A Response to the BC Catholic Articles on Sacred Art

There have been a series of articles in the B.C. Catholic recently speaking about sacred art and making reference to the Epiphany Sacred Arts Guild.  There have also been a series of letters to the editor in which people speak ‘for’ or ‘against’ newer and more modern expressions of sacred art.

 Catholic Christian sacred art is art which supports the liturgy and which draws a worshipper into prayer and contemplation of the Divine Mysteries.  It is because of this dignity that it can be placed in the sacred space of the church building where everything is directed towards the suffering, death and resurrection of Jesus in the sacrifice of the Holy Mass. It complements the liturgy and embellishes the place where believers come for the public worship of God.  Our chaplain, Fr. Lawrence Donnelly gave an informative interview about this in the article, ‘Sacred art should express Church’s faith’  (January 30/2006).  Because sacred art is social in nature, and needs to speak to the widest possible audience, the Church has embraced a more realistic representation of the human being.  The ESAG follows these Church guidelines on sacred art. (See our guidelines on the web page)

One of the problems of living in a post-modern world is that the once common knowledge of Catholic Christian symbolism is slipping away.  Some people don’t even have the most rudimentary knowledge of their own faith, let alone the symbols of that faith.    By studying the art traditions and methods from the past 2000 years, it helps us to re-learn, and re-affirm these symbols.   In the ESAG we are reminding people of the past Church art traditions, and we are learning from them.  We are engaged in a cultural evangelization.

Sacred artists can work both in these older, more traditional forms, but also in more modern ways.  The ESAG is not opposed to seeking newer forms of sacred art. For example, it recognizes the work of Roman Catholic sacred artist Michael O’Brien who works in the modern expressive tradition and who has a deep sacred expression. I am thinking particularly of the modern icons which hang in the chapel of St. Clare’s Monastery in Mission, B.C., or Father Dunstan Massey’s work at Westminster Abbey Church.

There is also art which is religious in subject but which does not belong in the church building because it does not serve the liturgy. The ESAG refers to this work as devotional work because it is more suited for private devotion in a home. It may very well be part of that individual’s personal growth and healing, and may well be good art, but it stems from a more personal and private expression of a religious experience.  As the then Cardinal Ratzinger stated in his book The Spirit of the Liturgy,   ‘There cannot be completely free expression in sacred art.  Forms of art that deny the logos of things and imprison man within what appears to the senses are incompatible with the Church’s understanding of the image. No sacred art can come from an isolated subjectivity.’  

Then there is the question of artistic and spiritual maturity. The depth of sacred expression in sacred art depends on the spiritual maturity of the artist.  In other words, the sacred artist can only express what he or she experiences as God speaks in the depths of the individual soul.  It is the fruit of meditation and contemplation stemming from a living faith. John Saward in his book entitled The Beauty of Holiness and the Holiness of Beauty (from which we have borrowed the title of our exhibit) talks about the time up to and including the middle ages when sacred living and sacred learning went hand in hand and which produced enlightened scholarship.  The same could be applied to their artists.  Those times produced artists who, knowing true humility, were in awe of their works and yet fully aware of their place before God. In our modern period there has been a separation of sacred living and sacred learning and we need to bring them together again.  In the ESAG we are trying to do that.

 The sacred artist must also aim for a certain mastery of materials and techniques so that he or she can express well what is experienced in the depths of the soul. It isn’t enough to illustrate an angel or a saint or tell a story from the bible.  In sacred art something else has to be present--a quality which draws the viewer into the mystery of God.  If it isn’t there, it is just a well painted picture (or not) which has nothing to say about sacredness.   It must be good art and good sacred expression.  You only have to look at the great sacred art masters such as Giotto or Fra Angelico, to know what I’m talking about.

In the spectrum of artistic and spiritual maturity, sacred artists are at varying levels of this development.   The purpose of the Epiphany Sacred Arts Guild is to help educate artists about what is the nature of sacred art, to help us to develop in technical skill, and to help us evolve in our own personal spiritual growth to further this sacred expression.  

(contact:  epiphany@epiphanysacredarts.org for more information about the Guild)
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