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Mennonites and the Artistic Imagination

Margaret Loewen Reimer

In 1984, a film crew came to Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, to make the
movie, Witness. This Hollywood invasion, both literal and artistic, caused an
uproar among Mennonites. The Gospel Herald printed vehement attacks on
Hollywood’s exploitation of the Amish, written by “experts” who themselves
had “publicized” Old Order folk through their books, films, and photographs.
One of these experts defended himself by contrasting documentary films
that serve “historic and instructional purposes” with Hollywood movies that
“alter reality in any way that will entertain with maximum profit.” Jan Rubes,
a Canadian who played the Amish father in Witness, said that the protests
didn’t come from the Amish, but from “professors . . . who write books about
the Amish and exploit them more than anybody” (CBC’s Morningside [radio
program], Feb. 15, 1985).

I’ve often thought about this debate in relation to Mennonites and the
arts. Are some subjects off-limits to artists? Who gets to tell the story? Which
story? In exploring these questions, I propose to look at what it means to
imagine, what language we use to convey the truths of the imagination, and
what imaginative creativity has to do with faith. I come to this topic out of
my experience as a student of literature and as a Mennonite journalist with a
special passion for the arts.

During a discussion on CBC’s Morningside (July 2, 1996), someone
asked, “Why do so many good singers come from the Mennonite tradition?”
Saskatchewan musician Connie Kaldor was quick to reply: “Because they
can’t dance.” Seriously, why is the art of singing so acceptable, while the
other arts, particularly theater and dance, have been suspect? It’s not just that
we have always been a singing people (in fact, we haven’t – Conrad Grebel,
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our eminent spiritual ancestor, was opposed to any music in worship). The
reasons have to do with the very essence of our faith.

In Julia Kasdorf’s poem, “The only photograph of my father as a boy,”
the young Amish boy is transformed by the click of the camera: “That click,
something flew out of him . . . And something flew in.”1 The camera – that
instrument of illusion, of forbidden images, of pride – snatches away an
essential part of the boy’s heritage and replaces it with the arrogance of worldly
knowledge. This image captures the Mennonite suspicion of art.

When Ontario bishop Jacob H. Janzen came to Canada in 1924, he
was already known for his German dramas and fiction. In 1946 he wrote:
“When I came to Canada and in my broken English tried to make plain to a
[Swiss] Mennonite bishop that I was a ‘novelist’ . . . he was much surprised.
He then tried to make plain to me that ‘novelists’ were fiction writers and
that fiction was a lie. I surely would not want to represent myself to him as a
professional liar. I admitted to myself, but not aloud to him, that I was just
that kind of ‘liar’ which had caused him such a shock.”2

Writers such as Janzen and Arnold Dyck reflected what we might call
a “Low German imagination,” the earthy humor of rural life. But something
else “flew in” that moment in 1962 when Rudy Wiebe’s novel, Peace Shall
Destroy Many, destroyed the peace of Canadian Mennonites.3 Why was
Wiebe’s novel so threatening? For one thing, he was an insider – editor of a
denominational magazine, Mennonite Brethren Herald. He was looking at
Mennonites in a new way, scrutinizing the sacred and the profane through
the same artistic filter. And he was translating Mennonite experience into a
new language: the language of English, the language of fiction. This novel
signalled a new imagination breaking into Canadian Mennonite life.

The biblical imagination

Art is dangerous, and Mennonites have always recognized that. It’s not only
that it is unpredictable or uncontrollable. At a fundamental level, the act of
creating can be an act of hubris, of competition with the One Creator God
who can’t be defined or named, and who demands that we make for ourselves
no “graven image or any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that
is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth” (Exodus 20).
This biblical warning against images has been used by various branches of
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the church to warn against any visible depictions of God and even against art
itself. “Woe to him who strives with his maker,” says Isaiah 45.

The commandment against images isn’t just some quaint warning
against foreign idols. At stake is the belief that God can’t be understood or
portrayed by even the farthest reaches of our imagination. At stake is the
belief that divinity is something else than the world we know through our
senses, the world out of which we create. Jahweh communicates with his
people not through a tangible presence or visual image but through the Word.
And so the Hebrews become supreme artists of the word – from poetic
declarations of faith to blood-curdling tales of sex and violence.

To pit word against image, however, is to misrepresent biblical artistry.
For the biblical word carries within itself a host of imaginative forms and
elements that have inspired the artistic imagination through the centuries.
The warning against images did not deter the ancient Hebrews from longing
for the sight of God, for visible expressions of the invisible. “Show me your
face,” begged Moses (Exodus 33). But he only got to see the effect of God
passing by – the back of God, says the story. “I saw visions of God,”
proclaimed Ezekiel as he described fantastic winged creatures and four vast
wheels and the great throne with the creature of light and fire.

In fact, one could say that the fundamental aspect of the biblical
imagination is not iconoclasm but an obsession with “image.” For the
Hebrews, of all people, were intensely engaged in making the invisible visible,
with translating spiritual reality into human activity. We human beings, after
all, are images of the divine. This image-consciousness expresses itself in an
obsession with the body. The Bible is full of body language: the church as
the body of Christ, the resurrection of the body, Israel as the bride of God
(evoking the Genesis image of marriage as “one flesh”). What counted most
for the Hebrews was bodily obedience. The biblical writers never shy away
from exploring the implications of the body – in all its degradation and its
glory – culminating in the very embodiment of God in human form. This
vision of incarnation, the Word made flesh, is a central aspect of the biblical
imagination. It holds in tension the mystery of divinity with the solid
immediacy of human flesh, the same impulse that drives all art.

One could say that the Bible has left us a legacy of ambivalence about
art. While the people are to avoid physical representations of divinity, their
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temple is to convey all the splendor and color they can possibly muster
(Exodus 26). And the biblical writers have no qualms about constructing
glorious verbal images. In Revelation, the angel says to John, “Don’t write
this down. All the mysteries will be revealed at the end of time.” Meanwhile,
of course, John writes furiously, giving us some of the most fabulous images
in all of literature.

The artistry of the Bible, then, springs from the defining motives of
any art – to make the invisible visible, the untouchable touchable. And in
many ways we have the same suspicion of the biblical imagination as we
have of other art. To Mennonite Christians, the Bible is about faithful
discipleship and love and piety. What are we to do with all those mythic tales
of floods and monsters, dreams and magic, and the end of the world? And
what about those horrible stories of murder, rape, and incest?

Like any good art, it doesn’t all fit easily together – even the images of
God seem contradictory: we see a God who hurls threats at his wayward
people and wreaks vengeance on the enemy, alongside a God who embodies
grace and love of enemies. We are confronted with a grand vision of the
universe, as well as a messy world ruled by pettiness and scheming. The
Bible is full of clashing images and contradictory messages which can only
be held together by the imagination.

The word “imagination” comes, of course, from the word “image” – a
representation or embodiment of an idea or person. It helps to distinguish
between the imaginative and the imaginary, the latter being closer to our
understanding of illusion or fantasy. The imagination is the power to form
mental images, to perceive something not present to the senses. Samuel Taylor
Coleridge described the imagination as a power that seeks the truths which
underlie our fantasies and dreams, a power that unifies experience and fantasy
in a new understanding.4 For Northrop Frye, that great organizer of the mythic
realm, the imagination is what makes sense of the world. The great biblical
myth – the story of creation, fall, redemption, and consummation – becomes
a “myth to live by” in a way that purely literary myths cannot, says Frye. It
takes on ultimate significance, ultimate reality, for those who believe.5
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The Hebraic influence

It was my fascination with the interplay between the biblical and the literary that
drew me to a doctoral thesis on “Hebraism” in English literature.6 The starting
point for my thesis was Matthew Arnold’s claim that two forces – Hellenism
and Hebraism – are the major shapers of western culture. Arnold defined
Hellenism (or the Classical tradition) as the love of “pure knowledge,” that
which invests life with clearness and radiance, governed by flexibility and
“spontaneity of consciousness.” In contrast, Hebraism – a word he coined –
is “the energy driving practice,” the overriding obligation to “duty,
self-control, and work,” rooted in earnestness and “strictness of conscience.”7

In other words, Hebraism holds goodness to be the highest value; Hellenism,
beauty.

In literary terms, “Hebraism” has become identified with the preference
for the natural (real) over the artificial (ideal), and the individual struggle
over the realized universal. By this definition, the artistry of our day is
dominated by Hebraism, fed by the spirit of post-Enlightenment materialism
that locates the “real” in the empirical world, not in the supernatural or ideal
sphere. That poses an interesting dilemma for Mennonites. Our affinity for
biblical Hebraism – the focus on morality and hard work, our suspicion of
“fancy” – has led us straight into the promised land of modernity. We tend to
be uneasy with art that is simply fanciful, playful, or beautiful for its own sake.

Not that Mennonites have been exempt from the urge to beautify and
create. We have a history of beautiful gardens, embroidery, handicrafts, and
quilts. But art has been considered a servant – a servant of function and of
faith. That’s why singing is so acceptable – it is the ultimate communal activity,
a harmony of the aesthetic and religious. Individual artists risk the sin of
pride and undermine community. But wherein lies the real pride? Is it in
daring to create, in putting ourselves on display? Or does the greater pride
consist in refusing to create, to perform, to develop our God-given ability to
imagine? Mennonite sectarianism has been built on the drive to stay simple
and separate, to protect what we have, to remain “self-righteous.” To write,
to paint, to compose, is to become publicly vulnerable, to risk interpretation
and misunderstanding. It means not being able to control the reviews.

For some artists among us, the risk of going public has been high. At
the same time it has meant a kind of resurrection – both for the artist and for
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Mennonite self-understanding. The artistic imagination is providing new
perspectives on old stories, new angles from which to examine ourselves.
Sometimes perceptions clash and people of religious faith feel violated by
art. For artists, too, can be tempted to close their imaginations to the
complexity and variety of religious faith. That’s why the church and theorist
need to talk to each other.

Shattered images

At the Mennonite Reporter, now Canadian Mennonite, we have tried to keep
in touch with what Mennonites are doing in the arts. That’s because we believe
that the artistic imagination and the religious imagination are so closely related
to each other. But we keep getting the same questions: How can you call poet
Patrick Friesen a Mennonite when he spurns the church, or singer Ben
Heppner a Mennonite when he grew up in the Alliance church? Several
assumptions have guided our thinking: 1) In literature, at least, there is an
identifiable body of art that is shaped by a Mennonite ethos – by the beliefs
and customs of a distinctive community. 2) “Mennonite artist” is a useful
code word for those whose art reflects their experience of the Mennonite
community. 3) Artists’ responses to their Mennonite heritage vary greatly –
from condemnation to comedy, from nostalgia to deep religious commitment.

But is there really such a thing as a Mennonite ethos or a Mennonite
story? Historians in the past few decades have moved decisively into a
polygenesis theory of Mennonite origins. Mennonite artists are deconstructing
our assumptions in even more discomforting ways.

“Be careful, memory will trick you,” says writer John Weier. “It tells
you everything you wish to know. Nothing you remember is true. Father
remembers only the good things. That’s his story, the good and happy story.
The rest he can blame on the Russians. Mother remembers nothing. Was it
really that bad?”8

Which stories are true? Memory will trick you. Your parents will trick
you. Your church will trick you. Look deeper to find meaning, if there is any.
That’s the creed not only of artists but of many seekers in our time. There are
as many stories as there are individuals and everyone has the right to tell
them. In this postmodern time, the code we had to decipher meaning is
disintegrating and we are left with discontinuous pieces and silences. Our
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attempts to create, some say, are only games we play against the darkness.
How do we believe in such an environment, we who assume meaning not
only in words but in The Word? If the code to our faith is lost, we are left
with nothing more than superstition.

Ironically, even as art deconstructs or reconfigures meaning, it offers
perhaps the greatest potential for renewed faith. I believe profoundly that the
artistic imagination can help us hold together the many clashing realities we
live with, to bridge the vast gulf between biblical understandings and the
creeds of our own time, between the competing gods of our culture and our
personal truths. We need more than one language, one understanding, to
make any sense of life. We know the imagination can be dangerous, but it
can also help us face the contradictions and hold them together within a
larger understanding.

Patrick Friesen speaks of living “with one foot in the shade / trying to
be true and double-crossing you every step of the way . . . .”9 The poet stands
on the divide between sun and shade, truth and deception, a lost soul who yet
dares speak a word. He also stands on the divide of history as he looks back
at his Mennonite boyhood:

I know the Steinbach boy is dead
betrayed and murdered seventy times seven by me and anyone else
who helped
and still I go to the cemetery again and again
because it’s a beloved place
where horses used to wheel and boys played with fire.10

The Steinbach boy may be dead, killed by a too-narrow vision and by other
factors, but the poet still goes back to the “beloved place” which shapes his
imagination.

That doesn’t sound postmodern to me. It’s a leap of faith, a balancing
act – between past and present, coherence and chaos, the Mennonite child
and the modern man. In fact, many Mennonite artists find themselves in
exactly this discomforting space. “Insofar as the writers . . . continue to feel
the pain and confusion that attends the demise of a coherent order, they are
modernists. Where the pain shows signs of disappearing altogether, their
work may begin to reflect something of the numbing solipsism of the
postmodern temperament,” said Hildi Froese Tiessen in a journal featuring
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Mennonite writing.11 It is into this space that our imagination projects us.
Poet Sarah Klassen reminds us:

Abandon foolish dreams of arrival.
Resign yourself to the absolute
necessity of departure. Dead weight
of cumbersome luggage must be cast off.
When you become translucent, luminous
as morning
you can travel where you will.12

Abandon foolish dreams of arrival. Learn to live with the uncertainty, the
incompleteness. Strive to become translucent, says the poet, permitting the
light to pass through. Good art, like good theology, has that transparency – it
allows truth to shine through it to illuminate the human condition. It may not
give us answers, but it provides, as Robert Frost said, “a momentary stay
against confusion.” And no matter how much today’s writers mutter about
the loss of the external referent or the impossibility of meaning, I believe
that every creative act is an assumption of coherence, of meaning, because
all art imposes some kind of form and order on its reality.

Making connections

During my thesis defence at the University of Toronto, my examiners became
most agitated over my assumption of coherence. How could I assume a
connection between biblical notions and the views of nineteenth-century
writers? How could I imagine that one could trace a strand of thought through
different centuries? In a literary climate enamoured with disjunction and
discontinuity, it was difficult to communicate.

But that is the problem we all face today. How can we presume
connections between the world of the Bible and the world of television?
How can our children, reared on The Simpsons and X-Files, make sense of
the Sermon on the Mount? And yet, Christians believe that there is a continuity
through the ages, that our story is somehow linked to the biblical story and to
the history of the world. If we believe that, then we must also believe that
religious truths are related to other truths, that the Bible is part of a much
larger canon that includes the many cultural “texts” that shape us every day.
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That means daring to dress ancient truths in contemporary garb. One of the
great pleasures of my studies was discovering the medieval mystery plays.
These biblical drama cycles, performed on the Feast of Corpus Christi,
translated the whole story of the Bible – from creation to doomsday – into a
spectacle of entertainment. Biblical heroes were humanized in shocking ways
and the “bad guys,” especially the devil, made obscenely wicked. Five
centuries later, these plays still brim with humor and ingenuity. Perhaps
inspired by this medieval audacity, I wrote a Christmas pageant some years
ago which included Old Testament scenes not usually associated with Advent.
One scene was a spiteful squabble between Hosea and Gomer which, in the
hands of ten-year-old actors, turned into hilarious farce.

The congregation was perplexed, but for me the experience was an
exhilarating experiment in exploring the biblical imagination. With my own
children, I have tried to inspire an inclusive imagination, to place the treasures
of the faith beside the treasures of our cultural heritage: Are Samson and
Hercules really so different? How does Star Wars compare to Israelite wars?
Does Tamar’s abuse speak to abuse in our day? If we try to “protect” the
Bible by shutting it away in a religious closet, confining it to a safe,
intra-textual discussion, we withdraw it further and further from the other
conversations that shape us. For we live our lives in an inter-textual debate
with the world around us, a debate in which the Bible is becoming more and
more irrelevant.

The language of faith

How do we speak of faith in our day? The enlightenment of our reason,
which convinced us that the earth is not flat, had the unfortunate effect of
flattening out our imagination. Modernism tried to convince us that the
demonstrated reality of science is more true than the demonstrated reality of
faith, and that empirical truth is more real than metaphorical truth. Biblical
criticism, too, has often succeeded only in literalizing what was literary. While
most Christians are no longer arguing about the scientific accuracy of Genesis
1, we’re still in the middle of debating the gender of God and the genetics of
the virgin birth. And for most of us, “dogma” and “creed” still conjure up
visions of stone tablets instead of the fragrance of poetry. These days we are
seeing yet another kind of religious reductionism. Postmodern passions are
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seeking to escape the limits of scientism by floating away on the clouds of
self-help spirituality and Celestine prophecies. They are no closer than
literalists to the spirit of the biblical word.

“May God us keep / From Single vision & Newton’s sleep!” cried
William Blake, whose mystical visions were a fierce protest against the
one-dimensional thinking of Newtonian science.13 In his 1963 CBC Massey
Lectures, “The Educated Imagination,” Northrop Frye outlined the variety
of disciplines we study and the various “languages” we need to understand
them. Different kinds of experience need different ways of thinking and
speaking.14 Medieval interpreters understood the dangers better than we do
when they insisted that there are at least four levels of meaning in the Bible,
four ways of reading: 1) The literal, not literalistic, level is straightforward
reading; 2) The allegorical is the symbolic meaning; 3) The moral level teaches
us how to live; 4) The anagogical or mystical meaning speaks of future hope.
All of these are important, for they apply to different aspects of reality and
experience.

We need different languages for different realities in our lives. But
what if these languages don’t harmonize? Think of the Tower of Babel, with
its confusion of voices. We usually see the Pentecost story as the restoration
of communication, of unity. But look again. At Pentecost we still have all the
different voices. They may hear truth differently but they manage to
communicate. How do we keep the discordant voices speaking to each other
in our lives?

We can look to art for analogies. Art is created out of tension, even
violence. “Art begins in a wound, an imperfection – a wound inherent in the
nature of life itself,” said critic John Gardner.15 The metaphysical poets of
the seventeenth century made their mark by forcibly yoking together
discordant images and ideas, thereby forging new and unexpected meaning.
Art springs from the coming together of the senses, the intellect and the
emotions – art, said T.S. Eliot, is “the sensuous apprehension of ideas.”16 It
can help us bring together the different realms of our experience.

One of the highlights of my recent sabbatical year in Europe was seeing
the Issenheim altar by Matthias Grünewald. The large center panel of the
Advent scene shows the conventional mother and child. Above Mary is a
luminous vision of the God of hosts – a figure of almost pure light surrounded
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by impressions of a vast army. On the left panel, a lively angel orchestra, led
by an enthusiastic cellist, is serenading the mother and child. But look closely,
in the back of this bright orchestra lurks a demon.

That demonic figure amidst the angels speaks powerfully to me. It
says that the images that jolt my comfortable faith, that clash with my
preconceptions, may in fact have the most to teach me. Art that brings together
the contradictions can push out the boundaries of my faith and help me
contemplate a larger picture, a picture that includes the gaps and the silences.
For Mennonites, the gaps may include many things. Above the pacifist Jesus
is the God of armies. Behind the humble servant lurks the demon of
self-righteousness. Mixed with the glorious choral harmonies are the discords
and unresolved cadences. An imaginative faith recognizes that all of these
are part of the picture.

But what if the larger picture includes too much for us to bear? Our
culture tends toward excess, pushing the boundaries further and further to
stimulate our jaded sensibilities. In our uncensored environment, can one
talk about a moral imagination? Someone once asked Rudy Wiebe about the
purpose of art: “The whole purpose of art, of poetry, of story-telling, is to
make us better. Okay? Let’s leave it at that,” said Wiebe.17 How does art
make us better?

Morality and the imagination were linked in an interesting article on
Dorothy Parker, the cynical New York writer who died in 1967. The tragedy
of Parker’s career is that Parker had no imagination, said the writer. “People
are always telling us how there is no connection between moral strength and
artistic strength: how Picasso preyed on women, how Wagner hated Jews,
how you can be a terrible person and still be a great artist. But the case of
Parker reminds us that, while the relation between morality and imagination
may be a complicated one, it does exist. Hope, forgiveness – these are not
just moral actions. They are enlargements of the mind. Without them, you
remain in the tunnel of the self. Parker was morally a child all her life. She
had a clear vision of the bad, but it never taught her anything about the
good.”18

Enlargements of the mind. Clear vision. These are criteria of judgment
we should be applying to the images of our time. Popular culture these days
is caught somewhere between robot wars and banal exercises in
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self-gratification. Excess and inanity are the ruling forces behind much of
what influences us. (Maybe we should be petitioning TV networks for real
sex and real violence.) To counter these visions, we clutch at political
correctness and ideology. Or we take refuge in nostalgia or sentimentality.
Sentimentality (“emotional promiscuity,” Norman Mailer calls it) is one of
the biggest dangers to the imagination.

When I ponder the arts from a Christian perspective I always come
back to that fierce southern American Catholic, Flannery O’Connor. She
summarized her own artistic creed with characteristic bluntness: “My subject
in fiction is the action of grace in territory held largely by the devil.” Christians
are in the best position to delve into the world’s evil, she says, because “writers
who see by the light of their Christian faith will have, in these times, the
sharpest eyes for the grotesque, for the perverse, and for the unacceptable . . . .
Redemption is meaningless unless there is cause for it in the actual life we
live.”19

Inferior art (or would-be art) is the real violation of the commandment
against images, for it circumscribes and limits the possibilities of the human
spirit. It confuses “real life” with what comes naturally, not recognizing that
the most natural is not necessarily the most human. True art, sometimes
through abhorrent means, strives to expand our experience of reality, to reveal
more angles of the truth. But that may mean less certainty. In these fragmented
times, Christians are not immune to the erosion of what they thought they
knew for sure. We share the world’s bewilderment with too much information
and too little knowledge, the pain of too many feelings and not enough
understanding. We have entered the writhing pains of a creation yearning to
be reborn, as Romans puts it. Can we still speak truth? Perhaps it will be a
more tentative truth, a more vulnerable truth.

“We live in an era of violent excess,” noted Robert Detweiler of Emory
University in a 1997 lecture.20 But that’s nothing new – we hear this excess
already in the Old Testament: “Saul has slain his thousands, and David his
ten thousands.” But the Bible also gives us examples of good excess, said
this speaker, a scholar of literature and religion. Mary Magdalene invades
Jesus’ privacy in a fit of bad manners and pours expensive perfume on his
feet. She displays what we might call an “excess of imagination.” This good
excess is evident in our time in the “stubborn will to believe.” In the midst of
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the postmodern shattering of the reality we knew, we reach out to infinity for
rescue. This requires an act of the imagination; it is an act that “divinizes our
anxious time.”

One of the most memorable images Detweiler used was the medieval
image of Christ as the harrower of hell, prying open with his cross the jaws
of Satan, forcing the beast to vomit up the bodies of the damned. This
excessive image portrays the energy of resurrection, he said, as excess is
transformed by the cross.

Sacramental reality

Several years ago, I reviewed a book called Art of the Spirit: Contemporary
Canadian Fabric Art.21 It’s a collection of liturgical art, art for worship –
clerical vestments, altar cloths, banners, even coffin palls. The book bowled
me over! For a Mennonite reader like me, the book should have contained a
warning: “Beware the shock of encountering the spirit made visible.” The
bold designs and vibrant colours, the imaginative leaps, had the effect of
too-rich food after a life of bread and butter.

Included in the book was a work by Mennonite artist Susan Shantz,
entitled “Cathedral II.” This multi-media piece was the only work not meant
for public worship. It shows a conservative Mennonite couple sitting in an
enclosed space that resembles the gothic structures of grander spaces. The
description says that Shantz’s “person-sized” construction is a play on the
tension between her “imageless heritage and her own need for a more visual
and sensual religious expression.”

Why do we have such “artless” worship? Is it because our Protestant
spirit is so intact, or do we simply lack a spiritual imagination?

I have a son for whom the visible world is a metaphor for the reality of
his imagination. When he was very young, he was enchanted by the beautiful
roses that were growing in our yard. “They look just like real ones,” he said
to me. “But they are real,” I responded. “No, I mean like the ones in pictures.”
When he was baptized, he said that the significance of that momentous act
only sank in when he first ate the bread of communion. When he heard “This
is the bread of the world,” my son felt for the first time that God is actually part
of the physical world, the world of the senses, and not only a spiritual force.
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While we believe that God is present in the natural world, Mennonites
are careful not to equate God with nature or with human beings. We don’t
recognize a physical presence in the bread and wine. Our Confession of Faith
speaks of the Lord’s Supper as a “sign” of God’s presence. For us, God’s
presence in communion is confined to the memory of Jesus or to the visible
community. Is that enough?

I remember an argument between a Catholic and Protestant over
transubstantiation – the belief that the bread and wine become the actual
body and blood of Christ. The Protestant argued that transubstantiation is a
misunderstanding of metaphor. “Religious language is always metaphor,”
said the Protestant. “Yours is the misunderstanding,” said the Catholic. “For
I know that I am not eating human flesh and drinking human blood. But I
know at the same time that the bread and the wine have truly become the
blood and body of Christ as I partake of them.” This belief moves us beyond
metaphor to mystery, from memory to sacrament.

There are powerful realities in our faith that we cannot just leave as
metaphor. We may try to literalize them on the one hand, or spiritualize them
on the other, but they defy both categories. They are mysteries, miracles, and
we believe them by faith. Take resurrection, for example. It takes us through
all that we know to the “other side of reason,” as someone put it. It frees us
from necessity, from the tyranny of cause and effect, by opening our eyes to
a different universe. In theological terms, we speak of ontological reality, the
foundation of life behind the empirical manifestations of it. In imaginative
terms, we can say that faith opens our eyes to an enchanted world, a world
full of sacred magic.

That sounds almost pagan, doesn’t it? One of the things that early
Anabaptists rejected was the notion that certain images or certain spaces
were more magical, more sacred, than others. In denouncing beautiful
churches and priestly ceremony, Anabaptists believed that they were making
all of life sacred. But what happened? The magic and the mystery almost
vanished altogether and we found ourselves allied with the modern spirit
that secularized (de-sacralized) the world. One of the ironies about atheistic
communism was that its people remained much less materialistic than we in
the Christian West. Someone who lived in Poland in the 1970s told us: “The
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Poles can hardly get bread or milk or butter in the shops, but they can buy
flowers on every street corner.” They knew what nourishes the soul.

A sacramentalist believes simply that the greater may be perceived in
the lesser (the world in a grain of sand, as Blake said). To see sacred magic in
the physical world is to have a sacramental view of the world. A Catholic
colleague of mine, Andrew Britz, brings together his sacramental tradition
with a keen social conscience. “We don’t receive sacraments; we become
them,” he says.22 We are Christ’s body in the world. A Mennonite friend talks
about the family as sacrament – there are moments in the experience of family
when the divine breaks into our lives and God takes on flesh. We embody the
sacred. We are the means of God’s grace to the world. That’s a wonderful
union of sacramental and Mennonite thinking.

Today, we see evidence of a renewed imagination among us. The
environmental movement is trying to recover the sacredness of nature;
spiritualist movements are discovering God in every living thing; current
theology, particularly feminist theology, is giving heightened significance to
the body. But what kind of sacramentalism is this? It plays too easily into our
culture’s sanctification of the personal without enlarging our capacity to
appreciate the Otherness of reality – that which lies outside ourselves. We
have much art of the body these days, but does it convey the spirit which
gives it life? As Teilhard de Chardin said, “We are not human beings having
a spiritual experience. We are spiritual beings having a human experience.”
That’s a different way of seeing.

Changing images

One of the things Mennonites have experienced in the past two decades is
the power of images and symbols. Look what happens when we challenge
the image of God as father. Or the mode of baptism. The intensity of our
response does not come from rational argument or an act of the will. Our
associations with certain symbols of the faith arise from deep within us; they
have shaped how we experience faith.

During a recent retreat, abuse survivors were invited symbolically to
lay down their burdens by placing stones around the foot of a small cross.
For some, the cross was a symbol of comfort because it represented Christ’s
own experience of abuse. For others, it triggered the most painful associations
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of abuse and it had to be removed. They had opposite responses to this image
of the Christian faith. God as father is another image that elicits extreme
response. One of the current solutions is to add the image of mother or parent.
That doesn’t get at the real problem, in my opinion. We’ve simply ended up
in a fight over gender, which is not where we want to be. How can we
contemplate the person of God in the twenty-first century? We need some
radical re-imagining on that one.

As non-sacramentalists, we tend to domesticate powerful images of
the faith. Think of baptism. For some, baptism demands a literal immersion;
for others it is enough to symbolize an inner cleansing with a few drops of
water. But look at the biblical images of salvation – death of the old person,
being reborn, cataclysmic change. The picture conveyed in the Bible is not
the water that washes but the flood that drowns. Can our muted practice of
sprinkling convey the power of that symbol? Another symbol that has become
entirely domesticated is the cross. If we really want to convey its meaning,
why don’t we erect a gallows, or even better, mount an electric chair in the
front of the church? Sometimes it just seems easier to choose whatever
meaning fits our experience or is the most politically correct at the moment.

These days, God as parent is definitely more palatable than God as
judge. And it’s easier to speak about the Jesus of good works than about the
Christ who was before the creation of the world. So we choose one, instead
of hanging on to the mystery. It’s hard to keep the clashing images together –
you can’t get a more contradictory image than Jesus Christ who is fully man
and fully God – but that is the paradoxical imagination we have inherited.
We want so badly to reconcile everything and hold truth in understandable
pieces, but faith isn’t like that and neither is the world. We know that truth
cannot be contained or enclosed; it cannot be fixed in one place and time, in
one medium. It is more like a magnet, drawing us to its centre. Our creations,
our images, are attempts to reveal and to give form, but we know that just as
no image can enclose divinity, so our creations and imaginings remain
incomplete visions of the truth we seek.

What does all this mean for worship? Last Easter I attended a vigil
which began at 11:00 P.M. on Holy Saturday. It included a candle-lit procession
through the dark, ceremonies of penance and other exotic rites, and the
dramatic uncovering of banners and decorating of the altar with greenery
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right after midnight. But the drama couldn’t really take off in that drab little
room, and the glorious readings got bogged down by the stumbling lay voices.
It was all a bit awkward. But maybe that’s also part of the contradiction – we
mortals trying to convey the immortal.

What is the appropriate language for worship? There is a difference
between public and private language, between the vernacular and the
colloquial. I suggest that the colloquial is too “flat” or limiting for public
worship. That doesn’t mean we have to return to the King James Bible,
although on occasion we may want to. Much as I love Elizabethan language,
I am convinced the church must speak in the language of today. But that
doesn’t mean casual liturgy. I have a special problem with unskilled Bible
reading. In some traditions, the whole congregation rises in respect when the
Gospels are read. As a so-called biblical people, the least we can do is make
the Bible reading a heightened moment, the dramatic focal point of worship.
Public worship demands the distance we speak about in art – a stepping back
from the strictly personal into stylized form and public voice.

Annie Dillard, an American writer with a mystical eye, is amazed at
how casually and unconsciously we gather on Sunday mornings to worship
the creator of the universe. “We should all be wearing crash helmets,” she
says. “Ushers should issue life preservers and signal flares; they should lash
us to our pews. For the sleeping god may wake some day and take offence, or
the waking god may draw us out to where we can never return.”23 Do our
liturgies reflect our belief in an almighty God? Rites and rituals are not
affectation; they are attempts to lift us above the limits of mortality and give
us a glimpse of the mysterious eternal. Worship must nourish not only our
personal emotions but our communal soul, not only our minds but our
collective imagination. Let us end with a hymn.

Let us sing now a hymn to the healer
physician of the broken tongue,
judge of the merciful sentence . . .
Let us sing also between the lines,
the harmony of spaces,
the resonance of what is left unsaid;
sing the witless howl, on leash,
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unleashed.
Let us sing to the Healer
who gathers our voice in the night
and returns it again on the Wind . . . .

In the night of our singing
the light we are given, have given,
is gathered, is given once more
in the round perfect moon of our singing.
In the pale of our night
by the wit of our tone
by the translucent bone in the teeth of our tongue
we are singing our souls into Light.24
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