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erhood varies considerably from culture to culture and across centuries. Although
Ohnuma’s somewhat essentializing presentation is problematic, it also provides a
broad and basic picture that can be nuanced and refined in future work on Buddhism
and motherhood. It may be that this potentially generative work will be slain by its
descendants in the end, but, as Ohnuma herself reminds us in the final sentence of her
book, “the tie to the mother could be twisted, displaced, redirected, or reinterpreted—
but it could never be wholly broken” (212).

AMY PARIS LANGENBERG
Eckerd College

Temples for a Modern God: Religious Architecture in Postwar America. By Jay N.
Price. New York: Oxford University Press, 2013. Pp. ix+256.

Jay Price opens his book with something you do not find very often, but ought to: a
photograph of people worshipping. That may sound like a common thing, but it is not.
Architectural history has generally ignored the human presence, all too often focusing
on external views or depopulated interior scenes of altars. It is as if architecture were
gigantic sculptures, objects rather than places, devoid of human beings. Price assem-
bles a different history, and a very welcome one. He is keenly interested in the reflec-
tion of many participants—theologians, consultants, architects, clergy, and church
administrators—in the aesthetic effect of architecture on the quality of worship.
Price’s sensitivity to the human element may be because he quietly anchors his narra-
tive in the person of a user, someone who attended church and saw the building most
frequently from the inside. Sitting in a nave Sunday after Sunday in the middle de-
cades of the twentieth century, especially as a child, meant combing every detail of
arcing timber, polished stone, colored glass, rows of wooden pews, courses of brick,
caressing each surface with gaze after gaze, week after week, year after year. Religion
in this sense is more than a collection of tenets and creeds. It is the slow deposit of
space and sound. Belief takes the shape and smell of matter. So the form and structure
of that matter matters.

After the Second World War, church construction in the United States boomed,
along with the postwar American economy. With the rebounding of the market in con-
sumer goods, the rising aesthetic of space-age technology, the expansion of processed
food, the reenergizing of American suburbs, architecture kept in pace, including reli-
gious architecture. Congregations across America wanted to present themselves in step
with postwar prosperity and future orientation. The task was to attract parishioners, to
compete in a religious marketplace dominated by media-savvy icons like Fulton Sheen,
Billy Graham, and Norman Vincent Peale. Far from being a sedate era of stasis, the
1950s was a decade of dramatic change, technological mobilization, growing social
unrest, and capital investment in the infrastructure of American life—from interstate
highways to suburban church construction. Price very nicely captures this setting and
demonstrates the seismic shifts by examining Protestant as well as Catholic, Jewish,
Mormon, and even Buddhist worship spaces and the popular discourses on religious
architecture conducted in books and pamphlets on how and what to build.
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An archival historian, Price digs around in church and denominational archives to
produce a very useful range of information. Protestants in the mainline denominations
(Lutherans, Methodists, Congregationalists) were especially happy to produce guide-
books and journals with such titles as When You Build the House of God, A Guide to
Church Planning, The Church Builder, and Religious Buildings for Today. The audi-
ence was congregation members and clergy, but specifically church-building commit-
tees and trustees—those tasked with selecting architects, setting budgets, overseeing
costs, and motivating the congregation’s support. This meant that the advice literature
needed to address itself to laity in order to inculcate the taste and aesthetic values that
were promoted by individual authors and consultants as well as by organizations such
as the Church Architectural Guild of America and the Bureau of Church Building and
Architecture, a division of the National Council of Churches, the leading organization
of mainline Protestant denominations, formed in 1950. Price uses US Department of
Commerce statistics to document the dramatic growth in dollars spent on religious
structures from 1945 to the peak year of 1968. In the last year of World War 11, the
average expenditure was $26,000. By 1968, congregations were spending just over
$1 million on their buildings. Mainline churches invested heavily in bricks and mortar
since they focused on suburban sites, nestling church buildings into residential sur-
roundings. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century they had built in urban,
main street locales. And by the late twentieth century they were building vast cam-
puses on the edge of city limits, modeled after shopping malls. Price’s story is the mid-
dle chapter of modern church construction.

In order to tell this story, Price focuses his attention on organizational structures,
their signature leaders, the literature they produced, and the campaigns they conducted
on behalf of modern architectural style and the ideology they considered it to promote.
The ethos of their efforts was always normative. Art and style were forces for shaping
lay taste and uplifting the quality of worship or aligning it with theology, but also in
many cases they were valued for their ability to augment the visibility of Christianity
as occupying a key position in the transformation of American social life during the
postwar era. Yet Price assays prevailing attitudes by scrutinizing the pronouncements
of leading writers in influential Christian publications. Thus, a Baptist minister writing
in The Christian Century in 1947 wondered whether Americans would cut the umbili-
cal cord tying them to European influence, whereby they might transcend the habit of
building in revival styles such as the neo-gothic and neocolonial. The United States,
such arbiters of taste argued, needed to develop modern architectural styles for church
buildings. And it is not difficult to hear a triumphal tone in the opinion. The nation saw
itself in new terms after having “saved” Europe from totalitarianism. It was time to
present its soul dressed in the style of a modern global power.

But this did not always mean emulating the Bauhaus. Price discusses a rich array of
alternative revivals: Chinese Americans in Oakland combined contemporary materials
with features drawn from traditional Chinese architecture, while Spanish mission
styles flourished in the Southeast and the Southwest and in California. Based in Santa
Fe, the Brazilian American architect John Gaw Meem developed the Pueblo revival
style in church building. Perhaps it was his upbringing in Brazil, son of a missionary,
that allowed Meem to recognize the indigenous possibilities of the Pueblo construc-
tion. Like the Chinese Americans in Oakland, he applied the old missionary impulse
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of adapting vernacular style to Christian purpose, but did so in a world where the ver-
nacular represented not the majority culture but a style that could claim to be indige-
nous to the nation, or even to predate it, looking to pre-Christian culture as a resource
for managing ethnic identity in an enormously white national world. Far from being a
story about the domination of European modernist style, the 1950s hosted the develop-
ment of a religious architecture that spoke to a condition of religious pluralism and the
struggle for ethnic identity. Price documents the negotiations that congregations en-
tered with the culture, the industry, the denomination, and their local setting. The stor-
ies are well worth the telling and deserve further historical research. The problem with
Modernism as a historical thesis is that it comes off far too monolithic, a kind of cul-
tural steamroller than flattens local narratives and vernaculars into a corporate look.
Counterintuitively, Price shows that we can look to America’s suburbs to find alterna-
tive accounts.

This book joins a number of recent works by historians of American religious archi-
tecture since the nineteenth century—Jeanne Kilde, David Bains, Richard Kieckhefer,
Gretchen Buggeln, Anne Loveland, Otis Wheeler, and Mark Torgerson—to offer
archivally and materially grounded historical accounts that allow us to see what we
had formerly felt comfortable to ignore. Their work is very helpful for the challenge it
presents to a conformist historiography of the 1950s as a homogeneous era of boring
self-satisfaction. It turns out that the cantilevered roofs and poured concrete walls offer
amore interesting story than one’s childhood may remember.

DAvID MORGAN
Duke University
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