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Introduction

 

Two dramatic new visions are coming into consciousness: the gay Jesus and the woman Christ. They break gender rules and gender roles. Their very presence stirs controversy. These radically new Christ figures embody and empower people who are left out when Jesus is shown as a straight man. They can free the minds of everyone who sees them.

Artists who dare to show Christ as gay or female have had their work destroyed—if they can find a way to exhibit it at all. Now for the first time these beautiful, powerful, sometimes shocking images are gathered together for all to see.

 

Where there is no vision,

the people perish.

—Proverbs 29:18

 

Art That Dares features the work of eleven brave, visionary artists who portray the gay Jesus, the woman Christ, and more. Here they tell the stories behind the images, including the controversies that erupted when the art was exhibited. In some cases the artists faced censorship, hate mail, violence, death threats, and/or vandalism that destroyed their work. Many were accused of blasphemy. Religious freedom clashed with freedom of expression, raising important legal issues. The most virulent opposition came from the religious right, but some were also criticized by feminists and queers for being too Christian.

The paintings, photographs, and sculpture selected for Art That Dares were done over the last thirty years by a diverse group of artists. Most work was done independently, in isolation from the others. Each arrived at the revolutionary images in a unique way. They run the gamut from well established to emerging artists. They are women and men of various races and ethnicities who come from both the United States and Europe. They are among the best of a growing number of artists all over the world who do queer or female Christ figures. (Comparable images from Africa and Australia could not be included due to limited resources.)

The artists in this book stand both inside and outside the institutional church. Their religious backgrounds include Buddhism and Judaism as well as Christianity. Some still claim those traditions, while others decline to label their current spirituality. A few hold official church positions. All tried to portray Jesus in a way that honors his life and teachings. The profiles in Art That Dares are based on the author’s interviews with the artists, their written statements, and/or news reports.

Two thousand years ago a man named Jesus befriended prostitutes, lepers, and other outcasts in Palestine. He taught love and justice and was killed for it, leading to the formation of Christianity as a religion. Images of Christ as queer or female are now popping up around the globe with increasing frequency in political debate, historical research, artistic expression, and spiritual contemplation.

 

The images are arising now

because the conventional Jesus

is no longer adequate.

 

The images are arising now because the conventional Jesus is no longer adequate. They’re here for a reason: to heal and empower people, just as Jesus did when he walked the earth. The new images come at a time when hyper-sexual commercialism is ripping apart sexuality and spirituality. They arrive in a politically conservative period when Christian rhetoric is used to justify hate and discrimination against women and lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people. The gay Jesus and the female Christ are not a reaction—they’re a revelation.

The new images grow out of humanity’s age-old desire to see ourselves mirrored in the divine. Countless versions of Jesus Christ have been created, each adapted for a particular audience and era. For example, European artists generally picture a white Jesus, and Asians tend to make Jesus look Asian. Artists are the dreamers who can articulate an idea before any community is ready to accept or expound it. They are free to mix religious iconography with their own experiences and imagination. They can rectify the past and transform people by creating new images out of contemporary life.

Appreciation for the gay Jesus and woman Christ images is not limited to LGBT people, women, or even Christians. Many others are also turned off by dogmatic, male-dominated religions and the wars they fuel. Such people may welcome the sacred feminine and the gay-sensitive reassessments of Christ. On a deeper level, the new images aim to heal the painful split between body and soul introduced by patriarchy. Without that basic wholeness, humanity is likely to continue down the destructive path of war, economic exploitation, and ecological destruction.

 

 

legal and financial issues: blasphemy

Jesus himself was charged with blasphemy. It was one of the charges that led to his crucifixion. The stories in Art That Dares are just some of the latest examples in the long history of religious censorship. Men with authority have tried to regulate religious imagery at least since Moses announced the Biblical commandment against “graven images.” By controlling religious images, they control people. No wonder conservatives are upset by the gay Jesus and the woman Christ. In both form and content, they prove that unauthorized images can be made by unauthorized people.

Legally, blasphemy refers to speech that is designed to transgress or express contempt for central religious beliefs. Blasphemy laws usually protect only one religion and therefore they were a key to building the pre-modern state. In Western culture the understanding of blasphemy has evolved from a crime against God to an offense against public order, and now to “hate speech” against individual believers.

The United States inherited blasphemy laws from the British during the colonial period. The laws used to be enforced, notably at the Salem witch trials of 1692. Current Supreme Court rulings affirm that the First Amendment protects freedom of expression, including artwork.

Most blasphemy laws fell out of use in the West as society became more secular starting in the nineteenth century. However, laws making it a criminal offense to commit “blasphemous libel” or “religious defamation” against Christianity remain on the books to this day in Canada, Australia, South Africa, and parts of Europe. Islamic blasphemy laws on visual images collided with Western sensibilities in 2006 when caricatures of the prophet Mohammad in a Danish newspaper sparked violent worldwide protests.

Funding is another method for suppressing unorthodox religious art. U.S. federal spending on the arts has been cut drastically since the 1990s, partly on the basis that tax money shouldn’t pay for art that offends some taxpayers. Economic boycotts have also been staged against private organizations that show controversial images.

The institutional church used its role as the West’s biggest art patron to exert control for most of the last two thousand years. Secularization gave artists the freedom to reject religion and even realism. Today there is a revival of realistic art and artists are beginning to resume their spiritual role, but the relationship between artists and the institutional church remains tense.

To some people, the gay Jesus and the woman Christ images look like a stunt to attract attention, but nobody’s getting rich off them. In fact, for most it’s a financial sacrifice to create this kind of art. Some artists declined to be in Art That Dares for fear of losing their livelihood or status in the church if their queer content was publicized. At the other extreme, some secular artists use Christian iconography, but refuse to let their images be displayed in a spiritual context. They want to critique religion, not create objects of worship.

 

 

a place in history

Art and spirituality were one unified whole in prehistoric times. A popular theory says that most early human communities were egalitarian, worshipping goddesses who represented the earth, natural cycles, erotic wholeness, and peaceful cooperation. A single shaman could fulfill all the roles that are now split between specialists called “artists,” “priests,” “doctors,” “politicians”—and even “queers.” Human communities have always included some people with same-sex attractions. Many believe that a double blessing of spiritual power goes with a homosexual orientation. The “two-spirited” people who have both masculine and feminine traits were honored as tribal leaders in some Native American traditions, and anthropologists have found the same pattern in various cultures throughout history.

Whether or not the golden age of egalitarianism ever really happened, hierarchies did arise with heterosexual men on top. They dominated society by censoring spiritual expression and by denigrating women, queers, and nature, including the human body with its unruly sexual needs. Virtually all mystical traditions speak of sexual ecstasy as a metaphor for union with the divine, but in Christianity the concept has been buried. Over the centuries the church taught women and queers that they were inferior to straight men. Witch burnings and gay bashings were approved in the name of Christ. In order to stay in the church, women learned to submit to male authority and LGBT people learned to hate themselves. And yet their subversive wisdom lived on. It can be glimpsed in the writings of medieval mystics such as Julian of Norwich, who adored “Mother Jesus,” and St. John of the Cross, who wrote erotic poetry about ecstatic moments with Christ.
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