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In the 1965 film The Agony and the Ecstasy, Charlton Heston portrayed Michelangelo trying to complete the Sistine Chapel “before the Pope’s money and the audience’s patience run out,” as one review put it.

That movie is now inspiring a local artist, Chris Kielesinski, to craft his own contribution to sacred art.

“The Agony and the Ecstasy was a real inspiration,” said the president of the fledgling Epiphany Sacred Arts Guild, which recently held its first meeting at St. Augustine’s parish in Vancouver.

The guild is a society of artists and associates promoting the practice and appreciation of sacred arts as defined by the magisterium of the Catholic Church.

Kielesinski gave the group of about 20 people a review of his personal experience with sacred and liturgical arts. In addition to The Agony and the Ecstasy, he also cited the support of a good high school art teacher, features and articles in The B.C. Catholic over the years, and meeting with key people like author and artist Michael O’Brien and iconographer Frank Turner.

From there, Kielesinski said, his personal journey led him toward what has become the Epiphany Sacred Arts Guild.

The Pope’s letter to artists in April of 1999 was a turning point for him, and he began to pursue the idea of a guild that would bring together the rich, diverse talents of local Catholic artists.

He and Turner, who also saw a need to create a network of local Catholic artists and sacred art, drafted a constitution with goals that included a gallery, schooling, workshops, standards, and critiques.

The finishing touches were hammered out when Kielesinksi and Turner met with Father Dunstan Massey, OSB, at Westminster Abbey in November last year. The three established the spiritual, educational, and practical aims and promotional purposes of the guild to help clarify what it was all about.

At the St. Augustine’s meeting, enthusiasm was high as the guild’s aims and purposes were explored, with members making it clear they were eager for the next meeting and greater opportunities for contact.

Attendees represented a wide range of artistic talent, including painting, sketch artistry, iconography, carving, sculpting, graphic artistry, art therapy, art history, education, photography, and type design.

Father Massey, the keynote speaker, used Hans Urs Von Balthasar’s Theo-Drama to highlight the fact that knowledge of Christian truth and theology is a requirement for those who would pursue sacred art. “Of the life to come we have a couple of vantage points: the Resurrection and the Eucharist.”

Guild members will be expected to “abide by the norms and decisions of ecclesial authority regarding sacred arts.” The group’s spiritual aims include attempting to “reveal the depth and beauty of Christian truth through Catholic sacred art,” and organizing spiritual retreats for artists and pastors.

The guild will have an educational component, offering information on traditions and norms of Catholic sacred art and providing instruction on current and traditional methods, materials, and techniques.

Apprenticeship and mentoring programs will be provided, and the guild will work with schools, colleges, and seminaries.

To provide professional support, the guild will catalogue members’ works, establish shared studio space for members, and foster communication among members.

The guild plans to work with the Sacred Arts Commission of the Archdiocese and other organizations that promote Catholic sacred art, and to organize exhibits and sales as well as establish a gallery/museum for the exhibition and preservation of works of sacred art from the Catholic tradition.

For more information, call Kielesinski at 541-6258. Turner can be reached at 927-6560 or by e-mail at fctei@shaw.ca.

