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Abstract 
 

Why is there such little Compelling Christian art in todayʼs contemporary 

art world? I will answer this by discussing where Christian art has come from, its 

importance as a medium of praise towards God, and the vacuum created by 

Christian fundamentalist groups that hold artist and their faith back. This will be 

done with secular and non-secular works of art and the artist creating them and a 

focus on the unattainable standards set by Christian fundamentalist leadership. 
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                                   Step Out of the Cliché: 

A Call to Contemporary Christian Art 

 

Throughout history, the art world has been a catalyst for free speech and 

open thinking, as well as an arena for people to be expressive and explosive with 

their points of view.  From its beginnings, art has played a central role in the faith 

experiences of people who consider themselves to be Christians.  A number of 

quality works, by artists such as Caravaggio, Rubens, Michelangelo, and 

Rembrandt broke new ground in paintings and style as well as expression of 

faith.  Their artwork depicted the beauty of God and the depth of the Christian 

experience.  Unfortunately, in more recent times, this kind of quality Christian 

artwork is not as common.  This is most likely because of Christian artistsʼ fear of 

being rejected by the church, as well as a strong Fundamentalist reaction against 

artwork that raises questions about Christianity or expresses the darker side of 

faith.  According to the bible, God loves art, and so art should play a central role 

in the lives of His followers. There are some more recent artists that are 

beginning to produce quality Christian art again going beyond the passionless 

greeting card art that is passing as Christian artwork of today.  Through my 

artwork, I hope to step out from behind the clichés and create the kind of art that 

inspires people to widen their ideas about God and faith.          
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 While a significant percentage of the worldʼs population considers 

themselves to be Christian, there are very few artists who express their Christian 

faith in their work.  Anyone who follows the life in Christ and practices the 

messages in the Bible believes that a Christianʼs life should reflect and praise 

God. Only 15 percent of the United States population considers themselves 

something other than Protestant or Catholic (Gumbel 7). The Encyclopedia 

Britannica states that 1,900 million people in the world are Christians—that is 34 

percent of the world (Encyclopedia Britannica Online Encyclopedia). The number 

of artists in the U.S. alone reaches just a little over 1,500,000, which is double 

the number of Muslims and considerably greater than the number of people who 

call themselves Buddhists (www.artinfo.com). Given the percentages of people 

who consider themselves Christians and artists in the world, there should be 

plenty of Christian artists to represent Christianity in a positive light in 

contemporary art. But it is my belief that it is Christians that are the problem, 

Christian fundamentalist have set the bar so high for what is non-offensive to 

their faith that it is almost unattainable. 

 

 A Brief History of the Christian Faith Expressed in Art 

Although today the Christian faith is not often expressed through art, this 

has not always been the case.  Since the beginning of Christianity, art has 

played a significant role in the way people have understood God and expressed 
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their faith.  Christianity developed as an underground movement for its first three 

hundred years during the Roman persecution of the early church. Because of the 

grassroots structure and the risk of being arrested or worse for openly 

expressing their faith, early Christians used a lot of symbolism.  An image of a 

shepherd was often used to represent Jesus when his own image could not be 

used.  A simple fish symbol (Fig.  1), often drawn in the sand, was used as a sign 

between Christians to identify themselves during times of great persecution.  A 

large, mighty hand from the heavens was used to represent God (Fig. 2).  These 

symbols could be found in hidden places of worship, like underground 

catacombs (Fig. 3) and small back rooms throughout Rome. Dietrich Bonhoeffer 

called this practice “the discipline of the secret” (Bonhoeffer 26).  This early art 

helped followers of Jesus to remember God and to teach each other about Him 

during difficult times.              

 Artistic imagery seems to have played a part in Christianityʼs change from 

being an underground movement to a widespread religion.  When the Roman 

Emperor Flavius Valerius Constantinus, better known as Constantine, saw a 

vivid image that he interpreted as being from the Christian God, he converted to 

the Christian faith.  He later lifted the punishment for worshiping the Christian 

God. On his way to Rome on the night before a battle, Constantine saw the 

Greek letters “Chi-Ro,” a symbol for Christ (Fig. 4), shining above the sun.  

Constantine interpreted this as a sign from God.  He ordered it to be put on his 
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soldier's shields - and won the battle.  After his conversion because of this 

imagery in his dream, Christianity spread quickly throughout the world 

(www.roman-empire.net).      

 After the official legalization of Christianity through the work of 

Constantine in 312 AD, churches had a new sense of freedom in their ability to 

use art and architecture as wonderful and viable tools for the expression of their 

faith. The first Christian frescos were poorly done due to the lack of funding. 

Then soon artists started creating works that illuminated the Bibleʼs chapters and 

its stories through tapestries and stained glass (Fig.  5) as a way of expressing 

their faith. Churches began to commission artists for paintings, works of 

architecture, and statues. Arguably, at first the church commissioned artwork for 

the praising and worshiping of God, but quickly it became a tool to glorify the 

wealth of the church. 

 Throughout Europe in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, the money 

was in the church, in the hands of the staff, ministers, deacons, and cardinals, 

which meant funds for the arts, were in abundance. Artists were now 

commissioned for public displays of faith as well as for doing portraits of wealthy 

families for their personal lives. The churchʼs support of the arts brought about 

the birth of the Masters of Art we study in history still today (Gardner, 635).  This 

funding for the arts led to a number of Christian artists producing quality work at 

this time.   
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Masters of Christian Art: Caravaggio, Rubens, Michelangelo, Rembrandt, 

Dante, and Bosch 

Several artists during the Middle Ages and the Renaissance expressed 

the Christian faith through their artwork in notable ways. Michelangelo Merisi, 

more often known as Caravaggio, is one of the heroes of the Christian faith 

through art. Caravaggio (1573–1610) mastered the technique of chiaroscuro, 

using intense contrasts of light and dark. A bit of a rebel, Caravaggio painted 

dramatic, over-the-top, and sometimes vulgar (Fig. 6) imagery depicting all types 

of religious themes. Because he rejected ideal iconic imagery and the classical 

Italian traditional way of depicting his subject matter, Giovanni Pietro Bellori, a 

major critic of the age, once called him “the anti-Christ of painting” (Langdon 

226).   He used light as a symbol of the soul and of grace, without which humans 

cannot attain union with God.  Although his work expressed the Christian faith, 

Caravaggio struggled in his personal life. At various times the government had 

exiled him to at least four different countries due to brawls and even wounding a 

policeman. Yet despite his personal failings, he is one of the most influential 

artists of his time in the art world itself and in Christian art (Langdon). 

Peter Paul Rubens (1577-1640), a baroque artist and one of the leading 

painters of the Roman Catholic Church, depicted the many different kinds of 

people that followed Jesus.  His painting “The Descent from the Cross” (Fig.7) 

shows Jesus being taken from the cross by people who truly love him. These 
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people in the painting look passionately to their Christ and handle his body with 

care and caresses. The wealthy, servants, and the middle class are all present in 

the painting, each having a hand on him.  They are a representation of all of the 

people for whom Jesus died (www.peterpaulreubens.org).  

An Italian painter, Michelangelo Di Lodovico Buonarroti Simoni (1475 –

1564), spent many days producing sketch after sketch of works of art all over 

Rome in and out of churches. Michelangelo not only gave us many masterpieces 

in art and Christianity, works such as the Sistine Chapel (Fig. 8)and David, he 

also was part of a Roman Catholic Church reform group headed by a Spanish 

religious writer, Juan de Valdes. I would like to see the kind of artist todayʼs world 

would produce if this type of inspiration and determination were revived.    

Rembrandt Harmenszoon van Rijn (1606 –1669) created paintings that 

took on a new dimension in Christian art. He painted scenes from the Bible in 

which the people were more humble and more in need of Jesus (Fig. 9). He did 

not base his paintings on subjects of power, beauty, or religious status. This 

might have been a reflection of his own personal tragedies in his life; within six 

years (1636 – 1642), three out of four of his children died in infancy, and his wife 

also passed away (www.rembrandtpainting.net) I would think that his paintings 

were a prayer towards God.  
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In addition, Hieronymus Boschʼs triptych The Garden of Earthly Delights 

(c. 1450–1516) (Fig. 10) features numerous biblical scenes from God creating 

Eve for Adam to the tormenting of dammed souls (www.abcgallery.com). Bosch 

is showing a very graphic visions of hell, in the third panel—Satan as a giant bird 

feeding his hunger on the souls of the lost (Fig. 11), and mutant animal demons 

eating on the flesh of damned souls—and in todayʼs historical views this piece is 

praised as master works of art. This shows a truly rich and multilevel inquiry into 

some of the darker stories of the Bible that can be appreciated as good art. 

The Unfortunate Lack of Quality in Todayʼs Mainstream Christian Art              

Christian art and Christianity have existed side-by-side for about the last 

2000 years. It is a rich and fully loaded history.  Unfortunately, much of todayʼs 

mainstream Christian art fails to address the deeper, more powerful aspects of 

the faith.  Christian art today often focuses on tranquil images meant to bring 

about reflection and meditation.  It does not attempt to depict the depth of pain 

and suffering in the world today, or even the extreme joy and excitement that 

faith often brings.  This trend towards more docile art images may be because in 

the past the church used the heresy laws to judge anyone who spoke against the 

traditions or doctrines of the church, which usually ended with the guilty party 

being put to death by beheading or stoning. Although the church no longer 

literally beheads anyone for his or her outspokenness in support for or opposition 

of God, some artists may feel compelled to produce bad or “cheesy” (Fig. 12) 
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Christian art, art that fits the clichés of Christian art, because they fear a 

figurative beheading in terms of being cut off from funding or support from peers 

if they express real emotions and questions in their artwork. 

The Rejection of Quality Art by Christian Fundamentalists 

Much of mainstream Christian culture today, especially within the 

Fundamentalist movement, has not only produced low-quality Christian art, it has 

also rejected quality art that is controversial.  In his book Art and the Bible, 

Francis Schaeffer writes, “Today the Bible is widely studied but rarely read” 

(Schaeffer 39). This kind of approach to the Bible promotes major polarization 

between fundamentalist Christian organizations and basically everyone else. 

These groups have often rejected art that raises questions about God and 

Christianity, even though the Bible clearly allows for questioning as part of the 

faith experience.  Many Fundamentalists seem to not want to see art that causes 

them to question their faith or to look at the darker side of the faith experience.  

Too many of these Fundamentalists have also used the Bible to gain from or to 

control large organizations into doing what they want, including rejecting art that 

is controversial.    

Madonna, Martin Scorsese, and Andres Serrano provide specific 

examples of artists who have experienced Fundamentalist backlash for their 

work.  In the mid-1990s pop star Madonna received sponsorship from Pepsi for 
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her “Like a Prayer” video (Fig. 13), album and up coming world tour. Madonnaʼs 

controversial video, which mixed sexuality with religious imagery, was bound to 

stir up some sort of negative reaction from one right-wing religious group or 

another. Reverend Donald E. Wildmonʼs group threatened to have his American 

Family Associationʼs AFAJournal (380,000 subscribers) boycott Pepsi products 

until the company bowed to his demands. From his home base in Tupelo, 

Mississippi, Wildmond demanded that Pepsi nullify their deal with Madonna 

because he claimed Pepsiʼs commercial was showing viewers a clean and 

wholesome role model, but her MTV video was ridiculing Christianity (Bego).   

Wildmond had just finished his boycott of Martin Scorseseʼs film The Last 

Temptation of Christ (Fig.  14), and he was primed and ready for a holy war with 

a soda company (Bego). Pepsi did bow to Wildmondʼs demands, removed her ad 

from television, and withdrew from sponsoring her tour. Madonna did get to keep 

the 5 million dollar advance. 

Another example of Christian Fundamentalist backlash is Andres 

Serranoʼs Piss Christ (Fig. 15). Serranoʼs photograph depicts a small crucifix with 

Christ nailed to it submerged in a large jar filled with the artistʼs urine and lit with 

a soft casting light. In my opinion, the work is a very beautiful image, and it is not 

offensive to me. The piece incited such a backlash from Christian organizations 

such as the American Family Association and Praise the Lord Ministries that it 

needed to be guarded due to attempts to destroy it. One story claims that two 
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teenage boys attacked the photograph and smashed it several times with a 

hammer. Serranoʼs piece later sparked discussion about whether states should 

fund artists. Piss Christ questions the thin line between beauty and ugliness or 

the sacred and the profane. Sister Wendy Beckett says: “This piece is not 

blasphemous but a statement on what we have done to Christ, that is, the way 

contemporary society has come to regard Christ and the values he represents.” 

(www.pbs.org) A personʼs openness to this line of questioning generally 

indicates how that person will receive the piece that poses the question. 

A Call to Change: Godʼs Love for the Arts 

The God of the Bible is described as being one who loves the arts.  It is 

unfortunate that art is not often used today to express the Christian faith, 

because art seems to be really important to God.  In the book of Exodus in the 

Old Testament, God calls down to two men to be skilled in the arts and to be 

filled with the Holy Spirit to build God his heavenly temple here on earth. The 

author of Exodus records God as saying of one of these men, “I have filled him 

with the Spirit of God, with skill, ability and knowledge in all kinds of crafts to 

make artistic designs” (Ex. 31:3-4).  Philip Graham Ryken, pastor of the historic 

Tenth Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia, points out that this type of language 

in the Bible is a huge sign that God loves art and sees it as being an important 

part of the life of His followers.  With God loving the arts and followers in the 
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Christian God trying to praise Him in many ways, it seems that all kinds of art 

should be present again in the life of believers. 

 In his book Art and the Bible, Schaeffer writes, “Christian art is the 

expression of the whole life of the whole person who is a Christian.  What a 

Christian portrays in his art is the totality of life” (www.imagekind.com).  In the 

Bible in Peter 4:10, the author writes, “God has given each of you a gift from his 

great variety of spiritual gifts. Use them well to serve one another.” The idea of 

people doing their best with the gifts they have and trying to not only better 

themselves but to improve humankind fuels many people in pursuing what they 

do in life. Mark Lawrence, an abstract painter who has been using his art to 

express his Christian faith, says, “I believe that true art cannot exist unless the 

Spirit is working through the hands” (www.imagekind.com). Because Christians 

believe that the Creator of all things has created art, it is natural that they would 

feel compelled to create back to Him as a form of worship. 

Creating and sharing art can lead to really good conversations about God, 

faith, and life.  In his book Art for Godʼs Sake, Philip Graham Ryken writes, “One 

reason that churches today have a hard time with art is that art lends itself to 

images, and images lend themselves to idolatry” (11).  I see this as a perfect 

example of the discussion that needs to take place through art and in a gallery 

setting to bring a plethora of voices and thoughts together to avoid just hearing a 
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Christian point of view. A gallery can be a safe and open area where all can feel 

welcome. 

The Beginnings of A New Christian Art Movement 

It is encouraging that there seems to be a new beginning of Christian 

artists expressing their faith in quality artwork today.  Makota Fujimora uses 

mineral pigments taken from traditional Japanese painting and works them on 

paper to bring density, light, symbolism, and energy (Fig. 16). Fujimora says 

about his Christian faith experience, “It was triggered by the experience of 

creating beauty but that same beauty exposed my emptiness within” 

(www.challies.com). Simone Weil explains Fujimuraʼs experience. Weilʼs states 

that there are three ways people are drawn to God: through affliction such as 

pain or suffering, religious practices such as maybe attending church on a 

regular basis, and by experiencing beauty (Rev. William T. Ekhardt, jr, 59). 

Kushner writes, “The idea of forging a new kind of art, about hope, healing, 

redemption, refuge, while maintaining visual sophistication and intellectual 

integrity is a growing movement, one which finds Fujimuraʼs work at the 

vanguard” (www.makotofujimura.com). Fujimuraʼs work does not just speak of 

his relationship with God.  It also speaks of the pain and suffering of all people.  

His paintings based on Danteʼs The Divine Comedy and his response to New 

Yorkʼs Twin Towers attack on 9/11 are a good example of his search for 

forgiveness and closure from the worldly pain we all endure. 
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The work of Nancy Chinn has been widely recognized in and out of the 

church as creating quality inspirational art. Her work and theology, the study of 

the nature of God and religious belief, have also created bridges of conversation 

and understanding between different structures of religion.   

Chinn says this about her work:  

When I install a work, I have no idea what it will mean to the 

people. Everyone's experience of the work, and their various 

responses, completes the work beyond any intention I might have 

had. I started doing this work because what we verbally proclaim 

and what we visually proclaim is dissonant. 

(www.gracecathedral.org).  

This quote tells of her intent to bring the community together, not just the 

church parishioners. When looking at her paper crane installation (Fig. 17) at the 

Grace Cathedral in San Francisco, where 25,000 pieces of paper were collected 

as prayers for AIDS victims and folded to make origami cranes, the viewer can 

see how devastating the AIDS epidemic has been. The cranes were installed 

and suspended from the ceiling by string, giving them flight towards heaven. 

Again, this was a community project to raise awareness of AIDS victims and to 

bring the neighborhood together for a purpose. 

 New York-based artist Max Gimblett paints and sculpts imagery that 
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includes the meshing of multiple religions in his life, both the Judeo-Christian, a 

term to describe a body of concepts and values thought to be held in common by 

Judaism and Christianity (en.wikipedia.org) faith and a combination of all the 

religions in Asia that he was exposed to growing up. Often his work is set in 

religious-based shapes like the cross and the yin yang (Fig. 18). One painting of 

his has two sets of components, each across from the other, which bears the 

name of each of those traditionʼs most important entities—Jesus and Buddha—

while their other canvases are mirrored and are presenting the names 

backwards. Tom Huhn writes, “I invoke here in addition to spirit the terms icon 

and homage.  It is nonetheless crucial to realize that precisely what separates 

Gimblett's paintings from any compromising association with religion is that they 

are a tribute rather than a sacrifice to the spirit.” (Huhn 2). I feel Huhn is stating 

something really profound here, as artists we can pay tribute to numerous 

subjects with out putting one above the other or taking away anything. 

In addition to the work of these artists, there has been a rise of positive 

faith-based entertainment in the mainstream media.  Films like The Passion and 

Bruce Almighty, and music bands like P.O.D. and Relient K are good examples 

of this trend. In addition, popular entertainment figures like Stephen Baldwin and 

Head from the band Korn have made public their life-changing experiences with 

becoming Christians and have used their talents to express their faith 

experiences. Just recently, Electronic Arts released a realistic and compelling 
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video game based on Danteʼs Inferno. These examples show that Christian art 

and themes are viable and relevant today as it ever has been. Christian art today 

should be abundant and vibrant, full of life and energy, full of daily struggles, 

questions, concerns, and fears rather than just calm and relaxing to look at.  

My Work=Power of Light 

Through the work I am creating, I hope to be a part of this movement to 

represent my faith and to give the glory to God in my work. I try to creatively 

address questions I have always asked and pondered since becoming a 

Christian:  “Could I possibly do anything to reverse the sins of Adam and Eve” 

(Fig. 19) and “Why does Jesus always sit at the right hand of God, except that in 

the Book of Acts, he stands?” Through installations using different mediums, I 

hope to show that asking questions about religion, about God, and about Jesus 

is okay and can help people to widen their minds about the idea of God. 

After becoming a Christian and wanting to bring my faith into my work I 

started thinking of this passage from the Bible: “You are my lamp, O LORD; the 

LORD turns my darkness into light” (2 Samuel 22:29, New International Version). 

Like Caravaggio, I am using light not only as a dramatic tool to convey a 

particular mood but also as a symbol for the overwhelming glory of Godʼs 

blessings. Light is the source of life, the cleansing of oneʼs spirit, the 

acknowledgment of Jesus Christʼs love for all his children on this earth. That may 
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sound over-the-top, but light is a great symbol that has been expressed not only 

in the Bible but in many Christian and secular visual arts/writings as representing 

Godʼs holy light enveloping oneʼs person. In Isaiah 2:5, the author says, “Come, 

O house of Jacob, let us walk in the light of the LORD” (NIV). Sometimes light 

acts as a shield of protection against darkness, or it may represent a baptism. In 

my work book light also signifies a validation or value of the subject.  

Embossing 

In the past I have been working on a childrenʼs book with a story of a 

small boy with two pets—a dog and newt, both named Mee.  They all live and 

work on a farm (Fig.20). All is good until one day the boy feels alone and without 

true friends. The next morning the boy realizes something is strange about the 

light outside; it is brighter and hotter than it has ever been. When he goes 

outside, he finds that the Sun has fallen out of the sky (Fig. 21), due to his own 

lonely feelings, and landed in his backyard. The boy realizes he must help the 

Sun back up, for all life is dependent on the Sun rising every morning. The 

childrenʼs book has been taking on many different forms and mediums that have 

helped me not only to find the visuals that can carry its message but also to 

reach the right audiences.  

 In planning the story for the book, I wanted to find a way to tell a story of 

my need for God in my daily life. I chose to use the Sun as a symbol for God 
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because the sun represents a universal image of life. I initially wanted this piece 

to be a childrenʼs book, with the target audience ages 6-12 years, so I used a 

visually whimsical style with a rhythm that would be fun to read. When I revisited 

this book, I tried to expand on the idea of what a traditional book should be, so I 

incorporated my interest in Japanese paper lanterns into the piece. I broadened 

the bookʼs appeal by changing the format of the book so that the pages were 

backlit with a soft warm glow (Fig. 22). It became more than just a book one 

could hold in their hands but a room installation where the viewer walks around 

the entire piece to read the story. I hope that it now has an inviting mood.  

Lighting the pages from behind illuminated an important theme for me: light is an 

important piece of my work. This realization led me to explore light not only as a 

tool to highlight what I want someone to see but also as a tool to be used like 

wood or paper. Since then I have been incorporating light as the major medium 

in most of my work. 

Current Work 

In “Prayer Apples” (Fig.  23), I am asking for forgiveness on the 

generational curse brought down from Adam and Eveʼs original sin, the biting of 

the forbidden. I spend my time with the apple and biting it, as was done in the 

Bible. Never eating it. I then pray over it in a physical way fixing the apples as an 

offering of forgiveness for the generational curse that was cast upon humans 

when Adam and Eve were cast out of the Garden of Eden. In “Five Wounds of 
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Christ” (Fig. 24) I use wood and tear it, with a great deal of difficulty, to 

understand in a small way, with my pain, the pain afflicted onto Christ during his 

last walk. After my tearing of the wood I then place it onto the board to represent 

the crucifixion and my sorrow. And in “Stand up, Sitting Down” (Fig 25) I focus on 

five books in the bible where the authors describe Jesus sitting at the right hand 

of God. And in one book, Acts, he is told to be standing at the right hand. In this 

piece I show the importance of this difference in language with five chairs hung 

on the wall and an empty space for the lack of a chair. On each chair and the 

empty spot I have written the important verses so the viewer can compare them 

all together. 

Conclusions 

 Creating and sharing art is a powerful way to express life experiences, 

raise questions, and capture the emotions of life, and so it should play an 

important role in the life of Christians.  Christian art does not need to fit into a 

mold or be similar to a formula that has appeared in so many pieces of “cheesy” 

art. Throughout history, a number of artists have produced quality art that 

expresses the Christian faith.  Unfortunately, many people in recent times have 

not created quality Christian art, possibly because they are afraid of being 

rejected for asking questions or exploring the deeper emotions & doubts of the 

faith.  I am excited to see more artists today making quality art that expresses the 



 21 

Christian faith.  I hope to create art that causes people to think more about God 

and faith.   

As an artist who is spiritual, I can feel free to produce works of art in Godʼs 

honor without a cross or a weird bearded man in a robe. Knowing that I can 

express my faith without conforming to a traditional religious theme lifts a weight 

off of the back of any artist of any religion or faith. God is the ultimate Creator, 

but not everything he created has a “religious” theme. Just go outside one day 

and listen to the birds singing or the wind blowing, or stop at your front door and 

look around at the way the sun falls across your living room or a baby coos in its 

sleep. I believe that God created all of these things with no particular religious 

theme in mind.  This freedom invites freshness like opening a window to a 

beautiful valley for the first time. To honor my Creator through my craft and 

produce work to the best of my ability sounds like the great way to live. 
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