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Introduction
CHRISTIAN ART AND TRANSFORMATION
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What images and inner associations come to you when you think of contemplative prayer? Perhaps what you see is a convent with nuns sitting in prayerful stillness in their room or a chapel, or possibly walking quietly by a stream. Or maybe you see a monastery with monks walking in silence through cloisters, listening to the gentle call of the abbey church bells as they move from silent personal prayer to communal prayer. But can you see yourself in the picture that forms for you? If so, what are you doing? How do you look? From that picture, what can you tell—or guess—about what might be going on in your spirit and soul?

Our ideas and images of contemplative prayer often serve as an unhelpful distraction. Too easily they suggest that this is a prayer form for spiritual elites—perhaps for those who are professionally religious. But this could not be further from the truth. Contemplative prayer is for all Christians. It is our response to God’s invitation to relational intimacy.

Contemplative prayer is simply a receptive form of prayer in which we open ourselves to God in stillness and silence. It is being with God, giving the Holy Spirit the freedom to act and lead however the Spirit chooses. This involves making space for God and cultivating loving attentiveness to God. Teresa of Ávila has described it as the gaze of faith that is fixed on Jesus—sharing time alone with a good friend. While it can involve reading Scriptures, when this forms part of contemplative prayer we do not read primarily to get something or other from the passage, but simply as a way of being with God in openness and attentiveness. This openness and attentiveness is inner solitude and silence—a posture of quietly listening to God, being with God and responding to God’s invitations to intimacy. Regular practice of this type of prayer is not merely a discipline but is a way of moving prayer from the closet to the rest of our life. As our relationship with God deepens, we find that every aspect of our life is touched and transformed, and we begin to see as God sees and respond as God would respond. In short, contemplative prayer is transformational because it is the way we acquire the mind, the eyes and the heart of Christ.

In his book Divine Beauty, John O’Donohue states, “We live between the act of awakening and the act of surrender.” He goes on to argue that both awakening and surrender are shaped by seeing because how we see determines what we see, and what we see shapes the soul. This is why seeing is so foundational to the spiritual journey. When we are blind to God’s presence in the midst of our lives, we are unable to see where and how God is working to transform us and the world. Surrender to God becomes a natural response when we awaken to the reality of God’s love and presence that surrounds and sustains us. The more we open ourselves to God the more our clouded vision becomes clear and pure. Jesus teaches us in the Beatitudes that those who are pure in heart will see God. Purity of heart begins with purity of vision.


LEARNING TO SEE

If you do not normally think of yourself as visually challenged, you might be surprised to hear me speak of learning to see. However, I have come to think of us all as much more visually challenged than we realize. I am astounded by how poorly we actually see what is around and in front of us. I am also deeply impressed by the fact that our spiritual seeing is conditioned by our physical seeing. If we go through life oblivious to the things that our physical eyes invite us to notice, it is almost impossible for us to be truly attentive to spiritual realities.

I have long been interested in seeing. My training as a visual artist first oriented me to the priority of careful noticing. Then, working for many years as a docent in an art gallery, I found the core of my work to be teaching people how to really see what they were looking at. This translated well into my subsequent work as a spiritual director, where I found myself trying to help people learn to see God in their lives. It was here, and in retreat work, that I discovered the enormous potential of physical seeing as a doorway to spiritual seeing. I began teaching people how to read (or see) works of religious art—particularly, Judeo-Christian art that was produced as a meditation on a passage of Scripture. What I was teaching was, of course, a way of encountering the Word behind both the words of Scripture and the artist’s meditation on Scripture. I was teaching, therefore, a way of using the work of art as an aid to contemplative prayer.

This is what we will be doing in this book. We will be reading biblical passages contemplatively and then looking prayerfully at visual representations of the stories—moving back and forth between the texts and the paintings. As we do so, we will be learning to pay attention—to open ourselves in trust and openness. And because we will be attending in this contemplative way to God, we will be practicing prayer.




THE ROLE OF ART IN CHRISTIAN TRADITION

Throughout history, humans have sought transcendence through embodied gods, ones they could see and touch. Their deities were represented in painted or carved images of stone or wood. In contrast, Jewish, Muslim and later Christian religious traditions forbade any visual representation of God. They considered images to be idols made by human hands, not the true and living God. Their God was communicated through their sacred Scriptures, which remained, nonetheless, rich in imagery and word pictures.

However, as evidenced by the walls of the catacombs in Rome, the earliest Christians found rich ways to express biblical stories in pictures and mosaics. In order to honor the second commandment—“You shall not make yourself an idol, or any likeness of what is in heaven”—they were careful to not depict God the Father. Following Jewish tradition, the Lord God was considered to be so holy that even to look upon him meant certain death (Exodus 33:20). However, with the birth of Christ, God acquired a human face. The Gospel of John tells us that “the Word became flesh, and dwelt among us, and we saw His glory, glory as of the only begotten from the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14). When God took on flesh, the invisible became visible. Now that God could be seen, the Word-made-flesh could be expressed in image with impunity.

As Christianity spread beyond Palestine, its art became more prolific, reaching its height in the Middle Ages in Europe. Biblical art that began as expressions of the artists’ own meditation on Scripture was offered as an aid to deeper understanding of faith and a resource for prayer and worship. Primarily it served as a manual for spiritual instruction. Gregory the Great expressed the power of the painted image in this age by saying that the purpose of painting is for the illiterate what writing is for those who read. Often referred to as the poor man’s Bible, the value of Christian art was, however, in no way limited to the poor and the illiterate.

These great works of art were not simply housed in churches. Rather, they were central to the way churches proclaimed the Word. With walls and windows covered with visual depictions from the Bible in painting, stone, mosaics and stained glass, listeners to the Word could see and contemplatively engage with what they were hearing. They could personally enter into the stories and become participants in them. The Word became more real, more present.

The cathedrals themselves expressed the gospel in their architectural details. Central to their theology was the cross, which became foundational to their design and construction. It provided the footprint of the cathedral, with the long nave forming the vertical arm of the cross and the transept constituting the horizontal arm. At the meeting point of these arms worshipers received the sacrament of the Eucharist, the body and blood of Christ. Sign and symbol were as central to their worship as the visual depictions and audible readings of the Word.

Approaching the cathedral as they journeyed from home to church, medieval Christians would first see the spires, towering over everything else on the landscape and inviting them to prayer. It was a visual reminder to lift their hearts and eyes toward heaven, as well as a reminder that God was at the center of their life, at the center of their community. Moving closer to the grand edifice, they would begin to see the details of the façade. This would help prepare their hearts for worship and for receiving the holy sacrament. Approaching the massive main doors, they would see a depiction of the work of Christ in the sculptures and friezes that filled the archways leading into the sanctuary—depictions of his birth, death and resurrection, as well as the representations of the apostles and saints. The latter would remind them that they were part of a large company of believers, the “cloud of witnesses” with whom their worship was shared. Surrounded outside and inside by a wealth of rich and evocative images from the Bible, they were constantly drawn to look, to behold the glory of God and to worship with humility of heart.

Christian artists and artisans continued to make religious art uninterruptedly until the Reformation, which brought with it an emphasis on the Word. For Protestants the Word of God alone took pre-eminence, and visual images were removed from places of worship. Many of the great works of biblical art were either completely obliterated or whitewashed to cover them over. Seeing and knowing was replaced by listening and believing.




OPEN IN HEART AND MIND

Part of the cost of this movement from experiencing God through the senses and imagination to a more rational comprehension of truth was the constriction of the channels through which we access grace. God wants to meet us in heart and mind, body and soul, senses and imagination. Our experience of the divine is tremendously limited when we engage with Scriptures merely by means of intellectual understanding and belief.

Christian art provides a way of opening ourselves in our depths and totality to an encounter with God. By learning how to engage biblical stories with the totality of our being, the Word gains access to the deep places within us that cannot be reached by words or reason alone. It opens us to the mystery of that which cannot be reduced to thoughts or beliefs. It helps us love God with all of our heart, all of our mind, all of our soul and all of our strength.

From its beginnings Christianity has been a religion of seeing. Invitations such as “stand by and see the salvation of the LORD” (Exodus 14:13), “behold the beauty of the LORD” (Psalm 27:4), “Let us go. . . and see this thing that has happened” (Luke 2:15), and “O taste and see” (Psalm 34:8) draw us toward the One who is the light of the world. He was the One who would fulfill the Old Testament promise to be a lamp to our feet and a light to our path (Psalm 119:105). The shepherds and the wise men who hurried to the manger were able to see with their own eyes the King who was announced by angels and a star. Simeon, on seeing the baby Jesus in the temple, could say that his eyes had seen the fulfillment of the promise of salvation. He had seen God made flesh.

Jesus came to preach the gospel, to release captives, to bring sight to blind eyes and to proclaim God’s favor. Repeatedly he invited people to have the eyes of their hearts and minds open and receptive to who he was and what he was offering. He praised those who could see: “Blessed are your eyes, because they see” (Matthew 13:16). And he rebuked those who thought they could see but were blind. In Mark 8:18 Jesus reminds his listeners of the prophet Jeremiah’s rebuke: “HAVING EYES, DO YOU NOT SEE? AND HAVING EARS, DO YOU NOT HEAR?” He reserved his harshest censure for religious leaders whom he described as blind guides leading their equally blind followers toward a pit, where they eventually fall to their death (Matthew 15:14).




THE BLIND LEADING THE BLIND

Bruegel the Elder’s painting of this story, The Parable of the Blind, is a powerful visual reminder of our need to have eyes that are clear and focused on God. Take a moment and look at the painting (see center section, or you can also find the art we will be considering on the Internet). Take your time and allow yourself to really see and experience the story it tells.

The painting depicts six sightless men walking down a slope that leads toward the village pond. One has already fallen in and lies helplessly on his back, still clutching his walking stick. The others cling to each other and to their canes, forming a strong diagonal line across the painting. The descending angle of the slope is echoed in the sticks, serving to highlight the oncoming disaster. Notice the unfocused eyes of the blind men and their downward progression as each stumbles precipitately forward, finally tumbling into the murky waters. Their faces express different responses to their plight—trust, surprise and shock. We can easily imagine how the journey ends for them. The blind men remind us of the inevitable lot of those who fail to see and respond to God’s gracious presence and work in the world.

Notice the angle of the walking stick the third man carries. Allow your eyes to continue its trajectory. Then draw your attention toward the church in the background. Its tall spire prominently reaches upward toward heaven. Proverbs 4:25-26 exhorts us to let our


eyes look directly ahead,

And let your gaze be fixed straight in front of you.

Watch the path of your feet

And all your ways will be established.



The church’s steeple in this painting stands as a reminder of the necessity of looking to God and to the light of the Word to illuminate our path. It is the artist’s way of reminding us that if we follow Christ rather than blind guides, we will be led to eternal life and perfect peace. The painting also invites us to see truth so that we may then lead others to the One who is truth.




ART AS AN AID TO PRAYER AND LIFE

In the rest of this book we will be using biblical art as a way of opening ourselves to the Scriptures they were based on. We will be meditating on Scriptures, not simply art. We will be allowing the meditation on Scriptures, which the art represents, to lead us back to a deeper engagement with the Word.

Whenever we read or listen to the Word, we naturally and unconsciously create mental pictures of the events. This is because God gave us an imagination and intends that it, along with our mind, serve as channels through which God may touch our heart. Great Christian art helps this happen. It allows us to go beyond our own limited imagination. We are invited to participate with the artist to see and experience God in new and fresh ways. When we do so, our senses are awakened and we become more attentive and fully alive. As we prayerfully gaze on the painting, we enter the scene it depicts—into its time and place. When we do this, all time becomes present time, and we are led into the eternal presence—into the One who is ever present to us. Such openness allows us to be filled more completely with the Spirit and drawn into a deeper relationship with God.

The paintings in this book are visual expressions of biblical stories. Each painting represents the artist’s personal interpretation of the story he has meditated on. Most of us are quite familiar with these stories but may need help in knowing how to read the visual symbols that artists use to tell the stories on canvas. Our “reading” of these works is, of course, a subjective process. Each of us will see different things in the paintings. In this book I offer my own interpretations and insights on each painting, but I encourage you to use them simply as a springboard to the discovery of your own.

Our focus will not be art appreciation or analysis, but using the art as an aid to prayer. Having said this, you will notice that I will make reference to some compositional details in our exploration of the paintings. I include them when they help us to enter more fully into the art and to engage more deeply with the text behind it. Remember, most of these works were created to lead the viewer into a more profound personal engagement with Scripture. The compositional structure of the art is a deliberate device by the artist to help us do that and to open our eyes to new ways of seeing. It also helps us engage with the art prayerfully. John Drury, dean of Christ Church Cathedral in Oxford, notes that viewing works of art “entails a contemplative waiting upon them which puts us alongside those who painted and viewed them so devoutly by putting us in the realm of prayer, with its passive expectancy, its active openness.” He goes on to say that “worship and looking at pictures require the same kind of attention—a mixture of curiosity with a relaxed readiness to let things suggest themselves in their own good time.”

This book is an invitation to such a prayer posture. It will provide you with practice in being actively open to God and passively expectant of whatever God wants to reveal to you. It is an invitation to become as a child again with a heart and mind that are open and free, and an imagination that boldly and unselfconsciously gazes at the face of the Father. It is an invitation to contemplative prayer—a prayer of self-forgetting based on a posture of total absorption in the person of God. It is an invitation to be “lost in wonder, love and praise” as we sit in stillness before God. It is an invitation to let go of all that keeps you from being fully present and open to God.

Encountering God in deeper ways often makes us want to build an altar and stay in the place of the experience. But God’s call always involves an invitation to return to our lived realities. Once we experience the deeper truths of God we cannot, we dare not, remain the same. True spiritual transformation is incomplete until we live out our faith in our church communities and in the world.

Becoming attuned to the Spirit of God through the practice of contemplative prayer, we find that we also become more attuned to others. Seeing God in new and deeper ways, praying in a more receptive and open way, we then have the opportunity to respond to God and to others out of this experience. To be a contemplative, we do not need to remove ourselves from the real world. Rather, we involve ourselves fully in the center of the world and offer our prayer and service to God from there. The call is to live the Word—to put into practice the love of God, to share God’s life with others. This means extending compassion and love to those whose lives touch ours. It involves helping others to become more aware of God in their life—gently drawing them into new ways of seeing and responding to God. Jesus, the light of the world, tells us that we are to be people who shed his light abroad whenever we reach out to others in love.

Allow these meditations on art and Scripture to awaken and enliven your imagination, to nurture a closer walk with God through your contemplation, and to prompt you to respond to God with praise, wonder and worship—to “ponder anew what the Almighty can do” not only in your life but in the lives of others.




LOOKING AHEAD

But in case you are beginning to wonder if a book built around looking at art is for you, let me say something briefly about who I have had in mind as I have written this book. My target audience is Christians who want to know God more deeply. Lots of books tell you about God. This book has been designed to lead you toward a personal knowing of God—the sort of knowing that can only come from time spent with God in stillness. This inner stillness and attentiveness is, as I have said, contemplative prayer. Attending to art will be the means to that end, not the end. You don’t even have to like art to benefit from this book. Many people who have come to retreats or lectures I have offered on this topic have told me that they have never gone to art galleries or had any interest in art. They did, however, want to learn to be with God in stillness and attentiveness. That is the longing that the Spirit of God can satisfy when we take time to sit in contemplative stillness before the Word of God and before art that has been produced as a meditation on it.

The book is organized into three sections, taking us on a progressive journey from awakening to God through learning how to see and finally to transformed living. Part one will consider the ways we fail to see God in our daily life and how we can grow in our awareness of God. In part two we will practice contemplative seeing and notice how this moves us toward a transformed vision. Finally, we will examine how transformed vision will shape the way we live in and relate to the world. Here we will explore the possibilities of deeper living in the fullness of the Spirit that is possible because we have learned to see with God’s eyes and respond with God’s heart of love and compassion.

As you read this book, keep in mind the following suggestions.

This book is best read slowly and contemplatively. Don’t read it in order to grasp content. Read it to allow God to grasp you. Don’t rush to finish a chapter or a section. This is a prayer process and should not be hurried. Linger wherever God is meeting you, and receive whatever is there for you as a gift. While there is a logical flow to the chapters, it is not necessary to read them in consecutive order. If you prefer, allow yourself to be led by interest, choosing chapters whose titles resonate with your spirit. All you need is a heart and mind that is open and receptive to whatever God wants for you. Come with no agenda other than to meet God and to give yourself over to the Spirit’s guidance.

Make your reading and contemplation an act of prayer. Begin by sitting in a quiet place where you can comfortably open yourself to God. If you find it helpful, you may want to include a visual reminder of the presence of the Spirit with a lit candle or something personally meaningful for you. Take a moment to be silently present to God. Ask for the guidance of the Holy Spirit to see and hear what God wants you to see and hear. And thank God for being present with you, in Word and Spirit.

Read the biblical text slowly. Most of the chapters in this book are built around a biblical text and a painting that has been produced as a meditation on that text. You will encounter the text early in each chapter. Read this passage—which is usually quite short—slowly and contemplatively. You might want to read it several times, possibly from different translations. Do not look for insights or try to analyze the passage. Simply allow it to wash over you. Listen with your heart and pay attention to any words or phrases that catch your attention. Notice what sensations, memories and associations come to you—in your body, mind, heart or emotions. Stay with these, allowing the Spirit to use them to draw you closer to God.

Then turn your attention to the painting that corresponds to the passage. If you have access to a computer, you might want to download an Internet version of the art for a more detailed viewing. Sometimes it helps to use a magnifying glass to see the details better. But whether you examine it on the pages at the center of the book or on a computer screen, take a long, slow look at the painting. Look at the way it supports the text and the word or phrase you have been holding. Notice how your perception changes or remains the same as you pay attention to its details. And as you read the rest of the chapter, allow it to help you enter into the painting and thereby deepen your engagement with the text.

Each chapter will conclude with questions for reflection. The questions are intended to provide you with an opportunity for deeper engagement with both the paintings and the biblical texts they are based on. Use them as a way of noticing and responding to the gifts and invitations that you may have received from the Spirit of God. Consider responding to each chapter with your own creative expression. Perhaps you might want to paint or draw your own interpretation of the story, or write a poem or a piece of music, or express yourself in some other way. But do respond. And do thank God for the new ways of seeing that are becoming yours—and for the growing awareness of God’s closeness to you that I pray you will experience.

Appendix one offers some suggestions as to how to use this book if you are leading a group that is discussing it as a framework for contemplative prayer. Appendix two addresses spiritual directors and offers suggestions about how the book can be used in their work, as well as some more general comments on the way they can employ contemplation on religious art in their spiritual companioning.

All of this I offer with the prayer that God will use these meditations to infuse your spirit with the Spirit of Christ and deepen your awareness of God’s love for you. May you be drawn closer to the heart of God. And may you be graced with transformed vision as a route to a transformed life as God’s love flows through you to others.
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FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION


	Take a moment to sit in quietness and openness before God. Reflect on the ways God has been present in your life over the years, even during times when you were not attentive to such presence. How has God been present to you in recent days? How do you notice God’s presence? And how do you respond to it?


	How do you react to the invitation of this chapter to live more attentive to the presence of God? What would change in your life if you were to encounter God as a little child? How do you choose to respond to the invitation of Jesus to become like a little child?


	Think for a moment about the John Drury quotes I shared in this chapter. He described the contemplative viewing of art that we will be doing together as prayer because of its passive expectancy and active openness toward God. How important does this posture seem to you? What things keep you from such a contemplative posture of attentive openness? Drury suggests that contemplation involves a mixture of curiosity and a relaxed readiness to let things suggest themselves in their own good time. How might this apply to waiting for God in stillness in your life?
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