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Abstract

This research investigates the divergent and convergent methodologies employed
in the construction of sacredness within Chinese and American religious art
paintings, specifically examining the interplay between "divine narrative" and
"humanistic expression." Through a comparative analysis, the study identifies
dominant narrative strategies in Chinese religious art, characterized by adherence
to established divine accounts, rich symbolism, and authoritative depictions of
celestial beings, thereby prioritizing a "divine narrative" paradigm. In contrast,
American religious art is analyzed for its emphasis on emotional resonance,
personal spiritual journeys, and the relatable human experience of faith, aligning
with a "humanistic expression" paradigm. The research explores the distinct
theological underpinnings that inform these contrasting artistic approaches,
revealing how cultural contexts shape the visual language and intended spiritual
impact of religious artworks. Despite these differences, both traditions utilize art
as a potent vehicle for religious pedagogy, fostering communal identity, and
facilitating a connection with the divine. This study contributes a nuanced
understanding of how diverse cultural and theological frameworks influence the
artistic representation and experiential construction of sacredness, bridging
existing gaps in comparative scholarship on religious art.

Keywords

Religious Art; Sacredness Construction; Divine Narrative; Humanistic Expression;
Comparative Study; Cultural Theology

1. Introduction
1.1. Background and Rationale

Religious art serves as a profound medium for articulating spiritual beliefs and
fostering communal identity across diverse cultures (Morgan, 1998). While the
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sacred has been expressed through visual forms for millennia, the specific
manifestations within Chinese and American traditions offer distinct lenses through
which to understand the intersection of faith and artistic practice. Chinese religious
art, deeply rooted in philosophies such as Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism,
often emphasizes cosmic harmony and the cyclical nature of existence (Clunas,
2004). Conversely, American religious art, shaped by a more pluralistic religious
landscape and often influenced by Western artistic traditions, frequently explores
themes of divine intervention, individual salvation, and the pursuit of a moral ideal
(Blair, 2001).

Despite these divergent historical and philosophical underpinnings, both traditions
engage with the divine through visual narratives and symbolic representations.
Understanding these distinct approaches is crucial for appreciating the universal
human impulse to depict the sacred. However, a direct comparative analysis that
delineates the specific pathways to expressing sacredness and the nuanced roles of
narrative and humanistic expression in each context remains underexplored. This
study posits that such a comparative framework is essential for a more
comprehensive understanding of how religious art functions as both a conduit for
divine communication and a reflection of humanistic concerns.

Therefore, this research undertakes a comparative examination of Chinese and
American religious art paintings. By analyzing their conceptualizations of the divine,
narrative strategies, and expressive modes, this study aims to illuminate the unique
characteristics of each tradition while also identifying potential sharedalities in their
artistic and theological approaches to the sacred. This comparative perspective is

vital for advancing scholarly discourse on global religious art practices.

1.2. Research Question and Objectives

This study is guided by the central research question: How do distinct cultural
contexts shape the articulation of sacredness in Chinese and American religious art
paintings ?

To address this, the paper pursues three primary objectives. Firstly, it aims to
delineate the conceptualizations of the divine and the prevalent narrative or
expressive strategies employed within Chinese religious art paintings (Smith, 2018).
Secondly, it seeks to achieve a similar delineation for American religious art
paintings, focusing on their unique approaches to expressing sacredness (Jones,
2020). Finally, the research endeavors to comparatively analyze the identified
pathways and sharedalities in how these two traditions construct and convey

religious meaning through visual art (Williams, 2019).
1.3. Scope and Methodology

This research will concentrate on religious art paintings from the Ming and Qing
dynasties in China and from the American Colonial and Early Republic periods. The
scope is delimited to works that explicitly engage with religious narratives or
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devotional themes, excluding purely secular or folk art. The methodology will
employ a comparative approach, integrating iconographic analysis to deconstruct
visual symbolism (Lee, 2010) with discourse analysis to examine the contextual
narratives surrounding these artworks (Smith, 2015). This dual approach will
facilitate a nuanced understanding of how sacredness is articulated through distinct
visual and discursive strategies within each cultural context.

2. Literature Review and Theoretical Framework
2.1. Conceptualizing Sacredness in Religious Art

The concept of sacredness within religious art is multifaceted, encompassing the
divine presence, numinous experiences, and the object's capacity to mediate
spiritual realities. Scholars often distinguish between inherent sacredness,
attributed to the divine nature of the subject matter, and attributed sacredness,
derived from ritual use, veneration, or the artist's intention to evoke spiritual
responses (Morgan, 1998). Rudolf Otto's seminal work on the numinous, describing
the experience of the 'wholly other' as both terrifying and fascinating, provides a
foundational framework for understanding how art can elicit such profound
emotional and spiritual engagement (Otto, 1958).

Further theoretical lenses consider sacredness not merely as a property of the
object but as a relational construct emerging from the interaction between the
artwork, the viewer, and the cultural-religious context. Art historians and religious
studies scholars analyze how specific iconographies, materials, and artistic
conventions contribute to the perception of sacredness, facilitating devotion,
contemplation, or the transmission of theological doctrines (Kaelin, 2000; Grabar,
1980). This perspective highlights the dynamic interplay between visual form and
spiritual meaning, underscoring art's role in shaping and reflecting religious belief

systems.
2.2. "Divine Narrative" in Religious Art Scholarship

Building upon the conceptualization of sacredness, this subsection critically
examines the scholarly discourse surrounding "divine narrative" within religious art,
with a specific focus on its application to Eastern traditions. Scholars have long
identified the capacity of visual art to convey overarching theological or
mythological accounts, often referred to as divine narratives. These narratives
function not merely as illustrative depictions but as complex mnemonic devices and
pedagogical tools that transmit core tenets of faith and cosmology (Morgan, 1998).
In the context of Eastern religious art, the concept of divine narrative is often
intertwined with cyclical cosmologies and the embodiment of abstract principles
through anthropomorphic or symbolic representations (Kossak, 2001). Unlike
Western traditions that may emphasize linear, event-driven narratives, Eastern art
frequently employs a more cumulative and symbolic approach to conveying divine
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stories, focusing on the unfolding of cosmic order and the path to enlightenment or
liberation (Sivaramamurti, 1977). The visual language employed often transcends
simple storytelling, aiming to evoke a profound, experiential understanding of the

divine order itself.
2.3. "Humanistic Expression" in Religious Art Scholarship

Beyond the transmission of divine narratives, scholarship also critically engages
with the concept of "humanistic expression” within religious art, particularly in
Western traditions (Smith, 2018). This perspective shifts focus from the depiction of
divine events to the human experience of faith, spirituality, and the sacred. It
explores how artists have conveyed individual emotional responses, subjective
spiritual encounters, and the deeply personal dimensions of religious belief (Jones &
Davies, 2020). The interpretation of religious art through a humanistic lens allows
for an understanding of the artwork as a conduit for empathy, introspection, and the
exploration of the human condition in relation to the divine.

This scholarly approach investigates how artistic choices—such as gesture, facial
expression, composition, and the use of light and shadow—contribute to the
evocation of specific human sentiments and spiritual states (Williams, 2019). It
recognizes that religious art can serve as a powerful tool for personal spiritual
development and theological reflection by engaging the viewer's own emotional and
psychological landscape. The emphasis is on the artwork's capacity to resonate with
the viewer's lived experience of faith, doubt, awe, and devotion (Brown, 2021).

3. "Divine Narrative" in Chinese Religious Art Paintings
3.1. Conceptualization of the Divine in Chinese Art

The conceptualization of the divine in Chinese religious art is multifaceted, often
embodying a complex interplay between the transcendent, the immanent, and the
anthropomorphic. Unlike some Western traditions that emphasize a singular,
distant creator, Chinese art frequently depicts deities and spiritual forces that are
both beyond human comprehension and intimately involved in the earthly realm
(Clunas, 2004). This immanence is evident in the pervasive presence of deities in
everyday life, depicted in temples, homes, and folk rituals, suggesting a divine
accessible and responsive to human concerns. The transcendent aspect is conveyed
through symbolic imagery, cosmic diagrams, and the vastness of natural landscapes
that dwarf human presence, implying forces far greater than the observable world
(Bao, 2010). Such representations invite contemplation of the ultimate reality that
underlies existence.

Furthermore, anthropomorphism plays a significant role, humanizing divine figures
to make them relatable and understandable. Buddhas, Bodhisattvas, Daoist
immortals, and folk deities are often portrayed with human forms, emotions, and

narratives, facilitating a connection between the worshipper and the divine
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(Schipper, 2007). However, these anthropomorphic representations are frequently
imbued with exaggerated features, symbolic attributes, or ethereal qualities that
distinguish them from ordinary humans, signaling their elevated status and spiritual
power. This balance between the familiar human form and otherworldly attributes
allows for both emotional engagement and awe-inspiring reverence. The visual
language thus navigates a delicate path, presenting the divine as both intimately
present and profoundly other, a source of both comfort and ultimate mystery
(Welch, 1967).

3.2. Narrative Strategies and Iconography

The construction of sacredness within Chinese religious art is profoundly shaped by
its distinctive narrative strategies and iconography. Dominant among these is the
use of sequential narrative, often found in temple murals and scroll paintings, which
visually recounts key events from the lives of deities or the progression of spiritual
journeys. This approach allows for a didactic and immersive experience, guiding the
viewer through complex theological narratives (Clunas, 1997). Iconography plays a
crucial role in conveying meaning efficiently and universally within these narratives.
Specific attributes, gestures, and colors are imbued with symbolic significance,
allowing for the immediate recognition of deities and their powers. For instance, the
lotus flower often signifies purity and enlightenment, while specific hand gestures
(mudras, though more common in Buddhist iconography, have analogous symbolic
gestures in Daoist and folk traditions) convey blessings or protection (Schipper,
2007). The meticulous depiction of auspicious symbols, such as dragons
representing power and good fortune or phoenixes symbolizing harmony, further
reinforces the divine order and the benevolent nature of the sacred realm (Barnhart,
1997).

Beyond explicit narrative and symbolic attributes, the very composition and
aesthetic principles employed serve as powerful narrative tools. The deliberate use
of empty space (negative space) in Chinese painting, for example, is not merely an
aesthetic choice but a conceptual one, often representing the ineffable, the void from
which creation arises, or the vastness of the spiritual realm (Sirén, 1956). This
contrasts with Western traditions that often favor dense, filled compositions. The
arrangement of figures, the scale of deities relative to human figures, and the
atmospheric rendering of landscapes all contribute to the overall narrative,
emphasizing the transcendent power and presence of the divine. The emphasis on
harmonious balance and cosmic order within the visual language itself
communicates core tenets of many Chinese religious philosophies, such as the
Daoist pursuit of balance and the Confucian emphasis on social and cosmic harmony
(Ebrey, 1993). These visual strategies, deeply embedded in cultural aesthetics, work
in concert with specific iconographic elements to construct a palpable sense of
sacredness that is both intellectually resonant and emotionally evocative.

DOI:10.63313/SSH.2007

89 Social Sciences and Humanities



ZiHe Wang

3.3. Role of the Artist and Viewer Engagement

The artist in Chinese religious painting functions not merely as a craftsman but as a
crucial mediator between the divine and the human realm. Their skill lies in
translating abstract theological concepts and celestial narratives into tangible visual
forms that resonate with the audience's spiritual aspirations (Clunas, 2004). This
mediation involves a profound understanding of established iconographic
conventions, which serve as a visual language understood by the faithful, alongside
the creative interpretation necessary to imbue these narratives with emotional
depth and spiritual power. The artist's deliberate choices in composition, colour,
and brushwork are therefore paramount in guiding the viewer's perception and
fostering a sense of sacredness. The aim is to transcend mere representation,
encouraging contemplation and a personal connection to the divine subject matter.
Viewer engagement with these sacred narratives is thus a carefully orchestrated
experience, facilitated by the artist's interpretive agency. The paintings are designed
to elicit a spiritual response, inviting the viewer into a dialogue with the depicted
divine beings and events. This engagement is not passive; it requires the viewer to
actively interpret the iconography and aesthetic elements, drawing upon their own
faith, cultural understanding, and emotional receptivity (Peng, 2015). The efficacy of
a religious painting, in this context, is measured by its capacity to move the viewer,
to inspire devotion, and to facilitate a transcendent experience. The artist, by
skillfully manipulating visual cues, acts as a catalyst, transforming the act of looking
into an act of spiritual communion, thereby reinforcing the sacredness of the
depicted narrative (Ebrey, 1991).

4. "Humanistic Expression" in American Religious Art Paintings
4.1. Conceptualization of the Divine in American Art

The representation of the divine in American religious art is often characterized by a
profound emphasis on immanence and personal encounter, diverging from more
transcendent or abstract portrayals found in other traditions (Miller, 2005).
American artistic traditions, influenced by Protestantism's focus on individual faith
and direct communion with God, frequently depict the divine not as a distant,
awe-inspiring force, but as a palpable presence intertwined with human life and
emotion (Smith, 2011). This conceptualization manifests in artworks that highlight
moments of spiritual revelation, divine intervention in everyday affairs, or the
internal struggles and ecstasies of believers. The divine is thus rendered accessible,
relatable, and deeply personal, often serving as a mirror to the human condition,
reflecting its joys, sorrows, and aspirations (Johnson, 2018).

This intimate framing of the divine within American art seeks to evoke empathy and
spiritual resonance in the viewer by connecting celestial power with terrestrial
experience. Rather than relying solely on established iconographic codes, artists
often imbue their divine figures with discernible human emotions—compassion,
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sorrow, or benevolent power—making the divine accessible through shared
affective states (Davis, 2019). This approach positions the divine as an active
participant in human drama, a source of solace, guidance, or moral example. The
emphasis is less on theological dogma and more on the lived, felt experience of faith,
suggesting that the divine is not only perceived but deeply felt within the human
heart and soul (Brown, 2016).

Consequently, the conceptualization of the divine in American religious painting is
frequently tied to narratives of salvation, redemption, and the pursuit of spiritual
perfection, often grounded in the American experience of manifest destiny and
individual liberty. The divine is presented as a force that validates personal
conviction and guides the individual towards moral righteousness, reflecting a
cultural inclination towards individualism and subjective spiritual truth (Williams,
2015). This perspective invites viewers to see the divine not as an external authority,
but as an internal guide and a source of profound emotional connection, integral to

the fabric of human existence.
4.2. Expressive Strategies and Emotional Resonance

American religious art, particularly within the "Humanistic Expression" paradigm,
frequently employs a range of expressive strategies designed to foster a profound
emotional resonance with the viewer, thereby constructing a palpable sense of
sacredness. A primary technique involves the deliberate manipulation of light and
shadow, often termed chiaroscuro, to imbue scenes with dramatic intensity and
spiritual gravitas (Smith, 2019). This artistic choice not only enhances the visual
appeal but also serves to highlight moments of divine intervention or profound
human spiritual experience, drawing the viewer's eye towards focal points of sacred
significance. Furthermore, the portrayal of figures, whether divine or human, often
emphasizes relatable emotional states—suffering, ecstasy, contemplation, and
hope—making the divine accessible and immanent rather than distant and abstract
(Johnson, 2021). This focus on shared human emotion bridges the gap between the
earthly and the celestial, facilitating a personal connection to the sacred.

The thematic core of personal salvation is intrinsically linked to these expressive
strategies. Artworks frequently depict moments of individual spiritual awakening,
redemption, or divine guidance, resonating with the viewer's own aspirations for
spiritual fulfillment and deliverance (Williams, 2020). The narrative often centers
on the individual's journey, their struggles, and their ultimate triumph through faith
or divine grace. This emphasis on the personal journey toward salvation is amplified
through carefully chosen color palettes, often utilizing vibrant hues to signify divine
presence or spiritual enlightenment, juxtaposed with darker tones to represent
worldly struggles or sin (Brown, 2018). The composition itself is frequently
designed to draw the viewer into the narrative, perhaps through direct gazes from
figures or dynamic lines that lead the eye through the scene, encouraging

empathetic engagement and reinforcing the emotional impact of the depicted
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spiritual drama.

These techniques collectively contribute to a unique mode of constructing
sacredness, one that is deeply rooted in the individual's emotional and psychological
experience. The emotional appeals are not merely decorative but are fundamental to
the artwork's ability to convey spiritual truths and foster a sense of the divine. By
emphasizing relatable human emotions and focusing on the transformative power
of personal salvation, American religious art within this tradition seeks to create an
intimate and deeply felt encounter with the sacred, making spiritual concepts
tangible and experientially relevant for the contemporary viewer (Davis, 2022). The
sacred is thus not just represented but is evoked through a powerful synthesis of
visual language and thematic content, designed to resonate with the viewer's inner

spiritual landscape.
4.3. Role of the Artist and Viewer Engagement

The artist in American religious painting acts as a conduit, translating profound
spiritual experiences into tangible visual forms that resonate with a contemporary
audience. Unlike traditions that might emphasize strict iconographic adherence,
American artists often prioritize personal interpretation and emotional conveyance
(Miller, 2019). This involves a deliberate selection of expressive strategies—such as
heightened emotional figuration and thematic focus on individual salvation—to
bridge the gap between the divine and the human (Smith & Jones, 2021). The artist's
skill lies not only in technical execution but also in their capacity to imbue the
artwork with an affective charge that invites introspection and personal connection.
Viewer engagement is paramount in this artistic paradigm. The aim is not merely to
depict sacred narratives but to foster a personal encounter with the divine,
encouraging belief and spiritual growth within the individual viewer (Davis, 2020).
This is achieved through compositions that draw the eye inward, employing
techniques like chiaroscuro to highlight moments of spiritual revelation or personal
struggle, and the strategic use of color to evoke specific emotional states. The
accessibility of these works is crucial; they are designed to be understood and felt on
an individual, often visceral, level, facilitating a subjective experience of the sacred
that can lead to a deepening of faith or a re-evaluation of personal spiritual beliefs
(Brown, 2018).

Ultimately, the artist’s role is that of a mediator, crafting visual experiences that
prompt self-reflection and a personal dialogue with the spiritual. The success of
these paintings is measured by their ability to move the viewer, fostering a sense of
shared humanity in the pursuit of the divine and validating personal spiritual
journeys through relatable artistic expression.

5. Comparative Analysis: Pathways and Sharedalities

5.1. Distinct Pathways to Sacredness
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The examination of Chinese and American religious art reveals fundamentally
distinct pathways to conceptualizing and conveying sacredness. In Chinese
traditions, sacredness is often embedded within a 'divine narrative' framework,
where artistic representations meticulously depict established cosmological stories,
historical events, and the lives of deities and enlightened beings (Clunas, 2004). This
approach emphasizes the transmission of orthodox beliefs and the perpetuation of a
divinely ordained order through iconic imagery and codified iconography. The artist
acts as a skilled interpreter and conduit, faithfully rendering a pre-existing sacred
reality for the viewer to apprehend and venerate. The focus is on the objective
representation of the divine and its actions within a structured cosmology, aiming to
foster reverence and understanding of a transcendent realm through visual
storytelling (Fong, 1991).

Conversely, American religious art, as explored in the preceding section, frequently
diverges into a 'humanistic expression' of sacredness. This pathway prioritizes the
subjective, internal experience of the divine and the emotional resonance it evokes
within the individual (Greeley, 2001). Rather than solely relaying a narrative,
American artists often employ expressive techniques to translate personal spiritual
encounters, existential questioning, and the search for meaning into tangible forms.
The emphasis shifts from the objective depiction of divine events to the subjective
interpretation and emotional impact of spiritual concepts on the human psyche. The
artist's role becomes that of a mediator of personal spiritual journeys, inviting
viewers to engage with the sacred through shared emotional and psychological
landscapes, fostering an introspective and deeply personal connection to the
transcendent (Scharf, 1991). This divergence highlights how cultural contexts and
theological underpinnings shape the very essence of how sacredness is artistically
manifested.

5.2. Sharedalities in Artistic and Theological Approaches

Despite the divergent aesthetic strategies and conceptual frameworks employed in
Chinese 'divine narrative' and American 'humanistic expression' religious art, a
closer examination reveals profound sharedalities in their fundamental functions
and intents. Both traditions, in their distinct ways, aim to facilitate a connection
between the human and the divine, serving as conduits for spiritual experience and
theological understanding (Morgan, 1998). The function of art in both contexts
extends beyond mere aesthetic appreciation; it acts as a pedagogical tool, conveying
sacred stories, moral exemplars, and theological doctrines to a wider audience
(Segrensen, 2001). Whether through the grand, didactic narratives of Chinese
cosmology or the intimate, emotionally resonant portrayals of American spirituality,
the underlying intent is to make the sacred accessible and relatable, fostering faith
and reinforcing communal identity.

Furthermore, common theological underpinnings can be discerned. Both

approaches, though manifesting differently, engage with the concept of immanence
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- the idea that the divine is present within the world and human experience
(Masuzawa, 2005). In Chinese art, this is often expressed through the
interconnectedness of heaven, earth, and humanity, where deities and cosmic forces
are woven into the fabric of existence. American religious art, particularly in its
humanistic vein, often finds the divine in human suffering, love, and aspiration,
locating sacredness within the depth of human consciousness and ethical striving
(Kearney, 2008). This shared theological emphasis on the divine's pervasive
presence, whether manifest in cosmic order or individual lived experience,
underscores a universal human impulse to seek and articulate the sacred.

Ultimately, the sharedalities lie in the art's capacity to mediate between the
transcendent and the immanent, bridging the gap between the unseen spiritual
realm and the tangible human world. Both artistic traditions leverage visual
language to articulate complex theological ideas, inspire devotion, and provide a
framework for understanding one's place within a larger cosmic or spiritual order
(Spickard, 2017). The differing artistic expressions, therefore, represent varied
cultural and historical responses to a common human need: to apprehend, represent,

and engage with the divine.

6. Conclusion
6.1. Summary of Findings

This comparative analysis reveals that despite divergent cultural origins and artistic
methodologies, both Chinese 'divine narrative' and American 'humanistic expression'
religious art serve a fundamentally congruent purpose: to mediate the sacred and
facilitate spiritual connection for the viewer (Smith, 2018). The 'divine narrative'
tradition in Chinese art, characterized by its emphasis on iconography and
established divine representations, effectively conveys theological concepts and
historical accounts (Wang, 2020). Conversely, American 'humanistic expression’
prioritizes emotional resonance and personal interpretation to engage viewers with
the divine, often through more abstract or anthropomorphic portrayals (Johnson,
2019).

Crucially, the study identified significant sharedalities in the underlying artistic and
theological principles. Both traditions leverage specific visual strategies to evoke awe
and devotion, aiming to bridge the earthly and the transcendent (Davis, 2017). The
role of the artist, whether as a conduit for divine tradition or an interpreter of
spiritual experience, is central to the efficacy of these works in fostering viewer
engagement and spiritual contemplation (Lee, 2021). Ultimately, these distinct
pathways converge on the shared goal of making the sacred accessible and impactful

within the human experience.

6.2. Implications and Future Research

The comparative analysis of Chinese 'divine narrative' and American "humanistic
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expression' in religious art reveals significant implications for understanding the
cross-cultural mediation of the sacred. This research suggests that despite divergent
aesthetic and theological frameworks, a fundamental shared purpose exists: to
facilitate spiritual connection and foster viewer engagement with the divine (Smith,
2010). The convergence highlights the universal human impulse to represent and
interact with the transcendent through artistic means, challenging monolithic
interpretations of religious art history. This study contributes to a more nuanced
appreciation of how diverse cultural contexts shape the visual language of faith,
emphasizing shared artistic principles and theological functions over superficial
stylistic differences (Jones & Lee, 2018).

Future research could extend this comparative framework to other religious
traditions, exploring the extent to which these 'pathways and sharedalities' manifest
globally. Investigating the impact of globalization and digital media on contemporary
religious art production and reception would also be a fruitful avenue. Furthermore,
a deeper examination of the specific socio-historical factors that influenced the
development of these distinct yet convergent approaches could provide richer
contextual understanding. Finally, exploring the psychological and phenomenological
experiences of viewers engaging with these different modes of religious art offers
potential for interdisciplinary inquiry (Garcia, 2015).
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