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Thus I bid thee farewell - and indeed sadly. Yes, that fond hope which I brought here with me, to be cured to a degree at last - this I must now wholly abandon. As the autumn leaves fall and wither, likewise that hope has faded for me. I am leaving here almost in the same condition as I arrived. Even that high courage, which has so often inspired me on fine summer days, has vanished. Oh Providence, do but grant me one day of pure joy. For so long now the inner echo of real joy has been unknown to me. Oh when - Oh when, - Oh Divine One - shall I be able to hear and feel this echo again in the temple of Nature and in contact with humanity - Never? - No - Oh, that would be too hard. 
I would have ended my life - The only thing that held me back was my art. For indeed it seemed impossible to leave this world before I had produced all the works that I felt the urge to compose; and thus I have dragged on this miserable existence - truly wretched for so susceptible a body, which can be thrown by a sudden change from the best condition to the very worst. 
Patience, they say, is what I must now choose for my guide, and I have done so - I hope my determination will endure until it pleases the inexorable Providence to break the thread. Perhaps I shall get better, perhaps not; I am ready. Forced to become a philosopher already in my twenty-eighth year, - oh it is not easy, and for the artist much more difficult than for anyone else. Almighty God, who looks down into my innermost soul, you see into my heart and you know that it is filled with love for humanity and a desire to do good. 
Ludwig von Beethoven, Heiligenstadt Testament, October 1802 
(A document Beethoven wrote after receiving news at Heiligenstadt that his progressive hearing loss was incurable and that he will never be able to hear again.) 

There is no loftier mission than to approach the Godhead more nearly than other mortals and by means of that contact to spread the rays of the Godhead through the human race. 
Ludwig von Beethoven, a letter, 1823 
(A letter Beethoven wrote to a friend describing both the causality and the purpose of his gift and talent of composing music.)

Have you ever thought of the relationship between the religious and the esthetic (or artistic) realm in your life or in life in general. Is there a relationship? Should there be a relationship? Does the Biblical ethos say anything explicit or implicit about the role and impact of the arts and the esthetic in our lives? The purpose of this paper is not to offer glibly worded iconoclastic answers to these questions, but rather to provoke individual contemplation into an often-ignored component of our lives. 

Much of recent Christendom has had the tendency to compartmentalize life into sacred and secular activities, and by those categories refused to address any issues it considered to be of secular nature. The arts and humanities almost unanimously were relegated into the secular camp, and ipso facto the church was either critical, or at best silent on matters of arts and esthetics. Part of the abandonment of the arts by the Church is understandable considering the direction of much of the modern art (frequently the purpose of modern art is to offend rather then elevate). A certain of the attitudes within the Church towards the arts can be described only as the act of throwing out the baby with the bath water. The Church not only shuns away from appreciating art, but is frequently suppressing any cultivation of artistic endeavor within its membership as a futile and empty exercise not worthy of our high calling. 

In spite of the Church's defiance to the esthetic endeavor, its rank and file has, and continues to, indulge in the esthetic activity. Why do men foster painting pictures, writing poetry, composing music or carving sculptures? Beyond that realm of formal art, why does my mother (and many others like her) spend uncountable hours of her time designing and cultivating her garden, embroidering fine patterns on pillow cases and sheets and numerous other activities that go beyond the moral or practical endeavor of everyday life? Doesn't it seem odd that even the most primitive tribes, who are preoccupied with daily survival, somehow find the time to decorate baskets beyond functional requirements, develop musical instruments and numerous other activities, which do not add to their daily sustenance or security from the elements? Where does this incurable urge to create come from? Could it be that the imago Dei (the image of God in which we are created) within us includes an urge to carry on the work of creation? Perhaps the earth is a house whose architect is God, and who has left for us to create the interior of this residence? Even more surprising, why does mankind continue to consume the products of esthetic creation? If Da Vinci's Mona Lisa was a type of miracle, I think it more miraculous that centuries later, millions come from all over the world to look at the Mona Lisa. Why do we pause to listen to poems, buy music, visit museums, read literature; - stop to smell the flowers? How does this esthetic activity (both creation and consumption) fit into the total scheme as established by God? 

The Bible itself can shed some light on this issue. As a written document it has a lot to say about beauty (esthetic) and the arts. First of all it declares God to be the source of beauty. 
Eccles. 3:11 
He hath made every thing beautiful in his time: also he hath set the world in their heart, so that no man can find out the work that God maketh from the beginning to the end. 
Not only did God make everything beautiful, but also His creation (artistic masterpiece) continues to be an ongoing testimonial to Him 
Psalm 19:1-6 
The heavens declare the glory of God; and the firmament sheweth his handiwork. Day unto day uttereth speech, and night unto night sheweth knowledge. There is no speech nor language, where their voice is not heard. Their line is gone out through all the earth, and their words to the end of the world. In them hath he set a tabernacle for the sun, Which is as a bridegroom coming out of his chamber, and rejoiceth as a strong man to run a race.  His going forth is from the end of the heaven, and his circuit unto the ends of it: and there is nothing hid from the heat thereof. 

Who among us has not had a genuine religious experience when encountering the pristine beauty of unadulterated creation. From waterfalls to lakes and oceans; from sunrises and sunsets to mountains and valleys; from flowers and trees to the skies and firmaments. We are carried along from one moment of awe to the other at the sheer transcendent beauty of this art. As we walk through this museum of living art we come away with the certainty that the artist who has created all of this, is passionately committed to beauty. Beauty simply oozes out of Him, because He possesses it in abundance. Beethoven was correct when he said that the purpose of art is to bring us into the presence of the Godhead. This did not escape many of the writers of the scriptures. David wrote in a poetic (artistic) style, he was a musician and composed music. Nobody can deny the fact that he had the heart of an artist. Even the prophets who wrote prose, wrote predominantly in a poetic style. Read for example the 40th chapter of Isaiah and see the inexpressible beauty of his imagery. 
[Comfort ye, comfort ye my people, saith your God. Speak ye comfortably to Jerusalem, and cry unto her, that her warfare is accomplished, that her iniquity is pardoned: for she hath received of the Lord's hand double for all her sins. The voice of him that crieth in the wilderness, Prepare ye the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God. Every valley shall be exalted, and every mountain and hill shall be made low: and the crooked shall be made straight, and the rough places plain: And the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see it together: for the mouth of the Lord hath spoken it. The voice said, Cry. And he said, What shall I cry? All flesh is grass, and all the goodliness thereof is as the flower of the field: The grass withereth, the flower fadeth: because the spirit of the Lord bloweth upon it: surely the people is grass. The grass withereth, the flower fadeth: but the word of our God shall stand for ever....] 
Even the most callused secular critics consider this portion of scripture to be the noblest piece of prose in the English language, surpassing Shakespeare himself. The struggle of most of the prophets was to describe the after life, since its beauty transcended our linguistic expression. As a matter of fact, Paul tells us that it transcends even the human imagination 
1 Cor. 2:9 
But as it is written, Eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, neither have entered into the heart of man, the things which God hath prepared for them that love him. 

What more should be mentioned? The architecture of Solomon's temple, the intricate details of Aaron's garments for glory and beauty, the music al instruments mentioned in the psalms, the artisans hired to make the tabernacle, or the romantic poetry of Solomon? Time does not permit us to cover the numerous demonstrations that the idea of the esthetic and beautiful or artistic was religious (Biblical) long before it became secular. It is ours, and it finds its only true expression in the transcendent and the divine. 

While we do not know why God has left us both the ability to create the esthetic, as well as the ability to consume and enjoy the esthetic, we can only evaluate its effect on our lives. Perhaps the arts are capable of bringing us back to some glimpses of Eden. Perhaps they are capable of reminding us that this drab existence is not how it was intended to be, that our original home was a garden of harmony and beauty, before sin and self-awareness entered simultaneously and destroyed it. Though we can 't live in Eden again, perhaps through the arts we can take the ingredients of a fallen world and fit them together in such a pattern that we can get a brief retrospect as to how we were intended to live and evoking visions of the lost paradise. It may equally well be that the memories of paradise lost will function as a prod, to keep us from ever being permanently contented with the best this world can offer, a tantalizing hint that in the ultimate culmination, we shall once again know Eden with all of its beauties. 

This previously described use and purpose of art and the esthetic is not the norm within the modern art world. Historically, the arts were offered to all peoples (even if noblemen commissioned them), because the artist expected that everyone, including the uneducated, would understand the offering. There was no cleavage between the artist and the public, where today that cleavage is the norm. As litmus test of that cleavage, see if the name of any serious contemporary painter, poet etc. is as familiar as the names of modern entertainers. Most of the time, the public is shocked, embarrassed, disgusted or at best bewildered when it encounters much of modern art. We are then told by the art establishment (the intellectual elite of our culture) that we should be impressed and moved. Historically it was excepted that high art had the responsibility of sublime affirmation. The office of the artist or the poet was to see life as a whole with all of its beauty and pain, and then to find imagery, which not only represents that life truthfully, but even more, transfigures that life. By sharing the idea of sublimity with the people, (the common denominator of the transcendent origin and influence of art) the artist was capable of connecting with the people. Since the last century that is no longer the case. High art abandoned the idea of beauty, sublimity and the transcendent as a reference point of imagery. As a result, art has lost its potency to inspire and elevate. Since it could no longer elevate, the only emotion it could generate was to shock and offend. First by undermining all of the sacred and respected cultural symbols, until it finally began to desecrate the only remaining symbols of respect and awe - God himself. Today an individual can portray a crucifix inside a urinal and have the art establishment define that as high art. 

We will do well to meditate on these issues, both to sharpen our discernment skills to identify true art, and then to expose ourselves to it and see the face of the Godhead in it. Not as an end in itself, but as a means to worship that one artist, whose creative seed is the germinating power behind all that is beautiful and lovely. There is no such thing as Christian or secular art. There is only true art (that which elevates our souls), and defiled art (that which degrades our souls). Every time we encounter true art, whether in song, poetry, painting, sculpture or my mother's garden, may we pause to acknowledge the master artist whose pupils we all are. 

 

