

[image: ]



PRAISE FOR
THE CREATIVE CALL


“To be an artist, receiving the vision and applying creativity may not be enough. Janice Elsheimer models, and suggests to the reader, many of the practical ways of living the fruitful artist’s life. Packed with lived-out illustrations of what it takes in the way of discipline and daily dedication to respond to God’s creative call, this book blesses and illuminates.”

—LUCI SHAW, poet and author of The Angles of Light, Water My Soul, and Friends for the Journey (with Madeleine L’Engle)




“Janice Elsheimer’s book will be an invaluable aid for artists in all fields, helping the creative person get closer to the source of true creativity.”

—BRYAN SAVAGE, best-selling saxophonist and flutist whose albums include Cat Food, Soul Temptation, and Rush Hour




“The Creative Call will reawaken and embolden artists to take responsibility for naming, developing, and expressing their creative gifts. The exercises here have the potential to transform an artist’s understanding of who God originally created him or her to be, and to provide courage and discipline to actually produce work! I highly recommend that groups of artists work through this material in the context of community, to encourage and challenge one another.”

—NANCY BEACH, programming director and teaching pastor at Willow Creek Community Church




“Human creativity has been like a prodigal longing to return to its father. Janice Elsheimer guides the artist home.”

—ERWIN RAPHAEL MCMANUS, lead pastor of Mosaic, artist, futurist, and author of An Unstoppable Force




“I wish I’d had Janice Elsheimer’s inspiring and spirit-filled book over twenty years ago when I first started writing. The Creative Call speaks to all of us—the professional artist who is already making a living at an art form, as well as the beginning writer, dancer, poet, photographer who is unsure whether he or she even has the right to be called an artist. Most importantly, Elsheimer reminds all of us that God fashioned us to be creative beings. The Creative Call is a book that I will return to time and time again.”

—JOYCE HANSEN, author of numerous books including I Thought My Soul Would Rise and Fly and Breaking Ground, Breaking Silence




“The Creative Call acknowledges the tug of war that takes place within the heart of every creative Christian—the tug between the desire to be an artist and the weight of responsibility that is felt when it is ignored. Janice Elsheimer affirms the artist’s desire to follow his or her own creative call and to be true to the Holy Spirit.”

—BECKY ANN LAMB, author of God’s Precious Gift in a Manger




“This is an extraordinarily inspiring book that I sprinkled with exclamation marks as it revealed my heart of hearts. It drew me from inertia to a place of life.”

—KAREN HANSON, director of women’s ministry at Northland Church, Florida




“When I worked through The Creative Call, I experienced both an artistic and spiritual revival. My artwork has changed, and I’m actively producing art and encouraging other artists to speak with their artwork as a voice for Christ among other voices presented in the art world.”

—PHYLLIS THOMAS, watercolor/mixed-media artist and parachurch art ministry coordinator




“Following The Creative Call made me realize that my creative spirit was not being given free reign. I’m thankful to Janice for listening to God’s creative call in her own life and sharing her vision with us.”

—REV. SARAH H. GAEDE, Orlando, Florida
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FOREWORD

So many times I’ve heard someone admire another’s talent and longingly say, “I used to be able to do that!” My follow-up question is always, “Why did you stop?” People come up with a myriad of answers to that question but often they come to the sad realization that they never really had to stop. I frequently catch a glimpse of the sense of fulfillment they once enjoyed—now long gone, but not forgotten.

The unfortunate truth is that once we have found our way in the so-called “real world,” even if we become successful in a chosen profession, many of us discover we’ve lost something of ourselves. We lose the simple pleasure that we once cherished of being who God created us to be and doing what God created us to do. We may even feel our gifts are lost forever. But are they?

In The Creative Call, Janice Elsheimer lays out steps to reawakening the artist inside us. This practical guide helps us examine the circumstances that led to the abandoning of our precious talents in the first place and offers us the keys to unlocking the unique treasure we still have buried deep within.

As Janice points out, a number of stumbling blocks may have hindered the development of our artistic selves. We may have encountered unbelief in the benefits of our special gifting. Too many times, after someone has enjoyed viewing my own artwork, I’ve been told, “You know, my child (or niece, nephew, friend, or whoever it may be) showed a talent for art, but then they finally wised up and got a ‘real job.’ ” This comment is like fingernails on a blackboard to me! Unfortunately, many people have this misconception. Somewhere along the way, people equated certain talents, especially the arts, with laziness or foolishness. But in truth, artistic and creative thinkers have helped shape our society! It is this truth that is important to hold on to as we develop our art.

Another stumbling block is our own fear. Many of us may have felt that we just weren’t good enough to be an artist. But I ask, “Not good enough for whom?” I learned a long time ago that no matter how good you are there will always be somebody better. So I stopped worrying about how good I was compared to others and simply concentrated on becoming the best that I could be. We become good at our gift by using our talents—by exercising our creative muscles and developing skills, confidence, and an understanding of our craft.

Chapter by chapter, with thought-provoking words and exercises, Janice lifts the veil that blinds our thoughts towards our gifts. Most of us will be able to see ourselves somewhere within the pages of this book. We will then have the chance to overcome the lies that have kept us from believing that we can enjoy the wonderment of creating with the talent we possess.

Wonderful journeys begin with the first step. Janice helps us begin to pull off the weights that hinder our talents and learn to seek the Holy Spirit’s guidance to regain a belief in pursuing our gifts. As our trust level develops, she encourages us to go on to the next step—just do it! Step by step we make our way toward the threshold of a newly resurrected talent. This journey is not so much about where we are going, but what we’re doing to get there.

Nothing will take the place of working at our craft. That is why it’s important not to become frustrated when our skill level doesn’t match our expectations. It takes time to reacquaint ourselves with our reawakened talent. Instead of expecting perfection, we should expect to make mistakes and learn from them—to use them as a part of our personal growth process. To my knowledge, no masterpiece was ever created during the first attempts to grow familiar with a particular medium. If we learn to enjoy the developmental process and not be afraid to make mistakes, eventually we’ll learn the truth of the craft. True excitement comes when we realize that the more we exercise our gift the more joy and satisfaction we feel and the more skilled we become. It’s all a part of the journey. So, we might as well enjoy it!

—THOMAS BLACKSHEAR, illustrator, painter, and creator of the limited edition prints, “Forgiven,” “Coat of Many Colors,” “Lord of All,” and “Watchers in the Night”


PREFACE

I  try to avoid using words like God-ordained. Such jargon, particular to Christian writers and believers, carries connotations that can put others off. This type of parlance confuses the language of spirituality. Language should edify and unify, not separate and stratify. In the case of this book, however, I just can’t seem to get around it: writing The Creative Call was a God-ordained appointment, an offer I couldn’t refuse.

This book grew out of a need that surfaced during a twelve-week study of The Artist’s Way by Julia Cameron, a bestseller in the field of creativity that deals with artistic development as a spiritual issue. The opportunity to participate in this study group came at a time when I was ready to start paying more attention to my own artistic talents, and I hoped that Cameron’s book would stimulate the sleeping artist within me. It did, and I am sincerely grateful to Ms. Cameron. Her groundbreaking work in this area initiated my own creative revival.

The group I was in was comprised of Christians. Since Cameron’s book seemed to focus more on finding oneself through practicing one’s art than on practicing one’s art in order to discover a deeper relationship with God, a week did not pass without someone saying, “If only we could find a book like this for Christians.” I felt that wish as a deep calling. I put aside other writing projects and began to write The Creative Call.

My research led me to many writers who had thought and written a great deal about Christians as artists and their responsibilities to their talents, to God, and to the world. I immersed myself in works, both Christian and secular, on the subject of creativity and artistic development. But I never found what the people in my group were looking for: a biblically-based book designed to teach the reader how to reawaken the artist within and how to use art as a pathway to a closer walk with God. The Creative Call is the product of my own creative reawakening. May the reading of it be as much of a blessing in your life as the writing of it has been in mine.
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I also want to thank my first group of practicing artists from Northland Community Church for their insights and encouragement: Val Garber, Esther Horvath, Nina Snyder, and Kaye Hannah, along with my ever-faithful Phyllis Thomas, who has been my friend and encourager since the book’s inception and who taught the course for me before the book went to press. Without the assurance that it could truly make a difference in how readers felt about their art and their relationship with God, I would have never allowed this book to be published.
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My friend John Christiansen, pastor of Orlando Community Church, deserves special recognition for his encouragement and his words of wisdom throughout the writing and testing of this book. His admonition to believe that this project was not so much about getting published as about doing God’s will helped me get out of the way and let the Holy Spirit do his work.

Finally, to my best friend and best love, my husband Seth Elsheimer: Thank you for calling me a writer before I could bring myself to use the word and for believing that, in writing this book, I was following my own creative call.



Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labor in the Lord is not in vain.

—1 CORINTHIANS 15:58
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INTRODUCTION
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WONDERING

When I was young I found a kind of salvation in two forms of creative expression: writing and playing the piano. From the time I was seven or eight years old, I kept diaries and poured into them all the wondering and confusion of childhood and adolescence. Teachers and parents said I had a gift for writing and a talent for music, and even as a child I felt that these gifts were from God, that they were not just something he gave to me but something that came through me. When the music seemed to move beyond me, or when my writing produced just the right effect, I felt uplifted, light, complete.

PLAYING BY HEART

I recall memorizing Beethoven’s “Für Elise” for a recital when I was nine. That hauntingly beautiful music taught me why learning a piece by memory was called learning it by heart: Only after I had committed a piece to memory was I free to explore the emotions elicited by the music. Until I knew a piece by heart, I could not put expression into it, expression that came from my heart, that breathed life into the notes and turned my playing from an exercise to an art. I often wondered how my friends who didn’t have music or writing in their lives handled their deep feelings. What did they do “by heart”?

Years later, however, when I began to make college and career decisions, it didn’t occur to me to major in English, journalism, or musical performance, even though these were the areas of my greatest talents. I decided on music education after being advised that very few women pianists had ever risen to the top in the world of musical performance. Teaching was the only sure way to make a living with music. Caution and fear of failure kept me from believing I could become a professional musician. It did not occur to me at that time to ask God to reveal his vision for my life. On my own, following my head rather than my heart, I chose the safe path.

In my sophomore year I switched my major to English education, still choosing to teach what I loved to do: read and write. I discarded thoughts of majoring in pure English or journalism as too risky. What I thought I wanted most (besides to change the world and to get us out of Vietnam) was to become financially secure. Even though my father has a great deal of artistic ability, eternal optimism, and an entrepreneurial spirit, he never tried to make a living as an artist. Still, he demonstrated often enough that risk taking can result in a life of financial uncertainty. I might not get rich teaching, I reasoned, but at least I would have job security.

At the age of twenty-three I embarked on a career as an educator that allowed me to teach every grade level from elementary school through college. I enjoy a sense of pride and satisfaction when I reflect on those years of using my creativity and love of language to touch the lives of so many others. Still, no matter how successful a teacher I may have been, I always had a feeling God wanted more from me. Maybe, I began to think, he wanted me to quit hiding the light of my talents under the basket of security I had woven for myself. Maybe I needed to start letting those talents shine beyond the comfortable confines of my study and my music room. Thoughts like that led me to start teaching part time and to begin spending some serious, focused time on becoming a writer.

“To whom much is given, from him much will be required” (Luke 12:48, NKJV). Creative people know that not only are they missing something important when they aren’t exercising their creative gifts, but they are also shrinking from the responsibility they have to develop those gifts. In the years in which the piano sat untouched and the only writing I did was when I wrote letters, journal entries, or comments on my students’ essays, I experienced a nagging sense of sadness and, yes, guilt. And although this book is not about acting on our talents out of guilt, I believe there is a reason many of us feel guilty when we aren’t practicing our art. If God has given us the gift of creativity, “much is required” in the way of our using it to his glory.

GIFTS THROUGH US

Our gifts are not from God to us, but from God through us to the world. When we fail to use these gifts, we suffer the same way a person accustomed to regular physical activity may feel pent up, out of sorts, and off-balance after going for several days without exercise. When we try to live without exercising our artistic gifts, we may feel restless and empty. Life lacks fullness. Something buried deep within longs to emerge.

Job wrote, “For I am full of words, and the spirit within me compels me; inside I am like bottled-up wine, like new wineskins ready to burst. I must speak and find relief; I must open my lips and reply” (Job 32:18-20). If we have neglected to develop and use the talents God has given us, we feel incomplete, unfulfilled, unfinished, even depressed. We are “like new wineskins ready to burst.” We devour books, we travel, we acquire possessions, or we busy ourselves in relationships and careers. We engage in diversions of all kinds in an attempt to find that elusive thing called fulfillment. We spend our time and money in a fruitless search to “find ourselves” instead of finding out how God wants us to use the talents he has given us.

I believe that creatively gifted people spend a disproportionate amount of time and money in psychotherapy because they haven’t spent enough time practicing their art. Although the healing value of counseling should not be underestimated, sooner or later, once we’ve done all the work of looking into the past and trying to understand how we arrived where we are in life, we inevitably come face to face with ourselves and with God. In the end we come to know this: We can’t do a thing about the past, but to some extent we can and do have control over the present.

That’s what this book is about. No matter how busy, overworked, or under pressure you may be, if you have a sincere desire to use the gifts God has given you and if you are willing to do your part, God will be faithful to do his. As the lessons of this book unfold, you will discover that “your part” is to honor and develop the artist within you. “God’s part” is to help you find the time and resources to do that and to use what you create to his glory.
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	Our vocation is not simply to be, but to work together with God in the creation of our own life, our own identity, our own destiny.

—THOMAS MERTON






You may be reading this because you have been burying your talents and you are ready to get serious about unearthing them. Perhaps you suspect you have artistic talents, but you have never had the opportunity to develop them. Maybe you’ve set your art aside for the sake of family or career. Lack of time, energy, or confidence might be the culprit. You may even be an artist who has used your gifts to develop a successful career but you’re tired of producing what the market demands rather than following your own creative inclinations. Maybe others, believing they’re looking out for your best interests, have cautioned you to the point of undermining your confidence. Perhaps you have always thought it was just too arrogant to believe you have talent worth sharing. If any of these statements resonates with you, then it’s time to dig down deep and see what lies beneath the surface of your life. It may be time to discover what you have missed by not finding the time, the energy, or the confidence to use the gifts God has given you to express what’s in your heart.

This book is about reclaiming God’s vision for us as his artists. “Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything” (James 1:4). This book is about choosing a new way to live and then persevering until we are whole, mature, and complete people.

WHY THIS BOOK?

Other books have been written for those who want to recommit to using their creative gifts. Some of these books encourage the reader to focus on some vague Creative Source or one’s Higher Power to pursue art through spiritual renewal. They even apologize if their use of the word God sounds “too Christian.” These authors recognize that practicing ones art is a spiritual matter, but they tend to dance around the issue of who God is and who we are in relation to him. It’s okay to talk about spirituality, they seem to say, as long as we aren’t too specific about who or what the source of that spirituality is. This position appeals to those who wish to define the spiritual world in a comfortably ambiguous way: God becomes synonymous with Self, a nebulous force of Nature, or a form of Creative Energy.

Most artists see creativity and spiritual growth as intimately related, but Christian artists go a step further. They understand the need to reconnect our talents back to their source: the God who created us and who calls us to become a cocreator with him. The Creative Call offers Christians a point of view and an approach that is consistent with Christ’s teachings. Instead of hoping that finding ourselves will result in practicing our art again, we need to realize that only through losing ourselves and becoming reliant on God can we discover how to use those gifts the way he wants us to use them. We will find the artist God intends us to be when we empty ourselves of self and become open to his plan and to the inspiration of his Holy Spirit. Only then will we experience personal artistic revival.

ANSWERING THE CREATIVE CALL

I wrote this book to help artistic Christians reclaim their vision of themselves as artists. The chapters have been set up to allow the reader to work through the book a week at a time at a fairly leisurely pace. No pressure, no guilt.

This design works for either individuals or groups. I have led numerous groups of aspiring and practicing artists (from musicians and actors to gourmet cooks and gardeners) through The Creative Call. Many people enjoy the group discussions, the accountability that comes from doing a book with a group, and the emotional and prayer support of the other group members. Jesus said in Matthew 18:20 (RSV), “For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I in the midst of them.” Working with a group helps some of us find deeper unity with God and other artists as we experience artistic renewal in a supportive, communal environment.

But you may choose to go through the book on your own, making your study a private and contemplative communion with God and with your artistic self. Some people who have read the book alone later pulled together a group of people to form a small Creative Call group. It’s wonderful to have one person who has already done the book on his or her own lead a group of people who wish to work through the book together.

Beginning with chapter 2, each chapter includes five exercises. (I have put just a few exercises in chapter 1 so that if you are doing the book as a group, you can work through chapter 1 together at your first meeting, completing the exercises as you go
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