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 Many mainline denominational churches, like First Presbyterian Church in 

Lakeland, FL, face a problem: the desire for relevance while being layered in the 

trappings of what some consider archaic religious heritage and vestments. The old forms 

and structures meant to point to the transcendence of God and the reverence a person 

should hold for their Creator and Savior Jesus Christ instead smack of institutionalism of 

a bygone Christendom. As a result, new congregations often opt for surroundings and 

liturgies that are devoid of traditional elements, and older/more established 

congregations, such as FPC Lakeland, try to solve the problem by adding contemporary 

services in gyms, fellowship halls, and the like, removing those members of the 

congregation away from the transcendent forms. These efforts seek relevance by 

emphasizing God’s immanent presence over God’s transcendent character.  

 Modern artists and pop culture contributors demonstrate that there is a longing for 

both and a desire to see the transcendent in the everyday. On one hand, Craig Detweiler 

and Barry Taylor observe the post-rational/ultra-experiential nature in current musical 

trends, “Almost all scholarly research or analysis of pop music begins and ends with 

personal experience.”  On the other hand, Robert Johnston writes of surveying his 1

students about their own religious experiences, “In my teaching in theology and the arts, 

it is a common experience for me to hear students relate stories of their own transcendent 

experiences that they have had while reading a book or viewing a movie.”  In a post-2

 Craig Detweiler and Barry Taylor,  A Matrix of Meanings: Finding God in Pop Culture (Grand 1

Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2003). Kindle: Loc 2499-2500.

 Robert K. Johnston, God's Wider Presence: Reconsidering General Revelation (Grand Rapids, 2

MI: Baker Academic, 2003). Kindle: 6.
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literal world where the minutia of conveyed “facts” are picked apart in 140 characters or 

less, people gravitate toward larger, transcendent, meta-truths provided to us in 

mythology.  There is a desire for a balance between articulating and reveling in both the 3

transcendence and immanence of God and understanding that the greatest impact is felt 

when the transcendent is experientially realized. 

 While there are many artists who have found a way to strike this balance, few do 

it as well or with as much creative breadth as the musical and visual artist Sufjan Stevens. 

Stevens is a self-professed Christian, but a Christian who that has not used his faith for 

evangelistic purposes, instead seeking to let faith and doubt co-exist in his artistry.  From 4

discussions of failed presidential candidates, serial killers, and the death of his own 

mother to poetic analyses of the solar system, the prophetic ravings of a Louisiana-based 

painter and writer, and a music/film project devoted to the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway, 

Stevens’ lyrical, sonic, and visual landscapes demonstrate a desire to live in the tragedy 

and beauty of the world while aspiring to a greater story of the divine. In an interview 

accompanying the release of his collaboration with Nico Muhly, Bryce Dessner, and 

James McAllister entitled Planetarium, Stevens states, “There's a sort of beautiful perfect 

order to life on earth that's so mysterious and so profound. And yet as people we really 

f*** it up. We're so dysfunctional, and we seek guidance from the exterior world, from 

the heavens, to help us understand our purpose here and to sort of create a sense of 

 Detweiler and Taylor, 6362-6363. 3

 

  mfink, “Interview with Sufjan Stevens,” Delusions of Adequacy, September 25, 2006. http://4

www.adequacy.net/2006/09/interview-with-sufjan-stevens/, (accessed June 24, 2017). 
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order.”  Having the wide range of biblical material and liturgical forms, it is this same 5

balance that churches, backed by biblical teaching, generational history,  and 

ecclesiastical heritage, such as the First Presbyterian Church in Lakeland, FL, are 

uniquely equipped to communicate if they would but step into that space. 

 To understand how something as nebulous as an artist’s work can inform a 

congregation’s ministry life, there need to be parameters because a complete 

deconstruction of an entire a body of work from someone as prolific as Sufjan Stevens 

would take volumes. That said, I will focus primarily on discussions related to just a 

sampling of Stevens’ work and their development from the earlier stages of his career to 

more recent offerings. I will do so according to the two prescribed themes: the 

transcendent, mythological aspects of Stevens’ work and the immanent, experiential 

aspects, and how those themes combine and seek to understand how they can inform the 

communication of faith practice. 

Sufjan Stevens’ Mythological Transcendence Presented in Sounds and Visuals 

 Sufjan Stevens is a talented (mostly self-taught) multi-instrumentalist with an 

education from the New School for Social Research master’s program in writing , yet 6

Stevens’ grandiose-mythology begins with the musical styles of many of his records. 

Though often categorized as an indie-folk, alternative singer-songwriter, many of 

  Bob Boilen, “Sufjan Stevens, Nico Muhly And Bryce Dessner On Creating ‘Planetarium,’” All 5

Songs Considered, June 8, 2017. http://www.npr.org/sections/allsongs/2017/06/08/531946097/sufjan-
stevens-nico-muhly-and-bryce-dessner-on-creating-planetarium, (accessed June 24, 2017). 

 “Sufjan Stevens,” http://asthmatickitty.com/artists/sufjan-stevens/ (accessed June 17, 2017).6
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Stevens’ albums explore sonic territory that is somewhat undefinable and without 

category. It may be most helpful to call these styles mythological in scope, leaving it to 

the listener to interpret the meaning on an emotional level. Stevens has said, “My only 

goal is to extend myself — instrumentally, thematically, theoretically — until I come 

across something exciting (something otherworldly), making the most joyful noise 

possible.”  7

Enjoy Your Rabbit 

 This fantastical approach to music is seen in some of Stevens’ earliest works, 

especially his sophomore release entitled Enjoy Your Rabbit. This foray into electronica is 

devoted to demonstrating soundscapes related to each symbol in the Chinese zodiac; an 

assuredly mythological endeavor that winds and twists for nearly 80 minutes. Of the 

record Stevens said, 

[Listeners] inevitably end up visualizing a place or a picture when listening 

(carefully) to the album. Maybe this is the purpose of instrumental music in the 

first place. There are no lyrics (or narrative) to encourage the listener. Therefore 

you are free to imagine what you like. Originally, I wanted to create an aural 

environment for each animal: a movie soundtrack (without the movie).   8

 While this may not be considered an accessible pop album, it does underscore the 

post-literalism of modern music. As Detweiler and Taylor observe, “This approach makes 

  mfink http://asthmatickitty.com/artists/sufjan-stevens/, (accessed June 24, 2017). 7

  Ibid. 8
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the recipient the sole interpreter of the material, and each listener brings a different 

interpretation to each song.”  For example, Pitchfork writer Jason Nickey said of the 9

second track of Rabbit entitled “Year of the Monkey,” “Microchips fly everywhere as a 

thunderous, crashing pile driver [sic] of a beat smashes them both to bits. Like its 

namesake, it's playfully mischievous, with a hint of violence always lurking nearby.”  10

Rabbit shifts, at times violently, from chaotic and almost-incoherent cacophony (as on 

“Year of the Monkey”) to organized but playful (as on “Year of the Ox”) to calm and 

ambient (as on “Year of our Lord”).  

 What the organically-produced bleeps and pops of an electronic album like Rabbit 

communicate about the cosmos is left to individual interpretation, but the sounds do elicit 

an emotional response that transcends the current condition of the listener. This musical 

outlook carries much the same affect as early electronica and ambient pioneer Brian Eno. 

For Eno, “Technical advances in recording and instrumentation allowed him to realize his 

dream. His ambient music floated into the atmosphere, creating sonic spaces and being 

stored in our subconscious.”  Ambient and electronic music, such as Eno’s and that of 11

Stevens in some of his work, is meant to transform and transport where the listener no 

longer inhabits simply the physical space but also the mythological space of his/her 

imagination.  

 Detweiler and Taylor,  2841-2842.9

 Jason Nickey, “Sufjan Stevens: Enjoy Your Rabbit,” Pitchfork, October 23, 2001. https://10

pitchfork.com/reviews/albums/7511-enjoy-your-rabbit/, (accessed June 30, 2017). 
 

 Detweiler and Taylor,  Loc 2805-2807. 11
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 Biblically and theologically, the work of the Holy Spirit is meant to help a 

believer understand his/her place beyond the present realities of the broken world. 

Sinclair Ferguson writes of the Spirit’s activity, “The Spirit who hovered over the waters 

on the first of creation also hovered over the virgin Mary in the conception of the head of 

the new creation, Jesus. Now… the same Spirit hovers over men and women to bring 

new birth to them ‘from above.’”  Modern ambient music such as Stevens’ Rabbit, may 12

be meant to emotionally transport the listener, while the activity of the Holy Spirit works 

beyond the emotions of the believer to provide healing from the brokenness. The apostle 

Paul writes in Romans 8:26, “Likewise, the Spirit helps us in our weakness. For we do 

not know what to pray for as we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with 

groanings too deep for words.”  

The BQE 

 Stevens pushes this further in his transcendent take on seemingly mundane topics 

as well. One of the most extreme examples is found in Stevens’ multi-platform project 

entitled The BQE. Through pictorial, musical, narrative, and cinematic form, he explores 

with glorious rigor the infamous New York City highway, the Brooklyn-Queens 

Expressway. Technically, The BQE is a 40-minute movie soundtrack of a film of the same 

name directed by Stevens with the music flowing through seven movements, three 

interludes, an introduction and an epilogue of near-classical composition. The 

accompanying film is a series of vistas of the titular subject with no dialogue and few 

 Sinclair Ferguson, The Holy Spirit: Contours of Christian Theology (Downers Grove, IL: 12

InterVarsity Press, 1996). 241. 
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actors (save the Super Teenage Hooper Heroes). This is 

all tied together in the vinyl release that includes 

extended linear notes with an essay written by Stevens 

wherein he compares and contrasts the ideology of the 

modern American highway with the advent of such 

children’s toys as the Hoola Hoop and a comic book 

written by Stevens highlighting the crusades of the 

aforementioned “Super Teenage Hooper Heroes.”  

 On the surface this opus seems ridiculous. All 

this creative effort inspired by and in celebration of a construction-pocked and gridlocked 

stretch of highway? Yet, Stevens offers his rationale in an interview on the project:  

“It’s heightened and transcendent, and the BQE itself is not a very enlightened 

experience. It’s an ugly, monolithic source of traffic and pollution and the object 

of scorn. So I decided to go the other way and recreate the BQE as I would have 

imagined it, which is as an object of beauty and perpetual motion and reflections 

and lights and colors [sic]. But it’s a complete fabrication; the beautification of a 

monumental beast. I think that’s typical of me, so if there’s anything personal in 

the project, it’s that.”  13

The objective was to mythologize something around which there was no actual 

mythology, to elevate and inspire where there is no inspiration. Stevens set out to, in a 

 "Sufjan Stevens: American 21st-century Renaissance man,” The Herald, October 18, 2009. 13

http://www.heraldscotland.com/news/
12610023.Sufjan_Stevens__American_21st_century_Renaissance_man/#, (accessed June 24, 2017). 
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variety of artistic forms, paint an almost flattering picture of one of modern humanity’s 

banal by-products.  

 In that regard, Stevens’ fantastical predilection succeeds. On the music itself, 

NME wrote, “Stevens transforms the ugly into something absurdly and ambitiously 

beautiful, with an eccentric, seven-movement piece that chirrups, rouses and distorts with 

the colorful [sic] verve of a dystopian Fantasia.”  This is what music of this sort has the 14

power to do: transform the mundane and even irritating into a masterpiece. Kutter 

Callaway, while engaging with the theology of Friedrich Schleiermacher, talks about the 

emotional potential of film music in his work Scoring Transcendence: Contemporary 

Film Music as Religious Experience, “Schleiermacher suggests, music in particular has 

the unique capacity for opening individuals up not only to the ‘other,’ but also to 

‘something higher still.’ Thus, what we feel in the emotions that film music evokes is not 

 “Album review: Sufjan Stevens – ‘The BQE’” NME, October 16, 2009. http://www.nme.com/14

reviews/album/reviews-sufjan-stevens-10919#xplbUAbRtXOXXB6c.99. (accessed June 25, 2017). 
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a purely inward-looking sentimentality but an affective awareness of the “o/Other.”  In 15

The BQE, Stevens has achieved what Gustav Mahler also set out to accomplish in his 

Symphony no 5. by creating “a ‘memory’ for… listeners, allowing them to interpret and 

imagine worlds gone by and worlds yet to come.”  16

 This project is at its root redemptive. The BQE allows anyone who has 

experienced the grueling ugliness traffic to view it through the lens of transcendent 

elegance. From the music, to the film, to the accompanying artwork, there is a certain 

ridiculousness in the mythology of a highway, and yet it is a reminder of the 

transformative plan of God. Though there is no good in humanity because of the state of 

sin at work (Psalm 14:3, Psalm 53:3, Romans 3), God through the internal working of the 

Holy Spirit works to change the ugliness of the self into the beauty of holiness. This is the 

work of regeneration. Louis Berkhof writes in his Systematic Theology, “Regeneration 

consists in the implanting of the principle of the new spiritual life in [a person], in a 

radical change of the governing disposition of the soul, which, under the influence of the 

Holy Spirit, gives birth to a life that moves in a Godward direction.”  17

 The BQE is a reminder that not only can humanity, even in its ugliest forms, be 

redeemed, but also that human beings long to not only create but to re-create. Stevens 

taps into that program by formulating a mythology around the unlikely subject of a 

  Kutter Callaway, Scoring Transcendence: Contemporary Film Music As Religious Experience 15

(Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2013). Kindle: Loc 1992-1995. 

 Detweiler and Taylor,  2810-2811. 16

 Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology, (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm B. Eerdmans Pub., 1996). 468.  17
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highway, and observers should be tempted to feel that this mythology could be about 

themselves. Stevens calls the BQE (the highway) in the essay accompanying the liner 

notes, “a battered and beaten urban roadway, baffling to drive… dilapidated in form and 

function,” and writes “To master [it] is to indulge in the reckless and feckless demands of 

the Id, to relinquish one’s conscience, to summon all powers of self-absorption, to arouse 

ones’s darkest psychopathic tendencies…” Yet he can wax poetic in the same essay about 

how “Bolts of musty fabric-wrapped scaffolding heave and breathe in the wind like one 

of Christo’s covered islands, or the corseted bindings of a Victorian gown.”   18

 The Church’s call is to remind people that we are really in the same mythological 

boat. We are horribly sin-beaten, and yet we have this grand narrative with a ridiculous 

centerpiece called the cross where the ugly is made beautiful. Paul writes, “For the word 

of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the 

power of God” (1 Corinthians 1:18 ESV), and Jesus says from the eschatological throne, 

“Behold I am making all things new” (Revelation 21:5). Stevens’ mythos of the BQE 

may seem foolish, but the power of God takes the weak and ugly of this world to restore 

the world to beauty. 

Sufjan Stevens’ Mythological Transcendence Present in His Lyrics 

 While Sufjan Stevens’ instrumental music and conceptual art evoke the post-

literal ethos of current cultural trends, this finds greater focus in his lyrical content. In his 

lyrical poetry he explores the cosmos, planets, Greek and Roman myth, biblical stories 

  Sufjan Stevens, Liner notes essay, The BQE, Asthmatic Kitty Records, LP, 2009.  18
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and prophetic visions as he reminds listeners of a larger story governing the intimate 

stories of individual lives. Indeed Stevens’ work echoes John Calvin who writes, 

“[W]herever you turn your eyes, there is no portion of the world, however minute, that 

does not exhibit at least some sparks of beauty; while it is impossible to contemplate the 

vast and beautiful fabric as it extends around, without being overwhelmed by the 

immense weight of glory.”  Stevens exploration of the minutiae is certainly compelling 19

and will be explored later in detail, yet the poetic fantasy he delves into is reminiscent of 

biblical poetry, or prophetic and apocalyptic literature. 

Planetarium 

 The Psalmist asks, “When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers,/the 

moon and the stars, which you have set in place,/what is man that you are mindful of 

him,/and the son of man that you care for him?” (Psalm 8:3-4 ESV), and on Stevens’ 

most recent release, the collaborative effort, Planetarium, the lyrical purview is nothing 

less than the surrounding universe as each song is a reflection on the planets, sub-

planetary objects and/or their mythological namesakes. The religious and artistic 

fascination with the “heavens” is built into the human spirit as the place of the divine. As 

Diana Butler Bass writes in Grounded: Finding God in the World-A Spiritual Revolution, 

“To say that God is in the sky is not to imply that God lives at a certain address above the 

earth. Instead, it is an invitation to consider God’s presence that both reaches to the stars 

 John Calvin, Institutes of The Christian Religion, Beveridge, Henry trans. (B&R Samizdat 19

Express, 2011) Kindle: Loc 1438-40. 
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and wafts through our lives as a spiritual breeze.”  Stevens looks to the celestial bodies 20

and our relationship to them, and there is a continual reference to transcendent and 

mythological divinity. 

 The track “Jupiter” is of particular import in this 

regard. Jupiter, the Latin version of Zeus in the Greek 

Pantheon, is the “supreme ruler” and “Lord of the Sky.” 

Edith Hamilton, quotes the Illiad, in Zeus’ self-

description, “‘I am mightiest of all. Make trial that you 

may know. Fasten a rope of gold to heaven and lay hold, 

every god and goddess. You could not drag down 

Zeus.’”  Yet, as Hamilton points out, he was not 21

without numerous faults and could be tricked by the 

other gods.  In Stevens treatment of the god/planet he 22

reflects this dichotomy as he sings, “Father of light/Father of death/Give us your wisdom, 

give us your breath/Summoner says that Jupiter is the loneliest planet/Red right eye/Put 

in its place/Under your foot, carpenter's cape/Sermon of death says Jupiter is the loneliest 

planet/Floundering star/Failed that you are/Fevering pitch/Figure of speech/Sermon of 

 Diana Butler Bass, Grounded: Finding God in the World, A Spiritual Revolution (New York: 20

HarperCollins, 2015), Kindle: 103 

 Edith Hamilton, Mythology (New York: Little, Brown and Company, 1969), Kindle: 24 21

 Ibid., 24-25. 22
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death says Jupiter is the loneliest planet. ” The irony in Stevens’ lyrics is that Jupiter (the 23

planet), though the largest in the solar system and namesake of the supreme god, is often 

thought to be a failed star, filled with gas, and wrought with violent storms.  Stevens 24

connects the failure of the planet and the faultiness of the god with sin and its effects on 

human effort. Referring to Lucifer (as the fallen angel) and his own father’s work as “the 

curse of Adam: labor,” Stevens underscores in fantastical measure the often toilsome and 

fruitless desire to achieve a certain status that may never come.  

 The song “Mars” explores these themes on a 

less individual level and in a more general 

way. The red planet, which has fascinated 

space enthusiasts for decades as Earth’s 

closest neighbor and holding the greatest 

promise for interplanetary travel, is named for 

the Roman god of war (the equivalent to the 

Greek’s Ares).  The track explores the 25

human predilection towards violence as 

Stevens, whose vocals are heavily affected in the first two verses with a robotic auto-

 Sufjan Stevens, Bryce Dessner, Nico Muhly, and James McAlister, “Jupiter,” Planetarium, 23

4AD, 2017. 

 “I have heard people call Jupiter a "failed star" that just did not get big enough to shine. Does 24

that make our sun a kind of double star? And why didn't Jupiter become a real star?” Scientific America, 
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/i-have-heard-people-call/, (accessed August 28, 
2017). 
  

 Hamilton, 35.25
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tune, warbles, “I am the god of war/I reside in every creature/Dispose of the future/Or put 

away your sword.”  This problem is posed along side with the question, “Will we see the 26

Lord?” As the song shifts musically, Stevens offers both a possible solution and potential 

pitfall: Love. Sufjan explores the idea in the final three stanzas that love is both the 

answer to violence and its oft-used excuse, highlighting humanity’s ability to distort that 

which is most beautiful. This theme is prevalent on Planetarium as seen in tracks like 

“Venus” and “Saturn” as well.  

The Age of Adz 

 Another key example of this is the 

critically-acclaimed release The Age of Adz, an 

album that was inspired in-part by 

schizophrenic folk-artist and self-proclaimed 

prophet, Royal Robertson.  Stevens uses 27

Robertson’s paintings to illustrate the album art 

and the concert videos and was known to take 

ten minutes in each performance to talk about 

Robertson. Robertson had claimed to be visited 

by aliens and was being used by God to 

 Sufjan Stevens, Bryce Dessner, Nico Muhly, and James McAlister, “Mars,” Planetarium, 4AD, 26

2017. 

 Marina Keegan, “Sufjan Stevens, Trafalmadorian,” The New Yorker, August 4, 2011. https://27

www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner/sufjan-stevens-trafalmadorian, (accessed August 28, 2017).  
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announce a warning to humanity. His artwork is littered with biblical preferences and 

images of other-worldly beasts reminiscent of the book of Revelation, and as such, the 

visual aesthetic of the stage presentation of the album was fantastical.  28

 In many ways, Adz represents the place where the post-literal and mythological 

aesthetic meets the post-rational and existential as the lyrical content is not narrative in 

anyway, and outside of the opening 

tracks, the mostly-electronic album is 

filled with hyperbole and metaphor 

that is at times confusing.  The first 29

track on Adz, “Futile Devices,” belies 

Stevens’ feelings of vanity in crafting 

poetics that speak to the deepest of 

human experiences stating simply, 

“Words are futile devices.”  It 30

appears that Stevens is trying to 

verbally represent the sense of despair Roberts must have felt in working out his visions 

artistically, because Stevens sings in the same song, “But you are the life I needed all 

along/I think of you as my brother/Although that sounds dumb.”  

 Daniel J. Kushner, “Adz and Ends: An Interview with Sufjan Stevens,” The Huffington Post, 28

July 26, 2011. http://www.huffingtonpost.com/daniel-j-kushner/adz-and-ends-an-interview_b_906944.html, 
(Accessed August, 2017).

 Keegan, https://www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner/sufjan-stevens-29

trafalmadorian, (accessed August 28, 2017).
 

 Sufjan Stevens, “Futile Devices,” The Age of Adz, Asthmatic Kitty Records, LP, 2010. 30
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 Stevens’ kinship with Robertson echoes a deep longing to connect with the divine 

that permeates so much of his work, stemming from despair, and in this exercise he 

attempts to let listeners in on the journey. Robert K. Johnston cites an Alister Hardy 1969 

study on religious experiences felt by others. He writes in the footnotes:  

The triggers for these experiences are as varied as life itself— from work to play, 

worship to the arts, nature, physical activity, happiness and despair. Such 

experiences are fifteen times more likely to occur in childhood than old age, nine 

times more likely to stem from despair than from creative work, and twice as 

likely to be triggered by visual stimulus than from auditory.  31

 In Adz, Stevens’ effort to communicate the transcendent brotherhood he feels with Royal 

Robertson is meant for the listener to interpret, but there is a sense of uselessness in the 

endeavor. In the titular track, Stevens sings: 

In all reflections/I see your method/I see it all/And what about you?/And what 

about me?/Are we the lost of lost?/Don’t speak too soon, don’t/Be fruit of loom, 

don’t/Excite yourself/For what you see is/Not fantasy, it’s/Not what it gets, but 

gives…/In all reflections/I see it mentioned/I see it all/The gorgeous mess of/

Your face impressed us/Imposed of all its art/This is the Age of Adz/Eternal 

living.  32

 The “Age of Adz” represents the place where fantasy meets despair, and it beats 

with the same pulse as the author of Ecclesiastes, who, upon a poetic exploration of all 

 Johnston, 5621. 31

 Sufjan Stevens, “The Age of Adz,” The Age of Adz, Asthmatic Kitty Records, LP, 2010. 32
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human desire and attainment cries out, “Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher, vanity of 

vanities! All is vanity” (Ecclesiastes 1:2 ESV). For Stevens, perhaps as reflection of 

Robertson, the search for that elusive sense of peace, love, and artistry seems maddening, 

but it is of utmost importance. The heart-wrenching song, “I Want to Be Well” is an epic 

lamentation of that search as the gentle, repetitive lyric “I want to be well…” is met with 

the angry anguish of “I’m not f***king around.”  All this set against a backdrop of 33

electronic flourishes and syncopated rhythms that at once confront and then transport the 

listener.  

 For the “Preacher” of Ecclesiastes, the conclusion is to “Fear God and keep his 

commandments, for this is the whole duty of man” (Ecclesiastes 11:13). This is an 

attitude reflected in Stevens’ words in “Get Real Get Right,” “I know I've caused you 

trouble/I know I've caused you pain/But I must do the right thing/I must/do myself a 

favor and get real/Get right with the Lord/I know I've lost my conscience/I know I've lost 

all shame/But I must do the right thing/I must do myself a favor and get real/Get right 

with the Lord.”  This thematic statement from Adz is for Stevens a rallying cry 34

confronting the discrepancies he sees in our modern world and those who claim religious 

grounds for their practices. Harkening to his own Christian ethic, he wrote in a letter 

posted to his website, “You cannot pledge allegiance to a nation state and its flag in the 

name of God, for God has no political boundary. God is love, period… Get real and get 

 Sufjan Stevens, “I Want to Be Well,” The Age of Adz, Asthmatic Kitty Records, LP, 2010. 33

 Sufjan Stevens, “Get Real Get Right,” The Age of Adz, Asthmatic Kitty Records, LP, 2010.34
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right with God. Go in your closet and pray for your ‘enemies.’ You must take up the cross 

and follow that narrow path of sacrifice and love and service.”  35

 The way of true godly obedience is difficult, but it is with a mythological 

backdrop that a prophetic voice, even a psychotic one like Royal Robertson, can get the 

attention of God’s people. It was such a voice that brought the Word of God to the people 

through Ezekiel who, after seeing fantastical visions of winged creatures and wheels on 

the earth, was commissioned to his calling with the Lord saying, “Son of man, I send you 

to the people of Israel, to nations of rebels, who have rebelled against me. They and their 

fathers have transgressed against me to this very day. The descendants also are impudent 

and stubborn: I send you to them, and you shall say to them, ‘Thus says the Lord 

God’” (Ezekiel 2:3-4).  

 Churches have lost much of their prophetic voice because they have shied away 

from the mythological and transcendent nature of God’s Word and opted to highlight the 

didactic and educational nature of faith as motivation toward a holy life.  Miroslav Volf 

warns against such practice in A Public Faith: A Public Faith, How Followers of Christ 

Should Serve the Common Good “The more we reduce faith to vague religiosity that 

serves primarily to energize, heal, and give meaning to the business of life whose course 

is shaped by factors other than faith (such as national or economic interests), the worse 

 Sufjan Stevens, sufjan.com. http://sufjan.com/post/156895984093. (accessed June 17, 2017).  35
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off we will be.”  The key is to never lose sight that it is where transcendence and 36

immanence meet, where transformation can occur.  

Sufjan Stevens’ Exploration of Experiential Immanence 

 Sufjan Stevens began his solo musical career considered by many to be a folk-pop 

artist who sat in occasionally with the Christian alt-rock group  the Danielson Famile.  37 38

This is despite the fact that Stevens’ debut album A Sun Came and the previously 

discussed sophomore release, Enjoy Your Rabbit, do not fit into neatly defined genre 

descriptions. Yet, with Stevens’ third release, the far more popular homage to his home 

state, Greetings from Michigan, there is definitive folk-pop sensibility that is at times 

lachrymose and others whimsical. It is in this vein that Stevens touches upon the most 

immanent and experiential narratives calling listeners to engage in the melancholic joy of 

daily life in ways that harken to the comfort of a God who is with us. 

Greetings from Michigan: The Great Lake State 

 On Michigan, Stevens opines about various cities and landmarks with a very 

personal and reflective brush foreshadowing the even greater intimate work he will 

 Miroslav Volf, A Public Faith, How Followers of Christ Should Serve the Common Good 36

(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Publishing Group, 2011), Kindle: 40. 

 J. Freedom du Luc, “‘Danielson’: The Family That Rocks with God,” The Washington Post, 37

June 17, 2006. http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2006/06/16/
AR2006061602022.html, (accessed August 3, 2017).  
 

 Relevant, April 22, 2004. https://relevantmagazine.com/culture/music/features/2922-qaa-with-38

sufjan-stevens, (accessed August 3, 2017).
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produce in later years. He weaves stories from his childhood in and out of the economic 

and political struggles he sees on the horizon of the state. For example, in the song 

“Romulus” Stevens sings about phone calls and visits he had from his estranged mother 

while living in Michigan. The delicate phrasing is set over acoustic guitars, piano, and 

banjo as Stevens sings, “Once when we moved away,/She came to Romulus for a day./

Her Chevrolet broke down,/We prayed it'd never be fixed or be found./We touched her 

hair, we touched her hair./We touched her hair, we touched her hair.”   39

 This personal narrative is juxtaposed with Stevens’ treatment of the decline of the 

American automotive industry in the song “Detroit, Lift Up Your Weary Head! (Rebuild! 

Restore! Reconsider!)”. This track is playful musically and complex with multiple 

tempos, layered vocals, and 

instrumentation ranging from a brass 

ensemble to xylophones, tambourines 

and a synthesizer swell that nearly 

spans the final two minutes of the song. 

Here Stevens sings, “Once a great 

place. Now a prison./All I can say. All I 

can do./People Mover: Bad Decision./

From suburban. Now a prison./All I 

  Sufjan Stevens, “Romulus,” Greetings from Michigan: The Great Lake State, Asthmatic Kitty 39

Records, LP, 2003. 
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can say. All I can do.”  In both “Romulus” and “Detroit” Stevens is, in traditional folk 40

style, telling a very straightforward story reflecting the identity of a given place or 

person. The work in Michigan, fits well with Arthur L. Rich’s discussion of American 

folk music. Rich writes of the railroad, chain-gang, slave, and war songs of the 19th and 

early 20th century, “All these are genuinely American, having been created by Americans 

of many ranks and situations, and are a part of the life and times which produced them.”  41

Stevens treatment of his home state is deeply personal and yet representational of the life 

and times he observed there.  

 The Bible is not only the source of God’s revealed will but it is also lays out the 

identifying story of God’s people, and this is done through narratives dealing with the 

movements of tribes and nations and the faithful (and sometimes faithless) activity of 

individuals. This is precisely where the grand transcendence first becomes immanent. It is 

not merely when God guides the Israelites in pillars of cloud and fire, nor when the 

divine dwells in the Tabernacle, nor even when Emmanuel makes his dwelling among us 

in Jesus Christ. God is immanent in the stories of his activity with and through his people 

beginning with Adam and carrying through to the modern Church. The Protestant 

Reformed Church’s engagement with this story tends to pay lip-service to the artistic 

expression of this display, but often the focus is on theology and doctrine in its most 

theoretical or pedagogical sense. In this scheme, what is important is the transmission of 

 Sufjan Stevens, “Detroit, Lift Up Your Weary Head! [Rebuild! Restore! Reconsider!],” 40

Greetings from Michigan: The Great Lake State, Asthmatic Kitty Records, LP, 2003. 

 Arthur L Rich, "American Folk Music." Music & Letters 19, no. 4 (1938): 450-52. http://41

www.jstor.org/stable/727728 (accessed August 20, 2017).
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facts and those facts are thus transformative. Simon Chan, author of Spiritual Theology: 

A Systematic Study of the Christian Life, contrasts these two views of scriptural 

engagement when he writes, “The first concern of Bible study is to explicate the meaning 

of the text and then apply it to life. Spiritual reading, on the other hand, is concerned with 

the Bible as the Word of God that calls us to God. With regard to specific texts, it 

implicitly asks, How does this particular text tell the Christian story of which I am a 

part?”  42

 The sort of relationship Stevens has with Michigan is the same one we are called 

into with the story of redemptive history. It is not merely a story that happens to others, 

but it is a story that has happened and is continuing to happen. Interestingly in Michigan, 

Stevens places his own spiritual cry for God’s nearness in the middle of side C on the 

track, “Oh God, Where Are You Now? (In Pickeral Lake? Pigeon? Marquette? 

Mackinaw?)” Stevens sings, “Oh God, where are you now?/Oh Lord, say somehow/The 

devil is hard on my face again/The world is a hundred to one again/Would the righteous 

still remain?/Would my body stay the same?/Oh God, hold me now/Oh God, touch me 

now/There’s no other man who could save the dead/There’s no other God to place our 

head.”  The story of Michigan is Stevens’ story, and it is also a chronicle of his 43

personal, spiritual longing, and in asking the question, he perceives that God is not far, as 

the title suggests; God is as close as Marquette or Mackinaw. (In the liner notes, Stevens 

 Simon Chan, Spiritual Theology: A Systematic Study of the Christian Life (Downers Grove, IL: 42

InterVarsity Press, 1998), 159. 
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has a different title than the back cover as he changes the possible locations of God to “In 

Lake St. Claire? Dearborn Heights? Hamtramck?” this further underscores the post-

literal, post rational milieu in which he operates.) Michigan invites listeners to find their 

own story, spiritual or otherwise, in the story of others just as we are to find our narrative 

aligned with God’s. 

 In this way, Michigan, and large portions of the next “state” album Come on Feel 

the Illinoise, is a call to slow down and demonstrate empathy and compassion in the 

middle of the grind of work. This is something many Christians and faith communities, 

like those at FPC Lakeland, do not always excel at. C. Christopher Smith and John 

Pattison talk about this problem in their book Slow Church: Cultivating Community the 

Patient Way of Jesus. They write, “The avoidance of suffering leads us to take shortcuts 

that steer us clear of human pain, difficult situations and hurt people…Too often our faith 

communities prefer to outsource deep care by giving people in need food, clothing or 

money and then sending them on their way…Patience is how compassion is embodied in 

our lives.”  Stevens’ methodical and detailed look at his home state reflects this patience 44

and the intimacy God has with our stories, and also the call we are to follow to enter into 

the stories of others.  

Sufjan Stevens Invites You to: Come on Feel the Illinoise 

 This agenda is given its fullest scope on Stevens’ most commercially successful 

record entitled Sufjan Stevens Invites You to: Come on Feel the Illinoise (most often 

 C. Christopher Smith and John Pattison,  Slow Church: Cultivating Community in the Patient 44

Way of Jesus (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2014). Kindle: 84.
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referred to as Illinois). While not a native to the state, Stevens mixes state history with 

personal anecdote and social commentary that is both intimate and evocative. There are 

concise instrumental tracks, and narrative pieces devoted to places, figures, and 

conspiracies.  

 The opening track, “Concerning the UFO Sighting Near Highland, Illinois,” sets 

the emotional tone of the record by chronicling a documented UFO sighting that took 

place in the area in January 2000.  In this song, Stevens places himself in the middle of 45

the narrative taking a literary approach to the entire record where reality and fantasy are 

blurred. In an interview, Stevens said of the song and its relationship to the album, “I 

needed to step back and get a view from the moon, so to speak. I figured that an inquiry 

into the civilization of mankind requires the most objective vantage point, namely that of 

an alien. We are all aliens here.”   46

 This seems to suggest that Stevens looked at the project with a more transcendent 

agenda in mind than the personal approach he took on Michigan, and the music is at 

times cinematic and elevated, yet there are heartfelt lyrics approaching the most tender of 

joys and darkest of human conditions. For example, “Decatur, or, Round of Applause for 

Your Step Mother” takes listeners on a road trip that explores the complicated 

relationship between step-parents and their step-children while interweaving random 

tidbits about Illinois figures Abraham Lincoln and Stephen A. Douglas. This underlies the 

 Darryl Barker Productions, January 18, 2012. http://dbarkertv.com/UPDATE.htm (accessed 45

August 4, 2017). 
 

 Matthew L. Peck, “Illinois Seems Like a Dream to Me Now: An Interview with Sufjan 46

Stevens,” Gapers Block, July 4, 2005. http://gapersblock.com/detour/
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childlike tendency even adults have of bouncing between the intricacies of human 

emotions and mundane facts.  

 On the multi-movement titular track, Stevens makes broad statements about 

capitalism and advertising run amok as he takes on the 1893 World’s Columbian 

Exposition in the first part and shifts to visions of Carl Sandburg in the second. Stevens 

sings on the track, “Oh Great Intentions/Covenant with the Imitation/Have you no 

conscience/I think about it now/Oh God of Progress/Have you degraded or forgot us?/

Where have your walls gone/I think about it now.”  Stevens’ statement is about the 47

unimpeded movement toward perceived progress without thought toward necessity nor 

morality; marketing for its own sake should not be a highest good.  

 When such a statement is juxtaposed with the playful tenderness of a narrative 

about a child’s road trip (as in “Decatur”), there is a reminder that life, and 

understandings of its deeper meaning, is always caught up with individual perspective. As 

with the intimacy of Michigan, these tracks represent a calling to take a patient approach 

to the pursuit of life. Smith and Pattison write in Slow Church, “As we lament our 

fragmented lives, we need to proactively adopt practices that are mindful of God’s 

reconciling work. To begin with, we need to slow down our decision-making processes 

and consider broadly as we go what the ramifications of our decisions might be.  48

 Sufjan Stevens, “Come On! Feel the Illinoise!,” Sufjan Stevens Invites You to: Illinois, 47

Asthmatic Kitty Records, LP, 2005. 
 

 Smith and Pattison, 117. 48
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 Two additional tracks illustrate this point more fully, “Chicago” and “John Wayne 

Gacy, Jr.” “Chicago” is perhaps Stevens’ most well-known song having been remixed or 

covered several times by other artists or by Stevens himself and having been referenced 

by other bands.  It is a track the chronicles the youthful exuberance of possibility in a 49

city like Chicago set against the wrestling of one’s own shortcomings. As the song builds 

to a crescendo, the choir (playfully called the “Illinoisemakers” in the liner notes) sings 

while Stevens replies (in parentheses), “You came to take us/All things go, all things go/

To recreate us/All things grow, all things grow/We had our mindset (I made a lot of 

mistakes)/All things know, all things know (I made a lot of mistakes)/You had to find it (I 

made a lot of mistakes)/All things go, all things go (I made a lot of mistakes).”  This is 50

the balance of experiences Stevens so artfully crafts in his work: the inspiration of a city 

that draws a person out of the mistakes he/she has made. Stevens said of the record in 

general, “I've had quite a few exceptional and traumatic experiences in Illinois, a few 

times when visiting Chicago at a particularly difficult time in my life or driving cross 

country and being pulled over by the cops just outside of Peoria.”  51

  The possibility of recreation and growth in light of human error is important for 

Stevens as seen on his most haunting song “John Wayne Gacy, Jr.” Stevens’ 

straightforward lyrics are set upon a sparse musical landscape of only acoustic guitar, 

 Snow Patrol, “Hands Open,” Eyes Open, Polydor Ltd. 2006. 49

 Sufjan Stevens, “Chicago” Illinois, Asthmatic Kitty Records, LP, 2005. 50

 Peck, http://gapersblock.com/detour/51
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piano, and harmonized voices as he deconstructs the 

early life of Gacy and the horrific crimes of the 

serial killer including the sexual assault, murder, 

and burial of 27 boys in the killer’s house (though 

Gacy was convicted of the murder of 33). The most 

disturbing part of this delicate song is the closing 

lines in which Stevens sings, “And in my best 

behavior/I am really just like him/Look beneath the 

floor boards/For the secrets I have hid.”  In exploring the subject of sin from this 52

vantage point, Stevens said in an interview, “I believe we all have the capacity for 

murder. We are ruthless creatures. I felt insurmountable empathy not with his behavior, 

but with his nature, and there was nothing I could do to get around confessing that, 

however horrifying it sounds.”  53

 That the evil root in a serial killer is no different than that of the most common of 

sinners may be abhorrent to most, but the sentiment finds deep expression in biblical 

texts and Reformed theology. Jesus himself said:  

You have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not murder; and 

whoever murders will be liable to judgment.’ But I say to you that everyone who 

is angry with his brother will be liable to judgment; whoever insult his brother 

 Sufjan Stevens, “John Wayne Gacy, Jr,” Illinois, Asthmatic Kitty Records, LP, 2005.52

 Peck, http://gapersblock.com/detour/53
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will be liable to the council; and whoever says, ‘You fool!’ will be liable to the 

hell of fire (Matthew 5:21-22). 

Jesus’ words are often preached on but are softened so that listeners do not fully 

understand their value. As John Calvin puts it, “For our nature is not only utterly devoid 

of goodness, but so prolific in all kinds of evil, that it can never be idle.”  “John Wayne 54

Gacy, Jr.” illustrates the weight of total depravity in ways churches often shy away from, 

and as a result, the value of God’s immanent presence with us in Christ is diminished.  

 Without a proper grasp of the depth and effects of sin, people are not able to 

wrestle either with the evil capacity in themselves or the broader brokenness in the world. 

Stevens does not shrink from how this brokenness affects individual iniquity or faith as 

illustrated in the Illinois track, “Casimir Pulaski Day”. Named for the Illinois holiday 

honoring a Polish-born Revolutionary War officer,  the song chronicles the death of 55

Stevens’ friend/lover on that day (May 1) and the faith struggle Stevens goes through in 

light of that event. The track talks about the awkwardness of young love and the 

complexity of faith in the face of illness. After the death of his friend, Stevens concludes 

this song by singing, “All the glory that the Lord has made/And the complications when I 

see his face/In the morning in the window/All the glory when he took our place/But he 

took my shoulders and he shook my face/And he takes and he takes and he takes.”  56

 Calvin, 5225.54

 Marah Eakin, “On ‘Casimir Pulaski Day,’ Sufjan Stevens remembers,” The AV Club, May 18, 55

2015. https://music.avclub.com/on-casimir-pulaski-day-sufjan-stevens-remembers-1798279843, (accessed 
August 4, 2017). 
 

 Sufjan Stevens, “Casimir Pulaski Day,” Illinois, Asthmatic Kitty Records, LP, 2005. 56
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 Stevens gives voice to something Western churches often fail to: wrestling with 

the glory of God’s presence and the inadequate answers ecclesiastical platitudes often 

offer in the immediate light of grief. Soong-Chan Rah names this problem in his book 

Prophetic Lament: A Call for Justice in Troubled Times, when he writes, “The 

evangelical culture moves too quickly to praise from lament,” and offers a helpful 

corrective stating, “Neither the absence of human comfort nor the human attempt to 

diffuse and minimize the emotional response of lament serves the suffering other. It only 

adds to the suffering. The appropriate response would be to express presence and an 

expression of lament alongside the sufferer rather than explain away the suffering.”  57

What Stevens does in “Casimir Pulaski Day” is offer a faith-based pattern of allowing for 

lament that deals realistically with the spiritual struggle that accompanies death and 

disappointment.  

Carrie & Lowell 

 This pattern is given its fullest expression in the deeply personal album, Carrie & 

Lowell. This album highlights the personal struggle Sufjan Stevens dealt with following 

the death of the mother who had abandoned him as a young child but with whom he was 

reunited because of the insistence of a short-lived step-father (and ultimately life-long 

friend and collaborator) Lowell Brams.  The album is spare musically but rich with the 58

 Soong-Chan Rah, Prophetic Lament: A Call for Justice in Troubled Times (Downers Grove, 57

IL: InterVarsity, 2015). Kindle: Loc. 840-848.

 Brandon Stosuy, “Lowell Brams Discusses Sufjan Stevens' Album About His Life,” Pitchfork, 58

December 16, 2015. https://pitchfork.com/thepitch/980-lowell-brams-discusses-sufjan-stevens-album-
about-his-life/, (accessed June 24, 2017). 
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lament and longing present throughout the 

Scriptures.  

 The opening track “Death with 

Dignity” sets the stage for the understated 

drama of the overall album. “I forgive 

you, mother, I can hear you/And I long to 

be near you/But every road leads to an 

end/Yes every road leads to an end,” 

Stevens sings on the final verse, “Your 

apparition passes through me in the 

willows/Five red hens, you’ll never see us again/You’ll never see us again.”  The 59

inevitability of death is a notion Stevens does not hide from nor one he relishes in, and he 

is not afraid to confront the confusion of feelings present in the death of a person who 

was both beloved and yet haunting. In the beginning of the second track “Should Have 

Known Better,” Stevens sings, “I should have wrote a letter/And grieve what I happen to 

grieve/My black shroud/I never trust my feelings/I waited for the remedy…” But as it 

concludes Stevens is not without hope singing: 

Don’t back down, concentrate on seeing/The breakers in the bar, the neighbor’s 

greeting/My brother had a daughter/The beauty that she brings, illumination/

Don’t back down, there is nothing left/The breakers in the bar, no reason to live/

I’m a fool in the fetter/Rose of Aaron’s beard, where you can reach me/Don’t 

 Sufjan Stevens, “Death with Dignity,” Carrie & Lowell, Asthmatic Kitty Records, LP, 2015. 59
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back down, nothing can be changed/Cantilever bridge, the drunken sailor/My 

brother had a daughter/The beauty that she brings, illumination  60

Stevens’ use of biblical imagery both here and elsewhere as well as his perspective of 

new life through his niece strikes a balance between the despair he is also dealing with. It 

is not one or the other, it is both simultaneously.  

 Death is complicated, and while FPC Lakeland and congregations like it may be 

good at articulating the pain and subsequent hope in the immediate face of death as in a 

funeral, they often underwhelm in offering corporate space to discuss the convolution of 

hurt, pain, alongside hope, and beauty. Soong-Chan Rah writes, “The church should 

become the place where the fullness of suffering is expressed in a safe environment. 

Liturgy, worship, leadership, small groups and other aspects of church life should provide 

the safe place where the fullness of suffering can be set free.”  61

 Carrie & Lowell is an elegiac safe-space that requires the listener to confront the 

sadness of loss and yet the hope of reconciliation, and in this way there is both lament 

and praise befitting of the Psalms. In “No Shade of the Shadow of the Cross,” there is 

also a crushing doubt set against the sound of an acoustic guitar and air conditioner hiss,  62

“Drag me to hell/In the valley of The Dalles/Like my mother/Give wings to a stone/It’s 

 Sufjan Stevens, “Should Have Known Better,” Carrie & Lowell, Asthmatic Kitty Records, LP, 60

2015. 

 Rah, 706-708. 61

 Jeremy D. Larson, “Sufjan Stevens ‘No Shade in the Shadow of the Cross’,” Pitchfork, February 62

17, 2015. https://pitchfork.com/reviews/tracks/17333-sufjan-stevens-no-shade-in-the-shadow-of-the-cross/, 
(accessed June 24, 2017). 
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only the shadow of a cross,”  and yet in “John My Beloved,” Stevens sings a prayer, 63

“Jesus I need you, be near me, come shield me/From fossils that fall on my head/There’s 

only a shadow of me/in a manner of speaking, I’m dead.”  The struggle and the need are 64

present throughout this record and point a way to adequately express sorrow without the 

loss of hope. Stevens said of this record in an interview, “You can’t change your history. 

But you can choose to relinquish the anger, and you can choose to recognize [sic] that 

there’s no perfect way to cultivate a person.”  65

Seven Swans  

 To this point, I have yet to deal with Sufjan Stevens’ most overtly faith-based 

album, Seven Swans, and that is primarily because I wanted to deconstruct some of the 

broader themes of his work before focusing on how he addresses biblical ones. It would 

be easy to simply only look to Seven Swans and develop a sermon series or Bible study 

that was more easily digestible to Western Christianity palates, but that would leave us 

with very little challenge to adjust ministry and faith-practice. That said, in coming to 

conclusions, it is helpful to see how Stevens deals with biblical narratives in musical 

forms. While Seven Swans is a more traditionally folk album, the narratives and stories 

harken to the transcendent/mythological framework of the Bible. 

 Sufjan Stevens, “No Shade in the Shadow of the Cross,” Carrie & Lowell, Asthmatic Kitty 63

Records, LP, 2015.  

 Sufjan Stevens, “John My Beloved,” Carrie & Lowell, Asthmatic Kitty Records, LP, 2015. 64
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 “Abraham,” for example, chronicles in two short stanzas the story of Abraham’s 

near sacrifice of Isaac in Genesis 22 and the typological way this incident points to the 

ultimate sacrifice in Jesus Christ. In “To be Alone With You,” Stevens talks about the 

realization of the depth of Jesus’ sacrifice singing, “You gave your body to the lonely/

They took your clothes/You gave up a wife and a family/You gave your ghost/To be alone 

with me/To be alone with me/To be alone with me/You went up on a tree/To be alone 

with me you went up on a tree/I’ve never known a man who loved me.”  While dealing 66

with these themes Stevens at the same time is not afraid to weave in his own personal 

stories as in “That Dress Looks Good on You,” “Sister,” and “Size Too Small” all 

pointing to the overwhelming example that he is able to understand his personal place in 

the larger narrative of God’s transcendent plan. 

Ministry Application 

 What Sufjan Stevens demonstrates in his art is a balanced portrayal between post-

literal, transcendent forms and narratives with post-rational, immanent experiences. As 

stated at the beginning, the interesting thing about this aspect of Stevens work is that a 

church like FPC Lakeland is uniquely equipped to learn from and explore this balance 

given its biblical heritage and theological roots, and yet it has much to learn. What the 

members of this generation are longing for is the certainty that the stories of their 

individual lives matter. They want to know that they matter. As Sherry Turkle points out 

in her book Alone Together, “Longed for here is the pleasure of full attention, coveted and 

 Sufjan Stevens, “To Be Alone with You,” Seven Swans, Asthmatic Kitty Records, Apple Music, 66

2004.
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rare.”  The story of Bible and the cross reminds us that the infinitely powerful Creator 67

God condescends in love to human beings and gets involved in the ordinary and 

extraordinary, the tragic and the mundane. We matter, and the Church’s calling is to 

elevate this idea: The transcendent God is immanently involved with us.  

 To effectively communicate this idea given the audio and visual content of 

Stevens’ art and the sometimes painful themes that are presented, an audio/video-based 

study would offer the best format for individuals and small groups. 

 What follows is an outline of a seven-session study with the content generated 

from the research and conclusions presented in this paper and questions to be used by 

groups or individuals. The full set of video lessons are available at https://zactalks.org/

talking/divine-above-divine-below/.  

 Sherry Turkle, Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and Less from Each 67

Other, (New York: Basic Books, 2011), Kindle: 266. 
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Study Title: Divine Above and Divine Below: What Sufjan Stevens Can Teach Us 

About God’s Character and Activity 

 Session 1: “Introduction: How Christians Can Engage Culture” 

  Overview 

Who is Sufjan Stevens? An exploration of his faith and discussion of Seven Swans (as 

outlined above) and discussion of the “Attention Collection” as presented in David 

Dark’s Life’s Too Short to Pretend You’re Not Religious , and Robert K. Johnston’s 68

understanding of general revelation as presented in God’s Wider Presence: Reconsidering 

General Revelation . 69

  Biblical Text: Acts 17:16-34  

Present the idea that Stevens’ body of work illustrates a balanced approach to 

understanding God’s transcendent character and immanent activity, making reference to 

Dr. John Frame’s definitions of those themes in Doctrine of the Knowledge of God . 70

  Questions to Consider:  

• When you listen to Sufjan Stevens’ treatment of his own spiritual encounter with Jesus 

in the song “To Be Alone With You,” what jumps out as significant?  

•  How do Stevens’ lyrics and presentation of the Abraham/Isaac story in “Abraham” 

cause you to consider this story in a fresh way? 

 David Dark, Life’s Too Short to Pretend You’re Not Religious, (Downer’s Grove, IL: InterVarsity 68

Press, 2016). Kindle: 44ff. 
 

 Johnston, 188ff. 69

 John Frame, The Doctrine of the Knowledge of God, (Phillipsburg, IL: P&R Publishing, 1987).  70
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• In Acts 17:16-34, Paul visits Athens and the Areopagus: what do you notice about his 

tactic in discussing the work of God in the universe?  

• David Dark and Robert K. Johnston both contend that God is always communicating to 

people, even through pop cultural forms. How do you respond to that? Do you agree/

disagree? Have you ever had what you would consider a “spiritual” experience in 

response to “secular” song, movie, or television show? 

 Session 2: “The Unseen Communication of God” 

  Overview: 

Listen to and engage selections from Enjoy Your Rabbit. Discuss what instrumental and 

experimental music can do to our imaginations with particular reference to Craig 

Detweiler and Barry Taylor’s section on Brian Eno and ambient music in A Matrix of 

Meanings: Finding God in Pop Culture. 

  Biblical Text: Romans 8:23-28 ref. to John 14:15-27 and Acts 1:8, 2:1-4 

Present the idea that God communicates the transcendence of heaven to us in the power 

of the Holy Spirit. Particular reference will be made to Sinclair Ferguson’s The Holy 

Spirit: Contours of Christian Theology chapter 8 discussing the eschatological 

significance of the Holy Spirit’s work in communicating to God’s people. 

  Questions to Consider: 

• In A Matrix of Meanings: Finding God in Pop Culture Craig Detweiler and Barry 

Taylor discuss ambient music innovator Brian Eno when they write, For Eno, 

“Technical advances in recording and instrumentation allowed him to realize his dream. 
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His ambient music floated into the atmosphere, creating sonic spaces and being stored 

in our subconscious.” How do you feel about ambient or instrumental music? Have you 

ever listened to a song without lyrics that transported you somewhere? Describe that 

time. 

• Listen to “Year of our Lord” and “Year of the Monkey” from Sufjan Stevens’ album 

Enjoy Your Rabbit. How would you describe the mood of those two tracks separately? 

In relationship to one another? What do these songs communicate to you? 

• After reading the biblical texts, what do these texts tell us about the work of the Holy 

Spirit in our lives? In what way does the Holy Spirit “help us in our weaknesses”?  

• Sinclair Ferguson writes, “The indwelling of the Spirit is portrayed in the New 

Testament as personal in nature: the Spirit himself dwells in believers as physical, 

bodily entities… The relationship is more intimate than that of mere divine influence, 

but the exact character of the Spirit’s indwelling is nowhere explained or explored.” 

How have you thought of the Spirit’s movement in your life? How is Ferguson’s 

description fundamentally different?  

 Session 3: “Elevating the Ugly” 

  Overview 

Watch portions of Sufjan Stevens’ short film The BQE paying particular attention to the 

musical score and engage with various visuals from the liner notes. Working with Kutter 

Callaway’s Scoring Transcendence (discussed in the body of the paper), explore the ways 

Stevens seeks to mythologize and redeem the ugly in a stretch of highway.  
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  Biblical Text: 2 Samuel 11 (with reference to Matthew 1:6); 1 Cor. 1:18 

Discuss the story of David and Bathsheba and God’s redemptive work to bring good out 

of a story about sin and death, comparing this to God’s use of a public execution to bring 

about the salvation of humankind. Look then at Louis Berkhoff’s understanding of 

regeneration as quoted above and how God works that regeneration in a person. 

  Questions to Consider: 

• Watch from the 4-minute mark to the 8-minute mark of The BQE film. First with the 

sound on… then off. What did you notice the first time with the music? How did that 

change in the second?  

• What has Stevens done by adding this transcendent tone to the ugliness of this stretch 

of highway? Have you ever had a period of time where something was repugnant or 

distasteful to you, and then something transformed it for you? 

• Read 2 Samuel 11 then read Matthew 1:6. What does it tell you about the power of God 

to work in the middle of the ugliness of sin?  

• Read 1 Corinthians 1:18. Why does Paul describe the cross as foolish to those who are 

perishing? Why is it different to those who are saved?  

• What portions of your own life have you seen God regenerate or transform? Have you 

seen aspects of your life that you previously considered ugly with sin transformed into 

good? Describe them. 

 Session 4: “The Other-Worldly Creator and Redeemer” 

  Overview: 
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Consider Diana Butler Bass words (quoted in paper) on the sky and cosmos and the 

ancients’ fascination with the stars, and the subsequent development of thinking of God 

as residing above us in the “heavens.” Using this background, listen to selections from 

Sufjan Stevens’ collaborative work Planetarium including “Jupiter” and “Mars” and 

engage with the cosmic mythological aspects of the album and artwork.  

  Biblical Text: Genesis 1, Genesis 11:1-8; Psalm 8:3-4 

Discuss Genesis 1 and the emotive quality of the poetry itself, and compare that to the 

creation by humanity of the Tower of Babel in Genesis 11. Relate that to Psalm 8:3-4 and 

how the Psalmist relates the creation of the cosmos with the place of humanity in it. If we 

look at the biblical narrative as compared to Stevens’ relative treatment of the cosmos we 

can begin to see how the attempted transcendence of humanity is befuddled by the Fall, 

and yet we are part of the created order.  

  Questions to Consider:  

• Listen to “Jupiter.” What have been your thoughts regarding the gas giant up to this 

point and the Roman god it is named after? In what ways is it the “father” of the solar 

system?  

• This song has a lot to say about failure in the attempt to find success. How have you 

seen others struggle and strive for a success that never seems to come?  

• Listen to the song “Mars.” Why do you think the planet Mars has captured the 

imagination of humans for so long? How does that fascination relate to Mars as the 

god of war?  
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• Stevens makes a connection with relationship between love and violence as both its 

antidote and potential cause. (A connection he also makes in the song “Saturn”) What 

do you think of that connection? In what way is that true? In what way is that false? 

• Read Genesis 1 and reflect on the poetry of the chapter. What position does humanity 

have in Creation and how does it get to that position? 

• Read Genesis 11:1-8. What do you notice about the people’s attempt to create 

something together? Why were they thwarted?  

• Read Psalm 8:3-4. How do these two verses relate to the passages from Genesis?  

• As you look at Stevens’ treatment of the planets and how he relates them to human 

achievements compared with the biblical narratives, what can we learn about God’s 

relationship to us and our success? What does it mean that God is both the Lord of the 

cosmos and Lord of human activity?  

 Session 5: “The Dramatic Preacher of Despair” 

  Overview: 

Engage with the music, art, and story behind Sufjan Stevens’ The Age of Adz paying close 

attention to the relationship between Stevens’ connection with Royal Robertson and the 

“Preacher” of Ecclesiastes, the prophets of the Old Testament, and the apocalyptic 

literature of Revelation.  

  Biblical Text: Ezekiel 37:1-14; Ecclesiastes 1:1-4; Revelation 21:1-8 

Reflect on the despair from Ecclesiastes 1:1-4, and compare them to the fantastical 

images of Ezekiel and Revelation. Citing Robert K. Johnston’s work on the experience of 
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God people have and how it relates to both despair and hope, make the connection 

between Royal Robertson’s work and Stevens’ representation in Adz. Using Miroslav 

Volf’s call to move from religious platitudes to acts of service, remind people of the call 

to love. 

  Questions to Ponder:  

• Listen to the opening song from Age of Adz. What sense do you get from Stevens 

about the ability to adequately communicate his emotions?  

• Watch the concert footage of Stevens from the Age of Adz tour. What connection does 

Stevens feel with Royal Robertson? Why do you think he feels that way? 

• Listen to the song, “I Want to Be Well.” Where does the desperation seem to be 

directed?   

• Watch the concert footage to the song “Age of Adz” and then listen to “Get Real Get 

Right”.  In the midst of the sensory assault, what message is being communicated? 

How does Stevens understand the relationship between despair and hope? What role 

does art play? What roles does service play? 

• Read Ecclesiastes 1:1-4 and 11:13. Where is hope for the “Preacher”? What are the 

Lord’s commandments?  

• Read Ezekiel 37:1-14 and Revelation 21:1-8. What is God’s activity in these 

passages?  

• How do churches tend to respond to people in despair? How does the mythological/

transcendent/fantastical activity of God demonstrate we should respond to desperate 

times? 
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 Session 6: “The Melancholy Joy of Daily Life, or Inspiration in the Midst of 

Mistakes”   

Discuss various works from Greetings from Michigan including, “Romulus,” and 

“Detroit, Lift Up Your Weary Head! (Rebuild! Restore! Reconsider!) and “Chicago”, 

“Concerning the UFO Sighting Near Highland, Illinois”, “Decatur, or, Round of Applause 

for your Step Mother”, and “Come on! Feel the Illinoise!” from Come on Feel the 

Illinoise. Consider Simon Chan’s statement on “spiritual reading” (discussed above) and 

how our reflection of Scripture often fails to take into account our place in the story.  

  Biblical Text: Psalm 90, Genesis 14:17-20; Ruth 

Using the brief but powerful narrative of Melchizadek in Genesis 14 and the story Ruth 

as an example, cite how these stories illustrate God’s patience and intimacy with his 

people. Look at Smith and Pattison’s quote above and explore how churches can emulate 

this approach to others. 

  Questions for Discussion: 

• Listen to “Romulus” from Michigan. What sort of story is Stevens telling here? How 

do you imagine he feels about his mother and the recollection of those events? 

• Listen to “Detroit…” How does this song compare to “Romulus”? 

• Listen to “Oh God Where are You Now…” Where is God? How does this compare to 

Moses’ assessment of God’s presence in Psalm 90? 
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• Listen to “Concerning the UFO Sighting Near Highland, Illinois” and “Decatur, or, 

Round of Applause for your Step Mother”. Why do you think Stevens takes so much 

time detailing the events in these songs?  

• Listen to and compare “Come on! Feel the Illinoise!” and “Chicago”. What does 

Stevens have to say about the compulsion for more? What does he have to say about 

the inspiration of progress and yet the desire to run from our mistakes? 

• Read the story of Ruth. What do you notice about the details of this story?  

• What does it say about the eternal significance of this story that the line of David 

grows from it? 

• Read Genesis 14:17-20. Who is Melchizadek and why does Abraham pay such tribute 

to him? Compare this story to Psalm 110: 4 and Hebrews 5:1-10. What does it tell 

you about the activity of God that he would use such an obscure figure upon which to 

build an entire basis for Jesus’ priesthood? 

• How good are we at entering into the stories of others especially when they are 

difficult? Why do we shy away from being patient and intimate with others? 

• What does God’s patience with us call us to? How can we better foster the desire to 

be intimately present with others? 

 Session 7: “Wrestling with Brokenness”  

  Overview: 

Listen to “John Wayne Gacy, Jr.” and “Casimir Pulaski Day” from Come On Feel the 

Illinoise and selections from Carrie and Lowell. Reflect on the power of lament as 
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discussed in Rah’s book Prophetic Lament (mentioned above) and how believers can/

should respond to the state of sin in their own lives and brokenness in the world. 

  Biblical Text: Psalm 51; Matthew 5:21-22; Psalm 13:1-4; John 11:28-37 

Consider John Calvin’s explanation of our sin nature (quoted above), and its relationship 

to Jesus’ words in Matthew 5:21-22. Using that as a basis, reflect on David’s confessional 

Psalm 51 and how sinfulness and the effects of the Fall color our engagement with 

suffering and death. 

  Questions to Consider: 

• Listen to the song “John Wayne Gacy, Jr”. What is the emotional tenor of this piece? 

Given the severity of Gacy’s crimes and the delicacy with which Stevens sings, how 

do you feel about the closing lines to the song? In what way are they true? In what 

way false? 

• Read Matthew 5:21-22 and Psalm 51. Given Jesus’ statement on sin and David’s 

confessional cry, how do you feel about the depth of your own sin? Why is it difficult 

for us to understand its true impact? 

• Knowing that the sin of the world leads to death, listen to “Casimir Pulaski Day” and 

reflect on Stevens grief for his friend. In what way does that grief coincide with or 

come in conflict with Stevens’ faith? 

• Read John 11:28-37. What do you think of Jesus’ response to the death of Lazarus? 

Given that Jesus knows Lazarus will be raised from the dead, why does Jesus weep?  

• Read Psalm 13:1-4. What is the Psalmists’ cry here? What is his emotional state? 
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• How well do we “lament” or grieve the state of our own sin? How well do we lament 

the effect of sin in the world?  

• Why do we move so quickly from grief and lamentation to praise? What does it tell 

us about the nature of God that he would not only grieve the sinfulness of the world 

but also enter into it? 

• How can we better respond to the brokenness in the our communities so as to 

demonstrate grace? 
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