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My inspiration for this service has been drawn from the New Zealand International Arts Festival, which finishes today in Wellington.

Over the last three weeks, we have been offered a rich fare of music, dance, opera, theatre, visual arts, poetry, and the thoughts of writers from around the world. I have done my best to sample a wide variety of events, both international and local, and I have to say the schedule has been pretty punishing.

In my reflection this morning I want to ask a number of questions: why are the arts so important to us? How does God’s creativity and the creativity of we humans interlink? And how much do these artistic expressions owe to Christianity? In preparing this address, I am indebted to a book by Christchurch Baptist minister Steve Taylor, called “The Out of Bounds Church? Learning to create a community of faith in a culture of change” and to the last two Honest to God columns written by Ian Harris of Days Bay and published in the Dominion Post.

So why have people flocked in their hundreds to the 11 theatre productions, two operas, three dance performances and the myriad of musical events that have featured over the last three weeks? Have they forked out all those dollars just for a few nights’ distraction, to use up a few discretionary dollars, to be seen with the right social set or to fill up some inner emptiness? That may be true for some, but I am quite sure the majority of festival goers had similar aims to mine. Attending these events were part of our journey of seeking to understand what life is all about. Hearing or seeing an artist’s interpretation of life’s meaning, if it rings true, can become part of our own understanding. All of us want to be communicated with, to feel part of something bigger than ourselves and to find meaning in our lives. For most of us here this morning, we call that something bigger “God”.

For Christians and followers of other religious faiths, God is the ultimate and loving creator. God created the heaven and the earth, the sun, moon and stars, all vegetation and living creatures, and humankind he made in his own image. God blessed his creation and saw that it was good. 

We hear God’s music all around us -- when we listen to the dawn chorus, the cry of gulls as they swoop overhead, or the roar of the sea as it crashes onto our shores. In the Hebrew bible, God is described in various passages as a potter, the master crafter moulding us and his church, an architect, musician and builder. In the New Testament, at the very beginning of John’s gospel, the Word is made flesh and dwells among us in the person of Jesus, God’s ultimate creation, his very image here on earth. Jesus, the carpenter from Nazareth, uses story telling, another great art form, to teach people a new way of living, a way based on justice and compassion, inclusiveness and love for all people, no matter what their social standing, sex or race.

If we were made in God’s image, then it is only right that we should be creators too. To be human is to be creative; to be fully human is to be fully creative. This creativity springs from our hopes and dreams. I am continually moved by the sheer creative energy we human beings are capable of. As I watched the passion of flamenco dancer Eva twisting and turning her body into the most exquisite shapes, while stamping out the rhythms of the dance or laughed at the glorious antics of James Thierree and his fellow actors and acrobats in Bright Abyss, my soul was moved once again by the beauty and inventiveness of God’s human creation. But as the first chapters in the book of Genesis shows, humanity was quick to disobey God and many of our creative activities through the ages have been as much negative and destructive as they have been positive and life-affirming. 

For me, the true artist stands in stark contrast to the power hungry, the oppressor, the warmonger, the exploiter of others. The artist gives us faith in humanity’s continued struggle to find goodness and meaning in an often confusing and disturbing world. Even as God plays with his creation imaginatively and joyfully, so we humans are called to play. We are called to delight in the gifts of God, in humanity, in the earth, in the pull of our creative selves. In our creating, we become part of the process of resurrection, bringing new life, new energy, new creative thinking to our lives and experiences. I think that is part of the reason I have found comfort in continuing to experience the arts in all their variety following my son David’s death just over a year ago. Even as I have sought signs of resurrection in the natural world, so have I sought similar signs among the work of the poets, the painters, the musicians and the writers. If I hadn’t known this truth before, I certainly know it now: that the task of finding meaning, creating meaning, finding and creating God (however we conceive God to be), plumbing the depths of our own spiritual understandings, are the greatest tasks we humans face.

German writer Thomas Mann encapsulates these thoughts well:

“To be grateful for all life’s blessings . . .  is the best condition for a happy life. A joke, a good meal, a fine spring day, a work of art, a human personality, a voice, a glance – but this is not all. For there’s another kind of gratitude --  the feeling that makes us thankful for suffering, for the hard and heavy things of life, for the deepening of our natures which perhaps only suffering can bring.”

Theology, too, is a place for innovation and the fresh breathings of God, as Steve Taylor describes it. The spirit of God hovers over us, encouraging us to find new ways to show our love for God and for our fellow human beings. On the seventh day, God rested from his labours. But God passed the baton to us to continue the creative process. 

One of the most original theatre productions I saw during the festival was Tristan and Yseult by a theatre company from Cornwall. This explored the ancient Cornish story of the tragic love triangle between Cornwall’s King Mark, his Irish bride Yseult and his nephew Tristan. But what was most original in the telling of this tale was the use of a comic chorus of the unloved. Wearing anoraks and balaclavas and carrying notepads and binoculars, these people watched and commented on the unfolding action with a mixture of envy and sadness. They looked on life from the outside, longing for acceptance and love. This little band of eccentrics reminded me of Jesus’ ministry to the outsiders and the unloved, his care for the lepers and acceptance for people, like the haemorrhaging woman and the tax collector, who live on the margins of society. All of us can relate to the chorus of the unloved, for even as we have all known love at different times in our lives, so have we also experienced the opposite. God’s love, however, is unconditional and all embracing. We humans continue to hurt each other with our lack of love, but still God does not give up loving us, willing us to be more loving towards each other.

Many simply saw Tristan and Yseult as a comic romp, but for me the creators of this work had a far more significant aim than just to make us laugh, as important as that might be. They were helping us on our journey of finding meaning, of making connections between our own experiences and what we were watching on the stage, of digging deep within ourselves to identify those moments when we loved or failed to love. There were moments where we the audience could make our own acts of repentance and moments when we could experience transfiguration and redemption too. That is the mark of a true work of art.

So many of the festival events drew on the symbols and message of Christianity for their creative expression. There are the obvious examples like Wagner’s last and some say greatest opera Parsifal and the new work by Scottish composer James MacMillan, Quickening. Parsifal is rich in allusion and symbolism and I can’t possibly summarise the story of a six-hour opera this morning. However it concerns the search by Parsifal for the Holy Grail, the cup believed to be the one that Jesus used at the Last Supper, and the spear that pierced his side at the crucifixion. Only when these two sacred objects are united, can Amfortas, the King of the Grail, find healing. On his journey Parsifal learns to feel in himself the sufferings of others. When he sees his own pain as part of the pain of the whole world, he finds fulfilment in alleviating the sufferings of others. The opera might be about Wagner’s own quest to find healing for his own hurts and human flaws. Others interpret it as being about the healing of a wounded, suffering Christianity. Or is it about what happens within all humans who are flawed and suffering? About our quest to become the people we have it in our souls to be?

James MacMillan’s Quickening is about reverence for life, the beginning and birth of new life. Again, there are strong Christian overtones in references to Herod, Pilot and the Baptist leaping in Elizabeth’s womb at the sound of Mary’s voice.

But how well do audiences today understand these Christian allusions? I fear there is now a generation or two who are almost illiterate about our Christian heritage, who have little understanding of the debt Western civilisation owes to our Judeo Christian roots and culture. Those children who headed off to Sunday school just a little while ago are the privileged ones. They have the opportunity to learn the gospel stories and in so doing understand the foundation of so much of our culture in the western world. 

The New Zealand production The Holy Sinner was dripping with Christian imagery, as medieval monks and nuns swept across the stage in their habits and heavy crucifixes, and the protagonists, a twin brother and sister, sat on a bench sharing an apple before committing the carnal sin around which the story revolves. The production was based on the novel The Holy Sinner by Thomas Mann. This in turn was based on a medieval legend about the birth of Pope Gregory. But Mann set out to do more than tell a riveting and salacious story. His story explored the origins of evil and the power of divine mercy to bring transfiguration to the most sordid human condition. I doubt many in the audience got that message from this New Zealand production, which, while visually impressive, was ultimately an overblown and banal work.

In two recent Honest to God columns, Ian Harris explores what marks good art from the very good and from the excellent. He draws from the work of American scholar Charles Murray and his book Human Accomplishment: the Pursuit of Excellence in the Arts and Sciences, 800BC to 1950. Using strict scientific analysis, Murray calculated that 72 percent of all significant figures in the arts and sciences came from Britain, France, Germany and Italy during the years 1400 to 1950.  It was a surprise to him to discover that Christianity played such a major role in shaping the culture which was the cradle for so much supreme accomplishment. The highest accomplishment, Murray says, is fostered by a culture “in which the most talented people believe that life has a purpose, and that the function of life is to fulfil that purpose”. This vocation may be felt as a calling from God, or dedication to the service of truth, or the conviction that “this is what I am here on earth to do”.

Murray also discovered that another element necessary for supreme accomplishment was what he calls “transcendental goods”, that is, the ideal qualities of truth, beauty and the good that all great artists and scientists seek to achieve. The great artistic expressions of the world are measured by how much truth, beauty and the good they are able to contain and communicate. “Accomplishment in the arts and sciences that is sterile, vulgar, shallow or false does not endure,” says Murray.

Maybe one of the lessons we can take from the International Arts Festival is to look at ourselves and the way we conduct our church services. Are we allowing room for our creative spirits and energies to express themselves? Does the church allow people to participate and thus find their full humanity in Christ? In the art form that is the church and its worship, what part are we playing? We need a safe creative space where we can bring our stories, our questions, doubts and fears, and our own journeys to finding life’s meaning. And as we reach out to people who have yet to hear the gospel story, we need to create playful spaces in our worship and our wider church life where people can make connections between God, themselves, others and God’s world. 

Amen.

