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Rationale 
 
The society in which we live and minister has a highly visual culture. There is great diversity 
across the Christian churches in relation to the use of images in the liturgical space and how these 
function in Christian worship. There is also a very diverse scene in relation to visual art at the 
beginning of the 21st century. At the time of the 16th century Reformations in the western church, 
different approaches were taken by the Lutheran, Reformed and Radical streams of Christianity 
and the Roman Catholic Church also reviewed the usage and veneration of images to remove 
excesses. The Orthodox (or even more broadly, all the eastern churches) and the Roman Catholic 
Churches, have continued to use icons and images, although with different emphases, observing 
the decisions of the Second Council of Nicea (787 CE). Some Protestant churches have 
approached any use of images with great suspicion, while the Anglican Church (also some in the 
Methodist Church and occasionally some in the Reformed tradition) in the last two centuries have 
sought to have images/or visual art within the worship space and develop a theological 
understanding for this usage. Given the varied approaches to the visual elements in liturgy in 
contemporary church practices, this unit provides students with a theological, cultural and 
historical basis for more informed dialogue and appreciation of liturgical expressions. 
 
Aims 
 
The unit aims to introduce the student to the practices of the different churches in relation to the 
use of visual objects in worship, icons, images and visual art; to take a historical overview of the 
practices, debates and decisions about these objects through Christian history; and to encourage a 
theological understanding of the question of the visual and worship in the light of the different 
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church traditions, both theological and liturgical, and the importance of the visual aesthetic of the 
worship space. 
 
 

Learning Outcomes 
At the end of this unit the student should be able to: 
1. Analyze the historical and theological significance of the main elements that have 

contributed to the different Christian traditions and their liturgical practices in relation to 
the visual dimension of worship (icons, images and visual art); 

2. Assess the role of some major works of visual art and certain icons/images which have 
played a significant part in the worship of the church in different places and traditions; 

3. Produce a statement of theological understanding of the place of the visual dimension of 
worship in the student’s own tradition; 

4. Construct criteria for the evaluation of the churches’ current usage of visual 
communication (including media technology) in the worship of the church. 

 
Content 
 

1 Images in the early church: a) until the time of Emperor Constantine; b) from the time of 
Emperor Constantine I (d 337) to Pope Gregory the Great (d 604) 

2 Images, icons and the iconoclastic controversies of the 8th and 9th centuries 

3 Examples of images/visual art in east and west, approximately 600 to1000 CE 

4 Images in the western church, approximately 1000 to 1517 CE 
5 The Reformation debates and resulting changes 

6 The late 16th century to the late 19th century: artists interpreting biblical themes and 
church tradition 

7 A visit to the city churches of Brisbane 

8 A biblical study 

9 The eastern traditions, especially the Orthodox: churches and icons, until the present. 
This includes a visit to an Orthodox church. 

10 Examples of religious art in 20th century Roman Catholicism 

11 Visual art and churches in the Reformed tradition (and other churches which rejected the 
use of images) 

12 Visual art and churches in the Anglican, Methodist and Lutheran traditions 

13 The present challenges and opportunities 

 
Organization and Teaching Strategies 
 
The material is organized first in chronological periods, then according to the characteristics of 
different Christian traditions. Throughout there is an examination of practice, both the style of 
images and the liturgical usage of these images, together with the theological rationale for the 
practice. 
The following methods will be used in the classroom: 

1. lecture presentation; 
2. discussion of material and chapters distributed for reading; 
3. the viewing and discussion of many relevant images using power point. 

Beyond the classroom, students will be asked to read texts, look at images, find relevant web 
sites and, if possible, visit churches in the different Christian traditions to study the visual aspects 
of the building and the way that images function for worshippers. 
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Assessment 
 

 Type of assessment No of 
words 

Weighting 
% 

Due 
date 

Learning 
Outcomes 
covered 

1 A short paper  
Students to demonstrate their understanding of the 
issues surrounding the debates at the time of the 
iconoclastic controversies of the 8th and 9th centuries. 

1000 10% Week 
4 

1 & 2 

2. Essay 
Example: The paper aims to allow students to 
demonstrate their knowledge of the use of images in 
the church, to examine and describe certain images 
and to make comparisons between certain images 
from the first millennium and others from later 
centuries. 

2000 40% Week 
9 

1 & 2 

 Essay 
To be presented at the end of the course selected 
from a range of given topics or as proposed by the 
student and approved by the course co-ordinator. 

3000 50% Week 
14 

2, 3 & 4 
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Websites 
 
Several websites provide access to view many paintings by most of the well known artists in 

western art. (There are also many others for specialist areas.)  
www.textweek.com/   
www.wga.hu  
Other sites for more specialist areas are listed with the sessions. 
 
Additional specific readings and websites will be indicated for each session of the unit. 
 


