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Introduction

A HALF DOZEN YEARS ago, when I began most of the essays and interviews
in this book, I would not have dreamed of calling it Spiritual Traces. During
my years in Cambridge, I remember a senior academic dismissing talk of
spirituality as “all a bit Californian” In other words, spuriously new age,
unworthy of serious study. This insouciant remark, and the presumptions
behind it, stuck with me longer than I care to admit.

In retrospect, I imbibed too readily the notion that spirituality was
merely a convenient label for diffuse feelings about religion. It has certainly
become trendy, even reflexive in some communities, for people to declare
themselves “spiritual but not religious” And sometimes this does obscure
more than illuminate the reasons why an individual rejects a specific faith
or casts off a congregation or community of origin. But designating oneself
“spiritual” can do much more than name a negative, and I underrated this
in some of my earlier writings on art and religion.

Spirituality can of course mean myriad things to different individuals
and communities. And it remains notoriously difficult to define, whether at
the individual or social level. One of the first issues is that the oft-invoked
dichotomy between spirituality and religion rarely holds up in everyday
life. In fact, recent surveys have shown that the people most likely to define
themselves as spiritual are those who identify as religious, confounding
easy binaries.” It might seem easier to focus solely on those who explicitly
disavow religious affiliation. Indeed, a great deal of attention in recent years
has focused on the rise of religious “Nones” in the United States: individu-
als who answer “none” when asked by researchers to name the religious
group to which they belong or with whom they identify. This group has
ballooned dramatically in the twenty-first century—for reasons we are just
beginning to understand—to the extent that Nones are “now the same size

1. Ammerman, Sacred Stories, Spiritual Tribes, 4.

xvii



INTRODUCTION

as both Roman Catholics and evangelical Protestants,” the two largest re-
ligious groups in the US.> Yet even this stunning statistic is just as liable
to confuse as clarify, since these Nones are hardly a monolithic group and
can run the gamut from committed atheists to lifelong spiritual seekers.
Moreover, spiritual Nones rarely live separate lives from “Somes”—Eliza-
beth Drescher’s egalitarian term for the religiously affiliated—with whom
they exist in “frequent spiritual proximity.”

In the end, rather than vainly seeking to pinpoint the perimeters of
spirituality writ large—or worse yet, impose them—we are better off listen-
ing closely to the “spiritual stories” that people tell about their lives, letting
narratives rather than theoretical constructs guide our inquiries.* Some-
times, studying a sufficient number of these stories will enable scholars to
sketch wider trends. Yet even when that proves challenging, and broader
features remain elusive to theological and sociological analysis, the endeav-
or is hardly less interesting, or less important. This book offers an exercise
in listening, anchored by the belief that some of the most compelling spiri-
tual stories being told today are those of visual artists, both through their
art itself and the way they describe their process of art-making. For all their
diversity, one thing we can say about the finest artists—of all stripes—is
that they are devoted to deep self-reflection. So when they describe them-
selves or their art practice as spiritually engaged, our ears should prick up.

I set off to discover “spiritual traces” because I was interested in those
places where spirituality feels latent, ephemeral, or on the edge of possibil-
ity. In other words: anything but stable and obvious. It was important to me
to write about and interview artists whose approach to spirituality needed
to be teased out, where a certain amount of sleuthing was required and re-
warded. While I would hardly claim to be the first to do so, it is astonishing
how seldom this kind of groundwork has been done. In the vast corpus of
contemporary artist interviews, for example, it is relatively rare to hear in-
terviewers press their subjects on spiritual matters, even when artists leave
the door tantalizingly ajar.

There are even fewer books devoted to exploring spiritual questions
with contemporary visual artists. One exception is the work of the sociolo-
gist Robert Wuthnow, who interviewed dozens of practitioners for Creative

2. Burge, Nones, 2.
3. Drescher, Choosing Our Religion, 9.

4. Ammerman, Sacred Stories, Spiritual Tribes, 14.
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INTRODUCTION

Spirituality: The Way of the Artist.> While the range of Wuthnow’s conversa-
tions is impressive, his decision to cover “the artist” in a broad sense—from
poets to musicians to visual artists—offers little opportunity to learn what
sensory strategies, source material, or influences might be common to vi-
sual artists. For the most part, actual works of art fade to the background
as Wuthnow dwells on artists’ accounts of what it means to be an artist.
Ironically, this ignores a key piece of the puzzle, for to be a visual artist, in
particular, is to wager on the capacity of things and images to accomplish
the work of meaning for—and indeed beyond—them.

An indisputable champion of creatives, Wuthnow appears caught be-
tween defensive and offensive imperatives. On the one hand, he wants to
shield artists from marginalization as mere “spiritual dabblers,”® while on
the other hand he speculates that artists might “increasingly become the
spiritual leaders of our time”” A quarter-century onward, amidst a wider
spiritual turn, Wuthnow’s defenses feel less urgent. Meanwhile, as a flurry
of self-appointed spiritual gurus and other lifestyle influencers flood social
media, it seems like wishful thinking to hope that serious artists might rise
to the role of society’s “spiritual leaders.”

So what can we say about visual artists today and the spiritual trajec-
tories they pursue in their work? One feature that emerged frequently in
my interviews and discussions with artists is the increasing number who
noted the importance of ritual in their spiritual and creative lives. A sig-
nificant catalyst appears to have been the COVID-19 pandemic. Amidst
monotonous stretches of quarantine, my family and I certainly found that
the demarcation of sacred time offered by ritual—in our case the weekly
observance of Shabbat and Jewish holidays—quieted our minds and intro-
duced a spirit of anticipation.

As later research and reporting has shown, my family was hardly
alone in turning to spiritual traditions for a sense of structured, sacred time
in this strange period. Meanwhile, spurred in part by the Black Lives Matter
movement, discourses around self-care and rest as tactics of replenishment,
resilience, and resistance for minority communities has offered comple-
mentary ways to think about sacred time. In my discussions with artists,
both the desire to initiate sacred time and attend to self-care appeared often

5. Robert Wuthnow, Creative Spirituality.
6. Wuthnow, Creative Spirituality, 10.
7. Wuthnow, Creative Spirituality, 266.
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INTRODUCTION

as motivations for observing ritual, sometimes in tandem, as Sobia Ahmad
describes.

Several artists told me that meditation was a regular part of their studio
life, including Bernd Haussmann, who teaches workshops on mindfulness,
intertwined with creative practice. Other activities mentioned by artists
included offering prayers or taking a contemplative walk before commenc-
ing work, lighting candles or incense in the studio, or using music to set
a spiritual metronome for themselves. Indeed, I found the discussion of
ritual cropping up in conversations enough that over time I began to ask
artists directly if there was a ritual that they used to focus their creative
energies. Interestingly, in some cases artists began by saying no, as Barbara
Takenaga did, but in the process of describing their practice they realized
that they did in fact incorporate ritual in their practice—they simply had
not framed it to themselves in that way previously.

A number of the artists I feature in this book reference specific reli-
gious rituals. Alyssa Sakina Mumtaz created a series of paintings of Muslim
prayer beads that she uses daily, which she envisions as “simultaneously
a love letter to the many other religious traditions that utilize beads as a
support for prayer” MyLoan Dinh has also found herself creating works
with prayer beads, including malas used in Buddhist and Hindu prayer
and meditation. Anne Mourier began her career creating works that hon-
ored the daily, unheralded rituals often performed by women in the home.
Over time, she has increasingly sought to involve her audiences in the
performance of ritual, drawing inspiration from humble acts of devotion
and fellowship, such as Mary perfuming the feet of Jesus (John 12:3). Ezra
Bookman, meanwhile, utilized the lessons he learned from curating ritual
experiences at the “God-optional” Jewish community of Lab/Shul in New
York to found Ritualist, which he describes as “the first ever creative studio
specializing in the design of secular rituals”

Most of the interviews in this book initially appeared in Image Jour-
nal, a quarterly magazine dedicated to “art, mystery, and faith.” It has been
an honor over the past half dozen years to serve as the visual art editor
for Image, working with James K. A. Smith, Mary Kenagy Mitchell, and a
host of other talented editors. Image’s reputation for thoughtful explora-
tions of spirituality and the arts means that some artists have found me
through the journal, while others have opened up about spiritual connec-
tions in ways they might not have shared with other communities of read-
ers. The gestalt of Image, which favors slow, deliberate forms of creation
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and contemplation, also means that I have adapted my interview style since
Brushes with Faith, my previous volume of collected essays and interviews.®
Rather than beginning with audio recordings, I now favor informal, un-
recorded conversations with artists, followed by the rather old-fashioned
form of epistolary interviews (the fact that by epistolary I mean email ex-
changes makes me a generational relic in another sense!). The insightful
responses by artists in these interviews reflects their ability to take a deep
breath and compose their thoughts. What is lost in spontaneity—not many
inadvertent admissions or Freudian slips to be found here, I am afraid—is
gained in sustained, deliberate reflection.

Like Brushes with Faith, this volume is divided evenly between es-
says—primarily commissioned for exhibition catalogues—and interviews.
I see the division as a formal and heuristic one. In reality, this entire book
is rooted in my relationships and conversations with artists, whether the
result in a given instance was an essay or an interview. As I wrote in my
previous book, I hope that “what I lack in distance, I make up for with the
kind of details and disclosures that can only be conjured through intimacy
and reciprocity.” If anything, this closeness has only deepened in recent
years, as I have grown into my vocation as a curator, alongside—and often
interwoven with—my roles as a scholar and writer.

Some of my first forays as a curator occurred when I founded the Sta-
tions of the Cross public art project, curating iterations in London, Wash-
ington, DC, and New York City, which I reflect upon in one of the essays in
this volume. However, my greatest growth as a curator has occurred over
the past several years, since founding the non-profit Parsonage Gallery in
coastal Maine. When I decided to move back to my home state with my
son Arthur, to the former ship-building town of Searsport, I had the good
fortune to stumble across an historic estate, much in need of restoration
yet clearly destined to be a gallery. It was built in 1831 as a parsonage for
an important abolitionist minister, Stephen Thurston, and his wife, Clara
Thurston (née Benson). When I started looking at the local archives, I dis-
covered that Clara was Winslow Homer’s aunt. Winslow and his mother
Henrietta Benson Homer—a gifted watercolorist who taught him the
form—stayed at the parsonage and Winslow even produced some of his
juvenilia here.”> With this artistic and religious lineage, the space seemed

8. Rosen, Brushes with Faith.
9. Rosen, Brushes with Faith, xix.

10. Cross, Winslow Homer, 5.
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perfect for a gallery exploring the intersection of spirituality, ecology, and
creativity.

In a modest way, the Parsonage has become a beacon for artists at-
tracted to these themes, both within New England and beyond. Many of the
conversations recorded in the pages of this book evolved organically into
exhibitions at the gallery, embellishing the spiritual traces first sketched
out in conversations. To me, this signifies a sense of promise not only for
my own experiment here in Penobscot Bay but other artistic endeavors in
venues outside metropolitan centers. The overstory of the art world gets a
lot of attention, but as the twenty-first century progresses, I suspect that the
most exciting and sustainable growth is likely to happen at the ground level,
nourished by engaged communities. And what is fruitful for art may prove
equally so for spirituality.
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