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Course plan

Holy Images and Worship in the Catholic Church (7.5
ECTS credits)
Level: 1st cycle
Discipline: THEOLOGY (Theological Studies of Culture and Society)
Course ID: 0229
Admission requirements
General entry requirements for studies at universities. Students taking part in the course as
a part of their Bachelor’s degree program must have completed Course A, Introduction in
Philosophy and Theology (30 ECTS credits). Students taking part in the course as a
freestanding course are expected to have corresponding prior knowledge.

Educational goals
After having completed the course the students are expected to:
• have formed a historical consciousness of the controversy provoked by images at different times
within Christianity and between different religions;
• articulate the arguments expressed by the Church Fathers in favor and against Christian art and
critically assess the archaeological, artistic and literary evidence about art in Christianity from the
early period to the Middle Ages;
• understand the aesthetic impact of art on communal worship and private prayer, by recognizing
different art forms as expressions of the divine and as privileged places of mediation between the
physical and the spiritual worlds;
• competently explore issues of appropriateness and inculturation in different artistic phenomena, by
reflecting on their relative value.

Course contents
Religious art, whether in the form of holy images or of other sacred objects with iconic figuration,
has been from the start a matter of choice rather than necessity, and as such has given rise to
numerous controversies and debates in the course of Christian history. What is at stake in art that
makes it so central an issue in these theological controversies? This course lays down three paths by
which to attempt to answer this important question. The first path is historical: it outlines the
development of artistic forms in early Christianity and their growth and diffusion down to the
Middle Ages, stressing the links between artistic expression and worship and the different functions
that art assumed in the course of the first millennium of Christianity. The second path is theological:
using key texts from the Eastern image controversy and patristic sources, it delves into the reasons
for and against the use of artistic representation in worship, from the stricter issues of divine
representation to the wider application of images of saints and the more specific topic of miraculous
images. The third path is anthropological: what makes art so necessary to human beings that they
give it up so reluctantly, yet they can also feel so passionate about what it should not be? As a
concrete human activity art is subject to the limitations and variations imposed on it by its

contingency – fashions, tastes, skills, materials, costs. At the same time, the artist creates in a
manner evocative of divine creation: aesthetics has a spiritual value that the Church has recognized
and, despite facing so much trouble, does not wish to give up.

Teaching and examination
Local teaching
Local teaching includes lectures and discussion seminars in Uppsala. Students are expected to
prepare the assigned readings (found as pdfs on Moodle) and to participate in class discussions.
They will also be asked from time to time to introduce a topic for discussion by contributing short
oral presentations.
Half-distance teaching
Half-distance teaching is based on assigned readings and shorter written assignments for each
teaching unit. Some lectures will be available on the interface. A discussion platform will be
operative for exchange among students; interaction among participants is part of the course
requirements.
Examination
As examination, students must write a short essay (7-8 pp.) about a topic of their choice
agreed with the instructor. For example, they could choose a specific art-object and present it
in its sacred context, problematizing its significance in the light of the historical, theological
and anthropological lines of enquiry explored in the course.
The course is taught in English. The final paper can be written in English or Swedish.
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