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WELCOME ADDRESS OF ARCHBISHOP GIANFRANCO RAVASI
Sist ine Chapel,  Saturday, November 21, 2009

Your Hol iness,

I t  is  d i f f icul t  for  me to give voice now to th is crowd of  ar t ists who have come from around
the world represent ing so many more of  their  col leagues. The emot ions of  a l l  run deep as
we stand before th is great and glor ious backdrop by Michelangelo,  the supreme symbol of
the meet ing between art  and fai th,  and in f ront  of  the successor of  Peter,  who embodies
the centur ies-old history of  the Church.

Forty- f ive years ago, on May 7,  1964, in th is same extraordinary set t ing,  Pope Paul  VI
in a passionate speech addressed art ists reminding them that the ul t imate chal lenge of
aesthet ic creat ion is to “grasp from the heaven of  spir i t  i ts  t reasures and clothe them anew
with word,  colour,  shape, and accessibi l i ty” .  In the restr icted space of  the word, of  shape,
image, and sound, the art ist  t r ies to make the inf in i te and the eternal  shine. As one of
the art ists,  Joan Miró,  commented, art  is  not the v is ib le but makes vis ib le the Invis ib le,
over looking the abyss of  being and existence, crossing the boundar ies of  the immediately
evident to penetrate regions of  the absolute and the transcendent.

Ten years ago, Your Hol iness,  on Easter Sunday 1999, your venerated predecessor,
John Paul  I I ,  wrote his Letter to Art ists “ to assure his esteem and to help consol idate
a more construct ive partnership between art  and the Church”,  to revive “ the f ru i t fu l
col loquium that two thousand years of  h istory has not interrupted”.  Our past is f i l led wi th
an immense and wonderful  her i tage that brought Goethe to exclaim: “The mother tongue
of Europe is Chr ist iani ty” .  Marc Chagal l  was convinced that for  centur ies art ists dipped
their  paintbrushes in the colourful  a lphabet of  the bibl ical  pages. But already in the eighth
century,  the cantor of  sacred images, St.  John of  Damascus, did not hesi tate to suggest:
“ I f  a heathen comes and says, ‘Show me your fa i th! ’ ,  then take him to church and show him
the decorat ion which adorns i t  and explain i t  to him with a ser ies of  sacred paint ings” (PG
95, 325).

This bond, once so t ight ,  became undone over the last  century.  On one hand, spir i tual
ref lect ion did not always fol low the path of  ‘ theological  aesthet ics’  and the ecclesial  ar t
has of ten merely copied the sty les of  ear l ier  eras and genres;  and of ten i t  has adapted
the ugl iness that besets modern ci t ies.  On the other hand, art  has t rodden the paths of
the secular c i ty,  archiv ing rel ig ious themes, symbols,  narrat ives,  and the f igures of  that
cul tural  code which the Bible was for centur ies.  Art ists have of ten been dedicated to
increasingly more provocat ive or sel f - referent ia l  ephemeral  and sty l is t ic exercises,  of ten
slaves to fashion and the logic of  the market.
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Yet there is st i l l  a desire to recompose that “ f ru i t fu l  d ia logue”.  And the art ists,  Your
Hol iness,  are now wait ing for  you to pronounce with your words the f i rst  beat of  th is new
dialogue. As you have already af f i rmed, i t  is  possible for  “aesthet ics and ethics,  beauty,
t ruth and goodness” to converge once again.  Once the rubble of  misunderstanding and
distance has been removed, the v ia pulchr i tudinis  is  st i l l  open before the bel iever and the
art ist .  The goal  to be reached was out l ined by the wr i ter  Hermann Hesse when he of fered
this surpr is ing def in i t ion:  “Art  means to show God in everything”,  that  is  the Eternal  and
the Inf in i te.

This is what John Paul  I I  hoped for in his Letter :  “May your art  help to af f i rm that t rue
beauty which, as a gl immer of  the Spir i t  of  God, wi l l  t ransf igure matter,  opening the human
soul  to the sense of  the eternal . ”  And now, Your Hol iness,  as we thank you for the gi f t  you
have wanted me, in your name, to give to each art ist  at  the end of  th is meet ing,  we al l  ask
you to enl ighten us on this path of  beauty and l ight ,  wi th your words which we shal l  hear
with s incere openness and heart fe l t  part ic ipat ion.
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