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The Friend
created by John Sanborn

Everyone wants to believe in something.

We spend our lives searching for ideas, structures and people to invest our faith in, because we think they will 
provide us with answers to questions we KNOW cannot be answered.

This is why we love American Messiahs.
But we have questions. Like: what causes us to follow claims of personal divinity, off-kilter pseudoscience, and 
communication with the dead or prophecies of worldly glory from spiritual entrepreneurs? This work exploits 
our fixation with a modern representation of the most zealous exponents of America’s unofficial national faith: 
a spiritual smorgasbord of hucksterism, and confused but positive thinking, seasoned through an invented 
spiritual movement known as New Thought.

This 17 channel installed work presents the leader of New Thought as a mysterious but charismatic figure, who 
calls himself “The Friend”, delivering seven sermons filled with instruction, divination, personal confession and 
a sticky hot mess of ambiguity.

The Friend is accompanied by 8 Saints, of dubious distinction, and animations of their relics, who testify to the 
divination of this new religion and celebrate their freedom to build a utopia, consisting of damaged souls.

The Friend premiered in March 2021 at the Festival Videoformes in Clermont-Ferrand, France, installed in the 
Chapelle de l’Ancien Hôpital Général. The work is scheduled to be exhibited at Festival Access in October 2021, 
ZKM March-August 2022, and Transcultures, fall of 2022.



Watch video of THE FRIEND at Videoformes

https://youtu.be/R8pAczikIic


Overhead view of the installation plan of The Friend in the Chapelle de l’Ancien Hôpital Général. 



Entry view of The Friend.



The Gift Shop of New Thought – buy a t-shirt to show you’ve been doing your spiritual homework.



The Friend is played by writer and actor  
John Cameron Mitchell; seen here under 
the rose window at the top of the cross in 
the Chapelle de l’Ancien Hôpital Général. 
The mix of colors from the stained glass 
and the video projection was expected in 
the planning.



The Friend delivers seven Sermons 
exposing the philosophies of his new 
religion, which he calls New Thought.

The Friend is one of a long line of 
American Messiahs, reaching back to the 
origins of the country and continuing to 
today. 



The Friend pauses between sermons to 
allow one of his Saints to speak. A 
countdown clock tells viewers when he 
will speak again 
The image of The Friend is projected on 
a shaped screen, 5 meters tall.



Panorama view of all three arms of the cross of the Chapelle de l’Ancien Hôpital Général. The left and right 
arms each contain three Saints, and the top of the cross contains two Saints and The Friend.



Installed at the top of the cross of the Chapelle de l’Ancien Hôpital Général are St. Alibi (left) The Friend 
(center) and St. Binary (right).



Installed in the left arm of the cross of the Chapelle de l’Ancien Hôpital Général are St. Wanton (left) St. 
Mendacious (center) and St. Fractious (right).



Installed in the right arm of the cross of the Chapelle de l’Ancien Hôpital Général are St. Homunculus (left) St. 
Salacious (center) and St. Vitreous (right).



View from the right arm of the cross of Chapelle de l’Ancien Hôpital Général are (from left to right) St. Binary 
The Friend, St. Homunculus. St. Salacious and St. Vitreous.













St. Alibi | Patron Saint of Adjustment
performed by Erin Yen



St. Binary | the Balanced
performed by Comika Hartford



St. Fractious  | Goddess of Broken Things
performed by Juba Kalamka



St. Homunculus | Keeper of Clichés
performed by KJ Dahlaw



St. Mendacious | the Low 
performed by Landes Dixon



St. Salacious | Cleric of Juxtaposition
performed by Jamielyn Duggan



St. Vitreous | Saint of Clarity
performed by Carlos Venturo



St. Wanton | the Promiscuous
performed by Jiz Lee
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