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Installation view of Grace Under Fire at The Shepherd, Detroit, Mi

We live in unsettled times, our collective hope and dread precariously balanced on the fulcrum
of the country’s history. A dogged belief that shared experience can provide at least some
comfort at this moment is the premise of “Grace Under Fire,” an expansive exhibition of over
forty artists that arrived at the Shepherd in Detroit on October 24. It is the first iteration of a two-
part cooperative alliance with The Bunker Artspace. (The second part, “A Wing and a Prayer,”
will open in December, in West Palm Beach, Florida).

In this exhibition, a traditional space of solace meets and responds to each artist’s expression of
individual spirituality. For those suffering from the anxiety of the moment, “Grace Under Fire”
aims to provide a respite. Or as the curators—Laura Dvorkin and Maynard Monrow (Co-curators
of the Beth Rudin DeWoody Collection) and Kyle DeWoody (2024 Bunker Guest Curator)—
state, they intend that we will “explore the paths back to ourselves—as a collective, as beings of
the earth, as spirits.”
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Upon entering the sanctuary, any possible gloomy mood is lifted by a frisky mock-up of a church
altar by Detroit-based artist Mary-Ann Monforton. Pointedly handcrafted from wire and plaster,
the wonky candelabras and impish chalices are lighthearted references to the real thing, friendly
and slightly smaller than life. They recall a time when simple childhood faith was uncomplicated
by doubt.

In the center of Gallery |, Dawn DeDeaux’s three welded aluminum “Ladders for Ascents”
dominate. They rest on the floor while reaching for heaven as they rise through a central oculus
and disappear above. Centered in the nave, as seen through the gallery’s exit, is a pale-pink,
iridescent spaceship that appears ready for takeoff. “First Spaceship on Venus (ecstatic
Prismatic)” by Sylvie Fleury is a space-bound projectile, all right, but on a human scale that
invites approach.

Circles, mandalas, discs and halos appear throughout the exhibition, frequently recurring
features of many of the works in “Grace Under Fire.” In Gallery I, Lita Albuquerque’s “Untitled”
centers a pale round that seems to hover over a sooty cloud on a square panel. Yet upon closer
inspection, it recedes into the surface, a concavity that reminds us things are not always as they
seem. In the central nave, Maya Lin’s “Arctic Circle” is a snowy marble landscape over which
we hover on our way toward the altar. “Please Pay Me so | Can Pay Them” by Brad Kahlhamer
presents us with an ethereal mandala of silvery wire, trimmed with bells that are audible only to
the mind’s ears. Rashaun Rucker’s “Holy Trinity” is likewise built around circles. Three opulently
decorated tambourines, each one memorializing the artist's matriarchal lineage, hold their
central place in family and memory, very much an enduring part of the artist’s private story.

The curators have found endless ways for the artworks in the exhibition to respond to the
architecture of the Shepherd. Two former confessionals have been cleverly repurposed as
kiosks that play videos by Marco Brambilla. In each, a wavering and hypnotic image (the face of
a dreaming Dorothy from “The Wizard of Oz”) continuously oscillates and dissolves. The
soundtrack for the video, which plays throughout the Shepherd, provides a sonic backdrop for
contemplation.

The meticulously patterned, symmetrical and multicolored watercolors of eco-feminist Faith
Wilding fit comfortably into several of the church’s gilded recesses. Her carefully crafted
mandalas provoke dreamlike thoughts of dualities, suggesting esoteric narratives and illustrating
Wilding’s belief in nature’s regenerative powers.

Visitors come at last to the central altar, a climactic focus for the exhibition and a fitting
destination for Zoe Crosher’s grieving (or exhausted?) bronze seedlings. The rich color and
glitter of Raul de Nieves’ nearby costumed figure, “The Gift,” generates joyful communion with
the building’s stained-glass windows above. Hilma’s Ghost, a collaboration of Brooklyn artists
Dannielle Tegeder and Sharmistha Ray, flanks the altar with two meticulously realized
visualizations of faith and science in balance, “Abundance” and “Community.”

Churches have traditionally been places of refuge—sanctuaries in the literal sense. That a
space like the Shepherd remains so, even with the trappings of religious dogma stripped away,
is a reminder that humans gather for mutual support in hard times, with hope for tomorrow
and—against all odds—faith in the future.
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