
 

 

Disciplinary Focus: Human sciences (and theology) 

Enquiry Question: How do Christians interact with culture? 

Essential Outcomes  

Pupils are able to: 

 To evaluate the tools that theologians might use to offer a way of answering the enquiry question 

 To contextualise the relationship between Christianity and culture. 

 To evaluate a range of cultural artefacts in order to make a judgement about the relationship 

between Christianity and culture 

Core Knowledge  

 The main focus of this unit is not substantive 

knowledge (i.e. knowledge directly about 

Christianity), but disciplinary (how scholars may 

go about answering such a question). The core 

knowledge that is offered is a ‘disciplinary 

framework’ (rooted in the post-liberal theology 

of Hans Frei and H. Richard Neibuhr). This 

disciplinary framework could be applied to a 

range of cultural artefacts. 

 Hans Frei and H. Richard Neibuhr are Yale 
theologians who offer a ‘typology’ which can be 

used to analyse the relationship between 

Christianity and culture. Frei suggested a 

‘spectrum’ of how different theology works; 

H.Richard Neibuhr applied this to culture. These 

can be used as a framework to suggest different 

ways that Christianity relates to culture. See the 

‘notes’ section for a summary of 5 ‘ways’ that 

Christianity could relate to culture, presented as 

a spectrum. 
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Exemplar Learning Activities  

1. Does art pose a threat to Christianity? Pupils are presented with famous artwork which has 

undergone various revisions in its history. A good example is Masaccio (1401-1428)’s ‘Expulsion from 

the Garden of Eden’. This is a piece which has had various incarnations. The fresco is located in the 

Brancacci Chapel inside the church of Santa Maria del Carmine in Florence. Originally, the fresco was 

painted in 1425 with a naked Adam and Eve; in 1680 the fresco’s protagonists were covered up. It 

was restored in 1980. Pupils analyse the journey of the painting in its ‘three lives’ in terms of the 

possible relationship between Christianity and culture 

(oppositional/dual(duel)/additional/transformational/identical). In this instance, one might argue that 

the first phase represents an ‘identical’ relationship, followed by a ‘dual(duel)’ relationship, followed 



 

 

by an ‘additional’ relationship. Further reference can be found at: 

http://www.italianrenaissance.org/masaccios-expulsion-of-adam-and-eve-from-eden/ Wikimedia 

commons has images pre- and post-restoration in 1980. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Expulsion_from_the_Garden_of_Eden_(Masaccio)#/m

edia/File:Masaccio-TheExpulsionOfAdamAndEveFromEden-Restoration.jpg 

2. How does the way Christians think about the ‘end times’ shape their concerns about the 

environment? This activity is a useful way of introducing supporting concepts for GCSE (e.g. 

dominion and stewardship). The objective is to explore the possible relationship between the 

environment and eschatological beliefs. Very briefly, pre-millennial Christians (who believe that the 

earth will be destroyed at the end times) present different attitudes to post-millennial Christians 

(who believe that, with the arrival of Christ, the end times are already here). Pupils can begin to build 

up a sense of complexity about Christianity as it is claimed that some pre-millennial Christians act as 

poor stewards. Resources, including videos, can be found in the University of Exeter project ‘Beyond 

Stewardship’ (https://humanities.exeter.ac.uk/theology/research/projects/beyondstewardship/future/). 

3. How is Christianity represented in the media? One could explore different films, television 

programmes, plays or musicals to explore the representation of Christianity in these cultural media; 

they should be critiqued and discussed in terms of the disciplinary categories. The ‘insider’ 

perspectives of Christians engaging in culture can enhance this investigation. See 

https://request.org.uk/issues/social-issues/christianity-and-the-media/ 

4. To what extent is Christianity embedded in (e.g.) Ethiopian culture? A cultural investigation can be 

undertaken using a case study of a culture which is saturated in and shaped by Christianity, but in a 

different way to the UK. For example, the traditions and practices of the Ethiopian Orthodox church 

saturate the cultural life of Ethiopia. In the historical capital city, Axum, it is claimed that the church 

houses the Ark of the Covenant. Ethiopian Orthodox churches each have a ‘tabot’ which is a replica 

Ark of the Covenant housed in the inner sanctum. It is brought out once per year at Timkat (a 

festival to celebrate the baptism of Jesus in the River Jordan). The Tabot itself is covered and brought 

down to the river. Unusually compared to Western Christian theology, the Ark itself becomes a 

representation of Christ. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timkat 

5. How to Christian artefacts reflect the ways Christians relate to culture? This activity involves a 

selection of local or famous Christian artefacts and analysing them in terms of the possible relationships 

of oppositional/dual(duel)/additional/transformational/identical. This could be formal expressions of 

Christianity in architecture and art to informal expressions through traditions, e.g. food (fish Friday, 

hot cross buns, etc.) 
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Notes  

 

In terms of proximal sequencing within the exemplar curriculum, this unit builds on knowledge, skills and 

understanding from the Year 7 Unit ‘Why is Christianity the way it is?’, as well as knowledge of the 

sources of authority from the earlier Year 8 Unit ‘What are the sources of authority of Christians and 

Sikhs?’. Comparisons can be drawn between the material of this unit and the Year 7 Unit ‘How do Sikhs 

interact with culture and society?’ 

 

 

 

Pupil-
friendly 

terms 

Oppositional 

¬¬ 

Dual(duel) 

¬ 

Additional 

« 

Transformational 

® 

Identical 

®® 

Description  Religion and culture 

are opposed to one 
another 

There are 

tensions 
between 

religion and 
culture 

Religion and 

culture exist in 
parallel; they 

pass like ships in 
the night 

Religion’s job is to 

change culture and to 
transform it 

Religion and 

culture are so 
fused that they 

are inseparable 

Hans 

Frei’s 
terms 

Preserve 

traditional 
theology 

Self-

description 

Dialogue 

correction 

Revision Assimilate to 

the secular 

H.Richard 
Neibuhr’s 

terms 

Christ against 
culture 

Christ above 
culture 

Christ and 
culture in 

paradox 

Christ the 
transformer of 

culture 

Christ of 
culture 

 


