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Restoring the Arts to the Church: The role of creativity in the expression of truth

Colin Harbinson

The Lausanne Congress for World Evangelism has just completed a two-year global inquiry in which the arts were identified as one of 30 major issues essential to evangelism and missions in the 21st century. At certain times in history, the arts have played a strategic role in the mission of the Church. At others they were largely abandoned due to the perception of an intrinsic moral and spiritual bankruptcy. The Gnostic view of materiality as inherently sinful and the Reformation fear of image idolatry have cast long shadows over the arts. However, there has possibly never been a time in which a biblical understanding of the arts is more needed by the Church than in our present visual and image orientated postmodern culture.

A Biblical Perspective

Any study of the arts from a Christian perspective must begin with the revelation of the Creator as the original Artist1. The Imago Dei in which we were created has given us a measure of that Divine ability both to ‘create’ and appreciate beauty. To understand the possibilities inherent in the culture-forming mandate 2, it is important to recognize that function was not the only imperative. Knowing that the Creator was concerned with beauty also alerts us to God's intention for His world to have both utilitarian and aesthetic properties3. The call of God for Bezalel to make “artistic designs,” and the impartation of creative gifts4 open up the understanding of artistic endeavor as a spiritual calling. Later, when God told Moses to make a bronze serpent5 it showed how God used visual means to bring restoration to a whole nation.

God the original Artist used the arts to reveal His purposes. However, Creation and Incarnation must be held together. Incarnational reality for the artist—making the invisible visible—has to do with “fleshing out” truth from ideas, thoughts, and concepts. Jesus, who used narrative, parables, metaphors, and earthly reality to point to transcendent truth, made possible the redemption of all things through his death and resurrection. The arts though distorted by sin and idolatry6, can begin to be restored back to God’s original intention of beauty and glory. 

The Role and Nature of the Arts

Every person or people group lives according to a story, a metanarrative that gives a comprehensive view of life as it informs the past, present, and future. Such narratives give meaning and direction to life and are made immanent through symbols, rituals, and ceremonies—through the arts. Beliefs and values are reinforced and passed on to the next generation through storytelling, poetry, dance, drama, music, and the visual arts. 

This is particularly important when it comes to the role of the arts in evangelism. The arts are an international language that can, by their nature, break through cultural, political, or religious barriers. Art by definition is indirectional and allusive. It is a lens through which reality can be perceived, and revelation received. The arts are a powerful way to touch people’s hearts and minds through the imagination in revelational, experiential, and prophetic ways. Art does not preach well. It is not a didactic photocopy of reality.  An artistic encounter should be such that it requires something of its audience, asking questions and allowing God to grant revelation to those who have ears to hear. The temptation to give easy, superficial, or neatly packaged answers must be resisted—it is not the Jesus style. 

Artistic Skill & Godly Character

Excellence of artistic skill is not enough. Godly character — purity, humility, a servant heart, and the heart of a worshipper—are essential life-style attributes for a Christian in the arts. Distortions of idolatry, pride, sexual impurity, and independence pervade the arts. If Christians are going to offer their creative gifts to the glory of God, these issues must be dealt with in their lives. 

Models

The following models, while not exhaustive, come out of personal experience. They will help to identify different ways in which the arts can effectively express the truths of God’s kingdom. 

1. Gospel-Bearing Art: Toymaker & Son, an allegory that shows the story of creation, fall, and redemption—set in a world of toys—uses drama, dance and music. Performed in over 60 countries, it has led to countless conversions to Christ and several new churches. 

2.
Storytelling Art: Dayuma, a live theatrical reenactment of the Through Gates of Splendor story, challenged Christians across the US to involvement with Bible translation, resulting in 20 international translation projects being completed in 5 years.

3.
Professional Cultural Exchange: Using the international language of the arts, large-scale arts festivals were held in Russia, Bulgaria, and China. Christians from 30 countries engaged host-country artists in historic cultural exchanges, opening doors for the Gospel.

4. Academic Cultural Exchange: Belhaven College dance students went to China to live, learn, create, and perform together with Chinese students. The Chinese reciprocated by sending their best students to Belhaven for a 3-week exchange.

5. Institutional Marketplace Influence: The establishment of credible cultural institutions that have a role in the cultural life of a community. A resident Canadian professional theater company presents diverse works that are informed by a biblical worldview. 

6. Individual Marketplace Influence: Individual Christians who pursue their artistic calling within the secular culture, seeking to be salt and light through their art, may play with the symphony, own a visual arts gallery, be a filmmaker, teach at a dance studio, etc.

7. Church-Based Artistic Expression: The worship life and proclamative mandate of the Church should be marked by a vibrant creativity. The Church must celebrate its own story through the arts, and creatively pass it on to a biblically illiterate world.

Conclusion

The definition of evangelism must be broadened to embrace the proclamation of truth within the framework of a biblical worldview. For art to be a truthful witness, it must engage all of life—the good and the bad. It should be an honest exploration of the human condition set within a redemptive and transcendent framework. The Biblical narrative is authentic. It is a true witness of human nature at its best and at its worst. It tells of personal success and personal failure. It does not try to cover up or excuse the depravity of humankind. It never glorifies the sin and the rebellion that it exposes. Rather, it shows God’s broken heart over His Creation and points to the possibility of restoration through Christ.

Art works best when it shows rather than tells, when it uncovers what familiarity has concealed—making the familiar appear unfamiliar, so that it can be revisited with fresh eyes.  It allows for objective judgment, as artist and audience meet in a shared experience.  No room here for preaching or moralizing, but a place of potential revelation as truth is uncovered and shown.
The arts are powerful and God-given. They can influence our lives and culture for good or evil. It is the secular artists that are now “evangelizing” and “discipling” the nations. When the Church once again gives validation and significant patronage to the arts as it has in the past, our postmodern world will be able to witness transcendent works of art that point to the redemptive work of Christ, and the transforming power of the Gospel in our individual lives and in cultures.
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5 Numbers 21. This was an artwork that was a symbol of His love and judgment. 
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