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I looked, and behold, a great multitude which 
no man could number, from every nation, from 
all tribes and peoples and tongues, standing 
before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed 
in white robes, with palm branches in their 
hands, and cF~ing out with a loud voice, 
"Salvation belongs to our God who sits upon 
the throne and to the Lamb! 11 

Revelation 7:9-10 
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THE ION OF ART FOffi1S AND MOTIFS 

FOR USE IN THE INDIGENOUS CHRISTIILN CHURCH 

INTRODUCTION 

A~ The of the Thesis 

l. The Problem Stated 

The purpose of this will be to study the 

to of' art forms and motifs for use in 

the indigenous church . in order · to see the problems a.11.d 

involved as well as the of this of the 

of Christianity.. It will seek solution to some of tf1e problems 

presented in situations where progress is being made in several 

of the 

2.. The of the 

The naturalization and of is 

as a vital in missions~ This considers one 

of the under attention is one in which 

which are 

The 

of missionaries has been to use art 

forms in the Christian cultus. They did this because of a lack of 

of the local culture and a fear of idolatrous 

associations. teaching their converts to do 

the same, thus creating the problems faced by those who to 

- v-



the church in all its The is 

in an article International Review of Missions 

\.Jritten in 1939~ 

It is not surprising t11at the 
from his nor that the young was 

in favour of a. foreign style and against the 
well-known 
local churches must break 
because the barriers are 
to see that here a 
has been withheld from 
meet with 
to whom they look 

This has created a barrier which now 
and often painfully. 

the people are only beginning 
inheritance of their own which 

, because do not 
on the part of those 

and whom 

That barriers must be broken down 11as 

and acknowledgedo The ideological warfare in the present world 

almost everywhere is for men 1 s minds has added pressure to 

the endeavor to take out of the guise of \!estern 

Tl1e art meets many 

some of problems no answers have as been 

missionaries be aware of the need for and of the 

is vitaL 

3m Limitation of the 

For 

That 

This study will be limited to the art forms and motifs in the 

church in lands of non-Christian tradition and 

culture_ This thesis ~tlill deal with Christian and, 

is not with the political, economic, and 

in the Christian of the of 

J ~ A Servant of f!Iissions, 
International Review of Missions, 1939, p. 105 .. 
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all of life transformed qy the power of the gospel prevents, however, 

any implication of compartmentalization in the Christian community. 

The general principles involved in this study apply both to 

primitive people and to those of highly civilized cultures outside the 

traditions of the Western or Eastern church. 

This study limits itself to the arts of form, shape, line and 

color; including painting, carving, architecture, emblems, and symbolic 

motifs; excluding music, literature, dance, and drruna, except as illus­

tration or contrast. The general principles, however, apply to all the 

arts. 

The art forms and motifs of the indigenous church will not be 

treated exhaustively, but general principles will be investigated which 

have significance to the problem of adaptation. 

Although many principles discussed will be true of a broader 

area this study is concerned with the'~ndigenous church," the Christian 

church which is ne1-rly becoming at home in cultures outside the older 

traditions of Western or Eastern Christianity. 

B. The Method of Procedure 

As a basis for study this thesis will first investigate the 

principles that are basic to adaptation of art forms and motifs to the 

indigenous church. Problems which have been encountered wili be discussed 

with a view to seeking to understand the dangers involved and the barriers 

associated with adaptation of art forms. 

Finally this study will make suggestions for a more effective 

adaptation of art forms. 

-vii -



C. The Sou.rces of Data 

The source of material for this study will be reports mainly 

from missionary periodicals. Books from reliable authors who have 

written in this field will be referred to, as well as historical studies 

which have to do with basic principles involved in the problem of the 

thesis. 
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CHAPTER I 

BASIC PRINCIPLES IN THE ADAPTATION OF ART FORI.'4S AND MOTIFS 

TO THE 

INDIGENOUS CHRISTIAN CHURCH 

A. Introduction 

Chapter one will discuss and illustrate the ministry of 

art in the Christian cultus. The function of Christian art will be 

contrasted and delimited. Misuse of Christian art which is in danger 

of leading to idolatry or fetishism or a religion of esthetics will 

be discussed. The problem symbolism has become for Protestants wi.ll 

be shown to have both positive and negative results on the mission 

field. The nature and function of Christian art will be shown to 

make it imperative that indigenous art forms be used, and additional 

pressure being brought to bear on the problem will be seen in nationalism 

and associated conflicting ideologies. 

B. Art Forms in the Christian Cultus 

L. Contrasted with Art in Paganism 

Art holds a different relationship to worship in Christianity 

than in any other religion of the world. It is the nature of Christianity 

which makes the difference. 

a. In Expression 

Christian art when it appeared in the Christian cultus was 

of a new and special kind for it was the expression of something new in 

- 2 ... 
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the vmrld. The sou~ vras brought into a new and. inciestructible rel::rtion 
1 

to the infinite. I'1.an f01md God to be holy Love. The first Christian 

art used the forms of classical art, but yet it V>ras different from 
2 

cl.?ssical .srt. Christian art springs from life 1rrhich has been 

transfonned. In paganism the aw·ful load vrhich 1vas felt to hang over 
3 

life l~>Tas seen in art. Not only in the early church, but wherever 

Christianity appears in the vmrld today the a1vful load gives vray to a 

joyful trust in God 1rho is knmm to be holy Love. As P. T. Forsyth 

describes it: 

The mobility and uncertdnty of pag<.mimn passed avJay. In 
importing interest, colou.r, and beauty into life, men came to 
feel they 11ere painting in vieH of Eternity. For l-Jas not the 
Eternal I.ove like a red, red rose, as Dante imaged heaven? 
VJ'ere we not the children of One who in perfect justice and perfect 
love of men, was 1o:orking -vmrld liJi thout end? And those of them 
vvho rose above considerations of mere justice, enhanced life 1 s 
colour and content by the ardour of the devotion ·Hi th 11Thich they 
repaid in love that infinite Love 1rhich h2.d. rna.de them sons of 
God. 

ooo~o&ltoo 

The nmv feeling of triumph and secm~ity 1vas su.re to take outward 
shape in powerful ways. And it 1-Jould havt been very strange if 
one of these had not been the way of Art. 1 

b. In the Relationship to the Cultus 

Christic:m. art diffcrs from the art of many pagan religions 

in that Christianity, being essentially spiritual, could dispense odth 
r:: 
> 

outward expression. The early church 1·ras, in fc;ct, suspicious of art. 

1. Gf. Peter Taylor Forsyth: Christ on Parnassus, p. ?5. 
2. Ibid., p. ?8. 

Cf. Brooke Foss l.rJestcott: Essays in the History of :Li.eligious 
'rhought in the \<Jest, p. 309. 

3. Cf. Forsyth, op. cit., p. ?6. 
L.. Ibid., p. 77. 
5. Cf. Hestcott, op. cit., p. 280. 
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It muEt be kept in :mind, hovJever, in this respect that: 

•.. the antagonism of Christianity to ancient art Has an antagonism 
to the limited earthliness, of 1'Jhich it v,ras the most complete 
e ,r-rps c•-ion .1 

J~1J - •-'-'- ' 

The independence of the religion from its art is not gener-

ally true of paganiE:m. Often the art forms do not point beyond them-

selves to the sacred, but are considered themselves sacred. In var>fing 

ways art becomes identified vrith the religion. P. T. Forsyth says of 

classical Greek art, that it itJas much more than expression of Greek 
2 

religion. It 1-ms more its essence. He continues: 

The a.rt • . . became the religion, and the religion the art. 
They rose and they fell together at the last. Christianity, 
on the other hand, has outlived several developments of Art, 
as it outlives many forms of society; and it is independent 
of them all. It is supernational in Art as in Grace .3 

c. In l''tmction 

That the art of Christianity differs in function from that 

of paga.n.ism is seen in the example of the pagan temple 1ivhich is meant 

to contain the God; 1•Thereas the Christian temple contains the vmrshippers. 

Christian art does not 'Worship the world of tho seen. lVi.scn' s soul, or 
5 

his heart, not his body, is its theme. Christi2.n art places the soul 

1. Ibid., p. JLO. 
Cf. Edv:ryn Robert Bevan: Symbolism and Belief, pp. 11-27. Bevan 1 s 
study is in the area of verbal symbols, yet the application to the 
symbolic language of art is clear in his setting forth of the idea 
that in Christian culture it is a religious commonplace that all 
symbols c:nd concepts 1,1i th vJhich we express the eternal are inadequate, 
yet this is not so to the pagan mind. The;y did not use symbols and 
analogies as did the Jevdsh and then Christian faith. In Paganism 
even the anthropomorphic ~res literal. This is related to the limited 
eCJ.rthliness of which ~Jestcott speaks. 

° Cf . .., ·r+' . -~. 2~"7 -
Le • l:'OrSJ- vn, op. C~v., P· 0 • 

J. Ibid., pp. 78-79. 
h. Cf. Ibid., p. 6o. 
5. Ibid., p. 79. 
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eternally above nature. 1 Art is not itself the incarnation, but it 

' , •t n • t• n 2 serves ·co oear wl ness or an lncarna lon roregone. Forsyth states it 

beautifully: 

The sphere of incarnation was moved higher, beyond Nature, beyond 
the body, into the region of the spirit itself, and reflection was 
all that ~tms left to Art 1.-Ji th its material organ and deified body. 
Christianity was God incarnate in human nature, and not in a human 
body chiefl~ •. That_f~c~ ~akes a great difference in the relations 
between Rellglon and nrv. 

2 _ The :Ministry of in the Christian Church 

The ministry of art in the Cl1ristian church is to express 

and proclaim the Christian faith. t,Jestcott says that nchristian Art 

£. 
is a necessary expression of the Christian Faith. 11 ' Edward Shillito 

believes that man's answer to God is not complete until he ras spoken 

not only in words but in music and color and stone. He says: 

Han in his earthly life has many parts to fill, and t'l:at of tJ,e 
artist is essential to its fulness; man is a maker who can impress 
his t'l,ought upon matter in such a way that \-Iben he has finished 
his work -- vll,en Hichelangelo lays down his brush or his chisel, or 
Bac'!, takes his fingers from the organ -- something has been added to 
the answer of mankind to God. Not till this offering has been made, 
and man has come to his God wi t"l-J the works of 1-Jis hands -- man in his 
part of artificer, artisan, artist -- will the human race l:ave uttered 
its perfect word, and not till then vlill the gospel be completely 
known. It has to be translated into music and poetry a:qd color and 
stone before it can be u:r1f olded. VI ords are not enough. 5 

The primary ministry of a church building may be to contain 

the congregation, yet, just as the character of the artist is seen in 

his work, the architecture of the Christian church reveals the faith of 

the church. Naomi Nissley expresses this same thought in her thesis in 

the following statement: 

1. Cf. Ibid., p. 85. 
2. Cf. Ibid., p. 104. 
3. Forsyth, op. cit., p. 105. 
4- \tlestcott, op. cit., p. 340. 
5. Edward Sbillito: Craftsmen All, pp .. 74-75. 
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The church building itself can be a symbol of the faith that it 
serves, and as such it bears a testimony to all who see it or 
worship within its doors. 

The architects of Christianity have ahrays strived to express 
the spiritual with the materials of their buildings~ 1 

!!Painting, n said Gregory of Nyssa (A.D. Lt-00) "even in silence 

can speak upon the wall, and do great service~ 112 Art is one of the 

languages of the Christian religion. Just as the Bible with its 

symbolism in word, simile, parable and event is a language of universal 

appeal, so also is the art of the Christian church a universal language 

when it uses the familiar and tangible to lead us to understand great 

truths of reality~ This thought is expressed forcefully in tlte Epistle 

to the Romans: 

For the invisible things of him since the creation of the world 
are seen being perceived through the things that are made, even 
his everlasting power and divinity.J 

The ministry of art in the C11ristian church is twofold. It 

expresses the faith of the 01-'Tistian and it also proclaims tbat faith 

in effective language to others. Throughout the history of Christianity 

art forms have served tlte church in proclai.rning, preserving, e.nd estab-

lishing the doctrines of the faith. Tr1e language of art is understood 

by the illiterate. In the middle ages when books were rare and costly 

since printing bad not as yet been invented, walls and windows were 

4 used to embody the Christian message. Thus, it was the ministry of art 

to educate~ This ministry is vitally needed in the missionary 

L Naomi Nissley: The Principles of Functionalism in Art Expressions 
of the Christian Church, A Thesis, p. 49~ 

2~ vJestcott, op. cit., p .. 298, quoting from Gregory of Nyssa de S. Theod. 
Nart. iii, p. 733 (ed. Migne). 

3. Romans 1:20. 
4. Cf. Daniel Johnson Fleming: Christian Symbols in a 1.tJorld Community, 

P~ 13. 
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In 1iJestern churches art does not substitute for the printed page as it 

once did, but speaks a language effective because of its ovm particu~ar 

appeal. 

To teach the abstract alone does not influence the popular 
l 

mind. There is no principle of education more recognized than this 

that truth needs concrete aids in order to 11make itself at home in 
2 

many rninds. 11 ~\Then Jeremiah 1 s message fell on deaf ears the Lord 

commanded him: 

Go buy a potter's earthen flask and take some of the elders of 
the people and some of the senior priests and go out to the Valley 
of Benhinnom at the entry of' the Potsherd Gate, and proclaim 
there tho -vmrds that I tell you • • • Then you shall break the 
flask in the sight of the men 1,rho go ~~-i th you, and shall say to 
them, Thus says the Lord of hosts: So 1;-Jill I break this people 
and this city, as one breaks a potter's vessel, so that it can 
never be mended.3 

The shattered vessel proclaimed the message more vividly to the on-

lookers than many ·vrords. Christian art uses the visible to emphasize 

a spiritual message. The appeal of the imagination coupled V~.Tith that 

of reason makes a double-barreled approach. 

ii'Jhether or not art forms and motifs f'D~f'ill their important 

ministry in the Christian church depends both upon the skill of the 

artificer Hho enriches the church and upon the education of the 

believers who 1:mrship in the church, that the forms retain a vi tal 
4 

significance. The fonnal accepted symbols used in a church building 

1. C-"' ..L. Ibid., pp • 12-13. 
2. Ibid., p. 13. 
~ Jeremiah 19:1-2, 10-11. ....,. 
h. Cf. Fleming, op. '-'-Clv., p. 22. 
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need to be re-created for eacl1 generation in order that they may be 

meaningful rather than dead forms. The emblems in church -vrindovrs, 

walls or vestments do not fulfill their function if the public must 

be provided vii th a booklet in order to find out what t11ey signify~ 1 

C~ The Symbolic Gtraracter of Christian Art 

l. S;y1nbolism Defined 

A symbol is an outward form or action which has an inner 

meaning~ 2 The thing symbolized is greater than the symboL The 

etymological definition of the word symbol implies the t1•rowing to-

gether or joining of an abstract idea and a visible sign of it. The 

sign recalls the idea, not by resemblance, but by suggestion. 3 

EdW'J11 Bevan in the Gifford Lectures on Symbolism 

makes a distinction between two different kinds of s;y1nbols. There are 

visible objects or sounds vJrtich represent something already vii thin our 

direct knovrledge. It is the purpose of such symbols not to give us 

information about the thing s;y1nbolized, but to remind us oP it, or prompt 

us to act in a certain vJay because of iL The otl·er kind of symbol 

exists for the purpose of giving information about the tring symbolized. 

It conveys knowledge not otlJ.erwise perceived. In the first case there 

is not resemblance but representation. In t11e second, resemblance is 

. 4 essentlaL The cross s;y'1nbolizing Crrist:.ani ty or t11e olive branch 

s;y1nbolizing peace are examples of the first kind of symboL The verbal 

SJr:rnbol nF·ather 11 referring to God is an example of tl1e second. Only the 

l. CL Nissley, op. cit., p. 50. 
2.. CL Fleming, Christian Symbols in a \lor ld Colll.muni ty, p.. 10. 
3. Cf. Thomas Albert Stafford: Christian Symbolism in the Evangelical 

Churches, p. 17. 
4. Cf. Bevan, op. cit., pp. 11-14. 
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first kind of symbol is relevant to this study_ 

1tl::Lthin the area of tl•is nrst definition of symbol there are the 

emblems, seals, and identifying marks of Christian art v.Jl;ose meanings are 

established by traditional use_ Tile popular use of the term 1 symbol 1 

in religious art refers to these formal accepted syTibols~ This study 

is concerned 1-Ji tll this tyrJe of syrnbol, but also ·wi tl! all of Christian 

art of color, line and form which is symbolic in the sense that it 

points beyond tbe material to the spiritual concept. 

2p The Symbolic Function of the Art Forms and Motifs of the Christian 

Church 

It is the duty of a symbol to point to that vJhich is beyond 

itself~ it ceases to do that t1len it is no longer symbolic,. A 

symbol in art form has no meaning unless it speaks effectively and 

immediately to the one beholding it. vlhen art forms, either the 

traditional, formal symbols of tJ1e church, or any of the plastic arts 

loose their symbolic significance and sel~ve only as ornament they no 

longer fulfill their function in tre Christian church. Fleming warns 

against the use of art forms which ha:ve become empty of meaning: 

Significance must be restored to forms that for many have become 
mere ornaments--and, as has been noted, !!significance" means 
literally that tov.rard v.rhich a sign is made_ 

To rest content with the decorative value of an age-old symbol 
is what is called estheticism.1 

The art forms and motifs of the C11ristian cultus are 

necessarily sy.mbolic in function~ Because Christianity is a spiritual 

religion the church requires .of them that they point to t·he spiritual 

truths beyond themselves~ Christian art as a language must speak in 

l. Fleming, Christian Symbols in a Horld Community, p. 2? 
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familiar terms or not be lUJ.derstood~ vJhen art fails to convey 

spiritual truths and degenerates on the one hand into decoration or 

on the other into idolatry then conflict arises between art and tbe 

Christian gospeL Art must always be the servant, not the religion.1 

It was in fear t'hat art vrould not remain symbolic in function 

that the early church vms suspicious of art and much more mmke to its 

11perils than its possibili ties.n2 Of the NevJ Test&'nent church it is 

said: 

The primitive church possessed symbolic rites in Baptism and the 
Lord 1 s Supper. It made use of symbolic gestures, as in tl'e laying 
on of Jv:mds. It had symbolic forms of speec}", eg. 9 

11maranatb.aa 
(the Lord cometh) Hhich served as a vmtch~:vord by which Christians 
recognized each other,. But there is no mention in the T. of 
visible objects connected with vJOrship or dress and behavior .. 
Christianity distinguished itself from pagan religion by avoiding 
these outward signs 1-Thich savoured of idolatYIJ ~ 3 

Caution in the early church was necessary in view of its 

circmnstances, struggling as it was for existence in a pagan ~:mrld~ 

Up until tbe beginning of the fourth century it is seen from the 

Canon of Elvira and the iiTitings of Eusebius that thoug!1 art bad then 

become a valued servant t11ere vms still much restraint. The cburc!1 

i,ras especially averse to any representation of objects of ·Horship.4 

Coulton maintains that t11 e best of the primitive 

Christians did \Jithout t"be help of art in lcJorship.. He states: 

This remains true, even if iJe take the Catacomb pictures of Rome 
at the earliest date to them. In perhaps t11e majority 
of cases, these are simply pagan motives adopted by tl1e C!1ristians, 

, they do not represent tl1e official teaching of the G1;urch 

1. • Ante., p. 4. 
2 Forsyth, op. cit., p. 267. 
3~ IJergHius Ferm, An Encyclopedia of Heligion, p. 755. 
4. Cf,. Hestcott, op,. ciL, pp. 293-29L,.. 
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at that time. It is incredible that all the early apologists 
should have spoken of image--vmrship as non-existent among 
Christi&J.s, if this repudiation had not been true in fact. For, 
it must be remembered, they had every temptation to exaggerate 
in the other direction; the pagan accusations of atheism could 
have been refuted in a single sentence if they had been able to 
say 11'tve do in fact secretly paint Christ and the Virgin Ha!"'J 
and the saints, and say our prayers before them. ul 

These illustrations are used here to shm·J ho-vr the early 

church in its deep spirituality sought to leave no room for an other 

than symbolic function of art in -vmrship. The issue v.ras idolatr-.t. 

That the church in spite of its early cs.ution later slipped into an 

idolatry, not indeed of theory, but of practice, which after all is 

vJhat counts, is seen from history. The implications for the indigenous 

church vrill be dealt w""i th in a later chapter. 

The early church inherited its caution tmmrd imitative art 
2 

from Judaism. But it is seen that the strict liwitations of the law 

do not rule out a ministry of symbolism for art for God Himself called 

and appointed craftsmen to produce the art forms that Here to enrich the 

tabernacle. 

Them hath he filled irJi th vJisdom of heart, to ·vmrk all manner of 
workmanship, of the engraver, and of the skillful vmrkman, and of 
the embroiderer, in blue, and in purple, in scarlet, and in fine 
linen and of the "lveaver, even of them that do any limrlananship.3 

The furniture of the tabernacle, as vrell as the rites of the sacrarnental 

system, 1orere all symbolic in that they spoke of great spiritual truths. 

Each generation was thus reminded of God's character, His prOliLi.ses and 

His faithfulness. The Table of Shewbread on 1-Jhich loaves of bread were 

put 1~ri th frrnkincense served as a reminder that God gives daily bread. 

l. C. G. Coulton: The Art of the Heformation, p. )01. 
2. Cf. "Hestcott, op. cit., p. 282. 
J. Exodus 3.5:3.5. 
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The Candelabra served as a reminder that God their The 

was light because God gives the light. T'ne Altar of' Incense 

from which the smoke through the curtain to the of' Holies 

was of' prayer, co~~unication with God" That these 

were intended to ser-ve a symbolic function, pointing to the 

substantiated in that when the One came He said: am the 

bread of life111 and 11 I &~ light of The of the 

of the covenant had made with the 

about it was symbolic of' the covenant 

It contained the the basis of the covenant~ On it was 

the mana and Aaron 1 s rod., The blood-sprinkled Seat was 

the covering between the broken law and God 1 s presence~ 

It was only as the Jews lost of' the to 

the symbol pointed that the symbolic became a stumbling block. Jeremiah 

among others had to cr-;1 out against their self deception: 

Do not trust in these deceptive words: 1 This is the templ~ of 
the Lord 1 the temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord~'j 

3. The .Misuse of Symbolism 

Symbolism being a great virtue has great 4 A 

is misused when it becomes an end in itself~ Illustrations of this have 

been seen. ~~en the church degenerates it its attention 

from the that are 11not and is satisfied with the 

outward 5 

1~ John 6:35~ 
2p John 8: 
3o Jeremiah 7: 
4. Cf~ F Webber: Church Symbolism, p. iv. 
5. II Corinthians 4: 



- 13 -

11 Pure pleasure experiences do have a very real and legitimate 

place in Christian experience. 111 In the area of worship, hm,;-ever, 

Cbristian art is misused if its primar-,t function becomes decoration. 

Symbols must be used wisely. From tbe vast aruount of 

symbolism that originated in the a11cient and medieval church, it would 

seem that was a use of symbols~ Actually, 

symbolism was rarely used merely as decoration. It was employed where 
') 

it was necessary.~ The lack of visual symbols in the New 

church has already been 3 Later during persecution, 

certain pictures and abbreviations were used in order to conceal some 

truth from the enemy_ The Greek letters IHC becarue the abbreviation 

for IHCOYC, Jesus. The cross signified the crucifixion and later it 

carne to denote Christianity. A circle was the symbol for 

and the was signified by a.'rl. equilateral triangle. 4. 

In the pictures in stained glass and carving in the middle 

ages there was a need to identify the characters and since many could 

not read, symbols were commonly used as a means of identification. 

There was a symbol for each of the evangelists. The sy1!lbol of the laYJ'J.b 

was used to identify the figure of Christ. Hary was usually seen 

in pale , a symbolic use of color~5 Such symbols served a purpose. 

This may contrasted to a more recent use of symbols .. 

L. , op .. cit,, p .. 25 .. 
2.. op .. cit,. 9 p. 753 .. 
3.. Ante., p .. 10 .. 

Ferm, op. , p .. 753. 
5~ Ibid., 



During the second and third decade of the present century there 
was a , and needless use of symbols_ Instead 
of using, for the symbols of the apostles in order to 
distinguish them for one these symbols were painted and 
carved at random, often where there were neither painted nor 
carved figures identify~ Frequently such symbols were used 
inappropriately. 

Thoughtless and lavish use of symbolism robs it of any meaning. 

D. The Problem of Symbolism in Protestantism 

l~ Historically 

Symbolism since the Reformation has been a problem to 

Protest~Dts~ The gross misuse of art forms led Protestantism to limit 

. 2 
severely the use of symbollsm~ Protestants for the most part are anti-

sy~bolic because of the fear that symbolism will degenerate into misuse. 

This fear has basis both in history and in man's nature~ l!'orsyth states 

that llit is not till a religion is in a very strong position that it can 

afford (for the sake of sinful men 1 s fickle, inflammable, and pres1..unptuous 

souls) to hold close terms with Art.n3 

\!That was the nature of the misuse of art forms that resulted 

in such iconoclastic zeal during the Reformation? It does not have to do 

vii th the validity of using the visual aid as a crutch, as is sometimes 

superficially supposed. The real issues are mode of ~,,rorship and one 1 s 

concept of the nature of the picture or image vJhich is used as a visual 

aid. 

It was tbe attempt of the Reformers to get back to a more 

nearly Nevr Testament Christianity. They found that the Nei-r Testament 

F'erm, op .. cit~, p. 273. 
2. CL Coulton, op~ cit., P~ 323~ 

3. Forsyth, op. cit., p. 268. 
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church continued the Jevrish concept that any :image of the sacred '\·JaS 

expressly forbidden by God~l The early Christians did not follow the 

Rabbinical complications but rather the clear Old Testament teaching 

against idolatry~ 

'rhrougl,out the Old Testament there are tvro main objections to 

idolatry~ First the 14orship of pagan :images by pagans is looked on as 

ridiculous, something to be mocked since an inan5mate thing has no 

2 
pm.Jer~ This objection to idolatrJ is seen in Isaiah 44~ 

All who make idols are nothing, and the things they delight in do 
not profit; t11eir "ri tnesses neither see nor lmow, that they may be 
put to shame. vJho fashions a god or casts an :image, that is 
profitable for nothing? Behold, all his fellovrs s11all be put to 
shame, and the craftsmen are but men; let them all assemble, let 
them stand forth, they shall be terrified, they shall be put to 
sl1ame together . _ • _ No one considers, nor is there knmrledge 
or discernment to say, Half of it I burned in the fire, I also 
baked bread on its coals, I roasted flesh and have eaten; and 
shall I makethe residue of it an abomination? Shall I fall down 
be:fore a block of v.rood?J 

The other objection to idolatry is objection to any attempt to 

represent Jehovah by means of an :ilnage~4 This is what the second 

commandment deals with.. This kind of idolatry was the worst form of 

i..Jickedness~ God could never be represented by an :image~ Noses vJarns 

against this form of idolatry emphatically in Deuteronomy. 

Therefore take good heed to yourselves. Since you saw no form on 
the day that the Lord spoke to you at Horeb 01J.t of the midst of the 
fire, beware lest you act corruptly by making a graven :image for 
yourselves, in the form of any figure, the likeness of male or 
female, the likeness of any beast that is on the earth, tbe likeness 
of any winged bird that flies in the air, the likeness of anything 
that creeps on the ground, tbe likeness of any fish that is in the 

l. Cf. Bevan, Holy Images, p. 84. 
2_ Ibid., P- 39. 
J_ Isaiah 4~-:9-ll, 19. 
1;... Cf. Bevan, Holy Images, p., 39. 
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"~>rater under the earthp And bevrare lest you lift up your eyes to 
heaven, and vJhen you see the sm1 and the moon and the stars, all tbe 
1>ost of heaven, you be drawn avmy and Horship them and serve 
tllings vJhich tl~e Lord your God has allotted to all t11e peoples under 
the 1,rhole l~eaven~l 

The early Christians continued t1-;e protest against idolatry 

on tl'liS second basis~ The Christian protest differed, }lm:lever, in two 

vmys from what had become the JevJis1'l interpretation~ The J·eVJs felt it 

v.;rong to make representations at all of anything sacred. The C1<ristiane 

felt that it \iaS the of idols that "\Jas vJrong. not tJ,e of 

representations. The pro1,ibi tion tras not art, but against 

'h • ' 2 making a representation tbat was to be '.wrs,_lppeQ. .flnother difference 

>.Jas that the Christians took more seriously pagan claim tl1at the 

images "~>Jere animated by spirits. 3 Later, "~>Then pagan idolatry became 

a thing of the past it is seen that the Christian Church itself made 

images and pictures to which it offered religious homage just as tb.e 

pagans had done to the images of their gods. 4 Bevan eJ-,.TJlains this ver;7 

strange departure from Biblical teaching about worship by the fact that by 

identifying the gods of pagan images -vri th devils the 

emphasis of the polemic against idolatry i·JaS put upon the objects of 

worship rather than upon the mode of vmrsl·dp. Slov1ly tl1e objection 

became not so much that use was made of an image, but that \Jorship was 

directed to 5 an evil power. The Church fell into error vlhen it lost 

sight of the fact that "I>JOrship by means of an image even i<Jhen directed 

to God is wrong worsbip and forbidden by God~ 

l~ Deuteronomy 4:15-19, 
2~ Cf. Bevan, Holy Images, P~ 86. 
3. Ibid., pp 90. 
4. Ibid~, p. 84. 
5- Ibid., pp 95. 
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In the fourth century it 1rras still the view of the church that 

making pictures and representations of sacred persons 1rms permissible 

in order to instruct simple minds, to use the concrete in order to 

stimulate devotion. However, it was considered i•Tong to offer any form 
l 

of homage to pictuTes or images. By the eighth century image v.rorship 

had become a general praetice. Not until the sixteenth cent my was there 

a return on the part of the Reformers to the Biblical prohibition of 
2 

offering any kind of homage to images. 

It is the Protestc:nt principle, then, that symbols or repre-

sentations of Bible stories or sacred persons may be used profitably 

for educational purposes or to inspire devotion, but it is v.Jrong to 

suppose that the materic:.l object has any magical or supernatural povmr, 

and it is wrong to address signs of reverence or homage to the material 

object. 'I'he Roman Catholic argument is often hea.rd that the part played 

by material things in stimulating the senses cannot be eliminated in 

religion. This is not the real essence of the issue. Bevan puts it 

ver~J clearly: 

1rJe may be ready to allm,y any arn.ount of sense-stimulation in religion, 
and not abandon Protestant princiiJles, so long as the material object 
is not held to produce the supernatural effect directly, but only to - 4 condition consciousness in the v.ray it normally li>rould. 

Protestantism agrees i'l'i th the early Christians in making a valid use of 

the visuc.l and concrete, yet heeding the Biblical prohibition of idolatry. 

2. The Problem 

The problem of using symbolism in Protestantism is the great 

• Ill • • • • • 

1. Ibid., p. 116. 
') 
'-• Ibid., P· 116ff. 
.., 
.). Ibid., PIJe 167, 168. 
h. Ibid., p. 168. 
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diversity of practice in using the visual, yet avoiding tendency toward 

any form of idolatry .. Some groups severely limit the use of visual arts~ 

Other groups are pressing for a revival of a more lavish use of symbolismm 

These groups inevitably misunderstand each other~ The movement toward 

a return to rich symbolism is not ahrays characterized by wisdom.. .Ralph 

Adams Cram in his introduction to F .R~ VJebber 1 s book on Church s;>.rmbolism 

says: 

After a long period of rejection of the symbol by many peoples, vJith 
the consequent loss of sense of Reality, there is novJ surprisingly, 
a recurrence of this old idolatry~ The symbol returns, but it is novJ 
not this, but a fetish" Of course at the same time, though thus far 
chiefly in certain manifestations of religion, the true use of the 
symbol and of symbolism is being restored., The true and the false 
confront each other, dimnetrically opposed in nature and in ideal~l 

3~ The Problem Transferred to the Hission Field 

As each Protestant missionary group transplants its own 

particular custom to the mission field these become conflicting and con-

fusing to those who do not have all of ~Jestern l1istory behind them_ 

HistoF/ has robbed the Protestant church of symbols that could have been 

rich in a valid sense~ It is the unthinking tendency of some to prevent 

a rich meaningful symbolism to develop among the Christian believers of 

Asia and Africa~ 2 On the other hand, the Protestant caution toward 

symbolism has a contribution which proves extremely valuable. The fact 

that Protestants feel much more at ease using art forms in education and 

other phases of church outreach, but not in connection with worship,may 

be a much needed safeguard for people who do not have a long Christian 

tradition to prevent them from slipping back into idolatry .. 

L \>Jebber, op. cit~, p. ivm 
2. Cf., Fleming, Christian Symbols in a iJorld Community, p., 22~ 
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E~ The Necessity for Indigenous Christian Art Forms 

L In Fulfilling the Function of Christian ArtF 

art forms in tJ1e indigenous church are to fulfill tlleir 

higb function and avoid the dangers of misuse then it follows that they 

must be tru~y indigenous~ Art must speak same language as the 

people. Fleming states: 

One vmy of bringing about this naturalization of Christianity so 
much need.eCl an.d -vrell justified is to use, in the various arts, forms 
and techniques -vrhich are native to any given people--to use their 
artistic language just as already we use their literary language~ 
For example, the Reverend H.P. Thompson tells how, at Kronstad, a 
black Babe was placed in the Christmas crib, thus making it quite 
natural for the African boys and girls to think of the Holy Child 
as one of them., It was in no less concrete terms, though doubtless 
1.-rith a figurative meaning, that an Oxford-educated Indian put the 
matter: 1 You have brought us a Christ wearing a hat and trousers; 
we -vrant to see hLrn in a turban and dhoti ¥ 1l 

The full impact of the vital need for indigenous art forms in 

the grm-Jing church in mission lands has been realized late in the 

missionary effort~ There have been both failu.re to realize the im.por-

tance of speaking in familiar terms artistically and failure to recognize 

the values in indigenous cultures. This serious lag was expressed by 

the world meeting of the International l'ilissionary Council at Trunbaram, 

India, in 1938F 

vJe strongly affirm that the gospel should be expressed and interpreted 
in indigenous forms, and that in methods of worsbip, institutions, 
literature, architecture, etc .. , the spiritual heritage of the nation 
and country should be taken into use. 'rhe gospel is not necessarily 
bound up with forms and methods brought in from the older churches 
• . • • There are valuable cultural elements vJhich ought to be pre­
served and integrated into the life of the ne~tr Christian com<11unity 
from its very beginning. An adequate understanding of the religions 
will recognize in them the presence of such valuable elements, side 
by side 1.-rith other elements which are l.vholly opposed to the Cl1ristian 

1~ Fleming, Each With His 01.-m Brush, PP~ 2, 3. 
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revelation .,. .... The inner life of worship becomes incarnate in \.Jords 
and acts and in the wordless speech of architecture and the other 
arts ~ ., .. \rTe would urge upon missionaries the duty of helping the 
younger churches to express their Ch.ristian life in forms that are 
part of their nation's heritage~ 1 

Hissionaries have too often failed to recognize these principles., 

Yet if architecture, painting, e.cublems, etc .. are to have a ministry in 

the church, pointing to the spiritual by means of the material and 

familiar, indigenous forms must be used~ J~C .. Adams, writing on HAfrican 

Art and Its Possibilitiesif says: 

It is one of the saddest facts in the history of Christian missions 
that too little thought has been given to sympathetic understanding 
of native traditions, or wbat contribution they co1..1ld make as parts 
of the great unity of the cburch.. The church of the early centuries 
found it to be far more expedient to emphasize points of contact 
which the heathen world had 1.1ith the fuller richness of the new 
Gospel, and thus to lead converts from the lesser to the greater~ 
But Cbristianity in Africa has charged in among a primitive people 
vlith all the temerity of a wild elepbant in a chicken-coop saying to 
the bewildered inhabitants, 11all your ideas are -w-rong--Christianity 
means a clean slate, and you must begin all over again in architecture, 
carving, painting, and music .. 11 Thus, for instance, instead of 
adopting the native style of rondavel and thatch, the Church in her 
building operations, felt herself bound to introduce either a debased 
Gothic or domesticated Perpendicular--very often vlithout the 
1perpendicular'!2 

It 1.ras seen that a departure from a symbolic f1mction in the 

worsbip of the Christian church results in art forms constituting more 

a danger than an aidp It has also been shown that for art forms to be 

symbolic they must use the familiar, thus the indigenous forms .. 

2~ In Proclaiming the Gospel 

The povrer of art in proclairning the gospel has been seen) 

L F'leming, Christian Symbols in a \.J or ld Community, p ~ 3 ~ Quoted from 
'rhe i,J orld Mission of the Church, pp ~ L,5, 55, 57 .. 

2 .. J~G .. Adams: African Art and Its Possibilities, East and Hest, 1927, 
p .. 319~ 

3p Gf. il.nte~, PP~ 4-6~ 
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This pov1er rests on tre effective use of the fatuiliar, thus the indigenous 

forms~ Robertson Smith 1 s mucl1 quoted statements have specific applica-

tion here: 

No positive religion that has moved men has been able to start vJith 
a 1 tabula 1 and express itself as if religion 1.vere beginning for 
the first time,. A new scheme of faitb can find a hearing only by 
appealing to religious instincts and susceptibilities that already 
exist in its audience and it cam10t reach these ~;ri thout taking 
account of the traditional forms in 1.vhich all religious feeling is 
embodied and 1·Ji thout speaking a

1
language which men accustomed to 

these old forms can 1mderstand,. 

It is not the Scriptures alone that must be translated, but 

11 Christian tbougl!t and aspiration 11 must find expression in meaningful 

art forms~ The purpose of missions is not to share the culture of the 

~ 2 
!.Jest but the Gospel of our Lord and Savlor? C'brist vJho clothed himself 

in 'human flesh can come to man in any culture~ 

3. Necessary If Art Is to Be an Avenue of Ex-pression for tl1e Believer 

A Cbristian must express his faith. Tl1e sincere expression 

true to his deepest self 1,-Jill be in his ovm language, whether vocal or 

artistic, 3 1-.J.ice Reid in her thesis on indigenous art in India says: 

"It must go vii thout saying that the church can never really express all 

4 that is in her of ~:rorship as long as she use,s alien forms~ 11 

If Christianity is vital in the life of a people, if there is 

transformed life and the 11 fruits of the Spirit,n then it is almost 

L Robertson Smith: The Religion of the Semites, p .. 2.,. 
2 .. Fleming, Christian Symbols in a \tJorld Community, pp .. 3-4.-
3.. Cf.,. Henrick Kraemer: The Christian 11essage in a Non-Christian 

1;lorld, p ~ 42L 
L,... Alice Reid: Tl1e Development and Further Use of an Indigenous 

Christian Pictorial Art in India, A Thesis, P~ 59 .. 
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inevitable that indigenous art become &1 avenue of expression for the 

church. 

h. In :tieeting Rising Nationalism and Communism 

In vietv of the nature and intensity of nationalism in many 

parts of the -vmrld today it is especially harmful to the Christian 

cause vJhen the Christian C01Th1lm1i ty is cut off from the roots of indig-
1 

enous cu~ture. Outlivard forms of religion 1'1l"hich are often more -vifestern 

than indigenous imrnediately identify the Christic:..n church ~rith the liJest, 

a 11foreign religion. 11 In many countries not only is the church inef-

fective in being identified as foreign, but it is put in a ver>J pre-
2 

carious position. 

The implications for the church are obvious in 1cJhat ChD.rles 

Igleh&.rt says of Japan: 

It is not to be -vmndered at that in the desperate effort to maintain 
strength through unity resources should be sought in the common 
heritage of the past--the past that in Japan is still living in the 
present. Thus during the 1 thirties and t forties a ne1cJ integration 
of old and nevJ took place and was consistently ce:.rr:i.ed into every 
area of life aE; it touched the common man. This process inevitably 
included cultural a11.d religidus elements, &'1d made difficult the 
position of anyone Hho stood apart from the tradition.j 

It is becoming more and more imperative that the Christian 

church avoid the label 11·1:1hi te 1nan 1 s religion 11 in colmtries like Afric<:: 

and Indonesia vJhere colonialism is a bigger issue than Conummism a:._r]_d 
h 

the n color of colonialism is -c,;rhi te. n 

1. 

') 
'-• 

3. 

Cf. ,J. Russell Chandran: 'rhe Church in ru1.d Against Its Cultural 
Envlronment, 'Ehe International Reviev-r of Hissions, July, 1952, p. 299. 
Cf. Fleming, Each ~\iit.h His Ovm Brush, p. 2. 
Charles Iglehart: The Christian Church in Jap2n, The International 
RevieH of Hissions, July, 1952, p. 274. 
Cf. Reid, op. cit., p. 84. 
Cf. The B:Poi>rn J'1lan 1s Burden, Time, December 21, 1953, p. L~l. 
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The Christia..r1 church might :rrell learn its lesson from Communism 

vrhich rather than being defeated by nationalism seeks to use it. Commu-

nism seeks to appeal to the masses, but particularly the enlightened, as 

the ideology th<:>~t gives a meaningful interpretatj_on to the :r.rhole of life. 

The approach Communism uses integrates conmmni.st philosophy with every 

aspect of m::m 1 s experience including man. 1 s esthetic needs. In India 

they plan culture conferences to encourage the development of art, 
1 

literc:cture, music, folk-songs, and folk dances. J. Hussell Chandran, 

discussing the Church against its cultural bacli:grow"1d in India, declares: 

·v;Jhen the Communists are :rrinning the sym.pathy of the people cmd are 
integrating their teaching :rJi th the cultural background, no other 
ideology can claim their loyalty mlless it is equally sympathetic 
to the common needs of the people and is appreciative of the cultural 
background. 2 

Chandran holds further that: 

Tl1e Church can take deep root in the cultural life of India by 
playing ::m active part in the revival of those patterns of art, 
music cmd dance 1.rhich are expressive of the Indian genius .J 

The ~-Testerner is unfortunately so accustomed to thinking in 

terms of Hestern superiority that he often fails to 1..mderstand the 

intense emotion in the nationalism of Africa and Asia. 

Holand Allen reveals some of the implications of the linking 

of vJestern civilization and the gospel in the missionary effort. In his 

graphic way he gives a glimpse of the limits missionaries placed upon 

themselves. About buildings he says: 

Ou.brardly and inwardly these mission compo1..mds were little bits of 
Engl2nd transplanted into a foreign co1..mtry. \vi thin their :rmlls 

l. Cf. Chandran, op. cit., p. 270. 
2. Ibid. 
3. Ibid. 
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was a European civilization; outside was a heathen civilization or 
barbarism., 1tlhen a man crossed the threshold of a mission compound, 
he stepped from one world into another, from one age into another,. 
Nany a \,jeary traveller has described them for us, and expressed the 
delight which he felt in passing for a moment into these homes of 
quiet, order, cleanliness and decency, before he plunged again into 
the barbarism outside .. ~ ~ ~ l'Then the early missionaries built the 
first houses in those compounds they \Jere taking a step which must 
have seemed of the simplest and most commonplace character.. They 
must have houses; tlrey must have houses fit for J:T.:'uropeans to live in~ 
~~hat could be more obvious! Yet in building those houses they fixed 
the character and the limits of mission work in that country for a 
centur-.t, perhaps for t-vm or three centuries~ Those houses represet1ted 
a spirit, they revealed the relationship vJhich was to be betvJeen the 
missionary and the people~ Ti1ey argued the iilliuobility of the 
Christian force; they prophesied that European missionaries \.Jould 
still be there a hundred years later, calling themselves missionaries 
still, ministering to the third and fourth generations of Cbristians. 
They proclaimed tbat the missionaries wou~d not be men vJholly given 
to tbe preaching of a religion alone, but that they -would consider 
the introduction of their civilization as part of their new religion. 
They foretold a history: the spread of the religion 1rmuld bi as easy 
and as difficult as the multiplication of houses like those. 

John F~ Butler writing for the International Review of 

states that it has been both foolish and unkind to have so westernized 

the externals of Christianity in the East.. In his own words: 

It was strategic folly, since it bas aroused nationalist suspicions 
--and aroused them not unjustr.t, as our general cultural, if not our 
political, record sho~>rs.. l-Ind it \.Jas psychological unkindness; 1-re 
ought to have realized how full of strains is the situation of the 
convert, and to some extent of his successors also, even apart from 
overt persecution; and we ought in understanding love to have reduced, 
wherever Christia11 honesty permitted, the tension behJeen the nm·l 
truth coming from outside and the old culture in which the deepest 

C) . 
self had been moulded~~ 

It is imperative to the future of the indigenous church t}]at 

it be able to demonstrate in the midst of the present day conflict of 

ideologies that Christianity transcends i;J estern civilization~ 

L Eoland Allen: The Spontaneous :E:'Cpansion of the Church and the 
Causes Hhich Hind.er It, PP~ 104-105~ 

2~ John F. Butler: The Visual Arts in the Younger Churches, The 
International Revievl of Missions, J'uly, 1952, p, 377. 
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F, Summary 

In this chapter the principles basic to the adaptation of 

art forms and motifs to the Christian cultus of the indigenous church 

were investigated~ The place of art forms in the Christian cultus \vas 

contrasted ~Ji th art in paganism~ The ministry of art in the Christian 

cultus was found to be both to express and to proclaim the Christian 

faith Art was seen to be a la..11.guage and as such must speak in familiar 

tei'!..ns or not be understood~ Its particular value as a language is found 

to be in that it uses the concrete to reveal tbe abstract, the material 

to point to the spirituaL The effectiveness of the ministry of art to 

the Christian cultus depends not alone on the skill of tbe artificer, 

but upon education of each generation that the forms retain vital meaning~ 

Symbolism was defined in order to show that the art of tJ1e 

Christian cultus is necessarily symbolic in itsfm1.ction~ Hhen the art 

form ceases to symbolize the unseen it fails in its flL11ction and falls 

into misuse detrimental to the Christian cultus,. 

Symbolism as an historical problem to Protestants "ras discussedp 

It was concluded that the problem provides a necessary caution in 

approaching adaptation on the mission field, yet much of t1:1e negative 

attitude resulting in tbe :rJest need not be transferred to the mission 

field .. 

It ~ms shown that tbe nature and function of Christian art 

makes it imperative that the art forms of the C1•ristian church be in­

digenous, If art is truly symbolic it must use familiar forms p 

The rising nationalism and conflicting ideologies in the 

1.rorld today have brought a consciousness t"f-Jat the outl!mrd forms of the 
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indigenous church must not identify the church with the ·vJest~ The 

indigenous churcb is called upon to demonstrate that Christianity 

transcends Hestern civilization_ 



CHAPTER II 

PHOBLEHS ENCOUNTERED IN TI-i"E ADAPTATION OF ART FORNS AND JVIOTIFS 

TO THE 

INDIGENOUS CHRISTIAN CHURCH 



CHAPTER II 

PROBLEHS ENCOUNTERED IN THE iillAPTATION OF Jl.RT FOFJ'.iS AND HOTIFS 

TO THE 

INDIGENOUS CHRISTIAl\f CHURCH 

Introduction 

It must be kept in mind in discussing the problems of 

adaptation that there are different degrees of adaptation~ Fleming 

describes six steps of increasing departure from 1rJestern forms~ He is 

speaking of adaptation of emblems, and identifying marks, symbols in the 

more restricted sense, yet most of the visual arts fit into this scale~ 

His steps are (1) strict adherence to the classical s;y'1llbolism. of the 

\rTest, (2) placing a 1rJestern Cl1risti1:m symbol against a distinctively 

indigenous background. Thus Chinese style is used in but in 

place of the dragon, lotus and svlastika the cross,vine and breastplate 

are used~ (3) Some indigenous .symbols, especially those on the shields 

or seals of schools, are mainly geographicaL The institutions in this 

way identify themselves with tJ1e land in which they find themselves. 

(4) 1\fe'lrj syro.bols are evolved gro~rling out of the local culture, though 

not previously associated 1-rith any non-C'bristian religion. This is a 

more creative step~ An example of this is the use of the banyan tree, 

whose branches drop roots to t11e grou.n.d so that branches extend c..ridely 

in all directions, as a symbol of the missionary expansion of the 

church_ (5) The association of a classical symbol from the \:Jest with 

a classical symbol of some non-Christian religion, for example the 
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cross superimposed on the open lotus flower~ (6) Tre outright adoption 

of a classical symbol of some non-Christian religion with an attempted 

Christian reinterpretation of its meaning~ These last two types come 

into more criticism than the others .. 1 

The dangers and problems that this chapter vJill describe do 

not apply in general to each of these kinds of adaptation but specifically 

to what is being done in a particular instance .. 

B.. Lack of Recognition of the Values in Indigenous Cultures 

As it has already been seen the world meeting of the Inter-

national Jl.1issionar-J Council at Tambaram, India, in 1938 strongly urged 

2 the recognition and use of values in indigenous cultures. Two main 

hindrances the v.Jestern missionary must overcome in recognizing values 

in another culture are the almost inescapable Hestern attitude of 

superiority and the concept that identifies everything in another 

culture with pagan religion with no possible value to Christian lifep 

that even then discriminating leaders and nationals alike did not 

welcome ,junior missionaries corning to China vJitb the attitude that any 

condition they discover among the Chinese which differs from Hestern 

tradition is inferior., He mentions a fact which is even more true at 

the present, that there is a growing pride of race and culture in Africa 

and countries of the EastF 3 This means increasing resentment of vJestern 

attitude of superiority~ 

L Cf_ Fleming, Christian Symbols in a 1tlorld Commu..rlity, pp .. 4-8. 
2. Cf .. Ante .. , p.l9. 
3. Cf. l"lerning, \Jhi ter Bound in Missions, pp. 6-7 .. 
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Fleming lists four kinds of relationships \·Jhich may be dis-

tinguished in our contacts with other countries: the blind ignorance of 

isolation and prejudice; the dawning recognition of values; a time of sus-

picion, fear and rivalry; and a final confidence in the certainty of 

helping interchar:g e~ He feels that 1,re are in the process of 

into this fourth stage of development 1-Jbich will be c1:1aracterized by 

l 
the recognition of interdependence and mutual obligation,. In a later 

book he states: 

It is one thing to realize that the 1wrld Christian community is made 
up of a multitude out of every nation, of all tribes and peoples and 
tongues; it is another to sense the natural corollaries from that 
fact~ For one thing, it means that each race ·1r1ill have its charac­
teristic thoughts about God; each tongue ·Hill have its favorite 
metaphors; each people, its meaningful representations r ~{estern 

Christian symbols, though older, are just as national as are Asian 
or African forms, and shotud not naively be assumed to be ordained for 
universal use p The older Christendom \~Till undoubtedly share its 
rich store of symbols 1-Ji th the larger community attained by the 
ex-pansion of the faith~ But the older churches must none the less 
be ready to understand and to appreciate what is worthy in the 
artistry of lands to 1,rbich their messengers have gonew In this 
mutuality of giving and receiving the Church Universal \~Till be 
enriched. 2 

It is clearly the nature of Christian fellm,.rship vJhich is real 

3 
that there be mutuality. Spiritual giving bet-vreen nations and cultures 

is not one-sided. Christians in the \-Jest, hoHever, because of an almost 

inescapable \1Testern superiority complex have comn10nly fOLmd it difficult 

1. Ibid., p. 24. 
2 Fleming, Christian S;y1nbols in a 'VJorld Community, PP~ 28-29~ 
3~ Cf,.. Fleming, 1/Tbiter Bm:md in Hissions, p .. 26~ It is mentioned in 

this connection tbat even on a secular level many in tbe Orient are 
hungry to enter into this relationship o.f reciprocity" 11Eabindranath 
Tagore values his Nobel Prize as a recognition of individual merit, 
and still more, so he says, as an acknovJledgement that the East is 
a collaborator 1Ji th the vlest in contributing its riches to the 
common stock of civilizationc 11 
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in the missionary enterprize to eva:J_uat~ prOl)erly and value qualities 

of indigenous cultures are of intrinsic value. 'fhis hesitancy to 

recognize indigenous cultural values is much less a problem today than 

it has been in the past~ Increasingly, missionaries have been effective 

interpreters to 
1 

chuTches at home of tl1e culture to whic'h they 

Here sent_ Yet the problem still exists~ It :Ls very difficult to rise 

above the isolations caused by race and distance_ 

The \·Test has mucJ1 to learn from other co1.:mtries~ In art, for 

example, it is said tb.at out of five elerrLeJ1t:,s Ci.;_ina Sl:trpasses 
') 

the '\rJest in four~'- Contenrporary painters in China are the ini..,eritors of 

a great tradition in art vrhich differs in many from of tl•.e 

\·Jest~ They paint in outline rather than in mass. They use soft colored 

inks rather th<m. oils~ Tbeir figures are subordinate to tbe rest of 

3 their picture. The pace of life in the bas been ratber shattering 

to creative It has been said of Chinese art, however, that it is 

still a true vocation, a life 1 s calling follo~tJed patiently and not 

controlled by pa,ssing fastion or second-rate desires of t11e public.
1
" One 

1tmnders if ih the present destruction of life and culture in the Orient 

this sa.'11.e spirit of high respect for true art can suTvive~ If so, the 

Christia.n art of the future may come from the clmrch of t'he Orient. 

In any countYIJ cultural differences must be recognized and 

appreciated~ l{ester:.i'l. art is largely pictoriaL Japanese art is seldom so. 

1. ' p. 41. 
2. Cf~ Ibid., p. 28. 
3. ~lsie Fox: The Churcb and the Artist, Overseas NeviS, No. 

August, 1948. 
4~ Cf., Ibid. 
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It conveys its message 1Jy sometbing i.Jbimsical, bizarre or mystical~ It 

is commentary •
1 

In India 1 s recent revival of art t,hey have turned m.Jay 

from Hestern objectivity and returned to tl!e pictorial interpretation of 

I d " t -. t• 2 
n lan radl lon .. F'or a long period the Art of India was ignored or 

misunderstood by Europeansp ~Tithin the last several decades, ho~>Jever, 

there has been a renaissance in Indian painting. It is not a limited 

revi-val of ancient Indian art forms, nor is it a.n adaptation of 1}estern 

. b t ·L • • 1' t t h' h I ,. t d 3 ar"t, u lv lS a revl-va lS mo-vemen \LlC __ expresses ncua o ay .. 

cultural values Hhicl1 are producing this renaissance are being recognized 

by the Horld. It can no longer be thoughtlessly assmned that any culture 

i:Jill gradually fade mmy in fa-vor of the vJesL Eventual recognition of 

tbe -values in art of the culture of the missionaries 1 adopted country 

seems inevitable~ 

Recognition of cultural values is slm.J also because of caution 

concerning symbols, customs, or motifs that are associated 1.Ji th heatben 

itJOrship~ This is much more true in some churcl1 groups than in otherse 

Liturgical groups, of course, traditionally make a more lavish use of 

art, VJhereas free church groups not only have traditionally placed limi-

tations upon art, but are more suspicious of the power of heathen 

influence through art,. It will be seen that caution is justified~ In 

any case adaptation must be faced~ 

L CL \tLF. France: L 1Adaptation, The East and the vJest, p. 33L 
2p Cf. Reid, op. cit., P~ 32. 
3. Karl Khandalaivala: Indian Art Yesterday and Today, The Atlantic, 

October, 1950, p.l35. 
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C. Dangers in Adaptation 

1. Idolatry 

The ymmg churches gro·Fing under the missionary enterprize are 

usually more cautious than the missionaries themselves about the danger 

of idolatry- in using adapted art forms. It is a fact even "With people 

of a long Christian tradition that unless they are spiritually av.rake, 

they tend to see the sculptured or painted form rather the:m the idea the 
l 

form v.ras intended to call to mind. 'rhe danger is to experience only 

the visible rather than the spiritual. This danger is much more real 

for people from a b2.ckground of idolatry, and they are therefore more 

sensitive to it. 

The danger of idolatry in mah.'"ing adaptations is both that the 

li teral-mindedness of converts from paganism vdll result in the art 

forms becoming ends in themselves, failing to direct attention from the 

visible to the spiritual, and that the ada.ptatio:n vdll so savor of pagan 

associations that it ~:·Jill be more a reminder of the beliefs left behind 

than it vrill be a symbol of Christian truth. 

A missionary in India who has been experimenting in indigenous 

architecture, attempting to incorporate local designs and traditions, has 

reported great difficu.l ty in finding s11i table symbols. The apparently 

innocent-looking birds or flovrers taken from Iiindu art have c01mection 

V~rith one of the god.s and therefore savor of idolatry to the Inman 
2 

Christian. He also reports that converts are often fanatically 

0 0 G 0 $ 

1. Cf. Fleming, Christian Symbols in a \i\[orld Community, p. 30. 
2. Cf. Ibid., p. 32. 

Cf. Butler, op. cit., p. 383. 
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opposed to the carving of the hmnan figure, thus preventing representa-

1 
tion for design purposes of Christian .saints or martyrs~ 

.Amy Carmichael \-Jri tes of an experience 1-Jhich led her to avoid 

·using pictures of our Lord in her \•JOrk in Japan and later in India: 

One day, I heard a little girl talking about magic-lantern pictures 
which \-Jere to be shown that night~ n'rhey will shov.r their God, H she 
said.. I had just enough Japanese to understand those words and they 
startled mer 

I remembered how a very beautiful picture of our Lord, hung alone in 
a room curtained with cri~son velvet. and treated with great reverence, 
had irnpressed me as a child. I remembered the story of Zinzendorf 
and the picture of the Crucifixion~ 

This have I done for thee, 
Hhat hast thou done for Jvle? 

I\nd yet here, in this pagan land, 1-Ihere a child could say, 11They 
will shoi-J their God tonight 11 --vms this the place to use such pictures£· 
And my heart answered, No, I cannot use them~ 2 

In her vmrk in India she never attempted to influence others 

to folloi-J her pattern but she herself continued to avoid using pictures 

of the Lordr She reported finding that 11 Hhen converts were given, 1.-Ie 

fmmd that m1.less they \-Jere taught to do so, they did not vmnt pictures 

of the Lord Jesus Christ~"J 

It must be said :i.n this respect that the e:x.:perience of 

missionaries has been varied and that otl:1ers no doubt found that vii th 

careful education such pictures could be used to advantage" Indeed, it 

is more common to find representations of the Lord used than not used, 

yet it is the intention here to point out the need of a keen sensitivity 

to the mind of the pagan or nevJ convert in order that pictures vlhich 

L Ibid,. 
2~ Frank Houghton: ~my Carmichael of Dohnavur, PP~ 6o-6le 
3~ Ibidp, pp 61 
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have been of great spiritual value to the missionary not become stumbling 

blocks to those the missionary \.Jould guide~ 

From one area of China it is reported that converts cormnonly 

do not desire adaptation of art forms that remind them of idolatry~ 

Pau~ H~ \cliant, writing in 19~~ on church architecture said: 

A really large nu..11ber of our Chinese friends take the position that 
no'lti as Christians they are forever done -vri th idols; they don 1 t want 
to be reminded of idolatry, especially when in their Houses of 
T·Jor"'"l·p 1 ~- ~.!..!. "' 

He adds that the argument that wbat ·~Je now think of as Christian forms 
') 

had their roots in paganism makes but little impression."-

H~P .. Thompson in his unique book about Christian uorship in 

other lands points out many examples of spontaneous and successful 

adaptation, yet i,Jhile encouraging greater indigenization of Christian 

vJays of Horsbip he also cautions of real danger. He says: 

The missionary does .not like to override the ,judgment of those 1-rho 
know, as he does not, the heathen associations that still cling to 
the ceremonies or music that he -vmuld like to adaptp .4nd so 'western 
Hays retain their bold, and Christianity keeps the guise of the -. 
Hhite man's religion, in spite of the white man's wish for experiment .. ..? 

l·J ~ France "itJriting of the Japanese Christians in 1927 said: 

.. the real reason for the present style of our church buildings 
is that the Christians themselves are steadfastly hostile to even 
adapted and modified temple architecturep And this is not merely 
an expression of admiration for things 1-lestern for often they are 
anti-foreign; nor is it because they admit the beauty of the temples; 
nor again is it in deference to the missionary's Hishes or tastes, 
for already the people are building their own churches in places 
Hhere the missionary has long ceased to serve; it is vJholly because 
of all that a temple stands for in the life of the peoplep4 

1,. Paul \Jiant: An Archi teet Looks at Chinese Churches, The Chinese 
Recorder, VoL 72, 1941, p.,. 193.,. 

2~ Ibid~ 
3~ .t1 • Thompson~ Horship in Other Lands, p, 8. 
4. France, op. cit., Pw 327. 

CL Fleming, Christian Symbols in a 1/Jorld Curn.nmnity, pp .. 31-41, 103-10~ .• 
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Thus it is seen that the problem of adaptation is not entirely 

in the reaLm of the aesthetic, nor the psychological, but has theological 

. l' t• 1 
lillp lca·lonse 

Syncretism 

The most subtle of the theological complications to adaptation 

is syncretismw It is defined as the mingling of faiths "Jhicl1 come in 

. 2 contact -vnth one another,. There are modern religions 1{Ihich are deliberate 

products of syncretism such as Babai, but often syncretism occurs as an 

unconscious pro9ess where differing faiths meet~ The Sikh faith of India 

• l 1 f' • n V 1 d u• " 'd 3 lS arge y a ·uslon or dOS em an nlnau 1 eas~ 

The church can encourage the kind of cultural fusion which 

falls in the catego!"J Fleming calls rrhelpful interchange, n4 but the 

church can never allow fusion in the realm of theology~ The problem of 

syncretism has been especially difficult in India since it is the nature 

of Hinduism to be syncrestic~ In this respect J Butler says: 

Hinduism is so easy to glide into; from acceptance of national 
externals it can be a short and hidden step into acceptance of the 
Hindu tenet that Hall religions are the sa:.me 11 ; hence one cannot 
but respect the o·bstinate refusal of the more old-fashioned Indian 
Christian to put on any degree of Hindu appearance~ The miss~onarJ 
can with safety be more Indian than can the Indian Christian .. 

J~ Hussell Chandran writing about India expresses the opinion 

that religious syncretism is not a major issue within the church in India 

now, but there is an awareness of danger.. He cites several instances 

1.. Cf,. Butler, op" cit~, Pn 384" 
2,. Cf .. Ferm.~ 

3~ Cf,. Ibid,. 
4.. Cf$ Ante,. p" 29~ 
5~ Butler, opp cit .. , p" 384 .. 
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vJhere enthusiasm for indigenization has taken extreme forms: the attempt 

at the beginning of this century by Brahmabandhav Upadbyaya to for.tnu~ate 

an Indian Christian theology in terms of Rarnanujals Vedanta, or at the 

present ti.rne the suggestion that the Old Testrunent should be replaced 

by selections from the sacred scriptures of the Indian religions~ These 

1 
efforts, he states, are strongly resisted by the Church~ 

In India the problem of representing Christ in local dress 

comes into the area of syncretism since Hindus welcome the timeless 

effect created~ In view of the nature of Hinduism Butler feels that it 

is necessary to avoid any vJeakening of the sense of the historicity of 

Jesus. He says~ 

Hindu syncretism so eagerly 1.Jelcomes the 1 spiri tual 1 flavour of the 
Cbristmas and Easter scenes, regarded as symbols of something tilne­
less; what it jibs at--and thereby rejects the Gospel--is the 
recognition that these are actual and unique Iviigbty Acts of God for 
Salvationp Dare we, in India represent these scenes in \Jays vlllicb 
cannot but \Jeaken the sense that they are not symbols but history?' 
_ ~ _ it is central to our message that He did once actually ·Hear 
clothes and He 1.Jas then seen neither in trousers nor in dhoti, but 
in a serunless robe of first century Palestine. 2 

'I'his illustrates the need for careful consideration or all the elements 

involved in adaptation. 

Indigenization seeks to remove the foreign externals of 

Christianity and make spontaneous expression possible but when some 

adaptationists overlook the theological, psychological and sociological 

problems that are involved syncretism may result.. Kraemer speaking of 

extreme adaptationists says: 

L Chandran, op. cit., p .. 26L 
2. Butler, op. cit .. , p.,. 389., 
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Their idea of adaptation, although they intend the opposite, inevitably 
leads to the weakening of Christianity, for in practice it is not the 
endeavour to bring Christian truth to its most vigorous and clear 
e:x:pression by indigenous "~trays, but to recast Christianity into an 
indigenous philosophY of life, in uhich the dominant elements are the 
pre-Christian apprehension of existence, coloured and sanctioned by 
supposedly kindred Christian elements~l 

Kraemer mentions also that the tendency toward religious 

syncretism may come from another source., Among the Christians of the 

younger churches there are those uho are impetuously carried a:Hay by 

their vision of the reconstruction and regeneration of their country 

after a long period of h"Lllllility and jmpotence~ Their nationalism is ver-y 

understandable but may result in the cultural and religious heritage of 

their country becoming so dear to them that adaptation may mean amalga= 

mation_ If being good C1~j.nese, Japanese, or Africans unconsciously becomes 

more important than being good Christians, then t11eir efforts tend more 

to save their higher cultural and religious heritage than in tr;ying to 

find the 1-1ay for a vigorous translation of essential Christianity t11rough 
r) 

.. .,. ~ lnm_genous means. 

3~ Superficiality 

The danger of superficiality is that adaptation vdll be attempted 

~rrithout sufficient understanding of tbe importance of the problems or the 

nature of national psycbology,. Superficiality will also result from 

attempts which make accommodation primary rather than the expression of 

the Gospel in its invariable essence. 

Fleming, in this respect, \.Jarns against urging the use of 

s;ymbols from an older fai tb upon young Christians on the basis of 

l_ Kraemer, op. cit., p, 317. 
2. Cf~ Kraemer, op. cit., PP- 318-319. 
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superficial e.nd sentimental understanding 1 The 1.mcritical adoption 

of local motifs and the superficial assu.'1lption that Uestern for.ms are 

universally standard are equally bad~ 

Great care sbould be taken that symbols are understood in 

their total significance before attempts at adaptation are made. 

lL F. France reports some unfort1Jnate examples of adaptation ~oJhere 

understanding ;,,ras lacking. He says: 

I have seen many sucb attempts. A Hadonna dressed in colours t11at 
vJOuld only be vrorn by a dencing im attempt at of 
th13.. }Jorld ~orith the figure carrying a tea-house lantern. An Oriental 
Hadonna with the Infant in her arms before a group of 
adorers. A Bethlertem in vrhich the stable Has European, figures n 

Japanese, end their dress could only be called grotesquely :H:urasian.~ 

He continues by cautioning the missionary to avoid beHildering 

people by exhorting them to be truly Oriental and make use of their 

3 
heritage, and then being shocked 1PJhen they are very Oriental indeed~ 

D. Psychological Barriers 

1. Pagan Associations 

The pagan associations 1..rld.cr old art forms have in the minds 

of neH Christians have been mentioned as a danger of possible retrogres-

sian into idolatry. It is also a psycbological barrier even in cases 

vJhere there is no real threat of idolatry. Cl1ristians Hho 1:-Jave never 

had a personal knovJledge of any otber creed or fai:th find it difficlll t 

to lmderstaml the psychological impact of architecture, for example, 

J.·Jhich in every ws.y reminds the vrorshipper of ti1e pagan temple. L,. FrE,nce 

1. CL Fleming, Christian Symbols in a \Jorld Community, p. 36~ 
2~ }!'ranee, op,. cit., p .. 330,. 
3. Cf. Ibid., p. 331. 
4. Cf. Frence, op .. cit., p., 327. 



says of the <Japanese Christian 1 s attitude to~rmrd temples: 

~ _it cannot be disputed that the life of vJhich tl1e temple is a 
centre is so soaked in superstition, so built up on fear, and 
sometimes so definitely cow.111itted to evil that the Christian 
Japanese vrho refuses to have any reminder of it in his Church life 
is at least entitled to have }Jis

1 
convictions respected, nor can he 

be accused of odium the~~-

He continues, giving specific examples of psychological barriers: 

Attempts have been made to use the tenrple !!crane standing on a 
tortoise 11 --emblem of long life--as a candle-holder, and Japanese 
flower arrangement on our altars. They have been resi,sted 
strenuouslye The bend of every leaf in the flm.Jer arrangement 
bas a Buddhist name anci significance~ The can.clle-holder, too, 
is a temple ornament~ 11 It looks like a temple, 11 said t1,e people, 
and that is final disapproval~ In one well-knm.m church the 
v.rardens obstinately refused to have even candles on the altar. 
Their reasons bad nothing to do -vr:ith ritual or doctrine; tbey 
v.rere much more simple--11Tbey have them in temples. n2 

out the fact that national Christians often prefer and sometjJYleS insist 

on a foreign e:h.rpression of their faith. They fear the po1Jer of the 

associations of their pagan heritage, and also admire lJestern forms, 

without necessarily understanding them. 3 The recent vioJent reaction 

against the attitude that blindly accepts all tl1ings i:Jestern may result 

in many artists being encouraged to express their faith in their own 

n •1• n LI-IaTill J_ar rorms. 

2. Prejudice for All Things \Jestern 

The preference for \IJestern church art is not so evident no\IT 

in the tide of rising nationalism as it once vms. The picture varies 

l. France, op. cit., P~ 329. 
2. Ibid. 
3. Cf~ Fox, op .. cit,., 
4-w Cf p Ibid., 
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from one area to the next and a general statement is impossible. 

Butler, in discussing architecture in Africa states that 

there is little adaptation of local forms. One reason for this is 

tbat is not a suitable local style in many places which may be 

copied but also the preference for vlestern forms is predominant. 

Butler illustrates the sometimes grotesque results of tl1e use vii thout 

understanding o.f Hestern motifs in church furnishings. 

Pitch-pine, red baize, Victorian dining-room table-cloths, 
de-lis decoration, brass eagles, bathroom linoleQ~, European 
carpets--these are the order of tbe day~ No can be 
expected to be at borne in such things. It is astonis1"ing that 
the lovely cloths, mats and hangings made in different parts of 
Nigeria are so rarely used to adorn and furnish the churches. 
Some congregations disapprove, saying that vJhat is suitable for 
their own houses is unw·orthy of the house of God .. 1 

Speaking of India, Butler says: 

Give the average Indian Christian a church in nineteenth-century 
Nonconformist Gothic, a.nd be is happy;; give hi.~ something more 
Indian, and he is uneasy,. " " If we had forced westernism on an 
um1illing East, that vrould have been bad enough:; 1.rhat is rea.lly 
dreadful is that we should have so conditioned the Christian East 
that it does not want anything but our vresternism.2 

Kraemer e2,.-plains this preference for [\!estern forms from tvro 

aspects. He says: 

If 1de consider the matter objectively, t11ey suffer severely from 
this foreignness, because, on account of their being obliged to 
move in the avJkward and uncongenial framework of l·Jestern modes, 
their indigenous and spontaneous faculties of religious expres­
sion are continuously being hindered and inhibited. If, ho~:Jever, 

1-1e consider the matter in its subjective aspect, IJe find that 

Butler, op, cit.,., p. 379. Quoted from Hev. G. J. Bmvles, The East 
and Hest Hevie'<I, xviii, I, January 1952, pp. 19-20. 

2. Ibid., p. 376. 
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they do not trouble much about it, because in most cases they 
already cher:i.s1l the forms in w'ltich they received Christianity 
from the \AJestern missionaries as a previous tradition and a 
symbol of social prestige.1 

There is more likely to be a preference fo:D \{estern art in 

large metropolitan centers, both in architecture and s;yrnbolism., In 

rural areas Hhere }!estern influence has been less, the local forms 

are likely to be used in a natural way. The picture varies according 

to country and to denomination. In those areas wherEl there is a 

recent realization of the need for an increased indigenization of art 

forms it is very often found tf!at a preference for lJestern forms con-

sti tutes a psychological barrier in the minds of Christia11s., Hesterniza-

tion is often an effort to avoid pagan associations, but the offensiveness 

of foreign externals of religion in turn leads to renevmd efforts toHard 

indigenization. 

E. Practical Problems 

In speaking of the practical problems of adaptation of art 

forms in ne"v Christian corrmmni ties t"be practical aspects of style and 

fu11ction itJill be disct1ssecl rather than technical matters of building or 

composition. 

L In Architecture 

One very important function of the architect is to make his 
') 

building fit for its use.,~ In using local styles in building Christian 

churches the principle that form follovJS function rllUst be kept in 

The problem immediately arises that there is often no local style 

sui table for tbe function itJhich the Christian church must fulfilL The 

1~ Kraemer, op~ cit., pp 321 .. 
2. CL vJiant, ap. cit., p. 190 .. 



Christian churc'l-] building must be suitable for corporate worship., The 

buildings associated witb religion in marrJ cul tv.res have never served 

that function. The Indian Hindu temple architecture of southern India is 

l 
not adaptable for tbj_s reason. There are ot11er practical difficulties 

in India~ The Islamic mosque is structurally a possible model, and has 

a Christian background. It 1,Jas developed from the Armenian, Syrian and 

Byzantine churches. Used in India, however, it \-Jould give an unfortunate 

2 
impression of identification ~orith intolerant Islam,. Tbe north Indian 

temple-form is unacceptable for economic reasons, There bas been 

fruitful e:x:perimentation in the adaptation of southern style arcl1i tecture 

as found in the village temples. 3 

In China there ;.-ras much the srune situation.,. Paul L vliant 

reports: 

There is not sucb a thing as corporate worship in the ordinary 
Chinese temple ••• By using their thinking powers dmm throug1l 
the centuries the architects of China bave developed a form, 
tYF·e and shape of building that is most admirably suited to 
temple use, but it does not fit Cbristian church worship.4-

These temples then did not a sui table model for tJ:->e Ghristian 

church. Architecture ~orbich is truly good gro\·IS out of use and structure. 

The ideas of use in a temple and in a Christian building of -worship are 

different and demand different forms. 5 

L CL Butler, op. cit., p. 3FJ3. 
2. (1" 

vi. Ibid. 
3. CL Ibid., 
4. i:Jiant, op .. cit,., p. l9L 
5 .. cr .. vJiant, op. cit., p. 192. 
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Wiant continues to say that one material should not be made 

to look like anotherp 

~ _ _ if plastered brick columns must be painted to look like wood, 
if a recalcitrant material is tortured into a shape it was never 1 intended to take, the results will always be less than successful. 

It becomes a very complicated problem to build in a style which 

is truly indigenous, yet both structurally possible and suitable for the 

function of a Christian church. 

In addition to the consideration of form appropriate to 

function there is the economic problemp Butler states that Christianity 

will not survive in modern Africa and the East unless the local churches 

become financially self-supporting~ 2 This cannot be done with a heavy 

burden of building upon them. Even where cultural sensitivity permits 

use of more elaborate than local forms, economic factors may forbid. 

Regardless of other issues, the economic problem is of importance in any 

decisions of architectural form~ 

2~ In Other Visual Arts 

aM The Immaturity of Indigenous Christian Art 

Indigenous art is still in its infancyp3 The amount of local 

Christian art in existence is small compared to the extent of mission 

work carried on in the world? In China Christian art is further 

advanced than in most other lands in the East, yet even there it was 

reported that "there is no widespread public for the works of Chinese 

painters even within the church itself, and none outside it. 114 

1. Wiant, op. cit., p. 192. 
2. Cf. Butler, p. 374. 
3. Cf. Fleming, Each With His Own Brush, p. 4. 
4- Ibid. 
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Tsu,tbe chairman of the Church Art Society in is 

as saying further that: 

The '"orks so far produced are little better than what is knmm ::tmong 
connoisseurs as 1artisan 1 grade, and intended for pedagogic 
purposes in religious education~ i:Jhen an outstanding Chinese artist 
who has an independently established name turns l1is energy and at­
tention to tl1e development of Christia11 themes

1 
then Chinese 

Christian art vJill receive recognition as art 

It is only natural that tbe development of a Christian art in 

cultures of non-Cl1ristian tradition be sloH. n·ot until Uwre is a 

strong spiritual foundation ~rJill tllere be outvrard 
2 

life 

of real 

In India there ·have been attempts to encourage Christian 

Indian art and attempts have been made to one or t-vw Indian 

Cl1ristian artists a 1tJOrld fame. Butler states, houever, that a 

son of their work vJitb that of Tagore 1 s Hindu renaissance 

." 
shows tl1at they really fall short of that standard._;, 

In it is reported pict;ures are 

distinctly Spanis1J or E'l:tropean style~ The Protestant church it 

necessary to eliminate all religious art at first and as yet has 

Le 
produced nothing note~rrorthy in non-Europea·n style~ 

that from the ines, Korea., Siam and HavJa.ii there have been no 

5 
encouraging efforts in indigenous Christia11 painting. 

1~ 
- r.~ ~ . ~ ~~? :2. c.J-'-• J!rance, op. cr'-'., p • ..:;.c::o. 
3~ CL Butler, op., cit., p. 
/..,.. Cf. Fleming, Each Hith His 01m 

5. 

~ 

OI. 



Causes of this backwardness are varied. Fleming analyzes the 

reasons as follo-vm: 

:Host art has been the product of stable and independent civilizations; 
societies strained by the impact of modern industrialism and by 
IJJestern civilization are distinctly handicapped. .Art is generally 
fostered by the v1e2l thy and the learned; but the Christian communit::Les 
are not wealthy and, in genere.l, do not contain many men and l>Tomen 
versed in the higher art and culture of their respective countries. 
As one thinks of relatively small Christian comm.unities, pressed upon 
by pervasive non-Christian environments, one finds another reason 
in the fact that great periods of art have been the e:Kpression of 
their times. These great periods have embodied not the dreams of 
individuals but the hopes of a nation; they have been nourished and 
inspired by tides of thought and emotion. Hm,r different the whole 
milieu vJhich condi tioml the struggling Christian minorities! -1/'Je 
rm.1st aclmoHledge, also, that Christianity has been media. ted by men 
and liJOmen lfJho, hovrever highly eq-cti pped coJith the culture of their 
-\rfestern lands, in many cases have not been deeply acquainted vri th, 
or alas, even concerned about, the indigenous ClJl·cure of the l.:mds 
to Yhich they go.l 

'rhe irnmaturity of indigeno-us Christian art has led some to 

lack confidence in the possible values of indigenous e:~presslon. Yet 

as the Christian church itself matures there 1,rill be spontaneous e:x:-

pression in art as well as in all other languages of praise. That the 

Christian faith be expressed indigenously i~o necessary to the grm;~th of 

the church. The spiritual gro-vrth of the church is in turn necessary to 

a mature indigenous Christian art. 

b. The Economic Obstacle Faced by Young Artists 

The economic obstacle met by artists viho 1·Jould like to devote 

their vJhole time and effort to the Fork is ve"F'J real. Indigenous art 

is needed by the churches yet &'1 individual artist may meet serious 

economic limitations in his work. 

e e o o • o e 

l. Ibid.' p. 6. 
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Butler reports t:hat in India t11ere are several encouraging 

efforts to provide funds to promote both the production and the 

tion of Indian Christian pictures~ Yet even there money is sadly 

for an attempt to develop a desired art press at lv[ysore to 

turn out inexpensive but good Christian pictures for t11e home, posters 

for evangelism and illustrations for books~ 1 

.fl. market for the pictures produced by Christian artists is 

needed in order to solve the economic problem~ Fleming suggests that 

the \~Jest can help the younger churches in a practical ~:ray by providing 

2 
a market for this new art~ 

c ~ Nixed Cultural Backgrounds in a Christian Corru-nu_ni ty 

In some areas the fact that tl"e Christian church is made up of 

individuals of differing cultural backgrounds sometimes makes the 

development of indigenous Christian art difficult_ This is true in 

sections of India 1vhere Hoslem converts retain a horror of any 

representation of the Savior and those of Hindu background are sensitive 

about any of the traditional 1{indu art forms since they embody Hindu 

philosophy~ 

There is also a conflict in some places betv-reen the Roman 

Catholic encouragement of abundant use of art forms and t}le Protestant 

discouragement of the use of art in \vorsbip p 

F _ Surmaary 

This chapter has presented the problems encountered in attempts 

L Cf., Butler, opp cit., p. 389-
2., Of., Fleming, Each 1-Jith His Ovm Brush, p., 6 .. 
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t'bat 'bave been made to adapt indigenous forms to the Christian cultus~ 

On the part of the missionary there is connnonly a lack of recognition 

of the values in indigenous cultures~ This is based on an almost 

unavoidable attitude of 1/-iestern superiority. Theological dangers i,,J'hich 

make adaptation difficult were examined. There is danger that adapted 

forms will so savor of paganism that there will be retrogression into 

idolatry~ There is also danger even in absence of pagan associations 

that the literal-mindedness of converts will lead to the more subtle 

kind of idolatry, a trust in external forms rather than in that to which 

the art form seeks to direct attention. Religious syncretism is another 

danger. This has been an issue especially in India~ It was seen also 

that care must be taken to avoid superficiality in making adaptations~ 

Adaptation sbould not be forced in the name of indigenization_ There 

must be careful consideration of all issues involved~ Spiritual keen­

ness is a requisite in dealing with adaptation~ 

There are psychological barriers to adaptation of art forms~ 

On the one hand there is a barrier against all forms whicb are associated 

wi t11 paganism_· This leads to taking refuge in 1/.Jestern art forms. This 

preference for Hestern forms in turn becomes a barrier to indigenization. 

Practical problems in adaptation were considered and it was 

seen that it becomes very difficult to copy indigenous styles in 

building, and yet use form which is in keeping vJi th the function of the 

Christian church building. In the plastic arts a discouraging factor 

is the innnaturity of Christian art~ The indigenous church will produce 

a more mature art when there has been a deepening of spiritual life and 

a solution to some of the economic problems faced~ Some communities 



'have tl;e added problem of mixed cultural elements within the c'hurch~ 

The necessity for great caution and the existence of these 

difficult problems may make adaptation seem i..l"ladvisable. Tl1ere is no 

easy 1;1ay out, hm.rever. Adaptation must be faced~ 
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CHAPTER III 

SUGGESTED STANDARDS IN EVALUATING ART FORMS AND MOTIFS OF THE INDIGENOUS 

CHRISTIAN CHURCH 

A. Introduction 

This chapter will present suggestions for standards to be used 

in evaluating the art forms and motifs of the indigenous church. These 

standards will be developed from the principles basic to adaptation of 

art forms and motifs and will seek to meet the problems that were seen 

to exist when adaptations are attempted .. 

B. Must Express Biblical Christian Truth 

It is the aim of all adaptation and hence adaptation of art 

forms and motifs to present the essential truths of Biblical Christianity. 

This aim should be kept clearly in mind~ Western civilization is not to 

be identified with Christianity.1 On the other hand the approach which 

tries to build bridges by assuming Christianity to be merely the crown 
2 

of the best in the non-Christian religions is also wrong. It overlooks 

the radical difference between Christian revelation and the other re-

ligions. As Kraemer adequately expresses it: 

••• Christianity is no religious philosophy with a theistic 
God-idea, but a religion that proclaims the God and Father of 
Jesus Christ as the sole and absolutely trustworthy Lord of life, 
to whom alone allegiance is due. God is proclaimed as the Eternal 

1.. Of .. Kraemer, op. citp, p. 285. 
2. Ibid., p. 301. 
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and not recommended as the most satisfyinf conception of God, 
l>rhich is the end of religious philosophy. 

If art forms and motifs faithfully express the Ghri:::tian 

revelation they -vrill avoid idolatry, syncretism or superfidali ty. 

l. Avoid Idolatry 

Nevr life in Christ is itself the best safeguard against slip-

ping back into pagan idolatry. It has already been seen that groups that 

have experienced this new birth and ne1-v life do not desire any reminders 
2 

of past idolatry. It is suggested that it is best in all cases to 

avoid using art forms or adaptations that are so reminiscent of pagan 

idolati"J as to ca~l to mind to the Christian convert the poTrJer that was 

once felt to be there. 

In avoiding the :more subtle idolatry of estheticism or the 

idolatry of Roman Catholicism the use of visual arts must constantly be 

evaluated in light of such warnings as Bevan's: 

Any discussion of symbolism in connection -vri th religion must make it 
plain that, "tvhereas, on the one side, religion ca,nnot dispense "k'lli th 
symbols for its apprehension and expression, there is, on the other 
side, a consta,nt liability for the mind to catch in the accidents of 
the s;y-ro.bol and so confuse, instead of furthering, its approach to 
reality. There is no kind of s;ymbol in regard to which this 
liability may seem to be more signally exhibited than the pictorial 
or plastic i.mages vrhich have been so conspicuous an element in the 
-vrorship of nearly all religions. 3 

In addition to these cautions in using visual arts is 

suggested that those who li<rould help the indigenous church find vi tal 

expressions in art of their living faith should understand the mind of 

the national Christian and the nature of the religion Hhich formed his 

GGIIIGG$111 

1. Ibid., p. 300. 
2. Cf. Ante., p. 35. 
3. Beva.n, Holy Images, p. 13. 
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concepts. The literal-mindedness common to heathen people should be 

remembered. For example, it is pointed out by Vincent Masasi in The 

Church Overseas that Africans in some places regard pictures as photo­

graphic reproductions made at the time of what actually took place.1 

A tendency to think in literal rather than abstract terms is veFi sig-

nificant in seeking a use of art forms which inspires devotion and 

instructs yet does not lead to a danger of idolatr,v but rather avoids 

idolatry. 

2. Avoid Religious Syncretism 

In avoiding religious syncretism there must be the kind of 

approach made which does not blur the fact that there is only difference 
2 

and antithesis between Christianity and the non-Christian religions. 

This does not mean, however, that missions must use the blunt aggressive 

controversial approach that has been of limited effect in missionary 

history. The reaction to this approach has often gone to the extreme 

in identifying Christianity as the crowning goal to which the best 

thought in non-Christian religions has almost climbed.J This extreme 

approach must be recognized as untrue to the essential nature of 

Christianity and in danger of syncretism. In discovering an approach 

which is true to Christian character and to the Christian message 

Kraemer points to the New Testament example. He says: 

Paul and John in their day expressed and formulated the esential 
meaning and content of the revelation in Christ against the 
background of, and in conflict with, the moralistic and legalistic 
conception of religion in Judaism, and with the naturalistic and 

l_ Cf. Vincent Masasi: The Arts in the Mission Field: Africa, The 
Church Overseas, 1931, Vol. 4, p. 20_ 

2. Cf. Kraemer, op. cit., p. 300~ 
3. Ibid., p. 301. 
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gnostic mysticism of the pagan of that time. So it is obvious 
and legitimate that Christian truth must be at present expressed 
against the background of, and in conflict with the moral and 
religious content of the non-christian religion~ Here we touch 
the problem of adaptation at its deepest point. Adaptation in the 
deepest sense does not mean to assimilate the cardinal facts of 
the revelation in Christ as much as possible to fundamental 
religious ideas and tastes of the pre-Christian past, but to 
express these facts by wrestling with them concretely, and so to 
present the Christian truth and reveal at the same time the 
intrinsic inadequacy of man's religious efforts for the solution 
of his crucial religious and moral problems. The New Testamert, 
especially in the Synoptists and in the writings of Paul and 
John, is the unsurpassed document of this deep adaptation and so 
is our indispensable model.l 

In wrestling with the facts concretely the New Testament writers used 

the terminology and modes of expression of their own time. Paul uses 

Judaistic terms in discussing the Law and the Gospel... He uses the 

terminology of the naturalist and sacramental mysticisms of the 

mystery-religions and thereby forcefully expresses the opposite 

f t . 1 · 
2 

K ' t t t t character o Chris 1an reve at1on. raemer po1nts ou ha he New 

Testament writers were not consciously occupied with either making 

contrasts or building bridges, but were entirely absorbed in expressing 

the truth .. 3 

It is suggested that inasmuch as the gospel must be expressed 

to any people in their own familiar terminology if it is to be understood 

in its deepest significance the indigenous church can also safely use 

its.· own familiar terminology of art forms.. It remains true, of 

course, that art forms which involve a danger of syncretism must be 

avoidedp It is possible, however, to use art forms characteristic of 

1~ Ibid., P~ 308. 
2. Ibid~, p. 310~ 
3. Ibid., p. 311~ 
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a race or nation and yet avoid syncretism. The Christian art of China 

is an example. It is said to be both truly Chinese, and truly Christian.1 

It is suggested that to be aware of the dangers but absorbed in expressing 

the truth is the best safeguard. 

It has been previously mentioned that Hinduism welcomes the 
2 

life of Christ portrayed as part of the Indian scene. The timeless 

effect created fits in well with Hindu syncretism~ The church must be 

aware of such dangers as this. No weakening of the historicity of 

Scripture is to be desired. This does not deny a valid place for 

Christian Indian art. Pictorial art may be truly Indian, yet not deny 

in any way that these events took place in first century Palestine. 

India's problem will not necessarily be true in other countries. ~en 

the Italian masters painted Christ as an Italian, and the Dutch painters 

made Him Dutch and the English painted Him as English this did not in any 

way involve syncretism or weaken the historical aspect of the Christian 

message. It is well, however, for the indigenous church to be aware of 

dangers in this direction. 

Harmonization and accommodation must not be the motives of 

adaptation. This would be wrong indigenization. Yet, vital Christianity 

in any country can use the heritage existing there provid~d the impelling 

motive is to express the gospel in its invariable essence.
3 

Adaptation 

does not mean that Christianity is to be combined with the non-Christian 

heritage, but that Christianity is to be expressed through these 

1. Cf. Butler, op~ cit., p. 377r 
2. Cf. Ante., p. 37. 
3. Cf. Kraemer, op. cit., p. 421. 
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different heritages,. This can be done without tending toward religious 

syncretism .. 

3. Superficiality 

The best safeguard against superficiality in adaptation is a 

vital Christian faith. The witness of the Spirit in the hearts of 

even young believers whose experience is real can be trusted to sense 

what is inappropriate and dangerous in adaptation of art forms_ 

In avoiding superficiality it is suggested that adaptation be 

never forced., This would be psychologically poor and probably an 

indication of deeper problems* Missionaries should not seek adaptations 

merely for their oym sake or because of a sentimental appreciation of 

older customsp It must always be the purpose of adaptation to translate 

Christian revelation into indigenous terms* Any other motives are 

superficial. 

Missionaries who are alert to this phase of indigenization 

need great love for the people with whom they work. Love which is real 

and practical is necessary in order that there be that kind of self-

denial needed to transpose one's self creatively into the spiritual and 

social reality of another cultural background. Only Christ's love is 

sufficient for this taskp 

C.. Must Be Truly Indigenous 

It is the aim of adaptation of art forms and motifs that 

there be a genuine translation of Christianity into indigenous forms_ 

Genuine translation requires both a thorough grasp of what Christian 
1 

truth is and of the material in which it is to be expressedr Man has 



WHY NOT TAKE THE ARTIST 

OUT OF HIS STUDIO 

AND INTO OUR CHURCHES 

While it is "nice" to see pretty color reproductions 
of religious subject matter, it would be far more 
effective to ask these artists to decorate our 
churches. A wall is more of a challenge than a 
small canvas! 

Paintings by Angelo Trindode, one of Indio's 

foremost religious artists. 

Plete VII 

" ... suffered under Pontius Pilote" 

by Angelo do Fonseca. 
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given expression to his religiou.s needs and aspirations in many rich 

and varied ·Hays. These modes of expression have a right to exist. No 

Christien commtmity should be pressed into a foreign mold. The 1Jest 

has starved art. It has aLllost divorced art fron:t religion. This 

need not happen in the East. Europe must look to its past to find 

religion and art glorifying God together, but the Church in the Orient 

and .Hrica are just beginning to bring to the Christi<:m fe.ith the 

native genius of artist and craftsman 1-rho recognise in their skill 

their vocation to serve God. 1'heir 1,yorld is hostile to the go.spel, 

but not as the liJest, gospel hardened. Pictures of Christ 1 s early life, 

his birth, death and resurrection are vi tal. They are not sentimental 

or unrelated to life as is often the case in the \ciest. 'r:he stc;ndard 

should deterrnine 1o1hether it is a true expression of vital Christianity, 

not vrhether it reflects \!estern Protestantism. Kraemer says: 

••• the indigenous has the right. to be . considered seriously ;:md 
sympathetically as the vehicle of life-expression before any 
other possible vehicle. Just as a man expresses himself best in 
his mm language, however many other languages he may master, so 
coJrllTltmi ties and social groupings express their life best in forms 
congenial to their temperament and tradition, better than by the 
imposition of alien forms. 'I'he criterion for adoption or re­
jection lies in 1-1hether it serves to express or to frustrate, cmd 
this critJ:rion applies alike to indigenous forms and methods cmd 
to alien. 

In encouraging a truly indigenous expression in Christian 

art the psychological barriers must be deel t vJi th 'Iris ely, and on the 

positive side much use ccm be made of the creative force of nationalism. 

e o e e o o 

1. Ibid., p. 421. 
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lp Overcome Psychological Barriers 

a. Avoid Pagan Associations 

In Protestant missions the problem of art forms with pagan 

associations will be found more in architecture and in certain symbols 

than in pictorial art. Artists whose Christian experience is real 

would not be inclined to use forms that savor of paganism~ 

In discovering appropriate ways to adapt indigenous architecture 

for Christian use it is seen that the problems are very complex. The 

best solution seems to be simplicity~ 

For church groups who desire more symbolism the;i:Bmay be a 

necessit;y in some cases to wait until new symbols grow out of the local 

culture,which are not associated with any non-Christian religion. 

Examples of these are found in Fleming's boo~Christian Symbols in~ 

~orld Community~ In India there is a crest which pictures the banyan 

tree whose branches have a way of dropping roots to the ground so that 

the branches extend widely in all directions--a symbol of the missionary 

expansion of the church. In China the steep ascent of a mountain path 

is used to portray the Christian life.1 A vital Christianity can be 

trusted to find w~s to express its faith visually. 

b. Avoid a Meaningless Preference for Western Forms 

The majority of Christians throughout Asia and Africa are 

satisfied in complacently using Western forms. Nationalism is doing 

more than anything else recently to awaken the churches in Africa and 

Asia to a desire for art forms more in keeping with their national 

1. Cf. Fleming, Christian Symbols in a World Con~unity, p. 6. 
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heritage.. further solution is that missionaries from the West be 

careful not to identify their own culture with the eternal validity 

of the gospel.. Kraemer is very emphatic in his statements about this 

matter: 

It is a truly remarkable and pathetic fact that those who are the 
champions of the eternal and absolute validity of the Gospel 
perpetrate so easily the fatal mistake of raising the relative 
historical expression, the earthen vessel, to the status of the 
absolute divfne act and gift,. It is one of the most subtle forms 
of idolatry .. 

Great self-denial is needed to give up one's o~m modes of expression 

and think in conformity to another cultural background.. Kraemer remarks 

2 in all fairness that such f'aculty is very rare all over the world,. 

Christian missionaries need to present the truth of the gospel in such 

a way that it need not be linked with Western forms~ To do this,in 

addition to self-denial,they must possess a real humility. From the 

standpoint of culture this is possible when one views Western history 

realistically. From the standpoint of the individual it is possible 

in view of the gospel which gives the believer the status of a forgiven 

. 3 
s~nner .. 

The missionary enterprise has recognized more and more in recent 

years that no great service is done to the gospel by limiting its expres-

sion to Western forms.. Western missionaries by their approach can help 

the indigenous church overcome its tendency to prefer Western art forms 

and motifs., This is increasingly important in a time when hatred of 

the West is growing in many countries of the world,. 

1~ Kraemer, op. cit~, p. 315-
2. Ibid., p. 316_ 
3~ Ibid .. , p. 286_ 
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2~ Make Use of the Creative Force of Nationalism 

Nationalism is one of the most powerful forces in the world 

todayw It has been seen that it is hastening the indigenization of the 

church in many parts of the world. A thought-provoking ·suggestion was 

made by Ruth Paxson four years ago, shortly before she went to be with 

the Lord.. She said: 11Be on the lookout for a rise in intense 

nationalism all over the world. We must harness this force and use it 

1 
for God's glory .. " 

The church should not allow the emphasis on national heritage 

to hinder its growth, but rather must find ways to use it in establishing 

Christianity as indigenous~ It is clear that indigenous expression 

through art forms and motifs is central in this attempt .. 

Kraemer states that the church is always in a state of crisis 

and that its greatest shortcoming is that it is only occasionally aware 
2 

of it. The church must not be blind to the present crisis. 

D. Must Be Practical 

1~ Adapted to the Function of Christian Art Forms 

Whatever indigenous styles are found to be appropriate models 

for Christian architecture,they must be suitable for corporate worship~ 

It may take a long time to develop an architecture which is suitable for 

Christian purposes and at the same time truly nationalp A successful 

beginning has been made in many places. In Ceylon there have been some 

1. Joseph Kenny: Ruth Paxson's Advice, His, March 1954, pp 32. 
2. Cf. Kraemer, op. cit., p. 24. 
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remarkable experiments in using the building type borrowed from the 

1 
audience hall of the Kandyan kingsp Using styles of secular origin 

rather than temple architecture has much to recommend it in some places 

where the religious architecture involves problems both of pagan 

associations and non-adaptability to corporate worship. Fleming in 

his book, Christian S~bols in .§: World Community, gives examples from 

India, China, Japan, and Africa of successful adaptation in Christian 

architecture .. 

At the present time there is a movement toward simplicity as a 

means of using basic indigenous patterns yet allowing freedom, Christian 

function and expression. Even Roman Catholic missionaries are calling 

for minimum of decoration but a basic design allowing for a variety of 

national motifsp
2 

2. Adapted to Local Materials 

If the church is to become self supporting,architectural styles 

must use materials that are available locally if possible and that are 

within the economic possibilities of the church. 

Butler makes these practical suggestions about India. D@ not use 

Gothic technique whose logical conclusion is the stone skeleton, but 

rathe~until a suitable national Christian style has develope~use 

interim styles such as nee-Byzantine, neo Lombardic and modern. These 

styles are more practical since they make use of wall-mass, which suits 

the use of concrete. These styles also blend easily with the Eastern 

1. Cf. Butler, op. cit., p. 377 .. 
2.. Cf. Karl Malte Heinz: Religious Architecture in India, Liturgical 

Arts, November 1953, p. 27. 
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1 
scene and lend themselves to the introduction of Indian motifs~-

In many places in Africa one will find no suitable local style 

to copy; but something like Western modernistic style would be both 

appropriate in appearance to the local scene and have possibilities as 

far as local materials are concerned. In its use there should be more 

roundness in conformity to the native homes than the usual modern style 

2 
would allow~ In some parts of Africa examples of successful adapta-

tions of the hut-form can be found. 

3~ Adapted to the Varim1s Needs of the Indigenous Church 

ap In Christian Education 

Pictorial art, symbols, and other visual aids should be 

appropriate to the educational needs of the indigenous church. The art 

should use that mode of expression which will convey the message most 

effectively to the national mind. A foreign realism in art would not 

be effective in speaking to those who understand through symbolic 

implication. The experience of missionaries in some parts of Africa 

has shown that very good art might be completely ineffective because 

its mode of expression is entirely foreign. Missionaries working among 

villages where there has been little contact with the outside world 

have often reported experiences of using Western pictures which people 

have attentively stared at for a long time and then suddenly recognized 

a tree or a man and have thereupon become frightened thinking the 

picture to be magic. Photographic realism in pictorial art is outside 

1. Ibid., P~ 388. 
2. Ibid., p. 378~ 



- 63 -

the comprehension of some people. Generally speaking,in adapting 

pictures to be used with primitive people the pictures should be very 

simple, with few figures. Pictures with many figures are confusing 

and the message of the picture is lost. 

Pictures should involve experiences within the comprehension 

of nationals~ It is also important for the educational use of illus­

trations of Bible stories that they be true to important details,. Few 

Western painters for example have painted 11The Last Supper" showing the 

disciples reclining at the table. It is suggested that adaptation to 

indigenous dress and custom not overbalance a healthy recognition of 

Biblical detail. Western art almost always gives wings to angels 

although this is not Biblical. This has been copied by the Christian 

art of the East as is seen in Plates III and VIII. Visual.art should 

have a positive message that it may · be used effectively in teaching .. 

Pictures which portray an ideal to be emulated are effective in 

influencing conduct. 

The indigenous church should strive to provide inexpensive 

reproductions of national Christian art where it exists in order that 

it may be available for teachers. In India there is a growing effort 

in this direction. In the Philippines the National Christian Council 

has recently sponsored a series of posters on stewardship which are 

done in indigenous style and are to be made available to the churches. 

In Africa there will be a real problem in developing an indigenous 

pictorial art for educational purposesp African art is largely carving 

of figures or painting of designs~ In Japan a few Christian artists 

have produced work which may be used very effectively in education~ 



CHURCR OF 
SAINT TERESA 

KALIMPONG IN 

THE FOOTHILLS OF 

THE HIMALAYAS 

Plate VIII 
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b., In the Home 

Christian pictures have a real ministry in the home. They can 

build an atmosphere, stimulate interest and devotion, furnish incentives 

for right conduct, and make vivid and lasting impressions on the children 

growing up. Lois E. LeBar illustrates the effectiveness of a picture 

in a home. 

In a certain family there were five sons, all of whom became 
sailors. As one after another of the growing boys showed a 
decided preference for the life of the sea, the mother was 
perplexed and somewhat disappointed. One day a visitor in the 
home pointed at a picture on the wall and exclaimed, 1~at a 
beautiful picture you have therel 11 The painting showed a 
sailing vessel riding the waves, the sun's rays reflected on 
her silver sheets. Then came the realization of the truth that 
the picture had been responsible for her sons 1 decisions~l 

Very little has been done so far in making inexpensive prints 

available for home use. This is an important area which needs attention. 

Color~loving people should not have to resort to pagan motifs to decorate 

their homes. One way the West might help materially is to provide a 

market for reproductions of good indigenous art, thereby encouraging 

both artist and publisher. 

c. As Illustrations for Christian Literature 

As Christian literature increases in Africa and in the East 

there will be a greater demand for appropriate illustrations.. This will 

in turn help develop a growing appreciation for indigenous Christian 

art~ Art can be very effective in reinforcing the message in words to 

newly literate people. 

. . . .. . .. . 
1. Lois E. LeBar: Children in the Bible School, p. 267. 
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Suggestions have been made as to possible standards to be used 

in evaluating the art forms and motifs of the indigenous Christian 

church~ These standards were based on the study of the principles basic 

to adaptation of art forms and motifs and the examination of the problems 

that are met when adaptations are attempted. 

These suggestions are first that the adaptations in art forms 

must express Biblical Christian truth. They cannot encourage idolatry, 

either the idolatry of paganism or the idolatry which in Christian worship 

tends to attach supernatural significance to the material object. The 

indigenous art forms must avoid religious syncretismm The kind of 

approach to the non-Christian which aims primarily to harmonize and 

accommodate leads easily to syncretism in theology. The impelling 

motive must alw~s be to express the gospel in its invariable essence. 

Superficiality was seen to involve theological dangers which are avoided 

if those who seek to help the church in making adaptations in art have 

spiritual maturity and possess the love of Christ which alone makes 

possible the self-denial of transposing one's self creatively into 

another cultural background. 

Secondly, the adaptations in art must be truly indigenous~ The 

modes of expression characteristic to a race or nation are valid means 

of expression and should be used. The indigenous may not always be best, 

but has the right to be considered first. The problems of pagan 

associations and an already existing though superfiqial preference for 

Western forms are not easily solved, yet it is ultimately both possible 
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and necessar.y that they be solved. On the positive side it is suggested 

that the creative force of nationalism be used for the advancement of 

the indigenous church. 

Finally, the adapted forms must be practical.. The form must be 

suitable for the function. A Christian church must be indigenous in 

style, yet it must suit a function which is perhaps foreign to any 

local style, that of corporate worship., A Christian church must look 

at home in pagan surroundings, yet it must look Christian_ Indigenous 

Christian architecture should use the materials at hand wherever 

possible. This is important in view of the economic problems of the 

church which is striving to become self-supporting. Indigenous art 

must be adapted to the various needs of the indigenous churchp 

Pictorial art and visual symbols must be appropriate for Christian 

education. This involves using the familiar mode of expression~ 

Pictures should involve experiences within the comprehension of nationals. 

Pictures which influence conduct are effective for educational purposes 

and also for use in the home. Biblical illustrations should be true 

as much as possible to Biblical custom, although adaptation to indig­

enous custom is to be expected and is good where there is no danger of 

clouding historical fact. It is very important to the development of 

indigenous art that inexpensive reproductions be made available locally 

for use in church school and home~ There will also be a growing need 

in many countries for illustrations in Christian literature for newly 

literate peoplep 
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CHAPTER IV 

SUMMUL~Y AND CONCLUSION 

A.. Summary 

It has been the purpose of this study to investigate the 

principles and problems of the adaptation of art forms and motifs to 

the indigenous Christian church under the missionary enterprise and 

make suggestions for standards for evaluation. 

In chapter one a study was made of the principles involved 

in the use of art in the Christian cultus~ It was found that art has 

a different relationship to Christianity than' it has had to pagan 

religions. Art in Christianity can never be permitted to be an end in 

itself. Christianity is a spiritual religion and the function of the 

material object can only be to direct attention and awaken response to 

the spiritual. Art is important to the Christian church because it is 

a human characteristic that the concrete is needed to enable us to 

comprehend the abstract_ The material object has the function of 

conditioning consciousness. Christian art is symbolic, in the broad 

sense of the word, because it necessarily must point beyond itself to 

the spiritual,. 'ifuen art becomes decoration or surrounded with super­

stitious significance it is a danger to the Christian church. Because 

of the extreme measures that were necessary during the Reformation to 

bring the church back to a Biblical view regarding worship, the 

Protestant church has retained a great deal of caution in using visual 
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symbols. This caution has a positive contribution on the mission field. 

It also has a negative result when prejudice rather than discrimination 

is used in determining the role of visual arts i~ the indigenous 

churches~ It was seen that adaptation of art forms and motifs is 

necessary if the indigenous church is to rnake a valid use of art. It 

is basic to art and symbolism that it must speak in familiar terms or 

not be understood. Art which is used but not understood is a danger 

point to the church~ From an individual standpoint young Christian 

communities need the freedom of using their own art as a means of 

expressing their new-f01md faith_ From a national standpoint the 

church must escape the label "foreign religion11 _ Communism and 

Nationalism are two worldwide forces which make indigenization of the 

Christian church imperative in every phase including 

motifs. 

art forms and 

When adaptations are attempted problems are encountered which 

are of such importance that they must be thought through carefully by 

all who would help the church find indigenous means of expression. 

Problems with serious theological implications are the danger of idolatrJ, 

religious syncretism, and the danger of a superficial approach to 

adaptationp Other problems are the psychological barriers such as 

pagan associations that surround the familiar art forms ~~d the super­

ficial preference that new Christians often have for Western art forms. 

On the practical level there are problems in architecture such as 

making the form fit the function of a Christian church_ In pictorial 

art a great hindrance is the fact that the Christian art of Africa and 

the East is still immature. There is an economic obstacle faced by 
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young artists who wish to devote their talents to the Lord.. Also, there 

is a financial problem in establishing facilities to publish prints of 

good Christian art and illustrations for Christian literature.. Mixed 

cultural backgrounds in a Christian community make additional problems, 

especially in India where Christians of HLndu and of Moslem backgrounds 

must work together. Each group has its own problems in adaptation of 

art forms .. 

In suggesting standards for evaluating the art forms and 

motifs of the indigenous church both the problems involved and the 

principles basic to adaptation of art forms were taken into account .. 

It was suggested that indigenous art must first of all express Biblical 

Christian truth. Therefore any tendencies toward idolatry, syncretism 

or superficiality must be avoided.. Leaders dealing with these problems 

must be motivated by the compulsion to express the gospel in its in­

variable essence. Harmonization and accommodation lead only to wrong 

indigenization .. 

Secondly, adaptation should result in art forms that are 

truly indigenous. It was suggested that although indigenous forms are 

not always best they have the right to be considered first,. TI1e 

psychological barriers of pagan associations surrounding indigenous 

forms and the prevailing prejudice for Western art forms are problems 

which must be overcome.. They must not be allowed to be excuses for 

failing to attempt indigenization of art forms~ 

Finally, the art forms of the indigenous church must be 

practical. They must be adapted to the necessaF/ functions of Christian 

art~ The Christian church buildings must use indigenous models yet 
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suit the function of Christian corporate worshipp Local materials 

should be used wherever possible~ P'ictorial arts and visual symbols 

must be adapted to the various needs of the Christian church. They 

must be appropriate for Christian education. It is necessary that they 

use a mode of expression familiar to nationals. They must picture 

incidents within the experience of the national Christians. Since 

pictures are very instrumental in forming the concepts of people who 

do not read it is important that illustrations of Bible stories be true 

to details. This calls for a discriminating balance between using 

indigenous dress and custom and using Biblical details of custom where 

it is important in forming right concepts. In order that pictorial art 

may be practical it must be available to teachers and for use in homes~ 

This calls for a program of publishing inexpensive reproductions that 

can be made available to all classes of people. That national Christian 

art be widely used is very important in developing appreciation for art 

and discovering latent talent which in turn will help the church create 

a mature Christian art. 

B. Conclusion 

The emphasis increasingly given to adaptation of art forms and 

motifs for use in the indigenous church is a very important phase of 

indigenization~ It is urged that much thoughtful attention and prayer 

be given in seeking solution to the problems presented. Those leaders 

of greatest insight who attempt to deal with this problem do not offer 

confident solutions. The problem is extremely complicated and involves 

national psychology_ It is necessary to conclude that missionaries will 
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never be able to solve the problem. It can only be solved eventually 

from within the nation itself. Butler suggests that the solution will 

not come in our time.. The present generation of nationals are too much 

involved in the tension to heal it.1 The creation of good adaptations 

in indigenous Christian art will take either a. great deal of time, as 

it did in the beginning of Western history, or the work of an exceptional 

genius. In the meantime an interim policy must strive to fulfill the 

practical needs of the indigenous church, decrease political suspicion 
2 

and psychological disintegration. 

The real problem is not in using art forms that have hereto-

fore expressed.the philosophies of non-Christian cultures but the 

problem is how to use them.. Kraemer says in this respect: 

To avoid expressing the Christian message courageously (as the New 
Testament did) in the terminology developed in the different re­
ligious heritages of the concrete world in which one lives, is to 
despise the natural medium. It also ignores the fundamental rule 
in spiritual life, that if the Christians are really converted their 
minds will bend these inadequate and often uncongenial terminologies 
into tolerable tools, for all terminologies in the world need con­
version and filling with new content if they are really to serve as 
an expression for the revelation of Biblical realism. This conversion 
and filling with new content, however, can only issue from ~he con­
verted mind of the indigenous employers of the terminology. 

Anyone who would aid the "indigenous employers" of the 

terminology of art must count the privilege of interpreting the gospel 

in a new environment most precious and, according to Kraemer, must have 

an attitude like Ruth's towards Naomi, which says, 11Your problems are 

4 
my problems. 11 

1~ Of. Butler, op. cit., p. 385~ 
2. Ibid., p. 387. 
3 .. Kraemer, op. cit., p. 326. 
4. Ibid., pp 335-
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APPENDIX II 

POSEiiBILITIES FOH THE FUTUHE SEEN 

IN HOlviAN CATHOLIC _ilRCHITECTU"RE IN 

INDIA liND Pl-\KISTkN 



Thome Cathedral, Madras. The town of San Thome, now part of Madras, was named by the Portuguese pioneers in honor of Saint 

nos the Apostle to India. A series of memorials of these pioneers will be found in this cathedral which now stands over the tomb of the 

stle, martyred here, according to tra:lition, on the twenty-first of December, A.D. 68. 

(Below) A church at Bettiah, north of Patna, in which adaptation of 

Indian forms was attempted. 

(Above) Interior of the Bettiah church. No 

comment needed. 

THE PAST 

Hindsight is an easy woy out. of any 

argument but it does seem difficult to 

realize how picture-bae>k gothic was 

ever thought fitting for India and its 

climate" 

(Below) A Goa-Portuguese church inte· 

rior. Here the richness of the decoration 

might have been _a foil for the richness 

and elaborate detail of Indian temples. 

The simple charm of these two buildings-(left) Sisters' Convent at Poreya 

Hat, Patna and (below) the church at Gokhla, Patna district--merge with 

the Indian landscape. (Photos courtesy of "Jesuit Missions.") 





The church of Saint Teresa at Kalimpong was designed by Monsignor Aurelio Gianora, Prefect 

Apostolic of Sikkim, and executed under his direction. Built in 1951, this church is a fine example of 

what can' be done in a remote part of the world by one who sees in the art of any locality an occa­

sion to develop and encourage native talent. All the sculpture was executed by local artisans. Though 

many of the figures are inspired by Tibetan sources, as the illustrations on this page indicate, other 

elements were based on European prototypes. 

View of altar and sanctuary, with panel of the Little Flower above. 

The "Tibetan" Last Supper forms the altar frontal. 

3 

1 Christ quiets the waters. 2 Lamb of God. 3 Christ cures the 

beggar. 4 Bread of Life. 

2 

4 



Family Hospital, New Delhi. Karl Malle Heinz, architect. This hospital was dedicated October 3, 

3. The dedication stone was blessed by the Most Reverend F. Fernandez, archbishop of Delhi· 

J. DrS. Radhakrishnan, Vice-President of India, attended the ceremony. This is the fifth hospital 

dia to be staffed by the Medical Mission·Sisters. 

oosed Holy Family Hospital and nurses' training school to be erecled on the banks of the Ganges 

ligha Ghat, near Patna. It will be a general hospital with special facilities for child and maternity 

fare work. 

HOSPITALS IN 
INDIA & PAKISTAN 

for the Medical Mission Sisters 

Under the rigorous initiative of Mother Anna 
Dengel, M.D., foundress and superior-general 
-with headquarters in Philadelphia-this 
Society of Medical Missionaries is making 
architectural history. 

Holy Family Hospital, Rawalpindi, Pakistan. Karl Malte Heinz, archi­

tect. The stirring story of the building of this hospital is told by Sister 

Alma Julia in her illustrated article "We Built a Hospital During the 

Terror," "Saturday Evening Post," November 4, 1950. 

The two illustrations below are of two other buildings designed by Mr Heinz 

and indicate the possibilities inherent in an adaptation of what has been 

termed the "international" style. 

(Above) Mission at Khera Kurd. 

(Below) Saint Paul's College, Indore. 



FREEDOM IN DESIGN CAN BE 

CONSISTENT WITH TRADITION 

(Right) Proposed Nirmla College, Delhi. (Below) 
Bird's-eye view of new Papal Seminary at Poona. 
Both designs are the work of Karl Malte Heinz 

Dormitory at Pondichery, South India, de 
signed and built in 1937-38, Antonin Ra) 
mond, architect. This dormitory was built fc 
disciples of Sri Aurobindo Ghose, one c 
India's foremost spiritual teachers. The simpl 
landscaping of the garden, as indicated o 
the plan, with its trees and shallow pool 
carries out the effect of coolness that 
realized structurally in the building itsel 
The fundamental principles of architecture­
simplicity, economy, directness, and closene! 
to nature-were consciously and consistent! 



IDEAS 

DREAMS 

POSSIBILITIES! 

These designs, by Karl Malte Heinz, point the way 
for a solution of the problem of integration and 
adaptation in India. Simplicity, allied to a judicious 
use of color, might well produce the type of church 
we can hope for in the India of the present and the 
future. 

See Mr Heinz's article "Religious 
Architecture in India," page 27. 

The profuse decoration of temples in India, 
such as this one at Madura, could only be 
adapted with difficulty, but the form can yield 
possibilities, as indicated by Mr Fernandes's 
desian illustrated on oaae 26. 




