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It is only with the heart that one can see rightly;
what is essential is invisible to the eye.

— Antoine De Saint-Exupéry





FOREWORD

The creative imagination, in keeping with the mystical teachings of all
world religions, is the opening to a personal relationship with the divine

that unfolds with unending depth and variation. In this book, Robert Landy
takes the creative arts therapies beyond the thresholds of secular “spirituali-
ty” and into the more challenging meeting with religious faith. This large
undertaking is done in a simple and engaging way through the presentation
of intimate children’s stories and pictures about God. 

The children are asked to “draw a picture of God that shows what God
looks like and where God lives.” They are also asked to “tell a story about the
picture” and then presented with other questions. Curiosity and fascination
with images, for both child participants and readers, generate a fresh and
open discourse about God.

Creative energy and artistic transformation have served as my way of
experiencing the divine realm. As an adult the closest I have come to ortho-
doxy is a love for passages like Ecclesiastes (1, 7):  “All streams run into the sea,
yet the sea never overflows; back to the place from which the streams ran
they return to run again.”  And I have realized that we do not create alone as
confirmed by Ahab in Moby Dick, “Is it I, God, or who, that lifts this arm?” My
vision of creative arts therapy has been one of participating in this primordial
flow of healing energy that is accessed through the creative process. 

The creative streams of this book originate from, and return to, the sanc-
tum santorum of Robert Landy’s relationship with his young son. These
bonds bring him back to his own childhood relationships and ultimately to
the realization that visions of God originate and return to childhood.
Imaginings of children serve as the deep sea and the flowing streams of divine
energy in the world. We learn through the children who have much to say
and depict when asked about God. The creations pour from them in unend-
ing variety and imaginative vitality. There is no single and absolute image,
but yet there is a constancy of the relationship between the children and God. 

The reader is subtly stirred to do what the children do. As I read and
viewed the many different presentations of God, I imagined my own. I also
returned to my childhood relationship with God. For over thirty years I rarely
uttered the word “God.” It was just too big. My repression of the word was
an inverted form of respect. People were too glib with their references and too
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viii How We See God and Why It Matters

certain. Perhaps in keeping with Judaic and Islamic commandments forbid-
ding images of God, and the Jewish namelessness of the divine, I was attract-
ed to an idea that was beyond any utterance or form. The word God once
again entered my speech when I was a visiting Professor in Ireland and
became relaxed with the ubiquitous goodbye expression, “God bless.” This
daily exchange having little to do with doctrine about divine identity cracked
my resistance.  

Since I first discovered creative arts therapy, it has provided an important
community of ideas and colleagues. As Ronald Rolehiser suggests in The Holy
Longing, traditional spirituality “Is never something you do alone” (1999, p.
96).  My decision to constantly involve groups of people with the arts is no
doubt connected to this need for community. Experiences in the art studio
with others consistently show how rational arguments are dissolved by
dreams, images, and art experiences that integrate everything we are. Just as
individual positions following particular lines of reason separate us from one
another in personal relations, the same thing happens with religious doctrine.
When we join together in a community committed to making and sharing
imagery, common ground is established by paying attention to individual cre-
ations. We do not have to abandon our rational beliefs, but only relax them
for a while in order to find a shared purpose with others. 

How We See God and Why It Matters creates a community of children from
diverse parts of the world, all making images of God. The extensiveness of
the imagery and the ambition of the collection establish an important mile-
stone in the creative arts therapy’s demonstration of how to do art-based
research. From a research perspective, the collection of data is a major
achievement in itself. I am especially intrigued with the way in which the
book moves like a “shape shifter” between God and research. The children
present highly varied and intimate images of God. The closeness of the chil-
dren to what they are doing evokes a sense of the nearness of God who lives
in the process of being experienced. 

A five-year-old Bulgarian Jewish girl says, “My grandpa died and became
God. There are his jewelry and his clothes. They are golden. He is rich. There
are his trousers. They’re golden too. And the sky is everywhere around him.”
Robert also recalls how his Orthodox Jewish grandfather praying was a child-
hood embodiment of God.

A Czech boy presents God as an abstract landscape and a Gypsy boy says,
“God is the heart.” Another child, in sync with the world’s many mystical
traditions says, “I think everything came out of some basic light.” A seven-
year-old Danish boy describes God speaking to “extinct dinosaurs.”

There are also the inevitable superhero representations, but not too many;
images of nature; domestic scenes of home and family; male, female and
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androgen images of God; vulnerable images in need of support; clouds; stars;
angels; temples; water; shadows behind us; and golden chairs—a variety as
large as the imagination. 

The pictures are equally astonishing from Odi’s (England/Nigeria), “The
Gates of Heaven” (Plate 8) to Robert’s son Mackey’s “All about Jesus” (Plate
15) and his “Jew in Jail” (Plate 1). In keeping with the dictum that the wound
is the opening to the soul, Mackey had an anti-Semitic experience that
sparked this Odyssey by his father. Twelve-year-old Bianca’s (Germany) com-
forting image of God cradling the globe, can be likened to the way in which
this book respectfully holds children’s expressions from diverse regions of the
world.

Varied art forms and drama methods give the children opportunities to
speak directly to God and to “play” God—“If you were God in this picture,
what are you saying?” Robert also joins in the dramatic exchange and his way
of amplifying one artistic expression with another corresponds to Jung’s prac-
tice of active imagination. 

Erez, a six-year-old Israeli atheist, describes how God is blind and deaf
and doesn’t exist and says, “Once I talked to him in kindergarten, but he did-
n’t answer me.” He goes on to say, speaking as God,  “ I am God and I want
you to know that I can’t talk and I can’t see. I live in the sky and I have a fun-
nel.”  God is bored in heaven and says, “Because I have no friends.” Erez
invites him to earth.

The children’s stories and drawings show how we create our images of
God. What some might call projections from imagination are ways of giving
human form to a divine reality. Robert pays homage to imagination as “a
powerful and holy presence in the universe.”  He describes how the children
“all ponder the unseen with open hearts . . . I struggle to feel and to see with
the eyes of the child or at least to recall what it was like to see in that special
way before my senses were re-educated, before my heart gave way to my
brain.”

Again the spiritual traditions of the world teach how soul loss and renew-
al are parts of a necessary cycle of life. Robert describes how he had to lose
God to find him again. “The children,” he says, “ have led me back.” The
book begins with his son’s experience and reconnects to it at the end. The
streams “return to run again.” The personal vein provides the mainstream
through which all of the different parts of the book flow. This constant and
sensitive presence holds together all the varieties and transcends the notion
of “an exclusive God who chooses his own people at the expense of others.”
Robert holds the space and makes it safe for readers to open their hearts.

The guiding spirit of this book is the Hasidic saying, “God is present wher-
ever people let him in.”  There is no push to present a particular image of
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God or religious point of view. Robert Landy moves with great ease and
humility amongst the religious traditions of the world, embracing them all as
they return him to his own. The artistic images connect the viewer to experi-
ences of God, just as angels do. For Robert Landy it is the children who ulti-
mately show how to open the heart, “With very few exceptions, the children
I interviewed let God in.”

In keeping with ancient wisdom, this book reveals how children are given
a vision of God at birth that is lost as the mind takes control. Robert Landy
listens to the children, looks at what they make, opens his eyes to what they
feel, and completes himself through their transcendence of logic and ego. He
lets them in and God comes with them. He concludes that the mind of the
child is “the source of the consciousness of God.”  As Edith Cobb revealed,
the return to childhood imagination is the source of vision and wonder in the
adult (1993).

How We See God and Why It Matters is a wonderful advance for my pro-
fession. The best among us turns his eye to God while acting within the role
of a creative arts therapist. Our discipline, established to give compassionate
and expressive service to the suffering soul, enters new territory in this book.
Robert Landy displays what the creative imagination can do to help the
world regain missing parts of itself. 

SHAUN MCNIFF

Provost
Endicott College

Beverly, Massachusetts
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INTRODUCTION

Ever since I can remember I was always searching out pictures of hidden
mysteries. As a young adolescent, I would wander into a magazine store

and surreptitiously look for the one with a racy title and the promise of a
glimpse of a partially naked body. Inevitably, I would settle for something
with a title like Sexology and become disappointed to discover that the pictures
were medical rather than pornographic and the mystery I was searching for
was yet again beyond my grasp. This was, after all, the 1950s, a time when
popular images of forbidden fruits were drawn by hand or hidden behind fig
leaves. I was a shy person originally from an orthodox Jewish home and, I
suppose, took more than a little pleasure in sneaking around and fearing that
I would be discovered and appropriately punished for my unacceptable
cravings. 

My search for a vision of the flesh in every candy store was supplemented
by another one, more compelling and more motivating over the long haul.
This was my search for the spirit, represented by the spiritual being that I
came to know at an early age as God. God, too, was a hidden mystery, much
more so than the naked body of women. 

To complicate matters, my God was nowhere to be seen, no matter how
many books and magazines I acquired, no matter what nook and cranny I
searched in the synagogue. The only holy image available was that of Jesus
Christ, one that seemed to be everywhere—in books and paintings and songs,
in stores and churches, on crosses of wood and plastic hanging over my
friends’ beds. Before my young eyes, the figure of Jesus was frightening, not
only in his bloody wounds, but also in his strange romantic quality. His was
a face of even and soft features—a hint of ecstasy and ambivalent sexuality,
blond hair and big soulful eyes looking heavenward. This was the face of a
movie star, a rock star, later to be incarnated in the popular musical, Jesus
Christ, Superstar.

But Jesus was a forbidden object for Jewish boys like me. Neither his name
nor his image was permitted within the walls of my home. The closest he got
was when my uncle, annoyed by some mistake made by the children, uttered
an exasperated: “Jesus Christ, can’t you kids get it right!” Whenever Jesus was
present visually, I was supposed to look the other way. And, ironically, the
God that I was supposed to see, the Old Testament patriarch, Jehovah, was
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xii How We See God and Why It Matters

nowhere to be found, that is, in a visual form.
One way of thinking about my childhood is as an education in seeing. I

was taught over and over again what to see and what not to see. As I grew up,
I carried around Hamlet’s famous query with a twist: “To see or not to see,
that is the question.” My answer was: “To see.” And, of course, the things that
I was not supposed to see were the things that I wanted most desperately to
see—the hidden body and the hidden spirit.

This is a book about seeing the ultimate mystery as represented by the
figure of God. It is not about religion per se, although I will make reference
to many of the great religious traditions of the world and their gods. Rather,
it is about the presence of the spiritual world and its inhabitants, a place that
lies on the other side of the domain of material things. 

The inspiration for this book stems way back to some of my earliest
memories. I was four years old, going to shul with my grandfather and feeling
the presence of the spirit of God as I watched the old men davin from their
worn prayer books, covered from head to toe in prayer shawls, bobbing on
the balls of their feet to the rhythms of an ancient language whose sounds
touched me deeply. To this day, in temple or church, I am still filled with a
sense of wonder and reverence as the hum of communal prayer begins. 

As a child, I could sense the gentle power of God through my grandfather
and his fellow celebrants. Although I was bereft of a particular visual image,
I imagined God in biblical terms as present in thunder and lightning, in
burning bushes, pillars of fire and tidal waves—in short, in extreme forms of
nature. Yet all the while I imagined his shape to be human, most particularly
like that of my grandfather. At times the connection was so strong that I could
smell and taste God in the thick slices of rye bread my grandfather would cut
for me at breakfast. 

As I approached the age of Bar Mitzvah, 13, I saw God as an anthropo-
morphic figure different from my grandfather. Certainly God did not smoke
cigarettes or shave his face with a straight razor each morning. Before my
mind’s eye was an old man with a white beard, massively huge, dominating
the world above the clouds. This image was reinforced when I first saw Cecil
B. DeMille’s film, The Ten Commandments. Although DeMille’s God appears in
the form of wind and fire, his presence is implied in the aging figure of Moses,
portrayed by a 30-year-old Charlton Heston. I got the message that this was
finally the true shape of God, and although he was not to be seen directly, if
you looked long enough at the prophet Moses, then you would see his
Master.

Like so many others before and after me, my image of the unimaginable
was shaped by Hollywood. And the Barnum and Bailey snake oil salesman
this time was Cecil B. DeMille, whose mysterious sideshow attraction was not
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Charlton Heston or even the Moses character he portrayed, but God, himself.
Mr. DeMille, in a speech delivered at the New York opening of the film, had
this to say:

What I hope for our production of The Ten Commandments is that those who
see it shall come from the theatre not only entertained and filled with the
sight of a big spectacle, but filled with the spirit of truth—that it will bring to
its audience a better understanding of the real meaning of this pattern of life
that God has set down for us to follow—that it will make vivid to the human
mind its close relationship to the mind of God.

The mind of God—that is what I longed to know at 13 years of age, just as
I longed to see the figure of God at four. I have always welcomed those who
present me the opportunity to contemplate this figure. But over the years,
journeying far away from the orthodoxy of my grandfather, the figure of God
became cloudy and distant. I chose friends and teachers and colleagues
because they were interested in more worldly ways of making meaning.
Together we examined the great moral dilemmas of genocide and world war,
of injustice and victimization by looking at the arts and humanities and social
sciences for explanations. 

Even so, I would wander away from them at regular intervals and travel,
alone. In my travels I would find myself being drawn not to the great
archeological or historical sites but to the spiritual ones. Again, unwittingly, I
was resuming my search for the presence of God. Occasionally I would arrive
at a place, whether Glastonbury in England, Iona in Scotland, Fatima in
Portugal, Mt. Athos in Greece, Jerusalem in Israel, and feel that presence so
powerfully that I knew I had returned to the scene of my childhood faith. But
these experiences were all tempered by my more predictable return to the
secular world and all its familiar rituals, rewards, and punishments.

Then a quite extraordinary thing happened. In the midst of my seemingly
very important work and struggle to become worldly wise and respectable, I
became a father. Well into my 40’s, I was blessed with two children. I didn’t
think of it at the time, but on each occasion when I cut the umbilical chord
and released each child into a world of its own, it was as if I were playing
God. At the moment when the doctor handed me the knife, my hands were
holy. And when I looked at the tiny faces before me in the delivery room—
my daughter with the markings of my family and my son with the markings
of my wife’s—it was as if I were gazing at a being just recently separated from
the other side.

For several years, I stayed close to home, my journeys confined to trips to
the supermarket for extra packages of diapers. My attention was focused
upon the shared chores of parenting. Sometimes, among the many dramatic
moments of projectile vomits and late night fevers, I would experience small
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epiphanies. They would occur at any old time and pass by so quickly that I
wasn’t even sure they had any particular meaning. These were moments
when my daughter, agitated by a late night bad dream, would allow her body
to fold into mine or when my son, growing into his independence, would
simply reach out for my hand while walking down the street and hold it as if
it really mattered. 

At some point, I recognized that these small connections of body and
hand, of heart and spirit are the ones that count the most. And it is these
moments that present a certain kind of evidence of the presence of God.
When I allow myself to stay connected to my small children in these
moments, I am brought back to my own childhood connection with my
grandfather and his God. My children evoke the part of me that is like a child,
that is close to the spiritual nature of things, that is close to God.

Growing into fatherhood and watching my children slip away from their
direct, ingenuous wonder and awe of the everyday workings of the universe,
I yet again lost sight of the small revelations. My nose to the grindstone, I
resumed my professional work and my travels, eager to succeed in new and
better ways. But I did so in a fashion different from before. My children
taught me to be mindful of the spiritual and to the memories that nurture my
sense of wonder. My work in theatre, education, and drama therapy, helping
people to discover ways to live more playful and spontaneous lives, has
changed. Somewhere, somehow, like a drop of water, God has seeped into
the cracks and broken down the rigid parts of my psyche. 

Having written several books about the theory and practice of drama
therapy, having traveled throughout many cultures, having worked for 30
years in theatres and universities and treated a variety of people with varying
forms of psychological distress, I turn to the parts of me that are father and
child and spiritual seeker. And as such, I return to the hidden, most
compelling mysteries, the things unseen. 

As a man, I know more about the body than I did as a young adolescent
searching through the titillating magazines. The body is less mysterious to me
now, though it remains a changing, awesome landscape that demands
attention and scrutiny especially as the biological clock ticks away. To this
day, I know less about the spirit, about the persona of God, having seen it still
only through a medium, whether nature or grandfather or child. As a man
past the half century mark, moving into a new millennium, sensitive to the
limitations of ideals and ideologies in bringing about personal and political
tranquility, I want to see God more than ever, long before I die.

And so, I write this book. As you will see, a particular experience with my
children led to the actual concept, one in which I ask children to draw a
picture of God, to play the role of God, and to tell a story about God. My
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children, in fact, became my most important collaborators and critics.
Unbeknownst to them, they have pointed me in this direction all along. 

As I am a traveler, I asked other children from all around the world to
offer their particular depictions of God in the hope of obtaining a universal
vision that would help me clarify my own. But to reach my lofty goal of seeing
God, I needed to take another step. With the children’s images as patches of
the great divine, I began to weave my quilt. This patchwork quilt of a book is
more than just the sum of its parts. On the one hand, it is a description of the
many sacred images of children; on the other, it is my dialogue with and
response to their gods. 

Finally, this book offers a method for readers to discover their own ways
of seeing God. As you engage with the pictures and the stories of young
children and as you engage with those that I create, you will be challenged to
create your own. This book is about creating the Creator, about discovering
a way to see the unseeable through drawing, role playing, and storytelling.
This is a book for all those who have hung out in candy stores and temples
and churches of all kinds, for all those who have traveled far and wide to great
spiritual sites and for those who have stayed close to home hoping to see a
glimpse of wonder in the small rituals of everyday life. This is also a book for
doubters, those who wonder whether God is simply a wish or a crutch or a
dream. They, too, can test out their beliefs by engaging with the images in this
book.

This is a book for children of all ages who are able to leave behind for just
a moment the jaded, sophisticated, often cynical vision of the workaday
world and answer the question: “to see or not to see” in the affirmative. In an
odd way, my aim is similar to that of Cecil B. DeMille in making the film The
Ten Commandments: “to make vivid to the human mind its close relationship
to the mind of God.”
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HOW WE SEE GOD AND
WHY IT MATTERS





Chapter 1

AT HOME

Beginnings

There’s nothing like a damaging remark aimed at your child to propel a
parent into action. My daughter, Georgie, seven years old, was the target.

At recess in school, she engaged in a conversation with her second grade
peers about different religions and gods. One girl brought the discussion to a
grinding halt by accusing Georgie and all Jews like her of killing Jesus Christ.
This incident occurred at the end of the 20th century in a fairly enlightened
school district in a New York City suburb. For my wife and I, Georgie’s
retelling of the story cut to the bone. Where was this medieval prejudice
coming from? Were we too naive to think that in this place and at this time,
overt anti-Semitism was all but dead and buried? Where and how does a
seven-year-old girl learn that people of one faith murder the god of another?

As a family, we talked about the incident at length and made the appro-
priate phone calls to the parents and teacher and principal. Our five-year-old
son, Mackey, remained silent during much of our conversations, but we
thought he absorbed the essential lessons of religious tolerance and respect
for those whose faiths and gods are different from one’s own. In our family,
we are all Jewish by birth and belong to a Reform Synagogue, despite my
earliest years in an orthodox home. Although we are not observant for the
most part, our Jewish identities have been very meaningful and we chose to
pass along the traditions and culture to our children. And in our home, we
openly discuss religion, especially after traveling to another culture.

Several weeks passed after this incident. It was early spring. Our family
expanded as we acquired a frisky Labrador Retriever named Trixie who
spent her days chewing the furniture and nights tossing and turning restlessly
in her crate beside our bed. A freak blizzard hit hard on April Fool’s Day, and
we all spent one week without power, heat, and water. Something was
churning, something beyond our control.

Then my old friend and colleague, Sue, visited from England. I took her,
along with my son, Mackey, to visit the nearby Maryknoll monastery. This
was not, incidentally, a response to the storm, but our usual way of spending
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time together, as we both shared an interest in places and things spiritual. As
we were walking to the chapel, we passed a large wooden crucifix hanging
low from the wall. As is his pleasure, Mackey reached up to sample the feel
of this foreign object and his hand lingered on a wooden spike pierced
through Christ’s feet. Pulling his hand away, he exclaimed: “Uh, oh!” I
looked down and saw that he held the spike in his hand. With good humor
I said: “Watch out Mack, Jesus might come down and get you!” We all had a
good laugh and I immediately experienced a twinge of guilt. Was I too flip,
too demeaning of the Christian faith? Was I frightening my son and inadver-
tently instilling the fear of a vengeful God? Was I blurring the boundary
between symbol and reality? Did Mackey think and did I that this wooded
figure could be animate, that this spirit could indeed be made flesh?

I let these thoughts go and Sue, Mackey, and I continued our explorations
of the monastery—its cloistered halls, its soaring architecture strongly influ-
enced by classical Chinese design, its light and shadows, its serenity and
glorious vistas. Mackey was quiet throughout.

In the morning, Sue and I sat in the kitchen at the breakfast table. Mackey,
who had awakened at the crack of dawn, entered with a drawing. It was of a
blobby figure, ghostlike and frowning, in some form of cage or prison.
Mackey also drew four crucifixes, three to the right of the cage, one above it
(see Plate 1). Having had the pleasure of being slobbered upon by our dog,
Sue asked: “Is that Trixie in the cage?” And Mackey responded: “No, it’s a
Jew.”

“And where is the Jew, then?” Sue asked. 
Mackey replied: “The Jew is in jail.” 
We were all surprised by Mackey’s response. At that moment, in walked

his sister, Georgie. After examining Mackey’s picture and asking some direct
questions concerning our conversation, Georgie proceeded to draw her own
version of the crucifixion, with plenty of blood dripping from Christ’s
wounds. Her only question to us was: “What is Jesus wearing?” We tried to
describe a loin cloth and Georgie drew a yellow version, giving Christ a
distinctively Tarzan-like appearance. I related to Sue how Georgie had
recently been the recipient of anti-Semitic remarks. Georgie told Sue that her
classmate said: “You know, Georgie, you Jews killed Christ.” I mentioned that
my wife and I had long discussions with the children about the need to
challenge all forms of bigotry. 

After a hurried breakfast, Sue and I rushed off to the train to the city and
bid the family goodbye. On the train, we leapt into a provocative and difficult
conversation about who killed Christ and the roots of religious intolerance.
My anxiety abated just a bit, yet I was blocked from expressing all the hurt I
felt from my daughter’s first exposures to religious intolerance and, not
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incidentally, to all the pain I have had to push aside or deny during my life-
time as a Jew in a Christian world. 

But then, our talk shifted to a positive direction. We both became excited
at discovering the rich imaginations of children who could draw what they
felt, and who, like Mackey, could visualize the shame and despondency of the
Jews in terms of a dog in a cage. We seemed to discover the contrary side of
the thought that human beings are God killers, that is, human beings are the
creators of God and that some of the most beautiful depictions of that which
cannot be seen and, in some faiths should not be seen, are those imagined
and drawn by children.

Sue and I began to wonder just how we form our images of God. So we
decided to turn to the earliest creators of images, children, and encourage
them to teach us about God. Although the creative spark and initial concept
for this book came out of a shared experience and discussion between Sue
and myself, I have taken on the task of bringing this project to fruition as it
has become more and more a very personal search for my own sense of the
holy. 

Before I set out, I devised a creative method to interview the children, one
consistent with my experience as a creative arts therapist and educator. In the
interview, children were asked to present God through their drawings, role-
plays, and stories. The interview questions evolved over time and were
modified to suit the needs of particular faiths. But generally these were the
questions:

1. Draw a picture of God that shows what does God look like and where
God lives.

2. Tell a story about the picture.
3. If you were God in this picture, what are you saying? Are you speak-

ing to anybody or anything? Who are you speaking to? If you are not
speaking to anyone, who might you be speaking to?

4. I am now going to play God and speak the words you just spoke. You
will be the person or thing God is speaking to. Please answer in any
way you want.

5. Tell me who you are (as the person God is speaking to). What is your
name?

6. Can you make up a title for the picture? What is the picture called?
7. Is there anything else you want to say about the picture or about the

role-play?
8. (If there are no antagonistic, bad or malevolent characters in the picture, ask

the additional question:) Does God have any enemies, anyone who
wants to fight God? If so, can you name them and tell me something
about them? If you’d like, add the enemies to your picture.


