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The Arts in the Context of a postmodern, irrational society 

Hector J. Ramirez Martinez  

     In the post-modern and post-Christian context we live, which implies an irrational mindset 
that has been implemented in most areas and aspects of the Western society; Christians find 
ourselves at a loss trying to reach these people with reasonable concepts of moral values, 
absolutes and spiritual principles. The truth of the matter is that, having adopted an irrational 
mentality that does not care for truth anymore, where the general accepted consensus is that 
there can be no limits or restrictions to one´s desires, feelings and opinions; any language about 
absolute and reasonable values is completely unacceptable and opposed by this society. 

     How can we then approach this insurmountable challenge? Of course there may be various 
answers and approaches to this problem, since God can never run out of ideas. But one 
marvelous tool which can be overlooked in this regard is the Arts, as a means to help us open 
doors and break barriers and prejudices. But the Arts can only be a valuable means when we 
see and understand them for what they are by their very nature, the nature God himself has 
given them. Now, to understand this very important subject, the Greek perspective and theory 
of art as well as the history of it, can be a very valuable tool, but since my article is not an 
academic one, I will leave this aspect aside. The crucial issue we must be able to grasp in this 
context is that it is the faculty and potential of the creative gift, to lift our spirits and our souls 
out of the merely materialistic and rational world into the realm of the spirit and the 
imagination. 

     Now, this insight is one based on the understanding of the technical, aesthetic, philosophical 
and spiritual aspects related to the nature of the creative gift, what it really is according to its 
natural conception and make up. But one needs to realize that this approach is one that presents 
a challenge to Christians whose only experience of the Arts come from an evangelistic approach, 
or from a merely religious understanding of life as such. In other words it comes from an 
approach which is void of a sound and complete biblical worldview. 

When the Arts are only seen as mere “tools” to be used for evangelistic purposes, or as an 
imaginative manifestation of man´s evil desires and inclinations, that can sometimes be 
tolerated for pious, religious purposes; but with no interest whatsoever in understanding the 
real nature of the creative gift, this attitude produces a distortion and a misunderstanding of the 
real nature of art and its role in human life. However, when one takes a closer look at the Bible 
concerning the issue of art and beauty, -and as I said before, the Greeks also have a lot to say and 
teach us in this respect, but I am not going to get into that in this article-; our view of the subject 
begins to be quickly expanded. And reading what other Christians through history have 
discovered about this fact one continues to be more delightedly surprised. People like Saint 
Augustine, Dorothy Sayers, Francis Schaeffer, C. S. Lewis, G. K. Chesterton, Hans Rookmaaker 
and others, had long found that although there is a place for the religious “use” of the arts in the 
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church, this cannot be the only reason why God has bestowed such an abundant and exuberant 
gift of creativity on every aspect of creation.  

    Artistic sensitivity not only manifests itself in a natural way in everything man creates, whether 
it be a car, a chair, a pair of shoes, or an artistic masterpiece; but it is present all around us 
wherever we fix our eyes on the world God has made. One also notices that in the same way 
that nature proclaims the glory of God by being true to itself, without labels or special religious 
messages, the Arts also glorify God by being true to the nature of the creative gift.  If someone 
thought it would be necessary to put a placard on the moon saying “to the glory of God”, or 
write Bible verses on the leaves of the trees, or make the birds sing hymns and choruses to 
proclaim the glory of God, it would be a great mistake. Nature proclaims the glory of God, and 
in many instances it inspires people to think about the transcendent aspects of life, just by being 
true to itself, in a “natural” way. As George MacDonald put it in his fabulous book Phantastes: 
“Art rescues nature from the weary and sated regards of our senses, and the degrading injustice 
of our anxious every-day life, and appealing to the imagination... reveals nature in some degree 
as she really is, and as she represents herself to the eyes of the child, whose every-day life, 
fearless and unambitious meets the true import of the wonder-teeming world around him and 
rejoices therein without questioning”. 

   In short, there is a Biblical perspective of life; a comprehensive biblical worldview that enables 
Christians to see the Lordship of Christ over all His redeemed creation, and that allows us to 
enjoy life to its full potential. As C. S. Lewis put it: “I believe in God as I believe that the sun has 

risen: not only because I can see it, but because by it I can see everything else.” In this light, in fact,  
Christians are the ones able see and understand sex, food, marriage, science and art in such a 
magnificent and revealing way only because they can see all of them through the eyes of the 
One who has created them. Therefore cultivating our aesthetic sensitivity is a very important 
part of God´s plan to make us whole and complete human beings, enabling us to fulfill his 
cultural mandate. Actually, the learning process and discovery of the rules, laws and techniques 
for creating, experiencing and enjoying beauty, make the arts redemptive in the sense that they 
are instrumental in giving us yet another view of God´s glorious and magnificent structure of 
the universe; and in this process reveal to us subtle aspects of God´s own character and love for 
his creation. As with science, we find that if we come with an open and unprejudiced mind, the 
more we know about the laws that make up the physical world, the more we come face to face 
with our Creator God. Therefore, as we develop and cultivate our aesthetic sensitivity through 
the creation and contemplation of beauty we continue to grow into the complete human beings 
God made us to be. And this must be so, because not only our spirit has to be fed with the 
devotion of God in our hearts as our bodies have to be fed with food, but our intellect has to be 
fed with rational thoughts, concepts and ideas that help us understand God, us and the world 
around us; and, of course, our emotions and imagination have to be fed with the delightful 
enchantment of art. Starving any of those appetites or neglecting them or making them what 
they are not by their very nature, will not only produce damaging and devastating 
consequences to our human nature; but it will disable us to being able to be witnesses of God´s 
redemptive love for his creation. 
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   We have then, that educating and cultivating our aesthetic sensitivity does not have to be 
intentionally done in a “religious” way, since by its very nature, art naturally rises into the 
spiritual world. In that way therefore art does not need to be made “sacred” by Christians 
adding to it a religious undertone absolutely un-necessary, because art is already spiritual by its 
very nature, the nature that God himself has given to it. Dressing art with a cloth of religion, as 
it was done in the Sistine Chapel in 1564 with Michelangelo´s nudes, is doing the same as when 
art is unnaturally made to speak the language of political propaganda, it devalues its very 
nature. This, of course, does not mean, as I have already said in passing, that there is no place 
for religious devotional art that can sincerely and genuinely express man´s deep sense of 
adoration and gratitude to God. But if a genuine Christian loves God, and if that Christian 
happens to be an artist, he is going to love the world and the life God has made as He has made 
it and redeemed it in Christ. He is not going to have the feeling that he needs to reinvent them 
or give them a religious connotation or dress them up so that they will be more pleasing to God. 
That would be implying that God has made a mistake in his creation.  

     Of course, all of this should not be a surprise for Christians, since when we continue to look 
closer into the actual nature of the creative gift, we realize that obviously enough, art and 
beauty are an intrinsic part of God´s own nature. Yes, according to the Bible God is not only 
holy, just, loving, omnipotent, omniscient, but also Creator, the supreme Creator, in fact, and for 
that very reason He is also described as beautiful. And this is, of course, the only reason why 
everything He created was not only good but beautiful, as He himself expressed it in the book of 
Genesis, (Kalos), the Greek word used which implies both things at the same time good and 
beautiful. And this is also the reason why everything we see in nature and the universe has the 
omnipresent quality of beauty. If one “unexamined life is not worth living” according to the 
ancient Greeks, in the same way a life without the experience and enjoyment of beauty is not a 
completely realized life. The Christian worldview is one that takes into account the individual 
as a person made in the image of God, with emotional, intellectual, physical, spiritual and aesthetic 
needs. Not only God has created us in his own image, but the lordship of Christ expands into 
all of life. This also has the implication that education from a Christian perspective cannot only 
be about the acquisition of knowledge and skills to get the expertise needed to make a living. 
The making of a mature person, able to deal with the different challenges and aspects of the 
human experience, requires a biblical worldview that includes instruction, education and 
cultivation of the artistic sensitivity. As we have already seen, an education that contributes to 
enriching our emotional and aesthetic sensitivity is an education that opens our imagination to 
the creative and spiritual dimensions of life, and helps deepen our knowledge and 
understanding of the human condition. One may even say that, like with many other things in 
life, art complements religious education in a non-religious way. 

     Let us also remember that through the arts and sciences, we can have a glimpse into the 
intricate and complex structure and design of the world God has created. As we have seen in 
the words of G. MacDonald, Cennino Cennini, an artist from the 14th Century, also discovered 
that the artist with his talent and skill is able to disclose to the gazing eye that hidden reality 
which before the actual making of the artistic master piece, did not seem to exist. In other 
words, art can help us see aspects of reality that are not so obvious to the intellect or the 
physical eye because it does not reach our reason, but our emotions and imagination. The Arts 
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therefore, can not only be good as tools for worship, evangelism and liturgical purposes, or as 
gifts for providing relaxation and entertainment, though they do play an important role in all 
these. The arts, good art, play a very fundamental and important role in helping us be more 
human, sensitive, discerning, reflective, and in the process enrich our lives and help develop 
our character. 

   Lastly, in this modern days of degradation and desecration, one of the things art can help us see 
and understand more clearly is how that process has actually taken place in the West. In the 
18th. century, with the advent of a merely rational worldview, indeed the arts begin to leave the 
religious subject matter aside, God, the saints and the host of angels disappear from the 
canvases. But the fact of the matter is that the world is also and for that very reason disenchanted 
since not only the Christian God disappeared but the gods, goddesses and myths of the ancient 
world also begin to vanish. The only things artists form the 18th. and 19th century begin to depict 
on their canvases are those which can be seen by the naked eye. Not only faith disappears but 
also the free use of the imagination, and this disapproval is what was at the root of most of the 
Avant-garde movements who wanted to recover the use of the imagination. In Kandinsky´s 
words: “We must destroy the soulless, materialistic life of the 19th. century. We must build the life of the 

soul and spirit of the 20th. century”. This is also something that Christian writers as G. K. 
Chesterton, J. R. R. Tolkien and C. S. Lewis saw very clearly and the reason for their imaginative 
works full of Greek, Roman and Nordic myths. Indeed God needs to be restored to His rightful 
place in the minds and imagination of the Western mind, but maybe before that can take place 
the world needs to be re-enchanted, it needs to go back to that paradigm in which the 
imagination was open to see and believe in more than what the naked eye can see. The artists of 
the Avant-gard movement, even though they tried very hard, have been unable to do that. 

   It may be then, that the job of the Christian artist, in the midst of this devastating situation, as 
Chesterton, Lewis and Tolkien have shown us, has to be that of helping recover, through his 
work, the imagination and contribute to re-enchant the world in a way that people can be 
encouraged to dream, hope, believe and enjoy the experience of beauty in a way that has already 
disappeared from the face of the western world with the “colonization” of our minds and 
emotions by mere entertainment and rationalism and desecration. In fact, for many people today 
there is no difference between art and entertainment, or for that matter, between a beautiful 
nude goddess in a canvas and a pornographic picture in a magazine.  

In our experience in the last thriteen years working with postmodern, non-Christian people, we 
have noticed that the cultivation and enhancement of artistic sensitivity through arts education 
is something they desire and see as good and necessary for every human being. They also 
realize despite their secularism, irrationality and confusion, that for this learning process to be 
real, it requires genuine love and appreciation for whatever is good and beautiful not only in 
nature, but also in the world of human life. We have therefore found that even in this secular 
mindset, the understanding of the nature of the artistic gift, and the acquisition of aesthetic as 
well as moral and ethical values, not only becomes relevant and important; but also an efficient 
tool through the use of the imagination, in opening windows to the spiritual dimension. 

  The spiritual dynamics: 
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               Finally, in the context of this postmodern society, one of the most important lessons we 
have learned through the years is that, if we are going to be able to carry out this much needed 
third mission to the West, it will not be done in our own strength. We will never be able to 
accomplish such a titanic task by our own human means or the use of reason and the 
imagination. Therefore a mere nominal or intellectual approach is not enough, and above all, 
there is an urgent need for a Biblical worldview that would provide a framework from which to 
live, think and work as a Christian in this complex post-modern world. This worldview has to 
take into account the spiritual dimension, in the sense that things like faith, prayer, intercession, 
dependence on God and spiritual warfare are practically integrated in the dynamics of any efforts 
to reach this society with the gospel. We must embody through the grace of God, forgiveness, 
freedom from bondage, healing, deliverance and the relevance of the gospel message in all 
aspects of life. Our walk with God has to be a practical demonstration of the reality of God´s 
presence in this world, including something as down to earth as finances, an aspect in which we 
have been able to see God´s miraculous intervention many times in the development of the 
ministry.  
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