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Art and the Church 

Nicholas Vachel Lindsay (1879-1931) 

 
 [Published in The Christian-Evangelist as follows: “Prologue” and Part I 

(May 13, 1909): 597; Part II (May 27, 1909): 662; Part III (July 15, 1909): 889; Part IV 

(September 9, 1909): 1148, 1152. Lindsay’s Hiram College friend, Miner Lee Bates, 

introduces the series in a letter to the Evangelist editor, “Brother [James Harvey] 

Garrison” (1842-1931).  In summary, Bates concludes: “These articles are unlike the 

writing of any other man. Some people will find them meaningless: others will ponder 

and find truth, neglected truth, needed truth, well spoken.”  A graduate of Hiram (1895), 

Bates was elected college president in 1907 and served until 1930.  On October 10, 1930, 

at the Inauguration of Bates’s successor, Harvard graduate Kenneth I. Brown, Lindsay 

was awarded an honorary Hiram College Doctor of Letters degree (Litt. D.). I have 

corrected several typographical errors.  Dennis Camp, Ed.] 

Prologue 

 Brother Garrison has been kind enough to open his columns for me in an 

experimental way, though he does not vouch either for the importance or the soundness 

of my special views. I myself realize that the question of Art in the Church is not the 

most important one before the brotherhood. Yet it is a side partner in many an important 

issue. I feel that a proper understanding of the claim of art upon the soul will enlighten 

many a man in the dark on social questions. As is the habit of a specialist, I will be 

dogmatic in the course of these articles, heated, sometimes censorious, but if in the end I 

have further advanced my cause in its broad issues, I will not ask agreement with special 

views. I feel especially called upon to champion the issue of Beauty in this Land, just 

because most of my effort for years has been to discover its proper place in life. Ten 

years ago I was willing to claim the supreme place for it as an all embracing element in 

the salvation of man, but I am now willing to concede that the desire for beauty is one of 

the many noble passions which go to make up men’s souls, and that great careers have 

often been without it. For example, though the typical hero of the Middle West, Abraham 

Lincoln achieved an aesthetic triumph and a permanent place as a creator of art forms in 

his Gettysburg Address, and in the more important State papers, he himself confessed to a 

general callousness along aesthetic lines. It is by reversion to his times, however, and a 

consideration of what the primal elements of America are, that we find the best subjects 

for Middle West art and letters, and it is by loyalty to the primitive simplicity in which he 

stood that we can become true lovers of the beautiful. At present, our chief danger is in 

being overwhelmed with cheap and ill-considered luxuries. The art which I would 
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advocate for our Churches, for instance, would be a return to the apostolic simplicity 

which our grandfathers preached so strenuously along the log cabin frontiers. 

I.—The Immigrant in the Small Town. 

 Brethren of the disciple brotherhood, it is my ambition to have the ideal that our 

Western towns shall become centers of culture, fixed firmly in the minds of the devout. 

Let us stir the zeal of those who have been groping in this direction. Be convinced, O 

village preacher, that there is enough talent in your corner of the world to make a brilliant 

little town if that talent is brought to bear upon your community life, and not concealed in 

tiny cliques or circles of snobs. 

 The incoming foreigner, who has generally spent several years in Eastern cities, in 

Pennsylvania coal mines, or the like, is still un-Americanized, though he desires to be an 

American. Your best American culture should be brought to bear upon him, for his son 

will be the leader of your town. In that day his son must have in his soul some admiration 

for music, painting, sculpture, which will prompt him to beautify the town rather than rob 

it in the spirit of the average politician. Many a man, not specially honest, is capable of an 

enthusiasm for civic beauty. He can be brought to make the city lovely, even when he can 

not be persuaded to make it directly good. And Civic Beauty, like Civic Cleanliness, 

stands next to Civic Godliness. Our captains of industry in the next generation, I say, are 

the Poles, the Italians, the Greeks, the Lithuanians now trickling into the Western 

villages. In their own countries some of these people have achieved the greatest 

civilization the world ever saw. Here in America the immigrant is taught to love money 

and nothing else. When he becomes a power through this money he is disloyal even to 

old Europe which he left and its sense of beauty. The American social system is 

responsible for this. We all realize that while there are a thousand forces for 

righteousness the industrial system, with the workman at the bottom and the captain of 

industry at the top, cuts deepest into our lives, and, as a general rule, the immigrant feels 

the force of it more keenly because he has abandoned the gentler Old World ideals. 

Therefore, when he climbs to the top, he is just as rude as when he was a working man, 

except that he speaks excellent English, looks altogether like an American, wears good 

clothes, pays a little more for what he eats, and, because of his business training, minds 

his manners. Inside he is a little America, his soul is an office building, his brain is like a 

telephone switchboard, his nerves and veins are as the telegraph and the railroad. Now, 

this is remarkable, commendable in many ways, but it crowds the sense of beauty to the 

wall. The finer feelings have to wait for the second table, as it were. Art is one of the 

forces which will help to civilize our cold and brilliant industrial machine. 

II.—Apostolic Simplicity and the Simplicity of Art. 

 There are many arts for the eye. There is Painting. There is Sculpture. There is 

Architecture. There is Printing, illustrated by William Morris; Landscape Gardening, 

illustrated by Repton; pen and ink drawing illustrated by Beardsley’s grotesques, and 

Abbey’s Shakespeare drawings. There is the glorious array of work by potters, carvers, 

designers of furniture and fabrics from Rookwood to all the Crafts of Japan.  [Note 1] 

 When a man is called Bachelor of Arts, it means he is profoundly ignorant of 

these things. He has ceased to use his eyes and hands. When a magazine is called “A 

Monthly, devoted to Art and Letters,” it means no articles on Art will appear. Why then 
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should the average congregation of disciples trouble themselves about Beauty and the 

simplicities thereof? 

 Our great grandfathers, worshiping in strictly Apostolic austerity, in log churches 

on the frontier, were rude Craftsmen. If we had continued in their ways, collecting all the 

material for the church by hand, rearing it in simple fashion, making the few adornments 

so, we would have evolved a new architecture, even as the early Italians evolved the 

Romanesque from the Roman Basilica. But our American mechanical ingenuity 

supplanted that hand built world. Our cheap luxuries have spoiled the doctrine of 

Apostolic simplicity. Our self-made people are as ignorant of the sanctity of the work of 

the hand as are the colleges and the magazines. Our devout preachers are apprehensive 

lest the line between the self-made middle class in our churches and the workmen, mostly 

foreign, who hate our churches, should be drawn even more sharply. They see that the 

disciples are going to be able to build larger houses of worship on one hand and bigger 

private residences on the other. They see we are going to be able to support living link 

missionaries and buy automobiles, too, and maybe flying machines. And our preachers 

are alarmed when they consider the way the struggling foreign workman is apt to feel 

about a shrieking auto or an ostentatious house in the hands of vulgar church members. 

But they apprehend that while luxury makes social barriers the true love of beauty breaks 

down social barriers and works the will of Christ. It embodies that simplicity for which 

our fathers contended, that other simplicity which is in the very heart of the working man, 

and that further simplicity which is the very secret of art. Only the middle classes and the 

scholars escape the love of beauty. Read James L. Ford’s article in McClure’s Magazine 

for January on “The Drama.” It shows how our highest acting is based on the hearts of 

the people! It might be illustrated in another way—by that famous play—“The Servant in 

the House,” which involves not only a sensitive spirit from the standpoint of stage setting, 

the use of English, the properly restrained sense of the decorative, but has that reverence 

for the raw impulses of humanity from which come the best religion and beauty. 

Consider how the desire for loveliness led John Ruskin and William Morris to radical 

social reform. Consider how George Gray Barnard loves the criticism of the workmen 

best of all. Many disciples want to go back to the people, to understand the people, to 

minister to the people, but every effort seems artificial. Art is one handmaid of religion, 

furnishing the common ground.   [Note 2] 

III.—A Sermon for Bad Men. 

 This is a desultory series of articles with no systematic doctrines to enforce. With 

no special logic I here introduce a sermon for bad men.  Let the preachers deliver it when 

the “Man About Town” is in the audience. You know, O Bad Men, that revelry is a 

necessity of the soul, and I grant that many a good time is more wholesome than it seems 

to the Pharisees. Christ himself appeared to be a gluttonous man and a wine bibber, a 

friend of the politicians and the sinners. Nevertheless, you know, O Bad Men, that this 

little town is full of children who have a right to inherit wholesome institutions of 

pleasure, noble customs of revelry rather than the debased, holy public splendor rather 

than poisoned splendor behind closed doors. They have a right to unspotted bodies and 

white minds, not overtempted, not cynically disillusioned.  They have a right to grow up 

in a place for whose customs they have a thrilling reverence. By allowing crude shows in 

the theaters and failing to praise the good ones, by allowing hasty carnival decorations 
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instead of those well thought out, by allowing outrageously poor pictures to be hung on 

the walls of your private houses, by allowing ordinary music in our streets, when good 

music can be had by prayer and fasting, by taking our pleasures like blind, hungry beasts, 

instead of men of judgment and culture, we are ruining the next generation, and shaming 

our town. Let the emblem of our town be the peacock, rather than the hog. The peacock is 

not a very lofty animal; vanity is the only thing that saves him;—by the right sort of 

vanity he gets along. He knows the value of the right sort of feathers, he succeeds in 

being harmless, in being a delight to the eye, in pleasing little children, making every 

park lovelier for his presence. Consider what the hog does under the same circumstances. 

He is a very useful animal, but must keep his place. He must not be hoisted to the chief 

seat in the City Hall, to the chief place in the Chamber of Commerce, to the chief place in 

the factory. We all know this; but further, he must not be hoisted to a place where his soul 

dictates our private pleasures, our public taste. As long as we govern the standard of 

public advertising, the standard of public parks, the standard of public architecture, by the 

hasty judgments of the greedy market place, we forget there is a hidden desire for 

loveliness in the most profane citizen. There is a hope for outer and inner beauty in the 

heart of the most un-Christian man. If you can’t be unselfish or philanthropic or prayerful 

or a good church member, you can at least be vain. You can at least see that your town is 

lovely as a peacock. It will be the business of the church to give the peacock a soul. From 

vanity we can move on to pride, and from pride to wisdom, from wisdom to humility. Let 

us not be greedy and vulgar any more.  [Note 3] 

IV.—Art and the Church. 

 Let the disciple minister feel himself called upon to teach the population of his 

town that civic beauty is more valuable than civic wealth, that it is not so important for 

his city to be big as for it to be different; at the right moment let him hint to the city 

leaders that the little places in the world have been the most famous. Athens, in her 

prime, had about ten thousand houses. Florence, according to Baedeker, in the day when 

she sent the Renaissance into the world which became Art in Italy, and the Reformation 

in Germany, was not so large as Athens.  Emphasize to your people the glories of the old-

fashioned Nuremburg or slow-going Oxford, or our own Cambridge. These towns were 

not monsters of wealth or arrogance. Why should your village try to make itself a little 

imitation Chicago? Why should all the culture be painfully purchased in New York? 

What is the defect in your town that destroys the old home love in the boy’s heart so that 

when he returns from studying Music or Architecture in Europe he hates the home place? 

Isn’t it because you have developed no specially gracious village custom, village 

architecture, village parks? You have made no attempt to lay the foundations of the 

antiquity that shall be. Remember that some day your town will be a thousand years old, 

and other boys will return to it.  Will it still be the same barren, nerve-rasping place? Any 

photograph of the old villages of England or France hints at the sort of a thing whose 

foundations we should endeavor to lay.  [Note 4] 

 Our Middle Western cities are full of restless typical Americans who are too 

nervous and dissatisfied to be pleased with their limitations long. Some day in sheer 

desperation they will try to buy beauty by the wholesale, to introduce it in a lump. They 

will either buy things too fine for them to understand, or else too vulgar to be kept. 

Preparation, gentlemen, is the only thing to prevent this. For instance, I know a most 
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respectable little county seat dominated by the Disciples for these hundred years. Now 

the grandsons and great grandsons of the men who went to Bethany have grown wealthy. 

They send plenty of money to the mission boards. They read our papers devotedly. Some 

of their children go to our colleges. They also have money enough to rebuild the county 

seat church. It is a monster. Every window is a blatant outrage. Every spot of color on the 

wall blasphemes. The architecture is no architecture at all. Yet our brethren are proud of 

their church. The farmers come in from adjoining regions and bring their families just to 

see that building. There is not an individual in that whole county who could be convinced 

that the old church, with its unpretending simplicity and its associations, praised God, 

and, that as far as the look of this one is concerned, it serves the devil with all its might. 

There is not an artist from Tokyo to Munich, no matter what his school, radical, 

conservative, symbolist, impressionist, but would have advised that company of Disciples 

that their old church was lovelier than their new one. There is no reason for this vulgarity 

except the outside reason, the particular type of civilization under which we live. These 

people would have fine souls and a desire for beauty, if they had lived in lovely villages 

from their infancy. 

*     *     *     *     *     *     * 

 [End note: The Christian-Evangelist was a publication of the Disciples of Christ 

denomination, followers of Alexander Campbell and Campbellite traditions.  Campbell 

himself founded Bethany College in Bethany, West Virginia (1840).  Hiram College, 

Hiram, Ohio, where Lindsay was a student, is officially nonsectarian, but has always 

been associated with the Disciples faith. Springfield’s First Christian Church, Disciples 

of Christ, is the Lindsay family church. For additional information on the Evangelist and 

“Brother Garrison,” see The New Living Pulpit of the Christian Church: A Series of 

Discourses, Doctrinal and Practical, by Representative Men among the Disciples of 

Christ, ed. W.T. Moore. St. Louis: Christian Board of Publication, 1918.  Pp. 77-78.  

These pages are online at:  

 http://www.mun.ca/rels/restmov/texts/wmoore/tnlpb/GARRISON.HTM 

Brother Garrison resigned as editor of the Evangelist in 1912, but continued to submit 

articles for many years.] 

Notes 

[Note 1] William Morris (1834-96) and his Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood [PRB], along 

with sympathetic figures like John Ruskin (1819-1900), detested modern industrial 

society and espoused a return to handmade crafts. Poet, artist, and novelist, as well as a 

political socialist, Morris was one of Lindsay’s primary “muses.” 

 Landscape designer and architect Humphry Repton (1752-1818) published three 

important books on garden design. See Stephen Daniels, Humphry Repton: Landscape 

Gardening and the Geography of Georgian England (Yale, 1999). 

 Aubrey [Vincent] Beardsley (1872-98), author and illustrator, excelled in one of 

Lindsay’s favorite media: pen-and-ink sketching. Since Beardsley is known for his erotic 

drawings, Lindsay rather daringly includes his name in this article for a Disciples of 

Christ publication.  
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 Some of the best illustrations of American painter and illustrator Edwin A[ustin] 

Abbey (1852-1911) are published in The Comedies of William Shakespeare, 4 volumes 

(Harper Brothers, 1899), although Abbey is also known for several Shakespeare 

paintings. Arguably his most famous work is the “Quest of the Holy Grail,” mural 

decorations in the Boston Public Library. 

 Rookwood pottery, founded in Cincinnati by Maria Longworth Nichols Storer in 

the late 1870s, is generally considered one of the fine manufacturers of mass-produced 

ceramics. The original company suffered with the Great Depression and filed for 

bankruptcy in April 1941.  A new “Rookwood Pottery Company” began in Cincinnati in 

July 2006.  

[Note 2] Founded by Knox College classmates S[amuel]S[idney] McClure (1857-1949) 

and John Sanborn Phillips (1861-1949), McClure’s Magazine was an illustrated monthly 

periodical selling at the bargain price of fifteen cents. In 1902, the magazine was one of 

the first to be identified with “muckraking journalism,” publishing the criticism of Ida 

Tarbell, Ray Stannard Baker, and Lincoln Steffens, as well as literary works by Upton 

Sinclair, Rudyard Kipling, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, Robert Louis Stevenson, Willa 

Cather, and Mark Twain.  After many problem years, the last issue was March 1929 and 

the magazine was absorbed by The Smart Set. Humorist, critic, and dramatist James 

L[auren] Ford (1854-1928) authored a regular literary column for the New York Herald 

entitled “The Literary Shop.” Ford’s autobiography, Forty Odd Years in the Literary 

Shop, was published in 1921 and is available online at Google Books. 

 “The Servant in the House,” a modern morality play, debuted at New York City’s 

Savoy Theatre on March 23, 1908. Written by Charles Rann Kennedy (1871-1950), the 

play was performed by the Henry Miller Associate Players and starred Kennedy’s wife, 

actress Edith Wynne Matthison. The five-act play is available online (EText-No. 11999) 

at Project Gutenberg: www.gutenberg.org    [Click on “Browse Catalogue”] 

 American sculptor George Gray Barnard (1863-1938) was gaining in fame at the 

time of Lindsay’s essay. In later years, Barnard’s collection of discarded medieval 

architecture was purchased by John D. Rockefeller (1925), and it forms part of the 

nucleus of “The Cloisters” collection at New York City’s Metropolitan Museum of Art. 

In 1917, Barnard’s controversial statue of Abraham Lincoln was unveiled in Cincinnati, 

Ohio, with subsequent castings in Manchester, England (1919) and Louisville, Kentucky 

(1922). 

[Note 3] “The Man about Town” is a William Sidney Porter (“O. Henry”) short story 

collected in The Four Million (1906) and available online at Project Gutenberg. 

[Note 4] Compare Lindsay’s poem “On the Building of Springfield” (1908): 

  Let not our town be large, remembering 

  That little Athens was the Muses’  home, 

  That Oxford rules the heart of London still, 

  That Florence gave the Renaissance to Rome.  (ll. 1-4) 
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