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This Discussion Paper is produced as a tool for assisting teaching staff in Anglican
schools to engage in an intelligent and thoughtful way with the emerging components
of the new Australian Curriculum. We are indebted to Ruby Holland for the
thoroughness in which she has researched and written this paper and we look forward
to receiving equally thoughtful and constructive feedback. We don’t pretend that this
paper has addressed every issue but we are pleased to share it with you as a
conversation starter and as a trigger for further reading and thinking.
Many of the ideas discussed in the paper are not peculiar to teaching and learning in
Creative Arts. At the same time, we believe that Exploring teaching and learning in
Creative Arts with the eyes of faith is a challenging a place to continue the series that
addresses teaching and learning in Science, English, History and Personal Development,
Health and Physical Education.
In this paper Ruby acknowledges that in Anglican schools ‘education is seen as nothing
less than the intellectual, spiritual and moral formation of students as created beings of
a loving and holy God.’ The theme of formation features often as does the challenge
for all of us who teach to see the rituals and routines of our subjects with the eyes of
faith.
This Discussion Paper will introduce you to writers, researchers, questions and issues
which you may never have considered. We trust that it is a stimulating experience for
you and for the community of practice with which you are involved.

Dr Bryan Cowling
Executive Director
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Ruby Holland has been a teacher in government and independent schools for over forty
years. She was formerly the Principal, and later the Assistant Principal: Curriculum at St
Paul’s Grammar School, Cranebrook where she developed her ideas in the context of a
Christian grammar school. She has a Masters degree in education from Newcastle
University and has lectured in a Bible College. Her educational interests include
internationalism in education, leadership and subject-based Christian scholarship. She
interacts frequently with other Christian scholars around the world. She is a member of
the Anglican Education Fellowship and is contracted by Anglican EdComm to promote
an approach to education which advances the ethos of Anglican education.
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Teaching in an Anglican school is a rewarding experience, supported by centuries of tradition
in academic excellence and pastoral care, focused on a clear vision of ‘the good’ and what it
means to live what is referred to as a ‘good life.’ In the Anglican community, it is the Bible that
gives us that vision, characterised as ‘wisdom.’ And so it is in Anglican schools that education is
seen as nothing less than the intellectual, spiritual and moral formation of students as
created beings of a loving and holy God. The routines and rituals that are practised in the
community are crucial to such formation with the student developing a certain orientation
toward the world1 through the community’s practices.
While this understanding of formation is largely uncontested, its application is often restricted
to activities outside the classroom of the mainstream subjects. However, such student-forming
practice is not restricted to the more obvious Christian celebrations; it can also be seen in the
routines and rituals of the subjects we teach and of our classrooms. As well as the personal
characteristics of the teacher, two areas then become of major importance for faith-based
schools:
•
•

scholarship related to each subject and
teaching and learning within each subject.

Supporting Anglican practice that is formative of students intellectually, spiritually and morally
requires us to examine these two areas in some depth. Although we will be incorporating ideas
that are essentially theological, they are done in a spirit of what Alan Jacobs refers to as
‘kerygmatic theology,’ ‘governed by Christ’s commandment to proclaim the Gospel rather than
by the natural impulse to argue and justify’2.

If we accept the premise that scholarly practice in our subject is characterised by certain
virtues (habits and dispositions oriented towards a certain understanding of the good3) then
we need to evaluate such from the perspective of our end goal: the Christian vision of life lived
well. This is often more than, and occasionally opposed to, the vision projected by our
subjects. As such it presents a rich opportunity to explore in depth the issues that lie at the
heart of all subjects, issues that are contestable yet of vital importance for lifelong learning.

1
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For it is now widely recognised that each subject comes with a particular paradigm for its
practice: rules that govern its content and methodology, rules that students are socialised
into in our classrooms. These rules are expressed in routines and rituals as we study and
practise the subject. Think literary criticism in English as a routine or the scientific method as a
ritual. These routines and rituals in our subjects remain largely unexamined in our teaching.
They often simply form an unarticulated ‘social imaginary’4, to use Charles Taylor’s term, a precognitive ‘understanding’ rather than ‘knowledge.’ The myth that any construction of a
discipline can be neutral and value-free is now being questioned in the mainstream literature.
See for instance critique of the Australian Curriculum Mathematics Syllabus5. At the heart of
every subject’s rules and practices are belief-based understandings of people and knowledge,
(beginning with the existence of God) that are both foundational and formative. To the extent
that they remain unarticulated they retain their formative power.
The story or sustaining myth of Science, for instance, appears in the media at least to be one of
human conquest of the environment, minus any external creative or sustaining influence.
A simplistic understanding of the scientific method understands that it is performed almost
ritually to determine what is true about this world. For many students, the pre-cognitive
understanding presented to them is that this practice is the means to all reliable truth. All else
is personal taste. The challenge for teachers of Science, as for all teachers in Anglican schools,
is to encourage a study of the natural world within a Christian framework of understanding: a
Christian ‘social imaginary’ which has the capacity to captivate the heart and mind of students.
Although the social imaginary may function at a pre-cognitive level, the Christian faith is not
irrational. Bible-based Anglican theology provides us with a strong set of ‘control beliefs’6 with
which to critique the social imaginary behind subject paradigms as well as theorise and
embrace their rich contribution to human life. The Christian life involves ongoing listening to
God speaking through His word and responding with faith to His precepts, vision and purposes.
This includes His redemptive and renewing purposes in relation to the creation and our
creation mandate as culture-makers. We will often find ourselves agreeing with those who
come from a different foundation of beliefs because God in His mercy has extended common
grace to all people to access truth. However, humankind, as Romans 1 tells us, tends to distort
the truth about His world, preferring to leave the Creator/Redeemer out of the picture. With
the eyes of faith we see that God is the ground and source of all truth, wherever it is found;
but that we need to be discerning in relation to any truth claims.
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In undertaking to uncover and critique the beliefs on which our subject’s paradigm is based,
we are taking seriously the three-pronged emphasis of Anglican education: intellectual,
spiritual and moral. But in the process, we may be tempted to give undue weight to the role of
perspective, particularly what has been termed ‘a Christian perspective’ or ‘the Biblical
worldview.’ Where does this leave the role of ‘facts,’ the traditional body of ‘universal truths’
that teachers used to be able to transmit to students with confidence? In describing the act of
knowing, some writers7 have indeed highlighted human perspective and interpretation in our
knowing at the expense of traditional objectivity. Don Carson provides a more nuanced view,
‘Human beings may know objective truth in the sense that they may know what
actually conforms to reality, but they cannot know it objectively, that is, they cannot
escape their finitude and…their fallenness, and therefore the limitations of
perspectivalism, and thus they cannot know anything completely or from a neutral
stance.’8
Note the role of belief even in this statement. Carson’s control beliefs about the nature of
humanity (able to access truth, yet sinful, finite) lead him to emphasise the limitations of
human knowing. On the other hand, his (assumed) control belief in a creator God leads him to
affirm that truth can be known. If the development of our subjects involves such complex
knowing over time, then they are imperfect, more or less objective human interpretations of
reality. They are indeed humanity’s glorious, fallible attempt to impose a pattern on the
universe in response to their experience of it. The disciplines empower us to construct
meaning and develop a worldview to guide our day-to-day living in a bewildering cosmos.
However, we do well to consider that the disciplines are but one aspect of our meaningmaking, albeit a dominant one for schools. J.K.A. Smith claims that much of the orientation
that influences our interpretation or perspective is operative at a subconscious level…what he
calls ‘the adaptive unconscious.’9 At this level, as stated earlier, social institutions are crucial in
their contribution to worldview, in the way a student orients himself to the world. The whole
context of the school therefore deserves thorough evaluation for its concrete formative
influence on students. However, the focus of this paper remains on the unarticulated
formative aspects of the disciplines.
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So what does this have to do with our classroom teaching? If the subjects we teach are human
constructs, interpretations based on contestable beliefs and commitments, then we have the
responsibility to teach our students how to explore these values and perspectives after having
done so ourselves. We need to do so in full knowledge of the formative power of the practice
of our subject for developing a view of and orientation to the world. The rituals and routines of
our classroom, including the enacted curriculum, will help socialise students either into
becoming critical and discerning thinkers in relation to our subject, or leave them as possibly
unreflective practitioners, with a truncated understanding of both themselves and their world.
As intimated in the above quote from Carson, such subject-based interpretations cannot be
arbitrary, as their truth must be tested for the closest possible agreement with reality; but
they are nevertheless products of human beings who inevitably bring their belief-based
perspectives and valuing to that enterprise. We do our students a disservice if we teach our
subjects as if belief-based perspective has no role in them because those unarticulated beliefs
are intellectually, spiritually and morally formative of our students. To explore them is both to
deepen their knowledge of the subject and to give to students an active, choice-based role in
their own formation.
This is especially the case given that the disciplines upon which our subjects are based
originally formed part of a modernist structure for organising knowledge and giving meaning
to the world. Unrestrained modernism, with its overdependence on the scientific method for
the justification of knowledge, tends to act as a secularising influence on our subjects.
Modernist explanations of telos tend to limit it to the material world.

It should be noted at this point that any exploration of contestable areas should be done in a
spirit of humble inquiry and with respect for differing viewpoints. A didactic pedagogy is not
suited to the development of the capacity to analyse and critique subject areas. Such didactic
approaches have often accompanied what may be termed ‘pseudo-integration.’10 Such
attempts in the past have variously involved the construction of completely alternative
program of teaching and learning, proof-texting with decontextualised Bible verses, the
artificial insertion of values education into the subject or the didactic delivery of a set of
doctrines as ‘the Christian worldview.’
In avoiding such artificiality, the easy solution appears to be to restrict our thinking as teachers
in Anglican schools to pastoral and relational aspects of teaching. But this in effect hands
10
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formative power over to the unarticulated paradigm of the subject, as we have explored above. It
also wastes an opportunity to demolish the false understanding of knowledge that pits facts
against faith, objectivity against values, science against religion, mainstream subjects against
Biblical Studies. And it denies an understanding of all our educational practice as inevitably
focussed on a particular formative narrative of the life well-lived.

Modelling the Biblical picture of the good life in our pastoral and relational roles as teachers is
of course important. However, Nicholas Wolterstorff (Emeritus Professor of Philosophical
Theology at Yale) points out the necessity for an interplay of modelling and carefully planned
teaching,
‘To be truly effective in cultivating dispositions, modelling needs the support of
articulated thought. If teaching justly is to be effective as a model it needs the support
of a conceptual framework for thinking about justice’.11
By far the best option for those of us involved in Anglican schooling is to adopt a scholarly
approach to our subject, using a process recommended by Christian scholars for genuine
integration, constructing an appropriate ‘conceptual framework.’ David Wolfe suggests three
aspects specific (integral) to each subject as fruitful for investigation in the classroom:




Presuppositions on which the subject is based—eg. The assumption that human beings
can be completely accounted for in terms of their biology.
Value commitments, both explicit and tacit of the subject—eg. The value of empirical
evidence or logic.
Results of study of the subject, set within the context of the Big Picture—eg.
Deconstruction considered as a form of literary criticism that supports postmodern
views of life.12

Another approach to integration involves exploring the relationship of the disciplines to one
another and especially to that of theology. Major ways of doing this have been termed:




Complementary, whereby each discipline is seen to tell a different story, needing the
other disciplines to provide the most comprehensive picture of the world and life.
Dialectical, in which ‘authentic Christian commitment’ is used in sorting out what
knowledge is genuine and vice versa.
Reactive, in which problems are considered from a Christian perspective whenever
encountered.13
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In the second section we will be exploring the subject using elements of both these
approaches as a stimulus for programming from a Christian perspective. Before we
consider this, however, we need to explore the relevance of this approach to the
current context of Anglican education, namely the National, or Australian curriculum.

The Australian Curriculum seems to acknowledge the formative power of a curriculum
narrative. One of the broad learning outcomes of the K-10 Curriculum Framework is: ‘develop
a system of personal values based on their understanding of moral, ethical and spiritual
matters.’14 To explore further possibilities beyond what they encounter in media, students
need to know what it means to be a creature of God, and the implications that flow from this
understanding of the importance of the spiritual. As the Australian Curriculum Framework
does not include any ‘religious’ subject, it follows that the development of personal values
would arise in the context of the ‘mainstream’ subjects.
The danger of allowing this to happen without developing a discerning critique that is directed
towards a particular goal of a good life is illustrated by recent surveys conducted by Notre
Dame University in the U.S.15 They found that 18 to 23 year olds emerged from 13 years of
secular education with little capacity to critically evaluate social, cultural and lifestyle issues.
The emerging adults had been socialised into self-centredness, consumerism,
promiscuousness and secularism. The majority was unable to think through issues ethically;
only a minority saw the relevance of a reasoned faith to the rest of life. Where they espoused
faith, God appeared relevant only when there were problems and His chief role was to ensure
comfort and happiness, which He was generally seen to issue according to the ‘good works’ of
the recipient. Faith was thus characterised as ‘moralistic, therapeutic deism.’
Few doubt that young adults in Australia, partly the product of our schools, demonstrate a
similar pattern. For example, the National Assessment Program found in 2010 that in Civics
and Citizenship half of students at Years 6 and 10 did not reach proficiency level in relation to
the values, attitudes and dispositions of the Melbourne Declaration.16 Both modernism and
postmodernism have done their work well in promoting consumption as a meaning-maker and
digital technology as identity. Such an approach breeds human autonomy and hubris in
science, technology and economics with a subsequent marginalising of a biblical understanding
of virtue and value. And whether our students have a faith commitment or not, we should be
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concerned to support their moral and social as well as intellectual development and this from
a Biblical understanding of a life well lived.

Given Smith’s alarming assessment of youth, the limiting of student consideration of major
existential, life-shaping questions to Biblical Studies does not seem particularly helpful as this
subject is often marginalised, if only in students’ minds. The rituals and practices of the
scholarly communities involved in our subjects have by and large excluded consideration of
the belief-based foundations of their discipline as if they are not relevant. Charles Taylor
claims this is a quite deliberate strategy of those who have developed the disciplines.17 In
particular, they have rarely included consideration of what a subject is.18 Schools by and large
have copied this approach, teaching mostly the practice of the subject, when it is of major
interest to people of faith to explore the nature of each subject.
In thinking about what a subject is, students are potentially confronted by the big questions
that actually lie at the heart of all teaching and learning: ‘Who are we? What is our purpose?
Is there a God? What is truth? How can we know anything at all? If there is a ‘good life’ how
can we attain it? How do all my experiences fit together?’ The Australian Curriculum
documents are full of references to students developing both their identity and their
understanding of the world. See for instance the proposed syllabus in ‘the Arts’ for its
descriptions of the stages in terms of teaching and learning needs.19 As surely as these are the
concern of the Australian Curriculum, they are of Anglican schools purposefully planning for
student formation.
Indeed, Trevor Cooling claims that the ‘process of discovering meaning and judging
significance is essentially what education is all about…(it) characterises what it is to be
human.’20 This framework of meaning, driven by beliefs is what enables scientists as varied as
Dawkins and Lennox to make sense of both science and their world. And although students
will engage with such questions in Biblical Studies, these questions should also arise in their
proper context in the process of inquiring about the ‘what’ of the subject. The belief issues
that are at the heart of each subject need to be purposefully programmed for consideration.
We will explore how this might be done in the second section.

17
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Considering the nature of a subject should lead to professional reflection on where that
subject fits within the curriculum framework as all teaching and learning is presented in a
framework of some sort. Whether curriculum developers acknowledge it or not, all
frameworks are, in their educational values, ultimately based on foundational beliefs about
God, people and knowledge. It is these that they promote as they bring their educational
values to selection and implementation of the various components of the framework. It is a
specifically Anglican approach to emphasise that our subjects explore a unified creation that is
imbued with rich meaning from the Creator. We do not impose our meaning on creation, but
seek to uncover it and portray it as truthfully as possible.
Neil Postman has suggested the need for such a framework by referring to the inevitable
service of ‘gods’ by education.21 Postman’s gods are essentially narrative-based accounts of
reality such as technological progress or perhaps Anglican Christianity. These narratives give a
unity and explanatory framework to learning that supplies students with meaning, motivation
and a map to live by. Anglican schools are intentional about the promotion of the Christian
story, the gospel of Jesus Christ as Saviour and Lord of all creation, the one true God. The
challenge for Anglican schools is to develop meaningful approaches that affirm the Christian
story in every aspect of its functioning, including the curriculum framework.
A secular example of how this might be done in the curriculum offering can be seen in the IB
Diploma, which is structured around an integrating core in the framework. Theory of
Knowledge is the integrating subject of the diploma, considered within the individual subjects
as well as in a discrete subject. A values-challenging service component and an extended essay
are also included in the core. If Postman provides a philosophical and moral raison-d’etre for a
meaningful curriculum framework, the IB Diploma provides a pedagogical justification based
on research into teaching and learning as a responsive construction of meaning.
In an Anglican school the core would comprise some form of Biblical Studies, taught so that
students are encouraged to go beyond the framework itself to consider the unity and meaning
of creation in Christ. Ideally this will provide the core of the curriculum and be seen so by the
students. Biblical Studies should be prior to any of our other subjects.

21
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If Biblical Studies/Theology provides the core integrating frame and the explanation for our
subjects, conversely, the subject areas need to address key theological questions that are
integral to them for they make a powerful contribution to the meta-narrative of the
curriculum. This is the lesson of the IB Diploma where Theory of Knowledge went from just a
discrete subject to being a mandatory aspect of every subject syllabus. The approach may
involve challenging thinking, yet is vital to the presentation to students of a coherent
framework for their learning and their subsequent formation.
It should be noted once more that setting student learning within such a framework, providing
a big story with an exploration of big questions within the subjects, is not to impose Anglican
beliefs on students, but to empower them to investigate the truth claims of all forms of
knowledge, not just ‘religion.’ Only by doing so will they truly understand their world. Teachers
College, Columbia University reports on the proceedings of a conference, ‘“Children are
constantly engaged in making sense of the world,” said Annemarie Palinscar, Jean and Charles
Walgreen Professor of Reading and Literacy at the university. The work of teachers is to
“influence this sense making” by asking well-constructed questions, suggesting things that
students should notice, and providing students with tools – both physical and cognitive – that
support learning.’22
Further, this approach is in sympathy with the 21st Century educational emphasis on metaquestions. For example, the Board of Studies in incorporating the Australian Curriculum into its
K-10 Science Syllabus, states: ‘Knowledge, understanding, skills, values and attitudes derived
from the cross-curriculum areas will be included in Board syllabuses, while ensuring that
subject integrity is maintained.’ Theologically-loaded areas such as Critical and Creative
Thinking, Ethical Understanding and Sustainability and Environment must be programmed in
all subjects. Theological ‘big questions’ are foundational to each of these areas and thus find a
natural place in subject programming in the 21st Century. Students, thirsty for meaning in a
world seemingly devoid of hope, can thus be encouraged to develop a coherent and sustaining
worldview while being academically stretched.
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Before we begin to explore the subject of the Arts it is important to reassert five assumptions
that have been outlined in one form or another in Section One.

Anglican tenets hold to the revealed authority of Scripture in its meta-narrative,
propositions, principles and character as the living Word of God. It follows we need to
allow God to speak to us through His Word if we are seeking guidance in educating in the
Anglican tradition.

That is, Bible-based beliefs will exclude some answers to the knowledge issues inherent in
the subjects; but apart from those, there will be much scope for differing approaches.
Often there is no one simple biblical answer, but many questions that are worth exploring
for their contribution to student critical thinking, discernment and meaning-making.

These are often referred to as comprising a person’s or a culture’s worldview and are
essentially theological and contestable. The existence and nature of God, what it means to
be human and knowledge and knowing are all areas depending on reasonable belief for
their answers.23 For teachers in an Anglican school, these should be based in turn on the
Christian Scriptures. These answers form contestable assumptions that impact to a greater
or lesser extent on the foundations, content, methodology, resources and pedagogy of
each subject. This is not the place to explore those presuppositions in detail, but to
indicate that the Bible is the starting point for the development of criteria by which to
evaluate the components of each subject. Christian scholars have especially focused on the
importance of understanding humanity from a biblical perspective.24
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This formation occurs through the virtues (habits and dispositions) of the subject as
practised by its scholars (including the teacher!) It has moral, social and aesthetic aspects,
as well as cognitive. It cannot be completely neutral. The question is not whether but how
each subject helps form students. The answer should, of course, be in alignment with the
Anglican school’s values and aims for students.

St. Bonaventure states, ‘every form of cognition is theology’s slave,’ by which he meant,
‘Theology, which is reasoned discourse about that God who is the Lord, provides both the
frame and the explanation for all these particular forms of learning’25. Theology is prior to
the other disciplines and as such it can helpfully question and interact with those
disciplines.
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In light of the above assumptions, it is helpful to establish a foundation of programming in
the Arts with a theological perspective. The following are suggested as key questions in
which theology plays a central role; they represent issues that philosophers and theologians
have mused over for centuries. Christian scholars disagree over the answers but by raising
them, we are led deep into the roots of the skills and content of the different disciplines
comprising the Arts, the space occupied by questions of eternal significance. This is best
done by exploring the classic aspects of any discipline, such as nature and practice, where
these essentially theological questions will emerge naturally. These are foundational issues
of belief that are often assumed; but which present a wonderful opportunity to teachers in
Anglican schools. The Australian Curriculum provides a new context in which to practise
this academically and educationally sound approach. However, opportunities need to be
identified and planned for intentionally by teacher with a deep understanding of their
subject; superficial approaches will not suffice to demolish assumptions that may be
blocking student belief. It is especially important to note that these foundational questions
are not manufactured or imposed from some external source. They are questions that
relate to a deep and thoughtful appreciation of the subject area, an opening up of what is
already there, albeit from a particular (ie. Christian) perspective.


What is the relationship between reality and personal perspective in the Arts?



What kind of knowledge is artistic knowledge?



Is value in the Arts based on universal, objective criteria or subjective taste?



How should we be guided in choice of works to create or study?



How do the Arts contribute to the formation of students towards a Christian
vision of the good life?

In addition to the first four questions, which are commonly debated by both philosophers
and practitioners in the area, we add the fifth question as one that is specific to the
subject as taught in Anglican schools. T he answers you, your faculty and school give to
these questions will determine the formative impact (the routines and rituals referred
to in the accompanying paper) of both the subject and your classroom. Please note that
there may be no right or wrong answers to these questions but in the very exploration
of them lie possibilities for students to engage with significant formative aspects of
their subject. In doing this we will focus less on the more recent area of Media Arts

19

If the rituals and routines of the Arts are to be evaluated for their support of the
Anglican story, it is useful to explore in your teaching program the following aspects
foundational categories of every discipline:
1. Nature
2. Links
3. Story
4. Practice
5. History
6. Purpose
There is considerable overlap in these six areas and we will chiefly be considering the
issues that are applicable across most of the subjects of the Arts as well as a small sample
that are subject-specific. All disciplines, including the Arts, function within the limits of a
paradigm, an agreed set of rules governing what will be included in the content and the
methodology: that is, how the discipline will be practised. This is a comprehensive and
often unquestioned package. A t e a c h e r ’ s r o l e i s p a r t l y a b o u t i n d u c t i n g
s t u d e n t s i n t o t h e s e p a r a d i g m a t i c r u l e s . The subjects of Music, Drama,
Visual Arts, Media Arts and Dance have much in common in the belief basis of these
rules; however varied may be the implications for teaching practice. You will not find a
highly reasoned dissertation on aesthetics. Christian scholars such as T.S. Eliot, C.S.
Lewis and a vast number of others have addressed this aspect of the Arts in a more
erudite fashion than this writer is capable of. You will find here, we hope, that some
issues and ideas are covered that will support you in your role to educate students in
our Anglican schools into a rich Christian vision of the good life.
As we explore this approach we should also keep in mind that we are not advocating
the denial of the right of response on the part of students, including the right to
articulate an opposing position. Teaching with integrity in an Anglican school demands
that we explore and open up the issues for consideration, not impose an artificial set of
answers that we expect to be received passively. However, where relevant, we should
be confident to present a credible, authoritative Christian alternative and that includes
the practice of each of the Arts.
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Exploring this area in your teaching will help students answer Question 1: What is the
relationship between reality and perspective in the arts?
Various answers to this question have been posed, according to the beliefs of the
scholar. In other words, the most basic understanding of the discipline involves a range
of assumptions about life on the part of those developing this area of knowledge. For
example it is fascinating to see the emerging understanding that humanity can
interpret reality through the Arts in a substitute for religion’s traditional role. The
media in particular often portrays the Arts in semi-religious terms, with the Art Gallery
for example, as the new cathedral. This presupposes a view of people as capable of
understanding and presenting their world in all its spirituality as well as physicality
without the need for a Creator God who has made a meaningful world. The Australian
curriculum hints at this when it claims that students may ‘use arts knowledge and
understanding to make sense of their world’26. In Anglican schools we do well to be
cautious in overestimating the reach of the discipline by conceptualising it as religion
however useful the Arts may be in assisting students to make sense of life. Of all the
disciplines, the Arts almost rank with theology in the extent of their presentation of
worldviews; yet it is possible to be involved in these areas and to practise with little or
no knowledge about personal and cultural worldviews or even the discipline itself. Our
goal is to explore teaching and learning in order to develop discernment, not
unthinking practice, which leads us to examine the most dominant area of any
discipline: the nature of the Arts.
A variety of understandings are evident in the area. The subjects can be seen as the
outward expression of the sensitive artist’s inner life (expressivism); a tool for
subversion of the current culture (functionalism) or a re-connection of the human spirit
with the body in performance. One of the most important things to note about the Arts
is that they are essentially about performance. We may perhaps consider the display of
works of Visual Arts within the gallery space as a form of performance, even if not
involving the specific genre of ‘performance art’. This understanding of the Arts
involves amongst other things the active use of the human body, materials related to
the art form (sound producing or shape/picture producing etc.), patterns (contrasts of
light and dark, dance movements etc.) and finally a context in time and community.
This last aspect is the key to understanding the nature of each of the Arts, as no work
of art can be isolated from its historical and cultural context being an intentional
human act of composition conducted within a tradition. How the artist him or herself
understands their art will have an impact in this discipline more than any other, given
26
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the mostly subjective nature of the practices. Whether the Arts operate according to
‘givens’ built into the world and therefore the relation between the objective and
subjective is quite contestable.
Given this contestability it seems a little pointless to give a brief definition of any Arts
subject such as that of music as ‘the intentional production of temporally organised
patterns of pitched sounds’. As we examine the nature of the subjects, we will see that
most of them are almost indefinable; although it is helpful to start with the most basic
of explanations. The way Music ‘revolves around certain clearly defined centres and
unfolds in time through holding patterns of tension and resolution’27 would seem to be
applicable to Drama and Dance as well, especially in Western high culture. If Music is
patterns of organised sound, then Dance is perhaps patterns of organised movements
in space. Drama involves a similar sense of patterning, involving crisis, resolution,
denouement; another version of tension and resolution. The South Australian
Curriculum Standards and Accountability Framework elaborates on this definition,
claiming it is: 'the enactment of real and imagined events through role-play, play
making and performances, enabling individuals and groups to explore, shape and
represent ideas, feelings and their consequences in symbolic or dramatic form.' 28 Some
commentators divide the Arts into those that contain words, deeds or a mix of them
and those that do not because it is through the words and deeds that moral content is
shown. Drama, Dance and some Visual Arts are considered ‘worded-deeded’ with
Music regarded the most abstract of all29. This is because it refers to contexts outside
itself in very ambiguous terms, according to Best.
It is usual in syllabuses to find the area described in terms of actions like creating and
responding. This seems to be an appropriate approach that abandons static attempts
to define, for example, Music in textual terms as a body of written scores. Or Drama as
a literary text. Or Dance as a filmed version of a ballet. Textual aspects of the subjects
remain important for communicating ‘works’ to future practitioners, but are not
considered primary in 21st Century philosophies of the area. Hence ACARA, rather than
limiting study in the area to the ‘body of works’, describes the areas of The Arts 30 in the
following terms.
Dance: ‘students use the body to communicate and express meaning through
purposeful movement’
Drama: ‘students explore and depict real and fictional worlds through use of
body language, gesture and space to make meaning as performers and audience’
27

Begbie, J.S. 2007, Resounding Truth, Baker Academic, Grand Rapids, p.53.
http://ehlt.flinders.edu.au/education/DLiT/2001/drama/whatdram.htm
29
Best, H. M. 1993, Music Through the Eyes of Faith, Harper One, N.Y., p. 60.
30
Please note that due to the newness of this area, Media Arts will not be considered in relation to
issues of faith at this stage.
28

22

Music: ‘students create, shape and share sounds in time and space and critically
analyse music’
Visual Arts: ‘students experience and explore the concepts of artists, artworks,
world and audience’
Two of the descriptions mention ‘meaning’ directly and two refer to it obliquely by
using the words, ‘concepts’, ‘analyse’ and ‘interpret’. The syllabus then articulates an
approach whereby meaning-making is directly linked to performance. Indeed,
performance, that essential aspect of the Arts, has taken on theological meanings
beyond what is envisaged in the syllabi and by examining this briefly we learn much
about the nature of the Arts.
Dramatic performance in particular, has become an important concept to theologians,
being given an ethical dimension. Capturing the notion of the Bible as narrative,
theologians such as N.T. Wright have suggested a metaphor of the play in relation to
the Christian life, a life lived in the Fifth Act. This is a play that is being written by the
performers in the light of the first four acts: Creation, Fall, Israel and Christ. The fixed
text of Scripture is retained; however the concept of improvisation is put forward to
explain how the church performs the story of Scripture. Wright’s hermeneutical model
seems to account more for the interpretational aspect of reading scripture than the
reality of its propositional truth. The analogy is also perhaps weak with regard to the
role of cognition in in relation to drama.
For ‘Dramatic action is’, as Ivan Khovacs points out, by contrast, ‘to do with what
happens in the space between the words’ and not principally about delivering a
propositional ‘message’ via cognitive faculties. ‘We would do ourselves a disservice if
we understood the incommunicative, affective engagement in the drama as merely a
back door entry into the sobriety of cognition.’” To de-emphasise the role of cognition
in living a flourishing life would seem counter-productive, given other Bible verses that
emphasise its importance. This has been taken up in the accompanying paper,
Exploring the Curriculum with the Eye of Faith. However, other writers do see the link
between performance and living as a Christian and perhaps it is an effective metaphor
for a century that prefers formative narrative over objective truth. “’Theatrical
performance, like Christian practice, has a script, is communal, is done in dialogue with
society, employs a variety of methods and of media, and is embodied.’” (Shannon
Craigo-Snell) So what might we learn about the Arts themselves from such
incorporation of artistic concepts into theology?
Firstly, critics of Wright have drawn attention to the importance of words, perhaps as
well as rather than instead of performance. ‘We need to remember that even words,
individual words…have doctrinal or prophetic import, there is to use the German liberal
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phraseology, the dialectical “this and not that”.’ So embedded, at least within the
texted aspects of the Arts, is meaning that should be comprehensible through its
language. However, the Arts also operate, as Begbie explains, ‘in ways that are best
described as metaphorical, generating a surplus of meaning’. As such, they are
irreducible, drawing on and portraying a large range of associations and connotations.
Secondly then, we need to note the contestability of various interpretations both of
works of art and of the very nature of the Arts themselves. This gives us a certain
degree of freedom in identifying the meaning of a work of Art.
However, as in the theologian’s use of the Fifth Act, this freedom is bounded by the
parameters of the objective truth present in the work. Neither a work of art nor the
discipline of the Arts can mean ‘just anything to anyone’. There is an inherent meaning,
albeit open to interpretation. No work is an empty sign to which any meaning can be
attached. A march in Music is loud and regular, crying in Drama indicates intense
emotion, an abundance of black or red paint makes for disturbing viewing, a crouching,
head bowed position in Dance is not suggestive of joy.
The same issue of interpretation vis-à-vis objective reality occurs when considering the
nature of every discipline, not just that of the Arts. The answers suggested to this
question have been categorised as either constructivist or realist. Much in the same
way that Don Carson drew a delicate balance between perspective and objectivity in
the development of knowledge (see Exploring the Curriculum with the Eyes of Faith) we
need to hold to the Anglican belief in an objective reality impregnated with meaning
that is accessible to the human mind. As a human cultural activity, the Arts are founded
on theological presuppositions. So a Christian artist might start with the assumption of
a Creator, a created order and the possibility of knowing it truthfully. Various versions
of the constructivist versus realist conflict emerge in issues such as the intellectual
versus the sensual and the theoretical versus the practical. Another version of this
debate emerges when one holds the view that the Arts are metaphorical and therefore
have multiple levels of meaning, dependent on a range of ‘connotations and
associations, held together by our imagination’.
We should not expect that our assumptions are taken up by those without a faith in a
living God. They will often see the nature and purpose of the Arts in a different light;
form and function impacting on the viewer with an almost religious intensity. Christian
philosopher, Nicholas Wolterstorff poses the tension beautifully in discussing the
religiosity of much of the writing in this area. Such claims include, ‘To immerse oneself
in a work of art is to enter a higher realm—a realm of freedom and transcendent
universality.’ Suggestions of complete freedom are of course a chimera if you hold to
the reality of objective truth and the person of faith’s responsibility to reflect that truth
in both creating and responding. Best takes this up in his discussion of the nature of
Music. ‘Music’, he says, ‘is, in its own way, proclamation and as such is completely
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accountable’. Accountable to proclaim truth and not falsehood, a responsibility
incumbent on all the Arts.
This is given expression by Begbie in relation to music. Some people ‘may hear music
differently and some patterns of notes do not appear universally; however certain
constants can be found: strategies, forms, intervals…a plausible case can be made for
holding that the basis of at least some of these and of our response to them lies in
phenomena… a sonic order…phenomena that are not culture or individual specific’. We
all share the same sonic order, the same physical characteristics. It follows from his
understanding that to reflect that sonic order is the role of music. This is ultimately
done in performance as no work of Art is complete without its performance.
The embodied nature of performance is emphasised by Snowber in her book on Dance
called ‘Embodied Prayer’. To follow a biblical anthropology she claims implies we go
beyond a rational, ‘tightly packaged philosophical framework in our head’, to reach our
depths of body-soul. She quotes W.B.Yeats, ‘We only believe those thoughts which
have been conceived not in the brain but in the whole body.’ Thus the involvement of
the body in performance becomes the means whereby we process thought, even truth.
This adds even more weight to the responsibility to tell truth in the Arts.

1. Help students to analyse the vision of the world present in their own
performances or in what they are viewing. How does it express truth and what
impact does it have on the whole person/
2. Discuss with students the dual role of the Arts in interpretation and objective
observation.

Exploring this area in your teaching will help students answer Question 2: What kind of
knowledge is artistic knowledge?
The recognition that students need a coherent approach to their learning has led the
developers of the Australian curriculum to emphasise generic aspects of the subjects.
In credentials of the International Baccalaureate Organisation definite curricular links
are encouraged, possibly reflecting a coherence view of the nature of truth. What both
approaches seem to have in common is a recognition of the need of students to make
sense of their learning within a developing personal worldview. In the Enlightenment
hierarchy of knowledge with Mathematics as the discipline at the pinnacle, the Arts were
considered very poor cousins, usually residing at the bottom of the knowledge tree. They
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were seen as subjective matters of taste, often occupying a different category to more
objectively verifiable modes of knowledge. Of course, this view is not tenable if one
accepts a creation which is multi-dimensional in its functioning with mankind unable
to completely explain it in mathematical terms, or indeed by any one subject in
isolation from the others.
We have already begun to consider the links between the various subjects within the
Arts in our exploration of the nature of the area. These subjects often seem to have
more in common with each other than with other subjects in the curriculum
framework as Enlightenment scholars held. Indeed it has been suggested that artistic
knowledge is ‘emotional rather than factual or theoretical knowledge’31. This does not
mean that the knowledge is less valuable nor does it imply there is no role for
interpretation or perspective in, for example, Science. It would however lead us to
consider that the Arts possess links with knowledge of a type that may be far deeper
and perhaps more amorphous than that traditionally associated with other subjects;
that is with moral knowledge and accompanying character development. As we shall
see in the section dealing with History, this understanding of the links between the
various forms of knowledge stems from a classical tradition reaching from Pythagoras
and Plato to the present. Michael Webb explains this understanding of the link
between the arts and moral knowledge in the following way,
“when we move in time to music we are educating our character, for ‘we are
learning an aspect of our embodiment as free beings’. So, educating our body,
including our artistic ear, eye and voice, contributes towards the shaping of our
heart and its desires.” 32
There is in this a strong suggestion of the existence of a certain aesthetic standard
requiring education and refinement, a standard often thought to be universal, as with
universal constructions of morality. However, the implied universalism of such an
approach is contestable. For example, Best argues that Music is an example of a
Creative Art that is part of the ‘ordained world of relativism in subjection to
absoluteness of truth’. This he calls ‘musical pluralism’.33 This same understanding of
diversity can be applied right across the Creative Arts. This approach allows for multiple
genres and freedom of development. However, it also empties the arts of moral
content. Best claims that there is no universal music, but a plurality governed by rules
and therefore not containing a universal ethic, being morally neutral. He claims the Arts
may have an impact on our emotions and moods, but they cannot hold moral power
over us unless we ascribe it to them.
31
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Perhaps the resolution of this difference in approach lies in accepting that the best arts
of the Western tradition have in the past offered a ‘God’s eye perspective on the
human condition’. This may not be applicable to every form or genre; and hence not be
liable to claims of universal morality. Perhaps other works and performances are
morally neutral, lacking the power to change lives by embodying or expressing truth.
But the content as well as the actual performance of more text-based subjects, such as
Drama, or even Visual Arts, appear to reflect the worldview of the artists in a more
wholistic and therefore morally-accountable way. Incidentally, in 21st Century visuallyrich society, we need to develop the capacity in our students to ‘read’ the textual
elements of the Visual Arts and media in general. For it is in these textual elements that
our students may fail to recognise what is contributing to their worldview.
So, whether or not we hold with Webb that the Arts have intrinsic moral power, we
ourselves are moral beings, subject to external influences that we are often not even
conscious of. We need a values-based social and cultural centre of self and identity, a
core from which we can venture with discernment into our aesthetically rich world,
interacting with its undoubted plurality. In relation to Music, Best calls this a ‘musical
and cultural home from which all musical sojourning takes place’34 Given that high
school students in particular are at a crucial stage of their life, it is of utmost
importance that the teacher of Creative Arts considers how to guide students towards
a life-enhancing ‘home’, hopefully a God-honouring one. It is difficult to do that
without some conception of moral knowledge applied to the arts. At the risk of cliché,
if we understand education as at least partly inducting students into the Anglican
conception of the ‘good life’, can we really hold that heavy metal music is just as lifeenhancing as bluegrass?
It certainly is easier to see the links between the Arts and moral knowledge in more
text-based subjects such as Drama; but it is important to remember that all Arts
subjects are contextualised in communities and situations. These have moral
foundations that are inevitably reflected in their cultural products. So the Arts present
an ideal opportunity to develop critical thinking in our students by considering critical
perspectives, provided of course that we are clear that not all perspectives are
necessarily equal. Some will reflect the reality of creation in a more balanced, nuanced
and accurate way than others. This is not a unique opportunity and forms natural links
with other subjects. The Australian Curriculum recognises this in its General Capabilities
such as Ethical Understanding and Creative and Critical Thinking.
In addition to such cognitive and affective processes, links with other subjects can be
forged in the performance aspect and content of the subjects. Careful selection of
34
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topics in the middle school can focus student attention on what the subjects have in
common as well as where they differ. The Arts are just one tool for understanding our
world, which is multi-dimensional and diverse in its unity. Each discipline needs the
others to provide a comprehensive understanding of the world our students inhabit.
This implies that there are limitations to the subjects in the area they cover and the
methodology they can bring to the development of knowledge. We cannot judge the
validity of the truth we find in the various arts by applying the scientific method, for example,
although both subjects may lay claim to exploring universal truths and stating
generalisable conclusions. Examining the links supports this sort of careful thinking
about the role of the Arts in student education and life generally.

1. Seek to forge links with other subjects that demonstrate the complementarity of
the subjects and the unique contribution of the Creative Arts to knowledge.
2. Support staff in other faculties to recognise the usefulness of the arts for teaching
and learning from the perspective of multiple intelligences.
3. Discuss with your class the strengths and limitations of The Creative Arts in
contrast, for example, to Science or Literature.
4. Develop a set of questions for examining an artistic work for its moral impact.
Include a question about whether the work goes beyond influencing mood to
actually supporting students toward the good life. Analyse what components of the
work affect different aspects of the hearer/observer.
5. Present a balanced study of genres in the program so that students develop a broad
self-identity in the subject, a core from which they can explore many alternatives.

Exploring this area in your teaching will help students answer Question 4: How should
we be guided in the choice of works to perform or respond to?
This question is related very much to the results of participating in these subjects and is
also partly answered by considering the nature of the subjects as we did in Section 1.
However, there is more to be said. If ‘Christ holds all things together’ then we need to
consider where Creative Arts fits in God’s big story of the universe as seen in Christ.
What subplot does it tell of the grand Biblical story? The particular ethos or faith
narrative of Anglican schools can be either supported or undermined by the story told
in each of the subject areas. Ideally, there should be a sense of coherence in the total
curriculum; although each subject may emphasise a different aspect of the whole,
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Critic, social commentator and author, Dorothy Sayers, has written much in the area.
She recommended that at a formative age our students ‘should become acquainted with
the story of God and Man in outline--i.e. The Old and New Testaments presented as parts
of a single narrative of Creation, Rebellion, and Redemption.’ 35 This teaching and learning
of the Christian metanarrative would chiefly be the function of a sound Biblical Studies
course. However, students should also be encouraged to appreciate the aesthetic
nature of the Creative Arts as a reflection of the universe as created by the Lord Jesus
Christ, who has also created students with a mind to comprehend and appreciate it.
They should also be encouraged to understand that these subjects comprise a
multitude of human interpretations of that universe and its current state of fallenness
and so every product of the artist will be but an imperfect reflection, more or less
reflecting truth and beauty.
The need to recognise the place of Arts within the ‘big story’ of the universe is further
illustrated by Nel Noddings, Professor of Education Emerita at Stanford University. She
seeks to make the paradigm of Mathematics, a subject often thought to be irrelevant
to faith, more inclusive of the most important aspects of a student’s life. ‘I want to
challenge the long-standing assumption that mathematics should be taught as a
totally separate, isolated set of skills and concepts.’ ‘Does God exist?’ is the central
question for her so she recommends the inclusion of the thinking of mathematicians
such as Descartes, Pascal and Russell. ‘The idea,’ she says,’ is to acknowledge students’
longing for connection and meaning, to show the vitality of mathematical thinkers and
thinking.’ 36 Obviously Noddings’ approach overlaps with an emphasis on the history
of the discipline, however she goes further in emphasising the mathematicians’
humanity in their search for meaning. If the story of Mathematics can be constructed in
this way, how much more can this apply to the Arts? An example of this approach is the
international What if Learning Project where subject paradigms are slightly altered to
address a relevant Christian perspective. For example in the relation to Art the ‘what if
‘question is: what if studying art involved loving attention?37
For the Arts are the supreme teller of the story of people as searchers after meaning.
Every performance and text at least models this never-ending search even if they don’t
address it directly. Of course we need to be cautious in allowing a story to be told of
interpretation being possible from an entirely neutral standpoint or that all
perspectives are equally valid. There is, as we have seen in addressing the first
question, an issue of truth-telling in the Arts as well as beauty. The primary need of
humanity for a god will be reflected in all artistic works. Students need to hear the
story that truth, along with possible distortions and outright lies, appear in the content
35
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of this area, although undoubtedly ‘aesthetic beauty lies in the way and quality in
which something is made or said’.38 Indeed to qualify as art, the truth-telling must take
place within what we might term the aesthetic dimension.
So the Arts affirm both the human search for meaning and the intrinsic value of beauty
as well as truth in that search. This in turn reflects a partial understanding of the multifaceted nature of people found in the Bible…we are not just brains on sticks. We are
also made with the potential for aesthetic appreciation and the recognition of truth in
more than propositional form. The revelation of God in Creation attests to that
(Romans 1). God values beauty because He made it. God made a good world (in every
sense of the word) for us to steward and develop, with the Arts being a rich aspect of
that development as we participate in this form of culture making.
Of course valuing the aesthetic aspect of our world will not always lead to a product
that is itself beautiful at first glance or appealing to the eye. The truth-seeking artist will
often portray the ugly side of this fallen world as we shall see in the section on Practice.
It is important in relation to the Christian story, however, for the teacher of the Arts to
ensure that this does not become the exclusive default position of students, as we
might see in senior high school performances in Drama. To portray the world as one of
despair because of its ugly side does not reflect truth as found in the Christian story.
Creation and Fall are succeeded by Redemption and ultimately New Creation. The
challenge is for teachers in Anglican schools to inspire their students with this hopeinducing truth to encourage them to go beyond the problem to seek a solution. As
Begbie states, ‘we are called to be agents of hope, witnessing to and embodying the
hope that God has given to the world through Christ’39 so part of our role is surely to
lead our students in experiencing and portraying hope. On the other hand, any
performance that is poorly thought through can undermine the attempt at truth-telling
through the arts. For example, relation to music, Begbie warns against telling a story of
escapism effected through seeking ‘the cool sonic cathedral in a hot…culture’, naïve
optimism that denies the necessity and hardship of daily dying to sin and domination,
any attempt to manipulate human beings for our own ends.
Similarly in Drama, as we perform and/or analyse ‘Waiting for Godot’, we allow the
subtleties of Beckett’s portrayal of the paradoxical nature of the human condition to
shine through. Although Mr. Godot is said to have a ‘white beard,’ ‘do nothing’ and
remain absent from the scene, Vladimir still exclaims ‘Christ have mercy on us’. As
here, the story told by Drama can be complex and multi-layered, indicating that the
world cannot be fully explained by human beings. We are not God. ‘Art’ says Begbie,
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‘reminds us of the fact the world always exceeds our grasp and perception’.40 This he
claims is because of its suggestiveness. As noted in discussing the nature of the Arts,
particular artistic works can’t mean just any old thing, as they reflect truth to a greater
or lesser extent; but they can suggest multiple things, even the as yet unseen. So, a
complex aspect of the story that art tells is that we can’t control everything in our
world, we can’t pin everything to a board to observe, analyse and define with the
scientific method. There is a suggestive world beyond the factual world of scientific and
mathematical endeavour, a world of truth and beauty.
Many teachers of the Arts in Anglican schools have found the work of Andy Crouch to
be helpful in analysing the story that the Arts tell. Tredinnick summarises his
framework for understanding how particular cultural artefacts reflect the cultural
context:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

What does this cultural artefact assume about what the world is?
What does it assume about what the world should be?
What does this cultural artefact make possible?
What does it make difficult or impossible?
What new forms of culture are created in response to this artefact?41

The framework itself will only work effectively if students are introduced to some of
the categories that are classically addressed in works of art, such as the nature of
people and the source of truth. In fact, many of the issues considered already in this
paper are foundational to its success if used in the senior years.

1. Discuss the ideas of artists of diverse faith backgrounds such as Bono, Shakespeare,
choreographer Alvin Ailey42 or painter, Christina Saj43 with a focus on how they
find meaning and purpose in life.
2. Explore how Creative Arts can, when seen with the eyes of faith, demonstrate a
beautiful, purposeful creation as well as the ugliness of it fallenness. Encourage
students to choose topics for performance and critique that are amenable to
discussion of multiple aspects of life.
3. Explore the necessity of belief as the basis for all knowledge, including Creative
Arts. Demonstrate belief aspects through the quotes of a r t i s t s s u c h a s
Picasso, ‘Art is a lie that leads us closer to the truth’.
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4. Engage the class in an exploration of the contribution of the Creative Arts to the
overall picture of truth as portrayed in the Bible emphasising the subject’s
appropriate use of both revealed truth and interpretation.
5. Adapt Crouch’s framework for use in classes according to your school context.
6. Choose works to study that reflect the biblical narrative of Creation, Fall, Israel,
Redemption and Consummation, while not necessarily being immediately
recognisable as ‘religious’ art.

Exploring this area in your teaching will help students answer Question 3: Is value in the
Arts based on universal, objective criteria or subjective taste?
Artists base their practice on their core, more often than not, unarticulated values, these
having forged how the artist conceptualises their subject. For example, if The Arts are
thought to be the expression of an individual creative genius, then the role of the
artist might be emphasised at the expense of the role of the community. Thankfully,
most Arts syllabi are not based on this understanding exclusively and are more
focused on using the gifts of all in the class in mutual support. We might even term
these syllabi, ‘more democratic’. According to Andrew Tredinnick, this is due to the
pedagogy of the area.44 In order to learn in this area, students must practise the art,
no matter how low their apparent level of natural ability. Our students obviously
come to each subject with varying degrees of natural ability, developed skill and
general experience in the area. Certainly few display evidence of creative genius.
Nevertheless, Tredinnick claims that ‘processes and practices form the artist’.
While Tredinnick emphasises the unarticulated formative role of The Arts when
practised by students, others such as Best and Rookmaker, choose to emphasise the
more cognitive and meaning-laden aspects. Rookmaker conceptualises the visual
artist’s role as one that interprets the world in the context of a cultural worldview,
both reflecting and influencing that worldview.
‘And this was not only because of its subject-matter, but more often than not
simply because it made visible a particular view on life and the world, expressed
deeply-felt values and truths, through the way the theme and the subject-matter
were handled’.45
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He then sees what artists do as offering a ‘concentrated view’, while analysing the
structures of the slice of reality they are wishing to reflect. ‘Art’, he says, ‘never copies
nature, but always portrays reality in a human way’. This leads Rookmaker to be quite
scathing of those whose portrait lacks truth. He condemns 19 th Century ‘Christian’
sentimentalised art; those Sunday School pictures that depicted Jesus as a rather
effete white Anglo-Saxon. The reality of Jesus Christ is certainly portrayed in a human
way but lacks the truth of the biblical Jesus, reflecting instead the world view of 19th
Century theological liberalism. Here is a school of artists whose ‘concentrated view’ of
the world is trapped within the limits of the dominant worldview of their culture. On
the other hand, cubists presented an example of the obverse: art forming culture.
Rookmaker claims,
‘The aims of the cubists, their quest for a new expression, a new art, were in the
final analysis the making of a new world-view, one that broke away from the
age-old humanism of western society. The personal was lost, for there was no
longer a personal God.’46
Taking this one step further, he sees Picasso as the key player in no longer defining
the role of the artist as one who explains absolutes. Rather universals, the general and
the absolute no longer exist for him. Life is ‘absurd, nonsensical, without meaning’.47
Francis Bacon expresses this ‘man is dead’ theme thus:
‘Man now realises he is an accident, that he is a completely futile being, that he
has to play out the game without reason…painting has become…a game by
which man distracts himself.’48
It may well be that the same sense of futility hovers around the practice of the other
Arts; however Best states that ‘musicians do not learn from the creation in quite the
same way visual artists do. There are no fugues or twelve-bar blues “out there”…to
use as models or to re-present’.49 Musicians, he claims, structure musical sounds into
particular patterns that then operate in particular ways due to their ‘embeddedness in
the sonic order’ of God’s creation. Perhaps we may also understand the role of artists
in Drama, Dance and Visual Arts as structurers into a particular ordered aspect of the
world in a re-affirmation of the absolute and the universal. Or it may be that, having
cut their ties with such God-centred conceptualisations, that the practice of artists has
become anarchistic, a world of craft governed by no rules. It is a question I leave open
as to whether such works can then be classified as ‘art’.
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It is important to note at this stage that artists are not to be identified with their work
of art. They may reflect their own and their culture’s worldview, but Best would like to
distinguish between a wicked heart and wicked art. This is only possible if we maintain
a biblical view of the twin concepts of truth and beauty. While they may be mentioned
together in relation to a Christian thought life, they are not necessarily coupled. Truth
and handiwork are coupled together. So, we can appreciate a beautiful work of art yet
hold that it is lie, not a true interpretation of the world.
In his suggestions for professional practice, Calvin Seerveld brings overblown ideas of
what an artist does down to earthly level. His advice is supremely practical and
demonstrates the very human activity that culture-making is. ‘Keep your vocational job
relative while giving it passionate, disciplined time’50 is his suggestion for staying
balanced and fresh as a professional artist. On the artist’s role he says, ‘Walk around
free, unencumbered, as a working artisan trained to see nuances in the world. Artists
are called by God to be professional imaginators in society, skilled at bringing surprising
insights to their neighbours’ attention. Doing art is a certain kind of job: you don’t have
to be creative’. Again, ‘The right question for artists is: “What nuances do I
see/hear/find I God’s world which, as a beacon of imagination, I may make known to
my neighbours?”’51 It is clear that Seerveld sees what the artist does as service to God
and others, conceptualised as a crafting of imagination in community, not the free
expression of individual creative genius.
Students will learn of this area chiefly through their own practice in the discipline. In
the theory aspect of their courses, they also need to know that the Arts are more than
just a static set of great works, balanced by their own, usually inferior attempts at the
craft. If we understand this area to be an imaginative, human interpretation of our
wonderful/terrible world, then Intuition (developed by working observationally),
Analysis (developed by working logically) and Imagination (developed by working
playfully) are all important in its practice.

1. For the sake of our students’ metacognitive development we should purposefully
explain each process involved in professional practice: intuition, analysis and
imagination.
2. Students should be encouraged to have a deep understanding of the values espoused
by artists generally: respect for the capacity of the human imagination to interpret and
represent and respect for the long process of skill development.
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3. Use frameworks such as Crouch’s to analyse the worldview of the works being
studied, ensuring that moralising is kept to a minimum.

Exploring this area in your teaching will help students answer Question 3: Is value in
Creative Arts the product of universal criteria or subjective taste?
The history of each subject in the Arts area is specific and detailed and this is not the
place to describe it. Where it is relevant and/or included in the syllabus, it should
certainly be integrated into the teaching and learning programme. But for the sake of
this paper, a brief general overview only will be undertaken, focusing on some key
issues that a faith perspective can speak into regarding the development of the Arts.
The aim in briefly surveying some key developments is, partly, to confirm in students’
minds that what they are studying is a human response to the world. As such it is
liable to human error, revision and change. Such knowledge is never infallible, never
absolute or final. Further, an understanding that The arts have involved many different
approaches over time sets the discipline within a cultural context evincing particular
perspectives. It is less likely to be seen as just fixed, universal, value- free knowledge.
We may want to agree that it is a search for universal truths, nevertheless this must be
balanced by understanding the Arts as a product of valuing humans.
One relevant approach to this area has such an extensive history that it is often
referred to as the Great Tradition. It involves a conceptualisation of the Arts as
reflectors of the harmony of the universe. This thinking has been particularly applied to
Music since classical times; but can also be found in one form or another in Drama,
Dance and Visual Arts. ‘Musical harmony’, it is said, ‘coincides with and gives
expression to cosmic order, which in turn reflects and in some manner gives access to
the creator’.52 The linking of number and musical pitch through mathematical ratios,
popularised by Pythagoras, led many Christian philosophers to conclude that the
universe was rational and meaningful, able to be apprehended by the mind. Musical
sounds mediated the ratios to the mind so that ‘to sing or play music was to attune one
to the universe’.53
It followed that any music that defies these ratios must not be harmonious, nor give
access to the Creator. It can easily be seen how this might apply to other subject areas.
For example, in classical Drama, an ordered universe was seen as the foundation of
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universal harmony. Those who sought through hubris or simple tragedy to overthrow
the natural order were made accountable for the disruption. Visual Arts also reflected
this sense of order to creation and the potential for people to disrupt it to their own
cost. Both of these arts might portray disorder and chaos, but usually in such a way
that the observer was almost encouraged to heap opprobrium on the heads of those
responsible. Pope Benedict XVI expressed this view when he said,
‘Music made by man must be taken from the inner music and order of the
universe…the more that human music adapts itself to the musical laws of the
universe, the more beautiful it will be’.54
Pope Benedict is here laying the foundation for criteria by which to judge the quality of
music. And yet it is an approach that over the years has meant a favouring of what has
been termed ‘Western art music’ to the detriment of more recent or even atonal and
Eastern modes of music. It also leaves open the question of just what the ‘inner music
and order of the universe’ is exactly. Nevertheless it is somewhere to start in the quest
to establish criteria for judging the worth of a work of art and it has been a consistently
powerful approach to the area.
Plato’s emphasis on ethos in relation to music represents a further development of the
Great Tradition and we have considered this is detail in the section on Links where we
explored. Plato’s claim that if the right mood were generated by the appropriate mode,
the resulting harmony of the soul would result in the formation of a good character is,
as we have seen contestable. The obverse would apply as well: with its potential for
powerful negative emotional power, it could distract the hearer from the truth. Luther
for one saw this potential in largely positive terms. While Webb supports this
approach, Best claims a sort of neutrality for the Arts, seeing them as a more or less
neutral vehicle for truth, usually expressed in some form of text. While the Arts might
influence mood, only expressed truth could change and form character in this
understanding. One suspects that the Great Tradition is not so much objected to
nowadays as thought to be irrelevant. ‘Good character’ is a term loaded with religious
connotations and little used outside faith-based circles.
Later in history, we find the Romantic movement, having its early origins in Europe in
the 16th Century, turning the focus onto the creative inner life of the artist in a
reconceptualising of their role. the Arts were to be understood as the outward
expression of the inner emotion of the artist whose role was elevated to an almost
priestly status. However, the link with a world external to the artist was not completely
broken as later Romantics claimed their inner life was ‘linked to the rhythms of the
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cosmos, the restless, infinite, spiritual momentum of nature’.55 Art became the means
by which the transcendent spiritual energy of the cosmos was expressed, and that
beyond mere words. It is the approach that seems to dominate much of the Arts today,
albeit with an admixture of despair to the religiosity. We are in danger of losing the
truth aspect of the Arts, the grounding in a universal order originating in a personal
God rather than in impersonal ‘nature’ or ‘cosmos’ or indeed the man-centred
perspective of the artist. However, the Romantics’ strengths lay in their attempts to
elevate art, to establish its place in a vibrant cultural life. Rookmaker states,
‘Romanticism further elevated art…giving it the function of revealing the deep
realms of truth. Galleries were built as temples of art, for art was to be the great
high priest and prophet of humanistic humanity…The artist’s task is to reveal the
deep, irrational secrets of reality, the reality beyond the material, behind the
appearances. At the same time he has the task of interpreting his times, to have
a prophetic insight into the important trends and meaning of all that goes on.
Today this almost invariably means that the artist has to be critical of current
values and norms.’
There are of course many more stages in the development of each of the Arts; the
above stages are offered as examples of how the subjects changed over time in
response to their cultural context. There remains only two aspects of the history of the
Arts to emphasise. The first relates to the explosion of genres. As understandings about
the origin and function of the Arts changed over time, so too did the genres. From
classical tragedies to Theatre of the Absurd; from idealised human sculpture to
performance art and ‘Piss Christ’; from temple dancers to Video hits; from Psalms to
hip-hop, the Arts developed a diversity that both reflected and influenced the cultural
zeitgeist. In the 21st Century school that multitude of genres forms a rich range of
artistic endeavour, offering almost endless choice and now hugely influenced by the
use of technology in production, distribution and appreciation.
Although in second place, technology is the dominant development in any survey of the
Arts in the 21st Century. Our students remain largely ignorant of a world without radio,
recordings or television let alone the internet and digital downloads. This was a world
where people made music, drama, art and dance themselves or observed it live in the
church, pub, town square or concert hall. Technology now mediates the Arts to us. It
has changed the history of the Arts forever, making it widely available and digitised for
an impermanent future. Many of the genres would not have been possible without it,
techno music being the least of their kind.
Technology shares with other more traditional ‘stages’ the need to be dealt with in
more than a short general survey. The development of music and choreographic
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notation, the role of the person as a member of a formal audience rather than a
performer, the emptying of a painting of any attempt at ‘meaning’: all are significant
enough to be included in a more comprehensive history of the Arts. However,
important as they are, none of these has been as widespread in impact as that of
technology. We can now mediate and to a certain extent control the creation, access
and enjoyment of each of the Arts. Technology is changing the very nature of the Arts
as well as their transmission. Students cannot grasp the implications of the digital
revolution without knowing something of what came before. We must help them to
examine the history of each subject at the point where significant developments
occurred.

1. Identify topics in the syllabus where some of the issues referred to so far may be
relevant. Purposefully integrate the examination of such issues from multiple
perspectives, ensuring you encourage students to see the implications of various
developments.
2. Ensure students know the disputed history of concepts such as ‘harmony’, ‘liturgical’
dance, ‘religious’ art, ‘performance’.
3. In covering a particular artist and their contribution to your subject, explore how their
views were influenced by their own developing worldview and it implications for their
art.

Exploring this area in your teaching will help students answer Question 5: How do
the Arts contribute to the formation of students towards a Christian vision of the good
life?
Students often pose this question and it is an area of particular interest in relation to
the Anglican ethos, including a commitment to intellectual and academic achievement
as well as social and spiritual development. Motivating students involves attention to
affective and volitional aspects of students and is a continual challenge for most teachers.
The following non-exhaustive list suggests areas in which students may be formed and
developed as they undertake study in the Creative Arts. Some of course will be more
applicable to one subject than another.
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Confidence to perform in front of an audience
Aesthetic appreciation
Perseverance in finessing performance
The capacity for godly dominion over the materials of creation, reflecting the
creation mandate










Understanding of the role of belief in every aspect of life, reflecting the gospel
mandate
Critical discernment about music, drama, dance and visual and media arts
Ethical understanding, reflecting the moral mandate
Explicit values such as honesty, humility and service of others
Appreciation of the role of community and culture
Enjoyment of the creative act, communally and independently
Experience of entering into and recognising truth in non-textual and
performance forms.
Creative and imaginative abilities

The term ‘creative’ is used rather reluctantly for it brings multiple and sometimes
overblown connotations. It is vitally important in our narcissistic age to work through
with students the fact that they do not actually create in the pure meaning of the word.
They are not God; their ‘abilities to imagine and craft’ are, in Best’s words, ’dependent
and limited. We need raw materials, precedent, models, examples and advice.’ 56 ‘Subcreation’ is a more accurate, although rather clunky term and it should be noted that
we do that in a community from which we draw at every stage of sub-creation and
performance. So students have the opportunity to experiment with imaginative modes
of exploring truth, seeking to express the meaning embedded in the world and in
revelation. As stated in previous sections, this involves them in a communal focus on
both objective, realist truth as well as the more usually-emphasised individualistic
component of interpretation.
There are therefore some cautions that we would want to alert students to as we
encourage them to enjoy their craft and that of others with discernment. The first
caution is in relation to the use of the arts in what is termed ‘worship’ or what happens
when church groups gather in communal praise. The different subjects are variously
limited in their capacity to witness to the gospel, for instance. If students wish to use
them to proclaim the gospel, they need to be mindful of the following comments from
Best as they practise their craft,
‘Even texted art can prove itself to be foolishness when it comes to witness. The
danger in much Christian literature and drama is exaggeration, oversimplification, and even naïve caricaturing… Christian artists need to remember
that great artists…understand that naked truth is so powerful that it need not be
exaggerated, made overly obvious or helped along… Christian drama can
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deteriorate into costumed preachment and bring the Word down to the level of
the average sitcom.’57
Best uses similarly harsh words in urging discernment in the use of dance for gospel
purposes, ‘Unless (liturgical dance) is allowed to be itself it can turn into a limited,
simplistic, asensual, unbodied activity, in which an otherwise rich repertory of gesture
is turned into the adult equivalent of children’s motion choruses.’58 So the use of the
Arts in communal activities may be contestable; what is not open to question is its rich
role in our students living the ‘good life’ as we saw in the section on Links.
Drama, for example, is used frequently to develop the literacy of ‘ethnically and
linguistically diverse students’ as it opens ‘critical spaces within which students
negotiate diverse perspectives and generate knowledge’.59 Whether in the service of
literacy development or not, the potential of students to empathise with alternative
lives and perspectives is actively addressed in the study of most of the Arts. Drama’s
uniqueness lies in its capacity to involve students in acting out those lives, in adopting
for a short while, the identity of their character. To ensure this is an enriching rather
than threatening experience requires ‘protection into role’. a technique Drama
teachers are familiar with. ‘This doesn’t mean avoiding emotion, but structuring the
work so that students are able to explore emotions safely…they are saved from
confusing the fictional world with distressing elements of reality.’ 60 To what extent this
technique is applicable to other Arts subjects is open to conjecture, but there are times
when it may be helpful to emphasise to students the essentially ‘fictional’ nature of all
Art works. They are, after all by definition, works of man. However, it is contestable
that we can isolate the Arts from ‘distressing elements of reality’, as if they are not
themselves part of that reality. However, Drama may be in a slightly different category
in its demand for entry into a character in performance.
As students identify with characters and experiences or delight in a visual or aural
feast, they enter into a world that should extend their capacity to understand, enjoy
and perform in the various genres of each subject. Sheer enjoyment is undoubtedly a
wonderful motivation for students to study the Arts and this should be celebrated as a
rich aspect of God’s provision for us. The study of the Arts refines their capacity to
discern the dross from the gold in each subject, thus elevating their appreciation and
enjoyment.
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Discernment also leads to a growing recognition of the latent power of the arts to
impact on emotion. A key purpose of each subject should surely be for students to see
that being moved by a painting, dance, piece of music or play is different to being
governed by it. We need not hand such formative power to a human work of art. There
is an element of choice in situations such as revealed in George Gittoes’s documentary
Soundtrack to War (2006). American soldiers may have used heavy metal music to both
shield themselves from the reality of war as well as prime them to fight. Indeed, a
common saying of theirs was, ‘war is heavy metal’.61 But they have allowed the music
to construct an unreal world, rather than enrich the real world, ‘creating and sustaining
a new social reality’ in the words of Jeremy Begbie62. It is a fascinating use of the moodaltering and manipulative power we can ascribe to the Arts generally and which should
be countered by their study in a meaningful Christian environment. This is especially
the case if we are to see a clear purpose in assisting students to live the Anglican vision
of the ‘good life’.

1. Encourage students to see the Arts as a way to ‘honour God, care for his
creation and serve others.’
2. Teach meta-cognitive strategies purposefully to students. Make them aware of
the intrinsic aspects of their study of these subjects, such as perseverance,
possible moral impact and the influence on their identity formation.
3. Develop a set of criteria with each class for judging whether a piece reflects
both some vision of truth as well as interpretation in the medium adopted.
Make it generic and inclusive of all perspectives, faith-based or not.
4. Look at various Youtube clips that demonstrate the uses people make of the
Arts in promoting their vision of a successful and happy life.
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The following references will support any teacher seeking to teach faithfully in this
area.
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1. What are some further implications for the teaching of the Arts in
understanding education as formation?
2. What is your mental image of the Christian version of ‘the good life?’
3. Describe the strengths and weaknesses in considering the Christian faith as a
‘big story’? Is there a different way in which you would express it?
4. Are there social institutions beside the school that are influencing the Arts
classroom in a dominant way? How can you address this in your teaching?
5. How realistic is it in the teaching of the Arts to talk about non-didactic
pedagogy? Are there less didactic ways to teach skills?
6. Which of the approaches to integration do you favour and why?
7. If it is thought that the Arts can provide all the answers we need to life (as
some artists would have us believe), what do you think would be the result in
people’s lives?
8. To what extent is the new Australian Curriculum, syllabus one that emphasises
‘how’ rather than ‘why’ and ‘what’?
9. Can you identify further topics that could be easily developed to reflect deep
thinking influenced by Christian scholarship?
10. What advice could you give to a teacher of Biblical Studies about the
theological issues that are most relevant for your classes in the Arts
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