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Introduction

Christian Art
In the centuries since the life of Jesus Christ, many people have written
about the significance of his life, death, and Resurrection through poetry,
songs, scholarly books, and textbooks. But written words are not the only
way people have expressed what Jesus Christ has meant to them. For the
past seventeen hundred years, people have been creating works of art—
paintings, sculptures, stained-glass windows, tapestries, church buildings,
movies, and other creations—that communicate the personal significance
Jesus’s life, death, and Resurrection has had in their lives.  

You have likely encountered many words in your experience of re-
ligious faith; you have probably read or prayed words or listened to words
as they are read or spoken to you. This book gives you the opportunity to
put words aside and learn another language of faith—art. 

The artworks in this book are all Christian images, primarily from
European and North American artists, although several artists from around
the world are also represented. Just as Northern European artists have
painted Jesus with blond hair and blue eyes, you will notice that African
artists have painted him with curly dark hair and brown skin. Though the
artwork in this book cannot reflect all Christian cultures, the international
artwork holds an important place. The sheer number of Christian pieces
from Europe and North America can make it easy for North American
viewers to forget that Jesus is present to Christians worldwide. Catholicism is
a global faith.

Art in Contrast to Words
Have you ever noticed how words are read? Words are strung together in 
a line. The reader must read one word, then the next, and then the subse-
quent words until he or she has read enough words to form a sentence.
More words then form another sentence, and so on, until the reader has
read a paragraph. Eventually, after some time and many words, the reader
grasps some meaning from the author’s words. 
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“Reading” art is different because art is not linear or ordered in the
way words are. Ten people appreciating one painting will look at the
details in ten different ways. They might all ultimately grasp the same
general meaning, but they will probably get there by ten different roads.
One person might start by focusing on the people in the painting; another
might focus on the landscape; a third, on a small detail in the lower-right
corner; a fourth, on the way the artist used light; and a fifth, on the colors.
The great thing about appreciating a piece of art is that there is no wrong
way to begin. You will also find that the longer you look, the more you see.
You will notice facial expressions, postures, colors, emotions, moods, light,
interactions, size variations among elements, and so on.

You can use the art in this book on your own, or you can use it in a
classroom or a group. If you are working with teachers or leaders, they
might use the art in exercises geared toward specific topics. If you are using
this book on your own, begin by choosing a painting from the list of
paintings, grouped by life topics, in the index on page 31. 

Read through the next section, which takes you through a process for
viewing a painting. Once you have selected a painting you would like to
work with, use the questions on the back cover of this book to understand
what the art is communicating. 

Viewing a Piece of Art
Let’s try looking at a painting. Open this book to the painting Peter Walks
on Water, on page 17. What do you notice first? The storm? The two figures
on the right? The guys on the boat? The color? The light? 

Look at the painting a while longer. 
Where is your eye drawn? What is the mood of the painting? What can

you say about the figures? Which are scared and which confident? Even if
you don’t know the Bible story this painting depicts, you can begin to
figure out what matters in the story just by looking. 

Words and art complement each other in Bible stories. In this case, if
you read the story of Peter’s walking on water to meet Jesus (see Matthew
14:22–33), you might find more meaning in this painting, making the Bible
story richer for you. Gradually, you’ll notice that the painting has details
Matthew leaves out and that it necessarily does not have some details
Matthew includes. For example, Matthew doesn’t tell us what kind of boat
the disciples were in, so the painter made it a boat like those common in
his own time and place. Matthew tells us that Peter began to sink, but not
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how. The artist showed him with one leg sinking and the other still on the
surface of the water. What the artist did not include were the words that
Jesus spoke to the Apostles and their responses. The best the artist could do
was to convey the story through the drama of the painting and the expres-
sions and postures of the people depicted. 

Art and Theology or Faith
The point of this book is to help you use art to enhance your study of the-
ology and to contribute to your spiritual growth. Art can do this in several
ways. It can make a doctrine or concept more concrete than it would be in
words alone. It can spark questions that inspire you to explore or study the
story, doctrine, or concept. It can generate curiosity about how the artist’s
contemporaries understood a concept or story and how that might be
different from what you understand today. Christian art can inspire its
viewers to be better disciples of Christ and challenge their own behavior.
And Christian art can be an opportunity to connect with Christ or the saints
in meditation or prayer. 

Let’s use the same painting from page 17 as an example of how art
can contribute to your faith growth. Matthew, the author, points to the
power of faith in Christ. Philipp Otto Runge, the artist, makes the point
more concretely by showing the doubt and the fear on Peter’s face and on
the faces of the other disciples in the boat, a picture that contrasts with the
firm faith of Jesus as shown by his stance and in his care for Peter. One
question this painting might raise is whether fear is the same as doubt, or
lack of faith. If that question is significant for you, you might do several
things: pursue the question through more books and art; talk to your
religion teacher, your priest, or another significant adult; or take note of
when you feel fear and ask yourself whether it goes along with a lack of
faith. In these ways, you can learn about theology and doctrine through 
art. 

The artist, of our sample painting, painted a boat that looks more like
a boat of his own day than one in Jesus’s day, and he painted what we see
as fear, more than doubt, on the faces of the disciples. These features may
make us curious about the context in which the artist painted. What was
going on in 1806 in Germany? Until that year, Germany was known as the
Holy Roman Empire. In 1806, the emperor dissolved the empire. What we
now know as Germany was, in 1806, several German-speaking states with
small local governments. Napoleon, in Europe, was conquering territory
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left and right. When the central government of the German-speaking
people was dissolved, is it possible the people feared that their German
identity was doomed? They might have expected Napoleon to make them
French! Could this be why the artist painted the disciples as fearful? Was he
trying to tell the German-speaking people to have faith? Was he communi-
cating that Jesus was there for them—even in their fear? If this kind of
thinking interests you, learn more about Germany at this time, or find a
biography of Runge to help you work with this or other paintings by this
artist.

Yet another way to use art is for your own faith development. Runge’s
painting asks you to check your own faith-to-fear ratio. Are you like the
disciples on the boat who wouldn’t even try to walk on water? Are you like
Peter, willing to take the risk but not always able to focus your attention on
Christ? What can you do to improve your faith-to-fear ratio?

To approach the painting through the lens of prayer, spend some time
just looking at the painting. Does a prayer rise up spontaneously? If not, try
to notice what you feel while looking at the painting. Do you feel fear?  Do
you feel a desire to have more faith? If so, ask God for faith. Do you feel
gratitude for the strong presence of Christ you see in the painting? If so,
give thanks for Christ’s presence. Do you notice the greatness of God in the
painting? If so, give praise for God’s greatness. Any religious painting can
be the focus of a meditation on God or on saintliness.

Learning Through Comparing Art
Oftentimes, many questions that arise when studying a painting in depth
can be further enhanced by comparing two works of art that share a similar
theme or even depict the same biblical story. Notice the similarities and
differences between the painting we have been studying so far, Peter Walks
on Water, and Calming the Storm, by Hanna Cheriyan Varghese, on page
14. Calming the Storm tells a different Bible story (see Matthew 8:23–27,
Mark 4:35–41, Luke 8:22–25) that has some similarities to Matthew’s story
of Peter in the storm. Ask yourself these types of questions:
• What does Varghese emphasize?
• How does her message about discipleship differ from Runge’s? 
Anytime you look at multiple paintings of the same story, you get different
perspectives on the story. The two versions of the good Samaritan story, on
pages 18 and 19, are another opportunity for you to explore a biblical story
through comparing and contrasting. 
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Pope John Paul II on Art
In 1999, Pope John Paul II wrote a public letter to artists. In the letter, he
celebrates the rich history between the arts and the Church. The Pope notes
that the once strong relationship between art and the Church has grown
distant in the past few hundred years. The letter calls for a renewed partner-
ship between the arts and the Church. 

The Pope celebrates many positive aspects of art, including these three
dimensions:
• Art makes visible and attractive those features of God that are invisible.
• Art nourishes while it teaches.
• Art can be a source of theological thinking. 
As you use this book, invite yourself to open up to these aspects of art. 

Pope John Paul II invites the artists of the world “to use your creative
intuition to enter into the heart of the mystery of the Incarnate God and at
the same time into the mystery of man” (No. 14). You may be among the
artists to whom the Pope is speaking. If the art in this book inspires you,
consider pursuing a creative path as a vocation or a hobby. 
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Index of Art by Subject
If you are looking for material to process a particular issue or event, this
index will guide you to a painting that will help you consider the situation
in a new way. See the back cover of this book for questions to ask yourself
when exploring a piece of art in depth.

Being fed, 10, 12, 13, 15, 16, 20, 25, 26, 27
Being human, 9, 10, 11, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 28, 29
Caring for others, 9, 11, 12, 13, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23
Celebration, 9, 11, 13, 14, 15, 20, 25, 26, 30
Creation, 9, 10, 15, 27
Failing, 10, 14, 20, 24, 28, 29, 30
Faith, 11, 13, 14, 15, 17, 21, 22, 23, 25, 26, 29
Inspiration, 9, 26, 27
Learning, 11, 13, 16, 17, 25, 26, 29
Prayer, 14, 15, 17, 20, 21, 23, 24, 25, 26, 28
Right and wrong, 10, 18, 19, 28, 29, 30
Stormy times, 14, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 26, 28
Suffering, 14, 17, 18, 19, 21, 22, 23, 24, 28
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