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Playing With Fire:
Towards a Biblical Approach
to Theatre Performance

by Simon du Toit

Then King Nebuchadnezzar leaped to his feet in amaze-
ment and asked his advisors, “Weren't there three men that
we tied up and threw into the fire?” They replied,
“Certainly, O King.” He said, “Look! I see four men
walking around in the fire, unbound and unharmed, and
the fourth looks like a son of the gods.” Daniel 3: 24, 25

Introduction

Viewed from a Christian perspective, theatre is an art
form that uniquely offers Christian artists the oppor-
tunity to embrace the communities they serve.

Mr. Simon du Toit is Professor of Theatre Arts at
Dordt College.

Theatre is the most collaborative of the arts, bringing
acting, music, painting, sculpture, literature, dance,
and even video and computer technology all together
into a single theatrical production. These various
gifts of God are, at their best, unified in search of an
event to be shared with an audience, a moment of
transparency in which all present are brought to a
discovery of truths about themselves they might
otherwise not have explored.

Of course, the power of the theatre to awaken our
deepest thoughts and feelings makes it a much-
contested cultural instrument. At various times in
history, the church has on the one hand appropriated
and developed the theatre as a powerful tool of
evangelism and instruction, and on the other hand
condemned and rejected the theatre as an instrument
of wickedness wrought by Satan’s own hand. The
suspicion with which theatre has been viewed
remains a part of Reformed Christian culture. Dordt
College students ask every year, how can Christtans
perform sin? Parents ask, why did you choose to
produce this play? Theatre performance challenges
artists and audiences to rise beyond their own limits.
To truly master theatre’s great power—and so to
become a great theatre artist—requires the artist to
give herself entirely to the work with passionate
commitment and discipline; to play, as it were, with
a spirit of burning desire. In playing with fire, do we
risk getting burned? Certainly. Hence the double
meaning of this essay’s title.

Much good work has been done in recent years to
develop a Christian aesthetic theory grounded in the
biblical tradition. More work, however, must be
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done to bring Christian aesthetic thought to bear
specifically on theatre theory and praxis. This paper
seeks to offer some preliminary ideas for discussion,
in the hope that we can move towards a comprehen-
sive biblical approach to theatre performance.

A theoretical understanding of the theatre and its
relation to a Christian worldview must begin by
defining what theatre is and by placing it in its prop-
er context. Theatre is traditionally understood to be
an art form, and discussion of it most often proceeds
from a given view of aesthetics. That purely aesthet-
ic view of theatre has devolved in our consumer cul-
ture into commodification: theatre is understood to
be the experience of being entertained, preferably
without also being challenged. However, theatre his-
torically emerged from religious ritual, and it has
continued to function as a method of describing and
investigating a culture’s worldview. While its very
function and product is cultural cxamination and for-
mation, theatre has an inescapably religious aspect:
not only in the confessional stances of those who
practice it, and not only in the degree to which it
specifically acknowledges or is obedient to God’s
norms, but also in its structure and purpose.

The actor, says Mark Fortier in his
Theory/Theatre: an Introduction, “is a thinking body
performing blooded thought.” A theatrical perfor-
mance is an event that unfolds in time, whose out-
come must have a quality of contingency. Theatre
that sacrifices contingency to reach for a more com-
forting certainty risks losing its theatricality and
moving closer to the function of the school, church,
or political party. Theatre achieves its fullest mean-
ing:not in a literary or plastic form, but in a living
performance event that engages actor and audience
equally in a moment-to-moment process. Its subject
matter is the particulars of human history, on every
level from that of individual experience through
global and cosmic events. Particular theatrical styles
emerge from particular periods and cultures; what
was important to actors and audiences in
Shakespeare’s day is different from what is important
to us today. I hope to show in greater detail how per-
formance style, in its form and conventions, posits
models for human identity. Let us therefore begin
with a biblical model for human identity, and then
survey how two historical approaches to performance
style have offered models for human identity. We
then can move from the principle that performance
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expresses worldview by means of artistic form
towards a biblical model for theatre performance.

The Gift and the Calling
Recent developments in Reformed Christian thought
have underlined the importance of a narrative view of
the Bible and have labored to respond to the chal-
lenges of postmodern cultural criticism. One of the
fruits of this labor that fits well with an integration of
biblical principles and theatrical process is Truth is
Stranger Than It Used to Be, by Richard Middleton
and Brian Walsh. The heart of their project is to
respond to recent charges from postmodern critics
that Christians have historically been responsible for
much bloody, oppressive, racist, and totalizing
behavior. While they do not deny the responsibility
of Christians for a great deal of sin in history, they
also seek to show how the good news of the Gospel,
properly viewed, is the best possible response to that
sinful behavior. They stress the importance of
humanity as the bearers of the image of God, not so
that the people of God as elect may claim a higher
status over all others, but rather so that by taking the
role of servants God’s people can be instraments of
His shalom, embracing others’ pain, and working as
agents of healing and reconciliation. Middleton and
Walsh describe history and human identity in these
terms:
What ties together this entire spiral trajectory from
Genesis to Revelation is the consistent biblical
insight that humans are, from the beginning,
throughout history, and at the end of the age, both
gifted by God with a royal-priestly status and dig-
nity (implying access to the divine presence and
genuine agency and power in the world) and called
by God actively to represent his rule as Creator and
Redeemer by the manner in which they use their

. power.? . .

To be sure, God’s people have often strayed from
that calling and misused their power. If we are to tell
the whole story of the House of Israel, no doubt parts
of the story will be very painful to hear. It seems,
though, that telling painful stories is precisely the
hallmark of a biblical worldview. Middleton and
Walsh cite Walter Brueggeman:

“Where pain is not embraced, critical uneasiness
about every crushing orthodoxy is banished. It is
certain that, where there is the legitimation of
structure without the voice of pain embraced, there
will be oppression without compassion.” In post-



modern terms such legitimation of structure
without embracing the voice of pain is what total-
ization is all about. And it is indeed a deadly
temptation to Western culture and Christianity in
particular. . . . A covenantal creation order is
dialogic in character, not the monologue of the
order-giver to the subjects of order.’
The Reformed tradition is decisive for the theatre in
its view of history. Rather than holding to a Platonic
view of human culture, which devalues the particu-
lars of creation in favor of a transcendent divine
form, Reformed thinkers have consistently empha-
sized the biblical focus on those very particulars, see-
ing in them the contours of covenant history. The
theatre, by allowing us to truthfully examine those
particulars, can serve as an agent of reconciliation.
We signify the new creation when we recognize our
sinfulness, our need to forgive and be forgiven, and
our need to be transformed in our lives.

The biblical narrative includes a role for the people
of God. God’s people are called to hear the groans of
the Creation and respond obediently in service.
Using specifically theatrical language, Middleton
and Walsh further characterize the biblical narrative
as an unfinished, open-ended drama, given to God’s
people as an incomplete text for our own future per-
formances. In their words, “[t]he extant text would
function as a nonnegotiable given,” but there is room
for a variety of obedient responses. Even our rela-
tionship with the “script” is suggested here:

It is important that our performance not simply
repeat verbatim earlier passages from the biblical
script. . . . Apart from the fact that repeating past
acts of the drama means the abdication of our call-
ing to contribute to the narrative resolution in the
present, unthinking repetition of the script runs the
risk of perpetuating precisely the sort of oppression
and violence that we are called to counter by our
enactment of God’s redemptive purposes in our
own time.’

If we heed that call to be performers of God’s
script in the here and now, looking outwards at our
world, we cannot escape confronting contemporary
Western consumer culture with all its attendant ills.
Middleton and Walsh trace the positivist roots of
modernism to the rationalist philosophy of René
Descartes, and respond to it:

It is, therefore, not trite to respond to Descartes’s
famous dictum cogito ergo sum (I think, therefore I
am) with a more biblical sum amatus ergo sum (I
am loved, therefore I am). The former results in a

spirituality and ethos of self-crcated heroism and

aggressive realism. The latter engenders a spiritu-

ality of thankful stewardship and fundamental kin-

ship with all of creation.®

Confronting the modernist model for human

identity is important because it helps us to be in the
world while being a bit less of it. However, it is
important also for the theatre because, as we shall see
later, modernism has given us the currently dominant
model for theatre performance. In contrast to the
modernist model of human identity, Middleton and
Walsh offer a biblical view of the self as a precious
gift that comes with a calling:

Contrary to the ideal of the autonomous dragon

By allowing us to examine
the particulars of life,
theatre can serve as an
agent of reconciliation.

slayer, the self as gift implies that we neither con-
struct ourselves nor effect our redemption by over-
coming evil . . . Instead of passively mirroring the
oppressive formations of the culture around us, we
have the high calling of mirroring God’s love in
and to the culture in which we live.”
This view of our biblical calling to cultural engage-
ment is helpful for the theatre because it gives us
human creatures the gift of an identity as God’s chil-
dren, and a calling to serve God by living out His
love in bearing the suffering of others, in the particu-
lars of human history. It underlines our role-playing
human nature, places us historically in the biblical
narrative, calls us to live relationally, and obliges us
always to be seeking God’s will for our lives in the
immediacy of the present moment. A biblical
approach to theatre will speak the truth about the
past, and seek to celebrate God’s gifts to us.

Theatre Performance in History

Character in performance either permits or fails to
permit us as audience members to imaginatively
engage with the play’s events. Traditionally, that
engagement has been described as the “willing sus-
pension of disbelief.” As audience members, our
conscious minds may become sympathetically
engaged by the symbolic event to such a degree that
we are more aware of the “there and then” than we
are of the “here and now.” Our sense of time is
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altered, our physiology reacts sympathetically to
actions within the event, and we may have strong
emotional experiences or intellectual discoveries.
Complete engagement will affect every aspect of our
behavior. Engagement implies full presence before
the symbolic event, without either absorption into it
or mere sensory titillation. Such engagement
requires that the event must resonate with our per-
ceptions of our own experience, seeming “truthful,”
but it must also take us beyond our own experience
so that we find our knowledge of ourselves and our
world broadened and deepened.

Because it involves this engagement, character
performance is related to its cultural context; con-
ventions of character, broadly speaking, should
reflect the worldview of a given culture, time, and
place. If people in a given time and place were able
to be engaged by a character in performance, then it
is likely that the form of that character in some way
reflects their view of themselves. Conversely, in
understanding the use of character made by a given
dramatist, we can also better understand the time and
place in which he or she was writing. Postmodern
and feminist criticism, for instance, have altered our
culture’s understanding of both theatrical and person-
al character to such an extent that some scholars,
such as Elinor Fuchs in her excellent critical work
entitled The Death of Character, have declared the
modernist ideal of the autonomous subject to be
dead. Whether or not one accepts the notion that
character is dead, it is clear that contemporary the-
atrical conventions of character are increasingly
reflecting a fragmented, ambiguous, and multi-
faceted understanding of human identity.

In contrast to today’s postmodern character con-
ventions, theatrical realism was at the cutting edge of
the theatre late in the nineteenth century. The works
of Ibsen, Strindberg, and Chekhov have come to epit-
omize realism in the West. Of his Hedda Gabler,
Ibsen has written the following:

What 1 principally wanted to do was to depict
human beings, human emotions and human des-
tinies, upon a ground work of certain of the social
conditions and principles of the present day.?
Realism’s diagnostic pretensions are clear in the
above quote, and its aspirations to a scientific
method clarify its connection to the modernism of its
day. Theatrical realism is first and foremost the
drama of the hero; character produces action. As
such, realism embodies modernist ideals of rational
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independence and self-conscious self-determination.

While modernist ideals have their roots in the
Enlightenment, Romantic thinkers deepened the
power of the modernist idea of the self by adding to
it an awareness of inner depths, wrapped in mystery.
Such values were particularly strong in the German
theatre of the early nineteenth century, in the circle
that included Schiller, Schlegel, and Schleiermacher.
It was the latter who wrote,

As often as I turn my gaze inward upon my inmost
self, I am at once within the domain of eternity. I
behold the spirit’s action, which no world can
change, and no time can destroy, but which creates
both world and time.’

The territory of the inmost self eventually became
the territory of Freud’s scientific inquiry and was
renamed the subconscious. Freud understood human
behavior to be driven by forces from the subcon-
scious that, if left undiagnosed or unexamined,
remain mysterious to the conscious subject. Even
though neither man studied the work of the other, the
uncanny parallels between Freudian psychology and
the famous Stanislavskian acting Method have been
documented by Timothy Wiles and others. Both
methods demand that the subject uncover and release
the emotion attached to powerful past events. Actors
using the Method have often been encouraged to
examine their family lives and significant friendships
for material that parallels the circumstances of the
character they are playing. Both focus on the physi-
cal and sensory details surrounding those past events.
Method actors have been known to catry emotional-
ly significant objects in their pockets or wear
kerchiefs soaked in their mother’s perfume, and to
use these sensory data as a stimulus to their perfor-
mances, a stimulus which remains unknown to either
the audience or their fellow actors. Both Freud and
the Method predict that the living out of past events
will produce a result in the present, and the diagnos-
tic and therapeutic methods of both are designed to
control that result towards some desired cnd.

As presented in the realist style of staging, the
characters of the play exist in an air of mystery, and
we in the audience are invited to be enchanted by that
mystery. The realistic theatre’s relationship with its
audience is defined by the notion of the Fourth Wall,
as Fuchs and others have recognized:

Walter Benjamin sees in the orchestra pit the phys-
ical emblem of this relationship, calling it “the
abyss which separates the players from the audi-



ence as it does the dead from the living.”"
The characters are lit, and we are not; they seem not
to acknowledge us. This air of mystery permits the
audience to project themselves into the characters,
who become the exclusive vehicle of the drama.
Stanislavski stressed the importance of the actor’s
engagement with the character as a real presence.
Wiles writes,

His own circumstances and emotions which vary

his performance from day to day, must be seen as

an integral aspect of the work of art: “an actor can-

not be merely someone, somewhere, at some time

or other. He must be I, here, today.”"
Yet from the actor’s own point of view, working from
her own subconscious material and submitting her
conscious self to it as she is, the character remains
mysterious, changeable, alive and in some ways
absent. In Method acting, the character always
knows more than the actor. The play’s text takes at
best second place to character, as Wiles points out:

Stanislavski’s concern with the play’s “subtext”

suggests that unspoken feelings and pregnant paus-

es contain more of the content of dramatic art than

does the text, which he treats as a subterfuge and

pretext for emotions."
Both actor and audience, then, remain in thrall to the
presence of the mysterious other, the character, into
whom each projects her own experience. This expe-
rience confirms the modernists’ intuition of their own
place at the center of the universe; as Nietzsche said,
“[cTharacter is the fatal flaw of the ‘death leap into
the bourgeois drama.’”"

In this model of the self as performer, the actor
,aims to efface herself entirely, casting a spell over the
entire audience and projecting her ego into the char-
acter’s. Method actors are taught to discuss their
roles in the first person, as if they truly have become
the character. Although the modernist audience
member may not belong in that particular universe,
the very act of projecting is comforting to him. Thus
the modernist theatre abuses the gift character of the
self, confirming it by its process in the powerful
“presence” of the actor and the projected experience
of the audience while ignoring the calling to image
and reflect the presence and suffering of the other.
This “presence” is what gives Method actors their
oracular, self-conscious quality; they are taught that
they are somehow in touch with a mysterious higher
truth that lies within themselves. Understood from a
biblical stance, they are taught to make an idol of

character in performance.

Bertolt Brecht abhorred the casting of spells that
the bourgeois theatre of his day represented to him.
As his reading and thinking on his theatrical style
deepened, he noted in his journals the provenance of
the realistic style in its earlier Romantic impulse:

8 Jan 1948: The first time the desire to please, to
make one’s presentation agreeable or exciting, to

hold the public’s attention, actually manifests itself
to me is in the schifiller]-g[oethe]-correspondence.
that stance of opposition to the audience which i
adopted as a playwright, extended to matters of
form; in fact it began with them. the “well-made
play,” following as it did the aesthetic which

The modernist theatre abuses
the gift character of the self.

enabled the theatre to perform its notorious social
function, employed a misleading organization of
the material; from that position you could not
achieve realism (as formal realism, namely natural-
ism, shows). the representation of reality merely
served to trigger certain emotion (which had gone
rotten) and did not need to be right for this particu-
lar purpose . . . ."
Brecht’s interests lay in the social and political realm.
He wished to discuss forces of history because he
saw those as deciding human behavior far beyond the
powers of any individual’s will. His structuring of
the epic theatre stages those historical forces in order
to force the audience to criticize them. He takes
deliberate aim at the bourgeois theatre, which he
named the Dramatic Form, opposing each facet of it
with its Epic opposite.

For Brecht, action produces character, the exact
reversal of the realist formula.” Brecht’s actors were
to be aware of the audience and to show that aware-
ness as part of their performances. They were to dis-
tance themselves from their roles: “instead of
embodying the characters, they were to demonstrate
them.”” Although his interest in the acting process
was minimal, Brecht designed exercises for his
actors to help them acquire the distance he required.
This distance-creating was part of his famed
verfremdungseffekt, or strange-making. The exercis-
es included speaking the lines in the third person
instead of the first person and trading roles temporar-
ily with other actors. While emotion was permitted,
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it was so only in realistic demonstration of a charac-
ter’s behavior; it was certainly not the goal and aim
of a performance. Physical and sensory details, the
bread and butter of the realistic Method, were in
Brecht entirely secondary. Where in Stanislavski the
text was secondary to the character’s inner truth,
Brecht’s interest was in social truth. Instead of
drawing a spectator into an event, consuming his
capacity for action, and provoking feelings in an
instinctual way, Brecht sought to make the spectator
a critical observer of an event, to awaken his capaci-
ty for action, to demand decisions from him, and to
consciously propel feelings into perceptions. Brecht
wanted the house lights to remain lit during perfor-
mances, and the spectators to sit and smoke and talk,
as if they were at a sports event.”® Critic Margaret
Eddershaw says: “[t]he focus in ‘epic’ theatre is
transferred from the actor to the script, or from per-
former to what is performed.”"”

As a corrective to the spell-casting of realism, this
model of character was historically ground-breaking
and much needed. In forcing the audience to con-
front the oppression of the suffering other, it satisfies
the biblical calling Middleton and Walsh point to.
However, this approach to character also often erases
the gift quality of the self. At the very moment a
character engages our empathy, Brecht often moves
to make her strange to us once more. Brecht’s self-
aware distancing of himself from his characters, and
of his characters from the actors performing them,
was deliberate and intended to produce in us his audi-
ence a dialectic, critical attitude.

This brief survey of the varying features of dra-
matic character in theatrical history makes clear that
worldview is decisive for performance in modeling a
vision of the human self. What, then, would a bibli-
cal approach to theatrical character be like? If the
Method makes too much of the gift character of self-
hood, and Brecht makes too much use of the calling
aspect of the self, then some third way must be
found. If the realists focus on the actor, and the
Brechtians on the script, a biblical model will focus
on the gifts of the Holy Spirit, on interpreting with
clarity the vision of the performance for performers
and the audience alike.

Middleton and Walsh critiqued the modernist view
of self, cogito ergo sum, by offering a biblically con-
ditioned sum amatus ergo sum. 1 would point to
Question and Answer 1 of the Heidelberg Catechism:
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1 Q What is your only comfort in life
and in death?
A That I am not my own, but belong —
body and soul
in life and in death
to my faithful savior Jesus Christ . .. .

It is in the emptying of the self, and the recognition
that even my self is not my own, that I find my only
comfort. Let me suggest sum amatus ergo amo.
Faith itself is a gift from God, yet its confirmation
can only be in the act of returning that Perfect Love.
We must be fully present in performing the role of
being God’s obedient, loving children, and we must
reflect on and learn from that experience. It is as we
love that we know.

First Principles
In moving towards a method for Christians to approach
performance, we need to grasp performance’s cre-
ational nature and function. One definition of perfor-
mance’s function can be found in Timothy Hoare’s
“Pulling the Siamese Dragon: Performance as
Theological Agenda for Christian Ritual Praxis”:
Performance is a symbolic expression that rehears-
es, celebrates or shapes the consciousness and
identity of a particular community or the human
community at large. Liturgically, theatrically,
politically, or socially, performance informs us as
to who we are, reminds us who we have been, and
envisions who we are capable of becoming as
human beings living in relational tension with one
another, with history, with the environment and
with the Holy.”
This view of the function of performance makes clear
its multidimensional, comprehensive nature. The
cultural implications of this view of performance are
obvious. Performance connects directly with history.
Certainly the aesthetic is an important aspect of the-
atrical performance, but equally, its roots in ritual
place performance in the same class as other institu-
tions of cultural formation such as education and
ecclesial worship. This observation has clear impli-
cations for the relationship between the performance
and its audience. Performance must remind us truth-
fully of who we have been, who we are, and who we
hope to become as God’s people; and it must
acknowledge the contingency of our relations with
God and each other.
The means by which theatre engages us and
reflects human culture must be grounded in the



relationship between performer and audience. The
thing that occurs on stage is not a fixed plastic object
or the mere representation of some prior text but an
event in space and time, performed by actors in roles.
The heart of the theatre, therefore, is symbolic action.
Winston Neutel, in his “Dooyeweerd on Stage?
Reformational Aesthetics and Theatre Theory,”
points out that the belief that the actor’s identity is
suspended or somehow erased in performance is a
rationalist reduction of signification to the empirical-
ly observable.” Rather, performance is creative work
that performers do, and before which they must be
fully present, just as the audience is. Neither part of
the transaction can be subsumed by the other. Of
course, performers are changed by the work they do,
and so too are the audience members; that is the
whole point of the endeavor. But to suggest that they
literally erase themselves while performing, or that
they take on themselves the character’s sins as if
those sins were their own, is to misunderstand the
nature of performance work. To accept performed
events as real is to venture into psychosis.

Hoare approaches the nature of performance from
a stance that acknowledges the separation of per-
former and performance, and the integrity of both:

Performance conveys a time and space that is both

“here and now” and “there and then.” It presents

an actor who is both a self and a role, or it invites

an audience to be at once present and remotc . . . .

Performance is, by its very nature, a symbolic

form, but not in the discursive sense of leading

directly or conceptually to a fixed unequivocal ref-

erent. Rather, performance is a nondiscursive sym-

bol that has no referent beyond its own embodi-

ment; by virtue of the relational tension of the ele-

ments that constitute it, performance is expressive

in and of itself.”
Put simply, performance doesn’t do something, it is
something. Performance functions in a way that
Calvin Seerveld would describe as allusive, pregnant
with meanings. Its meaning cannot be exhaustively
described in any other way than to witness to it, to
be present before it. In that sense, biblically obedient
performance is performance that brings performers
and audience together, fully present before a
symbolic event.

The above analysis of performance has yielded
three principles: performance connects directly with
human history; performance is symbolic action; and
performance is inescapably contingent and relational.

These principles fit very well with the biblical view
of human identity developed earlier. God has given
us the gift of an identity as his children, and called us
to serve Him directly in redeeming His creation. We
can do that by telling the truth about who we are,
have been, and hope to become. As we strive to
speak the truth, we remain accountable to Him and to
each other, on a moment-to-moment basis. Our task
is to be image-bearers of Christ.

What imaging Christ in theatre performance (or
other arts) means can be understood, at least partly, in
terms of the Incarnation. In emphasizing Christ’s full
humanity as well as His full divinity, we underscore

Biblically obedient perfor-
mance brings performers and
audience together; fully present
before a symbolic event.

God’s activity within creation and human history.
And as the incarnate Christ is the Word in the begin-
ning through whom all things were made, so our task
as image-bearers is to mirror divine creativity in
human creativity, though our efforts to do so are of a
lesser order. The earthly real-ness of Christ is exem-
plary for the physical, blooded nature of perfor-
mance. As Trevor Hart writes,

Recognition that, in Jesus, God’s own word has

taken flesh and dwelt among us humanly clearly

raises difficulties for any denigration of the physi-

cal in accounts of artistic meaning and creativity.*
Jesus is our prophet, priest, and king also in theatre
performance, and He is so in a way that affirms full,
bodily humanity.

Parallel to this Incarnation-centered view of art,
however, we should consider the role of the Holy
Spirit in evoking our creative vision. Since
Pentecost, the Spirit has remained the means by
which our hearts are moved to know Jesus. To image
Jesus, then, is to witness to His presence in our lives
by means of the Holy Spirit, whose temple is the
body. our physical being. To accept responsibility to
biblically perform a role should be to accept the guid-
ance of the Holy Spirit. As human creativity mirrors
divine creativity represented in the Incarnation, so
artists can, through God’s grace and the Spirit’s guid-
ance, be given eyes to see and ears to hear the Spirit’s
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