
Towards a more Christian Architecture

Introduction
Contemporary architecture and development in the US is 
dominated by a distinctly American cultural hegemony. 
Throughout American history, a streamlined and very 
nearly imperceptible oppression of the many has been 
employed to maintain the power and privilege of the few 
under the guise of equality, liberty, democracy. Such is the 
case in the architecture and development of the American 
city today. It is the aim of a more Christian architecture 
structurally to undo this hegemony.

This is accomplished in three ways: First, by working within 
a capitalist economy to provide the tangible benefits of 
architecture to those without means. Second, by learning 
to recognize and understand structural inequality. And 
third, by creating  greater structural equality. We begin to 
create greater structural equality by developing and applying 
architecture’s instrumentality to bring people together as 
symbiotically as possible through nuanced negotiation of 
domain. 

History/Microhistory
A historian once remarked that the 20th century would not 
be remembered years from now as the computer age or 
the age of knowledge as many people nowadays believe, 
but that it would be remembered as the first time in our 
history that the welfare of humankind was considered a 
viable goal. Modern means of production, social vision, 
and advances in techonology and communications helped 
to make this possible. And architecture followed suit with 
the impetus of the social architectural movement which 
sought to use these developments to provide adequate 
housing and better cities for everyone. 

To all intents and purposes, they experienced many 
successes and effected great change; although their ability 
to create more structural good than evil was dubious. 
The nascent American city became the laboratory and 
the testing grounds of the great American Democratic 
experiment. 

Structural equality was institutionalized throughout this 
period through the use of building codes. These codes 
were developed and instituted to ensure the safety of 
the public at the expense of the owner. At great cost to 
building owners, codes protected the public from fire 
and health hazards such as transmittable diseases which 
thrived in overcrowded, poorly ventilated, poorly lit spaces. 
Inadequate housing in the slums and shantytowns was 
replaced by government housing and other urban renewal 
projects, albeit not always with the greatest of respect for 
the impoverished, the purest of intentions, or the most 
utopian or results. Nonetheless, living conditions in general 
were improved. Racial and socioeconomic segregation 
even began to be questioned with attempts to integrate our 
cities forcibly by the insertion of government housing into 
wealthier neighborhoods. Although this was almost always 
in the least desirable physical location and isolated from 
the general population, effecting at times a more acute and 
personal segregation, some progress was made as well, 
reducing the scale of the isolation of the city’s impoverished 
thereby availing them to a greater extent to the city’s life 
opportunities. Another advance in structural civil rights was 
ushered in by the Americans with Disabilities Act. At great 
cost to building owners, the noble proposition that all public 
buildings should be accessible to everyone was instituted 
nationwide. 

At its best hour, America’s capitalist economy is checked 
by its social strivings for justice and civil rights. At its best 
hour, America’s social strivings for justice and civil rights 
are aided by its capitalist economy. We became the world 
model for codes on life-safety and accessibility which 



institutionalize structural equality. It was the shortcomings 
of the American Democratic city experiment, however, that 
pundits focused on instead, declaring it wholly ineffective, 
coining any number of pejorative euphemisms used 
rhetorically to sway public opinion as to the project’s 
feasibility—social engineering, utopian project, tax-and-
spend. Perhaps revealing their underlying intentions, 
they did not seek to understand and remedy these 
shortcomings, but to abandon the social architecture and 
development project altogether instead.

Improbably, history hegemonically cast the supposed 
ineffectiveness of the social architectural movement of the 
mid-20th century as sufficient proof for the debasement 
of architecture’s social efficacy, and by implication, social 
responsibility. Architecture moved on to new discourses 
of its own autonomy and disciplinarity, shying away from 
architecture’s other contingencies in the social, political, 
cultural realms. Whereas the state of the American city had 
been perceived before as cause for concerned engagement 
and intervention, through the hegemony of the autonomy 
project in architecture we have gradually reached a state 
of complacency with our current social state. We have 
gradually become apathetic to the social woes of the 
American city and we have lost faith in architecture and 
development’s ability to make a difference anyhow. What 
is left of the bastardized social architectural project is in 
shambles in America, though some progress is still being 
made. Under the aegis of America’s race and class based 
inequality, the most dangerous and poorly funded social 
experiments were forced upon those who could not resist.

The American Apartheid
Today, socioeconomic and ethnic segregation are once 
again the unquestioned status quo of America, as is one of 
the highest murder rates and one of the largest differentials 
between the rich and poor among post-industrial nations. 
All large American cities have vast regions of urban blight 
in which one cannot reasonably expect to escape police 

brutality, racial profiling, physical violence, and inadequate 
housing in one’s day to day life, let alone avail oneself 
of decent educational or occupational opportunities to 
escape such oppression in the future. A de facto spatial 
segregation effected by racialized economic patterns and 
marginalized government housing keeps the problems of 
the under class out of sight and out of mind for those with 
the political and economic power to make a difference. 
And yet, beyond our class struggles we are still unable to 
effect successful cities for the middle and upper classes. 
The sprawling, irresponsible growth which is the norm for 
all walks of life in America is neither environmentally nor 
socially sustainable. With rising gas prices, a devaluing 
dollar and inflation that outstrips wages, many of 
America’s urban and sub-urban residents find themselves 
in an economic quagmire exacerbated by inadequate 
public transportation, roads and highways that cannot 
keep up with our population growth, and remote suburban 
development which necessitates expensive, fuel intensive 
commuting. Even the upper-middle class, self-exiled in the 
suburbs, is hurting from skyrocketing oil prices, lamenting 
the foreign policy implications of their oil dependence. In 
short, Americans from all walks of life cannot afford to live 
the way they want to, (always excepting the elite class.) 
And yet, architecture and development are as autonomous 
and disengaged from these problems as they have ever 
been.

Given our history of policy in both domestic and 
international affairs, it should come as no surprise that 
an ideology quite contrary to most people’s everyday 
experiences should become common sense, even when 
it is to the detriment of most people’s everday life. Such 
has been the case with the American debasement of 
the social movement in architecture and development. 
However, as the unity between the middle and elite 
classes is deteriorating, the unity between the middle 
and under classes is growing. The lack of democracy in 



capital necessitates this social realignment.  This growing 
realignment will demand an architecture for the people, and 
it will provide it.

Taking up the social project again
Rather than reevaluating the efficacy of architecture as 
a subservient discipline in a capitalist economy; rather 
than reevaluating the efficacy of well intentioned yet 
ignorant, paternalistic, top-down intervention; rather than 
reevaluating the efficacy of architectural intervention 
that does not seek to understand the existing conditions 
of structural oppression or the community it hopes to 
improve; Rather than doing any of these things, the 
ineffectiveness of the methods had been used to debase 
not only the feasibility of the mission, but the intention of 
the mission itself. By recasting history to focus only on 
the social architectural movement’s shortcomings and 
linking these shortcomings to architecture’s lack of social 
efficacy and, by extension, to architecture’s lack of social 
responsibility, architecture’s autonomy project played 
to American culture in general in achieving hegemonical 
control of the architectural discourse of the late 20th and 
early 21st century. That’s cool. But for my own part, the 
social efficacy of architecture in structuring society and 
the need to continue to improve the American city remain 
self-evident. 

Just so, we intend to take up the social efficacy of 
architecture and development again, learning from past 
mistakes and working with new understanding made 
possible through advancements in the social sciences. 
In this way, we situate our work as truly American. 
Throughout American history, it has been the truest 
Americans who have struggled to secure for all the rights 
promised in our great and noble Constitution—equality, 
liberty, democracy. But how does one escape the dominant 
rhetoric of the hegemony of architecture’s autonomy? By 
turning it on itself.

Autonomy versus contingency
I like art, and I think it’s important because it speaks 
freely of the artist and the artist’s time and place. The 
painter can paint a green tree black to express a futile 
environmental struggle because the painter’s medium 
allows this. Architecture cannot do this, it has many other 
factors contingent upon it and, of course, upon which it 
is contingent. Peter Eisenman taught me that architecture 
is the weakest of the arts because of architecture’s many 
contingencies (gravity, budget, function, end users, etc.) 
For Peter then, it would seem these contingencies are 
obstacles to his art. Indeed, Peter figures himself as the 
father of the autonomous architectural project so this 
follows logically. That’s cool, too. But if architecture for 
Peter is a weak art because of its inherent multiplicity 
of contingencies, then architecture for me is an integral 
and potentially powerful art because it speaks not freely 
or autonomously, but truly of the artist and the artist’s 
time and place through its inherent connection to them. 
Architecture is a contingent art. Its inherent contigincies 
are opportunities for architecture’s social, political, 
cultural, economic, environmental engagement with the 
greater community and the creation of something beyond 
a commentary on or a representation of our hopes and 
dreams—engagement with architecture’s contingencies 
promises the possibility and the methods of the structural 
realization of our hopes and our dreams and our most 
deeply held beliefs. A more Christian architecture asserts 
that in great art and in great life, there is no distinction 
between the two; a more Christian architecture invites open 
exchange with its contingencies in order to effect greater 
social improvement.

The social architectural project in the 21st century
If the nearly-defunct social project in architecture has 
been criticized for wholly ignoring the economic milieu in 
which it operated as well as the economic ramifications 
of its interventions; we begin with an appreciation of 
architecture’s subservient role in a capitalist economy, 
recognizing that part of architecture’s lack of efficacy is 
due to its lack of control of capital. American rhetoric pro 



ports that a communist system would work in a perfect 
world. This obscures the fact that a capitalist system only 
works for everyone in a perfect world as well—a world in 
which those in control of capital dispose of their business 
equitably and give back charitably from their bounty for the 
greater good. A more Christian architecture takes control 
of capital in order to shape the cities and neighborhoods 
of tomorrow for the good of all its citizens, creating 
socially and economically viable cities that help to sustain 
themselves in the future. 

If the nearly-defunct social project in architecture has been 
criticized for its utopian schema buttressed by delusions 
of forcibly revolutionizing the world; we humbly assert an 
everyday utopian realism. Our vision is tempered by the 
realistic knowledge that the state of the American city can 
be improved a little bit through everyday actions, this is 
how all cities change of their own accord. A more Christian 
architecture is committed to the spirit of charity and 
goodwill in the face of seemingly insurmountable odds, 
recognizing that for Christians winning the war is not as 
important as fighting the battles.

If the nearly-defunct social project in architecture has been 
criticized for ultimately creating bad neighborhoods; we 
realize that this was in part due to a poor understanding of 
the community it worked for and its inhabitants. We strive 
for greater engagement with the social sciences, greater 
awareness of structural injustice and oppression as well 
as more intimate knowledge of the needs and desires 
of the end user, and, thereby, a better understanding of 
architecture’s social instrumentality. A more Christian 
architecture will engage its constituents and their 
environment through the social sciences as an expert in 
design.

In short, a more Christian architecture is: more aware 
of the injustices and oppression inherent in the existing 
urban fabric; more inductive, or bottom-up, in conception 
and application; more in tune with its own instrumentality; 
more willing to engage its contingencies, taking ideas and 

criticism from outside its own field to effect change; more 
actively committed to social justice, both structurally and 
economically, in molding the city of tomorrow; more in 
tough with its Christian faith;

A more Christian architecture has a simple vision: 
On earth as it is in heaven

The beginnings of a more Christian architecture, from 
contingent to projective
All of this should suffice to explain the motives and milieu 
of a more Christian architecture. What is left now is to 
explain how you do this architecturally. This understanding 
I very  much credit to Gavin Hogben’s teaching and 
friendship.

By way of explanation, you may be familiar with the 
instrumentality of the statistics expounded by the 
Rev. Jesse Jackson in his “David & Goliath” speech 
(specifically, that the insurmountable, defeating 
Reagan, could be accomplished with a more insightful 
understanding of how they were being held down, 
through indirect oppression and disorganization of their 
coalition leading many not to vote, enough to have won 
easily); well, it is this instrumentality that the projective 
project in architecture seeks to imbue in its work, 
though not socially. It is the project of a more Christian 
architecture to develop this instrumentality socially. By 
way of necessity, the current architectural discourse 
has evolved to work for its own instrumentality, its own 
efficacy. Understanding and harnessing this efficacy in 
order to effect a more Christian city is our aim.
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