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Chaim Potok’s My Name is Asher Lev is a poignant narrative which depicts the life of a Hasidic Jew and art prodigy, Asher Lev.  The story is full of tension between these two aspects of Asher’s identity; he is a Jew who should not take art so seriously and an artist who struggles to maintain his Jewishness.  The narrative chronicles various stages in Asher’s growth--from child to adult, from amateur artist to master painter.  Potok makes it clear from the very beginning that the act of creating visual art, for Asher, is like a fire in his bones.  Even at the young age of four, Asher is consumed by a longing to draw everything he sees around him.  This consuming fire that is Asher’s creative energy remains alive and well throughout most of the narrative despite the many obstacles he faces.  


Asher’s mindfulness in bridging the gap between his gift and his faith propels much of the conflict and tension in the story.  Through study of Potok’s characterizations of Asher’s mother, father, and mentor, it is apparent that Asher is of a different stock.  These significant people in his life have fallen captive to functioning in the world in one narrow way.  For his mother, it is sentimentality.  For his father, fundamentalism.  For his mentor, cynicism.  Asher does not fall captive to any of these things.  On the contrary, he finds freedom in expressing himself and how he sees the world.  It is a freedom that comes only at a great cost.  It is a weighty freedom which comes only as Asher is able to hold the tension of the messiness that is this world, and I will argue, provides a graceful context for understanding beauty in the moment of the Cross of Jesus Christ and subsequently how beauty should then be engaged in Christian worship.


From the start, Asher’s parents, particularly his father Aryeh, are not fond of the gift that Asher has been given.  The story is told from Asher’s point of view, as a first person reflection on the events of his life.  Even in the first few pages of the story the reader is given a picture of Aryeh’s posture towards Asher’s art.  He calls it foolishness.
  This sets up the course of the relationship between Asher and his father.  Aryeh’s insistence that Asher’s art is foolishness only escalates as Asher grows older and invests more of himself in his art.  The tension between father and son deepens as Aryeh is unable or unwilling to accept his son, the painter, to the point that Aryeh believes Asher’s talent is not a gift from God, but from the “Other Side”.


The final scenes of the book detail the culmination of the conflict between Asher, his parents, the Jewish community, and the art world.  Asher Lev, a Jew, paints two works, Brooklyn Crucifixion I and II, which depict the crucifixion of his mother.  The difficulty of this action is intense, yet his parents are able to see only one simple level: their son, a Jew, painted his mother into a  sacred Christian symbol.  Further, it is a symbol which has been the source of much pain, persecution, and bloodshed for the Jews.  


The complexity of the narrative, the character of Asher Lev, and the tension and conflict of his story is best illustrated through Potok’s contrasting characterizations of the main figures in Asher’s life.  A careful look at Asher’s mother, father, and mentor reveals and intensifies Asher’s striking ability to hold all of the tension.  Each of these characters live with a view of beauty which, I will argue, is incomplete.  Asher Lev, however, is the embodiment of a beauty which is complex, full, complete, messy, and rich.


Asher’s mother, Rivkeh Lev, is a kind but troubled woman.  After the death of her brother early in the book, she becomes rather distant emotionally from her family.  In many ways, 

despite her withdrawal, Rivkeh remains Asher’s biggest supporter.  Even when her husband strongly discourages, and even shames, Asher for his gift, Rivkeh allows the boy to study art, visit the museum, and even buys some of his supplies.  Rivkeh’s support of Asher, however, subsides near the end of the story when she sees his Brooklyn Crucifixion paintings.  At that point, Rivkeh says, “‘There are limits Asher...everything has a limit.’”
  Asher’s art, though an honest expression of who he is, how he feels, and how he sees the world, has traversed boundaries that even his mother was no longer able to relinquish.


Rivkeh’s comments about Asher’s drawings and paintings through much of the book are typically concerning whether or not his art is “pretty.”  Often she tells him his drawing is pretty, or asks him to draw something “pretty”, such as birds or flowers or a shoreline.  When Asher paints something that is not “pretty,” his mother is, in countless ways, unable to handle the beauty or truth of his rendering.  Rivkeh says to her son, “‘You should make the world pretty, Asher.  Make it sweet and pretty.  It’s nice to live in a pretty world.’
”


Rivkeh’s resistance to Asher’s art (more generally, real beauty) is an example of what Jeremy Begbie refers to as sentimentalism.
  Her sentimental posture does not allow her to see the real beauty and truth in Asher’s renderings.  Perhaps she does not even realize that she is indignant towards his drawings and paintings in which he captures her sullenness, awkwardness, and utter humanity.  She sees that Asher’s art is well crafted.  But she will not call it beautiful if it does not portray the “pretty” nostalgic world about which she fantasizes.  Asher is unable to find it within himself to paint these “pretty” things for any other reason than to please his mother.  Even as a young boy, Asher understands the world to be much heavier of a place than his mother admits to.  Because of this, he feels that he is not being true to himself or his art by depicting the world only as “pretty.”


As Begbie notes, a sentimentalist “misrepresents reality through evading or trivializing evil.”
  On a grand level of conflict between religion and art, Rikveh is a characterization of those who value sentimentality in art at the cost of seeing reality in its fullness.  Begbie further observes that sentimentalists “cannot engage in depth with another’s pain as pain.”
  On some level Rivkeh may have understood the pain and anguish of Asher’s artistic expression.  But she was unwilling, whether as an act of innocence or self-protection, to enter that dark place.  Instead, she often evaded what was real in order to preserve her “fiction of innocence.”
  Her evasion was somewhat echoed in the life of her husband, though in a much different way.


Asher’s father represents the body of religious persons who regard faith and contemplation as a matter of legalism and morality.  As such, he has little or no room for beauty, artistic expression, and creation.  Aryeh is highly intelligent, moral, and respected leader in the Jewish community.  He has devoted his whole life to laboring in the will of Ribbono Shel Olom under the direction of the Rebbe.  He regards Asher’s art, or really any art at all, as foolishness which takes away from more proper pursuits such as study of the Torah.  As was previously stated, Aryeh’s view of art as foolishness escalates as his son’s artistic endeavors conflict more and more with facets of Judaism.  Aryeh has little understanding of aesthetic beauty and its significance for faith.  Aryeh suffers from an aesthetic blindness which causes him to reject his unorthodox artist son.  At one point the Rebbe, Aryeh’s boss, sets up a mentorship between Asher and a profound professional artist, Jacob Kahn.  Aryeh remains blind even in the midst of the Rebbe’s acknowledgment and support of Asher’s gift.


Aryeh is a very devout Jew who follows every letter of the law to the best of his ability.  But he often is captive to the law, seeing it as an end in itself.  He is virtuous, but not invariably for virtue’s sake.  Instead, he is often virtuous in order that he would not be seduced by “the image of his foe,”
 which for Aryeh included anything goy or from the “Other Side.”  Art is the “image of his foe” which, from his father’s perspective, draws Asher to be tempted by the “Other Side.”  Aryeh remarks of Asher’s gift, “‘If it is from the Other Side, then it is foolishness, dangerous foolishness, for it will take you away from Torah and from your people and lead you to think only of yourself.’”
  


At an extreme, Aryeh Lev’s refusal to accept Asher and his art is resistance in the form of fundamentalism.  Because he fears seduction or temptation from the “Other Side,” he also fears freedom.  Steven Pressfield writes, 



The fundamentalist (or, more accurately, the beleaguered individual who 

comes to embrace fundamentalism) cannot stand freedom.  He cannot 

find his way into the future, so he retreats to the past.  He returns in 

imagination to the glory days of his race and seeks to reconstitute both of



them and himself in their purer, more virtuous light.  He gets back to 



basics.  To fundamentals.

Aryeh is not able to hold the tension between Asher’s art which seems to hold to the faith and that which does not.  As a fundamentalist, he sees the world very much in black and white.  Drawing pictures of nudes is bad.  Copying crucifixion scenes, a sacred goy concept, is bad and “goyische foolishness”.
  As a result, Asher’s art and eventually Asher himself, become apostatical in his father’s eyes; a mockery of their Jewish tradition.  Aryeh even goes so far to say, “Next you will become a goy.  Better you should not have been born.”
  This perspective of the vast, unreconcilable divide between art and faith is further provoked by Asher’s work with his mentor, Jacob Kahn, who sees no room for religiosity in art.


Jacob, a seasoned renowned artist, is commissioned by the Rebbe to guide young Asher in the ways of art.  Jacob is a Jew, though he does not practice the faith.  It is this man who draws Asher outside of himself.  He urges Asher into freedom as an artist and opens up the world outside of Asher’s Hasidic community.  Eventually Jacob facilitates Asher’s first art show.  He is a father figure to Asher, whose only exposure to a father has been the man (Aryeh) who has shamed him for his art and who has been physically absent for most of his life.


Jacob’s influence on Asher is untold.  The posture from which Jacob views the world is both harmful and challenging to Asher.  Jacob represents the third strand of resistance in the tension of Asher’s world: cynicism.  Jacob says, “‘I see the world as hard-edged, filled with lines and angles.  And I see it as wild and raging and hideous, and only occasionally beautiful.  The world fills me with disgust more often than it fills me with joy.’”
  The primary struggle Asher has with his mentor is in the reconciliation of Asher’s Jewish heritage with his art.  Asher expresses the desire to make the world holy or sacred, an idea which baffles and even disgusts Jacob.  Asher tells Jacob that it is his task, as a member of the Jewish community, to “make life holy.”
  In contrast to Asher’s father’s response, Jacob tells the boy that if that is his task, the art world is “wrong world”
 for him.  


Jacob, Rivkeh, and Aryeh, all push Asher in different, sometimes competing, directions with regards to his art.  Each has a particular perspective of what beauty is and how it functions in the world, specifically through visual art.  Throughout the entire story there is an overwhelming sense that no matter who Asher is engaging with, there is tension among the different worlds he is expected to live in.  It is this very tension which leads Asher to the freedom of expression in his artwork.  Even as a young boy Asher is able to hold the force of these different postures without losing a sense of himself.  In this way, Asher is perhaps a fuller representation of beauty than the rest.  He is able to hold the saccharine sentimentality of his mother, the brash fundamentalism of his father, and the piercing cynicism of his mentor.  


Beauty and artistic expression, for Asher, can function out of all of these things.  There is a time and a place for each.  There is truth in each.  But each of these main characters, when stretched to an extreme, are limited in their view of beauty, art, and faith.  It is Asher Lev, the young Hasidic boy and painter, who is able to ground himself in freedom and not fear it,
 despite all of the opposing forces and worldviews in his life.  He, as Steven Pressfield states, “has a core of self-confidence, of hope for the future.”
  There are times where he does fear it, times when he rebels (albeit unknowingly) against it, times when he is tormented by the gift.  But there are many more instances of Asher having confidence in his self-expression through art.  This freedom and confidence is seen in the rather intriguing ways that Asher responds to his mother, father, and Jacob in their resistance.


At first Asher’s reaction to his mother’s sentimentality is to appease it.  As a child he believes that is what his mother really wants and needs.  It is not long, however, until Asher begins to oppose his mother’s musings about the world and all its prettiness.  During his mother’s illness he draws the pretty things she desires, but they elicit no response from her.  In a very moving scene, Rivkeh says to Asher, “You should make the world pretty, Asher.”  His response is, “I don’t like the world, Mama.  It’s not pretty.  I won’t draw it pretty.”
  As a child he is able to see and name the world in a way that his mother is either not able, or perhaps willing, to see and name.


Asher had many equally remarkable responses to his father’s religious fundamentalism.  As was previously stated, Aryeh Lev has a propensity for viewing the world in terms of black and white.  This led him to easily name things as good and evil, without careful consideration of the subject in question, including his very gifted son.  Aryeh explains away his son’s actions by asserting that Asher does not have the will to control himself.  After he began copying crucifixion paintings, Asher and his father found themselves in a clash of fundamentals.  Aryeh says to Asher, “‘The Ribbono Shel Olom gave every man a will.  Every man is responsible for what he does, because he has a will and by that will he directs his life.  There is no such thing as a man who can’t help it.  Only a sick man can’t help it,’” to which Asher responds, “‘I have a will, Papa.  It makes me want to draw.’”
  Asher is not willing, like his father, to believe that his desire to draw and paint is outside of the will of the Ribbono Shel Olom.  Asher believes there is a way to reconcile the two.


Lastly, Asher finds himself having to respond to the cynicism of his mentor, Jacob Kahn.  Kahn discourages Asher’s attempts to combine his art and Jewish faith.  Asher, however, is not as willing to so easily give up hope that the two may be reconciled.  One of the most illustrative scenes of this interaction is toward the end of the book when Jacob is watching Asher pray on the beach.  Jacob tells Asher that he can no longer pray, he says, “I have lost that faculty.”  Asher’s reply is that Jacob’s sculpture and painting is also prayer.


Freedom of expression is apparent in the way that Asher responds to each of these important people in his life.  Even in painting crucifixion scenes, a sacred goy symbol, Asher does not reject his tradition; instead he acknowledges its limitations.  He is compelled to draw a crucifixion with the belief that there was “no aesthetic mold in his own religious tradition into which he could pour a painting of ultimate anguish and torment.”
  John Timmerman writes, “For Potok, the solution to the problem of our relationship to tradition seems to lie in precisely this kind of willful person who does not attempt to destroy his or her tradition or to embrace the world wholly, but who builds some bridge, however flimsy, between the two.”
  Asher’s bridge building and ability to hold the tension of competing worldviews, I would like to suggest, is an earnest model for a theology of beauty and worship.


Drawing from writers such as E. John Walford, Bruce Herman, Makoto Fujimura, and N.T. Wright, I will propose a theology of beauty and worship which is more holistic than what is typically found in contemporary American evangelical and mainline churches.  In my own church-going experience, I have found Christian worship and expressions of beauty to be not unlike Asher’s parents--either sickeningly sweet with sentimentality or so concerned with the fundamentals, at the expense of the richness of complexity and diversity.  The error of Rivkeh, Aryeh, and Jacob was that they attempted to simplify beauty, splitting it into extremes of good/bad or pretty/ugly in order to make it feel more manageable.  This splitting is often found within Christian churches as well.  What Asher’s life exemplifies for the Church is the capacity to hold the both/and without losing a sense of self, faith, or dignity.  


The moment of the Cross holds everything in it.  It is a moment of sheer anguish, torment, and pain.  It is the occasion of redemption, hope, and joy.  It asks us to look back and calls us to look forward.  It is full of hate and full of love.  It is full of shame and full of humility.  It is the ultimate paradox.  There is beauty in the Cross because of its capacity, Christ’s capacity, to hold all of these forces vying for our souls.  E. John Walford advocates for a view of beauty, which he calls “broken beauty,” that is “based on the redemptive work of Christ...in the transformation of the disfigured.”
  A similar idea is echoed in N.T. Wright’s Surprised by Hope, where he states, “The beauty of the present world...has something about it of the beauty of a chalice, beautiful in itself but more hauntingly beautiful in what we know it’s meant to be filled with.”
  The Cross is beautiful and makes all things beautiful because of its economy of mercy, grace, reconciliation, and redemption.


One way that Asher Lev is so brilliantly able to hold all of the competing pressures is through his ability and willingness to name experience and reality so thoughtfully and truthfully.  This is apparent through the interactions with his mother, father, and Jacob that have been previously mentioned.  He was not afraid to say to his mother, “No, the world is not as pretty as you wish it to be.”  Or to his father, “No, the world is not as easy to understand as you make it out to be.”  Or to Jacob, “No, my faith is not as meaningless as you make it out to be.”  Artist Makoto Fujimura sees this ability to name experience as a gift of creativity from God to humanity.
  God gives us the ability to name reality, as Asher did so eloquently; Christ in us gives us the power to hold the complexity of reality without having run away.


A second way that Asher’s life gives balance to the world is through his acceptance and embracing of a world which is so dynamic, without feeling the need to limit, split, or compartmentalize it.  His freedom of expression allows him to envision that which is both seen and unseen, revealed and unrevealed, already but not yet.  In terms of Christian worship, Fujimura talks about this freedom as sacramental which, “must address reality and confront what we see, but must transcend it to grasp what we can’t see yet.”
  It is making visible that which is invisible.  Asher’s paintings depicted reality and yet also reflected upon truth that was not necessarily able to be seen by all.  


This perhaps is where Christian theology would best clarify and expound upon the definition of beauty embodied in Asher Lev.  Asher was able to withstand the tension of deep wounds and intense beauty.  As Bruce Herman observes, “beauty cannot be encountered in its fullness apart from acknowledgment of suffering, aging, contingency, and needs.”
  For Christians, however, the fullness of beauty must include both deep wounds and Resurrection.  In order for Christians to embrace reality and endeavor to truthfully name it, they must demonstrate their capacity to simultaneously hold the suffering, pain, shame, joy, hope, life, death, and power in the Cross and Resurrection.  They must give weight to both praise and lament.  Asher gave weight to wounds and to beauty without any acknowledgement of redemption or hope in the Resurrection.  With the Cross and Resurrection, the world is given “a broken beauty...a redemptive beauty, which acknowledges suffering while preserving hope.”


N.T. Wright suggests that, “when people cease to be surrounded by beauty, they cease to hope.”
  Christian worship cannot exist merely in a place of sentimentality.  That will only fuel a longing to return to Eden instead of looking forward to the fullness of the Kingdom.
  Christian worship cannot be exclusively a matter of religiosity, ethics, and rituals.  That will only further a sense of duty and responsibility.  Christian worship cannot be steeped in cynicism.  That will kill hope and desire.  Instead, as is seen in the life of Asher Lev, and more pertinently in the person of Jesus Christ, Christian worship must reflect the fullness of reality, truth, and beauty.  Wright asserts that a fresh vision of Christians worship will arise when we “come to terms with both the wounds of the world and the promise of resurrection and learn how to express and respond to both at once.”
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