
“I speak through my music. The only thing is that a poor musician like myself would 
like to believe that he was better than his music.”—Letter from Brahms to Clara 
Schumann, September, 1868)
 
 C. S. Lewis once said that the Christian writer should have blood in his veins, 
not ink. What he meant was that if an artist sets out to make a Christian state-
ment in an art object, the chances are it will not be art, but a contrived pronounce-
ment. Rather, the believer, like anyone else, should first be passionate about his 
chosen medium, work in it, and let any “message” emerge almost as a by-product. 
If one is a writer, then let him be captivated by words. If a painter, let him be 
fascinated by colors and shapes. Living in the real world, being human, knowing 
about life and people, believing in truth, and wrestling honestly with the troubles 
and sufferings that inevitably come along, these are the best ways to prepare to 
create.
 Perhaps the most challenging part of artistic work in any medium is how 
to handle the problem of evil. Music presents a particular difficulty, since its 
medium is sound. How to say it in notes? Given that music is not merely a vehicle 
for words, how does the Christian composer articulate a view of the world which 
has been profoundly polluted by sin and yet that provides for genuine hope at 
the same time? I believe this question provides us with a kind of test of authen-
ticity. Artists often fall into one of two extremes. For simplicity’s sake, we could 
call them optimism and pessimism. The optimist arrives at a happy ending, so 
to speak, without honestly passing through the valley of the shadow of death. 
A good deal of music today is optimistic in that it tells of joy and peace without 
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reckoning with evil, the evil from which we can be redeemed in order to know 
that joy and peace. Obvious (and extreme) examples would include jingles writ-
ten for commercials, or the mindless music in shopping malls. The pessimist is 
realistic about evil but has little or no hope. The element of redemption is the 
missing dimension. Some of the darker music of the Punk style, Grunge music, 
and the violent pessimism of various rap singers would qualify. Optimism and 
pessimism are not simply temperamental characteristics of the artist; they stem 
from a worldview, a philosophy of life. In fact, it is crucial to remember that one 
can never finally separate a work from the artist. The creator informs the work 
out of the rich material in his or her own soul. Beginning in the soul, though often 
not self-consciously, the worldview then transpires into artistic production in 
distinctive ways.224
 A joke has it that the only difference between an optimist and a pessimist is 
that the one believes we are in the best of all possible worlds, while the other fears 
this may be so! In contrast, the biblical worldview is neither optimistic nor pes-
simistic. It begins with God’s Creation as good (“very good,” according to Genesis 
1:31), because God the creator is good. But then it confesses there has been the 
introduction of evil into the world by the treasonable revolt of mankind. The fall, 
then, brought both sin and misery, evil committed and affliction received. This is 
a crucial distinction, one which unique to revealed religion. Albert Camus once 
captured the non-biblical understanding of evil in the efforts of his hero, the 
Doctor Rieux from The Plague, with the catchphrase, “fighting against Creation as 
he found it.” But if this is right, according to the Scriptures, then all is lost. Rather 
we fight against the plague, which is an alien invader of Creation’s goodness. 
And therefore, finally, redemption has come into the world, and is working its 
way toward a new heavens and new earth, through Jesus Christ, the savior. This 
is utterly different from the two extremes of optimism and pessimism. Unlike 
optimism, this biblical worldview tells us to look evil in the eye. It is real, though 
not some substance or thing. Because of the great fault there will be oppression, 
struggle, doubt, tension, so that with the Psalmist we often may ask the questions, 
“Why, O Lord?” or “How long, O Lord?” But unlike pessimism, it proclaims genu-
ine hope because Christ has inaugurated a great reversal of the fault, centered in 
the Resurrection. As a result, beginning substantially now, and concluding in the 
great day of the consummation, death, the result of sin, and guilt, its cause, are 
fully eradicated. We will live in an unbroken communion with God himself. 
 Music that voices this philosophy will be both realistic about the darkness 
and unashamed of the light. There will be trouble, “tribulation,” as our Lord put 
it. There will be tensions and doubts along the way. But there is always reason 
for hope (1 Peter 3:15). One could not find a more fascinating illustration of this 
double-edged sword than in the life and music of Johannes Brahms. This most 
extraordinary composer from the golden era of German choral and symphonic 
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music was well aware of the need for authenticity. He often compared the quality 
of his works to the quality of his own person as he judged himself, and hoped that 
his life was somehow more noble than his music. Considering the glories of his 
music, he set very high standards for his person! A word about his life and times.

th e o L o g i c a L Mo o d s
 Just before the First World War a building went up at Harvard University to 
be called Emerson Hall. Because it was destined to be the Philosophy Building, 
just before completion the professors in that discipline were asked to choose an 
appropriate motto for the outside wall. After a series of meetings, the likes of 
George Santayana, William James and others decided what should be engraved 
for all to see was Pythagoras’ famous epithet, “Man the measure of all things.” A 
pause came because of the war years. When the professors finally came back 
to take up their work in the new building, they looked up to see, to their horror, 
quite a different motto from what they had requested: “What is man that thou art 
mindful of him?” No one knows for certain, but apparently a local architect could 
not abide the arrogance of the first choice, and so substituted the biblical phrase 
from Psalm 8. It is still there, all the more clear in that the ivy has been removed, 
for the world to ponder today.
 The received wisdom about the nineteenth century is that it was a time for 
optimistic thinking. The spirit of self-reliance and especially confidence in reason 
gave assurance that indeed man was at the center of all that mattered. Then, so 
the story goes, the Great War came to disabuse everyone of such confidence. In 
his famous Römerbrief, Karl Barth proclaimed a theology of crisis in the place of 
the naive liberalism of Schleiermacher and Ritschl. The twentieth century brought 
a sobering wind which blew away the self-possessed outlook of the nineteenth. 
This account is plausible, and true in part. But it ignores the prophets of a troubled 
world and the honest doubters who were present all along. We need only think of 
Dickens’ novels, with their unmasking of the poverty in London, or the passionate 
concern for the human condition in the works of Dostoevski and Zola. And while 
indeed Schleiermacher and Ritschl tended to reduce theology to its horizontal, 
human level, this approach is hardly the vision of all other contemporary theo-
logians. Consider the strange and wonderful Dane, Søren Kierkegaard, whose 
notion of paradox and faith powerfully challenged the cold, institutionalized dog-
matism of the church. Not satisfied with the complacent trust in unaided reason 
in the surrounding philosophies, he treated the deepest questions of life with a 
combination of respect, anger, and mystery that belie logical answers. 
 A number of the Romantic composers were similarly perplexed by the problem 
of evil and the inadequacy of unaided human reason to resolve basic dilemmas. 
Standing in a very different place from many of his peers, especially in consideration 
of the problem of evil is the prodigious genius, Johannes Brahms (1833–1897).


