
“An artist with the craftsmanship and global appeal of Makoto Fujimura comes along 
all too rarely. Such an artist with a strong faith commitment who both inspires and leads 
other artists — now that’s really rare. Mako is a fine writer. I learned, and was provoked 
and frequently moved by these reflections that through Mako’s eye have become unique 
refractions.”

 — PhIlIP YAnceY, author of more than twenty books, including  
Prayer: Does It Make Any Difference? and What’s So Amazing About Grace?

“like his art, Makoto Fujimura’s essays harbor a depth of luminosity that requires and 
rewards patient contemplation. This collection is an important contribution to the conver-
sation between faith and art and between art and our beautiful, broken world.”

 — AndY crouch, editor, christian Vision Project (Christianity Today);  
author of Culture Making: Recovering Our Creative Calling

“At once bold and gracious, these ‘despatches’ from one of our finest living artists will 
provoke and inspire the reader at the deepest levels. If ever there were a time when we 
needed Fujimura’s profound evocation of art as a harbinger of peace in a fractured world, 
this is it.”

 — JereMY BegBIe, Thomas A. langford research professor of theology, duke university

“William Blake wrote, ‘They must always believe a lie, who see with, not through the eye.’ 
Imagine the possibilities if the adverse of that statement were true. how profoundly could 
those who see ‘through’ the eye perceive the richness and depth of truth. Mako Fujimura 
has spent a lifetime of seeing ‘through’ the remarkable gift of his eye. he has painted for us, 
and now, remarkably, he has written for us about the truth he has seen.”

 — MIchAel cArd, musician; author; teacher

“A bicultural abstractionist with a deeply meditative turn of mind, Makoto Fujimura has 
as much to say in words as he does in images. These essays, like his paintings, are rich and 
thoughtful explorations of art’s redemptive power and its place in a violent, broken world. 
rarely has a visual artist shed so bright a light on the wellsprings of his work.”

 — TerrY TeAchouT, drama critic, The Wall Street Journal

“In the pages of this book, you will find the work of a man who loves the creator of the 
universe and the art his creation produces. I recommend it.”

 — MArk JoSePh, author of Faith, God and Rock ‘n’ Roll;  
columnist, Foxnews.com and the Huffington Post

“Mako’s art reaches from earth to heaven, and so does his poetic prose. his essays on the 
recent past bring out what a brilliant artist sees and a text-oriented historian might over-
look: the texture, color, and poignancy of living in new York after 9/11 and viewing a world 
laden with both horror and hope.”

 — MArVIn olASkY, editor-in-chief, WORLD magazine; provost, The king’s college

“In these essays, Makoto Fujimura reveals himself to be an artist not only with pigments 
but also with words. his translucent prose warrants close, meditative reading to capture the 
subtle meanings refracted through its poetic lens.”

 — nAncY PeArceY, author of Total Truth: Liberating Christianity from Its Cultural Captivity
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“This elegantly penned collection sets a very high bar for future conversations about faith, 
art, and the hope we all have for the healing of our fractured world. Makoto Fujimura is a 
tender prophet of beauty and peace. The breadth of his spiritual vision is awe-inspiring.”

 — IAn MorgAn cron, senior pastor, Trinity church, greenwich connecticut;  
author of Chasing Francis: A Pilgrim’s Tale

“Mako Fujimura’s personal memoir circles on the demands of art and faith and their final 
inseparability. Refractions weaves a tale of art with the flames of 9/11 flickering in the 
background.”

 — dAle BroWn, director, the Buechner Institute, king college

“Mako Fujimura is about making peace. And he has long striven to make peace in his 
art and life. This arrangement of blogs, expansive in tone and urban in outlook, displays 
Fujimura’s ability to find the transcendent in just about anything, from teaching a special-
needs teen to wading through the ash-filled air of 9/11. It is an ability that makes him a joy 
to encounter, both in person and in his writing. his art — and his life — is about seeing and 
making connections in our world’s conventions that most of us miss. 

‘Artists are at the margins of society,’ he tells us, ‘but they are like the christmas 
shepherds, often the first to notice the miracles.’ Fujimura represents a new breed of artists, 
whose lives match their work in their power to inspire. They remind us just how much we 
need them to notice the miracles.” 

 — reVerend SAM AndreAdeS, pastor, Village church, new York city

“These essays weave a luminous tapestry of observation and insight and they’re a great read. 
Fujimura the artist has become a national treasure, and with these essays he demonstrates 
that he is also a serious writer and thinker. his prose is artful, moving, and bristling with 
wisdom.”

 — ScoT SherMAn, director, San Francisco Theological center

“In these remarkable essays — ‘refractions’ indeed — Makoto Fujimura takes us unflinch-
ingly into what he calls the war zone of the human heart, shedding light along the way 
on how art, fused with a hope born of a deep religious calling, transforms and redeems. 
calling up such examples as dante and christo, T. S. eliot and Warhol, c. S. lewis and 
leonardo, Fujimura writes of his personal struggle to make art and find meaning in a 
post–9/11 world. The result is a powerful and passionate exploration of what it means to be 
a christian and an artist.” 

 — roBerT loVe TAYlor, author of Blind Singer Joe’s Blues

“expanding upon the writing of kathleen norris, Mako Fujimura brings together spiritual 
reflections on the observed world with the devotion of an accomplished painter to his work. 
Through lived encounters, Mako traces evidence of healing and signs of god’s beauty and 
grace. even in moments that seem to beg for closure, he pleads for a certain openness and 
wonder. And, offering us a glimpse inside his own art, Mako affirms every person’s human 
capacity to create and serve.”

 — reVerend SuSAn JohnSon, hyde Park union church, chicago, Illinois
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Fo r e w o rd

The movie Joyeux Noelle (2005) is the true story of the famous “christmas Truce” 
of 1914. It depicts how, during the hostilities of World War I, the French, Scottish, 
and german troops spontaneously laid down their weapons, came up out of their 
trenches, and fraternized during an informal, unauthorized armistice. And at the 
heart of this astonishing grassroots effort at peacemaking was art. 

kaiser Wilhelm II had sent thousands of christmas trees to the front lines in 
order to boost the morale of the german troops. After the trees were set up over 
their trenches, in sight of the enemies’ lines, a german soldier who was a tenor 
began to sing the christmas hymn “Stille nacht” (“Silent night”). Soon the 
French and Scottish troops began singing along in their own languages. Finally, 
soldiers climbed out of their trenches without their weapons and began to talk, 
then exchanged gifts, and finally even engaged in games of soccer. (The full, true 
story is told by Stanley Weintraub in Silent Night: The Story of the World War I 
Christmas Truce (Plume, 2002).

The movie adds a fictional character to the true story in the form of a world-class 
soprano to go with the great tenor. The beauty of their singing breaks through the 
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political dividing walls and unites the opponents in joy and tears. I’ve seen some-
thing of this unifying power even in my own church services. Because I minister 
in new York city, our congregation contains some of the best musicians in the 
world. The music in our services is always excellent, but occasionally we have a 
musical offering that is so superb and affecting that everyone listening is stunned 
into silence and moved to tears. And guess what? It is not members rather than 
visitors, or christians rather than non-christians, who are touched. everyone is 
brought together; everyone is included. Interestingly, this happens only when the 
art is skillful and well-done. When the music is mediocre or bad, my members 
may be edified a bit if they know and love the musician personally, but visitors and 
strangers are bored and excluded by the experience.

Mako Fujimura is absolutely right to focus on the peace-crafting power of art. 
he quotes Tolstoy, who wrote that art “should cause violence to be set aside.” It is 
our instinct toward freedom, justice, and beauty. This book of reflections explores 
Tolstoy’s thesis with wisdom, humility, and grace.

I have been a friend and cominister in new York city with Mako since 1990. 
Mako’s International Arts Movement has been a pioneering effort to integrate 
thoughtful faith with the creation of art that moves us toward the world “that 
ought to be.” I’m delighted to see this book appear and honored to be able to 
recommend this book to all.

 — Tim keller 
new York city
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In t r o d u c t i o n

I write by the south window of my loft, three blocks from ground Zero, new York 
city. The window overlooks the young sycamore trees planted on the opposite 
side of the street where one of the plane engines fell like a meteor, almost killing a 
pedestrian. like that pedestrian, my family and I were spared from perishing that 
day, living so close to the site that will be marked as one of the emblems of a horror 
of the new century. And yet god has called us to call this our home. 

god has taught me as an artist and a follower of christ to live and work for the 
“prosperity of the city” (Jeremiah 29) in the ashes of September 11, 2001. Most 
Saturday mornings between 2003 and 2006, I sat down to reflect, or refract, on 
issues related to war and peace, but from the vantage point of an artist, a father, 
and a husband. As I wrote, I was admitting to the confusion, chaos, and deeper 
wrestling that I saw in my own heart during and after that fateful day. 

In 2003 I was appointed by President Bush to the national council on the 
Arts,1 in recognition of my artistic accomplishments and my advocacy efforts via 
International Arts Movement.2 Working with dana gioia, the superb poet and 
visionary head of the national endowment for the Arts, I realized that we have to 
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constantly labor to raise awareness for the arts in the united States and to present 
America via the arts to the rest of the world. I found that I had a particular vantage 
point from my bicultural upbringing to do so with some objectivity and passion, 
as well as with empathy of knowing that the world also suffers from trauma of one 
kind or another. My new responsibility to advocate for the arts in America increased 
my travel schedule. Thus, I wrote some of my “Saturday morning essays” during my 
travels, weaving in experiences from my international journeys. I remember trying 
to complete some of these essays by the frost of the plane window flying over Asia 
before the piercing deep blue of the night sky lured me to sleep.

Terry Teachout, the drama critic for the Wall Street Journal, who later joined the 
council, encouraged me to keep writing in the blogosphere, saying, “Very few times 
in history do we have the opportunity to shape a new medium for communica-
tion. The blogosphere is one of those rare opportunities.” My daughter, then thir-
teen, taught me how to post a blog with images, and I was ready to take on a new 
medium.

here, then, are dispatches from various points on my journey of art, faith, and 
culture, written from the perspective of an artist living in twenty-first-century 
ground Zero and wrestling with the issues of humanity. As a visual artist living 
and working in new York city, I also dwell in the multifaceted reality of the post-
modern visual arts world, a multiphrenic world of shock, cynicism, and irony. I 
write from within that world, from the perspective of someone who loves to engage 
with and create art but also as a christian whose central identity is in christ, the 
ultimate Artist and Peacemaker. 

Why art in a time of war? Jesus stated, “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will 
be called sons of god” (Matthew 5:9). The greek word for peacemakers is eirene-
poios, which can be interpreted as “peace poets,” suggesting that peace is a thing to 
be crafted or made. We need to seek ways to be not just “peacekeepers” but to be 
engaged “peacemakers.” In such a definition, peace (or the hebrew word shalom) 
is not simply an absence of war but a thriving of our lives, where god uses our 
creativity as a vehicle to create the world that ought to be. Art, and any creative 
expression of humanity, mediates in times of conflict and is often inexplicably tied 
to wars and conflicts.
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Art can play a central role in the making of peace. Jim hall, the legendary guitarist, 
in receiving the Jazz Masters Award, stated, “Jazz is our great peacemaker.”3 When 
jazz musicians travel around the world (they are more respected today outside of 
the u.S. than inside), their music carries a message of collaboration, the freedom 
of improvisation, and community — really, the fruits of democracy.4 Jazz commu-
nicates beyond the barriers of politics and ideologies, as music speaks a universal 
language.

leo Tolstoy, the russian author of War and Peace, wrote in What Is Art?:

The task of art is enormous. Through the influence of real art, 
aided by science, guided by religion, that peaceful co-operation 
of man which is now maintained by external means — by our 
law-courts, police, charitable institutions, factory inspection, 
and so forth, — should be obtained by man’s free and joyous 
activity. Art should cause violence to be set aside.5

Art “should cause violence to be set aside” because to Tolstoy, who wrote under 
totalitarian oppression, art expresses the desire for, and instinct toward, freedom, 
justice, and beauty. Tolstoy’s argument for this ideal for the arts continues: “The 
destiny of art in our time is to transmit from the realm of reason to the realm of 
feeling the truth.”6 In other words, the language of the arts translates the univer-
sal longing for peace into the tangible experience of the desire for peace. The arts 
provide us with language for mediating the broken relational and cultural divides: 
the arts can model for us how we need to value each person as created in the image 
of god. 

This context of rehumanization provided via the arts is essential for communi-
cation of the good news. Jesus desires to create in us “the peace of god, which 
transcends all understanding” (Philippians 4:7), so that we can communicate the 
ultimate message of hope found in the gospel, the story of Jesus, who bridged the 
gap between god and humanity to a cynical, distrustful world. The arts provide a 
necessary backdrop for such an enduring conversation.
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In my studio, I use ground minerals such as malachite and azurite, layering them 
to create prismatic refractions, or “visual jazz.” Via my art I hope to create a medi-
ated reality of beauty, hope, and reconciled relationships and cultures. As a found-
ing elder of the Village church,7 I have found that mediation of any kind is never 
black-and-white but prismatic and complex too. In order to find hope, even in 
the midst of the broken and torn fragments of relationships, in order to begin to 
journey into the heart of the divide, we must first wrestle with the deeper issues of 
faith. We must be willing to be broken ourselves into prismatic shards by the Master 
Artist, god, so that christ’s light can be refracted in us.

Three months prior to September 11, 2001, I wrote the following for a Santa Fe art 
exhibit called Beauty Without regret: 

Art cannot be divorced from faith, for to do so is to literally 
close our eyes to that beauty of the dying sun setting all around 
us. every beauty also suffers. death spreads all over our lives 
and therefore faith must be given to see through the darkness, 
to see through the beauty of “the valley of the shadow  
of death.”

Prayers are given, too, in the layers of broken, pulverized 
pigments. Beauty is in the brokenness, not in what we can 
conceive as the perfections, not in the “finished” images but 
in the incomplete gestures. now, I await for my paintings to 
reveal themselves. Perhaps I will find myself rising through the 
ashes, through the beauty of such broken limitations.

outside my window I see the young sycamores, once covered in the ashes of 
September 11, now turning to autumn hues casting their golden shadows on those 
passing by. Those who walk beneath the sycamore trees are of diverse cultures and 
backgrounds. Similarly, the culture at large is neither “christian” nor “secular” but 
fantastically pluralistic, defying conventional categorizations. In each culture we 
will no doubt find evidences of trauma, like the ashes of ground Zero, as we all 
find ourselves building upon our pulverized and fragmented past. We can choose 
to disengage from such intractable reality, as our hearts will struggle to find rest 



Sample from Refractions / ISBn 9781600063015
copyright © 2009 navPress Publishing.  

All rights reserved. To order copies of this resource, come back to www.navpress.com.

|  1 3  |

r e f r a c t i o n s

in such exilic ground as hiroshima, Auschwitz, darfur, Afghanistan, and so on. 
or we can accept the splintered condition of culture as a kaleidoscope of common 
struggles, a reality that only the golden rays of god can restore and recreate via 
broken humanity. The latter is my starting promise in writing this book. As you 
journey with me in this refracted light, I pray the Spirit will indeed reveal god’s 
presence in the undiscovered recesses of our creative journeys. 

Makoto Fujimura  
new York city, 2008



Columbine paintings being worked on in my new York studio.
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I

A  S e c o n d  Wi n d

For years dana gioia served as a vice president of general Foods before leaving 
business to write full-time. he told me, “I would come home too late and very 
tired, but each night I made myself sit down at my desk and simply copy the last 
paragraph of the essay I was working on or the last stanza of a poem. usually, I got 
my ‘second wind.’” With this “second wind” he became one of the most prolific 
and influential American writers of our time. Many of his coworkers and employ-
ees did not even know that he wrote poems until he began winning significant 
poetry awards (leading to his American Book Award in 2001) and his essays began 
to appear regularly in the Atlantic Monthly.

I think of what dana stated when I too find myself exhausted by my juggling act 
of trying to make ends meet, raising a family in this wild city. And yet, no matter 
how tired I am, when I prepare a panel with freshly spread handmade Japanese 
kumohada paper and enter into the daily ritual of painting, I rediscover the joy 
of creating. The process of creating renews my spirit, and I find myself attuned to 
the details of life rather than being stressed by being overwhelmed. I find myself 
listening rather than shouting into the void. creating art opens my heart to see and 
listen to the world around me, opening a new vista of experience. This is the gift of 
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the “second wind.” Such a state taps into what I now call eternal timefullness.1

A timeful experience is given when our minds are allowed to fully respond to the 
senses, to tap into the eternal reality that god opens for us via creativity. It’s what 
William Blake, the eighteenth-century poet, meant when he wrote, “To see a world 
in a grain of sand, / And a heaven in a wild flower, / hold infinity in the palm of 
your hand, / And eternity in an hour.”2 In order to “see a world in a grain of sand,” 
we must pause to pay attention to the details of life, to let our eyes wander into the 
crevices of the earth below, to observe the shadows as well as the light, to perhaps 
even see how the light is refracted in the fragmental remains of sands. And such 
observational skills must be cultivated as a form of discipline, even in the midst of 
the hectic lives we lead.

I am often asked, “how do you juggle family, ministry, and your art all at the 
same time?” Many people have a hard time keeping their creative side alive in the 
busyness of our times. The advice I give is to dedicate a space, even a small desk, 
for working on nothing other than your art, whatever medium that may be. guard 
against other parts of your life invading that dedicated space. Then, I advise them, 
do what dana gioia did: Make yourself sit down in front of that dedicated space. 
If you are a poet, like him, copy the last stanza you wrote; if you are a visual artist, 
open the sketchbook and look at what you have done. Most of the time, you will 
get your “second wind” as well. 

Much of the days that I spend in the studio, I am preparing, waiting, and work-
ing to get ready to paint. Being a full-time artist means spending more than half 
of my time earning the right to create. I may be making a business call to a new 
York gallery or waiting in line at the bank to send funds to a Japanese papermaker. 
I could be simply stretching cotton canvas onto stretchers to prepare the surface 
or waiting for the paper to dry. often, I am simply “showing up” to be in a regu-
lar rhythm of being available to create, and I may not feel creative at all. But my 
second wind kicks in to provide surprising moments of creative bursts. I value these 
moments, allowing me clarity and focus even in the midst of a stressful day. 

An artist needs to be attuned to the nuances and subtleties of life in order to create. 
For me, this means paying attention to the materials I use. I need to know them 
in the same way that a writer would know, and love, his or her words. Thus, when 
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I open my jar of azurite to pour coarsely ground minerals into a white porcelain 
Japanese bowl and ladle in melted hide glue to mix, I begin to attune myself to 
another reality. The grains of sand being pushed about under my fingers begin to 
tap into the intuitive, creative core of my existence, but this arena also hungers 
for the sensual reality of earth underneath my fingers. each grain of sand must be 
saturated with glue, which forms a protective surface that will act both as a binder 
and a form of varnish. So I am squeezing out the air in the process of mixing. But 
I am also squeezing out the unnecessary concerns of life, the intrusive voices that 
prevent me from focusing on the inner core. This daily ritual opens my senses to 
the reality of creativity. And my senses, soon engaged, propel me into a timeful 
journey again. 

The minerals I use are like prisms, and they refract light more than just reflect it. 
The color spectrum and her subtle hues take a while to get used to, to truly see. The 
layering of these minerals reveals a mystery hidden beneath the surface reality, a 
world full of life and enchantment. It is a world not of competition but of comple-
mentation. In refracted light, no area is delineated as dark, or black; instead, the 
surface dances to the waves of light evenly. refracted colors do not war against one 
another; they move in and out of our sensory arena, like an aurora extending her 
tails far into the horizon.

So today I pause and consider the world around me, from the May irises on 
greenwich Street near my loft to the homeless man (larry) around the corner 
from my studio. My role as an artist is never accomplished by executing a paint-
ing. My role begins there, but it extends into the earthy reality of the broken and 
beautiful world around me. Artist or not, when we begin to pay attention to the 
intuitive core of our experience and see the mysteries there, we too like dana, will 
find our “second wind.”

April 2004


