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The Christian and the Arts
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V1. Evaluating Art

How should a Christian approach art in order to evaluate it? |s beauty simply "in
the eyes of the beholder?' Or are there guidelines from Scripture which will
provide aframework for the evaluation and enjoyment of art?

Earlier, we mentioned a statement by Paul from Philippians 4. While the biblical
context of this passage |ooks beyond aesthetics, in a categorical way we are given
in the passage (by way of application) some criteria necessary for artistic
analysis. Each concept Paul mentionsin verse 8 can be used as akind of "key" to
unlock the significance of the art we encounter and to genuinely appreciate it.

A. TRUTH. Itis probably not by accident that Paul beginswith truth.
Obvioudly not every work of art contains a truth statement. But wherever
and to what extent such a statement is being made, the Christianis
compelled to ask, "Isthisreally true?' Does life genuinely operate in this
fashion in the light of God's revelation? And Christians must remember
that truth is honestly facing the negatives as well as the positives of reality.
Negative content has its place, even in a Christian approach to art. But the
Christian hope allows us to view these worksin adifferent light. We
sorrow, but not like those who have no hope. Oursis a sorrow of
expectancy and ultimate triumph; theirsis one of total pessimism and

despair.

2. HONOR. A second aesthetic key has to do with the concept of honor and
dignity. This can be tied back to what was said earlier about the nature of
man created in God's image. This gives abasis, for example, to reject the
statement being made in the total life work of Francis Bacon. In many of
his paintings this contemporary (died in 1993) British artist presents us
with solitary, decaying humans on large, depressing canvasses.
Deterioration and hopeless despair are the hallmarks of his artistic
expression. But if Christianity istrue, these are inaccurate portrayal s of
man. They are half-truths. They leave out completely a dimension whichis
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really true of him. Created in God's image, he has honor and dignity--even
though admittedly heisin the process of dying, aging, wasting away. The
Christian is the only one capable of truly comprehending what ismissing in
Bacon's work. Without a Christian base, we would have to look at the
paintings and admit man's "true”" destiny, i.e., extinction, along with the
rest of the cosmos. But as Christians we can and must resist this message,
becauseit isalie. The gospel gives real hope--to individuals and to history.
These are missing from Bacon's work and are the direct result of his
distorted world view.

3. JUST. Thethird key to aesthetic comprehension hasto do with the moral
dimension. Not all art makes amora statement. A Haydn symphony does
not, nor does a portrait by Renoir. But where such a statement is being
made, Christians must deal with it, not ignoreit. We will aso do well to
remember that moral statements can often be stated powerfully in negative
ways, too. Picasso's Guernica comes to mind. He was protesting the
bombing by the Germans of atown by that name just prior to World War
I1. Protesting injustice isacry for justice. Only the Christian is aware and
sure of where it can ultimately be found.

4. PURE. Thisfourth key also touches on the moral--by contrasting that
which isinnocent, chaste, and pure from that which is sordid, impure, and
worldly. An accurate application of the principle will help distinguish the
one from the other. For instance, one need not be a professional drama
critic to identify and appreciate the fresh, innocent love of Romeo and
Juliet, nor to distinguish it from the erotic escapades of a Tom Jones. The
same dynamic is at work when comparing Greek nudes and Playboy
centerfolds. Oneislofty, the other cheap. The differenceis this concept of
purity. It allows the Christian to look at two nudes and quite properly
designate one "art" and the other "pornography.” Possessing the mind of
Christ, we have the equipment for identifying purity and impurity to a high
degree.

5. LOVELY. Whilethe first four concepts have dealt with facets of artistic
statements, the fifth focuses on sheer aesthetic beauty. "Whatsoever things
are lovely," Paul says. A landscape makes no moral statement, but it can
exhibit great beauty. The geometric designs of Mondrian may say nothing
about justice, but they can definitely engage us aesthetically. The
immensity and grandeur of a Gothic cathedral will inspire artistic awein
any senditive breast, but they may do little else. Again, the Christian is
equipped to appreciate awide range of artistic mediums and expressions. If
thereislittle to evaluate morally and rationally, we are still free to
appreciate what is beautiful in the art.

6. GOOD REPORT. In this concept, we have the opportunity to evaluate the
life and character of the artist. What kind of a person ishe? If a statement is
being made, does the artist, composer or author believe in that statement?
Or was it to please a patron, a colleague, or a critic? Is there a discontinuity
between the statement of the work and the statement being made through
the personal life of its creator? For example, Handel's Messiah isamusical
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masterpiece, but he was no saint! Filippo Lippi used hisown mistressas a
model for Mary in his Madonna paintings. The "less than exemplary”
lifestyle of acreative person may somewhat tarnish his artistic
contribution, but it does not necessarily or totally obliterate it. Something
of God'simage always shines through in the creative process. The
Christian can always give glory to God for that, even if awork of art has
little else going for it. The greatest art is true, skillfully expressed,
imaginative, and unencumbered by the personal and emotiona hangups of
its originators.

7. EXCELLENCE. Thisisacomparative term. It speaks of degrees, assuming
that something else is not excellent. The focusis on quality. Quality can
mean many thingsin the realm of art, but one sure sign of itis
craftsmanship. Technical mastery is one of the essential ingredients which
separates the great artist from the rank amateur. Obvioudy, the more one
knows about technique and artistic skill, the better oneis able to appreciate
whether an individual artist, author, composer or performer haswhat is
necessary to produce great art. Many Christians have made unfortunate
value judgements about art of all kinds. Through ignorance and naivete,
superficial understanding of technique has been followed by smug
rejection. This has erected barriers instead of bridges built to the artistic
community, thus hindering a vital witness. We need to know what is great
art and why it is considered such.

Excellenceis also found in the durability of art. Great art lasts. If it has
been around several hundred years, it probably has something going for it.
It has "staying power." Christians should realize that some of the art of this
century will not be around in the next. Much of it will pass off the scene.
Thisisagood indication that it does not possess great aesthetic value; it is
not excellent.

8. PRAISE. Here we are concerned with the impact or the effect of the art. Is
anything praiseworthy? The Crayola scribblings of atoddler are
praiseworthy to some extent, but they do not élicit a strong aesthetic
response. We are not gripped or overpowered by it. But great art has power
and is therefore a forceful tool of communication. Francis Schaeffer has
mentioned that the greater the art, the greater the impact. Does it please or
displease? Inspire or depress? Does it influence thinking and behavior?
Would it change a person? Would it change you? Herein lies the "two-
edged-swordness” of art. It can elevate a culture to lofty heights, and it can
help bring a society to ruin. It isthe result of culture, but it can also
influence culture.

CONCLUSION. Paul undergirds this meaty verse with the final command, think
on these things. Two very important propositions come forth with which we can
conclude this section. First, he reminds us that Christianity thrives on
intelligence, not ignorance--even in the aesthetic realm. Christians need their
minds when confronting the artistic expressions of a culture. To the existentialist
and the nihilist, the mind is an enemy, but to the Christian, it isafriend. Second,
it is noteworthy that Paul has suggested such a positive approach to life and, by
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application, to art. He doesn't tell us that whatsoever things are false,
dishonorable, unjust impure, ugly, of bad report, poorly-crafted, and mediocre are
to have the focus of our attention. Here again the hope of the Christian's approach
to lifein general rings clearly through. Our lives are not to be lived in the minor
key. We observe the despair, but we can see something more. God has made us
more than conquerors!

7. Art, Culture, and theChristian

We now turn to two final areas of consideration in the way of suggested
applications of what has been discussed.

A. Christ and Culture{11}

At the beginning, we mentioned that aestheticsis related to culture,
because in culture we find the expressions of human creativity. In hisvery
fine book, A Return to Christian Culture, Richard Taylor points out that
each of usisrelated to culture in two ways: we find ourselves within a
cultural setting and we each possess a culture personally. That is, society
has certain acceptabl e patterns to which individuals are expected to
conform. when one does so, one is considered "cultured."{ 12}

In the light of Romans 12:2 and other biblical passages, the challenge for
the Christian isto resist being "poured into the mold of the world" without
also throwing out legitimate aesthetic interests. At theindividua level, a
Christian should seek to bring his maximum efforts toward the
"development of the person, intellectually, aesthetically, socially to the full
use of his powers, in compatibility with the recognized standards of
excellence of his society."{ 13}

Culturally speaking, the same goal could be stated for Christian and non-
Christian alike, but the Christian who wants to reflect the best in culture
has hig/her different motives. And some Christians can display the fruit of
the Spirit, but be largely bereft of cultural and aesthetic sensibilities. D. L.
Moody is said to have "butchered the King's English," but he was used
mightily by God on two continents. This would suggest that cultural
sophistication is not absolutely necessary for God to use a person for
spiritual purposes, but one could well ponder how many opportunities to
minister have been lost because an individual has made a cultural faux pas.
The other side of the coinis that a person may have reached the pinnacle of
social and aesthetic acceptability but have no spiritua impact on his
surroundings whatsoever.

Three words are important to keep in mind while defining Christian
responsibility in any culture. Thefirst is cooperation with culture. The
reason for this cooperation is that we might identify with our culture so it
may be influenced for Jesus Christ. Jesusis amodel for us here. He was
not generally a non-conformist. He attended weddings and funerals,
synagogues and feasts. He was a practicing Jew. He generally did the
culturally acceptable things. When He did not, it was for clear spiritual
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principles.

A second word is persuasion. The Bible portrays Christians as salt and
light, the penetrating and purifying elements within a culture. Christianity
isintended to have a sanctifying influence on a culture, not be swallowed
up by it in one compromise after another.

A third concept is confrontation. By carefully using Scripture, Christians
can challenge and reject those elements and practices within a culture
which are incompatible with biblical truth. There are times when Christians
must confront society. Things such as polygamy, idolatry, sexual
immorality, and racism should be challenged head-on by Christians.

How can we accomplish this kind of impact? First, by the development of
high personal, cultural, and aesthetic standards. These include tact,
courtesy, dress, and speech. In doing this, Christians need to avoid two
extremes. Thefirst is the tendency to try to "keep up with the Joneses."
This becomes the "Cult of the Snob." A second extreme isto react against
the Joneses and join the "Cult of the Slobs."

Second, Christians must employ all of life to proclaim a Christian world
view. In acentury dominated by darkness, despair, and dissonance,
Christians can still offer amessage and demeanor of hope. If being a
Christian is a superior way of living, its benefits should be apparent to all.

Finally, Christians should be encouraged to become involved in the arts.
This can be donefirst of all by learning to evaluate and appreciate the arts
with greater skill. Generally, Christians can become involved in the artsin
one of three ways.

2. Involvement in the Arts

One of the deep hopes for this outlineis that it might instill in the reader a
healthy desire to plunge more deeply into the arts and enjoy what is there
with the freedom Christ has given. It might encourage us to remind
ourselves that Paul lived in a X-rated culture not dissimilar to our own. Y et
he and most of the other believers kept their spiritual equilibrium in such a
setting and were used mightily by God in their culture.

Too often today Christians, like the Pharisees of old, are seeking to
eliminate the leprous elements which touch their lives. With increasing
isolation, they are focused more on what the diseases of society can do to
them than how they might affect the diseased! Nowhereis this more
critically experienced than in the arts. We mostly shy away from those
contexts which disturb us. And thereistoday much in the arts to disturb us-
-be we creator, spectator (aform of participation), or performer.

Ugliness and decadence abound in every culture and generation. From this
we cannot escape. But Jesus touched the leper. He made contact with the
diseased one in need. As Christians, our focus should be not on what art
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brings to us, but rather what we can bring to the art! Therefore the
development of imagination and a wholesome, expanded analysis of even
the many negative contemporary works is possible when viewed in the
broad themes of humanity, life, and experience of atruly Christian world
view. Great art is more than a smiling landscape. Beauty and truth include
terrible and ominous aspects as well, like a storm on the ocean, or thetorn
life of a prostitute.

Christians can aso experience the arts as participators and performers. If
each person is created in the image of God, some crestivity is there to be
personally expressed in every one of us. Learn what artistic talents you
have. Discover how you can best express your creativity and then do so.
Learn an instrument, write some poetry. Take part in a stage production.
Y our Christianity will not mean less, but more to you if you do.

Another areathat is often overlooked must also be mentioned. Those
greatly gifted and talented Christians among us should be encouraged to
consider the artsas a career. A Christian influence in the artsis sorely
needed today, and things will not improve aslong as Christians are happy
to allow the bulk of contemporary artistry to flow forth from those who
have no personal relationship with the One who gave them their talents.
The artistic environment is a tough place to live out your Christian faith,
and the dangers are great, but to do so successfully will bring rich rewards
and lasting fruit.

Gini Andrews, an acclaimed concert pianist and author, writes of the great
need for Christians to excel in all the artistic fields and sounds a challenge
for them to develop their gifts:

All the disciplines, music, painting, sculpture, theater, and
writing, are in need of pioneers who seek away to performin
atwentieth century manner; to show with quality work that
there is an answer to the absurdity of life, to the threat of
annihilation, to the mechanization of man, the message being
sounded loud and clear by the non-Christian artist.{ 14}

If we are to present God's message to disillusioned, frenetic twentieth
century people, it's going to take His creativity expressed in special ways. |
hope that some of you in the creative fields will be challenged by the
Almightiness of our Creator-God and will spend long hours before Him,
saying, like Jacab, "I will not go unless you bless me, until you show me
how to speak out your wonder to the contemporary mind."{ 15}

Here is expressed the unprecedented challenge and opportunity before the
body of Christ today. May God enable us to seizeit.

©1998 Probe Ministries
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