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Introduction

			
W. David O. Taylor and Taylor Worley

			I have not passed a negative judgment on it and do not recall having ever said a bad word about modern art. It is just a sad fact that I have no understanding, no eyes, no ears for it.

			Karl Barth, Letters 1961–1968

			The regime under which religion—any religion—functions in contemporary Western secular democratic societies is freedom of faith. Freedom of faith means that all are free to believe what they choose to believe and that all are free to organize their personal and private lives according to these beliefs. At the same time, however, this also means that the imposition of one’s own faith on others in public life and state institutions, including atheism as a form of faith, cannot be tolerated.

			Boris Groys, “Religion in the Age of Digital Reproduction”

			The story of the church’s relation to the contemporary arts is complicated and, for many Protestants and Catholics, contentious. We have subtitled this book A Conversation Between Two Worlds in order to reckon seriously with the fact that they are two different worlds, with their own logics, their own gravitational fields, their own ecologies, and their own motley collection of communities. Both require careful investigation if we are to understand them (our hope is also that we will love them well). Strong feelings often characterize the opinions of each about the other. At the extreme, each judges and finds the other wanting—often, each world finds the other scarcely worth any careful thought or charitable feeling. At the very least, they have found themselves in a common state of frigid or indifferent relations.

			Leaders of local congregations, seminaries, and other Christian networks often do not know how to make sense of works by artists like Banksy, Chris Ofili, Marina Abramović, or Barbara Kruger. Not only are these artists mostly unknown to churchgoers, but when their work is seen—if it ever is—it generates disdain or a quizzical guffaw. Many contemporary artists, for their part, lack any meaningful experience of the church and are mostly ignorant of its mission. They regard religion as irrelevant to their art and feel no reason to trust the church or its leaders. As often as not, they have experienced personal rejection from the church. Misunderstanding and mistrust are the unfortunate but common characteristics of the relationship between these two worlds.

			Whatever else may be needed to mend these relations, a clear definition of terms is a good starting point. What exactly do we mean by contemporary art? What do we have in mind when we use the word church? Without a clear sense of what we mean by these terms, the communication between these two worlds will remain confused and frustrated, without hope of actual communion.

			By contemporary art we mean artworks that employ narratives that feature marginal voices, transgressive activities, and the social and kinaesthetic body. In some instances, these creative acts seek to alert viewers to certain perceived injustices. On other occasions the focus of contemporary art is to reveal contradictory, banal, and even exotic-seeming conditions in human society. In many contemporary art scenes, what counts as serious artistic practice and the purpose of this practice remains highly fluid. Thus there is considerable interest in exploring social practice, even as there remains a strong interest in making material objects. And like their modernist precursors, these contemporary makers call on practices and processes that generally exist in reaction to a perceived Western art canon.

			By the term church we mean the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church, that body which is scattered across time and space and with whom we share communion in Christ by the power of his Spirit. We also mean the community of Christians who are engaged in every sector of the marketplace: professional societies and arts centers, educational institutions and business ventures, parachurch organizations and denominational headquarters, museums and galleries, homes and governments, and so on. Wherever Christians find themselves, there, too, we discover a member of Christ’s church. In a more concrete sense, we mean local congregations who regularly engage in acts of worship, discipleship, community, mission, and service. The church in this view, the church gathered, occupies a specific place in neighborhoods and cities, endowed with particular—and therefore limited—capacities and opportunities to manifest the reign of God to actual neighbors.

			In both senses of the church, the universal and the local, we believe that the visual arts play an important role. This is true whether or not individual churches are fully aware of it. In a Reformed house of worship, like the Church of the Servant in Grand Rapids, Michigan, for example, the plain white walls do not signify an absence of color, and its well crafted, clear windowpanes do not indicate an indifference to visual media. Instead, the white walls and clear light point to fullness: in these white walls we recall Jesus’ call for purity of heart, and the sanctuary’s negative space signifies the light of Christ. A more expressly contemporary art idiom can be witnessed in the liturgical furniture at Holy Innocents’ Episcopal Church in Atlanta, Georgia, the architecture of the Roman Catholic Cathedral of Christ the Light in Oakland, California, the paintings that hang in the sanctuary of the multiethnic church Vox Veniae in Austin, Texas, or the community of artists who gather in Baptist-inflected churches like Saddleback Church in Orange County, California, and Sojourn Community Church in Louisville, Kentucky.

			In the church’s historic symbols, in the spaces where churches gather for worship and from which they practice the mission of God, in the production of work fit for galleries, billboards, or public grounds—in all these arenas of the church’s life contemporary art plays a formative role.

			It is this multifaceted role, played out in the complex relationship between the world of the church and the world of contemporary art, that CIVA’s 2015 Biennial Conference at Calvin College set out to explore. During our four days together, church leaders and contemporary artists examined the misperceptions that we have about each other, sought to create a hospitable space to talk and listen, and imagined the possibility of a mutually fruitful relationship. With these lofty goals in mind, the conference provided a range of case studies that exemplified the kinds of programs, partnerships, and patronage that might serve the greater good. Meanwhile, where the differences between these two worlds seemed too great to overcome, the conference sought to cultivate understanding and mutual respect. Our goal was to find common ground for the common good since, as Christians at work in the visual arts, we believe that this is what God, in Christ, would have us to do.

			This volume, then, is both a document that preserves those conversations and a further expansion of the conference’s mission and theme. Today more than ever, the church needs art, and the world of the arts needs the church. The CIVA community lives in the generative pull between these two worlds and seeks to learn from leaders and practitioners who are working to overcome this tension. Through the curated conversation in this volume, we wish to explore the dynamic roles of visual art and the church in our lives. Artists and curators, educators and church leaders, and everyone in between are invited to celebrate the vital relationship between art and the church.

			The three main questions that this book hopes to address are:

			
					What does God have to do with contemporary art?

					What does the church have to do with contemporary art?

					What does the church’s corporate worship have to do with contemporary art?

			

			Since the conversation between the church and contemporary art has been muddled by misunderstanding and category confusion up to this point, how can we clear the way for clear and honest dialogue? How can we characterize this encounter with openness, charity, curiosity, and creative partnership? This is the task that Wayne Roosa, Linda Stratford, Jonathan Anderson, Sandra Bowden, and Marianne Letteiri attend to in the opening chapters. Roosa begins the conversation by questioning our assumptions about who and what we are even talking about. Stratford responds to Roosa’s opening salvo with further considerations on the overlapping imaginative qualities of art and religion, particularly inspired by the curious case of Andy Warhol’s late religious works. Inspired by missiology and continued attentiveness to the difficulties of art history writing, Jonathan Anderson responds to Roosa with his own fresh proposal on how to conceive the conversation. Sandra Bowden and Marianne Lettieri offer wisdom for the practical engagement of the conversation with communal projects like ministries for artists and art gallery exhibits organized by churches.

			If God has made a world with creatures who possess a capacity to generate contemporary art, what does this say about the God we worship as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit? What does that say about the world that God so loves? This is the task that Ben Quash, Taylor Worley, Christina Carnes Ananias, and Chelle Stearns address in their respective essays. Quash deftly articulates several of the most significant dilemmas impeding theology’s dialogue with contemporary art, particularly the questions of criteria and sociocultural location. In response, Worley seeks to extend the aims of Quash’s vivid theological commentary by reconsidering how faith, hope, and love inform our engagement with contemporary art. Ananias and Stearns offer fascinating explorations of particular encounters with theology and contemporary art. First, Ananias revisits the provocative, conceptual work of Yves Klein and finds there a powerful companion for a Christian theology of nothing. Then Stearns develops a haptic account of pneumatological illumination in her careful, probing conversation with the immersive and allusive art installations of Ann Hamilton.

			If worship is one thing that every Christian does in all times and places of the church’s history, and if there is a visual shape to this experience of worship, might there be something distinctive that contemporary art may contribute to our thinking about corporate worship? Might there even be something positive that the contemporary arts can add to our practice of worship? This is the task that Katie Kresser, David Taylor, Jennifer Allen Craft, and David McNutt tackle in the next section of the book. Kresser elucidates some of the fundamental laws of visual-spiritual perception and suggests a way forward for congregations who wish to integrate worship and the visual arts. Taylor commends Kresser’s liturgically sensible advice but critiques a lack of specificity about the sorts of art and worship contexts she has in mind. Craft argues that the contemporary arts can contribute to worship by contributing to a congregation’s sense of place—its physical home in the world. And McNutt suggests that, despite Karl Barth’s hesitations about art, his own theology points to the possibility that contemporary art can have a legitimate and important place in the life of the church.

			Nicholas Wolterstorff leads the first symposium in the book, a conversation with Sandra Bowden, Calvin Seerveld, Theodore Prescott, and Marleen Hengelaar-Rookmaker, each of whom has played a significant role in the Christian engagement with modern and contemporary art, particularly in North American and European contexts. This panel of first-generation CIVA leaders clarifies for us the sometimes-surprising origins of the work of believing artists over the past fifty to sixty years and urges readers to preserve the legacy of what CIVA has accomplished over the past thirty-five years.

			If the church has been called to be a faithful presence in the public square rather than to retreat from it, and if contemporary art is a significant presence in that public square, how might this calling be made manifest in the actual practices of our artists? In what ways do Christian artists today conceive of their work as contributing to a public dialogue? This is the task that our panel of practicing Christian artists takes up in the book’s second symposium. Kevin Hamilton moderates a conversation between David Hooker, Joyce Lee, Steve Prince, and Mandy Cano Villalobos on the role of artists in the public square. Drawing richly on each of their art practices, the symposium interrogates the roles and responsibilities of the Christian artist when making art for a particular public. We hear from these artists about their calling and the struggles and joys that attend their journeys. Hamilton leads a fascinating dialogue that makes concrete the matters at stake in the conversation between contemporary art and the church—what it takes to relate to the church and to make a difference in the art world at the same time.

			The final two essays in the volume offer more personal perspectives on the subject. Calvin Seerveld, in a way reminiscent of Helmut Thielicke’s A Little Exercise for Young Theologians, furnishes generous and wonderfully practical advice to recent (and, often as not, young) graduates in the visual arts. Cameron Anderson wonders how beauty and a distinct sense of Christian calling might become good news for both saints and artists, both the church and the contemporary arts.

			Anyone who has attended a conference knows that many of the most significant moments do not occur in the scheduled program. They occur over a meal or in the serendipitous conversations that take place in a hallway or on a shuttle bus to the airport. From the beginning of CIVA’s organization, certain things have never changed, not least the priority of friendship and collegiality in the work that brings all sorts of folks to a common table in service of a common mission. Some of these folks are, quite frankly, strange bedfellows, and on some days plenty might wish it otherwise. However strange these connections may be, we all belong to a common body. It is this unity in diversity, common faith, and enormous variety of artistic practice that the selected sample of artworks in this book seeks to represent.

			Fellowship and dialogue—sometimes friendly, other times strained—have sustained CIVA through the years, and that does not look like it will change anytime soon, thanks to the grace that holds “all things” together. This volume seeks to exhibit that same spirit while also pushing the conversation forward. As editors, we are keenly aware of all that this volume could have addressed and perhaps should have addressed. No guaranteed solutions are advanced here. No absolute conclusions are proffered. Readers are invited to question assumptions, identify absent voices, challenge methodological choices, and wonder what else might be said and done in the intersection between contemporary art and the church.

			It would please us immensely, however, to know that scholars, artists, and pastors might pick up lines of thought in these essays and make something more of them. It would also please us if this new work is undertaken in the same charitable spirit that CIVA seeks to embody. While the challenges seem daunting and the divides intractable, what readers will hopefully find here is a timely and more developed stage of a long-standing conversation. It is not the end but another new beginning. For those of us who, like Barth, feel that we have “no eyes, no ears” for this conversation, perhaps this volume will be the start of fruitful conversation and—with the help of voices like Boris Groys’s—hold out the possibility of mutual understanding.
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			Overshadowed (central panel of triptych Miriam, Virgin Mother), oil and alkyd resin with gold leaf on wood, 2005
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			At 25, mixed media on panel, 2010. Collection of the Minneapolis Institute of Arts. Photo by Chris Cassidy
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			KAREN BRUMMUND


			MisAchieved, puzzle scrambler toy, 2015. Produced by CIVALabs, based on an image from Brummund’s video installation Sauls Street
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A Conversation Between Contemporary Art and the Church

			
Wayne Roosa

			The theme of CIVA’s 2015 conference was “Between Two Worlds: Contemporary Art and the Church.” That remains a complex topic. In order to scale it down, the title of this essay is “A Conversation Between Contemporary Art and the Church.” Both titles imply, at least to me, bringing three realms into conversation with one another: the world of contemporary art, the world of the church, and the world of whatever we mean (or want) by something between them.

			People might not think of what is between two things as being a distinct or concrete realm, but since the word between invokes the relationship of two elements, and since relationship is where everything actually happens—where we really live and construct our meanings is in relationship—I will argue that what is between two things is an actual realm, and that conversation is mediator. The notion that “the between” is the actual medium by which we live and express ourselves is crucial, as demonstrated by Martin Buber’s emphasis on relationship in his work I and Thou and his great essay “Distance and Relation,” as well as in the aesthetic theory of Nicolas Bourriaud’s Relational Aesthetics and its extensive influence, which has shifted much contemporary art from aesthetic object to active collaboration, social practice, and performance. Buber goes so far as to say that this is

			the sediment of man’s relation to things. Art [and I will add, religion] is neither the impression of natural objectivity nor the expression of spiritual subjectivity, but it is the work and witness of the relation between the substantia humana and the substantia rerum [substance of things]; it is the realm of “the between” that has become a form.1

			“That has become a form.” One manifestation of that form is the deep sense and power of conversation. The creative element, then, is how we stimulate and carry on that conversation.

			As I say, this is a complex theme. It seems natural to begin such an address with definitions. What are we including and excluding when we talk about contemporary art and the church? And yet to begin with definitions risks foreclosing on the theme by defining camps that can tend toward a logic of exclusion versus inclusion. Both contemporary art and the church are difficult to define fully, fairly, and definitively, given the rich variety, the weird diversity, and the inner debates within each. So perhaps it is best—at least for the beginning—to assume that every reader has some working notion of each realm and focus our energies on the relation between them. To begin with definitions is to begin with boundaries, and thus with territories, and therefore by implication with ownership, orthodoxies, and even ideologies. It is to put ontology as the first order. To begin with relations, on the other hand, is to begin with persons acting and making in society with each other, to begin with their ideas and processes forging and discovering meaning. To begin with relations—conversation—is to put ethics, relations, and creative processes before ontology, giving priority less to being and more to love, justice, human and spiritual purpose, and not position.

			So instead of definitions that stake out the boundaries for our thinking, let me offer four brief caveats that loosely orient our thinking toward conversation. First, we should not equate the two worlds involved, nor should we force this conversation. Contemporary art and the church are not synonymous. They are different spheres with different tasks. While they certainly overlap, they are categorically different. They are not different in the way that Presbyterians and Baptists are different, or in the way that abstraction and realism are different. Presbyterians and Baptists grow from the same soil of religion; abstraction and realism grow from the same soil of aesthetics. But art and church are different spheres with different roles, even though they intersect profoundly. I want my church to be a community of faith, worship, and service. I want it to respect and value art, but I do not want it to be an art community. Its constituencies and jobs are too diverse. In turn, I want my art community to respect and value the spiritual and theological, but I do not want it to be a surrogate church or a worship of aesthetics. It is not helpful to expect these different realms to fulfill each other’s purposes. When we do, their relationship becomes dysfunctional in ways similar to when the church and politics or the church and science get confused about their roles. What we are looking for are the points of legitimate and symbiotic intersection, some of which are rich and illuminating and some of which are testy and controversial. Either way, we are looking for a conversation and for what is required to allow or stimulate conversation. We do not want either sector to attempt to cartoon, colonize, ghettoize, appropriate, supplant, politicize, demonize, or scapegoat the other.

			Second, as a historian I prefer concrete examples well met with abstract ideas and principles, as opposed to abstract principles proof-texted with examples. In a short essay addressing a big theme, the danger of using only a few concrete examples is that it seems to promote a specific canon or aesthetic, or to champion only a handful of artists working in this arena while ignoring many others. My few examples should not be interpreted as championing a narrow canon or a few select artists. Rather, understand it as the dilemma of time.

			Third, because I am a historian I will try to acknowledge a broad spectrum regarding the challenge and ideal of a conversation between contemporary art and the church, even though my examples are few in number. Thus I will include the good, the bad, and the ugly, which is to say the celebratory, the transgressive, and the problematic.

			And fourth, in many ways CIVA has been addressing our theme for some time. At the 2013 CIVA conference, themed “JUST Art,” much of the work we saw relating to justice, art, and social and religious and artistic communities could fit here. I want to reaffirm the last conference. And from that I make my first point: the arena of relational aesthetics and social practice within contemporary art most closely resembles what the church does, and therefore may be one of the better grounds of intersection for conversation.

			Good Posture

			A written essay often starts with an epigraph from some important person to set up the reader’s mind. My comments are also preceded by an epigraph of sorts. The authoritative source is my grandmother, and the epigraph is this: “Children, carry yourselves properly. No matter what anyone tells you, good posture is necessary for success.” What I have to say is as much about posture as it is about specific content, because conversation communicates as much through posture—not posturing—as through specific content. For, as with the symbiosis of form and content, or of love and truth, the way we carry ourselves relationally means as much as what we say propositionally. Relationship itself is as inherent to meaning as any content abstracted from relationships. Does content even exist apart from relationship? We are, after all, created creatures “in the image of.” One thinker who has helped me maintain my own personal conversation between contemporary art and the church is psychologist David Hawkinson, who insists that every time we ask, “Where is it written?” we also need to ask, “How is it written?”2 To that point, the conference planning committee quietly toned down our titles from the formal “Between Two Worlds” to the informal “A Conversation Between Two Worlds.” “Conversation” sounds less daunting and more friendly, conveying a posture of dialogue in company together, in good faith, rather than a stance of polemics or confrontation between realms.

			But what kind of conversation are we talking about? One between acquaintances or one between strangers? Let’s admit from the beginning that these two worlds are, for the most part, strangers. Usually neither world is thinking about the other very much at all except when there is controversy. Contemporary art and the church are mostly strangers to each other, but they are strangers whose reputations and stereotypes have preceded them. Each party has heard about the other, and much of what each has heard is a weird mix of truth, hyperbole, and fiction. Each may hold an ill-informed cartoon of the other, yet cartoons do not come from nothing.

			Contemporary art and the church have little overt overlap, although I suspect there are numerous interlopers who privately cross their borders on a regular basis but without integration. These are more like secret lovers leading a double life than they are like ambassadors, liaisons, or partners. These two worlds operate by very different perceptions of reality and uphold very different social narratives and certainly different historical metanarratives. Each has considerable misinformation about the other, even as many of the stereotypes of each are, for better or worse, accurate enough.

			Despite their differences, these two worlds have strong structural parallels in their cultural tasks. Both are involved in making meaning, both create stable forms for expressing meaning, and both play a role in destabilizing forms and meanings through critical and prophetic roles. Both are involved in the dual activities of social critique and nurture, and embrace both prophetic and priestly agendas. The church casts these roles in terms of “sacred discontent,” and the contemporary art world casts them in terms of the avant-garde’s dissent and perennial quest for the new.3

			To give just one example of these parallels: I would love to see a conversation between Old Testament scholars and postmodern deconstructionists that introduced the ancient Hebrew prophets to contemporary performance artists. What would Isaiah, who was ordered by Yahweh to preach naked for three years in order to expose Israel’s corrupt alliances with her enemies, talk about with Yayoi Kusama, whose troupe of performance artists danced naked in front of the New York Stock Exchange in order to expose the alliance between the government, weapons manufacturers, and the stock exchange during Vietnam? That would be a great conversation that, I suspect, would find both great agreement and profound differences. More importantly, the two parties would find much to talk about together.

			In our religious tradition, the rhythm of sacred discontent looks like this: A culture knows God, receives blessing and success, but then corrupts that success and becomes self-serving and unjust. Prophets arise to deconstruct the corruption, call the culture back to faith, or warn of its consequent downfall. This pattern is repeated over and over in the biblical text, and its structural and moral parallel to the avant-garde’s rhythm is compelling. The modernist and postmodernist deconstruction of bourgeois power structures, class, race, and gender norms bears a similar pattern and intention.

			The Old Testament prophets, fraught with sacred discontent, repeatedly carried out their critical deconstruction by performing a strange array of socially transgressive behaviors and symbolic acts in order to shock Israel into awareness. If these actions are brought into conversation with the no less strange and transgressive actions of contemporary performance artists fraught with an avant-garde discontent, powerful resonances would arise between the worlds of contemporary art and the church. Here is a case where the contemporary art world is not literate in what the religious text actually offers, while the church is pathetically illiterate about what contemporary performance art is saying. If these could be brought in parallel without ideological hostility, we might find a far more interesting and rich vein of human expression, struggle, and meaning than our current posture of opposition between all things theological and all things secular. The parallels between the rhythms of sacred discontent and avant-garde discontent are as instructive as their differences.4

			A second conversation that would be most interesting is the structural parallel between the ways art and religion are situated in the world. On one hand, both worlds assume the ideal of spiritual or aesthetic beauty, contemplation, and freedom of the soul’s expression, uncorrupted by money and power. On the other hand, both worlds have evolved into complex institutions, sociologies, and systems of wealth, power, and privilege. Both struggle with the tension between the purity of their mission as creators and authenticators of meaning—maintaining uncorrupted spiritual or aesthetic values—and their mission of success via numbers, financial thriving, and survival—the garnering of stability and influence as guaranteed by status, money, and patronage. Both grapple with patrons who may be genuine and altruistic or arrogant and self-serving, whether economically, politically, or socially.

			And yet, despite these similarities, these two worlds are almost unrecognizable to each other in terms of their respective language, codes, subject matter, reality paradigms, and identity-producing referents. If you doubt this, try the following thought experiment: on Sunday morning when you sit in church, pretend the art world crowd you were with at an opening in Chelsea the night before is sitting in the pew next to you. Try to hear the religious language of the church service through their ears, with its insider theological codes, its social assumptions, and the historical narrative by which it orders the world. To them this will be incredibly foreign, coded, like mythology or science fiction. Next imagine attending a gallery opening with some church members tagging along who do not know the art world. Perhaps the exhibition is Mike Kelley’s performance art, which merges food, excrement, and sex, or the sumptuous spectacle of Matthew Barney’s erotically charged The Cremaster Cycle.5 Or perhaps it is the pure abstract simplicity of Agnes Martin’s paintings or the conceptual elegance of Robert Irwin’s minimalist light sculptures. Try to see any of this work through the uninitiated eyes of church members and you will notice their genuine offense or sheer perplexity. And now imagine Barney’s films or Martin’s ephemeral pencil grid, with its pale bands of primary colors, exhibited in your church. Conversely, imagine the morning’s earnest sermon delivered in that Chelsea gallery, not as an ironic performance but as a sincere appeal. How is a conversation between these two worlds even possible? Where is the translator, the ambassador, the referee capable of mediating?

			There are, of course, artists who know both worlds and have used art to do exactly this. I think of Jim Roche’s giant roadside Crosses, which uses the language of low wattage southern fundamentalist radio preachers in the context of blue chip galleries where the irony and the sincerity are so seamlessly blended with deadpan poignancy that one cannot be sure who is mocking or converting whom. Or I think of Brent Everett Dickinson’s Systematic Theology on Forked River Mountain (2012), or Kjel Alkira’s Pulpit: A Series of Fine Art Homiletics and Exhibition of Sculptural Hermeneutics (2007), both performative installations capable of pitching the sweet earnestness and the ridiculous, Flannery O’Connor–style grotesqueness of religion together with the sophisticated deconstructionism and the pretentiousness of the high art world until they merge and wrestle in gritty humor and unexpected elegance.

			But for most folks, there is not enough mutual knowledge or shared literacy (whether visual or biblical) to comprehend each other’s languages with empathy. Conversations are tricky when people are speaking different languages. The first problem is the ignorance of both parties of each other’s realms. Of course we all know a few individual persons who are interlopers between these worlds—these few are bilingual and bicultural. Hence my second main point: to have genuine conversation between these two worlds requires deliberate translators, long-suffering diplomats, and safe venues. Perhaps that may be the assignment of most people reading this. But make no mistake: these are not worlds that will easily agree with each other, even if they learn each other’s languages, because on the most essential levels they often operate from different paradigms, different processes, and different narratives (except for when they don’t, which, as I have tried to show, is more often than they suspect). The task then is to create stimulating conversation, find structural parallels, and discover shared ground, all with a respectful and civil posture.

			Should we despair over how far apart these worlds are? Yes and no. No, because these worlds have different roles, and much goodness and beauty happens every day in both as each does what it should do. But yes, because the mutual illiteracy—and thus the animosity—between them need not be so keen. Hence the value of the conversation.

			So how can these two worlds converse? What points of natural intersection exist? It is hard to say without now defining both worlds more closely—without now having some working (albeit loose) definitions. Even strangers at a party break the ice with introductory definitions: “Hi, where are you from? What do you do for a living?” When I was approached to speak about this theme, the first thing I found myself thinking was, “Which contemporary art and which church?” How narrowly or broadly should we define these? Both worlds already have ready-made definitions of each other that may not be conducive to conversation. We cannot pretend there are not real difficulties here. So let us inch toward the question of definitions.

			How would a neutral observer with no skin in either game define these realms? How would the proverbial Martian—that mythical being who is somehow able to understand our situation yet maintain objective detachment—define them? From its neutral perspective, would it be justified in asking, “Is what you mean by church exemplified by Pastor Fred Phelps’s Westboro Baptist Church in Topeka, Kansas, which pickets the funerals of soldiers because they believe the death of American soldiers abroad is directly linked to American tolerance of homosexuality? Or is what you mean by church more like Redeemer Presbyterian in New York City, which makes many artists and skeptics feel at home in its pews, whose website declares, ‘Skeptics welcome,’ and whose pastor, Timothy Keller, writes books like The Prodigal God? Is what you mean by contemporary art in conversation with the church exemplified by the work of punk rocker/performance artist Laura Lush, who publically masturbated in broad daylight on the lawn of Westboro Baptist Church in protest of their phobic theology? Or is it more like Redeemer Presbyterian’s recent exhibition, Re-Imagined, showing paintings by Whitney Wood Bailey like Crossroads: Instinct/Intellect?” Laura Lush said of her performance, “The Westboro Baptist Church are ridiculous and do nothing except spread hate and cause controversy. As a bisexual woman . . . I wanted to spread my legs and cause controversy.”6 In contrast, Whitney Wood Bailey says that her work “provides a field for contemplating an intersection of faith and reason with intuition and logic. It is driven by questions of a metaphysical nature such as how design and orchestration within nature affects our consciousness and how the extraordinary geometries within nature’s design demand the consideration of intelligent design as well as our notions of spirituality.”7 Would our Martian, from its position of neutrality, be justified in including both scenarios in the definitions of church, contemporary art, and conversation? Certainly no successful conversation between worlds can occur if we have not worked through these terrible dichotomies.

			Here I have drawn an extreme and rather painful spectrum. Do these extremes all belong to our definitions of each world, or should we exclude and edit? We cannot address our topic without acknowledging the extremes, but at the same time we do not need to allow these worlds to be defined by their extremes. Nor is either world fair when it dismisses the other on the terms of its extremes. The ugly end of this spectrum recalls the terms of the culture wars of the 1980s. Though they died down, they are now resurfacing.

			In October 2011, Eleanor Heartney, an art writer and critic at the center of today’s contemporary art world (and also a speaker at CIVA’s 2013 conference on art and justice), wrote an article for Art in America cataloging a new uptick of such events. Beginning with the violent destruction of Enrique Chagoya’s art by a Christian truck driver in Loveland, Colorado, Heartney documents extreme religious and political iconoclasm and violence from America, France, Singapore, Germany, Denmark, Russia, and Azerbaijan. By the end of her article, any interloper between contemporary art and the church who values both worlds would be troubled. But Heartney ends her essay with, dare I say, a redemptive surprise. The incident is complex and requires a full quotation:

			As these instances suggest, conflicts over religious images are often ignited by broader social and political issues. Sometimes artists are drawn into quagmires they might have preferred to avoid. At other times, they intend to provoke, employing religious symbols in order to challenge demagoguery, institutional hypocrisy or the exploitation of religious teachings for political ends. Rarely do their works consist of a direct attack on religion itself, as opposed to the social and political uses to which religion is put. In fact, in surprisingly many cases, artists acknowledge their powerful attraction to religious symbols and core beliefs. But these niceties are often lost on believers, particularly those for whom religion is inseparable from national or ethnic identity or for whom it represents an unchangeable orthodoxy. Meanwhile, politicians and power brokers across the globe have discovered that religion is a potent tool for rallying their constituencies against the encroachment of “heretical” outsiders. . . . The battle lines between art and religion are not inviolable, however. The Enrique Chagoya incident was followed by an unusual but encouraging coda that demonstrates the potential for common ground. Alerted to the incident by his congregation, Jonathon Wiggins, pastor of Loveland’s Resurrection Fellowship Church, e-mailed the artist, suggesting that they open a dialogue. Chagoya, who was genuinely distressed by the controversy, accepted the invitation as well as Wiggins’s request that he create an image of an “uncorrupted Jesus.” That work, which depicts the Resurrected Christ and draws on sacred images from Renaissance and Mexican Baroque art, is now installed in the Fellowship Church. Chagoya says, “I want to make a statement in favor of open-minded actions and civil dialogue. . . . Responding to hate with hate will not take us anywhere.”8

			Heartney’s insightful cataloging of all the complicated layers and motives involved in controversy is helpful. Both in its content and in its gracious yet critical posture, her writing serves as an exemplar of what conversation can look like. It shows where the landmines and the differences are, and it catalogues the areas that need to be worked through for art and church to have constructive conversations. To create such a conversation takes a deliberate commitment, a sustained interaction, a well-informed mediator, and a posture of genuine love and empathy to others.

			But even such commitments are unstable. I was once hired by a wonderful, sophisticated church in a Southern California arts community to come every January and deliver public lectures on art. The event was hosted by the church but had an open invitation to the arts public, and I spoke there for seven years in a row. Each time the church leaders asked me to relate theology to traditional and contemporary art. They liked me because I am accessible and clear, I know and value both art and theology, and I am not categorically or ideologically angry. Each year they encouraged me to deal more and more with contemporary art, not only to help their church members understand its strangeness, but also to value regional artists. Honoring their encouragement to address the margins as well as the centers of contemporary art, I finally did a lecture series relating the bizarre symbolic actions of Old Testament prophets with the bizarre symbolic actions of contemporary performance artists. I compared Isaiah, who was told by God to preach naked in Israel for three years, with Yayoi Kusama’s troupe of naked dancers protesting the Vietnam War, along with many other examples. I showed the deep parallels between the tradition of sacred discontent in religion and the avant-garde protest in art. I explained how both religion and art establish spiritual goodness and aesthetic beauty, but can also turn against those stabilizing norms and smash them when societies—whether religious or secular—fetishize them as idols or hedge-fund fodder, and mask injustice. To me, this was the epitome of how it should be: an enlightened church serving as a patron, commissioning me to figure out the complications between faith, art, justice, power, money, and spiritual dissent, all while stimulating conversation between the alienated parties of the church and contemporary art in a hospitable setting. But evidently I had taken the conversation too far, and—despite seven years of growing friendship and trust—they fired me.

			If we want conversation we must admit that we have this history of conflict and that these two worlds do hold fundamental differences. That is partly due to lack of mutual understanding and diplomacy, but it is also partly due to a much deeper reality regarding the nature of belief and of images themselves. I must confess that while I love what Wiggins’s church and Enrique Chagoya did to collaborate and mediate in a difficult situation, I do not actually love the painting itself. But so what? What happened there is, in fact, relevant to the most current and generative way of thinking about art today: a kind of relational aesthetics invested in social practice, where the actual art object and notions of success and quality are less the point than the relationship between the object and viewers. Chagoya created relations of respect, dignity, goodwill, and conversation. But what about the issue of quality? Chagoya’s and Wiggins’s solution made the church happy as a community, but did it make art happy as a painting? Is his painting a good or otherwise relevant painting for the contemporary art world? Reconciliation by way of the Renaissance and Baroque had its profound place at the Loveland Church, but does this painting work as a painting?

			There are other examples. This is not the only incident of genuine and positive conversation that our Martian might observe. Perhaps the Martian will also consider a scenario like House of Mercy, the emergent church I attend in Saint Paul. It is a church rich in artists and musicians, with its own record label. Artist Chris Larson, a member and formerly the minister of music at House of Mercy, is also a tenured sculpture professor at the University of Minnesota with gallery representation in New York and Berlin. Recently he made a big splash with his piece Celebration/Love/Loss at the Northern Sparks Festival in Minneapolis. He built an exact replica of a modernist house in Saint Paul by Marcel Breuer, and then torched it for the festival. The New York Times did a two-page color spread on this aggressive yet strangely beautiful work. Then Larson built a second replica of the house, not as a sculpture for an arts festival but as a medical clinic in an impoverished village in rural Kenya. Larson was collaborating in a cultural exchange between the Kenyan church and the American church. Remarkably, this allowed Larson to make work as an artist that suited his own vision and style, yet also translated across continents as well as across the divide of contemporary art and the church. This confluence of contemporary art, relational aesthetics, art as social critique, art as social practice, and Christian mission might be another case for our Martian to compile on the spectrum between contemporary art and the church.

			Given the fascination with fire in both the art and church worlds, our Martian might wonder whether there is not a significant symmetry between Larson’s Celebration/Love/Loss and Rebekah Waites’s piece Church Trap, which she torched at the Burning Man festival in 2013. Waites also built a life-sized replica of a building, in her case a traditional small country church with a single steeple. She then propped one end up on a large pole, the way we might prop up a wooden box on a stick to make a trap for small animals, implying that religion was the bait inside. Then she set the whole thing on fire, linking heaven and hell, salvation and damnation.

			And what would our neutral observer make of Dennis Oppenheim’s sculpture, originally titled Church, then changed to Device for Rooting Out Evil? Here too a near-life-sized replica of a small church with a steeple was built, but this time it was placed upside down in the public square—its steeple stuck into the ground like a giant stake holding the inverted church in the air. Regarding the title change, Oppenheim said:

			That piece, initially called Church, was proposed to the Public Art Fund in the city of New York to be built last year on Church Street, where I live. The director thought it was too controversial, and felt it would stimulate a lot of negative reaction from the Church and the religious population. I then changed the title to Device to Root out Evil, to sidestep unwanted focus on ambient content. It’s a very simple gesture that’s made here, simply turning something upside-down. One is always looking for a basic gesture in sculpture, economy of gesture: it is the simplest, most direct means to a work. Turning something upside-down elicits a reversal of content and pointing a steeple into the ground directs it to hell as opposed to heaven.9

			If it’s not yet clear, I ought to point out that there already is quite a conversation going on between contemporary art and the church. There are, in fact, numerous intersection points where this kind of conversation is taking place as recently cataloged and analyzed in scholarship by numerous authors.10

			Thus far I have approached our theme in a somewhat ad hoc method. I have been holding off on any hard definitions in order to facilitate a sustained conversation between strangers. Some might caution against worrying about airtight definitions since that would be counterproductive. I agree. Still, everyone is operating by definitions in practice, whether acknowledged or not. And it is by definitions that everyone overtly or covertly predetermines the playing field. To be able to converse, we need at least some clarifying reference points. Here again, we must not be naive. The church’s strong tendency is to want a bottom line of theological and biblical justification. The church will not long tolerate or see a need for an art that it does not ultimately agree with. Similarly, the contemporary art world will not long tolerate the influence of religion or theology, even if it likes this or that example. On average, sincerity of belief is not convincing to a radically skeptical world that has witnessed the conservative alliance of religion and politics to suppress groups, ignore AIDS, abuse children, and eliminate funding on purely religious principles.

			Good Definitions

			Given the tendency to polarize via definitions, and the need for working definitions to know what we are talking about, is there a way to define enough common ground for a conversation? I think there is, and I find myself drawn to an approach that is, once again, as much about posture and method as it is about definitive clarity and ideological turf. What we need are working definitions that generally locate us but are more about enabling ways of thinking than about drawing boundaries that exclude. To illustrate, let me use two examples—two little books that grapple with the relationship between contemporary art and religion. One is James Elkins’s book On the Strange Place of Religion in Contemporary Art. The other is Eleanor Heartney’s Postmodern Heretics: The Catholic Imagination in Contemporary Art. Both authors observe cases of tension and failed reconciliation between these two worlds. Both authors set out to write a short book addressing those observations in hopes of stimulating worthwhile conversation. Both devote their first chapters to definitions in order to set up the issues between these two worlds. And then both choose five artists who represent variations of the relation between art and religion.

			But beyond these similarities of task and structure, the methods—the postures of thinking—used by Elkins and Heartney differ radically and are instructive for us. Take Elkins first. In essence he builds his definitions entirely on the difference between these worlds. In doing so, he creates a definition of contemporary art that has no room for religion, and he creates a definition for religion that is closed to contemporary art. His definitions make it impossible to find meaningful intersection, overlap, or even creative conflict between these two worlds because he seems convinced that these two realms are inherently antithetical. He then examines five artists and finds that their work fails to create significant bridges between contemporary art and religion. His artists are preordained to fail because his definitions do not allow for success. From the point of view of method, he structures his definitions on a method of exclusion. Having set up two closed systems, he asks about the realm between them and finds no successful interlopers.

			I cannot, however, simply criticize Elkins’s book, because there is so much in the respective cultures of the church and contemporary art that justifies his perceptions. In fact, his first two chapters actually acknowledge the complexity and dilemmas of this quite well, complete with reference to numerous scholars worth reading on the topic. Two of his conclusions seem irrefutable. One is that even scholars who want art and religion to be in conversation, such as Joseph Masheck, struggle to get around a deeply entrenched dichotomy: “Masheck,” says Elkins, “is vexed by the art world’s secularism and by Catholicism’s conservatism.”11 Another is Thierry De Duve’s conclusion that in the culture now, “faith, for us, has become a private matter to be settled according to individual conscience. And religious practice is no longer the social mortar it once was.”12 Consequently, Elkins shows how in the art world spirituality diverged from religion or church—which is why he uses exclusive definitions. He concludes that art in conversation with spirituality is one thing, but art in conversation with religion is quite a different thing. Organized contemporary art and organized religion, he concludes, are not compatible. 

			Certainly on the pragmatic ground of how both worlds tend to operate, Elkins is right. And the motives for this divorce easily come as much or more from the church as they do from contemporary art. Nonetheless, I find myself asking, had he framed his definitions differently, would he have been drawn to different artists and discovered significant intersections that are more open to conversation?

			By contrast, Heartney’s book discovers a rich, though challenging, dialogue between these worlds.13 Why the difference? Like Elkins, Heartney’s first chapter sets up working definitions in order to give structure to her examination of how artists operate between worlds. But unlike Elkins, Heartney’s method of framing the question is inclusive even as it acknowledges hostilities. Heartney’s definitions are also structurally different than Elkins’s. She rests her definitions not only on the powerful differences between these two worlds, but equally on the common ground or similarities between them. Her definitions are concrete enough to work from, but they also allow enough ambiguity—and more profoundly, conflicted ambivalence—to reflect the complexity of the question. In particular, her definitions leverage the common ground of metaphor on which both worlds thrive. Even more, while both worlds function by metaphor, metaphor itself operates by the slippage between difference and similarity. As a result, where Elkins finds not even a single successful interloper between these two worlds, Heartney at least finds many successful transgressors. And transgression—so inherent in art, religion, sacred discontent, and avant-garde attitudes—is itself a common ground for this conversation or place between. For though the world of contemporary art has forgotten this and the church has suppressed it, what could be more central to the biblical text than a multitude of doubters and transgressors? Because Heartney’s posture for handling definitions simultaneously embraces the dynamics of exclusivity and inclusivity, she is able to set out a fertile and vigorous conversation between contemporary art and the church.

			To this, however, Elkins makes a good objection. Art that engages religion as transgressive or ironic, he says, is accepted in the art world but not the religious world. This is partly because, no matter how genuine the struggle in the transgression, it is not considered sincere religion or sincere art. The art world favors skepticism, and the church world favors sincerity.14 So when CIVA desires a conversation between contemporary art and the church, what exactly does it want? Elkins is perfectly willing to say there are two art worlds here: one is the fine or high art of contemporary sensibilities, and the other is the sincere religious art of church sensibilities. Each is for a different world that does not share much in common with the other. Elkins’s example is the University of California, Berkeley, which houses the Graduate Theological Union and an art history department. The faculties of these two departments are amicable with each other but are training students for different vocations with wholly different understandings of art.

			I do not want to analyze these two books further, but what I want to say clearly is this: on a fundamental level, Elkins understands these two worlds mainly as either/or realities, while Heartney understands them as both/and realities. Elkins sees them as incapable of generating mutual creativity, while Heartney finds them to be potentially generative, even if they are highly argumentative. Both scholars enter interesting and challenging ground and ask good questions, but Elkins approaches the topic in a way that finds no vital dialogue, whereas Heartney frames it in a way that opens up dialogue. I am in no way suggesting that either of these significant scholars had motives beyond genuine intellectual curiosity. I am simply interested in the implications of the differences here. That difference is important.

			We might take a cue from the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, who explored how our uses of language too often guarantee an impasse. “Most of the propositions and questions of philosophers,” he wrote, “arise from our failure to understand the logic of our language.”15 Thus he investigated the logic and structure of the way we frame our questions and propositions, focusing on language first to clear the way. In Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein writes, “Our investigation is a grammatical one. Such an investigation sheds light on our problem by clearing misunderstandings away. Misunderstandings concerning the use of words, caused, among other things, by certain analogies between the forms of expression in different regions of language.”16 Certainly the “different regions” of the church and the world of contemporary art constitute “different regions of language,” and much work is needed to clear away the limitations of how we speak, whether in the specialized codes of art or of religion.

			Philosopher Emmanuel Levinas takes this much further, arguing for a deep ethics of questions. The role of questions and “calling into question” runs as a leitmotif throughout Levinas’s thought. He argues that in our desire to make sense of complexity and difference, we tend to operate by “reducing ‘Other­ness’ to the ‘Same’” (especially if we are putting ontology first). But inevitably that sameness is, in fact, our idea of the other more than the actual reality—Alterity. Instead of a selfward, and therefore colonizing, way of mastering “different regions,” instead of “ontology as the first question,” Levinas argues that ethics comes first. And Levinas summons us to question the “sameness” by which we seek to unify and comprehend the world.

			Instead of thematizing all into the “same,” now the “same” critiques its own dogmatisim, by way of the “other,” thus calling into question by the other. We name this calling into question…by the presence of the Other, ethics. The strangeness of the Other, his irreducibility to the I, to my thoughts and my possessions, is precisely accomplished as a calling into question…as ethics.17

			This is the foundation of dialogue.

			Without minimizing the very real difficulties and even hostilities between these two worlds, I would advocate a method—a posture—of asking questions that promotes complexity and allows for nuance, opening ground for all parties involved. This is the spirit of Levinas’s emphasis on the face as the grounds for dialogue. “The Face of the Other is perhaps the very beginning of philosophy,” he wrote.18 His understanding of “the Face” and the mutuality of the face between persons is entirely premised on ethics and relation: “The way in which the other presents himself, exceeding the idea of the other in me, we here name face.”19 In this posture, Elving Anderson, one of the first geneticists to work on the Human Genome project for the Dite Institute, a world-class scientist and also a Christian, once told me, “The most important cultural task and skill we have is asking good questions.” “A good question,” he said, “is on the same order as the parables.” This is a healthy posture. And I propose that there is a broad discontent today when the method of framing questions enforces exclusive categories with borders that cannot be crossed. I sense this especially in the younger generation of both contemporary artists and church seekers. The posture I am aiming at is highly operative within the influence of relational aesthetics and social practice as art. And in that direction runs the most creative and generative energy.

			I want to make the idea of healthy posture more concrete. Let me portray it twice: through a metaphor and through a person. In The Writing Life, Annie Dillard describes learning to chop wood. At first she would stand the chunk of wood on its end on the chopping block and aim the axe at the wood, usually half-missing it, and deal it glancing blows until it had a wee pointy head. She would then turn it over and try to balance it on its pointy tip, attempting to chop the blunt end before it fell over. Eventually, she says, it came to her in a dream how to chop wood. “You aim, said the dream—of course!—at the chopping block. It is true. You aim at the chopping block, not at the wood; then you split the wood, instead of chipping it.”20 The dilemma with a conversation between contemporary art and the church is in getting both parties to take their eyes off their own immediate ends, turf, ideology, and doctrinal correctness, and aim at the deeper thing that lies beyond their circumscribed realms. What that deeper thing might be cannot be discovered unless people from both sides of the divide actually do the work of conversation. What is possible does not yet exist. We do not know what it could look like. Whatever is possible in terms of generating new relationships and meanings, and therefore new forms of expression, is at best still gestating within the desire for a conversation—or, to use an archaic term, what is conceivable through social intercourse.

			How is this exemplified in a person? I would offer Nicholas Wolterstorff as an exemplar. I once heard him present on aesthetics to the Society of Christian Philosophers. In the question-and-answer time afterward, a colleague gently objected, saying, “I appreciate all you have presented, but to be honest, it sounds much like John Dewey. As a Christian, I fail to perceive how it is distinctly ‘different.’” Wolterstorff replied, “We may have different views on that question. I do not think our goal is to be ‘different.’ Our goal is to be faithful. If we are faithful, we will in the end be different. But if we make ‘being different’ our goal in order to separate ourselves, we will end up skewing the truth by way of that motive.” His questioner operated by an exclusionary method of thinking. Wolterstorff operated by an inclusionary method. The difference comes down to posture.

			This demands a willingness to be changed. Good posture is not posturing. It is not a pretended openness or faux sympathy to others, practiced only in order to gain enough trust to outwit our opponents. Rather, it is a profound interest in discovering what reality is—and what the reality of others is—“exceeding the idea of the other in me.” From the point of view of religious faith, this is the essence of faith. It is the great misstep of religion to have become conservative in posture—that is, reactive instead of generative—out of fear of not conserving our institutions against change. And ironically, the inverse dynamic has risen up in the contemporary art world as it seeks to conserve what is nearly an orthodox dogma of avant-garde freedom. Both worlds may, at least to a great degree, be resisting straw men. We do not know each other, and remarkable things happen when people who assume the worst of each other get acquainted.

			The bane of sacred discontent is the turning of vibrant relations between fallible humans and God, who is other than us, unknowable, and beyond our possession—yet always available—into conservative institutions and dogmas that supplant the terrifying awe of actual relations with the divine. And the bane of the avant-garde is the turning of vibrant creativity and beauty as forms beyond and greater than us into bourgeois institutions and dogmas of class, race, gender, and the market that supplant the terrifying awe of actual relations that are equitable and authentic. In both cases, a kind of idolatry or fetishizing of “my idea of the other” through the distortions of ideology has subjugated wholeness and truth in favor of systems we can control, own, and use to colonize reality into our privileged perspective.

			Our call for conversation must not approach romanticism, for the differences in basic beliefs—not just methods—in these two worlds is real. But I have moments when I wonder: Is not relational aesthetics’s call for collaboration, social practice, and relationship itself at least structurally parallel to faith’s conviction to love one’s neighbor as oneself? Without conversation, conceived radically as not colonizing but being open to otherness, we will never know what might be conceived between these worlds.

			Those who have explored the function of dialogue deeply, such as Martin Buber, make clear that entering a conversation with the hope of changing one’s counterpart and only feigning the openness to change oneself is not operating in good faith. I am not really a romantic about the human capacity to lay down our tribal defenses. To assert oneself and one’s group is far easier and more natural than to negotiate the terrifying beauty of otherness, without which love is impossible. Buber’s proclamation that we slip more easily into relations of “I and It” than “I and Thou”; Levinas’s lament that we prefer “the same” over “the other,” the static “said” over the living dynamic of “the saying,” and that we want “totality” over “infinity”; or René Girard’s conclusion that human history and culture are driven by the subjugating conformity of “mimetic desire” and the defensive mechanism of “scapegoating the other”—all of these dynamics prevent the discovery of a rich “between” that can become a new form.21

			Good Challenges

			The challenge to those of us who desire a conversation is at least threefold. First, how can we address our mutual illiteracy and dispel unnecessary oppositions? Second, how can we find common ground—in both content and method—to nurture a dialogue that is both sustained and thoughtful? And third, are we open to a conversation that might change us as well as the other party?

			My task was merely to introduce the theme. There is much work to be done.
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