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From Pantokrator to Pater Noster  

Ecclesial Projects Analyzed According to Petroski’s Theory on Failure  
 
Abstract  
In a comparative analysis two ecclesial embellishment projects, one a failure the other a success, 
are analyzed according to the civil engineer Henry Petroski’s theory on failure. The paper 
accounts for a reflective practice concerning the production and craft of unique objects. It aims at 
a) contributing to theory building related to design practice, b) improving the understanding of 
ecclesial design tasks in general, c) deepening the author’s personal theory and design thinking.  
 
Petroski analyses failure in bridge design in order to succeed in new design projects, likewise, he 
looks for failure avoiding strategies in successful projects. Interpreting Petroski’s theory 
metaphorically makes it applicable for analysis of any design problem. The author's projects in 
St. Laurentius 1997, and in the Cathedral of Oslo 2005, are analyzed in relation to failure and 
failure avoiding strategies. In the first project the analysis reveals weaknesses throughout the 
design process that explains why the project ended in scandal, while in the other project failure 
avoiding strategies are applied to secure acceptance of the outcome. The paper demonstrates that 
Petroski’s failure analysis intended for engineers may be just as useful for designers in their 
attempts to provide successful products.  
Keywords:  design theory, analysis of design process, design thinking, reflective practice, craft 
 
 
Introduction 
The US Professor of civil engineering Henry Petroski writes in the introduction to his book To 
Engineer is Human: 

I believe that the concept of failure – mechanical and structural failure in the context of 
this discussion – is central to understanding engineering, for engineering design has as its 
first and foremost objective the obviation of failure. Thus the colossal disasters that do 
occur are ultimately failures of design, but the lessons learned from those disasters can do 
more to advance engineering knowledge than all successful machines and structures in the 
world” (Petroski 1992: viii). 

 
This paper analyzes two ecclesial embellishment projects done by the author, one a failure, the 
other a success, in accordance to Petroski’s theory of failure. The paper accounts for a reflective 
practice concerning the production and craft of unique objects. It aims at:  
- contributing to theory building related to design practice,  
- improving the understanding of ecclesial design tasks in general,  
- deepening the author’s personal theory and design thinking. 
 
In 1997 the Building Committee of St. Laurentius, a Roman Catholic church in Drammen 
Norway, asked me to embellish their church that was under construction. As a preliminary 
solution, until money could be raised for a new piece, a work stored in my studio was installed as 
a temporary embellishment. However, a conflict arose concerning this work. Eventually one third 
of the congregation refused to come to church before it was removed. After three months of 
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boycott the embellishment was taken away. The situation was scandalous, painful and 
embarrassing for everyone involved, and the question of embellishing the church was dismissed 
altogether. This event ruined my prospects of future ecclesial commissions. Afterwards I badly 
needed to know what went wrong and why. This urge motivated me to investigate in depth the 
directives on art and design in the Roman Catholic Church (Refsum 2000). Before reading 
Petroski I never regarded this nightmarish experience as something valuable. Following him, I 
retrospectively see that the event has been fruitful. It dramatically revealed the otherwise 
invisible borders of tolerance within a given congregation. I learnt a lesson that made me apply 
failure avoidance strategies in subsequent works that then could turn out more successful.  
 
The paper first introduces Petroski’s theory in terms relevant to design perspectives. It suggests 
that if his focus on materials and construction problems is interpreted metaphorically, his theory 
can be applied for analysis of any design problem. Then the making processes and design 
thinking within the projects in St. Laurentius in 1997, and in the Cathedral of Oslo in 2005, are 
analyzed in accordance to Petroski’s theory. The analysis explains why the first project was 
doomed to collapse, while the other became successful. The conclusion reached is that Petroski’s 
failure analysis intended for engineers may be just as useful for designers in their attempts to 
provide successful products.  
 
 
Petroski’s Theory on Failure 
When designers meet and discuss projects, they look at success stories. To inform each other and 
improve the field, whether it be professional practice or theoretically, seeking “best practice” is 
the consensual norm. However:  

Failure is the rule rather than the exception, and every failure contains information. One 
of the most misleading lessons imparted by those who have reached their goal is that the 
ones who win are the ones who persevere. Not always. If you keep trying without 
learning why you failed, you'll probably fail again and again. Perseverance must be 
accompanied by the embrace of failure. Failure is what moves you forward. Listen to 
failure (Schwartz 2004). 

 
A Norwegian proverb says: “shared destiny is shared comfort”, and because of my personal 
experience of failure, this phenomenon began to interest me. All practitioners ponder upon their 
mistakes and failures and learn from them, this is part of their personal theory building, figure 1.  

 
 
Figure 1. The relationship 
between practice and 
personal theory  
(after Jarvis 1999: 134). 
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But the interesting thing with Petroski is that he goes beyond the personal sphere and lifts failures 
into golden moments in which a whole field may be informed. As long as there are open 
problems that cannot be theoretically calculated or predicted a designer faces “factors of 
ignorance”. And virtually all design is conducted in a state of relative ignorance of the full 
behavior of the system being designed or designed for. According to Petroski, it is in failures that 
the otherwise invisible borders of functionality are revealed. Therefore, it is only by proceeding 
from failure to failure that success may be achieved. Even when looking at successful solutions 
one should look for what failure modes that have been anticipated in the design, what failure 
criteria that have been employed and what failure avoidance strategies that are incorporated in it. 
 
Petroski splinters the notion of learning from best practice when he self confidentially state: “No 
one wants to learn by mistakes, but we cannot learn enough from successes to go beyond the state 
of the art” (Petroski 1992: 62). His idea: “is not only to present a model for explaining how errors 
are introduced into the design process but also to provide a means by which practicing designers 
may avoid making similar errors in their own designs” (Petroski 1994: x). He presents a method 
contrary to the best-practice norm in which he finds paradigmatic examples of worst cases that 
are analyzed. One such example is the bridge crossing the river Dee in Chester that opened to 
railroad traffic in 1846. The Dee Bridge was designed during the 1840s, a period for bridge 
building that Petroski labels an “environment of success”. Such an environment represents a 
danger to bridge designers, because: 

Any design change, whether in geometry or material or process, can introduce new failure 
modes or bring into play latent failure modes. Thus it follows that any design change, no 
matter how seemingly benign or beneficial, must be analyzed with the objectives of the 
original design in mind […] An old design that works well, may hold unpleasant surprises 
when improved or changed (Petroski 1994: 57). 

 
When Robert Stephenson designed the Dee Bridge, he built on his previous successful bridges, 
altering slightly the choice of form, connections between elements and materials. These 
seemingly small alterations moved the new construction to the outer limits of safety. For static 
loading conditions, the new bridge worked well. However, Stephenson underestimated the effect 
of dynamic loadings caused by the new railroad trains. They induced vibrations in the connecting 
parts within the construction, which in turn caused instability of the torso of the bridge that began 
to twist and then collapsed (Petroski 1994: 83-92). From this experience and others it can be 
stated that: “A safe structure will be one whose weakest link is never overloaded by the greatest 
force to which the structure is subjected” (Petroski 1992: 41).  
 
Bridge design still is a risky enterprise. No planning or static calculations can ever take into 
account all the necessary parameters, and variations in them that may become influential for the 
designed product. Petroski says explicitly: “Any argument for the safety of a design that relies 
solely on pointing to what has worked successfully in the past is logically flawed (Petroski 1994: 
137). This means that all new situations demand a new analysis and rethinking of the task: “Since 
natural laws are fundamentally immutable and natural environments and climates change 
gradually if at all, every bridge built today is potentially subject to the same failure modes as 
every bridge built in the past” (Petroski 1994: 165).  
 
I read Petroski metaphorically seeing the task of church embellishment as parallel to that of 
bridge construction: a risky activity. All ecclesial contexts are unique; similar is that they cannot 
be completely overlooked. No mental measurements and calculations can be made that embraces 
the shades of a congregation’s sentiments, likes and dislikes.   
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Petroski defines design as: “making something that has not existed before“ (Petroski 1992: vii). 
Therefore it is inevitable that errors are going to be made in design. Some conceptual designs are 
just bad ideas from the start, other designs are fundamentally sound conceptually, but they can be 
weakened by poor choices of components’ of inferior detailing or by simple but poorly 
considered design. Building bridges it is necessary to check a design in order to catch an 
omission of critical calculation, lapse in logic, the error in analysis, or the mistake in 
mathematics. The problem however is that: “all too often the original designer can continue to 
overlook the same errors of commission or omission, and the peer can nod at the faulty logic” 
(Petroski 1994: 9).  
 
Petroski’s method is to look for failures in the design before the project is realized as well as 
afterwards. He analyzes unsuccessful projects to understand where the wrong thinking took place 
that led to the final failure, and he analyzes successful projects seeking failure avoidance 
strategies in their design that is the reason for the project’s successfulness. In the following 
chapters Petroski’s method will be applied, first in analyzing a project that went wrong, 
afterwards in one that turned out well.   
 
 
Pantokrator, St. Laurentius 1997 
Commission 
In 1996, the Building Committee of St. Laurentius contacted me concerning the interior 
arrangements of the church under construction; they also wanted some embellishment, figure 2.  
 

 
Figure 2. St. Laurentius, building site 
towards East 
 
Without money to spend on art, they wanted 
to borrow something for a start. The 
Building Committee visited my studio a 
beautiful day in May. In the garden, I stored 
a paraphrase of the Turin Shroud that I had 
worked out in the late 1980s, inspired by the 
exiting debate about its validity and age 
(Wilson 1986). The work hung on a wall 
with some green plants growing into its web 
structure. That very day the expression of 
the male face was highlighted by the 
sunshine. The committee was delighted and 
instantly decided that this work would fit 
above or behind the altar, figure 3.  
 
I myself was not so certain. The work was 
marked by its place of storage: it had 
unevenly corrosive attacks, was disfigured 
and crumpled. I persisted that we had to 
make a test in the church before deciding 
anything, figure 4.  
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Figure 3. The Turin Shroud paraphrase     Figure 4. The Turin Shroud paraphrase in St. 
Laurentius  
 
Investigating the effect of the piece in St. Laurentius showed that it could not hang above the 
altar, but it might be placed on the brick wall, its size, material and structure functioned 
satisfactorily in the room.  
 
Failure avoiding strategy 1.  
Formal analysis on the spot.  
 
However, the probable face of Christ and its overall expression looked too shabby for the context. 
I had already removed withered leaves, spider webs and bird droppings, but still formal changes 
had to be done.  
 
Failure 1. No representatives from the committee witnessed the testing of the original piece in 
the church room. Their vision of a rough Christ with ivy leaves bathed in evening sunshine in a 
spring garden was not the impression they would have registered on the spot if they had been 
there. This means that the reason and need for changing the image were unknown to the 
committee. 
 
At this point, I informed the committee that they could lend my work temporarily until a new 
piece could be made. I also said I would have to clean and rework it, and got two months to 
straighten it up before installation. At the time, I did not know that the reworking should become 
extensive. 
 
Failure avoiding strategy 2.  
I tried to communicate with the Committee. 
 
Directives on Art and Design 
The Roman Catholic Church has written directives on art and design formulated by the Second 
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Vatican Council (1963-65). When I first read them in the 1980s, the formal sentences gave little 
meaning to me. However, I enthusiastically embraced the fragments, underlined by me, in a few 
selected paragraphs declaring: 

The church has not adopted any particular style of art as her own. She has admitted styles 
from every period, in keeping with the natural characteristics and conditions of peoples 
and the needs of the various rites. […] The art of our own times from every race and 
country shall also be given free scope in the Church, provided it bring to the task 
reverence and honor due to the sacred buildings and rites (The Constitution on the Sacred 
Liturgy, Sacrosanctum Concilium, 4 Dec. 1963; Chapter VII, § 123; Flannery 1981: 35).  
 

In the Instruction on the Proper Implementation of the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy,  
Inter Oecumenici, article 13 c, is said that liturgical ceremonies should be celebrated with the 
utmost perfection: “Churches and oratories, church furnishings and vestments should be 
examples of genuine Christian art, including modern art” (Flannery 1981: 48). To this statement 
is added a footnote: “The meaning is not that modern art is merely permissible, but that just as in 
older churches one would expect to find genuine Christian art of that time, so in a modern church 
one would expect to find genuine Christian modern art” (my underlining).  
 
Along with the saying in the closing messages of the Second Vatican Council To Artists, 8 
December 1965: “if you are friends of genuine art, you are our friends” (Abbott 1966: 732), I 
interpreted these fragments as an open invitation to create freely whatever I liked. This still was 
my attitude when I started to rework the piece for St. Laurentius.  
 
Failure 2. Personal interpretation of the directives. When the context changed, the working 
attitude should have changed. A public context demands a different interpretation of the conciliar 
text. §124 reads: 

Ordinairies are to take care that in encouraging and favoring truly sacred art, provided it 
bring to the task reverence and honor due to the sacred buildings and rites […] Bishops 
should be careful to ensure that works of art which are repugnant to faith, morals, and 
Christian piety, and which offend true religious sense either by depraved forms or through 
lack of artistic merit or because of mediocrity or pretense, be removed  from the house of 
God and from other sacred places (Flannery 1981: 35). 

 
In hindsight, I understand that I should have noticed §124 as a warning against being too creative 
and free in my subsequent work.  
 
Changes Inserted  
An alteration in a balanced whole destabilizes it and induce more change until a new equilibrium 
is achieved. During the initial process of cleaning and the straightening the form, I realized that 
parts of the structure were damaged and had to be shifted. These actions changed the expression 
of the face. Its structure was rough and loosely made, dependent on the perception of the eye to 
be interpreted as a face. The more I worked, the worse became the result. From being a 
conservation operation of an old work, I suddenly was stuck in a new unfinished work. What was 
I to do with the damned image? Should I withdraw, declaring that the image was in a too bad 
condition to be placed in a church? Should I keep on making some new expression that might 
work all the same?  
I chose to see the image as a new task and began to rework it. 
 
Failure 3. 
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Without contacting the committee, I worked self confidently in an “environment of success”, 
presupposing that the new face would be better than the original, and that everyone would be 
pleased. All of this proved wrong.  
 
New Ideas 
When I made the Turin Shroud Paraphrase, the interest in the shroud was great; the big question 
being if this was the face of Christ “photographed” by his resurrection. In 1988, carbon-14 tests 
dated the linen of the shroud to be from 1260-1390 AD (New Catholic Encyclopaedia 2003, vol. 
13: 96). The shroud remains a mystery, but my interest fell. Confronted with my paraphrase in 
1996 I started to wonder, how could this face not being Christ serve a congregation? I felt 
responsible for not delivering something fake. But if this image should become a contemporary 
expression of the face of Christ, not only a European, Medieval tortured male, what kind of 
image should it be?  
 
The Church has the tradition of the living Christ expressed in the pantokrator, the all-sovereign 
God in glory images that resembles the man on the shroud. At this time, however, I had just read 
the US art historian Professor Thomas Matthews critical thinking on early Christian art in which 
he demonstrates how Christ has been depicted in several ways, not least feminine. He explains 
that Christ is shown in positions as a woman or with female characteristics because he often took 
a serving feminine role. Matthews writes: “If a youth sees Christ as young and an old man as 
aged, why should not a woman see Christ feminine?” (Matthews 1995: 139).  
 
Armed with the enthusiasm and refreshing thoughts of Matthews, I decided to make the face of 
Christ pantokrator androgynous in accordance with the images of the early church. My thinking 
was that in the aspect of God he certainly had to comprise both feminine and masculine 
principles. I started by removing the beard from the face, figure 5. 
 

     
Figure 5a. The reworking process          Figure 5b. Detail with high contrasts  
 
Failure avoiding strategy 3.  
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Rightly I wanted to make a work that was contemporary and reflected the knowledge of our 
times.  
 
Failure 4. 
Originally I worked from an empirical reality paraphrasing an imprint of a face of a corpse. By 
moving away from this image I entered the iconographical tradition of Christ in glory. The next 
step is the crucial one: I revitalized the oldest tradition, disregarding the 1500 year-long tradition 
in between. Artistically it might be within the limits of the directives, but breaking away from 
tradition will provoke traditionalists. I forgot § 124, and should have anticipated that the borders 
of tolerance within an average congregation might be passed. 
 
The Androgynous Pantokrator 
The final work turned out different from the commissioned work, figure 6.  
 

 
Figure 6. Pantokrator in St. Laurentius  
 
It was installed in the late 1996 when the church was taken into use, some months before the 
consecration ceremony was to take place. At first the response was overwhelmingly positive. 
This was puzzling, unusual, but nice.  
 
I do not know when the rejection process started. Someone missed the beard of Christ, not the 
Asian groups within the congregation, for them this was their Christ. It was within the 
traditionalist Polish groups that the current started. The flattery at the opening numbed my senses 
and nourished the ideas of success. When the objections were brought to me, instead of listening 
to the vague suggestions of changing the piece, I started to defend my work by explaining my 
thinking. In this context it proved wrong and clarified the difference in opinions. My defence 
became the vibrations that induced the uncontrollable waves within the conservative part of the 
congregational torso.  
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Failure avoiding strategy 4.  
Attempt to establish communication. 
 
Failure 5. 
Neglect of warning signals. Insensitivity and underestimation of: 

- the variety of tastes within the congregation 
- the traditionalists’ rejection of everything new, including Vatican Council II and  
- the power of the traditionalists. 
 

Collapse 
The dissatisfaction within the congregation about the art piece grew into a power struggle, one 
third of the congregation protested by refusing to go to church before it was moved. The methods 
seemed to have no limits. The vicar finally was beaten by the insinuation that defending the work 
meant there might be something inappropriate between him and the artist. He sadly gave in to 
stop the witchlike process from escalating and restore life in his congregation. That the work was 
preliminary was forgotten. Like the Dee Bridge, the work collapsed, not materially, but as an 
image of an ideological content. It was removed in the early 1997. The vicar was so ashamed he 
did not even tell me at the time. Before the dedication of the church the bishop was informed and 
demanded it reinstalled before the ceremony, which it was. During the celebration feast, “the 
church coffee”, somebody had torn it down again. When I returned to take a photograph it was 
gone; I found it flopped on the floor in a dark storage room. In my astonishment and because of 
my attitude of documenting process and success, I did not document this last phase by taking a 
picture. 
 
Failure 6. 
No documentation of the insult. 
 
The following week, I fetched my work and hung it on the wall outside my studio. It still is there,  
figure 7. 
 

Figure 7. Pantokrator on the wall 
 
 
Pater Noster, Cathedral of Oslo 2005 
Commission 
In 2003, the Cathedral of Oslo (Evangelical Lutheran) 
decided as an experiment to allow a group of artists to 
exhibit works of contemporary art, like a temporary 
embellishment, in the church room. The preparations were 
elaborate since the space and possibilities were strictly 
limited; the church is from the 17th century and protected 
by law. The cathedral is a place of worship and the room 
is large and solemn, filled with interior objects and 
decorations from the past; it is an open space used for 
national, religious ceremonies, besides it serves the local 
congregation, visiting school classes and tourists. On 
ordinary days, people come and go some for liturgy, 
others to see the room, to pray, or just sit silently for a 

rest, figure 8.  
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Figure 8. Nave, Cathedral of Oslo  
 
Failure avoiding strategy 1. 
Careful analysis of the visitors of the room. 
 
The altarpiece and pulpit are originals from the Baroque time (1697), decorated with acanthus 
woodcuts plaited with gold. The altarpiece is a prototypical example of a protestant 
embellishment of its time that teaches the congregation the essence of faith through images. In 
separate floors it pedagogically shows from the bottom and upwards the Last Supper, the 
crucifixion, the resurrection and on top Christ in glory, figure 9.  

 Figure 9. Altar piece (1697), Cathedral of Oslo 
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Failure avoiding strategy 2. 
Formal analysis of the context. 
 
Artistic idea 
I decided to build upon the pedagogy of the altarpiece. How could I establish a dialogue with its 
fundamental motives and at the same time make a visual statement that reflected contemporary 
times and theological ideas? I envisioned a transparent hanging in front of the altarpiece, made of 
grey metal thread and green glass. Since there is an installation for lightning in front of the choir 
it would be technically possible. Before moving on with the idea, I contacted the vicar and asked 
his opinion, and he was positive. 
 
Failure avoiding strategy 3. 
The new piece should keep contact with tradition and the old. It would be easily installed, 
without bothering the staff. The vicar who is the bishop’s representative was continuously 
informed about the work.  
 
Ornament 
The Cathedral milieu is leading in ecumenical and inter-religious work in Norway. To Jews and 
Muslims depiction of the sacred and God is out of the question, their religious embellishing 
traditions are ornamental and geometric. I personally sympathize with this attitude. Although 
God is to be understood through man in Christian thinking, the Christian pictorial tradition has 
for many led to an anthropomorphic understanding of God. But no one knows anything about 
what may be beyond our perceptions and lives. Icons that copy a tradition started in the Early 
Church is the logic answer to the question of what persons in a heavenly sphere may look like. It 
was when I entered this category of imaging in St. Laurentius that things went wrong. In a work 
that aims at reaching beyond Orthodox and Catholic Christianity, an ornamental point of 
departure is preferable since it is not controversial in form. Besides, I hope that ornamental works 
may become an aesthetic bridge that may induce better understanding between people form 
different religious cultures. Many pupils from the schools in Oslo that are highly multicultural 
visit the cathedral, and ecumenical and inter-religious theological meetings take place there. My 
intention was to provide something that would not offend, but help mutual respect and 
understanding. 
 
Failure avoiding strategy 4. 
Awareness and support of present and future ecumenical and inter-religious efforts by prediction 
of new groups that might be insulted and react negatively.  
 
Our Father 
This time I wanted to make something that might unite, not split the Christian audience. The 
cathedral room is one of communal prayer. In the catechisms from the early Protestant times the  
prayer Our Father is basic teaching. When the disciples, according to Scripture, asked Jesus how 
to pray, he taught them Our Father named after its first two words. The essential parts of this 
prayer are found in two versions in the Gospels (Matthew, 6.9b-13, and Luke 11.2b-14). These 
sayings have been used in the baptismal liturgy and said before the Eucharist from the times of 
the earliest Christian communities late in the first century and onwards throughout the Christian 
history. Today Our Father is said before Communion in the Eucharist (New Catholic 
Encyclopedia 2003 vol. 8: 784; The Lord’s Prayer, electronic source). Our Father is considered 
the model prayer for all Christians. It is an ecumenically shared, universal prayer within Christian 
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communities. I decided to work on Our Father and let the words of this prayer interact with the 
wooden images of the 17th century.   
 
Failure avoiding strategy 5. 
Respect for the context and Protestant tradition without disrespecting other traditions. Pedagogic 
attitude towards the users by reflecting something that is familiar to them. When familiarity is 
established, an element of change may be introduced.  
 
Pater Noster 
In Norway new translations of Our Father by Protestant scholars recurrently stir public opinion. 
The Roman Catholic Church keeps to an early 20th century poetic version and avoids these 
debates.  
Most Norwegians seldom go to church. The argument for keeping the Our Father in its old 
version is not to confuse people. Prayers one has learnt in childhood sticks to one’s mind. The 
argument to change the prayer is to keep it actual and secure that its meaning is understood today. 
One may say that the first attitude accents continuity more than verbal meaning. I sympathize 
with both sides. However, I must admit that I only remember my childhood version although I 
did learn a new one later. In my opinion, the old version has a more poetic tone that resonates 
deeper, but is definitely not contemporary in its verbal expression.   
 
The resolution of this textual dilemma, I solved by looking back to the times before the 16th 
century split within the Western Church. During medieval times, Our Father was always said in 
Latin, even by the uneducated. Hence it was commonly known as the Pater Noster (The Lord’s 
Prayer, electronic source). I decided that Latin was the preferable language; it represents the old, 
“eternal” interpretation and creates a connection to early Protestant times when the cathedral was 
built. By combining the Latin prayer with new form, I might show how the quality of something 
old, belonging to a museum, could be actualised in our time.  
 
Failure avoiding strategy 6. 
In a written statement I informed the Art and Design Committee of the Cathedral about my ideas, 
emphasizing that I am not against new textual interpretations. In the present work, however, 
continuity and dialogue between old and new and ecumenical unity would count the more. My 
arguments were accepted.  
 
Form 
The Convent of Pater Noster in Jerusalem, built in 1870 near the site where Jesus is considered to 
have taught his disciples to pray, is decorated with 140 ceramic tiles on the walls, each one 
inscribed with the Lord's Prayer in a different language. The tiles show the prayer as decorative 
wall images framed by floral patterns (Convent of Pater Noster, electronic source). Many postcards 
circulate with Our Father written in this formal tradition. This was the iconography I intended to 
build upon and extend.  
 
Failure avoiding strategy 7. 
Continuation of a well known formal tradition. 
 
Material and Technique 
I chose galvanized, grey iron thread as constructive material and my “ink” for writing. Strangely 
enough this invisible thread created a contrast in the room and was perceived as slightly blue 
complementary to gold. Wasted glass in shades of green was added as the floral decorative 
elements to accompany the text.   
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My hand binding technique limits the size, but I kept to it because I considered it an integral part 
of the expression of prayer. I planned the outcome to be ca. 1.7 x 3.5 m as a start, allowing for an 
ornamented frame and some variation in length, due to the writing of a given text. Otherwise, the 
construction should be as light as possible, but strong enough to hang straight.  
 
Failure avoiding strategy 8. 
Site specific work, no sketch from the garden reworked.  
 
The letters had to be connected to something, I chose horizontal lines of two twisted threads (0.9 
mm), figure 10a.  
 

  
Figure 10b. Lettering      Figure 10a. Horizontal lines 
 
 
 
The letters formed by single threads (1.65 mm) bind the lines together vertically. The connections 
to the horizontal wire were made by a third (0.9 mm) thread. This solution is not particularly 
strong, but practical because the letters can be moved without breaking. The letters were 
hammered to strengthen the metal and thereby the construction, figure 10b. 
 
 
Each letter was formed individually due to position and connecting possibilities. The aim was to 
make an image, more than to write an instructional text. Bits of glass were set between words to 
give better readability and for decorative purpose. The shades of green creates an organic 
impression that intentionally should associate and visually play with the acanthus of the altar 
piece behind. The glass cuts have random forms that come from smashed bottles, figure 10c. 
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Figure 10d. Composition    Figure 10c. Glass cuts 
 
The positioning of letters, words and glass creates the overall impression, density and 
transparency of the image. The composition has to be regulated so that the image becomes flat 
and the eye wanders freely around without stopping. The principles are similar to stained glass 
painting, figure 10d.   
 
The frame strengthens the construction and closes the composition. It turned out minimalist, 
completely different from the initial idea of a pattern of pieces of glass. Made by twisting two 
threads (1.65 mm), it is sufficiently strong to carry the weight of the text. The intended floral 
border shrank to a line of decorating glass pieces that gives strength to top and bottom, figure 
10e. 
 

 
Figure 10e. Border 
 
Failure avoiding strategy 9. 
Carefully considered craft executed consequently resonates to the rest of the interior.  
 
Temporary Embellishment 
The hanging of the Pater Noster was part of an exhibition and it was clear to everyone that this 
was a temporal embellishment, figure 11a-b.  
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Figure 11a-b. Pater Noster hanging in Oslo Cathedral (126 x 257 cm) October 2005 
 
Failure avoiding strategy 10. 
No confusion in the audience: this is something temporary.   
 
The opening ceremony started by Sunday mass and I was asked to take part as the reader of the 
texts. This was a deliberate strategy of the vicar to create a link between congregation and the 
makers of the works for display, and thereby acceptance for the new. 
 
Failure avoiding strategy 11. 
Strong collaboration between maker and patron. Objections were predicted and precautions 
taken. 
Identification between maker and onlookers established. 
 
In stained glass window production one never knows exactly how the work will turn out before 
installing it. I feared my hanging would be too small in size, technically too tiny, and as image 
perhaps too minimalist. However, the hanging worked; the contemporary written Pater Noster 
managed to balance the monumental Baroque altarpiece. Interestingly, the green glass made the 
acanthus seem old and withered. This was an unpredicted bonus received by pure luck.  
 
Future Work 
The vicar wished to keep the piece as an embellishment. But to start a process of acquiring a new 
embellishment was out of the question since the cathedral was to be closed for 3 years of 
restoration. Now it temporarily embellishes the chapel in the University of Theology in Oslo.   
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My inclinations leans towards the experimental and I prepare for more exhibitions in church 
locations. In my ongoing work I further and extend the Our Father idea, combining ornaments 
and text fragments that reflect the Christian mass. Being rooted in something safe, I candidly 
juxtapose these Christian elements with central concepts in the teachings of the Chinese thinker 
Lao Zi (5th century BC). Due to my failure avoidance strategies I feel free to move safely forward 
in a terrain that I previously would have considered scary.  
 
 
Conclusion  
Theological thinking and religious traditions are expressed through action and material objects. 
Within the Roman Catholic Church the Second Vatican Council explicitly acknowledged that a 
living Christianity needs a continuous renewal of its material tradition, this is the Church’s 
tradition. It is the task of artists and designers to produce new objects that reflect contemporary 
spirituality and religious feeling. However, there is a delicate balance between renewal and 
tradition. When religious attitudes change, this will be reflected in the accompanying religious 
material culture. Likewise, if the material culture changes, this may influence the theological 
thinking, figure 12.  
 

 
Figure 12. The relationship between works of art and the dimensions of the context (after 
Bergmann 2003: 65). 
 
From the figure follows that conservative theology and traditionalist formal attitudes run parallel;  
to keep the material tradition unchanged hinders new religious thinking and development. Those 
who does not want a change in thinking, will insist on traditional objects even though it is not in 
accordance with the conciliar intentions.  
 
In St. Laurentius I happened to insult traditionalist stands within the Roman Catholic Church and 
thereby reveal the inner tensions in a congregation. Although local, these are universal 
antagonisms also outside the Mother Church. Individual designers must decide for themselves 
what kind of contribution they want to make if encountering an ecclesial milieu. By designing 
with failure avoidance strategies in mind, one may succeed in providing something acceptable, 
even in making something relatively new! Provocation may sometimes be valuable and 
unavoidable, but then it ought to be predicted and prepared for. However, in ecclesial work it is 
hard to tell what will be acclaimed and what will be rejected when introduced, and in a time 
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perspective. All the same careful preparations and analyses are necessary. Like in bridge 
building, it is when something dramatically goes wrong that the borders of what is possible are 
revealed. Such events comprise information, we get a glimpse of an otherwise invisible mental 
landscape, from which we can learn how to navigate and design better in the future. Few like 
scandals, but taking Petroskis’ perspective they are valuable. His theory and method are useful 
tools for everyone that dares to learn from their worst practice.  
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