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Texts: Exodus 33:12-23; Psalm 99; 1 Thessalonians 1:10; and Matthew 
22:15-22

The Spanish artist, Pablo Picassco once said, “Art is the lie that enables 
us to realize the truth.”1 

What did he mean by this? 
May we hope to find out.

***

We move into each part of our lives, 
Some times with ease,
Slipping into silk blankets
and some times as new born infants
bloody and sloppy
cut off from the source of life
and eyes not yet able to see
we want to breathe
but it takes a sudden slap 
crying for air
and then we can calm down
and begin to suckle
on new milk

***
I discovered art, like many people, as a child. I hold onto a memory of 

eating an ice cream cone when I was five or six years old. We were very poor 
and ice cream was a real treat. The reason I probably remember this so viv-
idly is because I had ice cream so few times. While I was carefully eating it 

1  Ashton, Dore, ed. Picasso On Art: A Selection of Views (Da Capo Press, New York, 1972), 3.  
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and keeping it from dripping all over my hands, my shirt and shorts, my father 
took a piece of paper and a pencil and started to sketch me. I noticed him pay-
ing close attention to me, looking at me, and back at the paper, looking at me, 
marking the paper, with carbon lines, black against the white, to produce an 
image, the image of me. 

From that day, I found art was observing, carefully seeing. Children are 
natural observers. They see and perceive things that we cannot. Their imagi-
nations are open wide, blank canvases, coloring books without lines. 

But remember, we were all once children. 
What happened? 
But as we got older we were put through the educational system and it 

squeezed out every creative thought within us (unless we get to go to some 
thing like HSPVA or sing in the St. Paul’s Choir). 

There is a tie into the text from Matthew. It is Jesus’ response to the 
question. The Pharisees wanted to entrap Jesus by asking him a trick ques-
tion. If he said “no” to paying taxes, then he would be seen as a rebel rouser, 
wanting to incite people against Rome. We would say, “That commie!” If he 
said “yes” to paying taxes, then he is giving in to Roman law. He is betraying his 
own people. Yet, Jesus says, “give to Rome what is Rome’s and to God what is 
God’s.” His loyalty was not to state nor to his own tribe, but to God. 

Jesus gave a creative and imaginative answer.
Somehow many of us, as adults, have lost our creativity, our ability to 

see through things as a child. 
Why is that? 
Children love to draw, paint, and sing. It’s like the story (told by Sir Ken 

Robinson)2:
A young girl was drawing a picture in her kindergarten class and the 

teacher asked her what she was drawing. “I’m drawing a picture of God,” she 

2  Sir Ken Robinson, TED talk, “How Education Killed Creativity,” http://www.ted.com/talks/ken_robin-
son_says_schools_kill_creativity?language=en
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said. The teacher replied, “But no one knows what God looks like.” The girl 
smiled and said, “But they will in a minute.”

By the time young people get to me, in the university (where I teach 
philosophy and theology), they can’t seem to think pass their preconceived 
notions about things. They cease to become careful observers, creative and 
critical people, and they become passive consumers of information. And when 
these same children become older adults, their world is no longer full of color, 
but black and white, us and them; left and right.

But this is a shame because when adults loose creativity they do not 
know alternative ways to look at their lives. Their focus becomes narrow. 
Their vision becomes blurred. When there is no imagination, no alternative 
way of looking at reality, then there is violence. Violence is forcing reality to be 
the way it is not. Art is not changing reality, but looking at it differently. This is 
why the Kingdom of God never comes by coercion. 

How do we take what we have and make it beautiful? 
This is why it is so important to have people like our resident poet, Mar-

lon Lizama, to teach our young people. Poetry is seeing with words. 
Education is not about pouring information into the heads of young peo-

ple. Socrates says in the Republic: “Education is not what some people boast-
fully declare it to be. They presumably say they can put knowledge into souls 
that lack it, as if they could put sight into blind eyes.”3 

Rather, Education is about the “turning around of the soul,” the con-
version of the soul: Transformation. But many teachers are scared of this, 
they rather have learning goals and lesson plans. Or they take “conversion” 
to mean some kind of religious education. “We need to make our kids better 
Christians.” 

Education, like art must be transformative. It is teaching them to see or 
rather to see again. 

I do action painting – abstract expressionism, like Jackson Pollock. One 

3  C.D.C. Reeve, trans., Plato, Republic, (Bk VII) 518b6–c1.
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exhibit that I was a part of, I showed up with a roll of canvas, ten feet by ten 
feet, spread it out on the floor and just painted. I painted for about two hours, 
and it took the life out of me. When I finished I was crawling on the floor and 
a friend of my saw me lying there and came over just to massage my neck and 
back. It was covered in paint and pain. I look very different when I paint. 

The artist is always transformed by their art. Often, we want the art to 
come out one way. We have an idea. We see an image or picture or story in our 
minds. Then, when we try to execute it wants to be something else; it wants to 
be different. There is a point that the art takes control of you. And if you want 
to survive, you have to always be in negotiation with art, to talk to it, to tell it 
not to consume you. After all, it is the muse. You are the medium.

There is the myth of the “master artist.” Somehow, if you can work hard 
enough you can be a Rembrandt, or Van Gogh, or Da Vinci – or a Beethoven or 
Brahms. No artist is the master of her medium. Don’t get me wrong. Art is hard 
work. I needed to “master” realism before I could be an abstract expressionist. 
But the more I paint, the more I write, I find out that I am not mastering it, but 
it is mastering me. 

No philosopher is the master of wisdom. 
No theologian is the master of God. 
Those who have mastered their medium know this. It seems like the 

better one becomes the more control one has to give up. There is a paradox: 
When the artist loses herself is when she can find herself.

This is why artists are such tormented people. They are people who are 
always on this path of self-discovery, but it is a path they are all frightened to 
take. Who wants to know the depths of their own soul? That does not sound 
like a fun vacation. I can tell you that. So artists are always conflicted this way. 
The more they create, the more they know something else about themselves, 
the more they give of themselves to the world. And, like a pencil in a sharpen-
er, they feel like they lose more and more.
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But this is the life and legacy that all artists are called to do. They are to 
give to the world. Art can be many things:

It can criticize the present culture (which is the art of the prophets of 
the Bible). 

It can be a reflection of the present culture (which is the art of the 
priests of the Bible – the art of power, structure, the law). 

But I prefer the art of long (which is the art of the Psalms and the book 
of Job – sadness, sorrow, desire, passion, joy, hope). For all of us — whether 
poets or painters, writers or musicians, or those who appreciate the arts — we 
are called to find the beauty in the deep passions, desires, longings and our 
present sufferings.

 What is it that makes our hearts sing and soul hum?
The cubist painter Pablo Picasso sought to deconstruct the way we saw 

art. But he did this because he saw the limitations of art and, perhaps, his own 
limitations as an artist. He said:

When I paint, my object is to show what I have found and not what I am 
looking for. In art intentions are not sufficient and, as we say in Spanish: love 
must be proved by facts and not by reasons. What one does is what counts and 
not what one had the intention of doing.

We all know that Art is not truth. Art is a lie that makes us realize truth, 
at least the truth that is given us to understand.4

What is the truth about which Picasso talking? 
What we have in mind does not all turn out the way that we intend. 

And this is what art is about. It is to see our lives in another way – drawn and 
beautiful. 

4  Ashton, 3, emphasis mine.  
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I will end how I started, with a poem:
The Master reaches out 
 For us to take his hand
 His palms gritty with the work in this world
 Sitting with those who suffer
 Those who have doubts
 Who cannot hope
 Being in places few would go
 
 It is by this hand that we are taken
 To places sometimes new,
 But more often to the places
 Of our hearts 
Where we have been
 Where we have forgotten
 And where we need to come home 

Benediction
May you learn to see yourselves
As the image of God
Imago Dei
An imprint of the divine
With life painted
From a palette both of joy and sorrow
Hardship and happiness
To become beautiful
As the Master is beautiful
Whose eyes see you as you are
And as who you will become

Amen


