RESPONDING TO
BEAUTY’S CALL

The Shape of an Aesthetic Spirituality

Christine Valters Paininer

Longing

Beaury is to the spivic what feod is to the flesh. It fills am

empiness in you which nothing else can fill
Frederick Buechner (1926- )

WAS INITIATED INTO THE CHURCH OF BEALTY as a young child.
| Though neither of my parents were religious people, we would
rravel in the summers to my father's native Austria so that we could
hike in the Tyrolean mountains, There we would stand in wonder and
awc, surrounded as we were by massive, snow-capped peaks strerching
towards the heavens. In the cities of Europe, too, we would walk with
gquict reverence through rhe sacred space of muscums and great
cathedrals. The beanty of art and nature called ro me.

Later in my life, it was rhis reverence for the acstheric dimension
that opened my heart to a religious commitment within the Roman
Catholic Churcli. T had # profound longing for connection to a sense of
meaning, to something greater than myself. [ found deep resonance
with an incarnational and sacramental spirituality. [ could worship in a
community that saw God so clearly in the stuff of cur lives, Arr direcrs
us towards the realm of the senscs; it immerses us in the physicality
and sensuousness of the world. The arts are also integratives they have
the ability to unite inrellect, body and emotion. 1 loved liturgics where
| could rouch, taste, smell, hear and see my way to the heart of the
holy.

Art and symbol-making are ancient practices. As far as we can rell,
they go back to the beginning of human consciousness. The
philosopher Ernst Cassirer went so far as to designate the human race
as homo symbolicus; human beings arc inherently  symbol-making
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creatures. The acsthetic impulse scems ro ke o universal longing. As
humans we seem te have an inherent need to express oursclves in
westure, song, story, symbol, colour, image, ritual. We use these to make
scnse of the world and to break open its meaning. The keat of the
drum, the painting of icons, the soaring arch of a sanctuary space—we
rely on the aesthetic in order both to express and to interpret the holy.
The arts are evecative rather than descriptive; hence they provide a
space within which God's mystery can be held.

Scripture tells us about our spiritual ancestors, and in particular
about how the ares cultivated rheir refationships with God. The
Hebrew Scriprures are filled with images of the ares. Miriam dances for
joy and plays timbrels in response to God's graciousness and likeration
{Exodus 15:20), God has Bezalel bring together the artists of the
community so that they can build a fizting tabernacle of gold, silver,
stones and wood (Exedus 31:1-5). As the ark of the covenant returns
to Jerusalem, lsrael shouts ‘ro the sound of the horn, trumpets, and
cymbals', and makes Toud music on harps and lyres’, while David
dances exuberantly in celebration of the ark’s rerurn (I Chronicles
15:28-29). The psalms were
composed  and  sung  in
response to a deep longing
for God; they express praise
for God's beauty and pres-
ence in all of creation.

The Greek for ‘the
beautiful' is ro kalon, an
adjcctive related to the verb
kalein—"to call’. Ancient
peoples knew the longing
in the human heart rising
from an emptiness that, ro
use Buechner’s phrase in
the epigraph above, only
Eeauty could fill. Reaury
calls, and our heart reverb-
erates with delight. When
we experience beauty, there
is a sense of homecoming;
we find oursclves in the
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place where we have always longed to ke, in the place where we find
ourselves ar peace.

Hans Urs von Balthasar saw beauty as a joytul experience which
calls us out of oursclves to connect with orhers and, most importantly,
to connect us with the Other. Beaury is a bridge to God, and art is a
mecans of cooperaring with the divine in creation’s act. For von
Balthasar, the aesthetic saturates all of creation; it is nor one source of
insight among others, with irs own autenomy. The aesthetic is woven
into- the fabric of human experience and our knowledge of things.
When we see a beauriful wark of art, or a radiant sunser, we are
confronted with the mystery of its otherness. Every person has an
aching need for beauty; in beaury we discover the face of God.

Spiritual and aestheric exgeriences are intimately linked. Both
reveal the unutterable, the invisible, the rranscendent. Art invites
engagement, interaction; it makes space for encounter with God.
Symbols convey the multidimensionality of God, in ways that words
cannot. Spirituality is about a longing for this God, for a connection 1o
life's dimension of mystery, to the ultimacy that fills our world with
meaning. An acsthetic spirituality is one that recognises this longing as
a response to a call already issued, to an invitation always present in
the world. We are called to awaken to beauty, to see more deeply, to
culdvate practices of attentiveness. We ate invited to ler beaury
penerrate the heart, and to respond ro it by creating further beauty in

our own lives.

Awakening

Let the begety sve love be what we do. There are hundreds of
ways 1o kneel and kiss the pround.
Ar-Bumi (1207-1279)

Anyone taking the tiine to read this article must have had many
moments of awakening to beaury, moments of wonder and awe ar the
potent fullness of the world. The process is much like the spiritual
journey. We awaken to a moment of beauty where we are surprised by
its sheer grace. The Spirit blows our hearts wide open. But then
consumerism and busyness can make us forget beauty’s exuberance,
and once again we are dulled te majesty’s presence in our midst. To
participate in keauty is 1o come into the presence of the hely; yer all
oo easily we can exile ourselves from Ged.
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Beauty includes whar pleases us, but also much more. Th
experience of heauty is deeper than words; ir touches the mos
profound recesses of our souls, and awakens us to a world beyond th
&E:“ grind. x_..(...\rc: we awaken o the call of beauty, we become awar
of new ways of being in the world, The awakening o beauty invires u
to look on all things with sustained arrention and MCS:W mxum.

This awakening may come through & moment o_ﬂ..vﬂo_ﬂo::m joy
such as giving birth or loaking up at the vast night sky. Bur beaup
picrees the dark corners of our world as well, Beaury is a c\o.«_._c_.m:_ fored
precisely because it is so close ro the brokenness, the m,.n.unﬂ_acm_:cmm o
our wwx_qnzc:ncm. Bemuty dwells in the cracks of our lives.

was awakened to chis truth in a prof; ‘ay during rhe five days
[ sat vigil with my mother as she _%, chﬁ_ﬂpnpwm._.mww,\cwﬁwﬂﬂrM_wﬁ. ?.o e

. n s ying in the
hospital after 2 sudden onset of relentess pneumonia. I held her hands
gently and rubbed lotion into her arms as 2 private act of anointing, u
felt such tenderness for her failing body, a body which had .
become luminous even when we were bathed in the harsh ~ Beat
tluorescent  glow  of  hospital lights. Beside her body, ewa
mc:.o:.:r_.aa as it was by a complex web of tubing, 1 mOc:a. with
myself in sacred space: the most rerrible of places and the and
most beautiful. The hours ] lingered ar this threshold with her

were the holiest of my entire life. Beauty embraced me, sustained me
through this passageway. Beaury awakens us with :,.o:Lo_a and awe. We
gasp as we catch our breath, and break out of sur routine vision to see
a glimpse of the divine presence radiaring rhrough all the carners of
the world. i .

Seeing

Nuobody sees o flower, really,

5 50 small We haven't time—-
™ I o N 9
and to see takes tme, fike to have a friend gakes rime.

Georgia O'Keeffe (1887. 1986)

O.H.Ho we are awakened, beauty invires us o a new way of seeing; it
offers graced vision. The graced eye can glimpse beaury e,\.cgcrmﬁ
secing the divine ar work in the hidden depths of things. It is 50 easy Rh
let our senses e dulled and to settle for the ordinary. Q.S:, life seems
to be just what it offers on the surface; as mnn_o&mmm& puts i, ‘there is
norhing new under the sun’. The rechnology, speed and busyness so
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prized by our Western culture foster a habit of blindness. For all the
bustle, a dreary samencss comes to mark the places where we live.

The eye of aesthetic spirituality secs more than other eyes, and its
ears hear more. Arr helps to facilitare this awakening by granting us
epiphanies through its transfigurations of the ordinary. We come to
know more than what appears to us, and we begin to sec all of life as
what the Celts called a ‘thin place’.

When our eyes are graced with wonder, the world reveals irs
wonders te us. For John O'Donohue, seeing is not merely a physical

ACE:

... the heart of vision is shaped by the state of the soul. When the
soul s alive to beaury, we begin to see life in a fresh and viral way.

What we sce is determined by how we see, and cach of us is
responsible for our secing.

There is a scene in the film American Beauty that fosrers this kind
of graced vision. A whire plastic bag is caught in the wind, in front of
metal deors covered with graffii. The bag dances in different
directions, up and down, side 1o side, lifted and lowered by the air. The
audicnce is invited to a slow, deliberate seeing, and what begins as a
piece of litter on a dirty street becomes a symbol of how, even in the
toughest and leasr expected places, beaury happens. Ricky Fits, the
character showing this image to his friend murmuts:

Sometimes, there's so much heauty in the world, T can't take it—
like my heart’s going 1o cave in.

For brief moments, art rransfizures the world around us, as it reveals
beaury’s radiance. Art wakes us up and trains our perceptions. For the
purpose of art is not to send us to an alternative world, bur rather wo
rerurn us, even as our vision has been renewed, to the realm of the
ordinary.

Some, like Augustine, have used ‘beauty’ as a name tor God, a
usage which expresses something about the divine nature, Beaury has
long keen considered one of the great means through which God is
revealed ro us, as, in von Balthasar’s phrase, we ‘sec the form’. To

"ichn O'Denckue, Beaury: The Invipible Embrace (Mew York: HarperC 1, 1004, 18-19.

Responding to Beauty's Call 41

oxﬁnln:nm beauty is to have vyour life enlarged —an  aesthetic
spirituality is about secing the beaury of God in more and more places.

Von Balthasar believed thart the word ‘glory” in the Bible indicated
the beauty of God. Of rruth, goodness und beaury, the three
transcendental arributes of Gad, it was beauty that, for ,w.o: Balthasar,
was the least obscured by our fallen nature, and therefore provided mro.
n_cE.rJA path 1o the Beatific Vision. Human encounter with the divine
#uom._:m I a moment of aesthetic perception, in that glimpse of
radiance, mystery and meaning which we can seein a work of are or in
the natural world.

. In the gospel story of the transfiguration, heaury becomes a
window onte the divine. The burning light that once appearcd :,u
Muases in the bush now radiates from Jesus himself: ‘his face shone :rm
the sun’ (Marthew 17:2). For Gregory Palamas, it was the disciples who
changed at the rransfiguration, not Chrisr, Christ was Qu:mmm:ﬂo&,_

v ot by the addition of something he was not, but by the
_:..:.:mcmn...ﬁos to his disciples of what he really was. He c_..Jc:oa
their eyes so rhat instead of being blind they could see.’

Because their perceprion grew sharper, they were able to behold Christ
as He truly is.
We will only sec beaury cont i i

- Wewil y see beauty, through contemplating a picture or ‘really
seeing’ a flower, if we train ourselves to do so. T peer into a deeper
reality is a metaphysical endeavour, requiring thar we ‘see’ with mote
than merely our eyes, and rthat we sense with more than mercly our
natural senses. Thomas Dubay has noted thae

T

Hrn .E: cxperience of o rose requires that we see with our minds
the tmer energry, the hidden origin, the radizal form, and not
simply the manifesred colours, shapes and proportions.’

! The 1 The Compders
Comingh, rranslaced by G. E. H
1995y 122
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auty involves more than merely our natural

: L
Experiencing a rose’s be .
i . day powers of seeing. All the more does the

senscs, more than our every .
point apply when it comes to experiencing God's glory.

Cultivating

Pilarims go into the wonds, but they carry with them _:a.m
beaury whick they wvisit ... Never lose an ofporiumicy 0]
seeing  omvithing that i beawtiful, for beauly is God's

handsuriting—a weryside sacrment. Wielcome [t in every %.5

face, in every fair sky, in every fair flower, and thank God for

it as a cup of hlessng. ‘

Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882)

How do we welcome the glory of beaury inro our lives! How do we
cultivate a habit of staying awake and of seeing deeply the beauty of
the world around us? As Georgia O'Keeffe reminds us, it takes time to
see a flower, the way it takes time to develop a friendship. In a culture
where the refrain ‘I'm so busy’ conginually reverberates around us, fime
is something that we have to claim and inhabit. Beauty transports us to
kairos time, time apart from
the everyday, even if event
ually it will also, having given
us a4 new perspective, im-
merse us back in our every-
day lives.

We can only welcome
beaury if we adopr a posture
of deep seeing and listening,
and give the experience both
time and space. W need
deliberarely to cultivare spac-
jousness in our lives if we are
to apprehend the beaury that
is there. One way in which
we can do this is through the
practice of Sabbath-keeping.
Honouring the Sabbath re-
cagnises rhat we need space
and rime reserved for rest,
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reniewal and revelation, Sabbath-keeping helps us to ler go of our
compulsions, and to frec our hearts and minds from distractions so we
can focus fully on welcoming, receiving and delighting in God's teaury.

Beaury invites us 1o relish and rake pleasure in the senses, to linger
and savour. Beauty cannor be rushed or captured. When the disciples
saw Jesus transfigured, they wanted to build o dwelling for his glory, but
beaury cannot be domesticated.

But perhaps there s 3 prior question, Perhaps we can only weleome
the beauty of the world around us if we can welcome the beauty that
lies deep within us. We are created in the image of God, yer how ofren
we deny our own beaury. Whatr prevents us from recognising the
Leautiful presence of God within us!

Thomas Merton used the phrase ‘the false self” to name whar keeps
us from rruly seeing our own beauty. The false self wears masks; it acrs
only for the sake of others' approval, or to meet the expectations

of family, culture, work; it is attached to things, placing more ~ Beaut)
importance on them than they meritc. The false self is — mouris,
perpetuared by the illusions we live under, by the veils we hold — ouwr tre
hefore our eves, by the anxieties and fears with which we live, [t selves

is nourished by the merely superficial. The false self distores us,
cither by inflating us or deflating us. It can appear as the mrellectual
self that wants to hover above the mess of life in clear but ungrounded
ideas. Ot as the cthical self that wants to live by some abseract moral
code rarher than wrestle with lived realities. The false sclf is whar
holds on oo tightly to anyrhing other than God.

We each arrive in this world created as u nnique and beautiful
image of God. Merton describes this self as cthe ‘true self’, moulded and
crafted lovingly by God. The rrue self wanrs nothing more, or less, than
for us to be who we were created o be. That core of our being, created
by God as whole and Beautiful, is a wave in the ocean of Ged, a flame
in God's fire. For Merton, the true inner self is a jewel resting on the
botrom of the sea, and the path of contemplation is the journey to this
true self from the false one:
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I break through the supetficial exterior appearances rhat form my
routine vision of the world and my own self, and [ find myself in the
presence of hidden majesty.”

This is the eye of aestheric perception, seeing the ‘hidden nmajesty’
saturating the world. When we cultivate a welcoming way of life
through contemplative practice, one that creates space Lo develop
habits of sceing, our own beaury becomes more visible to us.

Teresa of Avila also described the soul as a jewel
diamond within which there is a castle with seven successive interior
rooms. The central room is the place of the most intimare communion
with God. Arrachments keep us from entering this holy and hidden
room that is deep within ourselves. When we reach that final room of
the soul, the scales are removed from the soul's eyes, and we sce how

a single

truly heauriful we are.

I artended a contemplative retrear several years ago. On the
second day we were invited to go our into the natural world and spend
fime imagining God’s profound love for creation, and  indeed
participate in it. 1 spenr several hours that afternoon with an old vzk
tree, grand, gnarled and glorious. | had no doubr that God loved this
particular trec with passion and fullness and 1 could feel my heart
slowly expand with joy imagining God's delight in its beauty. On the
fourth day we were invited to turn this love for nature we had
imagined inwards, and to sense how that same divine love and delight
were also directed toward cach of us human creatures. It was such a
simple exercise, but it led to a profound moment for me. Delighting in
this love, [ was invited w see how Ged loves every person in this way.
Suddenly, the world everywhere 1 looked was ‘charged with the
arandeur of God', as Gerard Manley Hopkins so clogquently stares.

Sister Wendy Beckett ohscrves that art is spiritual when it makes
us ‘more aware of whar we are meant to be'.” Contemplation cultivares
in us a spaciousness necessary for the ability to welcome the bequty
thar dwells everywhere. In this act of welceme, we can come 1o see
onrselves as radiating that same beaury, and begin to know ourselves as
we truly are. In that insight we can revel more decply in rhe beauty all

around us.

 Thiraas Merton, New Seeds of Crnternpal

! Wendy Beckerr, Art and the Sacred: The Mysrical Moar (New ock: Universe, 1993}, 7.
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Creating

And have yon 100 finally figered o wha beey s for?
And have yor changed your fife?
Mary Oliver {1935- )

Aweakening to beauty and secing Jdeeply into the beauty of the world
demand of us a response. Beauty holds possibilities thar enlarge and
delight the heart. As our vision of whar is possible is expanded, we are
called wy purticipare in the creative act ourselves. Our limited vision is
broken wide open, and hope is born. The creative act and the
prophetic acr are woven wogether, An aesthetic spirituality honours
creativity ns one of Scripture’s ‘ancient paths, where the good way lies'
{Jeremiah &: 16},

Art-making 15 a participation in Ged's creative activity. Every
human being bears the image of Ged; every human being who creares,
speaks, sings, writes or sculpts reflects something of the Creator. Art
irreites us to touch what
is degpest in our being,
and w do so with
abandon. Su will the
divine spark be released
within us, perhaps in
torms we have never
dreamt of. Whenever
we awaken beaury, we
are helping to make Ged
present to the world,
Every creative act calis
forth the presence of
God in beaurifiul calours
and sounds and text
ures.  The art-making
process  always  Lrans-
forms the raw marerials
with which rhe artist
warks. Like the spirit-
wal  journey, creative
Processes  are  trans-
formarion.
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I take grear delight in the classes 1 teach on the integrarion of the
arts, spirituality and crearivity, as | try o engage students in the
creative process. The first day of class is often marked by tentativeness
and resistaince. Messages about what makes ‘good art’ linger, and must
be cleared away. [ invite students to surrender themselves to the
pracess; they should listen to the Spirit within, and not worry about
the product. Essential for the process is a safe space that allows them
freedom to express their inner movements, There always develops a
sense of play and enchantment that tansforms the space of the room.
Students are often surprised at what comes to them in this time of
praver. Symbols arise within them like dream images, offering them
new insight both about themselves and about God.

As John OQ'Donohue says, ‘ar the deepest level, crearivity is
holiness™" Creativity is not just about ar-making, however. The

primary creative act is living our daily lves:

Not all are called to ke artists in the specific sense of the term. Yer,
as Genesis has it, all men and women are entrusted with the task of
crafting their own life: in a certain sense, they are to make of it a
work of art, 2 :Eﬁﬁﬂﬁnn.q

We arc called by keaury to make our life a work of art. More formal
artistic processes such as painting, singing or dancing are valuable
hecause they teach us skills, and ways of being in the wotld, that are
cssential for passionate and viral living. Through making art we come
to know ourselves more deeply, and are given the space ro discover and
express our own voice. We take risks so as to ke visible o the world.
We learn to slow down and to sec with graced vision. We discover the
values of improvisation, and we surrender to a process greater than
ourselves. Art-making helps us to be present ro mystery, We give
meaningful cxpression ro our commitments, values and ideas. We
make beaury present. The pracrices of art empower everyday life.

To Root an Aesthetic Spirituality

Longing, awakening, sceing, cultivaring, creating—each of the previous
sections of this article has keen headed with a participle. An aesthetic

" O'Donghiwe, Beaury, 142.
* fahn Fanl 11, Letter g0 Artins, Apnl 1999, n.2

Responding to Beauty's Call 47

spirituality is active; ir is propetly evoked through verbs thar point us
towards o dynamic process, rather than through nouns thar gmamzmﬁm
qualities o he nurtured or pracrices to be observed. The ways o,w being
fostered by an acsthetic spirituality need ro take root and become ncnw
more expansive; the habit of seeing the world with eyes of beaury
needs 1o become embodied in a way of life. "
An acsthetic spirituality invires us into rencwed ways of being in
the world. All of cur senses can be heightenced and mﬁ.,sr.a:m@ ﬁ,o A
world vc.: cath and beyond sutface appearances. God can be found in
all that is sensuous and passionate. Wassily Kandinsky wrote that all
reality has a spiritual dimension and an ?:E H,:E,_E\:m“ 5 vo.q:,:_
r:ﬁi: I5 to resonare with the super-sensuous dimensiors of things. By
this he does not mean thar we should leave the world of the Ma:,.cﬁ
kehind. Rather we are ro immerse ourselves in the intensity and ,Qc ,ﬁr
of the sense experience, so that it reveals the spiritual 1o us, We douﬁo
engage with what is most viral and provocative. . .
Beaury cails us o pay atrenrion, to rake time to relish and delichr
and to make God's presence visible. Art-making can lead ro rcmcm?m
relationships, to meaningful work, to the ..WEE:W for justice, and ro the
building of the Kingdom. Ultmately is it our whole lives ﬁr,mﬁ are to ke
‘God's work of art’” , , )
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