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Christian and Modern Art (continued)

It seems to be the case that many Christians wistudty art at college do not consciously think tiyio
where modern art is coming from or what it is conmmating. Nor do they necessarily think through
whether there should be any difference betweepraduced by a Christian, or Christian art, anddtie
that is generally produced in our culture. Shobket¢ be a conscious awareness of what is happgning
the culture and of what we are producing as Chnst?

One of the points that Schaeffer is really makmthat we do not necessarily need to think constjou
about what we are producing in order to be shagdtdculture in which we live. He was not
suggesting that every modern artist has consciahslyght about, for example, portraying an
existentialist position in a painting. Those asgtigte simply children of the culture in which thie.
They simply will not paint like Rembrandt. It istihat they consciously choose to say, “| am gaomg
paint in a totally different style.” Yet they aigihg in the twentieth century rather than the sgegenth
century.

There is even more to it than that. It is not ahigt it is unconscious, because it is partly uncans,
but we also find ourselves living in a particultream of history, thought, and civilization. So d@ not
stop and reflect ourselves about many of the thihgsare common parts of our culture. | would
suggest, however, that the Bible insists that wghoto do so. Paul says in Romans 12:1-2 thatderor
not to be conformed to the world, the only way thatcan be transformed is by the renewing of our
mind. He adds in 2 Corinthians 10 that our minds@aly be renewed as we consciously take every
thought captive and make it obedient to Christ @estroy every obstacle that is set up against the
knowledge of God.

Let me backtrack to modern art. It is not simplgttmodern artists are children of their cultureerghis
more to it than that. Many of them consciously pres point of view that is radically different fnothe
Christian position. If you read the letters, foasple, that Van Gogh wrote along with his paintjngs
they reflect very clearly where he was as a persasthe same with Gauguin. When you see his
paintings of the noble savage, he made it clehrsnvritings what he was trying to do. He experghc
the breakdown of modern culture. He tried to gdkliadhe savage, the primitive, because he tholght
might find something more pure, more free therd.Néedid not. After a while he became disenchanted.
He realized that the same fundamental problemahéaced in modern Western society existed
everywhere he went in the world. We do not haveideg who we are, where we are coming from, or
where we are going to. This is consciously expregsdis painting. It is the same with the exangfle
John Cage that | mentioned in a previous lessorns ldensciously expressing in his work that thia is
chance universe.

If as Christians we are either going to study adeek to be artists, whether it is in the arepafiting

or any other area, we do need to understand winaipigening in our culture. The mistake that many
Christians in the arts have made is to simply lab&rt as though it were in a totally separategmate
from the rest of life. This is a cultural phenomeras well. Since the Romantic period at the enithef
eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth centheyarts have been put on a pedestal, away frem th
normal judgments that are made of people. Artistyg do terrible things personally, but if they areaj
artists they are excused. That is part of the pailtu which we live. The artist is considered to be
somebody who is a sort of prophet or priest toesgcivho is outside of the normal canons of cstiti

If he produces wonderful art, then his behaviorsdoet matter.
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| remember reading a profound article about SyRl&th, the poet who in the end committed suicide.
She is one of my favorite writers. She expresség qautely the dilemma of the modern person of not
knowing who we are or why we are alive. In the ehd killed herself. | remember reading a critigtie o
her poetry once that basically suggested thatlindt matter that she killed herself because she
produced such wonderful poetry in the process ohegng about life. | think that is terrible, besau

the human being is completely lost in productidnvaduld be better that she had not been such & grea
poet if she could have known what the answers ¥eetiee questions she wrestled with and in the end
destroyed her. | am not setting the two thingsregiaach other, because hopefully if one does know
what the answers are one can still produce grestyor great painting. Art does not have to come o
of a total confusion of life, although that is ageon Romantic misconception of art. It says thatgr

art only arises out of the distress and conflighef human soul. If you read Shakespeare, he dies n
seem to be a person who was in great distressanilict. He was an ordinary kind of person who
retired to a middle class life after he had writsdlrhis life. Stress and conflict are not necegsar
produce great art.

The main idea is that as Christians studying adaing art, we do need to be aware of what is
communicated in the modern arts. We also need toaee that the media have been used or developed
to express the message of modern art. In ordeqpieess a fragmented message, fragmented forms have
been created, whether in music, poetry, or nowads. can think of James Joyce ddlyssesIn music

John Cage is an extreme example. In paintingabigous with the breakdown of the human form.

There is a breakdown of content that can be obddyyehe observer immediately in a painting. There
has been a fragmentation of form to express tlggrfeatation of the understanding of reality. For the
Christian to simply think, “I am a Christian. | aan artist. | will simply paint in this same ways’a

serious misunderstanding. Art does really exprdsat & person believes, unless it is superficial art
because all great art has wrestled with the fundgéahproblems of human life and the dilemmas, joys,
and challenges that face the human person. Unlessevsimply going to copy the culture and copy its
forms, then we have not begun to think serioustyugh at all as Christians. We need to think about
what is being communicated, how it is being comroatad, and that there is integrity of message and
form.

Therefore as a Christian | cannot simply copy eithe message, because | do not agree with iteor t
form, because that form was developed to commungE&tagmented message. As Christians we are
required in obedience to Christ to be much moratore. It is not that | have to set out with the
intention of painting Christian pictures or writi@hristian music or writing a Christian novel. Tt
not the point. That is not what Christian art ibriStian art is art that is produced by Christidhmay

be good or bad art, like any other kind of artnty have integrity in the sense that the form and
message go together. For the Christian who istst,aver the course of time the things that Iquae
ought to express my view of reality. Every artistuld say that their art expresses what is mostiquec
to them, what is deep within them. That is whetistie inspiration comes from. It comes from the
laying of one’s soul, one’s person, one’s passiorthe canvas, on the musical page, in the poam | a
writing, or in the play | am producing. | think thmany Christians have not thought this througallat
They think that Christian art means painting Charssubjects, such as lambs, choirs, and crosses in
church bulletins, or it means writing explicitlycsad music. Of course it will include that. You can
think of Bach, for example, who wrote a great ddgdkchnically sacred music, but he wrote much othe
music as well, all sorts of music. Yet all of ibfted out of his understanding of reality, and ftees
something about that. Thus to be Christian doesatptire an explicitly Christian subject in a navro
sense. It ought to express who | am.
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That does not mean it will always express somethosgitive. Schaeffer later wrote some very helpful
things about this, about the major and minor theimmast. The Christian who is realistic, like thetlaor

of the book of Ecclesiastes, will sometimes prodiwegs that seem primarily negative. We, above all
people, ought to recognize the brokenness of fitethe absurdity of things apart from the grace of
God. Sometimes the hope that we have as believkrsome through more strongly and sometimes less
so. Over the whole course of a life’s work, howewenught to come through at some point. It widkn
come through if my Christianity is only skin dedfat more than skin deep, however, and it really
shapes the way | understand everything, then it meisommunicated in what | produce.

You can think of William Cowper, the hymn writerdapoet, as an example. He had a miserable life. He
was somebody who was subject to manic depresssonwhole life. He was always afraid that he was
losing his salvation. He was acutely depressedharmgpent much time in a mental hospital. In those
days the hospitals for mental patients were natl gtieasant. The hospital in England was Bethlem
Royal Hospital, which was where Cowper spent same.tThe name Bethlem is where we get our
word “bedlam,” which means “total chaos.” Cowpersvtaken in by Newton, the converted slave trader
who looked after him for the latter part of hieliHe was always rather miserable as a person. His
poetry certainly expresses that. At the same tiraeever, he wrote some of our favorite hymns that
express the assurance we have in Christ. The hyineré Is a Fountain Filled with Blood” is an
example. As you think of the words of that hymnu yealize that they were written by a person who
was despondent most of the time. Yet he couldctdr a message of hope.

In the same way, any Christian who is writing, paig, or doing anything else, over the course rokti
will produce things that we really believe aboulity. That is because Christianity is not some
religious bit added to the top of life, but ratltas true. Therefore it affects everything. Muclodern
art flows out of the view that is radically differte We must be aware of that.

There are two mistakes we can make. One is tohsdttiere are Christian subjects in some kind of
narrow sense. The other mistake is to say thatas shot matter what | do, that is does not matiar It
write or paint exactly as the culture does. Thauigerficial as well. It fails to understand whtre
culture is and what has caused it to produce the &f art and writing that it has produced. It floaut

of the doomed world that is expressed in existéstiphilosophy. Much of modern art expresses iat
the acutest possible way. Almost all modern thedes. | can think of plays by people such as Peter
Shaffer, Edward Albee, and lonesco. They all exggéshe acute problems that the modern person
faces in not having any kind of final meaning fog life.

A Christian cannot simply copy that just becaus# thwhat twentieth century art is. One has tokthi
more deeply about it. It is a difficult subject,tliere are some helpful things written by Rooknesiak
about this. He has a little booklet called and the Public Todagnd another one callédt Needs No
Justification There is also a little book by Schaeffer caketiand the BibleThere are also several
lectures of his on tape about art norms for Clansértists.

If we are looking at art, ought we to be able teedaine what is being communicated? Or is it singly
matter of individual response? That is the way pewll speak sometimes. They will say that it rdyo
what you feel about a painting that matters. | gsgthat the question itself reflects somethinguébo
one of the struggles that exists in modern artctvits not true at any other point in history. Yanc
look at any other time in the past and determinatwbmeone was trying to communicate through a
piece of music, painting, novel, poetry, or plagieTartist was clearly expressing something abaut th
world. It is immediately obvious to the person wboks at it, hears it, or reads it that somethsg i
being expressed. It is easier when the written vindvolved, but the same issues apply in other
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mediums. | suggest that it is a twentieth centupbfem that art is now wrestling with. Philosoplgsh
rejected the notion that there is objective reality there and has stated that all that matteteeis
subjective, which is fundamentally where existdigia ends up. Sartre said that in the end the only
truth there is is that | exist and that | think. td&es Descartes’ famous statement, “I think, tioeeel
am,” “cogito ergo suni and he applies it in a different way. Descames still operating in a biblical
framework, which Sartre certainly was not. Sartrgsghat the existence of the individual and my
response to things is all that matters in the &hdt is all there is. That idea is reflected in thedern
arts when we are told that we do not have to askt Wie painter is trying to communicate and itng/o
a matter of how we respond to things. Under thaa ilies the view that there is no objective reality

Even communication between people is impossiblehBé us is an island unto himself, which turns
around Shakespeare’s statement that “No man islamdi.” In our culture we are left with a situation
which everyone is an island to himself. Real comication from one person to another is regarded as
impossible. So poetry and the novel language besdragmented to express that. Communication is
really difficult. Does anybody understand me, orlanapped within myself? We see that in moralisy a
well. Morality is something that is totally relagito the individual. He is his own island of autong
making his own choices without regard to anythintsme himself. That is a totally new way of seeing
art, to look at art as not expressing somethingaihje but that which is open to everybody’s
interpretation.

The Christian must ask some fundamental questiobostahat. As Christians we believe that we are
living in a universe that is created by God, bya®ho is not silent but has spoken to us. He has
genuinely communicated to us in a way that we gaterstand and respond to. He has told us
objectively true things about the world. Beyondtth#e has created us as persons in such a wawéhat
can understand the world that He has made. The@herence between my mind and the universe that
is out there. So | can look at the trees and utaleighem. In that way science is possible, bectnese

is coherence between my mind and the orderly wibdtl God has created. It is not a chance universe.

It is the same with people. All people are madéheimage of God. Language is a gift of God, and
there is real communication possible. Communicassometimes difficult, but it is possible. So the
Christian must say that | do not accept the idaarb real communication between one person and
another, whether in words or art, is possible. Thestian cannot possibly accept the position tdlto
subjectivism, which is where some modern art eqds hat arises from a worldview that is completely
alien to the Christian. Every time a play is progllor you read a piece of poetry or you look at a
painting, you recognize that there is somethingethe

You see a tension there in modern art. There apleavho are really trying to communicate
something. On the other hand, they may also bagdlat there is only subjectivism. You see that
tension all the way through. You see many tenslideghat in modern art. There is an insistence tha
the universe is just a chance, meaningless univ¥eteat the same time there is communication of
meaning, pattern, order, and regularity. A poet Bylvia Plath or Ted Hughes says that life is
completely absurd and everything is horribly ughg awful, and yet at the same time they
communicate in beautiful words and wonderful imadé®y glory in the creation that is there. You see
this tremendous tension there, because on theamkthere is a complete denial of order, beauty, an
meaning, and yet it is expressed in orderly, b&duand meaningful language. There is a tensidhet
heart of it there. Human beings have been creaitdatonging to communicate. Once someone has set
something down, he has actually rejected subjectiviOften Christians have not thought through the
issues that are involved because it does take kandework.
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If you look at the history of still lifes, for exapte, those that came out of Holland and were thstmo
famous ones from the sixteenth and seventeenthrgetiiere is no question that they arose becaluse o
the Christian worldview. That kind of art would m#whave been painted in India under Hinduism, for
example, because there was no value to the extworhll. In the same way, William Carey, when he
went to India in 1798, produced the first botanymafian plants, because there had been no attempt
before to understand and classify the plants tleaéwhere because the external world was considered
ultimately unimportant. Worldviews have a very jnofd effect on people that we are not even aware
of. That is my point.

Let us consider another practical example. Manjefproblems of famine that exist in North Afrida a
the present time have arisen because of a particolddview. If you talk to any missionary who has
worked in parts of Ethiopia, Sudan, Chad, or narthéenya, where there have been real problems with
food, they will tell you there is a worldview thdes not see the human person as someone who has
been created to have any kind of dominion oveehisronment. There is a worldview that requires
people to do things in exactly the same way theselzdways been done in the past. One of the
problems a missionary who is trying to change aijucal practices faces is that it is consideretdo
offensive to the spirits of one’s ancestors orgpieits that inhabit the land if one does anything
differently. So people are caught in a cycle ofgroy. There is nothing one can do to dig wellsgate
the land, or fence the crops off from the animiaé toam over the field, because the worldview does
not allow for those things to happen. It may ewabifd them. It is not that anybody in Africa has
consciously thought through all of the things tleapnot do anymore just as it was not thought thmoug
in India that they cannot study plants and proca@any books. It is just a product of a way of sgei
things. There is a whole way of understanding teétiat lies behind the conscious level of daifg.li

Yet it is there in a profound way.

In his book,How Should We Then Liv8chaeffer said that “rivers of art” flowed outtbé Reformation
in northern Europe. What he was trying to say Was &s you look at the wonderful still lifes or
landscapes that were painted in northern Europégcpiarly in Holland, in the sixteenth and
seventeenth century, they arose out of a worldviewas not that people were creating this art and
consciously saying that he was doing it becausedsea Christian. It may be that many individual
painters were not Christians. People did not sBgcause | am a Christian | can paint fish and baivls
flowers and trees and peasant women and jugs &fand bowls of fruit.” It was simply a product of
what was thought about reality, that this universs made by God, and it is there to be enjoyedhby t
human person. Things God made are good and aeetthbe enjoyed, and they are beautiful. Both an
understanding of science and art and an undersiguadidominion flow out of a biblical understanding

When that understanding disappears in a culturettheart begins to change, just as the moraligyrise
to change. Everything changes because the woskeleis in a different way, even if it is not conseigu
seen that way. So the kind of art you can prodna@me moment in history you cannot produce in
another. It would seem like an anachronism, anghily is, in a sense. | would not look at a bowl o
flowers and say that it is a Christian paintingaflts not what | am saying. On a deep level, the wa
people paint, the way people do science, the waplpalo agriculture, and the way people act toward
each other flows out of their way of seeing theldioAs soon as we start talking about the way you
treat each other, then it is much more obvious, &utl particularly painting and music, operates at
level where you cannot set it all down quite sominthe way you can when you are thinking about
morality or the way people treat each other as mupessons.

Just as surely as Hinduism produced widow burnmeystill produces the killing of baby girls and
temple prostitution and the shunning of leperslaimdl people and pushes them aside as totally
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untouchable kinds of people, it will also produeetain kinds of art and science. In the same way,
Christianity also has an effect on a culture. Hrudes the way people see things. Remember that Paul
said, “If any man is in Christ he is a new creatiodmemember somebody who became a Christian, and
he said on the day he became a Christian, “It waslaaw the world for the first time,” because h
began to see the whole physical universe in a cetelglnew way. It was like scales had been takén of
his eyes, because he had been taught, like othéemrm@eople, that this universe is simply a
mechanism, just a product of time and chance. fiadtthe effect for him of dulling his vision. Whia
became a Christian, however, and he acknowledgedtbre was a Creator, he began to see the world
in a completely new way. Every flower, every traed every sunset looked completely different. It
mattered now in a way that it had not mattered feefo

In a sermon | heard recently, the preacher saidtieavhole world is filled already with the glooy
God. The Christian sees that. Even on a cold dak,flurries of snow blowing around, the universe i
filled with the glory of God. It is because of wive¢ believe about God that we automatically see the
creation in that way. If | am not a Christian, tHenay not see it that way. | may see it very ddfdly.
While one cannot make an immediate statement abpainting and say that it is a Christian painting,
one can look at the whole flow of painting, mugilays, poetry, and novels produced by a culturd, an
over time say, “Yes, that clearly reflects this ldgrew.” You get realistic art coming out of Chrestity
and its influence on a culture. It is art that paipeople as real people. You see that happenitingin
seventeenth century. People were painted as tadly ege. You begin to actually see the world as it
actually is, because you begin to understand songetiue about it.

As that Christian worldview has disappeared fromauiture in terms of the way our culture is shgped
an art that is totally different has been produdeid. an art that expresses subjectivism, relsiivi
fragmentation, lack of order, and chaos among dikeiqualities. You can see dramatic examples in
the work of Edward Albee or lonesco. Consider sofrt@e plays that lonesco has produced. | have
mentioned the plays of Samuel Beckett in whicheghgmla complete breakdown of communication
between people. That reflects something about &wiew. All art does that.

It is not always easy to describe it. The apprdhah| am taking or that Schaeffer took can bectitlid
by saying, “Of course | cannot look at that stfit land say that it was painted by a Christiaraim not
suggesting one can simply do that. Yet the whotpwiwf an artist over his life will most certainly
express who he is and what he believes, as wétlealsind of culture he lives in. If it does notethone
has to say that it is simply superficial art.

Any artist is shaped by his or her culture. Thereathing wrong with that. He is shaped by a cant&x
Christian painting today or writing music today wilrite music or paint in a way very different fraan
Christian who lived 100 years ago, even though thedieve the same things. That is an importanttpoin
We can think of the hymns that have been produsexkamples. The hymns that were produced in the
nineteenth century, not all of them, but many einth reflect Victorian culture. They reflect
sentimentality, sweetness, and light. There i<k ¢d realism in some of that music, in some oftho
words. We went through a time in the 1950s and 4®%®hich much of the Christian music that was
being produced was very superficial. It did notdawch biblical content or musical depth. In thst la
10 years there has been a growth of new Christiagiatthat certainly fits in this culture and is
accessible to people who live today. Non-Christizanrs walk into a church and hear some of that music
written by someone like Graham Kendrick, and thay espond to it immediately. It fits into this
culture. It is accessible to people. He is a pergba is not speaking in a strange tongue. He is a
twentieth-century person writing things in a wagttts accessible to modern people. It is wondedul
have Christians doing that. At the same time, itassuperficial. The words are wonderfully biblica
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and they express all kinds of theology quite praftiy in a more modern idiom, and the music is in a
modern idiom.

The Christian will write in a different way. Theieeno point in going back to the past and sayinhg, “
want to paint still lifes like the Dutch paintedtime seventeenth century” or “I am going to paik |
Rembrandt.” We have to live now, when God has dalketo live. | must seek as a Christian to express
my understanding of the world the way | see theldvathin the context of this culture. As | saidan
previous lesson, the danger for Christians isweamight retreat from the culture into our own
subculture and develop our own forms that commuaitanobody except for ourselves. We do that in
much Christian popular music or in Christian filniiey are not accessible to people outside.

Do we say that the culture is so far removed frdmisZianity that it is impossible to communicatetwi
it? | do not think so. We can think of two examplié® moviehariots of FireandBabette’s Feast
neither of which was produced by Christians. Ydhha them say something powerful about
Christianity in a positive way. It is sad that thegre produced by people who were not Christians,
rather than somebody who was a Christian who cprdduce something with that kind of integrity and
that kind of respect for the Christian faith. Gexligrspeaking, however, Christians only producedhi

for our own subculture. That is sad. Since we hatdiked what is happening in the culture, we have
tried to develop our own forms that have no retahop to what is going on in the culture. Altermaty,
we have made the mistake, as in much Christianlpppwsic, to simply copy the culture’s forms and
put Christian words to them. That is not good emoeither. What we are called to do by God is be
much more creative. We should take the forms otthtire and treat them in a creative way as we
communicate a different message. We should notlgiogpy them, especially since they often turn out
to be poor copies. Children will tell you, “I witiot listen to that music. It is not even good.islhot
because of the words, but it is because they dthimtk it is good enough. It does not have enough
integrity. So they dismiss it as second class. Thattremendous challenge, because we ought to be
producing things that are good, that have quabtgause we know that God has created us in Hisamag
with creativity. It is not something that we hapgerhave by chance. It is something that God hasngi
us. We need to pick up the challenge to then wsarhevery one of these areas. It will have to be
something that is produced in the context of thisuce.

One of the things we have tried to do in my clasgjologetics is to consider how Genesis, for
example, or the book of Ecclesiastes, was writtetheir cultural contexts. They were not writterdan
dropped out of heaven. God gave them into that mowifehistory in a form that was accessible to
people at that time for expressing His truth. Tiedhe challenge for the Christian today, whethami
preaching a sermon, making a film, painting a petor writing music. | am to take the way | see th
world as a believer and express it in a form thilitbe accessible to people in this moment of sto

It is precisely because we understand what is ¢giace that we understand the points of tensidhen
culture, such as that between subjectivism andaakzation of the passion that every artist has fo
communication. That is why he is setting it downcanvas or writing it in words, because he doe€hav
a longing to communicate. Exactly at the pointesfsion that is there, or at the point of fragmeotadr
absurdity of the world, you are able to expressetbing that is very different from the culture. Yiet
does require creativity. It is neither copying thewd nor baptizing something with Christian words
being nostalgic for the past. It is being creatiosy.

| am not suggesting that art is propaganda. | ansaing that the Christian always sets out constyo
saying, “I must communicate the Gospel.” | do netam that for a moment. Yet we ought to be so
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shaped in the way that we see the world, by ouerstdnding as Christians, in the way that we see
everything, including other people, that it wilfeft even unconsciously the way we do things.

For example, sexuality is treated differently bifatient painters. Usually by modern painters it is
treated as something pornographic or somethingjltate the senses. If you consider the way
Rembrandt did it, however, he was just as expktith as in the picture in which he is going to his
wedding bed, yet it is completely different. TheriGtian has a completely different way of lookirtg a
things. That will affect everything. Sometimes ithaffect everything consciously. Yet the morerogy
as a Christian, the more it will affect unconsciguke things that | produce. Seeing people witindy
through my camera will not be something that | htmvstop to think about. It will be something thata
Christian | automatically respond to people withisljust as one hopes that kindness and gentlevitss
be a part of one’s character that one does not foafegce but that is growing. In the same way, a
Christian worldview ought to be shaping unconsdeaserything that we see, think, and do, and the
things that we produce.
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