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I am going to share my story about how art - and poetry in particular - ‘found’ me and set me on a spiritual quest. I would also like to share something of what it is like to be an artist and a Christian. And why I think it is important to talk about this subject.
In Pablo Neruda’s poem Poetry he says, 

“And it was at that age ... Poetry arrived
in search of me. I don't know, I don't know where
it came from, from winter or a river.
I don't know how or when,
no they were not voices, they were not
words, nor silence,
but from a street I was summoned,
from the branches of night,
abruptly from the others,
among violent fires
or returning alone,
there I was without a face
and it touched me.”

Neruda goes on to say that in writing “the first faint line” he suddenly saw “the heavens unfastened and open” and  “drunk with the great starry void” his ”heart broke loose on the wind”. 

Neruda’s words describe for me the way that poetry ‘found’ me, and gave me the means to venture inwards. In reflecting on what happened in my ‘found’ state, the first thing I would say is that poetry gave me a way of empathising, identifying with my fellow man. My first ‘faint lines’ were penned when I was about ten years old. I had just watched a documentary about a man who was executed for a crime he hadn’t committed but was later found to be innocent. He was captured on camera shortly before his death saying, “I am going to meet my maker in a few hours, and I pray that He has more mercy on you, than you’ve had on me.” In my first poem I imagined what he is thinking as he is led off to die. The poem is now lost, but I do remember the last line: “They will never know the voice of my innocence.”  
For Neruda poetry appeared from nowhere and gave him a way of knowing himself in a vast universe. As I look back over the years, I would say that poetry gave me a way of connecting with my own suffering, through being exposed to the suffering of another person.

To my mind the quest of art is definitely a religious quest. The apologist Ravi Zacharias has said that religion has to satisfactorily answer four questions: Where do I come from? Why am I as I am? How can I change myself? And where am I going?
 These questions about our origin, our condition, our salvation and our destiny are inescapable – they will hunt us down regardless of our world view or starting point, and make some kind of demand upon us. And I believe that creative expression is central to the process of searching for and finding answers.     

Poetry found me again as a teenager when I was incapable of knowing what the questions were, let alone alighting upon any answers. 
It was after writing my first poem that I came across Tennyson’s poem Despair
. It is no exaggeration to say that this is the poem that opened the door for me to all poetry. I read it many times, not for any aesthetic reason, but because I was drawn to the question that looms large in the poem like a giant, strange, unknown sea creature rising out of the depths; namely, what is God like?

The poem is about a husband and wife who have lost their faith in God because they can no longer believe in the God of hell fire and damnation that is preached about in the chapel. They come to the conclusion that without faith life is not worth living, so decide to commit suicide by drowning. The woman dies, but the man is drawn up out of the water by the preacher who preaches hell fire; and then the monologue begins. It is a very startling poem. In the NY Times of the 30th October 1881 this headline appeared: “A New Dramatic Monologue by the Poet Laureate of England”. The review goes on to record the words of a critic, “Mr Tennyson has never been less ambiguous, seldom more powerful, never more weirdly impressive, than in this, the latest fruit of his genius.”

When I read that poem I was not conscious of searching for anything except a good time; I was going to nightclubs a lot and not doing very well at school. But inwardly, or unconsciously, I was searching. Or perhaps it was God that was searching for me by reaching out in some mysterious way through the lines of this poem. 

There were two other poems that I read again and again as a teenager: The Four Quartets by T.S. Eliot, a meditation on time, and The Light Tree by Odysseus Elytis, about humankind’s alienation. I was captivated by the first lines of The Light Tree and went on to read all that had been written by this Modern Greek poet and recipient of the 1987 Nobel Prize for Literature.
“My mother was still living a dark shawl thrown over her shoulders when it first crossed my mind in the midst of happiness.
Death drew me like a strong light and I did not want to know, I did not want to learn what my soul had made of the world.”

It was for his long poem about creation, the Axion Esti, that Elytis won the Nobel Prize. Philip Ramp in his essays on Elytis says this: 

“Elytis was never to reach the heights of Axion Esti again, but nonetheless The Light Tree and the Fourteenth Beauty contains some of his finest lines ... The ‘message’, as it were, can only be read intuitively and the answer, if indeed this can be called an answer, will be forgotten though the ‘glow of reception' will remain, assuring the person that he has been granted a sign and in that sign he will endure and perhaps prevail, though not conquer. The paradox is that words dim the truth of the vision but in the Word is the vision. Though these are poems of mystic affirmation there is also an equally strong flavour of sadness and resignation …”

And it is ultimately a sad poem. It ends with the lines: 
“Oh where are you now my hapless light tree where are you my light tree I babbled to myself and ran now I need you now that I’ve lost even my name Now when no one mourns the nightingale and all write poems.”

Elytis (1911—1996) was a great lyric poet, as was Eliot (1888 –1965). If Tennyson’s poem was to inform the content of my writing, then it was these 20th century poets who imprinted a lyricism in me that I would find it impossible to depart from for long.

It was in my early 20s that I came across a picture of a sculpture by Ivan Mestrovic called Job. I had no idea about the biblical story – all I saw was a crouched man contorted in his suffering, face titled upwards. Again, I didn’t know what I needed in any spiritual sense but I would contemplate this picture regularly. Looking back I think that there were echoes of an answer to Tennyson’s question – what is God like? Even though I had yet to hear the Christian message, when I did I recognised that it was only a suffering God that could meet a man or woman in the depths of their suffering. 

These three poems – by Tennyson, Eliot and Elytis, and the one sculpture by Mestrovic played a significant part in my spiritual journey. Art did for me what the poet Luci Shaw says it does, namely, “lays bare our realities”; Religion, she says “opens our experience up to God”.
 So as well as showing me the way of empathy, poetry gave me questions for the quest. And what was it I was searching for? I think it was for a point of connection – with myself, with God and with the world out there that, at the time, was way beyond my capacity to comprehend, let alone embrace.
11.

It was my experience that being found by poetry also started a quest. And if the quest was to find and come to know God, then the actual journey for me began at the point I discovered God in the depths of myself and in the world beyond me. 

However, the journey is in many ways not an easy one. Christians who are artists are in a particularly difficult position – not really understood by the world or the Church. D.L. Sayers, with great clarity, over 60 years ago wrote these words:
“We have no Christian aesthetic – no Christian philosophy of the arts. The Church as a body has never made up her mind about the arts…She has, of course, from time to time, puritanically denounced the arts as irreligious and mischievous, or tried to exploit the arts as a means to the teaching of religion and morals…and there have been plenty of writers on aesthetics who happened to be Christians, but they seldom made any consistent attempt to relate their aesthetic to the central Christian dogmas.”

I think and feel that her words are extremely pertinent today, and that the task at hand for the Church is to embrace the reality of a man or woman’s creativity as inextricable woven into their spiritual path. Art has a vital part to play in informing both theological and pastoral contexts. Sayers made a valiant attempt to evolve a Christian aesthetic of the arts in her book The Mind of the Maker. In it she makes this astute observation: 

“Our minds are not infinite; and as the volume of the world’s knowledge increases, we tend more and more to confine ourselves, each to his special sphere of interest and to the specialised metaphor belonging to it. The analytic bias of the last three centuries has immensely encouraged this tendency, and it is now very difficult for the artist to speak to the language of the theologian, or the scientist the language of either. But the attempt must be made; and there are signs everywhere that the human mind is once more beginning to move towards a synthesis of experience.”

But it is a complicated matter. There is the view of the modern art world that resists all definitions of art, and literally anything can be art if you say it is. And then within Christian theology there are the two extremes: The Reformed view will only attribute creating to God alone; and the Sacramental view sees man and woman as creators (with a small c) because they are made in the image of the Creator (with a big C).

I feel that there is a lot of truth to be mined in both views and would welcome a Protestant-Catholic dialogue by practising artists, who are Christian and non-Christian, along with theologians. I believe that there would be many gifts to be harvested from such a 21st century arts ecumenical endeavour. Including artists who are not Christians is perhaps a radical step, but many with artistic callings do deeply understand and share in the spiritual quest that the exercise of their gift takes them on. 
In 2006 I went to the F.B. Maurice lecture by N.T. Wright on Postmodernism and the Christian Imagination at King’s College, London. Here he said (to a room full of theologians, I may add) that the Christian artist is uniquely placed to counter the two extremes in the art world of brutalism and sentimentality. This was because it is only artists who are Christians who can acknowledge the reality of evil, yet still retain tangible eschatological hope.
I did think that there was a lot of note in what he said, but at the time I felt sure that he would not have had such an easy time if there had been practising artist who were Christians in the room. Also, I did leave feeling sad that Church leaders were becoming interested in Christian artists only because of the ripe cultural conditions that postmodernism affords. There were echoes of Rowan Williams in what Wright said, who has expressed the view that postmodernism presents an unprecedented opportunity to recapture the imagination of the West with the Christian story. My reaction to Wright’s lecture may have been a subjective one, but as an artist I bridle at the notion of ‘let’s bring in the artists now that the Church has to face the great challenge posited by postmodernism of representing Christianity subjectively’, which, understandably perhaps, it has little idea how to do. 
If this sounds like I am criticising all that the Church does around art, I would like to mention the context in which I am giving this talk at the Guy Chester Centre. The Methodist Modern Art Collection, the majority of which is hung in the next door rooms as I speak, is a great inspiration to me: It is a tremendous thing that the Methodist Church has done - spent time, money and resources in gathering and commissioning works of art by Christians and non-Christians, presumably in the hope that the world will be more enriched by the Beauty, Truth and Goodness of the Christian story than it would otherwise be. However, that sense of sadness returned to me when I read the following in the guide to the collection regarding Philip le Bas’ painting “The Stripping of our Lord”. It speaks to me again of the difficulty the artist faces when drawn to depict religious themes:
“By the mid-1960s Le Bas was getting no further religious commissions and his religious paintings were not selling … (he) turned to abstraction and produced a series of abstract works, all of them religious … However, he found that these abstract paintings were no more saleable than his figurative works. He therefore returned to realist painting, in time hyper-realist, concentrating on the everyday world and producing a series of paintings of hotels, stations, theatres, Hollywood stars and food. These have sold extremely well.”
    

This is about the inescapable reality of market forces. Another example close to my heart is Ivan Mestrovic (1883 -1962); he was described by Rodin as the greatest sculptor since Michael Angelo, yet he is little known outside of his home country Croatia. There are reasons for this falling out of favour, but perhaps now the time is right for a revival of religious art – a pitching of something quite different in to the province of Tracey Emin’s bed and Damian Hurst’s diamond encrusted skull.
However, I do not discount such sordid and extravagant artistic pursuits out of hand, but they do make me shudder. To me this kind of art is what happens when the concept of transcendence is lost sight of completely and it is left only to look within and around with an expression of horror depicted  in Edvard Munch’s famous painting The Scream. But we do need to take note. Rollo May, a 20th century American existential psychologist with a deep interest in creativity put it well when he said in his book The Courage to Create: 

“What genuine painters do is to reveal the underlying psychological and spiritual conditions of their relationship to their world; thus in the works of a great painter we have a reflection of the emotional and spiritual condition of human beings in that period of history. If you wish to understand the psychological and spiritual temper of any historical period, you can do no better than to look long and searchingly at its art.”

3.

Poetry has been central to my very humanity, my spiritual journey and much of my work. The gift just seems to have operated and had its effect in my relating to others. I have run my psalm and poetry workshops for over ten years now with groups of friends, recovering addicts, homeless people, prisoners, teachers, Christians, those of other faiths and those with none; and from cathedrals to high security prisons I can honestly say that it is always the case that people, whether educated or illiterate, are utterly amazed at the voice poetry gives them to articulate important truths that they seldom put into words in their everyday existence.  

My favourite quote about the link between art and spirituality, and the consequence of separating them, is from a surprising source – the Swedish film maker Ingmar Bergman. In his introduction the screenplay of the Seventh Seal he says this: 
“Regardless of mine own beliefs and my own doubts, which are unimportant in this connection, it is my opinion that art lost its basic creative drive the moment it was separated from worship. It severed an umbilical cord and now lives its own sterile life, generating and degenerating itself. In the former days the artist remained unknown and his work was for the glory of God. He lived and died without being more than other artisans; ‘eternal values’, ‘immortality’ and ‘masterpiece’ were terms not applicable in his case. In such a world flourished invulnerable assurance and natural humility.” 

Bergman concludes his masterly introduction with these prophetic words:

“Today the individual has become the highest form and greatest bane of artistic creation. The smallest wound or pain of the ego is examined under the microscope as if it were of eternal importance. The artist considers his isolation, his subjectivity, his individualism as almost holy. Thus we finally gather in one large pen and bleat about our loneliness without listening to each other and without realising we are smothering each other to death. The individualist stares into each other’s eyes and yet denies the existence of the other. We walk in circles, so limited by our own anxieties that we can no longer distinguish between true and false, the gangster’s whim and the purest ideal.”

Art for me is firmly welded to spirituality: empathy, questions, answers, finding my voice, finding myself, finding God, seeing others, not defending myself from the suffering of others, knowing what I didn’t know before considering the religious themes contained in so many great works of art, whether it be poetry or paintings … The list goes on. 
I very much believe that we live in a time when the Church needs artists, but all artists equally need the Church – for understanding, for encouragement, space, resources, friendship and, perhaps most importantly, prayer. There would be so much to learn through establishing a discourse about art and spirituality, and it may be a particularly fruitful direction for 21st century ecumenism. The Church’s timeless calling surely means that we are the custodian of these virtues, and urgently so as we witness the world descending deeper into the cult of fame, celebrity and ugliness. If the Church can facilitate and embrace this discourse about art and spirituality then she would surely rediscover more of her innate Beauty, Truth and Goodness, and so better reflect God’s image into the world.
� For full poem see: � HYPERLINK "http://www.poemhunter.com/poem/poetry-2" �www.poemhunter.com/poem/poetry-2�


� Ravi Zacharias tape: New Age, A Foreign Bird with a Local Walk


� For full poem see: � HYPERLINK "http://www.telelib.com/words/authors/T/TennysonAlfred/verse/tiresias/despair.html" �www.telelib.com/words/authors/T/TennysonAlfred/verse/tiresias/despair.html�


� The New York Times, Published 30 October 1881, found online:


� HYPERLINK "http://query.nytimes.com/gst/abstract.html?res=F60B1FF93E5F15738DDDA90B94D8415B8184F0D3" �http://query.nytimes.com/gst/abstract.html?res=F60B1FF93E5F15738DDDA90B94D8415B8184F0D3�


� Modern Greek Poetry by Kimon Friar (Efstathiadis Group, 1982)


� Reflections on Odysseus Elytis by Philip Ramp, found online at: www.pennilesspress.co.uk/poetry/reflections_on_odysseus_elytis.htm


� “Maybe art and religion are aligned because religion also undresses the world in its attempt to seek and find, knock, and trust that God will open the door to truth, beauty, and the meaning of our living.” Art and Christian Spirituality: Companions in the Way by Luci Shaw. Found online: � HYPERLINK "http://www.directionjournal.org/article/?980" �www.directionjournal.org/article/?980�


� Towards a Christian Aesthetic, Christian Letters to a Post-Christian World by D.L. Sayers,


� The Mind of the Maker by D.L. Sayers, (The Religious Book Club 1942, p 24)


� For an excellent summary of the Reformed and Sacramental view see this essay by Dr. Barry Liesch (1999) found online at: www.worshipinfo.com/materials/creatpt1.htm


� A Guide to the Methodist Art Collection by Roger Wollen, page 40 (2010) 





1

