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MŰVÉSZET 

Segesváry Viktor : The Meaning of Religious Aesthetics 
 

A PERSONAL POINT OF VIEW 

 

This essay, as indicated in the subtitle, is not a historical overview of the literature on the subject or an analysis of 
contemporary views on it, but the particular point of view of a Reformed theologian and convinced Christian. It reflects the 
author’s knowledge and love of other cultures and civilizations which he studied since a half century and that led him to 
elaborate a coherent view of how cultures determine human beings’ existence. This view of different cultural and civilizational 
worlds will then be the point of departure for developing my thoughts on the meaning of religious aesthetics. 

 

 
Religion and Culture 

Culture is determining every human world because it shapes society’s structure, people’s customs and behavior patterns, 
and cultural features are transmitted by tradition from generation to generation. In saying this I do not mean that biological and 
genetic factors do not play a fundamental role in human life, but I believe that biological and cultural evolutions influence  each 
other as genetic and biological endowments constitute, indeed, the framework for man’s cultural and spiritual existence; 

therefore, cultural givens clearly contribute to the gradual formation of human personalities. I describe human communities 
with their characteristic physical, cultural, social, economic, political and technical features as human worlds – thus, every 
human world is representing a civilizational ensemble. 

Following the logic of the above argument, then, all civilizations are centered on a cultural core. This cultural core includes 
philosophy, morals, arts, sciences, social relations, and, above all, the religion which is the proper source of every cultur e. 
There is no culture without in its bosom a religion and the latter’s creative forces; even the only culture built exclusively on a 

this-worldly perspective, negating any religious, transcendental fundament – the modern culture of the West – sprung out of the 
Christian Middle Ages and not until today could liberate itself from all the hallmarks of its Christian or igins. This is the reason 
why I spoke above of man’s cultural and spiritual existence because culture and spirituality are inseparable. 

China is no exception to this rule. Apparently, no religion is at the core of the Chinese culture, but if one considers religion 
in its widest sense, that is, as a relationship to the transcendent, Confucianism and Taoism contain strong elements linking 
earthly existence to the ‘other world.’ In Confucianism the strong emphasis on the cult of ancestors and in Taoism the mys tery 

of the Tao which surrounds human life, are certainly ways to reach the ‘sky’ – so many times evoked in Chinese literature – 
and represent undoubtedly transcendent reality. 

If this is so, then there cannot be tensions in a culture between its various components as the tenets of religious faith are 
regulating the relationship between them, giving priority to the development of one or the other at different epochs. There i s 
always interplay of all cultural activities among themselves, on the one hand, and with the spiritual forces emanating from the 
religious belief, on the other. It is only in Western culture that the opposition between the religious and the worldly plays  an 

important role; in all other cultures such an event can only occur under foreign influence like the impact of Western ideas and 
ideologies penetrating until the cultural core of all other civilizations in our globalized world. Suffice it to refer here t o the 
contradiction in the Muslim world between the Islamic teaching of God’s rule in our earthly existence as opposed to people’s 
sovereignty in social and political life that came to be crystallized in the contradiction between the ‘umma – the community of 
believers – and the system of nation-states, a purely imported product of Western origin. 

Civilizations, on the other hand, represent all other domains in human life that are outside what I described above as aspect s 

of culture, namely, the configuration of societal structures and divisions,  economics, politics, technology, lifestyles , 
entertainment, and so on. The cultural determination of civilizational aspects of human worlds is, in my eyes, so evident that it 
needs no further argumentation to explain it; it is sufficient to have a look on how life is organized in the various  
co-existing civilizations on the globe.  

Art, therefore, always has a meaning determined by its context; it is all-pervading in the sense that artistic creations reflect 
the epoch’s cultural trends. This practical intertwining of art with everyday life does not  mean, however, that art should be 
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functional (as often claimed today), because functionality just represents one aspect of art. In fact, forms of language and of 
discourse are remarkably comparable in religion and art – image, symbol, story-telling, together with an effort to mirror reality.  

In this framework there is, thus, a very close relationship between art and religion, expressed by the term ‘sacred arts.’1 The 
content of the term varies in the writings of theologians and philosophers of religion. In this essay I shall consider as subject of 
religious aesthetics not only the figurative arts like painting and sculpture, but literature as well, although examples will  be 

taken from the figurative domain. 

 Of course, the character of religious art depends on the teachings of the religion that stands in the core of a culture. 
Monotheistic religions – Christianity, Judaism and Islam – have a completely different influence on artistic activity than, for 
example, Hinduism with its varying forms of manifestation because in India diverse other factors must also be taken into 
account when considering art treasures. It would be interesting to compare the massive Hindu rock temples such as those of 
Ajanta with the magnificent temples of Jainism in the south of Rajastan which show the highest artistic refinement imaginable. 

 

The Problem of ‘Meaning’ 

The last hundred years or more in the development of theological reflection, as well as in the social sciences and 
humanities, show that the meaning of ‘meaning’ is not without problem for many thinkers. The problem arose from the 
speedily progressing secularization of the Western world, – only of the Western world, – which made literary criticism the 
spearhead for the search of real meaning of words, phrases, texts or entire conceptual frameworks. Art became a language-

event or an image-event, thus loosing its true essence. It was ignored that linguistic signs are nothing but matters of cultural 
and historical convention and the extremist views of deconstructionism concerning textual or linguistic indeterminacy may 
only survive if a similarly extremist arbitrariness in judgment is admitted. 

All this becomes evident when we take into account the relation between religious faith and culture outlined above as, in 
accordance with this framework, the meaning in religion or in artistic expression is similar, if not identical. No true 
interpretation of reality is possible but the one determined by the religious perspective. Such a conception of religion and art 

does not contradict the view that art is embedded in everyday life, or that art reflects the only and true reality distorted and 
transformed in the given reality (as expressed by the neo-Marxist aesthetic philosophers such as Marcuse, Benjamin or 
Adorno)  

Let me quote here the words of the great theologian, Emil Brunner, concerning the relation between religion and art:  

 
“Whilst it cannot be said that faith or religious power is a necessary presupposition of art, two statements can 

hardly be denied. First, that creative genius combined with religious depth produces ultimate artistic possibilities 
which otherwise do not exist. Secondly, no artistic life can thrive on dehumanized soil. Where men are no longer 
capable of deep and great feelings, where the spiritual horizon has lost infinity, where the understanding of life is 
devoid of all metaphysical or religious depth, art cannot but degenerate to mere virtuosity, and creative 
originality exhausts itself in inventions which may be witty, striking or pleasant, but which cannot move the 
depth of the heart. The grand passions, which are the source of all genuine art, are not phenomena of merely 

psychological dynamic. Grand passions are not merely a matter of temperament or instinct. Their greatness 
originates not from natural dispositions, but from spiritual tensions which do not exist any more where thinking 
clings to the surface of things.”2 

 

                                                             

1 “Art is surrender to something supra-personal,” writes Emil Brunner. “It originates from an inner urge. It is pledged to a spiritual ‘ought’ 
which is almost as severe as the moral one; we speak of artistic consciousness… The artistic form is externalized inwardness. Form and 

inwardness are one. The artist creating his work creates a second reality distinguished from nature by its anthropomorphism.”  BRUNNER, 
Emil. Christianity and Civilization. Gifford Lectures delivered at the University of St. Andrews 1947/1948. First Part: Foundations; Second 
Part: Specific Problems. London, Nisbet & Co., Ltd., 1948-1949. The quotation is from Second Part, pp. 73-74. 

2 Ibid., p. 82. 
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George Steiner expressly and strongly stated as well that art is not even meaningful without “a wager on transcendence” 
and he truly reflects a fundamental insight by saying that “there is aesthetic creation because there is creation.”3 Art is religious 
because it is part of God’s creation – a view I shall develop later in this study. 

In general, the problem of ‘meaning’ could not arise until radical God-centeredness has not been replaced by an even more 
radical and aggressive human-centeredness. Secularization stands for the progress of such human-centeredness and, with it, 

myriad problems of ‘meaning’ arose. This was only natural because human-centeredness signified extreme individualism and, 
practically, every human being can attribute any meaning to anything in his explanation of the world surrounding us. Such 
myriad problems of ‘meaning’ could only come to the fore because the presuppositions underlying the various individual 
conceptions of ‘meaning’ remained, purposely, unexamined.  

In Christianity, there are variations among art works that are evidently inspired by religious faith or those that claim to have 
nothing in common with our religion, although even in most of these ‘worldly’ artistic creations it is still possible to disc over, 

by an in-depth analysis, some religious influence. But our problem here is not to distinguish the  differences between the par 
excellence works of Christian art of the Middle Ages, or, let’s say, those of one of the greatest modern artists, Pablo Picasso, in 
whose paintings there are undeniable traces of some representational characteristics of the South Pacific, Polynesian culture.  

The question to which I try to give an answer in this essay concerns the fundamental relationship between religious faith 
and artistic creation in Christianity sometimes even indicating how this relationship manifests itsel f in other religions. I shall 
deal separately with artistic representations of the sacred, on the one hand, and representations of worldly subjects, in par ticular 

the natural world, on the other hand. 

 
Anthropomorphic Representation of the Sacred 

In general, the link between religion and art in the Christian world is expressed in an anthropomorphic or homocentric way 
as our view of reality is limited by the extent of human perception and imagination.  What does this mean? It means that we 
process the truth received from the Revelation through our limited consciousness. It means that God is vested with the very 

same properties and emotions as we know them in human beings – truthfulness, goodness, beauty, powerfulness, rage or joy, 
and so on – and, consequently, God is shown in artistic works as if he would be an earthly creature. Therefore, it is possible to 
say that God is true and right, good and merciful, beautiful and gracious, joyful or full of rage – because we have no other 
means to describe the qualities of the Almighty than the same attributes that we use for men.  

This, of course, cannot be otherwise in the case of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, God who became immanent in this world 
in order to save us, sinners, from the punition of our thoughts and acts at the day of the Last Judgment. Jesus, the Son of Man, 

lived in the same conditions as all other human beings of his age, and his life cannot be described in other terms than those  
applied to any man or woman living in his time. This is evident from all the medieval and even later artistic creations, 
especially when they concern the Golgotha, his sufferings on the Cross, his attitude towards the powerful of this world or hi s 
relationship with his disciples.  

I would like to refer here to one of the most touching examples of this anthropomorphic depiction of God’s and His Son’s 
relation in Salorino, a small village in Southern Switzerland, the canton of Ticino, in a painting on one of the houses in the 

main street of the village.  

 

                                                             
3 STEINER, George. Real Presences: Is There Anything In What We Say? London, Faber & Faber, 1989, pp. 214 and 201. Trevor Pateman 

also clearly states that “It is an arguable claim that all serious art is in some sense an attempt to articulate something ineffable, something 
which transcends everyday reality, and that it is consequently religious art, whatever the conscious beliefs of the artist or the audience… ‘To 
reproduce is human, to create is divine’ says Man Ray.” PATEMAN, Trevor. Religion and Art: Key Concepts. A Guide to Aesthetics, Criticism 
and the Arts in Education. London, Falmer Press, 1991, p. 150. 
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God, the Father, a very old man with a youthful face, radiant of an infinite love streaming from his heart, is sitting in a 
comfortable armchair dressed as a well-to-do patriarch of ancient times. His legs are open and on them He keeps hanging the 
Cross with the Christ’s suffering body on it, as if He would say: This is my Son whom I gave as a sacrifice for your sins, but 
who is one with me, and who returns to me.  

This is a very rare type of representation of God’s and His Son’s relationship and I have not seen but only another similarly 
simple, but convincing depiction of God’s and Jesus Christ’s relation, on a metal statute, probably made in silver, in the fo rmer 

church of coronation and other solemn occasions such as weddings, of the French kings, near the Louvre, called l’Église St. 
Germaine l’Auxerrois. 



XIV. évfolyam, 2. szám Mikes International Volume XIV., Issue 2. 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
© Copyright Mikes International 2001-2014 76 
 

(  

Thus, the anthropomorphic approach in the representation of the Divinity is not astonishing because all artistic creations ar e 

linked to the visual field or to the narrative and descriptive mode of expression – due simply to human nature.4 In the case of 
polytheistic religions as those in India (with the exception of the ancient Vedic faith), or in Buddhism, where a living being 
became Divinity, or in the cult of ancestors in China, limits the artists’ creative instincts as well to this mode of reproducing the 
characteristics of divinities.  

In Christianity artistic expression uses not only human traits in depicting God and His qualities, but it is almost exclusive ly 
centered on God-who-became man, Jesus Christ. This feature of the expression of faith manifests itself in all cultic activity, in 

personal forms of pietas such as prayers, and in all everyday reference to God, the Almighty. The word ‘Lord’ is almost 
exclusively used to address God as man; the appeal to the Lord is identical with our appeal to the Savior who sacrificed 
Himself to redeem us from our sins. 

                                                             
4 Did not say St. Francis of Assisi: “He who works with his hands is a laborer; he who works with hands and mind is a craftsman; but he who 
uses hands, mind and heart together is an artist.” 
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Such a usage is all the more justified that all Christians believe in the Holy Trinity, that is, in the unity of God, of his Son 
Jesus Christ, and of the Holy Spirit, beautifully expressed in the Hungarian formula “Szentháromság, egy, örök és igaz Isten.” 
As the Son, who became man, is one with the Father, the anthropomorphic representation of the Divinity is in accordance with 
the basic tenets of our faith. 

Nevertheless, the relationship between religion and art, that is, the problematic of religious aesthetics can also be conceived 

differently. But before I summarize below my personal view on this matter, I shall consider the naturalistic and symbolic 
representations of religious and worldly subjects as well. 

 
Naturalistic and Symbolic Representations of the World 

I mean by naturalistic representation in art the effort to reflect reality as it is and, in view of what was said above, to depict 
that reality as best as the artist can do it, taking into account the limitations of his perception and of his grasping the e ssence of 

what he sees, hears and touches. The dominant feature of this artistic approach therefore is the will of the artist to benefit those 
who enjoy his art of how he really sees and understands reality. I call it naturalistic representation because it is not only an 
endeavor of those painters, sculptors or writers whom we qualify ‘realists,’ but of those as well who try to determine the 
essential traits of reality – for example, of a human face – summing them up according to their own insight, and then represent 
‘their’ reality in an ideal way. In this statement the term ideal does not stand for the contrary of realistic, but expresses the 
artist’s particular view of the main features of his subject, like it is done by most of the portrait painters such as Dürer or Van 

Gogh.  

Good examples of naturalistic art are those the theme of which is nature itself, our earthly environment created by God. In 
these landscape paintings or literary descriptions of nature’s beauty, the method in most cases is naturalistic, although the  artist 
always adds his momentary perceptions like Monet did in his famous series of the Cliffs at Etretat where he registered the 
changing features of the view modified by the changing luminosity during the day’s hours. I would like, however, refer here 
first and foremost to the paintings of the great English painter of the 19

th
 century, Turner, for example his depiction of The 

shipwreck of the Minotaur, as he makes us feel the force of the winds and the wild energy of the storm with an extraordinary 
skill, and, at the same time, making us understand that the forces of nature – the creation of the Almighty – dominate human 
endeavors whatever we do, precisely because we are just some tiny elements in the majestic universe. In exactly the same way 
did the Song and Yuan Dynasties (960-1368) landscape painters in whose works, reflecting Taoist and Buddhist concepts, 
human beings are always somewhat lost in the mountainous nature around the Li River and the city of Guilin. 

In the field of figurative sacred arts, I wish to mention two examples only. The first, Andrea Mantegna’s The Adoration of 

the Magi (ca 1495-1505) in which the artist already showed a naturalistic vein in depicting the faces of the Magi, probably 
under the influence of what the people having participated in the Crusades told in Europe about the people living in Palestine.  
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The second is a brutally naturalistic rendering of the Old Testament’s account about Abraham’s readiness to kill his son 
Isaac on the order of God painted by Rembrandt (The Sacrifice of Isaac, 1636), a powerful and at the same time profoundly 
emotional artistic work that, in my eyes, is the purest expression of the naturalistic approach in the sacred arts.  

 

 
 

In literature, let’s take as an example the poems of my favorite Hungarian poet, Endre Ady, who wrote a great number of 
verses appealing to, or talking with God  which are extraordinary examples of the profound link in the artist’s soul of the 
traditional Reformed faith of Transylvania and the everyday sufferings of a human being in an unjust world.. 

Thus, naturalism in the arts far from being devoid of religious meaning conveys feelings which relate to the emotional 
content of the faith in the Divine, referring to the indescribable distance separating the human and natural worlds, separating 
man from the work of the Creator.  
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Symbolism is part of the oldest cultural heritage of mankind. For example, in the five thousand year old rock paintings in 
the Sahara symbolism plays an important role, even if many times we are not able to decode the insight or the message hidden 
behind the symbolic representation. Symbolism is an essential way of human thinking and performing because it is, as a 
concept, inseparably linked to the problem of meaning and the universal function of the sign, as well as to the various forms of 
representation and the inescapable role of human consciousness. 

I turn here to Ernst Cassirer, the great specialist of symbolic forms,5 for an authoritative explanation of symbolism in the 
arts and in mythical thinking: 

 
“Beside the world of linguistic and conceptual signs stands the world of myth and art, incommensurate with it 
and yet related in spiritual origin. For deeply rooted as it is in sensibility, mythical fantasy also goes far beyond 
the mere passivity of sensation. If we judge it by the ordinary empirical standards provided by our sensory 

experience, its creations cannot but seem ‘unreal,’ but precisely in this unreality lies the spontaneity and inner 
freedom of the mythical function. And this freedom is by no means arbitrary and lawless. The world of myth is 
no more product of whim or chance, it has its fundamental laws of forms, which are at work in all its particular 
manifestations. And when we consider art, it is immediately clear that the conception of an aesthetic form in the 
sensible world is possible only because we ourselves create the fundamental elements of form… Through the 
sign that is associated with the content, the content itself acquires a new permanence. For the sign, in contrast to 

the actual flow of the particular contents of consciousness, has a definite ideal meaning, which endures as such… 
In the symbolic function of consciousness – as it operates in language, in art, in myth – certain unchanging 
fundamental forms, some of a conceptual and some of a purely sensory nature, disengage themselves from the 
stream of consciousness, the flux of contents is replaced by a self-contained and enduring unity of form.”6 

 

That Cassirer speaks of myth instead of religion does not disqualify his views from the point of view of my argumentation 

because in the scientific language of the age – the secular world – myth covers religion as well. What is important in his text is 
that the sequence of sign – meaning – symbol has a particular content, recognizable as much in religion as in art. The sign 
being the Word as it calls us to follow the appeal of the Evangels; the meaning stands for the message brought to the world by 
Jesus Christ; and the symbol is the Cross that reminds us of our redemption by God, sacrificing His son on the Golgotha for our 
sins. 

Uses of symbolism are manifold in artistic creation as many artists prefer to use symbols when expressing their insights into  

reality. One reason for this is to convey emotional contents without indicating them unambiguously; another to hide the 
message inscribed in the art work for fear of ideological or religious persecution or unjust judgment by the multitude. Still , 
symbolic forms may also be used not to reveal the artist’s identity, his true or imagined be longing to ethnic, political, or any 
other group. 

.In religious aesthetics the situation is quite different. Even when an art work describes an event or a person as appears in 
the Bible, symbolic forms are regularly used in order to indicate something special which cannot be expressed by the usual 

means of the type of artistic creativity that is at work. Such special features can be personal or functional (in the religio us 
sense) characteristics, poses or ornaments expressing certain attitudes or worldly at tributes of a person, or given natural 
circumstances that a symbolic presentation may suggest. Symbols can serve even to communicate hidden traits, messages or 
opinions which for some reasons the artist does not want to state clearly. Of course, in many cases like in medieval religious 
art, well-known symbols are mandatorily used because the viewers or readers are expecting them to figure in the artwork and if 
they would be missing, the authenticity of the work could be questioned. 

This also shows that symbolism plays an important role in the transmission of traditions because it is the vehicle of the 
transfer of their contents from generation to generation. In fact, it is possible to say that symbolism and tradition are 
inseparable – how could many remembrances, verbally transmitted truths, or mythical (because unwritten) messages of the past 
be received by those who live decades or hundreds of years later, if not through the corresponding symbols the content of 
which, even if not understood, are emotionally felt or grasped in religious fervor? 

Finally, I would like to mention two different types of artistic symbolism that cannot be dealt with in this study:  

                                                             
5 CASSIRER, Ernst. The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms. Transl. by Ralph Mannheim. Preface and Intr. by Charles W. Hendel. Vol. 1: 
Language. 1955. Vol. 2. Mythical Thought. 1955. Vol. 3. The Phenomenology of Knowledge. 1957. New Haven and London, Yale University 
Press. 

6 Ibid. Vol. 1. pp. 88-89 (italics in the original). 
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First, in music, the art’s expression is entirely based on signs, the musical notes, which clearly are symbols in the sense of 
Cassirer’s above explanation. Music as a symbolic language constitutes a sacred art, frequently expressing the highest levels  of 
religious devotion like in the works of Johann Sebastian Bach or in the Gregorian chants.7 The peak of religious devotion of a 
composer, the greatest masterpiece of sacred music is, however, the Oratorio of Joseph Haydn, The Creation. Haydn wanted to 
praise God, the Omnipotent Creator, with his work; according to his own words, he fell on his knees eve ry morning when 

composing it, expressing his gratitude to the Almighty for being capable to continue what he considered as his most important  
opus. Needless to say that in all world religions music is an essential part of practices of devotion, including dance, of which 
the best examples are the sacred, female dancers, the Apsara, of ancient Cambodia. 

Second, although I know that my opinion will be rejected by many admirers of modern art, I believe that the essence of all 
modern art works lays in their symbolist formalism because I can not explain otherwise  such incredible distortions of physical, 
emotional, psychological or, simply, human reality as we see in many pieces of this art. In this case, symbolism allows the 

artist to show reality through his own fantasy, to put upside down the world in opposition to the views of other human beings, 
or to make ridicule of any or all features of the real world as they appear in our perception or experiences. Consequently these 
artistic works are not taken into account in the present scrutiny of the meaning of religious aesthetics. 

 
My Own View: Religion and Art as Parts of God’s Creation  

The above views spelling out the ways most people look at religious aesthetics or the relation between religion and art, I 

propose here my personal view, which, of course, is not only mine, but also of a great number of other Christian believers and 
expressed by Haydn’s Oratorio. Making this differentiation does not mean that I suggest condemning all those whose views 
different from the one described below; but it is important to point out in our human-centered age that there are possibilities to 
look at what is beautiful from above the immanent world. The point of departure of this approach, the beginning and the end, is 
God’s creative activity as we see it around us. 

Such a perception of the aesthetical features in our world is closely related to time-consciousness. If time is conceived as 

transcending the individual’s life, even the long succession of generations, time-consciousness becomes identical with eternal 
time, the time of nature, the time of God’s creation. In nature, there are no seasons but ages – be they geological or 
astronomical – but the all-embracing time of the universe envelops even them as it stands beyond their imagined boundaries. 

God is the creator of the world and the omnipotent Lord of the whole universe. He created culture through endowing man 
with the necessary capacities and competence to initiate a cultural evolution parallel to the biological one; therefore, logically, 
He also created art – part of culture – and all the forms of artistic expression. In this case, we cannot say that God is just, 

beautiful, good or benevolent because God is all these as He is, by Himself and through Himself. Thus, we cannot say that God 
is good, just, beautiful or scornful because He is beyond description and imagination, He is unexplainable and not a subject 
matter of logics and rational speculation.  

We know God exclusively from His acts: the creation of the natural world, the providence by which He takes care of all of 
His creatures and, especially, of us human beings; of His becoming a man in the person of the Son, who sacrificed himself for  
the sinners – and all men are sinners. Beside our own life experiences, our main source of God’s acts is, naturally, the Evangel. 

One of the best exponents of the God-centered view of religious aesthetics was Paul Tillich who in a way ‘correlated’ the 
created world – reality – and the existential questions of man – our predicament, – with the religious worldview derived from 
the Revelation.8 Thus, interdependence of religion and art, and not only the sacred arts, is realized through the Logos, and the 
expression of the two discourses is thoroughly symbolic. Symbols disclose various levels  of reality and, at the same time, 
reveal the corresponding dimensions of faith that reside in human souls. The thematic unity and the unity of vision of religion 
and art were, consequently, safeguarded by the correlation emphasized by Tillich. 

There is, however, a fundamental dialectic at work when we use human qualifications in speaking of God: that He is good 
because we experienced His goodness, when we say that He is just because we see signs of His justice in our existence, in 
particular if we believe in the Calvinist credo of predestination which teaches us that God is acting in accordance with His 

                                                             
7 One should not forget the words of Psalm 150 which refers to music as the instrument of praising the Lord: “

 1
Praise ye the LORD. Praise 

God in his sanctuary: praise him in the firmament of his power. 
2
Praise him for his mighty acts: praise him according to his excellent 

greatness.  
3
Praise him with the sound of the trumpet: praise him with the psaltery and harp.  

4
Praise him with the timbrel and dance: praise 

him with stringed instruments and organs.  
5
Praise him upon the loud cymbals: praise him upon the high sounding cymbals. 

6
Let every thing 

that hath breath praise the LORD. Praise ye the LORD.” (The text is from the King James version of the Bible)  

8 See TILLICH, Paul. Theology of Culture. Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1959. 
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justice born out of His decisions taken in eternity. We can also say, as does the Old Testament, that God is the God of revenge 
explaining events in our lives as the result of His anger for our sinful behavior. And we can say that God created what is 
beautiful in this world because we look at His creation, the nature that surrounds us; the smiling faces of little children whom 
we meet; or the particular beauty of some art works – but in the latter cases we express always an impression, an opinion 
corresponding to the model of beauty that dominates in our culture.  

I try to explain this fundamental dialectic of the Christian believer through an example. We all believe in man’s freedom to 
decide what he wants, to act as he thinks the best in his own interest, to shape his existence in accordance with his individual 
desires. This conviction about human freedom appears to be in clear contradiction with the Calvinis t teaching that God had 
foreseen everything about each one of us in His decrees taken in eternity – how can we, then, be free in our decisions, if God 
has already decided everything for us? The dialectic of our faith resolves this apparent contradiction in a simple way: We do 
not know what God decided in eternity therefore we do what we want to do in full liberty, governed only by the inclinations o f 

our personality, although we are going to be judged in accordance with the decisions of the divine justice. We could say that 
this is so because we see things at one level; at a higher level, however, God knows that we acted as He has foreseen it and 
judges us accordingly. The comprehension of such a dialectics implies naturally that we do not measure divine jus tice with the 
principles ordering human justice as there is no correspondence or similarity at all between the two. The essence of the 
dialectics is a mystery. But faith – isn’t it true – is not a logical exercise in terms of human philosophy, but an acceptance of 
what is humanly not understandable? 

The same goes as far as religious aesthetics is concerned. God created the universe and the human race living at the planet 
we call earth, He created through us the culture of the communities in which we live, a nd, therefore, inevitably He created 
what is beautiful in terms of our human imagination. Beauty and its expressions are part of the created world, are part of 
God’s work. In consequence, what is beautiful is not God’s characteristic, but the result of His  creative activity at the 
beginning of the times.  

I am aware of the fact that this perspective requires an acceptance of the overwhelming insight that everything, even the 

pleasure of beauty and of the magnificent artistic creations of human beings, can only be envisaged in the absolute, beyond and 
over our imminent existence. If everything human is relative, but only the divine is absolute, is not the divinely beautiful, then, 
part of the absolute, the Creation, and not of the domain of the relative, the human intentionality? 

Here lies the difficulty in our human-centered age. Human-centeredness means that everything is relative because each 
individual’s intentions, desires, good or bad instincts represent for him the absolute that determines his beliefs, behavior or 
acts. Above human absolute, there can be no divine absolute. The creation of nature – the becoming of the natural world 

surrounding us – is a physical-mechanical event, and the creation of man – the birth of human culture and civilization – is a 
result of human endeavor.  

However, our Christian religion, as all other religions, does not know but the Creation by God – the Absolute – that is not 
comparable or cannot be made relative to anything human. It is the absolute reality and aesthetics is the discovering of one 
aspect of the Creation – beauty – and religious aesthetics – aesthetics of the sacred arts – is the insight into what is beautiful in 
the transcendent perspective of our existence.  

 

Segesváry Viktor: A vallásos művészet esztétikája 
 

A vallásos művészet egyes formáinak elemzése szükségessé teszi a különféle civilizációk és kultúrák alkotásai és 
esztétikája közötti különbségek számon tartását. A kultúra alapvető fontossága a népek életében vitathatatlan, míg a vallás az 
egyes kultúrák központjában áll. befolyásolva azok minden részletét és ezek együttes perspektíváját, beleértve az esztétikai 
irányzatokat is. Ha elfogadjuk, hogy a művészet a valóság megjelenítése a művész szemszögéből, akkor a vallásos művészet 

nyilvánvalóan a valóság tükre a vallásos hit fényében, annak átfogó vetületében. Persze ez nem zárja ki, hogy a vallásos 
művészet is antropomorfikus, naturalisztikus vagy szimbolikus formákat öltsön s ezeknek a formáknak különbözőségét 
megfelelő példák illusztrációján lehet követni. A vallásos esztétika szempontjából a művészet, bármilyen művészet, a 
Mindenható Isten teremtésének része, hiszen Ő adta meg egyes embereknek azt a képességet, hogy csodálatos művészi 
alkotásokat hozzanak létre életük folyamán. Ugyanakkor a művészek, mint emberi lények, csak emberi gondolkodási 
formákban, csak emberi alkotó képzelettel és módszerekkel tudják a teremtés részét képviselő valóságot megjeleníteni – s ez a 

vallásos művészet elkerülhetetlen, mindenkori dialektikája. 
 

~  ~  ~  ~  ~  ~ 


