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We don't prize artists like we prize scientists.
Or, so it seems for much of society, and for much of the church. It seems that art is expression, but
science is knowledge—expression is fun and all, and occasionally worthy of attention or mention, but
knowledge is worthy of recognition and funding. Your mother smiles when you tell her you want to be a
doctor; she asks questions when you tell her you want to be an poet.

In a three-part series on this blog, I want to tackle the topic of art and the place of the artist in society.
My goal is to provide encouragement and resources for artists so that they may boldly continue in their
vocation and glorify God. Or, for those who have laid aside this vocation due to ridicule, persecution,
confusion, dissatisfaction, or frustration, to pick it up once more and pursue it with freedom and
conviction. In the process I want to especially challenge the Christian community to reconsider its
conception of a work of art, the artist, and how they respond to both.
I've seen many an artist question their calling and practice of an artistic task simply because they feel
like they lack for both a theological ground for it, and for a Christian community to encourage and
support them in it.

Regarding the former, I say: resist the need to have a theology of art or culture in order to justify what
you are doing. You don't need to have a Scripture passage for every conviction, love, and calling you
have. What you need is a basic framework for understanding God's presence and action in creation. A
theology of art, or culture, will follow, if necessary.
How is God present to creation? How does he act in this world? Being creatures of this God, how
should we understand our presence in this world? How should we act in it? How does our presence and
action relate to God's?
These seem like highly theoretical questions. 30,000 feet of nonsense. Don't get me wrong, they are
high and they are theoretical. But what you must understand is that they are questions with immense
impact on our understanding of art and the artistic task.
If we think that God is distant from creation then our works of art will be seen as gropes toward
transcendence that are at best interesting and at worst pitiable. If we think that God acts independently
of us, then our artistic task will not be viewed as a vocation, but an occupation, and our works of art a
form of self-indulgence or meaningless entertainment and not creational depictions and meaningful
considerations.
The fact of matter is that God's presence is all around us. And he is not just present, but active. God is
before us sitting there watching; he is alongside us acting with us. With and through us, God recreates.
As human beings created in God's image, we bear the mark of his creativity as well as his impulse to
create. And if that wasn't enough, he gave us incentive to recognize and realize this creativity through a
moral command (Genesis 1:28-31). We are called to be fruitful, multiply, and bring order and beauty to
creation. On our very structure and existence as human beings is the imprint of God's presence and
action. That is, God—as our creator—created us to be creators.
As redeemed human beings, we bear the mark of the Holy Spirit's presence and work in our lives. The
Spirit guides us in our callings and our endeavours. The Spirit convicts us to confess our sins, and
guides us in picking up our paint brush. Our drawings, paintings, lyrics and melodies, buildings, and
busts stem from the inspiration and illumination of the Spirit.
Our works of art—if we are listening and if we are deliberate—can be products of the Spirit. We cannot
think of art as something superfluous to our existence. God made us to create. Art is not something
added to our lives or callings. It a life and a calling.

That said, we mustn't think of our creations as replications of creation, as copies of God's great works.
We cannot think of the poem as a tangible "pause" in a moment, or the portrait as a duplicate of an
image, Or a sculpture simply as a representation. These works are new creations. What we do is not a
redoing of what God did. No, we are not mirrors of his image, we are bearers. We create as he created.
We do as he has done.
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In the first part (https://www.cardus.ca/blog/2012/02/god-for-artists-and-artists-for-god/) of this series on "God for
Artists and Artists for God" I suggested that the nature and purpose of art and the vocation of the artist
is one that is given by God and is justified in a particular understanding of God's presence in creation
and command to us as co-creators. In this second part, I want to explore the characteristics of an artist
in the Christian community and suggest that the artist is not a peripheral contributor to the gospel or
God's Kingdom. Part three will explore the characteristics of a work of art in which I will suggest that
art is not a tool, an artifact of a hobby, or a decoration the gospel or God's Kingdom.
I believe there are artists who are gifted and called by God. Just as pastors, technicians, educators,
engineers, and athletes are called to contribute in their unique way to God's kingdom, so are artists.
There are those who can taste, smell, see, hear, and feel things others of us can't. They have the insight
and skill to clarify when things are confused, as well as the ambidexterity and courage to confuse things
that seem clear. They can point out the reality before us, and inspire and excite us for the reality that is
possible. Concealment, allusivity, and revealment are their spiritual gifts.

Being an artist in the Christian community doesn't mean being a Christian artist. You weren't meant to
be a Christian artist, you were meant to be an artist.
I would hope, however, that in this time between times you would understand the meaning and
implications being a follower of Christ has for your artistry. It does not mean that you hold your
paintbrush, guitar, or fountain pen differently. Nor does it mean that you paint icons, record in the
Christian music industry, or write novels about the Trinity. Rather, it means you make decisions about
the kind of art you wish to make. And that you are aware of the kind of meanings you wish to express or
communicate. It means you are deliberate and intentional—even if it is that you are being deliberate
and intentional about play. Moreover, it means that perhaps your art is a manifestation of faith, hope,
and love whether your audience be God, others, or yourself.
You were called to be an artist, and part of being an artist is knowing that call and following it.
Nietzsche once said that the artist resists the sober, and fights for the higher dignity and significance of
life. He didn't find this very noble. In fact, he thought it was rather nihilistic.
I don't see artistic activity in the Christian community as a resistance of the sober. In fact, I see it as a
possibility for the affirmation of the sober. The sober is part of our origin and condition. We know
where the "sober" comes from. At the heart of it, Nietzsche wanted more Christians to embrace their
finitude—to not want to be an angel. I agree with him. And I think artists actually help us appreciate
the sober and embrace our finitude. An artist can stare the sober in the eyes and appreciate its integrity
in God's order and sovereignty from creation to eschaton. That's something even some pastors cannot
do.
By helping us appreciate the sober and embrace our finitude, the artist can help us see the integrity of
creation. She can enable us to see our life in lived experience as God surrounds us with his power and
glory amid judgment, evil, and error. He can make us present to the present. A vision for interpreting
what we already live, she can help us become more intentional about our situation and the reality of it.
It's fitting that Plato and other ancient thinkers mysteriously spoke of artists as inspired by the gods; in
the power of the Holy Spirit, they put before our face the appearance of something we often take for
granted or entirely ignore. They cast over our perceptions an appearance visible, but invisible. With
their beauty and expression they convict us. And out of their situation, they are able to draw attention
to aspects of ours that should cause us to be cautious, fearful, delighted, or angry. In short, they
illumine the kingdom.
The artist's creative impulse and dutiful task is hitched to God's overall task. She is a member of the
body of Christ—called to make her contribution to his kingdom—and no one can say to her: "I don't
need you (http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1%20Corinthians%2012&version=ESV)."
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We mustn't understand art simply as expression. This is how it becomes instrumental or utilitarian.
Indeed, expression, it seems to me, is too restrictive and inappropriate a category to ground art from a
Christian standpoint. Not to mention, too whimsical a characteristic to ascribe to art in general.
Creation is too real and too "unreal" for simple expression. That is to say, there is something already
before us, and something awaiting us that requires more than an utterance on our part.

I have heard it said that all making is doing, but not all doing is making. Expression is an act of doing,
but I wouldn't be so quick to conclude that it is an act of making. Art, it seems to me, at least from from
a Christian standpoint, is better understood on the grounds of than . Particularly, I think it better
understood as than simply . While slight, there is a difference here.

God does not call us to express ourselves. Yet he does call us to make meaning (Genesis 2:19). We are
called to give meaning to this world that he has created for us and to nurture and govern it (Genesis
1:28). Art should be understood within this framework. It is giving meaning to this world. In and
through art we make things—everything from songs to plays to kitchens—that give meaning to the
material goods God has created and given to us to cultivate. Imaging God consists of being obedient in
giving meaning to this world.
That said, we must take seriously the fact our meanings are ours and assume responsibility for them.
God has given us principles and laws to govern how we make meaning, but it is we who are called to
make these meanings. Thus, our works of art are not , but .
There is a beautiful irony to be seen here. The things we create or cultivate give meaning to others but
also give meaning to us. As we constitute them, they constitute us. They make us reconsider ourselves.
Our art affects our artistry. God works through us for others, and works through others for us.
Similarly, he works through us to make works and works through our works to work on us. He has
given us the materials to work with, and in delight and trust, encourages us to build a playground. But
the playground we create in turn "creates" us.
Art, grounded in the law and creational mandate, is accordingly grounded in the gospel and great
commission. Art is not a to our playground. It's not a decoration. It's not icing on a cake. It cannot be
understood as a tool, an artifact of a hobby, or a decoration the gospel or God's Kingdom. It is to it. As
an artist, God calls forth art from citizens of his kingdom, and their art, like his, make his kingdom
precisely what it is. And through their art, artists testify to God's kingdom and give meaning to it for
others.
Aristotle said that what convinces is the possible. I like that. I think it testifies to our experience of art.
Art places before us a perspective of the possible. It offers us a possible that makes the impossible a
reality. Not simply a possible in the future, but a possible in the present. It affords us a possible way of
conceiving, interpreting, or hoping right here and right now. As such, art convinces us of the reality of
the kingdom. In tangible, incarnational, stimulating, and hopeful ways, art works us in and through the
sidewalks of God's kingdom. It mediates and manifests the very kingdom of which it is part and parcel.
And that is why art and the artist are essential to God's kingdom.
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