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Thank you Lynne, for your lecture and for the opportunity to offer a few comments in response. There is no doubt, I think, of your basic thesis, that visual communication and the visual arts play a vital role in contemporary culture. There are some respects, I think, in which, it could be argued, this is not a new phenomenon but a recovery of elements evident in earlier pre-literate cultures that depended heavily on visual communication. Of course, there is no doubt, however, that our extensive capacity for reproducing and disseminating images is unprecedented. Another ‘new thing’ in the Protestant tradition, I think, is the emerging readiness to recognise a role for visual communication in the communication of the gospel and in worship. 

As is well known, Protestants defined themselves in part over against the church of Rome, by getting rid, they thought, of art and music and all visual depictions of God and God’s business. Calvin was the chief protagonist here. ‘Whatever [people] learn of God in images’, he said, ‘is futile...’
 The majesty of God he continued, ‘is far above the perception of our eyes... Even if the use of images contained nothing evil, it still has no value for teaching.’
 (I have picked out some of Calvin’s more moderate claims!) Theology was to be done with words, and not with images. But, of course, the black-robed preacher in his Geneva bands pacing back and forth in a pulpit the size of a small house screams forth with visual symbolism a particular construal of the way God communicates with his people. The question, therefore, is not, whether or not we should communicate visually; it is how we do so and what we say. Lynne has given us a fascinating snapshot of how some churches are taking that question seriously. 

Lynne suggested in her lecture that ‘we urgently need to develop a theology of the role of images in the life of communities of faith’. We haven’t time now to do that very extensively, but let me take up the invitation to explore the matter by making a few very brief points. 

One thing we may say about art—hopefully without too much dispute—is that it is a mode of communication. That is a promising start, for the gospel too is concerned with communication, it is concerned with the development of a particular kind of communion involving communication and grounded in the truth of things.  The communication possible through art also establishes a relationship between the artists and those who view the art, and, more particularly, between the viewers and the reality to which the artists bears witness.  The communication accomplished through art may be compared in one important respect, with the communication of the angel to the women in Matthew’s gospel who first went to Jesus’ empty tomb. ‘Come and see’, was the invitation issued to the women. ‘Come and see the place where he lay... Then go quickly and tell’.  It was typical of those first proclaimers of the resurrection — the women first and then the other disciples — that they had first to see for themselves before they could believe.  Of course, Jesus later pronounced blessed those who believe without having seen, but there is a mandate nonetheless in Scripture for the visual communication of the good news. 

A second characteristic of art, let me say, of good art, is that it sheds light on the true nature of things; it broadens our horizons, enriches our capacity to see, alerts us to dimensions of reality that we had not seen before, and for which words, sometimes, are not enough. In the Modern world, the world of scientific explanation and discovery, we have tended to disparage the insight into reality provided by the artists, the poets, and the prophets. Scientific explanation has been, of course, enormously enriching, but in modernity’s concomitant disparagement of art, we have become like a person trying to walk on one leg. Artists see differently, but no less truthfully than scientists, how things are with the world. We should give them due attention if we are to walk well.

The ‘seeing differently’ that good artists invite us to engage in requires attentiveness. It requires silence and that form of humility that allows that there may be more to a particular reality than we had seen or understood hitherto.  Such attentiveness requires also a readiness to be transformed a readiness to have one’s view of things, enlarged, corrected perhaps, and thus enriched. John Constable was a great proponent of this attitude of humility, especially in his students but we may take his advice as applying also to those who are invited to share in the artist’s vision. ‘The landscape artist’, said Constable, ‘must walk in the fields with a humble mind. No arrogant man was ever permitted to see nature in all her beauty... I would say most emphatically to the student, “remember now thy Creator in the days of thy youth.”’
 It was Constable’s own purpose as an artist, he said, ‘to remind us of the Creator’s glory’. 

Constable saw himself thus, as a witness, directing attention to something that could not be captured or contained on canvas but that could be pointed to there. Returning to John Calvin for a moment: Calvin may have been right to insist that the majesty of God could not be captured in an image — Constable agrees — but Calvin was short-sighted, I believe, in supposing that the image could not therefore serve as a witness. There are risks, of course, in the use of images, just as in the use of words. Images, and words too, once delivered to the ears or eyes or touch of another may be interpreted in ways that were not intended. They may be misinterpreted and misunderstood. 

Ultimately we have no guarantee against images being misunderstood and misinterpreted. Nor do we have any such guarantee in the use of words, but the witness of faith is offered nevertheless under the divine imperative that we should share the good news. As it is with preaching and with words, as also with music we might add, so it may be also when the gospel is conveyed with an image or a gesture. We offer in Christian witness so much as we have understood, knowing it to be partial, inadequate, and marred by our own sinfulness. We do so however, in the name and under the inspiration of the God who makes eloquent the stumbling witness of faith, and moulds our communication to the divine purpose. 

The responsibility we take up in the employment of visual communication is very similar, therefore, to the responsibility bestowed upon those who minister with words. Such ministry must emerge from the attentiveness of prayer and worship and the reading of Scripture, those disciplines in which we wait upon the Lord. Only thus, and by the grace of God, will we be able to communicate gospel.

So thanks Lynne, for showing us some of what others are doing in seeking to offer a faithful witness through visual images and art. These gifts too are needed in testifying to wondrous mercy and majesty of God. 
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