
The origins of this book grew out of a lecture I gave to two groups of 
musicians in Nashville and Los Angeles in 1998. Steve Taylor, 
recording artist and producer of Sixpence None The Richer, in whose 
home the Nashville meeting took place, then published the text of the 
talk through his multimedia company Squint under the title of 
“Being There: A Vision for Christianity and the Arts.” 
! The response to the lecture and the booklet convinced me to 
consider expanding the argument into a book. I wasn’t kidding 
myself that I had something original to say, but I knew there were a 
lot of people out there who still needed to hear that it was possible to 
integrate their faith with their art. 
! At one of the meetings a young musician came up to me and 
explained that his father, a pastor, thought he should be using his 
music for the glory of God and that if he didn’t use it for the glory of 
God, he was sinning. He wanted to know what I thought he should 
do.
! Where do you begin? I don’t doubt that the father was a sincere 
believer genuinely concerned that his son live his life in the right 
way. I also don’t doubt that his son was a sincere believer concerned 
to live his life in the right way. The problem comes because the word 
glory comes with cultural overtones. Some people think you are only 
really glorifying God if you are doing something religious. 
! Over the years I have met many artists who have found 
themselves in a dilemma similar to that of the young musician. They 
want to “serve God,” but they don’t particularly want to be confined 

© 2011, Steve Turner.  This document contains PRIVILEGED and CONFIDENTIAL information and is intended for the sole private use of Art House Dallas and Art House Local 
attendees.  Not for commercial use. Do not replicate in whole or part – except as quotes on blogs and social networking posts.  Thank you.

introduction
art house local

fall 2011 reading

imagine
a vision for christians in the arts



to a narrow religious market. They want to create something that 
reflects the passions and concerns of their faith, but they want to 
compete alongside their nonbelieving contemporaries. On the one 
hand, they are usually frustrated that there is so little distinctive 
Christian content in the contemporary arts, but on the other hand, 
they are embarrassed at the low standards of much of what is 
promoted as “Christian art.”
! Whenever I meet someone like this I’m able to share experiences 
from my own career as a poet (for both adults and children), 
biographer, travel writer, journalist and rock music critic. Over the 
years I have been fortunate to meet Christians from around the world 
working as artists who share the same vision. I have learned a lot 
from them. 
! What I can say when I meet an individual is limited. This book is 
really what I could say to them if I had a few days to talk. It begins 
autobiographically to emphasize the fact that I am writing not as an 
academic but as someone who has had to do his learning on the job. I 
have great respect for academic theses on the subject, but in my 
experience they often fail to reach the people who are making the art. 
! I may have been a little ambitious in addressing the arts in 
general rather than one art form in particular, but I thought there 
were advantages in highlighting principles that could be applies to 
all disciplines. I tried to bear all the arts in mind all the time, but 
there is an obvious bias toward literature and music simply because 
they are the arts I know best. I have tried to have a broad 
understanding of the arts, which means including such popular arts 
as rock music and cinema alongside the longer established arts of 
theater and painting. I have also been generous in my use of the 
word Christian to describe artists. I realize that only God knows who 
are his, but if someone claims to be a Christian, their work evidences 

the view commonly held by Christians, and there is no glaring 
inconsistency in their public lives, for the purpose of the following 
discussion I have been happy to call them Christian. 
! The important people in the genesis of this project have been 
Mark Joseph, who brought me to America to deliver the original 
lecture, Steve Taylor, who saw the potential of turning it into a book, 
Andy Le Peau of IVP, who commissioned the book, and Howard and 
Roberta Ahmanson of Fieldstead and Company, who graciously 
funded my research and writing time.

In 1970 I was a student at L’Abri, a small learning community 
founded by Dr. Francis Shaeffer in the mountains of Switzerland, 
where people came from around the world to try to make sense of 
their lives and times in light of Christian truth. 
! Life at L’Abri sharpened our perceptions. Many of us had come 
from backgrounds which encouraged us to categorize all culture as 
either Christian or non-Christian, spiritual or fleshly. Shaeffer, 
influenced by the Dutch art historian Hans Roomaaker, instead 
proposed that we should look at works individually. Rather than 
asking, Is this artist saved? ask, Is this piece of work technically 
excellent? Is it a valid expression of the artist’s view of the world? 
Are form and content well integrated? Is truth communicated? 
! The effect was liberating. Using old categories, the Beatles, who 
dominated pop culture at the time, were definitely of the world, the 
flesh and the devil. None of them professed to be Christian, their 
songs didn’t openly glorify God, and they took illegal drugs. 
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However, looking at their art in this new way, different 
considerations predominated. Did they display technical excellence? 
Was their work a valid expressing of the way they saw things? Did 
what they have to say integrate with the way in which they chose to 
say it? Was any truth communicated in the songs?
! Evangelical Christians traditionally had taken redemption as 
their starting point to anything. Had the artist been reborn, and was 
the artist singing, writing, or painting about being reborn? For 
Shaeffer, creation was the starting point. Everyone was made in 
God’s image and those blessed with artistic gifts couldn’t help but 
display that original image in some way. This perspective confirmed 
what I had instinctively felt for some time--that a lot of art created by 
Christians was bad and a lot of art created by non-Christians was 
good. It was possible for a well-loved hymn to be bad art and a 
painting by an utter reprobate to be good art. By making truth the 
sole criterion, Christians had often diminished the importance of 
human endeavor in the arts, and in doing this had deprived 
themselves of a wealth of cultural experience. 
! Then again, the truth that most concerned them was only part of 
the whole truth anyway. The complexities of human life were 
overlooked in a search for “the simple truth.” Christian fiction, for 
example, lacked the deep texture of real life because its writers were 
merely using the form to evangelize people whom they imagined 
would be adverse to the gospel in any other form. 
! The lack of Christians in the popular arts and the inferior quality 
of contemporary “Christian art” had an effect on me as a teenager. 
Because its claims were ignored, Christianity appeared to be 
culturally irrelevant. Did this mean that Christians could only 
survive when unchallenged, in the cordoned off enclave of the 
Christian subculture? 

! Because the work that bore the name Christian was often poor in 
quality and naive in understanding, Christianity by implication 
seemed insipid and uninspiring. How great was this God who 
allowed such work to represent him? How exciting was this life that 
seemed to prefer drabness to color, shallowness to complexity, 
security to risk. 
! My experience at L’Abri convinced me that Christians no only 
could be active in the popular arts, they should be. This was 
crystallized for me when someone arrived at L’Abri from America 
with a copy of Déjà Vu, the latest album from Crosby, Stills, Nash and 
Young. A group of us sat as the album was played, our ears keenly 
attuned to the lyrics, listening for any nuance that would suggest 
where our generation was headed. 
! This was an age when rock music was the lightning rod of 
cultural change. The words of people like Bob Dylan, Jim Morrison, 
Paul Simon, Jerry Garcia, Pete Townshend, John Lennon and Paul 
McCartney were scrutinized for wisdom. Musicians were no longer 
simply entertainers, but prophets and shamans. Timothy Leary, a 
former professor of psychology at Harvard who had become a 
proselytizer for the spiritual benefits of LSD, said that rock ‘n’ roll 
musicians were “the philosopher-poets of the new religion.”1

! This reverence may have been unmerited, but rock music was 
responding to the upheavals of the 1960s more instantly than any 
other art form. The Beatles recorded, “All You Need Is Love” while 
American troops fought in Vietnam and young people marched for 
peace. The antiwar protests in London during the summer of 1968 
inspired “Street Fighting Man” by the Rolling Stones. The shootings 
at Kent State University in August 1970 led Neil Young to write 
“Ohio” as the new broke and it was released as a CSNY single eight 
days later. 
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! The final track on the first side of Déjà Vu was the song 
“Woodstock.” Written by Joni Mitchell in response to the huge rock 
festival that had taken place the previous summer (“Three days of 
love, peace, and music,” as the documentary film of the event was 
later advertised), the song represented the high points of the 1960s 
dream of an alternative society. Believers in a counterculture thought 
it exemplified a new commitment to basic human values and a 
rejection of greed, war, hypocrisy and exploitation. 
! Mitchell captured this essentially religious vision. In the song she 
meets a boy (“a child of God”) on the way to the festival and asks 
what he’s doing. The boy answers that he’s going to get back to the 
land to “set my soul free” -- and then comes to the chorus, as if sung 
by everyone at the festival who shared the same hope:
!
! We are stardust
! We are golden
! We are a billion year old carbon
! And we’ve got to get ourselves
! Back to the garden

! The last two lines struck me. Here was a rock supergroup 
alluding to the Garden of Eden. The rest of the song made clear that 
this wasn’t a call for Christian conversion, but is was at least an 
admission that humans were in need of spiritual renewal. Where 
were the Christians who were anything like their equals in the 
business who could have engaged with this profound metaphor? 
Most of the Christian musicians I knew were involved in “Christian 
music,” which at the time meant playing Scripture-inspired songs to 
gatherings of believers. Even the sharpest song by these practitioners 

would not have an impact on the debate because it wouldn’t be 
heard by the key debaters. 
! “Woodstock” expressed a conviction that we were created to be 
great (“stardust,” “golden”) but that something had gone wrong 
(caught in “the devil’s bargain”) and that we needed to return to an 
original innocence (“back to the garden”).  In this recreated world the 
instruments of oppression and violence would be changed into 
objects of beauty. Bombers would turn into butterflies, just as the Old 
Testament prophets foresaw a time when swords would be turned 
into plowshares and spears into pruning hooks. 
! The difference between believers and unbelievers in this respect 
was often no in the issues that engaged them but in the conclusions 
reached. We might agree that humans have dignity yet disagree over 
the source of that dignity. We might agree that humans have been 
separated from their original destiny but disagree over how and 
when that took place. We might agree that humans need to be 
transformed, but disagree over how that can be achieved. 
! Looked at with the benefit of thirty years of hindsight, 
“Woodstock” appears naïve. The idealism of five hundred thousand 
young people at an American music festival didn’t signal a huge 
change in the behavior of the species. The problems, such as violence 
and pollution, remain and may even be worse. The song implies a 
belief in the evolution of human nature (“maybe it’s the time of 
man”), and this unfounded optimism is its ultimate weakness.
! Yet “Woodstock” was an attempt, within popular culture, to raise 
some of the most important questions that humans ever ask. Who are 
we? What makes us significant? What has gone wrong? How can we 
be restored? I wanted Christians to contribute to this debate. Aware 
of the issues being discussed, I found it puzzling that we weren’t 
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already there. Wasn’t this the very stuff that we were so good at 
talking about? 
! Actually, if I’m honest, I didn’t find it surprising, because I grew 
up in the evangelicalism that didn’t prepare people for a dynamic 
role in secular culture. I could understand why the best-known 
Christian movie actor of the time was the cowboy entertainer Roy 
Rogers and why there was no best-known rock singer or painter. 
What I did find was that this situation no longer made sense. 
! No one ever told me that it would be wrong for a Christian to 
become an actor or a songwriter, a novelist or a dancer. It was 
implied. There were no role models. I can remember a well-known 
actress and a British pop singer getting saved, but then they gave up 
their careers “for the Lord.” Their testimony was obviously more 
highly valued than their talent. Like drunkenness and promiscuity, 
involvement in the arts was something best spoken of in the past 
tense. 
! Christians seemed to acknowledge a work hierarchy. Evangelists 
and those in “full-time ministry” were at the top. Doctors, nurses, 
and people in the caring professions came next. Then there were 
teachers, politicians and the great mass of workers. Artists, media 
representatives and people in show business would have been in the 
lowest possible group if they had been mentioned at all. 
! Consistently, Christians didn’t consume much art either. On the 
whole they didn’t own televisions (“the devil’s box”), collect art or go 
to the theater. Fiction, like dancing, was okay for children but not for 
adults. Rock music was worldly. Movies were suitable only if they 
were cartoons, family entertainment or, oddly enough, fact-based 
war epics. The reasoning was that most are was created by 
nonbelievers and could therefore damage our spiritual health. We 
sang a chorus that ran:

!
! Be careful little eyes what you see
! Be careful little eyes what you see
! For there’s a God up above 
! Who is looking down in love
! So be careful little eyes what you see.

! Not knowing what God’s tastes were but expecting him to be a 
bit prudish, it seemed best to play safe. Additionally, art was 
considered a waste of time. All we needed to know about life was in 
the Bible. Anything else was superfluous. What could these 
spiritually dead people teach us that we didn’t already know?
! To be entertained suggested that our minds were being taken off 
things for a while, and Christians weren’t supposed to have their 
minds taken off things. Anything that distracted us from Bible 
reading, prayer and witnessing slowed down the process of 
sanctification. Evangelical churches were sparsely decorated because 
it was the thought that simplicity focused devotion, and God had 
little concern for outward appearances. Garrison Keillor accurately 
captures this attitude in his novel Lake Wobegon Days when he 
describes a typical meeting of the Sanctified Brethren, “a sect so tiny 
that nobody but us and God knew about it.” The group met every 
Sunday in a living room with plain folding chairs: “No clergyman in 
a black smock. No organ or piano, for that would lead to 
complacency. No picture of Jesus, He was in our hearts… No musical 
notation, for music must come from the heart and not off a page.”2

! When Christians did on rare occasions employ the arts it was as 
“outreach.” The arts, we were told, could be “used.” They could be 
“effective tools for evangelism.” Thus we had movies with tissue thin 
characters and threadbare plots that moved inexorably toward 

5

© 2011, Steve Turner.  This document contains PRIVILEGED and CONFIDENTIAL information and is intended for the sole private use of Art House Dallas and Art House Local 
attendees.  Not for commercial use. Do not replicate in whole or part – except as quotes on blogs and social networking posts.  Thank you.



climactic conversions. We had singer-songwriters with a beat to 
capture the attention and a “message” to be given in the lyric. We 
even had Christian novels that coated the gospel in the candy of 
fiction. 
! When I said that I would like to be a writer, an older Christian 
said to me, “That would be nice. There are some good Christian 
magazines around,” the assumption being that Christians should 
write for Christians about Christianity the idea that I might want to 
write for national newspaper or magazine on general issues wasn’t 
considered.
! Instinctively I felt that this was not right, I didn’t yet have the 
theology to back it up, just a gut feeling that Christians could, and 
should, be involved in all areas of culture. I soon met others with 
similar instincts. I read a report in a Christian newspaper about an 
actor, Nigel Goodwin, who was referring to contemporary poets, 
media guru Marshall McLuhan and the Beatles in his lectures. I was 
not only surprised that a Christian speaker knew of McLuhan or 
could quote from contemporary poetry but that he was using their 
work in defense of the faith. 
! Nigel was a man full of life and love for God, who was also a 
great fan of popular culture. On our first meeting he excitedly 
showed me a book called Rock and Other Four Letter Words by J. 
Marks,3 Calvin Tomkins’ study of the avant-garde, Ahead of the 
Game,4, and John Russell Taylor’s Anger and After,5 which looked at 
British theater since John Osborne. I was impressed with this believer 
who not only wasn’t threatened by the secular but obviously 
delighted in them.
! He then asked me if I had ever head of Francis Shaeffer. I hadn’t, 
and he handed me the then recently published The God Who Is 
There,6 a survey of trends in art, philosophy, and religion. As I 

flipped through its pages the names of Jung, Cage, Picasso and Dylan 
Thomas jumped out at me. Maybe I had led a sheltered life, but I had 
never seen the works of such artists used as part of a Christian 
apologetic.
! It proved to be an important turning point for me. Within a year I 
was in Switzerland studying at L’Abri. Shaeffer and his associates 
shared a passion for culture both as consumers and as critics. They 
approached the work of artists with sensitivity and respect. As they 
analyzed worldviews and measured them against biblical truth, it 
increased my conviction that Christians should be contributing to the 
dialogue.
! The most powerful message emanating from L’Abri was “Jesus is 
Lord.” That meant that the risen Christ was Lord of mealtimes and 
storytelling, banking and business, art and culture. There was no area 
of life about which we could say to him--“I’m sorry. You better keep 
out of this. You wouldn’t understand. Stick to religion.”
! While I was there I questioned the young American travelers I 
met about the latest hip books and through their tips began reading 
the short stories of Richard Brautigan, the journalism of Tom Wolfe 
and the fiction of Richard Farina. I envisaged a literature that would 
have a cool “pop” surface but would deal with the profound issues 
that preoccupied us as L’Abri. My newfound buddy, Mark Quinn, 
and I decided that we’d write a novel together. It was going to be 
called Ripped-Off Kids, but our bank of ideas began and ended with 
the title.
! Although I had no literary credentials I was determined to go to 
London and become a writer after leaving L’Abri. Three month later I 
was living in North London, packing books in a warehouse by day 
and working as a freelance journalist for a rock magazine by night. 
During a short period I interviewed three important British rock acts 
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-- Jethro Tull, Marc Bolan of T. Rex and Rod Stewart -- and then, 
liking what I had submitted, the magazine offered me a job. I became 
a full-time writer.  
! Over the next few years I found myself interviewing some of the 
best-known musicians of the period, including Elton John, Lou Reed, 
Frank Zappa, Eric Clapton and David Bowie and members of The 
Who, Rolling Stones, The Band, The Moody Blues, The Byrds, Pink 
Floyd, Queen and Grateful Dead. I even found myself in Los Angeles 
sharing my poetry and discussing hippie idealism with David 
Crosby and Graham Nash, whose version of “Woodstock” had 
played a part in my journey.
! I had to determine the responsibilities of a Christian journalist 
working on a magazine for the general market. I was being hired to 
convey information about music and musicians to a readership. I 
would have been failing my employer if I had neglected to do this in 
favor of expounding theology.
! However, every article, if written with consideration and 
integrity, would show my view of the world through direct opinion, 
choice of subject matter or the priority given to information. As an 
interviewer my questions would be different, and I would therefore 
elicit different responses. I would challenge views that might 
otherwise have gone unchallenged.
! I felt that I was beginning to fulfill the vision I had been given at 
L’Abri. The magazine I worked for didn’t have the impact of Time or 
even Rolling Stone, but it gave me journalistic experience and access 
to significant creative figures. Above all, it meant that I could play a 
small part in the cultural debate.
! As a journalist my job was to get a story rather than to 
evangelize, but just like any other Christian, I needed to be ready to 
discuss spiritual matters if they were raised. I would pray for the 

direction of each interview and the confidence to speak up if 
necessary. I didn’t want to be where it counted and yet be silent 
about the things that mattered most to me. 
! When I interviewed John Lennon at the time of his album 
Imagine, he suddenly flipped open a newspaper that had been send 
to him by members of one of the new Jesus people communities that 
were springing up in America as evangelism began meeting the 
needs of the hippie generation. The centerfold was an open letter to 
the former Beatle written by a fan who had become a Christian. The 
essential message was “You need Jesus, John.” 
! Lennon read the whole letter to me, put the paper down on his 
desk and asked, “What do you think of that?” I’m sure he was 
expecting me to pour scorn on the correspondent, as most other 
music journalists would have done, but I didn’t. Instead, we had a 
debate about the nature of Christianity. (“I know al that Christians 
jazz”) in which he listened to me explain my faith (“Well, good luck 
to you”) and gave me a few of his own ideas (“God is a concept by 
which we measure our pain”). 
! Being a journalist allowed me to observe the creative process at 
close quarters. Bands would ask my opinion of demo tapes, 
producers would show me how certain studio effects were created, 
songwriters would share material they had only just written. (I wish 
I’d kept the interview tape where David Bowie previewed his new 
song “Andy Warhol” for me while I paid a visit to the bathroom.)
! All the time I was reporting on these rock musicians I was 
writing and performing my own poetry. I was happy to contribute to 
Christian events but saw my main calling as being in the coffee cars 
and folk clubs where the new oral poetry scene was taking off. I 
resented every being described as a “Christian poet” because the 
label was too confining. I believed that Christians should be writing 
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poetry infused with godly perception rather than poetry about 
religion.
! My thinking of these matters was helped by three books in 
particular: The Christian Mind by Harry Blamires,7 Selected Essays 
by T.S. Eliot8 and The Gospel According to Peanuts by Robert Short.9 
Blamires argued forcefully that there was a need to “think 
Christianly” on all subjects and not to confine our religious thinking 
to religion. Eliot, in his essay “Religion and Literature,” called for a 
literature that would soon be “unconsciously, rather than deliberately 
and defiantly Christian.” Short took the Peanuts cartoon strips of 
Charles Schultz and showed how they explored gospel values 
through humor. 
! My first collection of poems, Tonight We Will Fake Love, was 
published in London in 1975 by the book division of a record 
company which had announced that it was looking for literary 
equivalents to the Beatles and Neil Young.  The Daily Mail, a British 
newspaper, reviewed it under the headline, “At last, a poet with all 
the flair of a rock number.” Significantly, for me, the writer identified 
what he called a “Christian twist” in the poems.
! The arts remain an important forum for debate in our culture. 
Although it is not the primary concern of all artists to make 
statements about the human condition or to create a commentary on 
the times, it is inevitable that many will do so simply because the 
instinct of the artist is to ask questions about origins, identity, 
behavior, and destiny. The jazz musician Max Roach once said, “Two 
theories (of art) exist. One is that the artist is like a secretary… He  
keeps a record of his time. My music tries to say how I really feel, and 
I hope it mirrors in some way how black people feel in the United 
States.”10

! As I will explain in more detail later in this book, I don’t believe 
every artist who is a Christian should produce art that is a 
paraphrased sermon. A lot of Christian art is for the sake of art. But 
because art is also a record and reflects the questions and anxieties of 
the time, I would like to see contributions that reflect a Christian 
understanding of that time. I also would like to see them in the 
mainstream arts rather than in the religious subculture. 
! I am not saying this for evangelistic reasons. I don’t expect art to 
convert people, although I realize that art plays an important part in 
shaping our understanding of the world. I am saying it because 
debates are taking place in cinema, painting, dance, fiction, poetry 
and theater on issues where Christians have something to give, and 
yet they are not even being heard.
! I think we should be in those debates as part of our mandate to 
look after and care for the world rather than because of the command 
to make disciples. We are not entering the debates to tell people what 
to believe. Art tends to show rather than to tell. It allows people the 
opportunity to experience another way of seeing the world. But if we 
are not there, people are denied the opportunity of encountering our 
perspective. 
! The Christian artist will often be an irritant, disturbing the 
anthropocentric view of the world that fallen nature naturally 
gravitates toward. Just as people think they have removed God from 
all consideration of a particular question, the Christian annoyingly 
puts him back on the agenda in some way. And when God is back on 
the agenda, people are forced to deal with him, even if only to try to 
marginalize him again. 
! A Christian understanding is still absent both in commercial art 
and in the experimental fringes. It’s rare to find Christians directing 
in Hollywood, producing serious fiction or writing plays for 
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London’s West End or New York’s Broadway. It’s even more rare to 
find them in the alternative arts venues, comedy clubs and 
contemporary dance theaters. The average young cultured person 
would be hard-pressed to name a single contemporary Christian 
screenwriter, dramatist, choreographer, novelist, comedian or painter, 
even though Christianity remains the dominant religion in both 
Europe and in the Americas. When Time magazine compiled a list of 
the one hundred most significant people in the twentieth-century art 
and entertainment there were only five who had shown any public 
signs of Christian faith. 
! The aim of this book is to explore the reasons why things are this 
way in the hope that, through understanding, changes may take 
place and that Christians who are artists will feel valued, 
encouraged, inspired, and emboldened.
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