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As any casual review of American art and culture will confirm, throughout the twen-

tieth century it was mostly impossible to gather a community of Christians in the visual

arts. Apart from the enclaves of several Catholic and Protestant colleges and seminaries,

those communities that did form were usually short lived.

This book is the record of a remarkable

exception—the story of Christians in the

Visual Arts on the occasion of its twenty-fifth anniversary. Its publication is a 

tribute to the prodigious efforts and insights of many friends, apart from whom this 

project would not have taken form.

We offer special thanks to Dayton Castleman, Tyrus Clutter, Edward Knippers, and

James Romaine, who joined us early in May 2004 to begin the arduous yet engaging task

of selecting images. In turn, Kimberly Garza carefully reviewed and confirmed the quali-

ty of each of the photos. Our review of more than 4,000 slides—a fascinating and

pleasure-filled excercise—caused us to recall many CIVA gatherings, exhibitions, and col-

leagues as well as the tangible ways in which our affiliation with CIVA has stimulated our

spiritual and artistic growth.

In the intervening months, the collection and editing of texts required equal attention.

To that end, we extend our thanks to Howard N. Fox, Karen Mulder, James Romaine, 

Alva Steffler, and Nicholas Wolterstorff for their contributions. Moreover, we also thank

C. K. Anderson, Jennifer Disney, Bobby Gross, and Sara Scheunemann for carefully 

reading the manuscripts and proposing many fine suggestions. Dal Schindell and 

Cara Stevens invested special effort in completing the artist index. Given this bounty of

expertise, if this book contains unfinished thoughts or errors, the responsibility is surely

ours and not that of any of those mentioned above.

We also express our appreciation for excellent institutional partnerships. And here we
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At age twenty-five, Christians in the Visual Arts is a dynamic association of some

1,500 contemporary artists in the United States and Canada, with affiliates throughout

Europe and Asia. Committed to exploring the relationship of artists to art, religion, and

culture in general, CIVA has a long history of realizing its goals. CIVA has produced a 

lively newsletter and organized well-

attended biennial conferences and

regular exhibitions since its inception in 1979; over the years it has published many books

and limited-edition print portfolios; it has operated a website continually since 1998; and

its thoughtful and handsomely designed award-winning journal, SEEN, has been issued

since 2000—quite a record of sustained achievement for an organization for which ongoing

survival relies primarily on membership dues and the largesse of a few dedicated patrons.

The artists who are CIVA’s members create their works in a broad spectrum of styles

and aims, from realistic paintings depicting Old and New Testament themes, to abstract

sculpture that might evoke an ethereal sense of beauty and order, to conceptual art that at

first glance might not seem to have any relationship to spiritual matters at all. Yet the prac-

titioners of this artistically wide-ranging group are all related in their inspiration by basic

Christian faith and experience. 

CIVA’s longevity and sound health are testimony to its members’ fidelity to a com-

mon sense of purpose. But while CIVA itself is a robust twenty-five years old, its

achievement is subsumed by the two-millennia-old tradition of Christian art in which it

partakes. Far from diminishing CIVA’s work, that tradition edifies and ennobles CIVA’s

sense of purpose, and CIVA’s accomplishment has been to extend and enrich that contin-

uum of faith expressed through art.

CIVA has managed to nurture its members and interested observers—and there are

many—by being open-minded, eclectic, and ecumenical in its embrace. Artists of many

H o w a r d  N .  F o x

C I V   aatt25



From the three narratives that follow regarding the founding and growth of CIVA, it

becomes clear that CIVA emerged from the bruised consciousness of Christian artists in

the late twentieth century. The Christian artist is a member of two societies—that society

which is the church and that society which is the art world. The Christian artist feels

alienat-

ed from

both. Worse still, her acceptance by one merely heightens her sense of alienation from the

other. The story of CIVA is the story of the formation of a society in which Christian artists

have found themselves accepted both as Christians and as artists.

In the opening essay, Karen Mulder makes the point this way: CIVA, she says, began out

of “the overriding sense that artists were either wayward orphans of the church, on one hand,

or the embarrassing descendants of a religious tradition considered passé by academicians

and art critics, on the other . . .” James Romaine, in his contribution, remarks that artists “have

been drawn to CIVA because of their experience of alienation from other religious and cre-

ative communities. They often felt marginalized in the art world because of their faith and

ostracized in the church because of their art.” And Alva Steffler introduces his narrative with

the remark that the story of CIVA is “the record of men and women of vision who faced both

their own alienation as artists and the seeming ambivalence of church and culture.”

In this introduction, I want to reflect a bit on this bruised consciousness of the

Christian artist in the late twentieth century—this sense of double alienation, alienation

from fellow Christians and alienation from fellow artists.

It is sometimes suggested that the alienation of the contemporary Christian artist from

the church is just one more manifestation of the iconoclasm that has periodically erupted

within the church. That assessment seems not correct to me. The roots of the destruction

of images that took place within Orthodoxy in the eighth and ninth centuries were differ-
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Over the course of twelve centuries, the ancient Egyptian art of alchemy evolved into a

medieval obsession for converting rude substances into gold. In its modern incarnation,

alchemy often implies transformation, a word that surely describes the results of CIVA’s 

persistent activity on many fronts since 1979. To be an agent for transformation, CIVA 

has confronted misperceptions

regarding the value of art in the

church-at-large and has asserted the validity of religious meaning in the contemporary art

world. Wielding the instruments of prayer, vision, and creativity, CIVA has, in essence, gradu-

ally converted paper, pigment, stone, textile, and celluloid into silver. 

CIVA’s alchemical potential emerged as it undertook ambitious strategies that chal-

lenged cherished stereotypes about religious art, both in the church and in the art world.

Its membership constructed proofs, in the physical form of artworks, that showed the

trustworthiness of art as a contemporary expression of faith and demonstrated that art

created from a biblical matrix could exhibit a higher level of conceptual vitality and skill

than the professional art world had come to expect. Emerging from the cauldron of 1970s

culture that seemed to brim with dross, creating silver represents an achievement that, at

certain angles, even glints like gold.

From the beginning, CIVA’s prime directive entailed the uncomplicated goal of

encouraging fellowship. Biennial conferences, the newsletter, and a network of personal

relationships supported CIVA’s drive to build a community of visual artists. Eventually

reaching a critical mass of shared identity and morale, this community provided the

springboard for broader networking, allowing CIVA to exchange ideas or innovate pro-

jects with other religious, educational, and artistic institutions. Collaboration, in turn,

supplied CIVA members with greater exposure through exhibitions, workshops, and pub-

lications. Newsletter features such as “In Public View” listed members’ recent exhibits,

THE LORD SPOKE TO MOSES :  

SEE ,  I  HAVE  CALLED BY NAME BEZALEL . . .

AND I  HAVE  F ILLED H IM WITH D IV INE

SP IR IT ,  WITH AB IL ITY ,  INTELL IGENCE ,

AND KNOWLEDGE IN  EVERY K IND OF

CRAFT ,  TO DEV ISE  ART IST IC  DES IGNS ,  

TO WORK IN  GOLD ,  S ILVER ,  AND BRONZE ,

IN  CUTT ING STONES FOR SETT ING ,  AND 

IN  CARVING WOOD,  IN  EVERY K IND OF

CRAFT .  .  .  I  HAVE  G IVEN SK ILL  TO ALL

THE  SK ILLFUL ,  SO THAT THEY MAY MAKE

ALL  THAT I  HAVE  COMMANDED YOU.

[  EXODUS 3 1 : 1 –6  ]
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