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PT391X Research Project
What Makes Art Spiritual?

In my quest to understand what make’s art spiritual I researched and produced a series of works linked to the theme of Creator and His creation.  
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Paul said to the Romans “For the invisible things of him from the creation of the world are clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made, [even] his eternal power and Godhead; so that they are without excuse..” (Rom 1:20) 

My theological research for these works explores how:

1. The invisible speak through the visible (Col 1:14-5), 

2. The spiritual landscape speaks through the physical landscape (Col 1:16) 

3. The Creator speaks through His creation (Heb 11:27). 

From Alphacrucis lectures, resources and books like ‘Church Beyond the Congregation’ by James Thwaites, I researched theologically the Hebrew world view and learned how the Hebrews met their Creator in the creation (the wilderness, Mt Sinai, Abraham and Jacob and many others). The Western paradigm is very different to the Hebrew world view and the thinking of other cultures. 

By trying to switch my Western paradigm to see God or enjoy God in His creation, I wanted my paintings to:

1. Invite people to experience His mysterious ways 

2. Encourage people to actually see things that they don’t usually see – both physically and spiritually – there is colour, texture, form, line, point, contrast, design, space, dimension, beauty beyond description

3. Encourage people to learn to sit and reflect on what is around us – an indigenous lady once told me we westerners do not know how 

4. See what God is saying NOW in this ancient land. 

5. Encourage people to go into the wilderness – our outback (only 10% of Australians ever do)

DREAMTIME SERIES 

While discovering the beauty of God’s work in this land, I started to see the landscapes and details in a more indigenous way. I found a strong connection between Hebrew Law and Aboriginal Law, similarities being respect for both human community and the land. 

This series of artworks, called Dreamtime, tries to invite more of the non-Christian community to engage with creation and to express theological ideas without being too cliché or too “Christian”.  My personal connection to the ancient land of Australia and its people comes from my extensive travels around Australia.

The Works of Corroboree 

[image: image11.jpg]



Artworks from left to right: ‘Corroboree of Origin’,  ‘Corroboree of Life’, ‘Corroboree of Seasons’, ‘Corroboree of Heart’, ‘Corroboree of Stone’, ‘Corroboree of Spirit’

These large works have a creation, genesis account theme. Corroboree means ‘gathering’, ‘meeting’ or ‘meeting place’ (or church). I like the idea of God meeting with His created elements and making something new (Isa 43:19) from the ingredients he created.
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‘Spirit Flight to Dreams’

The teabag wings are based on scriptures such as soaring on wings like eagles (Isa 40:31), god-speed and protection (Ex 19:4), and finding healing (Mal 4:2), strength, comfort and refuge in or under His wings’ shadow (Ps 36:7; 91:4). The shadow of the wings on the ceiling above this exhibition space alludes to the Ancient Spirit of this Southland, being the ancient Architect in the beginning (Prov 8:30). The shadow’s presence - everyone sat under it for a church (corroboree) service and ate under it on open night. The teabags represented the peace and rest of God (as I experienced this beautiful image again and again when I was on the cusp of burn-out, the spiritual and sub-conscious state we find ourselves when making a tea or when actually experiencing peace or rest).

His Spirit – His Shadow

Concept

Genesis 1:2 said the Spirit hovered… This concept was born from my wanting to do a painting using actual light and shadow. I loved the idea that two artworks can come from one. As a result, ‘Flight To Dreams’ actually produces two artworks, its shadow being the artwork over the entire series of artworks, where people feel its presence in the exhibition and church services. Two in one – the Son in the Father.

The Revelation

The idea is that we often interpret God as speaking to no-one when He ‘spoke’ creation. I believe He was instructing the Son to make. When God ‘spoke’, God ‘made’.  And God said, "Let there be light," and there was light. ….. (Gen 1:3, 6-7)

The Son can only do what the Father wants. As Jesus said to His disciples, "Truly, truly, I say to you, the Son can do nothing of his own accord, but only what he sees the Father doing. For whatever the Father does, that the Son does likewise.” Joh 5:19 

The Point

The shadow installation ‘His Spirit – His Shadow’, is about the foreshadowing from the Old to the New Covenant of the Promised Spirit Life of the Messiah and His new covenant people, alluding to Mary being overshadowed and Emmanuel protecting and perfecting His church and also dwelling in His creation. The service on Sunday really demonstrated the feel that Emmanuel was over us and through us as the people entered into worship. Corroboree is the church; we are under his protective shadow and find refuge and strength in the shadow of His wings. There are many scriptures for this concept.
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Dreamtime Ezekiel’s Wheel Interpretation

The visions of Ezekiel played a role in my process from the beginning of the year, tied in with my exploration with Isaiah’s vision and John’s vision in Revelations. My fascination was with how the spiritual landscape through the Hebraic records of time did change. The eyes from the wheel were transferred onto the creature’s body and the Spirit manifest Himself more conservatively as a lamp before God’s throne, etc. The titles of these artworks are in Hebrew (‘Spirit of the living creature in the wheel’), a possible indigenous Dreamtime perception of the spiritual landscape of Hebraic culture (one heaven, different languages and different perceptions).

Other Reasons for Exhibition

Our Prime Minister said “Sorry” last year and having been affected by the Sydney 2000 Olympic games’ ‘Dare To Dream’ message, I want to inspire concepts of 

1. Reconciliation – a message that is intrinsic in the gospel. I want to see differences enjoyed as the West reconciles itself with the land of Australia, finding identity on this soil and dreaming with our Aboriginal brothers and sisters. 

2. Dreaming together - by linking art styles and our true Australian identity to the land and to our indigenous brothers we can move forward as one nation.

Many people felt a connection to the land through my art. They expressed it in the comments book. Some particularly liked my break away from Australia’s traditional European art-style; others were appreciative of my ability helping them to see God in His creation in new ways.
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The Dreamtime Exhibition

The exhibition was held in Manly Village Church which is rather progressive in its appreciation of the role art has in communication, worship, reflection and expression. The Sunday service was conducted inside the exhibition space. It took worship to a new place and visitors were excited – “How Great Thou Art”.  I also gave a talk about the theology and inspiration behind the works.  As one of the congregation wrote: “inspiring, unique, spirit filled – beautiful and captivating visually”.  

A visiting presbytery member has introduced me to a curator within the church and wants to [image: image7.jpg]


connect me with an initiative within the Uniting Church that wants art exhibits taken on tour across Australia.

The exhibition was available to the public throughout the week and Being located in Manly central meant people (locals and visitors) were able to walk in off the street. A visitor said “it took me somewhere else”.
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The opening night function was different to most. Guests were invited to sit at café style tables and chairs, and meet and talk. It was a corroboree of sorts. A performer sang Australian themed songs and a song I wrote about this ancient land. 

The exhibition was an experience.  The mood, lighting, sound-scape, visual landscape, were all intended to express the invisible.

The exhibition was able to connect the church venue to people – offering a meeting place and an opportunity to discuss, reflect and just sit and soak in the experience. Manly Village Church sees it has a role in helping to build community. 
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This exhibition was an ambitious project combining theological research, investigation, the development of ideas and designs, as well as development as an artist.

The Role of Art in the Church Today

The arts have played a tremendous role in the history of the church – in helping to tell stories, give honour, teach, inspire, remind, reflect, express and provoke. Art has the power to infect (Tolstoy’s theory of infection). We live in an age where the power of art has been abused and our visual landscape has been sold out to the rich, materialistic and powerful. 
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My dream is to be solid in theology, sensitive to the Holy Spirit and produce new and inspiring art that reaches people in deep ways, expressing the nature of God and what was accomplished on the cross.

The church can harness this fantastic, creative means of expression and reach people (regardless of age, wealth, education level and intellectual capacity). The gospel, ideas of God and theology can be expressed through words. But words are not the only way to get a message across. In fact a metaphor or parable is often needed to help with relevance and understanding. 

An image has the power to be indelibly imprinted on the mind, wrapped in emotion and connected to prior understanding.  The image can cut to the inner core. With the artist and work empowered by the Holy Spirit, people can be changed.

Art Practice

During this course I extended my artistic practice, learning to paint using a variety of media and styles: acrylic, ink, oil, abstract, expressionistic and techniques of other Australian artists. 

I developed the works as a series, designed an exhibition and created the exhibition space (more like an installation), gave theological talks and manned the exhibition space over that time. I also had to advertise and promote the exhibition. The exhibition had nearly 200 visitors. 

When developing an art series, an artist has to come up with ideas/concepts and a theme, exploring the world around him. Then he has to further develop those ideas and design the works that he will paint. There is a lot of research in these processes – theological, conceptual, historical and practical. Prototypes and design concepts had to be explored and references gathered.

The actual process of preparing and painting takes many hours of time. These canvases were very large which made the task much more difficult. I needed a separate area to paint these works. We attended classes aimed at developing our skills in this course. My process diary and studio became the place where I kept my research, ideas and samples. 
Web-link: http://www.themanlyfig.org/JakeArt/Index.html
In my studio                                               Set-up at Manly Village Church 
Dreamtime Exhibition

Artist Statement

I am interested in the way Australian indigenous people depict their dreamtime through their art. What do they see in the landscape of this ancient land that we fail to see? This is my challenge.

At an early age I travelled Australia extensively, captivated by Australia’s beauty and alien landscapes. My art styles are reminiscent of indigenous art and Australian Western art (Russel Drysdale, Brett Whitely, James Gleeson and Mambo art).

It was my goal this year to make the invisible visible; to make the visible express the invisible. Exploring spiritual phenomena, heavens, surrealism and the subconscious, I drew on my Australian ventures. What is the land saying? How does it speak?

Just as Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses and the Hebrews met their Creator in the wilderness, let these artworks invite you to step into the dreamtime (a perception of the heavens) and encourage you to explore this alien native land for yourself with your Creator. Let the Great South Land of The Holy Spirit speak to you and hear what the ancient Spirit of the land is saying.


Just as the Hebrews respected community (Sabbath) and their land (7th Year, Jubilee) through their Laws, so too does aboriginal law respect corroboree (meeting/ community) and the land. I want audiences to see the beauty and language I see in this land and grow to respect the land God has given us too.

These works explore earth, water and sky; space, form and time; colour, pattern and line. I have also been inspired both by the Reconciliation process and the challenging words of the 2000 Olympics ‘Dare to Dream’. 

Why can't it be a shared dreamtime, discovering and preserving our land and heritage together?

- Jake Elliot































































Birth of The Sun (top), 


Bungle Bungles (bottom) -transparent acrylic and light on drumscreens)
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From Bottom to Top: Spirit Flight To Dreams, His Spirit – His Shadow
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Outer to inner work: Chay Owphan, Ruach Chay Owphan








