
What is Christianity? Teaching Aids

The textbook What Is Christianity? means to present as wide as is possible within one semester a look
at Christianity as a lived experience. The four C’s of religion, proposed in the mid-twentieth century by
Joachim Wach—creed, code, cult, and community—are covered within the twelve questions that it is hoped
may actually interest undergraduates (Joachim Wach, The Comparative Study of Religion [New York:
Columbia University Press, 1958]). Throughout the textbook, an ecumenical vision is maintained, with
the hope that all dominant Christian groups will find their beliefs and practices positively and accurately
presented.

Since many undergraduate institutions maintain semesters of approximately thirteen weeks, the book
is set up with twelve long and two short chapters. Instructors can shape their semester’s use of this textbook
in numerous ways, depending on which of the Suggestions at the close of each chapter are chosen. For
example, beginning with the first chapter, each suggestion 3 is a pro-con debate topic for classroom use.
Each suggestion 6 is a biblical passage, which may be useful in a religious-oriented college or university.
Each suggestion 8 is an appropriate novel, which might serve as the basis for a term paper. The films,
always suggestion 9, may be shown out of class, in whole, or during class, in part.

Instructors will use their judgment as to exams. One model is to give quizzes on each chapter’s
vocabulary, which would constitute three-fourths of the final grade, and instead of a final exam, to require
a report on a book suggested in the Book List (pp. 279–80) for the remaining one-fourth. The Suggestions
in the Conclusion may function well as final assignments.

The following notes provide background information for each chapter’s crucifix, inserted quotes, and
images, as well as several of each set of Suggestions.

Introduction: Why study Christianity?

Crucifix, p. 1

The El Salvadorian folk painting of the crucifix combines the cross with the archetypal image of the
tree of life. Since the second century there have been sermons and poems, and since the early Middle
Ages church art, that describe the cross of Christ, not as the wooden pole of execution, but as a lush tree
giving flowers and fruits to the whole world. The unknown artist of this folk crucifix shows Jesus himself
becoming the tree of life. Efforts to discover the name of the artist were unsuccessful.

Quotes and Images

p. 2: The cultural ecologist Brian Hayden presents a theory that accounts for the relationship between
religious practice and the maintenance of human society from the beginnings of human history until recent
times. His point: religion had to be of some good, or its practitioners would have lost out to nonreligious
early humans.

p. 3: The Marxist poster, published by the Industrial Worker magazine in 1911, depicts religious
authorities as fooling the poor into serving the upper classes.
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p. 4: The painting by Antoni Viladomat (1678–1755) shows St. Francis experiencing a vision during
which he received the wounds of the crucified Christ on his own body.

p. 5: The Eastern Orthodox icon reveres Emperor Constantine and his mother Queen Helena, who in
her excavations in the Holy Land found what she and others considered to be the true cross of Christ.

Suggestions, p. 7

6. In Acts 9:2, the emergent community is named the Way. Acts 11:26 reports that in Antioch, the
religion was first given the name Christian. Luke wrote the Book of Acts in about 90 CE.

7. The 1985 film Agnes of God, adapted by John Pielmeier from his play by the same name, presents
three different views of Christianity. One is held by the convent’s mother superior, a sophisticated adult
believer; another by a naïve, perhaps even insane, novice nun, who believes that her pregnancy was the
result of a visitation by God; and the third by the critical court-appointed psychiatrist. In the film, the
mother superior, played by Anne Bancroft, and the psychiatrist, played by Jane Fonda, argue about the
meaning and value of Christian faith. Discussion of the film can contrast the three depictions. Another
notable contrast is the many standard crucifixes in the film versus the tree-of-life crucifix heading this
chapter.

1. Why is the Bible central to Christianity?

Crucifix, p. 9

In about 1200, someone designed a pattern of teaching the meaning of Jesus Christ through biblical
references. By 1500 this pattern was painted on church walls throughout Europe and reproduced in
handwritten manuscripts and printed blockbooks that are called Biblia Pauperum. On the center of each
of the forty pages is a scene from the life of Jesus. It is flanked by pictures of two Old Testament stories
that have some relationship to the Christ episode. Each page includes four other Old Testament quotations.
According to the hermeneutic of the Biblia Pauperum, Christ is understood in terms of Old Testament.

Quotes and Images

p. 10: The quotation from Mircea Eliade summarizes his view of the religious role of myth. Some
Christian students may be uncomfortable in applying the category of myth to the Bible.

p. 11: Not all students are familiar with standard biblical notation.
p. 11: This simplified outline of the biblical books uses minimal technical terms. Especially important

terms will be defined in sidebars.
p. 12: Hieroglyphick Bibles were popular in colonial and early America to teach children both to read

and to know important biblical content. This page has been chosen to coordinate with the textual discussion
of Genesis 1 and 2. God’s name is given in Hebrew letters.

p. 15: Thomas Cranmer (1489–1556) is considered one of the masters of liturgical language in English.
He was instrumental in crafting the 1552 Book of Common Prayer for the Church of England. Under Queen
Mary, he was burned at the stake. This prayer is a beloved one in Anglican churches.
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