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This is an adaption of an essay written in 2007 as part of my study for a  
Master of Arts in Church Practice during the unit titled ‘Koinonia: Leading & Building 

Community.’ 
 

While I have changed or taken out a few extraneous parts and summarised a few other bits 
(sometimes to try to reduce the word count, sometimes to make it clearer), it still follows 

the basic structure that it originally had. 

I have added a few links (esp. to the Bibliography) and other bits and pieces to either, 1) 
bring it a bit more up to date and, 2) link you directly to other sources. 

If I was to begin writing this now it probably would look a bit different given that it’s been 
10 years since writing (2017), but this still forms the basis for a lot of what I think about  

art and faith communities. 

I’m writing from my experience of having grown up in Australia, in a Christian family, 
attending fairly mainstream, and predominantly white, churches. 

Please also note that this essay does not address creativity as spiritual practice (i.e. more 
personal engagement). This is addressed elsewhere. 
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Introduction 
While art can serve as decoration or hang in a museum, there are 
other purposes for arts, ones that are connected to self-
understanding, a search for meaning, personal growth, self 
empowerment, and healing. Many of us have lost contact with these 
purposes or have not realised that art is more than novelty or 
ornamental (Machioldi, 2007:2). 

Over the many years of the Christian church, believers have engaged in a variety of art 
forms. Those of the visual arts, such as paintings and mosaics, and the performance art of 
music, have been the most common. While I acknowledge and appreciate such art forms, in 
writing this I am seeking for the church to embrace a fuller engagement with the many 
other forms also available.  

While the biblical nature and endorsement of the arts will be briefly explored, this essay 
specifically explores the engagement of communities in art and presents a few ways art has 
been engaged by communities. This is an attempt to explore how Christian communities 
could engage with the arts (or at least begin exploring it themselves), not a specific 
program to be followed. The communities that are presented were chosen because of their 
variety and that they are difference to my own experience of the church community.  

The general term the arts in this essay refer to the ability to engage in a variety of art forms 
by both individuals and communities and can be a form of either (or both) public and 
private expression. The role the arts can play in community varies immensely and needs to 
be organically discovered by each community, so they are relevant and enhance the 
community life.  

Can engaging with the arts can foster community life? 
The introduction to this section is different – I am taking it for granted that you are reading 
this because you believe that the arts are important (even if only a little bit). If you need 
some convincing, I may approach that topic separately, or in the meantime, have a look at 
any of the articles found here.  

Art and community 
‘Art works in a way create community because they create a field of 
options, expressed not in isolation but in agreement, disagreement 
and discord’ (Pattenden,1996:26). 

Despite our differences and the variety of tribes, races, religions and nations around the 
world, we are connected through our desire to tell stories, express ourselves and 
communicate in an artistic manner. We all produce visual, audible, physical and musical 
aspects of our experiences, ideas and worldview. 

I believe the arts can, and do, play a number of roles within community life. People can 
personally connect with art as a form of self-expression and self-discovery. This art could 
be created for personal reflection only, such as someone who finds great joy and release in 
the creation and use of colour while painting. It could also be presented for public viewing 
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by an artist who creates for personal expression but then invites others to reflect on it also, 
creating a space for public conversation.   

Reflection on or creating art, can give us the opportunity to be in the shoes of another for a 
while, to allow our eyes to be opened to a truth we might otherwise not have seen, or 
provide us with a way of engaging with God and others that we have not experienced 
before, both individually and as communities. The desire to create beautiful works or the 
desire to tell others stories can both emerge from within communities or inspire 
communities to form. 

Artists are sometimes thought of as loners, individuals who prefer to withdraw from the 
community rather than help build it. While beautiful artworks may be created out of 
solitude, a passion for and involvement in community can also come from solitude. I 
believe parallels between ministry and artists can be made from Henry Nouwen’s article 
‘Moving from Solitude to Community to Ministry.’ Nouwen says that it is from solitude 
and ‘in that communion with God, that we discover the call to community’ (Nouwen, n.d.). 
While he is specifically referring to ministry in his article, I believe the same can be true for 
those who engage in art. The experience of personal art can call us to embrace community. 

The production of creative works and the appreciation of another’s work can move us from 
the solitary to community. Creativity, journaling, drawing, painting and many other forms 
all begin as a private form of communication. But it can be these personal expressions and 
reflections that then allow people to enter back into community with renewed strength and 
understanding of themselves, as well as an appreciation of the effect of the art on their life. 

Art and spirituality  
Throughout history and in different cultures and communities, the arts have been engaged 
in many ways and many cannot be separated from their spiritual association. This 
connection between art and spirituality is recognised by those such as William Lax who 
describes himself as a narrative therapist and is actively working to help people recognise 
the connection between art and spirituality through group workshops (Narrative Therapy 
and Community Work, 1999:84). 

The Artist Director of the Centre for the Arts and Religion Catherine Kapikian, writes ‘Art 
and theology are both about the discipline of the imagination’ (Kapikian, 1993:27). It is 
only through the ability to imagine that we can learn about and experience the little that we 
can of the mystery and majesty of God. 

If imagination assists us in any way to academically know about God, then the ability to 
imagine artistically can surely help us worship God, listen to Him, be inspired by what He 
has done for us, how much He loves us, and even what He would like to do through us. 
This is also my personal experience.  

Imagination and the arts can open us up to ideas, worlds and experiences we might never 
have actually had. Imagination can help expand our mind, develop our sense of compassion 
and our understanding of what is possible through the love of Christ. Engaging in the arts 
as a community can provide a space for the sharing of experiences, as well as the 
opportunity for shared experience, which can create space for ongoing conversation.  
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Many Christian churches are currently exploring the arts and discovering, or re-
discovering, how they can authentically engage with the arts as a community. Each 
community can learn and grow from the knowledge of how others have engaged the arts, 
but each also needs to be aware of their unique qualities. For the arts to be effective and 
engaging, they need to be authentic and organic to that community.  

God and Community  
Even before creating humanity, God was the ideal community as the Trinity. It is only 
through a series of seemingly contradictory statements that we are able to grasp some 
understanding of the unique and mysterious manifestation of God as Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit. ‘"God is one," "God is three," "God is a diversity," and "God is a unity”’ (Grenz, 
1994:68). With these statements we discover God is the one true God, ‘there is but one 
God’ (Grenz, 1994:68) but that God is also three as Father, Son and Holy Spirit and each 
person is divine. God is both diverse and united, as persons of God the Father, Son and 
Holy Spirit each work in different ways but all work in unity together for the one goal 
(Edgar, 2004:70). 

God, Community and Us 
This relationship, or community of the Trinity, is characterised by oneness and within ‘there 
is complete mutuality and equality’ (Bilezikian, 1997: 18). God is love and invites us to 
participate in this community also, ‘Community is deeply grounded in the nature of God…
it is his gift from himself to humans’ (Bilezikian, 1997: 27). Humankind then, both male 
and female together, is a reflection of God as He created us ‘in his image’ (Bilezikian, 
1997: 19). To be made in God's image is to be created for community out of love, as God is 
both community and love (Bilezikian, 1997: 43-44). 

Community is integral to our humanity, yet we are all affected by sin, and our ability to 
fully live within a community as modelled by the Trinity is limited in this life. The loving 
community God desires for us now requires us to purposefully engage ourselves in the act 
of community.  

Even within Christian communities our ability to live in loving community is no easy task 
and within each community the steps and stages of growth together always require us to 
work diligently and uniquely together. 

Community is not an organization; community is a way of living: 
you gather around you people with whom you want to proclaim the 
truth that we are the beloved sons and daughters of God (Nouwen, 
n.d.). 

Certain principles, such as the importance of relationships through small groups for 
creating effective communication and intentional acts of developing ‘closeness and 
togetherness’ (Bilezikian, 1997: 54), can be applied generally for effectively developing 
community. However no community will ever be the same and each will require us to be 
sensitive and aware of the individual and unique relationships within them. 
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As Christians we are called to follow the example of complete unity and love of the Trinity. 
God does not call us to a corporation but to community, a community of unity and love. 

… Christ expected the fellowship they would form to become a 
distinctive community that would serve as a model for world…The 
only model they were allowed to follow was the interrelationship of 
oneness within the Trinity (John 17:11, 20-22) (Bilezikian, 1997: 
49). 

As with the particular form of a church (or church service), Jesus gave us no specific 
instructions for how we are to achieve this type of community. Instead we are given the 
freedom to discover and create unique communities. In the Bible we have ‘yardstick’ which 
encourages us in a Godly manner for all areas of life, including community life (Banks, 
Ledbetter, 2004: 35) rather than a manual. 

We have the freedom to discover how to get ‘close enough to each other, to care and share, 
to challenge and support, to confide and confess, to forgive and be given, to laugh and we 
are together, to be accountable to each other, to watch over each other, and to grow 
together’ and engage in ‘interactive relationship’ (Bilezikian, 1997: 54). 

In recent Western Christian history the arts have sometimes been used, and abused, simply 
to try and get a specific point across, or as an evangelistic tool to get people to simply cross 
the church threshold. While some art forms do lend themselves to giving information, to 
limit art to this function denies its beauty and variety. It is with a variety of art forms that 
God engages with in the Bible.  
  

God and Art 
The following are only three very brief mentions of stories from the Bible where art has 
been engaged in the work of God, 1) The building of the Tabernacle (Exodus 25-28 & 
31-40), 2) the dramatic acts by Ezekiel (4) and 3) God’s creative acts in Genesis 1.  

The first is the attention to detail and the beauty of the design of the Ark and the Tabernacle 
in Exodus that were inspired by God Himself. His designs did not simply outline replicas of 
the originals in real life that God had created. In Exodus 28:31-35 there are blue 
pomegranates, which is a colour that does not occur in nature (Ryken, 1989:57). God chose 
a human designer or overseer, Bezalel, and blessed him greatly as the first person the Bible 
mentions as being filled with the Holy Spirit (Exodus 31:3) (Ryken, 1989:53). As the Jews 
met in this Tabernacle, they could be reminded of God’s majesty by the beautiful and 
imaginative designs, all of which though beautiful, are still only a mere copy of the full 
splendour of God. 

Secondly, in Ezekiel 4, God calls Ezekiel to a dramatic portrayal using the city of Jerusalem 
as a backdrop. He performed a number of symbolic actions demonstrating the destruction 
that would fall upon Jerusalem. It was a very simple drama but it was an effective visual 
story of God’s intended judgement (Schaeffer, 1973:28) if the people were to watch and 
listen.  
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The third story is really the first one: The creative act of God Himself creating the world 
(Genesis 1). The earth could have simply been filled with functional objects, yet God 
created immense beauty in everything, humans, animals and the environment (Ryken, 
1989:14).  

These three brief mentions of stories are certainly not the only artistic or creative examples. 
In the Bible there is a variety of literature styles, many narrative parables, dramatic acts, 
visions and music.  

What do these stories mean for us today? And particularly, what do they mean for us as a 
community? These passages point to God’s imagination. They show us that God placed 
humankind in the world and within culture and community. They also show us that God 
created functionally, but also richly and beautifully (Ryken, 1989:14).  

In God’s Image 
Men and women were both created in the image of God and neither was raised above the 
other (Bilezikian, 1997: 22). Created in the image of God, we have His likeness, including 
His imaginative creativity. ‘…[T]he primal artistic act was God's creation of the universe 
out of chaos, shaping the formless into form; and every artist since, on a lesser scale, has 
sought to imitate him’ (Ryken, 1989:67). 

Our ability to imagine and create comes from God and, can be, and should be associated 
with God. It can be an act of worship to God, it can demonstrate and remind us of God’s 
glory and majesty, and it can help us see God through new eyes. 

We are made in the image of God and it is God’s imagination that has, and does, inspire our 
own. While God, the divine being, created out of nothing, we have imprinted on us the 
desired to create out of those things God has given us.  

Engaging the Arts 
The arts form an indispensable ingredient in our education and 
because the subject of art is so consistently the human response to 
life, the arts have a strange power to put people in touch with each 
other (Ryken, 1989: 36).  

We can ask now, along with Leland Ryken ‘What are the arts designed to do for people and 
societies?’ (Ryken, 1989: 30). In the freedom that God has given us we can explore the 
variety of ways that art can engage our communities. 

The arts can fulfil a number of roles in our lives. As mention briefly above and as I have 
personally experienced, the process of creation can be one of great joy, whatever the end 
product is. This process and the finished product can be ‘a mirror in which we see 
ourselves’ (Ryken, 1989: 33). While the arts can entertain and give us pleasure and joy, they 
can also give us insight into another’s experience, culture or worldview (Ryken, 1989: 31), 
and hopefully foster greater understanding (Ryken, 1989: 32). They can bring to light 
something that we may otherwise have missed (Ryken, 1989: 31). They can give us a way 
to form our own experiences and help us reflect on ourselves (Ryken, 1989: 32, 35). The 
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arts also have the ability to cause societies or communities to look at themselves and review 
their values (Ryken, 1989: 36). 

The arts may give us a way to put form to our experiences. “One of 
the functions of art is to give shape to our own experiences, 
insights, and feelings… The artistic impulse is based on the premise 
that the unexpressed life is also incomplete… Artists are people 
with the gift of expression (Ryken, 1989: 31-32). 

The experience of engaging with the arts is open and accessible to anyone. If we are 
following Jesus’ instructions to not follow the ways of the world but to be instigators and 
examples of community, I believe the exclusion of the arts could hinder the variety of ways 
we can experience life with each other and in God. 

…the arts serve many essential functions. By silhouetting the 
human experiences that they portray with striking clarity, art, music 
and literature heighten our awareness of reality. They give 
expression to the feelings, experiences, and beliefs of the human 
race and of ourselves. They intensify our involvement with life. The 
arts are delightful as well as useful. They are a form of enjoyment 
and refreshment. And they enrich human life by adding to its beauty 
(Ryken, 1989: 38). 

The benefits mentioned above only touch the surface of the possible outcomes. It is 
difficult to explain or detail the specifics of when the arts are ‘successfully’ engaged in due 
to the many factors involved and the intended definition of success. Instead I believe we 
need to listen to those who have experienced art within communities.  

As we stand before a painting or listen to music, or read a poem, we 
suddenly see our own experiences and insights projected onto the 
details of the work before us.  Artists turn our pain into arts so that 
we can bear it… The arts help us to understand and possess life 
(Ryken, 1989: 32). 

Art and Church History 
Mention has already been made about the use of art to decorate the Temple. In the period 
soon after Christ’s resurrection the arts, visual symbols or drawings were used to 
communicate between believers as they were persecuted (Zibawi, 1993:79) and to inspire 
contemplation and worship (Dyrness, 2001:26). 

The visual arts have been engaged as storytellers, telling people who were illiterate or did 
not have access to a personal bible the stories of Jesus. ‘Painting can do for the illiterate 
what writing does for those who can read’ (Gombrich, 1989: 95). The dramatic arts can do 
this also. 

Although there are different icon traditions (Dyrness, 2001:39), they are all written to 
inspire prayer and contemplation. Icons call people to observe a two-dimensional painting, 
and then to look beyond the flat surface into the spiritual.  
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How can the arts engage and foster community? 
Art and other cultures 

The lessons, inspiration and possibilities of art in communities can be taken from our own 
culture as well as looking at how other cultures engage with the arts. We can gather stories 
and ideas from others, and then hopefully, being the process of learning to authentically 
integrate them into our own communities.  

The following are just a brief survey of interesting and engaging ways that the arts have 
been engaged in by different communities. These examples simply give us a taste of the 
variety of styles and roles art can play in our lives. I’ve included a mixture of cultures and 
traditions because I believe we have much to learn from those with different experiences to 
our own. When looking at what others have done though, it is important to be aware that as 
much as the appropriation of another’s culture is not appropriate, neither is thinking that 
simply taking what another community has done and transposing it directly to your own 
will secure the same results. Instead, my aim is that by looking at a variety of experiences 
we might be encouraged to be even more imaginative and creative within our own 
communities as we desire to further incorporate the arts.   

Aboriginal Art  
Great effort is being made to maintain and continue the cultural practises of the indigenous 
people of Australia before they are lost. The indigenous people are traditionally very 
connected to their land and people group. While there are some differences between the 
people groups, my understanding is that the way that they engage art can be similar, and 
these are only some examples of the engagement of art within the culture.  

Art is often done together as a community activity. If you come from a western culture you 
might imagine this means people working individually within the same space (maybe even 
working on the same project), but for the indigenous people this can mean several artists 
sitting together creating a single piece. It also means working within their public 
community space which allows them to model to and teach children their traditions, tell the 
stories of the painting, and to pass on to their children what the different symbols mean.  
Their art is a source of pride, a way of remembering those who come before them, of telling 
their traditional stories, of passing on their culture and of teaching and expressing the 
importance of their rituals (Crumlin and Knight, 1991:128). 

This way of interacting and creating naturally creates space for dialogue between 
generations. In this space and time community is developed, traditions and rituals are 
passed on and kept strong and are made relevant within the community (Crumlin and 
Knight, 1991: 52). 

While its foundations are rooted in timeless traditions, current 
artistic activity takes place in a highly socialised environment 
where people continually see each other’s work, visit other 
Aboriginal painting communities and are exposed to new 
influences… (Crumlin and Knight, 1991: 52). 
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In a short article written by a non-aboriginal person about his experiencing of engaging 
with Arnhem Land art, he talks about the ‘outside meaning’ and the ‘inside 
meaning’ (Crumlin and Knight, 1991: 26). Those who do not identify as indigenous - 
outsiders - can only understand the first layer of meanings and symbols, the outside 
meaning. However for those who are Aboriginal, the symbolism goes much further, 
described as a ‘deeper, spiritual dimension’ (Crumlin and Knight, 1991: 26) where 
knowledge and understanding of indigenous lifestyle and tradition is essential (Crumlin and 
Knight, 1991: 26). 

African Art 
There are a huge variety of cultures and traditions across the African continent and this is 
just one example. Within some people groups, art is so integrated within their culture that it 
is not understood outside of daily life. Some languages do not even have a separate word to 
describe ‘art’ alone, nor do they distinguish between art and crafts (or artefacts) (Hackett, 
1996:7). Instead description words focus on ‘the question of skill, know-how, and inherent 
characteristics’ (Hackett, 1996:7), or the same word is given to both the artistic products 
and the role of the artist within their society (Hackett, 1996:7). 

For some people groups, the emphasis is more on processes of 
construction…while for others…art is something that attracts your 
attention, focuses your eye, and directs your thoughts. It also makes 
the ritual and the performance more interesting (Hackett, 1996:7-8). 

In some traditions the artist decoration of masks has been engaged to ‘elevate human 
spiritual experience’ (Hackett, 1996:15) within rituals. And other studies have discovered 
that ‘the values and concepts at the heart of artistic creation and criticism are closely tied to 
(if not indistinguishable from) religious ideas,’ (Hackett, 1996:16). In this tribe to become 
an ‘art critic or amewa (expert on beauty)’ (Hackett, 1996:16) is to spend time with the 
elders learning about traditional rituals and festivals and becoming knowledgeable about 
their cultural background’ (Hackett, 1996:16).  

Art and Society 
The arts can allow us a glimpse into the lives others, which can broaden our understanding 
of how they live and who they are. For these stories to be effectively communicated the 
message of the story cannot sacrifice the artistic value and intent.  

Community Theatre 
‘Somebody’s Daughter’ 

One example is the theatre group ‘Somebody’s Daughter’ (Clark and Richards, 2006; 
38-47).  Originally Maud Clark began working in the Fairlea Women’s Prison providing 
some acting workshops for the women and those newly released. These were simple 
workshops and originally she had no further expectation or plan. She realised though that 
even as she grew to know the women and develop relationship with them, she still had 
some unconscious prejudiced against them. This realisation prompted her to redevelop how 
she facilitated the workshops into a space where they all worked equally together.  

Many of the women who had struggled previously with counselling and other support 
programs benefited greatly from their involvement in the group. Over the years the group 
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developed plays telling the stories of women, directly from the women. Performances have 
been done for women in prison as well as people outside. The success of these 
performances and of development of the women involved has encouraged others to ask 
Maud to develop similar workshops for other groups of people in need, such as youth 
(Clark and Richards, 2006; 42).  

Maud is adamant that what she does is not therapy or a specially designed program to help 
people work through their issues, rather what ‘we do is a creative process, not a therapeutic 
process. We don’t pathologise, we establish a relationship and work as equals’ (Clark and 
Richards, 2006; 40). Yet she acknowledges the huge impact this has had on many lives 

The intent to create the best theatre we can is still there, but it's now 
threaded with a whole awareness of how little "choice" so many 
supposed members of our community actually have. Creativity 
generates choice, but you need education to use choice (Clark and 
Richards, 2006: 43).  

Filipino Women Survivors of Family Violence 
A second example is a group of Filipino women who came together because they had all 
been abused by their partners; the men who had brought them to Australia (Narrative 
Therapy and Community Work, 1999:33). One of the results of this group was the writing 
and performing of a play that told the collective stories of women. ‘A significant aim of 
their performances are to provide an acceptable and accessible medium with which to 
dialogue on violence against women in culturally sensitive and inclusive way’ (Narrative 
Therapy and Community Work, 1999:33). Multiple art forms were used, such as narrative, 
interviews, poetry, singing and acting.  

Their performances increase the understanding and knowledge of 
Filipino experiences and present a unique and positive model of 
addressing the issues of family violence against Filipino women 
(Narrative Therapy and Community Work, 1999:33). 

Art Therapy 
…. Art making is seen as an opportunity to express oneself 
imaginatively, authentically, and spontaneously, an experience that, 
over time, can lead to personal fulfilment, emotional reparation, and 
transformation.  This view also holds that the creative process, in 
and of itself, it can be a health - enhancing and growth-producing 
experience (Malchiodi, 2007:6). 

Art therapy can involve any number of combinations of art forms and psychological 
therapies as it is about combining creativity with human development, personality, 
behaviour and more.  The participant is actively involved as they contribute in the healing 
process (Machilodi, 2007: 3). Art therapy can be helpful for children with learning 
difficulties, people who have cancer, or are paraplegics, or used to help people deal with 
chronic pain, or any number of other situations. In each case the form the art takes, and the 
way the therapist engourages participation, will probably be different, making description 
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difficult (Malchiodi, 2007: 2). Like all art forms it is best understood by experience 
(Malchiodi, 2007: 3).  

Although there is definitely a time and place for the very deliberate professionally lead 
combination of art and psychology that that is art therapy, the concept behind this 
combination could be very valuable for anyone. In our society where we are always pushed 
for time and extended often above and beyond, the release of art could be very helpful. I 
believe this combined with a worshipping attitude and an expectation of meeting with God 
could be even more valuable.  

While exploring art therapy, I was struck by the similarities between art therapy and 
Christian retreats. At some retreats a specific or variety of art is the primary way of 
spending the time.  Other times art is simply one aspect that is explored. 

The intentional reflective process of retreats is similar to the intentional yet creative manner 
of art therapy. Art therapy is about ‘your inner experience -- your feelings, perceptions, and 
imagination’ (Malchiodi, 2007:4). A spiritual retreat is about an experience; not necessarily 
an exciting or mountain top experience but the experience of physicality making time to 
reflect on your life and relationship with. 

The original Greek word ‘therapeia’, means ‘to be attentive to’ (Malchiodi, 2007: 5) which 
describes the role of the therapist but also seems an appropriate phrase to describe what we 
do in retreats, we become attentive to our internal thoughts and feelings and hopefully also 
to God’s thoughts and feelings. 

A Local Example 
While the success of engaging with the arts can be difficult to measure as it would include 
as many elements, the follow is one example of a local church community that could be 
described as one who successfully and authentically engaged with the arts. 

Box Hill Baptist – Chapel on Station Gallery 
Box Hill Baptist Church could be described as a reasonably mainstream Baptist church that 
is situated right on a main road near the centre of Box Hill, Victoria.   

The church community had a great sense of hospitality and from within there was a longing 
to engage people and create a space that validated their desire to wonder and expand their 
horizons. Their desire was to create something organically from within; their intention was 
not to ‘find’ an art form to use as an evangelistic tool, or to help build their church 
attendance numbers but to connect and provide space. 

As a result they converted their foyer that leads into the chapel into a small but very 
beautiful gallery open to the public both for viewing and displaying works.  

Within a few years the gallery become so well known that the space has been booked ahead 
for up to twelve months. They run a small craft section that sells hand made cards, 
jewellery and other small items. They also have different workshops, opportunities to meet 
the artists and other sessions or events that develop conversation between different art 
forms and the community. 
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The path of creating the gallery was widely accepted as an authentic expression for the 
church. The gallery was overseen by Rev Anne Mallaby but involves many people in a 
variety of roles with up to thirty people who regularly volunteered. 

To enter the church you pass through the gallery and this exposure to the church 
community has begun to open up and in a way give people permission to become more 
creative. In discussion with Rev Mallaby she described some people who have, perhaps 
unconsciously to them, begun to develop their own creativity, as they have been inspired to 
participate and engage with the arts by the exhibitions displayed. 

I thought it was interesting to note that when first applying to the council for a permit to run 
a business on the church premises, Box Hill Baptist were not certain how favourable the 
council would be. However the response was overwhelmingly positive, in fact the council 
commented that they were more than happy to allow it, as they understood that the arts 
were central to the Christian faith. I found this warm welcome by the council possibly 
demonstrates the difference in how we (Christians) see ourselves and how others see us. 
The council’s belief that the arts were the central to our faith may also indicate an 
expectation (or desire?) people have that as Christian we engage with the arts spiritually.  

Art and Community 
The above story may imply that some people at least do not expect us to be involved in the 
arts because it is the latest way of evangelising and making our faith palatable to the mass 
population but that they expect us to be engaged in the arts because it is a form of spiritual 
expression. 

Art is slowly becoming more a part of the daily Christian life within Christian 
communities. It is becoming less of an activity that only some specific, qualified people 
participate in and is also becoming part of our lives as another form of experiencing life, of 
expression - both individually and as a believing community.  

However 
However, to develop authentic and relevant engagement in the arts where previously there 
has been little or no engagement does require some commitment to, understanding of, and 
experience in the arts and some leadership by those who believe in arts relevance. 
  
This does not mean those who are leading this process have to be world-renowned artists 
(although I’d encourage them to be involved if you have any!). But having leaders who are 
knowledgeable about and experienced in the arts to facilitate the community into a creative 
space and the spiritual process will be beneficial. We also need to develop our ability to 
connect with, learn about, understand and engage with art because unless we recognise the 
value of art and have experienced its impact (or come to experience its impact) we cannot 
authentically engage with it and we will not be able to authentically write beautiful prayers 
or paint as an expression of worship. 

Although a many of the western Christian communities of faith moved away from the arts 
in the past, there is now a swing back towards engagement and inclusions. But this does 
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mean that as a collective body we often do not have a lot of experience in the arts, but we 
can develop this if we are intentional in our engagement and support of the arts.  

A single individual who experiences the arts and reports back to their faith community 
faces an uphill battle of trying to tell people about the experience of art (anyone who has 
had any type of ‘mountain top’ experience will resonate with this). The congregation or 
community who experiences together the many ways the arts can be incorporated in daily 
life move together to a place where they are a community who can embrace the arts. A 
community who together explores how the arts can be engaged, who identifies how they 
are already creative, and explores other ways to engage in the arts will draw each other into 
a life of greater creativity and a released imagination. 

This process will be slow and perhaps impossible to really see at times from outside the 
community, and maybe even sometimes within the community. However, a community 
who tries to program the type of arts they think they should be engaging in may not be 
allowing an authentic, and so sustainable, transformation. 

Art is no longer simply an item to break up the pace in the order of service or a way of 
hoping to attract new people to enter into the building of church. Art is another aspect of 
life, of viewing life, of expressing and communicating and of engaging with others and 
with God.  

Conclusion 
Many Christian communities are experimenting with and becoming more aware of the 
impact of engagement with the arts in life. While we can observe and learn great lessons 
from each of them, the way our community engages with the arts needs to authentic. The 
arts are not a product which can be reproduced anywhere with the right mix of ingredients. 
The way communities engage with the arts needs to come from within.  

However the catch is that without experience of the arts, communities will never know 
what is even possible, or available, or learn how to experiment with art or experience it. We 
need to embrace a life that includes art in general, that welcomes the opportunity to see life 
with new eyes and that accepts expression even if we do not agree. We need to re-educate 
ourselves about the arts and learn a new language that includes them. 

I strongly believe this is currently happening in many Christian communities and that there 
is a desire to engage more as a community with the arts. To make this change sustainable 
and authentic we need to be prepared to allow the transformation and engagement to 
happen at its own pace. I believe this transformation cannot be deemed successful or a 
failure by the number of people who begin attending our services but by the communities 
openness and acceptance of the arts within our lives.  
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