
From The Complete Works of Hans Rookmaaker 3, pages 433-435 

This concerns Q&A recorded at Westminster Theological Seminary in January 
1976. 

 

Art and mission 

Question: What do you think about art and mission? 

Missionaries made great mistakes in the past in the area of the arts. 

Of course they did, because the problems are awfully difficult. If you 

come in a country and you teach people Christianity, what are you 

going to do on the cultural level? Do you introduce your hymns? Do you 

introduce your little Jesus pictures? Or don’t you? I think the worst way 

of handling these problems was exemplified by a story I was told. 

Around 1880 there was a missionary in West Africa and a friend of his 

wrote to him: ‘What kind of music do these people have?’ He answered: 

‘These people have no music, they only make noise.’ That means he 

never tried to understand their music and did not care about what the 

people did. If one does not care, one is not interested in them as people. 

How can one bring the gospel to people in whom you are not interested? 

Now I know that this missionary was interested in their souls. But how 

can one reach souls without bodies? Then one reaches no-bodies! In the 

end one gets no-bodies; and there are too many no-bodies around in the 

mission field. 

So we need to really think about what we are doing. My answer, 

which is probably an impossible answer, my ideal of what ought to have 



happened is something like this, and sometimes it has been done. First 

it was done by Paul and later by some missionaries in China. There’s a 

little book about it that was written around 1950 and it was called The 

Jesus Family in Communist China. What I think we ought to have done was 

to go to these people, preach the gospel to them and as soon as they had 

accepted the gospel to say ‘Praise the Lord! Here, have a Bible, and 

goodbye. God bless you.’ But in most cases we began to coax them as if 

they were little children and to send more missionaries (because they 

were considered so stupid and bad at organization, and so on, mainly 

because we expected them to jump straight into twentieth-century 

Western culture). But why should we even think and dream of these 

people becoming culturally westernized when our culture today is in 

such a crisis? Why should we want to export the crisis of our Western 

culture? Much better to let these people start anew. Of course that’s a 

dream, that’s past. We have brought our music, which means that we 

have killed their music, and brought our art, which means we have killed 

their art. Where do we start now? At this point I should really stop, 

because I don’t know the answers. I have a very intelligent student, and 

I try to lure him into writing a thesis on this problem – mission and art. 

He thought about it and then he said no, because a) there is no 

literature on the subject and b) there is almost no practice of the subject, 

so there is nothing with which to start. That means if we should start 

now, perhaps in 25 years’ time that thesis can be written – and let’s hope 



it will be written in 25 years’ time. How should Christians teach art 

history in Africa? Should we teach these people about Rembrandt and 

Raphael? Or should we refrain from that? We should work on these 

things so that an answer can begin to be formulated. The tragedy is that 

I wish we could have said to these people that we have something 

wonderful to offer them. But what we really bring them is crisis, ugliness, 

and apart from that we destroy what they have and we take away their 

own initiative. 

When you go to China or India, what you see in the missionary office 

or in the homes of the Christians or in the books they publish are the 

most awful and cheapest kind of images imaginable. But when you go 

into the non-Christian world you see the same thing. I read an Indian 

magazine some time ago in which there was a long discussion on 

‘Why do we Indians who have produced so many good things in the past, 

nowadays have such a low taste that we buy all this trash?’ This trash 

is not coming from Europe; it’s produced in India. How much of it is 

due to the introduction of Christianity, how much of it is the result of 

the overwhelming influence of Western culture, and how much of it is 

due to the decay inside these countries themselves? That’s very difficult 

to answer. 

Of course it’s true that a culture is shaped by the introduction of the 

Bible into that culture. But look at Europe. If it would be true to say that 

the high point of Christian art is to be found in the seventeenth century 



–Schütz, Rembrandt, Sweelinck, some writers like John Donne – then 

that means that this was achieved around seventeen hundred years after 

Jesus Christ. Sixteen hundred years after the Crucifixion and the 

Resurrection something was finally happening. Maybe we should not 

overlook the Gothic period, but even that was twelve hundred years after 

Christ. It takes hundreds of years before something is realized. One may 

read about early Christian art, but when was that? Roughly four hundred 

years after Christ. That is the same distance in time from the time of 

Christ as 1975 is from 1575, which was just after the Reformation. 

There was of course carpentry and other crafts made by Christians 

during the first centuries after Christ. But if I look at the works of these 

people from the first century, I see no difference between their work and 

what was produced by the surrounding cultures. There is only one 

difference: they didn’t make idols. They began with a ‘negative’ and 

then slowly, after three or four hundred years, there emerged something 

that could be called Christian art. It takes time. Of course things 

happened in the meantime or we wouldn’t have had the art that 

emerged after the three or four hundred years. But it doesn’t come in 

one day; it comes with hard work over many generations. Don’t expect 

it tomorrow but realize that hard work needs to be done in order that 

our great-grandchildren may have it. 

I’m not just talking about painting, music, literature, poetry and 

theatre here, but also about sermons and theology and many other 



things. When did Christian thinking manifest itself? We may point to 

Augustine as an early Christian, but when did he live? Four hundred 

years after Christ, not twenty years after Christ. When did Calvin live? 

Fifteen hundred years after Christ. We shouldn’t think that it will come 

so easily. If we had gone to Africa and just given them the gospel and left, 

we could have said to them ‘We will come back in five hundred years to 

see a Christian culture here.’ But then it would have been a truly 

Christian culture and not the bad thing we see now, which is not the 

fault of the Africans but our fault. I don’t know whether it could have 

been avoided, but I think we should now set things right. 
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