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by Don Michael Hudson

Art, beauty, and the voice of God. And what of beauty? Six years ago, as a

37-year-old American evangelical Christian, it dawned on me that I had
spent a great part of my life searching for truth at the expense of beauty.
Or maybe it is better to say that I had obsessed myself with the pursuit of
“true” truths—books, theology, languages, doctrine, and graduate
degrees. I was searching for the God I could understand with my mind,
grasp within my reason, grip with the gray matter of my consciousness.
Eventually I discovered that all these things were mere mind games—
every one of them. Not that any of my mind searches were bad, but some-
thing was haunting and calling my heart. There was something missing,
something more tugging at me.

I had bought into one of the most deadening myths of American evan-
gelical Christianity—that God resides squarely within the Word, but not
the world and the earthy, sensual things of this world. I was taught by the
mainstream that God was a rational God, but beware of the sensual, danc-
ing, untamed Creator of beauty. I was taught that God was the Creator,
but beware of the creators of sensual, dancing, untamed beauty.

I felt this tension fiercely in my mind. While reading and studying

2

books about God in the seminary and the church, I would secretly steal

£ away to the arms of beauty. William Faulkner’s Light in August. Ernest

imnns

Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms. Pablo Picasso’s The Yellow Sweater.

Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye. Arvo Pirt’s Passio. Gabriel Garcia

Marquez’s Love in the Time of Cholera. Robert Plant’s “Ship of Fools.” Where dOeS

usteation by M P W
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Gerard Manley Hopkins” “As Kingfishers Catch Fire.”
They seduced me. They spoke to me—spoke some-
thing to me that the Word alone could never tell. They
consoled me. Where does it say that God would be
limited to the Word and the Word alone? And what of
the world? Has God, the Western-conceived rational
God, absconded into the Word only to abandon this
beautiful world?

IF IT IS TRUE that every human being bears the
image of God, then every human being who creates,

speaks, sings, writes, or sculpts reflects some-
thing of the Creator. In fact, I would argue that
the only effective denial of the existence of
God is the refusal to create—to remain silent
in the face of chaos and suffering. At any
point of human artistic creation, we press
the fingerprints of God into existence. In
the shadow of God’s absence in this world,
every day is an opportunity to express, and
every creative act calls forth the presence
of God in beautiful colors and sounds and

working together for a just world :

www.claretians.org

F YOU'RE not looking for Easy Street, you can find a greater reward
in helping others get where they should be able to go. Explore new

textures. God is present
in sensuous beauty just
' as much as God is pres-
ent in the rational word.

Psalm 19:1-3 reminds
us of the reality of God-in-
the-world. “For the heavens
declare the glory of the Lord,
the skies show the beautiful
work of his hands. Every day the
heavens speak, and night after night
they show forth knowledge. There
is no speech or language where
their voice is not heard.” The
Hebrew in these verses is quite
astonishing. Literally, verse 1 goes
like this: The heavens tell the story
of the glory—literally, the heavi-
ness, the weightiness, the sub-
stance—of God. God’s invisible |
glory is seen in the tangible, beauti-
ful things of this world. God’s sub-
stance is revealed in the created
acts of this world.

In seminary I was taught the
“two-book” theory. One book is the
Word of God or what the theolo-
gians call “special revelation.” The
other book is comprised of the
things of this world, what is called
“general revelation.” Time and
again, I was taught that special rev-
elation speaks more eloquently and
more directly to the “truth” of God.
But why is this so? And is it true?
Nowhere in the scriptures do I find
this teaching. Has this belief in the
pre-eminence of special revelation
emerged more from modern think-
ing than from the radical vision of
Psalm 19? If I understand the
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avenues of social action and spirituality through the pages of our
prize-winning newsletter, Word One. It's a guide to what good people
are doing to make the world a better place, with street-smart tips on
how they’re doing it.

Word One is published by the Claretians, who promote peace and
justice in 62 nations, from remote mountain villages to urban jungles.

To receive your free copy of Word One, send your name and address to:
Word One, 205 West Monroe Street, Room 2224, Chicago, IL 60606;
wordone24h@claret.org; or call Terry at: 800.328.6515.
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teachings of the scriptures, the
Word and the world speak elo-
quently, not one better than the
other—just differently. The Word
presents one poetic vision of God
and the world another. Will I stand
in awe before both poetic visions?
The beauty of God-in-the-world is
the reality that we can see and expe-
rience God everywhere. “There is
no speech or language where the



Art is a place where we
meet God and God meets
us, a place that evokes
communion and wor-
ship, creativity and
imagination.
Intriguingly,
whether a work is
categorized as secu-
lar or sacred, Christ-
ian or non-Christian,
isn’t really the point.
Instead, there is
something about the
work of art that calls
me to worship, and in
opening myself to art, I
am allowing God an occa-
sion to connect and speak to
me. If something is sacred, it

Christ lies in wait

there in the colors
and the brushstrokes,

the lines and the syncopations.

voice is not heard.” Art is an elo-
quent language revealing the pres-
ence of the Lord.

For most of my life, I have heard
Christians make the case for a very
strong distinction between “Christ-
ian” art and secular art. But can we
comfortably make such a distinction
in the arts? To be quite honest, I am
suspicious of most so-called “Christ-
ian” art because typically the mes-
sage of the piece overtakes the aes-
thetic of the piece. Truth dominates
and eventually diminishes beauty.
Once again God-in-the-Word inter-
cepts God-in-the-world. True art,
however, calls forth our individual
freedom and our own creativity to
imagine God in ways we could never
imagine without the artist’s vision.

More tragically, though, we lose
something central to our humanity
when we divide our world into neat
little packages of sacred and secular.
If T understand Psalm 19 and other
passages in scripture, there is no dif-
ference between the sacred and the
secular. In my world, anything secu-
lar can at any moment become
sacred, and conversely, anything
sacred can become secular. If we can
reach out of traditional evangelical
thinking for a moment and allow no
separation in sacred and secular, we
can see new and significant realities:

does not necessarily mean that it is
Christian, but that it is set apart from
the mundane and the banal, and it
brings the profound presence of God
to my world. Every moment is an
opportunity to create and experience
a sacred world or a secular world.
This is one of the great ironies of our
Christian culture today: By refusing
art or ignoring art we lead acutely
secular lives. However, by opening
ourselves to the artist’s vision, we
have the chance to live in the splen-

did light of the sacred.

WHEN I ENTER an art gallery or
watch a film or listen to music, I
don’t ask myself whether the work is
sacred or secular. Instead, I expect
to be moved by the work, to be chal-
lenged, to be enriched as a human
being. I expect the artist to expand
my vision of the world. But I also
expect more. I am eager to glimpse
traces of God. My theology of art is
really quite simple. I believe that
Christ is seen in all things—every-
thing visible and invisible.

Two amazing verses in the New
Testament are significant for this
thought: “For by Christ were all
things created, that are in heaven,
and that are in earth, visible and
invisible, whether they be thrones,
or dominions, or principalities, or
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Ministry of Money provide's opportunities
for persons at all economic levels to
examine the impact of money and
possessions on their lives, to discern
God's will for their lives and their financial
resources, and to discover how the joyful
liberation of sharing those resources can
lead them into the very heart of God.

Money & Faith Retreats

® Wellspring Conference Center
Aprit 25-27, 2003
Germantown, MD Cost: $200

® First Presbyterian Church
October 10-11, 2003

Bend, Oregon Cost: TBD

® Christ Episcopal Church
October 10-11, 2003

Wilmington, DE Cost: TBD

Money & Faith retreats provide an
opportunity to examine the intersection of
our faith and our resources as people of
God, as well as explore our feelings,
beliefs, attitudes and actions regarding
money and possessions.

Pilgrimages of Reverse Mission

» Camden, NJ June 1-7, 2003
= Jamaica August 1-10, 2003
« Israel/Palestine Fall, 2003-(f possible)
« Cuba (probable) Fall, 2003-TBD

Pilgrimages of Reverse Mission are an
opportunity to experience direct involve-
ment with the poor and marginalized in
places such as Haiti, Palestine, Central
America, and Africa, as well as impover-
ished areas within the U.S. In addition to
encounters with poverty, disease, natural
disaster, and political transition, pilgrimages
are also encounters with hope and spiritual
transformation.

For more information, please contact:
Ministry of Money
11315 Neelsville Church Rd.
Germantown, MD 20876-4147
(301) 428-9560
office@ministryofmoney.org
www.ministryofmoney.org
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Kirkridge Retreat and St

2495 Fox Gap Road
Bangor, PA 18013
(610) 588-1793

Kirkridge offers over 50 retreat
annually in the areas of:

Theology

Church Renewal
Sabbath Time
Peace and Justice
Personal Growth
and Healing
Spirituality and
the Arts
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the beautiful and inspiring
Kittatinny Ridge of the
Appalachian Mountains.

more information on our
compelling programs.

Visit us on-line at www.kirkridge.org

Celebrating 60 Years

We're located just 85 miles from
New York and Philadelphia on

Visit our website or call us for

udy Center

Retreat and
Study Center
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Waking Up to the Inner
World:

Dreams, Myths and
Archetypes
Jeremy Taylor
April 25 - 27

Spring Sabbath:
Practicing Your Path
Holly Whitcomb
May 5 - 8

Photography as Spiritual
Practice
David Osborne
May 16 - 18

of “Picket and Pray” Ministry

Called to Talk About God.
In the Present Tense.

“Get Acquainted” Weekend
For prospective students
April 4-5, 2003
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Master of Divinity
Master of Arts
Doctor of Ministry

Bangor Plan
(for those with little or no college)

<% Certificate in Small
Church Leadership
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For more information:
1-800-287-6781 ext. 126
enroliment@bts.edu

BANGOR
THEOLOGICAL
SEMINARY

Bangor e Portland, Maine
www bls.edu

See the world
with new eyes

Gldl'éénl Awareness
Through Experience

Guatemala:
* April 9-19, 2003 (Holy Week GATE)
- July 20-30, 2003
« Aug. 1-11, 2003

Mexico:
+ March 18-28, 2003
Includes 5 days in Chiapas
+ June 5-15, 2003
Pilgrimage Retreat for Franciscans

El Salvador: - Nov. 13-23, 2003
Eastern Europe: - Sept. 21-Oct. 4, 2004

Sponsored and led by Franciscan Sisters

GATE 912 Market St
La Crosse, Wl
54601-8800
608.791.5283

| powers: all things were created by

him, and for him. And he is before all
things, and by him all things consist”
(Colossians 1:16-17). Paul tells us
explicitly that nothing in this world
exists outside the purview of Christ.
Christ is “the firstborn of every crea-
ture.” Christ is the beginning of every-
thing and the end of all things. Can
Picasso truly exist outside of Christ?
Or Hemingway? Or Pablo Neruda?

| This does not make these artists

Christians by any means, but nor does
it relegate their work to a diminished
or degenerate art because they were
not Christian. Instead, I would argue

We lose something *
central to our
humanity when we

“divide our world
“into neat little

i
packages of sacred
and secular. ‘

that Christ lies in wait there in the col-
ors and the brushstrokes, the lines and
the syncopations. Further and most
beautifully, we are told that all things
were created “by him and for him.” All
things created for Christ—imagine
that. I wonder at times if my Lord
loves to be swept away in the arms of
beauty just as much as I do. I believe

| so.

GATE@fspa.org

www. GATE-Travel. ow h
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Indeed, the heavens declare, tell
the story of, paint, sculpt, swing, com-
pose, weave, and imagine the glory of
the Lord. As does Hemingway. And
Picasso. And Van Morrison. And Jean-
Michel Basquiat. And Terrence Mal-
ick. And Toni Morrison. And Mary
Cassatt. And Langston Hughes. And
Julio Cortizar. And Pablo Neruda.
And Radiohead. And...And what of
beauty? Beauty speaks the inexpress-
ible, astonishing glory of the Lord. And
Christ plays in ten thousand places.
Will we dare to expand our visions and
join Christ in his frolic with beauty?
We might be pleasantly surprised w1th
the world God will show us.

Don Michael Hudson is a founding mem-
ber of CAST: a center for arts, social jus-
tice, and theology (www.wearenear.com).

 He lives in Seattle.
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