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Abstract. This paper accounts for the concept development in an ongoing
art/design practice-led research project that explores Christian thinking in
relation to Chinese, non-Christian terminology. Its point of departure is
twofold: the central Christian ritual, the liturgy of the mass, and Chinese
philosophy. In this project, a double series of eight images is produced, one
Western, the other Eastern. In the Western series, the liturgy is interpreted into
a sequence of eight components. The Eastern series parallels the Western
concepts by substituting them with Chinese ideas, particularly as found in the
book Dao De Jing. The work is completed by a shared image representing the
Golden Rule. Together these images, 17 in all, account for basic notions within
Christian and Chinese thinking, suggesting similarities and complementarities
between the two.

1 Introduction

This paper accounts for the concept development in an ongoing art/design practice-led
research project that explores Christian thinking in relation to Chinese, non-Christian
terminology. The project aims at contributing to inter-religious dialogue and
revitalization of Christianity.!

In our time, many cultural Christians have become foreign to their inherited
religion and rituals. Often, post-Christians keep ideas of Christianity based on what
they left behind, expressed negatively as what they do not believe in. At the same
time, the need for rituals and religion has opened a market for new religious practices,
many of which, from a Christian perspective, may be superstitious and mentally
unhealthy. Instead of looking for something new, this project intends to highlight
what may be valuable and worth keeping within Christianity.

Current theology offers numerous interpretations that may suit contemporary needs
of all aspects of the Christian tradition. Bold voices are the US Episcopal theologian
John Shelby Spong, who interprets the Gospel in accordance with secular thinking
[1], and the German Roman Catholic theologian Hans Kiing who propagates inter-
religious dialogues based on a common understanding of ethical principles [2].
Theology in context (liberation theology) takes its point of departure in the
individual’s experience of everyday life [3]. One of its branches is Feminist theology

L Its address is to Christians, post-Christians, denoting cultural Christians who have lost contact
with their Christianity as religion, as well as non-Christians.



[4]. It is a global theology, committed to the struggle for justice for women,
ecological stability and the transformation of society [5]. Eco-theology seeks to tell
new stories about human living on earth [6]. A liberation theology for nature is
presented [7], and eco-feminist theologians give their share in formulating how the
new perspectives can motivate change in a troubled world [8]. To contribute to a
peaceful world, religious leaders worldwide regularly meet for inter-religious talks.
The Roman Catholic Church recognizes the need for respect of non-Christian beliefs,
[9], and the late Pope John Paul 1l (pontificate 1978-2005) stressed the importance of
justice and freedom to all people, in addition to the primacy of prayer in the meting
with the other [10]. The problem, as | see it, is that this lively theological
development scarcely reaches outside academia.

There is a close relationship between a religion and its material culture. Theology
provides the narratives and concepts that artists/designers reflect in images [11].2 The
images in turn influence the way one may think theologically [12].Thus,
artists/designers take part in the development of religious thinking. In our time —
speaking generally — religious iconography has lost contact with contemporary art.
Thereby, the potential contribution artists/designers represent in regards of religious
development is lost.® The project presented is an exception to the rule, an art/design
development work, which aims at contributing to the reviewed theological discourse
by providing new images that allow new ideas to emerge.

According to the late Scottish philosopher of religion John Macmurray (1891-
1976), humans have three principal modes of reflection: scientific, artistic, and
religious reflection. Concerning the religious reflection that is communal and ritual
[14], the most important Christian ritual is the service, the mass. It consists of a set
sequence of components: prayers, readings and actions that taken together are called
liturgy,* and may be varied from mass to mass.® Liturgy may be regarded the supreme
example of religious reflection.

The question to be explored in this project is: how can Western Christian liturgy be
expressed in a theologically contemporary way that may communicate beyond the
Christian faithful? This question is open-ended, and any answer will take the form of
a hypothesis that cannot be falsified or proved, only discussed. It is the privilege of
practice-led art/design research to answer their research questions by the production
of artefacts in addition to explanatory text [16].

The paper accounts for the concept development of the project: artistic intentions,
analysis of liturgy and Chinese concepts, basic composition, and choice of materials
and technique for production.® It exemplifies one way artists/designers may write

2 The term image used in theological contexts related to physical objects comprises all kinds of
forms and expressions, 2- and 3-dimensional.

3 The late Pope Paul John 11 strongly encouraged artists to work for the Church [13].

4 Etymologically liturgy stems from Greek leitourgia, which is a combination of leitds, an
adjective meaning pertaining to the people, and érgon, work [15]. Liturgy is the term for the
official worship of God by the Western Churches for centuries.

5 See online: <http://www.katolsk.no/info/paul6/mr/>. Popular information is available online:
<http://www.stpaul.no/kirken/messinnh.htm>.

6 A thorough analysis of the Western part will shortly be available, reference: Refsum, Grete.
2007. The Way of Christ - The Way of Dao. Artefacts in between Western and Asian
Religion. In Proceedings. 2nd International Conference on Theological Aesthetics "Beyond




about their work. The art/design outcome will be completed and shown in spring
2008.

2 Artistic Intentions

In addition to the general renewal efforts within current Christian thinking, two
pragmatic circumstances have given rise to this project: an exhibition appointment in
The Round Tower in Central Copenhagen, and an artist residency period in China.

The exhibition space in Copenhagen is a rectangular room situated above an
Evangelical Lutheran church built in 17" century.” The long walls are regularly
intersected by double windows, eight on each side, with one at the Eastern end, 17 in
all. Above the pairs of windows a circular, glassed opening, ca. 30 cm in diameter, is
placed centrally. Through these windows you only see the sky (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1. The Round Tower: building and gallery window

Entering this room, my instant idea was to work in dialogue with the ecclesial life
of the church below, which means liturgy, and the small circular windows above that
gave visual access to the sky, and thereby the universe. Building upon my previous
work, | considered combining components of the liturgy with a representation
connected to the windows. One early idea was to make an installation so that on-

von Balthasar". Frankfurt am Main and London: IKO - Verlag fir Interkulturelle
Kommunikation.
7 See online: http://www.rundetaarn.dk/engelsk/frames.htm.




lookers by walking the room up and down would beught through a visual
representation of the mass. But since the crescehdbe mass takes place at the
altar, and the altar in the church below is atfdreside of the entrance/exit, such a
linear arrangement was unsatisfactory. At thisestafgplanning, | was stuck.

However, at the time | was leaving for China witte intention of working inter-
religiously on Christianity and Chinese thinkindg 2 and 3).

Fig. 2. Studio building: outside and looking into the stud

Fig. 3. Studio: entrance door, windows and table

Then came the idea to let one side of the galleoyrrepresent the Christian West,
and the opposing side the Chinese East; in thelen@mlobve the altar, then, a shared
image could be placed representing the mysteryifef ér any religious practice!
Thus, the composition got the character of two s#pavays that lead to a common
goal, in my opinion, a beautiful expression of atei-religious attitude. Accordingly,

I named the projecfThe Way of Christ — The Way of Dddhe title refers to Jesus’



