A Pilgrimage of Sight: Behold the Holy City

by Jeff Frohner, Pastor Our Savior's Lutheran Church and School, San Clemente, California

There is a sacredness of place that resides not so much in geography or in the clustering of shrines, mosques, temples
and cathedrals but in the heart and imagination of the pilgrim who yearns for a moment of peace and contemplation where
one can bask in the presence of the divine. The journey to discover such a place is nothing new as pilgrims throughout the
ages have walked the dusty roads that lead to those ‘thin’ places where heaven and earth seem so close as to actually
touch. The Druids of the woods gathering in their great places, the Buddhist walking toward Bodhgaya where a young
Siddhartha gained enlightenment, the Greek warrior heading to Delphi, the follower of Muhammad going on the Hajj, the
ancient Israelite singing the songs of ascent as Mount Zion approaches, the modemn day seeker who walks the Camino de
Santiago, all are drawn not so much to a place as to a possibility that such a place still exists, where the sacred washes
the profane and the transcendent is more than a dream of lunatics and poets, but a reality unto itself. The “Holy Cities” of
Brian Whelan speak to that which pilgrims have always sought a place where one’s soul can find refuge and rest. These
paintings provide a pilgrimage of sight, and compel the onlooker to find their place, their access point, their moment within
that sacred place that the human spirit so fervently desires, but which the human race has not achieved.

The story that led Brian to what is now a whole collection of paintings is in and of itself a pilgrim’s tale. Eight students were
gathered together when Brian asked them if they had ever been to the “Holy City.” There was one who had, but this very
one who could offer a description preferred not to be reminded of it! So alas, seven students, a teacher and one abstainer
used the afternoon to create the Holy City, not as remembered but as it was imagined! Freed from the encumbrance of
memory they were able to create a city which was vibrant in every manner of diversity. Church nestled into the side of
mosque, contrary shapes yielding to one another, colors bright and radiant as no building committee would have ever
allowed, all flowed from the pilgrims’ hands as they playfully built their city on the foundation of silver and gold candy
wrappers, which are a distinctive element of Brian Whelan's work.

The abstainer looked upon this glorious city and pronounced it as nothing like that which she had seen—and like
Caiaphas who unwittingly uttered a prophetic word, so this woman without knowing proclaimed the very essence of what
still draws pilgrims like myself into the countless versions of this holy city which have been drafted by Brian's hands. Here
is a city that looks nothing like what we have ever seen, but is exactly that for which we have longed to discover. Here is a
city that owes its existence not with one artist, but from a community of builders. A city in which there is room for a myriad
of expressions that can coexist with one another without apology or the need to sacrifice those things which are distinctive
and unique. Here is a city which seems to be more organic than organized, living walls, breathing stones, animated
structures that grow like the seed which has found the good soil. It is urban and conspicuously human, yet could almost be
mistaken for a great forest which reaching toward heaven, begs for the pilgrim to come inside and explore what is
concealed beneath its boughs.



What intrigues me most about Brian's Holy Cities are the many doors and windows that seem to beckon me to enter. This
is a city which welcomes the stranger and seems to thrive on transparency. There is a genius behind the fact that the
many houses of worship are created from the wrappers of various sweets from around the world. Not only does this give
the paintings luminosity unlike anything | have ever seen, but it invites the pilgrim to understand that the structures
themselves are merely a shell, a recollection of the true sweetness which was found inside, residual memories, if you will,
of a far more sensuous experience with the divine. These paintings invite the pilgrim to move beyond the foil wrappers of
silver, gold, blue and red and to discover the treasure which lies inside.

The Holy City is after all more than just Jerusalem, or Mecca, or Varanasi, or Lhasa. The holy city is the dream of
humanity. It is at the heart of homo religiosus, to find those ‘thin places” and thus confirm what we have always suspected,
that there is more, that this life is but the wrapper (shiny and nice, | admit) but only the wrapper of something much, much
more. Brian Whelan gives us post modern’s permission to seek again the Holy City and to realize that it is nothing like that
which we have seen, nor is it the undiscovered country of Hamlet's dread. No, it is the destination for those pilgrims who
still believe in the wonders of those things unseen, but which are not unknown to the human heart

How sweet, how heavenly is the sight,
When those that love the Lord
In one another’s peace delight,
And so fulfill His Word!

Joseph Swain 1792

For everyone who dares to dream that there is hope, that there is more to life than just conflict and enemies, for those who
still walk the ancient pilgrims’ path, Brian offers us a foretaste of the feast to come! May we all find our way to the Holy

City.



