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Theological reflection: The act of integrating the living material and challenge
of our real lives with the faith we say we believe.

One of my favorite assignments around midyear – when my mentored
ministry students are beginning to show signs of academic and emo-
tional exhaustion – is to give them the option of doing a theological re-
flection on a piece of art: music, poetry, perhaps a scene from a play or
movie, or something visual.  They always look skeptical, and I am often
surprised by who takes up the challenge. The parameters are tight.  I’m
not interested in vague generalities and sentimental rhapsodies, but in a
short or single specific something that caused them to stop, look and lis-
ten to their life in God.  “All creation worships thee, thy name is praised
on every tongue,” “the world is charged with the grandeur of God,”1 and
we pray for “the beauty of holiness (Ps 29:2),” but where and how do we
engage it?  And what does such an exercise have to do with seminary
training and evangelical Anglican theology? Indeed, what does such
seeming frivolity have to do with the serious work before us as the An-
glican Church under judgment?

Recently, a musically gifted student (Todd Brewer MDiv 2009)
chose to reflect on a complex and beautiful excerpt from Bruckner’s
Eighth Symphony.  He focused our attention on several measures in
close detail where the tension in the piece becomes both dense and
chaotic.  The listener is left in a musical world that does not appear to be
redeemable, and then we hear a shift in the musical environment. It
changes dramatically with the subtle introduction of a new key.  Within a
few measures the piece moves into the minor key as an interim resolu-
tion.  As Todd reflected on the music, he spoke of God’s presence in the
midst of chaos, and without spelling it all out, he noted the fulcrum ef-
fect of a few well coordinated notes on what had seemed moments be-
fore like a train wreck in motion.  Todd’s attentiveness to Bruckner’s
musical – and ultimately theological – insight silenced the whole class
for a moment. Someone noted the parallel with our current church cri-
sis.  I left the conversation with a broader and more hopeful image of
our life together as Anglicans in this moment of upheaval and anxiety.

Bruckner’s symphony carried us into the courts of the Truth Himself,
closer to the One who is not daunted by chaos, indeed closer to the One
who moves through chaos to redeem.  This exercise in theological reflec-
tion through the medium of music actually reoriented us in a way our
intellects could not.  It offered an auditory experience of chaos redeemed
and reminded us of the truth we often forget in the midst of political ar-
guments.  Although there were a variety of ecclesiastical positions repre-
sented in the classroom, as Todd shared the Truth slantwise, through
music he obviously loves, he opened, rather than closed, real gospel con-
versation among us. 

This past spring, I attended an exciting conference entitled, “Trans-
forming Culture: A Vision for the Church and the Arts: A Symposium
for Pastors, Church Leaders and Artists.”  This ambitious event was the
brainchild of the former Arts Pastor for Hope Chapel, David Taylor, and
a fabulous crew of artistic and pastoral folk assembled through the Hill
Country Institute in Austin Texas.2 The conference was structured
around six shaping questions addressed by six excellent and provocative
speakers: Andy Crouch, Eugene Peterson, Barbara Nicolosi, John
Witvliet, David Taylor and Jeremy Begbee.  I will not address all six top-
ics and the invigorating responses in this brief essay, but I recommend
that you seek them out online. In musical terms, the questions gave a
solid and intriguing chord-al framework to the conference. Yet the actual
music coalesced both through and in between the topics, in a decidedly
jazz mode.  We had dancers and art exhibits, musicians and poets, pan-
els and workshops and room for conversation and connection.  Just as
theological reflection through the arts left my mentored ministry class
that week encouraged to a broader vision of the church in crisis, I left
this conference with a more expansive hopefulness about the mission of
the church in the world. 

Andy Crouch spoke to the question: “In what way is art a gift, a call-
ing, and an obedience?”   Noting the apparent “uselessness of beauty,”
Crouch observed how we reduce so much of our life to mere utility.  This
can happen in our families and churches as well.  Under the blear and
smear of utilitarian toil, we lose sight of the holy and surprising pres-
ence of God in our very midst.  I think of the long and exhausting work
of argument, debate and defense going on in countless faithful churches
among friends and neighbors while the church undergoes reform.  Re-
claiming the foundations of the faith once delivered is work that must be
done in every generation, and as hard as it is, I rejoice that we are dig-
ging into that work. But it can become only a joyless and bitter exercise
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1From the poem, “God’s Grandeur” by Gerard Manley Hopkins.

2See www.transformingculture.org for information on ordering tapes of the
talks.



when we lose the perspective of God’s continuing and delightful improv-
isation among us.  One of the things important to remember about im-
prov is that it’s not about making it up as you go along.  Good improv is
about embracing the received shape, structure and framework of a tune
so completely and faithfully that one can move into new and sometimes
surprising explorations of its meaning.

Crouch proposed to conference participants that artists (and, I might
add, gospel practitioners of all stripes), dare to do two things; 1) play and
2) enter into pain. Jazz musicians, pastors, parents and children under-
stand that play is very serious developmental business. Play is a kind of
extended improv “riff” on life as it is. In the midst of reformation we
need to foster the work of play and listen to the eloquence of our pain.
Theology and worship untethered to play and pain become too quickly a
rigid and lifeless enterprise.

Madeleine L’Engle, whose playful Wrinkle in Time seemed too im-
provisational for the first publishers she approached, muses in an essay
in a small collection entitled Walking on Water: Reflections on Faith and
Art.

It is interesting to note how many artists have had physical prob-
lems to overcome, deformities, lameness, terrible loneliness.... It is 
chastening to realize that those who have no physical flaw, who 
move through life in step with their peers, who are bright and beau-
tiful, seldom become artists.  The unending paradox is that we do 
learn through pain.3

In the midst of the pain and fear of our current Anglican chaos, it is
good to remember what drew many of us to this particular branch of
God’s church in the first place. A good number of us are converts to this
Anglican way, and we found our way into this church because we were
drawn by the “useless” beauty of her liturgy, the frivolous glory of her
music and architecture, the non-utilitarian cadence of her collects and
the Coverdale Psalms.  Certainly we found in this tradition, a robust Re-
formed commitment to the proclamation of the Scriptures, and we have
been fed and formed by historic catholic worship and safeguarded by pa-
tristic creedal formulations, which surely detail the major chord progres-
sion of the Anglican composition.  But without the arts in all their
“useless,” playful and painful array, we are in grave danger of missing
the music itself which draws the outsider in and strengthens the weary.
In our search for the true and the good, let us not forget that the beauti-
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ful calls us beyond ourselves and sets our hearts upon the pilgrim way.   
I asked rhetorically at the beginning of this essay essentially what is

the role of beauty in the serious work of theological controversy? Specifi-
cally, what role do the fine arts play in our present Anglican discord? Let
me suggest that while the theological synthesis of Reformed conviction
and catholic worship and order stands as a testament to our forebears’ vi-
sion for gospel unity in essentials with charity in all things.4 Cranmer’s
quiet and self-effacing genius was to understand that if you were to
reach the heart of a nation in turmoil, you needed to employ every grace-
filled avenue available.  The battered mind alone was insufficient, the ear
and the eye and the senses needed to be engaged.  People hunger for
more than theology: we hunger for worship and adoration and delight in
God’s goodness.  We yearn to glimpse the new creation, to “Behold the
fair beauty of the Lord and to enquire in His Temple” (Ps 27:4).  In the
midst of chaos and confusion, as Anglicans let us reflect that the sheer
beauty of God’s creation is no accident or frivolity.
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3Madeleine L’Engle, Walking on Water: Reflections on Faith and Art (Colorado
Springs: Shaw Books, 2001), 67-68. 4Rupertus Meldenius, a divine from the 17th century.


