Marketing, Advertising and the Theology of Image.

To be Christian in a world based on images.

At first glance, the question appears a simple one:

To what extent can Christians accept that advertising borrows the great symbols of the Judaeo-Christian tradition? 

Are there are not some elements that publicity and advertising do not have the right to use? Having already stolen the images of certain groups of people (eg a monk making camembert), advertising does not hesitate to make use of other symbols such as the cross. Holy communion, even God himself-usually in the classic form of an old man who lives in the clouds. 

We cannot remain fascinated by this first question. In a secular society, this use of religious references in advertising makes us think about other, far more important questions. 

Religious practice has fallen greatly, but since images drawn from Judaeo-Christian culture are everywhere, sometimes unknown to the advertisers themselves, the religious tradition is undoubtedly made more and more superficial. 
Today, the Christian religion inspires advertisers, but they don’t want to acknowledge the fact. It is relegated to the unconscious in the creation of publicity, like a hidden relic. 

Therefore, to be Christian in the face of image, perhaps we should sharpen our critical views?

In our media-focussed world we experience a great process of making image sacred; we speak of the 20 hour “mass”; the reality celebrated everyday on the small screen is drawn from our view if divinity in the worship of the instant and the everywhere. 

A reflection on the history if image in the Western world, which can only be an outline, is necessary. 

The theological view of image….In the beginning there was image…
There is no word that does not lead to image, because image is found in these ways:

Mentally: it is human to think in images

Narrative: it is human to use language and to communicate using signs and symbols

Creative: it is human to create objects

Every word is a visible word, which gives a view of a subject. This is also the definition of sacrament: “A visible sign of invisible grace”, Karl Barth. 
In the beginning, the bible tells us of a God who creates and sees what he has created. “He saw that it was good”. These words are about visual image, since words are given for light, sky, earth, plants, stars and animals…so in creating the world and humanity, God indirectly created image. 
Image is profane

The created world is profane, since once the work was complete God stood back from his creation. In other words, God did not create the religious-it was people who did that. If the world is profane, then so is image. 

The temptation to make image sacred has always existed and every time someone has done this, they have identified the subject by its image and presentation. 

The Place of Image in the history of the Church..a brief sketch

To understand the background of the arguments and conflicts that disturbed the church from the early centuries, it is necessary to know that the Latin tradition did not separate the object from its representation. The statue of the Emperor, for example, meant that he was present as if he was physically there. The image at that time did not concentrate on resemblance but on presence.

Between the imitation of the pagan religions and the rejection of the “graven image” of the Hebrew tradition, Christianity opened up a new perspective. The object of great debates and intense conflicts, this question centred on the mystery of the incarnation. 
If God wanted to be seen, made flesh in Jesus Christ, then to produce images of him makes some sense. His image, in its turn, can carry some theological significance, but this is a view that has always been contested. The history of these arguments is long and complex. 
The view on images if the reformers.

The coming of the Reformation brought about a new crisis in the relationship between art and theology. In Protestant Theology it is in the word that God is found, not in the image. Consequently, the Protestants had a different view of images. God is not IN the image. Everything still depended on a mediaeval view of the world. The reformers imagined and then encouraged the emergence of a new aesthetic which appeared in Renaissance society through the work of such as Dürer, Cranach, Holbein, Grünewald and Manuel Deutsch.  

One finds in Luther, Zwingli and Calvin elements of theological reflection leading to a reconsideration of a positive vision of image.  Their thinking on image, often obscured by their anti-Roman polemic of their deep divisions over Communion allowed for the rediscovery of the role of image in Protestant theology.  

Common Beliefs

There is no direct connection between God and image.  It cannot be anything but indirect due to the corporal nature of people for Luther or because of the material nature of the world for Calvin.  They did not reject image only its adoration.

Luther: The Religious Image

Luther considered image to be a resource in proclaiming the Good News and in Catechesis, Mission and Preaching.

Zwingli: The Lay Image

Zwingli rejected images in churches but accepted them in public places.  Image was no longer subject to religion, it had become a mode of expression that was free and gratuitous; a completely independent work of art.  Every image, be it religious or not, must always be regarded only for itself.

Calvin: The Spiritual Image

Calvin developed Zwingli’s view of image as totally free from the constraints of religious tradition, to raise a new question about God.  Image is certainly profane but it can, like everything, be an expression of the beauty of God.  Without ever making God present image can be a sign of the presence of the spirit in the world and therefore indirectly of God.

Churches and Advertising

“Catepub” is a tool that allows us to depart from the uncompromising attitude, the demonising of advertising which is sometimes accused of being a bad fruit of modern life.

To be Christian and to be the Church in the face of marketing image implies this point of view:

(a) Positive affirmation that the Church must continue to publicise the Good News of Jesus Christ.  Evangelisation means to announce, to speak, to proclaim the Gospel to the multitude.  It is to offer belief in God and Jesus.  If that is not “advertising” for God then what is it?  The Apostle Paul gives us an example of rhetoric for evangelism using a “communication strategy” adapted to his era and context.  A famous example is found in Acts 17.  In a highly religious environment (Athens, a place of many gods) Paul’s attention is drawn to a place reserved for “the unknown god”.  This appeared to be a place left vacant in a place saturated with religion  and a starting point for the spreading of the message.  Have we not looked for such gaps in the issues that saturate our space today including the discussions on marketing and publicity?  

(b) The rejection of idolatry and, through learning and vigilance, to see what is illusory.
(c) A criticism of the rejection of image.

If Protestantism claims to reject a society based on image, it must adopt a self-critical attitude.  In that way it can avoid the trap of falling into another form of idolatry – that of the written word.

To be Christian in a world of image “we must also reject the rejection of image; to resist desincarnation.  It is to keep a balance between obsessive abstraction and rigour on the one hand and excessive subjectivity on the other”. (Regis Debray)

Perhaps we are now rediscovering, after many years and through a process of reflection on and revision of our practices, a place for symbols, rights and (why not?) images in the expression of our faith.
As regards image, it is “ to speak in a visible way”


St Augustine








