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My interest in taking a class on the Christian imagination primarily involves a particular aspect of the imagination.  I see the imagination as the human faculty that enables one to participate with reality in every moment.  This mysterious faculty seems to be somehow involved in every part of life; every dimension of sensible life  contains, means, communicates or is related to something beyond our normal physical senses.  The apple tastes good, but ‘tastes’ even better when I learn, remember, and imagine where it has ultimately come from and why.  

Similarly my primary interest in the arts is how to be artistic in my everyday living: how my appearance can best say “I am a friend, a child of God who is beautiful and gives freedom”;  how my words can reflect God’s beauty, passion, mystery, love, holiness, and truth; how to fill each day with songs, stories and bodily movement that in some fashion dances with His life.  Essentially, I mean how to live abundantly –artfully.

However, our class and it’s readings have tended to focus on the imagination’s relationship to the making and experiencing of works of art.  Perhaps there is some connection between this and Wolterstorff’s point that the division of ‘high art’ (art you go to a place to see & hear) and low art is a modern dilemma.  While ‘works of art’ are obviously related to ‘living artfully’, it is something that I am not as practiced with.  

I have had very little formal training in any of ‘the arts’.  Besides acting in a few plays and besides a few brief grade-school relationships with a recorder, a saxophone and a violin, my experience with a professional singing group at SPU was the closest I came to any formal training.  However, I am still very interested in creating.  Presently, I find myself involved with writing poetry, writing fiction, singing, and a little guitar.

Part of the reason for this lack of training is the sad fact that I like art that comes easy.  Another reason is that I have not been very patient with the process of becoming skilled with an art and, in the meantime,  “Most people enjoy the sight of their own handwriting as they enjoy the smell of their own farts.”
 

Perhaps  Dorothy Sayers describes my situation best: I am hopelessly father-ridden.  I must confess that, in reading her chapter on Scalene Trinities, I was horrified to hear an accurate description of my problem,

“It is the mark of the father-ridden that they endeavor to impose the Idea directly upon the mind and senses, believing that this is the whole of the work…Father-ridden also is that very familiar and faintly comic figure of the man who ‘has the most marvelous idea for a book, if only he had time to sit down and write it.’  He genuinely believes that to the operations of the Energy time and a chair are the sole necessities, and that the son, like the father, is without sweat or passion.”

or more so


“…the distinguishing mark of the sonless is to be frustrate and inexpressive.  They are those unhappiest of living men, the uncreative artists….They know, and continually assert, that they ‘have something there’ which they desire to make manifest; but the manifestation is beyond their capacity.  They are their own prisoners, languishing incommunicado.


Such men are dangerous; since Energy, if it cannot issue in creation, may contrive to burst its prison somehow and issue in its own opposite.  The uncreative artist s the destroyer of all things, the active negation.” 

She describes here, and in a related chapter towards the end, the kind of person who shirks from the sweat, pain and work of creation.  Our type wants a quick, easy and neat ‘solution’ to the ‘problem’ and will (with frustrated energy) find one, even if it is destructive.  


“…the artist does not see life as a problem to be solved, but as a medium for creation.  He is asked to settle the common man’s affairs for him; but he is well aware that creation settles nothing.  The thing that is settled is finished and dead, and his concern is not with death but with life…”

Realizing that, in a sense, I was seeking death, helped me decide that I do not want to be son-deficient. I am trying to let go of my desire for a safe, settled solution.  I am beginning to let go of my fears of failing and pain that work can bring, recognizing that it is all a part of the human experience and creative process.  I see a connection here to your (Loren) critique of my emphasis on the home of heaven, and a deficit in emphasis on the home of earth, specific places, details, dust and sweat.  

Perhaps there is also a connection between this and the fact that part of our human stories are full of pain and sorrow.  Beuchner points out that the gospel is first bad news before it is good news,

“The pressure on the preacher is to promote the Gospel, to sell Christ as an answer that outshines all the other answers by talking up the shining side, by calling even the day of his death Good Friday when if it was good, it was good only after it was bad, the worst of all Fridays…”
 

I’m finding this fact to be true in almost every area of my life.  I try and express a shiny gospel to my family and others I meet, when in reality parts of the gospel (perhaps the deepest parts of the gospel) are full of pain and tragedy or, at least, inexpressible and silent.  Similarly I try and create a ‘work of art’, or simply live artfully, but find that I am tuning into only one happy station.  And sometimes I (and others) don’t want to hear that station.  Sometimes it doesn’t even seem to be broadcasting.

Yet God does not let it be as simple as “You will know you are truly working, truly creating, when it is hard and painful and when the content is tragic.”  Actually, as Dorothy Sayers points out, 

“To feel sacrifice consciously as self-sacrifice argues a failure in love.  When a job is undertaken from necessity, or from a grim sense of disagreeable duty, the worker is self-consciously aware of the toils and pains he undergoes, and will say: ‘I have made such and such sacrifices for this.’ But when the job is a labor of love, the sacrifices will present themselves to the worker –strange as it may seem –in the guise of enjoyment…”

I hear a similar statement when scripture says, “The kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking (rules and regulations) but about righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit.”
  That’s good news to me.  Or as my wife has taught me to say, ‘that’s fun’.


So to conclude this point, it seems that I am going to need to learn to not merely talk about creative ideas, but to work on them through pain and failure.  What I create, when I create, how I create, and who I create for also needs to be honest about and open to the silent and painful parts of myself, others, and God.  And yet I can rest knowing that the joy of the Lord will be my strength, as it is a fruit of His true work, no matter how difficult.  The brief angelic conversation from Sayer’s ‘The Zeal of Thy House’ summarizes my situation,

“They make a great deal of work in the counting house. Happily, being an angel, and not a man, I like work.  The hatred of work must be one of the most depressing consequences of the fall.” –Cassiel

“Some men work like angels –and whistle over their work.  They are much the most cheerful kind.” –Gabriel

Since I have the least experience with writing, and since reading words about other’s experience with writing words seems to be a good way to learn about writing, my readings for this class (and subsequently my quotes) have tended to focus on the art of writing.  Wow, was that tongue-twister or what?

I have been helped, primarily by CS Lewis, WH Auden, and Dorothy Sayers, to beware of three great dangers in writing stories.  Each mistake involves the mistake of using something.  Auden helped me to see that using writing to gain acceptance is, well, unacceptable
,

“Some writers confuse authenticity, which they ought always to aim at, with originality, which they should never bother about.  There is a certain kind of person who is so dominated by the desire to be loved for himself alone that he has constantly to test those around him by tiresome behavior; what he says and does must be admired, not because it is intrinsically admirable, but because it is his remark, his act.  Does not this explain a good deal of avant-garde art?”

Lewis helped me to see the danger of using a story (and thus using the reader) to ‘make a point’,

“…I might be asked, ‘Do you equally reject the approach which begins with the question ‘What do modern children need?’ –in other words, with the moral or didactic approach?’  I think the answer is Yes.  Not because I don’t like stories to have a moral: certainly not because I think children dislike a moral.  Rather because I feel sure that the question ‘What do modern children need?’ will not lead you to a good moral.  If we ask that question we are assuming too superior an attitude.  It would be better to ask ‘What moral do I need?’ for I think we can be sure that what does not concern us deeply will not deeply interest our readers, whatever their age.  But it is better not to ask the question at all.  Let the pictures tell you their own moral. .For the moral inherent in them will rise from whatever spiritual roots you have succeeded in striking during the whole course of your life.  But if they don’t show you any moral, don’t put one in.  For the moral you put in is likely to be a platitude, or even a falsehood, skimmed from the surface of your consciousness.” (Lewis, 3 ways,p.33)

Putting it in a slightly different way, Harold Best writes,

“The functionalist often seems to have little problem overlooking artistic quality and worth in order to obtain results.  The irony here is that the result to be sought may itself be noble and of the highest quality.  For example, nothing could be more important than the salvation of a soul, and nothing should call for higher quality of life than the Christian life.  Thus the efforts expended to achieve the result should not contradict this.  By contrast, if the result to be sought is cheap or flawed and high-quality art is used to obtain the result, quality is still  being overlooked.”

Lastly, Sayers helped me to see the danger of using my characters in a story,


“Let us say that the situation calls for a dialogue among four or five persons.  It is probably that the central character will, so far as he goes, represent a true act of creation: the author will have “entered into him,” and his words will be a lively expression of his creator’s emotion and experience.  But some or all of the other personages may be mere dummies, whose only function is to return the verbal ball to the chief speaker’s hand. In that case, the creative act is a failure, so far as they are concerned; in them, the Energy is not incarnate; they do not, as we say, “come to life,” and as a result of the failure of the Energy to create, no Power follows out upon or from them.” (mom,p.54)

The way out of these various forms of manipulation is simply stated by Sayers,

“The business of the creator is not to escape from his material medium or to bully it, but to serve it; but to serve it he must love it.  If he does so, he will realize that its service is perfect freedom… The only way of ‘mastering’ one’s material is to abandon the whole concept of mastery and co-operate with it in love: whosoever will be a lord of life, let him simply be its servant”

This leads me to the last topic I am particularly interested in, and which the majority of the following quotes in some way touch upon –the concept of our being subcreators. From this point on I will be simply commenting after a series of quotes.

According to Tolkien the appeal of the fairy story lies in the fact that man there most fully exercises his function as a ‘subcreator’; not, as they love to say now, making a ‘comment upon life’ but making, so far as possible, a subordinate world of his own.  Since, in Tolkien’s view, this is one of man’s proper functions, delight naturally arises whenever it is successfully performed.”
 

This type of ‘magic’, as Tolkien calls it in his essay on fairy stories, I find very exciting.  Being made in the Creator’s image seems to be the most frequently talked about idea in the context of the exhortation or defense of the Christian being a creator, an artist.  Yet how far can we go with this idea?  The obvious extreme ability, pointed out by Sayers, is the gift of pro-creation.  In this respect, we are somehow mysteriously involved in the creating of free-willing, real-life beings.  Yet outside of child-birth, how far can one take this idea?  

“The amount of matter in the universe is limited, and its possible rearrangements, though the sum of them would amount to astronomical figures, is also limited.  But no such limitation of numbers applies to the creation of works of art.  The poet is not obliged, as it were, to destroy the material of a Hamlet in order to create a Falstaff, as a carpenter must destroy a tree-form to create a table-form.  The components of the material world are fixed; those of the world of imagination increases by a continuous and irreversible process, without any destruction or rearrangement of what went before.  This represents the nearest approach we experience to “creation out of nothing,” and we conceive of the act of absolute creation as being an act analogous to that of the creative artist.  Thus Berdyaev is able to say: ‘God created the world by imagination.’”

Sayers points out that, while we cannot create material things out of nothing like God can, there is a strange and similar echo of this gift through our imagination.  Just what is happening in this process when we use our Father-like power to ‘dream’ up ideas that no man has ever seen?  Has God ever seen them before?  If he has, is he lonely and bored with this kind of omniscience?  If he hasn’t, does he enjoy them (and us) for their ‘otherness’ or does it threaten his sovereignty?  In either case, do they have more being and reality than we realize?  Can he imagine a thing without it coming into perfect, living existence?  If not, do our worlds and their creatures really exist ‘somewhere’?  Will we meet Aragorn, Gandalf, Puddleglum and Aslan some day?  Perhaps our longing for Him, like the beloved longs for her lover, pro-creates these ideas which in turn desire to come into being themselves…


“In the Author’s mind there bubbles up every now and then the material for a story. For me it invariably begins with mental pictures.  This ferment leads to nothing unless it is accompanied with the longing for a form: verse or prose, short story, novel, play or what not.  When these two things click you have the Author’s impulse complete.  It is now a thing inside him pawing to get out.”

“The work can live and grow on the sole condition of the maker’s untiring energy; to satisfy its will to die, he has only to stop working.  In him it lives and moves and has its being, and it may say to him with literal truth ‘Thou are my life, if thou withdraw, I die.’ “

Or perhaps it only has a limited form of existence, one that is only within us and that depends on us and is without any independent form of life or will.  In him it exists and waits and has it’s being, but does not really live.  Even still, it is amazing to think that some ‘thing’ (even if just an idea) depends on us for it’s being.

 “A character in a writer’s head, unwritten, remains a possession; his thoughts recur to it constantly, and while his imagination gradually enriches it he enjoys the singular pleasure of feeling that there, in his mind, someone is living a varies and tremulous life, obedient to his fancy and yet in a queer, willful way, independent of him.” 

This queer idea is hinted at in the above quote by Maugham in Sayers.  However, is it just a ‘feeling’, or is someone really “living a varied and tremulous life” inside the artist?


“No merely physical strangeness or merely spatial distance will realize that idea of otherness which is what we are always trying to grasp in a story about voyaging through space: you must go into another dimension.  To construct plausible and moving '‘other worlds’ you must draw on the only real ‘other world’ we know, that of the spirit…

In life and art both, as it seems to me, we are always trying to catch in our net of successive moments something that is not successive.  Whether in real life there is any doctor who can teach us how to do it, so that at last either the meshes will become fine enough to hold the bird, or we be so changed that we can throw our nets away and follow the bird to its own country, is not a question for this essay.  But I think it is sometimes done –or very, very nearly done –in stories.  I believe the effort to be well worth making.”

Now Lewis brings up a different point in the above quotes.  He seems to be saying here that, through story, we are not so much subcreating other real beings as much as we are encountering The Other Real Being whom we are all longing for. He is the most ‘alien’ one.  The Holy Dove who escapes all nets, yet who might allow Himself to be caught for a while.  Or perhaps this flighty muse might just land on whom it pleases.

“When the Holy Spirit—my Muse—is actively moving me into creativity, I find myself  drawing the writing out of myself much as a spider draws silk from her own abdomen to fashion her delicate, intricate web. It is so integral to my own thinking and living. I often say that if I should lose my current journal, filled with intensely personal responses and events and emotions and ideas, I would feel that I had lost a part of myself. My self.”

Lucy Shaw feels some kind of deep relationship to her creations.  Does she feel like a mother towards a child? Or like a body towards an arm? Or like God towards His creature?  She later quotes Henry Nouwen,

 “Most students . . . think that writing means writing down ideas, insights, visions. They feel that they must first have something to say before they can put it down on paper. For them writing is little more than recording a pre-existent thought.

But with this approach true writing is impossible.   Writing is a process in which we discover what lives in us. The writing itself reveals what is alive . . .The deepest satisfaction of writing is precisely that it opens up new spaces within us of which we were not aware before we started to write. To write is to embark on a journey whose final destination we do not know. Thus, creative writing requires a real act of trust. We have to say to ourselves, ‘I do not yet know what I carry in my heart, but I trust that it will emerge as I write.’ Writing is like giving away the few loaves and fishes one has, trusting that they will multiply in the giving. Once we dare to ‘give away’ on paper the few thoughts that come to us, we start discovering how much is hidden underneath . . . and gradually come in touch with our own riches.”

Nouwen comes close to the same idea.  While he used words like “what lives in us” and “reveals what is alive”, he is obviously thinking much more metaphorically.  Nonetheless it is liberating to be reminded that I don’t have to know what to write, and even more wonderful to have the creative process be compared to the miracle of the multiplying bread.  Something ‘magic’ happens when one takes the risk of creating lovingly, willing to give it away.  Parents birth and raise their child, only to then give it away.


“Poetry is not magic.  In so far as poetry, or any other of the arts, can be said to have an ulterior purpose, it is, by telling the truth, to disenchant and disintoxicate.”

I thought that this was an interesting angle to take.  It adds a whole new twist.  Not only does art create something new, it can help to reveal the beauty that is already there.  We are under a spell, drugged, blind to the reality of the glory that fills the earth.  Art disenchants, sobers, and liberates our sight to the incarnational reality all around us.  Yet I disagree with Auden’s statement that poetry is not magic.  I think it can still be called a type of magic.  Not the kind that deceives or distorts things from their true nature, but the kind of magic that reveals and restores things to their true nature.  The powers are at war.
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