Article of Faith and the Arts

I was privileged, recently, to be in the Holy Land, leading a pilgrimage from Scotland, visiting the Holy Places of Christendom.  

One of the great joys of being in that land of the Old and New Testaments, is to listen to the scriptures in situ , allowing the landscape of the surrounding area to colour the word of God, bringing it alive and helping us to absorb the richness of its meaning.

One of the readings of our pilgrimage struck me in a particular way as I heard it on the banks of the Sea of Galilee. It came from the book of Proverbs: 
“From of old I was poured forth, at the first, before the earth. When there were no depths I was brought forth, when there were no fountains or springs of water; Before the mountains were settled into place, before the hills, I was brought forth; While as yet the earth and the fields were not made, nor the first clods of the world. 
"When he established the heavens I was there, when he marked out the vault over the face of the deep; When he made firm the skies above, when he fixed fast the foundations of the earth; When he set for the sea its limit, so that the waters should not transgress his command; 

“Then was I beside him as his master  craftsman, and I was his delight day by day, Playing before him all the while, playing on the surface of his earth; and I found delight in the sons of men.”

As I pondered those magnificent, lyrical words – themselves an artistic and  literary masterpiece – I saw in them a commentary on the age-old vocation of the artist in bringing to birth beauty, insight, values and joy.

The link is clear ... the works of humanity, the crafts and artistic labours, the constructions and writings, the symphonies and soaring arches – all that is beautiful and the fruit of artistic creation is in some sense a sharing in God’s creative work.

Artists are therefore called to a sublime vocation, namely that of co-operating with God in the continuing creation of the world.

I want to say very clearly that the world of the arts – a term which I use in its broadest possible context - is not a “peripheral extra”, something which lies beyond the scope of God’s care and the Church’s concern.  Rather it forms an integral part of the path of humanity and the history of the Church through human history.

At the end of last year I celebrated Mass in our Cathedral for the Feast of Christ the King. But for the first time, that Mass was also presented as a Mass for the Artistic Community – an odd juxtaposition some might have thought.  But my reasons were sound. It was Pope Pius XI who established this Feast in 1925 as an antidote to secularism, a way of life which leaves God out of man's thinking and living and organizes his life as if God did not exist. 
The feast is intended to proclaim in a striking and effective manner Christ's relevance to the lives of individuals, families, society, governments, and nations. To sum it up, the Pope used the phrase “Instaurare omnia in Christo” – to restore all things to Christ.
The message of the Feast is that no noble human activity lies outwith the realm of Christ, and it is good to state loudly and clearly that, despite what some would have us believe, the artistic world is also placed firmly within the realm of Christ and that Christianity has a continuing and vital role in the flourishing of the arts.

Anyone with the slightest knowledge of the history of art cannot avoid coming to this conclusion.  
Whether it be the sublimity of the Gregorian Chant of the monks of Solesmes, the rich tapestry of Palestrina’s sacred polyphony, the soaring splendour of Chartres’ Gothic arches or the extraordinary splendour of Bernini’s high baroque Roman basilicas, what is clear is that faith, and especially the Christian faith, has been a rich source of inspiration and commissioning of some of the most magnificent works of creation humanity has known.

In recent years we have tried to foster something of a rebirth of this understanding here in Glasgow and I have to say that I have been most heartened by the ready response of so many individuals and groups.

The establishment of the Archdiocese of Glasgow Arts Project has been key to developing, co-ordinating and encouraging what we might call a “rinascimentino” – a  “little renaissance” in our country.  Through the tireless work of its director, Stephen Callaghan, the project has already achieved a very great deal – it has helped people within the Church to realise that the arts have an important role in the celebration and transmission of faith; and it has reminded those outside the Church that the Catholic Church has a proud record of support for the arts and is ready and willing to be a protagonist once more.

I take great inspiration from the words of Pope John Paul in his letter to Artists written just ahead of the Jubilee Year 2000.  Acknowledging the sometimes difficult relationship between faith and the arts in today’s society, he said: 
“Humanism, marked by the absence of God and often by opposition to God, has gradually asserted itself. Such an atmosphere has sometimes led to a separation of the world of art and the world of faith, at least in the sense that many artists have a diminished interest in religious themes.

“You know, however, that the Church has not ceased to nurture great appreciation for the value of art as such. Even beyond its typically religious expressions, true art has a close affinity with the world of faith, so that, even in situations where culture and the Church are far apart, art remains a kind of bridge to religious experience.”
Art as a bridge to faith – there is a concept which we can fruitfully ponder!

But let me continue with the late Holy Father’s words: “In so far as it seeks the beautiful … art is by its nature a kind of appeal to the mystery. Even when they explore the darkest depths of the soul or the most unsettling aspects of evil, artists give voice in a way to the universal desire for redemption.

“It is clear, therefore, why the Church is especially concerned for the dialogue with art and is keen that in our own time there be a new alliance with artists.”
That Mass for artists, the establishment of the Archdiocesan Arts Project, our recent commissioning of Peter Howson to create a major public work in St Andrew’s Cathedral, the establishment of a Schola Glasguensis to revive Gregorian Chant in the life of the local church, the on-going and creatively dynamic work of James MacMillan with the Dominican Community in the city – all of these are part of that “new alliance” or “little renaissance” in our midst. I hope that in the years ahead this relationship between faith and art may grow stronger within the Archdiocese and beyond, redounding to the benefit of all, not only in terms of artistic output, but also in terms of holiness of lives.

If I may, I should like to make my own the concluding words of the late Pontiff, whose Letter to Artists I never cease to recommend to anyone with an appreciation of the arts, as a real source of encouragement and inspiration in their daily lives …

“May the beauty which you pass on to generations still to come be such that it will stir them to wonder! Faced with the sacredness of life and of the human person, and before the marvels of the universe, wonder is the only appropriate attitude … 
“Beauty is a call to transcendence. It is an invitation to savour life and to dream of the future. That is why the beauty of created things can never fully satisfy. It stirs that hidden nostalgia for God …”
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