Christianity and Communication. By F. W. DIL-
LISTONE. New York: Charles Scribner's Sons,
1956. 156 pages. $3.00.

No topic ismoretimely than the problem
of communicating Christianity to the modern
world, and no oneisbetter equipped to deal with
it than Dean F. W. Dillistone. His Chrigtianity
and Communication is a sober warning to Chris-
tians, and especially to Protestants, that unless
they can come to terms with the mass media of
our age, they may find themselves left at the
post. He urgesthem to recognizein modern art
forms, not the negation of hallowed tradition,
but theworking of the Holy Spirit toward a
mor e effective proclamation of the Gospel.
Whether such noveltiesasthejazz massarein
fact constructive remainsto be deter mined. But
in hisapproach to such innovations, the Chris-
tian isadvised to be quite as experimental asthe
scientist.

Theauthor'spleafor afuller exploitation
of visual imagery and artistic symbolism,
however, raises a still mor e fundamental
qguestion: Areall cultural formsreligiousy
neutral, so that they may be indifferently incor -
porated into any religious system ? Or do
they expressideas and idealswhich in any
given case might contradict Christianity?
Advocates of afuller use of art formsby the
Church frequently overlook this question, or
rather, by neglecting it they imply thereligious
neutrality of cultural patterns. The author him-
self appearstoimply thisat timeswhen he sug-
geststhat if we can only seethings from our
neighbor's per spective, by an effort of what he
calls" imaginative identification," wewill find
that we agree with him. On thisbasis, he seesno
difficulty in combining thebiblical " history of
Jesus' with a platonic " myth of Christ.”

But thereisadifficulty, nevertheless, de-
spitethefact that thisview iscurrently gaining
ground in England through the influence
of Austin Farrar and E. L. Mascall. Thedifficul-
ty occursat the point wherethetheologian is
obliged either to embrace all symbolsindiscrimi-
nately, or to allow that some are morerevelatory
than others. If hetakestheformer horn of the
dilemma, he has exchanged the deter minate, dis-
criminating God of the Biblefor the undifferen-
tiated " infinite" of Hinduism. If he chooses the
latter, then he has after all subordinated art

formsand symbolsto a non-visual criterion. Ra-
ther than abandon the biblical God, Dean Dillis-
tone choosesthe latter alternative. Indeed, he
makes a special point of showing how the domi-
nant myths of modern culture all reflect, at least
to some extent, an anti-Christian world view,
whether political, scientific, or materialistic. It
thus appearsthat Christianity may not appro-
priate uncritically whatever cultural formslie
ready to hand, but must subject them instead to
a sear ching criticism, transfor ming those which
can becomethe bearersof itsown distinctive
wor ldview, and discar ding those which cannot.
Astheauthor says, we must be prepared, like
Jeremiah, to do some demolition before we can
begin construction.

Historic Christianity hastended either to
ignorethe necessity for demoalition, or elseto
concentrate exclusively upon it. Roman Catholi-
cism, in itsdesireto communicate at all costs,
hastended toward compromising accommoda-
tion with pagan culture. Protestantism, reacting
to the other extreme, hasinsisted upon a digunc-
tion between Christianity and culture, and
thereby sometimes hidden thelight of the Gospel
under a bushdl. The solution must liein thear-
ticulation of distinctively Christian standar ds of
discrimination wher eby Roman Cathalics could
mor e critically evaluate cultural forms,
Protestants could more readily appropriate
them, and both together could transform them
into bearers of the Word. The systematic elabo-
ration of such criteria, however, the author
leavesto thereader, or perhapsto another book.

E. LAB. CHERBONNIER
Trinity College

BOOK REVIEWS 262-3
J Am Acad Relig (1958) XXVI(3): 262-263
doi:10.1093/jaarel/XXVI.3.262



