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The great evolutionary biologist J. B. S. Haldane once was asked what a study of creation could teach us about the nature of God. His answer? “An inordinate fondness for beetles.” I see his point: they make up a quarter of all living species. On the same principle, if you asked me today to deduce the purpose of human life from a study of my fellow humans, I would say it was to tell stories, because once you get beyond the activities necessary to sustain our existence—breathing, eating, sleeping—the unending font of stories is what everyone, everywhere has in common.

We tell ourselves stories about why we are here and what we are doing, stories to explain everything under the sun and stories to honor the mystery of what can’t be explained. The river of stories is endless: the world is so full of information, it offers ample material for any supposition, dream or observation that can be turned into a tale. The fact that the book of the world has an infinite number of pages shines a light on a deep truth about all of us: that what matters most, what determines the direction of a life and shapes the experience of living it, is how we reach into that river to fish out our own individual stories, the ones that shape our self-understanding and our relationships.

If you or I understand our work in the arts as guarding a precious resource from the Philistines, if we focus our energy on warding off threats, our work lives will be beleaguered. If we understand ourselves as pleading with a bunch of simpletons who don’t appreciate the good, the beautiful and the true—if we feel resentment that what we hold dear is subject to others’ whims—our work lives will be grudging and sad. In other words, if the story we have created to explain what we are doing is a hopeless tale, we will go through our days defeated not by external forces, but by our own beliefs.

No story invalidates the others; all of them can coexist. But for the next few minutes, I want to concentrate on one particular story you may not tell yourself every day: community arts education as a form of spiritual practice. I want to invite you to join me for a few moments in following the advice of the Buddhist teacher Thich Nat Hanh, who said, “The practice of looking deeply is the only practice that helps your heart to expand, the unmeasurable mind, the unmeasurable heart.”

Why have I chosen to focus on this particular story? Because we live in a time of tremendous confusion, marked by the clash of paradigms. On the one hand, the world seems crowded with people pushing each other away, even killing each other as an expression of religious belief. That is the story that makes headlines. On the other hand, there has been a tremendous growth in cultural understanding, with more and more people coming to see how we are all connected, how despite our superficial differences, we share a planet and a fate. Bring both those hands together and you have what Brazilian educator Paulo Freire has called our “thematic universe,” the themes and beliefs that characterize our era, always in dynamic interaction with each other. I have chosen to focus on the story of community arts education as spiritual practice because in relation to our amazingly busy and contradictory thematic universe, it is particularly powerful and suggestive. Art and spirit both turn on questions of meaning, which is why they are so compatible.

So let’s give it a shot. As a form of spiritual practice, what does community arts work say? It offers participants the opportunity to see themselves as creators, the role in which we are both most ourselves and most godlike: in the flow of creativity, we are enterprising, imaginative, playful, embodied, empathetic, excited, alive. We experience a moment of pure possibility. When we make art, we inhabit ourselves fully, and often the experience is so pleasurable, we want to stay there—which is one reason why so many young people who are introduced to this experience dream of living their lives as artists.

In confusing times, opening a gateway to this state of being is an incredible gift. As the great 18th century teacher Rebbe Nachman of Bratslov said, “The antidote to despair is to remember the world to come.” This is a paradox, of course, in that we can’t remember what has not yet occurred. But it is easy to see what he meant: the antidote to despair is a taste of a perfected world, of the experiences that remind us what it is to feel entirely alive. When we give students the opportunity to transcend the specific circumstances of their lives, diving headlong into the stream of creativity, we teach that even mundane things—even the focus, diligence and practice that sometimes seem like drudgery—can be lifted into pleasure by remembering the story of their higher meanings. “Everything that we see is a shadow cast by that which we do not see,” said the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King. Understanding our work as spiritual practice, we give people the gift of this insight.

The deepest spiritual truths transcend superficial differences, going directly to the common roots of our many stories. Seeing community arts education as spiritual practice leads to understanding that the act of creativity and moment of presence are paramount, not the particular mode in which creativity is expressed. Whether students are playing sonatas or ragas, performing Hamlet or Woza Albert!, dancing ballet or samba, reading Pablo Neruda’s poems or writing their own is incidental to the fact that they are experiencing art, a life-embracing, non-polluting, spiritually enlarging activity that helps to heal the world and the human heart.

In my new book, New Creative Community: The Art of Cultural Development, I argue that our very ideas of excellence must change to acknowledge the primacy of this truth. I love the way my friend Liz Lerman, choreographer and MacArthur Foundation “genius” award winner, defines it:

For me, an excellent dance performance includes the following: the dancers are 100 percent committed to the movement they are doing; they understand why they are doing what they are doing. And something is being revealed in that moment: something about the dancer or about the subject, about the relationship of the dancers or about the world in which we live. Something is revealed.

This description fits every peak aesthetic experience of my life, whereas the alternative—to define excellence primarily in terms of perfection of form and execution according to one specific accepted standard—falsifies that experience.

Every spiritual tradition has its creation stories, its histories that affirm the individual’s connection to something larger and longer than the span of a human life, to the chain of being. Community artists have made this powerful connection central and integral to their practice. 
People are drawn to spiritual ideas and practices because they magnify our sense of connection, revealing a whole that is larger than the sum of its parts—just like art. We learn this every time we enter a theater or gallery and are reminded that even though we are surrounded by four ordinary walls, as in any room, here we collectively create sacred space, generating feelings also associated with worship. We breathe more deeply, we notice more, we feel less like free-range atoms and more like part of something. “Every holy person seems to have a different doctrine and practice,” wrote the 13th century poet and Sufi mystic Jalal al-din Rumi, “but there’s really only one work.” In this field, that work is to reach this experience—what Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel called “radical amazement—and help others to do the same. Everything else is incidental.

We can hold many stories about ourselves at the same time, speaking one language to funders, another to students, another to bureaucrats. I don’t know if you will feel moved to tell anyone else the story of community arts education as spiritual practice. It doesn’t matter: I am offering it to you as a private resource, fuel for the engine of your own commitment, energy and imagination. And I offer it as a tribute. Viewed as spiritual practice, the work you do prepares countless people to construct and inhabit the stories that allow them to glimpse the ineffable, the moral grandeur and beauty of which human beings are capable. Viewed as spiritual practice, I am in awe of your work. I cannot conceive of anything holier and more important. I thank you for it.

