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PE310/510-D 
Module 12  

Learning Guide  

Life at the Cross-Roads: 
The Arts 

 

Before you start...  
 Do the pre-reading for this week (see Unit Guide p6 + uploads on Moodle) + Forum Post 
 From the reading, come prepared to share a question, challenge, implication & application  
 If it’s your turn, come prepared to share about your vocation or current affairs 

1.  INTRODUCTION 

This module we continue our exploration of what it means to live faithfully at the crossroads of the biblical 
story and the western (post)modern story, particularly through the vehicle of the arts. 
After brief student interaction/sharing and unpacking the pre-readings in the first session, we will set the 
scene for a Christian view of the arts: What is art? Can a Christian be an actor? Is there such a thing as 
‘Christian’ music? Our purpose this session is to move beyond critiquing, copying and condemning the arts. 
Instead, we’ll take some time out to consume the arts—experiencing some aspects of the “very good” 
world that God created and the culture we subsequently co-create as His image bearers. 
On-campus students will car-pool and head to Southbank’s arts district (directions here; website here; map 
of galleries here), where we’ll compare and contrast the Queensland Art Gallery (QAG) and the Gallery of 
Modern Art (GOMA), feeling our way toward a biblical worldview of art built around the narrative of 
creation, fall and redemption. On-line students have the option of experiencing the arts through either a 
mixed medium immersion, or watching and unpacking the award winning movie, Tree of Life (2011).   
   
OBJECTIVES 
The objectives of this module are to: 
1. Consider the Arts from the angle of creational intent, cultural idolatry, and healing action 
2. Experience some forms of the arts, toward formulating your own understanding of the place of the arts 
within a Christian worldview 
 
OUTCOMES 
On completion of this module, students shall be expected to explain how creation, fall, and redemption 
shape our view and engagement of the arts.  
 
SESSION FLOW (lecture runs 1:20-4:50pm, with travel to Southbank comprising our break) 
 
1:20 Student Sharing (Praying the News + Vocation) & Review of Readings (15 mins.)  
               Setting the Scene: “What is art, anyway?” (20 mins.) … head to GOMA by 2pm, 2:40pm restart 
Online Students: Remainder of session either mixed medium arts immersion or watch/analyse Tree of Life 
2:40 Students meet @ Stanley Place concourse, b/n GOMA & QAG … activity preparation, then immerse 
(part 1: 2:50-3:20; cross-over: 3:20-3:30; part 2: 3:30-4:00; debrief: 4:00-4:40  head home from there). 

https://goo.gl/maps/EdZCJT4r2Hk
https://www.qagoma.qld.gov.au/
http://www.visitbrisbane.com.au/~/media/articles/august-2017/southbankmap_20170810.ashx
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k3AqKa_50-o
https://goo.gl/maps/EdZCJT4r2Hk
http://www.visitbrisbane.com.au/~/media/articles/august-2017/southbankmap_20170810.ashx
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2.  INTERACTION: CURRENT AFFAIRS, GOD@WORK + REVIEW READINGS 

Activity 12.1: Praying the Papers 
BBC + Prayer (5 mins.) 

“The Pastor and the Faithful should not deceive themselves into 
thinking that they are a religious society, which has to do with 

certain themes; they live in the world. We still need—according 
to my old formulation—the Bible and the Newspaper. … [So] 
take your Bible and take your newspaper, and read both. But 

interpret newspapers from your Bible.”—Karl Barth 
 
Each week, one student will share a newspaper article or media 
clip concerning events in the public square. The grid of 
creational intent, cultural idolatry, and healing action 
(creation, fall, restoration) should be used in evaluating this 
aspect of local or global news. (Perhaps the one minute BBC 
world summary will give you some stimulus: 
www.bbc.com/news/av/10462520/one-minute-world-news.)  
 

First, share your initial reflections from a Christian worldview. 
Second, as a class we’ll consider what a faithful and embodied 
Christian response may look like—a response that addresses 

both our thinking, and cultivating practices/liturgies that direct 
our heart to desire and represent the Kingdom of God. 

Third, we’ll bring this aspect of the world to Jesus in prayer. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Class Activity 12.2: God @ Work (5 mins.)  
Each week one or two students will share for 3-5 minutes 
concerning his or her main vocation, and how to live faithfully 
at the crossroads. You’ll work through the same questions as 
used in the various “God @ Work” interviews/transcripts 
each module.  

1. Describe your vocation 
2. Where do you see creational intent in this vocation  
 (designed for good) 
3. How has cultural idolatry (sin) warped this vocation?  
 (damaged by evil)  
4. How might you participate redemptively with healing 
action as you seek first the Kingdom of God? (restored for 
better  sent together to heal the world  
a taste of when God sets everything right) 
 

Afterward, we’ll pray for you, dedicating your vocation afresh to the glory of God. 
(n.b. You may find, in preparation for sharing, the Module 2 “Kingdom Gap” graphic a helpful frame) 

http://www.bbc.com/news/av/10462520/one-minute-world-news
http://www.bbc.com/news/av/10462520/one-minute-world-news
http://pathways.kbc.org.au/passing/passing-evangelism/the-big-story-video/
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Pre-Reading for this Module … What are your key questions and insights?  
 

 
Living at the Cross-Roads, pp156-161 (here) 
 
 
 
 
“God @ Work Painting and Acting” (here) 
 
 
 
 

Nicholas Wolterstorff “Art and Aesthetics” youtube video (here) 
 
 
 
 
Vishal Mangalwadi “From Bach to Cobain” 1hr mp3 (here) 
 
 
 
 
Michael Leunig, “Spirituality, Art & Innocence” essay (here; online here) 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Class Activity 12.3: Reading Review (5 mins.) 
In response to the pre-reading for this module, students will be chosen to share on one of the following: 

         -a question—something you don’t get, or want to clarify 
 -a challenge—something you disagree with, or want to nuance 
 -an implication—“so what” for our apologetic practice 

 -an application—something useful right now in your context 
 
The whole class can then contribute to further discussion, bouncing off their own forum posts.  
The aim is to ground the readings and apply them to one’s life in general and ministry context in 
particular.  
 

This is the ideal time to bring up whatever is confusing,  
or questions you have in regards to the course material, so don’t be shy! 

https://students.malyon.edu.au/mod/resource/view.php?id=21154
https://students.malyon.edu.au/mod/resource/view.php?id=7075
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eMTbI-OGHUY&feature=results_video&playnext=1&list=PL5467E8F2A8A46DC8
http://www.mediafire.com/?xaffllbpfd5zfu4
https://students.malyon.edu.au/mod/resource/view.php?id=15280
http://www.leunig.com.au/spirituality-art-innocence
http://www.leunig.com.au/spirituality-art-innocence
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3.  WHAT IS ART, ANYWAY? 

Resource 12.1  
The following sources and links will help you form a solid Christian Worldview of ‘The Arts’ in its various mediums: 
 

 Search some great audio courses, lectures and interviews at Regent College on the arts here.  

 An interview (and youtube video) with theologian and musicologist Jeremie Begbie (academic page here), 
on “Theology through the arts” here (youtube directly here); see his 3.35 minute interview on how the arts 
can be a resource for healing and integration (here), and “The Four Ways Music Shapes Us”. I’ve also 
uploaded a few readings on a worldview/everyday theology of music and singing: Jeremy Begbie, “Music in 
God’s World” (2007); Don Saliers “Singing Our Lives” (2010); and Steven Guthrie “The Song Shaped Soul” 
(2013). Indeed, for many today such as Hip Hop artist Joell Ortiz, music is a messiah of sorts, as recounted 
in his song “Music Saved My Life” (here; see also the comments under the clip to this effect). 

 What is “art”, anyway? Philosopher Nicholas Wolterstorff lays a brilliant foundation for “Art and 
Aesthetics” in his Biola public lecture here (book Art in Action here; also Works and Worlds of Art here). 
And Australian artist Michael Leunig provocatively traces the links between spirituality and innocence in a 
deconstructionist/postmodernist era (ridiculously seen in the 2014 “Invisible Art” exhibition here; cf. 
Driscoll 2012 “Whither the Arts”), in his 2015 essay here (online here). Central to the power of the arts to 
evoke and move is their intentional use of metaphor. In turn, this requires a common symbolic world and 
language/imaginary in order for the artist to communicate understandably through their artefact to the 
reader. On this dynamic, and how it may be leveraged for change, see Michael Erard’s thoughts on “Seeing 
through Words” (2015). For key sources on a biblical worldview of the arts, see the 2006 Summit 
Ministries “Art–Culture Fact Sheet” here. 

 For a wonderful example of a contemporary Christian artist 
communicating on themes of justice, consumerism, identity and 
immigration, see culture champion Deb Mostert on web, 
facebook and instagram. Her 2016 Transforming Work 
Conference video “Visions of Vocation” (produced by Malyon 
Workplace [password: Creative]) gives a wonderful window into 
her creative and redemptive work, building on her earlier “God @ 
Work” interview (here). See also the work of Malyon mural maker 
and professional graphic artist, James Alley (“Vision of Vocation” 
video here), with his company Metagraphics (facebook; 
instagram; gospel tracts; work with Krosswerds here [at 2min22]). 

 Should the “arts” try and “say something”, or “preach”? See here 
for John Stackhouse’s review of William Paul Young’s novel The 
Shack (movie here), “In Defense of Ideological Fiction”.  
(Less relevant—moving into a theological critique of the shack 
itself—but perhaps of interest, see parts 2, 3, and 4.). There is no 
question, as Q Ideas unpacks and artists Peter Sharp and Banksy 
demonstrate, that Art is effective, playing a key role in social 
change. Nevertheless, arguing for the flip side of the coin, Hans 
Rookmaaker challenges those who only see an instrumental value 
for art (i.e., that art points to something more, but has no  
intrinsic value apart from what it does) by famously arguing that “Art Needs No Justification” (excerpt).  

Following are some more general sources to fuel your interaction with the arts from a biblical perspective: 

 Here for Christianity Today’s “Books and Culture” review; here for Relevant Magazine’s Culture Watch 

  Q Ideas insights and artefacts on the arts and entertainment here 

 Wonderingfair.com has some brilliant articles exploring the nature of art, beauty and truth: 

o “On praise of beautiful women” and “Encountering Beauty” here and here 

o “Beauty and Truth” here; My reflections on beauty and imagination here 

o  “The Epic Story” parts 1 and 2 here and here, for the narrative of the Biblical story 

o “Anticipating Delights” on how pleasure points to God here 

Deb Mostert, drawing of Riswan (Merops 
philippinus) Sri Lanka 2014 50 x 70 cm 

charcoal and white chalk on paper 

http://www.regentaudio.com/collections/arts-music-and-literature
https://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=jeremy+begbie+music
https://divinity.duke.edu/faculty/jeremy-begbie
http://www.faithandleadership.com/multimedia/jeremy-begbie-theology-through-the-arts
http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=UlR3bOsoAdA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TCasZJWdvmg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=szgXgMS4r08
https://students.malyon.edu.au/mod/resource/view.php?id=21763
https://students.malyon.edu.au/mod/resource/view.php?id=21762
https://students.malyon.edu.au/mod/resource/view.php?id=21761
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qfiezoTb5PI
https://students.malyon.edu.au/mod/url/view.php?id=7078
https://www.amazon.com/Art-Action-Toward-Christian-Aesthetic/dp/0802818161/ref=asap_bc?ie=UTF8
https://www.amazon.com/Clarendon-Philosophy-Nicholas-Wolterstorff-1980-12-24/dp/B01K3NPC0Q/ref=asap_bc?ie=UTF8
https://students.malyon.edu.au/mod/resource/view.php?id=21760
https://students.malyon.edu.au/mod/resource/view.php?id=7867
https://students.malyon.edu.au/mod/resource/view.php?id=15279
http://www.leunig.com.au/spirituality-art-innocence
https://students.malyon.edu.au/mod/resource/view.php?id=21759
https://students.malyon.edu.au/mod/resource/view.php?id=21758
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ip6RsX7KNkk
http://www.debmostertartist.com.au/
http://debmostertartist.us4.list-manage.com/track/click?u=14a983a182c638002381faf95&id=18ee3c0d1e&e=2c7790dc12
http://debmostertartist.us4.list-manage.com/track/click?u=14a983a182c638002381faf95&id=0082759259&e=2c7790dc12
https://vimeo.com/189608460
https://students.malyon.edu.au/mod/resource/view.php?id=7075
https://vimeo.com/187141741
http://www.metagraphics.com.au/
https://www.facebook.com/thisismetagraphics/
https://www.instagram.com/james_alley/
http://traverse.org.au/resources/evangelism/sign/epic-story-tracts/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kR5kuzfrDsg
http://www.johnstackhouse.com/2008/06/04/the-shack-1-in-defense-of-ideological-fiction/
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0964729237/ref=sxts_sxwds-tsp_2?pf_rd_m=ATVPDKIKX0DER&pf_rd_p=3155180962&pd_rd_wg=FF7nM&pf_rd_r=5P72A0YCDNVCTNQCF8SW&pf_rd_s=desktop-sx-top-slot&pf_rd_t=301&pd_rd_i=0964729237&pd_rd_w=JC5Am&pf_rd_i=the+shack&pd_rd_r=e6692d49-aedc-11e7-92f3-17b8ee044c5f&ie=UTF8&qid=1507764943&sr=2
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0964729237/ref=sxts_sxwds-tsp_2?pf_rd_m=ATVPDKIKX0DER&pf_rd_p=3155180962&pd_rd_wg=FF7nM&pf_rd_r=5P72A0YCDNVCTNQCF8SW&pf_rd_s=desktop-sx-top-slot&pf_rd_t=301&pd_rd_i=0964729237&pd_rd_w=JC5Am&pf_rd_i=the+shack&pd_rd_r=e6692d49-aedc-11e7-92f3-17b8ee044c5f&ie=UTF8&qid=1507764943&sr=2
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt2872518/
http://www.johnstackhouse.com/2008/06/05/the-shack-2-some-theological-concerns-part-1/
http://www.johnstackhouse.com/2008/06/06/the-shack-3-theological-concerns-part-2/
http://www.johnstackhouse.com/2008/06/07/the-shack-3-some-celebrations/
https://students.malyon.edu.au/mod/url/view.php?id=15101
https://students.malyon.edu.au/mod/url/view.php?id=15036
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rMkV-oqG2Zo
https://students.malyon.edu.au/mod/resource/view.php?id=7861
http://www.booksandculture.com/
https://relevantmagazine.com/culture/
http://qideas.org/channels/arts-entertainment/
http://wonderingfair.com/2012/08/09/on-the-praise-of-beautiful-women/
http://wonderingfair.com/2012/07/13/beauty/
http://wonderingfair.com/2011/05/25/beauty-and-truth/
https://christspieces.org/2017/10/02/open-table-on-the-beautiful/
https://wonderingfair.com/2016/10/03/the-epic-story-part-i/
https://wonderingfair.com/2016/10/06/the-epic-story-part-ii/
http://wonderingfair.com/2011/07/25/anticipating-delights/
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o “Einstein’s Concert” and “Can You Hear the Music” on music and God here and here 

o “Does Art Speak?” on whether fiction should contain ‘morals’ here  

 Here for an interview with Dal Schindell on the vocation of the Christian artist 

 Explore the life of Hans Rookmaaker, a key Christian thinker on the arts, at wiki here 

 Lausanne Occasional Paper 46: “Redeeming the Arts: The Restoration of the Arts to God’s Creational 
Intention” here 

 

For some great reading on this theme, see: 

 

Barsotti, Catherine M., and Robert K. Johnston. Finding God in the Movies: 33 Films of Reel Faith. Grand Rapids, 
Mich: Baker Books, 2004. 

Begbie, Jeremy. Beholding the Glory: Incarnation Through the Arts. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2000. 

Begbie, Jeremy. Resounding Truth: Christian Wisdom in the World of Music. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 
2007. 

Brand, Hilary, and Adrienne Chaplin. Art and Soul: Signposts for Christians in the Arts. Carlisle, UK: Piquant, 2001. 

Brueggemann, Walter. The Prophetic Imagination. Minneapolis, Minn: Augsburg Fortress, 2001. 

Bustard, Ned, and Sandra Bowden. It Was Good: Making Art to the Glory of God. Baltimore, MD: Square Halo 
Books, 2000. 

Crouch, Andy. Culture Making: Recovering Our Creative Calling. Downers Grove, Ill: IVP Books, 2008. 

Detweiler, Craig. Into the Dark: Seeing the Sacred in the Top Films of the 21st Century. Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker 
Academic, 2008. 

Fujimura, Makoto. Refractions: A Journey of Faith, Art, and Culture. Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 2009. 

Gasque, Laurel. Art and the Christian Mind: The Life and Work of H.R. Rookmaaker. Wheaton, Ill: Crossway 
Books, 2005. 

Johnson, Paul. Art: A New History. New York: HarperCollins, 2003. 

Johnson, Paul. Creators: From Chaucer and Dürer to Picasso and Disney. New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2006. 

Johnston, Robert K. Reel Spirituality: Theology and Film in Dialogue. Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker Books, 2000. 

Joseph, Mark. The Rock & Roll Rebellion: Why People of Faith Abandoned Rock Music and Why They're Coming 
Back. Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1999. 

Rookmaaker, H. R. Art Needs No Justification. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1978. Available in full online here. 

Rookmaaker, H. R. The Complete Works of Hans R. Rookmaaker. Carlisle: Piquant, 2002. 

Rookmaaker, H. R., and Marleen Hengelaar-Rookmaaker. Art, Artists and Gauguin. Carlisle: Piquant, 2002. 

Rookmaaker, H. R., and Marleen Hengelaar-Rookmaaker. Modern Art and the Death of a Culture. Carlisle: 
Piquant, 2003. 

Rookmaaker, H. R., and Marleen Hengelaar-Rookmaaker. New Orleans Jazz, Mahalia Jackson and the Philosophy of 
Art. Carlisle: Piquant, 2002. 

Ryken, Philip Graham. Art for God's Sake: A Call to Recover the Arts. Phillipsburg, N.J.: P&R Pub, 2006. 

Schaeffer, Francis A., and Francis A. Schaeffer. Art and the Bible. Downers Grove, Ill: IVP Books, 2006. 

Siedell, Daniel A. God in the Gallery: A Christian Embrace of Modern Art. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2008. 

Staub, Dick. The Culturally Savvy Christian: A Manifesto for Deepening Faith and Enriching Popular Culture in an Age 
of Christianity-Lite. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2007. 

Taylor, W. David O. For the Beauty of the Church: Casting a Vision for the Arts.                        Grand Rapids, Mich: 
Baker Books, 2010.  

Turner, Steve. Imagine: A Vision for Christians in the Arts. Downers Grove, IL:                       
InterVarsity Press, 2001. 

Viladesau, Richard. Theology and the Arts: Encountering God Through Music,                            Art, and Rhetoric. 
New York: Paulist Press, 2000. 

Wolterstorff, Nicholas. Art in Action: Toward a Christian Aesthetic.                                  
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980. 

https://wonderingfair.com/2016/04/04/einsteins-concert/
http://wonderingfair.com/2012/09/06/can-you-hear-the-music/
http://wonderingfair.com/2014/01/20/lolita-entertainment-and-stories/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Eb4nTEXI-Ug
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans_Rookmaaker
http://www.lausanne.org/wp-content/uploads/2007/06/LOP46_IG17.pdf
http://dickstaub.com/staublog/art-needs-no-justification-preface-intro-chapter-one-hans-rookmaaker/
http://www.amazon.com/Beauty-Church-Casting-Vision-Arts/dp/0801071917/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1349129882&sr=1-1&keywords=For+the+Beauty+of+the+Church:+Casting+a+Vision+for+the+Arts#reader_0801071917
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3.1 What Is ‘Art’ Anyway? 

In 2006 Nikki (my wife) and I had the opportunity to visit MOMA, New York’s world renowned Museum of 
Modern Art (www.moma.org). Being amateur art lovers, we were quite excited. Such high expectations. 
Sadly, after a few hours, we left, in the grip of strong emotions: a mixture of confusion, bewilderment, and 
anger. What had happened? 
 
In my words—borrowing from an old one-liner—“just because no one understands you, doesn’t mean 
you’re an artist.” Or in Nikki’s words “Whatever that was, it wasn’t art.” 

 
 Andy Warhol’s 32 Campbell’s Soup Cans were framed 
on the wall; Ad Reinhardt’s expressionist 
‘masterpiece’—an entirely black canvas, worth 
millions of dollars, like Black Square by Kazimir 
Malevich—hung in the corner of an imitation house 
where icons used to rest. There were impressive 
works where the artistic skill was superb. But, there 
were also everyday objects like plain wooden chairs 
and oversized lamps, apparently representing ‘art’ … 

 … and there were line drawings that my five year 
old niece could have put together. Some of it was 
plain weird: fibreglass like that you could pull out 
of roof insulation was stapled to a white board 
(Piero Manzoni, 1962 “Achrome”). I won’t even go 
into live art and body piercing.  

 
One sign read: “What is painting? Do you 
sense how all the parts of a good picture 
are involved with each other, not just placed 
side by side? Art is a creation for the eye 
and can only be hinted at by words.” 

 
If art is that which provokes through imagery, 
then we were most definitely provoked! If art is 
that which communicates truth, goodness and 
beauty through imagery and symbolism, then 
things weren’t so clear. 
 
What, then, is art? 
 
Art: The expression or application of human 
creative skill and imagination, typically in a 
visual form such as painting or sculpture. 
 
 

http://www.moma.org/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Campbell%27s_Soup_Cans
http://www.moma.org/collection/object.php?object_id=78976
http://www.moma.org/collection/object.php?object_id=82342
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Art
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Class Activity 12.4: ‘Christian’ Art? 
The white-board at the front of the class is divided in three. In your own time, go to the board using the 
markers, and write words or draw pictures that respond to the three questions/categories below: 

   PANEL #1: What are ‘the arts’? List all the categories/types you can think of (e.g. dance, visual) 

   PANEL #2: What ‘functions’ do arts play? List all the things the arts can ‘do’ (e.g. enoble, divert, amuse) 

   PANEL #3: What ‘elements’ make up the arts? List all the features that make for art (e.g. symbol, skill) 

Now, based upon this 5 minute exercise, discuss the following as a class: 

 What criteria should something meet to be called “a work of art”? 

 What are the ‘extrinsic’ or ‘instrumental’ goods/values that emerge from engaging the arts? 

 Does art need a justification, such as bringing aesthetic pleasure or pointing us to God? What, if 
anything, is the instrinsic/innate goodness of art, located within a biblical worldview of shalom? 

 Regardless of your definition of art, every culture across all of history has practiced some form of 
‘arts’—whether painting, sculpture, dance, music, poetry, and so forth. Why? What sense can we 
make of this as ‘creational intent’ within a Christian worldview? 

Next—based upon your pre-reading—watch either this youtube.com interview with actress Sue 
Chapman or this vimeo “Vision of Vocation” with artist Deb Mostert [password: Creative] or James Alley: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Is there—or should there be—such a thing as ‘Christian’ art, ‘Christian’ music etc.  
What does this adjective ‘Christian’ represent? (cf. Lecrae’s reluctance over being labelled a 
“Christian rapper” here [at 2.44 mins] and here … are there ‘Christian sneakers’, for instance?) 

 J. F. Baldwin contended that “Art worthy of a Christian is defined by skilled human creativity that 
reflects God's truth or God's beauty.” Do you agree? Is this definition expansive enough? What, if 
anything, should be a Christian distinctive in the arts? 

 Why are Christians often suspicious of the arts, and what is permissible and not permissible for a 
Christian artist? What does it mean to have a ‘baptised imagination’? 

 A lot of Christian arts—think movies like ‘fireproof’—are criticised as being thinly veiled 
moralising or preaching (cf. Ambrosino 2015 on “Why Christian Movies are So Bad”). Granted, 
the arts can point to God through metaphor, allegory, symbol, beauty and the like. But is there a 
line, or a point at which ‘art’ becomes ‘propaganda’, cheapening the art? 

 Mel Gibson’s The Passion was criticized for its violence, even as many Christians recognised its 
artistic production qualities. Must all ‘Christian’ arts be sweetness and light? What place, within 
our worldview, is there for art to provoke, as a mirror to our fallenness, or as ‘fantasy’ that we 
may step away or detach from ‘reality’? 

 What should be the ‘goals’—if any—for the arts, as practiced by Christians? 

 What advice would you give to an emerging Christian artist, to live this vocation for God’s glory?  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QHSmQxHdnRs&feature=plcp
https://vimeo.com/189608460
https://students.malyon.edu.au/mod/resource/view.php?id=21772
http://qideas.org/contributors/lecrae/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vJvbV4-pD6Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Dk35JrakFZk
https://students.malyon.edu.au/mod/resource/view.php?id=14787
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QHSmQxHdnRs&feature=plcp
https://vimeo.com/189608460
https://vimeo.com/187141741
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Reflection Activity 12.1  
Journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words in response the following question, and tick off the related boxes 
on pp. 14/15 of the unit guide. 
 
#12.1 Based upon Class Activity 12.4, imagine you were invited to speak to a group of impressionable 
grade 12 students who were part of a specialist arts program at a Christian school. They ask you to define 
art and explain what is distinctive about ‘Christian’ work in the arts. What would you say? 
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3.2 CLASS STUDENTS: Gallery Immersion 

QAG = Queensland Art Gallery  GOMA = Gallery of Modern Art  Shared Website here  
 
Driving directions here: 
goo.gl/maps/EdZCJT4r2Hk 
(9km; 15 mins.); also here 
 
SCHEDULE:  
 
2:00 Students carpool; 
share parking costs at 
GOMA ($16 per car flat 
rate, or find free parking)  
 
2:40 Students meet @ 
Stanley Place concourse, 
b/n GOMA & QAG … 
activity preparation, then 
immersion and debrief 
 
Gallery 1: 2:50-3:20 
 
Cross-over: 3:20-3:30 
 
Gallery 2: 3:30-4:00 
 
Debrief: 4:00-4:40 
 
4:40 Head home  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
In this immersive activity we head to Southbank’s  
arts district where we’ll compare and contrast the  
Queensland Art Gallery (QAG) and the Gallery of  
Modern Art (GOMA), feeling our way toward a  
biblical worldview of art built around the narrative of  
creation, fall and redemption. 
 
Online students choose between §4 & 5 below. 

https://www.qagoma.qld.gov.au/
https://goo.gl/maps/EdZCJT4r2Hk
https://goo.gl/maps/EdZCJT4r2Hk
https://www.qagoma.qld.gov.au/visit/plan-your-visit/getting-here
http://www.visitbrisbane.com.au/~/media/articles/august-2017/southbankmap_20170810.ashx
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Reflection Activities 12.2 & 12.3  
Journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words in response the following questions, and tick off the related 
boxes on pp. 14/15 of the unit guide. Note that as an online student, you are free to do this same activity 
above on your own, accessing a local gallery. Otherwise, apply this to the art immersion/consumption 
activity below (§4), or the movie Tree of Life (§5). 
#12.1 What are the primary intrinsic and extrinsic (i.e., instrumental) goods that reflect creational intent? 
#12.2 How has the fall twisted both the intrinsic and instrumental goods? If you were a Christian 
participating in this artistic endeavour, how might you contribute in ‘healing action’ as part of Christ’s 
ongoing redemption of this world through the power of His Spirit? 

Class Activity 12.5: A Biblical Worldview of Art 
Students break into two cohorts, further dividing into groups of 2 or 3 students, to experience and reflect 
upon the two galleries (QAG & GOMA) in turn. We will use the simple model of see–judge–act to guide 
our analysis.  

Gallery 1: 2:50-3:20 (half the students go to QAG and the other half go to GOMA) 
 
SEE: In single words, short phrases, and/or simple images/graphics, describe what you are seeing.  
How does it impact you? Take a photo of the piece that speaks most to you, typifying this gallery. Be 
ready to share with the other cohort, in the cross-over, what this piece meant to you. 
 
JUDGE: Based on what you’ve seen, what is art? That is, definite art in your own words. 
Jot some notes on where you see  

 creational intent (how art serves shalom, being the duty and delight of right relationship with 
God, loving your neighbour as yourself, and cultivating the planet) 

 cultural idolatry (how art both represents and itself contributes to the fracturing of shalom in 
sin/idolatry) 

 
ACT: How might you, as a Christian, work from a biblical worldview to participate in healing action?  
That is, especially as relates to the photo you took, what might you modify to  
restrain sin and promote shalom? 
 
Cross-over: 3:20-3:30 
Meet at your gallery entrance by 3:20pm, and walk as a group back across the Stanley Place Concourse. 
As you encounter the other student cohort, pair up and take 5 minutes to share your photo taken and 
explain what it means to you. What single word/image best captures what art is to you? 
 
Gallery 2: 3:30-4:00 
Repeat the SEE/JUDGE/ACT reflection above. 
 
Debrief: 4:00-4:40 
Sit together on the grass outside the State Library. Discuss: 

 What were the biggest contrasts between the two galleries? Which did you prefer and why? 

 What were the major similarities? How would you define/describe ‘art’ on this basis? 

 What is your chosen ‘image’ from each gallery? Were there similarities in how art ‘acted’ on you, 
and what it meant? How does this bring out both the instrumental/extrinsic goods of art, and 
highlight its intrinsic goods? 

 What are the central ways in which art serves shalom, aligning with creational intent? 

 What are the central ways art perverts shalom, being sin, revealing cultural idolatry? 

 What are the implications for Christians in the art industry? How may they seek healing action? 
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4.  EXPERIENCING THE ARTS 

As Andy Crouch (Culture Making) has 
emphasized, a Christian Worldview is not just 
about critiquing, condemning, or copying 
aspects of culture. It is about culture keeping, 
and culture making. 
 
AND, it is about consuming culture. 
 
In a similar vein, James Smith (Desiring the 
Kingdom) has emphasized that Christian 
Worldview tends toward ideational 
reductionism. We incessantly talk about culture, 
as though something like art can be reduced to 
ideas. Hardly! As celebrated ballerina Isadora 
Duncan replied to a bewildered journalist asking 
what her artistic expression meant, “If I could say it, I wouldn’t need to dance it!” There is something 
irreducible about the medium of the arts itself, and which exceeds conceptual analysis.  

 
Aesthetics: A set of principles concerned with the 
nature and appreciation of beauty, esp. in art. 
 
We can talk about principles, but ‘beauty’—like love, 
and hope, and fear—is so much more than concepts. 
It must be experienced. 
 
In the following class activity geared for online 
students—you’ve the chance to experience the arts. 
There will be a few guiding questions to help your 
reflection. But the primary focus is on taking the time 
(a good five to ten minutes per exhibit) to take it in. 
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Reflection Activity 12.4 (option 1) 
Journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words in response the following question, and tick off the related box 
on pp. 14/15 of the unit guide. 
 
#12.4 From Class Activity 12.6 above, jot down your thoughts (using the questions above) in response 
to one of the following exhibits (4.1.1-4.1.10) 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Class Activity 12.6: Arts Immersion (online: option 1) 
Below this class activity box and subsequent reflections are sections 4.1.1-4.1.10:  

 4.1.1 Music and emotion  

 4.1.2 Art and beauty  

 4.1.3 Art and evil 

 4.1.4 Literature and the soul 

 4.1.5 Poetry and the imagination 

 4.1.6 Dance and bodily movement 

 4.1.7 Culinary art and a fine wine 

 4.1.8 Sculpture and architecture 

 4.1.9 Religious Icons and worship 

 4.1.10 Movies and redemption 

Take 10 minutes (minimum) with one of these exhibits before moving to another exhibit.  
(Feel free to experience as many or as few as you choose.) Work through the following questions: 

 What emotions, feelings, and sensations did this exhibit evoke within you? 

 What adjectives best describe this exhibit (e.g. beautiful, haunting, awe-ful)? 

 In what ways, if any, does this exhibit draw you deeper into the Big Story of Creation, Fall, and 
Redemption? Can you sense any resonance with the gospel? 

 Talk to God about this work. Can you hear His voice through this exhibit?  
Is it calling you to respond? Pray into whatever it brings up in your life. 

 Now, thank God for the artist who created this work, and pray a blessing over any artists you 
know (whether as a friend, or by their works) who work with this particular medium/mode  
(e.g. literary, dance, visual etc.).  
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4.1.1 Music and Emotion  

Here’s your chance to reflect on some amazing music. You can literally choose any piece of music you like, 
but perhaps something you’re not so familiar with will be more powerful. It may be the music itself, or 
perhaps the combination of music and lyrics that speaks to you. Below are some options to get you started. 
 
Classical Music: 
Here for a 6 minute mix of some of the classical greats – search for your favourite piece from there. 
(Also here for a 38 minute mix.) Personally, I love Eric Whitacre’s modern monastic compositions here. 
My pick would be here, for Sigiswald Kuijken’s violin performance of Johann Sebastian Bach’s “Ciaccona”, 
or here for Beethoven’s “Moonlight Sonata”. Check out the TED talk, “Music is Medicine, Music is Sanity.” 
 
Jazz, Blues & Eclectic: 
John Coltrane: “A Love Supreme” live performance here. 
Jeff Buckley “Hallelujah” here (original studio version here)  
Josh Garrels here, especially his live performance of “Freedom”  
Mumford & Sons, “Lover of the Light” 
 
Contemporary: 
Check out Coldplay’s Viva la Vida here. 
 
You may also find my reflection below—from an evangelistic angle—helpful. 

 
 

Okay, switch off your i-Pod so you can concentrate 
for a moment. Music. How important is it? Perhaps 
Generation Y (those currently 14-27 years of age) 
gives us an indication of the role music plays in our 
everyday lives? Music comes in second only to 
“friends” as the top source of adolescent peace and 
happiness. Music provides the soundtrack to our 
lives—ninety percent of youth listen to music 
everyday, averaging over two hours. So, if you want 
some insights into culture—or a launching point for 
an interesting spiritual conversation—then perhaps 
you should start with today’s poets dominating the 
pop-charts. 
 

Now, I could choose some of the crap that’s 
circulating to highlight how twisted our culture has 

become—Katie Perry’s, I Kissed a Girl, comes quickly 
to mind—but how about we start with the good.  

 
You see, with any culture we engage, we should ask ourselves four questions:                         

 
(1) What can I commend?        (2) What must I challenge?               

(3) What barriers must be removed for our culture to effectively hear the gospel?          
(4) What bridges offer a point of contact? 

 
The Apostle Paul is a great model in Acts 17, as he seeks to understand Athens before engaging the 
Areopagus. And it was in the lyrics of Greece’s favourite poets (Aratus and Cleanthes) that he found 
evidence of a spiritual quest for an “unknown God”: “‘In him we live and move and have our being,’ as even 
some of your own poets have said, ‘for we are indeed his offspring.’” 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=36ireOG4Q84
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yrj7Ic8IyzY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rak_rJLG49k
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CjnkFLmatfM
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vQVeaIHWWck
https://www.ted.com/talks/robert_gupta
http://benwitherington.blogspot.com.au/2006/09/riding-trane.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RlrQZc3h13E
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y8AWFf7EAc4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WIF4_Sm-rgQ
https://www.youtube.com/user/SmallVoiceMusic
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3loEXG9SxGk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nMJUbZrNnA8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dvgZkm1xWPE
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So, with an understanding that Jesus’ message was that He is King, calling us to lay down our weapons and 
realign with His Kingdom—check out this music video clip here. One of our culture’s most popular poets are 
Coldplay. This clip has been viewed nearly 6 million times. Study the symbolism. Watch the words. And tell 
me there’s not a deeper message. Your thoughts?1 

 
I used to rule the world 

Seas would rise when I gave the word 
Now in the morning I sleep alone 
Sweep the streets I used to own 

I used to roll the dice 
Feel the fear in my enemy's eyes 
Listen as the crowd would sing: 

“Now the old king is dead! 
Long live the king!" 

One minute I held the key 
Next the walls were closed on me 

And I discovered that my castles stand Upon pillars of salt, and pillars of sand 
 

I hear Jerusalem bells are ringing 
Roman calvary choirs are singing 

Be my mirror, my sword and shield 
My missionaries in a foreign field 
For some reason I can't explain 
Once you know there was never 

Never an honest word 
That was when I ruled the world 

 
It was the wicked and wild wind 

Blew down the doors to let me in 
Shattered windows and the sound of drums People couldn't believe what I'd become 

Revolutionaries wait 
For my head on a silver plate 

Just a puppet on a lonely string 
Oh, who would ever want to be king? 

 
 

 

4.1.2 The Arts and Beauty 

As above, you can choose any art piece to reflect on. The following short articles are a helpful start … just 
do a search on google.images here (under ‘large’ size images) for the images to which the writer refers: 
 
Here for Makoto Fujimura’s water painting Shalom, with reflection here. 
Here for a reflection on the paintings of Mark Chagall (The Circus and The Prodigal Son), e.g. here 
Here for Vincent Van Goh’s Starry Night, and here for a subsequent reflection. 
Here and here for some of Monet’s peaceful works. 
 

                                                           
1 I only put the chorus, in italics, once. In the full version, the third line in the stanza reads “For some reason I can't 

explain / I know Saint Peter won't call my name.” But, in the very last chorus, it reverses:  “I know Saint Peter will call 
my name.” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dvgZkm1xWPE
https://www.google.com.au/imghp?hl=en&tab=wi
http://www.artway.eu/userfiles/Fujimura%20Shalom.png
https://www.makotofujimura.com/
http://www.makotofujimura.com/writings/tea-shalom/
http://wonderingfair.com/2014/12/01/colorful-like-the-circus/
http://commonsenseatheism.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/12/049Chagal-IAndTheVillage.jpg
http://www.ibiblio.org/wm/paint/auth/gogh/starry-night/gogh.starry-night.jpg
http://lovingvincent.com/
http://wonderingfair.com/tag/vincent-van-gogh/
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/0/05/Claude_Monet_038.jpg
http://3.bp.blogspot.com/-nJF2mG0bErw/TaiH2hb-HeI/AAAAAAAADF8/cS6SjD78EMc/s1600/monet.jpg
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4.1.3 The Arts and Evil 

Here for Edvard Munch’s The Scream. 
Here for Salvador Dali’s Metamorphose de Narcisse 
Here for Bruegel’s Babel Tower 
Here for a reflection on Francisco Goya’s series “Disasters of War”, e.g. The Third of May 1808 here. 
Here for a reflection on Erich Heckel’s Two Men at a Table, painting a scene from Dostoyevsky’s The Idiot. 
 

4.1.4 Literature and the Soul 

Here for a reflection on Oscar Wilde’s “The Picture of Dorian Gray” 
 
 

4.1.5 Poetry and Imagination 

Read one of Wendell Berry’s poems here, e.g. The Peace of Wild Things. 
Read one of T. S. Eliot’s poems here, e.g. The Waste Land (a soul’s journey to redemption). 
Scroll through a list of 20th century Christian poets here. 
 

4.1.6 Dance and Bodily Movement 

Reflect on the passion and pain of a flamenco performance here. 
 
Whilst Michael Jackson may not have actively followed God (similar to many in this collection of artists), he 
was certainly one of the most incredible dancers gifted by God. Enjoy Billie Jean here! 
 
Hip hop has taken the world by storm. Watch this clip (also here and here) and be amazed at what 
capacities God has given the human body. See here for an amazing crew performance in 2012.  
 
On a different note, watch the joy of Fred Astaire and Eleanor Powell tap dancing in the 1940s here. 
 
If you prefer ballet, see here, from Swan Lake, or here (start at 0:42) for contemporary dance.  
 
Finally, reflect on the artistry and acrobatics of Cirque du Soleil here (e.g. here). 
 

4.1.7 Culinary Art and Fine Wine 

This may be a ‘try at home’ task, but buy a bottle of fine wine (within your budget of course, and read the 
label … from where has this come, and what tastes and flavours are within?). Now, quoff it like a 
professional, noting the smell, the texture, the taste. Work through the same questions as for all of the 
above activities, reflecting on how ‘new wine’ is a repetitive Biblical image for God’s blessing and the 
movement of His Spirit. (And if you’ve faithfully committed to not drinking alcohol, make it Claytons ) 
 

4.1.8 Sculpture and Architecture 

Here for Lady Justice. 
Here for Pietà. 
Here for the Thinker. 
Here and here for amazing Cathedrals. 
Here for Covenant Presbyterian’s construction of a modern cathedral. 
 
 

http://www.creativeroots.org/wp-content/uploads/2009/09/edvard_munch.jpg
http://thedude524.files.wordpress.com/2012/03/la_metamorphose_de_narcisse_by_arcitenens.jpg
http://commonsenseatheism.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/12/069Bruegel-BabelTower.jpg
http://wonderingfair.com/2012/06/11/the-open-arms-of-suffering/
http://www.toptenz.net/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/thirdofmay1808-570x431.jpg
https://wonderingfair.com/2015/10/05/the-upper-hand-of-evil/
http://wonderingfair.com/2012/01/02/an-young-father/
http://www.poemhunter.com/wendell-berry/
http://www.poemhunter.com/poem/the-peace-of-wild-things/
http://www.bartleby.com/people/Eliot-Th.html
http://www.bartleby.com/201/1.html
http://www3.dbu.edu/mitchell/christia3.htm
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xqxJMCQxb_Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rAiw2SXPS-4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rg887SYsLvE&feature=related
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rydSEME7KRg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xNxQQUAIGeI
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ihx1BO7_Jvc&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=37XhIuqsWVk&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9qk6Tq3LIo4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AXPc-HNh-Js&feature=related
https://www.youtube.com/user/cirquedusoleil
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=agEuKqj7wmQ
http://www.virginwines.co.uk/blog/how-to-quaff-like-a-pro/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lady_Justice
https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/renaissance-reformation/high-ren-florence-rome/michelangelo/v/michelangelo-piet-1498-1500
http://www.musee-rodin.fr/en/collections/sculptures/thinker
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/06/12/the-worlds-10-best-cathedrals_n_1587242.html
http://www.boredpanda.com/50-most-extraordinary-churches-of-the-world/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lgFyonWy-oQ
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4.1.9 Religious Icons and Worship 

Here for access to Christian Artwork from around the world  
Here for Van der Weyden’s Deposition (Christ taken down from the cross) 
Here for one scene of Michelangelo’s painting in the Sistine Chapel 
Here for Rembrandt’s The Prodigal Son with a brief reflection here 
Here for Bruegel’s Procession to Calvary 
Here for a collection of Eastern Orthodox icons (note closely the symbolism)  
Here for Salvador Dali’s The Christ of St. John 
Here for a reflection on Caravaggio’s painting of Thomas and the resurrected Christ 
Here for an African icon by Nigerien artist Mariama McCarthy, “Beautiful Jesus”   
 

4.1.10 Movies and Redemption 

Section §5 below covers The Tree of Life written and directed by Terrence Malick. For this section, however, 
consider this classic piece:  
Here for a reflection on Victor Hugo’s classic, Les Misérables, which tells the story of a man called Jean 
Valjean. There is a video clip within the post, or you can watch it on youtube here (turning point of the 
movie with the priest). (Trailer for 2012 version here.) 
 
Another movie worth reflecting on is Shawshank Redemption. See here (Red stands up to the system), and 
here (Andy experiences the power of Mozart as a ‘free man’ in prison) or here and here (final escape/end). 
  

http://indigenousjesus.blogspot.com.au/2015/08/beautiful-jesus-by-nigerian-artist.html
https://www.khanacademy.org/search?search_again=1&page_search_query=christian+artwork
http://commonsenseatheism.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/12/050VanderWeyden-Deposition.jpg
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/c/ce/Sistine_Chapel_ceiling_left.png
http://uploads6.wikipaintings.org/images/rembrandt/the-return-of-the-prodigal-son-1669.jpg
https://www.nouwen.org/nl/waal2013.pdf
http://commonsenseatheism.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/12/070Bruegel-ProcessionToCalvary.jpg
http://www.orthodoxphotos.com/Icons_and_Frescoes/Icons/Jesus_Christ/
http://scobserver.files.wordpress.com/2010/06/dali-cross-of-st-john.jpg
http://wonderingfair.com/2012/04/09/the-texture-of-reality/
http://indigenousjesus.blogspot.com.au/2015/08/beautiful-jesus-by-nigerian-artist.html
https://wonderingfair.com/2016/01/28/a-new-me/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wF3FX43F-7Y&feature=fvwrel
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xk5UStefYmE&playnext=1&list=PLc_8GbP5_Va9OUifuoZ7uIcM6Zb0IKeHD&feature=results_video
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KtwXlIwozog
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RQSmfzfg2MY&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zRBl0GPBm4o&feature=related
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5.  “TREE OF LIFE”—IMMERSION AND BIBLICAL WORLDVIEW ANALYSIS 

The following notes are intentionally sparse: one resource file, one video, and one class activity. I trust that 
this experience of watching and critiquing The Tree of Life (2011; watch for $4 here) will be rewarding. 
 
Through this activity, you will experience one writer’s impressionistic take on key elements of the biblical 
story, through Tree of Life. You will then unpack the rich visual metaphors in this film, through the lens of 
Creation, Fall, and Redemption.  
 
You might find it helpful to spend the first five minutes familiarising with the film and the class activity, 
guiding the notes you take during the movie. The film itself runs for 2 hours and 20 minutes, after which 
point it should take you fifteen minutes of so to unpack the visual metaphors under creation, fall and 
redemption. If you have chosen the previous option/activity (§4 above), it would still be helpful to watch 
the following 20 minute movie synopsis and analysis on “Crafting an Existential Masterpiece” by the very 
insightful LSOO (Like Stories of Old) who specialise in creating video essays. After this is the 2 minute trailer. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k3AqKa_50-o
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k3AqKa_50-o
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zxnGHhEWXbc
https://www.patreon.com/LikeStoriesofOld
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zxnGHhEWXbc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RrAz1YLh8nY
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Resource 12.2: Movies and Faith-full Critique  
The following websites might give you a jump start reviewing movies:  

 See IMDB or Rotten Tomatoes for general movie reviews, also here and here for more detail 

 See the following “Books and Culture” articles on Tree of Life Director Terrence Malick 

o Here for “The Tree of Life: Love every leaf, every ray of God’s light” 

o Here for a review of Cannes 2011, and the influence of religious beliefs 

o Here for “The Mysterious Nature of Nature” exploring key themes in Malick’s work 

 See here for “Plugged In”—a conservative Christian exploration of various movies. Also see 
http://www.christiananswers.net/, http://www.movieguide.org/, and http://www.crosswalk.com/movies/  

 Can Christians work as actors? Isn’t this too compromising a field for faith? To this end, it’s worth 
downloading the mp3 course “The Ethics of Film-Making”, featuring theologian John G. Stackhouse Jr., 
lecturing alongside world-class producer Ralph Winter (from Star Trek, X-Men and more) … ten hours of 
brilliant, provocative discussion I’ve uploaded here. I’ve rights to share it around, but even better yet, buy 
your own copy from Regent Audio here. You’ll also find illuminating the “God @ Work” interview with 
ever-entertaining actress Susan Chapman here, followed up by her “Vision of Vocation” video here.  

 Of course, we mustn’t be blind to how—using social commentator and communications theorist, Marshall 
McLuhan’s, language—“the medium is the massage” (cf. his protégé Neil Postman’s book, Amusing 
Ourselves to Death: Public Discourse in the Age of Show Business). That is, repackaging our faith and the 
biblical worldview in a medium such as film can severely distort the essence of the gospel (such as cleverly 
depicted in this Veja news ad). This is powerfully argued in BBC’s premier journalist Malcolm Muggeridge’s 
essay “Christ and the Media” (1978 here; subsequently developed into a timely book). For wisdom from 
the Lausanne Movement for World Evangelization Issue-Based Network on “Media Engagement”, see 
here. And for their blueprint for how to explore biblical foundations and strategies for celebrating and 
empowering artists, see their article “The Arts Are Not Just an Evangelism Tool” here. See also their two 
excellent occasional papers: #46: “Redeeming the Arts: The Restoration of the Arts to God’s Creational 
Intention” here, and #48 “Media and Technology—The Rainbow, the Ark & the Cross” here 

 See here for ActOne, “the premier training program for Christians pursuing a career in the mainstream 
entertainment industry” (in Los Angeles, CA).  Hopefully their strategic work will address common 
criticisms such as by Abrosino (2015) as to “Why Christian Movies Are So Bad”. At the same time, groups 
like ActOne hold out hope that we may find genuine entertainment that doesn’t, as Tracinski (2014; 
online/moodle) laments, play into “Our Sick National Obsession” with ‘torture porn’ like Game of Thrones. 

For some great reading on how faith and film relate, see: 

Barsotti, Catherine M., and Robert K. Johnston. Finding God in the Movies. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2004. 

Detweiler, Craig. Into the Dark: Seeing the Sacred in the Top Films of the 21st Century. Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008. 

Johnston, Robert K. Reel Spirituality: Theology and Film in Dialogue. Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker Books, 2000. 

For a theology of Christian narrative, see: 

Alter, Robert. The Art of Biblical Narrative. New York: Basic Books, 1981. 

Bartholomew, Craig G., Michael W. Goheen, and Craig G. Bartholomew. The True Story of the Whole World: Finding 
Your Place in the Biblical Drama. Grand Rapids, Mich: Faith Alive Christian Resources, 2009. 

Brueggemann, Walter. The Prophetic Imagination, 2d ed. Minneapolis, Minn: Augsburg Fortress, 2001. 

Ford, David. Barth and God's Story: Biblical Narrative and the Theological Method of Karl Barth in the "Church 
Dogmatics". Frankfurt am Main: Lang, 1985. 

Frei, Hans W. The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974. 
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http://www.rottentomatoes.com/m/the_tree_of_life_2011/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zxnGHhEWXbc
http://thefilmemporium.blogspot.com.au/2011/07/new-release-review-tree-of-life.html
http://www.booksandculture.com/articles/webexclusives/2011/june/treelife.html
http://www.booksandculture.com/articles/2011/sepoct/somethingsee.html
http://www.booksandculture.com/articles/2010/sepoct/mysteriousnature.html
http://www.pluggedin.com/movie-reviews/treeoflife
http://www.christiananswers.net/
http://www.movieguide.org/
http://www.crosswalk.com/movies/
http://www.mediafire.com/?xbyyae1849gim
https://www.regentaudio.com/products/the-ethics-of-filmmaking
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QHSmQxHdnRs
https://students.malyon.edu.au/mod/resource/view.php?id=7075
https://vimeo.com/180465476
https://www.amazon.com/Medium-Massage-Marshall-McLuhan/dp/1584230703/ref=pd_sim_14_3?_encoding=UTF8&pd_rd_i=1584230703&pd_rd_r=4S5YNM9K45QF4SYRNY2S&pd_rd_w=ufovc&pd_rd_wg=JE8oY&psc=1&refRID=4S5YNM9K45QF4SYRNY2S
https://www.amazon.com/Amusing-Ourselves-Death-Discourse-Business/dp/014303653X/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1507764546&sr=8-1&keywords=Amusing+Ourselves+to+Death
https://www.amazon.com/Amusing-Ourselves-Death-Discourse-Business/dp/014303653X/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1507764546&sr=8-1&keywords=Amusing+Ourselves+to+Death
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hy-NRKpjPVA
https://students.malyon.edu.au/mod/resource/view.php?id=7842
https://books.google.com.au/books/about/Christ_and_the_Media.html?id=ojxTzoUm9e8C
https://www.lausanne.org/networks/issues/media-engagement
https://www.lausanne.org/best-of-lausanne/arts-not-just-evangelism-tool?utm_source=Lausanne+Movement+List&utm_campaign=87e4694e33-RSS_Best_of&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_602c1cb67d-87e4694e33-91699913
http://www.lausanne.org/wp-content/uploads/2007/06/LOP46_IG17.pdf
http://www.lausanne.org/wp-content/uploads/2007/06/LOP48_IG19.pdf
http://www.actoneprogram.com/
https://students.malyon.edu.au/mod/resource/view.php?id=14787
http://thefederalist.com/2014/04/11/our-sick-national-obsession-with-game-of-thrones/
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https://students.malyon.edu.au/mod/resource/view.php?id=21757
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5.1 The Tree of Life, some background 

Peter Leithart (“Messages at the Movies, First Things, April 20, 2012 here) describes Tree of Life as follows: 
 

 
 

Christian directors—any director—could do worse than take some cues from Terence Malick’s 2011 
masterpiece Tree of Life. Though Malick’s is a profoundly religious and a deeply emotional film, he refuses 
to coddle his viewers. His self-control, and control of his audience, is exquisite. Early in the film, Mrs. 
O’Brien (Jessica Chastain) receives a telegram informing her that her second son has died at the age of 
nineteen. The camera follows her to the dining room but cuts as she stumbles to the ground. We don’t 
even hear the end of her anguished prayer, “O, Go-!” Mr. O’Brien (Brad Pitt) gets the news in a phone call 
as he is about to board a plane. He can barely hear over the phone, and all we hear are engines and 
propellers. He labors to breathe, grinds his jaw, stands fixed, leans forward with hands on knees, stares at 
the setting sun. He sheds no tears, but because of its restraint, it communicates Mr. O’Brien’s paralyzing 
grief and leaves the viewer as empty as the desert Sean Penn limps through during the film. 
 
Tree of Life tells a Job story, complete with a comforter who says things like “You still have the other two.” 
It’s about inexplicable loss, raising Dostoevskyan questions about suffering innocence and the justice of 
God. “Where were you?” Mrs. O’Brien demands of God, and the film answers with a long creation 
sequence that portrays Yahweh’s answer to Job: “Where were you when I laid the foundation of the 
earth?” It’s a “preaching” moment, but the preaching is done with gorgeous visuals and breathtaking 
music. It’s movie preaching, not a movie of preaching. 
 
My advice to earnest filmmakers with a message: Make movies. Let the message take care of itself. Or, as 
the St. Francis school of cinematography has it: Preach always and everywhere; when necessary, use words. 
 

 
 
As Leithart points out, many ‘Christian’ movies seek to preach. (See Ambrosino’s [2015] penetrating 
critique of “Why are Christian movies so painfully bad? here.) Sadly, preaching easily slides into 
Propaganda. Tree of Life—at least it seems to me—strikes the right balance. 
 
I’ll include a few more quotes below to help set the scene, but here are the themes to watch: 

 The Book of Job 
 Romans 7 (why do I do what I don’t want to do?) 
 The ongoing biblical theme of the way of nature (fight for yourself) and the way of grace (service 

and spirit) … you even see these two strands in the cosmic review (e.g. dinosaurs killing vs. mercy) 
 Imagery abounds … this is your task! But do keep a watch on baptismal imagery toward the end. 

 
Enough hints from me! It’s almost time to get into it! 
 

Roy Anker (“The Best of Cannes 2011”, Books & Culture, June 2011 here) describes Tree of Life thus: 

 

The Tree of Life. This hotly awaited new film by American writer-director Terence Malick won the big prize 
at Cannes. It is a cinematic landmark that in style and substance goes where few films have. And it is a 
rapturous, profoundly Christian film in which Malick sets forth in clear form the vision that has informed 
the later part of his career (though lots of critics still don't get it). With an epigraph from Job, Malick offers 
a theodicy within a vision of cosmic history. Go at first chance, and then go again. 

 

 

http://www.firstthings.com/onthesquare/2012/04/messages-at-the-movies/peter-j-leithart
http://www.vox.com/2015/2/15/8038283/christian-movies-bad-old-fashioned-fifty-shades
http://www.booksandculture.com/articles/webexclusives/2011/june/bestcannes2011.html
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Reflection Activity 12.4 (option 2) 
Journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words in response the following question, and tick off the related box 
on pp. 14/15 of the unit guide. 
 
#12.4 From Class Activity 12.7 above, what was the most powerful image and/or allusion concerning 
creational intent, cultural idolatry, and healing action? 
 
Optional Questions, in place of 12.4 above: 
 

 What lessons do you learn from Malick’s writing and direction about being a Christian in the arts, 
and what four points would you be sure to pass on to emerging artists? 

 

 Alternatively, how might your church be more intentional about identifying, fostering and 
empowering artists to use their gifts to the glory of God? 

 

 

 

 

Class Activity 12.7: (online: option 2) 
In my experience, The Tree of Life is the most drenched in Biblical imagery and the story of creation, fall 
and redemption of any movie I’ve seen. Your task during this movie is to jot down on the following pages 
what images and allusions to Scripture you see and hear, then share them in the reflection activity.  

 What images and allusions speak of creational intent (creation)? 

 What images and allusions speak of cultural idolatry (fall)? 

 What images and allusions speak of healing action (redemption)? 

 How do you see each of the above touch on the levels of 

o The individual 

o Community/Corporate 

o Creational/Cosmic 

 How do the metaphors and the story capture ‘designed for good’ and ‘damaged by evil’ re:  

o Loving God? 

o Loving Others? 

o Cultivating the World? 

o Desiring the Kingdom?  

 Where—if at all—does the writer and director Malick lose a Christian worldview in the telling? 

 How—if at all—would you modify this movie both for greater impact and to better embody in 
the arts a Christian worldview? 

 What lessons do you learn about being a Christian artist from Malick’s example? 

 If you were to give advice to up and coming Christian artists, what four points would you be sure 
to make, and why?  
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Record here any ‘Tree of Life’ images and allusions that speak to 

 CREATIONAL INTENT (creation) 

o The individual 

o Community/Corporate 

o Creational/Cosmic  

 Love God 

 Love Others 

 Cultivate the World (shalom) 

 Desire the Kingdom (holistic) 
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Record here any ‘Tree of Life’ images and allusions that speak to 

 CULTURAL IDOLATRY (fall) 

o The individual 

o Community/Corporate 

o Creational/Cosmic 

 Love God 

 Love Others 

 Cultivate the World (shalom) 

 Desire the Kingdom (holistic) 
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Record here any ‘Tree of Life’ images and allusions that speak to 

 HEALING ACTION (redemption) 

o The individual 

o Community/Corporate 

o Creational/Cosmic 

 Love God 

 Love Others 

 Cultivate the World (shalom) 

 Desire the Kingdom (holistic) 
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6.  DOXOLOGY 

Remember, we are not simply “thinking things” but “desiring creatures”. Developing a Christian 
Worldview is not just about understanding rightly, but loving truly. That is, we must be intentional in our 
habitual practices (or ‘liturgies’) so that our hearts are formed to love the Kingdom of God. As J. I. Packer 
was fond of saying, “All true theology begets doxology.” Learning is in the service of worship. 
 Thus, as we will do each week, let us close by singing the Doxology: 
 

Praise God, from Whom all blessings flow; 
Praise Him, all creatures here below; 
Praise Him above, ye heavenly host; 

Praise Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. Amen. 
 

Forum Activity Module 12 
As part of engaging with the set text and extra required readings, address each required reading 
for this module, and comment on at least one other person’s post to advance the dialogue.  
 
Clearly address the following four categories: 
  -a question—something you don’t understand, or want to clarify 
  -a challenge—something with which you disagree, or want to further nuance 
  -an implication—‘so what’ for how this teaching shapes your worldview 
  -an application—something useful right now in your context, to live out the text 
 
Be sure to post these thoughts prior to each week’s class, as we’ll use these reflections as the basis 
for an in-class discussion, where you will be expected to contribute in response to the readings. 

Also, be sure to interact with at least one other student, advancing the conversation with a 
question, challenge, elaboration or related story. This *isn’t* counted in the 200 word post. 

Put your response on the Moodle Forum (200 words) 
 

 
 

Preparation for Next Week …  
 
 Pre-reading, as per Unit Guide p6 … Post to the forum and come prepared to share on 

each of the following: 

         -a question—something you don’t get, or want to clarify 
 -a challenge—something you disagree with, or want to nuance 
 -an implication—“so what” for our apologetic practice 
 -an application—something useful right now in your context 

 If it’s your turn, come prepared to share a newspaper article or media clip concerning 
events in the public square, and your initial reflections from a Christian worldview. 

 If it’s your turn, come ready to share with the class for 3-5 minutes concerning your main 
vocation (whether present or future). Where do you see creational intent and cultural 
idolatry in this vocation (designed for good, damaged by evil)? How might you participate 
redemptively with healing action (restored for better so we are sent together to heal the 
world, a taste of when God sets everything right) as you seek first God’s Kingdom?  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7lM5mGugb8A&feature=related
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Significance for Christian theology, life and thought... 
This week has been all about seeing how big God is on the arts! He communicates with images. 
Indeed, we are God’s image in this world. And corporately, the church functions as a sign of His 
Kingdom. If this is so, then surely Christians should take the arts seriously, too.  

Sadly, often Protestants (myself included) are still living out of an overcorrection against medieval 
Catholic excess: the idolatry of image. Good gifts—like icons, beads, paintings and relics—became 
objects of superstition and even veneration and worship. Rightly were such practices relativised.  
Yet many threw out the baby with the bathwater. The sermon and song were deemed okay,  
but more sensuous and aesthetic expressions of faith were purged. 

It’s time to reclaim the arts as part of every Christian’s heritage. How might you rediscover this 
heritage—whether in music, painting, dance or movies? And how might our churches better identify, 
apprentice, and empower the gifted artists among us to live for God’s glory and transform our world? 
This, too, is part of our mission, especially in an age where language is cheap and deconstructed—
perhaps the image truly is worth a thousand words? 


