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Introduction

Roberta R. King and William Dyrness


This collection represents some initial reflections on the role the arts play in the global life and mission of the church. While many of the authors have thought deeply and long on this topic, the scholarly project of reflection on arts and mission amid growing religious and cultural pluralism is still in its infancy. This is not to say that the global church has not faced these issues: Christians, like adherents of any (or no) faith, increasingly live beside neighbors (and in families) who practice different religions. Churches in many places welcome people with diverse religious and cultural backgrounds, and these new friends have often brought with them their musical and aesthetic preferences, and many responses to this diversity already include some form of the arts—the growing role that anthropologists play in mission education has often referenced the arts, as we will note presently. In an important sense, the actual interaction of art and mission is already well advanced. In this book we seek to step back and ask, What is the significance of this interaction? And what are its present and future prospects?

One might ask why this engagement with the arts in its global dimension has only recently attracted the widespread attention of scholars of mission and world Christianity. There are historical reasons for this: the Western colonial mindset of mission that too often dismissed the value of local cultural forms; the overly cognitive approach to religious belief that privileged the verbal over the affective; and the related influence of Protestantism that preferred music to other forms of art (an influence that is surely evident in the selection of articles presented here!). But the more important reason for the new interest in art and mission is the fresh assessment of the global landscape: it is safe to say the major challenge facing any careful consideration of arts and mission today is the inescapable complexity of the mixture of local and global influences—cultural, political, and religious—that Christians face today. This mashup is evident in many of the chapters of this book but is perhaps best seen in the chapters on hip-hop, which describe a global phenomenon with deep local impact. Indeed, it is sometimes impossible to trace all the crosscurrents at work in the diverse world Christian believers face and that influence the works that artists and composers come up with. All of this reflects a diversity at once invigorating and, for some, unsettling.

American Christians are only too aware of the radical changes in the religious landscape over the past fifty years. New waves of immigrants, first prompted by the 1965 Immigration and Naturalization Act, are emerging and growing with ever-increasing waves of peoples arriving from all over the globe.1 With them have come adherents of religious traditions of the world—Islamic, Hindu, and Buddhist. In addition to bringing their faith practices, these diasporic faith communities are also transporting their aesthetic and musical performance traditions. Across the continental United States, for example, annual Middle East arts festivals are taking place, complete with websites highlighting the foods, dances, and musics that make up each festive celebration. In Southern California alone, a plethora of Thai, Chinese, Korean, Mediterranean, and Indian restaurants reveal some of the diversity of peoples taking up residence in our daily lives. Not only are the demographics of our local neighborhoods shifting, but religious practices and cultural preferences are expanding.

Indeed, in our era of heightened globalization, Christians worldwide experience movements of peoples that significantly impact social, religious, and ethnic interactions in daily life settings. Similar to the United States, Europe has watched the international migration first initiated in the late 1960s result in its religious landscape “becoming a complex pattern of ethnic and religious affiliations.”2 Globalization and immigration create boundaries that “run along religious, ethnic and national divides, reflecting that religious diversity is interwoven with cultural diversity.”3 In non-Western settings, by contrast, such encounters with religious and ethnic diversity form the warp and woof of daily life. In sub-Saharan Africa, for example, Muslims represent 30 percent of the more than one billion population, while Christians constitute 62.9 percent.4 That adherents of both faiths coexist, even within the same family, is an assumed fact of life.5 Folk religion, Hinduism, and Judaism also contribute streams of diverse faith practices on the continent.

The diversity of world faiths in the Middle East and Indonesia, among others, expands the complexity of its staggering flows even further. While the Arab world is dominated by Muslims and Christian adherents, the vast array of Christian confessions, such as Maronite Catholic, Greek Orthodox, Coptic Catholic, and Coptic Evangelical (Protestant), adds to the heightened complex diversity situated among distinctive Muslim groups, such as Sunni, Shi’i, and Ibadi.6 In Indonesia, on the other hand, hundreds of local religions and six or seven world religions have coexisted for centuries.7 “Currently, Indonesia defines six religions as officially recognized and supported by the state. They are Islam, Protestantism, Catholicism, Hinduism, Buddhism and Confucianism.”8 As in Africa, these communities have lived side by side with many families composed of members following different religions. Thus, peoples around the world either coexist in a complex tapestry of religious and ethnic diversity or are experiencing religious encounters previously unknown due to globalization and immigration.

What, then, are the implications for the arts and mission in relation to religious neighbors? In the West, changing neighborhoods means changing ways of relating to our neighbors. “Who is my neighbor?” brings new questions to the table. Many, if not most, of our new neighbors are “religious” neighbors, people who do not share a common Judeo-Christian heritage. Scholars note that “there are more Muslim Americans than Episcopalians, more Muslims than members of the Presbyterian Church USA, and as many Muslims as there are Jews—that is, about six million.”9 Astonishingly, Los Angeles is considered the most complex Buddhist city in the world, with a Buddhist representation spanning the whole range of Asian Buddhists.10 If these are our new neighbors, how do we practice loving our “religious” neighbors as ourselves? How do we practice loving the foreigners among us? (Mt 22:39; Deut 10:18-19). And in non-Western contexts, how do we witness among our religious neighbors—including family members—in ways that do not ignore their religious backgrounds? More to the point addressed in this book, How can Christians offer hospitality via the multiple aesthetic styles and forms confronting them?


THE POWER OF THE ARTS

As Christians are exposed to neighbors of other faiths, they also encounter new forms of art and performance. And as they do, they come to realize how powerful various art forms are for expressing national and religious identity. When people hear their heart music, they spring to attention; they cry or dance. But more than this, performance of these musics, as many chapters illustrate, create spaces where these experiences can be shared. All of this speaks to the power of the arts, which calls for further comment in this introduction.

The arts of course have been deeply rooted in all human cultures from the very beginning. The impulse to dance, sing, dramatize, or draw is common to all human communities; indeed, Christians believe it reflects the image of the creator God. Missionaries and the global media may suggest particular songs or styles with varying degrees of success, as James Krabill’s examples show, but they do not necessarily bring the itch to create that is culturally embedded worldwide. This creativity takes many different cultural forms. The Yapese culture, Sherwood Lingenfelter reports, features speech art, and elaborate stories and proverbs, but no visual art; Ruth Stone describes a culture where music and dance is prominent; other cultures feature elaborate face and body art that color their ritual performance.

But this collection amply illustrates another characteristic of the arts: while creative performances are always grounded in specific historical and cultural settings, they easily travel. Indeed, art forms are not constricted by geographic or even religious boundaries. Sooi Ling Tan’s chapter shows how praise and worship music from various places has influenced Christian worship in Malaysia, Thailand, and Cambodia. While Tan shows this can contribute to the perception that Christianity is a “potted plant,” it can also be embraced and adapted by local musicians; the hymns missionaries bring can be strange—as in Krabill’s example from The African Queen—but they can also become a beloved anthem—as was true of William Cowper’s “God Moves in a Mysterious Way” in Liberia. The clearest examples of the mobility of art forms are found in Michelle Voss Roberts and Demi Day McCoy’s and Megan Meyer’s chapters on hip-hop, which has animated youth culture around the world. Meyer’s description of this in Mozambique, however, demonstrates the creative role that local performers play in making this music culturally appropriate.

The example of hip-hop embodies another characteristic of the power of art. Experiencing art together can spark deep-seated emotions: it can evoke home and family or help negotiate pain or struggle. Many chapters in the book show how art performance or display creates a “shared space” where people can come together in ways that are nonthreatening and potentially transformative. Encountering the art of other cultures and religions sparks curiosity and opens one to new ways of seeing the world. Art has been called a “transformative practice” that not only transfigures its materials but creates spaces for communal awakening that can be powerfully unifying.11 Several articles describe these shared experiences, something especially embodied in what Roberta King discusses as “musicking,” which calls attention to the total experience of performer, audience, and participants in the live event. Experiencing art together, whether as a performer or listener, solicits participation, as Ruth Illman seeks to show in her description of the Interreligious Choir of Frankfurt. The case studies of Roberta King powerfully illustrate this ability of music to create shared encounters that bridge divides separating people. On the basis of this limited data one might even suggest the following hypothesis: one of the natural roles of art is to open spaces for transformative human encounters. When thoughtfully and intentionally pursued, music forges mutual bonding; it is not disposed to creating divisions.

But it would be a mistake to see art only as promoting momentary glimpses of a common humanity; its power extends well beyond this. Ruth Stone’s chapter demonstrates the extent of the power of music making during both the time of the civil war and of the Ebola crisis in Liberia. In both cases, and with similar rhythms, the music not only became an “emotional glue” that held people together but embodied their protest against the pain and injustice accompanying the rule of Samuel Doe. Women of faith, both Christian and Muslim, could dance and sing “Doe must go” with potent results, a precedent later transposed into “Ebola must go!” Their music literally gave them strength to face extreme crises and survive these life-threatening events. Michelle Voss Roberts and Demi McCoy argue that hip-hop has been uniquely able to carry the impulse to resist the injustice of the marginalized communities that have produced this style. Picking up on the interfaith context of these discussions, they appropriate categories of Indian aesthetics to argue that hip-hop has specifically embodied the impulse to resist the status quo, proposing this even adds an additional emotion of “challenge” to the traditional nine Indian rasas.

This last example highlights the local impulses that spark creativity. While they can embrace and adapt global forms like hip-hop, composers and artists more often seek to recover and develop indigenous forms. Jean Kidula provides an excellent example of this process in her study of the renowned Kenyan Christian composer and producer Reuben Kigame. He has been able to combine indigenous musical styles, often those picked up in the “spirit” churches, with influences from the soukous style of Congo, which is itself a remake of Cuban son and rumba. The result contributes both to enhanced Christian worship and to African identity formation. This fusion of influences is also displayed in William Dyrness’s chapter on the Zapatista movement in southern Mexico. There, Christian believers have drawn from their indigenous Mayan tradition as well as their reading of Christian Scripture to form a vibrant, self-sufficient community that is able to resist the oppressive (and sometimes violent) hegemony of the Mexican state. But what is significant for purposes of this book is the way these values are carried by unique and powerful forms of both visual art and song produced by multiple (and mostly anonymous) artists. These examples in fact suggest that local art forms play a critical role in the recovery and enhancement of traditional values that are so often threatened by the dominant global culture.




THE PROBLEM OF THE ARTS AND THE GLOBAL CHURCH

What is particularly striking about these last examples is that while they may have some level of support from the church, these art forms mostly develop in the larger world outside church structures. Indeed, in some cases the influence of such movements has been from the larger world back into the churches. Ruth Stone notes how the music and dancing of these mobilized Liberian women “ignited the clergy.” This leads us to make two extended comments that suggest the larger implications of this study and, we hope, open the way to further investigation and reflection. First, the fact that much art practice and experience takes place outside the church speaks to the problematic relationship the church, and the Western church in particular, has had with the arts in its recent history. It is no secret that all the major religious traditions have been deeply invested and influential in the arts over the long arcs of their histories. Throughout the world it is impossible to describe the religious culture of the major religions without reference to the arts, whether this be medieval cathedrals in Europe, Buddhist temples, or Muslim mosques, with their attendant inscriptions and artifacts. But for various historical reasons, at least in the Christian tradition, recent history has exposed a problematic relationship between religion and artistic developments. Though Orthodox and Roman Catholic traditions feature a rich history of art that has served their worshiping communities, both have resisted modern traditions of the arts, which have mostly developed outside the doors of their cathedrals. Since Vatican II, this has begun to change in the Catholic Church, with a special focus on embracing contextualized worship arts in diverse local contexts; change has come more slowly in Eastern Orthodoxy. Meanwhile Protestants, the tradition mostly represented by this collection, still struggle with iconoclastic patterns that were established during the Reformation and, until recently, have resisted modern developments altogether, dismissing them as secular.

This recent history surely accounts for the fact that the increasingly complex and diverse developments in arts, music, dance, and theater—and one could add other forms of popular entertainment such as movies and TV—have taken place not only outside the church but without any significant religious input. There is an important caveat to be made against this generalization, which is evident in this book. The one significant place where attention is paid to the arts in the global context is mission anthropology, which is increasingly sophisticated and has produced new fields of inquiry: ethnomusicology and, more recently, ethnodoxology.

As missiologists and mission educators increasingly recognized a growing need for pursuing an anthropology of music and the arts, the discipline of ethnomusicology was already discussing the intersection of music and culture. The proverbial saying that “music is a universal language” experienced a transformative paradigm shift when investigations revealed that “music is universal; its meaning is not.”12 This led to broadened concepts of music and the arts based on local, cultural definitions that immediately challenged Western Christian concepts. For example, music in Africa also simultaneously incorporates movement, dance, drama, clapping, and visual elements bundled together as one artistic performance event. The implications for witness and communication of the gospel are staggering, forcing missiologists and mission practitioners to develop new and broadening approaches for integrating music and the arts as a normative partner in mission praxis.

Discovering the vast intersections of music and the arts in cross-cultural communication and worldwide contexts emerged as an ever-expanding spiral. Vida Chenoweth pioneered and forged a new pathway in the realm of Bible translation. Working solo in the early 1960s with Wycliffe Bible Translators, she began exploring what missionaries could do to foster ethnic church music in spite of not having trained as musicians. She argued that “each culture should produce its own songs, pray its own prayers, and thus worship with true understanding.”13 This was a groundbreaking proposal, since teaching the hymns of Western Christianity was the standard missional practice of the day. She exposed the dangers of rejecting people’s music, of ill-designed music workshops that lacked significant research and knowledge of local music cultures, and of introducing Western instruments and equipment. She warned that “the well-intentioned missionary may, unawares, contribute to the obliteration of a culture’s music system.”14 Instead, she promoted fostering indigenous musical leadership that released local believers to engage in creating their own worship songs, profound and full of meaning to local believers.

By the late 1970s, the quest broadened to creating understanding of the gospel message in diverse cultural contexts via cultural musics and arts. The focus turned to moving into the musical and artistic worlds of the peoples with whom one is working, not forcing them to leave their own worlds of aesthetic languages. This led to early ethnomusicological work that translated both Scripture and music into culturally appropriate worship songs to communicate at deeper levels and also to impacting a society not only for the gospel but in all of life. Working among the Senufo of Côte d’Ivoire, Roberta R. King began pursuing this with a view of reaching out to local peoples while also developing new songs for worship based on Scripture.15 The result contributed significantly to discipling the burgeoning local churches.

The importance of culturally appropriate music and the arts took on increased impact due to issues of orality, where many peoples functioned without essential reading skills. In such contexts, the languages of cultural music and the arts serve as core elements in processing everyday life issues and communicating messages. Holding new song workshops for worship, often in tandem with translation teams, began emerging as standard praxis for creating musical bridges in Christian communication.16 Ultimately, this led to new considerations in the roles and functions of the arts and music embedded in the total life of the church, whatever the context. It also saw new collaborations of missionaries, national leaders, and scholars in worship and theological training joining together in research, writing, and mission.17 The call to be intentional in our studies of music in mission and “to integrate music (and the arts) into mission rather than compartmentalizing it out of the mission agenda”18 began to take shape. This interdependent relationship between music and mission was emerging as an “essential component in missiology.”19

Indeed, the ever-expanding spiral of engaging cultural musics and arts broadened further in praxis, research, and nomenclature. In order to encourage and invite theologians, practitioners, and the worldwide church to fully participate in engaging cultural music and arts as essential to ministry and mission, a new term was coined: ethnodoxology. Paul Neeley, one of its early proponents, explained that “ethnodoxology is the theological and anthropological study, and practical application, of how every cultural group might use its unique and diverse artistic expressions appropriately to worship the God of the Bible.”20 This opened the door to a plethora of approaches and emphases. Ethnodramatology, for example, arose out of the researched conviction that “plays written out of the local worldview using indigenous styles are best able to resonate with contemporary audiences.”21 Whether music, drama, visual arts, or other arts, the goal became one of sparking creativity that assists believers and “local communities to meet their own needs.”22 These approaches converged and expressed themselves in theological terms as “ethnoartistic cocreation in the kingdom of God.”23 Its intent became the integration of the arts in worship—and witness—that engages all that we are in response to God’s continuously outpouring nature.24 This quest to fulfill the call to spark creativity in today’s world of globalization remains immense, fascinating, challenging, and unending.

Yet in spite of such comprehensive attempts to integrate cultural musics and the arts into dynamic worship and witness, what became obvious with the attacks on the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001, was the lack of intentional engagement with music and the arts in light of world faiths. Suddenly, pursuing questions of peacebuilding in a divided world demanded investigating how to create understanding among peoples of diverse faiths via their artistic expressions. Indeed, the greatest commandment of loving God with all our heart, soul, body, and mind is left incomplete without also loving our neighbors as ourselves, including our religious neighbors (Lk 10:25-27 NIV). A large grant from the Luce Foundation presented opportunities to explore the contribution of music and the arts in fostering sustainable peacebuilding among Muslims and Christians (2008–2014).25 Consultations of Christian and Muslims scholars took place in Beirut, Lebanon, and Yogyakarta, Indonesia, with a view to making sense of the role of the arts in multifaith contexts and their potential for interfaith dialogue. Thus, the transformative bridges of cultural music and the arts in peacebuilding and interfaith dialogue had broadened yet again to include a much larger world.26 They necessitated deeper and ongoing investigations.

This rich harvest has made possible the best chapters in this collection, but it has also highlighted the limitations of this research. While mission anthropology has made important efforts to explore the arts at the level of popular music and performance, it has not made much headway in illuminating the modern developments of the visual arts nor the global flows of concert music and literature, or even the global expansion of the entertainment arts. These arts are left to specialists in these various fields, whose critical (and often valuable) work remains outside the purview of church and mission leaders. Though often dismissed as “elite culture,” these fields play an important and often overlooked role not only in global flows of culture but, increasingly, in the global life and mission of the church. These lacunae surely contribute to the unfinished agenda of mission reflection.

This recent historical context also explains why there is a dearth of specific reference to the visual arts in this book. The major exception, apart from the Zapatista chapter, is the important paper of Joyce Lee, which addresses this issue directly. She is a practicing artist with an international reputation, and she is also a believing Christian. She reports, however, she has had to keep these two parts of her life separate. This surely is the result of the mutual incomprehension in both the Western church and the art world in recent history. This incomprehension has led to the reality, for Lee, that the arts and the church in fact inhabit separate worlds. Though this is gradually changing, and there have been attempts to nuance this allegation,27 the divide persists. As with the hip-hop movements, however, Lee points to examples in China of galleries that create spaces where religious, and even specifically Christian, forms can be displayed and discussed. These examples, which could be multiplied and extended to other parts of the world, once again take place outside any specific relationship with formal church (or even specifically Christian) structures.

But the fact that significant examples of art with Christian values or content are thriving outside the church leads us to a second, more constructive comment. Perhaps, we argue, this fact ought to be recognized as an opportunity and not simply lamented as a deficiency. Many of the descriptions in these papers, even when they are placed within a Christian context, reference events where art generates shared human experiences that are without particular Christian content. As we have noted, art experiences spill over our jealously guarded political and religious divides; one might even suggest the experience of art is provisionally nonsectarian. Authors and respondents have sometimes referred to these as possible places where God’s love may be shared, and this is certainly an important potential aim of such experiences; but it may be true in an even larger sense that all such experiences find their ultimate meaning and purpose in referencing the love of the creator God. Joining in singing, dancing together, or enjoying a sunset or mountain vista are human experiences that all people share, but this does not keep them from being a vital dimension of the global mission of God (and even of God’s people). Such shared experiences recall the work of the Spirit in Acts 2:44, where “all who believed were together [were one] and had all things in common” (NRSV). But though this production of shared life is a special work of God among Christian believers, the significance of the power of arts extends beyond this to the whole human community; God’s work in creation and redemption is not limited to what goes on inside the walls of the church and its programs. Rather that space is meant to summon believers to see God’s work of creation and re-creation in the larger world—and not only to see and enjoy but to participate in it: loving God and neighbor and incarnating this love in just and aesthetically pleasing cultural forms. This too is part of what God is up to in the world. Hip-hop can spark the attention of otherwise disaffected youth and call them to resist injustice, and special gallery spaces can enhance and highlight religious values and inspire strangers to embrace each other. This is part of what God is doing in building his kingdom, and this work, the prophets tell us, extends to the ends of the earth. And in this opus the arts, in all their stunning diversity, play a particularly prominent—even indispensable—role. This role is exemplified by many papers in this book, but even these merely scratch the surface of noticing what God is up to in the world.

But how, then, might these questions be pursued in greater depth? While undeveloped in this book, there are suggestions of paths that might be followed in the future. One nagging question is how music and art forms may be evaluated in ways consistent with, if not bound by, particular religious convictions. To suggest the experience of art resists—or better, transcends—particular religious forms does not mean that all art is equally good or that all experiences are equally helpful. Critique is always called for and invites the question, Does this music, artwork, or artistic event reflect the glory of God and lead back to God? Hiebert’s seminal work in critical contextualization—based on local communities engaging both God’s Word and cultural contexts—lays out an important initial framework for appropriating cultural music and arts in witness.28 Here (ethno)musicologists, art critics, ethnodoxologists, and theologians have more work to do together to develop categories that can be shared—middle axioms—and offer guidance to church leaders, even as they promote conversation across religious and cultural boundaries. We propose Megan Meyers’s chapter offers a start in such a development. In her conclusion, she proposes considerations for culturally appropriate communication of the Christian gospel: authenticity, solidarity, hospitality, and mutuality. Categories like these may perhaps be elaborated not only to suggest norms for creation and performance of art forms but for evaluating artwork in ways that promote human flourishing and even move toward healing the split that often exists between artists and religious communities.

Meanwhile we look forward to the continuing influence of those writing in these pages, and especially of their students, to call the church to its role of anticipating the splendor of the world God is bringing into existence.




HOW THIS BOOK IS ORGANIZED

This work is organized around three major foci. Part one sets the stage both historically and in terms of contemporary praxis. In chapter one, “Arts and Mission: A Complex Story of Cultural Encounter,” James R. Krabill lays out a framework for understanding the critical issues, gaps, misunderstandings, and missiological complexity of witnessing to the goodness of God via music and the arts. Krabill begins with a comparative study of Western outsiders bringing classic hymns into a new East African context, as parodied in the movie The African Queen, with a Liberian (African evangelist William Wadé Harris) who gave permission for the Dida people of Côte d’Ivoire to compose songs of praise to God in their own language and cultural music. These two cases illustrate the impact—and lack thereof—of cultural encounters that play critical roles in mission praxis. He identifies central themes of importance surrounding the arts in context and points to related, critical, interconnected missiological issues in practicing witness via the arts. In chapter two, “Performing Witness: Loving Our Religious Neighbors Through Musicking,” Roberta R. King moves us into the realm of engaging our religious neighbors through the performing arts in a post–9/11 world. Based on recent ethnographic research conducted in southern California, King provides a set of contemporary case studies where Muslims and Christians are rubbing shoulders with each other through music making in dynamic and meaningful ways. She argues that mutual music making and performance engender spaces and opportunities for discovering and relating with religious neighbors in ways that bridge relationships, generate community, interact with multiple religious communities, and testify to the love of God.

Part two turns to Christians reaching out to their neighbors through the arts. In chapter three, renowned ethnomusicologist Ruth M. Stone provides rich ethnographic gleanings from Liberia, West Africa. Her analysis points to the critical role and agency that Christian music played during the Liberian Civil War in the late twentieth century and, more recently, the Ebola crisis. “God Moves in a Mysterious Way: Christian Church Music in Multifaith Liberia, West Africa, in the Face of Crisis and Challenge” reveals how Liberian Christians and Muslims took a Western hymn, encoded it with meaning that spoke into their immediate historical context, and employed it in culturally appropriate ways, both political and religious. Stone’s research further reveals how Christian hymns serve as part of an emotional glue that held people together during the war and fostered the processing and venting of deeply felt anger and fear at funerals. Amazingly, the Ebola crisis sparked similar responses.

Sooi Ling Tan in chapter four moves us to the Southeast Asian context, where she addresses the longstanding problem of the Christian church coming across as foreign, giving off the image of a potted plant that does not move beyond its Western boundaries. In “Sounds, Languages, and Rhythms: Hybridized Popular Music and Christian-National Identity Formation in Malaysia, Thailand, and Cambodia,” Tan provides a comparative study of contrasting contexts dealing with issues common to each. What is it to be a Malaysian, Thai, or Cambodian Christian where the multireligious contexts are taken into consideration in ways that speak into issues of injustice, poverty, and ethnic-religious tensions? She investigates these questions and shows how Southeast Asian musicians express their personal and national identities. Ultimately, Tan argues for a fusion of hybridized popular music interjected with local musical elements, instruments, and visuals in collaboration with lyrical content that addresses contextual interests and concerns.

In “Art as Dialogue: Exploring Sonically Aware Spaces for Interreligious Encounters,” Ruth Illman takes us to Germany, where peoples of the three Abrahamic faiths are practicing respectful interreligious dialogue through music. The Interreligiöser Chor Frankfurt performs psalm concerts with the goal of not only impacting the lives of the musical participants but also transforming society through their musical offerings. Illman argues that such practices promote intellectual, emotional, cognitive, and embodied dimensions that form sensitive and comprehensive engagement across religions. In contrast, the Kenyan gospel composer, singer, and apologist Reuben Kigame addresses multifaith issues through his inclusive approach to composition. Drawing from his rich and deep knowledge of musical and language elements associated with diverse world faiths, in particular Islam and Hinduism in the East African context, Kigame sings with profound insight into his diverse Kenyan context. In “‘Simba Nguruma’: The Labor of Christian Song in Polycultural, Multifaith Kenya” (chap. six), Professor Jean Ngoya Kidula takes us on a musicological analysis that unearths the multilayered elements drawn from across the continent commonly associated with Arab and Indic musical styles. She also demonstrates how they are linked with lyrical worldview issues that index the Kenyan coast, an area highly populated by Muslims and peoples of Indian origin. Ultimately, Kigame validates all peoples, no matter their faith origins. His inclusive composition and lyrics call out to praise and worship the God of the universe—the “Lion of Judah”—the one who speaks into the spiritual worlds of multifaith peoples from the Kenyan coast, into the hinterlands of western Kenya, and beyond.

Part three launches us into the arena of Christians creating new interfaith expressions appropriate to their contexts. Megan Meyers uncovers for us the case of Mozambique, in southern Africa, where young people are exploring and asserting themselves in their globalizing urban worlds. Focusing on one facet of the burgeoning African Christian theater, “Crate-Digging Through Culture: Hip-Hop and Mission in Pluralistic Southern Africa” explores the life of a Christian rap artist in order to understand how Mozambican Christian youth are making sense of their changing urban world—one fraught with multifaith tensions. Meanwhile, in ‘“Let the Sacred Be Redefined by the People’: An Aesthetics of Challenge Across Religious Lines” (chap. eight), Michelle Voss Roberts and Demi Day McCoy take up joining people where they are by discerning the contours of the gospel in an age of militarized police forces, for-profit prisons, and systematic dehumanization of African American peoples in the United States. Drawing from Rasa theory, a kind of Indian aesthetic flavor that generates contemplative abstraction, the authors pursue understanding transcendence in hip-hop music and the role of aesthetics in bridging diverse cultural and religious groups in resisting injustice. They propose a new rasa of challenge that weaves throughout the contemporary moment as “an aesthetic that hones and heightens the mood of protest, that rises against injustice in the face of danger, and that inspires solidarity among diverse cultural and religious groups.”

The last two chapters address visual art. In “Wild, Wild China: Contemporary Art and Neocolonialism,” Joyce Yu-Jean Lee takes up the ways in which contemporary Chinese art reveals and critiques current, modern-day society with all its ills and injustices. Beginning with the controversial Guggenheim Museum exhibition Art and China After 1989: Theater of the World, spanning 1989 to 2008, Lee illuminates the ways in which contemporary Chinese art is meant “to provoke analysis of this political and economic relationship between the West and China.” Yet the exhibition was misperceived and demonstrated against in the United States, providing powerful insights into the importance of understanding the original context. As commonly occurs, what the artist intends is often lost, oversimplified or misinterpreted when exported overseas. Here, the implications for art and witness in context cry out for negotiating understanding in the midst of people’s suffering and angst. As a Christian artist, Lee takes us into a world of asking important questions of identity—for instance, What is “Chineseness”?—of relevance to today’s world of injustice and oppression and of the relationship-cum-compartmentalization of art and religion. Ultimately she argues that art can become “a third space for mutual learning and deeper exchanges” between diverse peoples.

Finally, in chapter ten William Dyrness reflects on “The Poetic Formation of Interfaith Identities: The Zapatista Case.” Dyrness focuses on the religious and aesthetic practices of the Zapatista movement in Chiapas, located in southern Mexico. Recognizing that they must be investigated within their specific political and cultural context, he pays particular attention to the important role of women in negotiating change through a multiplex of local arts. Dyrness begins with a comparative religion study, gleaning insights from “parallel Islamic and Hindu situations in Iran and South India.” He then argues for the critical importance of Zapatista aesthetics for gaining perspective on the multiple roles of religion in the Zapatista context and provides insights into how studying the palabra de Dios inspired Zapatista women to draw, sculpt, and sing their way to empowerment. From among a constellation of aesthetic forms, Dyrness offers us theological and missiological gleanings that arise out of struggle and oppression among a people whose expressive life encompasses the visual and audible—storytelling and song, or oral traditions—for actively engaging societal issues as a community of believers.

In each topic discussed in this volume, we invite you to join us in considering the splendor, critical significance, and dynamic agency of the arts and witness in multifaith contexts.










PART I

Setting the Stage



1

Arts and Mission

A Complex Story of Cultural Encounter

James R. Krabill



DESCRIBING THE ENCOUNTER

In 1951, John Huston released his film drama, The African Queen, based on a 1935 novel of the same name by C. S. Forester. The backdrop for this Oscar-winning saga of adventure, humor, and romance is the missionary efforts of a stuffy and out-of-place British couple, Samuel and Rose Sayer, a brother and sister duo played masterfully by Robert Morley and Katharine Hepburn. The geographical setting of the story is East Africa’s Ruiki River in the then-Belgian Congo and the British protectorate of Uganda.

The stage is set already in the opening scene as the film credits come into view on a bright blue and billowy, clouded sky seen through palm branches of a tropical rain forest. The camera follows the treetops of the jungle before gradually descending upon a village cluster of thatch-roofed huts. On one of the buildings, there is a cross perched atop a steeple as a title in bolded letters appears on the screen: “German East Africa, September 1914.” Focusing in more closely from the cross and slowly through the narrow doorway of the building, one catches a glimpse of a stone-carved plaque identifying the location: First Methodist Church, Kung Du.

We hear faint sounds of music as we enter the church building and find Rev. Sayer struggling valiantly, but with little success, to lead the congregation in a rousing rendition of the eighteenth-century hymn, “Guide Me, O Thou Great Jehovah.” This faltering effort, we later learn, is not the only endeavor in Sayer’s life that has turned out badly. His very decision, in fact, to volunteer as a missionary early in life came as a result of demonstrating low-level language facility by failing his Greek and Hebrew exams.

Utterly devoted to her brother and adorned in a prim and proper, high-collared, Victorian Sunday-go-to-meetin’ dress, sister Rose works up a sweaty lather in the tropical heat as she fervently pounds and pedals a pump organ, almost as if to drown out the cacophony of atonal noises coming from the uncomprehending members of the village congregation. “Songs of praises, songs of praises, I will ever sing to thee,” she bellows forth determinedly in a scene that leaves the movie viewer emotionally stranded somewhere between pain, pity, and pure hilarity.

We never find out what might have happened in the Sayers’ unwavering effort to pass along to their East African congregants the “heart music” they had learned to love in their home country. For soon after this worship scene, German-led troops raid and destroy the missionaries’ village, capturing and hauling off the indigenous population to become forced soldiers or slave laborers. Samuel protests the troops’ violent and destructive actions and is dealt a blow to the head from a rifle butt. He subsequently becomes delirious with fever and soon dies, leaving behind a distraught and discouraged Rosa, looking on helplessly as her world crumbles around her.

On the other side of the African continent in precisely the same month and year of September 1914, William Wadé Harris—a fifty-four-year-old Liberian prophet-evangelist—was reaching the peak of his ministry popularity in southern Ivory Coast. The evangelist’s preaching, fetish-burning, and baptizing ministry lasted a mere eighteen months, from mid-July 1913 until his expulsion from the newly formed French colony in January 1915. But the impact he created in this short time was one of the most remarkable in the history of the church in Africa with an estimated 100,000 to 200,000 people from a dozen different ethnic groups turning from traditional religious beliefs and practices to faith in the “the one, true God.”1

In general, Prophet Harris was a man on the move, never lingering long in any one location. In some instances, villagers would travel long distances to meet him, receive baptism from his hand, then return home all in the same day, never to see him again.

One of the questions asked of Harris by new converts during those brief encounters concerned the type of music they should sing once they had arrived back home to their villages. “Teach us the songs of heaven,” they pleaded, “so that we can truly bring glory to God.”

It is important to understand Harris’s background in order to appreciate his response to the thousands of new believers who crowded around him, clinging desperately to every word of counsel he could give them. Born to a Methodist mother sometime around 1860, Harris had spent nearly four decades attending and actively serving the so-called civilized Methodist and Episcopal churches of eastern Liberia. Quite understandably, the Western hymn traditions of these churches became the sacred music that Harris himself dearly loved and cherished. When asked in 1978 whether Harris had any favorite hymns, his grandchildren immediately recalled, “Lo, He Comes with Clouds Descending” (his favorite hymn, which he sang repeatedly), “What a Friend We Have in Jesus,” “How Firm a Foundation, Ye Saints of the Lord,” “Jesus, Lover of My Soul,” and—most interestingly, given the scene recounted above from the film The African Queen—“Guide Me, O Thou Great Jehovah.”

Yet confronted with new converts seeking his advice about the music to be sung in the faith communities taking shape in the wake of his ministry, Harris wisely counseled, “I cannot tell you what kind of music is sung in heaven. I have never been to God’s royal village. But be assured of this: God has no personal favorite songs. It is sufficient for us to compose hymns of praise to him in our own language and with our own music for him to understand.”

When asked further how exactly they were to proceed in composing these new “songs of God,” the prophet told the people to begin by using the music and dance forms with which they were already acquainted. For the Dida people—one of the first and largest ethnic groups to feel the impact of the prophet’s ministry—this represented a remarkable repertoire of at least thirty distinct classifications of traditional musical genres, ranging from love ballads and funeral dirges to songs composed for hunting, rice planting, and rendering homage to wealthy community leaders.2


There are fascinating stories of how Harris engaged people in a discernment process for choosing appropriate songs. In one instance among the Dida, Harris rejected a song offered to him in the zlanje genre of love songs with suggestive lyrics designed to seduce sexual partners. “That song does not honor God!” Harris said. “Sing something else!”

 So, another singer came forward proposing a dogbro tune, a type of “praise song” that literally “hurls forth” or “shouts out the name” of a nature spirit, a wealthy family head, or clan leader deserving special attention or recognition. “That’s it!” exclaimed Harris. “That is the music you must work with! Though now you must refrain from using these songs for earthly rulers and lesser spirits and begin transforming the words bit by bit to bring glory to God!”3


Empowered by these words from the prophet, people returned to their villages and busily went to work composing praise hymns to God. 


It was the Lord who first gave birth to us and placed us here.

How were we to know

That the Lord would give birth to us a second time?

Thanks to Him, we can live in peace on this earth!4



In the years following Harris’s phenomenal ministry in Ivory Coast—and continuing right up to the present day—composers with the Harrist movement have written thousands of hymns, exploring fresh themes and developing new musical styles. As composers learned to read the Bible and grew in spiritual insight, they recounted Scripture-based stories and related events of God’s work among them. Some hymn texts function as mini-sermons, as prayers, or as faith confessions—all set to music for the church, by members of the church, and in a style and language that the church well understands. One composer adapted the opening lines of the Apostles’ Creed in this way:


My God, our Father, Almighty, Almighty,

Creator of the heavens and the earth,

It is He who is Truth, our Father alone.

And it is Jesus who is our Defender.

As for the Holy Spirit sent by Jesus,

He is Life and Healing for us all.5






DEFINING AND LIMITING THE SCOPE

The two brief stories related here are hardly sufficient to address the many complex issues of this book. We do nonetheless encounter in these narratives central themes of key importance that point us in helpful directions and invite us to pursue their interconnectivity.

There are first of all the arts—singing, instruments, solo and corporate performance, song genres, dance, memorization, composition and transmission, church architecture, painted signage and decor, stone-carved plaques, benches, pulpits and altars, the cross and other Christian symbols, religious vestments, persuasive preaching, effective teaching, locally crafted objects of worship, language, oral imagery, and musical forms of prayer, sermons, and confessions of faith. All of these artistic expressions and many more are part of the larger conversation under consideration when we explore what happens when the arts and gospel communication meet.6

There is also much about mission in these stories—diverse understandings and styles of mission, such as “etic” mission (where art forms are imported from outside the culture) and “emic” mission (where a discernment process seeks to find appropriate artistic expressions from within the culture). Depending on the missional approach gospel communicators adopt, everything will change—their starting points, their aesthetic and cultural sensitivities, their search for and application of “usable” artistic expressions, and the final results that emerge from the choices they have made along the way.

Ecclesio-denominational traditions and preferences are equally a part of the picture. In our stories, we encounter Methodist and Anglican-Episcopal patterns against a backdrop of Roman Catholic mission initiatives in both the Congo and Ivory Coast. How do these realities shape the intercultural dynamics at work? Michael J. Bauer has noted that the Roman Catholic church has a long-standing tradition of embracing the fine arts while at the same time encouraging private devotional art.7 By contrast, the Orthodox tradition is “centered on the icon, church architecture, and sung choral liturgy.” Protestants, according to Bauer, “tend to be influenced by the surrounding culture and its art forms . . . both popular culture and the classical fine arts, depending on the dominant cultural milieu at any particular place and time.”8 None of these assessments directly address the more evangelically inclined Protestants and charismatic-Pentecostals who, nonetheless, constitute a significant portion of the global missionary community today.

There is also the important historico-political context in which mission transpires. Both of our narratives take place in sub-Saharan Africa in late 1914, at the outset of the First World War, just as the colonial fervor for Americo-Liberians, British, French, Belgians, and Germans was gaining momentum. These are very specific times and realities. How do they shape the story? In Ivory Coast, virtually all of the Catholic priests were called back to France during the war to serve as chaplains in the army, leaving no spiritual experts on the ground to consult with when the charismatic, non-Catholic, English-speaking prophet-evangelist William Wadé Harris burst upon the scene and sent French colonial administrators into a panic. To be serious students of history, careful attention must be given to the conditions in which the arts and mission meet, be that in the Greco-Roman world of the church’s early years, the eighth-century Germanic tribal villages of the Frankish Empire, the Hindu kingdom of Nepal in the mid-twentieth century, or hip-hop Algerian immigrant communities in the banlieues of Paris, France, today.

Finally, there are the vitally important socio-religious realities to consider in times and places where the arts and mission meet. The two stories from Africa included in this chapter depict situations where the Christian faith and local, ethnic religions represent the primary encounter taking place. But as one moves to other world locations, new questions and challenges arise. In a collection of essays edited by Lawrence E. Sullivan titled Enchanting Powers: Music in the World’s Religions, one is plunged into the deep and dense musical universes of Jewish mysticism, sacred teaching of the Javanese gamelan, Choctaw Indian social dance, the Confucian sacrificial ceremony, the controversial musical recitation of the message of Islam, and the ecstatic vocalizations of Kabbalah.9 Eminent scholars from diverse disciplines explore how music articulates religious belief and serves as a conduit to the spirit world, a medium for dramatizing sacred history, an expression of social action, and an instrument for restoring collective identity. These functions should sound familiar to people of biblical faith, since similar claims are likewise held to be true of Christian music and other artistic expressions. Recent efforts to research these dynamics in multifaith contexts will certainly yield a rich harvest of reflection in the years ahead.

It will be impossible in this short chapter to present a comprehensive picture of all the ways gospel communicators throughout Christian history have engaged people of other faiths. But keeping in mind the multiple artistic forms at the church’s disposal, the importance of embracing a missional stance where local arts are taken seriously, and the constant awareness of how ecclesial traditions, historico-political contexts, and socio-religious factors are key to how the good news is embodied and articulated will go a long way in equipping and preparing the church for the arts and mission encounter.




GROUNDING IN SCRIPTURE

Central to equipping and preparing God’s people for this encounter is the biblical narrative, which serves as the church’s grounding and guide. From the opening verses of that narrative we are presented with the activity of a Creator God, and that sets the tone for everything to follow. Erwin Raphael McManus notes,

From the very beginning, the Scriptures describe God as an artist. At his core God is an artisan. On the seventh day he rested not from his work of engineering or his work of teaching or his work of administrating, but from his work of creating. . . . Six times it was good enough to describe creation as good. But . . . it was only when God created us that he upgraded the compliment and said not only that it was good, but it was very good. . . . Our story begins with a kiss, mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, God pressing against us. We begin when God exhales and we inhale. This is the level of intimacy and synchronicity for which we were always intended. While all creation declares the glory of God, we humans bear the image of God.10


Based on these foundational observations from the first chapters of the book of Genesis, McManus makes four summary declarations: To create is to be human. To create is to fulfill our divine intention. To create is to reflect the image of God. To create is an act of worship.11
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