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Communication is the sine qua non of religion; it is the
essence of prayer, sermons, ritual, and congregational
fellowship. Unfortunately, the academic study of re-
ligion and communication has occurred in disparate
fields, with few epistemological bridges between
them. Scholars in the communication disciplines,
from rhetoric to mass communication, have little to
say about religion. Conversely, few anthropologists,
psychologists, or sociologists draw from communica-
tion theory in their studies of religion. Consequently,
no single field provides a deep and thorough explo-
ration of the religion-communication interface. This
situation has resulted in new efforts to venture be-
yond disciplinary borders in order to better under-
stand religion in the current age. The Encyclopedia of
Religion, Communication, and Media (ERCM) aims to
stimulate fresh dialogue and research on this impor-
tant topic.

This volume breaks down disciplinary walls in nu-
merous ways. First, it combines information about the
intrapersonal, interpersonal, group, and societal levels
of communication into a single resource. At the intrap-
ersonal level, new issues are raised about communica-
tion between individuals and deity:

*Why is religious experience difficult to explain in
rational terms?

*Why is silence more sacred than spoken prayer in
some religious communities?

*What is the nature of “thought communication” in
religious meditation?

*Why is the use of profanity justified in some reli-
gious circles?

Introduction

*How does idolatry reinforce religious customs
and values?

*Why was chanting one of the first forms of reli-
gious communication?

Religious information is also exchanged between in-
dividuals at the level of interpersonal communication.
This volume identifies rituals that have not been ade-
quately analyzed in terms of communication aspects:

*Why do some sects require public confession?

*Why is body decoration an acceptable form of wor-
ship in some religious groups, but not in others?

*How does dance communicate the sacred through
metaphoric movement?

*What are the multiple forms of communication
with the dead?

*Why are feasts a form of religious worship in all
major religions?

*How does the study of organizational communi-
cation apply to religion?

This volume also aids study of mediated communi-
cation to larger groups both inside and outside reli-
gious denominations. Throughout history, technology
has simultaneously aided and impeded communica-
tion processes; this also applies to religious culture:

*How did religion change during the historical
transition from orality to literacy?

*How did printing contribute to the diffusion of re-
ligious values in the world?
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Introduction

*Why have religious novels grown in popularity?
*]s television considered a religious medium?

*How has the Internet affected religious congrega-
tions and communities?

*What is religious media literacy?

These are only a few of the questions addressed by
this encyclopedia. Articles also deal with (1) concepts
such as information, communication, and censorship,
(2) denominations which exhibit different communica-
tion practices, and (3) the various media used in reli-
gious worship.

Entries were contributed by scholars from various
disciplines, including religious studies, communica-
tion, anthropology, sociology, ancient studies, religion
and modern culture, theology, and many others.

The Encyclopedia of Religion, Communication, and
Media benefits a number of audiences. University stu-
dents will find timely and relevant topics for research
and literature reviews. Journalists, on the other hand,
are gatekeepers of information; a comprehensive
source like this helps assure that facts are accurate.
And, lastly, there are the theorists, or those seeking a
deeper more thorough examination of religion and
communication. For their work to be conceptually
grounded, this volume is an essential resource.

A Resource for Theory Building

Emerging fields require new research questions and
theory building. This encyclopedia provides founda-
tional information for the systematic study of a phe-
nomenon that has not been examined adequately, and
it comes in response to a number of societal develop-
ments such as the rise of information technology,
emerging forms of worship, and new uses of mass
media within denominations. These changes stimulate
ideas about the nature of the religion-communication
interface; this volume is a means of further analyzing
them. Following are some examples of how specific en-
tries might be used to do this, as well as themes cov-
ered in the Encyclopedia.

The Information Society

How the “Information Society” ultimately shapes reli-
gious worship is an open question. In this late period
of capitalism, individuals are increasingly intercon-
nected and dependent on information technology for
the accomplishment of everyday activities. According
to Schement and Stephenson (1996) the information

society presents both “tendencies and tensions” for re-
ligious groups. Do opportunities for information ac-
cess extend to everyone in the congregation? Will social
networks on the Internet strengthen or weaken reli-
gious communities?

Those pursuing such questions will find helpful in-
formation in this volume. The entry “Information” ar-
gues that religious messages are increasingly sold as a
commodity, creating a proliferation of religious infor-
mation products. In the entry “Information Society,”
we learn that communication on the Internet is prima-
rily about specialized religious topics. According to the
entry “Internet and Cyber-environments,” many con-
ventional rituals are now performed online such as
cyberpilgrimages, cyberseders, and online prayer
groups. The Encyclopedia explains how denominations
are using new media and summarizes relevant re-
search on the subject.

The Rise of the Religious Marketplace

Perhaps more than at any other time, individuals draw
from more than one religious tradition in religious wor-
ship. According to Roof (1999, 4), “boundaries separat-
ing one faith tradition from another that once seemed
fixed are now often blurred; religion identities are mal-
leable and multifaceted, often overlapping several tra-
ditions.” In the entry “Religious Marketplace” we read
about growing personal autonomy in religious worship
and how mass media often supplement traditional
forms of worship. The entry “Interpretive Community”
argues that religious audiences use media texts accord-
ing to goals for personal growth or efforts to better un-
derstand teachings of the institutional church. Entries
“Material Culture” and “Youth Culture” explain some
of the ways people combine beliefs from several religions
into a single personalized form of religious worship.

The Emergence of Postmodern or
“Cultural Religion”

Not only are individuals sampling different religious
cultures, but nontraditional religious communities are
also emerging. This development has a number of com-
munication dimensions. Sylvan (2002, 3) asserts that:
“...the religious impulse has simply migrated to an-
other sector of the culture, a sector in which religious
sensibilities have flourished and made an enormous
impact on a large portion of the population.” Ritual,
semiological, and communal aspects of religion are
now found in media of popular culture such as rock
music, television, and film. Religious experiences have



been described by teen Internet users (Beaudoin 1998),
devotees of popular music (Sylvan 2002), and fans of
Elvis Presley (Doss 1999).

This type of religion is postmodern in that it is
rarely connected with institutions and is practiced out-
side of traditional houses of worship. These practices
are similar to what is described as popular religion
(Long 1987), vernacular religion (Primiano 1995) and
cultural religion (Albanese 1996). The point is, these de-
velopments demand new definitions of “religion” and
“communication.” Toward that end, several entries in
this volume provide historical, cultural, and economic
contexts for cultural religion. In the entry “Numinous,”
readers learn how certain experiences come to be holy
and why activities like listening to music are often de-
scribed in spiritual terms. The entries “Novels,” “Music
Video,” and “Sports” describe how spirituality is man-
ifesting itself in new places in cultural life.

The Religious Media Literacy Movement

Much conjecture exists about the secularizing influ-
ence of mass media: do they strengthen or undermine
faith? This is one of the most compelling dilemmas
for contemporary denominations, as demonstrated by
the Southern Baptist boycott of Disney entertainment
(Warren 2001) and the Islamic fatwa on popular nov-
elist Salman Rushdie (Palmer and Gallab, 2001). As
seen in “Media Activism,” religions often issue guide-
lines for media use and sometimes organize boycotts.
In the entry “Media Literacy” we learn an alternative
to activism: teaching members critical skills for using
media in optimal ways. Hess (2001), for example, ex-
plores how movies and television programs can be
used to teach religious values. For those seeking
a deeper understanding of media literacy, several
entries in the Encyclopedia of Religion, Communication,
and Media should be helpful. An important step in
studying this phenomenon is observing what reli-
gious leaders teach their members about media use,
and subsequently, how church members actually use
the media. Entries on various denominations, as well
as those on particular media, should be helpful to
researchers.

Beyond Browsing: An Encyclopedia for the
Research Imagination

Research on the information society, religious market-
place, cultural religion, and the media literacy move-
ment will be aided by the entries in this encyclopedia.
However, it is also hoped that the Encyclopedia of

Introduction

Religion, Communication, and Media will stimulate what
Hart (1998) calls the “research imagination,” or the
process of combining pieces of information into fresh
questions for future research. Such questions are vital
to a developing field such as religion and communica-
tion. In his seminal book, The Sociological Imagination
C. Wright Mills elaborates on the need to bring previ-
ously disconnected ideas together (1978, 232):

The sociological imagination, I remind you, in
considerable part consists of the capacity to shift
from one perspective to another, and in the
process to build up an adequate view of a total so-
ciety and of its components. It is this imagination,
of course, that sets off the social scientist from the
mere technician.

At the technical level, the Encyclopedia of Religion,
Communication, and Media is an excellent resource for
fact-finding and browsing. However, it will accom-
plish more in the hands of imaginative researchers will-
ing to synthesize ideas across disciplines such as
communication, anthropology, sociology, psychology,
and religious studies. The Encyclopedia combines en-
tries from these and other fields into the first compre-
hensive collection of its kind. Whether it is used to
select a topic for future study or strengthen a literature
review, this work is an effort to better understand the
relationship between religion and communication. The
extent of that understanding, however, depends on the
imagination of the researcher.

The volume contains one hundred twenty-four arti-
cles covering five broad topics—Alternative Religious
Movements, Forms of Communication and Media, His-
torical Periods, Key Concepts, and Religious Traditions.
The articles are supplemented by dozens of photos and
sidebars and an extensive index.

DANEEL A. SToUT
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Advertising

Adpvertising’s relationship to religion can be approached
from several different directions. The most apparent
connection concerns the use of advertising to promote
faith or attendance at a place of worship. Its impact in
this area has probably been minimal compared to the
role of family and cultural traditions in shaping reli-
gious beliefs and practices. Some critics would assert,
however, that incorporating advertising and related ac-
tivities into the realm of spirituality tends to coarsen re-
ligion by mixing commercial and sacred elements.
Other scholars depict a more debatable link between
the two institutions, claiming that advertising itself
serves as a kind of religion or has even partially sup-
planted religion in its alleged ability to guide people on
how they should think and behave in a fully industri-
alized society. If this argument is accepted, then adver-
tising’s influence on religion has been more profound.
Still another site of intersection involves the develop-
ment of advertising campaigns to encourage the con-
sumption of both nonreligious and religious goods and
services by market segments classified according to
their religious affiliations.

As in many academic fields, definitions of advertis-
ing abound, depending on the perspective of the au-
thority viewing the field. From the standpoint of a
business procedure, it can be put simply: advertising is
“paid communications with one’s market” (Laird 1998,
15). Advertising, within this context, is but one element
of the marketing process, which consists of myriad
strategies and tactics that relate to creating, defining,
and packaging a product; determining how it should
be priced; deciding on places of distribution; and

devising promotional methods—of which advertising
is but one option. Yet such a practical definition reveals
little about advertising’s noneconomic interaction with
society and culture, including religion. To investigate
advertising from this angle, several scholars offer defi-
nitions that attempt to go further in assessing advertis-
ing’s social impact beyond its obvious promotional
task. For example, James B. Twitchell contends that ad-
vertising is “ubiquitous, anonymous, syncretic, symbiotic,
profane, and especially, magical” (Twitchell 1996, 16)—
ubiquitous because, as various researchers estimate,
a person living in one of the highly technologically
advanced societies is likely to be exposed daily to thou-
sands of advertisements; anonymous because the author
writing on behalf of the sponsor of an advertisement is
rarely identified; symbiotic because advertising con-
nects to other trends in a given culture; profane be-
cause it directly pitches ephemeral goods and services;
and magical because it often infuses products with
symbolic meaning and implies that these wares can de-
liver quick solutions to complex problems. Both eco-
nomically oriented and socially or culturally oriented
definitions of advertising have implications in terms of
the subject of religion.

Advertising’s Origins

Rudimentary forms of advertising can be traced to an-
tiquity in places such as Egypt, Greece, and Rome. For
thousands of years, people involved in trade employed
public criers and pictorial signs to attract attention to
products as varied as spices and rugs. During the me-
dieval period in Europe, merchants hung visual store-
front signs indicating what type of items customers
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could purchase within—a baker might be identified,
for instance, by a depiction of a sheaf of wheat. Yet
modern advertising as it is understood today did not
emerge until the nineteenth century. A number of
factors—especially industrialization and the ability of
manufacturers to produce more goods than the existing
market could consume—provided the impetus for
creating more sophisticated means of advertising to stir
demand.

Although modern advertising developed simulta-
neously in both Europe—particularly England—and
the United States, it flourished in the New World as
chieftains of business displayed more positive attitudes
toward the promotional tool than their counterparts in
England, who often dismissed it as crass or “puffery.”
During its origin, modern advertising acquired a dubi-
ous reputation due, in part, to the fact that makers of
patent medicines—medically unsound panaceas that
promised relief from a host of ills—were among the
leaders in foreshadowing the rise of national, brand-
name marketing and advertising. Advertisements for
these tonics often appeared in religious weekly period-
icals, which were vastly popular in the United States
and were among the first publications to accept ad-
vertising in general as a way to reduce the prices
customers must pay. Patent medicines sometimes ap-
propriated the discourse of religion to build credibility.
The inventor of Radway’s Ready Relief, for instance,
stated in an advertisement that his healing solution had
been “revealed to him in a providential manner” (Pres-
brey 1929, 291). Occasionally, ministers provided testi-
mony in advertisements for popular nostrums.

In the United States, a number of renowned early
practitioners were either sons of ministers, former min-
isters themselves, or had contemplated ministry before
arriving at their careers in advertising. In the 1880s,
Artemas Ward, the son of an Episcopal clergyman, for
example, was one of the most celebrated early architects
of modern advertising, helping to make Sapolio, a scour-
ing soap, perhaps the most recognized brand of its time.
The successful copywriter Claude C. Hopkins came
from a long line of clergymen and was, for a short while,
a preacher himself before channeling his energy toward
selling goods and services. Various scholars point out
that many of the men who established advertising as a
profession in the United States had a tendency to con-
flate Protestant virtues with the benefits of business.

Advertising as a Method of Advocating Faith

Although the use of advertising to promote religious be-
lief or gathering at worship services is most associated

with Christian Evangelical denominations, many influ-
ential members of other religious faiths and institutions
also employ the tool in various ways. For example,
rabbis and Jewish officials have initiated advertising
campaigns to persuade unaffiliated Jews to attend syn-
agogue and practice their religion. In India, religious
pay television, targeted mostly to the majority Hindu
population, seeks advertisers to offset the cost of its
programs to viewers. As a means not of encouraging
the adoption of a particular religious belief system but
of trying to gain greater tolerance toward its adherents,
Muslim organizations launched educational advertis-
ing campaigns after the 11 September 2001 terrorist at-
tacks in the United States because those accused of
participating in the suicide mission were all self-
proclaimed Muslims—the groups hoped to explain
that most branches of Islam do not endorse mass vio-
lence. Appearances around the world by well-known
spiritual teachers who aim to communicate various
Buddhist principles, such as the Dalai Lama of Tibet
and Thich Nhat Hanh, are announced through adver-
tising. To help pay for trips for speaking engagements,
Pope John Paul II secured corporate sponsorship from
firms, allowing some companies to affix his image on
packages for products.

Engaging in marketing and advertising activities to
promote religion has a particularly rich history in the
United States. The historian Nathan O. Hatch explains
that, during the early 1800s and throughout the cen-
tury, because the young nation, unlike its European
predecessors, inscribed in its founding documents the
separation of church and state and the rejection of an
established faith, the free practice of religion led to vig-
orous sectarianism. Consequently, evangelists—mostly
of various Christian denominations—found them-
selves in a competitive environment and needed to
implement strategies for drawing people to their re-
spective congregations. In essence, a type of spiritual
marketplace arose. Popular religious revival meetings,
for example, frequently blended preaching and wor-
ship with commercial activities to create a somewhat
carnival-like atmosphere. The tradition of mixing mar-
keting and advertising with faith has continued until
the present day. Bumper stickers and clothing with re-
ligious slogans; commercials for churches that can
accommodate thousands of people and feature, for in-
stance, fast-food courts, multimedia presentations, and
dozens of self-improvement programs; advertisements
for congregations that adopt irreverent techniques
commonly found in consumer-goods campaigns;
provocative billboard displays—these are just a few of
the tactics that have been deployed to further the cause



of religion. Some particularly savvy religious marketers
utilize some of the same terminology, research and
strategical methods, and standards of execution as their
counterparts in the consumer-goods field. Today, such
advanced religious marketing and advertising endeav-
ors are a worldwide phenomenon and extend to nu-
merous faiths and denominations, many of which are
not generally thought of as Evangelical.

Using marketing and advertising to promote faith
is a contentious issue for a portion of religious ad-
herents. Proponents contend that churches and other
religious institutions must adapt to a contemporary
marketing and media-saturated environment if they
hope to both preserve the allegiance of existing believ-
ers and recruit new participants. Those critical of the
techniques often postulate that advertising religion in
the same manner as other products diminishes or triv-
ializes faith and threatens to reduce its sacred aura by
attaching it to the secular realm.

Advertising as Religion

An even more controversial topic among scholars of
both media and religion centers on whether adver-
tising functions as a type of religion in highly indus-
trialized societies or has even largely replaced it in
providing people with socially sanctioned ways of
thinking and behaving. One argument holds that ad-
vertising expresses a similar didacticism and employs
the same rhetorical patterns as religion. Instead of giv-
ing substantial information about products and ser-
vices, much of advertising offers moral lessons about
everyday life and a type of secular salvation. A typical
commercial for a shampoo, for example, might show a
consumer who is initially socially ostracized but later,
after purchasing and using the advertised product, is
nearly instantaneously transformed into someone with
a dramatically improved sense of self-esteem that
results in a passionate relationship with an especially
attractive person. Those who subscribe to this per-
spective do not claim that one advertisement can
deeply affect the worldview of the viewers exposed to
it. Rather, they maintain, people’s outlook on life and
sense of values are bound to be shaped by the cumu-
lative impact of the literally thousands of similarly
themed advertisements that they are sure to encounter
year after year.

Other theorists propose a different line of reason-
ing, contending that advertising derives its strength by
filling goods with symbolic properties to provide
meaning—a task commonly attributed to religion—in
a technological environment, by supplying a sense of
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hope or therapeutic promise, or by adding magic or a
renewed sense of the sacred to a supposedly secular-
ized milieu. For instance, partly because of its success-
ful advertising campaigns developed over many
decades, Coca Cola is not perceived by those who
drink it as merely an artificially colored, carbonated
water containing a high quantity of sugar, but, at least
on an unconscious level, as a cultural icon that stands
for wholesome pleasure and represents a magical in-
strument for bringing people from around the world
together. The beverage carries so much resonance that
when the company once attempted to replace it with
“New Coke” there was considerable public protest be-
cause the audience realized that the manufacturer was
not only altering the taste of the product but, more im-
portantly, was tampering with everything it had come
to signify. Today, there is an entire museum devoted to
the display of Coca Cola memorabilia. Coke represents
a particularly striking example of a product attaining
near mythological status. But one of the main tasks of
advertising is to transform countless commodities into
brands with figurative associations so that they acquire
more meaning than they would if they were recog-
nized only for the utilitarian purposes they serve. For
each of the allegations made by the critics who suggest
that advertising has somewhat usurped the role of reli-
gion in communicating meaning, however, there are
counterclaims that identify advertising as but one mes-
sage system among a diversity of others; within the
context of family, education, interaction with peer
groups, and a still-powerful structure of religious insti-
tutions, advertising cannot be assumed to mimic or to
have significantly replaced the role of religion in
people’s day-to-day experience.

Religious Rhetoric of Advertising Practitioners

Several historians have illustrated that from the late
nineteenth century through the 1920s, a number of
advertising agents—particularly in the United States—
through their use of language commonly linked with
religion, displayed a tendency to position their in-
dustry as though it were satisfying an almost sacred
mission. A practitioner in Atlanta declared in 1911,
for instance, “There is no higher calling, ministers not
excepted, in America or any other country than ours”
(Pope 1973, 317). Earnest Elmo Calkins, a prominent
member of the First Baptist Church who later entered
the field of advertising, stated that the businessman
should call upon the advertising professional “for
advice—for prophecy almost, as Belshazzar turned
to David” (Calkins 1928, 229-30). Members of the
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industry sometimes entered churches to deliver ser-
mons, entitled, for example, “The Religion of Adver-
tising” and “Advertising and Righteousness” (Pope
1973, 321). Bruce Barton, a cofounder of the eventual
transnational agency Batten, Barton, Durstine, and
Osborn (BBDO), was even more forceful in drawing
upon the domain of religion to discuss his profession.
The son of a liberal Protestant minister, Barton nearly
became a clergyman himself. In the 1920s, he gained
fame with The Man Nobody Knows: A Discovery of the
Real Jesus, which became the best-selling nonfiction
book in the United States in 1925. In the work, Barton
portrayed Christ as the founder of modern business
and an advertiser deserving of emulation, writing,
for example, “Take any one of the parables, no matter
which—you will find that it exemplifies all the prin-
ciples on which advertising text books are written”
(Barton 1925, 143).

Although religious-sounding rhetoric among ad-
vertising professionals has ebbed and flowed through-
out the field’s history and has never been widespread,
such language is still expressed. Internal publications
within large international agencies, for example, assert
that advertising, through its ability to create symbolic
meaning for brands, can inject spirituality into the lives
of people who no longer find profound fulfillment
through long-established institutions, including places
of worship or prayer. Sal Randazzo, a specialist in ad-
vertising research, maintains that it is “fitting that ad-
vertising should come to play a role in creating and
reinforcing the mythologies that shape our lives. The
Greeks had their pantheon of gods; Americans have
brands” (Randazzo 1993, 49).

The Appropriation of Religious Symbols and Themes
in Advertising

A related way in which the advertising industry has
blended religious expression with the promotion of
goods and services, according to various researchers, is
by imbuing advertisements with traditionally religious
symbols or themes. Roland Marchand argues that cre-
ators of print advertisements in the 1920s and 1930s
often appropriated religious iconography and employed
techniques that mirrored the patterns of religious para-
bles. Contemporary advertisers, on occasion, take the
same approach—for example, a nineteenth-century
Shaker hymn has been used to promote a car, Adam
and Eve have appeared in advertisements for cosmet-
ics, and Catholic nuns have been depicted in a com-
mercial for a computer. Nor are religious symbols and
motifs in advertising co-opted only from Christian

faiths. Eastern monks or mystics have been represented
in various commercials, Zen Buddhist-like concepts
have been utilized to advertise a variety of products,
and Orthodox Jews have been pictured in a campaign
for a computer online service.

Advertising to Religious Markets

Another area of overlap between religion and adver-
tising focuses on the use of advertising to promote
nonreligious goods and services to markets defined ac-
cording to religious demographics. As advertising has
evolved with the help of more rigorous research and
the development of increasingly sophisticated meth-
ods, most advertisers realize they cannot appeal to
everyone in the same way and, instead, segment an au-
dience according to varied characteristics. They then
decide which markets to target and how they should
attempt to successfully address each one. Accordingly,
some advertisers have shown interest in reaching, for
example, the Christian Evangelical market or the Jew-
ish market. To accomplish the goal requires sensitivity
to the faiths of people classified within each market.
Adpvertisers that endeavor to sell their products world-
wide are faced with particular challenges, because they
must adapt to, for instance, a Judeo-Christian sensibil-
ity throughout most of the Western nations; the Mus-
lim faith honored in much of the Middle East and
Africa, and parts of Asia; and the Eastern sacred prin-
ciples, including tenets from Buddhism and Confucian-
ism, held by many Asian citizens. Although advertising
is regulated around the world, in some countries these
restrictions are influenced by religious beliefs and prac-
tices. For example, in Saudi Arabia, in compliance with
its interpretation of Islam, government agencies have
mandated that advertisers observe strict taboos. In
many other instances, limits are not formalized in law
but suggested by religious leaders or followed by ad-
vertisers that are attuned to their audiences’ religious
perceptions and wish to avoid offending them. As a
case in point, in 1997, the Vatican issued an encyclical
regarding its views on the ethics of advertising—
although the document is not legally binding, advertis-
ers are free to consider it when targeting a heavily
Catholic population. Numerous advertisements have
been protested by various religious believers because
they found the materials to be an affront to their con-
victions. For instance, a Muslim minister decried a
commercial created by the Miller Brewing Company
that portrayed three angels drinking beer in heaven.
Often, companies have retracted the unfavorably re-
ceived materials if their marketing staffs felt that the



negative publicity could hurt their businesses’ reputa-
tions or sales. In France, for example, an advertising
agency dropped and issued an apology for an ad that
presented a satirical version of Leonardo Da Vinci's
painting, The Last Supper.

At the same time, many organizations target reli-
gious audiences with advertising for religious goods
and services. Recent decades have witnessed the growth
of religious product marketing and the specialty retail
outlets that house the featured items, including “What
Would Jesus Do” (WW]D) jewelry and clothing; reli-
gious CDs and posters; coffee mugs, coasters, and other
articles etched with religious images or expressions; new
translations of the Bible designed to reach young adults
with packaging that incorporates the conventions of
popular teen magazines; and a host of other religious
merchandise. Advertising for religious products and
stores can commonly be found in magazines and on tel-
evision networks devoted to serving people of faith.

The Future

All of these issues regarding the interplay of advertis-
ing and religion are likely to be further debated and de-
liberated on in the future. One area of research that is
lacking, however, is to what extent audiences find reli-
gious meanings in nonreligious forms of advertising.

ANTHONY KELSO

See also Persuasion; Public Relations; Religious Market-
place; Signage
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Altars

Altar is a translation of a Hebrew word that means
“place of sacrifice,” “to slaughter,” or “to slaughter
and cut up for the purpose of sacrifice.” An altar is
usually a raised structure, but it can be any structure
or place on which sacrifices are offered, incense is
burned, or gifts are presented in worship of a deity or
deities, and sometimes of an ancestor. In Christian
churches, a structure of wood or stone, sometimes
called a communion table, holds the Eucharistic
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elements of bread and wine for consecration in the
Mass or Lord’s Supper. In the Judeo-Christian tradi-
tion, an altar is a place of communication between
God and humanity.

0ld Testament

There are over four hundred references to altars in the
Old Testament. The first occurs in Genesis in the story
of Noah’s ark. When all the people and animals left the
ark after the flood, “Noah built an altar to the Lord”
and offered burnt offerings of animals and birds on the
altar (Genesis 8:20, RSV). This would have been an of-
fering of thanksgiving. In the book of Exodus, the com-
mandment to offer sacrifices to God upon an altar was
given at the same time the Ten Commandments were
given to Moses. “An altar of earth you shall make for
me and sacrifice on it your burnt offerings and your
peace offerings, your sheep and your oxen; in every
place where I cause my name to be remembered I will
come to you and bless you. And if you make me an
altar of stone, you shall not build it of hewn stones; for
if you wield your tool upon it you profane it. And you
shall not go up by steps to my altar, that your naked-
ness be not exposed on it” (Exodus 20:24-26). There-
fore, an altar was to be made of earth or uncut stone,
natural materials that had not been profaned by human
construction. Furthermore, the altar was not to have
any steps so that the officiating priest would not be
exposed. Because altars of earth could easily be de-
stroyed, stone altars were preferred.

Exodus 27:2 provides information about a very im-
portant part of the altar: “And you shall make horns
for it [altar] on its four corners; its horns shall be of one
piece with it.” While the precise significance of the
horns is unclear, these horns were believed to symbol-
ize the power and strength of God. On the Day of
Atonement these horns were sprinkled with blood. Be-
cause the altar was sacred, a person grasping the horns
of the altar could not be killed, thus the horns provided
a kind of sanctuary or refuge.

New Testament

Altars are not nearly as important in the New Testa-
ment as they are in the Old Testament. The Scripture
stating that Jesus Christ “offered for all time a single
sacrifice for sins” (Hebrews 10:12) could be interpreted
as putting an end to sacrificial worship and conse-
quently any need for altars. Probably the only direct
reference to a Christian altar is in the metaphor in

Hebrews 13:10: “We have an altar from which those
who serve the tent have no right to eat.” What this altar
refers to is greatly debated. Some say it refers to the
cross, others to the communion table, and still others
say that it means Christ is our altar.

The book of Hebrews in the New Testament notes
the correspondence between the Old Testament sacri-
ficial system and the death of Jesus Christ on the
cross. Hebrews 7:29 stresses that Jesus is the high
priest of the new covenant who has sacrificed his own
body.

There are only twenty-four references to altars in
the New Testament. Eight allusions to altars are in
Revelation. Six references are made by Jesus in Mat-
thew 5:21-26, where Jesus is giving an illustration of
the true understanding of the law. The heart of the
passage is verse 23: “So if you are offering your gift at
the altar, and there remember that your brother has
something against you, leave your gift there before the
altar and go; first be reconciled to your brother, and
then come and offer your gift.” The higher righteous-
ness is reconciliation with the brother, not offering
one’s gift on the altar.

In the Pauline epistles there are six references to al-
tars, the most significant being the observation he made
at Athens in Acts 17:23-24: “So Paul, standing in the
middle of the Areopagus, said: ‘Men of Athens, I per-
ceive that you are very religious. For as I passed along,
and observed the objects of your worship, I found also
an altar with this inscription, “To an unknown god.’
What therefore you worship as unknown, this I pro-
claim to you.” Paul makes clear that this unknown God
has been revealed in Jesus Christ, and does not now
dwell in shrines made by man.

Early Church

The Early Christians replaced the Jewish altar with the
Eucharistic table; they substituted the Eucharist for Old
Testament sacrifices and used tables similar to that
used for the Last Supper Jesus ate with his disciples in
the upper room on Maundy Thursday. Some early
Christian writers insisted that the true altar was the
heart of the Christian.

In the first two centuries, Christians met in homes
for their worship, what we might call “house churches.”
In these places they did not have altars, but had a sim-
ple, wooden table, mensa in Latin. It served the func-
tional purpose of providing a place to set the bread and
wine for Holy Communion. So until about 250 CE, com-
munion was administered from a moveable wooden
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table, possibly a single step above the rest of the floor.
Gradually in the Western church this place of cele-
bration was called an altar, and in the Eastern Church
it was called a holy table or the “table of the Lord,”
based on 1 Corinthians 10:21. Thus “altar” and “table”
have been used interchangeably, with the resultant
confusion that the Eucharist has been viewed as a sac-
rifice (altar) or meal (table). During the Middle Ages,
“altar” replaced “table,” and the Eucharist was re-
garded as a “bloodless sacrifice” of Christ offered by
the priest.

Pope Felix I (269-274) decreed that “mass should
be celebrated above the tombs of martyrs,” an obser-
vance probably based on Revelation 6:9: “I saw under
the altar the souls of those who had been slain for the
word of God and for the witness they had borne.”
Therefore Christians erected altars over the burial
places of martyrs. This practice developed into the
medieval custom that no altar could be consecrated
unless it contained a relic or relics of a martyr. Later
entire churches were built over the tombs of martyrs,
the most significant being St. Peter’s Basilica in
Rome.

In the early church the altar/table was freestand-
ing, rather than against a wall. The clergy who were
participating in the liturgy and the bishop, who was

the main celebrant, sat behind the altar facing the
congregation. Eventually, the church in the West
moved the altar against the wall and the celebrant
presided at the Eucharist with his back to the people.

Medieval Church

With the end of persecution and the beginning of
closer relations between the church and the Roman
Empire, church architecture, furniture, and ritual be-
came more elaborate. For example, a canopy, called a
ciborium or baldachin, was hung over the altar. Today
the ciborium contains the bread for the Eucharist.
In the early church one altar for one church was the
rule. During the Middle Ages, the multiplication of
masses required additional altars, ending the patristic
principle and practice of one altar about which the
people of God gathered each Lord’s Day. These side
altars were usually dedicated to certain saints, and
private masses were held there for the repose of the
soul of the founder. When a church or cathedral had
more than one altar, the principal one was called the
high altar.

Additionally, in this medieval period, more and
more altars were made from stone than from wood. As
the material changed from wood to stone, so the shape
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changed from table to tomb, and the meaning changed
from meal to sacrifice.

Reformation

At the time of the sixteenth-century Reformation,
Protestants and Anglicans dropped the word “altar”
and replaced it with “table.” This stated the new theo-
logical understanding that the Eucharist was not the
sacrifice of the Mass, but the Lord’s Supper, and a sup-
per should be eaten at a table. The cultic significance of
the altar was challenged and changed by the Refor-
mation. Many reformers promoted the destruction of
stone altars, which seemed to imply a tomb, and re-
placed them with wooden tables, which obviously
implied a meal. Retaining an altar was a sign of unre-
formed doctrine. Calvinists were much more opposed
to altars than were the Lutherans. In England the word
“altar” was retained in the 1549 Book of Common Prayer,
known as the First Prayerbook of Edward VI. How-
ever, the 1552 Book of Common Prayer, the Second Ed-
wardean Prayerbook, did not have the word “altar.”
Altars were replaced by moveable wooden tables,
known sometimes as “God’s board.” A moveable table
could actually be moved into the midst of the worship-
ping congregation.

Today

The liturgical movement of the twentieth century has
had an impact on a number of Protestant denomina-
tions. This movement has stressed the centrality of the
Eucharist at each Sunday worship service. This means
that the Sunday service will have a sermon and the
Lord’s Supper or Eucharist. Also, the significance of
baptism has been regained. This means that the foci of
Christian worship are the font, the pulpit or ambo, and
the table. The table has replaced the altar and it has
been moved out from up against the wall. The officiant
presides from the back of the table facing the congre-
gation, thus emphasizing a communal meal. The table
is less highly decorated than the older altars used to be.
Basically all a table needs is a tablecloth.

The Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) encour-
aged Roman Catholics to regain the concept of the
Eucharist as a meal. While the element of sacrifice is re-
tained, the Roman Catholic Eucharist now is more like
a meal in which the communicants receive both the
bread and the wine. The Catechism of the Catholic Church
(1994) teaches that the altar of the New Covenant is the
Lord’s cross from which the sacrament of the Paschal
mystery flows. The altar is the center of the church, and

on that altar the sacrifice of the cross is made present
under the sacramental signs of bread and wine. The
altar is also the table of the Lord, to which the people of
God are invited.

The altar should not have items on it not related to
the Eucharistic celebration, such as flowers. It should
be freestanding, centrally located, and each member of
the worshipping congregation should be able to see it
and to hear what is being said at it.

In Roman Catholic churches, altars are consecrated
by a bishop. The most essential part of the consecration
is the anointing with chrism, to indicate the richness of
grace, and the placing of relics in the repository. The
1979 Book of Common Prayer of the Episcopal Church has
a liturgy for “The Dedication and Consecration of a
Church.” Within that liturgy is a dedication of the altar.

DONALD S. ARMENTROUT
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Anabaptists

Economic, social, and political factors combined to
lead early-sixteenth-century Europe into the Protestant
Reformation. The invention of the press by Gutenberg
in 1445 helped this movement by enabling reformists
to reach large numbers of the public—who were in-
creasingly educated and able to read—through the dis-
semination of popular pamphlets. With a growing
awareness of social inequities, a general spirit of re-
sentment rose against the Catholic Church, culminat-
ing in a major religious revival at a time when the
church was least able to provide moral and ethical



leadership. A conciliatory movement calling for a
“reformation of the head and members” of the church
rose from within its own ranks and quickly spread to
the laity. The “Reformation,” so designated by the
agents of change themselves, was conceived to alter
the existing order and to create theological change in
the church.

Historians date the symbolic beginning of the
Protestant Reformation to 31 October 1517, when
Martin Luther nailed ninety-five theses to the church
door in Wittenberg, beginning a counter-theology that
would become Lutheranism—profoundly religious,
pessimistic about perfecting society, insistent that
Christians should not withdraw but should lend a
hand in the maintenance of order. On a more practical
level, one of Luther’s requests was for the Mass, per-
formed in Latin, to be delivered in the native tongue
of participants.

Uniqueness of the Anabaptists

Other major theological reform movements agreed
with Luther’s critique of Rome but parted ways with
him on other theological issues. The Reformed
Churches of Germany and French Switzerland, led
by Ulrich Zwingli and John Calvin, believed instead in
the possibility of creating the Kingdom of God on Earth
among the elect. A third, and uniquely sectarian, theo-
logical reform movement was the Anabaptists, or
“rebaptizers,” so called because of their practice of “be-
liever baptism,” the baptism of adult believers rather
than infants. This “third wave” of theological reform,
known as the Radical Reformation, sought to complete
the reforms begun by Luther and Zwingli, searching
the Scriptures to recover the patterns of the early
church, including a more egalitarian relationship
among believers and less ritualistic, more participative
worship experience.

The general baptism of infants, Anabaptists be-
lieved, filled the church with nonbelievers and im-
properly conflated church and culture. Thus rejecting
the cultural practices of the day, Anabaptists sought to
create a true church composed only of true believers.
Achieving and maintaining the purity of such a church
would require separation, not only of church and state
but of the church from larger society itself.

Early Anabaptists were eclectic in their philosophi-
cal and theological precepts. The Renaissance tradition
of humanism, and the advent of printing, had led to
the rediscovery of many ancient writers and a flower-
ing of philosophical thought. From Martin Luther they
adopted the position of salvation by grace at the same
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time as they rejected his continued acceptance of church
sacraments and hierarchy, agreeing (in part) on these
latter issues with Andreas Karlstadt, who advocated
equality among the membership. Many Anabaptist
leaders initially followed Ulrich Zwingli; advocating
“ad fonts” faith (returning to the source), he encour-
aged his followers to go directly to the Bible for guid-
ance. From Thomas Muntzer, Anabaptists adopted a
critique of existing social and economic systems; they
admired Erasmus’s treatise on the freedom of the will,
as well as his profound devotion to pacifism.

While scholars through most of the twentieth cen-
tury agreed that Anabaptism had originated in Zurich,
more recent scholars have revised this claim, arguing
that the movement was polygenetic in origin, with
three relatively independent starting points: the Swiss
Brethren, South German Anabaptism, and the Mel-
chiorites (North German and Dutch).

Swiss Brethren

The Swiss Brethren were the closest followers of Ulrich
Zwingli; however, when Zwingli aligned himself with
the Zurich City Council in 1523, betraying, in the opin-
ion of the Brethren, many of his original positions, they
began to distance from him. In January 1525, when the
Council resolved a debate on infant baptism by de-
manding that all Anabaptists baptize their babies in the
next eight days or face expulsion from the city, the
Brethren broke away from Zwingli, who had sided
with the Council. The date 21 January 1525 is generally
recognized as the formal beginning of the Anabaptist
movement; following a meal together, a number of
Anabaptist leaders performed the first adult baptism
on each other.

Because infant baptism was the means by which the
government kept count of its citizens (in essence an
early census), the Anabaptist movement was danger-
ous to the authority of the state; because the reformers
rejected the doctrine of original sin, the movement was
dangerous to the authority of the church. Perhaps in-
evitably, the Anabaptists provoked extensive opposi-
tion and persecution, resulting in the violent deaths of
many members. Most of the first generation of leaders
were in their twenties when the movement started; few
died naturally or lived past thirty.

One early leader, priest-turned-Anabaptist Michael
Sattler, drafted one of the first systematic statements of
the early movement. He gathered with other leaders in
Schleitheim, Switzerland, to outline a document on
unity—the Schleitheim Confession. The Confession
consisted of seven articles setting forth the Anabaptists’
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doctrine concerning baptism, the ban (sanctions against
straying members), the Lord’s Supper, separation of
the church from the larger society, the pastor’s role, use
of the sword (pacifism), and prohibition of the oath
(promises of fealty to the state) to believers. Printed
and circulated widely, the Confession provoked writ-
ten responses from both Zwingli and Calvin, who
urged moderation and counseled against so radical a
stance. But the Schleitheim Confession only grew in
influence; it established a common doctrinal founda-
tion for the growing Anabaptist movement and has
continued to influence contemporary Anabaptists, such
as the Mennonite Church, through the present day.

South German Anabaptism

Anabaptism in South Germany was more mystical in
tone than that of the Swiss Brethren, emphasizing in-
ward spirituality and preaching apocalyptic visions.
Though this group left little in the way of an institu-
tional legacy, its influence was in its leaders” contribu-
tions to a series of meetings held in the Bavarian city of
Augsburg to discuss the future of Anabaptism. Often
called the “Martyr’s Synod” because so many of those
present were killed soon afterward, the meetings
brought together a wide range of perspectives in a rich
discussion of theology.

Another contribution of South German Anabaptism
was the work of Pilgram Marpeck, who came to the
city of Strassburg in 1528 to join the Anabaptists.
Marpeck, who may have been spared because of his
work as a city engineer, wrote extensively on theologi-
cal issues; his writings on the Scripture helped unify
the second generation of Anabaptists.

Melchiorites

Anabaptism spread throughout sixteenth-century
Northern Europe and the Netherlands, which were
experiencing both general religious tolerance and a
strong sacramentarian movement. Leaders like Mel-
chior Hoffman preached to and baptized hundreds of
people in the Low Countries. Combining his own apoc-
alyptic vision with a positive view of government and
the Christian’s role in government, Hoffman urged his
followers to help bring the new Jerusalem, which he
believed would be Strassburg, to fruition. Some of
Hoffman’s more radical followers led an armed
takeover of Munster, Germany, claiming it as the New
Jerusalem; after the city was retaken by Bishop
Waldeck, terrible persecution and general discrediting
of the Anabaptist movement followed.

On a more positive note, another priest who left to
join the movement was Menno Simons. Through
twenty-five years of extensive travel and writing as an
Anabaptist leader—from 1536 until his death in 1561—
Simons established “a measure of uniformity over the
Melchiorite movement” (Weaver 1987, 103); by the
middle of the century, people had begun to refer to the
movement by Menno’s own name (Mennonists, now
Mennonites).

The Anabaptist Experience in
Europe and Beyond

At the end of the first century of the Anabaptist move-
ment, two distinct groups of Mennonites survived: the
Swiss Brethren, who strictly followed the articles of
Schleitheim, and the Melchiorites, who shared the more
pacifistic interpretations of Menno Simons. Although
these two groups remained in contact over the early
years, they were to follow different paths of emigration.
During the next two-and-a-half centuries in Europe for
the Mennonites (as they became known), their story is
characterized by periods of tolerance, followed by re-
newed persecution. When persecution occurred, the
Mennonites moved on. In time, this included leaving
Europe to seek safer quarters.

Those who originated primarily in Switzerland and
South Germany came to North America starting in
1683 and over the next seventy years. Settling predom-
inantly in the eastern United States and Ontario,
Canada, this group included Amish Mennonites (a
group that split off around 1700 to follow Jacob Am-
mann, who proposed a stricter church discipline) and
Mennonites (labeling themselves “Old Mennonites”
sometime around 1800, this group eventually formed
itself, in 1875, into the Mennonite Church).

The group that had originated in northern Ger-
many and Holland followed a more circuitous route,
moving east to Poland as early as 1530 and into Russia
on the invitation of Catherine II in 1762, before most of
the group left eastern Europe for North and South
America, beginning with a first wave from 1874 to 1880
and in a second wave in the 1920s and "30s. Since many
of these Mennonites had extensive farming experience,
they chose to settle in the central United States in the
Plains states and up into the central and western Cana-
dian provinces. These immigrants drew together the
Russian Mennonites and several smaller diverse
groups, to form the General Conference Mennonite
Church in 1896.

As a note, these two largest Mennonite denomina-
tions in the United States and Canada voted to merge



in 1995, forming the Mennonite Church USA, with
110,000 members, and the Mennonite Church Canada,
with 60,000 members. Currently, there are nearly
twenty formally organized Mennonite groups in North
America, numbering approximately 323,000 in the
United States and 128,000 in Canada. Worldwide, there
are over 1.3 million Mennonites in sixty-five countries.

The South German strain of Anabaptism all but
died out in Europe; although it thrived in the second
half of the sixteenth century, renewed persecution at
the turn of the century left few save for a small group
of Hutterites. Begun in 1528 by Jacob Wiederman, and
under the continuing leadership of Jacob Hutter, de-
scendants also eventually migrated to the New World;
today there are approximately 23,000 Hutterites in the
United States and Canada, with one colony in Japan.

Contemporary Anabaptists

The most well-known descendents of Anabaptists
today are the Mennonites and the Amish. These groups
vary widely in practice, from the Amish, who use the
horse and buggy for transportation, do not use electric-
ity in their homes, and wear distinctive plain dress, to
Conservative Mennonites, who wear modest dress and
often do not participate in voting or other political ac-
tivity, to the more progressive Mennonite groups such
as the members of the Mennonite Church USA and
Canada, most of whom would be indistinguishable
from their Protestant counterparts in dress and daily
life. However, most of these groups still follow many of
the tenets of their Anabaptist forebears, including Be-
liever’s Baptism, pacifism, and a Christ-centered, Bible-
based theology leading to discipleship.

The Hutterites continue the Melchiorite traditions
of communal living and community of goods (material
possessions owned by the church and shared by all).
This groups also dresses distinctively, in a more color-
ful version of the Amish plain dress.

While contemporary Mennonites embrace commu-
nication technologies, producing a denominational
magazine and newspaper, websites, and films, more
conservative Mennonites and Amish have struggled
over the choice to adopt various technologies. Discus-
sions over television ownership among Mennonites in
the 1950s and whether it would have a “worldly influ-
ence” on the group were followed by struggles and de-
bates over the necessity of telephones within Amish
communities in the 1970s and '80s. As the amount of
available farmland has receded, many in the Amish
community have gone to work in factories or producing
goods for the tourist trade. The necessity of maintaining
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websites and phone access to sell cheese, furniture, and
other Amish goods has produced the curious phenom-
ena of phone booths on the edges of Amish farms and
computers powered by generators in Amish barns.

At the end of a circuitous five-hundred-year path
from the Protestant Reformation, Mennonites and
Amish today follow many of the same theological pre-
cepts as those of their forebears; contemporary Ana-
baptists continue to spread their beliefs in Jesus Christ,
discipleship, pacifism, and service around the globe.

KERRY L. STRAYER
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Angels

Angels are, in a sense, a supreme symbol of the liaison
between religion and media, between worship and an-
nouncement—for such is their name and office in all
Jewish and Christian thought. The word “angel” de-
rives from the Greek term for “messenger” (angelos),
the name that was used to translate the Hebrew term
(malakh) in the Greek version of the Hebrew Bible
known as the Septuagint that became authoritative for
the early Christian communities. In most of the many
scriptural references to God’s angels (e.g., Genesis 16:7;
Genesis 32:1; Judges 6:11; Daniel 7:10), they appear as
the intermediaries who serve God’s will by mediating
with humankind. They are especially the deliverers of
revelation and, as such, play a large role in the New
Testament accounts of the Annunciation and the Birth
of the Messiah (Matthew 1:20; 2:13; Luke 1:26-38) and
the Resurrection (Matthew 28:2-7; John 20:12).

Early biblical Judaism shared a belief in angels as
inhabitants of the heavenly court of the supreme God
(considered a celestial King) with many of the religions
of the Near Eastern nations (1 Kings 22:19). Our popu-
lar conception of angels as winged beings is a direct
borrowing of the Israelite tradition from the concept of
the lesser gods of the Ancient Near Middle East. No-

where can this be seen more clearly than in the de-
scription of the Ark of the Covenant (Leviticus 37:1-9)
with the winged cherubim (high angels) kneeling
down as the footstool of the invisible High God and
stretching out their wings to overshadow the mercy
seat where His holy presence was believed to dwell.

Of course, even in the borrowings there were signif-
icant changes. Israelite belief, rising over the centuries
from Henotheism (that only our God is significant) to
Monotheism (that there can only be one God), devel-
oped its angelology distinct from the other Near East-
ern religions, by marking an ever greater gap between
the High God and the angelic servants of God (who in
many other religious systems were conceived of sim-
ply as lesser deities). The function of the heavenly an-
gels in Israel’s understanding was to sing the praises
of God, much like earthly courtiers around an ancient
high king, and to fulfill His missions. The Israelites de-
veloped the role of angels more than many other an-
cient religions precisely because of their exalted
concept of the High God, whose face could never be
seen by mortals.

All earthly divine intervention in the Hebrew Bible
became increasingly mediated, in order to preserve the
divine transcendence, through angelic operations. One
of the frequent titles of the angels in the Psalms was
the “Sons of God,” a term that even appears in the Old
Testament literature as a synonym for God. In late rab-
binic thought even the accounts of God’s direct ap-
pearances (such as to Moses on Mount Sinai when he
gave the Torah) become reworked as an appearance
not of God as such but of the “Great Angel of the
Covenant” to Moses.

In some parts of Jewish thought (such as the
philosopher-theologian Philo in the first century BCE)
this great angel of God became identified as the Logos.
This was one of the matrix ideas of Hellenistic religious
and philosophical culture (the Logos as the rational
substructure of all the cosmos in Stoic thought and as
the spirit of intellective insight in Platonic reflection).
The Christians seized on the whole notion in a very
early phase of the Gospel writing, and by their seeing
Jesus as the historical incarnation of the great Logos,
such texts as the Gospel of John were produced that
explained the earthly career of Jesus in terms of a great
sweep of God’s timeless activity working for the salva-
tion of mortals on earth. As a result of this Jesus-Logos
theology, the early Christian angelology was extensive.

At first the Logos was seen as the highest of all the
angels of God, but then in later texts, after the third cen-
tury CE, the angelic aspect faded away, and more and
more exclusive attention was paid to the relationship of



the Logos with the divine Father (the roots of the Chris-
tian doctrine of the Trinity). Even so, the traces of the
concept of Jesus as a descended angel, who suffered
and then returned on high in triumph, after defeating
the earthly invisible powers, can be witnessed in many
places in the New Testament literature (cf. John 1:1;
1:52; Colossians 1:15-20; Colossians 2:14-15; 1 Timothy
3:16; Hebrews 1:1-14).

In several parts of the Scriptures, angels are de-
picted as more warlike than merciful and especially
used by God to exact punishment among the wicked
(2 Samuel 24:16). The Four Horsemen of the Apoca-
lypse (Revelation 6:1-8) are angelic figures that bring
calamity and disaster more than relief, for their task is
one of purification and does not bring any message of
comfort to the world. Jesus himself referred to angels
on several occasions during his ministry, teaching that
they always enjoyed the presence and vision of the
Father (Matthew 18:10) and that they would form
the accompanying army of God that would return with
the Son of Man at the Parousia at the end of time
(Matthew 16:27). His apparent requirement of celibacy
from his disciples (“eunuchs for the sake of the King-
dom”) has been interpreted by some scholars as a de-
liberate attempt to mirror the life of the angels of God
on earth in his “new community of the Kingdom” and,
so far as this symbolically brings about the “impos-
sible” condition of the angelic life of the Next Age,
within this Present Age, has in turn been seen as an at-
tempt to cause the irruption of the apocalyptic King-
dom (the End Time), which was expected by many of
the radical Jews in the first century and often described
as the advent of the Kingdom of God.

From about 200 BCE onward, Jewish religious
thought renewed its interest in the concept of the heav-
enly court of God and the functions of the angels who
inhabited the “Kingdom.” It was at this era that the
genre of apocalyptic thought was born, as can be wit-
nessed in parts of Ezekiel, throughout the book of
Daniel, and in most of the apocryphal, intertestamental
literature. In the apocalyptic books angels are an expla-
nation of how God’s providence breaks in to the flow
of world history. Here the Hebraic belief in Providence
was asserted over and against the Greco-Roman view
of earthly affairs as being under the doom of a fickle
Fate (Fortuna), and so the literature speaks extensively
about how the angels of God intervene on earth to pro-
tect the elect saints of God, or to avenge them. The
book of Revelation, the last book of the New Testa-
ment, is the only full-scale example of this genre in the
Christian canon, and it offers many vivid word-
pictures of the throne room of God and how the angels
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A marble statue of an angel in a cemetery in Croatia.
Courtesy of Tina Rencelj/istockphoto.com.

and elect saints (whose destiny is to be caught up
among the angels) represent the perfect world of the
true Kingdom, after the many false kingdoms that have
set themselves up in opposition to God within world
history.

After the biblical era, the belief in angels continued
as a lively element of Jewish and Christian theology,
but it lost much of its original stature. Christian theolo-
gians of the second century CE, such as Irenaeus of
Lyons, insisted that the angels were distinct creatures
of God (not a system of divine emanations as Gnostic
Hellenism often imagined) and, like humanity, they
had a destiny to serve and worship the deity (Irenaeus.
Adversus Haereses 2. 30. 6-9). Origen, one of the great-
est of all Christian thinkers, writing in the third century
CE, greatly extended the patristic understanding of the
angelic orders, with his doctrine of the preexistence of
souls. The angels, in Origen’s scheme, were the original
souls created by God before the making of the world,
who retained their heavenly dignity and ethereal sta-
tus. Humanity had once been angelic but had fallen
into corporeality because of premundane sins, al-
though one day the faithful soul could ascend again to
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become transfigured into angelic glory. It was Origen
who brought the widespread belief in individual
guardian angels into church life, with his teaching that
God had appointed some angels to watch over the des-
tiny of nations (Deuteronomy 32:8) but also others to
care for the safe journey of each soul on Earth, until it
returned back to its original heavenly family.

The Origenian scheme of preexistence was highly
attractive to the Christian mystics, such as Evagrius,
but was never accepted by the larger church. In the
fourth century CE Gregory of Nazianzus rescued the
doctrine of angels from the implication of Origenian
preexistence doctrine and laid out a system that would
become authoritative for the wider tradition. God,
Gregory argued, had made three creations. The first
was the angelic order. The second was the material and
animal creation, and the third was humanity. The first
two creations were simple and coherent in their ontol-
ogy, spiritual and fleshy respectively. Mankind alone
was a “mixed creation” (flesh and spirit). By faithful
obedience and a constant “ascent” of soul, human be-
ings could attain to the glory of angelic status in the
afterlife (Gregory of Nazianzus, Carmina 1:1:7).

Two scriptural passages caught the imagination of
the early church, in which the “ranks” of the angels
were described with some differences (Colossians 1:16;
Ephesians 1:21). The early patristic writers, putting
them together, came up with an enumeration of five
different ranks. Dionysius the Areopagite, a sixth-cen-
tury writer, added to that list of five the separate ranks
of angel, archangel, seraph and cherubim and thus set
out the definitive list of the nine orders of the angels,
which would form the basic understanding of the
Christian churches ever after: angels, archangels, prin-
cipalities, powers, virtues, dominions, thrones, cheru-
bim, and seraphim. The seraphim occupied the seventh
heaven alongside God, and their proximity to the
Divine Presence resulted in their eruption into pure fire
(in such a way are they always depicted in iconogra-
phy). In postbiblical Jewish writing the names of indi-
vidual angels were more extensively given than in
Christian literature, and they were often used in Kabala
as sources of power. Among the Orthodox churches
four great angels (archangels) are referred to as Taxi-
archs (commanders of the armies of heaven). They are:
Michael (Daniel 10:21), Gabriel (Daniel 8:16), Raphael
(Tobias 3:17), and Uriel (Sibylline, Oracles 2:214-215).
Other archangels are also referred to (Salathiel, Jegudiel
or Jekuthiel, Barachiel, Jeremiel or Remiel), and in the
Coptic Church there is devotion to the archangels
Surael, Sakakael, Sarathael, and Ananael.

Much of the Jewish and Christian interest in angels
passed also into Islam, which accepted most of the bib-
lical references as well as other lesser traditions. In par-
ticular, Muhammad was said to have received the
Qur’an from the angel Gabriel (Gibril). Islam devel-
oped on the notion of guardian angels, teaching that
each soul has two angels accompanying it: one to
record the good deeds, the other recording all the evil
of a person’s life. In Islamic culture Gabriel and
Michael are the greatest of the angels, but others also
perform specific functions: Ishrael is the angel of death;
Israfil is the angel who blows the trumpet to announce
the day of Resurrection, and Ash Shaitay is Satan.

The angels were seen to be endowed with almost
infinite mobility and vast powers. In early Christian
understanding they also attended the liturgy of the
church whenever it was celebrated on Earth. In the
Byzantine liturgy the ordained deacons often as-
sumed a role of symbolizing the angelic orders, and
the imperial eunuchs (sexless, as Jesus had said the
angels were in heaven: cf. Mark 12:25) had the special
task of singing the cherubic hymn at the time of the
Great Entrance. The words of this are as follows: “We
who in a mystery represent the Cherubim, and sing
the thrice holy hymn to the life-creating trinity, now
lay aside all earthly cares, that we may receive the
King of all who comes escorted by the ranks of unseen
angels.” In Byzantine times this was sung in eerie cas-
trato, to produce a frisson among those who heard it.
Even today it is a solemn part of the Eastern Orthodox
liturgical ceremonies that is meant to remind those at-
tending church that they are in the awesome company
of angelic beings, those whom the Syrian Christians
called “The Watchers.”

JOHN ANTHONY MCGUCKIN
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Apocrypha

The term “Apocrypha” stems from the Greek word
apokrypha, meaning “hidden.” It has been used histori-
cally to denote certain religious writings, particularly
in Judaism and Christianity, that, although not ac-
cepted into various official lists of canonical sacred
writings, were thought to be inspired and therefore im-
portant for both worship and doctrine. One of the main
ways in which these and other religions have at-
tempted to construct a concrete identity for themselves
is to hold up certain writings as authoritative, and to
include them in their canons. Apocryphal writings,
therefore, often represent alternative views of religious
identity expressed through narrative, history, poetry,
and other genres. Although excluded from the canon,
these writings were, and still are, important for both a
well-rounded historical understanding of the develop-
ment of Judaism and Christianity, as well as for various
faith communities as they reflect on their relationship
to the sacred.

Old Testament Apocrypha

The writings commonly referred to as the Old Testa-
ment Apocrypha were mostly composed in a Semitic
language (in this case Hebrew or Aramaic) in Palestine
and stem from a discrete time period (c. 300 BCE-
70 CE). This period, which falls into the time in Jew-
ish history known as the Second Temple Period
(c. 515 BCE-70 CE), was a tumultuous one. The Sec-
ond Temple was rebuilt in approximately 515 BCE, and
almost immediately various groups began to posit dif-
ferent understandings of the identity a “restored Is-
rael” should embody. As Joseph Blenkinsopp has
shown, one of the main ways Jews in this period con-
structed their identity was through the creation of lit-
erary interpretations of preexisting sacred texts. Some
of these views are included in the canon of the Hebrew
Bible, namely, Ezra-Nehemiah, Ruth, Jonah, and the
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latter prophetic books of Haggai and Zechariah. The
debate over identity represented by these texts inten-
sified when, in 332 BCE, Greek forces under the com-
mand of Alexander the Great conquered Palestine,
bringing with them not only technological advances in
material culture, but also a new worldview we now
call Hellenism. The fact that all Jews living in Palestine
now had to become at least partly acculturated to the
new ideology of Hellenism, along with the subsequent
presence of the Romans beginning in 63 BCE, increased
the urgency with which ancient authors attempted to
argue for various understandings of Jewish identity in
written works.

The Old Testament Apocrypha consists of thirteen
main works with a variety of genres. There are histori-
cal works that purport to tell the story of Hellenism'’s
encroachment into the land, and how one family (the
Maccabees) revolted against this new worldview and
eventually established an independent monarchy (1, 2
Maccabees). Also included are narrative works that are
most likely popular and/or folkloric in origin, but also
contain messages emphasizing piety, faith in God, and
even female initiative (Judith, Tobit). Works dealing
with wisdom, such as the Wisdom of Solomon and Sir-
ach, are also found in this corpus, as are additions to
canonical texts such as Esther and Daniel (the Prayer of
Azariah and Song of the Three Young Men; Susanna;
and Bel and the Dragon). There are also apocalyptic
works, namely 1 and 2 Esdras, as well as shorter pieces
such as Baruch, the Letter of Jeremiah, and the Prayer
of Manasseh.

Even though these works stem from disparate com-
munities and historical contexts, they are all involved
in the creating of Jewish identity during the Second
Temple Period. For example, the short story of Su-
sanna, one of the additions to the Book of Daniel, is set
in Babylon during the sixth century BCE. It tells the tale
of a beautiful, pious woman named Susanna who re-
sists the rape attempt of two elders of the community.
Instead of acquiescing, she cries to God, and a young
Daniel saves her by cross-examining the elders sepa-
rately from one another. When their conflicting stories
reveal their guilt, they are executed, Susanna returns to
her family, and Daniel is lauded. Thus, this story serves
as an internal call to Jewish communities to strengthen
themselves so that they might not be as vulnerable to
foreign powers. On the other hand, the book of Sirach
“shows a basic openness to the larger Hellenistic
world,” and thus praises piety at the same time it
advocates a widening of the parameters of Jewish iden-
tity (Murphy 2002, 120). One of the most interesting
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Selection from The Life of the Great Martyr Thecla of Iconium,
Equal to the Apostles, as recorded in the Acts of Paul and Thecla

This text—considered New Testament Apocrypha—emphasizes the importance of women in
early Christianity. It was probably translated by Jeremiah Jones (1693-1724).

Chapter 2

1.

While Paul was preaching this sermon in the church which was in the house of Onesiphorus, a certain
virgin named Thecla (whose mother’s name was Theocleia, and who was betrothed to a man named
Thamyris) sat at a certain window in her house.

. From where, by the advantage of a window in the house where Paul was, she both night and day heard

Paul’s sermons concerning God, concerning charity, concerning faith in Christ, and concerning prayer.

. Nor would she depart from the window till with exceeding joy she was subdued to the doctrines of faith.
. At length, when she saw many women and virgins going in to Paul, she earnestly desired that she might

be thought worthy to appear in his presence and hear the word of Christ; for she had not yet seen Paul’s
person, but only heard his sermons.

. But when she would not be prevailed upon to depart from the window, her mother sent to Thamyris, who

came with the greatest pleasure, as he hoped now to marry her. Accordingly he said to Theocleia, Where
is my Thecla?

. Theocleia replied, Thamyris, | have something very strange to tell you. Thecla, for the space of three days,

will not move from the window not so much as to eat or drink, but is so intent in hearing the artful and
delusive discourses of a certain foreigner, that | am completely astonished, Thamyris, that a young
woman of her known modesty will suffer herself to be so prevailed upon.

7. For that man has disturbed the whole city of Iconium, and even your Thecla, among others. All the women
and young men flock to him to receive his doctrine; who, besides all the rest, tells them that there is but
one God who alone is to be worshipped, and that we ought to live in chastity.

16

components of expressing Jewish identity in this liter-
ature is the depiction of female characters. Scholars
have examined not only the story of Susanna, but also
the stories of Judith and Esther, the characters of Anna
and Sarah in Tobit, the portrayals of women in Sirach,
and the characterization of Wisdom as female in the
Wisdom of Solomon to determine what these charac-
terizations reveal about ideals and prescriptions re-
garding gender during the Second Temple Period.
Many of the writings that have survived from the
latter Second Temple Period have been classified as
Apocryphal. The reasons for this classification are
threefold. First, scholars have determined that “by the
second century BCE, there is clear evidence of an aware-
ness of a three-part set of sacred, authoritative writ-
ings,” namely, the Law, the Prophets, and the other
writings (deSilva 2002, 30). As such, these newer writ-
ings would have been looked upon with suspicion, and
as a result perhaps not all of them were even consid-

ered for inclusion in the canon. Second, there seems to
have been a consensus among Jewish writers by the
second century BCE that prophecy had ceased with the
death of Ezra. Thus, these works could not claim
prophetic inspiration and thus had less of a claim to
canonical status. Third, most of these writings were
preserved and transmitted in Greek. When Jerome
made his translation of the Bible into Latin in the fourth
century CE, he used only the Hebrew works, and thus
relegated the Greek works to “apocryphal” status. Au-
gustine, on the other hand, supported the inclusion of
these works in the canon without reservation. In the
sixteenth century, the status of these texts was again
raised, when Protestant Reformers such as Karlstadt
(Andreas Bodenstein) and Martin Luther followed
Jerome’s lead by declaring Apocryphal works niitzlich,
that is, “useful” for instilling piety, but denying them
the same status as the canonical writings. Jean Calvin
rejected them outright, while the Council of Trent took
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8.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

Selection from The Life of the Great Martyr Thecla of Iconium,
Equal to the Apostles, as recorded in the Acts of Paul and Thecla (continued)

Notwithstanding this, my daughter Thecla, like a spider’s web fastened to the window, is captivated by
the discourses of Paul, and attends upon them with prodigious eagerness and vast delight; and thus,
by attending to what he says, the young woman is seduced. Now you go and speak to her, for she is
betrothed to you.

. Accordingly Thamyris went, and saluted her with care not to surprise her, and said, Thecla, my spouse,

why are you sitting in this melancholy posture? What strange impressions are made upon you? Turn to
Thamyris, and blush.

Her mother also spoke to her after the same manner and said, Child, why do you sit so melancholy, like
one astonished, and make no reply?

Then they wept exceedingly: Thamyris, that he had lost his future spouse; Theocleia, that she had lost
her daughter; and the maids, that they had lost their mistress; and there was universal mourning in the
family.

But all these things made no impression on Thecla to incline her so much as to turn and take notice of
them, for she continued to contemplate on the discourses of Paul.

Then Thamyris ran into the street to observe who they were who went in to Paul and came out from him;
and he saw two men engaged in a very warm dispute, and said to them;

Sirs, what business have you here? And who is that man within, belonging to you, who deludes the minds of
men, both young men and virgins, persuading them that they ought not to marry but continue as they are?

| promise to give you a considerable sum if you will give me a just account of him, for | am the chief per-

son of this city.

16. Demas and Hermogenes replied, We cannot so exactly tell who he is, but we know that he deprives
young men of their intended wives, and virgins of their intended husbands, by teaching there can be no
future resurrection, unless you continue in chastity and do not defile your flesh.

the opposite position: it declared all of the Apocryphal
writings to be inspired, and thus canonical, even
though it termed them the “Deuterocanonical” works,
that is, works of a “second canon.” Finally, as David A.
deSilva notes, “The tendency in modern Greek Orthodox
churches is to view the books as canonical” (2002, 39).
Thus, in both Catholicism and the Greek Orthodox
Church, these writings are afforded the same status as
other canonical texts, even though their presence in
modern Protestant communities is marginal. Even so,
the influence of these writings in the religious history
of Judaism and Christianity, not to mention art, litera-
ture, and music, has been immense.

New Testament Apocrypha

The religious tradition we now designate as Christian-
ity originated as a sect of Second Temple Judaism, and
as such the earliest followers of Jesus were Jews who

were involved in the same matrix of identity formation
through textual interpretation and creation as other
Jews of the period. Unlike the Old Testament Apoc-
rypha, many of the texts now classified as apocryphal
New Testament writings were composed during the
same time period the canonical texts were being writ-
ten (c. 50-125 CE) or shortly thereafter. This was a tur-
bulent period for the early followers of Jesus, as they
searched the Hebrew Scriptures in order to under-
stand Jesus’ life, teachings, and, most importantly, His
death. The religious and geographical disparity among
early Christian communities led to quite different un-
derstandings of Jesus’ significance, and many of these
disparate views have been included in the canon; for
example, Matthew and Luke’s Jesus are very different,
as is the Jesus of the authentic Pauline letters and that
of Hebrews. As the Jesus movement spread through-
out the Mediterranean region, various theological un-
derstandings began to mature, and we find texts
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exhibiting more metaphysical speculation on the nature
of Jesus. By the early second century, these movements
began to homogenize, and a moderate, or proto-ortho-
dox center began to emerge between the more conser-
vative Jewish and more liberal Hellenistic positions. The
Pastoral Epistles and other deutero-Pauline literature
best exemplify this proto-orthodox position, the main
characteristics of which are an advocation of a specific
ecclesiastical hierarchy, a certain view of Scripture, and
the notion that the Christian movement would have to
adapt to Roman society if it were to survive. It was this
proto-orthodox position that eventually defined the
New Testament canon as it now exists, most likely in re-
sponse to alternative canonical lists by interpreters like
Marcion, as well as other theological movements that
did not adhere to the majority view of theology and so-
ciety. Texts produced by these and other communities,
as well as texts that were not widely used by various
communities, were not included in the formation of the
canon, probably begun in the late second century and fi-
nalized in the late fourth century.

In his work, Stephen J. Patterson organizes the vast
amount of texts in the New Testament Apocrypha ac-
cording to genre. He includes six different genres:
Gospels and Related Forms, Treatises, Apocalypses,
Acts, Letters, and Liturgical Materials. Unlike the Old
Testament Apocrypha, this collection is much more
varied, both in terms of form and content.

These texts demonstrate the theological vitality of
the early followers of Jesus, both in their literary and
theological creativity. They bear witness to the hetero-
geneity and complexity of Christianity from the late
first century to the fourth century. For example, one of
the most important discoveries in the collection of
Gnostic texts found at Nag Hammadi in Egypt is the
Gospel of Thomas. A sayings source containing 114
sayings (logia) of Jesus, the Gospel of Thomas is now
usually dated to the late first century, and as such pro-
vides scholars with a very different portrait of Jesus
than the ones presented in the Gospels. In the Gospel
of Thomas, Jesus sounds very much like a Jewish sage,
and His sayings reveal many themes not found in the
canonical texts, for example, a focus on the secret, inner
knowledge embedded in the human self that will ulti-
mately free humans, and an antiapocalyptic emphasis
on the Reign of God as being present both temporally
and spatially, but only for those who possess the
knowledge to discern it, that is, a recognition of their
identity as “Children of God,” and not as worldly
people. Because this text has both an early date and
such a different picture of Jesus, many scholars now
routinely utilize it in their reconstructions of Jesus’

teachings. Another important apocryphal text is the
Acts of Paul and Thecla. This text provides us with not
only an interesting view of Paul, but also an insight
into women’s participation in early Christian evangel-
izing efforts. The date of the text is unsure, but stories
about Thecla were known as early as the late second
century, and by the fourth century not only was the
text being circulated and used, some groups even con-
sidered it canonical. This story tells of a young woman
named Thecla who was enraptured by Paul’s preach-
ing, and wanted to be baptized and travel with him.
Paul is hesitant to allow her to do so, but Thecla per-
sists. After being thrown to the lions, she baptizes her-
self, dresses as a man, and seeks out Paul, who finally
gives her his permission to preach and teach. This
story is important for two main reasons. First, it gives
us a glimpse into a tradition of female participation in
the early Christian movement, as well as the starting
point for a devotional movement attached to Thecla.
Second, D. R. MacDonald has argued persuasively
that the Pastoral Epistles were written in response to
stories like that of Thecla, and as such the Acts of Paul
and Thecla, may represent one of the positions against
which the proto-orthodox position of early Christian-
ity formed itself. Even though writings like these were
not included in the New Testament canon, they have
had a large impact on popular devotion, not to men-
tion art and literature.

Implications

These writings have enormous importance for our
understanding of both the “official” trajectories of
Judaism and Christianity, and the theological and de-
votional movements that were considered either unim-
portant or dangerous. They represent the “other side”
of canonical texts in that they offer the reader alterna-
tive views of religious identity, but at the same time
they use the same genres, texts, and conceptual cate-
gories as the canonical writings do. Therefore, in order
to appreciate the textual traditions of both Judaism and
Christianity, serious stock must be taken of these rich
and enjoyable texts.

Dan W. CLANTON, JR.
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Apparel

The word apparel typically connotes the clothing and
adornment worn by individuals. In a religious context,
it signifies the religious clothing, hair styles, acces-
sories, jewelry, makeup, and body decoration that com-
municate an individual’s religious or spiritual values
and beliefs.

Apparel as Religious Communication

Consumer behavior researchers observe that individ-
uals choose clothes to define and describe them-

Apparel

selves. Some researchers have even debated about
whether clothing can be seen as a communicative de-
vice with its own grammar, syntax, and codes. The
communication of apparel takes place as part of the
individual transmitting a message through clothing
and the viewer interpreting the message that has
been sent. Individuals use apparel to form a sense of
community with others of their faith by dressing in
similar ways or by wearing similar religious items.

A communicative process happens when individ-
uals interact with their religious apparel to create
meaning and construct their sense of reality and sig-
nificance. This constructivist view holds that reality
is created in the interaction between the religious ob-
ject and the individual who is wearing the object and
interpreting its meaning. This also portrays the val-
ues of individuals, because the more important a so-
cial role is to the individual meaning-maker, the
greater importance he or she places on dressing for it.

The apparel a religious individual chooses to wear
can be a confirmation of an inner change or it can ini-
tiate change in the individual. The clothing is a reflec-
tion of an inner value system that has been encoded
and made manifest. The apparel an individual chooses
to wear is a reflection of that person’s religious con-
sumption, identity, and values. An example of this
would be when individuals choose apparel that
sends a traditional religious message, such as when
they dress in a way that reflects the Protestant ethic
stressing modesty and simplicity. Alternatively, indi-
viduals can dress in a way that sends a more trendy
and outspoken religious message, which occurs when
they wear shirts with slogans such as “Jesus Is My
Homeboy.”

Controversies arise in this communicative process
when one individual communicates through clothing
and a viewer desires to silence the message and, sim-
ilar to free speech controversies, seeks to censor the
religious communication of the individual. One ex-
ample of this involves head scarves for Muslim girls
in French schools, where the school authorities have
mandated that Muslim girls remove their head-
scarves at the entrance of the school. This is due to
the educational establishment’s enforced code of sec-
ularism and nationalism within the school bound-
aries. However, some of the Muslim girls have
sought to overturn the rule as a part of their religious
observance. In a communicative context, this act by
the Muslim girls can be seen as an act that seeks to
preserve their voices and beliefs (as manifested
through their apparel) in the religious communica-
tive sphere.
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Clothing can be seen as a system of signs, similar to
verbal messages that individuals communicate to each
other. In this light, religious clothing can send a formal
and highly ritualized message, or it can send a much
more casual message. The clothing of a priest is highly
formalized and ritualized, while current trends such as
the “What Would Jesus Do?” (WW]D) shirts are more
informal and communicate a religious message in a
manner similar to slang. These slang choices in apparel
can be seen in pop culture settings, with trendy Chris-
tians wearing shirts with Christian slogans or buying
jewelry, memorabilia, and other items that have been
labeled as “Christian Kitsch.” Like their religious fore-
bears, these new Christians feel that their religion is a
way of life that includes the clothes they wear and the
jewelry or other accessories that symbolize their inner
beliefs.

Individuals can also communicate a religious mes-
sage through their clothing by wearing an entire reli-
gious outfit or uniform, which in a communicative
context is similar to transmitting an entire sentence
holistically. Alternatively, they can wear religious adorn-
ments that enhance nonreligious outfits, which in a
communicative context would be similar to adjectives
or adverbs, with the adornments acting as modifiers to
the communicative message.

However, some Christians have expressed con-
cern with the idea of wearing religious apparel that
sends strong messages. They wonder if their viewers
would perceive their messages favorably or unfavor-
ably and feel that their behavior should signal their
religiosity and not be portrayed by what is stated on
their shirts. Others worry that if religiosity becomes a
fad, with its own clubs, slogans, and pop culture,
than the deeper meaning can fade, just as many fads
do over time.

Primitive Societies

The use of religious apparel as a form of communica-
tion and consumption has existed throughout the his-
tory of mankind, with anthropologists observing that
in certain primitive societies, individuals used to adorn
themselves with paint as part of their religious obser-
vance. Often this was thought to have a magical effect
that could attract positive powers and guard against
evil influence. At times, this can have such an intense
sense of meaning for the individuals in their culture
that it can comprise their entire outfit. One example of
this can be seen in the religious observance of modern
Australian bushmen, who may spend extended peri-

ods of time adorning themselves and their relatives
with body designs painted with colored clay, and then
may wear little else except for an amulet.

Ritual Dress

Individuals have also communicated through ritual
dress, designing and wearing special clothing that sig-
naled the passages and major events of life such as
christenings, weddings, and funerals. These items of
clothing have communicated powerful messages, in-
cluding the purity and innocence of a white wedding
gown and the black mourning outfit, which signaled
grief at a funeral.

Some of the apparel choices can communicate
complex multiple messages, such as those communi-
cated through the christening gown that parents place
on their infant as part of the christening ritual. Alison
Lurie (1981) observes that the infant’s christening
gown is usually much longer than the baby that wears
it, sometimes extending up to six feet long. This could
possibly connote the parents” unconscious desire to
design the gown to fit the adult that the child may be-
come. In this sense, it also may become a communica-
tive device reflecting the parents’ desire that the child
grow to adulthood. This may have grown from the
unease in past centuries concerning the illnesses and
tragedies that could abbreviate children’s lives. The
gown also has other symbolic qualities, indicated by
its traditional whiteness, which symbolizes purity and
innocence, and the fineness of its materials.

Religious Uniforms

Scholars have also observed that the religious uni-
form, such as the priest’s robe or the nun’s habit, are
often intentionally symbolic. It identifies its wearer as
a member of a particular group and often locates him
or her within a hierarchy. At times, the religious uni-
form can also give information about the wearer’s
achievements.

Religious uniforms create a sense of community
and signal the inner convictions of the individual. They
may also have the effect of transforming someone’s ac-
tions. There are multiple symbolic interpretations of the
uniforms that are worn by different religions. The uni-
forms can be a reflection of religious consumption and
lifestyle and can also send messages concerning the
level of implicit or explicit power held by the individ-
ual. The long robes worn by religious leaders have
often sent a message of eminence and temporal or



spiritual power. This message sent by the religious ap-
parel has also been adopted in the ritual dress of other
professions, such as academia and law.

Current Trends

Religious communication as signaled through apparel
has evolved radically in the past few years, as pop cul-
ture religious trends have emerged and been embraced
by growing numbers of individuals. Some examples of
this new communication have been the “What Would
Jesus Do?” shirts and the growing market for Christian
clothing and jewelry. As the market, consumption, and
negotiation of meanings over the new apparel has
evolved, so have the new controversies, which involve
the differing interpretations of the messages sent by the
innovative apparel. Some religious individuals have
embraced the new apparel, while others have felt
uncomfortable about the message. Those who were un-
comfortable have asked, Should you wear your reli-
gion on your shirt?

In spite of the hesitations, the market has grown
exponentially for the new religious apparel. The ABC
News program World News Tonight reported (5 May
2005) that sales of religious-themed apparel have taken
off, observing that in the past year Christian book-
sellers sold $84 million worth of clothing and acces-
sories, which did not include the religious gear sold at
concerts, festivals, and in non-Christian stores. Some
of these have included shirts and hats featuring the
slogan “Jesus Is My Homeboy” and “Mary Is My
Homegirl.” Teenage Millionaire, the clothing company
that produced this apparel, has sold more than a mil-
lion of these shirts in the past few years. Their sales
were initially driven by trend-setting celebrities who
were seen sporting the message on their shirts. In ad-
dition, other Christian retailers, such as Extreme Chris-
tian Clothing, have produced shirts with slogans such
as “Satan Sucks.”

Controversies

There have also been controversies concerning reli-
gious apparel within the realm of freedom of speech
and expression. These have involved a clashing of mes-
sage interpretations as institutions debated what level
of allowance they would extend to those who wished
to communicate religious messages through their ap-
parel within nonreligious contexts or institutions.

In France, controversies have involved Muslim girls
who were not allowed to wear head scarves in school.

Apparel

This was a battle of the school system’s nationalistic
values versus the religious practices of some of the stu-
dents. In a similar vein, controversies in the United
States have concerned the wearing of religious head
scarves in schools. When the schools originally banned
the head scarves, they were seeking to target the head-
scarves worn by gang members as part of their uni-
forms and membership identification. Separating out
the prohibition of gang head scarves while permitting
religious head scarves has been a complex undertaking
because both types of scarves serve as an indicator of
values, community building, and consumption, but
they collide with each other in the school system. If the
schools try to keep a uniform enforcement of the same
clothing code, then by trying to silence one form of
symbolic communication, they mute the other form
of symbolic communication and religious voice as
manifested through apparel.

This has also been an issue in the United States
Armed Services, as religious individuals and defense
administrators have had conflicts over the religious
identification and apparel desired by religious indi-
viduals versus the uniformity of dress required in the
armed services. The First Amendment Center ob-
served that a controversy involving ordained rabbi
S. Simcha Goldman of the U.S. Air Force in the early
1980s involved freedom of expression involving reli-
gious apparel.

Goldman, who had been wearing his yarmulke
while serving in the Air Force for several years, was
suddenly ordered to stop wearing it after he gave testi-
mony as a witness for the defense at a court martial. A
yarmulke is a small head covering, primarily worn by
males in the Orthodox Jewish faith. The prosecutor in
the case filed a complaint against Goldman because of
his yarmulke. A colonel then ordered Goldman to stop
wearing this piece of apparel. The Air Force’s position
was that it needed to maintain a rigid uniform require-
ment to maintain esprit de corps and teamwork. Gold-
man observed that the yarmulke was an important
piece of religious apparel that held tremendous signifi-
cance for him and was a valuable part of his identity.

Goldman filed a federal lawsuit, stating that the Air
Force had violated his First Amendment rights under
the free-exercise clause. The case was heard by the
Supreme Court in 1986, where Goldman narrowly lost
in a 5-4 vote. However, the next year Congress passed
a provision that has been termed the Religious Apparel
Amendment, which stated that a member of the armed
forces could wear an item of religious apparel while in
uniform.
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Messages Sent

Apparel as a form of religious communication involves
both the individual who wears the religious commod-
ity and the viewer of the religious message that is being
sent. The communicative process can take place be-
tween the individual and the article of apparel, as the
individual constructs a sense of meaning and purpose
from the article of clothing or accessory. Multiple pur-
poses and meanings are communicated through the
differing forms of religious apparel, which can signal
either holistic or partial messages to society. In current
society, individuals can communicate traditional reli-
gious messages through their dress or trendy or slang
messages through their apparel. However, as a mes-
sage medium, apparel as a form of communication is
imperfect and is prone to misinterpretation and mixed
readings by the receivers and viewers of the message.

ANNE V. GOLDEN
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Art

Whether it be a statue of the Virgin Mary, a decorative
passage of calligraphy from the Qur’an, or mass-
produced plastic figurines of Hindu gods, visual ex-
pression is a central element in virtually every religious
belief system.

Religious adherents are guided by traditions and
doctrines that govern the role of art in worship. Those
whose belief systems restrict or ban images are known
as iconoclasts, while those who freely embrace images
are known as iconodules.

It would be impractical and unwieldy to catalog all
of the visual forms of religious expression among the
world’s faiths. Instead, this analysis will identify the
basic uses of religious art and examine how the doc-
trines of five of the world’s major faiths shape visual
expression in worship.

Roles of Religious Art

At the most basic level all religious art serves a decora-
tive function. It is used to aggrandize or adorn some
surface, usually in the context of a place of worship, in
order to set a tone of reverence, tranquility, or awe. It
may also be applied to vestments and regalia to identify
and set apart those with a ceremonial role in worship. In-
creasingly, religious imagery, usually combined with
song lyrics or liturgical text, is used as a fleeting dec-
oration during worship in Protestant churches by being
electronically projected onto a screen in front of
worshippers.

Another function of religious art is to represent the
central historical narrative of the faith. A Catholic cru-
cifix with the figure of Christ on the cross, a statue of a
saint, or a Jewish memorial in a museum serve as his-
torical markers of actual persons and events.

Other religious art serves a more symbolic role as a
physical representation of spiritual ideas and concepts.
A Buddhist landscape garden uses arrangements of
vegetation, rocks, and sand to point to concepts about
the spiritual harmony of nature. A simple, stylized
Protestant cross is missing the body of Christ in order
to symbolize His Resurrection and victory over death.

In addition to serving as a literal re-presentation of
the past, some faiths believe religious art can serve as a
container or vessel that embodies an innate spiritual
quality, power, or connection to the spiritual world.
Hindus, for example, believe an important part of wor-
ship is to face or “see” one of the many anthropomor-
phic idols that serve as containers or vessels for a wide
variety of Hindu deities.

Some faiths also use art as a transformative or expe-
riential element in meditation or worship. The Buddhist
landscape garden is designed to inspire meditation and
pursuit of enlightenment. But the act of cultivating the
garden is also thought to cultivate or shape the spiritual
life of the gardener.

Art and Christianity: Striving for Balance

Christian doctrines related to the use of images attempt
to reconcile the temporal and spiritual aspects of the
faith. To the Christian, God is an omniscient spirit,
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The Last Supper on stained glass. Courtesy Greg Wolkins/istockphoto.com.

something difficult to visually represent. However, He
is also found in the person of Jesus Christ, a man fully
human and fully divine and therefore capable of being
represented.

Perhaps because of this spiritual /temporal duality
Christians have often struggled with the proper role of
art in worship. Disputes over the use of images were
among the key issues that led to the first major schism
in Christianity in 1054 CE between the Eastern Ortho-
dox and the Western Latin Church. In the sixteenth
century the role of the image in worship was a central
focus of the Reformation.

Role of Iconic Images

In both of these disputes iconoclasts believed images
were idolatrous when worshippers treated them as if
they served as a proxy for the invisible God or as a con-
duit for a visitation from the spiritual realm. Iconodules,
predominantly from the Eastern Orthodox Church, be-
lieved that images could serve as a physical manifesta-
tion of the spiritual world and that the sacred was
actually present in the image.

The legacy of these controversies is still evident
today. In general the Eastern Orthodox and Catholic
churches are adorned with icons, crucifixes, paintings,
and sculptures that depict Christ, the Virgin Mary, the

apostles, and the saints. These images may be inte-
grated into some element of worship and worshippers
may face or kneel before these images while they pray.
The vestments of priests are colorful and richly deco-
rated with embroidered symbols and patterns.

In contrast, images are mostly symbolic or decora-
tive in Western Protestant churches. Crosses are styl-
ized and the figure of Christ is absent. Sculptures or
paintings of actual figures are rare, and if they are pres-
ent, they are rarely integrated into the worship service.
Clergy wear black or white robes with little or no dec-
orative embellishment, and in some denominations
they wear no ceremonial attire at all.

Modern Uses of Imagery

While traditional iconography is often shunned in
Protestant churches there has been a rapid growth and
adoption of new media technologies for projecting text,
graphics, photography, and video. Several studies in-
dicate these devices may be present in up to half of all
Protestant churches. Ironically, these same studies have
shown that Eastern Orthodox and Catholic churches al-
most universally reject the use of these imaging tech-
nologies during worship.

From the early days of Christianity until the twenti-
eth century, religious art was a ubiquitous and accepted
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part of the visual culture in the Western world. How-
ever, in contemporary society religious art has often
generated as much controversy as it has cultural agree-
ment. Museum exhibits, popular movies, paintings,
even the display of Nativity scenes at Christmas have
sparked clashes about the perceived denigration of sa-
cred symbols and the proper role of religious art in
public life.

However, contemporary religious art has not lost its
ability to inspire reverence and even unite people of
different faith communities. The movie The Passion
of the Christ was a hit among broad cross-sections of
Christian denominations, especially Catholics and
evangelicals. The 1940 portrait of Jesus, Head of Christ,
by former advertising executive Warner Sallman, was
printed and distributed to troops during World War II
and has since become so ubiquitous that is considered
to be one of the most definitive and recognizable im-
ages of Christ to many Western Christians.

Alternatives to the Image

The impulse to communicate visually among people of
faith is strong, even among those whose doctrines ban
the use of certain imagery or where spiritual concepts
are abstract and difficult to represent with concrete
symbolism.

Islam, Calligraphy and Ornamentation

Due to prohibitions in the Qur’an, Muslims normally
avoid depictions of animate objects, and consequently
Islamic art is dominated by calligraphic writing and art
that is geometric or ornamental in nature.

The Qur’an teaches that writing is the chief means
by which God sends his message to humans. As a result
of this veneration of the written word, Muslims have de-
veloped a quite ornate and decorative style of writing.

In Islamic history, those who perfected the art of
writing Qur’anic verse were revered. Arabic letters
have become an icon or badge of cultural identity for
Muslims. This common cultural tie has extended into
the secular world and is found in manuscripts, inscrip-
tions on palaces and public buildings, and writing ap-
plied to metalwork, pottery, and textiles.

As noted above, Islam generally frowns upon im-
ages that depict animate figures of humans or animals;
hence, the abundance of religious images of patterns
composed of geometric or vegetal ornamentation. Yet,
these patterns also have a symbolic message in that
their repetitive application suggests the infinite nature
of God.

Because of its chiefly decorative nature, Islamic art
is most often applied on textiles, carpets, ceramics,
carved wood and stone, and architecture, not, as with
other faiths, sculpture or painting. This may explain
why most Islamic artists, with the exception of a few
famous calligraphers, remain anonymous. Few signa-
tures are found on Islamic works of art.

Buddhism and the Transformational Space
of the Garden

Nature plays a major role in much of Buddhist art and
a central role in Buddhist beliefs, which diverge from
Western ideas about art as a means to represent or even
embody the spiritual world. Instead, all of nature is
thought to house spirits, or hami, that live within the
rocks, water, trees, and mountains. Man interacts with
nature, and nature in turn shapes the mind and body of
man. The goal of this interaction is a state of satori, or
enlightenment.

One of the most visible aesthetic expressions that
embodies Buddhist principles is the landscape garden.
Such gardens serve a representational role to Buddhists
in providing glimpses of the world to come.

Shinto, one of the earliest forms of Buddhism, used
nature shrines that incorporated rocks, small lakes, and
waterfalls both to represent nature on a smaller scale
and to play a representational role in pointing to an oth-
erworldly beauty. A later form of Buddhism, Zen, em-
braced the idea of gardens as a link to the spiritual
world but in a more abstract way. For example, the
presence of water might only be represented by rocks or
moss with arrangements that could suggest a riverbed.

For the Buddhist, gardens embody a number of
spiritual truths. One of them is the belief that life is con-
stantly in a state of flux or change. To express this idea
most landscape gardens feature an irregular design
with an asymmetrical arrangement of elements of rocks
and plants. Borders and pathways are usually curved
rather than straight and squared off.

The landscape garden is a cultivated space, yet the
pattern is purposefully subtle. Buddhists believe this ir-
regular, incomplete aesthetic invites the observer to
meditatively complete the design and thus be trans-
formed by active participation and interaction with the
garden.

Hinduism and the Practice of Seeing

Visual imagery is at the core of Hindu worship of mul-
tiple gods and goddesses. Hindus use art as a vehicle
in which their deities are embodied in human forms



depicted in statues, posters, plastic models, and even
by actors on serialized television shows.

These forms also play an experiential or transfor-
mative role in worship, since Hindus believe that the
idol actually sees them as they worship before it. A fre-
quently used Hindu term for going to worship is to go
to the darshan, or “seeing” of the deity. So important is
this act of seeing that when a Hindu idol is created the
last act is a ceremonial one that gives the figure eyes,
either through the stroke of a paintbrush or by placing
porcelain orbs into the sockets.

Hindus have shown a willingness to readily em-
brace seeing and interacting with religious images out-
side places of worship, even images that come through
the mass media. A serialized television program called
Ramayan, a story based on an ancient religious epic,
premiered on India’s government-run television net-
work, Doordashran, in 1987 and created a nationwide
sensation. In many Indian homes watching Ramayan
became a religious ritual, with viewers burning incense
in front of the screen and adorning the television set
with garlands. When the series concluded a year and a
half later, it had become the most popular program
ever shown on Indian television.

Judaism: Art and Remembrance

Judaism is often considered to be an iconoclastic faith
due to the second of the Ten Commandments, which
prohibits making graven images. However, this prohi-
bition only pertained to images used in idol worship.
In fact, the Old Testament elevates the role of decora-
tive artistic expression as central to Jewish religious life.

Starting in chapter 25 of the book of Exodus, there is
an exhaustive description of how the Ark of the
Covenant containing the Ten Commandments and the
Tabernacle used for worship were to be lavishly adorned
with fine woods, precious metals, stones, and colored
fabrics. Exodus 31 names an “artist in residence,” Bez-
alel, who was endowed with skill in all kinds of crafts
and charged with making artistic designs using metals,
stone, and wood.

The impulse for visual expression has been an im-
portant part of the narrative throughout Jewish history.
However, while the religious art of other faiths has
often incubated in the crucible of a specific culture, the
Jews have endured conquest and exile in foreign coun-
tries since the end of King Solomon’s reign in 922 BCE.
As result, Jewish art adopted many of the artistic styles
and forms of the cultures where they settled, and it is
hard to identify a single stylistic thread that runs
through Jewish visual expression.

Art

However, the idea of remembrance is an important
theme for Jews, and it finds its expression in the artifacts
and ceremonial objects, known as Judaica, that have
been gathered in memorials and museums worldwide.
These repositories of cultural memory sprung up in
Europe with growing frequency in the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries at a time when Jews
were moving out of isolated enclaves and integrating
more fully into the larger culture.

From the synagogues and into public spaces came
Torah shields, circumcision benches, paintings, and cer-
emonial objects that served to help establish Jewish
identity among the many ethnic identities of Europe.
These public repositories aren’t synagogues, and in this
setting these objects are not used in a religious context.
But they do serve a representational function for Jews
and could be considered a transformational part of
their religious identity. For Jews these memorials aren’t
merely static monuments but spaces and objects that
represent who they were in the past and affirm who
they are in contemporary life.

Keeping Pace with Religious Practice

Among the world’s five major religions, all have devel-
oped visual vocabularies to communicate the tenets,
practices, and historical record of the world of faith.
Under the influence of new image-making technologies
and the mass media, these vocabularies and doctrines
that govern them are still evolving.

VAN KORNEGAY
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Audience

Parishioners gather for religious worship (i.e., sermons,
public prayers, ordinances, etc.) in what are generally
referred to as “congregations.” When they use secular
media such as television or film, they become a reli-
gious “audience.” How members of religious audiences
experience popular culture is an important question in
media studies; it broadens understanding of how
church members interact with the secular world. Audi-
ence behavior varies significantly across denomina-
tions, ranging from the Amish, who abstain from
television, to Unitarians, who occasionally incorporate
actual programs into worship services. Some audience
members are activists, such as Southern Baptists boy-
cotting Disney products or Muslims protesting the pub-
lication of Salman Rushdie’s novel, The Satanic Verses.
Clergy often encourage “religious media literacy,” or
the use of mass media within the context of one’s spiri-
tual goals and values.

History of Religious Audiences

The religious audience is not a new phenomenon and
is exemplified by the Romantic period, during which
Christian patrons enjoyed spiritual themes in the secu-
lar works of Shakespeare as well as the inspirational
plays of Victor Hugo and Friedrich Schiller. By the
1870s, the lyceum and Chautauqua adult-education
movements in the United States were attracting church
members to secular plays, poetry readings, and lec-
tures. The transition from congregation to audience
was an uneasy one, however, and church members
were ambivalent about the appropriateness of pure en-
tertainment. Consequently, late-nineteenth-century
lyceums presented secular entertainment in churches
along with theological instruction (Cravens 2005).

With the advent of radio and television, religious
audiences have expanded both in number and com-
plexity. In the current information society, the Internet,
interactive television, and satellite communication
have created opportunities as well as challenges for re-
ligious communities.

Audience Diversity

Religious audiences are comprised of smaller “inter-
pretive communities” (Lindlof 2002) and are rarely
homogenous in terms of media use and interpretation.
Within the highly literate culture of Judaism, for exam-
ple, the ultraOrthodox Haredim have been known to
forbid secular television viewing, while TV shows and
movies are enjoyed by many Reformed Jewish families.
Similar diversity exists within Islam. Despite shared
skepticism of some Western values, American Muslims
are more likely to view Hollywood-produced movies
than Shiite Muslims in the Middle East, who have
greater disdain for secular media of the West. Muslim
resistance to Western media is illustrated by Yusuf
Islam/Cat Stevens, the popular rock musician who
converted to Islam, sold his musical instruments, and
refrained from performing many of his songs (Palmer
and Gallab 2001).

When Luthra (2001) compared a small Hindu sat-
sangh (a devotional study group) with a larger commu-
nity of Internet newsgroup users, she found that
audience members varied dramatically in their atti-
tudes about media. The smaller group used entertain-
ment media sparingly, mostly when it promoted
spiritual growth. Hindu newsgroup members, how-
ever, were more familiar with mainstream U.S. media
and were more likely to engage in antidefamation ac-
tivity when Hindus were depicted negatively.

Christian Audience Diversity

Audience diversity also exists within Christianity. Con-
servative Protestants in the Evangelical tradition (e.g.,
Southern Baptists, Pentecostals, Nazarenes) are more
likely to assess secular media as antithetical to Chris-
tian values (Schultze 1996) than mainline Protestants
(e.g., Methodists, Presbyterians, Lutherans), who often
praise TV news and educational programming for rais-
ing awareness about drug abuse, poverty, and other so-
cial issues (Buddenbaum 1996). Audience behaviors
often change, as in the case of the Nazarenes, who once
abstained from going to movies but now use a wider
range of media (Lepter and Lindlof 2001).

Catholic approaches to media have also evolved con-
siderably. In the 1950s, Catholics looked to the National
Legion of Decency and National Office of Decent Liter-
ature for direction in selecting media. Since the 1993
writings of Pope John Paul II, however, media use is be-
coming a matter of individual conscience (Jelen 1996).
Diversity in the Mormon community is illustrated by



avoidance of R-rated movies but sharp disagreement
about whether television can play a positive role in
family life (Valenti and Stout 1996).

Using Secular Media in Religious Worship

A major dilemma for religious audiences is whether to
resist or embrace media of secular culture. Dualistic
“culture wars” rhetoric fails to capture the complex
ways religions interface with media of popular culture;
genres that were once condemned are now used for
spiritual purposes. Among conservative Protestants,
such media as religious novels, TV talk shows, and
rock music have emerged as new hybrid genres. Pro-
grams such as The 700 Club and Hour of Power combine
the format of TV news and entertainment programs
with elements of traditional church meetings. Many
Southern Baptists protested against The Last Temptation
of Christ but mostly praised The Passion of Christ, show-
ing the film in church buildings. Some Baptist churches
also use the 1960s TV sitcom The Andy Griffith Show to
teach moral principles in Sunday School classes.

Beyond conservative Protestantism, a more general
theory is emerging about how media use is affecting
the growth of religious institutions. Based on a national
survey and over four hundred interviews, Wuthnow
(2003) concludes that interest in art and music is revi-
talizing a number of denominations. The religious
audience, he argues, is bringing secular art and enter-
tainment back into the church, sponsoring art exhibits,
concerts, dramas, and even artists-in-residence. Ac-
cording to the data, parishioners look to media for
reinforcement of religious belief. These essential yearn-
ings for inspiration have resulted in audience members
organizing dance performances, art festivals, and read-
ing groups within the walls of the church.

Secularization

Research is inconclusive on the question of seculariza-
tion, or the assumption that religious commitment
weakens through exposure to mass media. Seculariza-
tion, however, is a controversial theory that does not
hold up in all cases. For example, Stout (2004) found
that a sample of Mormons in the entertainment city of
Las Vegas remained devout despite considerable expo-
sure to media considered deleterious. Similarly, Lepter
and Lindlof (2001) observed that as members of the
Church of the Nazarene expanded their media use,
they continued to express strong commitments to their
faith. And Warren (2001) found that the boycott of
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Disney by Southern Baptists resulted in stronger group
cohesion, suggesting that the ultimate effect of secular
media is difficult to predict. Researchers agree that loss
of religious commitment is a complex process and not
easily attributed to a single factor such as media. More
study is needed, however, to determine which situa-
tions are most likely to result in secularization among
various audiences.

The Future

New lines of inquiry have emerged in religious audi-
ence research. Hess (2001), for example, is exploring
religious media literacy and the extent to which sec-
ular media can be used in the teaching of values.
Another interesting area is the religious consumer
audience. Haley, White, and Cunningham (2001)
found that audience members are divided on the
question of whether marketing communication
should be used to promote religious brands of prod-
ucts (e.g., jewelry or clothing). And Campbell (2004)
is examining whether audience members’ Internet
behavior serves to strengthen or weaken religious
communities.

DANIEL STouT
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The Baha'i Faith, the youngest of the world’s indepen-
dent religions, was born in Persia (present-day Iran) in
1844, the year Samuel E B. Morse inaugurated the age of
telecommunications by telegraphing the phrase “What
hath God wrought?” from Washington, D.C., to Balti-
more, Maryland. Advances in communications technol-
ogy have paralleled and facilitated the Baha’i Faith’s
emergence as a truly global religion and lent credence to
the Faith’s central tenet that humanity is now reaching
its long-awaited stage of maturity, when its unity will be
recognized and established on a global scale.

The Baha'i Faith was founded by Mirza Husayn Ali
(1817-1892), a Persian nobleman who adopted the title
Baha'u’llah (The Glory of God). The teachings of Baha'-
u’llah revolve around the theme of oneness: There is only
one God, absolutely transcendent and unknowable. There
is only one religion, revealed progressively from age to
age through the agency of unique and peerless individu-
als, known as Manifestations of God, the founders of the
world’s major religions. Baha'u'llah claimed to be the
Manifestation of God for this age, the latest in a series of
messengers from God that includes Moses, the Buddha,
Zoroaster, Jesus Christ, and Muhammad. He said there is
only one human race, carrying forward an ever-advancing
civilization destined to recognize its oneness and firmly
establish a just and global social order.

Baha'u’llah’s universal message quickly attracted
converts from Muslim, Christian, Jewish, Zoroastrian,
Hindu, Buddhist, and other backgrounds, all of whom
recognized in him the fulfillment of the prophetic ex-
pectations contained in their respective scriptures. The
Baha’i community now has more than 5 million mem-

bers and represents a cross-section of humanity, includ-
ing men and women from more than two thousand eth-
nic and tribal backgrounds. Baha'i communities are
established in more than 230 countries and dependent
territories, with elected national administrative institu-
tions in 182 countries. According to the 2001 World Chris-
tian Encyclopedia, the Baha'i Faith is the second-most
geographically widespread religion, after Christianity.

A survey of Baha’i communications reveals the
existence of several qualitatively different types of
communication, each occupying its own unique posi-
tion within the life of the religious community. In
broad terms, these types include communications
from God to humankind; from the Faith’s authori-
tative leadership to the community of believers;
among the community of believers; and from the
community of believers to the general public. In each
of these categories, the Baha'i Faith has employed a
variety of communications media, and the choice of
media has also evolved as the Baha'i Faith developed
through several clearly demarcated historical peri-
ods, namely, the ministries of Baha'u’llah (1852-
1892); His son, Abdu’l-Baha (1892-1921); and His great-
grandson, Shoghi Effendi (1921-1957); and the current
period under the leadership of an elected governing
body, the Universal House of Justice, which was first
formed in 1963.

Ministry of Baha’u’llah (1852-1892)

In Baha'i theology, Manifestations of God—the Founders
of the worlds major religions—are considered the Word
made flesh, the perfect embodiments and conduits of
God’s attributes, such as grace, power, knowledge, and
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will. The utterances and writings of the Manifestations
are considered the revealed Word of God, endowed
with a transcendent and creative potency. For Baha'is,
the only completely authenticated repositories of the
Word of God are the writings of Baha'u’llah; the writ-
ings of his herald, the Bab (Siyyid Ali Muhammad,
1819-1850); and the Qur’an. During a nearly forty-year
ministry, Baha'u’llah authored more than fifteen thou-
sand books, tablets, and letters that today comprise the
sacred scripture of the Baha’i Faith. A unique feature of
the revelation of Baha'u’llah is the authenticity of its
scripture. Unlike the teachings of Christ, for example,
which were written down by others decades after they
were uttered, the words of Baha’u’llah were recorded
and authenticated at the time they were composed.

Baha'u’llah spent the nearly forty years of his min-
istry as a prisoner and exile under the Ottoman au-
thorities. Exiled from his native Persia in 1852, he was
banished to Baghdad, Istanbul, Adrianople, and finally
to Akka, then a prison-city in Ottoman Palestine. Com-
munication with His followers was achieved through
written correspondence, and these letters were deliv-
ered by couriers who traveled, often on foot and under
conditions of extraordinary hardship, throughout Per-
sia and the Middle East. Baha'u’llah also wrote tablets
to the kings and rulers of his day, including Queen Vic-
toria, Napoleon III, Kaiser Wilhelm, Czar Nicholas
Alexander, Sultan Abdul-Aziz, and Nasiri’d-Din Shah.

The original manuscripts of Baha'u’llah’s writings,
some in his own hand and others meticulously tran-
scribed by his personal secretaries, are today kept at the
Baha’i World Center in Haifa, Israel. Researchers at the
Baha’i World Center are charged with organizing and
indexing the thousands of documents in the collection
and producing translations, compilations, and com-
mentaries. Only a small portion of Baha'u’llah’s volu-
minous writings has been translated from the original
Persian and Arabic into other languages. The work of
translation into English was given a major impetus by
Shoghi Effendi, Baha'u’llah’s great-grandson, who
headed the Baha’i Faith from 1921 to 1957 and who
produced authoritative translations of several major
doctrinal, mystical, and devotional works. Selections
from Baha'u’llah’s writings have been translated into
more than eight hundred languages.

In his writings, Baha'u’llah addressed the powerful
role of mass communications and the moral responsi-
bility it entails:

In this Day the secrets of the earth are laid bare be-
fore the eyes of men. The pages of swiftly appearing
newspapers are indeed the mirror of the world.

They reflect the deeds and the pursuits of divers
peoples and kindreds. They both reflect them and
make them known. They are a mirror endowed with
hearing, sight and speech. This is an amazing and
potent phenomenon. However, it behoveth the writ-
ers thereof to be purged from the promptings of evil
passions and desires and to be attired with the rai-
ment of justice and equity. They should enquire into
situations as much as possible and ascertain the
facts, then set them down in writing. (Baha"u’llah,
Tablets of Baha'u’llah, 39)

Ministries of Abdu’l-Baha and
Shoghi Effendi (1892-1957)

A unique feature of the Baha’i Faith is a clear line of suc-
cession and explicit teachings on the organization and
leadership of the Baha’i community, which have pre-
served the Baha'i Faith from major schisms. Baha"u’llah
left a written will appointing His eldest son, Abdu’l-Baha
(1844-1921), as the Head of the Faith and authoritative
interpreter of His Teachings. Baha'u’llah also forbade
the formation of a clerical class and ordained a system
of elected lay councils to administer the affairs of the
faith. Abdu’l-Baha in turn designated His eldest grand-
son, Shoghi Effendi (1897-1957), as His successor and
conferred upon him the title of Guardian of the Baha'i
Faith. With the passing of Shoghi Effendi in 1957, the
line of hereditary leaders of the Baha'i Faith came to an
end. In 1963, following provisions established by Ba-
ha’u’llah, a nine-member council known as the Univer-
sal House of Justice was elected to direct the spiritual
and administrative affairs of the worldwide Baha'i com-
munity. Baha"u’llah endowed this body with authority
to legislate on all matters not specifically laid down in
the Baha'i scriptures.

Communications that originate from these leaders of
the Faith fulfill the unique functions of providing au-
thoritative guidance, interpretation, legislation, and
plans for the expansion and consolidation of the Faith.
During the ministries of Abdu’l-Baha (1892-1921) and
Shoghi Effendi (1921-1957), the principal form of com-
munication from the head of the Faith to the community
of believers was in the form of written correspondence
addressed mainly to individual believers, to elected
national and local Baha'i spiritual assemblies, and gen-
erally to the community of believers in a particular
country or region. Many volumes of these letters have
been compiled and published.

During Abdu’l-Baha’s ministry, nascent Baha'i com-
munities in Europe, North America, Australia, and the
Far East began to publish regular Baha’i news periodi-
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Excerpt from The World Order of Baha’u’llah by Shoghi Effendi

Shoghi Effendi, head of the Baha'i Faith from 1921 to 1957, saw the rapid evolution of communi-
cations technology as both a symbol of and a means to achieving the unification of the human
race in an organic global society. In 1936, in an essay describing Baha’u’llah’s vision of the

emerging world order, he wrote:

The unity of the human race, as envisaged by Baha’u’llah, implies the establishment of a world common-
wealth in which all nations, races, creeds and classes are closely and permanently united, and in which the
autonomy of its state members and the personal freedom and initiative of the individuals that compose them
are definitely and completely safeguarded... A mechanism of world intercommunication will be devised,
embracing the whole planet, freed from national hindrances and restrictions, and functioning with marvel-
lous swiftness and perfect regularity... A world language will either be invented or chosen from among the
existing languages and will be taught in the schools of all the federated nations as an auxiliary to their
mother tongue. A world script, a world literature, a uniform and universal system of currency, of weights and
measures, will simplify and facilitate intercourse and understanding among the nations and races of
mankind... The press will, under such a system, while giving full scope to the expression of the diversified
views and convictions of mankind, cease to be mischievously manipulated by vested interests, whether
private or public, and will be liberated from the influence of contending governments and peoples...

Source: Effendi, S. (1936). The world order of Baha’u’llah.

Baha’i Publishing Trust, Wilmette, IL.

cals to inspire, inform, and nurture their communities.
North American Baha'is published Star of the West, the
first international Baha’i news periodical, from 1910 to
1935. It is considered an important source of first-hand
historical data on the early development of the faith. At
present, most National Spiritual Assemblies, and many
local Assemblies, publish regular news periodicals in
some form, ranging from glossy magazines to full-
length newspapers to simple mimeographed bulletins
and community calendars.

In the first decade of the twentieth century, the first
Baha'i publishing agencies were formed to make avail-
able the Faith’s primary and secondary literature.
Today more than thirty publishing trusts are operated
by National Spiritual Assemblies around the world,
providing Baha'i scripture and other books about the
religion in most major languages. The United States
Baha'i Publishing Trust was established in 1955, and in
2000 the Trust launched Baha’i Publishing, a trade
paper imprint producing books for adult readers inter-
ested in Baha'i religion and spirituality.

While the Baha'i Faith forbids aggressive proselytizing
—including any form of psychological pressure or ma-
terial inducements to effect conversion—efforts to share

the Faith with the general public and attract receptive
populations have been a focus of Baha'i activity from the
Faith’s inception. During the time of Baha'u’llah, this
was achieved primarily by word of mouth and through
the agency of itinerant traveling teachers. Abdu’l-Baha
undertook a series of historic missionary journeys
through Europe and North America in the evening of
his life, and hundreds of his public addresses have been
compiled and published.

Shoghi Effendi pioneered the use of a variety of
communications channels to reach government, aca-
demic, media, and other influential circles. He estab-
lished the Baha'i International Community (BIC) as a
registered nongovernmental organization to serve as
the Faith’s diplomatic and public information arm, and
it has had consultative status at the United Nations
since 1948. In 1925, he initiated the periodic publication
of The Baha'i World, a comprehensive international sur-
vey of the Baha'i Faith and its activities. It was pub-
lished in twenty volumes between 1925 and 1991, and
relaunched as a yearbook series in 1992. Shoghi Effendi
also encouraged Baha’is around the world to under-
take systematic publicity and advertising campaigns
employing the press and radio.
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Current Developments

In recent decades, the size and demographic profile of
the worldwide Baha'i community have changed dra-
matically. In the early 1950s, Baha’is numbered about
two hundred thousand, and most of them lived in Iran.
There were probably fewer than ten thousand Baha'is in
the West and no more than three thousand Baha'is in the
Third World, mostly in India. In 2005, more than 5 mil-
lion Baha'is reside in nearly every nation and territory
on earth. About 90 percent of the Baha'i population re-
sides in developing countries in Latin America, Africa,
and South and East Asia. Western Baha’is comprise only
4 percent of the total, and Middle Easterners (mostly Ira-
nians) about 6 percent. The range and complexity of Ba-
ha’i communications has correspondingly increased.

At the international level, the Baha'i International
Community (BIC) continues to function as the Faith’s
diplomatic and public information arm, maintaining a
United Nations Office in New York with a branch office
in Geneva. These offices represent the interests and
concerns of Baha'is throughout the world, both at the
United Nations and in other international forums. They
also stimulate and coordinate relevant efforts by local
and national Baha'i communities.

The BIC Office of Public Information, based at the
Baha’i World Center in Haifa, Israel, with a branch of-
fice in Paris, communicates with the public, the news
media, and nongovernmental organizations. In addition
to The Baha'i World yearbook series, the Office publishes
One Country (www.onecountry.org), an award-winning
quarterly newsletter first published in English in 1989.
It now has a circulation of about forty thousand, in six
languages and 174 countries. It offers a Baha'i perspec-
tive on current events and trends in such areas as sus-
tainable development, the advancement of women, and
human rights, focusing on the emergence of consensus
in the world community.

In 1996, the BIC Office of Public Information
launched the Baha'i World website, www.bahai.org, as the
Faith’s official presence on the World Wide Web, offering
in-depth information about the history, teachings, and ac-
tivities of the worldwide Baha'i community. It is the cen-
terpiece of a rapidly expanding Baha'i presence on the
Internet. The Baha'i World News Service, news.bahai.org,
was launched in 2000 as a source of news reports and
photographs that can be picked up by the news media
and by Baha'i magazines and news periodicals around
the world. Many of the 182 National Spiritual Assemblies
around the world have their own national Baha'i web-
sites, and thousands of other websites feature Baha'i con-
tent, ranging from personal and local community sites, to

sites created by youth workshops, publishers, book-
stores, directories, and Baha’i schools.

In 2001, the BIC launched the Baha'i International
Radio Service with the primary mandate of dissipating
misinformation about the Baha’i Faith in Iran, where
the Faith continues to suffer intense persecution. Its
programs are heard in Iran on shortwave radio as well
as on the Internet at www.bahairadio.org.

National Baha'i communities around the world use
a range of media suitable to their means and circum-
stances. For example, in rural areas of Latin America
and Africa where the Faith has experienced large-scale
growth, low-power radio stations have become an in-
creasingly valuable tool for creating Baha'i community
identity and serving the social and economic develop-
ment needs of largely indigenous populations. At pres-
ent, there are six Baha’i radio stations, five in Latin
America and one in North America.

In the United States, where the Baha'i community
currently numbers about 150,000, the National Spiri-
tual Assembly publishes a newspaper, The American Ba-
ha’i, distributed free of charge to every Baha'i
household ten times per year, as well as a video news-
reel highlighting the latest Baha'i events and activities,
which is distributed to the community several times
per year in VHS format. The National Assembly also
publishes World Order, an award-winning quarterly
journal of analysis and opinion. A scholarly journal, the
Journal of Baha'i Studies, is published quarterly by the
Association for Baha'i Studies of North America.

In recent years, the U.S. Baha’i community has ex-
perimented with various forms of mass media outreach
to raise the level of public awareness and understand-
ing about the Baha’i Faith. Surveys conducted periodi-
cally since 2000 indicate that about one third of the
adult U.S. population is aware of the Baha’i Faith and
a substantial portion has a positive and accurate per-
ception of the Faith. To broaden this level of awareness,
the National Assembly has produced a series of half-
hour documentary-style video programs highlighting
the Faith’s teachings on race unity, gender equality,
world unity, the power of prayer, the family as the fun-
damental unit of society, and other subjects. These have
been broadcast on national cable and broadcast net-
works, as well as on local public access cable and at
public informational gatherings. A number of thirty-
and sixty-second TV spots have been produced and
broadcast in local media markets where the Baha'i
community offers children’s classes, adult study circles,
and devotional programs to the general public.

Other public information campaigns have focused
on Baha'i perspectives on social issues and current



events. For example, in the aftermath of the September
11, 2001, terrorist attacks in New York, the National As-
sembly published a full-page statement in The New York
Times on “The Destiny of America and the Promise of
World Peace.” The statement became the centerpiece of
a campaign that included banner advertising on the
Web, publication of the statement and related news arti-
cles and editorials in dozens of major newspapers, pub-
lic meetings, and other forms of outreach. A similar
publicity effort was launched in September 2004 with a
statement titled “Cultural Cleansing: Destroying a Com-
munity, Erasing Memory,” issued in response to the
Iranian government’s demolition of several sites of great
historical value and spiritual significance to Baha'is.

GLEN T. FULLMER
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The use of bells in religious rites dates back to ancient
times. Bells take a variety of shapes, generally falling
under one of two forms: the open-mouthed bell or the
crotal (“jingle bell”). The open-mouthed bell may be
struck or shaken, depending on whether it has an in-
ternal or external clapper. The crotal is almost fully en-
closed with a pellet in the middle to produce the
ringing sound. Although both types have had religious
and secular uses throughout history, this article will
confine its discussion to the religious uses.

Asia

The earliest development of the open-mouthed bell
was probably in China, between 1500 and 1000 BCE. The
distinctive “fish mouth” shape of the Chinese bells
probably imitated a grain scoop. Confucian music em-
ployed rows of these bells tuned to different tones and
struck with a hammer. When Confucianism spread to
Japan, the Chinese rows of twelve tuned bells were in-
corporated into the emperor’s ritual animal sacrifices.
Ancestor worship also required a bell for the home
altar, rung daily to attract the ancestors’ attention.

The earliest bells in Japan, called dotaka, have been
found buried at crossroads, on hilltops, and in other sa-
cred spots, sometimes in assemblages. Burying dotaka
was a part of the ancient agrarian society’s interaction
with nature. The bell itself was likely an object of rev-
erence and sometimes decorated with scenes from
daily life.

In India, the open-mouthed bell did not appear
until the fifth century BCE, but the use of crotals in jew-
elry dates back to 3000 BCE. By the fourth century,
Hindu deities regularly appear carrying crotals or
open-mouthed bells. In Hinduism, the bell manifested
a spiritual force. The shape of the bell was also a sacred
symbol representing a circle, a hemisphere, and a lotus.
This is the same shape that later appeared in Christian
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The bell tower of the
church of Venterol,
Provence, France.
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bells two thousand years later. Hindu worshippers
rang bells or used their images to ward off evil spirits.
When entering or leaving a temple, the worshipper
would also ring a bell to announce his presence.

As Buddhism gained popularity in China, Japan,
Korea, and India, so did the presence of large bells in
temples. During the Ming dynasty (1368-1644 CE) in
China, each city had one large bell, typically inscribed
with Buddhist scriptures. The large bells also signaled
the time for worshippers to assemble. Large bells had a
particular significance because their tones simulated
the sacred sound om. Buddhist priests used hand-held
bells in ceremonies as an important part of the liturgy,
as well as to ward off evil or attract a god’s attention.

Wind bells decorate the eaves of pagodas, both as
ornaments and as talismans against evil spirits. In
India, wind bells also protect sacred spots, such as the
burial places of saints’ relics. Crotals also hang on the
statues of beasts that protect the temple.

Ancient Near East

Bells appear in many ancient Mesopotamian cultures. Is-
raelite priests wore bells on the hems of their garments.
Archaeologists have evidence that Assyrian priests used
bells in worship. In Egypt, the crotal appeared in prehis-
toric times, and crotals may have adorned temple

dancers or highlighted parts of processions. Archaeolo-
gists have discovered bells with heads of Egyptian gods,
possibly imitating the shape of a funerary urn. Egyp-
tians also buried bells with their dead.

In the Middle East today, Islam is the dominant re-
ligion. Muslims do not use bells in worship, favoring
the sound of the human voice to call the faithful to

prayer.

Europe and Christian Near East

The early church used boards knocked together as the
call to worship. While Christians were persecuted, the
quieter boards made more sense than bells. In Eastern
European churches this tradition persisted in the form
of large resonant boards, called semantron, struck with
a hammer. When tower bells did take hold, they were
hung stationary and rung with a string pulling the
clapper. This method not only kept the custom of
knocking, but also permitted much heavier bells than
the Western bell towers.

In the Western Christian Church, Celtic missionar-
ies popularized the open-mouthed bell in the fifth to
ninth centuries. The faithful accorded these iron hand-
bells great reverence. By the sixth century, Benedictine
monks in Italy began casting bells. These cast bells
gradually replaced the forged iron ones and grew



larger, evolving into the bells we know today. Western
churches mounted the large bells such that they ring
by swinging back and forth like a pendulum or in a
full circle, perhaps hearkening back to the handbell-
ringing tradition.

In Christian churches, bells are typically rung to an-
nounce the beginning of the worship service, other re-
ligious occasions, weddings, and deaths. Churches use
different bells in various combinations to convey dif-
ferent announcements. Some churches, for example,
ring the largest bell shortly before the sermon.

Catholic churches do not allow the ringing of
church bells until they have been consecrated through
elaborate baptism and dedication ceremonies. Bells
form an integral part of the Catholic liturgy, and the
time and manner of ringing them is prescribed by
custom and tradition. The Catholic liturgy excludes
carillons from the sacred liturgy, although many
churches have them for ringing out melodies on fes-
tive occasions.

Many church bells bear ornamentation and in-
scriptions. The decorations may reflect religious
themes or just aesthetic design. The inscriptions may
proclaim the maker or donor of the bell, or they may
reflect the church bell’s higher calling. Scriptures and
dedications to the Virgin Mary or various saints or
apostles appear frequently. By the eighteenth century,
some inscriptions were more lighthearted, such as
“Pull on brave boys, I'm metal to the back, but I'll be
hanged before I crack.”

The Future

People in many parts of the world and at many points
in history have considered bells to have special proper-
ties. It is therefore unsurprising that as religion has
evolved, bells have been retained to mark worship, sol-
emnize occasions, and send public messages. Perhaps
the emphasis on the magic of bells has diminished with
time, but their majestic tones continue to form an im-
portant part of religious practice.

SusANNA DoKuPIL
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Black Spiritual Churches

Spiritualism is an alternative religious movement; its fol-
lowers believe some individuals have the power to com-
municate with spirit beings. Black Spiritual churches are
the institutional embodiment of this widely divergent
religious tradition sharing common ideological origins
with other Spiritualist groups.

Modern Spiritualist Movement in America

Spiritualism’s origins go back to the nineteenth cen-
tury. Based on the eighteenth-century writings of
Swedish scientist Emanuel Swedenborg, the move-
ment began to gain popularity in the United States in
1848, when the first mediums and proponents of what
came to be known as “modern” Spiritualism, sisters
Catherine and Margaretta Fox, moved with their
parents into a house in Hydesville, New York, that lo-
cals thought was haunted. There they heard rapping
sounds throughout the house and eventually worked
out a type of language in which a certain number of
raps signified “yes,” “no,” or a particular letter of the
alphabet. Their system allowed them to communicate
with the spirit of a man who had been murdered in the
house by the previous owner. When news of these
paranormal communications became public, large
numbers of people came to the house to witness them
for themselves. Other spirits began to communicate
with the sisters, and they eventually began touring
and promoting spiritualism, leading others to become
mediums. In 1853 the first Spiritualist church was
founded, and in 1893, after several state associations of
Spiritualist congregations had already been formed,
the movement developed further institutionally by
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establishing the first national association, the National
Spiritual Association (of Churches).

Core Beliefs

The central tenet of Spiritualism is the belief that at
death the spirit of the deceased continues to live and
crosses over into a spirit world that overlaps with the
material world. Certain individuals—mediums—have
the gift or power to communicate with the spirits of the
deceased or angels, spirit guides, and other spirit beings
who might be interested or actively engaged in the af-
fairs of the living. God is seen as Spirit (rather than as an
old man or judge) as well as Infinite Intelligence, Infinite
Spirit, and Perfect Love, among other things. Through
the belief and practice of mediumship, prophecies or
messages from the spirit world are given to help or warn
the living. Also through mediumship, those individuals
with this type of spiritual gift or power become the lit-
eral media, or means, of communication between two
realms of existence, the world of the spirits and the
world of the material.

Other beliefs include the concept that heaven and
hell do not exist but are projections of the human mind;
like God, humans are spirit clothed in matter; and that
there was no Fall (and Eve, a woman, was not to blame
for humanity’s “sinful” condition). In general women
have found (or created) places within the Spiritualist
movement in a variety of positions of spiritual and
church authority. The brotherhood and sisterhood of
humanity is affirmed, and the development of one’s
soul through service and good works are also part of
the Spiritualist belief system inherited from its Sweden-
borgian roots. Individuals are believed to be assisted, or
given special insight, to develop or improve their soul’s
condition as it progresses toward God through the prac-
tice of communicating with personal “guides,” angels,
or other spirit beings through a medium or “channeler.”
Healing of the physical body and mind are also part of
the benefits of communion with or channeling the en-
ergy inherent in beings from the spirit world.

Emergence of the Black Spiritual Church

Like other religious movements at various times in
American history, the Spiritualist movement initially
welcomed the membership of African-Americans into
their congregations and associations, and many were
accepted and sought after as talented and powerful
mediums. Once the initial fervor began to subside,
however, white Spiritualists capitulated to the racism
that marked the times, and African-Americans were

affiliated with the National Spiritualist Association pri-
marily through auxiliary organizations. The first Black
Spiritualist Association was founded in 1913 in Chi-
cago, and with the emergence in 1925 of the National
Colored Spiritualist Association of Churches—the
direct institutional response of blacks to whites in the
National Spiritualist Association having forced them to
leave the former association—the process of differenti-
ation along racial lines in the Spiritualist movement
became institutionalized. Spiritualism continued to
grow among African-Americans during this period. It
was particularly appealing to those blacks who had re-
cently undergone the Great Migration from the rural
South to northern urban industrial centers like Detroit,
Chicago, and New York as well as to southern cities
like Kansas City and New Orleans.

From the 1920s through the 1940s, a number of
new congregations, denominations, fraternal organi-
zations, and faith-based social-services agencies were
added to the ranks of the Black Spiritualists as the
movement spread to black communities from the Mid-
west to the South, East, and the West Coast. It was also
during this period of racial differentiation and growth
in the movement that many blacks began to refer to
themselves and their churches as “Spiritual” as op-
posed to “Spiritualist,” as a way of marking them-
selves, their congregations, and national associations
as distinct from those of their white counterparts in the
modern Spiritualist movement. At least in the case of
African-Americans, Spiritualism seems to be largely
an urban, twentieth-century phenomenon arising out
of and accompanying the mass population shift, the
migration of millions of blacks from the South to the
North and to urban centers. It also tends to be fused in
some form or another with a Judeo-Christian orienta-
tion including use of the Bible.

Important Figures and Organizations

Among the most important figures in the development
of Black Spiritual churches was Mother Leafy Ander-
son, founder of the Eternal Life Christian Spiritualist
Association. Around 1920 she organized New Orleans’s
first Spiritualist congregation among the blacks there in
her new home. This church became the twelfth congre-
gation in the Association and signaled the beginning of
Black Spiritualism in New Orleans. Students of Ander-
son included Mother Catherine Seals and Thomas Wat-
son, both of whom founded Spiritualist organizations in
the black community in New Orleans in 1929, two years
after her death. Mother Seal’s church was the Temple of
the Innocent Blood, and Watson founded the St. Joseph



Helping Hand Church in Algiers, a suburb across the
Mississippi River from New Orleans. In 1934 Watson
organized several other emerging Spiritual congrega-
tions into the St. Joseph Helping Hand Missionary As-
sociation. This organization would develop into the
Divine Spiritual Churches of the Southwest in 1936.

In other places around the country Black Spiritual
churches were also being founded, some of which are
still in existence today. In Detroit, George Willie Hurley
founded Universal Hagar’s Spiritual Church (1923); in
Kansas City, William Frank Taylor and Leviticus L.
Boswell founded the Metropolitan Spiritual Churches
of Christ, Missouri (1925), and Derk Field founded the
Church of God in David, which later became the Spiri-
tual Israel Church and Its Army at around the same
time (1925), although the exact date remains obscure.
Others include King Louis H. Narcisse, who founded
the Mt. Zion Spiritual Temple in 1943 (incorporated into
an association in 1945), with an “International Head-
quarters” in Oakland, California, and an “East Coast
Headquarters” in Detroit, as well as other temples in
cities like Sacramento, Richmond (California), Houston,
Orlando, New York City, and Washington, D.C.

As the Black Spiritual movement continued to de-
velop and grow, tensions erupted and schisms ensued.
One of interest here concerned the role of women as the
institutionalization of the movement developed. Bessie
S. Johnson was named Junior Bishop, under Thomas
Watson in the hierarchical organizational structure of
the Divine Spiritual Churches of the Southwest that
was put into place in 1936. In 1940 Watson demoted
Johnson to Reverend Mother Superior, as a result of his
changed views concerning women in the bishopric.
This move brought about the organization’s first major
schism. In 1942 the Divine Spiritual Churches of the
Southwest merged with the Metropolitan Spiritual
Churches of Christ. This new entity became one of the
nation’s largest associations of Spiritual believers with
Thomas Watson as its first national president. A power
struggle ensued between Watson and Clarence H.
Cobbs, and in 1945 another schism left Cobbs as the
leader of the Metropolitan Spiritual Churches of Christ
(headquartered in Chicago) until his death in 1979,
while Watson remained the leader of the United Metro-
politan Spiritual Churches of Christ (headquarters in
New Orleans) until his death in 1985. His son, Bishop
Aubrey Watson, succeeded him.

Distinctive Elements of Worship

Although Black Spiritual churches share a common ori-
gin with those of their white counterparts, they devel-
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oped along a different trajectory as a result of both their
African cultural heritage and the subsequent experi-
ence of African descendents in the Americas. For this
reason, Black Spiritualism (like other forms of black re-
ligion) should not be seen as just a “black” version of
the white Spiritualist traditions but as having its own
sensibility and history.

The Black Sacred Cosmos

The “Black Sacred Cosmos” refers to the traditional
African religious worldview adapted in the context of
slavery in the Americas. This particular part of their
cultural heritage contains many elements that can be
found in the forms of religious expression created
by or finding an audience with African-Americans
throughout their history. This religious worldview in-
cludes (but is not limited to): the belief in one God, the
Creator of all; belief in a pantheon of lower level be-
ings, i.e., spirits who devotees seek guidance or assis-
tance from, worship, and indulge in a variety of ways
respective to the concerns of particular spirits who, it
is believed, engage with and participate in the affairs
of humans (the spirits also include those of the ances-
tors); the belief and practice of ritual dancing, drum-
ming, and feasting; and one of the most important,
spirit possession.

Chief among the characteristics of the Black Sacred
Cosmos is the adaptability that has allowed for the
combining of elements from a wide variety of religious
traditions into a number of new versions that differ
from their origins in marked ways. Out of the Western
slave experience and the adaptability of traditional
African beliefs come such religious traditions as San-
teria and Orisha (Cuba and Puerto Rico), Candomblé
and Macumba (Brazil), Shango (Trinidad), and Vodoun
(Haiti). Each of these African-based religious traditions
has adapted traditional African beliefs, practices, and
worship styles to Euro-American religious traditions.

General Characteristics

Two of the most important characteristics of Black Spir-
itual churches are the eclectic nature of its manifestation
across individual congregations, and the belief system’s
emphasis on changing one’s present circumstances
through certain “magico-religious” practices (Baer 1984;
Baer and Singer 2002). Black Spiritual churches do not
conform to any one religious tradition or set of practices
but are highly syncretistic, blending elements from any
number of traditions. For example, in New Orleans
where there is a significant black Catholic history and
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presence, many of the Black Spiritualist churches in-
clude elements of the liturgy and sacraments borrowed
from Catholicism. Black Spiritual churches also include
aspects of traditional African religions as well as tradi-
tions like voodoo and “hoodoo,” a popular form of con-
jure adapted from the more complex religious system of
Haitian Vodoun. Respectability is an important factor in
whether some churches incorporated elements of folk
religion voodoo, or hoodoo (as did Mother Seals in
New Orleans). Mother Anderson strictly disavowed
any connection with the belief system so popular
among blacks in the region, denouncing it (although
she did incorporate jazz music into her services at a
time when it was still considered the “devil’s music”).
Anderson’s student, Mother Catherine Seals, readily ac-
cepted and incorporated elements of hoodoo fused with
Catholicism into her Temple of the Innocent Blood and
emphasized healing over the communication of mes-
sages from the spirit world.

Depending on the background of the particular
ministers leading the congregations, Black Spiritual
churches can resemble any number of other religions
present in the African-American community. Concepts
are borrowed from other religions like Catholicism, as-
trology, African-American Protestantism—especially in
its Holiness-Pentecostal iterations, which emphasize
dancing “in the spirit” and religious ecstasy and speak-
ing in tongues as part of worship—as well as black
Judaism, among other traditions. Some of these
churches also model their ecclesiastical structure or
liturgy on those found in Catholic or Protestant de-
nominational bodies like the Methodists.

Another distinguishing characteristic of Black
Spiritual churches concerns their clientele. Unlike
white Spiritualists, who have historically tended to be
middle class or affluent, the principle clientele of
Black Spiritualist churches has been lower class and
female. For this segment of the African-American re-
ligious community, as it has been since the move-
ment’s earliest days, the focus of the system of belief
and practice is not solely on the afterlife but on how
followers’ communication and interaction with the
spirit world can improve their present situation. Ac-
cording to Baer, for blacks the Spiritual movement is
a thaumaturgic movement, representing a protest
against the systematic barriers placed in their way in
a racially, economically, and sexually stratified social
structure. This less powerful segment of society res-
onates so strongly because the movement promises
that they can manipulate magico-religious rituals to
get their needs met when they cannot get them met
through other, mainstream channels.

Male Dominance

One final characteristic of Black Spiritual churches that
bears mentioning here is the issue of gender discrimi-
nation in the distribution of power within the church.
Although women figure prominently in many local
congregations and state and national associations of the
Black Spiritual Church, the tendency toward male
dominance as the movement has developed institu-
tionally mirrors that found in most other forms of
African-American religion. This represents, at least in
part, the adaptation of cultural patterns forged in
Africa but reshaped in a Western patriarchal context.

Their African cultural heritage included the official
recognition of women as shamans, priestesses, and
other types of spiritual authority figures. But in the
context of the Americas where blacks could not partic-
ipate fully and equally in the mainstream avenues for
achieving and exercising power, black males seized
upon their churches as a primary means of achieving
respectability in their communities. So the black church
has been seen as an important vehicle for the affirma-
tion and exercise of black manhood and respectability,
but paradoxically it was done at the expense of the
masses of black women who make up the majority of
its clientele and workforce. As was the case with black
and white Spiritualists at the beginning of the move-
ment, the spiritual power of women and their author-
ity was respected and recognized. So the power of
women in alternative religions may be greater than in
mainstream ones, but that power is limited as the
movement becomes more successful and develops
along the road to more organizational complexity and
takes on a more hierarchical structure. Also women’s
spiritual power rarely equates into structural power,
either within the movement or denomination or within
the larger society, a situation against which alternative
religions usually form in protest. As with other alter-
native religions, at the beginning of the new sect the
women had preeminence, just the way that whites
included blacks at the beginning of the movement in
general. But as time goes by, and the process of institu-
tionalization gets under way, the men wrest control
from the women and take it over for themselves. In the
process, the women are demoted from their previously
held titles (as in the case of Bessie Johnson) or the use
of them as mediums in the context of the séance be-
comes supplanted (co-opted) by the public worship
services during which the prophecies are given and the
spirits are invoked. The special healing and prophecy,
or “bless” services, during which the lights might be
dimmed or turned off completely and the spirits



welcomed, have become the primary means by which
many Black Spiritual churches enact their belief in com-
munication with the prophecies to the assembly as a
body or to certain individuals within it. This change
was part of the process by which women as mediums
were stripped of the spiritual authority they once had
in the movement.

But in some of the Black Spiritual churches in New
Orleans, an affirmation of women’s spiritual power
and authority has been built into the ritual structure.
This affirmation is accomplished in the context of pub-
lic worship rituals in New Orleans Black Spiritual
churches, so that they affirm women’s power and their
claim to leadership (according to Estes, 1993). These rit-
uals are: (1) the annual memorial services for Mother
Anderson in which her story of struggle as a black, fe-
male Spiritualist is retold and her spirit is welcomed or
evoked (this ritual communion with Mother Ander-
son’s spirit encourages contemporary female church
leaders to continue her work and struggle in their pres-
ent day ministries); (2) the spiritual power of women is
honored and affirmed through the ritual feasts in honor
of the Blessed Mother or of Queen Esther of the Old
Testament; and (3) women’s spiritual leadership is val-
idated through ordination services in which women or-
dain other women as ministers and leaders in Black
Spiritual churches.

Black Spiritual Churches Today

In the decades after World War II, Black Spiritual
churches have come to exhibit some of the same signs
of decline as many other forms of American religion
prior to it. Although some of the churches and associ-
ations continue to exist and operate today, the number
of followers has declined since the days of its greatest
popularity, during the period from the 1920s through
the 1940s. In certain cities, like New Orleans, however,
contemporary followers of Mother Anderson and
Mother Seals remain active, and Black Spiritual
churches like Israelite Divine, Calvary Temple, and St.
Daniel’s Spiritual Churches continue along with other
religious offerings available to seekers. Outside of
New Orleans, churches like the Universal Hagar’s
Spiritual Church are still in existence today. Although
its membership has fluctuated since its original estab-
lishment, today the church claims to have twenty-nine
temples and seventeen missions in fifteen states, most
of which are concentrated in the Midwest, the East,
and the South.
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Body Decoration

Body decoration is the customization and modification
of the appearance of the human body through manip-
ulation and alteration in the flesh (skin) and hair, or the
use of costumes, with the purpose and goal of creating
distinct and specific effects within social and commu-
nal contexts. Body decoration is a phenomenon that is
as old as the beginning of human culture. Customiza-
tion of the appearance exists in every society as a re-
flection of individual human artistry and creativity and
reflects a people’s culture that is derived mainly from
religious beliefs, customs, or sociopolitical settings.

Different communities, indigenous and nonindige-
nous, develop body decorations in response to their no-
tion of what they consider normal, acceptable, attractive,
and distinct within the larger world. It is a basic religious
activity for indigenous peoples, just as it is an essentially
social and aesthetic activity for the modern person. The
importance of body decoration as a channel and mode
of communication lies in the huge and powerful influ-
ence, both positive and negative, of religion on human
beings globally.
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General Characteristics

There are general and specific features in body decora-
tion, which could be viewed from the perspectives of
both the religious and nonreligious. Body decoration
that is religious appears to be more enduring, since it
defines several levels of identities and human relation-
ships: identities in relation to religious affirmation and
denomination, status, power, roles, and gender; rela-
tionships of different peoples of religious traditions
with spiritual beings; relationships with religious spe-
cialists; relationships among different religious per-
sons. Indigenous religious traditions such as those of
Africa and Australia attach a great deal of importance
to primordial myths—these are often dramatized in rit-
ual, showing some intrinsic meanings of the body and
its different parts; hence, its special and stylized deco-
ration. Meanwhile, historic religions such as Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam (Abrahamic faiths) draw on
prescriptions by the supreme being and religious lead-
ers (including priests and prophets) in their holy texts.
Thus, body decoration represents the worldview of
many different peoples.

Body decoration may be permanent or transient.
Body decoration focuses directly on the human skin
and the use of costumes. Beautification through nur-
turing of such parts of the body as the hair and the use
of costumes features prominently in most religious tra-
ditions, including the Abrahamic faiths, and alteration
and manipulation of the foreskin are common to in-
digenous religions. Body decoration that is done on the
skin represents a permanent type while the use of cos-
tumes is usually transient.

Connection with a Deity

Personal and communal spiritual beliefs are expressed
in body decoration to establish some connection be-
tween the human being and spiritual beings. In this
way, body decoration represents a primordial connec-
tion to, or spiritual experience of, a deity (or the image
of the deity), which the founder of a particular religion
prescribes to the followers. Body decoration hence in-
stitutes an identity of a people with a religion. It reflects
cultural invention and individual artistry within a reli-
giocultural community.

Establishing Identity

Body decoration characterizes gender constructions.
Most known cultures have special treatment of the body
in relation to male and female sexes. It is a commonplace

global practice, for instance, for females to do ear pierc-
ing; West African Fulani women and Australian men
do nose piercing; and rings are usually inserted into the
pierced ears and noses. Most African and recently im-
migrated African-American women braid and weave
their hair.

Body decoration alters a person’s real identity and
produces another identity that typifies or reflects an
essential character that a person decides to exhibit. It
signals demonstration of loyalty through initiation into
a religious cult. This kind of alteration involves self-
mutilation as evinced in cases of membership of secret
cults or transitioning into adulthood in indigenous
communities.

Forms and Patterns

Body decoration takes different forms according to the
messages that are intended by different religious tradi-
tions, social statuses or political settings. The most
common forms of body decoration are (a) piercing: ear,
nose, lip; (b) painting and dyeing: face, leg, nail, palm,
eye-penciling; (c) tattooing: chest, hand, thigh, (d) scari-
fication or cicatrization: cheeks; (e) incision of necklaces
into the skin of the neck, chest, and torso, particularly
at puberty; (f) masking: head, face, body; (g) hairdress-
ing: braiding and plaiting; head-tie; stylized barbing
(decorative cuts) and head shaving; beard shaving and
beard nurturing; wig wearing; (h) body adornment:
wearing of wrist and ankle bangles and jewelry,
bracelets, and necklaces, bead wearing; (i) attachment
and fixing: of feathers, shells, flowers, leaves, bones, or
ornaments made of metals or some other materials on
their bodies; (j) circumcision and clitoridectomy
(k) tooth filing, chiseling, and removal.

Significance

Body decoration and adornment play important roles
in exposing religious attitudes and behaviors, defining
religious identity, functions, and locations. It evokes
religious ideologies and serves to transform human
conditions.

Religious Ideas and Ideals

Body decoration provides powerful channels and
modes of communicating religious ideas and ideals in
implicit and explicit ways. It has strong and enduring
religious prescriptions and implications. Body decora-
tion communicates different forms of religious expres-
sions within the diverse religious traditions. The



different levels, degrees, and intensity of body decora-
tion within any given community hinge upon cultural
interactions, borrowings, and bonding and ties in time
and space/place. As body decoration modifies the
physical appearance of the human being, it communi-
cates as much as it affects religious expression. Reli-
gious persons express a moment of awesomeness and
mystery at the image of a deity with which a religious
specialist adorns himself or herself. This is a common
practice in African religions.

In some religious movements body decoration is
regarded as an expression of extreme piety. Examples
can be drawn from the nurturing of the beard by
Muslim men and use of hijab by Muslim women, the
use of head covering by Catholic nuns, the shaving
of the head with some dome left at the center by Bud-
dhist men, and the compulsion placed on head cov-
ering by women among some Evangelicals and
Pentecostals in Africa.

Body decoration has a potency and effect not only
on the person wearing the paraphernalia of a particu-
lar religious tradition but also on others within a wide
range of situations and circumstances. It has great and
lasting, and sometimes permanent, effect on the mean-
ing, essence, identity, and role of an individual within
religious, sociocultural, and political contexts, as well
as in economic and legal issues. These communicative
effects constantly reveal the different values of the past
and the present as they express some appreciation
through personal or communal creativity.

Different kinds of hairstyles can symbolize religious
ethics in women. The rich aesthetic culture of the
Africans places importance on human essence, partic-
ularly the question of destiny, which is intrinsically
linked to the head, which is conceived as spiritual. As
in other African societies, women in Nigeria have dif-
ferent names for hairstyles with certain structures.
Among some devotees in Yoruibdland, hairstyles con-
vey the spirituality of devotees of the female deities
Osun and Oya and male deities (for example, Sango)
whose essence is tied to their female counterparts in
their worldview. Some of these devotees, who are
placed under ethical rules (such as preserving their vir-
ginity), plait their hair to depict the purity of such
deities.

Identity and Relationships

From the earliest times to the contemporary world, it
has been noted that body decoration involves the con-
firmation of identity and further preserves the status
quo. It also signifies different levels of relationships (of
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A hand marked with red dye in preparation for a Hindu
wedding ceremony. Courtesy of istockphoto.com.

power and identity), within the social, political, and re-
ligious spheres. Social relationship is created in indige-
nous communities, as body decoration (such as tattoos,
scars, and piercing) is permanently inscribed. Tribal
marks have become a means of identifying a person or
community. This significance is evident in different
forms in most religious and historic traditions (e.g.,
Judaism, Christianity, Islam), indigenous religious tra-
ditions (African religions, Australian aboriginal reli-
gions, Native American religions), and Asian religions
(Buddhism, Hinduism). Wearing of crucifixes by some
Christian denominations (Roman Catholic and others)
indicates some bonding with the order.

While some historic religious traditions detest body
alteration, indigenous traditions extol it as a necessary
symbol of religious discipline and dedication. This dis-
tinction is explained through the different worldviews
of these traditions. For example, indigenous religions
hold that the sacred and the profane are inseparable.
The tenacity of indigenous tradition in practicing body
decoration does not allow a change in the practice. In-
digenous traditions make use of the meaning of body
decoration in several ways. Thus, body decorations
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that would be treated in historic traditions as social,
aesthetic, or political would carry religious symbolism
in indigenous religions.

Vestments

The use of vestments in body decoration perpetuates,
institutionalizes, and confers power on the bodies that
are so decorated. The wearer of the “new” body repre-
sents and presents the essence of the divine in many
ways. Priests in all religious traditions, their bodies
having been decorated, wear the image of the divine
they represent.

Robes for priests are prescribed in Judaism. Among
present-day Christians, prescribed vestments depict
different ranks, statuses, and roles within each denom-
ination. Among the Muslim Hausa and Fulani, the spir-
itual leaders wear turbans, which reflect a uniquely
Muslim identity. The multiplicity of religious traditions
among Africans and Australian aborigines explains the
different types of paraphernalia that depict their vary-
ing religious traditions; examples can be found among
the Yortiba and Igbo peoples of Nigeria.

The history of religious dress or vestment has a
strong connection with religion. It has been noted uni-
versally that many religious traditions are grouped to-
gether by clothing style. The Catholics, Anglicans, and
Lutherans use vestments similar to each other, while
the Eastern Orthodox is grouped in similarity with the
Byzantine Catholics.

Body Decoration in Ritual Contexts

The ritual significance of body decoration is immense
and cuts across most cultures and religions. Such bod-
ily adornments carry both symbolic and practical ef-
fects in spiritual healing. In times of crisis, different
religious traditions prescribe certain patterns of body
decoration to ward off malignant spiritual forces.
Among the indigenous peoples of Nigeria, Australia,
and Native America, where situations that defy scien-
tific explanation arise, such as mysterious deaths,
sicknesses with undiscovered causes, and incessant
communal crises, priests and priestesses of certain
deities are employed to proffer solutions to such prob-
lems by invoking spiritual powers. These individuals
have specific ritual costumes, which communicate
their mission to the townspeople. The ritual process
may also involve scarification and other forms of
body mutilation. In this situation, everything ordinary
about the ritual specialist is transformed, making him

or her capable of invoking spiritual powers to ward
off evil from the society.

Rites of Passage

Body alteration or modification establishes networks of
sociocultural relationships, which symbolize human
transition from one stage of life to another, technically
termed rites of passage (birth, puberty, marriage, and
death). Both Arnold van Gennep (1960) and Victor
Turner (1969) focus on the rituals that are performed on
the body as the center of ritual transition in separation,
liminality, and incorporation. Until recently, circumci-
sion and clitoridectomy were performed as rituals
among the indigenous peoples of Africa and Australia;
as a mark of identity, puberty rites represent the sur-
vival of a tribe or family when young women or men
are declared to be moving into adulthood, the age of re-
production, and sociopolitical responsibility. To give a
lady a “proper” body shape and induce her transition
into puberty, she is given bodily treatment, decoration,
adornment, scarification, and clitoridectomy, most of
which performed by ritual specialists. In this form, she
is dead to her former state of existence and enters into
a “rebirth,” a more qualitative state of the human life
cycle.

Some good examples are found among the Poro and
Sande societies of Sierra Leone in Africa. For boys, body
alteration can take the form of rigorous training that
is meant to change the shape of the body. Tattooing,
scratching, or cutting the skin to create a pattern of scars
is also performed. Mutilation of the labia in girls is per-
formed, especially among the Kikuyu in Kenya; the
Tswana in Botswana; and the Yoruba, Igbo, Tiv, and
Ibibio peoples of Nigeria.

Painting with ritual paint and wearing special
clothing typify bodily ritual decoration. Paints drawn
from some trees, white clay, and sweet-smelling herbs
and oils are used to paint the body. Among the Akan
and Ga people of Ghana, the hair of the armpits and
pubic areas of girls is shaved. In most cases, such ritual
practices, which usher boys and girls into adulthood,
are claimed to typify certain mythic heroes or heroines
of the culture.

Marriage Ceremonies

Marriage ceremonies also stipulate certain body adorn-
ments, but these can differ from culture to culture
among various indigenous peoples. Body decoration in
marriage may include special traditional clothing,



beads on the neck and around the waist, bangles on
wrists and ankles, etc.

Festival Drama and Costumes

The use of costumes as seen in the wearing of masks
and other ornaments transforms the human body into
specific social and political identities, signaling the per-
son’s rank, status, and roles within a particular reli-
gious tradition in the society. Worshippers of deities in
whose honor annual celebrations are performed wear
festival costumes. Traditions, both ancient and modern,
have found masks to be important, as paraphernalia of
religious identity and objects of religious entertain-
ment. Most communities of Africa and Papua New
Guinea have one form or another of festivals for their
traditional deities.

The wearing of masks by masqueraders is common
among indigenous peoples. A masquerader is a repre-
sentation of divine beings or ancestors of the family or
tribe and is believed to possess the power and authority
of the deity or ancestors he or she personifies. Masquer-
aders negotiate power between humans and spiritual
beings; during annual and occasional festivals, people
solicit their divine protection and providence in such
states. Among the Yoruba people of Western Nigeria,
Egungun (masquerade) of various types populate their
universe.

Body decoration informs indigenous peoples of the
status and roles of divine leadership. In some African
communities, the king or queen who carries the sym-
bol of the community has court costumes that may in-
clude royal garments, beads of office, a beaded crown,
shoes, staff, necklaces, wrist and ankle bangles, a large
umbrella, and a scepter.

The Body of the Dead

The different patterns and forms of the decoration of
the body of the dead often communicate the essence
and praxis of religious traditions. All religious tradi-
tions engage in special treatment of the bodies of their
dead. In Buddhism, the body is washed and the head
shaved after death. After the chanting and burning of
incense by the priests, the body is taken in a procession
to the crematorium or to the burial ground. The belief
in the bodily resurrection of the dead in the world to
come by Orthodox Jews explains their respectful burial
of the dead. As Jewish law forbids embalming, the
body is immediately washed thoroughly and dressed
in a white shroud before being lowered into the grave.
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In Islam, the face of the dead is turned in the direc-
tion of Mecca, given purificatory washing, and per-
fumed. It is then wrapped in a simple cotton blanket
resembling the Pilgrimage ihram garment. At the ceme-
tery, the body is placed in a grave with a niche carved
out on one side, and the face is placed so it faces Mecca.
In Hinduism, the body of the dead is washed immedi-
ately after death, then clothed. The eldest son leads a
procession of relatives and friends to the cremation
grounds. Among the indigenous peoples of Africa,
devotees of different religious traditions decorate the
body of their dead in specific ways. The head of the
dead is thoroughly shaved and the body washed. It is
wrapped with white clothing material, before being
lowered into the grave with face turned upward.

Contemporary Forms and Expressions

Body decoration, as a powerful nonverbal and visual
means of communication, is not static. Due to the effect
of intercultural exchanges made possible by globaliza-
tion, there is cross-cultural transfer and imitation of
body decoration. The practice of weaving and braiding,
for example, has moved outside the continent of Africa
to the Americas, where African-American women and
a few men now cherish it as a means of cultural renais-
sance. A few men in Africa are also now found to
weave and braid their hair.

Along with the emergence of a new expression of
religious drama in the production of home videos and
stage dramas, there is the portrayal of inter- and intra-
religious contestations among indigenous religion,
Islam, and Christianity in African countries. These reli-
gious dramas vividly express such conflicts through
the costumes that depict different religious traditions.

Costumes used in Christian commemorative reli-
gious ceremonies, such as the Father Christmas cos-
tume worn in some countries on 25 December each
year, communicate a global awareness of the person of
Jesus Christ and his lessons of peace and tranquility.
The use of costumes is becoming more pronounced
among indigenous peoples, who create new variations
of indigenous festivals and festivities. In Western soci-
eties, the costumes worn in celebration of Halloween
now express to some a feeling beyond the social to sa-
cred engagement.

The adoption of certain practices from Western
cultures, such as the use of wedding gowns, veils,
and engagement rings by Muslims and Christians
in African countries for their marriage cere-
monies, demonstrates certain currents in intercultural
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exchanges. This adoption of Western attire may some-
times be in addition to traditional marriage practices,
in which the use of traditional attire in body decora-
tion typifies an age-long tradition of Africans.

In recent times, body decoration has engendered
conflict as men and women now venture into what
some communities regard as restricted territory for
each gender. The use of costumes and vestments as an
important aspect of body decoration has been found to
invoke, incite, and instigate tension, conflicts, crisis,
and riots among different religious traditions. Physical
anthropologists, historians of religion, and art histori-
ans have found the phenomenon of body decoration
informative in writing about the culture and living ex-
periences of peoples, both indigenous and modern.

Davio 0. OGUNGBILE
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Books

Books have been integral to numerous religions
throughout history. After Moses held the staff of God
aloft all day, helping the Israelites defeat the attacking
Amalekites, God instructed him, “Write this down in a
book to commemorate it” (Exodus 17:14, NJB). Centuries
later, God told the exiled Christian apostle John, “Write
down in a book all that you see,” just before John re-
ceived the Revelation (Revelation 1:11). Even God has a
book, which he mentioned to Moses: “Those who have
sinned against me are the ones I shall blot out of my
book” (Exodus 32:33).

Books have served the vital purpose of preserving
knowledge and religious teaching in organized reli-
gions. For centuries, this process was arduous and ex-
pensive. Before the dawn of printing, books were
produced by hand copying Bibles and religious tracts,
one manuscript at a time. The scribe’s work of hand
copying was time consuming and tedious, creating the
possibility of errors being introduced into various
copies of the manuscript.

Emergence of Printing

The invention of the printing press virtually eliminated
the inconsistency of scribal work, reduced factual er-
rors in books, and began to freeze the spelling and syn-
tax of the various nations’ languages in place.
Although there is some controversy over who invented
printing, most scholars credit Johann Gutenberg with
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Forbidden Books

Some writers whose works have appeared on the “Index of Forbidden Books”:

Erasmus Immanuel Kant Jean-Jacques Rousseau
Niccolo Machiavelli Thomas Hobbes Blaise Pascal

John Calvin René Descartes Giovanni Casanova
John Milton Francis Bacon John Stuart Mill

John Locke Michel de Montaigne Henri Bergson

David Hume Baruch (Benedict) Spinoza Jean-Paul Sartre

Daniel Defoe Victor Hugo

Jonathan Swift Emanuel Swedenborg

creating movable type in 1450, making alterations to a
screw-driven wine press, and commencing work on
printing a Bible at his shop in Mainz, Germany. The
earliest printing presses consisted of a bed of stone
with a smooth and level face on which the printing sur-
face rested, and a flat piece of wood or metal called the
“platen” that could be pressed down by a screw onto a
piece of paper resting on the inked type. The type was
held together in a frame for uniformity. This is the type
of printing press Gutenberg and his contemporaries
used, and the printing press remained largely un-
changed for 350 years.

The art of printing spread rapidly throughout
Europe, and by 1500 every major European city had at
least one printer. Most of their work comprised Bibles,
sermons, and other religious books. Through printing,
churches were able to standardize worship and doc-
trines, and spread knowledge of their faiths to the
masses, more economically than had ever before been
possible.

Some early printers of religious books felt com-
pelled to explain this new art to their readers. “This
volume of the Psalms, adorned with a magnificence of
capital letters and clearly divided by rubrics, has been
fashioned by a mechanical process of printing and pro-
ducing characters, without use of a pen,” German
printers Johann Fust and Peter Schoeffer informed
readers of the Mainz Psalter in 1457. Three years later,
an unknown German printer saw God’s providence in
the invention of the printing press. “By the aid of the
most High, at whose nod the tongues of the dumb are
made eloquent, and who ofttimes revealeth to children
what He hides from the wise...this book, The Catholi-
con, was printed and completed not by the use of reed,

stylus, or quill, but by a wonderful agreement, con-
formity, and precision of patrices and forms” (Butler
1940, 91-92).

Printing also accelerated the Protestant revolt against
the Catholic Church. After University of Wittenburg the-
ology professor Martin Luther nailed his “Ninety-Five
Theses” denouncing Catholicism to the door of the uni-
versity church in 1517, he had the document published
in book form and distributed throughout Germany.
Luther used the new technology to spread his beliefs
and create a schism in Christianity. The division of Eu-
rope into Catholic and Protestant during the sixteenth
century prompted efforts by each faction to control dis-
semination of the opponents’ religious books through
censorship and customs inspections of imported books.

In 1564, the Catholic hierarchy issued the Tridentine
Index, a list of prohibited books. In addition to the works
of Luther and others who challenged the Catholic faith,
the index prohibited books about pornography, magic,
demonology, and other subjects that advocated im-
morality. One prominent early example was Niccolo
Machiavelli’s The Prince, which recommended govern-
ment authorities use any means they wanted to accom-
plish their aims rather than accepted standards of moral
behavior.

Monarchical Controls

These religious efforts to regulate reading and pub-
lishing were often aided by civil governments (in both
Protestant and Catholic regions) seeking to maintain
political and religious orthodoxy. In the English-
speaking world, Henry VII was the first monarch to
recognize the challenge the printing press represented
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to an authoritarian government. During his reign as
the first of the Tudor monarchs, 1485 to 1509, he com-
menced a system of licensing printers and created the
Court of the Star Chamber, which punished printers
and others who challenged royal authority. His suc-
cessor, Henry VIII, imposed further press strictures
after he failed to secure papal consent to his divorce
from Catherine of Aragon in 1529. Henry married
Anne Boleyn in 1533, resulting in his excommunica-
tion by Pope Clement VII, and the following year de-
creed the Act of Supremacy, making himself head of
the Church of England.

Henry VIII punished many dissident Catholics, in-
cluding St. Thomas More, who died as a martyr in 1535
defending papal primacy. Ironically, More had helped
Henry VIII write The Defense of the Seven Sacraments in
1521, a book repudiating Protestantism that earned
Henry the title “Defender of the Faith” from Pope Leo
X. “[W]hen we learned that the pest of Martin Luther’s
heresy had appeared in Germany and was raging
everywhere,” Henry VIII wrote to the pope, “we bent
all our thoughts and energies on uprooting in every
possible way, this cockle, this heresy from the Lord’s
flock” (Monti 1997, 128).

Another Tudor monarch, Elizabeth I, controlled the
presses during her reign from 1558 to 1603 through the
Stationers Company, a governmental agency devoted
to censorship. It licensed printers and forbade unau-
thorized publishing of books, particularly banning any
religious books that presented a Catholic or Hebrew
perspective. This forced unlicensed printers into hid-
ing, and secret books and pamphlets flourished in sev-
enteenth-century London. As one printer of the era
described the process:

There had long lurked in the garrets of London a
class of printers who worked steadily at their call-
ing with precautions resembling those employed by
coiners and forgers. Women were on the watch to
give the alarm by their screams if an officer ap-
peared near the workshop. The press was immedi-
ately pushed into a closet behind the bed; the types
were flung into the coal-hole and covered with cin-
ders; the compositor disappeared through a trap-
door in the roof, and made off over the tiles of the
neighboring houses. In these dens were manufac-
tured treasonable works of all classes and sizes,
from half-penny broadsides of doggerel verse up to
massy quartos filled with Hebrew quotations. (Jack-
son 1885, 176-77)

Some unlicensed printers were caught, though. For
them, publishing unlicensed books sometimes meant

death. William Carter was tortured and hanged 11 Jan-
uary 1584 for publishing a book expressing the suprem-
acy of the Catholic faith. After his bookbinder betrayed
him, Catholic book publisher James Duckett suffered
the same fate 19 April 1602. Both printers have been be-
atified by the Catholic Church.

The American Experience

In the American colonies, religious books were pub-
lished after a printing press was established at Harvard
College by Stephen Daye in 1639. Harvard had been
founded three years earlier for the purpose of training
Puritan ministers. In addition to Bibles, the Harvard
press published sermons, psalm books, and almanacs.
English officials viewed these materials as subversive,
as they did not conform to the Anglican Book of Com-
mon Prayer. However, King Charles I did little about
dissident religious books across the Atlantic Ocean.
These books fueled a widening rift between the estab-
lished church in Great Britain and the Puritans, who
sought to undermine it. Thousands of Puritans immi-
grated to New England in the seventeenth century,
seeking religious freedom and liberty of the press.
However, this meant only freedom to publicize their
views. Other religious teachings were worthy of cen-
sure, Puritans believed, because they represented a
threat to their beliefs. As Puritan leaders in Massachu-
setts noted, censoring religious books was necessary.
“For prevention of irregularities and abuse to the au-
thority of this country by the printing press, it is or-
dered, that henceforth no copie shall be printed but by
the allowance first had and obteined under the hands
of Capt. Daniel Gookin and Mr. Jonathan Mitchel,”
they decreed (Duniway 1906, 41-42).

Spurred by waves of immigration, religious book
publishing in the United States greatly expanded in the
nineteenth century. In 1854, Bloch Publishing Company
commenced operations in New York as the country’s
first producer of Jewish books. The nation’s first
Catholic book publisher, Ave Maria Press, was founded
on the campus of Notre Dame University in 1865.

The Satanic Verses

Despite these signs of religious liberty, intolerance of
other religious beliefs has manifested itself throughout
both American history and world history, particularly
when those beliefs are expressed in print. Salman
Rushdie experienced this upon publication of his 1988
book The Satanic Verses. The book begins as the two main
characters, Gabreel and Saladin, are falling through the



air, victims of a terrorist bombing of an airplane. Mirac-
ulously, they survive. Gabreel, who entertains doubts
about Islam, develops a halo and resembles an angel.
Saladin, who remains faithful to Islam, sprouts horns,
hooves, and a tail and looks like Satan. Eventually,
Gabreel loses his faith and commits suicide, while Sal-
adin returns to his native India.

Faithful Muslims offended by its content staged
protests and book burnings. Iran’s Ayatollah Khomeini
added fuel to the fire when he proclaimed the book
blasphemous and condemned Rushdie to death for in-
sulting Islam and the Qur’an. Rushdie claimed his work
was more about migration and the change of lifestyle
and belief accompanying a change of culture. However,
Iranian Muslims placed a $2.5 million bounty on his
head and forced him into hiding. The book was banned
in India, Japan, Poland, South Africa, Venezuela, and a
dozen other countries. In the United States, two book-
stores in Berkeley, California were firebombed.

The Status of Religious Books

Although many have predicted the digital age will
cause the demise of books, the book-publishing indus-
try remains healthy. The electronic revolution of the
1990s has turned modern bookstores—both religious
and secular—into multimedia information and enter-
tainment centers. Audio books, CD-ROMSs, music CDs,
and videos are common staples of today’s bookstore.
The most popular nonprint book is the audio book,
which is a billion-dollar-a-year industry. The printing
of books themselves is evolving. Digital printing
presses and computer-to-plate production systems
make it possible to produce books to order. The cus-
tomer can order the book unpublished over the com-
puter, and a copy is produced on point of order. This
will eliminate large inventories of unsold books that
bookstores return to publishers.

More book titles are published today than ever be-
fore. Religious works remain among the most popular
categories of books. There are currently almost three
hundred publishers of religious books in the United
States. More than two hundred of these are Christian,
with others specializing in Buddhism, Islam, Judaism,
and other faiths.

Religion-themed books have spread beyond the
confines of religious publishers. Pastor Rick Warren’s
The Purpose-Driven Life was the best-selling nonfiction
book of 2003, and the ninth installment of the Left
Behind series—a fictional account of Jesus’ second
coming—was the top-selling novel worldwide in 2001.
Books classified as “religious” amassed sales of nearly

Books

$338 million in 2003, an increase of 36 percent over the
previous year. Such books include the enduring fa-
vorites, Bibles and hymnals, plus Bible-study aids and
inspirational works, as well as religion-themed novels
and self-help books with a Christian perspective. These
books are no longer the exclusive province of Christian
and other religious bookstores; many religious titles
generate large sales through mass retailers such as Wal-
Mart and Barnes & Noble.

The Future

Books have endured throughout the history of organ-
ized religion, serving an integral role in transmitting in-
formation and beliefs through the ages, and will
continue to do so—in whatever form they take as the
twenty-first century unfolds.

RALPH FRASCA

See also Censorship; Free Speech; Libraries; Novels;
Pamphlets; Pornography; Translation
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Bookstores

Religious bookstores have several functions for both
the individual consumer and religious leaders. They
serve as places where individuals buy sacred texts,
music, and gifts to mark the life events of loved ones
(e.g., baptisms, bar mitzvahs, and weddings). Also,
bookstores provide a place for both seekers and schol-
ars to receive guidance from bookstore personnel and
to purchase educational reading material. Finally,
bookstores serve as meeting places for events, such as
book signings, Bible studies, and concerts. In addition
to serving the individual customer, religious book-
stores serve the needs of leaders of religious organiza-
tions, who rely on bookstores for their supplies,
including everything from educational materials for
children to candles required during services. For the
most part, this entry will focus on Christian Protestant
bookstores in the United States, but it should be noted
that religious bookstores in some form exist for virtu-
ally all religions, with the largest numbers of non-
Protestant bookstores serving the Catholic, Jewish, and
Islamic faiths.

History of Protestant Bookstores

Social and cultural factors after World War II—such as
a growing middle class, population shifts, and in-
creased transportation and technology—Iled to the
emergence of “mom-and-pop” Protestant bookstores as
a primary means of distributing Christian reading ma-
terials. In 1950, the Christian Booksellers Association
(CBA) was founded by Ken Taylor and Bill Moore,
both of Moody Press, and John Fish, manager of Scrip-
ture Press Store in Chicago. CBA was formed with the
goals of (1) encouraging wide distribution of Bibles and
church supplies; (2) supplying members with mer-
chandising suggestions and assistance; and (3) provid-
ing a liaison among bookstore owners, publishers, and

suppliers. The founders of the CBA began the organi-
zation in an attempt to help struggling bookstore own-
ers who were rich in faith but lacking in business
know-how.

The first CBA convention took place in September
1950. Forty-eight publishers and distributors attended,
along with representatives from one hundred two
bookstores. In 1952, the CBA began publication of CBA
Advance, a newsletter for Protestant booksellers pro-
viding information on topics such as best-selling books
and how to best display merchandise. Both the CBA
Advance and trade association meetings served as a
means of uniting booksellers with information and
resources.

Dramatic Growth of CBA

The CBA has seen dramatic growth over the past five
decades. There were approximately fifteen hundred at-
tendees at their convention in 1960, including suppliers
(e.g., publishers as well as retailers); two thousand in
1970; seven thousand in 1980; eleven thousand in 1990;
and fourteen thousand in 1998. Changes in the econ-
omy brought attendance down a bit in 2004 to approxi-
mately eleven thousand. Presently, there are more than
twenty-five hundred Christian bookstores in the United
States, and Christian merchandise comprises a $4.2 bil-
lion industry. The CBA continues to have an annual
meeting and trade show and publishes a revamped ver-
sion of CBA Advance—a glossy monthly trade journal
entitled CBA Marketplace. Due to their value system,
conservative Protestants reject much of secular enter-
tainment as sinful. In response, the Christian media in-
dustry supplies them with products that are deemed
“safe” (i.e., no violence, no sex, no bad language). These
Christian alternatives to secular media, such as chil-
dren’s videos and Christian rock albums, are largely
distributed through Christian bookstores.

Types of Christian Bookstores

The typical Christian bookstore is a family-run small
business, usually located in a strip mall. Often a hus-
band-and-wife team with a deep commitment to both
Christianity and books runs these small businesses,
and most are lay people, rather than ordained pastors.
Christian bookstores are largely characterized by a lack
of denominational affiliation. Retailers strive to reach
the widest possible audience and commonly carry mer-
chandise that appeals across Protestant denominations.
Christian bookstores are also almost always for-profit
organizations.



Chains and Franchises

Some exceptions to the typical bookstore described
above include Christian chains and franchises. The
Christian bookstore landscape includes several Chris-
tian chains. The largest chains are Family Christian
Stores (320 stores), Lifeway Christian Stores (120
stores), Cokesbury Stores (70 stores) and Berean Chris-
tian stores (17 stores). Along with these large chains,
there are two Christian franchises. (Franchises differ
from chains in that the person who runs the store also
puts forth the capital to start the business. Franchises
differ from independent stores in that they are often
more successful because the storeowner has the bene-
fits of participating in a large marketing and buying
group.) Lemstone Christian Stores (36 stores) is the
oldest Christian franchise, founded in 1981. Parable
Christian Stores (230 stores) is a marketing and buying
group that recently provided franchise opportunities
to its members.

Both Cokesbury stores and Lifeway Christian
stores provide an exception to the nondenominational
and for-profit status of the typical Christian book-
store. Cokesbury stores are a division of the United
Methodist Publishing House, and Lifeway Christian
Stores are a division of the Southern Baptist Conven-
tion. Both chains operate as not-for-profits and both
downplay their denominational affiliations. Lifeway
Christian Stores changed their name from Baptist
Bookstores in 1999, both to appeal to customers of all
denominations and to reflect their growing product
lines.

Diversity of Products

The growing diversity of products is common through-
out Christian bookstores. In the 1950s Christian book-
stores primarily carried books, print materials for
churches (e.g., Sunday School materials), and church
supplies (e.g., candles). Christian bookstores began to
be transformed from bookstores to “department stores”
in the late 1960s. The advent of the “Jesus Movement”
brought T-shirts, bumper stickers, and jewelry into
Christian bookstores.

Contemporary Christian bookstores often are or-
ganized into departments, including a children’s de-
partment complete with both books and toys. In some
stores, consumers will have to make their way to the
back of the store in order to find scholarly books. Fig-
ures from CBA indicate that sales in Christian stores are
distributed as follows: 11 percent of total Christian
store sales are for Bibles, 25 percent for books, 16 per-
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cent for music, 3 percent for church supplies, and the
remaining 45 percent for gift merchandise, cards,
videos, and other items such as jewelry.

Confronting Competition

Books and gifts sold in independent Christian book-
stores are also available in Christian chains, secular
chain bookstores (e.g., Barnes & Noble), online secular
bookstores (e.g., amazon.com), and discount depart-
ment stores (e.g., Wal-Mart). Popular titles, including
the bestseller The Purpose-Driven Life may be deeply
discounted at other stores, causing the typical inde-
pendent Christian retail establishment to struggle (not
unlike the struggle of secular independent bookstores
that face competition from chains). Christian retailers
confront these challenges with a number of strategies.

Some retailers have found that forming alliances
with church leaders, such as pastors and directors of
Christian education, is a lucrative strategy. Churches
may order materials for Bible study groups and Sun-
day School classes through the store, thereby boosting
sales. CBA has encouraged member stores to build re-
lationships with church leaders and has included “how
to” articles in CBA Marketplace on the topic. Another
strategy is to open a small store that is actually situated
in a church. Lemstone has begun to encourage fran-
chisees to open satellite church stores in order to reach
more customers. There are presently four Lemstone
church stores. The management and inventory are op-
erated through the main store, and the church stores
are open only twenty hours a week, making them less
expensive to run. Stores located in churches have direct
access to those interested in buying Christian books
and gifts, thereby both generating profit and serving
their niche market.

Other retailers face competition by relying on the
knowledge that they provide customer service that sur-
passes the service shoppers will receive at “big-box”
stores such as Wal-Mart. They build relationships with
customers and depend on customer loyalty for their
success. Many booksellers emphasize the fact that cus-
tomers can “trust” the items that they find on their
shelves. Owners of small Christian stores are knowl-
edgeable about the products and can provide recom-
mendations to individual customers. They can assure
customers that everything in the store has passed the
owners’ scrutiny.

The final strategy for facing competition involves
creating an environment that appeals to customers.
Some Christian booksellers have followed the trend
that is popular in larger secular chain bookstores (e.g.,
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Barnes & Noble) of offering coffee in the store. How-
ever, the average small Christian bookseller has neither
the space nor the staff to run a full coffee bar. Many
simply keep a pot of coffee brewing and offer a free cup
to browsers. Other owners recreate their stores as a
destination for an evening out. Events such as book
signings by popular authors or concerts by contempo-
rary Christian musicians draw crowds that otherwise
may not shop at the store.

Bookstores for Other Religions

Exact numbers of religious bookstores in the United
States are difficult to ascertain, given the fact that most
are independent, family-owned stores unaffiliated with
a trade association. Given this, it is likely that the fol-
lowing numbers underestimate the prevalence of reli-
gious bookstores. There are at least three hundred
independent Catholic bookstores and one Catholic
chain (Pauline Book and Media, with seventeen stores).
Many CBA member stores carry books and gifts that
are popular with Catholics as well. There are more than
fifty-five Judaica stores, the majority of which are lo-
cated in New York City. Judaica stores usually carry a
variety of items from yarmulkes to menorahs to schol-
arly texts. There are at least forty Islamic stores located
in large cities throughout the United States, including
New York, Chicago, and Atlanta, and there are many
mail-order catalogs and Internet stores for Muslim
books as well.

The Future

In recent years, there has been a dramatic growth in In-
ternet bookstores, both secular and religious. Internet
stores enable booksellers to cater to a specific religion
and reach out to a large audience without depending
on a nearby community of those who share that faith,
as brick-and-mortar stores must. The future of religious
bookstores will depend on their survival strategies as
they face competition from large secular retailers (in-
cluding amazon.com) who presently carry a variety of
religious books.

ANNE L. BORDEN

See also Religious Marketplace
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Boycotts

The term boycott typically describes the actions of an or-
ganized party that refrains from economic exchange
with another party in order to punish or persuade them
to change a course of action. While boycotts have
occurred throughout history, the term itself dates to Ire-
land in 1880, when tenants of Captain Charles Cun-
ningham Boycott protested their low pay and rising
rent by cutting social and economic ties to the
landowner. Newspapers quickly adopted the term, and
it attained common usage across Europe before the cap-
tain’s death in 1897.

Varying Tactics

Boycotts today involve a range of tactics and come in
various forms, including national boycotts, political
boycotts, labor boycotts, consumer boycotts, and
moral boycotts. Nations engage in boycotts when they
cut off trade with another country, such as the Arab
League’s effort in 1948 to boycott all companies con-
nected with the state of Israel. The Arab League boy-
cott exacerbated military tensions in the region, but
most boycotts in the nineteenth and twentieth century
have been embraced as nonmilitary forms of protest.
In the early twentieth century, Mohandas Gandhi
brought together Muslims, Hindus, and Sikhs with
calls for nonviolent civil disobedience and boycotts
of British-made goods, in an attempt to gain national
independence.

Consumer Boycotts

In addition to political goals, modern consumer boy-
cotts have attempted to force companies to improve
labor conditions, such as the table-grape boycott, led by
Cesar Chavez in 1965, which helped improve working
conditions and raise pay for U.S. farm workers. Fur-
ther, boycotts have been employed in the cause of
social equality, such as when the National Negro Con-
vention called for a boycott of slave-made goods in the
1830s. These political, consumer, and moral boycotts
suggest the range of organizations, techniques, and his-
torical events that triggered boycotts during the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries.
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The Southern Baptist Convention’s “Disney” Resolution, 12 June 1996

WHEREAS, Southern Baptists and their children have for many decades enjoyed and trusted the Disney Co.’s
television programming, feature-length films and theme parks which have reinforced basic American virtues
and values; and

WHEREAS, The virtues promoted by Disney have contributed to the development of a generation of Americans
who have come to expect and demand high levels of moral and virtuous leadership from the Disney Co.; and

WHEREAS, In recent years, the Disney Co. has given the appearance that the promotion of homosexuality
is more important than its historic commitment to traditional family values and has taken a direction which
is contrary to its previous commitment; and

WHEREAS, In recent years, we have watched the world’s largest family entertainment company with
growing disappointment as Disney Co.’s moral leadership has been eroded by a variety of corporate deci-
sions, which have included but are not limited to:

Establishing of an employee policy which accepts and embraces homosexual relationships for the pur-
pose of insurance benefits;

Hosting of homosexual and leshian theme nights at its parks;

Choosing of a convicted child molester to direct the Disney movie Powder through its subsidiary Mira-
max Productions;

Publishing of a book aimed at teenage homosexuals entitled Growing Up Gay: From Left Out to Coming
Out through its subsidiary Hyperion, connecting Disney to the promotion of the homosexual agenda;

Producing, through its subsidiary corporations, objectionable material such as the film Priest which dis-
parages Christian values and depicts Christian leaders as morally defective;

WHEREAS, These and other corporate decisions and actions represent a significant departure from Dis-
ney’s family-values image, and a gratuitous insult to Christians and others who have long supported Disney
and contributed to its corporate profits; and

WHEREAS, Previous efforts to communicate these concerns to the Disney Co. have been fruitless; and

WHEREAS, Boycotts are a legitimate method for communicating moral convictions;

Now, therefore,

BE IT RESOLVED, We as Southern Baptist messengers meeting in annual session on June 11-13, 1996, go
on record expressing our deep disappointments for these corporate actions by the Disney Co.; and

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED, That we affirm the employees of the Disney Co. who embrace and share our
concerns; and

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED, That we encourage Southern Baptists to give serious and prayerful reconsid-
eration to their purchase and support of Disney products and to boycott the Disney theme parks and stores if
they continue this anti-Christian and anti-family trend;

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED, That we encourage the Christian Life Commission to monitor Disney’s
progress in returning to its previous philosophy of producing enriching family entertainment; and

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED, That we encourage state Baptist papers and national Southern Baptist publi-
cations to assist in informing the Southern Baptist family of these issues; and

FINALLY, BE IT RESOLVED, That the Convention requests the Executive Committee to send a copy of this
resolution to Michael Eisner, CEO of the Disney Co., and to encourage the Southern Baptist family to support
this resolution with our purchasing power, letters and influence.

Source: Text of the Southern Baptist Convention’s “Disney Resolution.”
Retrieved December 14, 2005, from http://www.religioustolerance.org/new1_966.htm
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Confluence and Conflict

Boycotts interface with religion and media in several
respects. First, for boycotts to succeed in affecting
change, they typically require broad adoption in soci-
ety. Religious organizations have been instrumental in
organizing large-scale boycotts, often relying on estab-
lished church organization to organize and facilitate
the boycott. Second, conservative Protestant move-
ments in the United States, particularly since the 1970s,
have frequently targeted media corporations in their
boycott efforts. These religious boycotts frequently
charged media corporations with disseminating pro-
grams and images that they deemed offensive to pub-
lic tastes. Two well-known examples of such boycotts
are the Montgomery bus boycott and the Southern
Baptist boycott of the Walt Disney Company.

In December 1955, a cohort of African-Americans in
Montgomery, Alabama, organized a protest against seg-
regated public transit in the city. Led by Martin Luther
King, Jr., and organized by a coterie of local black minis-
ters and civil-rights leaders, local blacks boycotted pub-
lic busses for over a year in an attempt to force the city
to end segregated transit. The protest was well organ-
ized and responded creatively to a variety of setbacks.
Ministers spread word of the boycott through Sunday
sermons and updated parishioners on legal develop-
ments. As the boycotters held out, some churches in-
vested in station wagons, known as “rolling churches,”
to taxi men and women to jobs. Ultimately, the Supreme
Court intervened and declared segregated busing un-
constitutional in November 1956. This victory inspired
many African-Americans, and ministers from across the
South soon formed the Southern Christian Leadership
Conference to organize nonviolent protests to fight for
civil rights.

In the bus boycott, religion played a significant role
in the spirit as well as the organization of the protest.
Reflecting on the events of Montgomery several years
later, Martin Luther King, Jr., wrote that “it was Jesus of
Nazareth that stirred the Negroes to protest with the
creative weapon of love.” King acknowledged the in-
spiration of Gandhi’s nonviolent methods but felt that
“Christ furnished the spirit and motivation.” The
Montgomery bus boycott also exemplifies how reli-
gious organizations can aide the practical challenges
posed to a unified boycott, as black churches dispersed
essential information and organized community-sup-
port services.

The Southern Baptist boycott of the Walt Disney
Company also made use of its strong organizational
arm, but instead of civil rights being the driving issue,

the boycott attempted to punish the media conglomer-
ate for business practices the Southern Baptists deemed
morally unacceptable. In 1997, the Southern Baptist
Convention, representing the largest Protestant de-
nomination in the United States, passed a resolution
discouraging Baptists from patronizing Disney or any
company that “promotes immoral ideologies.” The
resolution specifically criticized Disney for what the
Baptists deemed a “pro-gay agenda,” such as the com-
pany’s decision to extend health benefits to domestic
partners of gay employees and broadcasting the televi-
sion sitcom Ellen, which starred a lesbian lead charac-
ter. Southern Baptists also criticized media products
from Disney holdings, such as Miramax Films and Holly-
wood Records. Several other denominations and po-
litically conservative organizations joined with the
Southern Baptists, including the Presbyterian Church
in America, the Wesleyan Church, Concerned Women
for America, and Focus on the Family. For its part,
Disney responded by reaffirming its commitment to
family programming and distinguishing the family-
friendly Disney label from other holdings. Neverthe-
less, the corporation distanced itself from the Miramax
release Dogma in 1999, which Roman Catholic and
Evangelical groups protested months before its release.
The Southern Baptist boycott stands out because of
what it succeeded, and failed, to accomplish. Despite
the national press that the boycott received, the Walt
Disney Company saw little economic disruption due to
the boycott. From the beginning, some Southern Bap-
tists suggested that their goal was not ultimately to
change Disney but to “affirm to us and the world that
we love Jesus more than we love entertainment.” Thus,
while the boycott failed to force Disney to modify its
corporate positions, it may have succeeded in organiz-
ing a broad coalition of conservative media critics. The
Disney boycott is evidence of the restructuring of reli-
gious institutions since the mid-twentieth century.

Shift in Strategy

There has been little scholarship of boycotts through
the paradigm of religion and media. Yet the Mont-
gomery bus boycott and the Southern Baptist Disney
boycott reveal some of the ways contemporary religion
works in the public and private sphere with regard to
media and culture. In their institutional role, religious
bodies can frame the debate in order to organize a com-
munity for political or social causes.

On the other hand, individual members within a
religious community make use of these messages in
a variety of ways. The millions of Southern Baptists



encouraged to boycott Disney interpreted this call to
suit their personal welfare, and the end result might
have had more to do with the construction of identity
than with the desire to enact public pressure. Southern
Baptists might see the Disney boycott mainly as a per-
sonal choice to separate themselves from certain cul-
tural influences rather than effect change in the Disney
corporation. This suggests a historical shift in the strat-
egy of boycotting, from mainly public engagement to a
significantly private posture.

SHANNY LUFT

See also Free Speech
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Buddhism
Begin with the Buddha

Scholar Huston Smith points to the first step of under-
standing Buddhism. He writes that to understand the
religion, “it is of utmost importance to gain some sense
of the impact of Buddha’s life on those who came
within its orbit.” As with Hinduism and other faiths,
Buddhism is a vast and rich tradition dating back so
many centuries that its origin—like its founder—is
swathed in legend. What emerges from the mists of his-
tory is the Buddha, a figure notable for both his warmth
and his reason, among so many other attributes.

In the past half-century, many Americans have em-
braced Buddhism as a spiritual path. Electronic media
have had a global impact on Buddhism, evidenced by
such things as cyber temples, online rituals, electronic
publications, a