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Foreword

Partnership? Companionship? Coinherence? I’m trying to 
find the term that best tells how beauty and art interlink and 
infuse each other with meaning.

Beauty is always available. It is there to be attended to, and 
art is our human response to whatever we see as beautiful. Not 
the kind of beauty we might call pretty or decorative—it can 
be strong, shocking, confusing, boundary-breaking, thrusting 
forward in experimental ways—but beauty that most often 
reflects glory, the glory of our God who created us with the 
capacity for recognizing, responding, and receiving beauty 
through the work of artists. It is an imperative, particularly 
for artists who call themselves Christian believers, to glorify 
God in their creative lives.

This role of the arts has not always been received kindly 
in Christian churches. Often art has been seen as too experi-
mental, too self-indulgent, or too disturbing to be recognized 
as a gift of grace. Perhaps this was one of the disjunctions 
David Taylor had in mind when he called together pastors 
and artists to Austin for the magnificent symposium “Trans-
forming Culture.” Face-to-face, ear-to-ear, heart-to-heart, 
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Foreword

these individuals acknowledged their need for each other and 
discovered fresh ways to connect and integrate.

I know how transformative this was. I was there at the 
amazing event orchestrated by David Taylor and Larry Linen-
schmidt. I’ve attended scores of conferences for writers and 
artists. I’ve been involved in many gatherings for Christian 
leaders and ministers. But I have seldom seen such an enliven-
ing spirit (Holy Spirit) at work to initiate new partnerships. 
Symbiosis? Yes! As celebratory as a wedding!

I first knew David Taylor as an undomesticated student at 
Regent College, stirring up his profs and fellow students with 
tempestuous ideas and questions. I remember him rushing 
impetuously into chapel on Tuesdays, sprinting down the 
auditorium stairs two at a time to make an announcement, 
red mane flying, seemingly on fire. At the time I thought, This 
guy is either a maniac or a young prophet. His enthusiasm 
for God and for the arts was intense and appealing, and I 
thought, All he needs is time!

And in the grace of God David has put in the time, grown 
in influence, and committed himself to the care and feeding 
of the whole church as well as of promising artists (one of 
whom he married!). I’ve witnessed firsthand his deft and 
exuberant work as Arts Pastor of Hope Chapel in Austin, 
and have wished for that energy to be contagious across the 
continent.

In his introduction to this book, David presents a meta-
phor of the pastor as gardener, a theme that has invigorated 
my own writing. I’m an enthusiastic tiller of soil, one who 
cultivates and guards the plants in my yard (maybe garden 
derives from the idea of a guardian?). Another metaphor, this 
time from Joshua Banner, one of this collection’s contribu-
tors, is closely related: pastor as farmer. I love these ways of 
envisioning the task of the pastor. (The words pastor and 
pastoral reflect their origin in the word for shepherd—one 
who cares for a flock, leading, feeding, sheltering, sometimes 
rescuing.) Metaphors can bring theology to life, pinning down 
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abstract ideas into vivid pictures that we can comprehend by 
way of imagination. 

Another metaphor for artful beauty as an exhibition of 
God’s grace keeps visiting my imagination—a reservoir of 
mountain spring water brimming with marine life. It is glori-
ous. The sun glints from its surface. The wind excites it into 
ripples. It reflects the blue and white, or thundery gray, of 
the sky. It is a mirror for the sun and moon. For years it has 
been building, dammed up, waiting for release, impatient 
for its generosity to be poured into the valley below with its 
fields of wheat, its orchards, its forests. Though a narrow 
spillway has allowed a trickle of life and health to reach the 
valley, for some valley-dwellers the reservoir has been seen 
as dangerous, fearful, a symbol of potential flood that could 
destroy life. Better to keep this bounty under control behind 
the barrier of rock and concrete. Better not to allow it to 
pour too freely. Better to narrow its course into the well-worn 
channels permitted by tradition or custom. 

But in the church a surge is happening in response to human 
thirst! Living water is beginning to gush! Let’s welcome the 
overflowing torrent! Mixed metaphors? Okay. But our God is 
the God of plenty, who uses multiple word pictures through-
out Scripture to illuminate the minds of both writers and 
readers. 

So, welcome pastors! Welcome artists! Be enriched and 
encouraged as you read the words in this book, sharing its 
vitality with others in your communities of faith. As you 
spread the word like water in the desert, I’m trusting that 
God’s generosity and glory will spring up in you like good 
fruit. May it inhabit you, illumine you, join you with each 
other in an outpouring of divine beauty.

Luci Shaw 
Bellingham, Washington
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Introduction

A case could be made that, ever since the early nineteenth 
century, if not before, much of the finest art and music 
of spiritual and theological import—whether popular or 
highly cultivated—has been created without the Church’s 
blessing or, indeed, the Church’s knowledge.

Frank Burch Brown, Good Taste, 
Bad Taste, and Christian Taste

When Time magazine compiled a list of the one hundred 
most significant people in twentieth-century art and enter-
tainment there were only five who had shown any public 
signs of Christian faith.

Steve Turner, Imagine: A Vision 
for Christians in the Arts

A parishioner and artist friend came up to me one Sunday and 
said, “You are not a pastor.” It was a strange thing to hear as 
I stood near the pulpit at the end of a service. At the time, I 
had been a pastor for six years, specifically the “arts pastor.” 
Of course I’m a pastor, I thought. That’s nonsense.

In my mind I summoned a litany of my accomplishments, 
both to defend myself and to put him in his place. I had sat for 
hours in my office listening to artists pouring out their hearts. I 
had run a three-week arts festival that would extend the mission 
of our church into the liveliest parts of the city. I had established 
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an artist-in-residence program. I had directed the Ragamuf-
fin Film Festival, about which Austin’s arts and entertainment 
weekly, The Chronicle, remarked, “It’s culture-jamming operat-
ing under a higher state of grace.” I wanted to say, “You see all 
that I’ve done on your behalf to help you, an artist, find a home 
in the church? What do you mean I’m not a pastor?”

Even as I mentally rehearsed the list of deeds, I knew what 
he was really trying to say. He meant: “You are not a good pas-
tor. You are doing many good things with the arts, yes. Yet you 
are failing to actually shepherd us, to lead us.” I knew that my 
friend deeply cared for me, which was why he risked upsetting 
me. Later in the week as I walked through my neighborhood 
processing his statement, I could hear myself saying, a little 
resentfully, “I’m doing my best. What more do you want?”

A thought that continually sits at the margins of my con-
sciousness drifted toward me again that Sunday morning: I 
really do not know what I am doing. This work of  art and 
the church is too much for me. I do not know to what end 
I am working. And I do not know if  any of  my efforts will 
remain.

The Problem

I worked as a pastor of an arts ministry at a church in Aus-
tin, Texas, for twelve years.1 These were twelve of the most 
fulfilling years of my life. The leadership endowed me with a 
blank check to try almost anything, and the trust they placed 
in my young hands still boggles my mind. Yet with a team 
of brave friends, try almost anything I did. We instituted five 
art exhibits that rotated throughout the year in response to 
the church calendar. We got artists into small groups. We 
got them reading books by Dutch Reformed philosopher 
Calvin Seerveld and Jewish novelist Chaim Potok. We got 
the congregation one Sunday to move their bodies en masse 
under the direction of professional modern dancers—a truly 
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terrifying experience for the many introverts in that room. 
On one occasion we hung a thousand beeswax-soaked paper 
butterflies over the entire span of the sanctuary. This was an 
art installation that sought to remind us of Jesus’s words 
in Matthew 5:45, that grace falls from heaven on the righ-
teous and unrighteous alike. Artists who had been hurt by the 
church returned home. Singer–songwriters bravely ventured 
into the city to play the coffeeshop circuit. Two of our film-
makers signed contracts with Universal Studios.

During these years God awakened a tremendous amount 
of energy in our community. We saw him transform lives, 
spiritually and relationally. Many made peace with the fact 
that God had called them as artists, and there was no need 
to be ashamed any more. There was very little we did not 
attempt at least once during those years, succeeding at some 
and failing at others, always grateful for the chance to explore 
freely under the covering of the leadership. 

Yet while we accomplished plenty, I know now that I strug-
gled against the debilitating effects of two forces.

The first force is a variant of pragmatism. In this view, 
experiences supremely govern our perception of what is good 
or bad. If an activity produces a positive experience, then it 
must be good. In the spring of 2002, for example, I replaced 
the sermon with a fifty-minute play on the life of Adam and 
Eve. The congregation responded enthusiastically, amazed at 
how theater could communicate, in its own vernacular and 
allusive language, the Word of God. So we kept doing things 
like it. If the outcome is unsuccessful, however—that is, if 
the majority responds negatively—then it must be bad. For 
instance, I once introduced a contemplative musical experi-
ence into the Sunday service. In the aftermath I had some 
members complain that our church was becoming “Catholic.” 
From then on we restricted all “liturgical” elements to our 
monthly, all-voluntary Compline service.

Experience, alongside Scripture, is an important source for 
our understanding of the Christian life. The 120 believers of 
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Acts 2 would surely bear witness to this. But what happened 
to me as a pastor is that I assessed my work too heavily ac-
cording to whether an artistic activity produced a positive or 
negative experience apart from any theological consideration. 
Very few of our conversations as artists revolved around a 
theological understanding of the church—or of worship—or 
of art—or of what it means to be human—and therefore of 
how we ought to see art properly serving the church, apart 
from whether an experience felt good or bad. 

Eventually I burned out on artistic activities that worked. 
I needed a bigger reason than successful experiences to be 
doing art in the church.

The second force is a confusion about art in my eccle-
sial tradition. My tradition is “mutt Protestant.” As a child 
I was raised in a fundamentalist missionary subculture in 
Guatemala.2 During my college years I attended Lutheran, 
Episcopalian, Vineyard, and Bible churches. In seminary I 
became Anglican. As a pastor at Hope Chapel I worked in a 
midsized nondenominational charismatic church.

My particular Protestant tradition offers few artistic re-
sources to the church. Music and oratory will be the ex-
ception, maybe also the literary arts, though only in a few 
pockets of history. To be sure, there are many fine exceptions 
to the general statement I am about to make—such as the 
Methodists who built a magnificent neogothic cathedral on 
the campus of Duke University3 or a Christian Reformed 
Church in Seattle that recently patronized an art show by 
the Vancouver Project.4 Still, it is typical of most Protestant 
experiences of art that the ear trumps the eye. The intellect 
and emotion trump the body. Activity trumps contemplation. 
And a minimalist rather than maximalist aesthetic will usu-
ally be seen as more representative of the “pure gospel.” One 
church will exhibit keen support of stained glass windows, 
yet react less than thoughtfully to the inclusion of film into 
worship. Another church will produce first-class theater, yet 
impulsively dismiss hymns as stuffy. 
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As a working pastor I found my tradition ambivalent, if not 
actively resistant, to the artistic life—to the imagination, the 
emotions, the senses, the material realm, and beauty. Even-
tually this too wore me down. If I were a gardener, I would 
say that my tradition offered me thin soil with little hope for 
a flourishing of the arts. At worst it taught me to view the 
arts as ultimately expendable, a luxury far from the center 
of biblical Christianity.

What is my point? It is this: as a pastor I evaluated my work 
only by its pragmatic effects, and I traveled haphazardly through 
my ecclesial tradition because I lacked a larger vision for art and 
the church. I could not shepherd well the artists under my care 
because I had no final vision for where I should lead them.

Protestantism—in my case evangelical Protestantism—
handed me neither a big picture (a theology) nor a sense of 
how art and the church could hold together (a tradition). 
What I was left with were strategies and programs, and fairly 
good ones. But they failed to pull me, my artist friends, our 
congregation, and our brothers and sisters throughout the 
city and the world into something bigger than ourselves.5 
Many of us, in fact, have felt the lack of a comprehensive, 
systematic, integrating, and grounding vision. 

The Aim of  This Book

This book aims to redress this deficiency. It aims to inspire the 
church, in its life and mission, with an expansive vision for 
the arts. By “the arts” I mean at least music, dance, drama, 
poetry and other literary arts, visual arts, film, and archi-
tecture. This book seeks to show how the many parts of the 
landscape of church and art can hold together.

Few books have been printed in this vein. If we walked into 
a bookstore (real or virtual), we’d probably find three kinds 
of volumes on art and Christianity. We would find books on 
art and worship, from Horton Davies’s magisterial Worship 
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and Theology in England to Dan Kimball’s Emerging Wor-
ship: Creating Worship Gatherings for New Generations. 
We would find books that offer a Christian perspective on a 
specific medium, such as Robert Johnston’s Reel Spiritual-
ity or Betty Spackman’s A Profound Weakness: Christians 
and Kitsch. And we’d come across general reflections on art 
and Christian life. Madeleine L’Engle’s Walking on Water 
represents a first-rate example of this type.

But not many books offer a complex reflection on the arts 
and the church—the church, that is, as the gathered commu-
nity in its local manifestation and in its varied functions, such 
as worship, discipleship, community, service, and mission.

For whom is this book written? It is written for pastors 
and artists along with lay leaders working in the context of 
the church. This book is for pastors who gather in cathedrals 
or in junior high cafeterias, for artists in the urban core or, 
as the case may be, out in the cornfields. It aims to inform 
our ecclesiology as Protestant Christians, regardless of our 
material or missional particulars.

My hope is that this book will also be of benefit to educators 
and seminary students, to critical observers of Christianity and 
the arts, and to all those who seek a common vocabulary to 
advance the discussion of the church’s mission of artmaking.

The Historical Occasion for the Book

A conference that took place in April 2008 in Austin, Texas, 
“Transforming Culture: A Vision for the Church and the Arts,” 
gave rise to this book.6 The conference brought together pastors 
and artists to explore the church’s relationship to art. Almost 
eight hundred people, from the Netherlands to North Dakota, 
descended on the campus of First Evangelical Free Church for 
three days of energizing conversation and delightful table fel-
lowship. The conference opened with a modern dance piece 
and closed with a poem titled “Psalm 151,” an encomium to 
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God’s creative workmanship. All throughout it featured the 
work of printmakers, folk singers, actors, filmmakers, and 
other creatives who gave sensible expression to the ideas of 
the conference. We worshiped together. We prayed together. 
Pastors and artists found themselves really listening to each 
other—sometimes agreeing, sometimes strongly disagreeing, 
but always graciously—and what a joy that was to witness.

The seminars included topics such as “Visual Homiletics: 
How to Preach to the Eye as Well as to the Ear” and “Seminar-
ies and the Aesthetic Formation of Pastors.” A favorite was the 
epic title John Wilson, editor of Books & Culture, drummed 
up: “The Contemporary Culture of Books, Literature, and 
Ideas: Or, What the Heck People Are Writing about These 
Days and How All These Ideas Are Shaping the Imagination 
of Christians, Consciously or Unconsciously, Immediately or 
Eventually . . . and Why This Matters to Churches.”

The conference considered six questions that turned on a 
single vision: a vision of the church and the arts that is theo-
logically informed, biblically grounded, liturgically sensitive, 
artistically alive, and missionally shrewd. After the conference 
I recruited two more writers for this book: Lauren Winner 
and Joshua Banner. They, along with the original six speak-
ers from the conference (pastors and artists themselves), give 
voice to what I hope is a coherent vision.

The book begins at the beginning: “The Gospel.” It ends with a 
vision of the church’s future in the year 2058: “The Future.” In 
between, the book addresses key components for an integrated 
vision: “The Worshiper,” “The Art Patron,” “The Pastor,” “The 
Artist,” “The Practitioner,” and “The Dangers.”

A Summary of  the Book

In chapter 1, Andy Crouch grounds all our artmaking in the 
fundamental category of culture making. If we can conclude, 
in particular from Genesis, that culture making is good, then 
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we can also conclude that our artmaking is good. All art is 
a gift, he argues, not an achievement. Like the entire gospel, 
art establishes its purpose not in its utility but in something 
bigger than itself: grace. And like worship, it pulls us into 
something bigger than ourselves, pulling all our play and all 
our pain into the beautiful life of God in Christ.

Following this, John Witvliet takes us directly to the arena 
of worship. He asks, How can art serve to deepen and chal-
lenge our corporate worship? He identifies three tendencies 
that concern him in churches today. One is the tendency to 
allow our artistic activity to become predominantly about the 
individual and what he or she wants. The second is to let our 
artistic work remain easy for the congregation—“melodies, 
images, metaphors, rhythms, and palettes of color that suc-
ceed at making worship pleasant and utterly innocuous.” The 
third is to allow our art to slip into rote or even idolatrous 
ways of worshiping God. Witvliet offers three hearty anti-
dotes to these tendencies in a way that dovetails nicely with 
the later chapter on dangers.

Next, Lauren Winner takes the position of the worshiper in 
the pew. She becomes for this book the everywoman. Winner 
explores not only her own reasons for loving, needing, and 
being irrevocably shaped by art but also why she believes the 
church, perhaps to our surprise, often does care about art. An 
idea she examines in depth is the Jewish principle of hiddur 
mitzvah, “the idea that one does not just do the command-
ments, one ‘beautifies’ them.” In doing so she helps us see 
aspects of Scripture and Christian life with fresh eyes.

This is exactly what Eugene Peterson testifies in his chapter 
that artists have done for him. He wonders why he’s been 
plunked into this book about artists. “I’m a pastor,” he says, 
“and a pretty conventional pastor at that.” Happily for the 
rest of us pastors, he voices a widespread concern: What do 
I as a pastor have to do with art? He says, simply, “I’m here 
to be a witness. I am here to give witness to the decisive and 
critical influence that artists have had in my life as a pastor 
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in a Christian church.” Then he goes on to talk about Willi 
Ossa (a painter), Gerry Baxter (an architect), and Judith (a 
textile artist)—that is to say, folks you might find in your 
own congregation.

These are the kinds of artists Barbara Nicolosi encounters 
regularly in Hollywood, California. In her essay Nicolosi re-
counts her experience as a minister to artists on the verge of 
losing their sanity. Instead of allowing them to self-indulge, 
however, she calls them into something bigger than them-
selves: the realm of beauty. If we get beauty right, we will 
get the pastoring of artists right because that is their ter-
rain. Their terrain, she insists, is not propaganda or boosting 
people’s self-esteem. Barbara’s overriding goal is to help us 
recognize who the artists in our communities are so we can 
shepherd them well. Her words are not easy; they’re spicy. 
But we need them.

In chapter 6, Joshua Banner takes us to a street-level version 
of our discussion. Having worked in a church as a pastor to 
artists, he has a good sense of what works and what doesn’t. 
He reminds us pastors that it’s not so much about technique 
as a right understanding of our role. Our role, he maintains, 
is that of a farmer. As farmers we won’t get everything right, 
but we will know that our main job is to pay careful attention 
to people’s lives. With that framework in place, Joshua goes 
on to talk about three aspects of his work with artists: pas-
toring, promoting, and producing. And he does so with the 
gentle, confident hand of an experienced farmer-pastor.

In the chapter that follows, I (David Taylor) remain in the 
practical arena and identify some of the dangers we might 
encounter. What are possible excesses and misuses of art? 
How might art undermine the calling of the church? I identify 
six specific dangers: bad art, art as a supersaturating agent, 
the inordinate love of an art form, the utilitarian reduction 
of art, art as a form of distraction, and immature behavior. 
I also suggest three qualities of healthy artistic growth. The 
question, I propose, is not “Will we continue to use art?” 
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but rather “How can we grow well in our continuing use of 
art?” I propose that our artistic growth should be relationally 
ordered, contextually relative, and organically rhythmed.

From hazards we turn finally to hope. Jeremy Begbie notes 
the temptation of Christians when speaking about the future 
is to play the role of the futurologist. We look around at life in 
the present, then forecast forward. This leads either to resig-
nation (“put up with what we’ve got and wait for heaven”) or 
triumphalism (“we can create heaven-on-earth now”). But the 
New Testament invites us to move from God’s promised future 
(the final vision of Revelation) to a vision of what can happen 
in the present by the power of the Spirit. Jeremy names six ways 
in which the Spirit can erupt into our present with good news 
for the arts and our churches over the next half century.

One Last Note

The authors of this book come from different traditions—
Anglican and Presbyterian, charismatic and Catholic. We do 
not agree on everything. Our voices are distinct, as you will 
soon learn. We certainly do not presume to have this subject 
figured out. Yet we share a great deal of respect for each other 
and our earnest desire is to encourage fellow travelers in this 
common work. To this end, each author has recommended 
five books. Many of these will be great to read with others. 
Our hope is that these resources will motivate readers to keep 
asking good questions.

In a piece Jeremy Begbie wrote for a fine collection of es-
says on beauty, The Beauty of  God, he articulates a vision 
for the artist. I believe his vision is apropos to this book. In 
it he sees the artist as

physical and embodied, set in the midst of a God-given world 
vibrant with a dynamic beauty of its own, not simply “there” 
like a brute fact to be escaped or violently abused but there as 
a gift from a God of overflowing beauty, a gift for us to interact 
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with vigorously, shape and reshape, form and transform, and 
in this way fashion something as consistent and dazzlingly 
novel as [Johann Sebastian Bach’s] Goldberg Variations, art 
that can anticipate the beauty previewed and promised in 
Jesus Christ.7

It is within such an “overflowing beauty” that this book 
seeks to find its place. The title, For the Beauty of  the Church, 
is a play on the old hymn, “For the Beauty of the Earth” 
(1864), and the terms are intentionally chosen. It is my desire 
that all our artistic actions on behalf of the church lead to 
the fuller beauty of the church, a beauty that derives from 
God and pulls us into the boundless and everlasting beauty 
of God. Perhaps our artistic actions in the years to come will 
even redress the sad state Frank Burch Brown and Steve Turner 
identify in the opening quotations of this introduction. My 
prayer is that these essays will prod us to clearer thinking and 
to shrewder action. My prayer is that, by the grace of Christ 
and under the Spirit’s supervision, they will stir us together 
to develop a theology capable of sustaining a long-lasting, 
fruit-bearing tradition of artmaking by the church, for the 
church, for the glory of God in the church, and for the good 
of the world. A great company of men and women across 
the world yearn and sweat toward this vision.

In the third verse of the above hymn, songwriter Folliot 
Pierpoint declaims:

For the joy of ear and eye, 
for the heart and mind’s delight, 
for the mystic harmony, 
linking sense to sound and sight; 
Lord of all, to thee we raise 
this our hymn of grateful praise.

For all the ways in which the arts can not only delight our 
senses but enable us to fulfill God’s mission on earth—for 
this indeed we raise our hymn of grateful praise.
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