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LENTEN

King Uzziah stricken with leprosy (1635)
Rembrandt van Rijn

During this Lenten season, Rembrandt’s painting helps us con-
sider our own physical and spiritual fragility and weakness.

King Uzziah looks at us with a face one could hardly describe as
beautiful. Marks and blotches mar his face. Wrinkles cover his
hands. His body is a bit overweight. Why did Rembrandt paint
this man?

The title of the work clues us in to the story behind the picture.
Uzziah, a king from the Old Testament, contracts leprosy because
his heart had become proud and his attitude haughty. As a
result, God struck him with leprosy and forced him to spend the
rest of his life apart from human contact.

The saddest part of the story is that in his youth, King Uzziah
loved and obeyed God. “He did what was right in the eyes of the
Lord, just as his father Amaziah had done. He sought God during
the days of Zechariah, who instructed him in the fear of God. As
long as he sought the Lord, God gave him success.” (2 Chronicles
26:4-5)

What a sad story! King Uzziah lived out his last days separated
from God and from men because of his own actions. Did Rem-
brandt paint this just to scare us?

If we carefully examine Uzziah’s face, we can find more to the
story. Engulfed for the most part in the shadow of his hat, he
emotes no happiness, only hardness and perhaps even fear? His
lips press tightly together. His hands ball up into fists. Everything
about his appearance exudes tension as death looms in front of
him.

The more we look, the more we notice the great detail Rem-
brandt put into the hat, clothing, and jewelry. As Rembrandt
worked for hours on this portrait, he must have had pity on this
man and sympathized with him. Rembrandt never painted an
idealized view of humanity. Rather, he painted exactly what he
saw, showing with honesty both human beauty and the utter
wretchedness of our fall. Though this brought harsh criticism in
his day, Rembrandt continued to paint what he considered the
reality of our human condition. Yet, he does not leave us without
hope.
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King Uzziah may not have obeyed God, but one can feel from the
shaft of sunlight entering the picture from the left that God does
offer forgiveness. Uzziah, it seems, does not yet realize it, stub-
bornly remaining in his dark world.

What about us? As we ponder our own weakness and sin this
Lenten season, do we remember the light of God shining into
our dark world? God offers us this forgiveness. How do we
respond?

King Uzziah stricken with leprosy (1635)
Rembrandt van Rijn
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