol of both sacrifice and victory, and

the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet, Alpha and Omega. They are attributes of Christ found in

books of New Testament attributed to St. John. In John’s Gospel, when Jesus came to be baptized, John the

Baptist declared, “Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!” There are frequent

references to the Lamb in the Revelation to John, and in the last chapter of that book, Jesus declares, “I am

the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end.”

On the beam itself appears an inscription from the Old Testament prophet Isaiah, “He was wounded for our

transgressions.” Take a moment to note the first clerestory window to the right of the rood beam, installed in

1944. It shows the prophet Isaiah, gesturing toward the rood beam, holding a scroll in one hand with the

same inscription.

The 1925 writer for The Churchman gave his impression: “In the Crucifix the figure is in peace, the sacrifice

has been made and all is done. “It is finished.” There is none of the agony one often sees.”
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The marble and mosaic decoration of the choir and sanctuary walls, all executed by Calvert, Herrick &

Riedinger, was accomplished in stages over more than two decades, the product of various gifts. The High

Altar and Resurrection Triptych are the usual focus of this space, but it is the liturgical custom in this place to

close the doors of the Triptych on the Sunday before Ash Wednesday and to open them again at the Great

Vigil of Easter. Lent provides an opportunity to focus on the inscription that was chosen to frame the view of

the Triptych.

The text is from the words of Jesus in John’s Gospel, just before the account of the Last Supper: “I am come a

light into the world, that whosoever believeth on me should not abide in darkness. And if any man hear my

words, and believe not, I judge him not: for I came not to judge the world, but to save the world.” (Authorized

Version)

References to St. John and the books of the New Testament attributed to him are found throughout the

church, including the cornerstone, the inscription on the façade over the central doors, the young St. John on

the lectern, and the Mother of God in the apse of the Lady Chapel. The theme of Jesus as the light of the

world runs through John’s Gospel, his three epistles and the Revelation to John.

The choice of text may also relate to the seven sanctuary lamps hanging in front of the arch. The lamps

symbolize the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit and the presence of God. The hand-wrought silver lamps are

modeled after a lamp, purchased by Father Davidson, which had previously hung for seven hundred years in

a village church in northern Italy. The lamps symbolize, in the words of the 1925 visitor, that “where Christ

is, there is always light.”
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