
On that note, community murals also visually express Black spirituality, 
particularly if we understand spirituality as a state of being or a way of 
engaging in and responding to God's presence in our social realityY Womanist 
theologian M. Shawn Copeland characterizes African American spirituality as 
commemorative, celebratory, and criticalP Each of these aspects is reflected 
in Steppers (Jones 1996), a four-story mural painted on the wall of the former 
convent of St. Elizabeth's Church in North Philadelphia that rises above a lot 
where the church stood before it was closed and razed by the Archdiocese. 
First, the image of the church in the background attests to the commemorative 
nature of the community's spirituality. Neighbors remember St. Elizabeth's as a 
long-standing source of identity and cohesion. Second, the images of neighbors 
thriving in various activities-GED classes, gardening, being at home-conveys 
the celebratory aspects of their spirituality. According to Helen Brown, the block 
captain who initiated the mural process, the community remains committed 
to flourishing despite the devastating loss of their churchY Finally the mural's 
central image, members of the neighborhood's nationally acclaimed drum 
corps marching resolutely into the future, captures the critical nature of Black 
spirituality. The determination in the faces of these young people challenges any 
negative assessment of their ability to move forward. 

Finally, several murals in African American communities offer visual 
expressions of Black liberation theology. Through these murals communities 
implicitly tum to the wisdom of their particular experiences as African 
Americans in order to affirm the central message of the gospel: freedom from 
personal and social sin, through relationships rooted in the liberating struggle 
for justice. In addressing a range of social justice issues-from drug addiction 
and strong families to literacy and environmental concerns-the murals in these 
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communities are theological in explaining the hope that resides within these 
communities. This connection-between the experiences of the communities, 
their public art, and Black theology-is most evident in various depictions of 
Christ as Black, as is the case in the crucified Christ in the upper right corner 
of Born Again. Blackness is not merely symbolic of Christ's solidarity with 
those who suffer at the hands of others or who are victims of exclusive power 
structures. More importantly, it reaffirms African Americans as participants in 
the liberating mystery of an incarnational, crucified, and resurrected God who is 
not "color-blind" and "not for all, but for the oppressed, the poor and unwanted 
of society, and against oppressors."14 Eubanks, an African American himself, 
noted that it was "extra vital how I approached this whole thing" and, to that 
end, he turned to his own spirituality and the experiences of the neighborhood 
around him as he worked. The end result according to Eubanks: "He is risen. 
The cycle of life is implied there-things end and things do start again."IS 

Participating in the Power to Be:
 
Community Murals as Restorative Justice
 

"Art saves lives" according to Jane Golden, a professional muralist and 
Director of Philadelphia's Mural Arts Program (MAP). "Murals can playa 
catalytic role in healing the wounds of the city."16 However, it's not the murals 
themselves, but the participatory process of creating them, that heals wounds 
often left untreated by standard approaches to urban development or even 
restorative justice. If art is truly participation in the liberating power of creation, 
the capacity to imagine what might be, or to make visible that which goes 
unseen, then murals undoubtedly participate in the power to be. 



For example, the MAP connects a variety of institutions that constitute 
Philadelphia's civil society-city government, the school district, hospitals, the 
police department, as well as others-with populations long isolated from 
or abandoned by society-truant public school students, recent immigrant 
communities, victims of violent crimes, and even their perpetrators. Bringing 
these often disparate groups together to consider social problems from different 
perspectives unleashes the imagination, not just for artistic expression but also 
for solutions to problems that plague marginalized communities. Neighbors 
and communities come together in various steps of the mural-making process: 
gathering signatures for the mural application, holding at least three community 
meetings with the muralist to discuss possible images, obtaining community 
approval of the final image, arranging several painting and mosaic sessions 
with neighbors as well as partners from the wider community, and, finally, a 
dedication ceremony. This process suggests two new trajectories for theological 
aesthetics and restorative justice. 

First, the process of mural making in these communities forces a shift in 
the understanding of beauty for creators and viewers alike. Real artistic beauty, 
the kind which bell hooks suggests "constitutes one of the rare locations where 
acts of transcendence can take place and have wide-ranging transformative 
impact,'117 can no longer be strictly personal, individualized, privatized, 
ahistorical, commodified, or even doctrinal. In many cases, community murals 
lift up the communal, collective, public, political, and liberating possibilities 
of beauty when it is introduced to persons with little exposure or access to 
art. They suggest that beauty ultimately offers a new awareness via a new 
perspective, one that acknowledges and then resists the dehumanizing and 
isolating aspects of our culture. 
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For example, Songs ofHope (Gensler 2002), a four-story mural on the side of 
the Gateway to Heaven Pentecostal Church in West Philadelphia funded in part 
through a federal anti-drug initiative, depicts a young man dressed in an over­
sized white basketball jersey who is captivated by something on the horizon and 

is tentatively walking 
toward it. The Rev. 
Cornell Smith, the 
church's pastor, noted 
that his main concern 
through the mural 
process was that it 
reflect ways in which 
his congregation 

"takes the word" to 
the impoverished of 
their neighborhood. 
He summarized their 
outreach work as 

"understanding the 
past in order to see 
where we are going in 
the future."ls In order 
to meet this request, 
Donald Gensler, 
the lead muralist, 
participated in weekly 
worship services 
and in particular a 
summer tent revival 
where the choir's 

meditative repetition of a "song of hope" gave Gensler the inspiration for 
the mural: "spirituality is a way through addiction."19 Gensler, like other 
muralists who are classically trained in fine arts, finds the studio of the streets 
a powerful touchstone for his sense of beauty. He notes that murals are not 
mere illustrations, translations, or propaganda. They are a visual reflection of 
relationships. "1 hear people's voices, and collaborate with them and then create 
out of that experience," he notes. 

Second, the participatory and relational aspects of mural-making suggests 
an important role for artistic expression in thinking about, creating, and 
maintaining human flourishing. They remind us that justice does not simply 
entail equitable distribution of material goods, retribution for wrong doing, or 
even access to the common good, which are all important for lifting people 
above the poverty line. They prophetically suggest that living above that 
arbitrary line does not necessarily guarantee flourishing. In other words, 
flourishing requires justice in its most elementary form-the capacity to live 
in right relationships with self, God, and others. Justice therefore, demands 
intangible goods such as the power to resist false stereotypes, the ability to 
share and listen to stories, the capacity for imagination, and the ability to 
contribute your vision of the future to that of your community. These types of 
activities and capabilities restore a sense of empowerment and participation to 
marginalized persons. 

Recovery, a four-story mosaic in a neighborhood of North Philadelphia 
where more than 50 percent of neighbors struggle with addiction, offers a 
provocative visual example of the type of justice that restores relationships, 



empowers persons for self and collective expression, and liberates people to 
remember the past and envision a different future. This mural was completed 
by members of New Jerusalem Now, an ecumenical community of neighbors 
in recovery and those committed to accompanying them on their journeys. It 
depicts twelve images of recovery designed and then assembled by members 
in recovery themselves. In many ways, the notion of restorative justice is 
best captured in a mosaic-broken fragments of one destroyed object and fit 
together with other fragments to create something altogether new. The mural 
clearly reflects the organization's commitment to "helping ourselves and our 
neighborhood to recover."zo It gives credence to Golden's claim that beauty 

"makes people feel that they have a voice, that they can be part of the system of 
change, that there's potential, that redemption is possible."zl 

New Awareness:
 
Community Murals as Visible Religion
 

Finally, faith-based community murals in Philadelphia provide inviting 
expressions of what Archbishop of Canterbury Rowan Williams calls "visible 
religion." Writing from his increasingly religiously plural and culturally divided 
context, Williams calls for religion that reminds faithful peoples of our shared 
values: care and concern for the poor and vulnerable, recognition of the dignity 
of persons, commitments to non-violence.... Moreover, visible religion 

"defends the right of a society to have access to meaning," a lack of which is its 
own type of impoverishment that "shows itself not only in atheism but also in 
the anxious and greedy spirit that cannot see the human context of economic 
activity."zz Note, Rowan Williams calls for visible not audible religion. The 
former is best witnessed through actions and meaningful symbols. Doorways 
to Peace at the AI-Aqsa Islamic Community Center in the North KenSington 
section of Philadelphia provides compelling support for the Archbishop's point. 

For four decades prior to 9/11, the AI-Aqsa community, comprised of 
nearly three hundred Muslim families from thirteen countries, had been 
an unassuming presence in the neighborhood. The mosque, school, and 
community center were housed in a former furniture warehouse whose tired 
brick fa~ade belied the existence of the vibrant faith community behind its 
walls. After 9/11, however, leaders of the mosque decided to bring their own 
community together to explore the various cultural expressions of Islam 
within the mosque itself, and then to reach out to the wider community in an 
attempt to create greater understanding about Islam in general and the AI-Aqsa 
community in particular. Members of the mosque-at first just the imam and 
community liaison but gradually the fuller membership-collaborated with 
two muralists, a Christian and a Jew, to transform completely the building's 
five-story exterior. More than a year of conversation, exchanges of ideas, and 
building relationships of trust among the mutually wary project partners 
resulted in a mural, Doorways to Peace (Brenman and Hughes 2006) that far 
exceeded everyone's expectations. In addition to the dazzling geometric shapes 
in blues, oranges, pinks, and golds that now adorn the mosque, rendering it 
one of the city's newest religious and cultural landmarks, the mural features 
hundreds of tiles hand-rolled and painted by students in nearby elementary 
schools and neighbors in the wider community. The tiles depict the ninety-nine 
names of Allah in Arabic and English, geometric shapes, and images of faith, 
hope and love, which form three arched doorways along the side of the Mosque. 

"My intention is always on getting the artwork done and making it the best 
I can make it," said Joe Brenman, the Jewish muralist who wrestled with his 
own Jewish spirituality and misconceptions of Muslims and Islam as he worked 
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everyday along sidemembers of the Mosque. "But I went into this project with a 
different intention, of making a change in attitude-of my own and the people 
I was working with. I could not let the frustrations of not getting the art exactly 
the way I wanted it to overtake what the greater goal was."23 

"Building up trust was the key issue in this project," said Adab Ibrahim, 
AI-Aqsa's community liaison. "The lead artist was Jewish and he wanted people 
to know he was Jewish. And this was a big step for our community to let a 
Jewish man do this art work, to let other people touch our sacred walls.... He 
changed a lot of perspectives and that was so transformative. Our community is 
now ready for other things. When you do these kinds of things doors open."24 

As with Tillich's experience of religious art opening us up to a deeper level of 
reality, community-based murals, created in conjunction with faith communities 
or which incorporate religious imagery, are indeed theological texts with 
tremendous revelatory potential for anyone who encounters them. In many 
ways, Golden unknowingly points to an emerging intersection of the theology 
and the arts, beauty and justice, or even the studio and the sanctuary when she 
notes, "When you look at a mural I urge you to think about it as a medium for 
discussion and connection. This kind of art can become the common ground 
from which we challenge the cycle of crime, poverty and violence and overcome 
the fear and alienation they cause."25 .:. 


