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The Partial Glimpse:

Pattern Perception and Collaboration in the Worship Environment

Everyone should have a favorite word. A favorite animal, yes, and a favorite word. Not because some 
words or some animals are actually better than others, nor because we’re obliged to relentlessly 
parse the world into little hierarchies, but just as a sign that we’re paying attention, as a token that we 
recognize the beauty of the created world and the resonance of the language we use to describe it. 
We should have a favorite word and a favorite animal--at least one of each--as an indication that we 
care about the range and depth of experience enough to take notice of what is extraordinary but 
easily overlooked; that we do not take things for granted.

The word memory, for me, sits right up there near the top. In both sound and substance, it is among 
the most beautiful words, so essential to what it is to be human, so central to the project of religion. 
But I am not by nature a sentimental person, nor given to nostalgia, so memory is not my favorite 
word. 

My favorite word comes roughly half a dictionary page after the most beautiful word, because the 
most beautiful word is not actually my favorite word. In a strictly formal sense (very strictly formal)—
the sonority of the most beautiful word in the English language, the subtle relationships of the letters 
which sound it out—the most beautiful word in the English language is… wait for it: 

Gonnorhea.

But that is certainly not my favorite word. The word that crowns my linguistic pantheon begins with a 
growl, but ends with a delicate whisper. It carries layers of meaning which elude the most canny 
readings, but which touch us all.

The word which sits atop my throne is: Grace. 

It is a word which was forever on the lips of my grandfather, builder of boats and ships. The fluid lines 
he framed would touch one definition of the word, while the charismatic faith which sustained him 
would engage another. It has brought, to an array of languages now, a complex mosaic of meaning 
and hinted inference, and its cognates form a semantic family unrivaled, perhaps in any language, for 
depth and texture. 

Among the several resonant shades of meaning conveyed by this delicate word is one used by 
contemporary Goethean scientists (yes, they are still around), who use the word to indicate a 
technical quality of plant growth, among other things. They use this word to describe the fact that, in 
the part--in the pine cone, in the maple leaf, in the pinnule of the fern--we see reflected the form of the 
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whole plant--the entire pine or maple or fern. We see a kind of miniature expression of the whole 
plant in its fractal extremities. This phenomena they call Grace.1

In important ways, this obscure use of the word aligns with more conventional ones. We speak of 
“states of Grace,” which, we could say, describe the sense that our life, or some segment of it, reflects 
the larger ordering of the universe. Our actions and experiences flesh out the larger pattern of things. 
We see the big picture in the little.

And while a narrower reading of this term as “favor” or “kindness” or “mercy” can be seen to stem 
from somewhat prosaic social models of exchange, there are ways in which even this use can reach 
as widely as human language can to address the basic facts of creaturely existence. If you are 
reading this, then you are alive. The unfathomable improbability of that fact—or its equally 
unfathomable inevitability, depending on how you see it--should stagger each of us into silent 
gratitude, over and over again. Clearly, unavoidably, regardless of our circumstances or beliefs, we 
are all being shown some measure of kindness. And we respond with that other cognate of Grace: 
Gratitude. 

Further, “it is Grace, nothing but Grace, that we may live in community,” to borrow from Bonhoeffer,  2

But what is community? What binds a collection of individuals to a common purpose and ethos? What 
commits them to share burdens and combine action, so that the whole truly becomes a distinct entity, 
and greater than the sum of the parts?
?
The question itself may not be the frequent focus of architects, designers and artists, but it is a 
valuable consideration for the design and appointment of worship spaces. How often do we read in 
these pages what every pastor and rabbi knows; that the church or synagogue is not made of brick 
and mortar, but of people? (Perhaps not often enough).The congregation is what the church is made 
of. The synagogue is composed of the people who worship there. 

So shouldn’t the actual bricks and mortar--and pigment and glass--reflect this? Shouldn’t the material 
expression of this dynamic social reality take the question of who these people happen to be 
seriously? Shouldn’t the worship environment be as much an expression of the worshippers as the 
services that it shelters are?

Surely community itself is this; that we see the whole reflected in each part. Surely it is that, in each 
member of a community, we see some portion, some image of the values, the goals, the sensibilities 
shared (to varying degrees) by the entire group. This is what makes a community. Grace, nothing but 
Grace, is what makes a community.
Grace in an Image
So how might an artist or designer capture some sense of this Grace? Whether speaking of the social 
aspect of life-in-community, or of the existential aspect of our own individual lives, how might the artist 
show, in image or ornament or the arrangement of a space, some sense of this glimpsing of the 

 The German gnade has similar valences to grace, though with stronger and narrower associations with 1

“pardon” or “mercy.” Neither is this the same as “Gestalt” phenomena, as it operates more specifically and 
consistently in extremes of scale, as Blake’s “World in a grain of sand,” or Bohme’s sunbeam in a pewter bowl. 

 Also using “gnade,” and as he writes this from prison, it is poignantly clear. I can hope that he would show me 2

gnade for borrowing thus. 
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whole within the fragmentary? And, when we are engaging a community, how might that community 
become itself an active participant in this expression?

“Aldri vis dårer halvferdig arbeid,” my grandfather used to say. Never show fools half-work. Well, so it 
wasn’t the most generous way to express the sentiment, but I think we all know what he meant. 
Today, it seems to be all that I do. For one thing, the approach I am describing here has yet to find its 
full expression in a completed project, despite several promising starts and ongoing concerns. 

But also, for many years now, since long before I was aware that I was doing it, I have been using 
fragmentary sections of larger patterns to create visual art and develop ornamental motifs. This 
glimpse of larger patterns engages something essential about what art can do, what liturgical art 
should do. The partial glimpse does not expose the whole pattern, does not promise the full 
revelation. It invites the viewer to participate in the image by completing the unshown parts. Knitting 
together logic and imagination, the viewer completes or extends the form only partially shown, 
continuing the pattern past the boundaries of the image, indefinitely. 

This is, by design, showing half-work. But it is also suggestive of what may be the cornerstone of the 
worship experience; why we gather to engage in these odd acts and orchestrate these peculiar 
experiences. We gather for worship to participate in the larger pattern of things, and to be made 
aware of this participation. In the artwork as in the liturgical tradition, we are not shown the whole 
pattern. Significantly, we do not have to see the whole pattern to participate in it meaningfully. 
Traditions which claim this or promise this do so tethered to vanity.

---------------------------------------------

I steal all of my best ideas from my children. It was in working with my daughter on some small 
collaborative project that I (we) first developed the idea of weaving stencils together to form a 
repeating pattern, which can then be shown partially. Opening the process further to collaboration 
with a community of people proved a natural progression, and began small enough. When friends 
would visit, we would corral them into spending ten minutes with paper and scissors. Still furtive, I 
coaxed my small worship group to snip away in prayerful silence. Later, I would assemble the 
resulting shapes into larger collages. These would then be arranged into still larger, often radial 
patterns. Radial patterns, even without the center shown, draw us to reflect instinctively, 
unconsciously, on the center, the focus. 

Most parishioners, or members of most any gathered community, will usually be unversed in the 
disciplines of visual expression, which involve some ultimately fairly technical methods to suspend the 
critical mind, and thereby un-impede the creative faculties. How do we get them to free themselves 
from the constraints of self-consciousness, and commit themselves freely and fully to laying down a 
small glimpse of their soul onto paper?

Removing the pressure to do just that is critical. And play is one important approach. Children’s 
scissors and craft paper communicate that we are engaging in play. I will sometimes tell a group that 
the paper and scissors they are using have been engaged in a long conversation, that they know the 
shapes which want to be cut, and that it is the task of the participants to allow the scissors to travel 
the path that the scissors already know. 

Doodles are another important resource for generating the materials for the artist to arrange. Have 
the participants doodle during a sermon. Seriously. Sunni Brown has done some fascinating work on 
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the way doodling works on the brain.  Contrary to standard classroom models, doodling actually 3

helps listeners retain auditory information. It is as if we hear words more deeply when we answer 
them spontaneously with image. Now the pastor is involved as well, with crafting a sermon or 
selecting a reading which will activate the imagination. This may seem like anathema, but it doesn’t 
take much to create a service which is enjoyable—which is to say joyful—unexpected, and fully 
engaging.

Graphic items are not the only way congregants can contribute to the effort. Words--favorite words of 
the individuals in the group, ahem—can prove to be the stuff, the raw materials for the Workings of 
Grace. Let the visiting poet, the resident songwriter craft these fragments into a larger whole.

In a recent service, two musicians, one playing flute and the other a ceramic gourd-like recorder, 
issued a kind of call and response variation from the left and right sides of the sanctuary while the 
congregants snipped away at craft paper. This left / right musical stimulus was intended to activate 
alternating hemispheres of the brain, firing up traffic in the corpus callosum, and initiating (as it is 
understood) a more full-brain engagement with the process. 

While they might seem distracting or just silly, the intention with these approaches is to orchestrate a 
suspension of the critical faculties which can dominate and paralyze our creative capacity. Creativity 
is the product of surprising associations. Dispersed areas of the brain have to be interacting for this to 
come off well. Other exercises geared to activating the ontological imagination, to relinquishing the 
sense of control, to gently subverting the experience of individual identity, etc. (all activities usually 
worked in to the weekly service to some degree), are also fertile ground for exploration.

Pattern perception is a cornerstone of consciousness. We are the creature which seeks patterns 
everywhere, finds them nearly everywhere, and frequently sees them where they don’t belong. 
Recent studies have shown fascinating correlations between pattern perception and loss of control. 
While these studies have been, to date, incomplete and flawed, they are highly suggestive for the 
adornment and arrangement of the worship space.  4

Given the prominence of pattern in liturgy—in the service, in the liturgical calendar--and in religious 
sensibility generally, it is curious that pattern is not featured more prominently and more frequently in 
the contemporary liturgical setting. But pattern, frankly, just isn’t what it used to be. Obvious patterns, 
easy to untangle patterns, which do not gently challenge the mind and unfold over time, will often 
come across as superficial graphic ornamentation, space filler, cliché. Barring other strategies to 
surprise the mind and awaken the senses (texture, color, etc.), facile patterns will read as background 
noise, subverting the larger sense of pattern we should be engaging. 

The sanctuary is by definition a place of safety. But in our post-holocaust, pluralistic world, we 
shouldn’t be providing an environment which is easy to read, which resolves itself obviously, but we 
should be providing one in which the members of that community see themselves reflected, see 
themselves as active parts of the larger pattern. We should be providing an environment which, on 
every level, witnesses to the workings of Grace in a complex world.

 Cf. Sunni Brown’s presentation at the TED lectures, available online.3

 See littlepictureBIGPICTURE blogpost on these studies at: http://hopelitworks.blogspot.com/4
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To read more about this process, and see more examples of ongoing projects, see my website at 
www.hopelw.com, and blog at http://hopelitworks.blogspot.com/. 

There is a built-in tension to the relationship between a gathered, faithful community and an artist 
interloper coming in to steward a collaborative creative act. The relationship between the individual 
and the community generally is a recurring and deep concern of both organized religion and 
contemporary arts. Speaking in very broad strokes (no pun intended), each is marked by a strikingly 
different attitude to that relationship. 

Artists are technicians to a set of concerns, trained and equipped with a wealth of accumulated 
insight and method… and subject to a range of flaws and blind spots. But interactions between artists 
and faith communities are acts of tacit diplomacy in the culture wars which are impoverishing our 
society. Spiritually, intellectually, culturally, this generation-long struggle is impoverishing our society 
and degrading our capacity…... 

and architects especially are collaborative by nature. …

If the congregants generate the material……
---------------------------------------------------------
Patterns

---------------------------------------------------------

One of the fundamental pressure points in the relationship between the arts and 

Individual freedom freedom. Universal declaration on human rights...

Despite the sin of Adam, God's call to communion perdured. Gradually, he revealed his wish to save humanity 
"not as individuals without any mutual bonds, but by making them into a people, a people which acknowledges 
Him in truth and serves Him in
holiness."8 
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---------------------------------------------------------

The ways a congregation goes about “doing” liturgical art are evolving. The iconic model of the commissioned artist, adrift 
in the existential ocean of solitary studio practice, is giving way to more collaborative approaches. But collaboration 
without some sort of informed guidance will have difficulty crafting a clear vision. The methods I am proposing and 
developing suggest new ways to enact this collaborative approach, while generating genuinely useful and provocative 
design elements for the contemporary worship environment. 

-------------- 

One of the models for this approach is the Judeo-Christian hymn tradition. It is impossible to overestimate its genius. Each 
human body pushes its voice out into the space with singular effort; each voice rises and arcs into the envelope of the 
joined refrain, disappearing into the gathered whole. These are moments when ordinary grace reaches into extraordinary 
Grace. It perfectly describes to our senses our faithful role in the universe. 

When we hear our voices leaning in to a larger song of a community, we know that we are members of that community, if 
only as sojourners. When members of a faithful community see ourselves reflected in a work of art or design, can identify 
our own marks in the larger canvas, we know we are spiritually at home. The thrill of participation in the corporate, 
communal creative effort is an experience of ordinary, extraordinary Grace. It is material hymnody. 

---------------------------------------------------------
Aldri Vis

It is perhaps interesting to note that, within the creatively tumultuous productivity of the last couple of decades, two of the 
most arresting examples of (broadly defined) “sacred space” have emerged under the care of what is probably the least 
liturgical sect in the world. Quakers, or Friends—the Religious Society of Friends (the tradition from which I come)—
spawned, with Minimalist artist James Turrell, the Live Oak Meeting House in Houston, Texas in 2001. His signature 
treatment of the skylight at the center of the structure invites, orchestrates--engineers, really—a state of altered 
consciousness. He engineers a state of altered consciousness. Using the simple technique of feathering the border of the 
skylight to a sufficiently fine edge that no actual edge is perceptible, he denies the human eye an edge or detail to fix on 
and register distance. The infinite depth of the sky’s falling away is rendered as though a flat panel suspended from the 
ceiling, forcing the viewer into a new cognitive posture of observing oneself observing. And this awareness is one of the 
trim tabs of religious or spiritual experience. 

The other example to take from the Quaker efforts would be the “Eyes Wide Open” public, temporary memorial to those 
killed in the Iraq war. Here, an empty pair of combat boots represented each American service person killed in the first 
years of that war, and varying numbers of regular “civilian” shoes represented the unknowable numbers of civilians dying 
violently. The effectiveness of the use of the boots is difficult to convey. Each boot had a name tag tied to it, with, for the 
service people whose families consented, the name, rank and age listed (the boots were not those of the actual 
combatants). For those few whose families did not consent, the tags were labeled with “anonymous.” Similar details 
accompanied the civilian shoes. It was not uncommon for nausea or trembling, or other bodily emotional responses, to 
accompany reflective visits with the ghostly absence of these legion of lost compatriots. 

Here is what is interesting to me about these two examples: Though their functions are very different—they could be said 
to embody the finest expressions of priestly and prophetic impulse in the arrangement of “sacred space”—Turrell seeks to 
restore us to a right relationship with creation; Eyes Wide Open forces an emotional confrontation with the fruits of our 
(collective) action. Also, one is permanent and the other temporary; one looks up and one looks down and this itself is a 
profoundly important distinction. Nevertheless their degree of effectiveness is roughly comparable. Using simple means 
they reach far beyond themselves, these modest arrangements of matter. And they reach us deeply and uncannily. 
But the first one, Turrell’s Live Oaks Meeting House, operates under the conventional model for the interaction between 
artist and faith community. The artist-hero, alone on the desert mount of monastic studio practice, appeases, beguiles or 
wrestles revelation from the muse, and returns with it to the city gates, for the people within to accept or reject it. 
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It is a particular blend of Moses, Jacob and Ezekial, and it works wonderfully for the gallery system. It does not work for 
the worship space of the 21st Century, as it did not work for the worship space of the 20th Century. The audience for the 
gallery self-selects; the artist can deploy the disregard for community and society necessary to plumb the depths of 
existential authenticity, and wager that a discriminating clientele will find them. But the worshipping community is pre-
formed. The artist cannot waltz in, foist the fruits of creative exploration on this gathered community and expect universal 
acceptance.  

The sad truth, or one sad truth, about the Live Oak Meeting House that we are unlikely to read about is the discord it 
wrought on the Quaker community there. Anecdotally, we hear of schisms in that congregation. We hear of attrition as 
members who found the presence of the artist too prominent in the mood and effect of the building, leave the community 
to worship more comfortably elsewhere, or perhaps to not worship at all.  

Yes, we also hear of new members joining the community partly because of the adventurous spirit attested to in the 
witness of this built environment. And some aspects of these adjustments will ring familiar to architects involved in the 
design of these buildings. But architecture never lost, and can never lose, its connection to collaborative process. In any 
case, we cannot ethically engage in these projects with the assumption that the community will be rearranged by them. 
The visual arts have undergone such a radical reworking of their social contract in the last century that the impact on 
these types of projects almost guarantees some amount of rearranging. 
  
So the delicate question of how to bring artists into this process is central. We cannot count on any current system of 
commissioning such works to generate enough agreement on what will work best for a space. The best artists around 
today have their passionate, articulate detractors. The tradition itself is built to subvert consensus. If an artist or a work of 
art is true to the risk-taking heritage of its tradition, how do we structure the relationship so that an already formed 
community can be reasonably assured that the relationship will be fruitful?  

Short answer: The community must be brought into the creative process. Members of the community must feel a sense of 
participation in, and ownership of, the creative process.  

I have been working on several approaches to working with faith communities to collaboratively generate patterns which 
can be transposed into design elements within a worship space. These approaches make the design and appointment of 
a worship space a truly collaborative product of the community it serves, and an opportunity for the community to learn 
about itself as individuals and as a group. At the same time, it affords the artist room to explore creative possibilities 
without absorbing all the risk of speculative creative effort aimed at skeptical and unfamiliar audiences. The community 
provides the raw materials, and the professional artist or designer stewards the creative energies of the community to 
form a cohesive and durable vision. Starting with simple processes--pen and ink, scissors and paper--with conversation, 
and with strategies for creating a workshop environment that fosters reflection and expression and activates the 
ontological imagination, artist and congregation move on to use simple digital design applications to turn the products of 
the gathered community into figurative and abstract patterns.  

!  
But patterns themselves, if poorly applied or casually considered, can undermine the entire enterprise, suggesting the 
superficiality of a graphic surface, or the busy-ness that banishes silence. The promise of religious belief and practice is 
that it should provide us a glimpse of the larger pattern of the cosmos. Glimpsing the whole in the fragmentary; this is the 
hunger behind the impulse. Graphic patterns, executed under the inspired guidance of professional artists and deployed 
selectively, can serve to represent this function viscerally, engaging the whole human in the worship act. Pattern can 
organize space, provide texture and visual interest, and suggest order, expansiveness, and playfulness. Arranging 
fragments of radial patterns, for example, in elements of the interior architectural design or furnishings, so that the center 
of the glimpsed pattern corresponds with altar cross or aron, focuses attention and asserts ontological claims native to 
their worship spaces. They can be used as ornamental motifs on furnishings, banners and appointments, or as more focal 
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elements of murals, altar screens or leaded glass panels.  

Justification
A generation into the culture wars, it can be argued that the arts and religion have nothing productive 
to say to one another. First proclaimed by Pat Buchanan at the Republican National Convention 20 
years ago, the dynamics of this struggle continue to figure prominently in the political discourse of this 
country. With a decade of “kinetic” conflicts overseas, the now globalized culture wars are perhaps 
better understood as the struggle between pluralism and fundamentalism, with layers of complexity . 

Both domestically and internationally, leaving aside the secondary question of 

If we look at the main points of friction in these struggles—the role of sexuality in human experience, 
the role of language (and by extension, of scripture), the relationship between the individual and the 
community--

But peel away the contingent questions of ...which coalitions retain power and what issues they 
exploit in order to ....do so/      and you willl 

the ways we find and make meaning
frame and focus experience in order to clarify and enhance it
activate the imagination in our engagement with the world
console us in our brokenness, sustain us in our suffering
how we make choices, and see clearly

In spite of this deep ongoing conversation, it is the conflicts which get the headlines

!  8


