Visual art: An Interfaith Grand River discussion

Art emerges. This was a theme that crossed religious boundaries during Interfaith Grand River’s discussion of visual art at its August 13, 2009, meeting.

A number of traditions discourage visual representations in one way or another. But then, as a Muslim participant put it, the questions becomes: Where do you draw the line? And a decorative tradition of some kind develops on the permitted side of whatever line is drawn.
A Mennonite participant suggested that to adorn or make beautiful is a drive of the human spirit.  The artistic impulse breaks through whatever structures are imposed on human beings. Although his tradition discourages pictures and elaborate stained glass, it still gives rise to several manifestations of the artistic impulse: quilts, flower gardens and the style of illustration known as Fraktur.

In Islam, which discourages images of any kind, calligraphy became a major form of artistic expression. Judaism also discourages images, but contains the concept of hidur mitzvah, or embellishing the performance of a commandment, leading to beautiful ritual objects such as Torah scrolls, candelabra and wine goblets.
The Roman Catholic tradition, by contrast, has encouraged religious art. For Catholics, art has served as a form of storytelling. In the pre–Vatican II Catholic service, there was no room for congregants to participate and the liturgy was in a language they could not understand, so the faith story was told through the religious art in the church. Since Vatican II, with the Mass in the vernacular and more congregational participation, churches are plainer.

A Unitarian participant noted that he understood the function of religious art when he saw an elaborate triptych in a monastery in Vienna. The triptych was created before most people were literate, and each panel told a story.
A number of other meanings of art were also noted:

· In Buddhism, images of the Buddha became widespread so that people would see that the Buddha was a human being, not a God.

· Buddhist art in Tibet, which is a large, empty land, is filled with people, spirits and beings of various kinds. In crowded Japan, art is empty and spare. Each culture creates art to express what it doesn’t have.

· Art can be used as an instrument of power. Catherine the Great had paintings of herself distributed all over Russia so that people would recognize her. Pictures of the Pope in Catholic churches and buildings serve a similar purpose.

· A Hindu participant said that “art is a way of heightening natural experience. It both reveals and conceals.”

