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Great art is as irrational  

as great music.  

It is mad with its own loveliness.

George Jean Nathan, drama critic

God is really only another artist.  

He invented the giraffe, the elephant,  

and the cat. He has no real style.  

He just goes on trying other things.

Pablo Picasso, painter

No great artist ever sees things as they really are. 

If he did, he would cease to be an artist.

Oscar Wilde, playwright

For the mystic what is how.  

For the craftsman how is what.  

For the artist what and how are one.

William McElcheran, sculptor

The question of common sense is  

what is it good for? —   

a question which would abolish  

the rose and be answered triumphantly  

by the cabbage.

James Russell Lowell, poet
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 9

INTRODucTION

Art vs. Math

Art is the triumph over chaos.

John Cheever, novelist

We laid my dad to rest in Arlington National 
cemetery. A wagon carried his remains behind 

a riderless horse. Twenty-one guns cracked their salute; 
the chief of Air Force chaplains delivered a homily; and 
it was finished. That’s when I really began to think about 
eternity. I had always talked of heaven and eternity, but 
now I had experienced something close and unexpected 
and painful.

My dad no longer had a mortgage, a marriage, a pain 
in his body, or a single worry about this life. The file 
marked August chris tian Kilpatrick was closed forever. 
The finality hit me again and again. I saw all around 
me, and particularly in my own body, the signs of time 
passing. I was walking the same path my dad had just 
left, and it would end the same way. I would die, and 
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10 THe ART OF BeING YOu

my mortgage, marriage, pains, and worries would all be 
behind me. The file with my name on it would close.

In the meantime, why was I here? What was life for? 
What was God doing in me, and why?

I asked these questions, and many more. I read a lot of 
books and talked to my wife, children, and closest friends. 
Through these conversations —  especially with my friend 
Rick enloe —  my understanding of God and his purposes 
was profoundly changed. Rick and I have been friends 
for twenty-five years, and our relationship lacks artifice. 
Friends like this talk differently than accountability part-
ners, cell group members, fellow churchgoers, or minister 
buddies. We wouldn’t know how to hide from each other 
even if we wanted to.

Rick and I spent many late nights talking on his deck 
in Gig Harbor, by the fire in my living room, under 
Shakespeare’s Head on carnaby Street in London, and 
looking out across the blue-green Mediterranean Sea 
in Vernazza, Italy. We talked especially about Dorothy 
L. Sayers’ book The Mind of the Maker, and over time we 
came to a liberating and delightful conclusion:

God is not trying to solve the problems we call 
“ourselves.”

He is not attempting to repair us. God is more than a 
mathematician or mechanic.

God is an artist. He is preparing the greatest art show 
ever staged, and we are the materials of his art, the grand-
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Art vs. Math 11

est expression of his creativity. The art show he is prepar-
ing transcends canvas, clay, chords, or cinema. He has 
expressed his creativity in you and me and is making a 
living display out of the whole human race.

This precious truth, like the pearl of great price, can 
change our lives forever. Yet in the course of many con-
versations, it became clear that this way of understanding 
God goes against what many chris tians think. I heard a 
well-known chris tian musician say in a concert that God 
is in the business of fixing broken  people. I went home 
and thought about that for a while, and I came to a dif-
ferent conclusion. I can’t find anything in the Bible that 
says God wants to fix broken  people. I don’t think God 
wants to be known as the Great Mechanic who replaces 
faulty parts on otherwise good engines. He’s out not to 
rebuild us but to remake us. God wants us to die and to be 
resurrected. He desires to lead us into new life, to make us 
new creations.

God looks at us as an artist does his favorite work of 
art.

Our perception of God —  what we believe about God, 
what we think he is doing in our lives, and especially why 
we think he’s doing it —  will set the course of our lives. 
Too often, instead of enjoying the beauty our Maker is 
creating in and through us, we view God through the 
lens of our personal weakness. Our theology is shaped by 
what we lack rather than by who God is.
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12 The ArT of Being You

for example, if we see ourselves as a problem needing 
a solution, we want god to be a mathematician.

if we see ourselves as broken and needing repair, we 
want god to be a mechanic.

if we see ourselves as lonely, we want god to be a 
friend.

if we see ourselves as ignorant, we want god to be a 
teacher.

it’s as if we are all lining up to visit the Wizard of 
oz, each with our own deep deficiency, and the wizard 
becomes to each of us what we need.

god does meet our deepest needs in very personal 
ways, but seeing him through the prism of our own weak-
ness keeps us from knowing and enjoying him in his full-
ness. it can be dangerous to our faith if our overriding 
goal is for god to meet our needs. rather, our highest 
priority should be knowing who god is and what he is up 
to in our lives —  and why.

 Jesus illustrated the danger of misperceiving god with 
a parable about a master who entrusts funds to three of his 
servants to invest while he is away (Matthew 25:14 – 30). 
on his return, two of them had risked and won. The third 
servant, however, is the focus of the parable. he said to 
his master, “i knew you to be a hard man, reaping where 
you have not sown . . . .  And i was afraid.” This statement 
reveals that the servant knew the character of the mas-
ter, just as the other two servants did, but perceived the 
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Art vs. Math 13

master differently based on his own personal deficiency 
and fear.

The result was pretty bad. That’s why it is important 
for us to have a correct perception of god’s character and 
ultimate purpose for us.

A New Paradigm

if we focus on god making repairs to our broken lives, we 
miss what he is really doing in us. Math equates, but art 
creates. “if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; old 
things have passed away; behold, all things have become 
new!” (2 Co rin thi ans 5:17, emphasis added).

Sometime early in my Chris tian life, i came to believe 
that i was a problem that needed to be solved. i spent 
many hours at many altars offering the enigmatic equa-
tion of my life to the Master Mathematician, hoping he 
would solve it and i would be happy. But over time i saw 
that my entire approach was wrong. Perhaps because i 
have spent my life as an artist, surrounded by colleagues, 
friends, and family members who are illustrators, paint-
ers, writers, designers, songwriters, musicians, and sculp-
tors, i came to see that the math paradigm is hopelessly 
inadequate to describe and deal with the human condi-
tion or the purposes of god. We need a new paradigm.

Art, not math.
Artist, not mathematician.
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14 THe ART OF BeING YOu

What do I mean by these terms math and art? Let me 
give each a thumbnail description, but let me also say that 
these things are mysteries. Avant-garde musician Laurie 
Anderson once said, “Talking about art is like dancing 
about architecture.” It can be useless to try to use one to 
explain the other. But let’s dance around the definitions a 
bit to make them come alive. If I were sitting next to you 
now, I would ask you to read each item on the following 
list slowly and pause for a while to consider them. Maybe 
I should have written Selah after each line.

Math equates Art creates

Math brings order Art makes beauty out 
out of chaos  of the order

Facts are Math Faith is Art

Justice is Math Mercy is Art

Law is Math Grace is Art

exchanges are Math Gifts are Art

Hierarchy is Math Servanthood is Art

Pride is Math Sacrifice is Art

evangelism is Math Friendship is Art

cell groups are Math Relationships are Art

Accountability partners  True friends are Art
are Math

churchgoing is Math Fellowship is Art

Prayer lists are Math Communion is Art
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Art vs. Math 15

Devotions are Math Devotion is Art

Tithing is Math Generosity is Art

Fear is Math Love is Art

everything in the math column has some sort of equa-
tion, comparison, or measurement to it —  we measure 
our time, money, sins, souls, members, positions, and 
friends. Nothing in the art column does. Math keeps 
count, while art makes something new and often unex-
pected. What would you add to this list?

Some of my friends think I have included many good, 
godly things on the math side. Why, they ask, are prayer 
lists, accountability partners, cell groups, and tithing 
on this list? These are all good things, but they are not 
enough. I’m not against math —  it’s what keeps our 
houses and pants from falling down. Math brings order 
out of chaos.

But math is a created thing. Problem solving may 
appear to have creative aspects to it, but it is not essen-
tially creative because it doesn’t make something that 
never was before. It deals with facts and figures that are 
preexistent, observable, and measurable. Math doesn’t 
create; it arranges.

You might think, “But I like math. I like to solve prob-
lems.” So do I. But this book isn’t about our personalities 
or abilities. I’m not asking how you see you; I’m asking 
how you think God sees you.
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16 THe ART OF BeING YOu

Do you think he sees you as his problem, or his canvas?
Is he your Solver, or your Savior?
Is he trying to fix you up, or make you new?
Math is perfectly suited for the physical universe. If 

ever God wanted to show us up close his mastery of 
engineering, chemistry, and design, it’s in our own bod-
ies. We are, as David says, “fearfully and wonderfully 
made” (Psalm 139:14). But we are more than the sum 
of our chemicals and proportions. We are spiritual —  we 
think, feel, remember, hope, and create. These things are 
art, not math.

If the world was merely physical, math is all God 
would need. But the universe has an invisible, spiritual 
dimension where math just doesn’t work. In this spiritual 
dimension, whose child is the physical realm, there is no 
gravity, space, or time. everything seems to be inside out. 
To go up, one must go down. To be the greatest, one must 
be the least. The fools are wise, the weak are strong, the 
humble are exalted and, strangest of all, the ruler of it all 
is the servant of all!

Choose Your  
Art Metaphor

Maybe you don’t like art. Maybe a discussion about 
paintings and songs and poems leaves you cold. Maybe 
you relate to something entirely different. Maybe you are 
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Art vs. Math 17

reading this because your wife or mother or accountabil-
ity partner insisted on it.

Here’s a lifeline for you: You can choose your own art 
metaphor. See your life as a country music song, or a 
chainsaw sculpture, or a really good movie. See it as a 
glass blowing, ironwork, or crochet.

Maybe you like to think of your life as a short film. 
Or maybe it’s a Broadway musical. Maybe it’s a haiku: 
short and sweet. Or maybe you’re an epic poem: long, 
but enthralling. Maybe you are an inspired engineering 
design for a bridge or building. God knows what kind of 
art you are, and it doesn’t hurt to visualize yourself in 
terms you find favorable.

I asked a lawyer-friend of mine who is legal counsel 
to a state agency how his day had gone. He paused, then 
said, “Well, I wrote a brilliant explanation of a policy 
issue that immediately resolved a potentially thorny con-
flict that was headed to court.” Then he gave a little con-
tented chuckle. Perhaps you are like that —  a well-crafted 
summation. The metaphor that communicates God’s 
intentions for you is the one you should keep in mind.

You: The Masterpiece

Art is creative. Art makes beauty beyond order. Art-
ists make something that never was before. They tell a 
story. I can program a computer to take all the notes in 
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18 THe ART OF BeING YOu

the musical scale and arrange them in some order, but 
we wouldn’t necessarily call it music and it wouldn’t be 
something new. It would simply be the same notes in a 
different order.

But when Mozart combined the notes into his Requiem, 
we have musical art of enduring beauty that sublimely 
calls to some other part of us, beyond math.

God wants to tell a story in you —  the Story of You —  
that is unlike any story ever before or to come. ephesians 
2:10 reads, “We are His workmanship, created in christ 
 Jesus for good works.” The word workmanship in this 
verse used to put me in the mind of the erector set I had 
as a boy, as though God were screwing us together like I 
used to do with my little erector beams and bolts. But the 
Greek word used here is much more evocative than that. 
It is poiema, from which we get our word poem.

Our physical bodies may be God’s erector set, but our 
hearts and souls, dreams and passions —  these are his 
poetry.

When John writes, “In the beginning was the Word, 
and the Word was God” (John 1:1), he reveals an expres-
sive God, one who wants to stand on the stage of eternity 
and shout a poem to the universe —  and that poem is you.

None of us is a paint-by-numbers kit. You are not 
a machine to be fixed or a problem to be solved and 
shelved. You are God’s performance art. There is com-
ing a day when he will gather all his art together, the 
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Art vs. Math 19

curtains will open, the lights will come bursting on in 
all their  brilliance  —  and the art show will begin. Here, 
in his earthly workshop, right now, he is preparing you 
for it.

God is calling you to the greatest adventure known to 
mankind —  being a living work of art in the hands of the 
Master Artist. He calls you to place your life unreserv-
edly in his skilled care, to trust him, to step outside the 
mathematical borders of your life and live beyond the 
equation. He can’t wait to get started on you. He knows 
precisely what he wants to make out of you. You are a 
fresh canvas on which God intends to paint yet another 
masterpiece.

Let the art begin!
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1
The Art  

of Being Saved —   
Not Solved

Like “happiness,” our two terms “problem”  

and “solution” are not to be found in the Bible —   

a point which gives to that wonderful literature  

a singular charm and cogency.

L. P. Jacks, “Stevenson Lectures”

The concept of “problem and solution”  

is as meaningless, applied to creation, as it is 

when applied to the act of procreation. To add 

John to Mary in a procreative process does 

not produce a “solution” of John’s and Mary’s 

combined problem; it produces George or Susan.

Dorothy L. Sayers, The Mind of the Maker
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I have observed a common thread in the disappoint-
ments and failures of faith that many of my friends 

have experienced. They were expecting to receive from 
 Jesus the perfect spiritual equation that would solve their 
problems and make them whole. Some of my friends 
called  Jesus “the Answer,” as though he were the neat 
resolution to every question. Many of these friends 
believed in promises that were never made to them —  at 
least not by God.

One young airman I knew wanted out of the Air Force 
very badly. He believed God had spoken to him and that 
he would be released from the military on a specific 
date. When the date came and went without his miracle 
release, he quit  Jesus in disgust, left our community of 
believers, and went AWOL.

Another close chris tian friend once told me he strug-
gled with thoughts of suicide. “But I know chris tians 
aren’t supposed to feel that way,” he said. He imagined 
there was an equation for spiritual success that, if he 
could only find it, would make him not “feel that way.” 
He had bought into the way of math, but the equation 
was failing in his own life. Thankfully, he never acted 
on those impulses. He eventually moved into a mature 
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24 THe ART OF BeING YOu

and artistic understanding of who God had called him 
to be.

If the chris tian life were an equation —  Problem + 
Solution = Happiness —  we would have solved it long ago. 
But we haven’t. All the self-help programs that advertise a 
better life in six easy steps, or thirty days to a new you, or 
ten habits that will change you forever are trying to solve 
the problem that you think you are. They are trying to 
grant you happiness through an equation.

every testimony you’ve ever heard in church prob-
ably fits neatly into this equation too. “I had a problem. 
I found the solution. Now I’m happy.” I have heard this 
equation voiced in thousands of ways in my life —  at 
youth camps and testimony ser vices and in small groups. 
We witness to  people using the same equation. “You have 
a problem. If you accept the solution, you’ll be happy.” 
We try to convince  people of the logic of our faith. We 
reason. We count up the evidence and offer up verdicts 
and conclusions. We add everything up, hoping the sum 
of it all will prove convincing to others and ourselves.

Math deals with the facts —  assessing them, putting 
them in order, and coming to a conclusion that can be 
filed away once and for all in the “Solved” folder of our 
brains. This works great for numbers —  nobody wakes up 
having to recalculate 3 + 3; that problem has been solved 
to everyone’s satisfaction. But humans are not math prob-
lems. We don’t get “solved” when we get saved —  if we 
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did, there would be no unhappy chris tians. Problem + 
Solution = Happiness just doesn’t work with anything 
dynamic and alive, such as you and me. As Dorothy Say-
ers makes clear in The Mind of the Maker, 1 + 1 does not 
always make 2. In terms of procreation, John + Mary 
equals something that never was before —  a new life. 
This is how God works in us.

Math and Order

The impulse toward equation-based living probably 
comes from the human impulse toward order, which 
is not in itself a bad thing. From the beginning of time, 
man has wanted to bring order to his life and world. God 
knew this. He called on Adam to give names to the ani-
mals. When the earliest  people cleared a spot to make a 
comfortable bed for the night, they were ordering their 
world. When they decided that a particular cave would 
be their home, they were making order. Words, language, 
numbers, laws, planting, reaping, cooking, stacking, fold-
ing, and trading are all ways of ordering.

But man has always reached beyond order for some-
thing more, something beautiful. Since the earliest cave 
drawings, we have decorated our living spaces with col-
ors and designs that please us and tell a story. In this 
fundamental way, we are like God.

God is an artist. I’m not talking in some sentimental 
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“he painted the skies with his fingers, the sunsets with his 
heavenly brush” way. I can’t imagine worshiping a God 
like this any more than you can. True art is never sen-
timental. Rather, God’s entire approach to the universe 
and to your life is of a Master Artist toward his favorite 
piece of artwork. Look at how God characterizes himself 
in the Bible, and you can’t get away from this fact. The 
very first verb in the Bible describes an artistic act:

“In the beginning God created . . .”
God then moved joyfully and deliberately through a 

series of artistic actions that resemble any great artist in 
moments of inspiration. He divided the light from the 
darkness, formed the continents of the earth, imagined 
all manner of growing plant life, populated the land and 
air with an astounding diversity of creatures, filled the 
oceans with swimming things, and then brought all those 
ideas to their apex with a creature that could actually 
bear the image of God: mankind.

Anyone who has ever been caught up in inspiration 
over a new idea probably knows exactly how God felt 
during the creation.

The Bible goes on to testify that our God is an artist.
“We are the clay, and You our potter; and all we are 

the work of Your hand,” said Isaiah (Isaiah 64:8).
“Did not He who made me in the womb make them? 

Did not the same One fashion us in the womb?” (Job 
31:15).
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“But no one says, ‘Where is God my Maker, who gives 
songs in the night?’ ” (Job 35:10).

“When I consider Your heavens, the work of Your fin-
gers . . .” (Psalm 8:3).

“Your hands have made me and fashioned me” (Psalm 
119:73).

We see God’s artistry in the way he communicates with 
us throughout history. He is fond of using metaphors  —  
word pictures —  from everyday life. He called the Israel-
ites his sheep, trees, clay, and flowers. He told Abraham 
that his seed would be like the stars in the sky and the 
grains of sand on the seashore. God’s natural language 
is art.

God appeared to Moses in a bush that was on fire but 
was never consumed, perhaps the first surrealist art in 
recorded history. He gave wild, vivid, and bizarre visions 
and dreams to the prophets, which have always seemed 
to me like heavenly films with their own setting, actors, 
and narrative arc.  Jesus communicated much of his mes-
sage in parables, many of which began “The kingdom of 
heaven is like . . .” He did not come as a master lawyer 
with the contracts drawn up that would save our souls, if 
only we signed on the dotted line. He did not come as a 
scientist to explain in laboratory terms what this transac-
tion of salvation and regeneration would result in.

Rather, he presented himself as an artist, drawing 
imagery from everyday surroundings —  vines,  mountains, 
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28 THe ART OF BeING YOu

rivers, clouds, birds, flowers. He used fictional stories to 
reveal truth about the kingdom, making up characters 
(“There was a certain man . . .”), settings, plots, and sur-
prise endings. He weaved dramatic stories for his listen-
ers, just as his Father had done throughout history and 
through the prophets.

Yes, God also gave laws and commandments. But 
those have always seemed to me to be the tools and mate-
rials for his art. It was as though God, in laying out cer-
tain rules, chose the various kinds of brushes and paints 
he would need for the project at hand and placed a certain 
canvas on the easel. All artists have a particular way of 
organizing their space, of approaching their work, and 
of setting up their artistic routines. The commandments 
and laws were like God’s way of setting up his studio: “I 
will need these to make the kind of masterpieces I envi-
sion in these  people.”

Why did God do this? Why did he create music? 
color? Taste? Sex? If he was merely interested in order, 
he could have left these things out and no one would have 
noticed. Pleasure and beauty would be missing, and we 
would be none the wiser.

But God loves art. He loves to make beautiful things, 
and he does so lavishly. Did you know there are more 
than twenty-five thousand different kinds of spiders? 
(One kind would have been enough for me, and no hairy 
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legs.) God seems to get carried away with his ideas. He 
designs one spider with long legs and a pinpoint body, 
then another with short fuzzy legs and a huge (for a spi-
der) body. There are bouncing spiders and leaping spiders 
and spitting spiders.

Why so many different spiders? It’s another vivid 
example of how artistically boundless God is. He is full 
of creative ideas. Look around you at the  people you 
see each day. All of them are made with the same basic 
design, yet each is unique. There are no two  people alike, 
not even twins.  People, animals, stars, f lowers, moun-
tains, sun, rain, and rivers all point to one thing —  God 
is crazy creative.

Why, then, when we think about God’s relationship to 
us, do we hesitate to follow God into art? Why do we see 
God as merely wanting to solve us, organize us, and con-
form us? Our perception of God is not so much skewed 
as it is incomplete. We have come to the math of God, 
stopped, and built our cities there. We have failed to see 
the same sort of boundless creativity and delight he dis-
plays in the creation of spiders expressed in the care and 
attention he gives to developing our eternal selves.  Jesus 
told us he was going to prepare a place for us in heaven. 
But heaven is not God’s “Solved Forever” folder. It is not 
a stopping place; it’s a starting place. earth is God’s art 
studio, and heaven is his showplace.
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How God Sees You

If we think of life as math, we end up counting rather 
than creating. We believe in an Accountant God who 
keeps strict ledgers and is mainly concerned with count-
ing our sins. What we sing about Santa, we really believe 
about God:

He’s making a list
and checking it twice
Gonna find out who’s naughty and nice
Santa Claus is comin’ to town

He sees you when you’re sleeping
He knows when you’re awake
He knows if you’ve been bad or good
So be good for goodness sake

We believe in a God of math. God is always counting, 
and there is surely more in the debit column than in the 
credit column of our lives. come judgment day we are 
going to be in a whole heap of trouble.

Yet God didn’t solve us —  he saved us. We are his art. 
He has thrown us on the wheel and wrapped his hands 
around the wet clay of our lives. He redeemed us so he 
could remake us. Art doesn’t count; it creates. When  Jesus 
gave himself for us on the cross, he wasn’t meeting our 
cosmic debt to the last penny, like some bean-counting 
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miser. He was doing that spider thing again. He was cre-
ating. He went so far beyond our debt —  so extravagantly 
does he value us —  that he lifted us right out of the equa-
tion. He more than met the obligation, brought the debit 
column to way past zero, and elevated us into art.

The crucifixion is where his mercy moved from the 
conceptual to the real, from the abstract to the concrete, 
from thought to action. It is where God’s ultimate artis-
tic vision became present in human history. To be real, 
art must be expressed in a tangible way in a moment of 
time. There is no such thing as an unpainted painting, 
an unsung song, an unwritten novel. It may reside in 
the mind of the artist, but to become art and to have the 
power of art, it must come into existence. That is what 
happened at the cross. Its power and beauty stem from 
the fact that the crucifixion occurred in space and time: 
there was a desolate hill called Golgotha outside a city 
called Jerusalem; there was a betrayal by a close follower 
and friend; there was the judgment of an innocent person 
at the hands of a diffident governor; his hands and feet 
were pierced by rough nails that pinned him to a cross; he 
hung between two thieves; and there he died.

These are more than facts; they are the window 
through which we see the art of God on display to all his 
creation. The crucifixion of  Jesus is art at its highest and 
most creative.
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Art and Mystery

Somewhere along the line, chris tians began to expect the 
Bible to be more like a textbook than an expression of the 
art and mystery of God. Mystery has been so banished 
from Protestant churches that most of them have adopted 
theologies that more or less leave the mystical completely 
out of their practices. Today the Protestant church is by 
and large disengaged from any true artistic or mystical 
expression of the faith.

Oh, we use the arts, especially music and drama, as 
vehicles to communicate our beliefs, but we use them to 
argue a point rather than tell a story. We tell the facts as 
though they were the whole truth. We reason rather than 
point to the mystery. We speak to the mind rather than 
to the heart. We use artistic tools in mathematical ways, 
which is why so much of our church-based “art” is hol-
low and thin. It’s not even art. It’s an ad campaign. It’s 
logic masquerading as mystery.

Think about the spiritual advertising that passes as 
evangelism these days. We’re offering nonbelievers a 
“product” that will enhance the enjoyment of life and 
eternity. Our T-shirts become billboards. (My daughter 
wanted to print one that proclaimed “They will know 
we are chris tians by our T-shirts.”) Our songs and plays 
are like infomercials. “Find the solution to your problem 
and be happy in  Jesus! Your life will be better! But wait! 
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There’s more! Your eternity will be better too!” I have 
long thought that some chris tians, perhaps in a desperate 
attempt to “sell” more of the gospel product, have a ten-
dency to claim things about the gospel that they know to 
be untrue. The further we step into sales and marketing, 
the further away we get from the power and truth of art.

For a time in the eighties and nineties it was popular 
among youth groups on mission trips to perform mimes to 
chris tian songs. Some denominations even had “human 
video” contests at youth conventions and fine arts festi-
vals, as if this were its own category of art right along-
side painting and poetry. I remember seeing carmen’s 
song “The champion” mimed about a thousand times 
by youth groups from Albuquerque to Albany. I have to 
credit them for their consistency. Most of their “perfor-
mances” included the same types of garish, grimacing 
demons in black jeans and T-shirts f lailing and slink-
ing around an effete, silent  Jesus figure clad all in white. 
Perhaps without knowing it, they were actually reviving 
an old tradition of morality plays of the Middle Ages, in 
which the eternal struggle between God and Satan for the 
souls of humans was played out by archetypal characters. 
An evangelistic tract in narrative form, yes. Scripturally 
defensible, perhaps. Interesting, sometimes (but in most 
cases not for the reasons they wanted it to be). Art, no.

Thankfully, it has been years since I saw “The cham-
pion” mimed by any youth groups. Now YouTube is the 
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communication vehicle of choice for chris tians with dra-
matic tendencies. Recently I saw a video on the Internet 
put out by one of the leading “emerging” church pastors. 
It was well produced and carefully thought-out, featur-
ing a musical metaphor for the message of the gospel. It 
struck me, though, how inartistic it was in its core. When 
all the “art” was stripped away it was not really art at 
all but a rational presentation of the claims of christ —  a 
form of reason and debate. For all its artistic dressing it 
was still an attempt at winning the theological argument. 
Again, logic dressed up as mystery.

Perhaps we don’t like mystery because mystery seems 
to be God’s way of getting us to surrender. If there were 
no mystery, we might try to do God’s work for him. One 
of my friends said, “If I can understand it, I can manage 
it; and if I can manage it, I can control the outcome.” 
This seems to be the goal of some chris tians: to fully 
understand God so they can control the outcome. But 
control is not the goal of art —  the goal is mystery and 
surrender.

In ephesians 3:9, Paul refers to us as the “fellowship 
of the mystery.” Writing to Timothy in his first letter he 
tells his young protégé “great is the mystery of godliness” 
(1 Tim othy 3:16). Paul and  Jesus both talk about the mys-
teries of the kingdom of God. As a contrast, the concept 
of “winning” anyone to  Jesus is mentioned only once —  
and almost in passing —  by Peter in his advice to women 
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married to unbelieving husbands; and he says it should 
be done “without a word” (1 Peter 3:1). This brings to 
mind the well-known saying widely attributed to Saint 
Francis: “Preach the gospel at all times, and if necessary, 
use words.”

Why does “winning” loom so large in our modern the-
ology, while the idea of holy mystery is nearly anathema? 
Is it because “souls saved” can be counted (math), but 
mysteries (art) cannot? As a result of our emphasis on 
logic and winning, we have reversed the proper order and 
made art serve math. We sing and act and write and paint 
and make films only to save souls. It’s another example of 
an ad campaign —  a noble one, but still an ad campaign.

Using the arts is easy, but few of us live as art. We have 
forgotten somehow that God is a creative being in every 
wonderful sense of the word. He created us to live outside 
the equation, in art. Saint Irenaeus declared, “The glory 
of God is man fully alive.” That’s what God wants for 
us. We’re always trying to add it up, but God wants us 
to live it up.

Math chris tians don’t like this idea. They don’t like 
the mystery of God. They want evidence and a verdict. 
They like to point out that  Jesus said we will be judged 
by every idle word we speak (Matthew 12:36). Doesn’t 
that sound like a threat to you? every word you have 
ever spoken is on heaven’s record —  so you’d better 
watch out.
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I can’t help but imagine myself on judgment day 
 standing before a crowd of  people, every one of them 
watching as my private life is projected on a screen for 
all to see. There I am in the bathroom; there I am a stupid 
teenager; there I am snoring. Oh, this looks fun! Sinatra 
sang, “Forget your troubles, come on get happy, . . . get 
ready for the judgment day.” Get happy?! What’s to be 
happy about?

But now look at that “every idle word” quote through 
a different lens —  the lens of art. Instead of threatening 
us with Big Brother surveillance, it seems to me that 
 Jesus is simply saying that our true character comes out 
in the unguarded words we speak, not in the words we 
say for show. He is reminding us that it’s not the pre-
pared speeches and everyday conversational courtesies 
that reveal us, but the words we say straight from the 
heart. When anybody wants to find out what you are 
really made of, they listen there.

This is God being an artist. every artist wants to know 
what materials he has to deal with when creating art. He 
can’t pretend he’s working with plaster when it’s really 
papier-mâché. Before a musician plays an instrument, he 
picks it up and strums or bows it and gets a sense of the 
tone and range. What is the true timbre of the thing? He 
has to know before he can make music with it. In the 
same way, a potter can’t pretend that the clay is pure and 
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will hold up in the kiln when it’s not. He must know the 
material.

I have a dozen or so guitars hanging on the walls of my 
recording studio. each one of them has a different sound. 
When I’m recording, I will play each of them and find the 
one that fits the song I’m working on. None of them fits 
every tune, but all of them have their unique place.

So God is looking at the real you, not the “show you.” 
He’s listening for what you’re made of. eugene Peterson 
says we go through life imitating ourselves. We play the 
best version of us —  but God pays no attention to our act. 
He’s listening for the unguarded words, the thoughts and 
intentions of the heart, and he’s seeking to discover what 
we are really made of because he wants to know the true 
material he’s working with.

This is not a threat; it’s an artistic assessment by the 
Artist himself.

God’s Tools?

Because mystery is so unsettling, many of us choose to 
think of ourselves primarily as tools in the hands of God. 
We want to be used to build or fix things, to impact and 
change the world —  a practical purpose.

God does have a purpose for each one of us here, a 
job for us to undertake, some responsibilities that give us 
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fulfillment. The first words God said to Adam and eve in 
Genesis 1:28 commissioned them for a duty: “Be fruitful 
and multiply; fill the earth and subdue it; have dominion 
over the fish of the sea, over the birds of the air, and over 
every living thing that moves on the earth.”

But many of us see ourselves only as a tool in the hands 
of God. Our identity becomes too tightly defined by our 
earthly purpose and tasks. We forget that every earthly 
responsibility is an exercise in terminal duty. No one is 
going to ask you in heaven, “So, what do you do?” or 
even, “So, what did you do?” There is no need in eternity 
for plumbers, electricians, salesmen, writers, soldiers, 
homemakers, fathers, mothers, or politicians. equally, 
there is no heavenly duty for the apostle, prophet, evan-
gelist, pastor, or teacher. The Bible does indicate we will 
have responsibilities in eternity, but we are not given 
much information as to what shape they will take.

Rather than seeing you primarily as his tool, God 
views your purpose here as a tool in his hands for the 
art he is making of you. He is at work in you more than 
through you, shaping you through the things you do, the 
 people you meet, and the circumstances of your life. 
While we are busy going about our purpose, God is busy 
going about his —  to conform you to the image of his 
Son; to display his exquisite gracefulness through you in 
eternity; to make of you a creative expression, his poiema. 
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While we are thinking of our purpose here on earth, God 
is considering our eternal purpose.

When I first realized this, it was as if my world sud-
denly turned inside out. It was like looking at one of 
those optical illusions where you see a grizzled old hag 
if you look at it one way and a beautiful young woman 
if you look at it another. up to that point, I had seen 
myself as a tool in the hands of God —  a useful one, I 
hoped. He had hold of me and was using me to change 
the world in some small way. But when my perspective 
changed, the image changed and reversed. I was still in 
God’s hands, but rather than using me as a tool, it was 
as though I was a piece of wood being turned on a lathe. 
I had thought I was the chisel, but then I saw I was the 
stone. He was using the circumstances of my life to chip 
and grind against me, to form me into his art. I wasn’t 
the tool anymore; I was the masterpiece-in-progress. This 
was a profound change in my perspective.

Some  people get this. A well-known evangelist once 
told me, “It’s a good thing God called me to this ministry. 
I need to be in church, in this atmosphere, all the time.” 
He had a rare insight into what God was doing in him, 
which was to use his calling and placement as an instru-
ment to work his art in him. And this is what God is 
doing in each and every one of us. He is at work in a com-
pletely other, deeper, more mysterious way in our lives. 
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While we consider ourselves as tools to be used on some 
project, in God’s eyes, we are the project. He is using our 
very responsibilities to form and shape us.

None of us is merely a tool in God’s hands. You are 
not an equation or an accounting error that God may get 
around to solving one day —  if you pray hard enough. 
You are the material of his art. And he saved you because 
he delights in expressing his creativity through you.

Let’s see how.
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