
 

	

	

September 2, 2016 
 
The Christa Project: Manifesting Divine Bodies  
Featuring the gift of the original 1974 sculpture by Edwina Sandys 
The Cathedral of St. John the Divine, New York 
October 6, 2016 – March 12, 2017 

The 1975 sculpture Christa by Edwina Sandys, a 4 x 5 foot statue cast in bronze consisting of a nude 
female Christ on an acrylic cross, will be on view above the altar in the Chapel of Saint Saviour 
beginning on October 6th at the Cathedral of St. John the Divine in New York City. 

Coinciding with the installation of Christa, The Very Reverend Dr. James A. Kowalski, Dean of the 
Cathedral, announced an exhibition of contemporary art exploring the language, symbolism, art, and 
ritual associated with the historic concept of the Christ image and the divine as manifested in every 
person, regardless of gender, race, ethnicity, or sexual orientation. 

The exhibition will feature works by Meredith Bergmann, Genesis Breyer P-Orridge, Holly Trostle 
Brigham, Loren Eiferman, Nona Faustine, Jackie Fawn, Terry Flaxton, Fredericka Foster, 
William Johnston, Gabriel García Román, Janice Gordon, Hélène Gugenheim, Jenny Hankwitz, 
Emma Lindström, Heidi Loening, Ted Meyer, Eiko Otake, Edwina Sandys, Kiki Smith, Esmay 
Wagemans, Kara Walker and Bettina WitteVeen and selections from the Cathedral collection. The 
exhibition will also feature pieces from the James Parks Morton Interfaith Art Collection. 
 
Acclaimed performance artist Eiko Otake has been appointed Artist-in-Residence and project co-
curator. She will offer solo performances within the Cathedral and design a mutable exhibition of dance 
photographs created in collaboration with historian-photographer William Johnston, all of which 
explore the dignity and transcendence inherent in the ordinary and the disregarded. Hannah Wolfe 
Eisner, a student at Wesleyan University who joined the Cathedral as an intern in 2015 and devoted her 
intellect, time and passion to the exhibition, is the in-house co-curator.  

 

BACKGROUND 

Christa was originally created for the United Nations’ International Decade for Women and debuted in 
London in 1975. It has since been displayed in galleries, museums and churches throughout the world. 
Christa hung briefly in the Cathedral’s ambulatory in 1984, causing enormous controversy (SEE BELOW 
AND ATTACHED). Conversations about the politics of identity have changed tremendously since the 
1980s. Christa’s essential statement, however, remains vital to our world today: people are hungry to 
see themselves and each other fully represented in society, especially in its most powerful and iconic 
institutions. 

History: The Christa Event (1984) 

During Holy Week of 1984, Christa was displayed in the Cathedral as part of a small exhibition on the 
feminine divine. The general reception was positive, but a particularly vocal minority condemned the 
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piece and its placement in a house of worship through ecclesiastical denunciations and a plethora of 
hate mail that attacked the “blasphemy” of changing the symbol of Christ. These dissenters highlighted 
how the sculpture’s allegedly sexualized (i.e. female) figure brought attention to Christ’s human body, 
which was “blasphemous, shocking, and inappropriate.” 

The Right Reverend Walter Dennis, then Suffragan Bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of New York, 
decried Christa as “theologically and historically indefensible!” and called for Christians similarly 
shocked to write to the Dean of the Cathedral and the Bishop of the Diocese. Other dissenters raised 
concerns in hundreds of letters preserved in the Cathedral’s archives. Many of their complaints reflected 
pervasive anxieties about protecting accepted truths from challenges to the status quo. 

Other clergy and laypeople defended the work, arguing that Christ as God in human form represents all 
people: Christ can be depicted in varying ways to help people apprehend the divine by seeing 
themselves reflected in Christ’s humanity. Christ has been portrayed as a member of a variety 
of races and ethnicities that differ from his original Semitic identity (including the white Christ of 
European Christianity), so why not imagine Christ with a different gender? Material from the original 
exhibition quotes Martin Luther King Jr., who argued that “the visual image” is necessary to prove that 
“we are all equal in the sight of God”; therefore, Christians need to see their material identities 
represented in the body of Christ as part of “the very humanity assumed” in the Incarnation. 

 

The Christa Project: Themes 

Representations of the human body in art, iconography, popular media and advertising guide our 
understanding of the myriad realities of the human condition, help us reflect on our particular 
experiences, and invite us into the mystery of other lives. Whether in Christa’s challenge to how we 
imagine the Incarnation or in Eiko Otake’s embodied response to environmental trauma in her 
photographic and live performances, the represented body in context invokes the full range of historical 
and cultural meaning while including the intimate life and unique perspective of every viewer. 

• Iconography: Representing the Body Through Traditional Forms 

One central element of The Christa Project engages traditional forms of iconography, as developed in 
Christianity and other world faiths. Despite the 1984 claims that Christa was simply art and not an 
object of worship, the two categories are deeply interwoven. Beloved author and Cathedral librarian 
Madeleine L’Engle wrote, “To try to talk about art and about Christianity is for me one and the same 
thing, and it means attempting to share the meaning of my life, what gives it, for me, its tragedy and its 
glory.” The symbolism and iconic imagery that figures of religious devotion (martyrs, saints, holy 
people) accrue through centuries of meaning-making foregrounds the human body in all its complexity, 
as shorthand for the indwelling divinity and object of adoration in its own right. This process is not 
limited to Christian objects of worship but arises in a wide array of artworks framed by various 
religious and secular social justice concerns.  
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The Christa Project incorporates an array of iconographic artworks, from Gabriel García Román’s 
Queer Icons that depict contemporary queer people of color as traditional Christian icons, to Jackie 
Fawn’s use of indigenous symbols and Internet tropes to inspire social action through her digital poster 
art. Inspired by medieval Christian reliquaries, both Genesis Breyer P-Orridge’s Touching of Hands 
and Holly Trostle Brigham’s Hildegard’s Box venerate the symbolism of physical body parts 
themselves and call attention to how we as viewers interact with iconography in religious and artistic 
spaces. Kiki Smith’s Ice Man draws on iconographic styles from a different standpoint, using the 
human body as a gateway to explore notions of historiography, permanence and transience.   

• Incarnation: The Union of Spirit and Body 

Due in part to interpretations of Christianity that emphasized the masculine (white) spirit of God as 
rightful dominator of the feminized (and racialized) sinful world, the radical message of Incarnation that 
brought God and world together in the person of Christ has not infrequently been overshadowed by the 
reification of the status quo. The underlying, radical nature of the Incarnation—the union, in one 
person, of Heaven and Earth, finite and infinite, the human and the divine—lies in Christ’s seeking out 
and embracing of the poor, the sick, the lame, the despised and the forgotten. To attend to, and see 
manifest, the divine within these disempowered identities, is to see the central promise of the Christian 
message writ large. 

A number of the artists in this exhibition call viewers to look more closely at the implications of 
division between our physical bodies and world: Eiko’s expressive fragility recapitulates the fragility 
and resilience of the Earth, even in the face of unthinkable destruction; Nona Faustine’s photographs 
place her body as a landmark and emblem, revealing the gendered and racialized history written into 
New York City’s geography and its inhabitants’ bodies; and Esmay Wagemans’ latex casts of her torso 
raise questions about what constitutes nudity and the boundaries between body and object. Janice 
Gordon takes us further into the body with her A Cuore Aperto (“Open Heart”) triptychs that use the 
traditional, devotional form to look at the sacred within our organs, flesh, and bloodstreams in light of 
chronic illness. Expanding the definition of “body” beyond the basic human outline, Emma 
Lindström’s cosmic paintings herald the stuff of swirling and explosive pre-verbal thought as the locus 
of creativity.  

• Pilgrimage: Bodies in a Landscape 

Several artists in The Christa Project perform acts of pilgrimage through the journeys they take to 
situate their own and other bodies in significant places. In addition to these artistic processes, the 
visitors make pilgrimages by coming to the Cathedral and transporting themselves to the places each 
artwork depicts. Pilgrimage is not only the journey; it is the effect of the journey on the pilgrim. In A 
Body in Fukushima, Eiko traveled to Fukushima following the 2011 nuclear disaster in order to fully 
grieve and create through the presence of her body in a particular space. Likewise, the development 
of Bettina Witteveen’s installation emerged from her passionate research into each of her five 
“Christas,” whose places of life and death she made pilgrimages to and whose memories she physically 
memorializes through site-specific sculpture. Kara Walker’s A Subtlety: or the Marvelous Sugar Baby 
drew crowds to the abandoned Domino sugar factory where it was placed, and her video An Audience / 
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Rhapsody shows the ancient-made-contemporary symbol of the monumental sphinxlike sculpture as a 
destination and catalyst for a sometimes all-too-human multitude.  

• Celebration: Doing Homage to the Body 

Before its festive definition came into wider usage, “celebration” referred to the rites of the Eucharist—
an act both spiritual and deeply physical, with priest and congregation together partaking in 
remembrance of Christ’s suffering on the Cross as they consume his body and blood as vital sustenance. 
This ceremony, comprising the heart of Christian worship, speaks of the intimacy between death and 
life, carnality and beatitude, and the role of the community in building meaning out of legacies of 
historical violence. The Christa Project invites the viewer to ask questions about the nature of trauma, 
how we remember violence, and what it means to celebrate our physical, psychological, and cultural 
scars. The symbol of Christ’s body, mocked, wounded, physically scarred and ultimately crucified, 
provides a jumping-off point for many of these investigations: what does it mean to “triumph over” 
insults and brutality against the body? Must scars (whether physical, mental, or spiritual) be seen as 
something to “overcome,” or can they, and human life in total, be honored and recognized without 
recapitulating hierarchies of power and pain?  

Edwina Sandys’ sculpture Christa adds to these questions through her emphasis on female and 
otherwise marginalized bodies in contemporary culture. Two series in the exhibition, Ted Meyer’s 
Scarred for Life and Hélène Gugenheim’s Mes cicatrices, Je suis d’elles, entièrement tissé (“My scars, 
of them I am fully woven”), celebrate physical scars on individual people, voicing their stories and 
acknowledging the scars as signifiers rather than imperfections. These various pieces call us to think for 
ourselves about the marks history leaves on the body, and to pay attention to others’ experiences. 

 

Public Programming 

Public programs and interpretive content will complement the exhibition, incorporating customized 
guided visits. Additional programs will include conversations with artists, theologians, and activists. 
Shakuhachi flute master, Ralph Samuelson, will present an evening of traditional and contemporary 
music exploring themes prevalent in the exhibition. The Department of Public Education & Visitor 
Services will be offering age appropriate programs and workshops to school-aged children. 

Generous support for this exhibition was provided by the Henry Luce Foundation. 

 
About the Chapel of Saint Saviour 
Completed in 1904 by Heins and LaFarge, The Chapel of Saint Saviour stood, for many years, as the 
first completed portion of the Cathedral.  As the term “Saint Saviour” refers to Jesus Christ, in his role 
as the Holy Redeemer, savior of all people regardless of their origins or their past sins, the Chapel of 
Saint Saviour makes a fitting home to Christa as an embodiment of Christ’s all-embracing love.  The 
entrance is flanked by 20 angels carved in 1905 by Gutzon Borglum, later the sculptor of Mount 
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Rushmore.  
 
Borglum believed certain angels—specifically the Angel of the Annunciation and the Angel of the 
Resurrection—must be female. His artistic vision turned into a controversy when a visiting clergyman, 
viewing the plaster casts for the figures, complained, “Whoever heard of a woman angel?” There was 
an uproar in the media, as there would be 80 years later with the exhibition of Christa, but in 1905 
people were more amused than scandalized at the ridiculous idea of women as embodiments of the 
divine. Borglum was gently asked to change the statues. The sculptor unhappily agreed, destroying the 
plaster casts, though preserving the two faces and the hand to take home with him.  “I felt like a 
murderer,” he told The New York Times. 
 
About the Cathedral 
The Cathedral of St. John the Divine is the Cathedral of the Episcopal Diocese of New York.  It is 
chartered as a house of prayer for all people and a unifying center of intellectual light and leadership. 
For more than a century, it has been deeply involved in education, social justice and active support of 
the arts and the environment. People from many faiths and communities worship together in services 
held more than 30 times a week; the soup kitchen serves roughly 25,000 meals annually; and social 
service outreach has an increasingly varied roster of programs. The distinguished Cathedral School 
prepares young students to be future leaders, while Adults and Children in Trust, the renowned 
preschool, afterschool and summer program, offers diverse educational and nurturing experiences. The 
choral music concerts, Paul Winter’s Solstice concerts and a variety of other musical programming 
attract large audiences. The American Poets Corner, with a new writer inducted each year, is the only 
such landmark in the country: a place of pilgrimage and the inspiration for diverse literary 
programming. 
 
Over the past seven years, the Cathedral has hosted and curated a number of ambitious exhibitions, 
including The Value of Water; Jane Alexander: Surveys (from the Cape of Good Hope), presented in 
partnership with the Museum of African Art, and which was listed in the New York Times as one of the 
ten best exhibitions of the year; Phoenix: Xu Bing at the Cathedral; and The Value of Food: Sustaining 
a Green Planet, among others. 
 
The Christa Project: Manifesting Divine Bodies is closely tied to the Dignity Initiative, an expression of 
the Cathedral’s historical principles, launched in 2013 and ongoing. In the midst of many assaults to 
human wellbeing today, those most at risk are populations whose dignity is under attack – whether from 
natural events, from exploitation and neglect, or from social systems that promote or sustain inequality 
and injustice. This exhibition surveys these concepts through the lenses of artists exploring a range of 
subject matter, including worship, identity, intimate love, community, body image, and our place in the 
world. 
 
Dignity comprises respect for the human spirit and its universal goals. The Cathedral believes that we 
can cultivate the capacity, beyond shifting circumstances and in the context of diverse mores, to see that 
all people deserve attention, respect and care. Moreover, we must identify, celebrate, and support the 
habits of mind and behavior that lead to strength and perseverance in the face of adversity. In so doing, 
we become better equipped to respect the dignity of every human being. 
	


