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    This book is dedicated to my father, 


    Dr. J. T. McElroy, a remarkable man who 


    wrestled multiple sclerosis for forty-five years 


    while holding on to his faith and 


    his sense of humor


    

  


  Preface


  The book you are holding is not complete.


  That is because it’s not possible to completely cover the broad topic of the arts and creativity in the church in the limited number of pages a book allows. So I had to make choices about this manuscript’s content, which led to two things: first, a focus on the art forms that have been underdeveloped in churches—which I’ll explain in a moment—and second, a decision to make available online a plethora of content that wouldn’t physically fit in the book.


  In addition to this print book, I’m excited to provide you with the complimentary “Creative Church Handbook Resources and Extras,” an extensive online cache of related materials and ideas. At JScottMcElroy.com/CCHandbookextras you’ll find worksheets, sample documents, advice and recommendations, many additional detailed projects, color versions of all the pictures in the book, dozens of extra photos and much more. These resources and extras are exclusively for Creative Church Handbook readers: they won’t come up in Internet searches, and are only accessible through the special web address. You’ll see the online resources and extras referenced throughout these pages and the special web address at the end of every chapter.


  But even the online resources and extras can only go so far. This new renaissance of the arts and creativity in the church is continuing to develop. New ideas, materials and inspiration will become available. New leaders will join the movement. This is why the nonprofit organization The New Renaissance Arts Movement (TheNewR.org) was created: to provide updated information on all the concepts associated with this book, and to connect you with others who are working them out. Make sure you join the New Renaissance email list, check in on the blog or follow its social media sites for the latest on what is happening with the arts in the church.


  Since the priority of this book is to focus on the many art forms that have been underdeveloped in churches, some of the more developed art forms—particularly music and the technical arts—have taken a back seat. That’s not because they are less important. In fact, it’s clear that music is one of the most powerful and effective expressions of the arts and creativity in the church. Musicians and their music can create an atmosphere of worship, lead us into God’s presence, allow us to make art in community (congregational singing), and so much more. Plus, recorded music is portable, enabling us to recreate worship experiences wherever we are, or to add a worship soundtrack to the moments of life. Most of the art forms in this book can be paired with music or incorporate music in some way. But the choice was made to not explore the creation and execution of music in the church here simply because the majority of churches already incorporate music in their services and programs. To a large extent, the modern church understands the impact and appeal of music. It’s the other fields of the arts that we need help with.


  Another area I don’t fully explore is the realm of the technical arts—all the wonderful tools that can be used to mix and enhance sound, create lighting effects, project images and more. These of course require and add a great deal of creativity. They are often essential in the modern church experience and profoundly enhance how the congregation connects with the service and the message. But in-depth technical advice is a topic for another book, although I do include some thoughts here in this book, as well as recommendations and links in the online resources and extras. You can also find more information on the New Renaissance website.


  One thing you will find here and in the online resources and extras is a thorough discussion of arts ministry: how to develop it and how to maintain it. This is because I believe arts ministry—sharing God’s love through any and all mediums of the arts—plays an essential role in cultivating a church community where creativity can thrive. It can be part of the foundation of a creative church. Because it’s rare to find in-depth guidance and information about arts ministry, the publisher and I have endeavored to provide a comprehensive overview here.


  It’s my hope that book this will become a treasured handbook for you. It’s my prayer that God will use it and the resources associated with it to further his kingdom work in your life and in your church.


  Introduction


  We live at an extraordinary time in history. Powerful, creative tools, unimaginable even a hundred years ago, are available to grade-school children. Instantaneous global connection is commonplace. Images and ideas packaged with the power of the arts can spread around the world in seconds. We’re experiencing the greatest technological, communication and creative advances humans have ever seen.


  Believers can detect God’s presence in these advances. Our inadequate conceptions of him are frequently challenged by creative technology like the Hubble Telescope, which gives us new insight into his exquisite and boundless imagination. New scientific revelations about the complexities and processes of life and organisms give us a glimpse of his omnipotence.


  The church is benefiting from technological innovations as well, realizing more ways to connect and communicate God’s love, share the gospel and inspire revival. Quite a few congregations, especially larger ones, are actively using creative new media. However, for many churches, expanding their creativity beyond technology and music has been a challenge. (There are a number of reasons for this, which I’ll discuss later.) These applications are just the tip of the iceberg; there is so much more creativity that God wants his church to enjoy and benefit from. In fact, many Christian leaders sense that he is inviting his people into higher levels of creativity and collaboration with him in all the art forms, from ancient art practices to cutting-edge technology to public art installations, from fine art to film to finger-painting. There is a sense that God is awakening the arts and creativity as natural expressions of worship, life and outreach for his bride, and that he is calling us to explore how we might more fully reflect his love and his character to humanity through these powerful mediums. Many are realizing that God wants to activate the creativity inherent in us all and actually collaborate with us in it. If we accept this invitation, creativity can thrive in our lives and churches, bringing us to a new level of effectiveness in the world.


  At this unique time in history, I believe God is inviting the church on an incredible journey of better understanding his character and personality through the marvelous gifts of creativity. He is drawing us into the joy of creative collaboration with him and with our congregations, so all the gifts may operate in the body of Christ. Then the world may know him and feel his love through the creativity that is inseparable from his—and, as his children, our own—nature. He wants to show the world his love in creative, authentic and thrilling ways (Ps 36:5; 1 Jn 3:1; Eph 5:1, 25-27).


  Still, many continue to question why we need the arts and creative expression in the church when teaching and preaching can convey God’s will and ways to us. Many church leaders have felt this way since the Protestant Reformation, viewing the arts as nonessential, a waste of time and money, or even carnal or evil. This book seeks to offer answers to why the arts and creativity are essential for the church, how they can affect the church’s growth and maturity, and how the arts’ presence in churches will create a more accurate representation of God’s personality in the world. You’ll also find a treasure trove of ideas for how to successfully integrate the power of the arts into churches, with many practical projects and examples as well as wisdom from those successfully employing the arts and creativity in enhancing their church’s mission and message. As the why and how of the arts in the church are examined, related themes like building an arts ministry, drawing out the creativity inherent in every Christian, supporting spiritual formation in artists and much more will be explored.


  God is calling individual Christians and churches to operate boldly in the realms of imagination, innovation, beauty and creativity for his glory. He is calling us to help him rescue these powerful means of communication and expression from the jurisdiction of selfishness and evil. They’ve come to reside there largely because of our neglect of them. He wants to put them to work in the roles they were designed for—reconciliation, redemption and love. He is offering us an opportunity to lead a new renaissance, centered in the church, which will change the world.


  May he, through his creative Spirit, revive and renew our hearts, our congregations, our communities and our planet!


  ······ 1 ······


  A Renewal of the Arts and Creativity in the Church


  Creative experience foreshadows a new Heaven and a new Earth.


  NIKOLAI BERDYAEV, Dream and Reality


  For we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.


  EPHESIANS 2:10


  Imagine if the local church became the place in culture to experience creativity, beauty and transcendence.


  It is possible.


  Hundreds of years ago, churches were in many ways centers for these experiences, leading millions to experience God’s presence through art and architecture. After the Reformation, Protestants largely abdicated that role. Now many churches are once again moving in that direction and beginning to develop creative arts programs that foster connection with the Creator.


  Interaction with the arts and creativity is unavoidable in our culture. The average person encounters performances, music, and visual and media arts daily, even hourly. Most churches would like to become more fluent in the use of the arts in order to communicate truths about God more effectively. That’s a worthy goal. God designed the arts to hurdle our barriers, slip past our intellect, and penetrate our hearts and souls with truth and insight. But he values the arts and creativity for reasons beyond their usefulness. He loves them because he is beauty and creativity (Ps 19:1; 96:6). Whether his beauty and creativity are expressed in nature or through the arts, embracing them enables us to more fully appreciate his personality and enjoy his presence.


  A New Renaissance


  Throughout Christianity there are signs that a sort of new renaissance is rising, a Holy Spirit–initiated movement to integrate the arts and creativity into churches. This movement has the real potential to revive and rejuvenate our congregations, enhance our understanding of God and bring the body of Christ closer to maturity. And, looking outward, the movement is finding new and creative ways to engage the culture with spiritual art—not as propa­ganda but as an authentic expression of faith, love, truth and identity.


  Christians of all traditions are noticing that God is sparking a renewed interest in the arts in their communities. Pope Benedict held a historic art summit with hundreds of world-renowned artists in the Sistine Chapel as part of a goal to “rekindle the special historical relationship between faith and art,” saying it was the first of many arts initiatives.1 Major evangelical organizations like Youth With a Mission (YWAM), Operation Mobilization (OM), Campus Crusade for Christ (CRU), the Navigators and InterVarsity Christian Fellowship have recognized the ability of the arts to communicate across barriers and have developed arts training and outreaches.2 The international Lausanne Movement (founded by Billy Graham) produced a brilliant manifesto on the arts called “Redeeming the Arts.”3 The explosion in the use of music, electronic media and drama in Protestant and evangelical churches has been quite significant, and now more churches than ever before have added visual arts galleries to their buildings.4 Many charismatics are using the arts as vehicles for encouragement, teaching and prophetic messages during their services and outreaches.5


  The first substantial wave of this movement lapped into many churches in the mid-1980s in the form of contemporary worship music, swelling into a flood in the 1990s and 2000s. Within twenty years, music in many churches completely changed, and the majority now have at least one service where contemporary worship music is featured. Whether you prefer hymns or newer music, you must admit that this shift has enabled new generations to find relevance in their worship experience and opened the door for thousands of musical artists to create and play for God’s glory.


  
    
      “I don’t want you to think of art as a little frill or whipped cream on the cake of life. It’s more like steak and potatoes.”


      Dallas Willard, address at Biola University, March 31, 1987

    

  


  This renewed interest in the arts goes beyond the church’s attempts to stay relevant or find creative ways to win converts. In fact, many see it as a key ingredient to the foretold preparation of the body and bride of Christ (Eph 5:26), as well as a shift in the way the church influences the world as an agent of redemption and a force for good.


  The Essential Role of the Arts and Creativity in the Church


  There are a number of reasons for the emergence of this new renaissance, but I believe all of them point to one conclusion: the arts and creativity are meant to play an essential role in the church.


  I wasn’t always so passionate about that conclusion. Honestly, as I thought and prayed about this book, discouragement set in at the prospect of trying to build a case for the arts and creativity in the church. It was hard to find an argument that might persuade the leaders who see little need for the arts to think differently.


  Then, one Saturday as I sat at a church retreat quieting myself in God’s presence, he quite unexpectedly whispered a question: “What if integrating the arts into the church is more than just a nice idea (more than just for decoration or relevance)? What if that integration is necessary for the maturity of the body of Christ?” For me, it was an electrifying thought, and I was immediately filled with hope and purpose. What if the arts and creativity are designed to play a key role in the maturing of Christ’s bride? What if we need them in the church? The more I prayed, studied, researched and posed that question to pastors and leaders, the more I became convinced of the truth of that concept.


  Most will agree that God designed Christian community as a place where every believer’s gifting, large or small, can be discovered, nurtured and developed for the benefit of the believers themselves, the members of the body of Christ and the wider world. Romans 12:4-6 says,


  For just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, so in Christ we, though many, form one body, and each member belongs to all the others. We have different gifts, according to the grace given to each of us.


  So what happens when some of the intended gifts are simply missing? Can the body properly function?


  Artists carry the gifts of intuition, insight, imagination, creativity and more—gifts designed by the Creator to ignite the heart and engage the whole person. But these giftings also fit in with the traditional gifts listed in Ephesians 4:11-13. The Amplified version sheds some interesting light on the passage:


  And His gifts were [varied; He Himself appointed and gave men to us] some to be apostles (special messengers), some prophets (inspired preachers and expounders), some evangelists (preachers of the Gospel, traveling missionaries), some pastors (shepherds of His flock) and teachers.


  His intention was the perfecting and the full equipping of the saints (His consecrated people), [that they should do] the work of ministering toward building up Christ’s body (the church),


  [That it might develop] until we all attain oneness in the faith and in the comprehension of the [full and accurate] knowledge of the Son of God, that [we might arrive] at really mature manhood (the completeness of personality which is nothing less than the standard height of Christ’s own perfection), the measure of the stature of the fullness of the Christ and the completeness found in Him.


  Of course, this is not an exhaustive list of spiritual gifts. Wayne Grudem says, “A spiritual gift is any ability that is empowered by the Holy Spirit and used in ministry of the church.”6 But even if this list were complete, we can see how artists operate in several of the gifts Paul mentions here, such as prophets. The arts are designed to reveal hidden meanings and truths to individuals and groups. The prophets of the Old Testament often used performance or crafted objects to convey God’s messages. For example, Ezekiel was instructed to make drawings and models, lie on his side a certain way and cook with dung as fuel—all to illustrate what God was saying to his people (Ezek 4:1-16).


  Prophetic lyrics and music were also a constant part of Jewish life. The tabernacle was adorned with maximum beauty to proclaim the past, present and future magnificence of God (Ex 25). Of course, God’s artists today may not be oracles like the Old Testament prophets were, but as they learn to collaborate with him, he will use them in prophetic ways to bring truth and understanding to our churches, communities and culture.


  As for the evangelistic gift, the arts speak across language barriers like few other forms of communication, using the universality of story, sound and symbol to convey the gospel. With the pastoral gift, worship pastors and (in the churches that have them) arts pastors lead congregations to connect with God in rich and heartfelt ways. The arts are excellent for teaching as well, especially in our visual society, because of their ability to bypass mental understanding and plant truth deep in the heart.


  
    
      “The arts are not the pretty but irrelevant bits around the border of reality. They are highways into the center of a reality which cannot be glimpsed, let alone grasped, any other way.”


      N. T. Wright, Simply Christian

    

  


  The gifts were given “so that the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God” (Eph 4:12-13). How can we really be one unless we are sharing our gifts, functioning as God designed us? And how can we have a full and accurate knowledge of the Son of God without approaching a comprehension of his inherent beauty and creativity or his unending grace?


  The rest of verse 13 answers the question about why we should seek to pursue these things: that we might “become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.” We will never reach maturity or be the complete body of Christ without cultivating the gifts of the arts and creativity in the church.


  If artists are not encouraged to contribute their gifts, observations, personalities and visions to the body of Christ, congregations and the universal church will continue to miss one of God’s key traits—his astounding creativity. And without that, imagination and joy are blocked, and faith, which requires imagination (Heb 11:1), will not fully flower. Without the integration of the arts and artists into the church, the body of Christ might be physically, emotionally and mentally challenged. And we will continue to be far from Jesus’ prayer that we would be one.


  What Can Be Done?


  So what can pastors and leaders, churches, artists and supporters do to welcome this renewal of the arts and help the body of Christ mature? Practically speaking, pastors and leaders can look for ways to encourage creativity, integrate the arts into services and disciple artists. Churches can pursue and support artists and start art galleries. Artists can get training, grow in their craft, become part of a Christian community and look for opportunities to spark creativity in local congregations. Supporters can advocate for the arts in their church, donate time and money, and help educate congregations. The New Renaissance Arts Movement, a nonprofit organization I’m part of that connects churches with the arts, offers many resources on these topics at the website TheNewR.org.


  But in the end, all this activity will not be enough to achieve a true integration of creativity and the arts into the church. Bono, lead singer from the band U2, said in a USA Today interview that his band tries “to write songs that raise the temperature of the room and find words for feelings you can’t express. And then, as Quincy Jones says, you wait for God to walk through the door. Because in the end, craft isn’t enough.”7 Impressive works of art, ingenious education and brilliant proposals—though all these things and more are needed—aren’t enough for a new spiritual renaissance in the arts.


  We must have divine inspiration. We must seek ideas from God, connecting and collaborating with him in our creativity on the projects he planned for us before we were born. We must pursue his guidance for how he would want to integrate the arts in our local churches.


  Of course, this starts by learning to hear God’s voice in prayer and in our everyday lives. Artists—or any Christian—will experience their greatest spiritual growth when they develop that aptitude. If you are a pastor or leader, fostering this deep, conversational relationship with God in your congregation is no doubt one of your heart’s desires. When artists learn how to do this, they will naturally impart it to others through their work and personalities. Chapter five touches on teaching artists—and congregations—to hear God’s voice and collaborate with him.


  As local churches take the initiative to encourage creativity, they’ll experience rich benefits in their services and community life. Just as pastors have specific messages from God for their congregations at specific times in history, so it is with the artists he has planted in church fellowships. As they are trained to hear God’s voice, they will bring powerful messages that enhance what he is doing in congregations. And we are not talking about only master artists, but artists of various skill levels, extending even to the average churchgoers who have little idea of the creativity God has placed in them. Later chapters will look at ways to integrate all creative skill levels into our churches in order to promote spiritual growth and cultivate community.


  The worldwide church stands at a unique time in history, in a position that no other institution can fill. Its decision to actively encourage the arts and creativity, to embrace and disciple artists, will benefit individuals, communities and the body of Christ in profound ways. It will enable the church to better fulfill its mission of offering God’s love to the world.


  But even if we do nothing in response to this moment in history, the power of the arts will continue to affect the world. As Bob Briner said, “Art has not lost its power because of our neglect of it. Its power is still there, but it’s not being used for good.”8 It’s time for the church to embrace the power of the arts and creativity, and join it with the power of the Holy Spirit to see lives transformed. The following chapters will provide practical tools to help that become a reality in your church.


  See the online resources and extras for this chapter at JScottMcElroy.com/CCHandbookextras.


  ······ 2 ······ 


  Ten Ways the Arts and Creativity Support the Church’s Mission


  Make friends with the artist. Let him rip off the veils of habit that obscure the beauty of Christ in the faces we look at day after day. Let her restore color and texture and smell to the salvation that has become disembodied in a fog of abstraction.


  EUGENE PETERSON, For the Beauty of the Church


  In addition to the idea that the arts and creativity are key to the growth and maturity of the church, there are at least two other core benefits of the arts in the church. They enable us to convey God’s love to people more effectively and to worship God more fully. I’ll expand on each of these in the pages ahead. A host of other benefits fall under these big three, and ten of them are highlighted in this chapter.


  Of course, these ten points are certainly not an exhaustive list of the arts’ and creativity’s benefits for the church; in fact, I doubt there’s an area of the church’s ministry and mission where the arts couldn’t be of some service. Also, please note that these points are not in order of importance. That would be very difficult to determine since different churches will have varying priorities. They are simply listed here in an order that seems to flow.1


  1. Releasing Creativity in God’s People


  Most Christians would agree that God is the most creative being in the universe. From the mind-bogglingly beautiful celestial formations seen through the Hubble Telescope to the impossibly complex and equally exquisite universe inside a single cell, his creativity and ingenuity leave us in awe. And he never stops creating. He paints a million constantly changing masterpieces in pastel sunsets, majestic cloud formations and glistening ocean waves every day. His brilliance in conceiving, designing and sustaining living beings like humans and animals will never be eclipsed.


  This supreme Creator is our Father, and we are his children. So, as they say about family traits, creativity is in our blood. Jesus, our brother if you will (Heb 2:11), said we would do even greater creative acts and miracles than he did while he was on the earth (Jn 14:12). For most of us that is hard to imagine, let alone achieve.


  There seem to be several reasons why Christians feel we don’t or can’t live up to the family legacy of creativity. First, there is the misunderstanding of what creativity is. Many who think they aren’t “creative” or “artists” don’t feel they can access a lifestyle of creativity. Actually, a major part of creativity is problem solving and decision making—things we each do every day. How we respond to people and situations also requires creativity. Prayer led by the Holy Spirit is incredibly creative, regularly calling things into existence that are only seen in the mind’s eye (Heb 11:1). The Holy Spirit is present and involved in each of these activities, and he loves to whisper and nudge and partner with us in them. When we listen and respond, that is flowing in creativity.


  
    
      “The glory of our future is continuing creativity in the life of God.”


      Dallas Willard, address at the Talbot School of Theology faculty retreat on September 16, 2011

    

  


  That leads to another misunderstanding: believing creativity is all up to us. The real joy in creativity is found in collaboration with God. Jesus claimed that he didn’t do anything on his own, but only what he heard the Father speak to him (Jn 5:19). In other words, the only way that he did all the creative miracles and came up with all the creative answers and stories that stumped the learned men of the day was through collaborating with his (and our) Father in every situation. That creativity is also available to us when we learn to listen for God’s voice.


  The fact is we are all wired for creative collaboration. We cannot live without human collaboration on the natural level—it is essential for everything, from the conception of life to relationships to work. Even something as passive as watching a TV show requires creative collaboration. The actors and writers and producers could not continue to do what they do without someone to read or watch or hear. And our Christian life is full of collaborative experiences. We collaborate at the moment of salvation when we give our life to Christ and he takes our sin. When we turn our mind and heart to reading the Word, the Holy Spirit collaborates with us and brings understanding. In fact, collaboration is at the core of faith.2


  When Christians realize that God—who knows every iota of our potential and truly cherishes us unconditionally—loves to collaborate with us, it unveils the opportunity for the most fulfilling and productive flow of creativity imaginable, even in the most basic things. God beckons us to get to know his intimate voice and then partner with him wherever we happen to be, collaborating to bring his kingdom and redemptive creative solutions into the world often in simple, ordinary ways. And while we partner with him, he reveals more of his incredible design and loving intentions for us.


  Imagine if everyone in your church expected to collaborate with God in their average daily creative decisions, in their businesses and interactions. How the kingdom of God might flourish in your community!


  
    
      “Art is the signature of civilizations.”


      Beverly Sills, The Beacon Book of Quotations by Women

    

  


  An integration of creativity and the arts in your church will draw out the family trait of creativity inherent in each person. Those who operate in additional levels of creativity—the artists—can be a key to releasing this. God has brought specific artists to specific churches to be a blessing not just for what they can do but for who they are. These artists and “makers” in a fellowship will add texture, depth and meaning to everything God is doing in a church as their gifts for story, sound, symbol and movement are consecrated and released. The many examples and affirmations of this in the Bible make it clear that God designed the Christian experience to be rich and all-encompassing.3 Properly discipled and empowered, the artists will lead your whole congregation into discovering and releasing God’s dynamic creative flow.


  2. Enabling Churches to Speak the Language of the Culture


  The proliferation of the arts in our society is undeniable. Music, film, graphics, performance, public and visual art are the language of the culture. A revolution in worship music has taken place. An integration of visual, performance and the other arts into the church is the next logical step.


  
    
      “Our culture is full of high-speed visual images and information, meanwhile our churches are still speaking on the level of words.”


      James Tughan

    

  


  The arts speak to people by using language and symbolism that is familiar or meaningful to them. Creative expression provides connecting points for people who are unfamiliar with church culture and enables us to convey Christ’s essence by showing, instead of always preaching. The world is looking for something real, something immediate and something truly creative. God is the ultimate source of renewal, reality and creativity, and he is inviting us to collaborate with him so that the world may know him. And creative works can take on a life of their own and can plant God’s seeds deep in hearts. They can make an impact far into the future.


  The message of the gospel is timeless, but Jesus, Paul and the prophets regularly spoke in the vernacular of their culture. As we look for ways to speak the language of our culture, we might talk to young adults in our congregation about new trends and consult local artists and designers about creative ways to convey the messages God gives us. This doesn’t have to be some desperate attempt to be “relevant.” God’s love is always relevant. But our culture’s language is art and creativity.


  3. Revealing the Gospel Message


  Romans 1:20 says, “Since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made [the inconceivable artistry of his creation], so that people are without excuse.” Long before Jesus came to redeem us from sin, God was openly revealing his loving intentions toward the world through his creativity. From the beginning, beauty, creativity and the arts were designed to convey God’s love. They have not lost their power to do that, even though over the millennia humans have often turned them into idols, worshiping the creation instead of the Creator. God knew that could happen but deemed the benefits of lavish creativity to be greater than the danger of its misuse, even endowing his often wayward children with an enormous capacity for creativity in our own realm. It certainly seems that God would want to us to follow his lead, use what he has given us, and continue developing beauty, creativity and the arts as witnesses for him (Jn 14:12; Eph 2:10).


  Whether you define the gospel story as the sweeping redemption of all of creation, the story of Jesus’ incarnation and sacrifice, or the good news of a new way of life in Christ, the arts have and will continue to illustrate it very eloquently.


  
    
      [image: figure2.1.psd]

      Figure 2.1. The beauty of Solomon’s Temple is reimagined in this model. Image: Shay Levy / PhotoStock-Israel.com

    

  


  God designed the Hebrew tabernacle and then Solomon’s temple using art and materials of dazzling beauty as a reminder of his glory, his people’s preciousness to him, and their unique story of how he miraculously provided for and repeatedly rescued them. A thousand years later, after having been destroyed and rebuilt, the temple’s beauty still astounded Jesus’ disciples (Mk 13:1). And the redemptive story it told was still clear to those who would listen.


  Jesus drew our attention to artistic symbols to punctuate his message, including how he would be lifted up like Moses’ serpent sculpture (his crucifixion, Jn 3:14) and how he would rebuild the “temple” in three days (his resurrection, Jn 2:19). In his ministry, he consistently shared the good news using story and parable, inviting people to use their imaginations to allow the images he presented to come alive and to find meaning within those imaginings. Jesus recognized that words or commands (alone) were insufficient. In order for people to make changes, they must first be able to imagine what is possible.4


  During medieval times, when the illiteracy rate in Europe was as high as 98 percent, the arts played a very practical role in teaching the gospel. Stained-glass windows, sculptures, paintings and more illuminated the redemption story for those who could not read.5


  “Redeeming the Arts” offers an eye-opening breakdown of the role of creativity in the biblical narrative:


  As the biblical narrative unfolds, it does so in stories and poetry. In fact, approximately 75 percent of scripture consists of story, 15 percent is expressed in poetic forms, and only 10 percent is propositional and overtly instructional. In our retelling of the same story, we have reversed this biblical pattern. Today an estimated 10 percent of our communication is designed to capture the imagination of the listener, while 90 percent is purely instructive.6


  
    
      “Art is . . . putting a frame around a moment.”


      Frederick Buechner, Beyond Words

    

  


  Most churches on this earth wouldn’t go as far as flipping that 10/90 equation around, and this book isn’t necessarily advocating such a radical shift. But even a small percentage increase of using the arts and creativity to engage the imagination and illustrate the gospel could have an impact on the effectiveness of the church’s mission. And it would put us more in line with the communication style used to recount the biblical story for thousands of years.


  4. Leading in Worship


  For many Christians, music and song is the art form that we usually associate with worship, and indeed, it is an extremely powerful vehicle to transport us into communion with God and our fellow believers. In the Old Testament, God designated a whole tribe of musicians, the Levites, who would do nothing but lead the people in glorifying God. But music certainly isn’t the only art form designed for worship. He created all of the arts to facilitate, enhance and draw us into adoration of him.


  Not only did the rich symbolism of the art crafted for the Hebrew temple tell the story of God’s love for his people, it was also perfectly designed to lead his people into the highest worship. Every utensil, every sculpture, all the precious materials—gold, bronze, jewels—every angle, size and position of every element of the building, not to mention the specific way the ceremonies and rituals were done, were all designed to turn the people’s hearts and minds toward God. “He conceived an interactive worship service for the Hebrew pilgrims that appealed to and engaged all their senses: sight, smell, taste and sound. For them worship in the Temple of the Lord was a total body experience.”7 Even the inhabitants of heaven embrace the arts as part of their full worship of God before the throne, employing color, movement, sculpture, song and story (Rev 4:3, 10; 5:8-10).


  In later chapters, especially chapters eight and ten, we explore projects that facilitate worship through the arts, connecting people, their senses, and their imaginations to God and worship of him in ways that music alone can’t.


  5. Connecting in Outreach


  The arts have the ability to bypass the filters of the mind and speak directly to the heart and emotions, often without words. This makes them an excellent instrument for the work of church outreach when the crossing of cultural, language, educational or other barriers is needed.


  
    
      “Preach the gospel at all times, and when necessary, use words.”


      Francis of Assisi

    

  


  Because of their unique abilities, the arts can also be a tremendous help in missions. They play a strategic role in every culture, and every people group reinforces and passes on its story through the arts, so most cultures can relate to the good news story conveyed this way. This is one of the reasons why a number of missions organizations are using the arts in overseas outreach. They can often gain access where traditional missionaries or evangelists cannot.


  For many years a group from YWAM (Youth with a Mission) led by Colin Harbinson toured the world with the musical dance production The Masterpiece, an allegorical take on the redemption story. They performed in over sixty countries on all continents. They were featured at international sporting events like the Olympics, in command performances for world leaders and in improbable situations like inaccessible communist China in the mid-eighties.8 The show’s dramatic format transcended language and cultural barriers. Thousands who would never go to a church or listen to a preacher saw the gospel through those performances, including presidents and dignitaries, and many were led to Christ.


  
    
      [image: figure%202.2.psd]

      Figure 2.2. Scene from “The Masterpiece,” an adaptation of “Toymaker & Son,” written and choreographed by Colin Harbinson. Photo © Impact Productions.

    

  


  Closer to home, there is no shortage of opportunities to engage people with the arts through local church outreach.


  It should be clear to all how important it is for the faith community to have its voice present in the culture of which it is a part. The gospel comes as an alternative to the agenda of the society; it offers a different understanding of what it means to be human. Art is able to express this in subtle and meaningful ways and to do so in a “language” those outside the church will understand. In this way the art of the Christian can be what [Calvin Seervald] has called “redemptive art”:


  “By ‘redemptive artistry’ I mean something much closer to what the dove did for Noah in the ark. Noah was wondering whether the punishing flood had receded and the earth was now habitable again. The dove came back bearing fresh olive leaves (Gen. 8:11), a token that the faithful Lord was giving new life on earth after the awful judgment on world sin. Maybe we could consider artistry by the redeemed for their neighbor as simply giving a metaphoric promise of life and hope at the gracious Rule of Jesus Christ on earth. . . . Redemptive artistry will be bearing fresh olive leaves.”9


  Some churches have seen great results when they’ve carried these fresh olive leaves into nursing homes, hospices and Alzheimer’s care centers. Church-associated arts ministries like Vine Hearts in Boise, Idaho, have brightened the lives of scores of shut-ins through simple arts activities and lessons. And by consistently showing up and sharing their talents, they have led patients and staffers to Christ. They agree to not evangelize when they go into a facility, but the love of Christ invariably shines through. Questions are asked and answered, and lonely lives are changed.


  At the first nursing home where Sherri Coffield, the Vine Hearts director, offered her art services, the facility director was very wary, even antagonistic. She didn’t want any evangelistic “funny business.” But as Sherri showed up consistently, carrying God’s love in her smile and art supplies in her hands, the residents and the facilities director began to trust and appreciate her. When the director suffered a stroke, Sherri visited her in the hospital. Through tears, she told Sherri that she wanted the “glow” that she had. Sherri was able to lead her to the Lord, and when the director returned to work, she opened the doors wide to Vine Hearts, offering to host worship services in addition to the arts activities. These are doors that may never have opened through traditional outreach methods.


  There are plenty of scientific confirmations for the healing effects of the arts.10 They can connect the disabled or mentally incapacitated to memories, aid in lucidity or bring them joy. According to the Alzheimer’s Association, the ability to express and connect through art in a safe and social environment can help bridge communication gaps and increase self-esteem for persons with dementia. In these cases, “the creative process is as important and meaningful as the artwork itself.”11 Alzheimer’s patients who might not be able to communicate verbally may experience an awakening when a paintbrush is put in their hand. Others who were unresponsive have dramatically “come to life” upon being exposed to music.12 Relatives who have watched their loved ones become a shadow of their former selves are overcome with joy when their family member unexpectedly creates a watercolor or acrylic painting with the help of an artist. That little painting will continue to bring a ray of hope while hanging on the patient’s bedroom wall or attached to their family’s refrigerator. It would seem to make sense for churches, which are called to minister to the infirm and forgotten, to train and commission artists to share Christ’s love and light in this unique way.


  Similar concepts and results apply to arts outreach programs focused on troubled teens, abused women, those with eating disorders, addicts and others. The arts can provide an avenue of healing and connection, and can open the door to share deeper levels of God’s love to those who are hurting.


  Music, drama, dance or visual art can provide extremely effective centerpieces for community outreaches like festivals or picnics, appealing to people who may never step into a church. Children will flock to hands-on art projects that your church might offer in the neighborhood. Artists sent from your church may be able to present their work or perform in schools, shopping malls, social organizations and other places that wouldn’t consider giving your teaching pastor a platform. And the arts can become a real asset in connecting with groups in your community who don’t speak English. They may not understand the words but they can see the visual or feel the music, and grasp the emotional or spiritual meaning.


  The entirety of chapter seventeen is dedicated to exploring the possibilities of the arts in outreach.


  6. Assisting in Prayer


  Art has been intertwined with prayer for thousands of years. The builders of the medieval cathedrals took a lesson from the Hebrew temple and fashioned architecture that can be seen as a prayer in itself, pointing the viewer toward heaven on the inside and out. In recent decades, it seems the vision for sacred architecture as an assistance in prayer has been neglected by many Protestants, especially evangelicals, although there are signs that it’s coming back.13


  The use of the visual arts as an aid in prayer is also gaining more momentum. Starting with King David’s continual celebration of the Ark of the Covenant in the tabernacle at Jerusalem around 1000 B.C. (1 Chron 16:37), there have been a number of continual 24/7 (around the clock) prayer movements over the millennia—from the monastic “vigil prayers” in the fifth century14 to the Moravians, who prayed uninterrupted from 1727 to 1827 in the town of Herrn­hut, in what is now Germany.15


  In the 1990s a contemporary movement of 24/7 prayer sprung up in places around the world, and now it’s not uncommon for churches to organize 24/7 prayer periods that last for several weeks. Singing or music is a central part of this movement, but expression with visual arts is also common. Many of these churches have a dedicated prayer room that often overflows with art during prayer weeks as pray-ers discover that picking up an artistic implement to express themselves to God is a joyful, freeing experience. Anyone can discover a wonderful freedom in making prayer-room art. It can be made anonymously with no need to feel inhibited or to judge the work on technical merit. It’s all an acceptable prayer. (More about art in the prayer room in chapter eleven and prayer rooms in chapter sixteen.) Sometimes leaders will show these prayer pictures during a service and use them as illustrations of what God might be saying to their congregations.


  Another concept is “praying in color,” a loosely guided form of using colors and shapes to pray that was popularized by the book series of the same name. Author Sybil MacBeth developed this style of relating names or prayer requests to her doodles after finding it difficult to focus in prayer due to her antsy personality. She says it’s “an active, meditative, playful practice. It is both process and product. The process involves a re-entry into the childlike world of coloring and improvising. The product is a colorful design or drawing that is a visual reminder of the time spent in prayer.”16 “Many have found these kinesthetic/interactive practices of making art as prayer to be very meaningful, and a ‘way in’ to God’s healing, loving presence.”17


  Some churches have begun using the arts as a form of praying or blessing people in individual prayer times, calling it “personal prayer art.” This exciting practice is detailed in chapter ten, but in a nutshell, it is simply this: an artist prayerfully asks God for a picture or word for a person, takes a risk and draws it, then offers it to the person as a prayer, always with the qualification to “test it” for accuracy. This is amazingly effective in conveying God’s love to individuals. When they take the picture with them, God can continue to speak to them through it, sometimes for years.


  One of the oldest uses of visual art as prayer is with painted or mosaic icons, first mentioned in historical documents about two hundred years after Christ. The Greek word eikon means “an image or likeness that represents something else.” Iconography is rooted in the theology of the incarnation (Christ being the eikon of God).18


  Orthodox icons are typically egg tempura paintings on wood, often small. There are rich patterns of religious symbolism associated with them.19 Icons have engendered controversy over the centuries, with reported instances of worship of the icon itself (idolatry), leading to the smashing of icons (iconoclasm) during the Reformation. This history sometimes makes Protestants wary of icons, but most Orthodox churches, many Anglican, Episcopalian and Catholic, and some other traditions use them in prayer and meditation today. They’ll tell you they are not worshiping the icon but instead see it as a window into the eternal and a legitimate way to connect with God in prayer. These thoughts were backed up by the Second Council of Nicaea in A.D. 787.


  Most iconographers consider making (or writing) icons a very holy practice and continually bathe it in prayer. One author explains, “Icons change you from within because they are a prayer. They will at times create an atmosphere inside you to receive something new from God. They will plow the field or prepare the ground, so that you can receive what God is doing next.”20


  The incarnational nature of the arts and creativity—making the invisible visible—can provide wonderful assistance in focusing our prayers and building our faith.


  
    
      [image: figure%202.3.psd]

      Figure 2.3. Modern icon Descent into Hades, by Fr. Leo Arrowsmith. 4’ x 3’ acrylic on MDF. Modern iconographers follow the same canons of the gospel as ancient practitioners, but often interpret them in their own style. See more of Fr. Arrowsmith’s icons at dovetaleicons.blogspot.com. Image: Stan Martins.

    

  


  7. Helping Release Beauty in the Local Church


  “When an artist pursues the beautiful, he or she opens a channel between God and humanity. It is an extension of the revelation that occurs through the beauty of creation.”21


  God cares about beauty. It is an inherent aspect of his character; he loves and creates beauty just because it is part of who he is (Ps 19:1). If God values the kind of wild, mind-boggling beauty we see through the Hubble Telescope, shouldn’t we?


  
    
      “The Lord God was playful enough to make lobsters and gingko trees, quartz crystals and red-haired girls with freckles. God wants us to laugh and enjoy the imaginative riches smiling and crying everywhere.”


      Calvin Seerveld, Rainbows for a Fallen World

    

  


  We can cultivate beauty in our worship through music, visual art, performance such as dance or drama or multimedia, in our worship spaces through design and architecture, visual art and lighting, and so many other ways—even through our landscaping.


  Beautiful design or architecture can be a beacon of light and hope in a community and can quietly and persistently reaffirm that message for decades and even centuries. How long have many churches lived with a dearth of beauty in their worship spaces? The answer might be “about five hundred years”—that is, since the Reformation. Catholic churches have struggled with this as well. When he announced the Vatican’s November ’09 Arts Summit, the president of the Pontifical Council for Culture said that the art and architecture of many modern churches “do not offer beauty, but rather ugliness.”22


  It’s time for the church to tap into and portray the multifaceted personality of this awesome and beautiful God through the use of the arts, so that the world may know him.23


  8. Returning Imagination and Creativity to the Church


  The concept of imagination has been neglected in some Protestant circles, for a number of possible reasons. It could be because of the negative use of the word in the Bible, as in “vain imaginings,” or the idea that intellect is the primary way of knowing God while the heart, emotions and imagination are less important, or even dangerous.


  But faith requires the use of imagination. Jesus encourages people to use their imaginations to understand his parables, and God intended the gift of imagination to be a great benefit to us. “Imagination is what enables us to think with the heart and feel with the mind, a task Jesus seems intent on our learning to do.”24 Although creativity and imagination are not a destination in themselves, they exist to point us to the glorious love of God. Opportunities to positively exercise creativity and imagination are woven into all aspects of human life and do not belong to the arts alone.


  The role of the imagination is not to take us away from reality, but to expose us to new ways of seeing things. That is why the parables of Jesus are so powerful—they invite us to imagine things we have not thought before. The gospel comes to us as a living word and draws us to think imaginatively of how things could be different. Imagination is capable of moving us closer to the truth about the world as we look through the lens of scripture. As an imaginative activity, art too can open our eyes to see old things in new ways.25


  
    
      [image: figure%202.4.psd]

      Figure 2.4. Lazarus and Dives, an imaginative illustration of Jesus’ parable of Lazarus and the rich man from Luke 16:19-31. This illumination is from the Codex Aureus of Echternach, produced at the Abbey of Echternach between 1030 and 1050. Image is in the public domain.

    

  


  Our longings for transcendence, beauty and truth can be addressed through engaging the imagination. While the church has sometimes shown little interest in speaking to the human imagination, the world has made prolific attempts to fulfill those God-given longings, using the arts and creativity, movies, music and story. What if God’s people and his church were leaders in working with the arts to address the longings he designed us with? Imagine that!


  
    
      “By means of art we are sometimes sent—dimly—briefly—revelation unattainable by reason.”


      Alexander Solzhenitsyn

    

  


  9. Bringing Healing and Illumination in Unique Ways


  The ways that the arts and creativity communicate to our emotions and senses make them particularly effective for the Holy Spirit’s use in sort of “ambushing” us—getting past our defenses to heal and illuminate in surprising ways.


  One recent example of this came during a creativity workshop I led at a Midwestern church. A woman had decided to attend, even though she didn’t consider herself “creative,” just to have fun and to be with her friends. At a break we did a creative exercise to loosen up and engage our bodies: a “silly walk” (inspired by Monty Python’s “Ministry of Silly Walks”) where people were encouraged, one at a time, to do their silliest walk across the sanctuary while everyone else cheered them on. This lovely woman is very outgoing and a joyful, mature believer, but when her turn came she was overcome with dread. She forced herself to limp through the exercise then stood to the side asking God what was happening; why did she feel this way? He quickly began to speak to her about a subtle fear that had developed—a fear of what people thought of her. As she received prayer from other attendees, God brought healing to places in her heart that had been broken for years. She prayed throughout the following week for a complete healing from this fear and by the next weekend she felt like a different person, free from that self-conscious weight. That following weekend she was to have a leadership role in a women’s retreat, but didn’t realize until the day of that it would require speaking in front of a group, something that would have caused her to freeze up before. Because of the healing that God had initiated through the “silly walk” she was able to speak confidently and step into her calling as a leader, which in turn affected dozens of women at that conference.


  We might be amazed at the healing we’d see in our churches if we ask God to give us out-of-the-box ways to illustrate the truths he wants to convey.


  10. Reconciling Artists to God


  I recently spoke with an artist named Corinna who came to Christ through the arts program at her local church. She decided to attend church one day just out of curiosity and was surprised to see art tables (see chapter ten) stocked with art supplies in the sanctuary and available during the worship part of the service. She was fascinated by the idea that her creativity could have a place in church, and started attending regularly, always creating a little art at the art tables during worship. She officially gave her life to Christ at one of our Creative Church conferences, saw it transformed to become full of purpose and joy, and has become an active part of the church’s arts ministry.


  
    
      “That the arts are corrupt does not mean that Christians can abandon them. On the contrary, the corruption of the arts means that Christians dare not abandon them any longer.”


      Gene Veith, State of the Arts

    

  


  For centuries, millions of artists like Corinna have been disconnected from their true Source, wandering in search of elusive creative fulfillment. Most have known that there is a spiritual aspect to the creative process, but God is calling them to the joy of true collaboration with him. They were designed to be conduits of his joy and messages here on the earth. Their purpose is to observe the world and receive messages from God, then translate and express them to their fellow humans. Most artists long to collaborate with a force larger than themselves, in work greater than what they’re capable of alone. We can lead them to it. We can lead them to their richest and most fulfilling lives when we teach them to converse with God and partner with the Holy Spirit. And the church can offer them a support system that no other institution can. More about that in chapters five, six and eighteen.


  Again, this is not an exhaustive list of the benefits of the arts and creativity in the church, and in fact the ten on this short list could each be expanded to fill its own chapter, and in some cases a whole book. You’ll find more in-depth discussion on many of them in later chapters.


  See the online resources and extras for this chapter at JScottMcElroy.com/CCHandbookextras.


  ······ 3 ······ 


  Envisioning the Arts and Creativity in Your Church


  Write down the revelation and make it plain on tablets so that a herald may run with it.


  HABAKKUK 2:2


  It’s time to think about how specific creative applications may work in your church. For most, that means you are on your way to starting an arts ministry, if you don’t already have one. The precursor to that launch is to cast a vision and/or decide on a mission for the ministry. This will most likely be refined and revised as the ministry takes shape, and because of that, whatever you come up with here shouldn’t yet be set in stone. Simply use it as a guideline at this point, but an important guideline that is informed by the overall vision of your church and one that will give you a direction to pray and walk.


  In the 1990s and 2000s the use of media and technology grew in churches and became a creative staple. Today this mix of music, lighting, tech, media, stage design, drama and graphics is often called “worship arts.” Many churches have a highly developed worship arts team that is responsible for bringing these artful elements to bear in Sunday-morning services. Some even have a specialized creative “design team” within worship arts that is responsible for crafting the elements of a series, service or message into a cohesive package.1 And Sundays just keep coming, so the worship arts process or design team can develop into an efficient machine, in some cases producing services on par with professional mainstream events.
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