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CONGREGATIONS

AND THE ARTS
PROBLEM

The role of the private sector in sustaining the arts has become increasingly important as public

funding has been cut.

SOLUTION

In small but significant ways, religious organizations are reviving their traditional role as
patrons of the arts.

n the mid-1990s, the Center for Urban Policy and the Environment
at [UPUI set out to measure the economic effect of the arts on
Indianapolis. Its report concluded that the annual impact on the

city’s economy was $4.6 million. The arts created more than 1,000 jobs,

and “every new dollar spent . . . brought 60 cents in additional business

for Indianapolis.”

The local arts scene is dominated by a few large secular institutions,
each with an annual attendance exceeding 100,000 people. These few
account for nearly three-fourths of the total attendance at arts events in
the city.

By the gauges of money and attendance, religious organizations

play a negligible role in the arts in Indianapolis. Yet that sort of tallying
ll lt up runs counter to the spirit of the arts. Perhaps the greatest contribu-
JONA . b 5 e
AN tion made by congregations to the aesthetic life of the city can’t be calcu-
° lated: namely, the architecture of their sanctuaries. Many of the city’s
The POIIS most impressive buildings were constructed by congregations several
Center decades ago. They contribute to the quality of life for all residents of
Indianapolis, adding beauty to the landscape and a tangible connection
We bring things to the past. Yet they show up nowhere in calculations of

into perspective:” economic impact.



Indianapolis reflects
the ambivalent nature
of the alliance
between religion and

the arts.

Today, most congregational arts endeavors are made for the benefit of
their membership, or as a gift to the community. Typically, these efforts
are voluntary, done on a small scale, and attract little notice; they exist
outside the orbit of the formal arts community in Indianapolis.*

Historically, the relationship between religion and the arts has
waxed and waned from one time and place to another. The Catholic
Church was the principal patron of the arts in medieval Europe. The
Puritans of colonial New England, by contrast, were'generally suspicious
of many forms of artistic expression.

The history of Indianapolis reflects the ambivalent nature of the
alliance between religion and the arts. The city’s artistic life in the nine-
teenth century flowed largely from religious motivations, centered on
religious themes, and was sustained by religious institutions. The Society
for the Cultivation of Church Music was the first local voluntary organi-
zation to promote the arts. At the same time, according to the
Encyclopedia of Indianapolis, some religious adherents criticized the arts
“for gratifying the senses, stirring the imagination in secular ways, and
representing the decadence of Old World aristocracy.”

Today, a number of religious traditions are struggling with questions
that relate to their use of the arts. For example, many Christian denomi-
nations are attempting to incorporate styles borrowed from secular music
into their worship services.

“The traditions governing what you use—or don’t use—are being reex-
amined,” said Frank Burch Brown, professor of religion and the arts at
Christian Theological Seminary. “Denominations are saying, ‘Let’s look
at all sorts of new media.” High art versus low art—that’s a live issue right
now. If the church is going to come back to the role of patron of the arts,
then to what kind of art will it pay special attention?”

The congregational art festivals that have sprung up in recent years are
“part of a renewal movement,” Brown said. “We've gone through a period
when most professional artists weren’t interested in doing art for congre-
gations, and congregations were not doing much with the arts. We've

come to this renewed sense that art can be used for sacred purposes.”

*Spirit & Place is an exception to this pattern. This annual city-wide festival invokes art
and religion to explore the bonds of community and identity. Coordinated by The Polis
Center, and involving over forty local organizations, Spirit & Place manages to join both
major cultural institutions and individual congregations in the effort to present read-
ings, discussions, dance, music, art exhibits, and other events to a broad public audi-
ence. The November 1999 festival features events hosted by several religious organiza-
tions, including six Indianapolis congregations.



FouUR INDIANAPOLIS EXAMPLES

irtually all varieties of art can be found in the

arts scene fostered by congregations in

Indianapolis. Though relatively quiet and
hidden from public view, this “other” arts commu-
nity is nonetheless a vibrant one, as the following
examples show.

Fairview Presbyterian Church

Fairview held its second annual arts festival on a
weekend in October, 1999, showcasing the work of
more than two dozen local artists. There were free
workshops offering instruction in origami and sto-
rytelling for children, and oil painting, writing,
and quilting for adults.

Fairview has for several years offered a
strong musical education program, with lessons
that are open to the community and geared to all
skill levels. In part because of its reputation in
this area, Fairview counts several artists among its
300 members.

“We had a good reputation already as a center
for music,” said Pastor John Koppitch. “It seemed
to me the next logical step would be to move into
other areas of artistic expression, beginning with
our strong base of talent.”

A majority of the artists who exhibit work are
not members of Fairview; neither do most of them
create art with an explicitly religious message or
theme. “The content or topic of a piece doesn’t
have to be purely religious for it to be celebratory or
useful to God,” Koppitch said.

“In the Presbyterian tradition, everything focus-
es on the word, the sermon. But God has given us
many other languages with which to communicate.
Music and the visual arts and dance are very power-
ful means of self-expression that we have neglected,
to our detriment. To the degree that we can help
individuals follow their own calling in the arts, to
the degree that we can help to develop their ability—
that, in general, is a good thing.”

Indianapolis Hebrew Congregation

Every other year since 1990 the Indianapolis
Hebrew Congregation has hosted a Festival of Jewish
Cultural Arts. About 2,000 people attend the day-
long event, where artists display and sell jewelry,
stained glass, pottery, ceramics, wood carvings, and
paintings. The festival also features performers—
storytellers, puppeteers, musicians, dancers.

The majority of the art displayed is required to
have an explicit connection to Judaism. That
requirement is rooted in the organizers’ intent that
the festival serve a specific purpose.

“Our focus is the culture of the Jewish people,”
said IHC’s Cantor Janice Roger, “as opposed to a
more broad-based cultural series. There are many
organizations in Indianapolis that host plays and
concerts and arts exhibits that have no relation to
Jewish culture. Our congregation has a fairly nar-
row mission: to teach about our religion and reli-
gious practices and worldview.”

There are relatively few Jewish congregations in
Indianapolis, and the festival serves as a primary
bridge between the Jewish community and the
broader city. At the same time, it gives the city’s
Jews an opportunity to celebrate their tradition.
“Our mission with the Festival goes along with the
mission of this congregation to be a Jewish organi-
zation,” Roger said.

“If the church is going to come

back to the role of patron of the

arts, then what kind of art?”




“Weve come to
this renewed sense that
art can be used for

sacred purposes.”

The festival is self-supporting, with costs covered by the price of
admission and the congregation’s share of what the artists sell. The con-
gregation plans to keep the festival a bi-annual event, with the next one
scheduled for February, 2000. A committee of 15 plans the festival, and
about 150 members of the congregation are involved in executing it. “In
order to get that kind of energy going, we can’t have it as an annual event,”
Cantor said. “That would burn out the congregation very quickly.”

Pilgrim Lutheran Church

Pilgrim Lutheran inaugurated its annual Fine Arts Series'in 1995 with
a season that included two chorale performances and two plays. The pur-
pose of the series, as the mission statement drafted by Pilgrim described
it, was “to develop an ongoing dialog with the people of the city’s north-
side, and to create possibilities for ecumenical interchange using music,
drama, dance, and the visual arts.”

The 1999-2000 season includes six performances, and the offerings
have been expanded to include sacred dance. Pilgrim’s Fine Arts series
has created numerous opportunities for “ecumenical interchange.” Only
one performance in the series is held at Pilgrim; the other five are hosted
by, and done in partnership with, other religious organizations.

“The thing I love most about this series is that we have been able to
work with people outside our little church here on Meridian Street,”
said Chris Cherwien, chairwoman of the planning committee. “It’s a
cooperative effort that hasn’t been financially driven at all.” The series

is funded through admission fees, grants from local foundations, and
private donations.

One year, Pilgrim sponsored a play based on the biblical story of
Sarah and Hagar. After the performance there was a panel discussion
involving Christians, Muslims, and Jews “talking about the insights and
commonalties that could be gleaned from the play,” Cherwien said. “If
we can do this and get to know people with other beliefs, then I think it’s
worthy of the effort.”

Trinity Episcopal Church

Trinity’s primary offering, the “Music at Trinity” series, was estab-
lished in the mid-1980s. This season will feature 16 performances, with
most of the artists come from outside the church. Trinity also supports
two in-house “residencies”: a baroque ensemble, and a tenor. Each gives
three concerts annually.

This season, Pilgrim Lutheran and Trinity Episcopal will co-sponsor a
performance by the Concordia Choir. The concert is unusual in that
tickets will cost $15. Because Trinity’s sizeable endowment subsidizes



PEARRGIE
“Music at Trinity,” most of its concerts are free. religious standpoint.”
Its endowment permits Trinity more latitude in The arts can build bridges both within and
programming than the typical church. “We're not between congregations, and with the public. At
in anybody's clutches,” said Trinity’s director of Pilgrim Lutheran, support from the broader com-
music, Michael Messina. “There’s a certain free- munity has been strong. And the church’s Fine Arts
dom in that. But I can’t program whatever I want. Series has energized and drawn together the plan-
[t's no fun to offer things that no one wants to ning committee members.
come hear, so we certainly are shaped by the pub-
lic’s taste to some degree.” “The committee really believes it is providing
something important,” Cherwien said. “As they've
Messina sees it as Trinity’s mission to program seen what it can be, the enthusiasm has grown.
music that “people are not going to find at Hilbert They believe that they're making a difference for
Circle Theater or Clowes Hall.” The church plays the community and that it's important work.
an important role in preserving and promoting tra-
ditional religious music at a time when public “The biggest thing that we've struggled with
funding for the arts is under attack. is fear,” she said. “Fear that it’s going to fall on its
face, fear that you're not going to have people show
“We can offer something to the cultural commu- up for concerts. Some concerts, you don’t have a
nity that says we believe in the arts’ power to move large attendance. But if there are twenty people that
the human spirit,” Messina said. “As we've seen really benefit from that offering, then that's

churches from other traditions
largely abandon I,000 years of
church culture, it’s a luxury to
keep even a small part of it

AR i “The content or topic of a piece doesn’t have

worship setting.”

SECULAR AND SACRED:
BUILDING BRIDGES

to be purely religious for it to be celebratory

ongregations can play an 29
important role in pre- or useful to GOd.
serving religious art that

is typically overlooked by secular
organizations. But what about

the role of congregations in fostering and present- twenty people.”

ing secular art? Is there an intrinsically spiritual John Koppitch offered a similar assessment of

quality to art, even when its content is secular? Fairview’s experience. “The first year, the commit-

tee agonized over these huge strategic questions,

The majority of congregations—the kind because they wanted to get it just right. I said,

that do arts festivals, at any rate—appear to be ‘Let’s just do it and get one under our belt and see

open to secular art. “Some art that isn’t explicitly what happens.” That was liberating when we said,

religious speaks from the depth of human experi- there’s not a right or wrong way to do it.”

ence,” said CTS’s Brown. “It might be art that deals

with human suffering. It might be art that sheds The risk of failure can be reduced by working in

light on the social conditions of our time. It might cooperation with other congregations. Several such

be art that simply gives shape and form to some- partnerships already exist, and there are many

thing beautiful. That can be blessed, from a opportunities for more. “Look to other churches



The arts can build
bridges both within and
between congregations and

with the public.

who might want to join in partnership with you,” said Pilgrim Lutheran’s
Cherwien, whose congregation is perhaps the most experienced in the city
at cooperative artistic ventures.

The organizer of Fairview Presbyterian’s arts festival this year, Kathy
Cunningham, said she would like to see it expand into a month-long,
multi-congregation event. If several churches combine their efforts, the
festival could feature more artists, offer more classes, and probably draw a
much larger crowd.

“Artists were once commissioned by the church,” Cunningham said.
“We’ve kind of gotten away from the idea. I think getting back to it would
get people involved in other areas.”

A SAMPLING OF OTHER PROGRAMS

he following list is partial, but it indicates the wide range
of arts-related programming sponsored by religious organizations
in Indianapolis.

All Souls Unitarian Church

5805 E. 56th St.

(317) 545-6005

Each month, All Souls uses some of the church’s open space to display
the work of a local artist. The church’s share of the proceeds from sales
of artworks is put toward funding the church library, sponsoring con-

certs, or purchasing items to improve the church building.

East 9Ist Street Christian Church

604.9 E. 91st Street

(317) 576-6127, ext. 330.

East 91st Street’s School of Fine Arts offers instruction in drama, music,
visual art, and sacred dance to students of all ages, under the direction of
professional faculty.

Fatima Retreat House

5353 E. 56th Street

(317) 545-7681

fatima@archindy.org.

The Fatima Retreat House offers a quiet, secluded facility in an urban
location where groups can hold retreats, and individuals can reflect on
works of art. “The key is getting away,” said director Kevin DePrey. “This
is intended to provide relief from the hurry-hurry of the culture.”

First Baptist Church of Plainfield

1012 Stafford Road, Plainfield

(317) 839-8163

First Baptist offers youth instruction in drama, liturgical dance, music,
and more. “The only thing structured about it,” said director Susan



Parsley, “is that I have high expectations of them.”
Meridian Street United Methodist Church

5500 N. Meridian Street

(317) 253-3237

Meridian Street’s building, a large colonial-style
structure, is a work of art in itself. The church dis-
tributes a brochure in the lobby of the main
entrance, giving an overview of the building’s histo-
ry and features. The church also sponsors an
annual jazz festival.

St. Paul’s Episcopal Church

Meridian at 6Ist Street

(317) 253-1277

The “Concerts at St. Paul’s” series features a variety
of musical offerings given by the church’s staff and
by outside performers. A highlight of this year's
series is the Bach Festival, including a performance
by the Indianapolis Baroque Orchestra and an
organ concert.

Light of the World Christian Church

5640 E. 38th Street

(317) 547-2273

Light of the World sponsors two dance troupes, one
for adults and one for youth. The adult group reg-
ularly performs sacred dance routines in the
church’s Sunday worship services; the younger
group performs primarily for special events. The
adult group is actively seeking to establish partner-
ships with other congregations.

Christian Theological Seminary

1000 W. 42nd Street

(317) 924-1331

CTS offers programming and courses that explore
the connection between religion and the arts.
Upcoming events include a reading by Kathleen
Norris, and the annual holiday music performance
given by CTS choirs. The school’s “religion and
the arts” calendar is posted on its web site,
www.cts.edu.

POINTS TO REMEMBER:

Indianapolis congregations sponsor a
wide variety of arts programs, though
many of them take place out of the

public spotlight.

Congregations learn by doing; those
considering an arts program shouldn’t
get bogged down worrying about

strategic issues.

Many congregations embrace the use or
display of secular art, but the issue can

genel‘ate strong disagreement .

Arts programming creates opportunities
to forge stronger bonds of community—

both within and between congregations.

Risk can be reduced by partnering with
other congregations that have experience

at sponsoring arts-related endeavors.

“We can offer something

that says we believe in
art’s power to move the

human spirit.”
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Fairview Presbyterian Church
4609 N. Capitol Ave.
Indianapolis, IN 46208-3596
(317) 251-2245

Indianapolis Hebrew Congregation
6501 N. Meridian St.
Indianapolis, IN 46260

(317) 255-6647

Pilgrim Lutheran Church
10202 N. Meridian
Indianapolis, IN 46290
(317) 846-2221

Trinity Episcopal Church
324.3 N. Meridian Street
Indianapolis, IN 46208
(317) 926-1346

Spirit & Place Festival
The Polis Center

1200 Waterway Boulevard
Indianapolis, IN 46202
(317) 274-2455

Arts Council of Indianapolis

47 S. Pennsylvania Street, Suite 303
Indianapolis, IN 46204

(317) 631-3301

www.indyarts.org

The Arts Council publishes an arts
organization directory and an artist directory.
The Arts Council also awards grants, and helps
organizations with planning and marketing.

public’s use of the humanities to enrich personal and
civic life throughout Indiana.” Application guide-

lines are available on the web site.
Publications
The February, 1998, issue of The

Lutheran has two pieces on establishing
a fine arts committee and initiating a

fine arts ministry. The April, 1999, issue
includes two articles on sponsoring an
art festival. These and related articles can
be found in the magazine’s online

Indiana Arts Commission

402 W. Washington Street, Room 72
Indianapolis, IN 46204

(317) 232-1268

www.ai.org/iac

version at www.thelutheran.org.

The Arts Commission awards grants, and provides
assistance to organizations with grant writing and
management ofartsprugramming.

Indiana Humanities Council

1500 N. Delaware Street

Indianapolis, IN 46202

(317) 638-1500, www.ihc4u.org

The Humanities Gouncil provides grants to not-
for-profit organizations whose projects “support the

For more information,

call Kevin Armstrong at 630-1667.

If you are interested in learning more
about Congregations and the Arts, you are
invited to attend an informal session
where local experts will be on hand to
answer questions and exchange ideas.

Sessions will be held November 23, 1999 at these locations:

1:30 p.m. Fairview Presbyterian Church
4609 N. Capitol Avenue
Indianapolis, IN 46208
(317) 251-2245

7:00 p.m. Indianapolis Art Center

820 E. 67th Street
Indianapolis, IN 46220
(317) 255-24.64

highlights local, faith-based responses to
important social issues. Published by The
Polis Center at Indiana University Purdue
University Indianapolis as part of the
Project on Religion and Urban Culture,
with support from Lilly Endowment Inc.

“Congregations and the Arts" written by Ted Slutz,

The Polis
Center

[UPUI
1200 Waterway Boulevard
Indianapolis, IN' 46202

Phone: (317) 2742455
fax: (317) 278-1830
e-mail: polis@iupui.edu
home page: hitp://www.
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