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Foreword 
 

PETER ROLLINS 

 

  

 There is a well-known saying which tells us that politicians 

speak the truth in order to tell lies while artists tell lies so as to 

speak the truth. We would do well to reflect upon this little piece of 

wisdom, for there is something profoundly instructive about it, at 

least if we approach it in a particular way. In order to begin to 

penetrate this saying let us take the example of dreams. Generally, 

we think of a dream as a way to escape reality. Often we long to 

drift into a sleep in which we find ourselves occupying a radically 

different world. Perhaps we find that we have abilities that we 

would not be able to possess in reality or possessions that we could 

never hope to acquire in our lifetime. When we awake, we often 

long to return to this surreal paradise and so reach out to put our 

alarm on snooze  and try to regain the fantasy.  
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 Yet, this is not our only experience of dreams, for we can 

sometimes be plagued by a less congenial narrative, one which we 

do not wish to return to, but rather one that we strive to avoid. 

These are nightmares, and they can be so disturbing to us that we 

actually jolt ourselves awake so as to escape them. However, the 

questions must be asked as to what we are escaping from and what 

we are escaping into.  

 We may reassure ourselves that the nightmare was nothing 

but an unpleasant fantasy and that now we are awake we have re-

entered reality. The images and feelings that we experienced in the 

nightmare were nothing but unpleasant fictions that dissipate in the 

cold light of day.  

 But, what if the reality of our waking life is actually a type 

of fiction and the fantasy that we encountered in the nightmare was 

so frightening precisely because it brought us close to something 

profoundly true? What if the person I am in public is actually a type 

of character I perform in order to be accepted, liked, and embraced 

by those around me? And, what if the feelings I encounter in my 

nightmare are so horrific and terrifying precisely because they 

reveal something of my deep desires, insecurities, and suffering? 

Realities that I cover over through a cacophony of activities from 

work to music, socializing and drugs. 

 Viewed in this light, the truth of my daily life begins to 

reveal itself as a type of mask or fiction that protects me from 

getting too close to the desires and fears that haunt me. What is 

more, the seeming fiction of my nightmares comes into question as 
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I realize that it touches on some profound truths that I could only 

ever begin to approach in an indirect manner.  

 In a similar way, artists of different stripes have often been 

those outsiders within society who have attempted to draw out 

deep, and sometimes unpleasant, truths about our lives through the 

guise of a fiction. 

 Through painting, music, prose, parable, or poem the artist 

invites us to look again at life for what seems like the first time, to 

dimly perceive a reality, as if through a glass darkly. This is not the 

revealing of some reality that lies shrouded behind appearance, 

existing beyond the world, but rather as something that lies nestled 

within appearance itself. A truth that is always before us and yet 

rarely grasped.  

 As a discipline driven by a desire to unearth and live in the 

light of the deepest truths, theology has always had a close 

relationship with the arts. Indeed, from a certain perspective one 

can say that it has always itself been a form of art. A type of theo-

poetics wedded to the unconcealment of truth through the use of 

various symbols, rituals, liturgies, sacraments, and signs. 

 Yet, sadly all too often theology seems to fall into the 

hands of the professional politicians of the sacred. Those who 

would use it to make us feel comfortable in our waking life and 

who would employ it as a means of protecting us from facing up to 

the mysteries and anxieties of life. Not that we can blame these 

people alone, for it is often we ourselves who demand this. We 

who want someone to tell us what to believe and how to think so 

that we don�’t have to reflect too hard. For while it is popular to 
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hear people say that thinking can make a person depressed, the 

more disturbing possibility is that thinking too much is frightening 

because it may simply reveal that we were always depressed but just 

never knew it.  

 And yet, when theology falls into the hands of the poet, 

something profound takes place. We can find that through the 

theological dis-course we come into contact with ourselves with all 

the difficulties and possibilities that entails. Through ideas like 

Creation, Fall, Salvation, Eucharist, Heaven, and Hell we come face 

to face with what it means to be human.  

 This collection of essays, images, and poetry represents an 

attempt to put theology back into the hands of the dreamers. To 

give it back again to those who would speak lies in order to reveal 

the deepest, most transformative truths.  
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Editor’s Note 
 

CHARLES M PEPITON 

 

 

The artist is a self-critically engaged agent in particular situations, 

calling for reclamation of the sacred and the future in a world that 

seems in many ways to be dying.  - Deborah Haynes1  

 

 Haynes�’s definition of the artist and the vocation of the 

artist is as precise as any I�’ve heard. Her statement rings with the 

right mixture of melancholy and hope, keeping it rooted in reality. 

The urgency to preserve, rediscover, and interrogate the sacred�—

religious or otherwise�—while providing such things for the future 

is constantly in tension with the ongoing death and decay of human 

cultures and natural ecosystems. Think of the iconic photograph of 

a Louisiana brown pelican soaked by British Petroleum. Think of 

the sound of a Tibetan monk�’s chanting against the cacophony of 

Chinese rail lines.  
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 These are the type of conflicts that creates an immediate 
need to express and preserve, to resist the Fall—in a sense. This is 
the tension that drives a playwright to dramatize the memories of 
his people2 and a photographer to document so-called “altars of 
decline”3, the sacrosanct flotsam of fading particularities. At their 
best, artists and allied thinkers engage their particular situations 
from oblique angles and by methods others overlook.  
 Furthermore, how do these tensions, or perhaps how 
should they, play out for artists within local faith communities. As a 
theatre artist, I’ve often said that the history of the Western theatre 
is the history of the conflict between the Church and the Stage. It’s 
a bit of an overstatement, perhaps, but the point is clear. The 
historic and ongoing tension between the arts and religions is 
simultaneously life-giving and alienating. So what can the arts do 
for faith? And what can faith do for the arts? How can we address 
these questions without pushing anyone out of the discussion? 
 It was with these questions in mind that Shechem 
Ministries devised the Matter ’09 conference and this resulting 
anthology. Our goal was to consider these questions and to create a 
space for meaningful conversation between working artists, 
theologians, philosophers, theorists, and others interested in the 
intersection of faith and the arts.  
 To this end, I am indebted to the groundbreaking work in 
the field by Wilson Yates, Kimberly Vrudney, and Deborah 
Haynes, to name just a few.  Their work, standing on the shoulders 
of many before them, continues to legitimize the efforts of artists 
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within religious contexts beyond mere entertainment or decoration 

where enduring questions can be raised. 

 Similarly, the artists and authors who took part in the 

September 2009 conference in Austin, TX, and whose work is 

included in this anthology, embody the lively world of art, art 

criticism, philosophy, activism, and scholarship at the intersection 

of faith and the arts as it stands today. Amid the tension and 

immediacy of reclaiming the sacred and the future in a dying world 

this remains a hopeful conversation.  

 

Think about a photograph in which a screen door is 

collapsing�…Anyone or even the wind could walk through it or push 

the door down, but still it hangs by a single chain or by a single 

thread of wire.  Think about that image.  Some old homeplace with a 

weak screen door.  We might find the resistance of a wire or chain 

futile, but there is still resistance.  The falling and the resistance then 

are necessarily linked. �– Damon Falke4 

 

                                                                                               

1

2

3

4
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