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When What is True is Not Pure: Flannery O'Connor
and the Logic of Redemption | sy rvanseis

Editor's note: At last year's Adventist Forum conference, “Present Truth in
Visual Media: How Film llluminates Faith,” pastor Ryan Bell addressed the
topic of the Bible in art and literature in a Saturday evening sermon. This is

the transcript of his speech.

hen people hear that I'm a pastor in

Hollywood, they have such a variety

of reactions. Some people are visibly

excited by the idea of a church in
Hollywood, but most people get anxious. | can see it in
a person’s face, but their concern is most obvious from
the kinds of questions they ask next. People want to
know if there is any hope for Hollywood or whether it's
hopelessly corrupt and evil. Others offer us their condo-
lences on living in such a lost and sinful place.

There is a great deal of fear about Hollywood and what
it represents. A good percentage of those who are excited
that we're there express relief that someone, at least, is try-
ing to save those poor wretches who are destroying the
fabric of America.

If you were to visit my church (as many of you have), you
would discover a small but vibrant and very diverse group of
people. Close inspection would reveal an incredibly creative
community of artists. You would find that as a group we
believe—as a matter of history and theology—that God loves
to show up in godforsaken places. This is God's way. We
also believe that the way we follow God faithfully is, as Diet-
rich Bonhoeffer said, by living completely in this world.

So, after five years of thinking about what it means to be
a creative artist in Hollywood, attending and speaking at
SonScreen Film Festivals, entering a couple of short pieces
myself, along with starting up our own film production
endeavor called New Name Pictures, the ideas that | want

to share with you today have gelled in my mind. | realize |
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am out of my depth here today and that there are many
people present in the audience who know a great deal more
than I do about art and film. Pastoral ministry is terribly
interdisciplinary that way. It's important that you know that
my method is dialogical, even though there isn't usually a
lot of dialogue in a sermon. I think of my sermons as open-
ended. That is less an apology and more an invitation for you
to engage with me about these issues this weekend and in
the future.

We are here this weekend talking about truth. Not
just any kind of truth—present truth—truth for today, for
the present moment. Not abstractions, but concrete
truth, which bears fruit in Christian praxis. How do we
access this present truth in an age where the vernacular
is visual images and media? Can present truth be con-
veyed in film? Is the message necessarily diluted? Is the
message doomed to be overshadowed by the medium?

The visual arts have historically been forbidden fruit for
Adventists, something we want to protect ourselves from,
or at least our kids. I'm from the VCR generation—the first
generation of young people to have VCRs and therefore
the first generation to be confronted with the question of
whether the theater itself was bad or just the movie. | also
have children, and so [ understand what it means to not
want them to see certain things.

My title this evening is, “When What is True is Not
Pure.” Earlier this week my talk acquired a subtitle: “Flan-
nery O'Connor and the Logic of Redemption.” Flannery
O'Connor was an American novelist, short-story writer and
essayist. | have been especially blessed by two of her essays,
“The Fiction Writer and His Country” and “The Church
and the Fiction Writer.”

What | hope to accomplish in this short frame of time is
a defense of art—in particular, fiction writing and reading,

filmmaking and film-going—as an act of faithful Christian



living. An immodest goal to be surel

[ want to first look at how Philippians 4:8, when applied
carelessly to our artistic choices, can create an almost
Manichean dualism which results in art that is either senti-
mental or obscene. What is needed, instead, is art that is in
some way prophetic, and | would say, apocalyptic.

First, let's look at the famous text:

Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever
is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is com-
mendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy
of praise, think about these things.

This text was used to teach me how to choose what enter-
tainment was suitable for a Christian. Whatsoever things
are true—no fiction. Whatsoever things are pure—for sure
no sex, and probably no violence. Whatsoever is pleasing—
to my motherl

Our choices in entertainment, so the argument went,
were to be guided by these principles and, in the end, we
should only expose ourselves to praiseworthy movies,
music, and literature—films that depict events you could
emulate yourself. Unlike the Bible, of course, which is full
of impure and unjust stories told in lurid detail.

Martin Doblmeier argues convincingly that there is so
much in our world that is destructive, so many stories that
tear down and offer nothing commendable. One could
hardly disagree that we need more positive and uplifting
stories. So why would I stand here this afternoon and argue
for anything other? Because the way we often separate
between what is pure and what is true creates in us a kind
of dualistic thinking that gradually erodes deep Christian
faith and discipleship and leaves Christians unable to ade-
quately critique the world in which they live for the sake of
Christ and His kingdom.

Our artistic ethic, and [ think we could broaden this
to a kind of cultural ethic , has created people who have
learned to compartmentalize their lives. On the one
hand we want a spiritual life. On the other hand, we
want to enjoy the rest of our lives. There is the life of
the Spirit, of God’s grace and love. And there’s my secu-
lar life. Church, and even Sabbath, becomes about a
retreat from my secular life for 24 hours, or sometimes
just an hour of church. When I get back to my regular
life, | hope that something from my spiritual life has
rubbed off, but there really isn't much connection
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between my two lives except that perhaps I've learned to
be a nicer, more well-adjusted person in my secular life
as a result of time spent in church. Spiritual life is pri-
vate, and it will affect a person’s “regular” life only in
personal and individual ways as they learn to be “better
people.” But the definition of those “better people” is
often heavily controlled by the “secular”’ culture to
which the spiritual world has no access. | see this com-
partmentalization at work in my church all of the time,
especially in our young people.

We occasionally use film clips in worship or to illustrate
a point in a sermon. These are films that most of our mem-
bers will gladly, and even eagerly, see during the week, but
to bring them into a discussion of spirituality and faith on
Sabbath morning is a serious challenge.

Often our so-called secular counterparts in the media,
because they are not constrained by a kind of purpose or
mission for their art, are more apt to tell the truth, even if
that truth isn't very redeeming. But why should Christians
be afraid of the truth? Flannery O’'Connor says this is a sign

of a weak rather than strong faith!

It is when the individual’s faith is weak, not when it is strong, that
be will be afraid of an honest fictional representation of life; and
when there is a tendency to compartmentalize the spiritual and
make it resident to a certain type of life only, the supernatural is
apt to gradually be lost."

By using a thin and simplistic application of a text like
Philippians 4:8, we may, in fact, be doing more harm than
good, and actually aiding the disenchantment of the world
by dividing it into spiritual and secular.

The Problem of Dualism: Sentimentality and Obscenity
O'Connor continues, talking about Catholic [Christian]
readers.

By scparating nature and grace as much as possible, [the read-
er/viewer | bas reduced bis conception of the supernatural to a
pious cliché and bas become able to recognize nature in litera-
ture in only two forms, the sentimental and the obscene. He
would seem to prefer the former, while being more of an authori-
ty on the latter, but the similarity between the two denerally
escapes him. He forgets that sentimentality is an excess, a dis-
tortion of sentiment usually in the direction of an overemphasis

on innocence, and that innocence, whenever it is overemphasized



in the ordinary human condition, tends by some natural law to
become its opposite. We lost our innocence in the Fall, and our
return to it is through the Redemption which was brought about
by Christ's death and by our slow participation in it. Sentimen-
tality is a skipping of this process in its concrete reality and an
early arrival at a mock state of innocence, which strongly sug-
gests its opposite.

In one succinct expression, O'Connor gets to the
heart of the issue that | have been feeling for quite some
time. She is talking about literature, but the same could
be said for films. This is one key problem with what is
called Christian films. Once you know what you're look-
ing for, you see that there is too simple a separation
between what O'Connor calls nature and grace or
between evil and good. The solutions are also too sim-
ple. The story too often skips over the central narrative
of Christian faith, the death of Christ.

With sentimental film, genuine emotions are some-
times evoked. But even when that is true the viewer
almost always feels manipulated. Or, as Ilana Simons, lit-
erature professor at The New School and a practicing
psychotherapist, says, sentimental art is art that “bullies
you into feeling a certain emotion.” She adds, “Sentimen-
tal art could be called work that takes a short cut by
relying on clichés to get us to feel. In contrast, non-sen-
timental art would be art that explores a situation in a

more complex way.”

Cottage by the Sea by Thomas Kinkade
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But the problem for the Christian isn't just that senti-
mental art isn't as “artsy” as non-sentimental art and there-
fore “bad” art, though that is definitely a problem. I've titled
this sermon, “When What is True is Not Pure,” hoping to
address the question of how the Christian approaches art
that takes seriously the pain and brokenness of the world.
But I could just have easily posed the opposite question,
“What about when what is Pure is not True?” And I think
this is just the problem with sentimentality in art. As Chris-
tian artists there is no time for sentimentality. The stakes
are too high in our world today to waste time in that way.

Let me give you one example that should hopefully not
offend too many people, but might. Consider the painting
below, Cottage By the Sea. This is a painting by Thomas
Kinkade. What is wrong with this painting? Now look
above at the other painting. Which do you like better?

Remember what Flannery O'Connor said:

Sentimentality is an excess, a distortion of
sentiment usually in the direction of an
overemphasis on innocence, and that inno-
cence, whenever it is overemphasized in the
ordinary buman condition, tends by some

natural law to become its opposite.*

It's like she anticipated Kinkadel
And, when you mix this Disneyland
sentimentality with Christianity you
get this—The Cross.

To me, Kinkade is the prototypi-
cal sentimental artist. Ironically, he is
sometimes called “the painter of
light.” Remarkably, he is the most
collected artist alive.

This should offend us, this crass



attempt to manipulate our emotions by evoking a pretend
world that is, at best, escapism and at worst, a mockery of
the human condition which offers no hope.

On the other hand, we see hundreds of films produced
by Hollywood that glorify evil and perversity. Brokenness
is portrayed in a way that is disconnected from meaning.
This is just the flip side of sentimentality. Pornography is
the ultimate example of this. Any time the portrayal of bro-
kenness and evil becomes gratuitous, that is, it serves no
narrative or artistic purpose, but only to titillate the audi-
ence, we wander into the obscene.

You know this when you see it. You can tell the differ-
ence between an honest portrayal of war or domestic vio-
lence and gratuitous depictions of the same events. These
lines are not clear, and an honest depiction of evil and cor-
ruption can very easily tip to the obscene. That tipping
point is often that moment when you say to yourself,
“Okay, | get the point!”

One such example for me is the very powerful, gripping
and moving film, The Stoning of Soriya M. The film raises
many valid issues related to corrupt religious systems and
the abuse of women, which is still deeply engrained in
many cultures. But many feel it is “too crude” or “manipula-
tive” because it looks directly at its subject, lacking subtlety
and nuance. Across the board viewers feel the film takes
too many shortcuts and makes its point too directly.

The film is based on true events, which is a good exam-
ple of how a story based on true events may still not quali-
fy as completely “truthful,” and in addition, the film’s title
gives away the ending. The stoning scene lasts a good 20
minutes and is more than really any viewer should be able
to bear. One critic refers to it as “torture porn.” Elysabeth
and | turned our heads away for most of that scene and
found ourselves literally saying out loud through sobs,
“Enough already, [ get the point!”

In many ways the film is excellent, but there is a critical
flaw that allows stereotypes to prevail in the midst of a
deeply complex situation and leaves the characters some-
what two-dimensional.

The Christian Artist as Prophet

It was David Dark’s 2002 book, Everyday Apocalypse, that
really started me thinking about these things. Dark uses the
word “apocalypse” in its original sense, not as a word that
denotes the destruction of the world or predicting the
future. Apocalypse is about revealing what is hidden, cov-
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ered up or invisible to the usual way of looking at things.
Apocalypse is an epiphany—when the truth that is right in
front of our faces is suddenly visible in a new way. Usually
when we experience apocalypse, things aren’t the same
after that. Dark says,

Apocalyptic cracks the pavement of the status quo. It irritates and
disrupts the feverishly defended norms of whatever culture it

engages...’

This powerfully evocative statement rings true. You know
when you've experienced something like that. Something
you saw, something you read, something you experienced
broke through the status quo—the crust that has formed

over “reality.” Dark goes on:

In this sense, apocalyptic is the place where the future pushes into
the present. It's the breaking in of another dimension, a new wine
for which our old wineskins are unprepared. That which apoca-

lyptic proclaims cannot be fit into existing ways of thinking.®

Isn't this what the ancient Hebrew prophets were up to?
Isn't this what [saiah, Daniel, Ezekiel, Jeremiah and
Amos were doing? In spite of so much that has been
said, this is precisely what John is doing in The Revela-
tion as well. Aren't all the prophets attempting to crack
through the status quo and open a space, creatively,
imaginatively, for God’s future to push into the present?
David Dark evokes that well-worn Leonard Cohen lyric:

There is a crack in everything
That's bow the light gets in.”

The ancient Celts called these moments, experiences,
and events “thin places,” where the kingdom of God and
the kingdom of this world overlap. The incarnation of
God in the person of Jesus Christ was the greatest apoc-
alypse of all. Jesus is our best “revelation’—or apoca-
lypse—of God!

But there are also what Dark has termed “everyday
apocalypses.” These frequently come in the form of lit-
erature and sometimes what we might call “popular cul-
ture.” This is not an uncritical celebration of popular
culture. But there are moments of real glory where truth,
goodness, beauty—God—shines through the ordinary.
Once more, David Dark:



By announcing a new world of unrealized possibility, apocalyp-
tic serves to invest the details of the everyday with cosmic signifi-
cance while awakening its audience to the presence of

marginalizing forces otherwise unnamed and unchallenged.®

Apocalyptic names the death-dealing forces of the powers

that exist and exposes them for what they are. When
apocalyptic has done its work, something profoundly life-
changing is revealed. It may not seem that earth-shatter-
ing in the moment, but it plants a seed of discontent that
grows and bears fruit in conversion and revolution. Art is
uniquely suited for this apocalyptic work. Notice what
James McClendon, the late Baptist theologian said:

Art's necessary illusions serve to expose the illusory character of
the experienced world.. .. Artists of necessity refer to the given
world, yet to be art their work must imply (refer to) a whole new

world of unrealized possibility.®

ery often, what is true is not pure. Art

sometimes has a prophetic role, to reveal

the truth of something—even an ugly truth.

Too strong a focus on “staying positive” can
allow oppression and evil to flourish, unchecked. Like-
wise, a glorification of evil that doesn't deal honestly
with the complexities also facilitates the status quo.

Christian artists have a prophetic role. Indeed, Chris-

tian writers and filmmakers have perhaps the best van-
tage point to shed light on our world and reveal the
truth in transformative ways. But we won't be able to do
that if we're bound to a sense of purity which is more
like Victorian piety and modernist sentimentality.

Flannery O'Connor says much the same thing as

McClendon:

My own feeling is that writers who see by the light of their
Christian faith will bave, in these times, the sharpest eyes for the
grotesque, for the perverse, and for the unacceptable.. .. Redemp-
tion is meaningless unless there is cause for it in the actual life we
live, and for the last few centuries there bas been operating in our
culture the secular belief that there is no such cause.

The novelist with Christian concerns will find in modern life
distortions which are repugnant to bim, and bis problem will be
to make these appear as distortions to an audience which is used

to seeing them as natural; and be may well be forced to take ever
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more violent means to det bis vision across to this hostile audi-
ence. .. to the bard of bearing you shout, and for the almost-blind
you draw large and startling figures."°

What is the alternative? What is the risk in settling for a

hyper-idealized, sentimentalized vision of the world?

Unless we are willing to accept our artists as they are, the answer to
the question, Who speaks for America today? will have to be: the
advertising agencies. They are entirely capable of showing us our
unparalleled prosperity and our almost classless society, and no one
has ever accused them of not being affirmative.. .. Those who believe
that art proceeds from a bealthy, and not from a diseased, faculty of
the mind will take what be shows them as a revelation, not of what we
ought to be but of what we are at a given time and under given cir-

cumstances; that is, as a limited revelation but revelation nevertheless."!

In high school | learned to love John Keats' beautiful

closing line from “Ode on a Grecian Urn”:

Beauty is truth, truth beauty,—that is all
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.

But it isn't always true, is it? It'’s a lovely sentiment, but in
the end, it'’s a drug that can be used by the powers that be
to silence any and all dissent. Christians who take as their
dictum, “Hear no evil, see no evil, speak no evil,” are pawns
in the Great Controversy—effectively neutralized. We can-
not play our God-given role of pulling back the curtain on
the lies and injustices of a world out of kilter or effectively
point to a new world without dealing honestly with the
world as we have it. And if we cannot do this, we are the
theological equivalent of Thomas Kinkade.

But we have a high, if more challenging and risky,
calling. As Christians we are driven by the logic of
redemption to tell rich, compelling and world-trans-
forming stories, and to become thoughtful readers and
viewers of these stories as well.

We need Christian artists. We need Adventist artists —
storytellers of all types—screenwriters, novelists, poets,
actors, filmmakers, fine artists: poets and prophets of our
time. The Christian artist must grapple honestly with the
truth of the world as it is, become an astute observer and
describer of the world and its perversity, and drink deeply
from the narrative of redemption, remembering that
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resurrection comes only after death. There are no shortcuts.

We cannot merely tolerate artists in the church. We
urgently need them. We must find ways to bless them and
give them space to do their creative work. Hope itself is at
stake. While the world is in a tug of war between sentimen-
tal optimism and nihilistic, sometimes obscene, pessimism,
Christian artists have the chance to transcend both and con-
vey hope. When people challenge this position, as they

surely will, we must respond, with Flannery O'Connor:

When people bave told me that because [ am a Catholic, I cannot
be an artist, I bave had to reply, rucfully, that because [ am a
Catholic, [ cannot afford to be less than an artist."” B

Ryan Bell lives with his family in Hollywood, California, where he is the pas-
tor of the Hollywood Adventist Church. The church is home to a growing
community of fine artists, photographers, filmmakers, musicians, actors,
graphic designers, interior designers, writers and architects. Together they are

finding God in some unexpected places.
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