
An Interview with Lynn Aldrich and Scott Young
When Lynn Aldrich moved with her husband Mike and three sons to Los Angeles in 1979, she began making visual art but thought more of pursuing an MA in Literature, which had been her college major. She happened to read H. R. Rookmaaker’s book on modern art and his inviting text, Art Needs No Justification, and instead enrolled at the Art Center for Design in Pasadena. She completed her MFA in 1986. After teaching at the Art Center for a number of years, where she served as the advisor for the Christian group, she launched out on a solo career as an artist. Her work was featured in Image: Journal of the Arts and Religion, Number 19. She has a number of pieces in galleries and museums around the country. She will have a show at the Irvine Fine Arts Gallery in January 2002.

Scott Young is a graduate of Biola University and Denver Seminary. He joined InterVarsity as a campus staff in 1982. He has served as a specialist with the Marketplace department and currently serves as a specialist for graduate students and faculty in Southern California. He is one of the founders of the City of Angeles Film Festival. Scott, who also teaches at the Art Center and at Fuller says the following about himself: “I am not an artist but I am preoccupied with theology and culture. In particular, I am interested in the broad area we call artistic endeavor. I am an advocate and an interpreter of the intersection of where art and religion meet. I am also a teacher and teaching is a performance art. I try to create theatre in the classroom. Humans are condemned to live their life not only in economics but also in metaphysics. Artists and theologians are groups of people who work at these things in an intentional way with passion. They are interested in the really big questions.” Scott and his wife Kathy have three children, two of which are in college. 

Steve Stuckey conducted this interview for InterVarsity on November 12, 2001 at Lynn’s studio at the Brewery in Los Angeles.


InterVarsity: There are growing numbers of college students that we work with who have an interest in the arts. Many are just beginning their journey of faith. They have questions about matters of faith and art that I think you can help them with. Let’s start with a definition- What is an artist and what contribution does the artist make to the world?

Scott: There is no one definition. The subject is too diverse and the field is too broad for that. However, let me suggest one definition as a beginning point.  Artists are the makers of sights and sounds that provide the myths and metaphors that help us make sense of the world. You can’t get to truth without going through some sense of beauty. Beauty prepares you for the truth, which is rather severe. Art creates in the soul the receptivity to accept the truth of the cosmos, the truth of God and the truth of human life.

Lynn: I like that Scott. Tony Campolo says that a great work of art is always something that makes you uncomfortable with the status quo. It makes you realize something is missing in your life. The hunger and longing for more is the groundwork where the gospel has the greatest advantage to becoming meaningful. If my art can open up questions about God and the existence of God, that is much more interesting than giving answers right away. I much prefer to create an atmosphere of questioning. We can then come alongside each 

other to look for answers together. I want to do this rather than start from a position where I have the answers and I want to tell them to you.

I have also found that art must not only be beautiful, but also interesting if it is to be a moving aesthetic experience for my audience. If it is lovely but not interesting, it collapses. Probably the reverse is also true.

Scott: That is a helpful qualifier for beauty. The film maker, Paul Schrader says that one purpose of art is to lift up the rock and see what is crawling underneath. Artists are called upon to deal with the darkness and all the critters that live in the darkness of the human soul. Most good artists hold the good, bad and the ugly in tension.

InterVarsity: Most of our students are trying to figure our what they want to be and do with their life. Some are asking, “Should I become an artist?” Most of their parents, by the way, have already answered that one for them with a firm “No!”  They didn’t spend four years on a college education just so their kids could starve. Speak to the issues of calling and vocation.
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Scott: I think that calling and vocation are questions that we struggle with the whole of our life. For example, what does it mean to be a kindergartner? What does it mean to be a college student? There are even some of us at age 50 who are still struggling with issues of calling and vocation. The real question is what does it mean to be a human being and how do we relate to the cosmos. What is it that I am to contribute to the world? I think that any kind of finality about my job or even my specific gifts tends to short circuit who we are. We are too dynamic and too chaotic to ever get closure on who we are and what we are supposed to do. Having said that, I also need to add that our economic system and our culture in general try to channel us in certain ways. The necessity of making a living requires us to make some choices. In hindsight, we usually realize that the choices we made were not entirely our own. They were the result of a complex set of circumstances, earlier choices, inherited choices, and giftedness. Through all of those mediated realties we see God though usually not at the time but later we get some sense of providence, grace, mercy. Those are the usual theological descriptions of God at work. So through the eyes of faith you can look back and ask what is the mixture of my choices, the reality that it didn’t have anything to do with me, plus God. To me that is always going to be true, even for people with more resources. Artists probably work under a stricter set of contingencies. Somehow they are built to be creative and make things- things that symbolize the meaning of our existence. That particular set of urges doesn’t have as many things in our culture that are hospitable to it. So an artist, especially an artist who is going to work on the edges of real life, will have a number of obstacles to negotiate. More so than any other group except people who are under resourced.

Lynn: I am getting to the age in life where I am somewhat disillusioned with some of the things I have heard regarding calling. I agree with Scott that much of what we need to know about our call is tied to what it means to be human on a planet permeated by God’s design. We make so many of our decisions based on common sense and our experience of the past. When we talk about being called to be an artist, there are so many ways to achieve that. When I talk about what our culture calls a fine artist, they are the impractical sorts that Scott is referencing.  We walk around the world and ask questions about meaning and why we are here. Our questions are philosophical, analytical, and related to our time on this planet. I think artists are constantly finding themselves observing things on the margins that are overlooked by the mainstream. A lot of them are saying, “Look at this or remember this,” to people in a variety of other occupations. They are really reflecting back what they see to their audience who doesn’t have the leisure, the where-with-all, or the interest.

I am sure there will be many talented people at the arts conference you are having. But I suspect many would find the art I make and the life I lead to be very unattractive for them. My kind of life might not fit their comfort zone. It might be too impractical. But they still have their creativity to pour into some passion. My life is greatly enriched if someone makes marvelous posters or ads. Any artistic work that reflects effort and thoughtfulness brings good things to our culture. I am appreciative of that. So is the culture. 

Now, I have to differentiate between that kind of artist, who I respect deeply, and the artist who comes to art as a last hope. Often they have tried everything else. They try and fail and art is their last option. That is a bit of my story. Nothing else satisfied.  

I do feel called and I do feel ambitious. I have a longing and desire to do this. There is not a line formed out there begging for my work. I have to be crafty in a way. I have to understand how art functions in my culture. I am not living in the Renaissance. I am not living in the Middle Ages. I am producing art, not for a Christian audience, but for the broader culture Because of that, I must understand the system that supports what I am doing. I need to understand it in a moral and ethical way so I can participate in that system. So I do feel called but I don’t think that means that everything unfolds in a non-problematic way. It always has hurdles. At any time God might tell me to stop this and do something else. 

As an artist, I also have to be careful to not unscramble the vows that I have made to God, my husband and my children previously. There are times when it feels that those vows might hinder my artistic career. But God is asking me for a life long faith commitment to him and to the people he has put in my life. That may mean that some artistic doors get closed that I think may need to be opened.

InterVarsity: What do you do to nurture your heart and soul?

Lynn: I have a bit of a monk personality. When I take the personality tests, I am the person that doesn’t want anyone to help me and I don’t want to help anyone else. It is really a great burden. I like to be alone a lot. I have a really disciplined devotional life, but it is because I enjoy it. It might be harder for someone else. I can’t live without it. I have read the Bible a great deal. I was an English major and the Bible is great literature and a vehicle of faith. I am disciplined in that regard. I also tend to believe that keeping the Sabbath is good for your soul. I need to worship in my church regularly. All of this is what I would do even if I were not an artist. 

I read a great deal and go around and look at a great deal of art. Not all artists do this.  However, I believe an artist is part of a community so I make an effort to support other artists by going to their exhibitions. Most of the people that I spend time with are not Christians. I don’t have a real active ministry in my church; though I just designed and built a cross. But I tend to think of my art as my ministry. I don’t think art is some higher level of activity. I think of it as my job. Like anyone else doing their job well, I try to be as excellent as I can but I don’t see myself as being more precious that anyone else trying to contribute to the quality of life in our culture and community. I get feedback and am comfortable in talking about my faith in ways that open up conversations rather than shut them down.

InterVarsity: Lynn, what temptations of the soul do you face as an artist?

Lynn: I am in the process of making expensive luxury art that is sold in the market place to very wealthy people. Very few people can own these one-of-a-kind objects that I produce. It almost sets you up to romanticize your ego. In contrast to what I do, filmmaking is a more collaborative art form. Certainly ego is involved for the filmmaker but there must also be give and take cooperation for the filming crew to get their project done. Whereas I just come down here to my studio by myself. I know I am indebted to other artists for ideas and inspiration. But I am trying to make this thing and the audience is pretty small compared to film, way much smaller. However my work also has its ego rewards. One of the temptations in my particular field is to romanticize that you are some sort of a genius. This temptation goes back to the Renaissance where very creative people were considered to have special powers over others. Fortunately I am in a marriage that keeps me humble in that regard. It is fine; it is actually very good because I have a big ego. But you have to have an ego to keep doing the kind of work that I do. When I finish an art piece I think, “This is wonderful!” Even if no one else understands what I have done or agrees with my assessment, I must be able to say that for my own work. If I can’t feel and say that, I will not remain in this profession very long. I am very comfortable with King David who says in one of his psalms that even if he didn’t have an audience, he does what he does for the glory of God. Sometimes I think that God is pleased with my art. I get a great charge that he is looking at it. It is a trip of the will to think that if no one else likes it, at least God does. My advise to young artists is to keep your feet on the ground while your head is in the clouds.

InterVarsity: Scott, What advise do you have for young artists?

Scott: I would agree with Lynn and say the artist must inevitability be self-directed. Learn to trust your instincts, your intuition, and your vision. If it is wrong, you will find out soon enough down the road, but you must go down that road. Learn to trust yourself. Even though a lot of the world is not self-directed, it is ok to be self-directed. The Christian self-directed person knows that God mediates grace, truth, and wisdom in normal life. Everyday life is where you get your vision. Trust yourself to be self-directed and invite God to be with you in the process. 

Secondly, every artist needs a connection with other people so you don’t become too self absorbed. Seek out other artists, especially artist practicing another art form different from your own. Not only will the work of other artists inspire you, you will develop an appreciation for others involved in the creative process. So as you strive to be self-directed, become other- connected as well. This will be a good antidote to the romanticized ego problem that Lynn spoke about.

InterVarsity: Thank you both for the time you spent with me today. I trust that your words will be of help to the young artists that we are seeking to serve on college campuses.

Lynn Aldrich, Blue Line Oasis, 1996, detail of wave wall. Glass tile, metal, stone. 4 x 30 feet. Artesia Station, Los Angeles

I do feel called and I do feel ambitious. I have a longing and desire to do this. There is not a line formed out there begging for my work. I have to be crafty in a way. I have to understand how art functions in my culture.
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“Artists are the makers of sights and sounds that provide the myths and metaphors that help us make sense of the world”
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