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 Week one: oRientation and oRganization

Week one: orientation and organization

Read
Welcome

Welcome to the Education for Ministry (EfM) program, begun in 1975 at 
the School of Theology of The University of the South in Sewanee, Tennes-
see, and continuing through you. Education for Ministry is a four-year study 
and group reflection to support formation for ministry in daily life through 
the development of knowledge, attitude, skill, and identity as Christians.  
Assigned texts and essays provide the primary knowledge content in the 
study of the Christian tradition. The disciplines of individual and group theo-
logical reflection facilitate the connection of life experience with this study.

In this first seminar meeting of the EfM year, the mentor(s) will distribute 
materials and lead the group in organizing the year and getting to know one 
another. Between this meeting and the next, participants prepare the assign-
ments and exercises described in Week Two. Assignments are provided in a 
Read-Focus-Respond-Practice format that continues through the thirty-six 
meetings for the year.

It is customary to begin each session with worship. Your mentor may have 
an opening worship planned for this session or may have asked someone in 
the group to lead worship. It likely will be that responsibility for worship will 
be shared across the year. Your group will decide how to schedule this.

Take some time in this session to introduce yourselves to one another. 
The mentor will provide an “ice-breaker” or some other format for these 
initial introductions. Your group’s spiritual autobiographies will contribute 
to the relationships built in the course of the year together.

The group will be setting community norms during this meeting. A sug-
gested format is given below.

The Texts

You will receive the assigned texts appropriate to your year in the program  
as provided by the Education for Ministry program. 

•	 The Reading and Reflection Guide, Volume D—Living into the Journey 
with God. 
The Guide supports EfM participants in preparing for their weekly semi-
nar sessions. The theme for the year, Living into the Journey with God, 
provides a thread throughout the year. Weekly assignments guide partici-
pants’ focus and response to the reading. Weekly preparation includes 
practice in the disciplines of listening and theological reflection. While  
it may not be possible to do everything assigned each week, setting a  
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priority to regularly complete as much of the work in the Guide as pos-
sible will enhance your formation for ministry through study and theo-
logical reflection. 

•	 Interlude books bring additional voices into the study and support the 
theme of the year.

•	 Transformed Lives: Making Sense of Atonement Today, Cynthia S. W.  
Crysdale. 

•	 Care for Creation: A Franciscan Spirituality of the Earth, Ilia Delio, Keith 
Douglass Warner, and Pamela Wood.

•	 Texts for readings in the Christian tradition provide a foundation in  
the study of the Bible and church history, and in the practice of viewing 
life experience and choices through a theological lens.

•	 Year One: A Short Introduction to the Hebrew Bible, 2nd Ed. by John  
J. Collins. 

•	 Year Two: Introducing the New Testament by Mark Allan Powell. 

•	 Year Three: Christianity: The First Three Thousand Years by Diarmaid 
MacCulloch. 

•	 Year Four: Theology: A Very Short Introduction by David Ford. Myster-
ies of Faith by Mark McIntosh. The Christian Moral Life: Practices of Piety 
by Timothy F. Sedgwick. My Neighbor’s Faith edited by Jennifer Howe 
Peace, Or N. Rose, and Gregory Mobley.

Years One and Two will also need a Bible for reading assignments. The 
most recent Oxford Annotated edition of the New Revised Standard Version 
of the Bible is recommended, but any translation may be used as long as it 
includes the Apocrypha. Paraphrased Bibles are not recommended for study.

The Seminar Schedule

There are thirty-six seminar weeks, weekly meetings of about two to three 
hours each; online sessions may be shorter. Each seminar session will in-
clude components of worship, community life, theological reflection, and 
discussion of the participants’ work prepared for that week. In the first few 
weeks, all participants prepare a spiritual autobiography and share a selected 
part of that with the group. Holiday breaks will be set as agreed in the group.

About Mentors

Mentors are guides who facilitate discussion and reflection during the weekly 
meeting of the seminar group. Mentors are trained to help group participants 
learn to do theological reflection using EfM’s Four-source Model.
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Focus
Spend a few minutes as a group exploring the Guide.

In Part I, note that each of the six units begins with an essay that all year 
levels read together in place of a reading in the assigned textbooks. The 
interlude sessions also are done as a group with all years reading the same 
text. In the remaining sessions each year level will have its own individual 
assignment for Read and Focus. The Respond and Practice assignments are 
for all year levels together. A fuller explanation of the Read-Focus-Respond-
Practice format will be given at the beginning of Week Two.

In Part II, note the variety of resources provided. This section contains a 
chart with an overview of all the reading assignments for the year. Essays for 
special reading assignments are collected in Part II, as well as information 
about spiritual autobiography and community life. Here you will also find 
resources for and examples of theological reflection drawn from this volume 
and other volumes in the series. Part II ends with the Respectful Communi-
cations Guidelines from the Kaleidoscope Institute, strongly recommended 
to be used as a base for setting group community norms for the year.

Also, through the Guide you will occasionally find hyperlinks to resources 
on the Internet. Please know that these links were working at the time of 
printing, but we have no control over material from outside providers and 
you may find that some content is not available when you try to access it. 

Respond
If you have not already made introductions, you may want to do so now. 
What would you like to share briefly to help other group members begin to 
get to know you?

Begin to set community norms. Read aloud the Kaleidoscope Respect-
ful Communication Guidelines on page 292 in Part II of the Guide. Your 
mentor will lead the group in considering how these may form the founda-
tion for your norms, as well as what you might need to add in order to help 
the group do its work together as a learning community this year. You may 
want to review the norms you compose over several weeks before agree-
ing on a final set. It is also appropriate to review your community norms 
periodically through the year to see if additions or changes need to be made. 
Everyone in the group should be willing to agree to abide by the norms you 
set together.

Practice
Identify your learning goals and needs for this EfM year. Note them below 
or in your journal, if you keep one. 

Begin the work for Week Two.
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Week two

About the Reading and Reflection Guide

Part I of the EfM Reading and Reflection Guide supports participants in 
learning at home between the weekly seminars, providing reading assignments 
as well as ways to focus and reflect on the week’s study and prepare for the 
seminar. Mentors support participants in the weekly seminars by facilitating 
the group’s conversation and reflection to draw on the participants’ work 
from the Guide in a variety of ways. The work of the seminar group as a 
learning community is significantly enhanced when individual participants 
are faithful in doing the work assigned in the Guide.

•	 The Read section lists the reading assigned for the week. Most of the time 
each year level will have its own separate reading assigned. Other times, at 
the beginning of a unit and during the Interludes, the reading assigned will 
be for all years together.

•	 The Focus section is specific to each year level’s reading assignment 
and may include terms to define, topics or names to note, or a question 
regarding that week’s study in light of the themes of the year and the 
particular unit. 

•	 The Respond section poses an idea that all participants can relate to from 
the perspective of their own individual study for the week. Respond may 
provide a vehicle for seminar discussion, encouraging the connecting of 
personal responses to those of others in the group in relation to the theme 
of the year or unit. 

•	 The Practice section provides participants a suggested practical application 
in connecting learning to daily life, including practicing skills for ministry 
such as listening or theological reflection between group meetings. Men-
tors may choose to use an individual theological reflection model from 
the week’s Practice as a starting point for group theological reflection, 
giving participants opportunity to experience how group reflection and 
personal reflection on the same topic may both differ and compliment 
each other. Personal theological reflection can help us to go deeper in 
our theological understanding as it draws on the four sources from our 
individual perspectives. Theological reflection in a group also offers depth 
through insights from varied perspectives as participants share from their 
own life experiences and differing cultural and social contexts. Each way 
of reflecting is important in shaping a whole life attuned to listening for 
and responding to God’s call to us. 
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ALL YEARS

Read

theosis: Living into the Journey with God
“We are voyagers toward meaning,” says Alan Jones, “toward the double 
mystery of God and of ourselves, the mystery of Immanuel—God with us.”1 
The metaphor of journey often is used to communicate a quest for life’s 
meaning. Where have you come from? Where are you going? Seldom truly 
aimless, traveling through life deepens in significance as one embraces a pur-
pose for journey. When the journey moves beyond preliminary and surface 
concerns and encounters ultimate concerns, it becomes a God journey in 
which one experiences the numinous of holiness, in which words like “God,” 
“worship,” and “sacred” come alive. All of life becomes a God journey 
punctuated by interruptions that “penetrate the everyday and allow mystery 
or the holy to surface.”2

“Living into the Journey with God” provides a framework for study-
ing and reflecting on scripture, Christian history, theology, and ethics, as 
well as a focusing lens to bring into greater clarity the various answers the 
Christian tradition offers to the basic questions of who we are and who we 
are becoming. What is the final end of the individual, the planet, and even 
the universe? This framework provides ways to explore ministry through 
the questions one faces primarily, but not exclusively, as one lives into the 
perhaps previously unexplored idea that we are on a journey with and into 
the very life of God.

This journey with God has sometimes been identified by the rather mys-
terious term, “theosis.”

Theosis: A term used in the tradition of Orthodox theology to refer to the 
participation of the human person in the life of God. It is also known as 
deification or divinization. It means “being made God” and reflects the domi-
nant Orthodox understanding of salvation in Christ. Athanasius urged that 
God became man so that we might become divine. Humanity and God are 
understood to be infinitely distant from each other, but finite humanity and 
the infinite God are fully joined in Christ. As stated by Cyril of Alexandria, 
“We are made partakers of the divine nature and are said to be sons of God 
. . . not only because we are exalted by grace to supernatural glory, but also 
because we have God dwelling in us.” The saving benefit of theosis is rooted 
in the Incarnation and the activity of divine grace. The active presence of the 
Holy Spirit brings us into communion with God. A central image for theosis 

1. Alan Jones, Journey into Christ (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Cowley Publications, 
1992), 12.

2. Espen Dahl, Phenomenology and the Holy, (London, UK: SCM Press, 2010), 265.
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is Christ’s transfiguration (Mk 9:2–8 and parallels). Theosis is associated with 
the gift of divine glory (Jn 17:5, 22–24), adoption as children of God by the 
indwelling Spirit (Rom 8), and participation in the divine nature (2 Pt 1:4). 
Although theosis has not been emphasized in Anglican theology of salvation, 
it is compatible with William Porcher DuBose’s understanding of humanity’s 
destined union with God through the saving process of divine grace. Richard 
Hooker emphasized the theological significance of sacramental participation 
in Book V of the Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity. An understanding of theosis is 
also implicit in the collect for the Second Sunday after Christmas Day, which 
prays, “Grant that we may share the divine life of him who humbled himself 
to share our humanity, your Son Jesus Christ . . .” (BCP, p. 214).3

Although most prominent in the Orthodox Christian tradition, Christian 
scholars throughout the globe and within every branch of Christianity have 
used theosis to speak about humankind’s relationship with God. 

This year the Reading and Reflection Guide will attempt to shine a light, 
unit by unit, on how one participates in God even as we learn more fully 
what it means to live deeply into our journey with God. 

The Christian tradition is thus full of an affirmation of God’s nearness to hu-
mankind, and of our unrealized potential for God. The basic affirmations that 
Jesus is Lord, Jesus is the Christ, are affirmations about the possibilities of [hu-
mankind], about the intimacy of relationship between human and divine, no 
less than about the mystery of God. They speak about the meeting, a union of 
God with humankind which alters our understanding, our deepest experience 
of what it is to be human, which gives us a new vision of the whole creation 
and alters the substance of our living and dying. They open up the full mean-
ing of our calling to become partakers of the divine nature, to become sons 
[and daughters] in the one Son, to be filled with the Holy Spirit. They speak  
of deification.4

Theosis, deification, divinization and participation in God are synonyms that 
point to the defining destination of the God journey. 

The concept of theosis can impact and illuminate every aspect of Chris-
tian thought and life. It highlights a particular view of the nature of Christ 
(Christology), enhancing both the theology of the church (ecclesiology) and 
salvation (soteriology). Theosis sheds light on dimensions of human nature 
(theological anthropology). It forms and informs attitudes about worship 
(liturgical theology) and prayer (ascetical theology). Essentially an under-
standing of theosis can open a vista from the whole of Christian theology 
into avenues of how to live into the God journey.  

3. Don S. Armentrout and Robert Boak Slocum, editors, An Episcopal dictionary of the 
church: a user-friendly reference for Episcopalians (New York, New York: Church Publishing, 
Inc., 2000), 518.

4. A.M. Allchin, Participation in God: A Forgotten Strand in Anglican Tradition (Wilton, 
Connecticut: Morehouse-Barlow, 1988), 63.

EfM D  i-xii,1-178_part1.indd   10 7/26/16   3:27 PM



Reading and Reflection guide, Volume d | 11 

unit one: spiRitual autobiogRaphy and listening | Week tWo

“Living” means being alive. At a basic level something lives by breath-
ing, eating, sleeping, moving, reproducing—in short partaking in the cycle of 
life. But, for humans a deeper understanding of “living” entails more than 
just existing. It involves desires, affections, hopes, dreams, and wonderings 
through which we seek to transcend merely the satisfaction of basic physical 
needs. Human imagination pushes human consciousness beyond the im-
mediate into the realms of “I wonder . . .” and “what if. . . .”

“Living into” moves us deeper into the realm of intention and action 
where being alive means contributing and making a difference. It means 
discovering interests and passions that shape what one does with who one  
is. Thus living—real living—entails becoming involved with matters that tran-
scend individual interests. Being deeply alive in this sense means participating 
in enduring realities. Knowing and loving others, yearning to belong, desiring 
to have one’s life make a difference, and searching for enduring meaning all 
work together to shape a fuller definition for what it means to live. 

Human Journey, God Journey

The human journey becomes a God journey once one is touched by truth, 
or beauty, or love that can be neither explained away nor discounted. The 
power of the wondrous overwhelms and one is propelled into deepening the 
knowing and loving that overflow into passion to declare this Wholly Other 
presence and share the experience with others. The God journey simply put 
involves living within an awareness of God. It is a journey at once into and 
with God. Traveling with God means learning to live with God who is at 
the same time fascinatingly Transcendent and terrifyingly Immanent. Living 
into the God journey requires cultivating ways to travel within the tension 
of the transcendence and immanence of God. EfM provides structure, con-
tent, guidance, and support for participants as they live more fully into the 
journey with God.

Karl Rahner, an influential theologian of the latter half of the twentieth 
century, boiled down the stew of humanity’s existential questions into two 
primary concerns: the beginning and the end of life, both individually and 
communally. Self-understanding requires recalling the past and anticipating 
the future. In scholarly fashion Rahner wrote, “Anamnesis and prognosis are 
among the necessary existentials of man (sic).”5 In other words, to interpret the 
present means remembering what has been (anamnesis) and imagining what is 
to come (prognosis): “Where have we come from?” and “Where are we going?” 

There are moments when the existential questions of life can no longer be an-
swered, ignored, or denied by focusing on our careers, jobs, marriages, families, 
acquisitions, or accomplishments. We are, to paraphrase the opening of St. 

5. Karl Rahner, “The Hermeneutics of Eschatological Assertions,” Theological Investiga-
tions IV More Recent Writings, (New York, New York: Crossroad Publishing Company, 
1982), 331.
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Augustine’s Confessions, restless until our hearts rest in God. Who am I? Where 
am I from? Where am I going? What is my purpose? These are questions of 
restlessness and wrestling. They are ultimately questions of vocation. They are 
not answered primarily by what we will do but, rather, by who we will become.6

As we live into the journey with God we will encounter barriers and 
diversions that threaten to extinguish the fulfillment of life’s purpose. Evil is 
the theological term for that which prevents the flourishing and realization 
of the purpose of individual, societal, and cosmic dimensions of life. Sin in 
this instance becomes individual or corporate participation in thwarting the 
purposes of God and God’s purpose of creation.

Remembrance of the past (anamnesis) shapes expectations of what is to 
come (prognosis). Questions about tomorrow are stained by history, espe-
cially whenever history focuses on human destruction and cruelty. The Irish 
poet Micheal O’Siadhail,7 in a series of poems about historical tragedies, lays 
out a litany of human cruelty. His lifelong friend, David Ford, summarizes 
the tragic history:

. . . the wiping out of most Bushmen in the Kalahari Desert; the killing of 
most Eastern European Jews in the Nazi Holocaust; the continuing Palestin-
ian conflict; slavery in the United States; the Armenian genocide; the wiping 
out of Hiroshima by the first atomic bomb; the “blotting out” of the Ainu in 
Japan; Cromwell’s massacres in Ireland; and English suppression of the Irish 
language and culture. As we read them, and also follow the news, we can see 
such things still happening. We are part of the human history in which these 
and similar things occur. It is a distinct shock to think that I was alive not only 
during the Rwandan genocide but also during the Cambodian “killing fields” 
of Pol Pot, the Bosnian ethnic cleansing, the Chinese Cultural Revolution, and 
the massacres in Darfur. 8

Fears of the future loom large with apocalyptic intensity when one dares 
to remember such atrocities. 

Artists, especially film makers, have responded to apocalyptic fears with 
artistic creations concerning the end of time. Over the past half century 
moviegoers have seen pictures of global winter resulting from nuclear war; 
pandemic virus raging without cure; asteroids threatening to collide with 
earth and exterminate life; and global warming that brings extreme shortages 
of water and food. They envision a future of widespread destruction end-
ing the world and life as we know it. Such productions project pessimistic 
answers to the perennial question, “What does the future hold?” Yet, even  
in their apocalyptic trauma, they nearly always end with a kernel of hope. 

6. Michael K. Marsh, Becoming all flame: the spiritual journey, theosis, and spiritual direction 
(Unpublished Thesis (D. Min.), Pittsburgh Theological Seminary, 2012), 7.

7. pronounced Mee-hawl O’Sheel
8. David F. Ford, The Drama of Living: Becoming Wise in the Spirit (London, UK: Canter-

bury Press, 2014), 9.
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A Journey of Identity in God

Answers to fundamental existential questions morph into different shapes as 
one travels through life, as changing circumstances bring again to the surface 
questions that were earlier put to rest. Identity built on a career, marriage, 
family, acquisitions, and accomplishments require radical adjustments over 
time. When the job ends, people die, marriages fail, belongings deteriorate, 
or accomplishments fade, the questions of identity and purpose resume. 
“Who am I?” and “Who am I becoming?” reappear. 

Fashioning a personal identity means answering basic questions of indi-
viduality, purpose, and destination. Humanity lives within a dynamic, ever-
changing world. Concerns about continuity and sustainability push them-
selves into the life journey. Ancient philosophers living in times of great 
change pondered the question, “What endures?” In contemporary times 
we have become increasingly aware that everything changes. The whole 
universe is in motion: galaxies, suns, and planets all traveling at astonishing 
speed. The pre-Socratic philosopher Heraclitus sensed this truth centuries 
ago: “. . . all things pass and nothing stays, and comparing existing things 
to the flow of a river, he says you could not step twice into the same river.”9 
Their sense of the universe was much smaller than the current worldview of 
the vast expanse of interstellar space, yet ancient thinkers offered a truth that 
contemporary astronomy affirms: all is in flux. 

As death and destruction continue, in the end will love, goodness, and 
justice prevail? Is the universe’s narrative a tragedy or a comedy? Tragedies 
are stories that end catastrophically. Comedies are those stories that pass 
through hellish times but end with life having come around right. Dante 
presents a journey through three stages: Hell (Inferno), Purgatory (Purgatorio), 
and Paradise (Paradiso), yet proclaims that in spite of all manner of evil that 
surrounds humanity, the end result is glory. Accordingly, Dante described 
humanity’s story as comedy—a Divine Comedy. 

In the end, understanding life as a divine comedy holds the hope and 
promise of creation dwelling with God and God dwelling within creation. 
The final destination (telos) can be spoken of in terms of the entire universe 
(in sociological terms, viewing life on a macro or cosmic level), of humanity 
as a whole (the perspective of the meso or societal level), or of each person 
(drilling down to the micro or individual level). At the individual level, the 
God journey is undertaken within a life often entangled with diversions, in 
which a view toward the final end may be obscured by preliminary concerns 
that distract attention away from concerns about the ultimate meaning 
and purpose of life. On the other hand, existential realities can reawaken 
thoughts and wonderings about what the future holds. Such concerns, in 
theological terms, are the subject matter of eschatology. Eschatology is the 

9. Daniel W.Graham, “Heraclitus,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2015 Edi-
tion), 4, Edward N. Zalta (ed.), forthcoming URL = http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/
fall2015/entries/heraclitus/.
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“theology of the last things, the end of time and history, the coming of 
the Kingdom of God.”10 Throughout scripture one finds such attempts to 
express the vision of God (God’s Dream). Isaiah wrote of the peaceable king-
dom in which the lamb and the lion lay down together (Isaiah 11). John the 
Divine saw a new heaven and new earth and heard a loud voice saying, 

“See, the home of God is among mortals. 
He will dwell with them as their God; 
they will be his peoples, 
and God himself will be with them; 
he will wipe every tear from their eyes. 
Death will be no more;
mourning and crying and pain will be no more,
for the first things have passed away.”
And the one who was seated on the throne said,  
 “See, I am making all things new.”11

 Revelation 21:3b–5a

The vision of creation’s consummation is always seen through “a glass 
darkly.” One can know the future only through intimations and hunches. 
Over time a vision of the intended fullness of creation becomes clear. Fur-
ther intimations of creation’s telos bring intensified awareness of the barriers, 
obstacles, and deviations that work against that End. How those diversions 
are dealt with raises questions of salvation, “. . . deliverance from anything 
that threatens to prevent fulfillment and enjoyment of our relationship with 
God.”12 William Porcher DuBose writes:

What Salvation means and, specifically, what our Salvation means, is a matter 
primarily determined not by creeds, not by Scripture, not by divine revelation, 
but by the facts of our own nature and condition. All Salvation is deliverance 
from some form of evil. . . . The good of any being is what is necessary for its 
completion and satisfaction; its evil is whatsoever hinders, limits, or contra-
dicts this.13

Salvation then opens one to the fulfillment of the individual, corporate, 
and cosmic life. Evil prevents the realization of the purpose of individual, 
societal, and cosmic dimensions of life. Sin is seen as individual and corpo-
rate participation in the thwarting of the purposes of God and God’s pur-
pose of creation. As one experiences evil within and around oneself, relief 

10. Don S. Armentrout and Robert Boak Slocum, An Episcopal dictionary of the church, 
188.

11. “The Revelation to John,” The Holy Bible, NRSV (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson 
Publishers, 1989), 259.

12. Don S. Armentrout and Robert Boak Slocum, editors, An Episcopal dictionary of the 
church, 494.

13. William Porcher Dubose, The Soteriology of the New Testament (New York, NY: Mac-
millan and Co., 1892), 16.

EfM D  i-xii,1-178_part1.indd   14 7/26/16   3:27 PM



Reading and Reflection guide, Volume d | 15 

unit one: spiRitual autobiogRaphy and listening | Week tWo

and deliverance become urgent concerns. Paraphrasing Dubose can bring 
attention to that sense of urgency: Salvation for me can only be deliverance 
from the evil to which I am subject.

Darkness on the Journey: Scotosis

Through the assigned readings and suggestions for response and practice, 
Education for Ministry encourages reflective learning that leads to insights 
and implications for living into the journey with God. If honest, however, 
we will acknowledge that insights are not always desired on our part. Insight 
makes demands we may be unwilling or unable to meet. Henri Nouwen 
observes that for learning to be a redemptive process one has to consider 
first whether one wants insight.

Learning is meant to lead to a redemptive insight into the condition of our 
world. But do we always desire insight? The Jesuit theologian Bernard Loner-
gan writes: Just as insight can be desired, so too, it can be unwanted. Beside the 
love of light, there can be a love of darkness. If prepossessions and prejudices 
notoriously vitiate theoretical investigations, much more easily can elementary 
passions bias understanding in practical and personal matters. To exclude an 
insight is also to exclude the further questions that would arise from it and the 
complementary insights that would carry it towards a rounded and balanced 
viewpoint. To lack that fuller view results in behavior that generates misunder-
standing both in ourselves and in others. To suffer such incomprehension fa-
vours a withdrawal from the outer drama of human living into the inner drama 
of phantasy (Insight, London, UK: Longmans Green and Co., Ltd., 1957, 191).

Lonergan calls such an aberration of understanding a “scotosis,” derived 
from the Greek word skotos, which means “darkness,” and the resultant blind 
spot a “scotoma.” By introducing these terms, he has helped us to come to a 
better understanding of the massive resistance against learning, for it is exactly 
this scotosis that prevents us from really dealing with those factors that are 
crucial to our growth. By this scotosis, this exclusion of painful insights, we 
prevent our own experience from becoming part of the learning process and 
become like unengaged spectators in the procession of life.14

Nouwen expands the discussion:

I am trying to say very simple and obvious things here. But if it is true that the 
most obvious things can easily become the most threatening things to us, then 
perhaps they also can become the easiest subjects of scotosis. 

Scotosis means long and fierce discussions about justice and equality while 
we hate our teacher or ignore the needs of others around us. Scotosis means 
endless academic quarrels in a world filled with atrocities, and much talk about 
hunger from people suffering from overweight. Scotosis allows church people 

14. Henri J. M. Nouwen, Creative Ministry (Garden City, NY: Image Books, 1971), 15.
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to indulge in comfortable discussions about the Kingdom of God while they 
should know that God is with the poor, the sick, the hungry, and the dying.  
In Lonergan’s words, “Scotosis means an aberration which prevents the emer-
gence into consciousness of perspectives that would give rise to unwanted in-
sights” (op. cit., p. 192). It is indeed startling to discover how we keep ourselves 
free from those unwanted insights.15

The darkness of scotosis often, too often, leads to horrific human cruelty. 
It demands a passionate and rigorous response, but it is a mistake to respond 
in kind to destruction through a passion born of revenge and hostility. Pas-
sionate response to death and destruction for the followers of Jesus requires 
of us the rejection of vengeance and revenge. The Good News of God in 
Christ calls hearts and minds to turn in an entirely different direction. The 
message of Jesus calls for love as he has loved those among whom he lived. 
He extended the commandment to love to include loving one’s enemies. 
The Vision of God is for all people. The Good News of God in Christ is one 
of reconciling love extended to all creation. It is a life realized only through 
an ever deepening participation in God and what God is doing in the world. 

Facing scotosis in one’s own self and the world is best done in the context 
of community, the communion and friendship of the people of God. God’s 
people are to have, deeply woven into their common life, values sifted and 
tested by the generations who have gone before them, values that became 
known as the theological and cardinal virtues of faith, hope, love, prudence, 
justice, fortitude, and temperance. 

The community of faith as such must be faithful under the covenant; it must 
also be a community of hope, looking forward eagerly to the further coming of 
the reign of God and seeking to forward that mission in all its affairs. . . . It must 
be a community of love shaping its internal ministry and relationships by that 
principle, and deeply engaged as a community of loving service and mission 
to the world for which Jesus died and which the Spirit fills. The community of 
faith must be a prudent community, carrying habitual principle and relation-
ship into concrete acts of internal support and external mission. It must be a 
community of justice and mercy, conducting its internal discipline and proce-
dures in a just/merciful manner, and promoting justice in the larger community 
it inhabits. It must be a community of fortitude, prepared to risk its own well-
being for the sake of its mission and not become a mere museum or defensive 
circle of wagons. And it must be a community of temperance, in both inner 
ministry and outer mission embodying and advocating a balanced life.16

15. Ibid., 16. 
16. Robert David Hughes, III, Beloved Dust: Tides of the Spirit in the Christian Life  

(New York, New York: Continuum International Publishing Group, Inc., 2008), 161. 
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Mapping the Journey

The vision of balanced communal life immersed within the heritage of 
virtues is compelling, fostering and nurturing a lifelong journey that requires 
encouragement and guidance. Throughout history, the God journey has 
been understood as a threefold passage. Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, a 
late fifth- to early sixth-century Syrian monk, imagined life moving through 
three stages: purgation, illumination, and union.17 The stages were some-
times metaphorically expressed as ascending a ladder. In a universe under-
stood as stable and static, ascending a ladder made sense, but a universe that 
is perceived to be in continual motion necessitates a different metaphor. 
Robert Hughes prefers the metaphor of tides to describe the threefold God 
journey. He names three tides: conversion, transfiguration, and glory. “As in 
the real ocean, these tides are concurrent, though one may predominate at 
any given moment in a person’s life. This requires us to think and navigate 
in three dimensions, as it were: pitch, roll, and yaw.”18

Navigating through one’s God journey where the movements of the Spirit 
push, pull, and turn us calls for guidance. David Ford offers direction and en-
couragement by drawing from his friend the poet Micheal O’Siadhail’s work.

But what on earth should we do about it? Are we as impotent as we usually 
feel? Considering such events of horror, terror, hatred, cruelty, malice, cold-
heartedness, organized violence, and evil, it would be easy to despair or to 
become resigned, hardened, cynical. O’Siadhail wrestles with this too. “Cry-
ing Out,” the powerful culminating poem of the series, reflects on all these 
tragedies. Two lessons stand out. 

First, we need to face and word the truth, to remember, and to practice 
patient listening . . . 

Second, we would be advised to follow O’Siadhail by entering more deeply 
into a select few of these tragedies. Just as we can take to heart a few well-
known people, and they can become the ones we look to, as we identify with 
them and live our lives in their light, so we can choose especially to remember 
certain events—O’Siadhail even compares it to making friends: 

As we choose a friend 
In the end 
We blend or select memories to mend 
Whatever engine moves 
Our spirits on, 
But don’t efface 
The place 
Or trace of any lost or wounded face 
Stained with its loves and lives 
From our horizon.19

17. Ibid., 12.
18. Ibid., 8.
19. David F. Ford, The Drama of Living, 9, 11.
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Drawing on the images from O’Siadhail’s poetry, one is challenged to 
“face and word the truth.” Facing truth can be terrifying and requires a 
commitment to trust what is real. Truth is not a possession to master, but a 
relationship to build and hold. Jesus’ words as reported in the Gospel accord-
ing to John resonate with this view of truth: “I am the way, the truth, and the 
life.” The Greek word for “truth” used here is aletheia. It literally means undis-
closed, the unveiling of what has been hidden. “Truth” to the ancient Greeks 
had a living quality that invited entering into relationship with her. Any 
attempt to possess aletheia resulted in losing sight of her whenever she veiled 
herself again, the would-be knower left with a fleeting memory much like a 
forgotten dream in the morning light. Facing truth requires courage, commu-
nity, and commitment. As one faces the truth, then the next step is to “word 
the truth”—to give voice to what is known and seen. Once truth is faced and 
spoken (worded), next comes the requirement of “patient listening.” 

Patient listening for and to answers through “wording the truth” opens  
a way to explore how the voices within the Christian tradition connect with 
personal experience and beliefs. O’Siadhail’s imperative, “face and word the 
truth,” along with the counsel of patient listening, inspires an urgency to live 
out the Good News of God in Christ as a way of participating in God. 

Over this year EfM’s ministry formation process outlined in the Read-
ing and Reflection Guide will offer opportunities to explore fundamental 
questions that arise as one lives into the God journey, and the learning 
community of the seminar will provide needed communal support and 
encouragement. 

At the heart of our world, at the heart of each one of us, God wills to dwell. 
[God] rejoices over this world with a joy which is unspeakable, a joy which 
liberates and sustains, which cleanses and redeems the lost potential in each 
human heart and of all creation. Now . . . the Church turns to [God] in prayer 
for the coming of the Spirit, who is Lord and Lifegiver, who will renew the face 
of this ravaged earth, the ravaged earth which lies around our great, but so am-
biguous cities, the ravaged earth which is the very life of each one of us. In the 
descent of God’s joy into the centre of our world, [one’s] spirit leaps up into 
union with God’s Spirit, the world’s own power of life is released, its respon-
sive and creative power rises up and participates in that eternal movement of 
love which is at the very heart of God himself.20

Focus
Terms to note: theosis, scotosis, anamnesis, prognosis, deification, incarna-
tion, participation in God

What other terms or concepts did you encounter that were new? You might 
want to keep a running list of this new vocabulary as you work through the 
year.

20. A. M. Allchin, Participation in God, 77.
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As you reflect on weekly reading, study, and the year’s theme of “Living into 
the Journey with God,” significant reactions and questions can occur. While 
reading, be aware of and note connections you make from 

•	 Personal experience: Do you recall some occurrence from your own life  
as you are reading?

•	 Today’s world: Does something you read make you think of something 
that is occurring in the world today, in news, movies, politics, and so 
forth?

•	 Christian heritage: Does something in your reading remind you of some-
thing that has happened or is happening in the Bible and/or the church? 

•	 Personal beliefs and values: Does something you read challenge or affirm 
your own beliefs?

You may wish to keep a journal noting your responses.

Respond
The patient listening advocated by Micheal O’Siadhail requires a willing-
ness to live without immediate answers. Listening is more than hearing 
sounds transmitted. It involves every element of human consciousness. The 
intellect, imagination, emotion, and physical sensation all interact in listen-
ing. When another person speaks the listener brings her or his conceptual 
understandings into the process. Imagination adds images to “hearing.” 
Emotions are activated in reaction to what is being said, or perhaps in reac-
tion to the listener’s similar past experiences. Physical sensations often arise 
with the emotions that surface. Comments such as “hair stood up on the 
back of my neck” or “I felt the muscles in my gut tighten” indicate physical 
responses experienced.

Patience is required because it may take some time to apprehend the full-
ness of what we’ve listened to. After the conversation, maybe even days or 
weeks later, through the faculty of memory one may realize another dimen-
sion of “hearing” added to the initial understanding. The event may be past, 
yet the meaning of what was said lingers as the various levels of conscious-
ness contribute to the experience of listening. Thus patient listening can 
become a form of contemplative practice.

“Hearing” can become tainted with interests projected onto the speaker 
as one not only listens to another, but listens for specific things. What gets 
said is often not what gets heard. At the same time, it is important to be 
alert to one’s own deepest desires when listening to another, for what is 
spoken may be the catalyst for awaking a voice within the listener. The ex-
ternal conversation may evoke an internal conversation that brings impor-
tant self-awareness. 

All results that arise from patient listening become part of the journey 
with God and impact how one participates in God. How has such listening 
been a part of your journey? When have you been aware of using patient 
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listening? What has prevented your practicing patient listening? What pos-
sibilities or opportunities do you presently have in your life for practicing 
patient listening? 

Practice
The Spiritual Autobiography

At the beginning of the program year EfM participants reflect on and 
prepare spiritual autobiographies, then share a portion with their seminar 
groups. This is a foundational part of the work for the year and is not op-
tional. Everyone, participant and mentor alike, participates in this exercise. 
Reflecting on and sharing your own story and listening deeply to the stories 
of others are fundamental skills for the practice of ministry in daily life 
because they are fundamental to building relationships. Ministry begins in 
relationship. The sharing of spiritual autobiographies provides the seminar 
group an opportunity to begin forming the learning community in which 
we will work and reflect through the year.

The suggested format for framing an autobiography changes yearly, giving 
participants over the four years in EfM multiple spiritual lenses through 
which to consider their own lives. Why go through this each year? One 
reason that seems consistently true is that after completing my own account 
and hearing the autobiographical accounts of others, I become aware of 
additional pieces of my own story that I may not have recalled earlier. As 
life continues to unfold, year by year, day by day, my own story unfolds. My 
story this month is different from my story even six weeks or six months ago. 

Another reason is that choosing the slice of my larger story to offer as 
spiritual autobiography each year provides an avenue for reflecting on where 
my own experience encounters that shared by others in my seminar group, 
while simultaneously engaging with the greater story of the people of God 
encountered through EfM study and reflection. 

Preparing a spiritual autobiography is a soil-turning event. The prepara-
tory phase is done by and for the participant alone, but awareness that a 
piece will be shared can be intimidating. Often, the preparing of a spiritual 
autobiography for EfM is the first time someone has made such an attempt. 
Many people are uneasy or reluctant about this for a variety of reasons. 
There are a few things to keep in mind as you prepare:

•	 The full preparation of your spiritual autobiography is for your own per-
sonal growth and reflection. You will not be sharing your entire spiritual 
autobiography in the seminar group. The year’s assigned format will sug-
gest a focus so you can choose what to share and what to withhold as you 
present only a part of your story in your group.

•	 Your group likely included a standard of confidentiality in the group’s 
norms, the covenant agreed upon in the first week or so. Even if the group 
did not specifically address confidentiality in general, that standard is 
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required and should be explicitly agreed to during the time for present-
ing spiritual autobiographies. What each person tells of a personal nature 
during the EfM seminar may not be shared beyond that room or among 
those gathered. No one may recount anything they heard of another’s 
story, including to someone in the group who may have been absent  
at the time. Any account of another person’s story is by definition in- 
authentic. You may share your own story with someone who was absent;  
no other member of the group may share your particular story.

•	 The mentor and group together will support one another in holy listening 
and sharing. We are on holy ground when we hear another’s story. The 
story offered is a sacred gift. 

Constructing Your Spiritual Autobiography

As you prepare to work on your spiritual autobiography for this year, return 
to the metaphor of tides for discerning the God journey. The first tide, con-
version, has three movements or aspects. Conversion involves turning from 
something that was destructive, difficult, or simply was not oriented toward 
health and wholeness. Conversion also involves turning to something that 
promises new life and healing. The turning is a conversion by something or 
someone as well.21 Recalling and reflecting on a series of conversions can 
bring awareness of the terrain of the God journey. 

Conversion has a layered structure. Robert Hughes describes it in the fol-
lowing way:

The foundational notion is that conversion is a fundamental option or choice 
making a wholly new self-disposition of a human being in the face of the 
world and the Holy Mystery who haunts that world. It causes a shift in the 
horizon, boundary, or limit of that world as person to that individual, in a 
manner that affects and effects him or her in every dimension of life; these 
dimensions embrace the classical faculties of the affections or desires, the intel-
lect, and the moral will, thus bringing conversion to bear in affective, intel-
lectual, and moral areas of life . . . [C]onversion is a chosen (and empowered) 
shift in the fundamental relationship between the self and world that changes 
everything.22

In addition to affective, intellectual, and moral conversion, a fourth  
dimension is religious conversion—a falling in love without qualification. 

Each layer of conversion has the characteristics of conversion from,  
conversion to, and conversion by. One turns from something by turning  
to something, and is turned by something.

21. Robert Hughes, Beloved Dust, 75.
22. Ibid., 213.
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An outline of conversion may be summarized:23

Affective: taking responsibility for emotional life

•	 turned from

•	 turned to

•	 turned by

Intellectual: falling in love with reality over illusion

•	 turned from

•	 turned to

•	 turned by

Moral and Political: moving from self-interest to the common good

•	 turned from

•	 turned to

•	 turned by

Religious: falling in Love without qualification

•	 turned from

•	 turned to

•	 turned by

These dimensions of conversion guide the spiritual autobiography pattern 
for this year. 

There is no correct way to do this. As always in EfM, if a suggested ap-
proach proves not a good fit for someone after making a good attempt, the 
person is free to develop a personal spiritual autobiography in a form that 
does work, but it is desired that it be framed this year in some way compat-
ible with the idea of conversion. 

Steps to Constructing Your Spiritual Autobiography 

 a. Create a “map” of your journey with God. Describe in writing or pic-
tures the high points, low points, streams, deserts, pathways, highways, 
and so forth. Map that journey from earliest memory to now. 

 b. Name the people who were part of that map, who pointed the way, or 
barred the way, or diverted the path, or walked with you, and so forth.

 c. Note the spots where you were converted/turned in some way.  
Identify each as a turn of emotional, intellectual, moral/political,  
or religious nature. 

 d. Focus on the most recent period of your life (the last last ten to fif-
teen years). In that period, identify which of the five types of conver-

23. The outline was excerpted from a handout created by Robert Hughes for a mentor 
formation training he led. 
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sion you experienced, accepting that there may have been more than 
one kind. 

 e. For each type of conversion/turning you identify in the last ten to fif-
teen years, see if you can connect to how the conversion was a turning 
from, a turning toward, or a turning by something. 

 f. Plan how and what you will share in ten minutes with the rest of the 
EfM group from this recent ten-to-fifteen-year period.

Scheduling Spiritual Autobiographies

The seminar group sets the schedule for sharing spiritual autobiographies. 
The most important things are to share them as early in the program year  
as possible and to share them in a way so that all of the group can hear each 
spiritual autobiography shared. Many groups schedule a time to hear one 
to three spiritual autobiographies each week over several weeks, depending 
on the number in your group. Others have found, given the busy schedules 
of adults, that it is difficult to have all members present for every spiritual 
autobiography and have developed alternate ways for making sure all spiri-
tual autobiographies are heard. Some gather for a retreat-like meeting where 
all the spiritual autobiographies are shared in a single day. Some break the 
spiritual autobiography format into a series so that each week every person 
in the group responds briefly to the same prompt or question. (See alternate 
format below.)

Alternate Format for Sharing Spiritual Autobiographies

Everyone in the group does the work assigned in “Construct a Spiritual Au-
tobiography” above. The difference is in how the spiritual autobiographies 
are shared in the seminar meetings. 

Use Mutual Invitation (see page 291 in Part II of the Guide) and allow 
a brief silence before inviting the next person to share. Each participant 
answers the framing question in two to three minutes. There is no cross talk. 
After everyone has had a turn, the mentor leads the whole group in a closing 
prayer of thanksgiving for the gifts shared.

The following is an example of how framing questions can guide the 
sharing over four meetings. Your group may want to compose their own 
questions.

•	 Week One: In looking over the map of your journey with God, where do 
you find evidence of an Affective conversion? Where do you see a time in 
which you took responsibility for your emotional life through turning from, 
turning to, and being turned by?

•	 Week Two: In looking over the map of your journey with God, where do 
you find evidence of an Intellectual conversion? Where do you see a time 
in which you fell in love with reality over illusion through turning from, 
turning to, and being turned by?
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•	 Week Three: In looking over the map of your journey with God, where 
do you find evidence of a Moral and Political conversion? Where do you 
see a time in which you moved from a focus on self-interest to a focus on 
the common good through turning from, turning to, and being turned by?

•	 Week Four: In looking over the map of your journey with God, where do 
you find evidence of a Religious conversion? Where do you see a time in 
which you fell in Love without qualification through turning from, turning 
to, and being turned by?
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Week three

About Online Resources

A resource for broadening and deepening biblical study is the Oxford Bibli-
cal Studies internet site. All EfM participants have subscriber’s access to 
this resource that has articles, maps, timelines, a variety of biblical transla-
tions, illustrations, and numerous other items. Articles on biblical interpreta-
tion are particularly supportive for Year One participants, but all years may 
find items of interest, including the New Oxford Annotated Bible. Reach the 
site with the following internet address: 

oxfordbiblicalstudies.com
The login ID is efm-sewanee and the password is ministry.

There are other resources online for participants in Years One and Two,  
in particular web resources that correspond to the Collins and Powell texts:24

Collins: http://www.augsburgfortress.org/education/ 
academic/introductiontothehebrewbible/

Powell: http://bakerpublishinggroup.com/books/ 
introducing-the-new-testament/264690/esources

An EfM Study Guide for MacCulloch’s text is available on the EfM web 
page Resources:

http://efm.sewanee.edu/assets/uploads/ 
MacCulloch_Study_Guide-Babb.pdf

About Reading Theological Works

Reading theological books may be a new experience for some participants. 
Most of us are accustomed to reading in our daily lives specifically for infor-
mation and in small pieces, and more and more many of us read only from 
sources—especially in social media—that are curated for a narrow viewpoint. 
A theological text is meant to be part of a conversation. There is no need to 
accept the author’s every assertion as gospel, nor to throw the book at the 
wall simply because it challenges your viewpoint. Engage with the author. Be 
open to what you might learn and how you might be stretched by a differ-
ent perspective. Write in your book (gasp!), make notes, come back over and 
over to see if you are able to find another way into what the author is shar-
ing. And, finally, reflect, reflect, reflect. How can you put these words into 
conversation with your life?

24. These and other hyperlinks in this volume were operational at the time of printing. If 
you find the link does not work, try searching for the author or title to find an updated link.
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You may find this blog post from Kwok Pui Lan helpful: 

http://kwokpuilan.blogspot.com/2011/02/ 
how-to-read-theological-book.html

And as Kwok frequently reminds her students: A hermeneutic of suspi-
cion is needed, but it should be balanced by a hermeneutic of compassion. 
An ancient author, and even one from more recent centuries, is writing to 
a particular audience, one that may not share your worldview or use your 
vocabulary. 

Note for Years One through Four: there will be large amounts of text reading in 
various weeks throughout the year, as well as opportunities for deepening under-
standing offered in the Reading and Reflection Guide. The practice of looking  
ahead can help you plan time to comfortably complete each assignment.

YEAR ONE

Read
Collins, Preface and Preface to the Second Edition; Abbreviations; Introduc-
tion; Chapter 1, “The Near Eastern Context” and Chapter 2, “The Nature of 
the Pentateuchal Narrative,” pages vv–40

Looking ahead: In order to provide opportunity to read a substantial portion of 
the Hebrew Testament, the Year One primary source, reading assignments will 
sometimes be long. Please think about what you will have to do in order to provide 
enough time for your preparation. For example, if you have a long commute each 
day or if you are someone who enjoys audiobooks, you might consider listening to 
an audio version of the biblical passages assigned.

Focus
Use the method recommended in Week Two to highlight and make notes:

•	 Personal experience: Do you recall some occurrence from your own life  
as you are reading?

•	 Today’s world: Does something you read make you think of something 
that is occurring in the world today, in news, movies, politics, and so forth?

•	 Christian heritage: Does something in your reading remind you of some-
thing that has happened or is happening in the Bible and/or the church? 

•	 Personal beliefs and values: Does something you read challenge or affirm 
your own beliefs?

Terms and names to note: anthropomorphic; Torah; Pentateuch; Julius 
Wellhausen; Hermann Gunkel; Rolf Rendtorff; Gerhard von Rad; Erhard 
Blum; sources in the Hebrew scripture, e.g. documentary hypothesis, J, E, 
P, and D sources
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YEAR TWO

Read
Powell, Preface and Chapter 1, “The New Testament World,” pages 9–46, 
and Chapter 2, “The New Testament Writings,” pages 47–62

Focus
Use the method recommended in Week Two to highlight and make notes:

•	 Personal experience: Do you recall some occurrence from your own life  
as you are reading?

•	 Today’s world: Does something you read make you think of something 
that is occurring in the world today, in news, movies, politics, and so 
forth?

•	 Christian heritage: Does something in your reading remind you of some-
thing that has happened or is happening in the Bible and/or the church? 

•	 Personal beliefs and values: Does something you read challenge or affirm 
your own beliefs?

Terms and names to note: Essenes; Zealots; Mishnah; Talmud; Hellenism; 
apocalyptic thought; Septuagint; types of criticism; Dead Sea Scrolls testa-
ment; apostolic; catholic; seven categories of New Testament writings; Justin 
Martyr’s account of Christian worship; canon; stages in the transmission of 
the Gospel Tradition; Marcion; exegesis; hermeneutics

In the chapter’s section “Exegesis and Hermeneutics,” Powell states, “All the 
exegetical methods and academic disciplines described above are used by 
people who operate with different hermeneutical assumptions and interests. 
The methods themselves are simply tools that are employed for very differ-
ent purposes by people with different attitudes and goals [60].”

Name three methods of exegesis. 

What kind of landscape does the “New Testament world” reveal? 

What were the challenges of living the God journey at that time?

YEAR THREE

Read
MacCulloch, Acknowledgements, Introduction, and Chapter 1, “Greece and 
Rome,” pages xxiii–46

Focus
Use the method recommended in Week Two to highlight and make notes:

•	 Personal experience: Do you recall some occurrence from your own life  
as you are reading?
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•	 Today’s world: Does something you read make you think of something 
that is occurring in the world today, in news, movies, politics, and so 
forth?

•	 Christian heritage: Does something in your reading remind you of some-
thing that has happened or is happening in the Bible and/or the church? 

•	 Personal beliefs and values: Does something you read challenge or affirm 
your own beliefs?

Until recently, church historians have primarily traced Christian history 
as the movement from Jerusalem, through the Roman Empire, and on to 
Europe, steadily moving westward to the New World. MacCulloch takes a 
more global approach, presenting Christian history along three paths: the 
movement west from Jerusalem that became the Western-Latin expression 
of Christianity; the path into the Middle East and Far East; and the Eastern 
Orthodoxies of Byzantine empires.

What is gained or lost in MacCulloch’s approach?

Terms and names to note: Christians of the Middle East; Latin-speaking 
Church; Orthodoxy; repentance and conversion; Bible as central text of 
Christianity; “[b]ooks are the storehouses for human ideas”; historical truth; 
conventions used throughout MacCulloch’s book; Logos; Hellas; polis; ekkle-
sia; Plato’s influence on Christianity; Hellenistic Greece; res publica (repub-
lic); Roman Republic; imperial monarchy

YEAR FOUR

Read
Ballard, “On Being Theologically Literate” on pages 192–200 in Part II  
of this Reading and Reflection Guide.

Focus
What role does theological literacy play in your journey to God at this time?

Beginning next week, you will be reading two different texts on the work of 
doing theology. David Ford’s Theology: A Very Short Introduction examines the 
basic questions that arise when thinking about God and centers an under-
standing of God in worship. Mark McIntosh’s Mysteries of Faith explores 
Christian doctrines using a central image of relationship. These works are 
very different from one another, yet each in its way offers a practical ap-
proach, a way of examining and constructing our own theologies centered in 
practice. As you read, notice how each author handles core theological con-
cepts, such as the nature of God, the divine/human nature of Jesus Christ, 
the Trinity, the question of evil, the relationship of creation to creator, and 
other theological questions that may occur in the course of doing your own 
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work in theology. It may help to keep a journal in which you can consider 
these questions over the weeks spent on these texts: 

•	 What does each author contribute to your work and identity as a  
theologian? 

•	 What concerns do you have about assertions made by one or both  
of these theologians? 

•	 What surprises you? 

•	 What new understandings are forming? 

•	 What are points of congruence and divergence between your theology  
and those presented in these texts?

2
ALL YEARS 

Respond
Group Life

The year has barely begun for the EfM group but already there is likely a 
sense of how things are going. The group set some norms at the first meet-
ing and this can be a good time to review them briefly.

What values are present in the norms?

Which of the norms call most for your attention?

What practices have begun that support the group’s God journey?

Practice
Spiritual Autobiography

Continue to work on your own spiritual autobiography and prepare to  
share the portion you select. In the seminar practice holy listening as others 
in your group begin to share.

Practice Patient Listening

As you can each day, become aware of ways that others speak about con-
versions in their life. You are not asked to eavesdrop, but to be attentive to 
those who talk to you. You may hear such accounts while watching TV or 
listening to the radio or reading the news as well as in talking with friends, 
co-workers, and family members.  

What types of conversions do people talk about? 

Are the conversions ones of turning towards, turning from, or being turned 
by something or someone?
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Week four

YEAR ONE

Read
Genesis 1–11;
Collins, Chapter 3, “The Primeval History,” pages 41–50

Focus
“Listen” to the Genesis chapters this week and to Collins. How is either one 
inspiring you to make connections to events in your own life, to your own 
beliefs, to what is going on in the world around you or to what is taking 
place in the life and worship of the church? Continue the method of high-
lighting and note taking begun in the previous weeks. 

Terms and names to note: primeval; Genesis’s two creation stories; ‘adam; 
Atrahsis myth; Epic of Gilgamesh; Sons of God (Genesis 6); Enuma Elish

Stories delight and entertain in various forms and styles. Myths, epics, 
legends, novellas, and fables each tell some tale that interests as it instills 
values, guidance, and meaning. Often values live implicitly within the listen-
ers, only to surface in moments of crisis that call for decisive action. Some 
myths explain why things are as they are; others prescribe “right” behavior; 
while others venture into explanations as they establish meaning. 

Some fundamental questions addressed in stories are “What is truth and 
can I know it?”; “What endures?”; “What is real?”; “Is there purpose to my 
life?”; “Where did we come from and where are we going?” Stories offer 
answers to basic concerns. 

What family stories or personal experiences have contributed to your sense 
of purpose?

YEAR TWO

Read
Powell, Chapter 3, “Jesus,” and Chapter 4, “The Gospels,” pages 63–101

Focus
“Listen” to Powell this week. How is the chapter inspiring you to make con-
nections to events in your own life, to your own beliefs, to what is going on 
in the world around you or to what is taking place in the life and worship of 
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the church? Continue the method of highlighting and note taking begun  
in the previous weeks. 

Terms and names to note: the two doctrines of Jesus; kingdom of God; 
themes in Jesus’ teaching; the historical Jesus; gospel as a literary genre; 
parables; miracle stories; pronouncement stories; passion and resurrection 
narratives; sayings of Jesus; the synoptic puzzle (aka problem); the Q  
source; Griesbach hypothesis; Diatessaron

What stories in your family or your experience have contributed to your 
social or intellectual understanding of the meaning and purpose of life?

YEAR THREE

Read
MacCulloch, Chapter 2, “Israel,” pages 47–73

Focus
“Listen” to MacCulloch. How is the chapter inspiring you to make connec-
tions to events in your own life, to your own beliefs, to what is going on in 
the world around you or to what is taking place in the life and worship of 
the church? Continue the method of highlighting and note taking begun  
in the previous weeks. 

Terms and names to note: Maccabees; Tanakh; Apocrypha; the first and  
second exiles; Samaritans; the first and second temple; Septuagint; Hel-
lenized Jews; creation out of nothingness; development of the notion of 
afterlife and individual soul; Hasmonean dynasty; Sadducees; Pharisees; 
Essenes; Zealots

Chapter 2 concludes Part I, “A Millennium of Beginnings,” in which Mac-
Culloch traces the social and intellectual “seeds” of Christianity. The two 
histories (Greco-Roman and Israel) continually influence Christian life and 
thought. 

The following quote appears near the bottom of page 50 of MacCulloch’s 
Christianity: The First Three Thousand Years: “. . . even through their hardest 
and most wretched experiences of fighting with those they love most deeply, 
[Israel is] being given some glimpse of how they relate to God.”

MacCulloch connects this struggle with Jacob’s formational struggle with 
the angel of the Lord at the River Jabbok. This way of drawing meaning 
from experience allowed Israel to view history through the eyes of faith. His-
tory became the arena in which they could see God at work, bringing them 
into being as a people bound to God. Some consider this a re-writing of 
history only, merely a means of self-justification. There is plenty of room for 
that view. However, this is also a way of interpreting history, of seeing God 
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at work in the life and experience of an individual and a group; this is salva-
tion history—history that tells the story of God’s work of redemption. 

As you read the assignment, reflect on how life’s meaning is formed 
through struggle as symbolized by Jacob’s struggle with the angel. 

What are some of the “angels” you have struggled with?

YEAR FOUR 

Read
Ford, Chapter 1, “Introduction: theology and the religions in transforma-
tion,” and Chapter 2, “Theology and religious studies: how is the field 
shaped,” pages 3–28

Focus
Terms and names to note: four elements of wise and creative theology; res-
sourcement; aggiornamento; “confessional” theology; “neutral” religious stud-
ies; Frei’s five types of theology; Vatican II; Dietrich Bonhoeffer; Hans Frei; 
Rudolf Bultmann; Paul Tillich; Karl Barth; Karl Rahner

You may want to use the method recommended in Week Two to highlight 
and make notes as you “listen” to Ford:

•	 Personal experience: Do you recall some occurrence from your own life  
as you are reading?

•	 Today’s world: Does something you read make you think of something 
that is occurring in the world today, in news, movies, politics, and so 
forth?

•	 Christian heritage: Does something in your reading remind you of some-
thing that has happened or is happening in the Bible and/or the Church? 

•	 Personal beliefs and values: Does something you read challenge or affirm 
your own beliefs?

How is the past related to the present and future in your theological thought? 
Where would you place your theology in relation to Frei’s five types? 

2
ALL YEARS 

Respond
How can your spiritual autobiography show something about living into the 
God journey?

What type of conversions do you experience as you study the EfM text: 
affective, intellectual, moral/political, religious?
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Practice
Practice patient listening to the news of the world this week, whether 
from an audio, audio-visual, or written source. Pay attention to the way 
the news is presented by your source. Let what you’ve heard sink in. Sit 
with the report in silence for a short time. Now, what questions surface? 
What would you like to know more about? What challenged you? What 
affirmed your own viewpoint? Note your feelings of being challenged 
or affirmed. Where might you turn to hear a different viewpoint on that 
report? If you have time to find another viewpoint and listen to it, what 
questions surface for you? 
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Week five

YEAR ONE

Read
“The Priestly Creation Story” essay found on pages 201–218 in Part II of the 
Reading and Reflection Guide 

Looking ahead: The Week Six reading assignment is Genesis 12–50 plus a chapter 
in Collins. It can take about an hour and a half for a moderately-paced reading of 
all of the Genesis assignment.

Focus
Continue the method of highlighting and note taking begun in the previous 
weeks.

Terms and names to note: covenant; Baals, cult; Sabbath; ex nihilo; Zoroas-
trianism; Manichaeism; dualism; Plato; Neo-Platonic; via negativa

The Priestly creation story in Genesis 1:1–2:4a poetically presents a doctrine 
of creation and offers a doctrine of God. A guided study of the story draws 
out the meaning contained in this ancient poem. The story shows God as 
Wholly Other yet present to creation. God transcends all that is, thereby 
providing a corrective to all forms of dualism. Many theological difficulties 
get untangled by the implications in the story.

The Priestly creation story is a mature statement of Israel’s belief about 
God and the relationship of all that exists to God. Describe your personal 
development of a view of the relationship between God and creation, that 
is, between God and all that is not God. 

Reflect on what it means to be a created being and on what it means to 
be created in the image of God.

YEAR TWO

Read
The Gospel according to Matthew (Try to read the whole gospel in one or  
two sittings.) 

Focus
Continue the method of highlighting and note taking begun in the  
previous weeks.
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Terms and names to note: Pharisees, Sadducees; Mount of Olives; Messiah; 
King Herod; sermon on the mount; Matthew’s miracles of Jesus; John the 
Baptist; Matthew’s parables of Jesus; the Transfiguration; lament over Jerusa-
lem; the Resurrection; the commissioning of the disciples 

The Gospel writers tell the story of the Good News of God in Christ. The 
Gospel in its entirety communicates the story. However, seldom do people 
hear the entire story, either experiencing the scripture verse by verse or in 
short pieces they hear within worship. Such reading is like watching a trailer 
of a film and believing you have seen the movie. Individual scenes make 
little or no sense without the context of the story. Reading the entire Gospel 
allows you to experience its drama. Once you have a sense of Matthew’s 
story, you are positioned better to interpret individual scenes, teachings, and 
events as you encounter them. 

What conversions can you identify in Matthew’s Gospel?

YEAR THREE

Read
MacCulloch, Chapter 3, “A Crucified Messiah,” pages 77–111

Focus
Continue the method of highlighting and note taking begun in the previous 
weeks.

Terms and names to note: cluster of words (evaggelion, evangelium, Gospel); 
Julius Africanus; epiousios; parables; abba; Kyrios—“Jesus is Lord, the word 
for God”; Paul of Tarsus; epistole; Paul’s use of the word “church”; Johannine 
Christ; Jewish revolt and fall of Jerusalem. Learn the pronunciations.

Change disrupts continuity. New ways of speaking and even newer ways of 
behaving create unrest. Yet without continuity, change evaporates into noth-
ingness. Society’s reordering of itself after chaotic change provides the stuff 
of history. Change in the eastern region of the Roman Empire eventually 
upset the Roman Empire’s social order. The history of Christianity began 
with seemingly insignificant events. The importance of those events became 
clear through the lenses of experience and hindsight. 

What conversions can you identify in MacCulloch’s chapter?

YEAR FOUR

Read
Ford, Chapter 3, “Thinking of God,” and Chapter 4, “Living before God: 
worship and ethics,” pages 35–65
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Focus
Terms and names to note: “real”; omnipresence; omniscience; the “divine”; 
Trinity; the God worshipped by Christians; ultimate concern; religious and 
non-religious forms of worship; five basic forms of prayer; idolatry; ethics; 
the shaping of desire; theological anthropology; Anselm of Canterbury; 
Bonaventure; Augustine; Paul Tillich; Bonhoeffer

In your experience, how is God known? Ford defines the divine as “what 
is worshipped.” How is this a helpful (or not helpful) definition for you? 
In what ways are your ethics shaped by your concept of the Trinity? What 
conversions do you find in Ford’s chapters?

2
ALL YEARS 

Respond
Across the various years the readings this week concerned the Priestly cre-
ation story in Genesis, the Gospel according to Matthew, the scandal of a 
crucified Messiah, and questions about how we know God and live out that 
knowledge. How do those texts, concepts, or questions guide you in living 
into the God journey? What part is conversion playing right now in your 
journey?

Practice
Identify something that occurred this week that caused you to see your rela-
tionship with God in a different way. Consider any of the following:

•	 something that happened to you personally;

•	 something that occurred in the universal Church; 

•	 something that challenged your beliefs; or

•	 something that you encountered in the news.
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Week six

YEAR ONE

Read
Genesis 12–50 
Collins, Chapter 4, “The Patriarchs,” pages 51–62

Looking ahead: Next week the reading assignment is Exodus 1–15 and a Collins 
chapter. Try to allow enough time to read and reflect on what you are reading.

Focus
Continue the method of highlighting and note taking using the categories  
of personal experience; what’s going on in the world; connections with 
Christian heritage as you understand it; your personal beliefs.

Terms and names to note: the Patriarchs; Abraham; Sarah; Isaac; Rebecca; 
Jacob; Rachel; Leah; Benjamin; Joseph; Miriam; pharaoh at time of Joseph; 
Jethro; Horeb; Legends—etiological, ethnological, etymological, and cer-
emonial; Hermon Gunkel; Sitz im Lebem; bris; Abraham Cycle; Jacob Cycle; 
Joseph Story

Collins’s text is a commentary on the primary text, the Bible. Your reading 
forms the basis for understanding what scholars and others say about the 
primary text. Robert Denton, professor of the Old Testament at General 
Theological Seminary, often reminded students that they would be amazed 
by how much the text illuminates the commentary. Each person has unique 
experiences that shape an interpretation of scripture. While the work of 
biblical scholars is enormously valuable, only the individual can bring a 
distinctive experience to the learning process. Then, as experience enters into 
dialogue with the primary text and with what scholars have written, deeper 
learning occurs. 

What light did the commentary shed on the biblical text? 

Describe the turning points (conversions) that you see in the whole  
of Genesis. 

YEAR TWO

Read
Powell, Chapter 5, “Matthew,” pages 103–123
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Focus
Continue the method of highlighting and note taking using the categories  
of personal experience; what’s going on in the world; connections with 
Christian heritage as you understand it; your personal beliefs.

Define: five speeches of Jesus’; Beatitudes; binding and loosing of the law; 
oligopistoi; Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History

What struggles to live into the God journey does Matthew’s Gospel relate?

YEAR THREE

Read
MacCulloch, Chapter 4, “Boundaries Defined,” pages 112–154

References to primary sources are sprinkled throughout the chapter. Try to 
find two or three primary sources to read, even if only a portion of the work. 
Bettenson’s book Documents of the Christian Church includes many primary 
sources from the early Christian tradition. Used and new copies are avail-
able to purchase and through some libraries. Online, the Christian Classics 
Ethereal Library at www.ccel.org includes numerous documents of the early 
church in its collection. For example, The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles, Com-
monly Called the Didache.25

Focus
Continue the method of highlighting and note taking using the categories  
of personal experience; what’s going on in the world; connections with 
Christian heritage as you understand it; your personal beliefs.

Terms and names to note: Hermas (The Shepherd) and the Didache online or in 
Bettenson (if you have purchased that book) or elsewhere and read what you 
can or want; Letter to Philemon; Didache; gnosis, Gnosticism, Nag Hamma-
di; Docetism; key points of difference between gnostic and Jewish attitudes; 
Marcion; Diatessaron; presbyteroi; diakonos; episkopoi; the importance of An-
tioch and Jerusalem in the early church; Clement; Ignatius; Victor; Stephen 
of Rome. Become familiar with pronunciation.

Describe the value and the price of boundaries in terms of life’s meaning 
and purpose. 

25. http://www.ccel.org/ccel/richardson/fathers.viii.i.html  Note: This and all links 
provided in the Reading and Reflection Guides were active and working at the time of 
printing. Sometimes links are changed for various reasons. If this one does not work, try 
searching for “Didache” in your browser search engine or on the Christian Classics Ethe-
real Library main page http://www.ccel.org .
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YEAR FOUR

Read
Ford, Chapter 5, “Facing evil” and Chapter 6, “Jesus Christ,” and  
pages 73–102

Focus
Terms and names to note: personal, structural, and natural evil; theodicy; 
the double mystery of evil and goodness; metanarrative; resuscitation vs. 
resurrection; Christology; catholic; the Councils; the divinity and humanity 
of Jesus Christ; Alexandrine vs. Antiochene Christology; hermeneutical gap; 
Augustine; Irenaeus; Jaroslav Pelikan; Aquinas; Calvin

How is Christian theodicy not about winning or losing an argument? 
What experience have you had or heard about that supports a belief that 
God can bring good out of evil? In what way can evil be seen as a form of 
idolatry?

How does Ford’s “defensible historical core” (pages 86–89) compare to 
your own understanding of Jesus? What are some losses and gains in transla-
tion of sacred texts? How does this affect your understanding of the biblical 
text? Why is the Jewishness of Jesus important?

2
ALL YEARS 

Respond
How does what you are learning in study and reflection address moments  
of conversion? 

Practice
The following is an exercise in very informal theological reflection. You  
may want to capture your answers in your journal.

Identify a focus: Create an image or picture that captures “conversion”  
for you.

Explore the focus: Write one or two paragraphs about that image. What  
kind of world does the image reveal? How do those in that world behave? 
What challenges do they face? What hopes do they have?

Connect other areas to the focus: What personal experience of conversion 
comes to mind?

From your study of the Christian tradition, what ideas or people have you 
discovered that would help make sense of things when you experience 
conversion?
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What do you believe or hope for about conversion and living into the God 
journey?

Who can you think of in your culture that could offer wisdom for someone 
experiencing conversion?

Apply insight and learning: Notice discoveries you have made.

Sit quietly with any prayer that may surface in response to what you wrote. 
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Week seven

YEAR ONE

Read
Exodus 1–15
Collins, Chapter 5, “The Exodus from Egypt,” pages 63–72

Focus
Continue the method of highlighting and note taking using the categories  
of personal experience; what’s going on in the world; connections with 
Christian heritage as you understand it; your personal beliefs.

Terms and names to note: Manetho; Hyksos; Hecataeus; Rameses II; 
Habiru; YamSup; Passover; “charter myth”; history; legend; folklore; found-
ing myth; YHWH; Adonai (Lord); HaShem; ’ehyeh ’aser (I AM WHO I AM); 
’ehyeh; eimi ho on (I am the one who is); absolute Being; YHWH is on the 
side of the weak; “salvation history” 

Name the images/metaphors for God that the writer of Exodus used to tell 
the story of God’s action of liberation for the children of Israel. Select two 
or three of the images for God and explore the qualities of God the image 
reveals. 

How is the relationship between God and creation/humankind/Israel like  
an ongoing journey?

YEAR TWO

Read
The Gospel according to Mark
Powell, Chapter 6, “Mark,” pages 125–145

Focus
Continue the method of highlighting and note taking using the categories  
of personal experience; what’s going on in the world; connections with 
Christian heritage as you understand it; your personal beliefs.

Every discussion, written or spoken, draws on some material. The content 
(images, story, and ideas) comes from sources that may be other writings, 
personal experiences, or beliefs held. 
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Make note of the sources that Powell used throughout his discussion of 
Mark

Terms and names to note: John Mark; intercalation; major themes in Mark; 
messianic secret; inclusio

YEAR THREE

Read
MacCulloch, Chapter 5, “The Prince: Ally or Enemy,” pages 155–188

Focus
Continue the method of highlighting and note taking using the categories  
of personal experience; what’s going on in the world; connections with 
Christian heritage as you understand it; your personal beliefs.

Terms and names to note: parousia; Apostolic Tradition; Celsus; in catacumbas; 
Origen; Plotinus; Mani; Manichee/Manichaean; Diocletian; Syriac Church; 
Osrhoene; Dura Europos; Armenia; Ephren; Odes of Solomon; Trdat (Tiridates)

Christianity not only survived but grew under the wave of persecutions from 
100 to 300 CE. People willing to suffer and die for what they believe wield 
powerful inspirations. When religious conviction is stronger than the fear 
of pain and death, people notice. It’s as if the persecutor’s sword sharpens 
one’s beliefs into passionate convictions. Clarity comes whenever a person 
discovers relationships that matter more than death. The witness born from 
martyrdom has transformative power for both believers and non-believers. 

What evidence of martyrs, if any, can you think of in your time and place?

How do those actions reveal something about living into the God journey?

YEAR FOUR

Read
Ford, Chapter 7, “Salvation—its scope and intensity” and Chapter 8, 
“Through the past to the present: texts and history,” pages 103–143

Terms and names to note: salvation; predestination; God’s salvific will; 
universal salvation; secondary creation; theological virtues; eschatology; 
Pentecostal; Charismatic; deification; liberation theologies; the context of 
the text; genre; the canon of scripture; the ”levels” or ”senses” of the text; 
commentary; original languages of the Bible; hermeneutics; critical history; 
presuppositions; Anselm of Canterbury; Martin Luther; Ernst Käsemann; 
Friedrich Schleiermacher; Paul Ricouer
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Identify some different Christian understandings of salvation. What is your 
theology of salvation in relation to these? How does salvation have a corpo-
rate dimension? What does the Orthodox concept of ”deification” contrib-
ute to this year’s theme of “theosis”? How might inter-religious dialogue 
help you as a Christian better understand a doctrine of salvation?

Ford’s guidelines for interpreting texts on pages 137–139 is extensive. Do 
you find any surprises in this list? Which do you already do regularly in your 
reading of the Bible or theological texts? Which would you like to add to 
your practice? What would you like to suggest be added to Ford’s list? How 
does the study of history contribute to your reading of the Bible or other 
theological texts?

2
ALL YEARS 

Respond
Summarize your learning from the unit’s study.

What stands out for you as a key learning in these first weeks of EfM? 

What have you learned about listening? About conversion? About living 
into the God journey?

Practice
Take a new route to work or to the store or to home. 

What did you have to give up in order to take that route?

What did you see that was new?

What implications does this practice have for your understanding of living 
into the God journey or of conversion?
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Week Eight

Reminder: The Reading and Reflection Guide is for participants to use for prepara-
tion between seminar sessions each week. The Practice sections continue to be for 
participants to practice skills for ministry such as listening or theological reflection. 
Mentors may find ways to incorporate participant’s work into the seminar sessions. 

YEARS ONE–FOUR

Read

Theological Reflection on the Journey

A parent watched a daughter bound out of the family car as she headed into 
her first day of school. Thoughts about her growing up and her excitement  
accompanied feelings of joy and sadness. The memory remained years after  
the child became an adult. 

A family huddled in their village home as bombs dropped from the desert sky. 
The father prayed silently for their safety while wondering if God was listening. 

A person knelt at the altar rail to receive the sacrament of Holy Communion. 
The bread was placed in her hand and the priest said the words, “The Body of 
Christ keep you in everlasting life.” As she took the bread she said to herself, 
“I am living in eternity!” Peace and awe simultaneously rose in her as she 
returned to the pew. 

Another family member died of Ebola in the African community. Terror 
haunted the faces of the mourners. Even a slight cough signaled danger, and  
a mother wondered how many sunsets she would see. 

The snapshots above capture points where reflection can begin, when 
people encounter something that moves them and they want to learn what 
the experience means and what implications it has for their lives. The desire 
to understand what an event means is common because it is a natural part 
of human nature. Wonder and curiosity motivate people to learn and seek 
understanding. Much of what happens on a daily basis is simply experi-
enced, disregarded, ignored, or forgotten. However, from time to time, an 
encounter captures our attention and calls us into personal reflection, to 
find meaning and purpose, to ask how our God is part of our lives. 

Theosis (participation in God) is like a sponge absorbing the water in 
which it is immersed. In like manner, theological reflection is a spiritual  
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discipline that immerses one in the mystery of God. Theosis requires dis-
cipline and skill, both of which are activated in the practice of theological 
reflection on experience, a practice that expands awareness of God’s partici-
pation with and in us and of our participation with and in God. As we open 
our experience before God in theological reflection, exploring our experi-
ence theologically, drawing on wisdom from all areas of our life, and finding 
a way forward with greater assurance, we are fitted for an increasingly lively 
and life-giving journey into God. 

Through several decades EfM has developed a method and model of 
reflection that leads to meaning and ministry. Theological reflection is a  
disciplined way of attending to how we know and experience God. In the 
book The Art of Theological Reflection, Killen and de Beer carefully define 
theological reflection:

Theological reflection is the discipline of exploring individual and corporate 
experience in conversation with the wisdom of a religious heritage. The con-
versation is a genuine dialogue that seeks to hear from our own beliefs, actions, 
and perspectives, as well as those of the tradition. It respects the integrity of 
both. Theological reflection therefore may confirm, challenge, clarify, and 
expand how we understand our own experience and how we understand the 
religious tradition. The outcome is new truth and meaning for living.26

Theological reflection’s importance lies in valuing wisdom, coherence, 
meaning, and understanding. Education for Ministry (EfM) centers on  
theological education in support of shaping one’s ministry as a Christian. 
What does it mean to be a Christian and how can one live authentically as  
a Christian amidst the challenges and anxieties of daily life? The discipline 
of theological reflection helps one search for answers to those questions. The 
importance of theological reflection for EfM comes as participants grow in 
awareness and experience of self and others while increasing their knowledge 
of the Christian heritage.

The EfM reflection process uses a Four-Source Model that draws on 
content of Christian traditions, cultural/societal resources, individual experi-
ences and behavior, and personal positions (beliefs and value statements). 

The Tradition source yields the narratives, concepts, images, events, and 
basic information that comprise the content of the Christian heritage. Tradi-
tion’s content runs throughout Christian literature. The Bible, historical 
documents, creeds, hymns, prayer books, classical writings, Christian music 
and art, sermons, and lectures on Christian history and theology are con-
veyors of Christian lore. The Tradition source includes practices that reflect 
values, mores, and attitudes of varying expressions of Christianity. Ceremo-
nies, celebrations, and daily practices converge to establish an identifiable 
Christian habitus.

26. Patricia O’Connell Killen and John de Beer, The Art of Theological Reflection (New 
York, NY: Cross Road Publishing, 1994), viii.
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The Culture source refers to the expansive content found throughout a 
society and parallels the Tradition source. Literature, art, music, books, mov-
ies, dramas, even television commercials contain Culture content. Fables, 
nursery rhymes, sonnets, slogans, logos, and billboards communicate the 
values, attitudes, information, images, and philosophies of society. Values, 
attitudes, local customs, celebrations, and aphorisms delivered “at grand-
mother’s knee” are part of the Culture source.

The Tradition and Culture sources are characterized by continuity of 
content; each existed before we were born and will remain after we die.

The Action source refers to personal experience; what one did at a partic-
ular time and in a specific place. The source is specific to an individual and 
the subject matter consists of descriptions of what once happened. Theologi-
cal reflection respects experience as an essential source. 

The Position source, a sibling of the Action source, refers to one’s values, 
opinions, and beliefs. Opinions, whether informed or not, begin with an im-
plied “I believe.” Unexamined positions can fall prey to bias and prejudice. 
Theological reflection impacts personal positions and potentially transforms 
them into stronger and better defended statements of belief. Positions form 
as a result of events in our lives and/or of things we have learned from 
society and from a faith tradition. Positions are the essence of knowing and 
meaning and as such are always a part of a theological reflection. 

While content from the Tradition and Culture sources always comes from 
outside an individual, the Action and Position sources always come out of 
the actions and opinions of an individual. 

Each person impacts each source and the sources impact each person.

Self

Tradition

Position Action

Culture
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An example of an individual theological reflection 

A man sat in his doctor’s office awaiting the results of a test for cancer. He 
felt fearful, uncertain, and helpless, and thought, “How did I get here? What 
am I facing? I’m just being tossed to and fro.” It was an anxious moment. 
Later as he began to reflect on that moment he asked himself, “What picture 
captures for me times when I think and feel these things?” He imagined that 
it was like being a helium balloon blown into a cactus patch and he sketched 
the image. 

He began to explore the image theologically beginning with what the 
world might be like for the balloon. The balloon’s world seemed perilous 
and out of control. It contained many dangers that threatened the balloon 
as it floated into the patch. The balloon’s very existence was at risk. His 
questions continued as he considered what this image suggested about hu-
man nature. He thought of words such as “contingent,” “limited,” “mortal,” 
and “finite.” Next he asked, “Where is God in this image?” Possibilities such 
as in the wind, within the balloon itself, or present yet invisible came to 
mind. The hymn “Immortal, Invisible God Only Wise” began playing in  
his mind. Turning to the 1982 Episcopal Hymnal he found the hymn. 

Immortal, invisible, God only wise,  
in light inaccessible hid from our eyes,  
most blessed, most glorious, the Ancient of Days,  
almighty, victorious, your great Name we praise.27

27. Hymn 423, The Hymnal 1982 (New York, NY: Church Publishing, 1985).
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The hymn underscored the doctrine of God’s glory, generosity, and grace; 
however, simultaneously it raised for him questions of human mortality. 
Anxious feelings rose as he thought about the certainty of dying one day.  
He recalled a verse from Philippians: 

Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with  
thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which 
surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. 
(Philippians 4:6–7) 

His reflection sought wisdom from voices in society. He considered what 
visual art had to say about living as though a balloon in a cactus patch. After 
a brief Internet search he learned that the Norwegian artist Edvard Münch 
“created one of the most recognized masterpieces in history, ‘The Scream’, 
an image that had come to him in a sinister vision as he stood on the edges 
of Oslofjord. ‘The sun began to set—suddenly the sky turned blood red,’ he 
wrote. ‘I stood there trembling with anxiety—and I sensed an endless scream 
passing through nature.’”28 From his experience he painted the masterpiece.

With these thoughts the man reflected on the theme of theosis (living 
into the God journey). From the Unit One essay in Week Two, he recalled 
the words of A. M. Allchin:

The Christian tradition is thus full of an affirmation of God’s nearness to 
humankind, and of our unrealized potential for God. The basic affirmations 
that Jesus is Lord, Jesus is the Christ, are affirmations about the possibilities of 
[humankind], about the intimacy of relationship between human and divine, 
no less than about the mystery of God. 

This brought him some encouragement. He knew that sooner or later the 
balloon would be no more, just as he knew that he one day would die. He 
made a list of his beliefs: 

•	 I do believe God is present in moments of high anxiety. 

•	 I believe that my life is a journey into fuller participation with God. 

•	 From the Philippians verses I am reminded of the importance of prayer 
and patient listening for God. 

•	 I believe prayer can reorient and sustain me, especially in times of anxiety. 

•	 I find reassuring hope in searching for ways to participate more fully in my 
God journey. 

He now was ready for the question, “What implications does this reflec-
tion have for my life in Christ, my ministries, and my own growth into the 
likeness of God?” First, he committed to listen intentionally with empathy 
and patience to others in his life. Second, he was willing to recommit to the 

28. http://www.cnn.com/2014/01/22/world/the-dark-side-of-creativity-vincent-van-gogh/
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practice of contemplative prayer, especially centering prayer and the Jesus 
Prayer. Since he reflected on his experience he has been aware that what he 
experienced is part of what it means to live into the God journey. His min-
istry as an art teacher of middle school children allows him opportunities to 
be with students with greater empathy and patience, to use art as a way to 
guide them into touching Beauty and Goodness. And at the end of the day, 
he would hold them in prayer. 

This individual theological reflection illustrates how one may come to 
meaning and some implications for ministry. The Four-source Model and 
the Four Phases of Theological Reflection provided the language and con-
cept that guided him through the reflection process. A detailed description 
of the four movements follows. 

The Four Phases of Movement in Theological Reflection

It should be said that an actual theological reflection may not be as orderly 
as this example laid out in the chart. That is, there may be aspects of various 
phases that tumble in or bleed over while in a different phase. The impor-
tant thing is to try to be sure all components have their moment. 

identify the beginning point on which to reflect. is it something from a personal experi-
ence (action source), from the christian tradition, from the culture or from a personal 
position? if the beginning is in a personal experience, identify a specific moment in the 
experience and the thoughts and feelings at that moment. if from a bible passage, what 
is the main idea or image? if from something in culture, what is the main focus? a per-
sonal position statement is itself the focus. create a focus as either an image or a concise 
statement that captures the main energy of the beginning point. 

decide the specific standpoint from which the focus image or statement is viewed. 

ex.: the image of a balloon in the cactus patch focused feelings and thoughts of 
anxiety that came from personal experience (the action source in the efm model). 
possible standpoints in the image are of the balloon, of the cacti, of the wind, or 
of one who observes the balloon’s path from afar. each standpoint yields different 
reflections.

investigate the focus by posing two or three theological questions around the focus 
image or statement. exploration grows out of examining the breadth and depth of the 
identified focus. 

ex.: if the balloon is the focus perspective, what’s the story of the balloon in that im-
age? only of the balloon. What kind of world does the balloon inhabit? What could 
be destructive for the balloon? What could change things for the balloon? What 
would make things work out for the balloon? those are questions that deal with 
systematic theology’s perspective categories of creation, sin, judgment, and redemp-
tion. other language for those perspectives is wholeness, brokenness, recognition, 
reorientation, and restoration. 

What theological statement could be made about god, or human nature, or grace as 
a result of the exploration of the image? how does the image relate to the theological 
affirmations of humanity being created in the image and likeness of god? 

IdentIFy a Focus

This is the most  
crucial step of all.  
A good focus propels 
the reflection. 

exPloRe the Focus 
Image/statement
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exploring the focus image or statement theologically generally prompts natural con-
nections to occur—bible stories may be recalled that relate to the focus, or events in the 
culture come to mind, or personal beliefs (positions) rise up. theological reflection de-
liberately attends to those sources. because this theological reflection began in personal 
experience (action), consider how our christian tradition, our culture, and our positions 
can guide us when life is like the focus image or statement. 

ex.: When life is like that of a balloon heading towards a cactus patch, what have 
i learned from the world around me and from my christian texts and history and 
teachers that sheds light on this kind of moment? What do i believe or hope about 
living in that kind of moment?

insights lead to implications that are applicable to one’s ministry in daily life. decide how 
the theological reflection calls us into actions of ministry in our daily life. implications 
may take the form of a reframed question, a commitment to a specific action, or a new 
attitude. application can relate to Van der Ven’s ideas introduced in Volume c about lev-
els of human behavior: micRo (individual), meso (society), and macRo (global) or david 
ford’s description in Volume c of christian maturity guidelines through one’s desiRes, 
expeRiments, Questions, affiRmations, and impeRatiVes.

The following arrow graphic demonstrates the overall movement of theo-
logical reflection in four phases. Please note that the theological reflection 
process seldom follows “rules.” That’s why we try not to have too many. 
Theological reflection always begins by starting from one source and then 
moves to creating a metaphor. However, during those two phases, people 
frequently connect to one or more of the other three sources and begin to 
have insights. The mind will not wait for the graphic. This movement is not 
rigid in that the process does not know how to read. This is movement. The 
following arrow graphic is a simplified statement of the starting and ending 
and what we need to be looking for and guiding in between. We just need  
to be sure all phases are present and accounted for.

Would that the process could be so compliant as to follow the precise 
pattern every time—but, on the other hand how intensely deadening if there 
is no room for creativity and serendipity!

Theological Perspectives

When something confronts a person or occurs to a person that makes them 
stop and think a minute, reflection begins. That just happens with human 
beings. We think about things. We reflect naturally. Reflection becomes 

aPPly leaRnIng  
and InsIght  
to mInIstRy

• Identify source
• Create focus 
 image or
 statement

• Image or
 statement
• Use theological
 perspectives

Bring in other
three sources

• Insight leads 
 to implications
• What ministry
 impact is there?

IDENTIFY
A FOCUS EXPLORE CONNECT APPLY

connect otheR 
souRces to the 
ReFlectIon
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theological when we bring theological perspectives to bear on a matter. We 
ask “the God questions.” We wonder about forgiveness or grace. We won-
der about sin and renewal. We wonder about hope and human nature and 
the nature of God. These are all theological perspectives and in theological 
reflection, we bring them to bear on the focus with which we began. This is 
most easily done when we can put that focus into metaphorical language, 
into a picture of what it is about. Image or metaphor allows us to take one 
step back and begin to get a perspective on what occurred. So we think 
about what it’s like when that kind of moment occurs. And we try to make  
a picture of what such a moment is like. 

Then begins the theological perspective interrogation of the image. We 
want to enter the image, to open it up, to let God speak to us through these 
arresting moments of our life. Those moments do not need to be monu-
mental, earth-shattering happenings; daily events that make us stop and 
wonder work well, such as a beautiful sunrise or a cartoon in the morning 
newspaper or the morning internet news feed. 

THEOLOGIcAL PERSPEcTIvE QUESTION cATEGORIES

Theological perspective questions can combine any of several categories. 
EfM uses a variety of these across the cycle of Reading and Reflection 
Guides.

 a. Systematic theological themes introduced in Volume A of CRE-
ATION, SIN, JUDGEMENT, REPENTANCE, and REDEMP-
TION. The questions asked of the balloon metaphor were in this 
category. 

 b. Systematic themes introduced in Volume B, cast in a more daily 
language of WHOLENESS, BROKENNESS, RECOGNITION, 
REORIENTATION, and RESTORATION.

 c. Eric Law’s Cycle of Gospel of Living, introduced in Volume B, which 
considers the relationships of POWERFUL, POWERLESS, and 
EMPOWERED and the process of emptying and empowering. In this 
cycle, the powerful are called to relinquish power through listening to 
the powerless, while the powerless are called to take up their power by 
speaking their truth. A diagram of the cycle is on page 290 in Part II of 
this Guide.

 d. Robert Hughes’s use of “tides of the Spirit” in Volume D to describe 
the spiritual life: CONVERSION, TRANSFIGURATION, and 
GLORY.

Once we create a reflection metaphor, picture, or focus statement in the 
Identify a Focus phase, we move into the Explore phase with perspective 
questions. We choose three or four perspectives, using any of the above categories, to 
open up a metaphor or focusing statement and to open us to God. Perspective ques-
tions can come from several categories for the same metaphor.
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CREATION/WHOLENESS: Describe the world of the metaphor. What is 
going on? What is that world like? What are the dynamics? What’s good 
about the world?

SIN/BROKENNESS: What’s harmful in such a world? What gets broken? 

JUDGEMENT/RECOGNITION/CONVERSION: What causes a crisis 
in such a world? How is that a crisis? What makes one take a second look? 
What would someone confess in that world?

REPENTANCE/REORIENTATION/TRANSFIGURATION: For those 
who experience the crisis, what might they decide to change? How would 
they change? What might they turn from and turn towards?

REDEMPTION/RESTORATION/GLORY: How would things look if 
they were made right? What would be required? 

Who is POWERFUL in the image? What do they have to do (what power 
do they have to give up) in order to listen? Who is POWERLESS in the 
metaphor? What do they have to do in order to speak? How does EM-
POWERMENT occur? Where is the Cross? What constitutes Resurrec-
tion in the metaphor? 

In the metaphor world, what might represent conversion, transfiguration,  
or glory?

More general questions: Where are grace or forgiveness in the metaphor 
world? What is the nature of God in the metaphor? What are the charac-
teristics of human nature in that metaphor?

Skills for Theological Reflection 

Theological reflection in EfM is a systematic movement towards meaning 
and ministry. The movement engages the four sources of wisdom using 
theological perspectives and metaphors. The movement of theological 
reflection in EfM goes through four phases of Identifying a focus, Explor-
ing the focus, Connecting other sources with the focus, and Applying 
learning in order to draw the four sources of Tradition, Culture, Action, 
and Position into conversation. Each phase requires skills that facilitate the 
theological conversation.

Identifying a focus asks one to find a beginning point in one of the four 
sources. For example, a reflection on the experience of waiting for a doc-
tor’s report begins from the Action source and focuses with the creation of 
the balloon in the cactus patch picture. A theological reflection that begins 
from Culture might start with a powerful scene from a movie; from Tradi-
tion by focusing on a passage from scripture; or from the Position source by 
focusing on a topic and noting what beliefs one holds about the topic. For 
example, on the topic of the earth’s climate one might take a position with 
the statement “I believe global warming is caused by human beings.” Any of 
the four sources can provide the beginning point for reflecting theologically. 
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In any case, the beginning should have a degree of existential import. In 
other words, reflection focuses on something that matters. 

Once there is a clear starting point, we often create a metaphor, such as 
the balloon in a cactus patch image, and then move to the Exploring phase. 
The exploring phase in the individual theological reflection involved asking 
questions of the balloon image, such as what is the nature of the world and 
questions of human nature. This phase engages the skill of framing ques-
tions. Basic theological themes provide the topics around which exploratory 
questions can be framed. For example, the theological doctrines of creation, 
sin, judgment, repentance, and redemption prompt exploratory questions. 
Questions can come from theological themes implicit in living into the God 
Journey (theosis). These include exploring human nature in relation to God 
(theological anthropology); the nature of Christ (Christology); inquiring 
into what and who brings wholeness (soteriology); and examining the mean-
ing and purpose of life, that is, the end or telos (eschatology). 

The exploration phase leads into the Connecting phase as content from 
the other three sources enters the reflection. We notice which of the sources 
have contributed and which have been silent. The goal is to have content 
from each of the sources contributing to the reflection. In the example 
above the reflection began in the Action/Experience source. In the con-
necting phase voices from Tradition (a hymn and a bible verse), Culture 
(The Scream by Münch), and Position (illustrated by five beliefs) were 
brought into the conversation. The ability to recognize voices from each  
of the four sources is essential in the connecting phase. 

As a reflection moves through the identifying, exploring, and connecting 
phases, folding in content from the four sources, insights and new truths 
emerge. New truths lead to applying understanding to one’s ministry. The 
Applying phase invites us to consider the implications of learning.  In the 
“balloon reflection” the man’s commitment to listen; his recommitment to 
prayer; and changes made in his attitude as a teacher illustrate the applying 
phase. The ability to be specific in applying learning to ministry is crucial  
for achieving the desired results of the theological reflection. 

How To Learn To Reflect Theologically

A child riding a bicycle has learned a complicated process. A book titled 
How to Ride a Bicycle would be difficult to use because acquisition of bike 
riding skills occurs “on the job.” Skills are comprised of interrelated actions 
and understanding that are best learned experientially over time. Theological 
reflection is learned experientially. Theological reflection is a skill consisting 
of many explicit and implicit activities. Theological reflection is a complex, 
fluid process that necessitates attending to several simultaneous and cumula-
tive procedures. A steep learning curve can be lowered by attending to a few 
practical matters.

First, one has to want to learn the process and to commit to learning it. 
Determination to learn the theological reflection process comes as one sees 
how it is done and recognizes the benefits it brings. 
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Next, the process can be broken down into discrete, more manageable ac-
tivities. The Four Movements of Theological Reflection used by EfM reduce 
the overall reflection process into four discernable phases. Each phase uses 
a set of skills that can be practiced in isolation from the complete process. 
Identifying the sets of skills used within each phase not only encourages 
practice, but will be more recognizable as something one already does. 

Keeping the end (telos) in sight is important. Along the way choices are 
made that become easier whenever one understands that ministry formation 
is the desired result of EfM. Theological reflection is a key learning disci-
pline to achieve that end. 

One learns how to reflect theologically through experience with the pro-
cess. The following outline summarizes what one can do to learn the EfM 
theological reflection discipline:

•	 Commit to learning the process;

•	 Notice what interests, fascinates, or grasps your attention;

•	 Break down the process into smaller steps;

•	 Practice each step one at a time;

•	 Develop ability to frame facilitating questions;

•	 Practice with others in putting all the steps together.

Summary

EfM addresses theological reflection through a model and a method. A 
model defines what we are trying to do. The EfM model envisions bring-
ing wisdom from four sources into conversation that results in “new truths 
and meaning for living.” The EfM method shows how the model is used. 
Four movements facilitate a theological conversation that results in learning 
applied to one’s ministry as a Christian. The model names four sources of 
meaning and wisdom: personal experience (Action); one’s beliefs (Position); 
faith tradition (Christian Tradition); and culture (Culture). The method  
consists of four movements: Identifying, Exploring, Connecting, and Apply-
ing. A theological reflection begins from one of the four sources. The focus 
of the reflection is identified from one source and provides a beginning. 
Theological reflection proceeds through exploring the breadth and depth  
of the focus. Theological perspective questions guide the exploration, which 
results in connecting how wisdom from the four sources responds to the 
perspective questions. Energy from connecting the wisdom sources results 
in insights of meaning and truths. Drawing out implications of the insights 
moves one into applying what is learned in service to others, self, and God.
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Focus
Identify the EfM four sources used in theological reflection.

Identify the four phases of theological reflection movement.

What is the purpose of a metaphor in EfM theological reflection?

Name the theological perspective categories. 

Respond
How might the skill of theological reflection support living into the journey 
with God?

Practice
Read several things—a book, magazine, advertising, anything—and make  

a note of metaphors the writers used.

Every day, start noticing what makes you stop and think, what elicits anger 
or joy or sadness. Keep a journal of such moments. Nothing lengthy or 
exploratory—just notes of moments. These are in the Action/Experience 
source.

Write one thing each that matters to you in the church (Tradition source) 
and in the city or town in which you live (Culture source). 

Write one statement about something you think is important (Position). 
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Week nine

YEAR ONE

Read
Exodus 16–40 
Collins, Chapter 6, “Revelation at Sinai,” pages 73–84

Focus
Terms and names to note: Mosaic / Sinai covenant; the distinction be-
tween covenant and contract; Hittite treaties; Assyrian treaties; vassal treaty; 
theophany; Baal; Asherah; Festival of Unleavened Bread; Sukkoth; Book of 
the Covenant; apodictic law; casuistic law; Yahwist Decalogue; ritual Deca-
logue; unwritten (oral) law

In what way would the covenant have contributed to Israel’s living into the 
God journey?

YEAR TWO

Read
The Gospel according to Luke 

Focus
Name three aspects of Luke’s good news account that differ from the other 
two synoptic gospels of Mark and Matthew.

Living into the God journey requires a particular mind and heart orienta-
tion. What heart and mind orientations towards the God journey do you 
find in Luke’s account? 

YEAR THREE

Read
MacCulloch, Chapter 6, “The Imperial Church,” pages 189–228

Focus
Terms and names to note: Constantine; Hagia Sophia; Helena, Athanasius, 
Basil, Arius, Miaphysites, Nestorius; dates: 312, 325, and 481 CE; homoou-
sion, homoios, hypostasis, ousia, Theotokos; monasticism; The Acts of Thomas; 
Councils; Chalcedonian Definition 

What were the challenges of living into the God journey at the time period 
of Chapter 6? 
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How were the debates at the time evidence of attempts to live into the  
God journey?

YEAR FOUR

Read
Ford, Chapter 9, “Experience, knowledge, and wisdom,” and Chapter 10, 
“Theology for the third millennium,” pages 125–176

Focus
Terms and names to note: epistemology; levels of knowing—experience, 
understanding, judgment; corrigibility; docta ignorantia; wisdom vs. knowing 
information; Bernard Lonergan

Ford names nine aspects of knowing God. What questions does this list raise 
for you in your journey?

How does Ford envision theology’s role in the third millennium? What role 
does theology play in your journey toward theosis?

2
ALL YEARS 

Respond
Why does each millennium have to shape a theology for its time?

What are the hallmarks of the theology of our present day, as you see it?

Practice
Reminder: A theological reflection will begin in one of four sources— 
Action/Experience, Christian Tradition, Culture, or Belief/Position.

THEOLOGIcAL REFLEcTION BEGINNING WITH A PERSONAL EXPERIENcE

Identify the focus:

Recall three recent experiences that are finished and that affected you  
in any way. 

Choose one and write a statement of what the experience was about.

Name two or three key feelings you had at the height of the experience. 
Identify thoughts that accompanied each feeling.

Focus the experience in a metaphor or picture. Create a picture in words  
or image of what it was like at the moment you had the identified feelings 
and thoughts.
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Explore the focus:

Focus now only on the picture you created. 

Describe the world that picture creates, using the systematic theology  
categories.

What is life like for those who would live in that world?

What distortion of goodness does the picture suggest? 

What is the vision of wholeness suggested by your picture?

What crisis would cause those in that world to see the distortion? 

How would those in that world reorient themselves towards wholeness?

What would bring things in that world closer to fulfillment of the vision 
of wholeness?

Connect the focus to the other sources (Tradition, Culture, and Belief/ 
Position):

List what comes to mind as you think about the picture focus exploration. 
Do you think of something from your study or a passage from scripture? 
Or does something occur to you that’s going on in the world around you? 
What do you believe about the vision of wholeness that was suggested by 
the picture? Write as much as you can about how the exploration con-
nects to your life. 

If you recall a scripture passage, look that up, spend time with it, and think 
about how the passage supports or challenges the picture you created.

Apply insight and intent: 

State discoveries you have made about living in a world like the picture  
you created.

Do you recognize a need for repentance in some way, or for commitment  
or action?

What can you do to promote the vision of wholeness you identified in the 
reflection? What will it take? What support will help?

See Part II of the Reading and Reflection Guide for additional resources for theologi-
cal reflection, beginning on page 250.
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Week ten

YEAR ONE

Read
Leviticus
Numbers
Collins, Chapter 7, “Priestly Theology: Exodus 25–40, Leviticus & Numbers,” 

pages 85–96

Focus
Terms and names to note: Tabernacle; sacrificial system; Day of Atonement; 
stories of Nadab and Abihu and of Korah; impurity laws; Holiness Code; 
relationship of ethics and holiness; Cultic Calendar; Book of Numbers

Robert Hughes describes three “tides” of the spiritual journey as conversion, 
transfiguration, and glory. How do any of those aspects figure into Israel’s 
story from Genesis through the book of Numbers?

YEAR TWO

Read
Powell, Chapter 7, “Luke,” pages 147–167

Focus
Terms and names to note: Theophilus; “the beloved physician”; Luke’s  
Gospel in relationship to the “Acts of the Apostles”; the major themes in  
the Gospel of Luke; passages from Luke widely used in Christian liturgies 

Given Powell’s discussion of the message and themes of Luke, what do  
you take away that supports you in living into the God journey?

YEAR THREE

Read
MacCulloch, Chapter 7, “Defying Chalcedon (kal-SEE-dun): Asia and  
Africa (451–622),” pages 231–254

Focus
Terms and names to note: The Life of Balaam and Joasaph; Tome of Leo; 
Henotikon; Jacob Baradeus; Syriac Orthodox Church; Armenian Church; 
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Trisagion; Dyophsite Christians; failure of the Marib Dam; School of the 
Persians in Edessa; “Mar Thoma” Church; Thomas Christians 

Note: An eBook English translation of The Life of Balaam and Joasaph can 
be found at http://omacl.org/Barlaam/

Summarize the Chalcedonian statement. How might the statement speak of 
something that could support you as you live into the journey with God?

YEAR FOUR

Read
McIntosh, Chapter 1, “Mysteries of Faith,” pages 1–23

Focus
Terms and names to note: mystery and meaning; three moments on the 
theological journey; Logos; habitus

Looking back over your journey, when and where have you been aware that 
God is speaking? How are you cultivating a habit of theology? In what ways 
can you see your developing theology as a conversation with God? What is 
the relationship between your theology and your prayer life?

2
ALL YEARS 

Respond
Describe your understanding of the nature of God and how that under-
standing intersects with the understanding you encounter in your study. 
Your response reflects a Position statement.

What part did your personal experience, your faith tradition, and/or things 
you have learned from your family or from society contribute to develop-
ing that Position? 

How has your EfM participation given you a lens to view the circumstances 
of your life?

Practice
Practice refines skill and deepens understanding. Review—the movement of 
theological reflection is: Identify a focus, Explore the focus, Connect the focus to other 
areas/sources, and Apply learning. 

EfM D  i-xii,1-178_part1.indd   62 7/26/16   3:27 PM



Reading and Reflection guide, Volume d | 63 

unit tWo: theological Reflection as a life skill | Week ten

THEOLOGIcAL REFLEcTION BEGINNING WITH THE cHRISTIAN TRADITION

Identify a focus. Start with something from Scripture, either your favorite 
Bible story or something that always troubles you in Scripture. 

What are the key places in the passage? Where is the highest drama in  
the passage?

What other passages relate to the one you chose?

State the central point of the passage, as you see it. What is the passage 
about?

Write a statement of the central point and/or create a picture of what  
the central point conveys.

Explore the focus with theological perspectives. Continue the reflection  
using your picture or central point statement.

Review—a reflection takes on theological strength by viewing the image/picture or 
issue or matter through some theological question—lenses, such as the nature of the 
world, the relationship of God to the world, the nature of repentance and forgive-
ness, the nature of human community, the quality of redemption and restoration  
of relationship. 

What kind of interaction exists in the picture or statement you created?

How is that interaction revealing goodness or brokenness?

What vision of wholeness does God hold up in that passage?

What kind of relationship does God have with those in that world?

What kind of relationships exists in that picture or central point?

What crises are suggested in that picture or central point?

What would those in that kind of world hope for?

Connect to other sources.

What personal belief statements (Position source) about God’s vision  
of wholeness can you make as you reflect on the picture or central  
statement? Where are you challenged by the scripture passage?

Who or what in the world around you (Culture) helps you make sense  
of the world in the picture or statement? Who are the wisdom figures  
or groups to help or guide you in a moment like you pictured?

Apply learning. 

Name two areas in your life where this reflection has an impact. How  
will this reflection make any difference as you live in those areas?
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Week Eleven

YEAR ONE

Read
Deuteronomy
Collins, Chapter 8, “Deuteronomy,” pages 97–112

Focus
As you read Deuteronomy in your Bible, define the Mosaic covenant and 
notice how the covenant underwent renewal and reinterpretation. 

How do the Mosaic covenant’s renewal and reinterpretation relate to living 
into the God journey for Israel?

Compare that renewal to the renewal of the baptismal covenant for Chris-
tians who have such a declaration. 

YEAR TWO

Read
The Gospel of John

Focus
Compare John’s proclamation of good news (kerygma) with the other gospel 
evangelists’ proclamations. 

What do you discover? 

How do each of the evangelists understand what it means to live into the 
God journey?

YEAR THREE

Read
MacCulloch, Chapter 8, “Islam: the Great Realignment,” pages 255–285

Focus
Terms and names to note: Qur’an; al-ilah (Allah); how Christian divisions 
contributed to Muslim conquests; Mosques of Umar (Dome of the Rock); 
John of Damascus; Timothy I; Ta Qin monastery; Bishop Alopen’s writing; 
Khan of the Keratis’s vision of St. Sergius; Kublai Khan and Dyophysite 
Christianity; Christians of Bagdad; North African Church; Coptic patri-
archs; Ethiopian Christianity; The Miracles of Mary; Prester John myth
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YEAR FOUR

Read
McIntosh, Chapter 2, “The New Encounter with God: The Mystery of the 
Trinity,” pages 24–48

Focus
Terms and names to note: communion; Trinity as mutual relationships; the 
relationality of God; becoming a person; Trinity vs. “tri-theist”; mutuality vs. 
subordination; mathematical vs. organic unity; interdependence; Herbert 
McCabe; Simone Weil; Elizabeth Johnson

“So the Christian life is a journey from baptism into our new identity to-
ward a deeper discovery of who we really are by means of our relationships 
with God and one another, celebrated in the eucharist.”29 What is your reac-
tion to this definition of the journey?

2
ALL YEARS 

Respond
What issues of living into the God journey would you say are present in  
this week’s study?

David Ford describes four aspects of spiritual maturity: living authentically, 
accepting responsibility, striving for wholeness, and acting wisely. Identify 
how any of these relate to issues of living into the God journey for those  
in your EfM study this week.

Practice

THEOLOGIcAL REFLEcTION BEGINNING WITH THE cHRISTIAN TRADITION

Identify a focus. The EfM material is part of the Christian Tradition source. 
Identify the focus or primary point of your EfM study this week. 

Write that primary focus in a statement. 

What issue underlies that point? 

What vision of wholeness is that focus point trying to express or live?

29. McIntosh, 32–33.
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Explore the focus (primary statement). Use systematic theology’s views of the 
world, sin, judgment, repentance and/or redemption reflected in the focus. 
Create an image or metaphor if possible. Apply some of the following  
to your focus statement or metaphor.

What view of the world is present in that focus?

What brokenness or sin does that focus address or reveal?

What questions or crises does that focus respond to or contribute to?

How does that concern or focus lead to repentance or reorientation?

How does that concern lead to restoration to a creative life?

What does the focus say about forgiveness?

What concern about God does the focus address?

Connect to other sources that offer understanding in relation to the focus. 
Select one of the following aspects of Culture. 

What book or movie has been formative for you in relating to the vision  
of wholeness identified in the focus phase?

What local or family customs provide guidance for you in this moment?

What local agencies respond to the focus of the reflection?

Compare and contrast the connections to the world around you and  
the exploration of the focus. What issues or concerns do you become 
aware of?

Continue connecting. What Personal Experiences have you had that are  
relevant to the reflection focus?

State one or two personal Beliefs that have surfaced for you in this reflection. 

How did those beliefs form? Something you learned in your family?  
Something you have read? Something that has happened in your life?

When has it been difficult for you to act on those beliefs?

Apply

If you could do just one thing about the concerns that surfaced in this 
reflection, what would that be?

What would keep you from taking that action?

What would support you as you act?
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Week twelve

YEAR ONE

Read
Joshua and Judges

Focus
As you read the book of Joshua, note the concerns of the people. Espe- 
cially think about the nature of God that the narrative presented and how 
that understanding of God shaped their understanding of the world and  
of themselves. 

At the time of the Joshua and Judges accounts, what did the people of Israel 
think was important for living into the God journey?

YEAR TWO

Read
Powell, Chapter 8, “John,” pages 169–189

Focus
Terms and names to note: Book of Signs; Book of Glory; Logos; beloved 
disciple; abundant life; Paraclete; Sacred Heart piety; Raising of Lazarus; 
Washing the Feet; Christ of Saint John of the Cross

Identify the meaning of major themes in John’s Gospel: true revelation of 
God; Jesus as God; Glorification of Jesus in his death; world and Jews; lov-
ing one another

What challenge or support for living into the God journey does the Powell 
consideration of the Gospel of John present to you?

YEAR THREE

Read
MacCulloch, Chapter 9, “The Making of Latin Christianity,” pages 289–318

Focus
Terms and names to note: Papa; catholic; Latin Rite; St. Lawrence; Basilica 
of St. Peter; Damasus; Jerome; Vulgate; Faltonia Betitia Proba; Prudentius; 
Ambrose; Augustine’s Confessions; Monica; Manichaeism; tolle lege; Dona-
tists; City of God; Pelagius; 410 CE; Augustine’s analogy of Trinity; double 
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processions of Holy Spirit; Martin; Sulpicius Severus; capellae; Cassian; 
Benedict; Rule of St Benedict

What challenge or support for living into the God journey does Mac- 
Culloch’s historical review of the church present to you?

YEAR FOUR

Read
Sarah Coakley’s essay, “God as Trinity: An Approach through Prayer,”  
RRG Part II, pages 219–230

Focus
Terms and names to note: hypostases; Karl Rahner; David Hume; doxologies; 
Schleiermacher; richesse; St. John of the Cross; Hippolytus; Origen; Mithras; 
Basil the Great; Gregory of Nyssa

What is your understanding of the relationship of the three “persons” of the 
Trinity? Does Coakley’s essay raise questions for you?

What is your experience with the question of gendered language in speaking 
of God? What are the issues for you? How do you address them?

2
ALL YEARS 

Respond
How are your EfM study and participation with the EfM group contributing 
to the spiritual tide of conversion for you?

Converted from. . . . 

Converted to. . . . 

Converted by. . . . 

Practice

THEOLOGIcAL REFLEcTION BEGINNING WITH A PERSONAL EXPERIENcE

Please read through the reflection outline. Let your mind and heart receive 
images and memories. Keep the movement of reflection clear for yourself: 

•	 Identify a focus;

•	 Explore the focus theologically; 

•	 Connect other “voices” or sources that confirm or challenge the focus; 

•	 Apply the results to ministry in daily life. 
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Such a written outline might suggest a lock-step approach, which cannot be 
further from the intention. Reflection is conversation, either between the  
individual and God or a group and God. Allow that conversation to unfold 
in its own way, using the outlines as guides to deepen prayerful consider-
ation and openness to the journey into God.

Identify a focus by starting from Personal Experience. 

Describe a moment in your life when you were challenged by living into  
the God journey. 

Recapture the elements of that moment—where you were, who was there, 
what was said or done by you or others, what you did or did not want. 

Pick the particular moment that seems like the center point in that experi-
ence.

Name two or three strong feelings you had at that moment and two or three 
thoughts at that time of awareness. 

If you recall a feeling, identify a thought that was present with that feeling.  
If you recall a thought, identify a feeling that connects with the thought.

Now—the image or picture. Use the two or three central thoughts and  
feelings to create a picture. Ask yourself, “What is it like when I feel/ 
think that way?” 

Work to get an image that is not simply another experience. “It was like  
falling in love” could be an actual experience you had. If so, think about 
that time, but also work for a metaphorical expression; “It’s like being 
struck by a moonbeam,” or something less syrupy. A metaphorical exam-
ple of thoughts and feelings of joy might be “It was like joining a celestial 
dance.”

Explore the focus (statement, image or metaphor).

Identify the vision of wholeness that the focus statement or image suggests. 

What is the image or statement about? What is at the heart of the image  
or statement? 

Tell a story using the image or statement. Write the story. 

Once you finish the story, apply theological perspectives to what you wrote. 

What kind of world does your story describe? 

How does that world reveal something of the vision of wholeness? What  
is creative or good about that world?

How is distortion or disruption of wholeness present in that world?

How are God and that world related?
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Connect to other sources.

What do you know from the teaching of your family (Culture) and the  
Bible or other church literature (Tradition) about living in a world such  
as the image? How do those teachings challenge and support one another?

Identify how the Culture and scripture Tradition compare to the image 
exploration using theological perspective questions. 

State your affirmations (Position/Belief). What are you prepared to stand  
for regarding the matter under reflection?

Apply insight and learning to ministry. 

What do the connections imply for living into the God journey?

Would you want to bring your image more fully into the life you lead?  
If so, what support would you want? 

What would prevent you from extending the image into ministry in  
the world?
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Week thirteen

YEAR ONE

Read
Collins, Chapter 9, “Joshua,” and Chapter 10, “Judges,” pages 113–138

Focus
As you step back into the time of Judges, why would you think these stories 

would have been recorded and valued? 

State how the people of Israel would have understood God to be present at 
the time of Joshua and Judges. 

YEAR TWO

Read
The Acts of the Apostles

Focus
Note the key points in the differences and the goals of Paul and Peter.

Terms and names to note: the role of the Church in Jerusalem; Stephen;  
the relationship between Paul and the Roman Empire

What does Luke’s Acts of the Apostles reveal of Paul’s journey into God?

How is that similar or foreign to your experience?

YEAR THREE

Read
MacCulloch, Chapter 10, “Latin Christendom: New Frontiers,”  
pages 319–362

Focus
MacCulloch organizes five hundred years of Latin Christianity history 
around several areas:

•	 Changing Allegiances: Rome, Byzantium, and Others

•	 Mission in Northern Europe (500–600)

•	 Obedient Anglo-Saxons and Other Converts (600–800)

•	 Charlemagne, Carolingians, and a New Roman Empire (800–1000) 
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Identify key persons and events related to each historical era, especially no-
ticing how MacCulloch’s presentation sheds light on the “human capacity 
for relationship.” 

How were the “tides of the Spirit” (conversion, transfiguration, and glory) 
evident during the period 500–1000 CE?

YEAR FOUR

Read
McIntosh, Chapter 3, “The Splendor of God: The Mystery of Creation,” 
pages 49–65

Focus
Terms and names to note: to be something vs. to be; “creation out of noth-
ing”; Thomas Aquinas; Hadewijch of Brabant; Dorothy Sayers

What challenges or support for your journey do you find in McIntosh’s view 
of the mystery of creation?

2
ALL YEARS 

Respond
In the Unit One essay, Week Two, you encountered the following: “Fash-
ioning a personal identity means answering basic questions of individuality, 
purpose, and destination. Humanity lives within a dynamic, ever-changing 
world. Concerns about continuity and sustainability push themselves into 
the life journey. Ancient philosophers living in times of great change pon-
dered the question, ‘What endures?’”

Other than the scriptural and historical record, consider what endures in the 
spiritual life from the periods you studied this week. 

Practice 

THEOLOGIcAL REFLEcTION BEGINNING WITH THE cHRISTIAN TRADITION

Scotosis means long and fierce discussions about justice and equality while 
we hate our teacher or ignore the needs of others around us. Scotosis means 
endless academic quarrels in a world filled with atrocities, and much talk about 
hunger from people suffering from overweight. Scotosis allows church people 
to indulge in comfortable discussions about the Kingdom of God while they 
should know that God is with the poor, the sick, the hungry, and the dying.  
In Lonergan’s words, “Scotosis means an aberration which prevents the emer-
gence into consciousness of perspectives that would give rise to unwanted  
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insights” (op. cit., p. 192). It is indeed startling to discover how we keep our-
selves free from those unwanted insights.30

Identify a reflection focus. Nouwen’s above quote about scotosis (darkness) 
appeared in the Unit One essay for Week Two. The EfM material is within 
the Christian Tradition source. In the quote, both Nouwen and Lonergan 
took a position on what scotosis means in practical terms. 

Underline key points in the quote. 

Create a metaphor of the kind of world scotosis constructs. What does  
a reality of scotosis look like?

Explore the metaphor focus. Choose three of the following theological per-
spective categories to pose questions of the scotosis metaphor you created. 
These categories are in the Unit Two essay of this volume. 

CREATION/WHOLENESS: Describe the world of the metaphor. What  
is going on? What is that world like? What are the dynamics? What’s good 
about the world?

SIN/BROKENNESS: What’s harmful in such a world? What gets broken? 

JUDGEMENT/RECOGNITION/CONVERSION: What causes a crisis 
in such a world? How is that a crisis? What makes one take a second look? 
What would someone confess in that world?

REPENTANCE/REORIENTATION/TRANSFIGURATION: For those 
who experience the crisis, what might they decide to change? How would 
they change? What might they turn from and turn towards?

REDEMPTION/RESTORATION/GLORY: How would things look if 
they were made right? What would be required? 

Who is POWERFUL in the image? What do they have to do in order to 
listen? What power do they have to give? Who is POWERLESS in the 
metaphor? What do they have to do in order to speak? How does EM-
POWERMENT occur? Where is the Cross? What constitutes Resurrec-
tion in the metaphor? 

In the metaphor world, what might represent conversion, transfiguration,  
or glory?

More general questions: Where are grace or forgiveness in the metaphor 
world? What is the nature of God in the metaphor? What are the charac-
teristics of human nature in that metaphor?

Explore your metaphor with your selected perspective categories. In light  
of your metaphor, write responses to the category questions you chose.

30. Henri J. M. Nouwen, Creative Ministry (Garden City, NY: Image Books, 1971), 16. 
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Connect to other sources. The reflection began in the Christian Tradition 
source. Now connect the metaphor to the sources of your beliefs (Position), 
the Culture in which you live, and your personal experience (Action). 

Personal Experience: Recall a time in your life when you engaged in the 
darkness of scotosis—the ignoring of insight.  

Make some notes about the experience. How is your experience like or  
unlike the world of the metaphor you created?

Who or what have you studied in the Christian tradition or the world 
around you that can “speak” to you or teach you about a moment  
like that?

Position (Beliefs): Consider the world of scotosis you explored and the  
personal experience you have had. 

What do you deeply believe about the response of scotosis? 

How might scotosis serve any good? 

What doubts and hopes do you have in light of the metaphor reflection? 

Where do those thoughts and feelings originate?

Culture: Look at the world around you, the events of the year. 

Where do you find evidence of scotosis? 

Where do you find evidence of God in the world around you? 

Apply insight/learning. Sit quietly with the image, exploration, and  
connections, perhaps light a candle as you rest with the reflection.

What prayer begins praying in you? Try to write that down. 

How does this theological reflection support or challenge your living  
into the God journey?
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Week fourteen

ALL YEARS

Read
Crysdale—Introduction; Chapter 1: Falling in Love; Chapter 2: Retrieving 
the Biblical Tradition; and Chapter 3: From Metaphor to Theory; pages 1–90

Focus
Terms and names to note: satisfaction; penal substitutionary theory; non-
violent atonement theories; mythos; surd (as in non-moral or natural evil,  
not as in mathematics); mysterium tremendum; numinous; kerygma; God’s 
judgment; God’s wrath; propitiation; expiation; patristic; cultus; Gnosticism; 
recapitulation; Christus Victor; Cur Deus Homo?; God’s honor; supereroga-
tory; aut poena aut satisfactorio; veneration of the cross; stigmata; Anselm; 
Iranaeus; Origen of Alexandria; Gregory of Nyssa; Augustine of Hippo; 
Bernard of Clairvaux;  Francis of Assissi 

Respond

What is or has been your own understanding of atonement? Name some 
source(s) of your understanding (i.e., church/Sunday School teaching, fam-
ily teaching, reading/formal education, culture/society/popular media).

What in the first half of Crysdale’s book do you find surprising or chal-
lenging to your own understanding of Jesus as conveyed to you through 
Christian tradition?

Practice

THEOLOGIcAL REFLEcTION BEGINNING WITH A PROvOcATIvE WORD31

Identify: Select a word that has impact. 
For the purpose of this reflection and the practice, try the word  
“ATONEMENT.”

What revelations on the meaning of the word do you have? Anything  
it denotes or connotes?

31. Adapted from a design by Patricia Bleicher, EfM mentor.
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Explore: Ask the questions.
Next, ask the six “journalist’s questions” about the feeling the word conveys:

WHO was involved when you were feeling a need to atone for something? 
(Action Source . . . tell the stories from your life)

WHAT image comes to mind about the feelings involved when you experi-
enced a need to atone? 
(Image . . . explore the metaphor—its reflection of Wholeness, Brokenness, 
Recognition, Reorientation, and/or Restoration)

Connect: Go to the other sources we use to help explore meaning.

WHERE does this feeling come from and WHERE is it found in society? 
(Culture Source)

WHEN does this feeling come up in the Bible, lives of saints, hymns, and 
so forth? 
(Tradition Source. . . explore the world of tradition)

WHY is this feeling manifest in our lives?  
(Position Source)

HOW might God redeem any negatives in this?  
(Hope in Christ)

Consider insights and implications:

What have you learned for the next time you feel a need to atone?

Apply: Write a collect using the outline:

Dear God . . .  (naming of God’s aspects)

You . . .  (connect situation of the image to that aspect)

We pray that . . .  (petition of our hearts)

So that . . .  (result we desire)

Amen.

You might also want to try this using a different word, such as TRANSFOR-
MATION, CONVERSION, or SALVATION.
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Week fifteen

ALL YEARS

Read
Crysdale—Chapter 4: From Theory to Modernity; Chapter 5: What Does  
All of This Mean for Theology?; and Chapter 6: Transformed Lives Recon-
sidered; pages 91–167

Focus
Terms and names to note: humanism; Copernican Revolution; endoxa; 
discovery of discovery; Enlightenment; “God of the gaps”; empirical 
observation; deism; democratization of knowledge; divine revelation; sola 
scriptura; literary and historical criticism; five fundamentals of orthodox 
Christian belief; First Vatican Council; Pastor Aeternus; Modernism; Second 
Vatican Council; aggiornamento; metaphysics; epistemology; quest for the 
historical Jesus; postmodernism; empiricism; naturalism; intersubjectivity; 
interiority; critical realism; mimetic desire and scandal; Johannes Gutenberg; 
Martin Luther; Copernicus; Galileo Galilei; Isaac Newton; Laplace; Thomas 
Aquinas; Rene Decartes; Immanuel Kant; Sigmund Freud; William James; 
Charles Darwin; Karl Marx; Bernard Lonergan; Walter Wink; Rene Girard

Respond
Reflect on your spiritual autobiography and on those you heard from others 
in your group this year. Where do you find examples of Crysdale’s ongoing 
saga of death and resurrection? In Crysdale’s case studies (Chapters 1 and 6), 
where do you find examples of the turned from, turned to, turned by pattern  
of conversion described by Robert Hughes?

Practice
A feature of Ignatian spirituality is participation in the Spiritual Exercises 
during which the participant is invited to enter imaginatively into the story 
of Jesus’ life and ministry.32 In the final chapter, Crysdale invites us to enter 
the Gospel story and find ourselves in the characters of the drama, both  
oppressors and victims, then beyond that to choose to enter the story as  
it continues to unfold.

Finally, the two moments of discovering ourselves in the story and moving it 
forward are intimately connected. In order to fully understand oneself in the 
Jesus story, one needs to become an author of the story, to imitate Jesus, to 

32. http://www.ignatianspirituality.com/ignatian-prayer/the-spiritual-exercises
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undertake the resistance and surrender that will make one not only a recipi-
ent of salvation but an agent of salvation. Thus the opposition of “objective” 
and “subjective” atonement breaks down. Events that happened in history 
generate meanings that change lives, which in turn alters people, events, and 
meanings, creating new conditions of possibility for further transformation. 
What happened in the world changes us, who in turn change what happens  
in the world.33

Sit quietly and consider the paragraph above. What does it mean to be 
not only “a recipient of salvation but an agent of salvation?” What are your 
thoughts now about the relationship between atonement and transforma-
tion? When have you encountered transformations in everyday lives? What 
implications do you find for your own ministry going forward? 

33. Cynthia S. W. Crysdale, Transformed Lives: Making Sense of Atonement Today (New 
York: Seabury Books, 2016), 157–158.
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Week sixteen

ALL YEARS 

Read

spirituality as itinerary for the Journey
The journey with God, striving for peace, justice, and compassion in Chris-
tian ministry, can be challenging. Regular practice in the disciplines of 
prayer, worship, study, reflection, and service can support us in this journey 
through an enlivened (literally, “to put life into”) spirituality that nourishes 
our whole being. An enlivening spirituality fills our hearts with courage 
for resisting the injustice, hatred, disrespect, and violence that diminish or 
destroy created life. Such a spirituality is an antidote to spiritual narcissism 
that results in the fragmentation of life. A healthy and sustaining spirituality 
anticipates new knowledge, welcomes the search for truth, and dares to live 
with uncertainty. 

A sustaining spirituality guides us into theosis—participation with God—
and draws strength from that relationship in which there is beauty and truth 
and realization of the interconnectedness of all life. Theosis theology refers 
to the mutual indwelling described in a Eucharistic Prayer of the Book of 
Common Prayer, “be filled with thy grace and heavenly benediction, and 
made one body with him, that he may dwell in us, and we in him.”34 Theo-
sis is an incarnating process: “God became human (without ceasing to be 
God) that humanity might become God (without ceasing to be human).”35 
This quotation (parentheses added) sets forth the central idea of theosis, but 

34. The Book of Common Prayer (New York: Church Hymnal Corp., 1979), 336.
35. Theology Today, Apr 01, 1999; vol. 56, no. 1 Princeton Theological Seminary, West-

minster John Knox Press, US, 30. Comments from the author: Kenneth Paul Wesche, 
“Eastern Orthodox Spirituality Union with God in Theosis.” Fr. Wesche commented on 
the quotation from Irenaeus: “Jesus Christ became Son of Man for this purpose: that 
man also might become the son of God,” (“Contra Haereses,” III. x. 2. in J.P. Migne, ed., 
Patrologiae Graecae [Paris, 1857] vol. 7, col. 373); and again: “The divine Logos, our Lord 
Jesus Christ, through his transcendent love, became what we are that he might bring us 
to be even what he is himself” (Ibid., v. preface col. 1120). To quote Fr. Wesche directly: 
“Irenaeus lived in the second century. I cite him to show that the formula, ‘God became 
human that humanity might become God’ becomes standard in the tradition of Eastern 
Orthodoxy from very early on. What I have added in parentheses is assumed, though 
seldom stated, in the formula; it did not need to be stated because the patristic formula 
presupposes the context of Christological dogma as it was formulated in the definitions  
of the ecumenical councils.”
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before one can bring the ancients’ theosis wisdom into present contextual 
realities, careful attention must be given both to current cultural circum-
stances and to the wisdom embedded in the earliest writing. 

Theosis speaks of human nature, of how we know God, and of human-
ity’s place within creation. While the ancients understood that theological 
anthropology (how human nature stands in relation to God) occurs within 
a cosmology, a contemporary view of the cosmos differs greatly from 
first-century Christians. Current cosmological theories view the universe as 
constantly changing. This viewpoint stands in stark contrast with the percep-
tion of the world held by first-century Christians. Our spiritual ancestors 
experienced the world as static, unchanging, and removed from God who 
resided in the heavens. Humanity, expelled from the Garden of Eden along 
with Adam and Eve, lived in a world of suffering and toil with a perceived 
separation from God. The ultimate distance from God was hell, which was 
located in the center of earth. Heaven was where God resided and the earth 
stood between heaven and hell. The direction of the God journey was two 
dimensional, either up toward God or down toward hell. The cosmology 
of a three-tiered universe of heaven, earth, and hell provided a stage upon 
which the drama of salvation was played. Directional signs of the God 
journey pointed toward the heavens. Early God language easily used images 
of mountains and celestial clouds to describe the desired path of the God 
journey. Failure to ascend into the heavens meant falling into the depths 
and darkness of hell. Images of the deep reflected distance from God.36

Spiritual theology, which provides the language for developing a sustain-
ing spirituality, translates wisdom of past eras into images, symbols, and 
metaphors of twenty-first-century cosmology. Today we know what no previ-
ous generations knew. Through the astonishing combined achievements of 
natural scientists, we now have a detailed account of how galaxies and stars, 
planets and living organisms, human beings and human consciousness came 
to be. We thirst for answers to questions that have haunted humanity from 
the very beginning. What is our place in the fourteen-billion-year history of 
the universe? What roles do we play in Earth’s history? How do we connect 
with the intricate web of life on Earth?

There is no human society that does not somehow, in some way, relate its 
fears, concerns, hopes, and wishes to the sky, and to the organizing principle 
behind it, the cosmos. Neither is there any society that does not express at 
least some fascination with the sky and its mysteries. This is as true of modern 
culture as of ancient culture—witness the media attention given to recent 
revelations, via the Hubble and Herschel telescopes, of strange and wonder-
ful visions of far-distant parts of the universe, millions of light-years from 
our own planet. It is still the case that “Like every earlier culture, we need to 
know our place in the universe. Where we are in time, space, and size is part 

36. This was the general view, however it is notable that Psalm 139 insists on the pres-
ence of God even in the deepest places.
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of situating ourselves in the epic of cosmic evolution.”37. . . For many modern 
cosmologists, cosmology itself remains a human study, we ourselves lying at 
the heart of it.38

The cosmic worldview of contemporary Anglo-European society is the 
stage upon which we live our lives. Our “truth” concerning our world is 
that we are living within a vast cosmos filled with mystery and wonder. Our 
theologies are set within the tacit understanding of the cosmos that places 
planet Earth in a minuscule galaxy. Our spirituality as practicing Christians 
must not ignore the view of reality brought to us by astronomy and mod-
ern cosmology. 

Brian Swimme and Mary Evelyn Tucker combined their interests in 
cosmology and environmentalism in the book Journey of the Universe, noting 
that the expanding cosmology of the twenty-first century impacts greatly 
everything that we do and think. Their insights aid our development of a 
sustaining spirituality by placing the particularities of an individual’s story 
within the story of the macrocosm. 

We are the first generation to learn the comprehensive scientific dimensions 
of the universe story. We know that the observable universe emerged 13.7 
billion years ago, and we now live on a planet orbiting our Sun, one of the 
trillions of stars in one of the billions of galaxies in an unfolding universe 
that is profoundly creative and interconnected. With our empirical observa-
tions expanded by modern science, we are now realizing that our universe is a 
single immense energy event that began as a tiny speck that has unfolded over 
time to become galaxies and stars, palms and pelicans, the music of Bach, and 
each of us alive today. The great discovery of contemporary science is that the 
universe is not simply a place, but a story—a story in which we are immersed, 
to which we belong, and out of which we arose. 

This story has the power to awaken us more deeply to who we are. For just 
as the Milky Way is the universe in the form of a galaxy, and an orchid is the 
universe in the form of a flower, we are the universe in the form of a human. 
And every time we are drawn to look up into the night sky and reflect on the 
awesome beauty of the universe, we are actually the universe reflecting on itself. 

And this changes everything.39

37. Nancy Ellen Abrams and Joel R. Primack, “Views from the Center of the Universe,” 
in José Alberto Rubiño-Martín, Juan Antonio Belmonte, Francisco Prada, and Anxton Al-
berdi (eds.), Cosmology Across Cultures (San Francisco: Astronomical Society of the Pacific, 
2009), 13.

38. Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York: New 
York University Press, 2012), 1.

39. Brian Thomas Swimme and Mary Evelyn Tucker, Journey of the Universe (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 2011), 1–2.
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Swimme and Tucker link the vastness of the universe with one’s interior 
life through human consciousness. The human being is the microcosm of 
the macrocosm.40 Robert Hughes wrote Beloved Dust to unfold the full impli-
cations of this perspective for spiritual formation.

Beloved Dust

Throughout this unit we draw heavily from Beloved Dust: Tides of the Spirit in 
Christian Life by the Reverend Doctor Robert Davis Hughes III. Hughes’s 
approach to Christian spirituality provides an itinerary for the God journey. 
The book is his opus drawing on decades of writing, teaching, preaching, 
praying, and worshiping at Sewanee, where he served as the Norma and 
Olan Mills Professor of Divinity and Professor of Systematic Theology. Ad-
ditionally, he served as a trainer of EfM mentors beginning shortly after he 
came to Sewanee in 1977 until his retirement in 2016.

An itinerary, from the Latin itinerarium, sets forth a plan for the journey. 
Ellen Davis, in an essay on St. Bonaventure’s The Soul’s Journey into God 
(Itinerarium mentis in Deum), notes that Bonaventure’s contemporaries “used 
the Latin term itinerarium to refer to any journey, to a plan for or report of a 
journey, and more particularly to a pilgrimage to the Holy Land or a prayer 
for the pilgrims.”41 An itinerary for the God journey describes the plan and 
purpose of a pilgrimage to the Holy One. The journey itself is prayer.

Living in the tension between the details of one’s microcosm and the pro-
found and vast macrocosm in which we live, Hughes’ work in spiritual theol-
ogy never loses sight of the contemporary cosmic picture. In fact, his ap-
proach to spirituality makes especial sense when he dares to embrace insights 
of astronomy, cosmology, physics, and environmentalism. He begins with 
a careful presentation of human nature, merging the language and images 
of the twenty-first century with biblical and liturgical sources, drawing from 
the Ash Wednesday liturgy of the Book of Common Prayer, “Remember 
you are dust, and to dust you shall return.”42 We are dust, but “we are only a 
particular kind of animal assembled from the dust of material elements that 
make up the universe. Admittedly this means a lot more than the dust under 
the bed. It is, quite literally, star dust, the dust from the great clouds born in 
the Big Bang, shaped and reshaped by physics and chemistry until atoms, 
molecules, and finally snippets of RNA and DNA emerge in organic life.”43 
In Hughes’s metaphor dust of human beings is shaped by four descriptive 
qualities: animated dust, spirited dust, estranged dust, and redeemed dust. 

40. Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology: Three volumes in one (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 1967), 176. 

41. Ellen Davis, “Poised: A Response to Bonaventure’s The Soul’s Journey into God,” 
Theology Today, vol. 63, (2006): 215–219.

42. Robert Davis Hughes, III, Beloved Dust: Tides of the Spirit in Christian Life (New York: 
Continuum, 2008), 53.

43. Ibid., 54.
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Animated dust
[W]e are not just any old dust, of course, but living and self-conscious dust.  
. . . Christians confess the Holy Spirit as sovereign life-giver. That is, we confess 
that in some way life truly is animated, that to be alive, to have a soul, does 
not mean to possess an additional ghostly property in isolation, but to be in a 
relationship. To be embodied as souled is first to be in relationship with other 
embodied souls. . . . To be alive, to be embodied as souled, is to be already and 
from the beginning in solidarity with all flesh, including animals and other 
creatures; indeed, it means to be in personal relationship to all other sentient 
and self-conscious beings, and in the deepest sense of all, in relationship to, 
even indwelt by, the Holy Spirit.44

Spirited dust
A second quality of the experience of human life is that of self-transcendence, 
which goes by the name “spirit”. . . . Our self-transcendence is, in fact, evoked 
in us first by God’s self-transcendence. . . . Human self-transcendence is 
ultimately dependent on being in the presence of God’s self-transcendence 
. . . grounding this human self-transcendence in the self-communication of 
God. . . Thus, human self-transcendence is not a property of human nature, 
character, or capax (capacity or potential) as such, in isolation from God, but 
a characteristic of human existence evoked as a kind of resonance or current by 
the proximity of God’s self-transcendence . . . Human self-transcendence, then, 
is a property of human character or human being precisely as a characteristic of 
God mediated to humans by the Holy Spirit. This is what it means for human 
beings to have a human spirit.45

Estranged dust
Part of human existence as we experience it is that something is desperately 
wrong with this glorious picture [of spirited and animated dust] . . . and that 
something wrong is in us even though it is not us by our created nature. . . . 
What we usually experience is not the wonderful relationship with God the 
Holy Spirit and others in community just described as what makes us truly 
human but the remnants of those relationships, now sadly deformed or even 
denied, from which we are alienated and estranged. . . . The spiritual life thus has 
some aspects not merely of a quest or struggle for growth in the face of tragic 
estrangement but of a conflict, a battle, against parts of our own experience and 
even a spirit who is not our friend. On our own we are not able even to begin to 
fight this battle, let alone win it. Often, in fact, we are simply in denial about the 
problem. In that condition any growth we experience is not going to be healthy, 
but cancerous, at least in part, and perverted “spiritual” growth will be the sickest 
of all. . . . We are not just dust any longer, but bogs and cesspools, all the more 
loathsome because the echoes of intended glory linger in a noisome perversion.46

44. Ibid., 58.
45. Ibid., 60–61.
46. Ibid., 63–64.
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Redeemed dust
The good news is that the same God whose Holy Spirit gives us life and calls 
us into self-transcendent growth does not leave us in these desperate straits but 
provides the deliverance not only for us but also with us. . . . The history of 
Israel, the patriarchs and matriarchs, Moses, law and covenant, some kings and 
prophets, the formation of a priestly people around the Temple are not just 
preparation or anticipation of that deliverance—they are its earliest stages, and 
any true spiritual life remains grounded in them.

But for Christians, the culmination of that deliverance is in Jesus of Naza-
reth, in whom we believe the one and only triune God has, in the (second) 
person of the eternal Word and by the power of the Holy Spirit (the third 
person), become dust in God’s own self within the womb of a human mother. 
The deliverance of dust from the mess is accomplished both by God and by 
human dust itself, in this one person. . . . The most important thing for us to 
note here is that we actually experience it, all Christian spiritual growth takes 
place within this vast narrative of sin, redemption, and glory.47

The Christian salvation narrative is traced in animated, spirited, es-
tranged, and redeemed dust. Seeing humanity as beloved dust (star dust) 
offers a glimpse of the purpose and meaning of being human. Hughes opens 
his theological anthropology with a comprehensive statement of the age in 
which we live. 

Our age has its own contributions to make to a revival of spirituality. These 
consist of the deconstructing of some of the worst examples of the oppres-
sion that arose when the tradition advocated docility and obedience to earthly 
authorities as religious sanction for racism, classism, and sexism. We have 
our own peculiar demons to face, from ideological conflict to privatistic 
hedonism, to say nothing of a huge reservoir of bad theology. But there are 
positive contributions from our time as well. Among these can be the insights 
of contemporary anthropology and developmental psychology, a deeper 
sense of the connection between holiness and liberating justice than in many 
previous ages, and a new appreciation for sexuality and intimate relationships 
and family life as paths of sanctification of equal value to celibate monastic 
life. We have learned much about the significance of childhood trauma and 
the spiritual dynamics of healing; we have new awareness of the nature of 
demonic powers such as addictive disease and a variety of mental illnesses such 
as depression and attention deficit disorder, gaining deeper understanding of 
the genetic, physical dimension even as we reach new understandings of the 
spiritual component of recovery. These contemporary perspectives on human 
dust have a prominent place here and are crucial for informing the spiritual 
life and the practice of spiritual direction in our time. If we do not heed them, 
ancient wisdom will become antiquarianism, not deeply rooted and funded 
gospel praxis (praxis is a Greek word meaning acts or practice; in English it has 

47. Ibid., 64–65.
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come to mean such acts and practices as informed by a theory or theology of 
action). A final gift of our age can help—the birth of a new ecumenical spirit 
that is especially profound, in my experience, when we are dealing with one 
another at the depths of our personal relationships with God. The ecumenical 
context allows us a chance to sift true theology from nonsense, enduring gifts 
of our own traditions from mere tribal badges, legitimate expressions of differ-
ent perspectives and even different experiences of God from narrow partisan-
ship and elitism.48

The incarnation shapes how Hughes understands human nature, his 
theological anthropology. Before looking more closely at the relationship 
of humanity to God as an incarnational process, first we need to explore 
what and who God is as seen within Christian theology. In beginning 
that venture, it is important to remember the necessity of metaphorical 
language. Trinitarian teaching in the English language generally speaks of 
the persons of the Trinity. “Person” when used theologically draws from 
Latin and Greek, persona and prosopa, terms that come to theology out of 
drama.49 Persona in English (originally referring to the dramatic mask ac-
tors wore to communicate the quality of the actor’s character) has come to 
mean the perceived character or quality of an individual. The persona is not 
the full essence of a reality, but an initial insinuation of the reality. “Person” 
is a manifestation that points to the mystery like the finger pointing at the 
moon in Buddhism.50

Metaphoric language is necessary because the human being is too limited 
to express the fullness of the reality of God. The persona does not and can-
not define fully the mystery of personhood. In the most intimate of rela-
tionships, the full mystery of personhood remains unknown. The individual 
person remains a mystery not only to others but to the individual. Commu-
nication of a self is never exhausted nor complete. This is not only true for 
human beings but also for God. 

The God whose self-communication brought forth animated and spirited 
dust has shown Godself as a triune personae revealed as Fount (Source of 
all); Word/Wisdom (Logos/Sophia); and Spirit (Life-giver)—a constellation 
of presences that together fashion a distinctive unity. The mystery of God 
cannot be defined. God’s self-communication of mystery is possible only 
in the form of “as if.” To speak of God as Father, Lover, or even Friend does 
not mean God is Father, Lover, or Friend. When we speak of God there is 
always an implied “as if.” It is as if God is Father or Lover or Friend. When 
we say, “God is a Trinity of personae,” we are more accurately saying, “It is 
as if God is a Trinity of personae.” Hence, as human beings communicate 

48. Ibid., 52–53. 
49. Tillich, 175.
50. The Buddha is said to have admonished that his teaching was a method for expe-

riencing reality, not to be mistaken for reality itself, just as a finger pointed at the moon 
directs one’s gaze but is not to be mistaken for the moon itself.
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attributes of God, they by necessity do so metaphorically. Whenever life 
mysteries are spoken of, analogical language is indispensable.

Although the metaphor “person” is used when speaking of the Triune 
God, the concept of “person” in today’s English is blurred by individual-
ism. We may find it difficult to fully conceptualize how individual persons 
of the Trinity are also one God, and we will not be alone in our inability to 
articulate this. In fact, we will be in very good company across the ages. On 
the other hand, reference to God’s personhood does keep us from treating 
God’s activity solely as an impersonal force. “The Force be with you” does 
not mean the same as “God be with you.” The difference resides in our own 
experience of personhood coupled with the theology that the image of God 
(the imago dei) dwells within each of us. We do not act impersonally, nor 
does this triune God.

Beloved Dust lends fresh thinking to Christian understanding of God as 
a triune God. When speaking of God the Father, Hughes uses “Fount.” He 
writes, “I have decided to use ‘Fount’ as a gender inclusive term for the first 
person of the Trinity. I certainly mean by it all that the tradition means by 
‘Father,’ Jesus’ ‘Abba,’ which has always included preserving the point made 
consistently by the Orthodox, that the Father is the Fount and source of all 
being, including that of the other persons of the Trinity.”51 In a like manner, 
when speaking of the second person of the Trinity, he uses Logos/Sophia 
(Wisdom) for similar reasons. His more traditional language for the third 
person of the Trinity employs “Holy Spirit” but always sees Spirit as femi-
nine and therefore consistently uses the pronoun “she” when referring to  
the Holy Spirit. Throughout Beloved Dust, we encounter the Holy Trinity  
as Fount, Word/Sophia, and Holy Spirit.52

Fount, Sophia, and Spirit transcend human gender yet should not be 
seen as impersonal. It is imperative that theological language remain sensi-
tive to the understanding of key terms, of necessity incorporating a broad 
understanding of how God language functions. For example, someone who 
had an abusive or absent parent may find problematic any reference to 
God as “Father.” However, the metaphor of “Father” points both to hu-
man experience and to a divine attribute of the Holy undistorted by human 
limitation and sin. The terms “father,” “mother,” “love,” “good,” or “truth” 
when ascribed to God refer to the best (perfection) of what father, mother, 
love, good, and truth is. The power of the metaphor reveals not only human 
frailty and incompleteness but more importantly reveals the perfection that 
God brings to humanity. Still, when metaphors drawn from human attri-
butes become a barrier, turning to an image like Fount may provide another 
way to deeper understanding. An expansive theological vocabulary will 
include traditional images but not be limited to them. A sensitive and bal-
anced attention to the use of God language is integral to the development  
of a sustaining spirituality.

51. Hughes, see footnote b on page 59. [AU: Do you mean page 59 of Hughes?]
52. A full presentation of this view of the Trinity can be found throughout Beloved Dust.
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The God journey’s destination is to bring the mystery of being human 
into union with the triune mystery of God. Theosis, participation in the 
journey with God, can be understood as completing the incarnation, begun 
in Jesus and continuing into the final consummation of all creation in 
union with God. Christians in past generations have sometimes pictured 
a journey in three successive stages imagined as a ladder with three rungs. 
Hughes writes, “In Western tradition these stages are often called purgative, 
illuminative, and unitive or the stages of the beginner, the proficient, the 
perfect; but I prefer the Eastern Christian language of the cleansing of the 
royal image, transfiguration, and theosis (being made god by participation 
in the triune life).”53 For those living in the twenty-first century, the journey 
is better understood as “recurring in a spiral cycle rather than as a simple 
ladder.”54 Hughes suggests in Beloved Dust:

The traditional insight into the threefold rhythm of the spiritual life (derived 
from the three stages of the spiritual life as described by Pseudo-Dionysius) 
is best seen not as a lawlike description of human spiritual growth but as 
resonances or tides in our dusty human lives raised by the Trinitarian structure 
of the missio Spiritus. I have named these tides conversion, transfiguration, and 
glory. As in a real ocean, these tides are concurrent, though one may predomi-
nate at any given moment in a person’s life. This requires us to think and 
navigate in three dimensions, as it were: pitch, roll, and yaw.55

A sustaining spirituality attends to the Spirit’s distinctive currents praying 
and moving within us (Romans 8): conversion, transfiguration, and glory, 
yet one should not expect to define precisely these currents.

We know that the whole creation has been groaning in labor pains until 
now; and not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of 
the Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for adoption, the redemption of our 
bodies. For in hope we were saved. Now hope that is seen is not hope. For 
who hopes for what is seen? But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait 
for it with patience. Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do 
not know how to pray as we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs 
too deep for words. And God, who searches the heart, knows what is the 
mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints according to 
the will of God.56

Universal human seeking expresses itself in Christian spiritual theology 
amidst an epistemic humility, that is, we hold all knowing lightly because 
human finitude limits certainty. We only see “through a glass darkly” and 
hope one day to see as God sees through participation in God (theosis).

53. Hughes, 65.
54. Ibid., 65. 
55. Ibid., 8.
56. Romans 8:22–27.
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One navigates in “fear and trembling”57 the distinctive tidal currents of 
God. A sustaining, maturing spirituality provides a map, compass, and rud-
der to navigate the deep of the holy. In Beloved Dust, Hughes offers several 
important observations to keep in mind in developing one’s spirituality. 

The movement of the Holy Spirit “has a Trinitarian rhythm to it: first 
the Spirit in her hovering, firing, and resting aids the Fount in creation and 
covenant; then engages with the Word/Wisdom in a complex pas de deux 
(actually de trois) around all the mysteries of the incarnation, most especially 
the paschal mystery and its aftermath; and then works with the other two of 
the Trinity to fulfill her own proper mission of the final sacramental con-
secration of the universal pleroma.”58 (Pleroma is the fulfillment of creation 
consummated in union with the glory of God59.) Spirit participated in cre-
ation (“brooding over the waters”) as told in Genesis 1 and in the forming of 
the covenant throughout the Hebrew Bible. Hughes describes his approach 
to the spiritual life as “an experiment at reinterpreting the classic Trinitarian 
rhythm of the spiritual life as resonances in us of the Trinitarian structure of 
the Spirit’s mission, as if three resulting concurrent tidal currents were break-
ing on the human shore, understood in the fullness of its own complexity, 
but in a thoroughly material manner, as dust. The miracle is that the dust 
finds itself unexpectedly beloved, with a precious and costly love.”60

Tides of the Spirit

The three concurrent tides wash over creation in distinctive ways. In human-
ity’s experience at certain times, the call for conversion predominates, but 
the other two tidal currents are present also. “In the first current of conver-
sion, we find our dusty selves enlivened by the Spirit as life-giver in creation 
and then bound together as the people of God and the community of faith 
in the covenant, as the Spirit does her part in the mission of the Fount.”61 
The Spirit awakens the theological virtue of faith (radical trust) and through 
the Spirit’s working we know our finitude, our sinfulness, our wounded-
ness. Through theological proclamation the Spirit confronts us with truth. 
The proclamation may come through hearing Scripture or through human 
psychosocial development, and empowered by Spirit we experience conver-
sions, that is, we “turn away from the enemies of the soul, including our 
own empirical egos, toward the promises of God. In this current, we experi-
ence the Holy Spirit as life and life-giver.”62

Ocean tides have a slack time when for a short period all is still. Analo-
gously, in the Hughes schema, the spiritual life has “slack times.” The con-

57. Philippians 2:12
58. Hughes, 386.
59. Ibid., 44, 48.
60. Ibid., 386.
61. Ibid., 386.
62. Ibid., 386.
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version current’s movement stills and all seems empty of power; a feeling of 
betrayal often arises. The slack occurs in the period before the second tidal 
current (transfiguration) becomes evident. Tradition has called such a time a 
“dark night of the senses.” In the stillness, we realize “that we are not living 
up to the new life we have been given.” The call is “to detach not from the 
world, but from our enmeshments in it (emphasis added).”63 Such times if 
misunderstood can lead to our taking leave of God, church, or even Christi-
anity. When one understands the “dark night of the senses” as a temporary 
slack time, panic subsides into a time of waiting for God’s next current. 

The second tidal current (what Hughes calls “transfiguration”) flows in 
with a sense of being found by and seeking love—God’s love and love of 
God; love of self and others. In this current, “the Spirit aids the Word/Wis-
dom’s mission by resting on every mystery of the incarnation, including most 
especially the resurrection, as she is revealed as the power by which the Fount 
raises Jesus from the dead and makes him still present among us”64 from 
one generation to the next. Most Christians swim in the awareness of the 
transfiguration current, experiencing the sacramental life, practicing love of 
neighbor and “love of the order and beauty of the world and work, especially 
in the church’s mission.” Transfiguration illuminates life, not by natural, 
inherent light, but rather the very glory of God through which the indwelling 
of the Holy Spirit is part of the ongoing incarnating process.65 Ministries of 
compassion, giving, nurturing, and the like emerge from the Spirit’s transfig-
uring presence. One’s spirituality thrives in the spiritual disciplines of prayer, 
worship, study, reflection, and service lively under the Spirit’s influence. 

It is logical to think that living within the transfiguring presence would 
naturally lead to the next tidal current of glory (union). However, a second 
slack comes between, known as the dark night of the soul. 

Here we enter a desert and even a desolation in which we seem to lose touch 
with Jesus and indeed all our previous ideas and experiences of God, as we are 
called to detach even from them and learn to desire, with an ever-deepening 
hunger and longing, Christ’s own person and God’s own self alone. Oddly 
enough, as the Spirit rests with us in this slack, we find that the darkness is 
itself luminous, the silence eloquent, and the longing contains in itself the  
odd assurance of espousal at the level of engagement, but we learn this only  
as we are willing to live in the darkness as long as God wills it, as the entrance 
to both contemplation and a prophetic apostolate.66

The third tide is glory, 

truly unspeakable glory itself, as we begin to experience the resonance in us of 
the Spirit’s own proper mission of the sacramental consecration of the entire 

63. Ibid., 386.
64. Ibid., 387.
65. Ibid., 387.
66. Ibid., 387.
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universe in the final pleroma (fullness of creation in God). We take with us 
from the longing of the second dark night the theological virtue of hope, hope 
against hope for this already but not yet promised consummation of ourselves 
and of the world’s history. Sharing the apostolic moment of Pentecost, we 
experience the Holy Spirit in this tide as fire, the fire of love, in the theological 
mode of prophecy that points to the final conflagration as a true, and beyond 
all hope, desirable end for ourselves and the world.67

Theosis is realized in a sacramental union with Christ and union with 
God. Hope is about what is not yet present. Hope encourages us to learn to 
work, love, and live expectantly while waiting for God, shaping our spiritual 
discipline by the empowering hope of glory. 

Hughes concludes with a reminder that the tides are concurrent. 

Even when our lives are touched by glory itself we remain here simul justus et 
peccator (at the same time righteous and a sinner), always with further need to 
swim in conversion. There is always more study, work, and prayer to do, so the 
implicit loves of transfiguration also re-emerge constantly; but underneath is 
always, even from the very beginning, a deep glory calling us from one degree 
of glory to another, holding up to the ”always” a deep ”not yet” that keeps us 
swimming in hope.68

We move through our God journey as individuals in communion within 
a cosmic context. We move with ever increasing recognition of the Spirit’s 
concurrent tides crashing on the shores of our individual lives, drawing us 
into greater and greater participation in God. Such recognition draws one 
into theological reflection that produces insight. Insight leads to decision, 
commitment, and action. The development of a sustaining spirituality pro-
ceeds throughout one’s lifetime as concrete ways to swim fearlessly within 
God’s currents carrying us and all of creation into God’s pleroma. 

Come, Holy Ghost, our souls inspire.
And lighten with celestial fire.
Veni, Creator Spiritus. Amen.69

Focus
Describe the four kinds of “dust” and the three tides of the Spirit as explored 
by Hughes in the excerpts from Beloved Dust.

Respond

How do you feel about your relationship with God right now? Describe the 
bumps in the road, the turns, the barriers, the straight paths, and the way 
stations that refresh you.

67. Ibid., 387
68. Ibid., 388.
69. Ibid., 388.
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Identify how prayer, worship, study, and service challenge and sustain you. 

How might you rise to the challenges?

What concerns in your home, your work, your community, or the world 
claim your heart and mind at present?

Practice
This unit engages four disciplines to guide theosis (living into the God 
journey) through concrete practices that support and guide us in the tidal 
currents of the Spirit:

•	 the Jesus prayer

•	 walking a labyrinth

•	 centering prayer

•	 Ignatian Examen

The Orthodox Prayer website70 offers information about the deceptively 
simple Jesus Prayer: “Lord Jesus Christ Son of God, have mercy on me a sinner.”

The Jesus Prayer, according to numerous Church Fathers, is “essential” to 
our spiritual growth. It proclaims our faith and humbles us by asking mercy 
for our sinfulness. This prayer is thought to be as old as the church itself.

The Jesus Prayer, says Metropolitan Anthony Bloom, “more than any 
other,” helps us to be able to “stand in God’s presence.” This means that the 
Jesus Prayer helps us to focus our mind exclusively on God with “no other 
thought” occupying our mind but the thought of God. At this moment when 
our mind is totally concentrated on God, we discover a very personal and 
direct relationship with Him.

As Saint Theophan says,

The essential part is to dwell in God, and this walking before God means that 
you live with the conviction ever before your consciousness that God is in 
you, as He is in everything: you live in the firm assurance that He sees all that 
is within you, knowing you better than you know yourself. This awareness of 
the eye of God looking at your inner being must not be accompanied by any 
visual concept, but must be confined to a simple conviction or feeling.71

You already may know some people who practice this prayer or even do 
so yourself. The Jesus Prayer is used in a variety of ways, including for sitting 
or walking meditation. Some Orthodox hesychasts (mystics who sought to 
transcend the self) were said to have repeated it without stopping while go-
ing about their lives, but that may be a bit much for daily life in these times. 
Here is one method to try.

70. http://www.orthodoxprayer.org/Jesus%20Prayer.html
71. Igumen Chariton, The Art of Prayer (London, UK: Faber and Faber, 1997), 100. 
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Think about to whom you offer the prayer. 

Assume a comfortable position and close your eyes.

Relax, in body and mind, becoming quiet. 

Let yourself know that you can release cares for this prayer time, knowing 
that there will be other time for attending to demands and needs.

Begin by slowly, either verbally or internally, repeating, “Lord Jesus Christ  
Son of God have mercy on me a sinner.”  
Repeat until you choose to stop. Sit quietly for whatever time you can 
allow. 

Give thanks for this time.

Journal some thoughts or impressions from this time. 
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Week seventeen

YEAR ONE

Read
1 Samuel
2 Samuel
Collins, Chapter 11, “1 Samuel,” and Chapter 12, “2 Samuel,”  

pages 139–158

Note: Next week there will be substantial reading.

Focus
First and Second Samuel paint a sweeping picture of the formation of the 
Jewish faith. Identify ideas, images, and actions that were vital to a faith 
community’s journey into God.

Create a graphic that identifies concerns and interests at the time of Sam-
uel—concerns of Samuel, of the religious community, of the political 
constituent. 

Describe Samuel’s relationship with God and key elements of his journey 
into God.

YEAR TWO

Read
Powell, Chapter 10, “New Testament Letters,” and Chapter 11, “Paul,”  

pages 215–253
Hyperlinks 10.1–10.4 at www.IntroducingNT.com

Focus 
Terms and names to note: Pastoral Epistles; Prison Letters; Catholic Epistles; 
cuneiform; ostraca; papyrus; amanuensis; structure of epistles; Gamaliel; chiasm; 
pseudepigraphy; Muratorian fragment; gospel (euangelion); Jesus’ death, 
resurrection, and ascension; life after death; being made right with God 
(justification); new age of God; nature of Jesus

Using the material in Powell’s eleventh chapter, construct a spiritual auto- 
biography of Paul’s life. Identify ten to twelve events that cover his entire 
life: born and raised as a member of the people of Israel within the tribe  
of Benjamin; lived as a Pharisee observing the Jewish law; studied at the  
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feet of Gamaliel, and so on. Read through the events of Paul’s life to get  
a sense of his life as a whole. 

What experiences strengthened Paul for living into the journey with God?

How does the story of Paul provide a voice of wisdom for you in your own 
journey?

YEAR THREE

Read
MacCulloch, Chapter 11, “The West: Universal Emperor or Universal 
Pope,” pages 363–395

Focus
Terms and names to note: Monastic revival in England; Cluny Abby’s 
legacy, especially noting the agrarian economy, pilgrimage piety, origin of 
purgatory, and the Peace of God movement; universal monarchy; marriage 
as sacrament; rise of papacy—from Vicar of Peter to Vicar of Christ; clerical 
celibacy; dividing lay and clergy

Describe the growth struggles of the church in the West during this historical 
period. 

What were the costs and promises of separating lay and clergy?

YEAR FOUR

Read
McIntosh, Chapter 4, “The Voice of God: The Mystery of Revelation,”  
pages 66–88

Focus
Terms and names to note: revelation through the Books of Nature and 
Scripture; concern for certainty; early modern scientific approach to know-
ing; Jesus as God’s revelation; church as the eucharistic Body of the Word; 
Thomas Traherne; William Temple; William of Ockham; Francis Bacon; 
René Descartes; Austin Farrer; Richard Hooker; Hans Frei 

What is the relationship between God’s revelation and personal transforma-
tion? How can knowing God come through practice?

2
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ALL YEARS 

Respond

Who do you count as spiritual leaders?

How are they sources of guidance for you?

Practice

THEOLOGIcAL REFLEcTION BEGINNING WITH A PERSONAL EXPERIENcE

This reflection begins in the Action source in EfM’s Four-source Model, but moves 
to the creation of a metaphor or image that captures the emotional experience 
(thoughts and feelings) of the story. The metaphor/image serves as the focus for  
reflection rather than the original event.

Identify a focus: create a metaphor or a focus statement.

Recall an event or experience in your life, recent or not, on which you 
would like to reflect and explore living into your God journey. 

Write about that time as though you were watching it through a video  
camera.

When were you the most animated in that experience?

Who was there? Where were you? What was the circumstance?

List three primary feelings and three key thoughts that you can recall at  
that specific instant of highest energy.

Create a metaphor picturing the essence of what it’s like to be in a moment 
of those feelings and thoughts.

Explore the focus (metaphor or image): Sit quietly with your image. 

What is that image about?

Describe how the image reveals something of compassion, justice, or  
human flourishing.

How does the image reveal damage or brokenness?

How do conversion or transfiguration take place for those in that image 
world?

How is God part of the journey for those in the world of that image?

What is the heart of the matter in the metaphor?

Connect the world of this image to other sources in your life. 

Culture—In what part of the world do you live? Where do you find issues  
of that image playing out in the culture where you live? 

Who is trying to respond to those issues in your culture? 
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What social norms help or hinder a response in your culture?

Compare and contrast your exploration of the image and your Culture’s 
experience of that image.

How does each support or challenge the other? 

How do individuals or agencies in your Culture contribute to the issue  
of the image world and how do they attempt to redress those issues?

What is the heart of the matter in the comparison? 

What conversion might be expected?

Respond to the following source questions as your heart and mind prompt.

Christian Tradition—Where do you find something in our scriptural record 
or our prayers or hymns that help you address the issues in the image and 
Culture? 

Look up the passage or prayers. 

How does either reflect the image?

How does either respond to the issues in your Culture and the metaphor?

Personal Beliefs—Where do you take a stand as far as the issues of this meta-
phor and reflection are concerned?

Apply learning to ministry in your daily life. 

What do you see in a new way? 

How does this reflection contribute to your continual conversion?
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Week Eighteen

YEAR ONE

Read
1 Kings
2 Kings
Collins, Chapter 13, “1 Kings 1–16: Solomon and the Divided Monarchy,” 

and Chapter 14, “1 Kings 17–2 Kings 25: Tales of Prophets and the End  
of the Kingdoms of Israel and Judah,” pages 159–190

Focus
Prophets speak God’s truth and frequently have the most to lose. Difficul-
ties arise when prophetic voices do not agree on what the “truth” is. Possible 
responses to uncertainty are to wait to see which choice leads to the most 
life-giving outcome, to decide in the midst of the uncertainty which is cor-
rect for one personally and act accordingly, or to view the variations as each 
addressing something of truth. 

How do you discern truth in the midst of uncertainty?

Reflect on the place of uncertainty in the God journey.  

YEAR TWO

Read
The Letter to the Romans

Focus
The letter to the Romans likely contains familiar quotations. Be sure to  
place any you notice in the context of the letter. 

How is the letter structured?

Name the key aspects of the case Paul built in the letter.

Explain how the letter to the Romans reflects Paul’s God journey.

YEAR THREE

Read
MacCulloch, Chapter 12, “A Church for All People? (1100–1300),”  
pages 396–423 
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Focus
Terms and names to note: Waldensians; scholae educational method; Peter 
Abelard’s Theologia Christiana; Dominic and Dominicans (Blackfriars); Fran-
cis, Franciscans, and Francis’ Testament; Carmelites; Fourth Lateran Council; 
transubstantiation (Real Presence); Thomas Aquinas; Summa Theologiae (Sum 
Total of Theology); Anselm; Abelard; Hildegard of Bingen; The Cloud of 
Unknowing; Meister Eckhart; Bridget of Sweden; Catherine of Siena 

In this week’s study, name the persons or events that interest you and how 
those individuals or events support living into the God journey.

YEAR FOUR

Read
McIntosh, Chapter 5, “The Humanity of God,” pages 89–112

Focus
Terms and names to note: Incarnation; desire; God and humanity are not 
mutually exclusive; objections to the idea of incarnation; Chalcedonian 
Definition; “person”; John Neville Figgis; Frederick Dennison Maurice; 
Charles Gore; Michael Ramsey; John Henry Newman

McIntosh says that transformation is painful because of distorted desire. 
How do you respond to that assertion?

What is your understanding of Incarnation? What in McIntosh’s chapter 
surprised, challenged, or encouraged you in your understanding?

2
ALL YEARS 

Respond
How has the God journey been lived through the ages?

Practice
Read the reflection outline, allowing your mind and heart to open im-
ages and memories naturally. Remember the overall movement of reflec-
tion: Identify a focus, Explore the focus theologically, Connect with other 
“voices” that confirm or challenge the focus, and Apply the reflection to 
ministry in daily life. 
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THEOLOGIcAL REFLEcTION BEGINNING WITH A SOcIAL cONcERN  

(cULTURE SOURcE)

Focus

Find something that challenges you in a news article, an essay, a cartoon,  
a book, or the like. 

Locate the central idea of the item you chose. Write a sentence stating that 
idea. This will be the focus to explore.

Explore the focus theologically.
Scan these perspective questions and bring two or more of them into  
a conversation with the focusing idea. 

What does the focus idea say about the world?

What kind of world does the idea describe?

How does that idea-world describe brokenness?

What vision of wholeness is broken?

What crisis does the central idea recognize or present? What conversion  
is that idea calling for?

What would have to change?

How would the central idea promote a reorientation towards wholeness?

How would things look if they were made right? 

What is the theology of the central idea?

Connect the focus with the sources of Christian Tradition, personal beliefs/
Position, and personal experience/Action. This movement provides access  
to “voices” that can guide us in moments like the focus. 

When you respond to the focus idea, do you think of an incident in your 
life or of something you have encountered in your EfM study or of some 
personal belief that relates to the focus?

List all connections you make to the focus idea. 

How do those connections, those voices, guide you in relation to the focus 
idea?

Apply the reflection to your life. 

Write about how the tides of the Spirit are evident in your theological  
reflection. 

Engage in the Ignatian Daily Examen as often as you find helpful. 
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Prayer Practice: The Examen

The Loyola Press web site, on the page Ignatian Spirituality, offers informa-
tion about praying the Examen.

The Daily Examen is a technique of prayerful reflection on the events of the 
day in order to detect God’s presence and discern his direction for us. The  
Examen is an ancient practice in the church that can help us see God’s hand  
at work in our whole experience.

The method presented here is adapted from a technique described by 
Ignatius Loyola in his Spiritual Exercises. St. Ignatius thought that the Examen 
was a gift that came directly from God, and that God wanted it to be shared 
as widely as possible. One of the few rules of prayer that Ignatius made for the 
Jesuit order was the requirement that Jesuits practice the Examen twice daily—
at noon ad at the end of the day. It is the habit that Jesuits, and many other 
Christians, practice to this day. 

This is a version of the five-step Daily Examen that St. Ignatius practiced.

1. Become aware of God’s presence.

2. Review the day with gratitude.

3. Pay attention to your emotions.

4. Choose one feature of the day and pray from it.

5. Look toward tomorrow.72

The Loyola web site provides a number of links to a variety of forms of the 
Examen, including a printable prayer card.

72. http://www.ignatianspirituality.com/ignatian-prayer/the-examen
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Week nineteen 

YEAR ONE

Read
Amos
Hosea
Collins, Chapter 15, “Amos and Hosea,” pages 191–202

Focus
Terms and names to note: prophecy; royal archives of Mari; the essence  
of prophecy; focus of Amos’s prophecy; Amos’s themes of social justice  
and of condemnation of the cult; the day of Lord; metaphor of marriage  
to a promiscuous woman; Gomer; two crucial differences between Amos 
and Hosea’s messages; Hosea’s basic critique

What contemporary prophetic statements like those of Amos or Hosea  
can you identify?

YEAR TWO

Read
Powell, Chapter 12, “Romans,” pages 255–271

Focus
Terms and names to note: justification 

For Western Christianity, the Pauline teaching on justification is highly in-
fluential and formative. On page 263, Powell presented “Models for Under-
standing Justification.” Which model or combination of models best clarify 
the “justification issue” for you? 

YEAR THREE

Read
MacCulloch, Chapter 13, “Faith in the New Rome,” pages 427–465

Focus
Describe three or four characteristics of Orthodoxy.

Identify distinctive qualities of Byzantine spirituality.

What concerns motivated both sides of the iconoclastic controversy? 
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Name one or two reasons why understanding the controversy is important 
in today’s world.

Summarize Photios’s missionary strategy and the significance for Christian-
ity in the twenty-first century. 

YEAR FOUR

Read
DuBose essay, “The Incarnation,” pages 231–237 in Part II of the Reading 
and Reflection Guide

Focus

What has DuBose’s essay contributed to your understanding of the Incarna-
tion? What challenges did you encounter? 

DuBose wrote in another of his books, 

[T]his brings in the great truth that the Gospel of God in its entirety is not a 
single but a double incarnation; it is not only God’s Word of Truth manifested 
to us objectively in the flesh of Jesus Christ; it is also God’s Spirit of Life 
manifested to us subjectively in our own flesh, which means our own minds 
and hearts and lives. God in Christ is only half the truth and mystery of the 
Incarnation; Christ in us is the full other half. And it means all the mind and 
heart and will and life, all the holiness and righteousness and divine perfection 
of Jesus Christ is ours as well as His.73

What does this contribute to your understanding of DuBose’s essay? 

What does it contribute to your understanding of theosis? 

What does it contribute to your understanding of living into the journey 
with God?

2
ALL YEARS 

Respond
How has your spiritual practice in recent weeks contributed to your study?

Practice
Regular theological reflection is a meaningful asset for building a habitus of 
prayer, worship and study. 

73. William Porcher Dubose, High Priesthood and Sacrifice (New York: Longmans, Green 
& Company, 1908), 161.
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THEOLOGIcAL REFLEcTION BEGINNING WITH A PERSONAL EXPERIENcE

Identify a reflection focus: Choose a moment when you were aware of God’s 
presence, either in the recent week or another time that stands out for you.

Focus on what you felt and thought at the moment of awareness. What is 
the essence of that moment?

Create a picture of what it was like for you in that moment.

Explore the picture: 

How does your image relate to any of these themes from this week’s study: 
prophetic proclamations, justification, salvation?

Describe how tides of the Spirit might relate to dynamics of the picture.

Connect to other sources or voices. 

Christian Tradition: How would your local church relate to the picture?  
If there is a mission statement for your local church, how is that reflected  
in the picture?

Compare and contrast the local church attitudes and mission with the  
world of the image. 

What is at stake in this conversation? 

Personal Position/Belief: What are you willing to argue for?
What has caused you to form that position?

Culture: Who in the community around you is fighting for the same posi-
tion? Who opposes that position? How do you relate with the opposition?

Apply your learning to daily life.

Name one area in your life where you have a ministry opportunity.

What ministry commitment might this reflection help you make in that 
area?

Write a prayer that expresses your intentions, petitions, and hopes as a result 
of this reflection.
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Week twenty

YEAR ONE

Read
Micah
Isaiah 1–39
Excerpt of Collins on Micah, pages 238–241 in Part II of the Reading and 

Reflection Guide
Collins, Chapter 16, “Isaiah,” pages 203–212

Focus
Micah and First Isaiah contain familiar and often-quoted passages. Identify 
key verses from both prophets that speak to vocation, mission, and ministry.

YEAR TWO

Read
Hebrews 
Powell, Chapter 23, “Hebrews,” pages 427–43

Focus
Powell notes that “persistent Christians have found real substance in this 
[Hebrews] letter teaching not only who Christ is but also discloses who they 
are (and can be) in relation to him.” 

What significance does knowing who Christ is and who people are in rela-
tion to him have for sustaining one’s spirituality? 

Notice especially the role faith plays in fostering spirituality.

YEAR THREE

Read
MacCulloch, Chapter 14, “Orthodoxy: More Than an Empire,”  

pages 466–502

Focus
MacCulloch covers eight centuries of history to show how Orthodoxy 
became more than an empire’s religion. Describe the profile of Orthodoxy 
that comes through to you from the chapter. 

What key figures, ideas, and events contributed to forming Orthodoxy? 
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YEAR FOUR

Read
McIntosh, Chapter 6, “The Glory of Humanity: The Mystery of Salvation,” 

pages 113–138

Focus
Terms and names to note: the nature of evil; baptismal renunciations; 
Orthodox and feminist critiques of Jesus suffering to appease God’s wrath; 
Thomas Hobbes; Peter Abelard; Christos Yannaras; William Temple

McIntosh asks, what do we need to be saved from? How do you respond?

What is your understanding of sin? What is your understanding of salva-
tion?

2
ALL YEARS 

Respond
How is your journey with God going? 

What challenges and graces are you encountering in trying to live into that 
journey?

Practice

Walking a Labyrinth

A labyrinth is an ancient tool for meditative prayer. You may have encoun-
tered them inside or out, at retreat centers, in gardens, or in the floors of 
church buildings. One of the most famous is in the floor of Chartres Cathe-
dral in France. 

Walking a labyrinth is a symbolic pilgrimage within, thus a practice par-
ticularly appropriate to our theme of theosis, simultaneously a journey into 
our selves and a journey into God. A labyrinth may at first glance look like 
a maze, but the path that leads us in is also the path that leads us out. There 
are no dead ends here, nor do we have to make any choices as to the right 
way. Even when it looks as if we’ve taken a turn away from the center, faith-
ful travelers will find that the path eventually will bring us to that goal and 
then will take us out from the center to life in the world again.

Walking a labyrinth is a right brain activity (creative, intuitive, imagina-
tive) and can induce or enhance a contemplative or meditative state of 
mind. It is a tool which can clear the mind: calm our anxieties during peri-
ods of transition and stress, guide healing, deepen self-knowledge, enhance 
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creativity, allow for reconciliation, restore feelings of belonging to a commu-
nity, and lead to personal and spiritual growth.74

Try to find a labyrinth near you where you can try out this ancient form 
of prayer. If you don’t have access to a labyrinth you can walk, you can do 
a “finger walk” on a labyrinth printed out on paper. You can find many im-
ages of labyrinths using an internet search. (There are also “finger labyrinths” 
in wood or metal for sale.) 

As you walk or trace your way through the labyrinth, take your time and 
try to open yourself to thoughts or images that may arise for you, to prayers 
that may rise within you. 

•	 What is this journey like for you? What thoughts and feelings arise as you 
travel the twists and turns?

•	 If you find you feel impatient to reach the center, try to let that feeling go.

•	 If you are using a public labyrinth and find yourself walking with others, 
be mindful of the convention of maintaining silence. Walk calmly on if 
you pass someone. Allow others to pass you. How does awareness of the 
presence of these others affect your ability to remain focused on your own 
journey?

•	 What thoughts and feelings arise as you rest briefly in the center of the 
labyrinth?

•	 What thoughts and feelings arise as you begin the journey out?

•	 What thoughts and feelings arise as you step out of the labyrinth and 
return to your daily life?

74. Sharon Ely Pearson, “Adult Labyrinth Journal,” (Episcopal Diocese of Connecticut, 
2006), 2.

The labyrinth in the floor of chartres cathedral
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•	 When you have time, reflect on this experience. Write in your journal if 
you keep one. What implications for living into the journey with God can 
you find in this experience? What implications for ministry in your daily 
life occur to you? Would labyrinth meditation be a good tool for sustain-
ing you spiritually as you minister in the world?

Resources for learning more about the labyrinth as a spiritual tool:

•	 Sharon Ely Pearson, Editor and Christian Formation Specialist at Church 
Publishing, has created labyrinth journals for adults and children. You may 
download a PDF of her Adult Labyrinth Journal from the Resources page 
on the EfM website.75

•	 The Labyrinth Society website contains information and tools, even a 
labyrinth locator.76

•	 The Huffington Post has published an article with photos of many differ-
ent labyrinths from around the world.77

•	 Some congregations have purchased labyrinths painted on canvas that can 
be borrowed. You may want to ask around your diocese or local churches 
to see if there is one near you.

75. http://efm.sewanee.edu/resources/resources
76. https://labyrinthsociety.org/home
77. http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/01/13/labyrinths-photos_n_4326303.html
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Week twenty-one

YEAR ONE

Read
Jeremiah
Lamentations
Collins, Chapter 17, “The Babylonian Era,” pages 213–224

Focus
The prophetic writings that Collins considered this week are full of poetic 
imagery. Describe how that imagery has contributed to Christian theology 
and worship. 

Living into the God journey is a daily course of adjustment, repentance, and 
conversion. What beliefs sustained the people of God during the Jeremi-
ah/Lamentations time period as they strove to participate in that journey?

What spiritual practices sustained them?

What vision of wholeness or goodness do Jeremiah and the writer(s) of Lam-
entations hold up?

YEAR TWO

Read
1 Peter
2 Peter
Powell, Chapter 25, “1 Peter,” and Chapter 26, “2 Peter,” pages 463–91

Focus
As you read First and Second Peter notice what Powell has to say about 
those letters.

How do Peter’s letters encourage the new Christians in their journey into 
God?

YEAR THREE

Read
MacCulloch, Chapter 15, “Russia: the Third Rome,” pages 503–47

Focus
Using MacCulloch’s discussion of the advent of Christianity to Russia, 
describe how he understands God, society, and human nature in that time 
and place. 
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YEAR FOUR

Read
McIntosh, Chapter 7, “The Drama of the Cosmos: The Mystery of Commu-
nion,” pages 139–170

Focus
Terms and names to note: Pentecost; persona; personhood at individual, 
communal, and cosmic levels; “God’s people; apostello; unlocking desire;  
“re-membered into God’s Body”; the Trinitarian self-giving of God; baptis-
mal moment; eucharistic moment; Augustine; Rowan Williams; Simone 
Weil; John Polkinghorne; Herbert McCabe

What role has the church played in your God journey? How is communal 
life “sealed by the Holy Spirit in baptism and marked as Christ’s own 
forever”? Connect if you can with an experience of this communal life  
in your own journey.

2
ALL YEARS 

Respond
How each participates in creation is part of theosis. What place does your 
EfM study have in how you view and live in creation?

Practice
The following is a variation of the Ignatian Examen.78

Ecological Examen by Joseph carver, SJ

All creation reflects the beauty and blessing of God’s image. Where was  
I most aware of this today?

Can I identify and pinpoint how I made a conscious effort to care for  
God’s creation during this day?

What challenges or joys do I experience as I recall my care for creation?

How can I repair breaks in my relationship with creation, in my unspoken 
sense of superiority?

As I imagine tomorrow, I ask for the grace to see the Incarnate Christ in  
the dynamic interconnections of all Creation. 

78. http://www.sjweb.info/documents/sjs/docs/EcologicalExamen_ENG.pdf
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Conclude with a prayer of Jesus: The glory that you have given me I have given 
them, so that they may be one, as we are one, I in them and you in me, that they may 
become completely one, so that the world may know that you have sent me and have 
loved them even as you have loved me. (John 17:22–23)
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unit four

integrating Belief, 
Behavior, and doctrine
2
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Week twenty-two

ALL YEARS 

Read

Living into Wholeness
Twenty-first-century science and technology have aroused profound aware-
ness of variety across this planet. Satellites show the magnificent beauty of 
creation, on the earth, and throughout the universe. Medical advances bring 
healing and hope to billions of people. Communication technology shows 
us the wondrous variance of humanity. With the century’s advances have 
come overwhelming recognition of human diversity that have simultane-
ously stirred delight and fear. Global conflicts reflect the fragmentation that 
occurs within seemingly homogeneous societies when life-changing events 
uncover previously hidden differences and diversities. Social groups, neigh-
borhoods, and families polarize as they struggle with fundamental issues 
raised by economic injustice, gender identity, and globalization. Social forces 
can create socio-economic silos that result in fragmented and isolated lives.

This fragmentation extends to the interior life of individuals who experi-
ence division of mind, heart, and spirit. A desire for wholeness and unity 
grows as the onslaught of unreconciled beliefs, conceptual confusion, unre-
solved relationships, and inconsistencies between belief and behavior mirror 
the fragmentation found throughout society. For people of faith this desire 
for wholeness may inspire us to turn our focus to the God journey.

Theological Integration and Wholeness

As we encounter and respond to life’s fragmentation and isolation, how is 
God involved in creating, redeeming, and sanctifying wholeness? A practi-
cal, integrated theology holds the potential to awaken practicing God-seekers 
to unity and wholeness (in English, the root of holiness). For Christians, 
striving for wholeness and holiness is an ongoing process of integration 
that invites contemporary knowledge into dialogue with Christian heritage, 
seeking to reconcile individual disconnections between belief and behavior. 
Deep within we yearn for wholeness. 

The word whole today is alluring—whole foods, holistic health, whole body 
workouts. It is a word that has become embedded in our cultural conscious-
ness, despite our radically divided world. The longing for wholeness today 
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speaks to something deep within the human person and nature itself. Are we 
whole by nature? Does wholeness emerge with the development of life, or is 
life an unfolding of an already existing wholeness? Today, physics speaks of a 
quantum whole and systems biology tells us that living organisms emerge as 
complex wholes. Modern science, therefore, suggests that we do not invent 
a whole; rather, the whole exists prior to anything else. We are to awaken to 
the whole we already are and deepen it by becoming more whole and unified 
through creativity, convergence, and consciousness.79

“Living into the God Journey” is a process of theological integration by 
which we are called into theosis, union with God. The process reflects the 
Spirit’s threefold tidal currents of conversion, transfiguration and glory that 
Robert Hughes describes in Beloved Dust, previously encountered in the 
opening essay for Unit Three. The work of theological integration is the  
work of transfiguration. Transfiguration as distinct from transformation  
illuminates God’s present glory. 

What happens is not transformation but the illumination of Jesus by the light 
of divine glory, in the power of the Spirit, which reveals to the disciples the 
truth about who Jesus has been all along. In the same fashion, our own begin-
ning transfiguration in that same light is not a transformation into something 
else, but the revelation and birthing of our own true selves.80

The tidal current of transfiguration awakens us to “see ourselves and all 
creation revealed in our true existence as vessels of the Holy Spirit’s presence, 
and of the economy by which God is making all things well.”81 For Chris-
tians, the work of the Spirit is the work of integrating global, social, and indi-
vidual beliefs and behavior with Christian theological heritage, no easy task. 

Christian history is replete with examples of tensions generated by the de-
sire for wholeness and holiness as the people of God journey toward union 
with the glory of God. Conflict occurs externally when Christians living in 
vastly different cultural contexts deal with injustices and divisions within 
their culture. Theological integration is the work for justice and wholeness 
within particular cultural contexts, yet actions taken within one Christian 
community to establish a holistic theology may differ from actions taken by 
another Christian community. One group might address theological incon-
sistencies as they in good faith discern the actions of the Holy Spirit, while 
another group’s primary concern may focus on theological continuity as 
they strive to remain faithful to God’s apostolic mission. Both groups seek 
the wholeness and unity of an integrated theology. Nonetheless, differences 
remain that have potential to foster schisms that hang over Christianity like 
the sword of Damocles.

79. Ilia Delio, Making All Things New: Catholicity, Cosmology, Consciousness (Maryknoll, 
NY: Orbis Books, 2015), xi.

80. Hughes, 254. 
81. Ibid.
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The Catechism in the Episcopal Book of Common Prayer states, “The 
mission of the Church is to restore all people to unity with God and each 
other in Christ.”82 Restoration occurs through resolution and reconcilia-
tion. Resolution arises as two parties come to agreement. “Reconciliation 
is not resolution. We may still disagree, but we will find that we can live in 
patience, love, and respect while we rely on the Holy Spirit to bring us to 
truth.”83 Reconciliation provides a space for living together in love, com- 
passion, and respect in the midst of disharmony and disagreement. The 
ministry of reconciliation is an essential component for the building of  
an integrated theology. 

An integrated theology is an ongoing process, not a finished product—a 
life-long journey toward wholeness and holiness. Well-integrated, practical 
theology guides, nurtures, and sustains individual and communal relation-
ships with God. As the God journey involves moving along channels that 
lead increasingly to union with God (theosis), a practical integrated theology 
never loses touch with day to day life. A practical theologian discerns God’s 
loving and compassionate presence within the context of real-world concerns. 

The experience of a practicing Episcopalian and EfM participant provides 
an example of how the individual integrative process operates. For decades 
during Advent she experienced an emotional high when she heard Isaiah’s 
poetry sung to announce the coming of Jesus Christ. In EfM, studying bibli-
cal criticism, she learned that the prophet did not have Jesus Christ in mind 
when those verses were written. She found the emotions evoked by the 
poetry of the Advent liturgies were challenged by her increased knowledge 
of Isaiah’s situation and original intent and felt conflict marked with confu-
sion and disappointment. This new knowledge challenged her previously 
unexamined assumptions and led to disintegration in an aspect of her theol-
ogy. Week by week as her study in EfM progressed she began reconstructing 
a theology based on solid study of the Christian tradition, spiritual practices 
of prayer and worship, and careful theological reflection on her life. Her 
journey moved from a cursory understanding of scripture into a deepen-
ing understanding of the Bible, Christian history, theology, and ethics. The 
Spirit’s tidal currents of conversion, transfiguration, and glory carried her as 
she quite literally “continue[d] in the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, in 
the breaking of bread, and in the prayers.”84

Theological conversations that Lead to Wholeness

As a person swims in the ocean of God, the Spirit’s currents move simul-
taneously towards wholeness and union. Living and moving within God’s 
currents encourages integration gradually to occur as one seeks a com-

82. Book of Common Prayer, 855.
83. Steven Charleston, Good News: A Scriptural Path to Reconciliation (Cincinnati: For-

ward Movement, 2014), 1.
84. Book of Common Prayer, 304.
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prehensive and coherent theology. Constructing an integrated theology  
flows out of a deepened understanding of the terms “comprehensive”  
and “coherent.”

Theological integration occurs through the art of conversation and dia-
logue. “Dialogue, though it does not preclude debate, revolves more around 
conversation than argument. Argument, however important to analytic 
clarity, is not everything. It does not necessarily lead to wisdom.”85 Conver-
sation occurs when we listen to one another. Participants in conversations 
come close to one another as they learn what they know, imagine, want, and 
can articulate. 

Conversation, like argumentation, has limits. It is educative only when 
people already know something and are thinking carefully about it. The mere 
sharing of ignorance should not be confused with conversation. Discussion 
for which participants are not prepared does not constitute conversation in 
the sense I intend the term. Moreover, those convinced of the rightness of 
their judgments or entranced by their own intelligence will find conversa-
tion beneath them; they pronounce rather than converse. Conversation 
requires cultivating spiritual virtues such as humility, faith, and self-denial, 
and includes the willingness to listen to what angers people. It depends upon 
attentive listening, regard for the other, recognition that each of us knows 
more than we can say, and a willingness to restrain oneself in order to hear 
others. Conversation, moreover, often moves in directions we cannot fully 
anticipate. Michael Oakeshott appropriately depicts conversation as an “un-
rehearsed intellectual venture.’’86

Formation for ministry is built on the art of conversation as Boys defines 
it. Her understanding on the place of conversation in the learning process 
provides a fresh description of the standards and norms required for EfM  
to realize its full potential. 

Comprehensive theology appropriates knowledge from all sources that 
support an honest seeking for truth. A comprehensive theology is not a 
finished product that declares the “whole truth and nothing but the truth.” 
It is a momentary expression of how knowledge from various disciplines fits 
together to form a whole. 

Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, a Jesuit priest who worked as a paleontologist, 
developed an integrated theology. He spent a lifetime integrating the truths 
discovered in science with the truths of Christian theology. In The Divine 
Milieu he wrote:

God, in all that is most living and incarnate in him, is not far away from us, 
altogether apart from the world we see, touch, hear, smell and taste about us. 
Rather he awaits us every instant in our action, in the work of the moment. 

85. Mary Boys, “Engaged Pedagogy, Dialogue and Critical Reflection” Teaching Theology 
and Religion (Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishers Ltd., 1999, vol. 2, no. 3), 130.

86. Ibid., 130.
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There is a sense in which he is at the tip of my pen, my spade, my brush, my 
needle—of my heart and of my thought.87

Chardin found God alive to him whether at the end of his spade as  
a paleontologist, at his desk writing as a theologian, or celebrating Mass. 
His work reflected an integrated theology that wove science and theology 
into one.

Comprehensive truth is an ideal that all knowledge seekers share as they 
search for wisdom and truth. Intellectual curiosities invite explorations into 
previously unknown areas of knowledge. Questions emerge from inconsis-
tencies and incongruences. Answers come, however tentatively, that chal-
lenge previous assumptions. It is a communal activity transcending time 
and place, moving from generation to generation and from age to age. A 
comprehensive theologian courageously searches for answers that lead not 
to conclusions, but to better questions. A primary skill of such a theologian 
is the framing of questions that emerge from gaps in knowledge and under-
standing. Comprehensive theology requires one to assume an attitude of 
openness while simultaneously being willing to live with uncertainty. 

A multitude of academic disciplines may challenge us in constructing a 
comprehensive theology. Stem-cell research generates ethical questions that 
were unimagined only a few decades ago. The specter of human clones raises 
basic questions about human nature generally and adds a new issue to a 
theology of ordination: 

Would human clones be ordained? Astrophysics continue to expand our 
view of the universe. “Even a century ago we knew only about one galaxy 
in the entire universe: our own Milky Way. Over the course of the twenti-
eth century we discovered nearly a hundred billion galaxies. Each of these 
contains several billion stars.”88 In only two generations our awareness of the 
universe’s size has expanded geometrically. The “vast expanse of interstellar 
space”89 expanded our vision of the cosmos into staggering proportions. The 
shift of understanding has generated new and complex theological questions 
about the world and our place in it; how God is present in this vastness; 
how the redemptive story fits in a seemingly infinite universe. Neurological 
research on the human brain necessitates rethinking basic theological asser-
tions about theological anthropology. Example abound.

The task of constructing a comprehensive integrated theology can be-
come overwhelming if seen as solely an individual task, but the work of 
theological construction is the work of the whole church. Each individual 
contributes to the whole by attending to the integration work that impacts 
his or her own life and ministry. 

87. Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, The Divine Milieu: An Essay on the Interior Life (New York: 
Harper, 1960), 22.

88. Mary Evelyn Tucker and Brian Thomas Swimme, Journey of the Universe (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 2011), 17.

89. Book of Common Prayer, 370.
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Coherence refers to unity that comes from resolved differences. Resolved 
theological positions form a whole that is greater than individual assertions. 
When one encounters markedly different or even contradictory theologi-
cal positions, the call is to seek resolution for the sake of coherence. Until 
resolution occurs reconciliation is required. As long as theological disagree-
ments remain, the task is to find a way to hold the internal dissonance with 
patience, love, and respect while waiting for the Holy Spirit to bring whole-
ness in coherence.90 Too often, theological differences generate a battle for 
“correctness” that seeks victory by defeat for the “other.” The “victor” is 
declared “orthodox” while the defeated is labeled “heretic.” This is not  
a path to coherence but to conflict.

Theological polarization is mitigated by understanding better the mean-
ing of heresy. Every theological “heresy” contains a kernel of truth. Heresy  
is not false; rather, it is not true enough. A reified heretical position pushes  
a view of truth to the exclusion of other truths. Alexander Schmemann,  
Russian Orthodox scholar and teacher of the twentieth century, provides  
a penetrating and challenging understanding of heresy.

Heresy, however, is always the distortion, the exaggeration, and therefore the 
mutilation of something true, the affirmation of one “choice” (aizesis means 
choice in Greek), one element at the expense of the others, the breaking up of 
the catholicity of Truth. But then heresy is also always a question addressed to 
the Church, and which requires, in order to be answered, an effort of Christian 
thought and conscience. To condemn a heresy is relatively easy. What is much 
more difficult is to detect the question it implies, and to give this question an 
adequate answer.91

Building an integrated theology is something like playing Theological 
Jeopardy. One may have a theological answer (aka doctrine) but the object  
is to apprehend the existential question the doctrine answers. 

Detecting the underlying questions is a much needed skill for the practi-
cal, integrating theologian. Striving for coherence involves seeking reconcili-
ation of theological differences with sound scholarship, humility, patience, 
empathy, tolerance, and goodwill. The Episcopal Church’s experience with 
ordination of women reveals the importance of detecting implied questions. 
Behind the assertion “only males can be priests” lay a multitude of theologi-
cal questions, such as the nature of priesthood; the meanings of gender and 
sexuality; how the past is remembered; what the authority of scripture is; 
what makes a sacrament valid; and how truth is discerned. Great debates 
raged throughout the Episcopal Church that continue in some communi-
ties even decades after women began to be ordained. Demanding premature 

90. The distinction between resolution and reconciliation comes from Bishop Steven 
Charleston. See note 83 above. 

91. Alexander Schmemann, For the Life of the World (Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Semi-
nary Press, 1988), 127–128.
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resolution of theological positions produces schisms. The hard work of rec-
onciliation focuses on how to live together with respect, patience, and love 
in the midst of theological conflicts. 

A dimension of coherence is consistency. It seeks internal agreement, 
balance, and compatibility among the various beliefs that one holds. Often, 
if not always, one discovers and clarifies beliefs in response to what goes 
on outside oneself. As one continues along the God journey there may be 
perceptions of dangers, cautions, and directives. Such perceptions arouse 
thoughts that appear as announcements of truth.  Each such “announce-
ment” connects to fundamental beliefs. For example, a belief about God as 
a caring parent might be held simultaneously with a belief in a capricious 
God. Competing theological beliefs about the nature of God create an inner 
struggle that generates theological inconsistency. An EfM participant, while 
working on integrating his theology with recent life experiences, noticed 
his awareness of God changed when he was in different circumstances. He 
reported that in the presence of his beloved spouse it was easy to see God as 
loving, good, and nurturing. However, after he was robbed at knifepoint he 
entertained the possibility that the deists might be right about the absence  
of God. God seemed more like a Trickster than like a Loving Parent. 

In EfM it is not unusual for a spiritual autobiography to describe moving 
from one Christian denomination to another. Often the theological experi-
ences in formative years carry emotional associations that persist even when 
one no longer intellectually holds the theological position as true, generat-
ing an internal struggle between theological disagreements and imbalances. 
Theological dissonances are not easily solved by intellectual correctness, but 
need healing, forgiveness, and acceptance. Theological consistency involves 
more than intellectual adjustment. It includes the heart as well as the mind. 

Coherent thinking seeks a congruency that brings opposing positions 
and actions into agreement. This occurs within an individual as one resolves 
conflicts between a belief and behavior. For example, some profess love for 
humankind while treating individuals with disrespect and unkindness. In the 
Peanuts cartoon the character Linus epitomizes incongruent theology when 
he says, “I love mankind, it’s people that I can’t stand!”92

Coherency has a historical dimension. John Thiel defines congruence 
as “an interpretive relationship characterized by meaningful continuity 
between the authoritative past and the contemporary theological claim, a 
continuity that believers understand as the unity of tradition and the basis of 
Christian faithfulness through the ages.”93 Answers to fundamental theologi-
cal questions differ from one culture to another, from one age to another. 
Theology formed in one culture using a particular language may be incon-

92. Robert Short, The Gospel According to Peanuts (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 
1999), 124.

93. John E. Thiel, “The Analogy of Tradition: Method and Theological Judgment,” 
Theological Studies (Fairfield, CT: Fairfield University, Religious Studies Faculty Publica-
tions, 66.2, 2005), 359.
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gruent (or seemingly so) with a theology formed in a markedly different 
culture and language. We attempt to establish historical continuity through 
doctrines such as apostolic succession. The theology delivered to the 
apostles moves through history from one era to the next. Each new period 
requires a re-working of the meaning of apostolic succession so that the con-
tinuity of Christianity is experienced in the present. The work of congruence 
bridges the disruption of continuity that movement through history creates. 

Developing an integrated theology requires courage, commitment, and 
humility. A vision of an integrated theology can be daunting and even 
debilitating, especially if one thinks of integration as a strictly human enter-
prise. However, when understood as part of the incarnating activity of God, 
theological integration becomes essentially God’s activity. We participate in 
God’s activity through the exercise of spiritual disciplines—through prayer, 
worship, study, reflection, and service. Theological integration becomes a 
way of practicing theosis; a way of participating in God. 

A Model for Integrating Theology

The use of a model can aid in developing an integrated theology. Such a 
model helps by identifying places for theological dialogue, both what has oc-
curred and what is yet to be developed, for developing an integrated theology 
that aligns Christian doctrine with belief and behavior within the context of 
contemporary knowledge. A four pole model, patterned after the EfM Four-
source Theological Reflection Model, guides this integrating process. 

Christian
Doctrine

Contemporary
Knowledge

Individual
Belief

Individual
Behavior

A Model for the Integration of an Individual’s Theology
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The model shows several distinctive conversations needed in construct-
ing an integrated theology. The rectangles of the model depict bodies of 
knowledge, respectively representing Christian Doctrine, Contemporary 
Knowledge, Individual Belief, and Individual Behavior, that an individual 
embodies. These are placed within a circle that depicts the internal theologi-
cal dynamics acting within each individual. 

Christian Doctrine refers to everything, present and past, that one has 
heard or learned about the Christian life. It encompasses the entire range 
of Christian teaching and also learning that an individual has appropriated 
from the Christian tradition. Children learn doctrines in songs like “Jesus 
Loves Me,” and hand games like “This is the church; this is the steeple. 
Open the doors and here’s all the people,” that teach a theology of church. 
As one ages, the corpus of internalized as well as taught Christian doctrine 
matures and increases. Liturgies, sermons, lectures, and individual reading 
and study contribute to one’s body of knowledge of Christian doctrine. 

Contemporary Knowledge refers to the large body of contemporary 
cultural and societal knowledge both that one has taken in and that is yet 
to be appropriated. Individual reading and formal studies add to what one 
knows. This box contains a wide range of information that spans the entire 
spectrum of knowledge including literature, the arts, science, philosophy,  
as well as customs of family, locality, and nation.  

Individual Belief refers to the convictions that one holds or has held. 
The rectangle contains the entire corpus of beliefs spanning an individual’s 
life and includes assertions, doubts, hopes, and questions. 

Individual Behavior refers to the actions an individual carries out as a 
result of one’s values. The behavior rectangle contains the intentional and 
deliberate practices undertaken throughout life. While present practices are 
of primary interest for the work of integrating one’s theology, past behaviors 
also are included in this box. 

The arrows connecting the boxes represent potential conversations. The 
conversation between the Christian Doctrine and Contemporary Knowl-
edge contributes to a comprehensive theology. Integrating Personal Belief 
and Personal Behavior is a conversation contributing to coherency. Co-
herence seeks resolution among differences whether they occur between 
Christian Doctrine and the contemporary body of knowledge; between 
different doctrines within Christian Doctrine; between assertions found in 
fields of contemporary science; or beliefs and behaviors among differing 
people. Comprehensive and congruent theology develops as disagreements 
are worked out wherever they occur. 

The ideal of an integrated theology is a daunting goal that can be over-
whelming, especially if several conversations are undertaken at once. If one 
takes one dimension at a time, the task is simplified and made manageable. 
Divisions abound. Which divisions or disagreements to work with can be a 
matter of interest. However, a crisis often removes the luxury of choice and 
the situation sets the agenda of the theological conversations. 
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Over the next several weeks you will have opportunity to work on  
constructing an integrated theology. The specific agenda that you follow  
is governed by your interests and available time. 

Focus
Define: coherent; consistent; reconciliation; heresy

Respond
How should we respond to life’s fragmentation and isolation? How is God 
involved in creating, redeeming, and sanctifying wholeness? A practical, 
integrated theology holds the potential to awaken practicing God-seekers to 
unity and wholeness. How can Christians construct such a theology and draw 
upon it as they strive for wholeness and holiness? For Christians, wholeness 
and holiness are in an ongoing process of integration that joins contemporary 
knowledge in dialogue with Christian heritage. At the same time, integration 
reconciles individual disconnections between belief and behavior.

Which questions described above fit for you right now?

Review any highlighting you did in the essay and identify any theme or 
interest they reveal. 

Practice
Use the diagram in this week’s essay (page 123) to work with key compo-
nents of your personal theological conversation/reflection.

Christian Doctrine—Read about one of the two key Christian teachings, 
Incarnation or Trinity. Find sources that are scholarly and reputable. Note 
key aspects with which you agree and question.

Contemporary Knowledge—Notice what you bring to your thinking about 
the selected doctrine from your personal knowledge storehouse, especially  
as that knowledge relates to your secular fields and interests.

Individual Belief—How have your beliefs about your selected doctrine 
evolved over time? What has contributed to those changes?

Individual Behavior—How do your beliefs about the doctrine, the church’s 
teaching on the doctrine, and your knowledge of the world around you lead 
you to act in your daily life?
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Week twenty-three

YEAR ONE

Read
Ezekiel
Collins, Chapter 18, “Ezekiel,” pages 225–238

Focus
State some noteworthy elements that distinguish the book of Ezekiel. 

Identify the two traditions that combine in Ezekiel’s opening vision.

How does symbolic action figure into Ezekiel’s prophetic work?

Describe the impact of Ezekiel’s prophetic work on your personal beliefs. 

YEAR TWO

Read
Philemon
Jude
Powell, Chapter 22, “Philemon” and Chapter 28, “Jude,” pages 415–425

Focus
Use the online resource for this textbook at introducingNT.com to respond 

to the objectives stated there for Chapters 22 and 28.

Describe how the Christian (as seen in Paul’s letters) and Roman cultures 
viewed slavery. 

YEAR THREE

Read

MacCulloch, Chapter 16, “Perspectives on the True Church,” pages 551–603

Focus
Terms and names to note: Erasmus; translation of Matthew 3:2; some key 
views of Erasmus 

With this chapter, MacCulloch returns to Western Christianity. Events,  
especially tragic ones, impact how people think about and know God. 
Describe how the Black Death influenced behavior and belief. How did 
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theological understandings (the nature of God, afterlife, and end times, etc.) 
contribute to responses to the Black Death?

YEAR FOUR

Read

Sedgwick, The Christian Moral Life: Practices in Piety, Preface, Introduction, 
and Chapter 1, “Describing the Christian Life,” pages vii–24

Focus
Given Sedgwick’s presentation, reflect on how the study of ethics contrib-
utes to the formation of a theology. 

What are the creative aspects of Sedgwick’s views? 

What choices do his views present to you? 

Reflect on how his views of ethics relate to what you see in the culture in 
which you live. 

2
ALL YEARS 

Respond
Respond to the study: What ethical concerns were present for those you 
studied this week? 

How are those concerns present in the culture in which you live?

Describe your personal ethical standards. 

Practice

THEOLOGIcAL REFLEcTION BEGINNING WITH A PERSONAL EXPERIENcE

This reflection begins in an individual’s personal experience and systemati-
cally focuses to one moment in which to open an individual or a group to 
the Eternal. 

Identify a focus in an experience:

Recall and recount a time when your ethical standards were challenged. 
Describe the circumstance in as much detail as possible. 

Notice where there were significant shifts in energy in the event and iden-
tify the one moment of greatest energy for you. Let all else fall away and 
mentally stand just in that discrete instant. Stay with any discomfort that 
you recall.
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List two or three primary feelings and two or three key thoughts you had  
at that tiny moment. Decline any internal mental invitation to explain, 
justify, or interpret. Just let yourself accept your key thoughts and feelings 
of the moment. 

Feel the feelings and notice where they are in your body. What is that like? 
Do they create a sensation of heat or cold? What color do they have? 

Settle into those thoughts and feelings and create a picture of what it’s like 
for you when you experience that combination. Maybe it was like a vise 
tightening in your chest, or a fire erupting in your head, or a dark cold 
tunnel before you, or another image. 

Write or draw a picture of what it’s like when those feelings and thoughts  
are present. 

Theologically explore the world represented in your picture. Stay inside the 
picture-world for this exploration. 

What is whole or good about that world?

What separation does the image represent?

What does someone in that picture-world have to recognize in order to 
know there is separation? What would that person have to change in  
order to move back towards wholeness?

What do conversion and transfiguration look like for those in the image 
world?

How would God’s glory be manifest in such a world?

Connect to our other sources: 

What seems to be the heart of the matter in the focus metaphor or state-
ment? What is this theological reflection about?

Since this reflection begins in personal experience (Action source), draw  
in the Culture, Tradition, and Position sources.

What about your own beliefs (Position)? Considering the heart of the  
metaphor and the issue it represents, state your position. How did you 
form that position—from something you learned in church (Tradition)  
or by experience (Action) or in a book you read (Culture)?

Think about (and write if you have time and inclination) how that mix of 
sources speaks to the metaphor’s heart. What wisdom can you gain from 
the reflection?

Apply to daily life. Theological reflection guides us to living a life of  
maturity in faith and action. 

Make notes about how reflecting theologically on this moment helps  
you integrate belief and behavior and raises any possibilities for you  
in ministry.
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Week twenty-four

YEAR ONE

Read
Isaiah 40–66
Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi, Joel, and Jonah
Collins, Chapter 19, “The Additions to Isaiah,” and Chapter 20, “Postexilic 

Prophecy,” pages 239–272

Focus
Name issues of belief and behavior that these prophets addressed. 

What do the terms “major prophets” and “minor prophets” mean?

YEAR TWO

Read
Philippians and Colossians
Powell, Chapter 17, “Philippians,” and Chapter 18, “Colossians,”  

pages 343–369

Focus
Review the online resources for students for these chapters at www.introducing 

NT.com. 

Describe the beliefs and practices that were at stake in the letters to the Phi-
lippians and the Colossians.

Identify Paul’s attempts to mentor spiritual maturity with those to whom he 
wrote in these letters.

YEAR THREE

Read
MacCulloch, Chapter 17, “A House Divided (1517–1660),” pages 604–654

Focus
Terms and names to note: Luther’s view of indulgences; Zwingli; importance 
of Romans 13:1 to Luther and the Reformation; Calvinist; Augsburg Con-
fession; soteriology

Describe the values that drive the actions of reformers. Think about how 
those values shape doctrines of God, humanity, and creation. 
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YEAR FOUR

Read
Sedgwick, Chapter 2, “An Anglican Perspective,” pages 25–52

Focus
Faith as a way of life, the theological tradition, and theology and ethics  
are the three chapter sections this week. 

Name one key idea in each section.

State your beliefs around those ideas.

2
ALL YEARS 

Respond

What movements of conversion, transfiguration, or glory can you discern 
for the periods addressed in this week’s study?

Demonstrate how a comprehensive and coherent theology is forming for 
the people of God in your study.

Practice

THEOLOGIcAL REFLEcTION BEGINNING WITH A DILEMMA

First, read through this method and then apply it to a dilemma in your life. 

Identify a focus: The focus goal is to create a universal statement of the  
dilemma. This kind of reflection especially requires that the personal  
experience be something that is over and done with, no decisions remain  
to be made. 

Describe something that happened in your life that posed a dilemma;  
you wanted two things that could not both happen at the same time.  
For example, you want the promotion and transfer you have been offered and  
you want to remain in the same location where you are. 

Find the central moment of your incident by noting where or when in  
the event the tension was greatest. Write what you thought and felt at  
that moment

To create a dilemma statement, list what you wanted at the moment you  
felt the tension. You will likely have several “I wanted” statements. Keep 
this list in the form of “I wanted” rather than “I did not want.” Note:  
The dilemma is between two goods, but a choice has to be made.  
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Example: I wanted to advance in the company. I wanted to try my wings. I wanted 
to see a new location. I wanted to stay where I know what I am doing. I wanted to 
keep my life and friends. 

From your list, select the pair of statements that best represents the central 
dilemma. Record the dilemma statement as “I wanted _____ and I wanted 
_______.” The challenge is to get an “I wanted” statement rather than “I 
wanted but I didn’t want. . .  .”

Turn the dilemma pair into a universal statement. What is this dilemma 
actually about? A universal statement of the example dilemma could be 
“This is a dilemma over the challenge of expanding one’s horizons and 
hanging onto the familiar.” Or, “This is a dilemma over not knowing 
whether a step is one that I’m ready for.” There are other possible dilemma 
statements for the example, so do not get hung up on the “correct” one. 

Universalizing is especially necessary when reflecting in a group in order to avoid 
advice-giving and problem-solving. If this were a group reflection, each person 
would identify a moment when they, too, experienced the same universal dilemma. 
In a group, this is another way in which a tendency to continue to focus on the 
presenter can be redirected. 

Explore your universal dilemma either through the lens of Cost/Promise 
(Risk/Hope) or Theological Perspectives. 

Cost and Promise names costs (risks) and promises (hopes) of the dilemma.  

Theological Perspective Questions can be used in the universal dilemma 
by considering what that dilemma reveals about wholeness, brokenness, 
recognition, reorientation, or restoration. 

Connect to other sources in which this dilemma has occurred—Christian 
Tradition, Culture, and Positions. Remember, these connections come in 
any order. This is not a rote exercise, but a reflection.  Consider such ques-
tions as:

Tradition: Identify some stories from scripture or church history that relate 
to the dilemma. In the stories of the people of God, who has been in the 
same dilemma? Or perhaps some prayers or hymns come to mind that 
relate to this reflection. Look up what you recall and spend time with the 
story or account or prayer or hymn. How does the connection help or 
challenge you in this dilemma?

Compare Tradition and Dilemma: Compare and contrast what our Chris-
tian Tradition and the initial experience have to say about that dilemma. 
What choices would the Tradition support? Not support? Why? 

Culture: Have there been news stories about this kind of dilemma? Have 
you read a book or seen a movie that dealt with that dilemma? Is there  
a political dimension to that dilemma?
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Position: What do you believe about the issues of the dilemma? How was 
your belief in conflict in the dilemma? What do you hope for regarding 
the dilemma? What formed your beliefs about this matter?

Apply

Insights and Questions: What do you see in a new way? What have you 
learned about facing this dilemma? What questions remain for you in  
this kind of dilemma?

Implications: Identify learning or insight that occurred for you during this 
theological reflection.

What do you want or need to do? 

•	 social implications, 

•	 actions you could take, 

•	 what you need to learn, 

•	 support that would help in the midst of such a dilemma, 

•	 where you could find that support.

Close your personal reflection with a prayer that offers your learning and 
hopes and requests to God. 
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Week twenty-five

YEAR ONE

Read
Ezra
Nehemiah
Collins, Chapter 21, “Ezra and Nehemiah,” pages 273–282

Focus
The authors of Ezra and Nehemiah placed a high value on identity, security, 
and justice. Identify how these values shaped Israel’s understanding of God’s 
promises. 

What role do identity, security, and justice play in forming a comprehensive 
and coherent theology?

YEAR TWO

Read
1 Timothy
2 Timothy
Titus
Powell, Chapter 21, “Pastoral Letters,” pages 397–413

Focus
Define “pastoral letters”; Titus; Timothy; major themes in the pastoral  

letters; Arius

Describe Paul’s struggle against “false teachings” and advocacy of “sound 
doctrines.” 

Compare Paul’s struggles with issues that exist in the church today.

Use the chapter’s hyperlinks to deepen your understanding. 

YEAR THREE

Read
MacCulloch, Chapter 18, “Rome’s Renewal,” pages 655–688

Focus
Define: Valdensians; Jesuits; importance of the oratory movement; Regens-

burg; Council of Trent; Tridentine liturgy; counter-reformation; role of 
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Queen Mary; King Sigismund III; significant effects of the Reformation 
and Catholic Reformation on Latin Christianity 

Make a list of several belief and behavior issues that were part of Rome’s 
renewal. 

YEAR FOUR

Read
Sedgwick, Chapter 3, “Incarnate Love,” pages 53–76

Focus
In Chapter 3, Sedgwick describes sexuality, idolatry, and hospitality as ele-

ments that sketch a picture of incarnate love. How do those aspects fit 
into your developing theology? 

2
ALL YEARS 

Respond
Theosis, the process of living into the God journey, takes us into encounters 

that stretch us. How is your study strengthening you for that journey?

Practice

Christian
Doctrine

Contemporary
Knowledge

Individual
Belief

Individual
Behavior

A Model for the Integration of an Individual’s Theology
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Name one or more personal gaps between belief and behavior. Notice how 
you feel and what you think as you come across examples of behavior-
belief gaps. Write a paragraph or two about your response.

Review your writing and highlight elements of the above model. 

Identify ministry implications suggested in what you wrote.

Consider how the implications reflect conversion, transfiguration, or glory.
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Week twenty-six

YEAR ONE

Read
1 Chronicles
2 Chronicles
Collins, Chapter 22, “The Books of Chronicles,” pages 283–292

Focus
Terms and names to note: the overall theme of 1 Chronicles and that  
of 2 Chronicles; organization of priests and Levites in 1 Chronicles;  
Hezekiah; Josiah

Describe the view of God contained in these texts.

YEAR TWO

Read
1 Thessalonians
2 Thessalonians
Powell, Chapter 19, “1 Thessalonians,” and Chapter 20, “2 Thessalonians,” 

pages 371–385

Focus
Terms and names to note: parousia; eschatology; value of 1 Thessalonians; 
primary differences between 1 and 2 Thessalonians 

Notice doctrines that are either implicitly or explicitly mentioned in the two 
letters to the Thessalonians. What light did Powell shed on the doctrines?

YEAR THREE

Read
MacCulloch, Chapter 19, “A Worldwide Faith,” pages 689–715

Focus
Terms and names to note: Bartolomé de las Casas; Francisco de Vitoria;  
pattern of settlements in New Spain; João de Cruz and the Paravas; Robert 
de Nobili; Mvemba Nzinga; Santeria 

Well-crafted histories aid in understanding the social and intellectual period 
in which contemporary theology developed. Name some factors that 
influence building theology for today’s world. 
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YEAR FOUR

Read
Sedgwick, Chapter 4, “Love and Justice,” pages 77–102

Focus

Chapter 4 presents an important discussion of love and justice. How do 
either of those themes contribute to the comprehensive and/or congruent 
theology you are building?

2
ALL YEARS 

Respond

Identify key issues of love and justice today. 

Practice

THEOLOGIcAL REFLEcTION BEGINNING WITH A SOcIAL ISSUE 

Describe one current issue around love and justice. This may be something 
that has happened personally (experience), or something in the current  
news (culture)—politics, medicine, environment, education—or something  
in the church.

Identify a focus. Name the key aspects of the love and justice issue: who  
is involved, what the dynamics are, what is at stake. 

Create a statement or picture that captures the essence of the issue. 

Explore the focus. Consider the focus from several angles, such as what kind 
of world is pictured, how the focus reveals something about brokenness, 
what would require repentance, how new life might result. 

Other perspectives could be ones of power—who has power, or is powerless, 
or is empowered, what has to be relinquished to give up power. 

What part do love, grace, or forgiveness play in the focus?

Connect with other sources of understanding. Clarify what source was your 
beginning point. Go to the sources that were not in the beginning issue. 

How do those connections shed light on the beginning focus?

Apply: How did the reflection connect belief and behavior for you? 

What might this connection between belief and behavior help you do in  
the future regarding this issue?
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Week twenty-seven

YEAR ONE

Read
Psalms 1–150
Song of Songs
Collins, Chapter 23, “Psalms and Song of Songs,” pages 293–306

Focus
Do not try to read every psalm in depth, but do notice how the Psalms  
are grouped and reflect on the purpose.

Identify one psalm that illustrates each of the following categories:

•	 Complaints

•	 Hymns of praise

•	 Royal psalms

•	 Thanksgiving

Reflect on when you have heard the Song of Songs read in church.  
What did you think?

YEAR TWO

Read
James
Powell, Chapter 24, “James,” pages 445–461

Focus
Terms and names to note: wisdom literature; dispersion; purpose of the  
Letter of James

What view of God and of Christian community does James promote? 

YEAR THREE

Read
MacCulloch, Chapter 20, “Protestant Awakenings ,”pages 716–765

Focus
Terms and names to note: covenant in the establishment of the church in 
North America; John Winthrop; congregational; Anne Hutchinson; Roger 
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Williams; Quakers; John Eliot; John Locke; William Penn; Non-Jurors;  
pietism; Moravians; August Hermann Francke; place of hymnody and 
music; Count Nikolaus Ludwig von Zinzendorf; Methodism; John Wesley; 
evangelicals; George Whitefield; Gilbert Tennent; Great Awakenings

What aspects of North American Christianity’s growth are most evident in 
your religious heritage? 

YEAR FOUR

Read
Sedgwick, Chapter 5, “The Practices of Faith” and Chapter 6, “The Call of 

God,” pages 103–142

Focus
Terms and names to note: kataphatic; sacramental acts; sacrifice.

Record your answer to Sedgwick’s question, “What has been most signifi-
cant in your experience of worship, and what has been most difficult?” 
(page 103).

2
ALL YEARS 

Respond
Spiritual disciplines described by Timothy Sedgwick in the reading for Year 
Four are meditation and contemplation, examination of our lives, denial 
and simplification of life, and action. How has your experience in EfM 
helped you in any of those practices and in building comprehensiveness  
and coherence of belief and behavior? 

Practice
Meditate on one psalm daily until your next EfM session.

Describe any awareness you had as a result of this practice.

In his letter to the Romans (12:11–13), Paul directs followers of Christ to 
practice love, zeal, hope, and hospitality. Read this passage in the transla-
tion of your choice. What words or phrases catch your attention? What 
would it take for you to live that life today?
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Week twenty-eight

ALL YEARS

Read
Delio, Warner, and Wood: Foreword, “Canticle of the Creatures,” Intro-
duction; Part I: Creation and Incarnation; and Part II: Creation as Family; 
pages 1–108

Focus
Terms and names to note: Book of Creation; food web; oikos; ecosystem; 
metabolism; greenhouse gas; sustainability; ecological footprint; interde-
pendence of all life; deep ecology; web of life; Neoplatonism; materialist; 
Cathar heresy; Gnosticism; creation as mirror of God; creation as sacra-
ment; creation as Incarnation; creation as gift; haecceitas; biodiversity crisis; 
coevolved; mutualism; taxonomy; greening of religion; utilitarian; domin-
ion; stewardship ethic; kinship ethic; piety; cortesia; Thomas Berry; Francis 
of Assisi; Bonaventure; David Toolan; John Haught; Rachel Carson; Pseu-
do-Dionysius; Richard of St. Victor; John Duns Scotus; Thomas of Celano; 
Elizabeth Johnson 

Respond
Compare Psalm 8 with Francis’s Canticle of the Creatures. What is the pic-
ture of humankind’s relationship with all creation in each?

Practice
Read Appendix A on page 208, calculate your ecological footprint using 
Appendix C on pages 210–211, then use in what ways you can during the 
upcoming week either the reflective actions on pages 62–63 in Chapter 3 or 
the practices for making ecological amends on pages 102–103 in Chapter 6. 
What implications do you find for going forward?

Suggested practice in the seminar: Read silently Appendix B on pages 
209–210, then use the guided meditation on pages 56–60 as group worship.
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Week twenty-nine

ALL YEARS

Read
Delio, Warner, and Wood: Part III: Creation and Contemplation; Part IV: 
Creation and Conversion; and Conclusion, pages 109–207.

Focus
Terms to note: global climate change, fossil fuels, Keeling Curve, scientific 
method, greenhouse effect/global climate change, hydrological cycle, albedo 
effect, four elements, nonlinear change, contemplation, Soul’s Journey into 
God, spiritual poverty, contuition, perscrutatio, theophany, cocreating with 
God, carbon emissions, overshoot, fair earthshare, functional unconscious-
ness, penance, metanoia, releasement, Homo oeconomicus, asceticism, true 
poverty, sineproprio, eco-penance, Homo oikonomicus, reflective action, eco-
penitential stance, community supported agriculture (CSA), building virtue, 
green power, renewable energy certificates, praxis

Names to note: Robert Revelle, Charles Keeling, Angela of Foligno, Clare  
of Assissi, Sally McFague, Philip Hefner, Henri Nouwen, Kathleen Norris

Respond
God’s Grandeur
by Gerard Manley Hopkins

The world is charged with the grandeur of God. 
 It will flame out, like shining from shook foil; 
 It gathers to a greatness, like the ooze of oil 
Crushed. Why do men then now not reck his rod? 
Generations have trod, have trod, have trod; 
 And all is seared with trade; bleared, smeared with toil; 
 And wears man’s smudge and shares man’s smell: the soil 
Is bare now, nor can foot feel, being shod. 

And for all this, nature is never spent; 
 There lives the dearest freshness deep down things; 
And though the last lights off the black West went 
 Oh, morning, at the brown brink eastward, springs—
Because the Holy Ghost over the bent 
 World broods with warm breast and with ah! bright wings.94

94. Gerard Manley Hopkins, The Major Works (Oxford, NY: Oxford World’s Classics, 
2009), 128.
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Hopkins wrote this poem in 1877, describing his own sense of God’s pres-
ence deep in creation, despite a landscape visibly altered by the Industrial 
Revolution. Where do you find parallels with more recent concerns in what 
you have read during this interlude? Where do you find in popular/secular 
culture comparable affirmations of the need to recognize and protect the 
goodness of the earth?

Practice
Use the information and suggested actions on pages 192–195 in Chapter 12 
to talk to your congregational leadership about ways to shrink your church’s 
ecological footprint.

Suggested practice in the seminar: Use the group reflection activity on 
pages 150–152 in Chapter 9.

Looking ahead: The essay that opens Unit Five may be challenging. Allow plenty of 
time to read it carefully and reflect on the points being made.
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Week thirty

ALL YEARS 

For this unit, please allow time to engage in the Practice components  
each week.

Read

Our vocation as created co-creators

Thinking about Vocation

Your vocation rests on God’s purpose for your life. Discernment is at the 
heart of discovering your vocation. Marcus Borg, in a forward to Fredrick 
Schmidt’s book What God Wants for Your Life, states:

. . . . the question of discernment, the most important question of the Chris-
tian life as it grows and matures. As the title of this book puts it, discernment  
is about “What God Wants for Your Life.” For people who take God seriously, 
it is the most important question there is. 

. . . . discernment invites us to reflect on what God is doing in the world 
today and how each of us, with our particular histories, gifts and graces, 
may discern how to live in relationship with God and God’s purposes.95 
[Emphasis added.]

Both Borg and Schmidt provide important guidance in approaching 
Christian vocation: Ordering vocational questions is important. 

Schmidt describes three kinds of questions: God-questions, we-questions, 
and I-questions. He believes that discernment best begins with God-ques-
tions such as “What is God’s purpose (mission)?” Corollary questions ask 
what God is like; how God acts in creation; and how God reveals God’s 
Self. These questions frame the arena in which one lives. 

As answers to the God-questions become clear, we then can move to 
discerning how to live in relation to God. We-questions attend to seeking 
God in communion with others. Commonalities shape how we understand 
reality. We live in relationship with others—other people, other cultures, 
and other beings (animals and plants) that together comprise creation. 
We-questions further refine the vocational context in which we live. Who 
are we as human beings? What does it mean to be human? Who are we in 
relation to other living things? 

95. Marcus Borg, “Foreword” in What God Wants for Your Life: Changing the Way We Seek 
God’s Will by Frederick W. Schmidt (New York: HarperOne, 2005), xi–xii.
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Answers to God-questions and we-questions position each of us to ask 
the I-questions. Individual skills, interests, characteristics, and circumstances 
influence how one answers I-questions. The particularities and peculiari-
ties of one’s life make vocational answers concrete. Schmidt offers help for 
vocational discernment:

It is not surprising, for that reason, that some of the earliest references to the 
search for God’s will focus on the ability to “separate,” or “distinguish,” the 
presence of God’s influence from the presence of other influences in the 
world. The practice of discernment is not—in the first place—the task of identi-
fying your role or mine. Nor is it a matter of asking or answering I-questions, 
although there is a time and place to ask those questions. Discernment is the 
task or process of distinguishing the spirit or presence of God at work in 
the world from other, competing spirits in an effort to determine where the 
spirit of God may be moving. [Emphasis added.]

This is a very different task from the one we typically describe as discern-
ment. Discernment is—by definition—theological, ethical, and critical. It forces 
us to think about our understanding of God and the ways in which we see 
God at work in the world. It compels us to make decisions about the moral 
implications of our lives and the lives of others. And it requires a critical capac-
ity to navigate our lives—individual and collective—guided by the light that our 
spiritual traditions provide. 

Truth be told though, asking God-questions is not a familiar practice for 
most of us. We may ask I-questions from time to time, and we may ask our-
selves moral questions in a narrow fashion, weighing whether it is right to do 
this or that. But we are unaccustomed to asking ourselves: Who is God? What 
is God doing in the world? Where is God moving?96

Robert Hughes’s theological construction provides guidance for answers 
to the God-questions. For Hughes, the urgent task in our context is 

restoring a deep sense of vocation and mission that leads naturally from study 
to work, to establishing the kind of opus as the product of our lives in God.  
. . . Focus on vocation or apostolate breaks the assumptions by which we 
locate the spiritual life in individual interiority and demands not only affec-
tive, intellectual, and moral conversion, but also a deeply political conversion, 
focused on the polis par excellence, the city of God. In this light the spiritual 
life can be seen as embracing our entire embodied existence, inner and outer, 
individual and communal, as we recognize our individual spiritual growth as 
an aspect of vocation, which is always a call to serve as God’s friends in the 
up-building of the commonwealth, as co-creators with God in the perfecting of 
the universe. The new humanity does not exist only for itself, but for the sake 
of the world.”97

96. Frederick W. Schmidt, What God Wants for Your Life: Changing the Way We Seek God’s 
Will (New York: HarperOne, 2005), 7–8.

97. Robert Hughes, Beloved Dust¸ 302.
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The enormity of the answers to God-questions suggest our approaching 
the problem by focusing on distinctive facets of theology. For this unit, we 
explore natural theology. Two concepts are at work: Human beings are cre-
ated co-creators with God, and theosis understood as humankind’s primary 
vocation, namely journeying into union with God as the process of com-
pleting the Incarnation. 

Reclaiming Our Identity as co-creators with God

What does it mean for us as creatures to be co-creators with God? It does 
not mean that we are capable of creating ex nihilo as God does in Genesis 1, 
but that in creating humankind in imago Dei, God invites us to share God’s 
own work of ongoing creation. Dorothy Day, founder of the Catholic 
Worker movement, sums it up in The Long Loneliness.

God is our creator. God made us in His image and likeness. Therefore we are 
creators. He gave us a garden to till and cultivate. We become co-creators by 
our responsible acts, whether in bringing forth children, or producing food, 
furniture, or clothing. The joy of creativity should be ours.98

As co-creators we are generative, as God is generative. As Mark McIntosh 
notes:

This gift of existence always takes a very special form—it is an invitation into 
fellowship with God . . . .God does not simply give us things to possess but 
gives the world “into our care” as a means of fellowship with the rest of cre-
ation and with God the Creator, who gives us a role in the divine creativity.”99

Our call, our vocation, as creatures who are also co-creators is to partici-
pate with God in uniting all creation.

The Ethical Dimension of Vocation

Having reclaimed our identity as a created co-creator, the question arises, 
“How do we live into that reality?” “What does it mean to share in the act  
of creation with God?” This leads us into the area of ethics. To that end,  
Andrew R. H. Thompson suggests in the following essay a platform for 
exploring vocation as theosis (participating in God) as we reclaim our own 
place within the created world.

Thompson’s article is a challenging one. Part of the challenge comes from 
the author’s argument that there is a “real, objective truth that can be rightly 
or wrongly perceived, though we undoubtedly never get it completely right.” 
He admits that this is a controversial position, given the suspicion of moral 
absolutes in some parts of contemporary culture. In academic circles such  
a claim is expected to be closely defended. 

98. Dorothy Day, The Long Loneliness (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1997), 227.
99. Mark McIntosh, Mysteries of Faith (Lanham, MD: Cowley Publications, 2000), 122.
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The essay may be especially challenging to those unaccustomed to read-
ing theological journals. In a time when much information is conveyed in 
sound bites and news reports, few of us are accustomed to following a de-
tailed and complicated argument on a regular basis, but for our own ongo-
ing development as theologians there is much to be gained from persisting 
and reflecting on the author’s work. As an aid to reading, the essay has been 
further subdivided with the insertion of a few guiding bulleted points. You 
may find it helpful to note your own outline, important points, or questions 
in the margin as you read. You also may want to review Kwok Pui Lan’s blog 
post “How to Read a Theological Book.”100

Andrew R. H. Thompson is the Postdoctoral Fellow in Environmental 
Ethics at The School of Theology, Sewanee: The University of the South, 
and Assistant Director of the Center for Religion and Environment. His 
research focuses on questions of value and culture implicit in ecological 
debates in keeping with the mission of the Center for Religion and Environ-
ment to integrate religious belief with care for the environment, to prepare 
students across the curriculum for environmentally conscientious work and 
ministry, and to serve as a focal point for initiatives related to religion and 
the environment at the University.

reclaiming the Moral truth of nature
By Andrew R. H. Thompson

“Only in . . . silence and darkness can [one] recover the sense of the world’s 
longevity, of its ability to thrive without him, of his inferiority to it and his de-
pendence on it. Perhaps then, having heard that silence and seen that darkness, 
he will grow humble before the place and begin to take it in—to learn from it 
what it is. As its sounds come into his hearing, and its lights and colors come 
into his vision, and its odors come into his nostrils, then he may come into its 
presence as he never has before, and he will arrive in his place and will want to 
remain.” —Wendell Berry, The Art of the Commonplace

There is a moral truth to the natural world to which we humans, for 
the most part, seem to have lost access. It is a real, objective truth that 
can be rightly or wrongly perceived, though we undoubtedly never get it 
completely right. It is not a facile assertion of harmony in nature that would 
overlook real suffering and evil, but it does entail some moral norms, how-
ever vague, and it is possible to live in ways that are more or less compatible 
with these norms. Theologically this truth can be spoken of as revealing 
God’s will for creation.

This assertion of an objective moral truth in nature is not, of course, 
uncontroversial. In this essay, I will defend this assertion, describing this 

100. http://kwokpuilan.blogspot.com/2011/02/how-to-read-theological-book.html
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moral truth and its implications and beginning to suggest possible means 
of reclaiming it. I will argue, perhaps counterintuitively, that reestablishing 
a connection with the moral truth of nature is not simply a matter of 
reconnecting with nature, but rather of more clearly understanding human 
artifacts—the things we make—and how these can focus our attention on 
God and moral truth or on ourselves and our purposes. When they do the 
latter, turning all our attention back to ourselves, making the world in our 
image, they also distort our own self-understanding. Thus what is at stake in 
reclaiming the moral truth of nature is not only the health of our world and 
its ecosystems, but our very identity as human beings.

I. The Moral Truth of Nature

A deeper, spiritual reality with moral implications

In affirming a “moral truth to the natural world,” I mean an objective moral-
ity, an order of right and wrong, in which humans and nonhuman nature 
participate, and that humans may or may not recognize with some degree of 
accuracy. It is an order that can be experienced more than explicated, evoked 
rather than spelled out. It is expressed, for example, in the sequences of days 
and seasons and lifetimes, a temporality that is simultaneously less exact-
ing and more concrete than that of dates, months, and years. It is expressed 
above all in the intricate, complex interdependencies of ecological commu-
nities, of which human beings are inescapably members, whether or not we 
accept that membership. My claim here, in describing this truth as moral, 
is that this temporality and these interdependencies are not simply material 
relationships; rather, they manifest a deeper reality, one that might be called 
divine or spiritual, and one that has normative moral implications.

Philosopher Erazim Kohák describes this truth as “the moral sense of 
nature” that expresses the way in which “human right and human wrong . . . 
are instances of what is ‘natural,’ consistent with what is harmonious in na-
ture, and of what does violence to it.” It represents the way an eternal order 
of right and wrong, good and evil, intervenes into the temporal order of life, 
the way “time . . . becomes a locus of the realization of value,” and “value 
ingresses upon time, is realized in it, and bestows worth upon it.” Kohák ar-
gues that humans can directly experience this moral sense of nature. To 
cultivate such an experience, in an endeavor that recalls Henry David Tho-
reau’s Walden (but that Kohák emphatically associates with Robert Frost, 
rather than Thoreau), Kohák builds and takes up residence in a primitive 
cabin “beyond the powerline and the blacktop, where the long-abandoned 
wagon road fades amid the new growth.” There, in solitude and quiet of the 
forest, the experience of a moral sense to the world is immediate: “when 
humans give up the effort to impose their order and accept instead their 
place within the forest, they begin to discover beneath the seeming chaos a 
deep, intrinsic order.” In this order, the task of human morality becomes to 
recognize, rather than decide, what is right.

EfM D  i-xii,1-178_part1.indd   150 7/26/16   3:27 PM



Reading and Reflection guide, Volume d | 151 

unit fiVe: Vocation | Week thiRty

Such an idea is not new, of course. Biblical wisdom literature, the Stoic 
concept of the logos or rationality inherent in the world, and the Christian 
tradition of natural law, as well as the Romanticism of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries and contemporary concerns about “nature deficit dis-
order” all attest to some version of this notion of a natural truth, although  
I will discuss below how my account differs from some of these. 

Experience and faith ground the choice to see moral truth in the natural world

Theologically, this notion of a truth that pervades creation is expressed 
most prominently in the Eastern tradition of Christianity. This tradition has 
typically seen all creation as participating in God’s identity. In the words of 
the Eastern Church Father Maximus the Confessor, “the one Logos is in the 
many logoi,” and, “the many logoi are the one Logos”; that is, the divine 
Word is expressed in the creation, in all its diverse creatures, endowing it 
with reason or meaning. Creation reveals the divine order just as plainly as 
scripture; the two means of revelation are continuous with one another. For 
Maximus, when humans are able to recognize the Logos in all the created 
logoi, they can, through love, draw all creation into harmony with them-
selves and into union with God. This distinctively human task of uniting all 
creation with God is deification, or theosis. When, however, humans turn 
their attention to finite creatures rather than the infinite Logos, they divide 
what ought to be united rather than uniting what is divided.

Even as it is not an entirely novel idea, however, the claim that there is 
an objective moral truth to nature requires some justification, especially in 
an era that is understandably wary of moral absolutes. What justification 
can be offered, however, is necessarily of a limited kind. Certainly it cannot 
be consistently argued that nature is recognizably moral if by this we mean 
harmonious or fair. While recent research suggests some moral or altruistic 
sensibilities in animals, these sensibilities are sufficiently different from their 
human counterparts to challenge any straightforward equivalence. The vio-
lence and unfairness pervasive in the nonhuman world disproves any claim 
that a moral order is empirically verifiable in nature.

Ultimately, as Kohák shows, the affirmation of a moral truth in nature 
is grounded in immediate experience and in faith. His experience of life 
in the dark, solitary forest beyond the powerline impresses this truth upon 
him with absolute certainty. There is something irreducible and ineffable in 
this experience of truth: it is “never wholly separable from the experience in 
which it is incarnate. It is the truth of being human, not a truth about it.”  
At the same time, the choice to view creation as meaningful and ordered 
by a moral law rather than as a meaningless amalgamation of matter is just 
that: a choice of which image or metaphor will be determinative. “It is less a 
speculative conclusion than an act of trust that the harmony of the embers 
that glow with the warmth of the human heart and the stars that proclaim 
the glory of God . . . is not only the naïve first impression of a primitive 
mind, but also the ultimate conclusion of deep thought.” Our experience  
of the world either leads us to this conclusion, or it does not.
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Our sense of disconnection from the objective moral truth of the natural world

It may be that the moral order of nature is proven more in the breach. We 
arguably have more verification for the claim that we have largely lost access 
to this moral truth, and this may provide indirect support for the claim that 
such a truth exists. Just as the idea of a moral truth in nature is not new, nei-
ther is our disconnection from it. But the disconnection takes distinctively 
twenty-first century forms that are arguably more radical than in previous 
generations. It can be seen, I believe, in the hunger for meaning and con-
nectedness that finds expression in everything from social media to the local 
food movement to our apparently insatiable demand for consumer goods. It 
contributes equally to the lack of social cohesion or “social capital” that so-
ciologists have described and to the so-called “nature deficit disorder,” which 
author Richard Louv links to increases in obesity, depression, and Atten-
tion Deficit Disorder (ADD). Its most disastrous symptoms are the extreme 
violence we inflict on our world and on one another when we conceive of 
the world purely as resources at our disposal, and each other purely as means 
or obstacles to fulfilling our own desires. Whatever may be entailed by a 
moral order in nature, whatever may be required to live in accordance with 
that order, it is clear that many of humanity’s actions are intensely opposed 
to it. The distress that many feel at such violation seems to validate Kohák’s 
intuition that some inchoate experience of such an order is fundamental to 
human existence, our alienation from it notwithstanding.

What, then, is the content of this moral order? What actions or behaviors 
does it enjoin or prohibit? Kohák essentially equates its content with the 
ten commandments: “What the dusk reveals is not some new morality but 
rather the deep truth of the ageless moral insight of humanity. The words 
are so familiar that we hardly hear them at all. ‘Thou shalt not covet.’ ‘Thou 
shalt not bear false witness.’ ‘Thou shalt not steal.’ ‘Thou shalt not commit 
adultery.’ ‘Thou shalt do no murder.’ ‘Honor thy father and thy mother.’ 
‘Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy.’” He proceeds to establish 
each of these commandments in the experienced moral order of nature: 
covetousness objectifies the world, lying violates the “rightness of the logos,” 
murder as “wanton killing, be it of a person, of an animal, a plant—or of a 
love or an idea” disrespects and dehumanizes victim, perpetrator, and land. 

The fundamental interconnectedness of all life and the inescapable reality of suffering

This is where my account departs from Kohák’s, and from traditional 
natural law accounts (though not from some more contemporary versions 
of natural law). Traditional natural law, like Kohák, holds that because God 
created the world and created human reason to interpret it, clear moral 
norms can be read more or less straightforwardly from the natural order, 
and especially from human nature. So, for example, if one’s view of hu-
man nature understands reproduction to be the purpose of sexuality, this is 
taken to support the normative claim that non-reproductive uses of sexual-
ity are disordered. Kohák’s version is much more general than this, but it 
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nonetheless assumes that clear moral norms are available from the natural 
order. To the contrary, I would argue that if any such norms are available, 
they are likely to be so general as to be essentially unhelpful. Kohák’s “wan-
ton killing,” for example, is question-begging: precisely what constitutes 
wanton killing, as opposed to the predation and “bitter works of love” that 
Kohák argues are consistent with the natural order, is what a moral norm 
should be expected to articulate.

There are, however, truths that are clearly revealed through careful atten-
tion to the natural order, and that have normative significance—that is, they 
can ground moral norms. The two most salient of these are the fundamental 
interconnectedness of all life and the inescapable reality of suffering. These 
truths are primarily experientially given, but they are amply supported by 
environmental sciences and religious traditions. First, all parts of creation 
are inextricably connected and mutually dependent. This unity pervades 
Kohák’s reflections: “You, too, are a part of that green, living stillness of a 
summer noon. That stillness penetrates you: distinctions merge, the liv-
ing stillness becomes a unity . . . you feel and see the unity of Being.” Zen 
Buddhism speaks of this experience as interbeing, the sense that at the most 
fundamental level no single thing exists except in relation to everything else. 
In The Forest Unseen, biologist David George Haskell muses on the multifari-
ous connections that constitute this interdependence within a single square 
meter of old growth forest. Unity, connection, interdependence—this integ-
rity represents the inescapable truth of the natural world.

Equally inescapable is the truth of suffering. Haskell describes Charles 
Darwin’s tortured struggle with suffering in nature and the problem of evil 
as embodied, in particular, in the ichneumon wasp. The wasp larvae bore 
into the bodies of caterpillars and proceed to feed on them from the inside. 
Darwin could not reconcile the existence of the ichneumons with the idea 
of a benevolent creator. For Haskell, the suffering inflicted by the ichneu-
mons is just the other side of life’s vast interdependence: “Darwin’s claim 
is that all life is made from the same cloth . . . if we accept the evolutionary 
continuity of life, we can no longer close the door to empathy with other 
animals . . . Certainly, caterpillar pain may be different in texture or quantity 
from our own . . . , but we have no reason to believe the weight of suffering 
is any lighter.” Of course the ichneumon is not the only or even the most 
appalling example of gratuitous suffering in nature. As Haskell reflects, it is 
the experience of suffering, as much as any mutual dependence, that binds 
all beings. 

Taken together, these two truths do, I believe, imply—not to say 
directly confirm—a fundamental moral norm: that one should seek to 
minimize the suffering of creation insofar as one is able. This norm, like 
Kohák’s, may be too broad to be of much technical help. Nonetheless, it 
does provide some content to the moral order in creation, and it can help 
guide interaction with that order, at least in a general way.
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II. Moral Truth and Environmental Justice

Practice that affirms the moral truth of nature

For my description of the moral truth in nature to be ethically satisfactory, it 
must provide moral resources capable of responding to urgent situations of 
ecological and social injustice. As noted above, the obligation to minimize 
the suffering within creation to the extent that one is able is both broad and 
vague, and ultimately relies on a process of discernment based in experi- 
ence of nature of the sort Kohák describes. Below I will describe the kind  
of practices I believe can cultivate such an experience and process of discern-
ment. Here, however, I wish to explain the relationship of the moral truth  
in nature, which, as I have described it, has a markedly spiritual character,  
to problems of justice.

Efforts to affirm something like the moral truth of nature are frequently 
perceived as primarily spiritual or contemplative disciplines, conjuring  
images of serene practitioners meditating on pristine scenes of nature. As  
I will suggest below, such images of nature and our relationship to it can be 
as problematic as more worldly imaginations like wealth or progress. One 
problem with them is that they are often seen as detached from or even con-
trary to concerns for social issues. Does Kohák’s moral sense of nature seek 
communion with the nonhuman world at the expense of human justice? 

Striving for human and nonhuman flourishing 

In 1974, Asa McCall, a farmer in East Tennessee who had never heard of 
the snail darter, passed his hat and collected $29 to try to protect the en-
dangered 2-inch fish from habitat destruction and possible extinction due 
to the completion by the Tennessee Valley Authority of the Tellico Dam on 
the Little Tennessee River. This small fund was the beginning of the litiga-
tion campaign that became Hiram Hill et al. v. Tennessee Valley Authority, a 
famous and contentious environmental law case and the first test of the 
newly-minted Endangered Species Act (ESA). The farmers, along with fisher-
men, sportsmen, members of the Cherokee Nation, environmentalists, and 
other citizens, seized on the darter and the ESA to protect their livelihoods 
and homeplaces from a dam that was so ill-conceived that the Endangered 
Species Committee eventually concluded that even with 95% of the dam’s 
budget already spent, the potential benefits were insufficient to justify 
spending the final 5% of the appropriated funds. Supporters of the dam and 
much of the public saw the plaintiffs as cynically using a tiny fish with no 
economic significance to block a (supposedly) important hydroelectric dam. 
Zygmunt Plater, a University of Tennessee law professor and plaintiff on the 
case, argues to the contrary that “the darter, like a canary in a coal mine, was 
inextricably linked to its habitat, which meant that a range of deep human 
concerns inevitably tie into such cases where endangered species are threat-
ened.” In other words, the snail darter case called attention to the ways hu-
man well being is inextricably connected to the nonhuman world, such that 
the protection of one is impossible without the protection of the other.
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In this respect, Hill v. TVA is an important example of an environmental 
justice movement, a case where the protection of human well being—espe-
cially of racially or socially marginalized communities—entails protecting the 
nonhuman environment. Love Canal, New York, a community built over 
22,000 tons of toxic chemical waste, and Warren County, North Carolina, 
where a dump for PCB-contaminated soil was sited near an African Ameri-
can community, are two of the most famous examples of environmental 
justice cases. Concern for injustices like these can lead to skepticism toward 
approaches like Kohák’s that seem to forge a mystical connection with the 
natural world that has little to say about unjust human social dynamics.

Christian environmental ethicist Willis Jenkins notes, however, that the 
two approaches—he labels them creation spirituality and environmental 
justice—actually have much in common. At the center of both of them is 
an understanding of human personhood as irreducibly ecological. Both 
recognize that human flourishing—physical and spiritual—requires a healthy, 
integral natural environment. For these approaches, our alienation from 
one another supports, shapes, and is intensified by our alienation from our 
environment. Reconciliation with the nonhuman world necessarily requires 
more just social relationships, and social justice requires restoring our rela-
tionship with the nonhuman world.

Thus an experience of the moral truth in nature, and the awareness of 
both the interconnectedness and suffering that characterize that truth, 
should bring us to a clearer understanding of and a more convicted response 
to human social (and environmental) injustices. This is what is entailed by 
the obligation to minimize suffering. If the recognition of the interconnec-
tion of all species does not motivate us to ease the suffering of our fellow 
human beings as well as nonhuman species, and to do so in concrete ac-
tions, it is too narrow. Likewise if our efforts to care for other human beings 
do not account for the ecological personhood at the heart of environmental 
justice movements, they are incomplete.

The call to the church

This necessary connection between creation spirituality and environmental 
justice should be especially salient in the ethic of the church, which oper-
ates “under the sign of the cross.” The cross represents God’s identification 
with all those who suffer. The church, as the community of the cross, seeks 
to discern and respond to God’s reconciling action in places of suffering 
and struggle. Christian theology thus confirms the truth experienced in the 
natural world: not only are connection and suffering the two inescapable 
realities, but the place where that connection is and ought to be felt most 
strongly is precisely where suffering is the greatest.
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Alienation, Artifacts and Idolatry

Our flawed perception that the “human” and “natural” worlds are separate

What alienates us from this moral order, and what we must overcome in 
order to retrieve it, is what Kohák refers to as a construct. He argues that, 
since the seventeenth century, Western scientific thought—and consequently 
popular thought—has conceived of the natural world as a predictable and 
manipulable system, rather than “the living, purposive physis [nature] which 
humans can recognize as kin and in which they can feel at home.” This 
mechanistic construct can be an essential tool for exploring and manipulat-
ing our world; however, when it is mistaken for the truth—an accurate and 
complete description of reality—it obscures the moral order in which hu-
mans and all other beings participate.

Note that the conflict here is not between a natural world and an artifi-
cial human world. Humans and their artifacts are natural; the human world 
of artifacts is also the natural world. Kohák argues that human artifacts are 
as natural as beaver dams; the problem lies in our construct of the natural 
world. But when that construct is then translated into artifacts that help 
impose the constructed order, as when clocks and electric lights convert time 
from a flowing rhythm to a rigid uniformity, the artifacts come to obscure 
the natural order. Thus, “artifacts and constructs, like clocks, can be authen-
tically human only as the distinctive human way of articulating a more basic 
truth, the rhythm, the seasons of a life. If we lose sight of the sense of life 
they articulate, they become absurd.” It is for this reason Kohák retreats to 
the forest beyond the powerline—not to escape from the world of artifacts to 
a putative world of nature, but rather to experience the order of nature too 
often obscured by our mechanistic construct and the artifacts that support it.

A colleague who is a former park ranger offers an apt illustration. When 
leading night-hikes through the forest, she would urge hikers to leave their 
flashlights behind and depend solely on their own senses. She points out 
that while the flashlight would illuminate the small area of forest imme-
diately surrounding the hikers, it would impenetrably obscure everything 
beyond. Unaided by the flashlight, hikers would have a clearer and fuller 
perception of the whole forest while still sensing their immediate surround-
ings clearly enough to proceed safely. Artifacts and constructs have their 
uses, but when we allow them to define our world completely, they inevita-
bly impoverish our experience.

The human world is part of the natural world

Just as my account differs from some natural law approaches, here it diverges 
from Louv’s nature deficit disorder. The latter describes the mental and 
physical health issues that result from lack of contact with nature—by which 
he means “natural wildness” as encountered outdoors, in a backyard or “rug-
ged mountain ridge.” Even though Kohák withdraws to the forest, he is clear 
that he is not retreating to nature from something that is not nature. Indeed, 
he insists that the very idea of nature is itself a construct that obscures our 
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experience of it. Without disputing Louv’s empirically verifiable claims,  
I want to suggest, with Kohák, that what is most crucial for our moral and 
spiritual well being is that we recover a sense of the moral truth of the 
environment and of our connection with it. What this requires is not simply 
more time in the natural world, but also, and more essentially, a more criti-
cal relationship with the human world, the world of artifacts—which is, after 
all, irreducibly a part of the natural world.

Kohák’s discussion of artifacts draws on Martin Heidegger’s reflections on 
technology. Technology, for Heidegger as for Kohák, is an essentially hu-
man act; it is one of the fundamental ways human beings engage the reality 
of their world. Technology organizes reality to render it useful. By making 
the objects of experience available and useful to human beings, technology 
transforms them from objects that confront us to resources, what Heidegger 
calls “standing-reserves,” as when the construction of a dam transforms a 
river into a source of power at our disposal. “What the river is now, namely 
a water-power supplier, derives from the essence of the power station,” 
not from the essence of the river itself. Again, there is nothing inherently 
wrong in this transformation of reality. The danger arises, however, when 
humans relate to reality and its objects only as resources, without any value 
or identity of their own, and come to view themselves as the sole “lord[s] 
of the earth.” In all the objects, all the other beings that confront us, we 
then encounter only our orderly, useful reality—what Kohák describes as our 
construct. By imagining reality only as a collection of resources at our dis-
posal, according to predictable and exploitable patterns, we see everywhere 
our own power reflected back—we construct the world in our own image. 
Paradoxically, when the only reality we encounter is this reality-in-our-image, 
we are ultimately unable even to see ourselves rightly. We are no longer free 
beings encountering a world of other beings; we become merely controllers 
and consumers of resources. What is at stake, therefore, in reclaiming the 
moral truth of the natural world is not primarily the health of non-human 
nature, but our own human identity.

Idolatry vs. theosis, division vs. unity

In theological terms, the problem that Heidegger and Kohák are describing 
is nothing less than the problem of idolatry. Either our artifacts and con-
structs point us toward a deeper reality, the moral truth of nature—ultimate-
ly, that is, toward God—or they point us away from God toward something 
else, another god: wealth, progress, control, security, power—the list could 
be extended indefinitely. Ultimately, though, all of these finite goods refer 
us back to ourselves. Just as Heidegger describes, when we recreate nature 
in our image, we recreate ourselves as gods. Theological ethicist H. Richard 
Niebuhr sees this as the perennial temptation and the “great source evil” 
in human life: the inescapable inclination to refer all things back to finite 
goods, and ultimately back to ourselves and our interests, rather than to God 
and God’s purposes. Niebuhr describes this temptation in terms of imagi-
nations, the overarching narratives or worldviews that we draw on to inter-
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pret actions and events to which we respond. He argues that imaginations 
organized around finite goods ultimately lead only to division and alien-
ation from one another and ourselves, while imaginations organized around 
God and God’s purposes integrate our fractured selves and unite us with 
one another. In the context of the present discussion, this means that when 
human artifacts and constructs help reveal a deeper moral truth and orient 
us toward God as the author of that truth, they move us toward unity—the 
connectedness discussed above. When, on the other hand, they themselves 
become the centers of our imaginations, referring to nothing beyond them-
selves and their human authors, they divide and alienate. Recalling Maxi-
mus, we can say that when, through our artifacts, we turn our attention to  
finite creatures, including ourselves, we divide creation rather than uniting  
it with God in theosis.

In this sense our ideas about nature and the environment can be divi-
sive constructs—idols—just as easily as can wealth and power. Recall that the 
paradigmatic construct to which Kohák refers is our construct of nature. Even 
well-intentioned ideas about the environment can divide us from one anoth-
er. The idea of pristine wilderness was famously constructed in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries in North America partly by forcibly excluding the 
Native Americans who had, in fact, been working the land for generations. 
Paradoxically, our notions about nature can also alienate us from nature 
itself. When we think of nature as what we encounter in national parks, rural 
areas, or even our backyards, as Louv imagines it, we see it as separate from 
our daily lives in cities and towns, schools and offices. And, more troublingly, 
when efforts to conserve environmental goods like animal species and forest 
ecosystems become polarized and divisive, they risk becoming idolatrous, or-
ganizing our imaginations around finite goods rather than the singular center 
that creates and gives value to all things in community. 

Artifacts and constructs—be they notions of progress or ideas about 
nature—can be useful ways of engaging reality, and in that way can help 
reveal the truth in nature. But when they are mistaken for reality itself, they 
obscure that truth. The key question, then, is how to relate to the human 
world of artifacts in ways that affirm the natural world and, with it, our own 
nature as part of that world.

III. Reclaiming the Moral Truth

Loving craft as practice that points us toward God

I recently built and finished a large dining table and bench with my fa-
ther from cherry wood that was harvested near his home in West Virginia. 
Neither of us are expert woodworkers, but we did the work carefully and, I 
would say, lovingly, and we enjoyed the process itself. The wood is beautiful-
ly textured, with knotholes and imperfections throughout that would never 
be found on a factory-manufactured table. As I write these words seated at  
the table, these unique features remind me that the table came from a tree— 
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a tree in my home state, near the river on which my grandparents lived—
rather than from a furniture factory.

I do not believe it is necessary to retreat beyond the powerlines, as Kohák 
does, to experience the moral truth in nature, though such a heroic effort 
may be an especially impactful way to do so. Indeed, as Kohák insists, “the 
strategy of escape, though not generalizable, remains valuable because it 
suggests a different, viable strategy,” one of intentionally recognizing the 
profound meaningfulness of our everyday lives. Reconnecting with the 
moral truth of nature is not simply a matter of spending more time in “wild 
nature” as Louv prescribes, though that seems like a necessary part of the 
effort. What is essential is learning how to relate to human artifacts and con-
structs in ways that reveal, rather than obscure, the natural order in which 
we participate. In Niebuhr’s theological terms, it is a matter of cultivating 
imaginations that center on God and God’s purposes, especially as those 
are revealed in the natural world, human and non-human, rather than on 
human self-interest.

Philosopher Iris Murdoch describes the Good in terms similar to 
Niebuhr’s understanding of God as the central focus of our attention that 
clarifies our vision of all other finite beings. For Murdoch, we come to 
know the Good through love, the practice of careful attention to particular 
realities without “returning surreptitiously to the self with consolations of 
self-pity, resentment, fantasy and despair.” As a paradigmatic example, she 
offers attention to nature, “a self-forgetful pleasure in the sheer alien point-
less independent existence of animals, birds, stones and tress.” This “sheer 
alien pointless independent existence” is strikingly similar to Louv’s images 
of wild nature. But Murdoch also invokes the Platonic idea of a craft (tech-
né) as a way of cultivating this careful attention. By learning and practicing 
a craft we can be taken from self-centeredness to a clear-eyed affirmation of 
the particular reality of the object of our love.

This idea of loving craft is, I think, the key to reclaiming the moral truth 
of nature. My table is one example. In the process of building it, we were 
aware of the particularity of the wood: its unique features, its history, its lo-
cale. Now the finished table, in a sense, concretizes that attention. When we 
sit down at the table, the tree, the riparian ecosystem of which it was a part, 
the care with which it was harvested, built, and finished, even my relation-
ship with my father—all of these things are present. It is an artifact that refers 
us to the moral truth of nature, rather than away from it to ourselves.

A gracious understanding of “craft”

The types of craft that may thus conduce to a connection with moral truth 
or with God are innumerable. Some of them would undoubtedly be the 
kind of practices Louv describes—exploring, learning about wild nature, 
playing in streams. But crafts may also involve less remarkable moments. 
Haskell suggests that each person might find her own mandala, referring to 
the square meter of forest that he studies intently over the course of a year. 
One’s mandala could as easily be an urban sidewalk as an old-growth forest. 
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Food practices can be a particularly significant opportunity to develop a 
craft. The current preoccupation with local, organic food seems as liable to 
become a self-centered idol as any other obsession, but the impulse behind 
it is ultimately a positive one. To choose, prepare, and eat food attentively 
and carefully can reaffirm our connectedness in body and mind to all the 
rest of creation. Thich Nhat Hanh describes the slow, joyful discipline of eat-
ing a tangerine in mindful contemplation: “To look at a tangerine is to see 
the blossom forming into the fruit, to see the sunshine and the rain . . . as 
the tangerine becomes real, we become real. Life in that moment becomes 
real.” Similarly, Christian theologian Norman Wirzba argues that “food 
connects us to the membership of creation and to God. Thoughtful eat-
ing reminds us that there is no human fellowship without a table, no table 
without a kitchen, no kitchen without a garden, no garden without viable 
ecosystems, no ecosystems without the forces productive of life, and no life 
without its source in God.” Elsewhere he affirms that “to eat is to see, smell, 
touch, and taste God’s provisioning care,” and that one way we can reclaim 
food’s ability to connect us with this larger reality is through the practice 
of genuine thanksgiving, saying grace “with [our] whole being.”  A meal 
lovingly prepared and consumed can indeed become an experience of the 
moral truth of nature and of God as the author of that truth.

Recognizing destructive practices that obscure interconnectedness

Is careful attention—loving, in Murdoch’s sense—possible with all practices? 
Are there some practices that cannot be crafts? It is difficult to imagine how 
some wantonly destructive practices, like mountaintop removal mining, 
could conduce to a clearer understanding of the moral truth of nature. It is 
conceivable that some of the processed food-products that are so prevalent 
in modern Western diets could be capable of mediating moral truth, but 
this would seem to require an extraordinary amount of loving attention. 
Likewise social media, sometimes referred to as “curated reality” seems to be 
a particularly powerful tool for focusing our imaginations on ourselves, for 
recreating our world in our own (idealized) image. If these practices are ca-
pable of cultivating any kind of relation with the moral truth of the natural 
world, it is perhaps only with great effort and insight.

The point, though, is not that these practices are necessarily vicious in 
themselves (though it may be argued that some, like mountaintop removal, 
are so destructive not only of the nonhuman world but also of our connection 
with it so as to be irremediable). Kohák argues of his wood-burning stove that 
it is not, in itself, a more virtuous way of providing heat. Rather, it helps make 
his dependence upon and connection with the nonhuman world more con-
crete. Conversely, if the above practices are indeed incapable of mediating an 
experience of the moral truth of nature, and in some cases are guilty of obscur-
ing that truth, what is essential is that we recognize this fact. The world they 
create, a world-in-our-own-image, is not the real world. Cultivated reality is not 
reality. When we allow such practices to conceal this fact, we lose any hope of 
reconnecting with the moral truth that orders and upholds the real world.
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conclusion

The challenge to engage thoughtfully with the natural world

I have argued that there is a moral truth to the natural world—that is, an 
objective morality inherent in nature, including humans as part of nature—to 
which we have, to a large degree, lost access. This moral truth is not pre-
cisely the natural law of Christian tradition, nor is its loss the nature deficit 
disorder that preoccupies Richard Louv. The problem is more complicated 
than this. As Erazim Kohák contends, the problem is that our perception 
of the world constructs it a certain way, as essentially material, controllable 
and predictable, and that our artifacts reinforce this construct. Our artifacts 
and the ideas they reinforce organize all our imaginations (to use H. Richard 
Niebuhr’s term) around ourselves and our interests, rather than God and  
God’s purposes. They create the world in our image, rather than enabling  
us to recognize in it the image of God.

The challenge, then, is to reclaim this truth by engaging more thought-
fully with the world, both “human” and “natural” (that is, both the world of 
human artifacts and the nonhuman world that those artifacts can so often 
obscure). I have suggested that we do so by choosing practices, and ways of 
engaging those practices, that draw us more fully into the deeper reality of 
our world—in Iris Murdoch’s terminology, crafts through which we are able 
to love the Good in particular situations. In a sense, we need to recall the 
original reason all sorts of artifacts are called “goods.” For example, more 
mindful eating practices can reveal, rather than obscure, the far-reaching 
relationships of dependence that constitute our place in creation.

Given current environmental crises, much is at stake in reclaiming the 
moral truth of nature and learning to live in some sort of harmony with it. 
Yet as the engagement with Heidegger suggests above, when we lose sight 
of the moral truth of nature, seeing other beings only as resources and thus 
creating the world in our own image, we ultimately lose sight of ourselves as 
well. We cease to see ourselves as meaningful beings participating in a mean-
ingful whole and instead become the creators, through sheer imposition of 
will, of our own meaning. Thus while a great deal depends on our ability to 
reclaim the moral truth of nature, what is most at stake, ultimately, is our 
own humanity.

Works cited:

Deane-Drummond, Celia. “Natural Law Revisited: Wild Justice and Human 
Obligations.” Journal of the Society of Christian Ethics 35, no. 2 (Fall/Winter 
2015): 159–73.

Hanh, Thich Nhat. The Miracle of Mindfulness: An Introduction to the Practice of 
Meditation. Translated by Mobi Ho. 1st edition. Boston: Beacon Press, 1999.

Hanh, Thich Nhat, and Robert Ellsberg. Thich Nhat Hanh: Essential Writings. 
Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2001.

EfM D  i-xii,1-178_part1.indd   161 7/26/16   3:27 PM



unit fiVe: Vocation | Week thiRty

162 | Reading and Reflection guide, Volume d

Hanh, Thich Nhat, and H. H. the Dalai Lama. Peace Is Every Step: The Path of 
Mindfulness in Everyday Life. Edited by Arnold Kotler. New York: Bantam, 
1992.

Haskell, David George. The Forest Unseen: A Year’s Watch in Nature. Reprint 
edition. New York: Penguin Books, 2013.

Heidegger, Martin. “The Question Concerning Technology.” In Basic Writ-
ings: Second Edition, Revised and Expanded, edited by David Farrell Krell, 
311–41. New York: Harper Collins, 1993.

Jenkins, Willis. Ecologies of Grace: Environmental Ethics and Christian Theology. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008.

———. The Future of Ethics: Sustainability, Social Justice, and Religious Creativity. 
Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2013.

Kohák, Erazim. The Embers and the Stars: A Philosophical Inquiry into the Moral 
Sense of Nature. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987.

Louth, Andrew. Maximus the Confessor. London: Routledge, 1996.

Louv, Richard. Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children from Nature-Deficit 
Disorder. Updated and Expanded edition. Chapel Hill, N.C: Algonquin 
Books, 2008.

Maximus. “Difficulty 41.” In Maximus the Confessor, edited by Andrew 
Louth. London: Routledge, 1996.

Murdoch, Iris. The Sovereignty of Good. 2nd ed. London: Routledge, 2001.

Niebuhr, H. Richard. The Meaning of Revelation. Louisville, KY: Westminster 
John Knox Press, 2006.

Plater, Zygmunt. “Endangered Species Act Lessons Over 30 Years, and the 
Legacy of the Snail Darter, a Small Fish in a Pork Barrel.” Environmental 
Law, January 1, 2004, 289–308.

Putnam, Robert. Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Commu-
nity. 1st edition. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2001.

Wirzba, Norman. Food and Faith: A Theology of Eating. New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2011.

Focus
Terms and names to note: Erazim Kohák; David George Haskell; Willis Jen-
kins; Martin Heidegger; Iris Murdoch; Thich Nhat Hanh; Norman Wirzba; 
environmental justice; creation spirituality; moral truth of nature
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Respond
From the opening of the essay: 

. . . discernment invites us to reflect on what God is doing in the world today 
and how each of us, with our particular histories, gifts and graces, may 
discern how to live in relationship with God and God’s purposes [emphasis 
added].101

Both Borg and Schmidt provide guidance on approaching Christian voca-
tion. Ordering vocational questions is important. Schmidt describes three 
kinds of questions: God-questions, we-questions, and I-questions. 

Schmidt believes that discernment best begins with God-questions such 
as “What is God’s purpose (mission)?” Corollary questions ask what God 
is like; how God acts in creation; and how does God reveal God’s Self? 
These questions provide the arena in which one lives [emphasis added]. 

As answers to the God-questions become clear, we then can move to dis-
cerning how to live in relation to God. We-questions attend to seeking God in 
communion with others. Commonalities shape how we understand reality. We 
live in relationship with others—other people, other cultures, and other beings 
(animals and plants) that together comprise creation. We-questions further 
refine the vocational context in which we live. Who are we as human beings? 
What does it mean to be human? Who are we in relation to other living things? 

Respond to the above God-questions and we-questions in terms of the study 
this week. 

What I-questions does your study raise this week?

Practice
What are some ways in which you personally can engage thoughtfully with 

the nonhuman world?

Thompson writes, 

Food practices can be a particularly significant opportunity to develop a 
craft. The current preoccupation with local, organic food seems as liable to 
become a self-centered idol as any other obsession, but the impulse behind it 
is ultimately a positive one. To choose, prepare, and eat food attentively and 
carefully can reaffirm our connectedness in body and mind to all the rest of 
creation.

Try to practice mindful eating this week. Where does your food come from? 
Explore whether your local area participates in Community Supported  
Agriculture (CSA) or other ways to feel more connected to the local pro-
duction of food.

101. Schmidt, xi.
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Week thirty-one

YEAR ONE

Read
Proverbs
Collins, Chapter 24, “Proverbs,” pages 307–316

Focus
Terms and names to note: wisdom literature; Solomon; Hezekiah;  
collections in Proverbs; Lady Wisdom

Spend some time reading and reflecting on the image of Wisdom  
Proverbs 8. How is Wisdom depicted as co-creator with God?

YEAR TWO

Read
Galatians 
Powell, Chapter 15, “Galatians,” pages 307–321

Focus
Terms and names to note: purpose of the letter to the Galatians; the issue  
of Christ and the Law; paradoxical portrait of liberty

What is your response to Powell’s two questions on page 320 about God’s 
universal favor?

YEAR THREE

Read
MacCulloch, Chapter 21, “Enlightenment: Ally or Enemy?,”  
pages 769–816

Focus
The Enlightenment produced a sea change in Western Christianity that con-

tinues well into the contemporary social and intellectual context. In what 
ways has the Enlightenment revolutionized the understanding of human 
nature?

Think about the positive and negative impact the altered views of human-
ity have had on understanding the relationship between the human and 
nonhuman in creation.
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YEAR FOUR

Read
Peace, Rose & Mobley, “Forward,” “Introduction,” and “Part I: Encountering 
the Neighbor,” pages xi–44

Focus
In the Forward to My Neighbor’s Faith Joan Chittister aptly describes the 
book’s intention and rationale: “In this book all the languages of God are 
spoken—Hindu, Buddhist, Jewish, Christian and Muslim—so that we can 
learn from one another.”102

What do you find in these stories of encounters and relationships with  
those of other faiths that points to our call to participate in God’s work  
of reconciling all creation?

2
ALL YEARS 

Respond
Recall this from Dorothy Day: 

God is our creator. God made us in His image and likeness. Therefore we are 
creators. He gave us a garden to till and cultivate. We become co-creators by 
our responsible acts, whether in bringing forth children, or producing food, 
furniture, or clothing. The joy of creativity should be ours.103

Where do you see specific works of creativity in your life? What might help 
you to be more aware of your role as co-creator with God?

Practice
Walk an outdoor labyrinth as a way of engaging the natural world, or take a 
slow and meditative walk in a park or other natural area, if possible, focusing 
on the interconnectedness of the human and nonhuman in God’s creation. 

If walking is not something you are inclined to do at this time, identify 
some way that you could place yourself meaningfully in nature. 

Identify what stood out for you in this nature meditation. Create a picture  
or a statement that captures the essence of your experience.

Explore the statement or picture theologically. 

102. Jennifer Howe Peace, Or N. Rose and Gregory Mobley, editors, My Neighbor’s Faith 
(Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 2012), xii. 

103. Dorothy Day, op.cit.
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Creation: What view of creation does the image or statement reflect? What 
view of human nature is present? What wholeness does the image or state-
ment present?

Sin: In the image or statement, what relationships are broken or threatened? 
How is disobedience of God represented?

Judgment: For those who might live in that picture or be represented in the 
statement, how is God trying to get through to them? What has happened 
or could happen that would create a crisis, make people take another look, 
in the world of the picture or statement?

Repentance: How would people turn or be turned towards wholeness in 
that picture? How or of what does your picture or statement call you to 
repent? 

Redemption: How does the picture or statement show you anything about 
God’s action of redemption? About celebration? 

Connect to other sources. You began in personal experience (Action); draw 
on wisdom from Christian scripture, liturgy or history (Tradition); from 
teaching in your social environment (Culture); and from your own beliefs 
(Position). 

In what ways do any of those sources help you see better regarding the 
moral truth of nature? If you think of a Bible passage or two, look those 
up, study them, listen to their voice regarding truth and the moral truth of 
nature. If you think of something you have read in contemporary literature, 
how does that give insight into or present challenge to the idea of the moral 
nature of truth? What beliefs are you holding onto or exploring regarding 
this matter?

Apply
What have you learned about your place in relation to the natural world? 
Find ways in your daily routine to be intentionally aware of the created 
world around you. What can you do that encourages you to feel a part  
of all creation and not apart from it?
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Week thirty-two

YEAR ONE

Read
Job
Ecclesiastes (Qoheleth)
Collins, Chapter 25, “Job and Qoheleth,” pages 317–328

Focus
Terms and names to note: character of God; role of Satan; conclusion 
reached in Qoheleth (Ecclesiastes)

Compare Job and Qoheleth with the book of Proverbs.

Job and Qoheleth (Ecclesiastes) provide literary classics from the Hebrew 
Bible, exposing human agony and glory. How do those men and women 
speak to us today?

YEAR TWO 

Read
1 Corinthians
2 Corinthians
Powell, Chapter 13, “1 Corinthians,” and Chapter 14, “2 Corinthians,”  

pages 273–305

Focus
Define: Macedonia and Achaia; location of Corinth; major themes in each 
letter to the Corinthians; glossolalia; purpose of the Lord’s Supper; the issue 
of authority; apostolic authority; the Erastus Inscription

Identify passages in the letters to the Corinthians that address the matter of 
living into the God journey.

YEAR THREE

Read
MacCulloch, Chapter 22, “Europe Re-Enchanted or Disenchanted? ,”  

pages 817–865 

Focus
This chapter described components necessary for setting the context of  
contemporary Anglo-American and European theology. Note the people  
or ideas that particularly interested you.
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YEAR FOUR

Read
Peace, Rose & Mobley, “Part II: Viewing Home Anew” and “Part III:  

Redrawing our Maps,” pages 43–124

Focus
What did you read that speaks to theosis, living into the God journey?

What views of God can you identify in this week’s study?

2
ALL YEARS 

Respond
How does your study this week and this year give you a deepened sense  
of being a “created co-creator with God?”

Practice
In what ways can our crafts reflect the moral truth of nature and help guide 

us into that truth?

Give some time to engaging with the craft of others—in a museum, a histori-
cal reproduction area, a working studio, or other. Find a way to let crafts-
people describe the relationship of the practice of their craft and their 
experience of spirituality. If actually being present to the craft of another 
is not possible, select one such person about whom you can read and 
perhaps discern their sense of creating and vocation. 

Another option is to find a video of a craftsperson on the Internet, such as:

•	 “The Minds of Makers: Randall O’Donnell”104

•	 “The Minds of Makers: Ndidi Ekubia”105

•	 “The Artist Project, Series 5: Betty Woodman”106

THEOLOGIcAL REFLEcTION BEGINNING WITH A PERSONAL POSITION

Identify a focus—the focus for this reflection is the essayist’s Position:

This idea of loving craft is, I think, the key to reclaiming the moral truth of 
nature. My table is one example. In the process of building it, we were aware 
of the particularity of the wood: its unique features, its history, its locale. Now 
the finished table, in a sense, concretizes that attention. When we sit down 

104. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cz4So39tU
105. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rzFW51Vtt3c
106. http://artistproject.metmuseum.org/5/betty-woodman/
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at the table, the tree, the riparian ecosystem of which it was a part, the care 
with which it was harvested, built, and finished, even my relationship with my 
father—all of these things are present. It is an artifact that refers us to the moral 
truth of nature, rather than away from it to ourselves.

What is your position on the essayist’s contention?

Explore the focus: 
What truth about creation, about sin/disruption of relationship, about  

judgment, repentance, or redemption does the focus address, highlight,  
or reveal? Take some good time to consider this question.

Connect
How does your experience with craftspeople or with pursuing a craft inform 

you about the focus? How does that experience challenge the focus? 

What can you find in our Christian heritage that helps connect to the focus 
position? 

What role does the craftsperson play in our culture regarding truth and 
morality?

Apply
Describe any insight or learning about human creativity and the natural 

world that has occurred for you in this theological reflection.

What do the insight(s) and/or learning(s) guide you towards? How might 
they provide support for an understanding of ministry as co-creation? 
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Week thirty-three

YEAR ONE

Read
Ruth
Esther
Collins, Chapter 26, “The Hebrew Short Story: Ruth, Esther,” pages 329–338

Focus
Describe how either Ruth or Esther saw herself (identity), her orientation to 
daily life (attitude), her basic images or narratives (knowledge), and her abil-
ity to act effectively (skill). 

YEAR TWO

Read
Ephesians
Powell, Chapter 16, “Ephesians,” pages 323–341

Focus
Locate Ephesus and state its significance in Paul’s journeys.

Describe the decisions, commitment, discipline, experience, and reflection 
that are present in Paul’s letter to the Ephesians.

YEAR THREE

Read
MacCulloch, Chapter 23, “To Make the World Protestant,” pages 866–914

Focus
Identify and describe a thread that runs through the chapter. 

Examine the thread using theological standpoints: human nature; creation, 
sin, judgment, repentance, and redemption; the way God is disclosed; the 
kind of future desired 

YEAR FOUR

Read
Peace, Rose & Mobley, “Part IV: Unpacking our Belongings and “Part V: 

Stepping Across the Line,” pages 124–203
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Focus
Describe the dynamics of conversion, transfiguration or glory present in the 

reading for this week.

2
ALL YEARS 

Respond
What most contributed to a sense of growing into closer relationship with 

God and other people(s) for those you studied this week?

What helps you most in becoming aware of your journey with God?

Practice

THEOLOGIcAL REFLEcTION BEGINNING WITH A PERSONAL POSITION

In the unit essay’s section 1, The Moral Truth of Nature, Thompson states, 
“There are, however, truths that are clearly revealed through careful atten-
tion to the natural order, and that have normative significance—that is, they 
can ground moral norms. The two most salient of these are the fundamental 
interconnectedness of all life and the inescapable reality of suffering.”

Identify a focus: Describe how that statement is true or not true for you 
(Position). 

Create a focus image or statement that captures the essence of your belief. 

Explore the focus: Identify how the focus image or statement reflects the 
world as you know it. 

Further explore by identifying how that image or statement reflects some-
thing of the disruption of relationships or disobedience of God, or of  
what needs to change, or what needs repentance, or how redemption is  
or can be present in the world. 

Connect the focus to other sources: Determine the source that most forms 
your focus Position—was it an experience in your life, or learning from the 
culture or the tradition? How do those three sources relate to your focus 
image or statement?

Apply insight and learning: Vocation and ministry are the point of theologi-
cal reflection. Without arriving at application to those areas, the reflection is 
incomplete. Discern conclusions and applications that you gain from reflec-
tion on the Thompson statement that introduced the practice. 
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Week thirty-four

YEAR ONE

Read
Daniel
1 and 2 Maccabees
Collins, Chapter 27, “Daniel, 1–2 Maccabees,” pages 339–354

Focus
Terms and names to note: apocalypse; apocalyptic literature; Maccabee; 
pseudonymity as a literary device; martyrdom and militancy

What messages about personal identity and relationship with God come 
across in Daniel and in the Maccabees books?

YEAR TWO

Read
1 John, 2 John, and 3 John
Powell, Chapter 27, “The Johannine Letters: 1 John, 2 John, 3 John,”  

pages 493–507

Focus
Terms and names to note: purpose of the three Johannine letter; authorship 
of the Johannine letters; major themes of the Johannine letters

What issues of growth in Christ existed for those to whom these letters were 
written?

YEAR THREE

Read
MacCulloch, Chapter 24, “Not Peace but a Sword ,” pages 915–966

Focus
Terms and names to note: the major events for the Church from 1914–1960; 
key aspects leading to both World Wars; the four Christian emperors at the 
beginning of the World War I; Bolshevik; Pius the IX and Christ the King 
feast day; Benedict XV; Cristeros; Bernardino Nogara; Charles Brent and 
Nathan Söderblom; Josiah Olulowo Ositelu

How does your view of the church’s change connect with MacCulloch’s? 
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YEAR FOUR

Read
Peace, Rose & Mobley,“Part VI: Finding Fellow Travelers,” ” pages 205–240

Focus
Terms and names to note: Howard Thurman; ru’ah hakodesh; William Sloane 
Coffin

Do you have a story about finding fellow travelers on your journey?

2
ALL YEARS 

Respond

How do the ideas in the unit’s opening essay help you to consider different 
perspectives on the texts you have studied this year?

Practice

Identify a focus by finding a place outdoors where you can enter into con-
templative centering prayer. If that is not possible, find a way to focus on 
something related to nature outside your walls. 

Sit down and be quiet. Become receptive to God’s presence. Move from 
communication to communion. 

Focus your attention on one thing—a shrub, a lake, a mountain, a patch  
of earth.

Explore the depths of God’s creative presence in contemplation of your 
chosen subject. Take as much time as you can allow. 

Connect with your experience of this centering contemplation by writing 
briefly to describe your thoughts and feelings, your awareness. 

Apply this prayerful experience to how you live this week. What aspect of 
conversion, transfiguration, or glory can you recognize? 

In the unit essay, Thompson states, “My claim here, in describing this truth 
as moral, is that this temporality and these interdependencies are not simply 
material relationships; rather, they manifest a deeper reality, one that might 
be called divine or spiritual, and one that has normative moral implica-
tions.”

Describe any truth in that statement you may have found during or as a 
result of your centering prayerful contemplation. 
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Week thirty-five

YEAR ONE

Read
Collins, Chapter 28, “The Deuterocanonical Wisdom Books,” and  

Chapter 29, “From Tradition to Canon,” pages 355–370

Focus
Terms and names to note: tradition, canon, deuterocanonical

YEAR TWO

Read
The Revelation to John 
Powell, Chapter 29, “Revelation,” pages 519–537
At least one of the hyperlinks

Focus
Terms and names to note: Patmos; apocalyptic literature; three approaches 
to understanding Revelation; gematria; date of Revelation; forms of millen-
nialism and tribulationism; major themes in Revelation

What attitudes about the book of the Revelation of John have you enter-
tained or encountered?

YEAR THREE

Read
MacCulloch, Chapter 25, “Culture Wars (1960–Present),” pages 967–1016

Focus
Reflect on how MacCulloch’s context as an Oxford-trained British citizen 

shapes his understanding of history. How does his understanding compare 
with yours and the context out of which you read history?

YEAR FOUR

Read
Peace, Rose & Mobley, and “Part VI: Repairing Our Shared World,”  

pages 241–266
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Focus
Describe the sense of God’s call evident in the essays you studied this week. 

2
ALL YEARS 

Respond

How does your study this week speak to the relationship between human-
kind, nature, and morality? 

Identify the views of human nature described in your study this week.

Practice
Note: The work done in this practice will also contribute to the closing session of the 
next week. 

Review the autobiographical journey you created at the beginning of this 
EfM year. Add to that as seems appropriate, given your experience in  
EfM life and daily life. 

Focus
What image captures how you have lived into the God journey this year?

Explore: Discern the goodness, brokenness, recognition of the jeopardy bro-
kenness posed, reorientation to a journey toward wholeness, and restoration 
to a sense of goodness and wholeness. 

Connect: What personal beliefs have sharpened, changed, or been added this 
year?

What has happened this year in the social culture where you live that calls 
for your attention?

What personal experience this year has helped you discern God and the 
interconnection with others?

What voices of Christian tradition have spoken most keenly to you this 
year?

Apply: If, as the unit essay quoted Fred Schmidt, “discernment is the task or 
process of distinguishing the spirit or presence of God at work in the world 
from other, competing spirits in an effort to determine where the spirit of 
God may be moving,” what do you discern as mission for yourself? 

What ministry does that mission request of you?

Please make time before the closing session of Week Thirty-six to engage the components 
of that preparation as fully as possible. 
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Week thirty-six: closing the year

The mentor and group will decide how they want to incorporate this work and the 
sharing into any celebration of the year they might want to create. 

ALL YEARS 

Read
Closure is a time to acknowledge what has been, to celebrate what now is, 
and to anticipate what will come. The time given to this depends on the 
length of time the group has been together and the personal styles of group 
members and the mentor. EfM provides an opportunity to form a close and 
supportive community which cannot be easily replaced. It is important for 
participants to acknowledge the blessing of the group’s time together, while 
also helping each other shift to new forms of emotional, spiritual, and intel-
lectual support for their ministry.

Closure includes telling stories about significant events in the life of the 
group and the ways the group has affected each person. Name any regrets  
or frustrations people have, look ahead to what steps seem to be in view,  
and help one another plan for alternative forms of support for future life 
and ministry. The following design combines closure with a focus on minis-
try going forward. 

Focus
Review notes you made during the year, material you studied, reflections 
and discussions and celebrations with the group, and your spiritual autobi-
ography. 

Respond
This year’s theme is Living into the Journey with God. With that theme in mind 
and your review of your EfM work, respond to the following. 

Experience in EfM has helped me:

•	 let go of . . .

•	 adopt . . . 

•	 affirm . . .

•	 focus on . . .
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Practice 
Read the following before you begin so you can have a sense of the process.

Set a timer for whatever amount you wish to remain in silence. You may 
want to use your journal to note your responses to the questions below.

Begin with prayer.

Still yourself. Allow yourself to become present to the Spirit of God.

When the timer alerts you, continue with the following.

What feelings did you experience?

Write about anything that came to your awareness in the silence. 

Read through what you wrote to consider:

•	 what tide(s) of the Spirit carried you during your silence with God;

•	 where those tides took you;

•	 what images arose;

•	 who came to mind;

•	 what possibilities stretch before you;

•	 what you sensed about God.

Complete the following:

My ministry directions as I live into the journey with God are:

•	 for the next three months . . . 

•	 for the next year . . . 

The spiritual practices that sustain me at this time are . . . 

Blessings in your life and on your journey with and into this amazing,  
challenging, untamable Love. 

Plan with your seminar group a way to celebrate your time together as  
a community this year.
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Overview of the Year:  
reading assignments for Volume D

Notes

1. Common readings at the beginning of each unit are read by all years.

2. Assignments for Years One and Two marked with an asterisk are read-
ings in the Bible. Chapters in the survey texts are numbered. Please 
note that chapters are sometimes read out of sequence. When both are 
assigned, it is suggested that the Bible be read before the survey text 
chapters.

3. Readings in each of the three texts for Year Four are indicated by name 
of the author(s).

Week Unit Year One  Year tWO Year three Year FOUr

  collins Powell macculloch ford, mcintosh  
     sedgwick, Peace

1 introductory  orientation and  orientation and  orientation and  orientation and   
 Meeting organization organization organization organization

2 Unit One common Reading: common Reading: common Reading: common Reading: 
 spiritual  theosis: living theosis: living theosis: living theosis: living 
 autobiography into the Journey  into the Journey into the Journey into the Journey 
 and listening with god with god with god with god

3  Preface, introduction Preface acknowledgements,  Ballard essay: 
  1 the near 1 the new introduction on Being 
  eastern context testament world 1 greece and Rome theologically  
  2 the nature of 2 the new  literate, RRg Pt ii, 
  the Pentateuchal testament writings  192–200 
  narrative   

4  * genesis 1–11  3 Jesus 2 israel ford: 
  3 the Primeval 4 gospels  1 introduction 
  history   2 theology and 
     religious studies

5  the Priestly  * matthew 3 a crucified ford: 
  creation story  messiah 3 thinking of god 
  RRg Pt ii, 201–218   4 living before god

6  * genesis 12–50 5 matthew 4 Boundaries ford: 
  4 the Patriarchs  defined 5 facing evil 
     6 Jesus christ

7  * exodus 1–15 * mark 5 the Prince:  ford: 
  5 the exodus  6 mark ally or enemy? 7 salvation 
  from egypt   8 through the past 
     to the present
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Week  Unit Year One  Year tWO Year three Year FOUr

8 Unit two common Reading: common Reading: common Reading: common Reading: 
 theological theological theological theological theological 
 Reflection as Reflection on Reflection on Reflection on Reflection on 
 a life skill the Journey the Journey the Journey the Journey

9  * exodus 16–40 * luke 6 the imperial ford: 
  6 Revelation   church 9 experience, 
  at sinai   knowledge, wisdom 
     10 theology for the 
     third millennium

10  * leviticus 7 luke 7 defying mcintosh: 
  * numbers  chalcedon:  1 mysteries of faith 
  7 Priestly theology:  asia and africa  
  exodus 25–40,     
  leviticus and     
  numbers 

11  * deuteronomy * John 8 islam:  mcintosh: 
  8 deuteronomy  the great 2 the new encounter 
    Realignment with god

12  * Joshua 8 John 9 the making of coakley essay, 
  * Judges  latin christianity god as trinity,  
     RRg Pt ii, 219–230

13  9 Joshua * acts of  10 latin mcintosh: 
  10 Judges the apostles christendom:  3 the splendor 
   9 acts new frontiers of god

14 interlude 1 common Reading: common Reading: common Reading: common Reading: 
 making sense crysdale, 1–90 crysdale, 1–90 crysdale, 1–90 crysdale, 1–90 
 of atonement  
 today  

15 interlude 1 common Reading: common Reading: common Reading: common Reading: 
 making sense crysdale, 91–167 crysdale, 91–167 crysdale, 91–167 crysdale, 91–167 
 of atonement  
 today 

16 Unit three common Reading: common Reading: common Reading: common Reading: 
 developing spirituality: spirituality: spirituality: spirituality: 
 a sustaining itinerary for itinerary for itinerary for itinerary for 
 spirituality the Journey the Journey the Journey the Journey

17  * 1 samuel 10 new  11 the west:  mcintosh: 
  * 2 samuel testament letters universal emperor 4 the Voice of god 
  11 first samuel 11 Paul or universal Pope?  
  12 second 
  samuel

18  * 1 Kings * Romans 12 a church 5 the humanity 
  * 2 Kings   for all People? of god 
  13 first Kings    
  1–16 14 first Kings 
  17– 2 Kings 25

19  * amos 12 Romans 13 faith in a duBose essay, 
  * hosea  new Rome the incarnation, 
  15 amos and   in RRg Pt ii,  
  hosea   231–237

20  * micah * hebrews 14 orthodoxy:  mcintosh: 
  * isaiah 1–39  23 hebrews more than 6 the glory 
  micah, Pt ii, 238–241  an empire of humanity 
  16 isaiah
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Week  Unit Year One  Year tWO Year three Year FOUr

21  * Jeremiah * 1 Peter 15 Russia:  mcintosh: 
  * lamentations * 2 Peter the third Rome 7 the drama of 
  17 the 25 1 Peter  the cosmos 
  Babylonian era  26 2 Peter

22 Unit Four common Reading: common Reading: common Reading: common Reading: 
 integrating Belief, living into living into living into living into 
 Behavior, and wholeness wholeness wholeness wholeness 
 doctrine    

23  * ezekiel * Philemon 16 Perspectives sedgwick: 
  18 ezekiel * Jude on the true church Preface, introduction, 
   22 Philemon  1 describing the 
   28 Jude  christian life

24  * isaiah 40–66 * Philippians 17 a house sedgwick: 
  * haggai * colossians divided 2 an anglican 
  * Zechariah 17 Philippians  Perspective 
  * malachi 18 colossians   
  * Joel 
  * Jonah 
  19 additions to 
  the Book of isaiah 
  20 Postexilic 
  Prophecy

25  * ezra * 1 timothy 18 Rome’s sedgwick: 
  * nehemiah * 2 timothy Renewal 3 incarnate love  
  21 ezra and  * titus   
  nehemiah 21 the Pastoral   
   letters   

26  * 1 chronicles * 1 thessalonians 19 a worldwide sedgwick: 
  * 2 chronicles * 2 thessalonians faith 4 love and Justice 
  22 the Books of  19 1 thessalonians   
  chronicles 20 2 thessalonians

27  * Psalms * James 20 Protestant sedgwick: 
  * song of songs 24 James awakenings 5 the Practices 
  23 Psalms and    of faith 
  song of songs   6 the call of god 
     appendix

28 interlude 2 common Reading: common Reading: common Reading: common Reading: 
 care for delio, warner, delio, warner, delio, warner, delio, warner, 
 creation wood 1–108 wood 1–108 wood 1–108 wood 1–108

29 interlude 2 common Reading: common Reading: common Reading: common Reading: 
 care for delio, warner, delio, warner, delio, warner, delio, warner, 
 creation wood 109–207 wood 109–207 wood 109–207 wood 109–207

30 Unit Five common Reading: common Reading: common Reading: common Reading: 
 Vocation our Vocation our Vocation our Vocation our Vocation 
  as created as created as created as created 
  co-creators co-creators co-creators co-creators

31  * Proverbs * galatians 21 enlightenment: Peace, Rose, mobley: 
  24 Proverbs 15 galatians ally or enemy? foreword 
     introduction 
     1 encountering 
     the neighbor
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Week  Unit Year One  Year tWO Year three Year FOUr

32  * Job * 1 corinthians 22 europe Peace, Rose, mobley: 
  * ecclesiastes * 2 corinthians Re-enchanted or 2 Viewing home 
  (Qoheleth) 13 1 corinthians disenchanted? anew 
  25 Job and 14 2 corinthians  3 Redrawing 
  Qoheleth   our maps

33  * Ruth * ephesians 23 to make the Peace, Rose, mobley: 
  * esther 16 ephesians world Protestant 4 unpacking our 
  26 the hebrew   Belongings 
  short story   5 stepping across 
     the line

34  * daniel * 1 John 24 not Peace Peace, Rose, mobley: 
  27 daniel, 1–2 * 2 John but a sword 6 finding fellow 
  maccabees * 3 John  travelers 
   27 Johannine   
   letters  

35  28 the * the Revelation 25 culture wars Peace, Rose, mobley: 
  deuterocanonical to John  7 Repairing our 
  wisdom Books 29 Revelation  shared world 
  29 from tradition    
  to canon   

36 Final Meeting closing the Year  closing the Year closing the Year closing the Year
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terms in the New EfM Curriculum

Common Reading A common reading is assigned to all year levels. Each unit begins with an 
introductory essay read by all participants. Interlude texts are also assigned 
for common reading.

Identify, Explore,  Theological reflection is described in four movements: Identify, Explore, 
Connect, Apply  Connect, Apply. This pattern also underlies the Read, Focus, Respond,  

Practice pattern of the Reading and Reflection Guide.

Interlude An interlude is a two-week session in which all participants in a group read 
and respond to a common text chosen in relation to the theme of the Read-
ing and Reflection Guide. There are two interludes in each program year.

Interlude Text The text assigned to an interlude session is called an interlude text or in-
terlude book. Two interlude books are read each year. The books address 
special topics that reinforce the theme of the Reading and Reflection Guide 
for that program year. 

Participants Those enrolled in a seminar group are generally referred to as participants  
or group members. 

Program Year The approximately nine-month period (thirty-six sessions) during which  
the group seminar meets is its program year. An EfM group can begin its 
program year in any month except June, July, or August.

Read, Focus,  The guide for each session follows the sequence of Read (assigned reading), 
Respond, Practice  Focus (questions or terms specific to the assigned reading), Respond (con-

nects the reading to the unit theme), and Practice (suggested application for 
individual and/or group work). This sequence provides a four-fold discipline 
for the practice of ministry.
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Reading and These guides outline what is needed for participants to prepare for each 
Reflection Guides  of the thirty-six seminar meetings in a program year, including individual 

reading assignments and suggested ways to focus, respond, and practice  
what is being learned. There will be four volumes, A–D, used in a cycle.  
All groups will use the same Reading and Reflection Guide volume in  
a program year.

Readings in the The textbooks that replace previous chapters in the red notebooks provide 
Christian Tradition  participants with their weekly readings in the Christian tradition: the He-

brew Bible in Year One; the New Testament in Year Two; church history  
in Year Three; and theology, ethics, and interfaith encounters in Year Four.

Theme Each volume of the Reading and Reflection Guide has a central theme  
that is carried through each of the units and interludes. Volume A’s theme  
is ministry in your own particular context. Themes for the subsequent vol-
umes are (B) ministry in an intercultural and interfaith context, (C) growth 
into spiritual maturity, and (D) the journey into a deepening relationship 
with God.
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Expectations and Purpose

The Participants

You, the participants in an EfM seminar group, are all adults. You set your 
own learning goals and need the latitude to learn as each individual does 
best. This requires a certain commitment to the program, but every partici-
pant does not need to work in the same way or with the same intensity. EfM 
has the flexibility for each of you to work in his or her own way.

There are some basic expectations of each participant:

•	 Attend the seminar sessions or at least maintain the community by letting 
others know when you will be absent. 

•	 Read the materials and complete the work assigned to the best of your 
ability. 

•	 Participate in the discussions, reflections, and worship of your seminar 
group.

The Mentor

The role of the mentor is crucial to the life of the group. The term “men-
tor” originates in Greek mythology. Mentor was a friend of Odysseus who 
remained in charge of his household while he was away. “Wisdom” in 
the form of Athena took shape in Mentor to be the guide and teacher of 
Telemachus. A teacher who guides is a description of an EfM mentor.

The EfM mentor brings skills in working effectively with small groups of 
people. The responsibility for the life of the group belongs to everyone, but 
the mentor is the initial convener. The mentor works to allow everyone an 
opportunity to learn, to share, to discover. At the same time, the mentor 
is also a member of the group. The mentor is also there to learn, to share, 
and to discover. The mentor has a second role, that of administrator for the 
group. The mentor handles registrations, receives and distributes materials, 
files reports, and is accountable to the administrative staff in Sewanee.

The mentor serves the group neither as a teacher whose most important 
task is to provide information nor as a therapist. The mentor is a guide in  
a journey of discovery. Some groups have co-mentors who work together as 
a team. This can be very helpful to the process since it can be very difficult 
to lead and participate simultaneously.

Mentor training and accreditation by an EfM trainer is required. It is an 
important component of the EfM program. Mentors must renew their ac-
creditation every eighteen months.
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The Seminar Group

The EfM seminar group is the crucible for learning in the EfM program.  
A seminar group usually contains no fewer than six and no more than 
twelve participants and a mentor (or two co-mentors). The group provides 
an environment that supports the exploration and expression of ideas so 
that discovery and learning occur. It is a place of trust and confidentiality  
as participants in the seminar reflect upon ways to pursue a life of faith  
on a daily basis.

Seminars usually meet for two-and-a-half to three hours once a week 
over a period of thirty-six weeks during the academic cycle. For many of us 
this cycle begins in September and ends in June, but the group may decide 
to meet more frequently for shorter periods of time or less frequently for 
longer periods of time. Less frequent meetings can be very helpful when par-
ticipants are scattered or they live in a region where bad weather can make 
travel difficult for extended periods. Some seminar groups meet online.

EfM seminars regularly engage in three different aspects of learning. 
These may not all be done in any one session, but attention needs to be 
given to all three aspects.

•	 There is time for social and spiritual needs to be addressed. This is a way 
to build trust, friendship, and community. It is an opportunity to support 
each other and maintain the freedom we all need to express our thoughts 
and feelings.

•	 There is time to discuss the materials which participants read in the texts. 
It is not a time for classroom presentations, rather an occasion to raise 
questions, wrestle with the materials, obtain clarifications, and generally 
share impressions about what has been read.

•	 There is an opportunity to engage in reflective activity. This may come in 
the form of a spiritual autobiography, one of many forms of theological 
reflections, studying and following a spiritual discipline, or exploring the 
meaning of the ministries we have.

The Program

The EfM Program expects participants, mentors, and trainers to remain 
faithful to the program. EfM is a program for adults and one expectation 
of the program is that adults take responsibility for their lives, set their own 
goals, and seek the support necessary to move forward. The program asks 
participants and mentors to provide an arena in which learning can take 
place on a mature adult level.
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The relationship of EfM and The University of the South to the local 
church and to the judicatory/diocese is one of collaboration. Together we 
join to provide a program of theological education for the laity that carries  
a number of benefits.

•	 Portability—Participants can begin in one location and continue their work 
in another one.

•	 Accreditation—EfM grants Continuing Education Units to indicate 
completion of the work. 

•	 Access to an international network

•	 A training opportunity for the laity

•	 Connection with The University of the South and its School of Theology

•	 Basic theological education to support the laity in responding to the call 
to ministry in daily life. For some the theological groundwork in EfM may 
be supplemented with additional opportunities to prepare for ecclesial 
roles such as that of lay reader, vocational deacon, or educator.

Providing the program is something in which various agencies participate. 
The local church provides a setting and may offer some financial assistance 
to participants. The diocese may contract with EfM, which lowers the tu-
ition for participants. When there is a contract with the local jurisdiction,  
a function of that contract is the appointment of a coordinator who main-
tains a liaison with the EfM program in Sewanee, arranges for mentor train-
ing locally, acts as a communicator for EfM, and promotes the program.

What EfM Is NOT

•	 EfM is not only Bible study. 
EfM participants study what the Bible says, but they also learn how 

to understand the Bible within its historical context and literary setting. 
Biblical studies form the primary work of the first two years. EfM is more 
than a Bible study in which one reads the Bible, seeks to understand it, 
and then applies it to daily life. EfM takes seriously God’s revelation 
through all of Christian tradition, from the earliest biblical messages, 
through the development of liturgy and theology, and even in the context 
of the challenges we face in our own times.

•	 EfM is not a program in personal therapy or problem solving. 
While EfM groups develop a close community in order to delve deeply 

into matters of faith and theology, the group does not exist as a problem-
solving agency or as a setting for analyzing or addressing personal and 
social problems. In an EfM group, members may wish to share various 
aspects of their lives, but EfM is not a place to probe or press individuals 
to talk about those things they would prefer to leave unexamined.
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•	 EfM is not a closed community. 
The content of EfM materials and the processes we use for reflection 

are not secrets. A group may invite a guest such as someone who brings 
some special information or someone who would like to participate for 
a session in order to decide if he or she might like to join. On the other 
hand, we do respect one another’s privacy. This means that we expect 
the group to maintain confidentiality about personal matters. The rule 
of thumb is: secrets—no; privacy—yes. Participants may share with others 
what they have learned and how that was learned, but they are expected 
to retain in confidence specific personal aspects of their colleagues’ lives 
which may have been shared during the course of the program.

•	 EfM is not an academic program leading to a degree or an ordination program. 
Local arrangements may permit EfM to become part of the work  

leading to a degree or to ordination, but the School of Theology of  
The University of the South makes no recommendations about ordina-
tion nor does it grant course credit for completing the Education for 
Ministry program.

Purpose Statements for the Five Units

Unit One, Spiritual Autobiography and Listening: to develop the theme 
of ministry in personal context through creating a spiritual autobiography 
using contextual lenses and to approach listening as a fundamental skill 
for ministry.

Unit Two, Theological Reflection as a Life Skill: to learn how to use theo-
logical reflection models and methods as a means for integrating experi-
ence and content and to develop the discipline of theological reflection  
as a life skill for ministry in daily life.

Unit Three, Developing a Sustaining Spirituality: to guide the work of de-
veloping a personal spirituality through prayer and worship which, when 
combined with study and theological reflection, offer a four-fold spiritual 
discipline that can help sustain us in the practice of ministry.

Unit Four, Integrating Belief, Behavior, and Doctrine: to provide means 
by which a person can examine and build a personal theology through the 
integration of belief, behavior, and doctrine.

Unit Five, Vocation: A Way to Love in Permanent White Water: to offer 
perspectives on discerning and responding to God’s call; and, second,  
to provide a framework for reviewing the year’s work.
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Week three, reading assignment  
for Year Four
On Being theologically Literate107

I. On Being Literate

At its simplest, to be literate is to be able to read and write. But there is a 
stronger sense to the word. To be literate is to be well read in, or at least famil-
iar with the literature of a particular subject. It is this sense that interests us: 
that is, with being literate in the field of Christian theology; of having a grasp 
of the tradition through its written deposit.

This could suggest merely an attempt to provide an annotated select 
bibliography, or a Cook’s tour of key theological debates. Such an enter-
prise would, indeed, have its value. However, the intention is to explore a 
more fundamental implication. It is important to ask, what is the purpose 
of being literate? How fundamental is it to Christian believing? But to 
be literate has also meant to be a member of the literati, an aficionado, 
a member of an elite. Are we merely trying to boost the standing of the 
specialists in theology, professional or amateur, who play an esoteric game, 
far apart from ordinary discipleship? Or is it relevant to a core Christian 
concern that affects us all?

The basis of my argument is that Christianity sees itself as historical in 
a unique sense and that therefore tradition is an essential part of living in 
and with that historical reality. Of course Christianity shares the basic hu-
man experience of finding identity in historical continuity embedded in 
story and culture. There are also, as with many other religions, foundational 
events which are normative for its existence. But Christianity, taking further 
its Jewish heritage, has classically affirmed that revelation and salvation were 
uniquely embodied (incarnate) in these particular events. Thus the historical 
is not merely the stage for religious discovery or the medium for a religious 
idea but essential to the substance of Christian faith. The human experience, 
therefore, of being historical is of the heart of Christian existence and that 
tradition, in all its ambiguity, is necessary to Christian self-identity, part of 
being caught up in the drama of salvation. Therefore, to have a sense of the 
past is a key element in Christian awareness; and being literate is very much 
bound up with that. There are bound to be wide variations among Chris-

107. Paul H. Ballard, “On Being Theologically Literate,” Modern Believing 38 (3), 
July 1997, 34–42. When this article was written Ballard was head of the department of 
Religious and Theological Studies at the University of Wales, Cardiff, where he taught 
practical theology.
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tians as to how this is experienced and expressed. There are different callings 
and concerns: for some it is at the centre of their ministry as theologians 
but for most literacy is a backcloth to their particular Christian obedience; 
some will have grown up on the stories of the past heroes and heroines, but 
others will have only just begun to explore their new found faith. there is no 
‘national curriculum’ that everyone must meet, but all can begin to recog-
nize and draw on the spiritual, intellectual and artistic resources to which all 
in fact are indebted.

2. The Issue Today

The idea of theological literacy only becomes an issue when it appears to 
be under threat. Otherwise it is taken for granted. I am continually alerted 
to this year by year as I have to recognize that it is less and less possible to 
assume a basic cultural background as the starting point for teaching. The 
present generation seems to have lost the western (British) classical tradition 
which included some debt to Greece and Rome as well as to Shakespeare, 
the Prayer Book and the Bible. There may be a new tradition emerging but  
a hiatus, a complete break, will cut future generations off from their heritage.

Our society has, in the last quarter of the twentieth century, been going 
through a significant cultural sea change. Thomas Kuhn has taught us to 
use the phrase ‘paradigm shift’ to describe the transition from one world 
view, with its fundamental cultural patterns and assumptions, to another 
that will express itself in new habits, customs and intellectual norms. It has 
been widely argued that we are going through such a Copernican revolution, 
watching the end of the Enlightenment of the Modern era and the emer-
gence of Postmodernism, some kind of New Age.108

It is never possible, however, from the midst of events to see precisely 
where history is leading. We cannot be sure whether what we are experi-
encing is a total ‘paradigm shift’, like the emergence of the modern world 
out of the middle ages, or merely a further out-working of the process 
of modernization. At the same time it is important to ask how total any 
historical change can be. There are always elements of continuity as well as 
discontinuity. Perhaps we are only going through a period where the latter, 
discontinuity, is temporarily dominant and the continuities will again reas-
sert themselves.

Nevertheless the last decades have been a period of far-reaching social 
change which are significant for this and subsequent generations. In a 
number of ways basic attitudes have changed. This is, of course, significant 
for Christianity, for the Church, too, is inevitably caught up in the process. 
And this poses a problem for, to paraphrase the words of Reinhold Niebuhr, 

108. Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolution (Chicago: Chicago University 
Press, 1970). See also theological explorations of this idea in Hans Kung and David Tracy 
(eds) Paradigm Change in Theology, a Symposium for the Future (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 
1989) and David J. Bosch, Transforming Mission (Mary Knoll: Orbis, 1991).
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it is necessary to distinguish between what cannot be changed and has to be 
accepted, indeed affirmed, and what has to be resisted and possibly changed, 
and that always carries risk and courage.109

3. Significant Trends in Contemporary Culture

What then are some of the characteristic features of the present that are 
significant for our theme? These may or may not be mutually compatible, 
which is not surprising in the maelstrom of history.

3.1. We live in an increasingly pragmatic society 

Francis Bacon recognized that knowledge is power. In our generation the 
experiential growth of scientific understanding of the mechanisms of the 
universe suggest that we can unlock the key to existence. However, there has 
been a change in the relationship between science and technology. Science  
is increasingly harnessed to technology. Knowledge is valued in relation to 
its uses. This can be seen in the emphasis at all levels of education on learn-
ing for economic and social purposes. The question thus becomes ‘What 
can we do?’ and moral truth is dependent on being able to do what we want. 
Kant’s ‘I ought therefore I can’ can be so easily inverted into ‘I can therefore 
I ought’. All problems that might arise are susceptible to solution by further 
applications of technology whether by producing new techniques and more 
sophisticated tools or by social management. The computer is the model of 
life. Appeals to past wisdom or alternative lines of argument are regarded as 
outdated and retrograde.

3.2. Paradoxically, there is a new emphasis on holism 

The analytical methodology of classical enlightenment thinking has led, it  
is argued, to mechanistic fragmentation. It is necessary to recover the inter-
relatedness of all things. This ranges, on the one hand, from the physicist’s 
interest in cosmology to the biologist working on the ecological structures 
of habitat, including our own. On the other hand it has also stimulated a 
quest for more religious and mystical ways of looking at existence, a feature 
that frequently rejects Christianity because that has been too closely bound 
with the destructive tendencies of Western science. Instead there is attraction 
to the unities of the Indian religions or the nature mysticism of traditional 
tribal religion. There is, thus, an increasing desire to search for inclusive ways 
of thinking about our world that will give a framework for the resolution of 
the confrontational attitudes that seem endemic to the modern world.

3.3. There is a new romanticism

The rationalism of modernism has, from time to time, been challenged by 
forms of romanticism. Romanticism emphasizes the intuitive and emotion-

109. This reflects the well known prayer used by Alcoholics Anonymous.
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al. There is a sense of the immediacy of knowledge whose truth is grasped 
through inward conviction. The creative freedom of the human spirit has 
to be given free rein. The artist is the priest of humanity, the channel for 
expressing the power of the human spirit. Tradition and the past are often 
seen as inhibiting, quenching the flames of human potential.

Since the late 1960s there has been a resurgence of romanticism. There 
has been a flowering of religion, mainly of a mystical kind, frequently 
rejecting the apparent formalisms of Christianity for the esoteric possibili-
ties of the East and elsewhere. This has been heralded as a new era, the Age 
of Aquarius or the New Age or the Age of the Spirit. Within Christianity 
itself there has been a renewed emphasis on these elements in the tradition 
that look to immediacy and religious experience. Most clearly this has been 
found in the Charismatic movement, which has its exaggerated and some-
times dangerous side; but it can be found in more Catholic forms and in 
the interest in the search for spirituality in non-Western traditions such as 
Orthodoxy or Celtic Christianity.

3.4. We live in an increasingly pluralistic and relativistic society

The pluralism is most clearly seen in the ethnic and cultural mix found in 
our inner cities. But pluralism is much more pervasive. The cohesions of our 
common history are more and more tenuous as religions and ideological 
traditions disintegrate. There is an increasing fragmentation which begins, in 
places, to threaten social cohesion. People are being forced to find security 
and identity through belonging to different, often embattled, associations.

This fragmentation has been boosted by the advocacy of personal rights 
and the consumer society. Diversity and choice are seen as the supreme so-
cial good. In the competitive market of the enterprise culture, everything is 
up for grabs. Marketing has taken over, even in the area of values and faith, 
seeking to catch the attention of the passing customer who may be more 
attracted to the wares next door.

3.5. There is a belief in the future at the expense of the past

Part of the mind set of the modern person is the explanatory value of his-
tory. Something can be understood when seen in its historical context. But 
there is a conflict here. The emphasis can be on the importance of origins 
or of destiny. Today our eyes are on the future. This has been true of tech-
nology which promises a brighter tomorrow and of policies that, especially 
in Marxism but also in Capitalism, hold up the possibilities of a renewed 
society. It has also become a marked feature of contemporary theology, espe-
cially political and liberation theology: the promise of the Kingdom of God 
already present in the resurrection of Jesus and the life of the Spirit. But such 
a drive can downgrade the past, relegate it to an irrelevant curiosity. History 
or tradition has today to justify itself as having a positive contribution to 
make to human welfare.

EfM D 179-292_part2.indd   195 7/26/16   3:23 PM



 suPPlemental Readings in the chRistian tRadition | weeK thRee, Reading assignment foR YeaR fouR 

196 | Reading and Reflection guide, Volume d

Alvin Toffler and others warned about ‘future shock’.110 It may appear that 
some of their expectations were exaggerated. Many of the old traditional 
perspectives persist, and the future is never entirely predictable. Yet a lot of 
what they foresaw has come about. And we are just on the threshold of the 
electronic revolution. The new world would seem to be markedly different 
from the old.

As has been indicated from time to time, this cultural shift has affected 
religion along with the rest of society. Religion is not dead but is a many-
headed hydra which grows two heads where one is cut off. As Madeleine 
Bunting in the Guardian expressed it, ‘it’s DIY; forget tradition, just find a 
few friends and make it up as you go along’.111 This is confirmed by Rosalie 
Osmond in her study of contemporary religion, i.e. Christianity. She detects 
a sharp separation between tradition and faith. The former is embodied in 
the burdens of old dead intellectualism, ritual, buildings and social trap-
pings. The new faith is immediate, personal, experiential, God in the un-
usual and exciting. It is all rather simple and naive.112

4. The Importance of Literacy

For Christianity there is an obvious and crucial dilemma. The Gospel has 
indeed to be proclaimed in ways that connect with and are accessible to the 
new cultural context. Indeed the present time has seen a great flowering of 
new forms of worship and presentation—even if some go well over the top! 
But it cannot be at the expense of forgetting the tradition, for that threatens 
to reduce faith to mere sentimentality.

The importance of being literate is precisely because it addresses this 
fundamental relation between the present and the past. By definition a 
literature is the cumulative deposit of the tradition. And Christianity, as an 
incarnational religion, is essentially rooted in history. There is a focal point 
in past time—the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ—to which the 
Christian community is anchored. There is also a commitment to being part 
of a community that has forged its self-awareness and identity in the course 
of a pilgrimage of faith—a cumulative storehouse of wisdom that cannot be 
cast aside. The present can only be understood in the light of the past and, 
normatively, knows itself to be Christian by its loyalty to its origins. That is, 
history is part of the existence of faith.

But this is not to advocate mere traditionalism. Tradition can be a dead 
weight, an unadventurous reproduction of a received pattern of faith. To talk 
about all this in terms of literacy, however, also insists on the hermeneutic 
imperative; the need to be critically aware of the past in a discerning and 
open way so that there is a creative and liberating dialogue with tradition. 

110. Alvin Toffier, Future Shock (London: Bantam, 1984).
111. The Guardian, 24th December 1995.
112. Rosalie Osmond, Changing Perspectives (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 

1993).
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Past and present are knit together in a living obedience to the faith that has 
fed and nurtured the saints.

4.1. Being literate makes one aware of one’s roots

Arthur Hayley’s book and television series Roots highlighted for so many 
what it meant to search for origins and to understand the tradition.113 This 
is a basic human motivation. In a cosmopolitan and often hostile world it 
helps to provide an identity. So for the Christian, it is important to secure 
identity with the household of faith, not only in the Bible but subsequently, 
as part of world history and the history of nations.

4.2. Being literate also gives a sense of belonging

To begin to know the story is to discover that one is a member of the house-
hold of God, enfolded in the communion of saints, both down history and 
across the globe. It is indeed a motley crew, with skeletons in the cupboard 
and episodes of which properly to be ashamed. But it also includes great he-
roes and heroines of the faith, martyrs, confessors, doctors, evangelists and 
countless ordinary people who, like ourselves, just get on with being obedi-
ent. From them can be drawn inspiration and wisdom, challenge and vision.

4.3. Being literate widens our horizons

Even in an age of mobility and television, we remain parochial in Christian 
experience. But there is a whole world out there of spirituality, service and 
witness that can fill out and challenge our limited perspective. Like the 
householder in the Gospel it is possible to bring out treasures old and new. 
We will, thus, begin to understand our own tradition, appreciate its posi-
tive strengths, set it in a wider context and review it in the light of the wider 
tradition. It was precisely out of such exposure in such bodies as the Student 
Christian Movement that the ecumenical quest arose. Sometimes it may be 
necessary to take a stand but each affirmation can also be the loss of another 
truth by denial. We need each other. One of the saddest trends of recent 
years has been the diminution of the ecumenical imperative, a theme that 
needs to be re-woven into the counterpoint of Christian living.

4. 4. Being literate brings new resources in our search for Christian understanding

Other cultures, past or present, often see things very differently from the 
way we do. Their experience is not ours; their ways of thinking can be 
strange to us. But this sets up a dialogue between us, for their seeming odd-
ity may hide wisdom that illuminates and challenges our assumptions in 
surprising ways. Especially at a time when so much of our inherited wisdom 
seems to be running into the sand, it is valuable to explore alternatives that 
may open up new possibilities. For example, the Orthodox tradition of the 
East is meeting the quest for a greater mystical emphasis; Evangelicals are 

113. Arthur Hayley, Roots.
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rediscovering their spiritual and radical roots, not least by looking at the 
early and medieval Church; or Christians in Korea are exploring traditional 
spiritualities to understand better the communion of saints.

4.5. Being literate helps us recognize that our problems are not unique

Others have been there before and may help us in our situation. Of course 
circumstances are never the same but there is no need to reinvent the wheel. 
A good example is the issue of cultural pluralism. For us, after so long a 
period of Western hegemony, it comes as a shock but this was precisely the 
situation of the early Church. They had to ask what to make of the tradi-
tional paganism, the mystery religions and minority faiths. They also had to 
discover how to enter into dialogue with the dominant philosophical tradi-
tions of their day as we do with the rationalist and postmodern culture of 
our own. It is also the situation of Christian minority groups in the ancient 
cultures of the far east—India, China, Japan. The surprising thing is that 
these are seldom cited in our debates, yet they have experience of struggling 
to find their identity in a culture that is both theirs and yet not theirs.

4.6. Being literate means that we can faithfully reappraise the past

The hermeneutic dialogue also allows us to question the past on the basis of 
our own situation. The striking example of this is the concern for the status 
of women in the Church which has traditionally, within the social con-
ventions, been male dominated. But once the question is asked, then it is 
possible to look afresh at the tradition and to discover that there is a hidden 
strand waiting to be discovered of women’s spirituality; a strand which itself 
interacts with the contemporary dialogue.

5. How to be Literate

To be literate, therefore, enables us to relate to the tradition with a freedom 
and creativity that both strengthens faith and, through a critical solidarity, 
opens up a creative dialogue, exploring new avenues of believing and obedi-
ence. But how do we become literate?

5.1. A word of caution

Modernization has eroded the possibility of living in a tradition based 
society. From time immemorial a tradition was handed down through the 
normal social structures of family, communal customs, rites of passage, peer 
group activity, education, religion, folk arts. Ideas, vocabulary, etiquette, 
expected roles and customs were picked up accidentally and absorbed 
subliminally. Now it has to be a conscious effort. Faith has to be kept alive, 
traditions deliberately sustained. The Church is in the business of creating 
and sustaining a counter culture. But absorbing a tradition takes time. There 
is no quick fix. To become literate is a time consuming, deliberate, demand-
ing effort. It is not possible to rely on it happening naturally anymore.
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5.2. To become literate means, therefore, entering into a journey

Christian initiation is admission into the community of faith, including its 
tradition. This, as part of the journey of faith, is a life-long process. At its 
heart is a participation in the drama of salvation, focused in the scripture 
and the communion. But it is also to seek to be steeped in the traditions of 
the Church. Hymns and prayers and other means put before us the resourc-
es of the past. Preaching and teaching draw on the wisdom of others. The 
Prayer Book, missal and hymn book are treasure stores from which we can 
each, variously, learn. Beyond this there are the other activities of prayer and 
study, of reading and shared witness and service that give shape to Christian 
discipleship both locally and in the wider Church. It is important, therefore, 
to pay attention to the routine of daily life in the Church for it is this that 
will create the images of Christian commitment and mould the lives of 
those that participate.

5.3. There are indeed classics

For Christians this is, first and foremost, the Bible. But we live in a genera-
tion for whom the Bible is a closed book, no longer the basic literature of 
education and culture. The plethora of new translations may not have been 
helpful. Even for practising Christians the selected readings heard weekly 
hardly begin to offer any real insights. We have to find our modern equiva-
lent of systematic daily reading through the scriptures. Moreover it has to be 
done in the light of two hundred years of critical historical scholarship. The 
Bible has to become both a living scripture and an historical resource in the 
religious quest of humanity.

There are also other Christian classics that have traditionally been used 
for devotional reading, a source of inspiration and wisdom: Augustine’s Con-
fessions, Julian’s Shewings, Thomas a Kempis’ Imitation of Christ, Bunyan’s Pil-
grim’s Progress, Bonhoeffer’s Cost of Discipleship, Henri Nouwen’s The Wounded 
Healer, and many others.114 There are convenient anthologies that open up 
wide selections very quickly, and many modern writers not only draw on 
them but offer introductions and commentary. Indeed this age is producing 
its own literature, some of which will themselves become classic.

Theological literacy is not primarily a matter of erudition—though the 
Church needs its theological high flyers. It is first and foremost about hav-
ing an open and inquisitive spirit that is glad to become engaged with the 
Christian story because that is the family to which we belong. Besides there 
is a great sense of reward and it is often real fun. James Stewart, in his classic 
on preaching admonishes his readers.

114. Augustine, Confessions (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992); Julian of Nor-
wich, Shewings (New York: Paulist Press, 1978); Thomas a Kempis, The Imitation of Christ 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1956); John Bunyan, Pilgrim’s Progress (Edinburgh: Banner of 
Truth, 1989); D. Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship (London: SCM Press, 1959); Henri 
Nouwen, The Wounded Healer (New York: Doubleday, 1972).
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There is another resource which will come powerfully to your aid . . . your fel-
lowship with the great minds of the centuries. . . . Keep alert to what theology 
is saying. Refresh your soul with the living waters of the spiritual classics—all 
these and many more are your rightful heritage: and who could dwell there 
and not be ‘strengthened in the inner man’ . . . Such intercourse will impart 
new qualities of breadth, insight, dignity and precision to all your work. There-
fore, in the words of the Apostolic injunction, ‘give heed to reading’.115

Stewart may have had the preacher in mind, but the preacher is enabling 
the congregations to enter into its heritage. This is a promise for the whole 
people of God.

5.4. There is a growing and continuing need to stimulate Christian reading and learning

It is encouraging to recall how many are engaged in various forms of theo-
logical education from evening classes and public lectures to degrees and 
research. It is also interesting that the present demand seems to be precisely 
to obtain familiarity with the foundational elements—Bible study, doctrine 
and spirituality. It seems that there is an instinctive awareness of a need to 
rediscover the tradition and to dig new foundations in a strange and chang-
ing world. And there is an increasing volume of good literature and other 
aids on the market; though there is also a ready supply of doubtful rubbish. 
Perhaps the greatest need is at the level of the local congregation where more 
could be done to introduce a sense of critical yet challenging exploration.

All this, however, cannot be left as a form of antiquarianism, of curios-
ity about their past. Our society is very good at creating theme parks and 
calling it heritage. Rather it is an engagement with the Gospel in the reali-
ties of the world. To be Christianly literate, like all theological activity, is an 
act of prayerful obedience, an offering of ourselves to God that we may be 
guided and used by his Spirit in the place where we have been set. Maybe 
something of what has been attempted here is summed up in the versicle 
and response from the 1662 Book of Common Prayer, itself a quote from 
scripture:

O Lord, save thy people and bless thy heritage.
O Lord, Govern them and lift them up forever.

115. James S. Stewart, Heralds of God (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1946), p. 197.
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Week Five, reading assignment  
for Year One
the Priestly Creation Story116

The Priestly creation story in Genesis 1–2:4a is one of the shortest and yet 
most tightly packed theological statements in the Bible. In its present form 
it dates from the time of the Restoration in the fifth century BCE. It had 
developed, however, over a much longer period and had been polished 
smooth by the time P gave it its final working. We must study it line by  
line in order to unpack the many levels of meaning in it. 

Let us go over the main points. 

First read Genesis 1–2:4a.

Then read again the biblical reference for each point in conjunction with  
the discussion.

1. God alone is the creator of all, with no divine helpers. The world is not 
simply shaped by God. (1:1)

2. God creates by speaking; God simply says, “Let there be . . . ,” and what 
is spoken comes to be. (1:3, 6, 9, etc.)

3. God creates light; it is not the gift of the sun, which shines only with the 
light God has given it. (1:3)

4. God keeps the waters of chaos in their place by calling for a firm dome 
to keep out the waters that are above and by gathering the waters below 
into the seas so that the dry land appears. (1:6–10)

5. The heavenly bodies—sun, moon, planets, and stars—which were thought 
to be gods by many cultures in the ancient Near East, are only creatures 
of God. (1:14–18)

6. The earth shares in the task of creation, though only at God’s com-
mand: the earth brings forth vegetation. The waters also bring forth  
sea creatures and the earth, animal life, but not in the same way as  
the earth brings forth vegetation. God creates the higher forms of life. 
(1:11, 20–21, 24–25)

7. God creates humankind in God’s own image and gives it dominion  
over all the creation. (1:26)

8. God creates humankind male and female, and this fact is connected 
closely with humankind’s creation in the divine image. (1:27)

116. Education for Ministry—Year One: Old Testament, 4th edition, ed. Patricia Bays  
(Sewanee, Tennessee: The University of the South, 2006), 29–46.
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9. God blesses humankind with sexuality and the gift of children. (1:28)

10. The final work of creation is God’s rest on the seventh day. (2:2)

The First Words

Even from this brief outline we can see some of the things that were on 
the mind of the author. First, one important aspect of this story cannot be 
seen in most English translations. Grammatically, the Hebrew begins in the 
middle of a sentence. What could this mean? Is it a mistake? Was the first 
corner of a manuscript lost? No, there is a theological meaning. Beginning  
a sentence in the middle is a way of saying, “We do not know what God was 
doing before our world came into being. Our knowledge cannot pry before 
the beginning of our world; God’s beginning is unknowable to us.”

God and Creation

Next, it is important to say, above all else, that God is completely different 
from everything else. Other religions may have said that there were all sorts 
of divine beings: animal monsters, heavenly bodies, the seas, storms—any-
thing that seemed powerful or mysterious. For the P writer, nothing in the 
world is divine. Rather, the whole universe is God’s creation. Some religions 
may have thought of at least part of the universe as being made out of the 
substance of the divine, flowing forth out of the god. For P, nothing of God 
flows into the universe; God is God, and all else that exists is not God and  
is not divine.

Third, there is no need to look to lesser gods for the fertility of the earth. 
Vegetable crops and animals are included in God’s design for the world, and 
the earth brings forth her increase at God’s command. The worship of Baals 
(fertility gods), with all the gross practices that went with it, is not necessary; 
indeed to worship them would be to deny the power of the one Creator.

Fourth, the whole creation leads up to the creation of humanity. Life 
has not been created in order to provide playthings for the gods nor to act 
as slave-servants to the gods. Humanity, man and woman, is created to be 
God’s representative in governing creation. It is a position of great dignity 
and worth.

Israel, the Chosen People

Each of these points was important in the life of Israel. She had been 
chosen to be God’s people; God had made a covenant with her and had 
promised that, through Israel, all the nations of the earth would be blessed. 
The covenant was the basis for all of Israel’s religious faith. After the Isra-
elites had settled in Canaan, they were tempted and led away from God to 
the worship of the Baals and the astral deities—the sun, moon, planets, and 
stars—which the other nations worshiped. The prophets constantly tried to 
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overcome the worship of these false gods so that Israel would be faithful to 
the covenant. When the northern kingdom was destroyed and the leaders 
of Judah (the southern kingdom) were carried into exile, the warnings of the 
prophets were shown to have been correct. Thus we can see the P writer—in 
the circumstance of exile—expressing in this story the true dignity of human-
kind and the complete sovereignty of God as these facts had been learned 
in Israel’s life and taught by the prophets. All of what Israel stood for was 
expressed by the covenant. This was how Israel knew God; God was the 
God who had made the covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob and who 
had sealed it at Sinai through Moses. This God, and this God alone, had 
created the nation of Israel, and this God alone had created the heavens and 
the earth and all things.

The creation story expresses the faith of Israel learned by her experience 
as the people of God’s covenant. Just as God had made Israel God’s people 
at Sinai, so also God had made all of humanity in God’s own image at 
creation. Both the covenant story and the creation story say the same thing: 
God has given humanity dignity and worth and dominion; therefore, the 
creation story reaches its climax in the creation of humankind.

The Sabbath

The P author does not end the story with the creation of humanity. The 
final day of creation is not the sixth, on which human beings are created, 
but the seventh, on which God rests. This rest does not mean only a mere 
recuperation from the exhaustion of creation. Rather it is a cessation of 
regular work in order to enjoy the fruits of that labor. God rests in order to 
enjoy creation. The P author, with special interest in the cult—the practices 
of worship—leads us to the practice of the Sabbath. This is not, however, 
a contradiction of what we have just said about the creation of humanity 
as the climax. The covenant, the basis of Israel’s faith in the dignity of all 
people, is what the Sabbath is all about. The Sabbath is the celebration of 
the covenant. Therefore, the story leads to two ends, both of which refer to 
the same central point of Israel’s faith: (1) God’s gift of life and authority—
a people under God—and (2) the Sabbath, which is the celebration of this 
people under God through the covenant.

You are not expected at this point in your studies to be able to feel all  
that is involved in the covenant. The point you should be able to grasp at 
this stage is that the P creation story sums up the experience of Israel and is 
not a simple childish story. You will come back to this story again and again, 
and the more you become familiar with the rest of the Old Testament, the 
more you will feel the power of it. Now look back again to the beginning  
of the story, and we will go over it more closely.
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The Priestly Creation Story

This verse, which looks so simple in the English translation, is very strange 
in the Hebrew because it begins mid-sentence. The text can be translated, 
carrying it on through verse three, in several ways. (1) “In the beginning God 
created the heavens and the earth. The earth was without form and void, 
and darkness. . . .” (2) “When God began to create the heavens and  
the earth, the earth was without form and void, and darkness. . . .” (3) “In 
the beginning of God’s creating of the heavens and the earth—(when) the 
earth was without form and void, and darkness was upon the face of the 
deep, and the wind of God was moving over the face of the waters—God 
said, ‘Let there be. . . .’” None of these translations really fits the text as we 
have it, but each one is possible. Somewhat closer might be to start with  
an ellipsis “. . . ” and then use the wording of option 3 above.

What difference would it make which translation we pick? Some people 
have argued that if we use the first one, there is nothing before God creates. 
God creates the heavens and the earth, and they are formless and empty un-
til God then shapes and fills them. While it is fine theology to believe God 
created from nothing—ex nihilo is the Latin phrase that is used—Genesis 1 
does not make such a claim. If we take the second or third translation, there 
is already a formless empty abyss and God begins to create; God shapes and 
fills a chaos that already existed.

Dualism

Later theology, especially Christian theology, has insisted that God cre-
ated out of nothing not simply as a way of choosing one of these transla-
tions over the other. Theologians have been trying to oppose a point of 
view which was very common in the world of the first few centuries of the 
Christian era and is still very much with us. This point of view is called 
dualism. It says that there are two aspects of the world: the material and 
the nonmaterial, sometimes called the “spiritual.” The material is usually 
regarded as less good, sometimes evil. Theologians have not wanted to 
say that there was something, anything, already existing when God began 
creation, because this already existing something, chaos, could be used by 
the dualists to refer to matter, the material stuff, which God shaped. They 
could then say that this matter is the source of evil. So the theologians 
said that God created ex nihilo, out of nothing; anything and everything 
that is, matter included, is created by God and is good. You can begin to 
see here that many beliefs, many truths, are not stated explicitly by every 
biblical passage on a similar theme.

Dualism had a great effect on the thinking of the early church. It came 
from eastern roots. In Persia the religion of Zoroastrianism taught that there 
were two gods, one evil and one good. The good god was the god of light; 
the evil god, the god of darkness. (The name of the god of light, Mazda, is 
known to many people although they may not know where it originated.) 
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A man named Mani, who was greatly influenced by Zoroastrianism, devel-
oped a religion, dualistic in nature, that prescribed ways of combating the 
power of the material world and escaping into the world of spirit and light. 
His religion, usually called Manichaeism, flourished in the third and fourth 
centuries, especially in North Africa, and influenced many Christians. St. 
Augustine, one of the greatest theologians of the church, was a Manichee 
before he converted to Christianity.

Plato

The teachings of the great pre-Christian philosopher Plato have also led to 
dualistic conclusions. Plato taught that, although individual things in this 
world come and go—they are born and they die, they come into being and 
they decay—there lie behind the individual things the ideas of them. There 
are many individual trees, each different to some degree from the others and 
each destined to die and decay, but each is a partial representation of the 
idea Tree. The idea contains all that it is possible for a tree to be; it is com-
plete and single, not needing many separate examples of itself to express its 
completeness; it lasts forever, eternally existing while the individual represen-
tations of it come and go. Why Plato said this, what problems he was trying 
to understand, we shall look at later. The fact that he said it, however, allowed 
people of a later time—during the third through the fifth centuries CE—to 
develop a religion that was dualistic in a much more subtle and sophisticated 
way than was Manichaeism. The Neo-Platonists taught that the ultimate One 
lies beyond all things, and it is impossible to speak of that One at all. The 
via negativa is all that is possible. From the One all the rest of the universe 
emanates as light emanates, flows, or shines from a light bulb or a candle. 
The farther away from the source, the less like the One a thing becomes, until 
finally, at the farthest remove, there is matter. A human being, according to 
Neo-Platonism, is really spirit, akin to the One, but the spirit is trapped in a 
material body. Below humanity there is no spirit; all is merely material. Only 
by mystical exercises can humankind rise above the material body and reach 
union with the One. This point of view has influenced much of Christian 
piety. Augustine was also a Neo-Platonist before becoming a Christian.

Whatever the correct translation of this verse may be, theologians were 
right in thinking that the Old Testament opposed dualism. The Hebrews did 
not make a distinction between matter and “spirit.” As we shall see in the 
JE (Yahwist-Elohist) creation story, the first human being is made from the 
dust of the earth and has life breathed into him so that he becomes “a living 
being.” The entire creature, without division into body and spirit, is a living 
being. When the Christian church said that Jesus is the word of God made 
flesh, it also spoke against any kind of dualism.

This is why many theologians prefer the reading of verse one that says, 
“In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” But there is no 
way to decide on the basis of the text itself. The P writer has other ways of 
dealing with the problem of dualism.
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Genesis 1:2

Whichever way you translate the first verse, when the earth appears it is 
without form and void—that is, it is chaotic, empty of all form, design, 
or meaning—and darkness is upon the face of “the deep.” “The deep” is a 
translation of the Hebrew word tehom. Behind this word there lies a whole 
mythic tradition. In the ancient world of the Mesopotamian basin there ex-
isted a story of the creation of the world by means of a great battle between 
a warrior god and a dragon, a sea-monster, who represented watery chaos. To 
many peoples who lived in desert lands far from the sea, the sea was fear-
some. Its great storms were powerful and destroyed ships and houses built 
close to the shores. Stories of sea monsters were told by returning sailors. 
So “the deep,” the waters of the sea with its monsters, was a symbol of 
chaos to the ancient people.

The Babylonian creation myth is a long story about the birth of vari-
ous gods and about the eventual conflict between the god Marduk and the 
goddess Tiamat. In the course of the conflict, Tiamat is slain, and it is from 
her body that the firmament, the great dome of heaven, is made. It is worth 
noting here that the name Tiamat is closely related linguistically to tehom. By 
slaying Tiamat, the chaos monster, the monster of the deep, Marduk makes 
it possible for order to reign.

Much has been made of the common background out of which the 
Babylonian and the Hebrew creation stories come. The differences between 
the stories are more important—and more instructive—than their similarities. 
The Babylonian myth is an involved story of the birth of the gods and of 
the struggles among them for supremacy. Human beings are created almost 
as an afterthought, to serve as slaves for the gods, tending the earth so that 
the gods might have leisure. In the P story, the reference to “the deep” is 
virtually the sole remnant of this older myth. There is no birth of God; God 
is there before the story begins. Only by taking a broad meaning of myth 
as we have done can the P story be called a myth at all. P has stripped the 
narrative of all features of a “story about the gods” and has reduced it to a 
statement of doctrine, using the older myth as a framework only. By using 
an older framework with which people were familiar, the writer is also able 
to “start where they are” and show them greater truth.

The capriciousness of the gods and the denigration of humanity in the 
Babylonian myth stand in complete contrast to the picture of the sovereign 
and loving God of the Hebrew story. Nothing is told of God except God’s 
acts toward the world he is creating. No questions of God’s origins are 
raised; no relationship to any other god is assumed (until we get to the  
plural pronouns in verse 26); and the dignity of humankind toward which 
the whole story moves is a contradiction of the Babylonian estimate of  
human worth.

Still, the symbol of chaos, tehom, the deep, like Tiamat—the monster of 
the deep—is important. Chaos, or the threat of chaos, is always present in 
life. We know that we are insecure in the world we live in. We feel the threat 
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of destruction. The world itself is not secure. The ancients felt this, too, in 
the dark, a storm at sea, a tornado, wild forces of any kind. As the P story 
of creation unfolds, by bringing order to chaos, God takes possession of it 
and subdues it. In Hebrew thought, it is God alone who keeps chaos under 
control. In the story of Jonah, a man who refuses to obey the word of God 
finds himself thrown back into chaos where he is swallowed up by the very 
monster of the deep herself. Jonah returns to dry land when he promises to 
obey God.

There is an additional level of meaning in the use of tehom/Tiamat. 
Since the Priestly account comes to us through the experience of exile, 
using the term may be a subtle way for the Israelites to remember that ulti-
mately the Lord and not the Babylonian gods is the source of all creation. 
(We see another example of this with the creation of the sun and moon.)

The wind or storm of God was moving over the chaos. The word that the 
English Bible translates “spirit” is ruach (pronounced ROO-ahk). This word 
can mean “spirit,” but also means “wind, breath, or storm.” In this verse, the 
picture is that of the great divine wind blowing storm-like over the sea, or 
“hovering” over the deep like a great bird about to light on its nest, especial-
ly one incubating its eggs. The “spirit” of God here should not be thought of 
as acting to create; it is simply there, a storm, almost part of the chaos itself 
in wildness, yet showing forth the presence of God about to create, to bring 
order into the chaos. The image of the “hovering” of the spirit is one of 
almost-life, of the care and tending immediately before birth.

Genesis 1:3

Light is created. It is not some god-like stuff that flows from God into the 
darkness. Some religions have thought of light itself as a god. With the fear 
of darkness that most people have, it is understandable that light should be 
thought of as divine, as saving in some way and giving safety. In Genesis 
light is from God. God alone is the source of the safety that light brings. 
Notice also that light is created before the sun, stars, and moon. Light does 
not come from them, according to this story, but directly from God.

The form of words in verse 3 is important: “God said . . . .” God creates 
by his word. In the P account God creates by speech alone. This shows God 
separated from his creation and speaking to it. It portrays God with such 
immense power that it takes only a word for there to be a creative response. 
Later philosophers and theologians speak of both the transcendence of God 
and immanence of God. Transcendence refers to the separateness of God 
from God’s creation; immanence refers to God’s nearness. The creation-
by-speech here in Genesis 1 shows God’s transcendence. In Genesis 2 the 
immanence of God is evident in the manner of creation, for God shapes  
the clay.

Thought about God swings between these two poles. On the one hand,  
if God is not transcendent, God tends to become confused with the rest of 
the world. Pantheism is a form of religion that overemphasizes the imma-
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nence of God at the expense of transcendence. The term means literally 
“all is God.” Stoicism is an ancient religion, prominent in the world of the 
first few centuries of the Christian era, which is pantheistic. Much modern 
thought tends also toward pantheism, confusing nature with God. Unless 
God is not the world, God loses the dimension of divinity.

On the other hand, if God is not immanent, near to us, then God is 
irrelevant. A merely transcendent god who was not accessible to his people 
could not even be known, let alone worshiped. In the eighteenth century, 
when people were supremely confident in the power of human reason to 
know and understand all things, a view of the world developed that did not 
allow God to have any significant relationships with the world. The universe 
was thought to be like a huge machine, operating according to the laws 
inherent in it. A theological school of thought called deism pictured God as 
a clockmaker. God designed the universe and made it as a clockmaker makes 
a clock, in such a way that it could continue to run on its own. Then God 
withdrew from it, allowing it to run in accordance with its inherent laws, 
never intervening again. This is a doctrine of God that overemphasizes the 
divine transcendence. If it be true, there is no point in praying to God or 
expecting any relationship with God other than adoration for the work that 
the almighty has done in time long past.

By saying that God creates both by the word and by handling the stuff 
of creation, the biblical writers express both the transcendence and the im-
manence of God. God is the one who stands over against us, completely 
different from us, and speaks the divine word to us; God is also the one who 
is immersed deeply in the world with the stuff of it clinging to God’s hands. 
God is not the world, but God is deeply involved in it.

There is one further point that P wants to make: the world is “good.” It 
is like a refrain in a song. Here, God declares the light to be good. This does 
not simply mean that it is pleasant or beautiful. God also creates the great 
sea monsters and creeping things and calls them good. When God calls 
them all good, the meaning is that they fit in with the great overall purpose 
of creation. They have their place in the grand design. The goodness of 
creation is based on God’s purpose, not on our sense of beauty.

Genesis 1:4–5

Notice that although God creates the light, darkness is not created. God sep-
arates the light from the darkness, but darkness continues. Primitive people, 
like many of us moderns, feared the darkness, especially when there was no 
moon or when it was cloudy so that there were no stars. Evil spirits—and evil 
people—can work their wills in the darkness.

Notice also that, even though God does not create darkness, God calls 
the light “day” and the darkness “night.” In naming the darkness God takes 
possession of it. Throughout our study of the Old Testament we become 
aware of the power that ancient people ascribed to the act of naming. If you 
were able to name something, you had power over it. Even today we see 
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something of this. A parent gives a newborn child her or his name; the child 
has nothing to say about it. When children grow up, they can legally change 
their names, but while they are children, it is the parents who decide what 
they shall be called. It may be that the custom that teenage children have  
of taking a nickname by which their friends know them is an unconscious 
attempt to break loose from the bonds of parental control. A remnant of 
this control-by-naming can also be seen in the care with which some people 
try to ensure that coworkers never discover that childhood nickname. To 
know someone’s embarrassing nickname would be tantamount to having  
a certain degree of control over the person.

In the Old Testament we see events in which God changes a person’s 
name: Abram is changed to Abraham, Jacob to Israel. The meaning of the 
name is not as important as the fact that God has changed it and has thereby 
claimed the person. When God names the darkness “night,” God claims it, 
takes possession of it, and thereby restrains it by his power. We said earlier, 
in discussing the first verse, that P had ways of combating dualism: This is 
one of them. The possibility of chaos taking control of God’s creation is 
overcome because God takes possession of darkness and is Lord of the night 
as well as of the day.

The final sentence in verse 5 shows the Hebrew system for counting the 
days: A day goes from evening to evening, not from morning to morning as 
ours does. In Jewish custom this is still so; the Sabbath, for example, does 
not begin on Saturday morning, but on Friday evening at sundown. In the 
Christian church holy days are first celebrated on the evening before. Christ-
mas eve and Hallowe’en (which is “All Hallows’ Eve,” the eve of All Saints’ 
Day) are well-known examples, but the rule applies in all cases. Worship 
services held on such “eves” characteristically contain prayers and scripture 
readings concerned with the theme of the holy day itself.

Genesis 1:6–8

The word translated “firmament” means a hammered metal bowl; the firma-
ment is like a great upside-down metal bowl that separates the waters. In this 
imagery we have the ancient view of a three-tiered universe, which was held, 
with modifications, until the sixteenth century CE when Copernicus put 
forth his theory of the motion of the planets around the sun. In the Genesis 
picture, the earth is a disk with waters beneath it and the firmament above it 
holding back the waters. So the three tiers are the waters under the earth, the 
earth, and the waters above the firmament. We see this cosmology (picture 
of the earth) again in the second of the Ten Commandments, when we  
read, “You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether in anything that is  
in heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water un-
der the earth. . . .” The reason for this commandment is that all the things  
in this three-tiered universe are creatures, not God.

Notice that heaven is not the sacred dwelling-place of God; it is simply 
the firmament. God dwells above heaven. The important point about this  
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is not that it tells us where God is, but that it says God is not to be localized 
in any point within creation.

The creation of the firmament to keep the waters in their proper place 
reflects the ancient fear of water in large quantities; a deluge of water sym-
bolizes chaos. Once again, the P writer deals with chaos and dualism. Chaos 
is held in check by the firmament, which God has made. Humankind is 
dependent only on the good God for safety. In the P account of the story  
of Noah and the flood, God opens the windows of heaven and the springs 
of the deep and releases the waters of chaos to destroy a large part of cre-
ation. As we see when we study that story, God makes a covenant with 
Noah promising never to do that again—God’s creation shall stand and  
the watery chaos be held back forever.

Genesis 1:9–10

Again we see the fear of water, and God sets the proper limits of the seas so 
that the dry land appears. This is a different form of the creative act of God 
of withholding the power of chaos.

By having God name the dry land “Earth” and the waters that were 
gathered together “seas,” the P writer is using the names of powerful gods in 
ancient religions. Because God both creates and names these, we are to see 
that they are merely creatures, not gods. The P writer thus combats the influ-
ence of polytheism (belief in many gods). Once again comes the refrain: 
“And God saw that it was good.”

Notice that the refrain did not occur at the end of the second day when 
the firmament was constructed. This formula of approbation does not reap-
pear until the seas and the dry land are created. This is because the creation 
of the firmament is only part of the complex work of creating the world of 
cosmos within which the rest of creation will take place. The formula of ap-
probation designates the completion of an act. On the second day a creative 
act is left incomplete, and on the third day two acts occur. The fact that two 
days are spanned shows that P is using older traditional material, fitting it, 
sometimes awkwardly, into a seven-day scheme. The liturgical interest of P, 
the concern that the whole story leads up to the Sabbath, compels the use  
of a seven-day scheme and the fitting of material into that scheme as neatly 
as possible.

Genesis 1:11–13

In the ancient world, wherever the growing of crops took the place of hunt-
ing or herding as the chief means of life and livelihood, people became 
concerned about the fertility of the earth. Without the proper mixture of 
good soil, water, and sunlight, the crops would not grow. Almost all agricul-
tural societies have religions that try to bring about the fertility of the earth. 
In the ancient Near East these religions often tried to do this by practicing 
sacred prostitution. By having sexual relations with a temple prostitute, one 

EfM D 179-292_part2.indd   210 7/26/16   3:23 PM



Reading and Reflection guide, Volume d | 211 

 suPPlemental Readings in the chRistian tRadition | weeK fiVe, Reading assignment foR YeaR one 

guaranteed that the land would be fertile. In these verses the P writer com-
bats this kind of religion.

Plant life is created by God. But notice how this happens. Previously, 
God has created by his word. Here God speaks to the earth, commanding 
it to “put forth” vegetation. P does not try to deny the obvious fertility of 
the earth. The wonder of the seasonal rebirth of green things from the earth 
is too clear to be denied. But P has the earth act at God’s command. The 
earth’s fertility is God’s gift.

The reference to “plants yielding seed and fruit trees of every kind on 
earth that bear fruit in it” is to grasses and herbs that yield seed directly, and 
those plants and trees that have their seed inside a fruit or nut. That is, all 
kinds of plants have within them the means of reproduction. The earth is 
fertile and plants have the power to reproduce, due to the command of the 
word of God. The self-contained powers of nature to bring forth life are not 
nature’s own; nature is a creature. And it is good.

Agricultural fertility cults frequently have in their mythology a dying 
and rising god. When scholars of the history of religion noticed this, and 
especially when they saw the forms it took in the Near East, many of them 
suggested that this accounted for the Christian belief in the death and resur-
rection of Jesus. This, they thought, was simply a variant on the dying and 
rising god of the agricultural fertility cults. In fact there is much of the sym-
bolism of the rebirth of nature in the proper celebrations of Easter. The lily, 
the rabbits, Easter eggs, all speak of the rebirth of natural life. (But for those 
of us who live in the northern hemisphere, it is too easy to drift into a belief 
that Jesus’ resurrection was somehow part of the natural order, rather than a 
gracious act of a loving God.)

The ancient Hebrews were surrounded by these kinds of religions, par-
ticularly in the myths surrounding Baal, the Canaanite god of fertility, and 
Anath, his sister. The myth tells of the death of Baal. The god of death, Mot, 
holds Baal in the prison of death. Anath goes to Mot, slays him and cuts up 
his body, casting it about over the land, and Baal comes back to life. The 
prophets of Israel constantly fought against Baal worship. Israel had been 
created as a nation by God and must remain faithful to him. Still, the need 
for successful agriculture was obvious. In the P creation story the author 
maintains that the God of the deliverance from Egypt is also the one who 
gives fertility to the earth. Faithfulness to the covenant will suffice to ensure 
the fertility of the land.

The figure of Jesus comes out of this kind of background. There can be 
no possibility of adequately describing his death and resurrection in the 
terms of the fertility cults. His death was a once-for-all event and his resur-
rection has its meaning only in connection with the promises God made  
to Israel in the covenant. It speaks not of life coming naturally out of death, 
but of God being faithful to God’s promises.
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Genesis 1:14–19

On the fourth day the heavenly bodies are created. Worship of the astral dei-
ties—the sun, moon, stars, and planets—was widespread in the ancient world. 
Indeed, almost anywhere you go around the world you will find evidence  
of such worship. The stars and planets are one feature of nature that is there 
for all to see. Hunting tribes may not be concerned with growing crops; 
different animals that have been worshiped may not be known in places far 
from where they live; oceans may be unknown to inland dwellers, and des-
erts with their sandstorms may be unfamiliar to people who live along the 
coasts. But the lights of the heavens can be seen anywhere in the world.

One of the things about the stars that impresses people who pay close 
attention is that they move with such regularity. We are sometimes amazed 
that our astronomers can predict with accuracy where a particular planet  
will be at a specific time, but the ancient astronomers could do this, too.  
Ancient people were impressed with the fact that, although much in life  
was uncertain, the movement of the stars was always the same.

Because of the regularity of the heavenly bodies, many believed that the 
stars controlled everything else and determined what was to happen on 
earth. Even today astrology, the study of the stars to see what they tell of 
life, is popular. Some people really believe what their horoscopes say. Others 
may view astrology as mere superstition, but in ancient times it was a serious 
matter. All of life was thought to be governed by the astral deities. Men and 
women, in this view, simply live out lives that have already been determined 
at the time of their birth. They have no freedom and nothing much matters, 
since all is determined in advance.

For Israel, however, this could not be so. God had called the people Israel 
and made a covenant with them. God would be their God and bless them, 
and they were to keep God’s commandments. Israel could be faithful to God 
or unfaithful. Israel was free—to obey or disobey. Therefore, Israel was respon-
sible for what she did. To believe in the astral deities and their control over 
life was a denial both of the lordship of God and of human responsibility.

The P editor says that God created the lights in the firmament—they are 
not gods. Although P used the names of the gods Earth and Sea, “Sun” and 
“Moon” are not used. By using the clumsy expressions “greater light” and 
“lesser light,” P makes it plain that these, too, are creatures of God. We may 
have here another example of the exiled Israelites being able to find a “safe” 
way to jeer at their captors. “You worship ‘big light’ and ‘little light,’” they 
are saying, “while we worship the creator of all that is.”

The heavenly bodies are creatures of God, and they have quite simple 
jobs to do. They do not control the lives of people: they are the means by 
which to tell time! They divide the day from the night and they mark off  
the seasons and the years. They also give light on the earth, but it is not  
their own light, but the light that God created first of all creatures. This,  
too, is good; another act of creation is completed. With this, the cosmos 
(the universe itself) is finished.
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Genesis 1:20–23

On the fifth day living beings are created, beginning with those that are 
least like humans and moving, on the sixth day, to humankind, which is 
created in the image and likeness of God. Living creatures are treated in 
a special way in this story. The plants, which were brought forth from the 
earth, are not thought to be forms of life. They have their seed and repro-
duce, but they are not called living creatures. When we look at this first 
creation story, we see that humans were allowed to eat vegetables but not 
meat. The life given to God’s creatures is sacred and is not to be taken away 
by any other creature.

There is a Hebrew word used in this chapter that is not translated into 
English in every instance. When used of human beings, the word nephesh 
is usually translated “soul.” But when used of other members of the ani-
mal world, it is often left out. This is unfortunate, for the P writer’s use of 
nephesh makes some important theological points. There is no simple Eng-
lish word or phrase to cover the two aspects of nephesh. It refers to the life 
force that separates animals from rocks, for instance, or stars, and also from 
plants. Nephesh also refers to the individuality of each creature. We are ac-
customed to recognizing each human being as unique; the P writer believes 
every animal—even the “creepy crawlies”—is unique to God.

Of the living creatures, first the sea monsters are created, then the rest of 
the sea creatures and the birds. The seas have been separated from the dry 
land and held in their place—chaos has been controlled. Now even the fear-
some monsters of chaos are discovered to be creatures of God and are called 
good; they are nothing to fear. These living creatures are then given the gift 
of procreation as a blessing. Even for living creatures, fertility is not simply 
a power contained within them but is a special gift from God. Only God is 
the source of creativity.

Verse 21 uses the verb bara: create. This is a different verb from those 
used before, except in verse 1 when bara is used for the whole process of 
creation. This verb never has anyone or anything except God as subject. 
Both God and people can “make,” “shape,” “form,” and so on; only God  
is said to bara.

Genesis 1:24–25

On the sixth day the earth brings forth living creatures: domestic animals 
(cattle), wild animals (beasts), and creeping things—all the forms of life on 
dry land. All are connected very closely with the earth, which acts as media-
tor of God’s creation. There is no blessing or command to be fruitful; ap-
parently, as with the plants, this is part of their nature. Perhaps the blessing 
was necessary for the creatures which came from the sea because the sea was 
not given the ability to give power to reproduce. This is the suggestion that 
Gerhard von Rad makes in his book on Genesis. He says, The absence here 
of divine blessing is intentional. Only indirectly do the animals receive the 
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power of procreation from God; they receive it directly from the earth, the 
creative potency of which is acknowledged throughout. Water, by creation, 
stands lower in rank than the earth; it could not be summoned by God to 
creative participation. (p. 57)

Yet in verse 20 it seems that the same command is given to the waters 
as was given to the earth: “Let the waters bring forth. . . .” This is a case 
in which the English translation is somewhat misleading. In the Hebrew 
three different verbs are used in those places where the English reads “bring 
forth.” In verse 11 the verb is dasha, “to yield tender grass,” and it is in the 
causative form—“cause to yield tender grass.” In verse 12, the verb is yatsa, 
“to go out,” again in the causative—“cause to go out.” Thus in the case of 
the earth’s “bringing forth” vegetation, the verb is in the causative: the 
earth causes the grass to come forth. In verse 2 also the verb is yatsa in the 
causative, so the earth causes the living creatures to come forth. In verse 
20, however, the verb is sharats, “to swarm,” and it is in the simple form not 
indicating causation. Verse 20, therefore, means, “Let the waters swarm with 
living creatures. . . .” God created them directly, without the mediation of 
the waters, and gave them the power to reproduce.

The real significant contrast seems to be not so much between the crea-
tures of the water, the birds of the air, and the animals of the dry land, but 
between the animals and human beings. The animals are closely tied to the 
earth, whereas humans are more intimately related to their creator.

Genesis 1:26–28

This is the climax of the story. In all the other acts of creation the form of 
words is very direct: “Let there be . . .”; “Let the earth put forth . . . .” Here, 
God takes counsel with God’s self for a more deliberate and important act: 
“Let us make man in our image, after our likeness.” This is a very strange 
expression. The name for God in this story is Elohim. When we discussed this 
before, noting that it is the name which the E writer uses and also the P writer 
at this point in the story, we mentioned that the word is in the plural: the 
gods. We also said that there was no doubt that both E and P believed in only 
one God. All through this story of creation the word Elohim has been trans-
lated “God,” but now, in verse 26, the plural is used: “Let us . . . in our. . . .”

In the ancient world the idea of a heavenly court was common. The main 
god was surrounded by other heavenly beings the way a king or queen is at-
tended by the members of an earthly court. In most of the old religions the 
court was made up of lesser gods. In the Old Testament there was only one 
God, but God was frequently pictured as being served by a court. In some 
present-day eucharistic liturgies this same imagery occurs: “Therefore with 
Angels and Archangels, and with all the company of heaven. . . .”

God is submerging God’s self in the heavenly court. “Man” is made in 
God’s image. “Man” is like God, but is also quite distinct from God. The 
P writer in this whole section seems to be saying these two things about 
humankind. On the one hand P uses the words “image” and “likeness”: An 
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“image” is a copy of the original, like a statue, and a “likeness” is an outline 
or silhouette. This would indicate a very close likeness to God, even in a 
physical sense. On the other hand, God is submerged into the heavenly 
court, so the likeness to God must be somewhat blurred.

In addition, the Hebrew word for man used here is ‘adam (the same word 
that later will be used as a proper name, Adam). This word is closely related 
to the word for earth, ‘adamah. Thus P also shows that though humankind 
differs from the animals, it remains tied to the earth and therefore to the 
animals and indeed the rest of creation.

The result of this very subtle use of words is to give a picture of human-
kind (“man,” male and female: see below) as a being who is very much a 
creature, not to be confused with God, but one who stands in a very special 
relationship to God and is very much like God. It would seem that the point 
here is not so much to say that humanity, as the image of God, can give us 
an idea of what God is like, as it is to say that humanity is to act like God in 
the world: God gives human beings dominion over all the living things in 
the world. Their purpose is not to rule, but to act as God’s agent or steward.

It was a common practice in the ancient world for statues of a king to 
be set up throughout his realm. These were not regarded simply as carved 
statues, but as the king’s representatives, looking out for his interests in those 
places where the king himself could not always be. This seems to be the idea 
expressed here: Humankind is God’s representative, looking after God’s 
interests in the world. This authority, dominion over God’s creation, is given 
in the creation.

‘Adam is not a sexually specific word. There is another word for a male 
person: ‘ish. In spite of the male domination of ancient society, P means 
both “man” and “woman” when he uses ‘adam. (Notice the change of pro-
nouns in v. 27: “In the image of God he created them, male and female he 
created them.”) In the P account, sexuality, male and female together mak-
ing up ‘adam, is a direct creation by God from the outset. (The JE story has 
woman made after man.) God blesses and commands humankind to procre-
ate: “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it.” Sexuality, 
then, is a gift of creation, a blessing, and a command.

Genesis 1:29–31

Notice that there is a limit to human dominion: Only vegetables may be 
eaten. Both humans and beasts are given vegetables for their food, though 
to humans both herbs and fruit are allowed while the animals have only 
herbs (green plants). The shedding of blood is not part of the divine plan for 
creation. In the Old Testament it is a basic belief that “in the blood is the 
life.” God alone gives life, and it is not to be taken. Those who spill blood 
put an end to what cannot be revived. Later visions of the perfect time that 
will come when God brings in the kingdom show animals and humans 
living without shedding blood. The P writer, of course, knows that both 
animals and humans eat flesh, but a complete respect for life leads the writer 
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to say that this is not part of God’s plan. We shall see that P has God give 
animals to humans for food at the time of Noah. Even then the blood is  
not to be eaten. It is to be poured out to God as giver of life.

The final refrain is emphatic: “. . . indeed, it was very good.” The world  
as it comes from the hand of God is perfect. This is the basic faith expressed 
in the Old Testament: whatever evil there is now in the world is not due 
to God. As God created the world there was no evil in it, and no dualistic 
power of evil. As the JE account will go on to show, evil comes when hu-
man beings overreach their assigned role. Not content to be God’s represen-
tatives in the world, humans aspire to be as gods themselves.

Genesis 2:1–3

We would expect the P writer to say that creation ended on the sixth day, 
but this does not happen. God finished the work by resting on the seventh 
day. Rest is part of creation. To us rest sounds like doing nothing. To those 
who have to work until they are exhausted, to fight for the very possibility 
of life, leaving the old to die by themselves because there is no time to tend 
to them and still carry on the struggle for life, rest is an activity of sheer bliss. 
This is the kind of life that was usual for the ancient people, and is still true 
for most of the earth’s people now. Rest, for them, is a necessary activity of 
life; without it, life is ground down into death. Thus the seventh day is not 
a day apart from creation, but the time of the creation of the act of rest. The 
Sabbath, in the Israelite calendar, is not a day of inactivity, but a day when 
work is not done so that rest may be done. As a celebration of the covenant, 
the Sabbath was especially seen as the day of recreation, of being restored to 
the very basis of life. God has hallowed, set apart, this day for this use. Verse 
4a says that all this is a genealogy, the generations of the heavens and the 
earth. P usually puts this kind of verse first as a title. Here, since the creation 
story has its own introduction, it had to be put at the end.

Summary

1) Dualism is rejected. Light is created and comes from God. Though light is 
good and necessary, it is not to be worshiped. Darkness, though it is fear-
some because it conceals evil action and makes it easier to commit evil, is 
not in itself to be feared; God claimed it and is Lord of it when God named 
it “night.” The waters of chaos are set within their proper limits by God: the 
waters above are held out by the firmament and the other waters are gath-
ered together as the seas and kept in their place by God’s command. The 
monsters of the deep are like playthings to God, who created them and gave 
them the seas in which to roam. All this may sound very far from our way 
of thinking, but its message to us is clear. Biblical faith does not allow us to 
call anything that God has made evil or unclean, nor does it support our 
fears of the unknown. God is behind all that is, and we need fear nothing 
but God’s absence.
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2) God is both transcendent and immanent. God is the absolute Lord over 
creation. Nothing else is to be mistaken for God and worshiped. This means 
that we need not bow down before anything in the world! But God is also 
very near to everything in the world. God is involved in creation, so that we 
cannot treat anything that God has made as though it did not matter. The 
immanent side of God is presented more explicitly in the creation account 
of Genesis 2.

3) There is freedom in the world. Nature acts as God has created it to act, but it 
does so in respect to God’s command to it. Human beings are given a role 
to play in God’s design, but they must respond from their own freedom. 
The sun, moon, and stars do not control the things that happen. Nothing is 
decreed beforehand and sealed in fate. The astral bodies measure time, but 
they do not control it.

4) Creation is fertile by the gift of God. Ancient people thought that the powers 
of nature that gave or withheld fertility had to be worshiped. P says that fer-
tility is from God, and God alone is to be worshiped. This belief, by assuring 
us that nature is not sacred, has allowed us to subdue it and bring it under 
our control. Much mischief has been done under the auspices of this word 
“subdue.” The notion is one of responsible stewardship, not at all one of 
exploitation. We need now to remember that it belongs to God and brings 
its resources to us as a gift; ours to control, it is not ours to plunder.

5) Humanity is in the image of God. Humankind is shaped after the pattern of 
the elohim. This strange imagery both expresses the dignity of humankind 
and sets its limits. “Man,” male and female, is like God, but is not to be 
confused with God.

6) “Man’’ includes woman. Sexuality is not simply a sign of our kinship with 
the animals and therefore a lower bestial function to be concealed and  
denied as unworthy of us. Humankind, ‘adam, is not complete as male  
or female; neither is humankind originally a complete being, solitary and 
alone, who later “falls” into sexuality. From the outset God created human-
kind so that both sexes were needed for completeness. The modern notion 
of the self-sufficient individual is ruled out by this, as is the idea of male 
superiority. (This is quite remarkable since the place of women in ancient 
society, Hebrew included, was definitely lower than that of men. We can  
see this, and how it was made somewhat better, when we turn to the JE 
creation story.)

7) Human beings are God’s representatives. Although the blessing of reproduc-
tion is given to humankind and animals alike, only human beings are com-
manded to fill the earth and subdue it. This has sometimes been taken to 
mean that we are given complete ownership of the world, but this is not the 
case. Humanity is God’s steward. It is to fill the earth so that God may be 
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represented everywhere and to subdue the earth for the purposes of God.  
In spite of being made in God’s image and being given the dominion,  
‘adam is still connected to ‘adamah: that is, ‘adam is of the earth and thus 
has limits set.

In these terms the P writer sees a perfection in humanity’s original relation-
ship to God and to the world. There is no downgrading of humanity as a 
mere puppet or slave to a tyrannical God; “man” (male and female) has 
great dignity and value. The terms of human dignity are clearly spelled out. 
The P writer was well aware of the fact that humankind had sunk to a level 
lower than that of the beasts, that we had denied our own dignity and taken 
it away from others, that we were such as to be worthy of complete condem-
nation before the righteousness of God. This merely points up the rightness 
of the terms of human life which humankind has violated. All, even the 
downfall of humankind, is set within the order which God has created.
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Week twelve, reading assignment  
for Year Four
God as trinity: an approach through Prayer117

I. Why The Neglect Of The Doctrine Of The Trinity Today? 

Christians confronted with the claims of other religions may be aware that 
their faith can be distinguished from other brands of theism by its particular 
kind of trinitarian structure. It is neither bald, undifferentiated monotheism, 
nor is it polytheism. Yet the majority of Christians in the West today, it must 
be admitted, would be hard pressed even to give an account, let alone a de-
fense, of the developed doctrine of the Trinity as expressed in Christianity’s 
historic creeds and the documents of its Councils. Most professing Chris-
tians know how to use the language of Father, Son and Spirit in the varied 
and unsystematic way that we find in the New Testament. There are ‘rules’ 
for this language that are generally acknowledged in the Church. Christians 
know that there is something wholly inappropriate, for instance, in saying 
that ‘God the Father died on the cross’, even if they cannot give a coherent 
explanation of the reason. The way Luke unfolds the story of God’s salva-
tion is the dominant influence here in controlling our use of the language of 
Father, Son and Spirit: at the historical level there was first the Father God 
of the Old Testament, then the Son, then, at the Son’s ‘departure’, the Spirit. 

What many perhaps do not realise is that efficiency in operating the 
‘rules’ of this New Testament language is still a very far cry from acknowl-
edgement of God as Trinity. Even Paul’s familiar grace in 2 Cor. 13.14 is 
not trinitarian in this stricter sense: ‘the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and 
the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit’ clearly indicates that 
‘God’ here means the Father alone, despite the close (but theologically un-
clarified) juxtaposition of Son and Spirit. 

The developed doctrine of the Trinity, then, is another matter. This was 
enunciated by the end of the fourth century, and is implied by the Nicene 
creed, the creed used today in most celebrations of the eucharist. Here 
God is seen as eternally triune, which means that in the Godhead there are 
united three ‘persons’ (‘hypostases’), who are distinguishable only by num-
ber and relation to one another, and inseparable in their activity. It is this 
latter understanding of the doctrine of the Trinity with which this chapter 

117. Sarah Coakley, God as Trinity: An Approach through Prayer  in Doctrine Com-
mission of the Church of England, We Believe in God (London, Church House Publishing, 
1987), 104–121. Written while Sarah Coakley was a lecturer in Religious Studies in the 
University of Lancaster.
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is concerned; and it is this that seems to have lost its allure for the majority 
of contemporary Western Christians, so that Karl Rahner has justly marked 
that ‘Christians, for all their orthodox profession of faith in the Trinity, are 
virtually just “monotheist” in their actual religious existence’ (Theological  
Investigations IV. 79). Many, that is, if asked to describe ‘God’, would give  
a description of the Father only. 

Why is this? Many factors have contributed to this quiet anti-trinitarian 
tendency in Western Christianity, and cumulatively they are certainly power-
ful. As far back as the medieval period, scholastic theology made philosophi-
cal discussion of God as one a prior and preliminary task to discussion of his 
revelation as three-in-one; and this in itself, it has been argued, implicitly 
promoted an undifferentiated monotheism at the expense of trinitarianism. 
But even more significantly, people today are now heirs of the Enlighten-
ment. They are not afraid of a critical approach. Many are less prone to 
believe a doctrine simply because it is taught or because it is part of our 
tradition. ‘The wise man apportions his belief to the evidence’, wrote David 
Hume. Free enquiry must take place, and if it does not lead to orthodoxy, 
then this is part of the liberty that must be granted to the human mind. 
‘Whosoever will be saved . . . (must) . . . worship one God in Trinity’ is not 
the kind of constraint which Christians of this generation are likely to heed. 

In modern theology, too, there is a good deal to militate against belief in 
the doctrine of an eternally triune God. As we have seen, it appears at first 
sight to have been built up from the inherited belief in the Father God of 
Israel as the one supreme God, through the growing awareness of Christ as 
God, and of the Holy Spirit as co-equal with the Father and the Son in his 
divinity. To explain how all three could be God and yet affirm belief in the 
one God without ‘confounding the persons’ or ‘dividing the substance’ was 
the task of the leaders of the early Church. But today it is nothing like so 
clear that the evidence provided by the New Testament and related sources 
demands this belief in the divinity of Christ and the distinctness and divin-
ity of the Holy Spirit in the way it was understood in the early Church. 
Historical-critical study of the New Testament has here been the major 
force for criticism and change; and the portrait of Jesus of Nazareth which 
emerges from nearly two centuries of enquiry has for many become far more 
alluring than the seemingly alien formulas of fifth-century Chalcedonian 
orthodoxy.

Furthermore (in the Western Church in particular) the doctrine of the 
Holy Spirit has received limited attention. For centuries orthodox trinitari-
anism led to the inclusion of the Holy Spirit with the Father and the Son 
in doxologies, prayers, ascriptions and most artistic representations. But in 
speaking of the Spirit of God at work in the cosmos, were Christians per-
haps really just meaning God the Father at work in a particular way? Is there 
any need to apportion a separate ‘hypostasis’ to the Holy Spirit? Is this not 
basically a question of imagery and language? Even in the most charismatic 
circles today the experience of the Spirit is the experience of God with us. 
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Do we then really need ‘another Paraclete?’ Or is John making this distinc-
tion simply to account for the difference between the historical experience 
of Jesus among his disciples and the continuing presence of the risen Christ 
in the church?

There is therefore a good deal in modern Western theology to dispose 
people towards the undifferentiated monotheism which has been detected 
in twentieth-century Christians. Some would argue that the experience of 
dialogue with other faiths makes abandonment of traditional trinitarian-
ism an even more compelling possibility. A further consideration, highly 
significant for an age intent on authentication by direct experience, was put 
classically by Schleiermacher (The Christian Faith II 738): ‘The Trinity is not 
an immediate utterance concerning the Christian self-consciousness.’ That 
is, or so Schleiermacher claimed, the doctrine of the Trinity is not apparently 
verifiable through religious experience. But this is an assertion which calls 
for careful enquiry.

II. Rediscovery Of The Triune God: An Approach Through Prayer

Most Christians would probably say that their experience of God is not 
obviously or immediately perceived as trinitarian in structure. But does a 
deepening relationship to God in prayer, especially prayer of a relatively 
non-discursive or wordless kind, allow one to remain satisfied with a simple 
undifferentiated monotheism? Naturally there are all sorts of tricky philo-
sophical difficulties about this line of approach. The phenomenon of prayer 
is varied, and certainly not easy to describe with exactitude. Further, its in-
terpretation is inevitably affected by certain cherished concepts (e.g., biblical 
ideas, tradition and liturgy), so that there is some circularity in the attempt 
to capture in terms of doctrine what may be happening. Moreover, compet-
ing interpretations abound for so-called ‘contemplative’ experiences (includ-
ing the Buddhist way of eliminating the concept of God altogether). But this 
does not mean that it is impossible to find in the activity of Christian prayer 
some telling experiential basis for trinitarian reflection.

What is it that Christians who attend silently to God discover? We are 
not talking of some ‘contemplative’ elite, but of anyone who regularly 
spends even a very short time in a quiet waiting upon God. Often, it must 
be admitted, what will be encountered is darkness, obscurity and distraction. 
It is no wonder that the experience has such a strange lack of obvious con-
tent, for the relationship is one unlike any other, one that relates those who 
pray to that without which they would not be in being at all. It is (and here 
Schleiermacher was surely right) a relationship of ‘absolute dependence’. Yet 
perhaps, amid the obscurity, a little more may be said. Usually it dawns bit 
by bit on the person praying that this activity, which at first seems all one’s 
own doing, is actually the activity of another. It is the experience of being 
‘prayed in’, the discovery that ‘we do not know how to pray as we ought’ 
(Rom. 8.26), but are graciously caught up in a divine conversation, passing 
back and forth in and through the one who prays, ‘the Spirit himself bear-
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ing witness with our spirit’ (Rom. 8.16). We come to prayer empty-handed, 
aware of weakness, inarticulacy and even of a certain hollow ‘fear and 
trembling’, yet it is precisely in these conditions (cf 1 Cor. 2.3–4) that divine 
dialogue flows. Here then is a way of beginning to understand what it might 
be to talk of the distinctiveness of the Spirit. It is not that the Spirit is being 
construed as a divine centre of consciousness entirely separate from the Fa-
ther, as if two quite different people were having a conversation. Nor, again, 
is the Spirit conceived as the relationship between two entities that one can 
assume to be fixed (the Father and the person praying), a relationship which 
is then perhaps somewhat arbitrarily personified. Rather, and more mysteri-
ously, the Spirit is here seen as that current of divine response to divine self-
gift in which the one who prays is caught up and thereby transformed (see 
again Rom. 8.9–27, 1 Cor. 2.9–16). 

Now if this is so, then, logically speaking, what the one who prays comes 
first to apprehend is the Spirit in its distinctive identity, and only from there 
do they move on to appreciate the true mystery and richesse of the Son. This 
too is of course a Pauline insight (1 Cor. 12.3: ‘No one can say Jesus is Lord 
except by the Holy Spirit’), but needs spelling out further. For the apprehen-
sions to be made in the light of prayer about the second person of the Trin-
ity are varied, and only indirectly lead one back to the human career of Jesus 
of Nazareth, although they do indeed lead there. 

First, and most fundamentally, when Christians pray like this, their 
experience of participation in a divine dialogue is an experience of a God 
who actively and always wills to be amongst us, God Emmanuel. This being 
so the very structure of prayer is already ‘incarnational’ (in one sense of that 
admittedly ambiguous word), and thus immediately focuses attention on the 
second person in the Godhead. 

But second, and more specifically, in allowing the divine activity of 
prayer to happen, the one who prays begins to glimpse what it might be to 
be ‘in Christ’ or to ‘have the mind of Christ’ (1 Cor. 2.16), or to be ‘fellow 
heirs with Christ’ (Rom. 8.18). It is to allow oneself to be shaped by the 
mutual interaction of Father and Spirit; and in praying the prayer of Christ, 
in letting the Spirit cry ‘Abba, Father’ (Rom. 8.15, Gal. 4.6) to make the 
transition from regarding Christ merely as an external model for imitation 
to entering into his divine life itself. Paul does not idly say, ‘It is no longer 
I who live, but Christ who lives in me’ (Gal. 2.20). To discover this posture 
of prayer is to be remodelled by the activity of God in the redeemed life of 
‘sonship’ (Rom. 8. 15). It is to become nothing less than ‘other Christs’ in 
the particularity of our lives, not by any active merit of our own, but simply 
by willing that which already holds us in existence to reshape us in the like-
ness of his Son. 

But thirdly (and here the reference to the historical life of Jesus of Naza-
reth again becomes vital), the God whom Christians meet in this prayer 
is also one who appears, sometimes for very long periods, to desert us; or 
worse still (as in St John of the Cross’s ‘Night of the Spirit’) to press upon us 
with apparently negative pressure, causing disturbance, deep uneasiness, the 
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highlighting of sin and even the fear of insanity. Such are the death-throes 
of the domineering ego. But only in the light thrown on the activity of the 
Trinity by the story of Christ is this endurable. If we are being ‘conformed 
to the image of (the) Son’ (Rom. 8.29), it is precisely aridity and disturbance 
that we should expect. Only through suffering comes glorification (Rom. 
8.17). If we take our cue from the agony in the garden, or from the derelic-
tion of the cross, then the authentic cry of ‘Abba’ (Mark 14.33–6) indicates 
that the most powerful and active presence of God is mysteriously compat-
ible with the all too human experiences of anxiety and desolation. Only 
afterwards do we come to see that what we had thought to be divine absence 
was in actuality the grace of divine hiddenness. Fidelity to prayer in times  
such as these, though not always perhaps very consciously Christ-centred,  
is the measure of our Christ-shaped love. 

Fourth, and equally significant in its ‘incarnational’ implications, is the 
disconcerting discovery in this kind of prayer that the God who acts thus 
in us wants us whole conscious and unconscious, soul and body. ‘We await 
redemption of our mortal bodies’ (Rom. 8. 11, 23), for the test of the au-
thentic activity of the Spirit is the apprehension that Jesus Christ has ‘come 
in the flesh’ (1 John 4.2). Though Christian tradition is notoriously littered 
with those who have evaded these implications, it is truly an effect of this 
prayer that we are gradually forced to accept and integrate those dark and 
repressed strands of the unconscious that we would rather not acknowledge, 
and along with these, all aspects of our sexuality, both bodily and emotional. 

But it is also true, fifthly, that to find ourselves ‘in Christ’ is gradually to 
break through the limitations of the individualism and introspection that 
often characterise prayer in its earliest stages. The Pauline language about  
being ‘in Christ’ describes a mode of being or a status rather than an experi-
ence. But because it is corporately shared, it calls in question the supposed 
absoluteness of the self as an individual or self-contained entity. For all 
prayer has its corporate dimension; and to pray ‘in Christ’ is to intuit the 
mysterious interpenetration of individuals one with another, and thus to 
question our usual assumptions about the boundaries of the self. It is to 
discover that central aspect of Pauline christology, the notion of the mutual 
interdependence of the members of the ‘body of Christ’ (1 Cor. 12); it is to 
perceive the flow of trinitarian love coursing out to encompass the whole  
of humanity. 

Sixthly and lastly, the whole creation, inanimate as well as animate, is 
taken up in this trinitarian flow. To make such a claim could be reckless. Yet 
it has often been the perception of the mystics to see creation anticipatorily 
in the light of its true glory, even while it is yet in ‘bondage to decay’ and 
‘groaning in travail’ (Rom. 8.21–22). Although concern with prayer expe-
rience may at first sight reflect a peculiarly modern obsession with direct per-
sonal authentication (and indeed carry with it dangers of a kind of narcissis-
tic introversion), nonetheless sustained prayer leads rather to the building up 
of community than to its dissolution, to intensification rather than atrophy 
of concern for the life of the world. 
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The attempt has been to indicate an experience of prayer from which 
pressure towards trinitarian thinking might arise. As such it is simply a start-
ing point, and no more. But it is clear that we do not here begin with two 
perfect and supposedly fixed points, Father and Son, external to ourselves 
and wholly transcendent, with the Spirit then perhaps (rather unconvincing-
ly) characterised as that which relates them. (That, of course, is a caricature 
of the ‘Western’ doctrine of the Trinity, but it is a prevalent one.) Rather, 
we start with the recognition of a vital, though mysterious, divine dialogue 
within us, through which the meaning and implications of being ‘in Christ’ 
become gradually more vivid and extensive. Thus the Trinity ceases to ap-
pear as something abstract or merely propositional. It is not solely to do 
with the internal life of God, but has also to do with us. The flow of trini-
tarian life is seen as extending into every aspect of our being, personal and 
social, and beyond that to the bounds of creation. 

This approach has strong roots in the thought of Paul. Despite this fact, 
reflection on prayer is often thought not to have constituted a significant 
resource for trinitarian discussion during the tortured years of controversy 
which led to a normative statement of the doctrine at the end of the fourth 
century. But was this really so? To this question we now turn.

III. Roots In The Tradition

Many accounts of the development of the doctrine of the Trinity pay lim-
ited attention to the personal encounter with God through prayer. A good 
deal of the material available for a study of this development was provoked 
by challenge and controversy, and it is understandable that historians of the 
doctrine should focus their attention on the proceedings of Church Coun-
cils and the writings of theologians attacking or defending particular posi-
tions, as well as emphasising the political considerations that often became 
entangled in the debates. 

Yet the resulting account of how the church came to profess first the faith 
of Nicaea in 325, when the Son was declared to be ‘of one substance’ with 
the Father, and then that of Constantinople in 381, by which time the doc-
trine of the Trinity was given normative expression, is sometimes tidier than 
it deserves to be. The New Testament, after all, presents varied traditions of 
early Christian belief about the person of Christ and of the Holy Spirit. It is 
all too easy to take, for example, the Luke-Acts sequence of the revelation of 
the God of Israel through the story of Jesus to the day of Pentecost, and to 
see the pre-Nicene church first establishing Christ’s identity with, yet distinc-
tion from, God the Father, and then in the wake of Nicaea doing the same 
for the Holy Spirit. Considerations as to whether the Spirit is in fact regard-
ed by the New Testament authors as a separate Person tend to be brushed 
over in the light of the strong emphasis on his full acceptance as such in 
the late fourth century. The tendencies of the second-century defenders of 
Christianity to think in terms of only two divine Persons, the Father and the 
Son, are seen as a fumbling after truth. Whatever happened en route, the faith 
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of Nicaea is assumed to be at least embryonic in the earliest traditions of the 
primitive church. 

The study of controversy however, is not without its purpose. Councils 
concerned with faith in the Trinity were not periodic bureaucratic reviews of 
a continuing theoretical problem, but were urgently called to meet passion-
ate demands. What was the source of this passion? Why did it manifest itself 
only rarely in academic circles but all too frequently at congregational level, 
in the gossip of the court, or in banter over the shop counter? Were all the 
Lord’s people theologians? Or was their argument about their own experience 
of God as Trinity, and the variety of the interpretations of this experience? 

It is important in the first place not to underestimate the degree to which 
Christians of the first three centuries at least were committed to the regular 
practice of prayer and worship. People in the ancient world would never 
have called themselves Christian simply because they believed themselves to 
be clean-living citizens who dropped into church on family or civic occa-
sions. Baptism marked a clean break with the past. Preparation for baptism 
lasted two and sometimes three years, and a strict watch was kept over the 
candidates by their sponsors. The end of the course demanded daily atten-
dance at church; and throughout they were directed to pray at least twice a 
day (morning and evening, and in some places also at the third, sixth, and 
ninth hours of the day), and were urged to attend the assemblies of the 
church in the mornings (Hippolytus), where they would be assured that 
angels and saints prayed with them (Origen). In other words Christians of 
this period tended to spend a good deal longer in prayer and reflection than 
many of their twentieth-century counterparts, and the idea of ‘the spiritual 
life’ as something only seriously practiced by a special group of professionals 
was wholly alien to the outlook of the period. 

Second, the public prayer of the church allowed considerable opportunity 
to the congregation for being receptive, for listening and for being ‘prayed 
in’. Congregations at the liturgy for the first four centuries were for the most 
part silent. There were some responses, but very few. Responsorial psalms 
were introduced, hymns were composed, but the tendency to leave all the 
music to the choir increased as the years went by; and, with the increasing 
gap between the language of the liturgy and the vernacular, people no longer 
‘followed the service’ in detail but simply allowed themselves to be caught 
up in the flow of the eucharistic action, which was felt by them to unite 
heaven and earth and to bring them through Christ by the Holy Spirit to 
the Father. If we were to say then that the understanding of God as Trinity 
grew in the early centuries through the Christian’s experience of God in 
prayer, then the opportunity for this was not inconsiderable, and we must 
now look at this experience in more detail. 

1. The public prayer of the church. Two examples may be given to illustrate the 
intrinsic connection between eucharistic prayer and trinitarian reflec-
tion, and thus to indicate how liturgical usage was operative in fostering 
and guarding some sort of trinitarian notion of God. 
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(a) The introductory dialogue to the eucharistic prayer in the Western 
liturgy begins with the words ‘The Lord be with you’. Recent scholar-
ship has suggested that this phrase is either a statement or a prayer, 
meaning probably ‘The Spirit of the Lord is with you’ or ‘May the 
Spirit of the Lord be with you’. The reply from the congregation 
is ‘And with thy spirit’ (‘and also with you’), praying that the cel-
ebrant may be given the Spirit of God in order that he may prop-
erly celebrate the eucharist. For a long period the eucharistic prayer 
was prayed extempore (Justin, I Apol. 65 ff), and presidents of the 
eucharist were chosen (among other reasons) for their recognised gift 
of offering prayer of this kind. Hence the importance of invoking the 
Spirit of God as Trinity, since ‘we know not how to pray as we ought’ 
(Rom. 8.26). In another example, this time from the Byzantine lit-
urgy, before the eucharistic prayer begins there is a dialogue between 
priest and deacon in the course of which the priest prays, ‘May the 
Holy Spirit come upon you and the Power of the Most High over-
shadow you’ (as at the Annunciation), to which the deacon replies, 
‘May the same Holy Spirit celebrate with us all the days of our lives’. 
This echoes the same theology, even though by this time the central 
prayer of the eucharist is no longer extemporised. The experience 
attested by St Paul therefore (1 Cor. 2, Rom. 8) is here highlighted in 
the liturgy. We do not presume to come to the Lord’s table by our 
own efforts. We are brought to the presence of God through Christ 
by the Holy Spirit.

(b) It would of course be equally true to say not only that the celebrant 
of the eucharist is conscious of being prayed in by the Holy Spirit, 
but that the prayer which he offers is not his but the prayer of 
Christ—in other words, Christ prays in him. This, however, needs 
to be understood carefully. We could say that the celebrant of the eu-
charist in Justin Martyr’s time was conscious that the eucharistic gift 
of the body and blood of Christ was given in virtue of ‘the prayer 
of the Word who is from him’ [sc. God the Father] (I Apol. 66.3) 
(and not by any mystical incantation of the celebrant as the emperor 
might have heard about the mysteries of Mithras). In this case the 
response is to the prayer of Christ who prays through his mystical 
body, the church. In this connection, Origen also notes that this too 
is the experience of Christians who prepare themselves by obedience 
and devotion for prayer, who will then ‘participate in the prayer of 
the Word of God who stands in the midst even of those who know 
him not, and never fails the prayer of anyone, but prays to the 
Father along with him whose mediator he is’ (De Oratione 10.2). Thus 
Christ himself in this instance does the praying, and Christians who 
pray (cf, ibid. 22.4) become like Christ through their prayer: like him 
they are sons, like him they cry ‘Abba, Father’, and all this by the 
indwelling of the Holy Spirit. So that Christians being ‘the image of 
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an image’, i.e. being like Christ, who is the ‘image’ of God (De Orat. 
22.4), pray as Christ and pray Christ’s prayer. ‘Now you became 
Christs’, writes Cyril of Jerusalem, ‘by receiving the . . . Holy Spirit; 
everything has been wrought in you because you are the likenesses 
(i.e., images) of Christ.’

2. Prayer in general. If in liturgical prayer it is possible to discern the pat-
tern of a trinitarian experience of God, of being brought to the Father 
through incorporation into the Son by the power of the Holy Spirit, 
then we should expect the same to be true of accounts of prayer in 
general. This is certainly the case in some authors. Origen’s treatise on 
prayer belongs to the latter part of his life and was written at Caesarea. 
We have already given some indication of his understanding of the 
dynamic of prayer, and it is significant that the introductory chapter is 
given to an exploration of the themes of 1 Cor. 1.30–2.11 and Rom. 
8.26 ff. It has already become clear that, for Origen, it is the Spirit who 
initiates prayer, who makes us Christ-like, and so brings us to the Father. 
Origen is also insistent that ‘we may never pray to anything generated—
not even to Christ—but only to God and the Father of all, to whom 
even Our Saviour himself prayed as we have already said, and teaches us 
to pray.’ Christ for Origen is always High Priest, always intercessor, al-
ways Son as we become sons, so we never pray to him but only through 
him. Origen’s teaching on prayer here is clearly linked with his trinitar-
ian theology, in which the Son is not truly co-equal with the Father, 
and for which he was later censured. It cannot therefore be claimed that 
those who pray aright end up inexorably in trinitarian orthodoxy. But 
it can at least be said that any genuine experience of Christian prayer 
involves an encounter with God perceived as in some sense triune. 

Basil the Great’s treatise On the Holy Spirit, on the other hand, recounts a 
similar experience with a modified conclusion in the direction of a more tra-
ditional orthodoxy. On first reading it is a keenly dogmatic work written in 
the heat of controversy, with a good deal of invective against the poor logic 
of the heretics. Well known (and often greatly disliked) for his defence of 
Nicene orthodoxy, Basil appears here as a staunch defender of tradition, not 
least of the baptismal formulas of the church, with the result that one could 
read him as a person with ‘party’ interests and a merely intellectual grasp of 
the position he feels bound to defend. From what we know of his life, this 
is clearly to underestimate him. Given to the monastic life from an early 
period, and never as archbishop abandoning his ascetic practices of prayer 
and self-discipline, it is not surprising that something of personal experi-
ence emerges in the course of his defence. The following passage reflects his 
personal discipline as well as his vision of truth: 

The Spirit comes to us when we withdraw ourselves from evil passions, which 
have crept into the soul through its friendship with the flesh, alienating us 
from a close relationship with God . . . Then, like the sun, he will show you 
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in himself the image of the invisible [sc. the Son], and with purified eyes 
you will see in this blessed image the unspeakable beauty of its prototype [sc. 
the Father] . . . From this comes knowledge of the future, understanding of 
mysteries . . . a place in the choir of angels, endless joy in the presence of God, 
becoming like God, and, the highest of all desires, becoming God (On The Holy 
Spirit, 9.23). 

The significant feature here is that through this direct encounter of the 
individual’s spirit (or soul) with the Spirit of God (cf. 1 Cor. 2, the spiritual 
with the Spiritual) we are enabled first to see Christ and through this perfect 
Image to behold the Father, and secondly, as a consequence of our inner 
illumination, to become spiritual ourselves through God’s gracious act of 
deification. The entire experience, in other words, is trinitarian; and Basil 
here is setting out a distinct logic and progression in the roles of each divine 
‘person’ in assimilating the Christian to God. Hence, although all three 
‘persons’ do indeed act together, it is important to note that Spirit and Son 
cannot be seen as mere alternatives. 

IV. Conclusions

What then, may be concluded from the analysis of these Pauline passages 
and their spiritual and trinitarian significance for the early Greek fathers? We 
have seen that the development of the doctrine of the Trinity in the early 
church, though so often and necessarily described in terms of theological 
controversy and the activity of Councils, has its roots firmly in Christian ex-
periences of God through liturgy and personal prayer. The technical trinitar-
ian formularies that were eventually agreed in the fourth and fifth centuries 
grew in part out of that experience. Nevertheless they were primarily intend-
ed as defences against theological alternatives that were deemed mislead-
ing, and in themselves rarely conveyed much to inspire and reveal the true 
nature of the Godhead. Nor indeed did their original exponents propose 
them as descriptions of their trinitarian God. Rather, they provided the best 
available means of protecting from erroneous interpretation something that 
was to a large degree intellectually overwhelming. Only two centuries after 
the Council of Constantinople, Maximus the Confessor could express his 
profound dissatisfaction with the use of the term ousia (‘substance’) about 
the Godhead at all. His objection was spiritually motivated: the reality of 
God must of necessity transcend all attempts to capture it, even in these hal-
lowed conceptual terms. 

If then it is the experience of prayer, both personal and corporate, which 
is our primary access to God as Trinity, several important conclusions accrue 
for today. First, we become aware that prayer must have priority, and that no 
amount of sheer intellectual effort on the one hand, or authoritarian blud-
geoning on the other, will effect a lively belief in a trinitarian God. One may 
undergo the regular discipline of reciting the Athanasian creed; but to no 
avail if ‘the one thing needful’ is lacking. 
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Secondly, the experience of being mysteriously caught up by divine dia-
logue into the likeness of Christ, while indicating the necessity for thinking 
in some sort of trinitarian terms, will never in itself yield hard-edged con-
ceptual certainty. The actual business of prayer is itself so varied that the fact 
that there are differences between various conceptual models for the Trin-
ity should not so greatly surprise us, nor should the constant impression, 
especially when examining the mystics of the church, that their experience 
continually chafes at the limits of the traditional and authoritative formular-
ies. This is not to say that it is impossible to establish workable and agreed 
criteria for distinguishing good from bad doctrinal accounts, or even for 
effecting some rapprochement between Eastern and Western traditions. But 
it does mean that any desire for crude and absolute certainty is likely to go 
disappointed. 

If this is so, then, thirdly, light may also be thrown on the pressing 
contemporary issue from which this chapter started: that of Christianity’s 
relation to other world religions. For here we confront a paradox. On the 
one hand, the approach to the Trinity through prayer does indeed point up 
differences between Christianity and other forms of faith. Not only does the 
Christian who prays, if the account given here is sound, come to discover 
some felt need for a particular sort of threefold differentiation in the God-
head, a feature unique to Christian theism; but there are also the further 
ramifications of the ‘incarnational’ characteristics of prayer—the positive 
attitude to the body and to the material world on the one hand, and, even 
more significantly, the haunting image of a God exposed in Christ crucified, 
of divine presence mediated precisely through weakness and dereliction. 
These, surely, are the central distinguishing features of Christian theism. Yet 
from the same experience of prayer emerges the other side of the paradox. 
For the obscurity, the darkness, the sheer defencelessness of wordless prayer 
usually lead rather to a greater openness to other traditions than to an as-
sured sense of superiority; and the experience of God thus dimly perceived 
brings about a curious intuitional recognition of the activity of ‘contempla-
tion’ in others, whether or not the concept of God to which they adhere is 
congruous with the Christian one. This latter factor we can surely ill afford 
to ignore, however difficult it is to incorporate it into a convincing intellec-
tual solution to the problem of vying religious truth claims. 

Fourthly, an approach to the Trinity through prayer has implications for 
the currently vexed issue of masculine and feminine language as applied 
to God. This is neither a digression, nor a purely contemporary fad, as any 
comprehensive survey of trinitarian thought would quickly make plain. It 
has again and again been the insight of those given to prayer that descrip-
tion of the triune God which is not fatally inadequate must somehow 
encompass, as a matter of balance, what we are conditioned to call feminine 
characteristics—patience, compassion, endurance, forgiveness, warmth, suste-
nance and so on—no less than the strength, power, activity, initiative, wrath 
and suchlike that our society has tended to regard as peculiarly masculine. 
Sometimes in the Christian tradition this insight has led to a somewhat 
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curious compensating for the assumed masculine stereotyping of the Father 
by the use of feminine language to refer to one of the other Persons—Spirit 
or Son. (In the early Syriac theology and in the pseudo-Macarian homilies, 
for instance, the Spirit is feminine and motherly; in Julian of Norwich, as is 
better known, Christ is described as ‘Our Mother’.) At other times, and per-
haps more convincingly, there has been a primary insistence on the ultimate 
unknowability of God, transcending all categories of gender, combined with 
a secondary realisation that Prayer also forces us to recognise, at the level of 
anthropomorphic description, the need for a balance of so-called masculine 
and feminine characteristics in the undivided activity of all three ‘Persons’. 
(Gregory of Nyssa at times approaches this position.) 

Just as it is a not uncommon experience among those who give them-
selves seriously to the practice of prayer that sooner or later they have to face 
their own need of an integrated sexuality, and of an inward personal balance 
between activity and receptivity, initiative and response, so too prayer may 
bring us to a deeper, more comprehensive and more satisfying doctrine of 
the triune God. Through prayer God can be recognised both as the creative 
power on whom all depend for their existence, and also as the one who in 
the dereliction of Christ’s cross is disclosed as enduring in patient weakness, 
and coming perilously close to defeat. The Spirit who prays in us and is 
known in prayer is indeed Lord and Lifegiver, but also one who cries ‘Abba, 
Father’ with us in doubt and darkness and in the sharing of Christ’s suffer-
ings. Both man and woman are ‘in the image of God’, and God is the full-
ness of the Trinity. The ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ qualities (as we call them) 
which we all share in varying admixture are both of them for us clues and 
glimpses of the wholeness of divine life and love.
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Week Nineteen, reading assignment  
for Year Four

Note: The theological language of earlier eras sometimes may be difficult, in its con-
ventions of rhetoric as well as in its use of solely masculine language. Subheads and 
boldface have been added to assist the reader in following DuBose’s argument.

the Incarnation118

The truth of the Incarnation is God and humanity as one

The truth as it is in Jesus Christ consists in the fact, and our apprehen-
sion of it is measured by our appreciation of the fact, that it is expressible 
equally in terms of man and of God. On the human side our Lord is the 
very fact and the very act and the very truth of humanity itself. We think 
most truly of Him when we see in Him the most exact truth of ourselves, 
and consequently when we express Him in most exact terms of ourselves. 
Whatever He was or did in the name or in behalf of humanity, humanity 
itself did and became in His person. If He was our atonement with God, 
it is because humanity in Him at-one-d itself with God by the one possible 
act, and in the one possible way, of self-reconciliation and reunion. If He 
was our redemption from sin, it is because humanity in Him, by the one 
possible attitude toward it and the one possible victory over it, put away 
sin from it and took to it the holiness of God. If He was our resurrection 
and eternal life, it is because humanity subject in itself to the law of sin 
and death arose in Him from the death of sin into the life of holiness and 
God. That is to say, the earthly life of Jesus Christ viewed as a single and 
complete act must be interpreted not merely as an act of humanity, but 
as the one act by which humanity could and did bring itself to God, make 
itself one with Him, redeem itself from sin, and raise itself from death. 
Only through that one act can humanity be saved, because that is the one 
act the performing of which is the holiness, righteousness, and life, in which 
its salvation consists. He was our atonement through the actual making us at 
one with God in an act which was per se the accomplishing of just that thing. 
He was our redemption by the actual breaking of the bonds of slavery to sin 

118. William Porcher DuBose, “‘The Incarnation’ from The Gospel in the Gospels” in 
Donald S. Armentrout, A DuBose Reader: Selections from the Writings of William Porcher 
DuBose (Sewanee, Tennessee: The University of the South, 1984), 86–93. DuBose was the 
first dean of the School of Theology of The University of the South. You will find more 
information about him at http://liturgyandmusic.wordpress.com/2010/08/18/august-
18-william-porcher-dubose-priest-1918/
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from which we could not liberate ourselves. He was our resurrection and our 
life through a life-long act in which our own life in Him, having overcome 
sin, actually raised itself also from death.

But the more perfectly we interpret the life of Jesus Christ in terms  
of human action and human attainment, the more certain does it appear 
that it must be only a one-sided and half-way interpretation. As surely 
as that life was, from beginning to end and through and through, an act 
wrought by humanity in God, just so surely and so completely was it an 
act wrought by God in humanity. The perfection of each half of the truth 
depends on the perfection of the other half. When we get up to the truth 
at this height we see more clearly than ever the impossibility of limiting the 
humanity which is one side of the nature of our Lord to that of an indi-
vidual man, instead of recognizing in it the common and universal nature of 
us all; of seeing in Him one man instead of all men made one with God, set 
free from sin, and raised up from death. But the very universality as well as 
the very completeness and perfection of our Lord’s humanity is the incon-
testable and conclusive proof to us of His co-equal deity. The incarnation 
was not for the purpose of exhibiting Godhead but of redeeming and 
completing manhood, and the perfection of humanity in Jesus Christ 
was the best and truest manifestation of deity in Him.

While, however, it is primarily in the interest of our Lord’s humanity  
that we are compelled at last to recognize equally His divinity, it is no  
less in the interest too of our highest conception and knowledge of God 
Himself that we should do so. It shall be the object of this chapter to 
do two things. The first shall be to affirm as strongly as is possible the 
whole phenomenon of Jesus Christ in the most absolute terms of His 
Godhead. God was in Christ, doing in humanity all that Christ did, being 
in humanity all that Christ was—so that, for the time being, we shall wholly 
abstract our thought from any consideration of the human activity and con-
centrate it upon the divine activity that wrought in Him for the salvation of 
men. The second thing we propose is to prove that the completion and 
conception and appreciation of God Himself is dependent on the truth 
of His most real and actual incarnation in Jesus Christ.

God is revealed as our God through the act of entering humanity

With regard to the first point we have only to recall the recent course of our 
argument. He who is revealed and expressed to us in the person of Jesus 
Christ is He who is eternally first and final cause of all things, and espe-
cially of humanity—as that in whose final destiny all things shall come back 
into God Himself, for whom as well as from whom they are. But more im-
mediately and definitely than that, just what we see in the humanity of itself 
of our Lord is not what nature is in it, nor what it is itself its nature, through 
the reason and freedom by which it is the agent of itself; but what God is in 
it, in the eternity of His love, the infinitude of His grace, and the perfection 
of His fellowship and communion. Man in Christ is what God makes him, 
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by imparting to Him His Spirit, conforming him to His Thought or Will 
or Word, making him partaker of His nature and liver of His life. In Christ, 
God Himself is our holiness, our righteousness, our eternal life. In these 
and many other representations to the same effect, our humanity and our 
whole human activity as manifested both in its ideal and in its actual perfec-
tion in our Lord is expressed so absolutely in terms of God and not of our-
selves, that it becomes difficult to human apprehension to see anything but 
God or anything of ourselves in him at all. It is unnecessary to go further 
on this line, or longer to insist upon the (only seeming) paradox that the 
one truth of God’s absolute self-realization in humanity through Christ 
in no wise contradicts, but only explains, man’s absolute self-realization 
in God through Christ. In other words, the perfect deity of our Lord and 
His complete humanity, so far from mutually excluding, on the contrary 
mutually confirm and establish each other.

Our second position is, that Christianity will always hold, as essential to 
its life, to the truth at its highest, of the incarnation of God in Jesus Christ, 
not alone for the completeness of our own salvation, or in the interest of 
our human redemption and completion in Christ, but no less in the interest 
of our adequate and perfect conception of God. To put the case briefly, and 
afterwards justify it at length,—as true as it is to us that man would never 
be man without the full truth of God’s self-realization in him, even so 
true is it that God would never be God to us without the very fullest real-
ity of His incarnation in us. To put the truth in plainer and stronger form,—
so far as God is in the world of our experience and is our God, the supreme 
fact which we call the Incarnation, and the supreme act in incarnation which 
we call the Atonement, the Redemption, or the Resurrection, were no more 
necessary to make man man, than they were necessary to make God God. 
I repeat that as in the evolution of nature and of humanity, man became 
man, in the highest, through the act and in the person of Jesus Christ, 
so—relatively to us, in the world and in relation to mankind as heir and 
interpreter of the world—God became God to us through the act and in 
the person of Jesus Christ. We saw how Jesus Christ was Logos of creation 
and of humanity, both of which come to their truth and meaning in Him 
in the end, as He was truth and meaning of them in the beginning. We have 
now to see how He in Logos not only of creation, natural and spiritual, but 
of God Himself as expressed through these. That is to say, it is only in Him 
that God not merely manifests what He is, but in His activity and self-
expression through creation becomes what He is. What God is, and all God 
is, is not an abstraction of thought, nor is it expressible merely in words. 
It exists and can be known only in acts. Now, which are the divine acts in 
creation that the [sic] most fully reveal God and are God? Is God all God, 
in the complete conception of Him, in the mere material or natural or-
der of the universe? If He were nothing more than substance, or energy,  
or cause, in a mechanical construction of the universe, would He be our  
God? Can eternity or immensity or infinity or the sum of all physical  
attributes contain or express Him? It is only as we pass from the world  
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of mere necessity or natural order into that of moral order that God  
begins to appear in those higher attributes and activities that are more 
expressive of himself. The law of wills or of freedom is a higher law than 
the law of things or of necessity, and it is no less actual or real a law. Righ-
teousness is as much a fact as gravitation or evolution, and the God who is 
righteousness is more God than one who is nothing more than energy. But 
a God who is a power distinctly and distinctively not ourselves, who stands 
over against us as a law to us and over us, is not yet all our God. At most 
He is our Lord or Master, and we are His obedient or disobedient servants. 
We may know His will but not Him, so long as He is outside of us and we 
of Him. It is only a God in whom we are and who may be in us, one who 
can in a unity of Spirit give Himself to us and take us into Himself, who 
can be to us and whom we can know as our God. When our Lord said, 
The true worshippers shall worship the Father in spirit and truth,—in the first 
place, in the very term Father He affirms a relation to God which is not that 
to a mere creator or cause in a natural order, nor that to a ruler or lord in a 
moral order, but that of son to a father in a spiritual order. In that last rela-
tion alone is there the possibility of the unity and community of spirit, 
of nature, and of life, which makes God in the truest and highest sense 
our God. And, in the second place, to worship the Father in spirit and truth 
means the knowing, loving, and serving Him not in outward observance 
of law or obedience but in interior unity and likeness of thought, affection, 
and will, or of disposition, character, and life. Such a relation or disposition 
of God to us and of us to Him involves a new conception or definition of 
Him. He is no longer power or wisdom or justice, which are but physical or 
intellectual or moral expressions of Him. He is goodness or love, which is 
the highest and last expression or mode of spiritual being or action.

When we say that God is goodness, or God is love, we mean that He 
is so not in representation but in reality, and not only in inward senti-
ment but in outward action. To say that God is goodness means that the 
universe is an activity or process of which goodness is the sole principle and 
the supreme end. We cannot, as with ourselves, distinguish between the 
divine self-representation or intention or disposition, and the actual divine 
working out of things. What God is He is in the world of things and in the 
world of ourselves. That the universe is goodness does not of course mean 
that it is always and everywhere so in present seeming. It can, in fact, seem 
good at all only over against a seeming of evil—whether or no it is necessary 
to go further and say, that it can be good only over against an actuality of 
evil. The universe is goodness if its meaning, its spirit, its law, and its end, 
are the working out of the initial and ultimate principle of goodness or love. 
The natural but superficial objection to its being so from the actuality of 
evil answers itself the more effectually the more we reflect upon the truth 
that goodness in its highest and truest form can come into the world only 
through the overcoming of evil.
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God’s perfect self is manifest in the wholeness of the Incarnation

The present point is that, whatever God is in Himself eternally, what He 
is in the world or in us He is only in the actual process of the world and 
of ourselves. He will actualize or realize Himself, which means that He 
will become all Himself, in the world and in us, only in the totality and 
the perfection of the world and us. Whatever, or however much, God may 
be in a world of as yet only mechanical motion and order, He is certainly 
not all Himself, as we define Him in His further and higher relations and ac-
tivities. That is to say, unless we include in these mere motions of matter the 
meaning of the future spirit, for which as end they exist as natural means or 
conditions. Whatever, moreover, God may be in a world of finite wills and 
relative freedom, as an objective lawgiver and law, of necessary obedience 
or of personal righteousness, certainly in that relation or capacity He is not 
the All Himself that He may be to us. God is the perfect Self that He can 
be to us only in that perfection of spiritual relation in which He can be 
to us the perfection of goodness or love,—that is to say, in which He can 
give His whole self to us and take us completely into Himself. Then is He 
our Father, and then may we worship Him in spirit and in truth,—that is, in 
unity of internal disposition and in reality of oneness with Himself.

Our God must be an incarnate God,—one with us not merely in imma-
nence of nature but in the personal unity of a perfected spiritual relation. 
He must be the God and Father manifested to us in our perfect sonship to 
Him in Jesus Christ. But God is fulfilled to us not alone in His human-
ity in Jesus Christ, but in all the details and in the totality of His human 
work in Christ. And especially does God become His whole Self to us in 
the completed act which we call the Cross of Christ. When we spoke of 
that act on its human side or as an act of humanity in Christ, we described 
it as the consummate act in which humanity became itself through making 
itself one with God. In speaking of it now on its divine side, or as an act 
of God in humanity, I would describe it as the consummate act in which 
God, viewed in His relation to the world and ourselves, became God to us; not 
merely manifested but made Himself the whole or completed Self whom we 
know and worship as our God. Relatively to ourselves, I must repeat, in the 
actual process of the world as it is, and of ourselves as we are, God is most 
God, God becomes to us His highest and most perfect Self, in the supreme 
act in which He is the most complete realization and expression of His own 
divinest nature of love or goodness. It is, as I have said, not His physical 
attributes alone of eternity, immensity, omniscience, or omnipotence, 
that make Him our God. Neither is it His moral attributes alone, or His 
objective law to us, of justice or righteousness. What makes Him the 
God He is to us is the fact of His infinite goodness and love, and that 
fact becomes fact to us and for us and in us only in the act by which in 
Jesus Christ He once for all and completely made Himself one with us 
and so made us one with Himself. The purely relative and one-sided way 
of speaking of God as becoming Himself in Christ, since in Christ alone He 
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performs the act of at-one-ing Himself with the world and the world with 
Himself, in which He is most supremely love, and therefore most supremely 
Himself, is supplemented and corrected in the New Testament, without 
any diminution of the truth intended to be emphasized by it. There, in the 
eternity of Himself, or in the timeless beginning of all things, God is always 
represented as, ab initio, meaning or intending in Himself all that is to be ful-
filled in the end, and consequently as already being in Himself all that, in the 
actual process of things or of the world, He is going to become in them. So, 
for example, in the predestination of humanity in the eternity of the future, 
we have but the unfolding of His counsel in the eternity of the past.

Eternal love—in God and as God—defines itself in the act or process by 
which it realizes or accomplishes itself. If we could perfectly know love in 
God we should perfectly understand God in the world and in ourselves;—
and then we should perfectly know Christ, for Christ is the self-fulfillment 
of the divine love in the world and in ourselves. But, in our finite appre-
hension, we proceed, not a priori from the knowledge of God to that of love 
and of Christ, but a posteriori from the knowledge of Christ to that of love 
and so of God. Let us in that order endeavor to construe for ourselves the 
exact method and operation of the love of God in Jesus Christ. Perfect love 
in order to fulfill itself needs to know its object from the beginning and to 
the end. Not to speak in abstractions, let perfect love be God, and its object 
be man, or the creation as fulfilled in man. We begin then necessarily with 
the divine foreknowledge and predestination. Man must be the object of 
the eternal love-disposition and love-purpose of God. Love can will for 
its object nothing else or less that its own supreme good, and that can 
mean only its own completion or perfection. God, in willing for man 
his own or proper good, the good for which he constituted and which is 
necessary to constitute him, wills for him not only natural good,—the good 
of outward condition,—but moral good and spiritual good—the good of his 
own good-will and his own right spirit. In other words, what God wills for 
man is not a good of environment, but the good of his own personal 
attitude toward and reaction with environment. There is a sense in which 
we may even say that the worst environment is the best, since it demands 
and elicits the best reaction in order to overcome it. God, then, in willing 
for man his own highest good spiritual, must necessarily will for him the 
conditions necessary to the origination, exercise, and completest develop-
ment of that good. The divine love will spare man nothing of the need, 
the effort, the pain, the trial, which are the awful cost of becoming his own 
highest and divinest self. The necessity laid upon man to so become himself 
is a necessity laid upon God to let him so become himself. What then shall 
love do for man? It shall certainly not save him from the supreme necessity 
of becoming all himself; but it shall be with him in so doing, in the way 
and in the degree the most perfectly conducive to the end of love which is 
also the end of the man. God is to us, first of all, divinest sympathy. He 
does not exempt us from, but He shares and endures with us and in us, 
all the extremest conditions and experiences of human life and destiny. 
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His eternal love becomes infinite grace, which in turn develops itself in us 
in perfect participation or fellowship. Man is not saved from the necessity 
of being man, nor yet from the extremest conditions of his being so, but he 
has with him in all the necessary need, effort, pain, of becoming himself in 
the divine sympathy which mean, not only God with him and in him, but 
God suffering with him and in him. The real sympathy even of man is not 
only a sentiment in him who gives it, but a grace or something imparted, 
a fellowship or self-communicated, an actual help and strength, to him 
who receives it. What shall we say of him who not only by right but by 
act of possession has made his own the eternal love, the infinite grace, the 
self-imparting fellowship of God. All this is just what Jesus Christ not only 
means but is, is not merely the symbol of but the reality. It is not enough to 
see all ourselves in Him, unless we equally see all God in Him. It is the 
actuality of that consummated relation between God and us that is the 
truth as it is in Jesus. But God imparts, communicates Himself, is with and 
in us, in a manner and degree of which the most perfect human sympathy is 
a very faint image. If we would see all the meaning of God with us and in us, 
we must see it in the human fullness of what Christ is. In Him, from what 
outward condition to which humanity is exposed was humanity exempt? 
Through what weakness or want or pain or effort or trial or sorrow through 
which human perfection must be attained was He not perfected? Yet what 
more could God be in man, or could He have been so much in him, other-
wise than through the conditions and activities of his own manhood?

But—and this is the point to which our present argument brings us—
when man through the perfect love and grace and fellowship of God in 
Christ has at last become himself in all the fullness of his divine predes-
tination, has not God also in the consummated act of His own love and 
grace and self-fulfillment in man realized that in which in the highest His 
selfhood consists, and by that fact become His own highest Self in the 
world and in us? We speak of the incredible and impossible self-lowering or 
self-emptying of God in becoming man or in undergoing the death of the 
cross. Is the act in which love becomes perfect a contradiction or a compro-
mise of the divine nature? Is God not God or least God in the moment in 
which He is most love? Where before Christ, or otherwise than in Christ, in 
whom He humbled Himself to become man, and then humbled Himself 
with and in man to suffer what man must needs suffer in order to become 
what God would fain make him—and the highest and best that even God 
can make him—I say where before Christ, or where now otherwise than 
in Christ and in the cross of the divine suffering together with and for 
man, where in all the story of the universe was or is love so love, or God 
so God!
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Week twenty, reading assignment  
for Year One

This section on Micah is extracted from John J. Collins’s longer text,  
Introduction to the Hebrew Bible, because Micah is not addressed in the  
Shorter Introduction to the Hebrew Bible, our current text for Year One.Micah119

Roughly contemporary with Isaiah was Micah of Moresheth, a small 
town about twenty-three miles southwest of Jerusalem. According to the 
superscription of the book, he prophesied in the days of Jotham, Ahaz, 
and Hezekiah, and his oracles concerned both Samaria and Jerusalem. In 
contrast to Isaiah, Micah was a rural prophet and not so closely engaged 
with the Davidic dynasty. As in the case of all the prophetic books, however, 
we must reckon with a process of edition and supplementation that may 
have gone on for centuries. A clear example of this is found in Mic 4:10, 
where Zion is told to writhe like a woman in labor, “for now you shall go 
forth from the city and camp in the open country; you shall go to Babylon. 
There you shall be rescued, there the Lord will redeem you from the hands 
of your enemies.” The initial prophecy that the city would be undone, and 
that its inhabitants would have to camp in the open country, may well have 
been uttered by Micah. It is quite compatible with the critique of the ruling 
powers by the rural prophet. The extension of the prophecy to include the 
Babylonian exile and the subsequent restoration must have been added by 
a postexilic scribe, who felt impelled to update the oracle in the light of 
subsequent history. 

The actual extent of the supplementation of the oracles of Micah is a 
matter of controversy. One scholarly tradition, developed in Germany in the 
late nineteenth century and still widely influential, attributes only material 
in chapters 1–3 to the eighth-century prophet, and that with minor excep-
tions, most notably the prophecy of restoration in 2:12–13. These chapters 
consist primarily of judgment oracles. The more hopeful oracles in chapters 
4–5 are usually dated to the early postexilic period. Chapters 6–7 are also 
regarded as later additions. At least the conclusion in 7:8–20 was added to 
adapt the collection to liturgical use. This kind of analysis may go too far 
in denying the prophet any hope for the future. At least a few passages in 
chapters 4–7 are likely to come from the eighth century. In contrast to this 
approach, some recent commentaries have tried to defend the essential unity 

119. John J. Collins, Introduction to the Hebrew Bible (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 
2004), 321–324. Used by permission.
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of the book (Hillers, Andersen and Freedman). There can be little doubt, 
however, that the oracles underwent a process of transmission and that the 
book, like those of the other pre-exilic prophets, was given its present form 
after the Babylonian exile. 

The Social Critique

The opening oracle invokes an old tradition of the theophany of the di-
vine warrior. In Judges 5 the imagery of storm and earthquake were used to 
express the terror caused by YHWH going to help his people in battle. In 
Micah they describe the terror of YHWH coming to judge his people. The 
wrath is directed against both Samaria and Jerusalem. The focus on the capi-
tal cities is significant. The offenses are primarily charged to the ruling class. 
Jerusalem is derisively called a “high place.” Micah makes no distinction 
between the guilt of the two kingdoms. In 1:6 he prophesies that Samaria 
will be made a heap. In 3:12 he predicts that “Zion shall be plowed as a 
field; Jerusalem shall become a heap of ruins.” The latter prophecy is cited 
in Jer 26:18, where its nonfulfillment is explained by the fact that Hezekiah 
repented. Micah says that he will go naked and barefoot as Isaiah did, but 
where Isaiah symbolized the captivity of Egyptians and Ethiopians, Micah’s 
action is a gesture of mourning for the destruction of Judah. The statement 
that “it has reached the gate of my people” recalls the invasion of Sennach-
erib (cf. Isaiah 1), but it more likely refers to the Syro-Ephraimite war, in 
view of the date ascribed to Micah and his concern for Samaria as well  
as Jerusalem. 

The initial charge against Samaria and Jerusalem is idolatry. Jerusalem  
is compared to a high place; Samaria is accused of prostitution (cf. Hosea). 
More typical of Micah, however, is the accusation of injustice. The state-
ment that “they covet fields, and seize them; houses and take them away,” 
refers to the same phenomenon noted in Isa 5:8, which is addressed to those 
who add house to house and field to field. The punishment will fit the 
crime. Their own houses and fields will be seized by the invaders. Micah’s 
condemnation of the exploitation of the poor is more biting even than 
that of Amos. The rich “tear the skin off my people and the flesh off their 
bones; eat the flesh of my people . . . chop them up like meat in a kettle” 
(3:2–3). The punishment to come will be a response of YHWH to the cry 
of the poor. Like Amos, Micah disassociates himself from the professional 
prophets (nebî’îm, 3:5–12). These people, we are told, give oracles for 
money (3:11; rulers and priests are similarly venal). They cry “peace” when 
they have enough to eat, and mislead the people by saying “surely, the Lord 
is with us” (3:11). If Isaiah saw this Davidic slogan as ambiguous, Micah 
sees it as a misleading illusion. We have no narrative of the call of Micah as 
we have of Amos. It seems safe to assume that he did not consider himself 
to be a na-bî’. Like Amos, his preaching encountered opposition and some 
people tried to suppress it (2:6). It has been noted that the formula “thus 
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says the Lord” occurs only once in chapters 1–3, and that Micah sometimes 
speaks in his own name (3:1). Nonetheless, he also speaks in the name of the 
Lord (e.g., 1:6: “I will make Samaria a heap”), and he claims to be filled with 
power, with the spirit of the Lord, to denounce the sin of Israel (3:8). 

The critique of the cult in chapter 6 is also in line with what we have seen 
in the other eighth-century prophets and is plausibly attributed to Micah. 
This passage is cast in the form of a rib, or legal disputation, and can be 
viewed as a covenant lawsuit. God reminds his people Israel that he brought 
them up from the land of Egypt and redeemed them from slavery. There is 
a clear implication that Israel should have responded by serving the Lord 
with justice and has failed to do so, but the offenses and consequent pun-
ishment are not spelled out. While the exodus played no part in the preach-
ing of Isaiah of Jerusalem, it figured prominently in the oracles of Amos and 
Hosea, even though Amos, like Micah, came from the southern kingdom. 
Micah too addressed Israel as well as Judah. Many scholars assume that the 
appeal to the exodus here is the work of a Deuteronomistic editor, but this 
is not necessarily so. 

Micah 6:6–8 considers the misguided reasoning of an Israelite, or Judean, 
worshiper. The assumption is that God will be impressed by the cost of the 
sacrifice. Even human sacrifice is contemplated. As we have seen in con-
nection with Genesis 22, human sacrifice was practiced in ancient Israel 
and Judah. King Manasseh of Judah, son of Hezekiah, was said to have 
made his son “pass through fire,” which is to say that he sacrificed him as 
a burnt offering (2 Kgs 21:6). Human sacrifice, however, is much less likely 
to have been an option in the postexilic period. Micah’s critique of sacrifice 
is essentially the same as that of the other prophets we have considered. 
It indicates a misunderstanding of what YHWH wants, which is “to do 
justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God” (6:8). 
Most of the positive oracles in chapters 4–5 are likely to have been added 
by postexilic editors, when the time of judgment had passed and the need 
was for consolation and hope. Micah 4:1–5 repeats an oracle found in Isaiah 
2:1–5, with a variation in the concluding verse. The imagery of tôra-h going 
forth from Jerusalem and the peoples streaming thereto fits better with the 
aspirations of Second Temple Judaism than with what we know of the eighth 
century. The oracle probably circulated anonymously. That it is associated 
with two eighth-century prophets is striking, but probably coincidental. A 
more difficult case is presented by Micah 5:2–5, which predicts the advent 
of a ruler from Bethlehem of Judah, the ancestral home of David. Many 
scholars take this as a postexilic prediction of a restoration of the Davidic 
line, and the obscure statement in v. 3, “the rest of his kindred shall return,” 
can be read as supporting this interpretation. But the focus on Bethlehem, 
as opposed to Zion, may be significant. Micah of Moresheth may have felt 
that the Davidic monarchy could be redeemed if it returned to the humble 
roots symbolized by the ancestral village. The prediction of a ruler from 
Bethlehem would then be a rejection of the ruling king and the Jerusalem 
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court, but not of the Davidic line. The oracle would still have been read in 
a messianic sense in the postexilic period. In the later context Assyria would 
be understood as the archetypical enemy. The fantasy of a final defeat of 
invading nations appears frequently in the later prophetic and apocalyptic 
books (e.g., the prophecy of Gog in Ezekiel 38–39).
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Spiritual autobiographies—Some Guidelines

A spiritual autobiography is your life story—the telling of your journey told 
with the purpose of discerning and proclaiming how your experience has 
shaped your relationship with God. Each year in the program you are asked 
to recall your life story. Later, you are given an opportunity to share what 
you think is appropriate with your seminar group. A different structure 
is provided for your use for each of the four years of the program. These 
structured methods allow you to look at the whole sweep of your life. Con-
structing your autobiography provides a firm foundation for the continuing 
work of integrating the content of your year’s study with the events of your 
life. Your experience is a primary resource for your theological education; 
the yearly review of your life story enables you to hear how the timbre and 
direction of that story has changed in the last twelve months. Your call, 
discernment, vocation, and ministry are imbedded in your spiritual journey. 
This process of telling and retelling your story helps those themes come 
more clearly into your consciousness. 

A spiritual autobiography may contain both religious material—significant 
people or times within the religious community—and everyday material like 
people and times in your life that have influenced who you are now and 
how you understand God’s presence or absence in your life. 

The work you do on your spiritual autobiography is private, “for your 
eyes only.” This allows you to be free, without concern about how others 
will interpret either the context or expression. 

Preparing a spiritual autobiography each year provides a way to deepen 
your understanding of both the Christian life and ministry. By virtue of 
your baptism you were called to ministry, guided and pushed by personal 
gifts, passions, skills, experiences, and interests. 

Once you prepare your spiritual autobiography, you need to decide  
what you want to share with your seminar group. Martin Buber, a twentieth-
century philosopher and Jewish theologian, is reputed to have said that he 
could never hold a significant conversation with another person until he 
had heard the other’s life story. The purpose of sharing autobiographies is to 
build trust and understanding within the group and to begin to make con-
nections within your own story. We need the experience of hearing other life 
stories to know that we are not alone in God’s world. By sharing appropriate 
stories of our lives we form learning communities that can challenge and 
support us throughout our lives. 

Your mentor will relate her or his own story and help the group structure 
the time for sharing of autobiographies. Most groups give each member 
around ten minutes to tell his or her story, followed by time for the rest of 
the group to respond. Spiritual autobiographies are the focus of most of the 
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seminar time for the first few meetings of the year. This is a special time for 
your group. This component of your group’s life will carry you to the next 
phase of your year together. This may be the first time to tell your story in 
this way. It may seem a bit daunting at first. Remember that you should 
offer what you feel comfortable sharing in the group. This is not an opportu-
nity for “group therapy” or psychologizing, so the group should not engage 
in raising questions about motives or probe for information beyond what 
you share. Feel free to say “no” or to say that you do not wish to explore 
questions that others may raise out of curiosity or concern. 

Sharing your “spiritual autobiography” is a way to say, “Here I am,” and 
to join your EfM group as a full participant. Over the years in EfM you will 
probably find that your spiritual autobiography changes. You may find your-
self free to talk about things which were previously guarded. You also may 
find that your freedom to “be yourself” will grow as your personal story, the 
life of the group, and the story of God’s people relate to each other. 
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Holy Listening

VocationCARE is a program in ministry discernment and design, a sister 
program to EfM in the Beecken Center of the School of Theology/Sewanee. 
The acronym CARE stands for 

•	 CREATE space to explore Christian vocation together;

•	 ASK self-awakening questions together;

•	 REFLECT theologically on self and community; and

•	 ENACT the next faithful step.

VocationCARE Model for Story Telling/Holy Listening120

Tips for Telling Your Story

ExAMPLE:

Tell a story about why you do what you do, love what you love, care about what 
you care about. 

BE SPECIFIC

Talk about what actually happened. It helps to begin stories with “One  
time . . .” or “I remember a time when . . .”

BE DESCRIPTIVE

Use images, feelings and places to provide texture, color, and thick descrip-
tion to your story. Use the 5Ws: who, what, when, where and why.

BE SELF-REFLECTIVE 

What was the occasion of your discovering that this was what you loved, 
cared about, or loved doing? Was there anyone with whom you shared this 
discovery? How did it feel to know this about yourself?

Tips for Listening to Another’s Story

UNDIVIDED ATTENTION

Make eye contact with the storyteller and give him or her your full attention 
as if there was nothing else more important than listening to his/her story. 

120. Adapted from the Fund for Theological Education’s FTE Guide to VocationCARE  
© 2012, pp. 18–19. Used with permission
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HOLy LISTENING

Listen reverently as if you were in the presence of the Holy and witness the 
truth of this sacred story. Hold the space with your presence and receive the 
precious gift in this story. Imagine you are listening with God’s ears.

JOURNALING

As you journal: What images, key words, or phrases stand out as meaningful 
to you? Is there a question you might ask your partner that would move the 
conversation deeper into “the heart of the matter”? What did you enjoy or 
find yourself wondering about? 
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theological reflection in EfM

A theological reflection in EfM begins in one of the four sources: personal 
experience/Action, the Tradition of the faith, personal beliefs/Position, or 
Culture/society.

The movement of theological reflection is: Identify a focus, Explore the 
focus, Connect the focus to other areas/sources, and Apply learning. 

A reflection takes on theological strength by viewing the image/picture, 
issue, or matter through some theological lenses, asking questions concern-
ing the nature of the world, the relationship of God to the world, the nature 
of repentance and forgiveness, the nature of human community, or the qual-
ity of redemption and restoration of relationship. These are also known as 
theological perspectives, sometimes identified by the traditional systematic 
terms of Creation, Sin, Judgment, Repentance, and Redemption/Resurrec-
tion. Theological perspectives may also be framed in everyday language that 
carries the themes of the traditional terms, such as wholeness, brokenness, 
recognition of brokenness, reorientation, and restoration.

Theological reflection remains only an interesting exercise if learning is 
not embodied in ministry. It is important to ask what can be carried forward 
from the reflection.

In the following pages you will find several different ways of explaining 
and depicting the way EfM does theological reflection in four movements, 
drawing from four sources. Some may be more helpful to you than others; 
we all have different learning styles. The best advice is to use the approaches 
that are helpful, and don’t agonize over the ones that aren’t.

Select Bibliography for Theological Reflection

Killen, Patricia O’Connell and John DeBeer, The Art of Theological Reflection, 
New York: Crossroad, 1994. 

Paver, John E. Theological Reflection and Education for Ministry: The Search for In-
tegration in Theology. Ebook. Aldershot, England: Ashgate Publishing, 2006.

Thompson, Judith, Stephen Pattison, and Ross Thomason. Ebook. SCM 
Studyguide to Theological Reflection. London: SCM Press, 2008. 
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the Basic Structure of EfM theological 
reflection in Four Movements

identify the beginning point on which to reflect. is it something from a Personal experi-
ence, from the christian tradition, from the culture, or from a Personal Position? if the 
beginning is in a personal experience, identify a specific moment in the experience and 
the thoughts and feelings at that moment. if from a Bible passage, what is the main 
idea or image? if from something in culture, what is the main focus? a Personal Position 
statement is itself the focus. create a focus as either an image or a concise statement 
that captures the main energy of the beginning point and decide the specific stand-
point from which the focus image or statement is viewed. 

investigate the focus by posing two or three theological questions around the focus 
image or statement. exploration grows out of examining the breadth and depth of the 
identified focus. what’s the story in the image? what kind of world is this? what could 
be destructive in this world? what could change things? what would make things work 
out? those are questions that deal with classic systematic theology’s perspective catego-
ries of creation, sin, judgment, and redemption. another way of expressing theological 
perspectives is the language of wholeness, brokenness, recognition, reorientation, and 
restoration. what statement can be made about god, human nature, or grace as a result 
of your exploration of the image? how does the image relate to the theological affirma-
tions of humanity being created in the image and likeness of god? 

exploring the focus image or statement theologically generally prompts natural con-
nections to occur—Bible stories may be recalled that relate to the focus, or events in the 
culture come to mind, or Personal Beliefs rise up. theological reflection deliberately at-
tends to those sources. if a theological reflection begins in Personal experience, consider 
how our christian tradition, our culture, and our Positions/Beliefs can guide us when life 
is like the image or statement that provides a focus for the reflection.  
 

insights lead to implications that are applicable to one’s ministry in daily life. decide how 
the theological reflection calls us into actions of ministry in our daily life. implications 
may take the form of a reframed question, a commitment to a specific action, or a new 
attitude.  
 
 
 

identiFY a FOcUs 

This is the most  
crucial step of all.  
A good focus propels 
the reflection.

explOre the FOcUs 
iMage/stateMent

Asking the theological 
perspective questions 
is what turns general 
reflection into theo-
logical reflection.

applY learning and 
insight tO MinistrY

A reflection that does 
not end with implica-
tions for our own lives 
as ministers in the 
world is incomplete.

cOnnect Other 
sOUrces tO the 
reFlectiOn

This is the heart of 
reflection that helps  
us connect our lives 
and our faith.
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theological reflection Process Chart121 

121. Like many of the resources in the EfM program, this one is the product of a col-
laborative effort. The original process design was developed by EfM mentor Fuad Saba 
and shared at the Re-visioning EfM conference in Sewanee in July 2013. The graphic pre-
sentation was designed by Mary Novello, EfM Coordinator for the Diocese of Western 
Michigan. Tricia and John deBeer, EfM trainers, further refined the language.

Choose 1
of these
sources
(subject)

Identify
• A Moment
• An Image
• A Phrase
• An Issue, etc.

Apply
• Insights
• Implications

• Incarnate the 
   learning

Connect
• Relate to other sources
• Ask the same questions
• Compare and contrast
   the answers

Explore
• Notice feelings
• Ask questions 
  (what kind of 
  world is this, etc.)
• Cost and benefit
• Embody and act out

Christian Tradition

Contemporary Culture

Personal Experience 
& Action

Personal Beliefs

Sources Step 1

Step 4

Step 5

Step 6

Step 2 Step 3

Live It Out!
Original chart design by Fuad Saba, shared at the EfM Revisioning Conference 2013
Graphic by Mary Novello
Revised by Tricia and John de Beer

TR Process Chart
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Four Phases of Movement  
in theological reflection

• Identify source
• Create focus 
 image or
 statement

• Image or
 statement
• Use theological
 perspectives

Bring in other
three sources

• Insight leads 
 to implications
• What ministry
 impact is there?

IDENTIFY
A FOCUS EXPLORE CONNECT APPLY
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Framework for theological reflections122

  internal external

 group tradition culture

 personal Position action

Personal Experience/Action—Behavior and activity define this source; what 
actually happened that can be communicated using neutral words (RRG-B, 
p. 47). Actions are behaviors that can be seen by those external to ourselves. 
A video camera has to be able to view them.

Personal Belief/Position—Opinions, beliefs, viewpoints, and convictions held 
by a person constitute the position pole of the four-source model (RRG-B, p. 
47). The important opinions are those that directly influence our behavior.

Faith Tradition—Whenever the language, concepts, terms, or images in a 
conversation come from the Bible or some other document or story that is 
part of the Christian lore, then one is drawing from the Christian Tradition 
source (RRG-B, p. 46).

Culture/Society—This source of the four-source model refers to a very large 
body of material. Literature, music, paintings, and other artifacts are part of 
the Culture Source (RRG-B, p. 46). Other parts are movies, television shows, 
and books. Focus on the aspects that influence your Positions and Actions.

122. Created by Joshua D. Booher.

Action               Tradition               Culture               Position

Theological Perspective Question(s)

Identify
&
Explore

Connect

Apply

25%

50%

25%

Insights

Implications
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Unpacking the Framework for Theological Reflections123

When two words are placed together, for example “theological reflection,” 
the second word is the primary or focal word. In this case, we are engaging 
in a reflection. A reflection indicates there are two things. The first is the 
item (our lives) to be reflected and the second is the item the first item re-
flects off of. For it to be a “theological” reflection, one of the two items has 
to originate from our Tradition source.

There are four sources from which you can begin a theological reflection 
(TR). To help my own understanding, I have them in a two-by-two grid (see 
chart). The rows are us as individuals (Personal) and us in a group (Group). 
The columns are things that only we can know (Internal) and things that  
can be seen from the outside (External). In this grid, things about us that can 
be seen from the outside are our behaviors or Actions. The things about our-
selves that only we can know are our Positions. Things about a group that 
a person outside a group can see is the Culture of the group. Things about 
a group that are primarily known only to people inside a group are the 
Tradition of the group. Though not perfect, this grid helps to show that the 
influences on our behaviors come from us or a group we are in and/or from 
inside or outside ourselves. This helps to explain why these four sources help 
us work our way through a TR. They cover all the influences in our lives.

Though you can start a TR from any of the four sources, for it to be a 
theological reflection one of the first two sources has to be Tradition. For 
this example our point of origin will be a personal action. 

After identifying the story from your life that you want to reflect on (Ac-
tion), you need to ask a theological perspective question to explore the story. 
This question helps to align the mirrors to get a more accurate and meaning-
ful reflection. These questions can take on many forms, from creation/sin/
judgment/repentance/redemption to love, grace, salvation, transubstantia-
tion, and transfiguration. Often a good theological perspective question that 
can be used will arise during the text reflection portion of the seminar.

To be a “theological” reflection, after exploring the Action source from 
the theological perspective question, the group needs to explore the Tradi-
tion source. This allows the Tradition source to “reflect” and inform the 
Action source. Once a piece from the Tradition source has been identified, 
ask the EXACT SAME theological perspective question of it. 

123. This framework was designed as a training tool to help mentors understand the 
overall map of the TR process and as a supplement to the four-source model so that when 
a TR is not proceeding well or there is confusion the mentor has a mental framework to 
help participants get back into the process and to assess what else needs covered to com-
plete the TR process. EfM participants may also find the tool helpful as they work with 
individual reflections in the Reading and Reflection Guide and group reflection in their 
seminar.
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Asking the EXACT same theological perspective question is the best way 
to ensure that you align your two mirrors correctly. For instance, asking, 
“What is your age?” and, “What year were you born?” get to related infor-
mation, but do not line up exactly. To get from one to the other you have 
to execute mental arithmetic. The same would be the case if you ask of the 
Action source, “What was the world like in this story?” and of the Tradition 
source, “What was Creation like in this story?” As the mentor you might 
mean the same thing by these two questions, but the participants are likely 
answering different questions. 

Once the group has explored the Tradition source with the exact same 
theological perspective question, you are ready to move on.

To have a reflection, you only need two things: the item to be reflected 
and the item doing the reflecting. So, at this point, we have set that stage. 
Our life story (Action) is being viewed against the mirror of our Tradition. 
The mirror was aligned by asking the exact same theological perspective 
question of both sources. At this point, the actual reflection begins. Every-
thing before this point has been setting up the reflection by exploring the 
Action source and the Tradition source. 

Now, the group will sift through the material that has arisen in the two 
explorations and see where there are points of similarity (Compare) and dif-
ferences (Contract). Begin discussing the similarities and differences. 

After the Compare/Contrast discussion, you can move directly to the 
Insights/Implications. You have done everything required of a theological 
reflection. You have examined the point of origin (Action), the point of re-
flection (Tradition), and how they reflect upon each other. However, to have 
a richer reflection, bring in the other two sources. You do this by seeing how 
the sources resonate with the discussion through the lens of the theological 
perspective question. Don’t go sequentially through the sources, though. 
Allow the sources to speak to each other as resonates arise.

Then, as time and/or energy start to wane, ask the group what insights 
and implications have arisen for them in this discussion.

Other Comments on Framework Application

This framework matches the RRG’s four step model of Identify/Explore/
Connect/Apply. In the Identify step, you are choosing the point of origin. 
You Explore the point of origin by way of the theological perspective ques-
tion. You then Connect to the Tradition source. You also Connect to the 
other sources as time and energy allow. Finally, you Apply your learnings  
by way of Insights and Implications.

In addition, TRs have limited time in which to be completed and you 
want to make sure to give each section enough time. Through my experi-
ence, this is done by allowing 25 percent of your time to get through the 
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Tradition theological perspective question discussion. At the 25 percent 
mark, you should be starting the compare/contrast of the two Explorations. 
(This covers Identify/Explore and the beginning of Connect.) At the 75 
percent mark, you should stop wherever you are and go to Insights/Implica-
tions. (This is Apply.) Going to Insights/Implications at the 75 percent mark 
allows time to go into some detail in identifying learnings and applications 
from the discussion. This leaves the middle 50 percent (25 percent to 75 
percent) for having a good, rich, flowing discussion. In my experience, this 
middle 50 percent is the heart of the TR. It is where the strongest energy is 
and where the learnings and insights occur. So, you tighten up the begin-
ning 25 percent to allow more time for the heart of the TR. This is done by 
being more directive and not overanalyzing the first few steps. Then, when 
you reach the Compare/Contrast point, you step back and let the conversa-
tion flow more freely.

Questions tend to stop the flow of a conversation as participants have 
to reorient to what is being asked, think about the question, and restart the 
conversation. One way to avoid this problem is to make statements. State-
ments allow the participants to either follow the statement or stay where 
they were. If they are ready, they will move on by following the statement’s 
content. If they are not ready, they will stay with the content they were pre-
viously discussing. For instance, if the group is discussing comparisons and 
contrasts and you think it is time to add content from the Culture source, 
you could make a comment relating the Culture source to the discussion. If 
other participants are ready they will follow your lead. Otherwise, they will 
continue discussing comparisons and contrasts.

All of the sources are very broad. It is good to find a way to narrow 
them to a more manageable size. The key is to focus on what aspects of the 
source influence your behavior. For example, in the Culture source, there 
are a lot of areas that don’t influence my behavior. However, what I learned 
from my parents, my favorite books, and school does influence my behav-
ior. So, when discussing the Culture, those are the areas I will focus on. 
Phrased another way, the way I look at sources is through the lens of “What 
from *Source* influences the way I think about *Theological Perspective 
Question*?”
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Examples of theological reflection

Theological Reflections from Volume D

Examples from other volumes of the Reading and Reflection Guide follow.

Theological Reflection Beginning with the Christian Tradition

Identify a focus. The EfM material is part of the Christian Tradition source. 
Identify the focus or primary point of your EfM study this week. 

Write that primary focus in a statement. 

What issue underlies that point? 

What vision of wholeness is that focus point trying to express or live?

Explore the focus (primary statement). Use systematic theology’s views of the 
world, sin, judgment, repentance and/or redemption reflected in the focus. 
Create an image or metaphor if possible. Apply some of the following  
to your focus statement or metaphor.

What view of the world is present in that focus?

What brokenness or sin does that focus address or reveal?

What questions or crises does that focus respond to or contribute to?

How does that concern or focus lead to repentance or reorientation?

How does that concern lead to restoration to a creative life?

What does the focus say about forgiveness?

What concern about God does the focus address?

Connect to other sources that offer understanding in relation to the focus. 
Select one of the following aspects of Culture. 

What book or movie has been formative for you in relating to the vision  
of wholeness identified in the focus phase?

What local or family customs provide guidance for you in this moment?

What local agencies respond to the focus of the reflection?

Compare and contrast the connections to the world around you and  
the exploration of the focus. What issues or concerns do you become 
aware of?
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Continue connecting. What Personal Experiences have you had that are  
relevant to the reflection focus?

State one or two personal Beliefs that have surfaced for you in this reflection. 

How did those beliefs form? Something you learned in your family?  
Something you have read? Something that has happened in your life?

When has it been difficult for you to act on those beliefs?

Apply

If you could do just one thing about the concerns that surfaced in this 
reflection, what would that be?

What would keep you from taking that action?

What would support you as you act?

 ResouRces foR Reflecting theologicallY | examPles of theological Reflection
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Theological Reflection Beginning with a Provocative Word124

Identify: Select a word that has impact. 
For the purpose of this reflection and the practice, try the word  
“ATONEMENT.”

What revelations on the meaning of the word do you have? Anything  
it denotes or connotes?

Explore: Ask the questions.
Next, ask the six “journalist’s questions” about the feeling the word conveys:

WHO was involved when you were feeling a need to atone for something? 
(Action Source . . . tell the stories from your life)

WHAT image comes to mind about the feelings involved when you experi-
enced a need to atone? 
(Image . . . explore the metaphor—its reflection of Wholeness, Brokenness, 
Recognition, Reorientation, and/or Restoration)

Connect: Go to the other sources we use to help explore meaning.

WHERE does this feeling come from and WHERE is it found in society? 
(Culture Source)

WHEN does this feeling come up in the Bible, lives of saints, hymns, and 
so forth? 
(Tradition Source. . . explore the world of tradition)

WHY is this feeling manifest in our lives?  
(Position Source)

HOW might God redeem any negatives in this?  
(Hope in Christ)

Consider insights and implications:

What have you learned for the next time you feel a need to atone?

124. Adapted from a design by Patricia Bleicher, EfM mentor.
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Apply: Write a collect using the outline:

Dear God . . .  (naming of God’s aspects)

You . . .  (connect situation of the image to that aspect)

We pray that . . .  (petition of our hearts)

So that . . .  (result we desire)

Amen.

You might also want to try this using a different word, such as TRANSFOR-
MATION, CONVERSION, or SALVATION.

 ResouRces foR Reflecting theologicallY | examPles of theological Reflection
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Theological Reflection Beginning with a Social Concern  
(Culture Source)

Focus

Find something that challenges you in a news article, an essay, a cartoon,  
a book, or the like. 

Locate the central idea of the item you chose. Write a sentence stating that 
idea. This will be the focus to explore.

Explore the focus theologically.
Scan these perspective questions and bring two or more of them into a  
conversation with the focusing idea. 

What does the focus idea say about the world?

What kind of world does the idea describe?

How does that idea-world describe brokenness?

What vision of wholeness is broken?

What crisis does the central idea recognize or present? What conversion  
is that idea calling for?

What would have to change?

How would the central idea promote a reorientation towards wholeness?

How would things look if they were made right? 

What is the theology of the central idea?

Connect the focus with the sources of Christian Tradition, personal beliefs/
Position, and personal experience/Action. This movement provides access  
to “voices” that can guide us in moments like the focus. 

When you respond to the focus idea, do you think of an incident in your 
life or of something you have encountered in your EfM study or of some 
personal belief that relates to the focus?

List all connections you make to the focus idea. 

How do those connections, those voices, guide you in relation to the focus 
idea?

Apply the reflection to your life. 

Write about how the tides of the Spirit are evident in your theological  
reflection. 

Engage in the Ignatian Daily Examen as often as you find helpful. 
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Prayer Practice: The Examen

The Loyola Press web site, on the page Ignatian Spirituality, offers informa-
tion about praying the Examen.

The Daily Examen is a technique of prayerful reflection on the events of the 
day in order to detect God’s presence and discern his direction for us. The  
Examen is an ancient practice in the church that can help us see God’s hand  
at work in our whole experience.

The method presented here is adapted from a technique described by 
Ignatius Loyola in his Spiritual Exercises. St. Ignatius thought that the Examen 
was a gift that came directly from God, and that God wanted it to be shared 
as widely as possible. One of the few rules of prayer that Ignatius made for the 
Jesuit order was the requirement that Jesuits practice the Examen twice daily—
at noon ad at the end of the day. It is the habit that Jesuits, and many other 
Christians, practice to this day. 

This is a version of the five-step Daily Examen that St. Ignatius practiced.

1. Become aware of God’s presence.

2. Review the day with gratitude.

3. Pay attention to your emotions.

4. Choose one feature of the day and pray from it.

5. Look toward tomorrow.125

The Loyola web site provides a number of links to a variety of forms of the 
Examen, including a printable prayer card.

125. http://www.ignatianspirituality.com/ignatian-prayer/the-examen
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Theological Reflection Beginning with a Personal Experience

This reflection begins in an individual’s personal experience and systemati-
cally focuses to one moment in which to open an individual or a group to 
the Eternal. 

Identify a focus in an experience:

Recall and recount a time when your ethical standards were challenged. 
Describe the circumstance in as much detail as possible. 

Notice where there were significant shifts in energy in the event and iden-
tify the one moment of greatest energy for you. Let all else fall away and 
mentally stand just in that discrete instant. Stay with any discomfort that 
you recall.

List two or three primary feelings and two or three key thoughts you had  
at that tiny moment. Decline any internal mental invitation to explain, 
justify, or interpret. Just let yourself accept your key thoughts and feelings 
of the moment. 

Feel the feelings and notice where they are in your body. What is that like? 
Do they create a sensation of heat or cold? What color do they have? 

Settle into those thoughts and feelings and create a picture of what it’s like 
for you when you experience that combination. Maybe it was like a vise 
tightening in your chest, or a fire erupting in your head, or a dark cold 
tunnel before you, or another image. 

Write or draw a picture of what it’s like when those feelings and thoughts  
are present. 

Theologically explore the world represented in your picture. Stay inside the 
picture-world for this exploration. 

What is whole or good about that world?

What separation does the image represent?

What does someone in that picture-world have to recognize in order to 
know there is separation? What would that person have to change in  
order to move back towards wholeness?

What do conversion and transfiguration look like for those in the image 
world?

How would God’s glory be manifest in such a world?

EfM D 179-292_part2.indd   264 7/26/16   3:23 PM



 ResouRces foR Reflecting theologicallY | examPles of theological Reflection

Reading and Reflection guide, Volume d | 265 

Connect to our other sources: 

What seems to be the heart of the matter in the focus metaphor or state-
ment? What is this theological reflection about?

Since this reflection begins in personal experience (Action source), draw  
in the Culture, Tradition, and Position sources.

What about your own beliefs (Position)? Considering the heart of the  
metaphor and the issue it represents, state your position. How did you 
form that position—from something you learned in church (Tradition)  
or by experience (Action) or in a book you read (Culture)?

Think about (and write if you have time and inclination) how that mix of 
sources speaks to the metaphor’s heart. What wisdom can you gain from 
the reflection?

Apply to daily life. Theological reflection guides us to living a life of  
maturity in faith and action. 

Make notes about how reflecting theologically on this moment helps  
you integrate belief and behavior and raises any possibilities for you  
in ministry.
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Theological Reflection Beginning with a Dilemma

First, read through this method and then apply it to a dilemma in your life. 

Identify a focus: The focus goal is to create a universal statement of the  
dilemma. This kind of reflection especially requires that the personal  
experience be something that is over and done with, no decisions remain  
to be made. 

Describe something that happened in your life that posed a dilemma;  
you wanted two things that could not both happen at the same time.  
For example, you want the promotion and transfer you have been offered and  
you want to remain in the same location where you are. 

Find the central moment of your incident by noting where or when in  
the event the tension was greatest. Write what you thought and felt at  
that moment

To create a dilemma statement, list what you wanted at the moment you  
felt the tension. You will likely have several “I wanted” statements. Keep 
this list in the form of “I wanted” rather than “I did not want.” Note:  
The dilemma is between two goods, but a choice has to be made. Example: 
I wanted to advance in the company. I wanted to try my wings. I wanted to see a 
new location. I wanted to stay where I know what I am doing. I wanted to keep my 
life and friends. 

From your list, select the pair of statements that best represents the central 
dilemma. Record the dilemma statement as “I wanted _____ and I wanted 
_______.” The challenge is to get an “I wanted” statement rather than “I 
wanted but I didn’t want. . .  .”

Turn the dilemma pair into a universal statement. What is this dilemma 
actually about? A universal statement of the example dilemma could be 
“This is a dilemma over the challenge of expanding one’s horizons and 
hanging onto the familiar.” Or, “This is a dilemma over not knowing 
whether a step is one that I’m ready for.” There are other possible dilemma 
statements for the example, so do not get hung up on the “correct” one. 

Universalizing is especially necessary when reflecting in a group in order to avoid 
advice-giving and problem-solving. If this were a group reflection, each person 
would identify a moment when they, too, experienced the same universal dilemma. 
In a group, this is another way in which a tendency to continue to focus on the 
presenter can be redirected. 

Explore your universal dilemma either through the lens of Cost/Promise 
(Risk/Hope) or Theological Perspectives. 
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Cost and Promise names costs (risks) and promises (hopes) of the dilemma.  

Theological Perspective Questions can be used in the universal dilemma 
by considering what that dilemma reveals about wholeness, brokenness, 
recognition, reorientation, or restoration. 

Connect to other sources in which this dilemma has occurred—Christian 
Tradition, Culture, and Positions. Remember, these connections come in 
any order. This is not a rote exercise, but a reflection.  Consider such ques-
tions as:

Tradition: Identify some stories from scripture or church history that relate 
to the dilemma. In the stories of the people of God, who has been in the 
same dilemma? Or perhaps some prayers or hymns come to mind that 
relate to this reflection. Look up what you recall and spend time with the 
story or account or prayer or hymn. How does the connection help or 
challenge you in this dilemma?

Compare Tradition and Dilemma: Compare and contrast what our Chris-
tian Tradition and the initial experience have to say about that dilemma. 
What choices would the Tradition support? Not support? Why? 

Culture: Have there been news stories about this kind of dilemma? Have 
you read a book or seen a movie that dealt with that dilemma? Is there a 
political dimension to that dilemma?

Position: What do you believe about the issues of the dilemma? How was 
your belief in conflict in the dilemma? What do you hope for regarding 
the dilemma? What formed your beliefs about this matter?

Apply

Insights and Questions: What do you see in a new way? What have you 
learned about facing this dilemma? What questions remain for you in  
this kind of dilemma?

Implications: Identify learning or insight that occurred for you during this 
theological reflection.

What do you want or need to do? 

•	 social implications, 

•	 actions you could take, 

•	 what you need to learn, 

•	 support that would help in the midst of such a dilemma, 

•	 where you could find that support.

Close your personal reflection with a prayer that offers your learning and 
hopes and requests to God. 
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Theological Reflection Beginning with a Personal Position

In the unit essay’s section 1, The Moral Truth of Nature, Thompson stated, 
“There are, however, truths that are clearly revealed through careful atten-
tion to the natural order, and that have normative significance—that is, they 
can ground moral norms. The two most salient of these are the fundamental 
interconnectedness of all life and the inescapable reality of suffering.”

Identify a focus: Describe how that statement is true or not true for you 
(Position). 

Create a focus image or statement that captures the essence of your belief. 

Explore the focus: Identify how the focus image or statement reflects the 
world as you know it. 

Further explore by identifying how that image or statement reflects some-
thing of the disruption of relationships or disobedience of God, or of  
what needs to change, or what needs repentance, or how redemption is  
or can be present in the world. 

Connect the focus to other sources: Determine the source that most forms 
your focus Position—was it an experience in your life, or learning from the 
culture or the tradition? How do those three sources relate to your focus 
image or statement?

Apply insight and learning: Vocation and ministry are the point of theologi-
cal reflection. Without arriving at application to those areas, the reflection is 
incomplete. Discern conclusions and applications that you gain from reflec-
tion on the Thompson statement that introduced the practice. 
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Theological Reflections from Other Volumes in the Series

Theological Reflection Beginning with the Christian Tradition
Identify the focus or a primary point of your EfM study this week.

Explore the primary point by identifying the theological perspectives of the 
world, sin, judgment, repentance, and/or redemption reflected in that focus. 
Apply any of these or similar theological questions to your consideration.

What view of the world is present in that focus?

What brokenness or sin does that focus address or reveal?

What questions or crises does that focus respond to or contribute to?

How does that concern or focus lead to repentance or reorientation?

How does that concern lead to restoration to a creative life?

What does the focus say about forgiveness?

What concern about God does the focus address?

Move to the other sources 

Connect by stating how the focus is present in today’s world (Culture). 

What book or movie has dealt with this focus?

Compare and contrast the connections to the world around you with the 
above exploration of the focus. 

What issues or concerns do you become aware of?

What personal experiences (Action) have you had that relate to this focus?

State one or two personal beliefs (Position) you have about the focus that 
surfaced in this reflection. 

How did those beliefs form? 

When has it been difficult for you to act on those beliefs?

Apply 

If you could do just one thing about the concerns that surfaced in this 
reflection, what would that be?
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Theological Reflection Beginning with a Personal Experience (1)

Identify a focus.
In writing, describe the conflict you recalled in the Respond section. This 
places you in the Action/Experience source of your life; you recall some-
thing you’ve experienced or done. 

Narrow the narrative by looking for a point in the conflict that had high 
energy. 

Name your thoughts and feelings at that point of energy.

Draw a picture of a metaphor that illustrates what it was like when you had 
those thoughts and feelings. Think about color, sensation, heat/cold, 
location in your body of energy or tension. When you have/had those 
thoughts and feelings, it’s as if. . . . 

Explore the focus with theological perspectives.
Continue the reflection using your picture and considering these questions.

In the picture you created, what kind of interaction do you see?

How is that interaction revealing goodness or brokenness?

What kind of relationship does God have with those in that world?

What kind of relationships exist in that picture?

What crises are suggested in that picture?

What would persons in that kind of picture-world hope for?

Connect to other sources.
What personal beliefs (Position source) come to mind as you reflect on the 

picture and the world it captured?

Who or what in the Christian story (Tradition) or the world around you 
(Culture) helps you make sense of the world in the picture? In those 
sources, who are the wisdom figures or groups to help or guide you in a 
moment like you pictured?

Apply learning. 
What prayer would you offer to God as a result of your reflection?

Name two areas in which you have the opportunity to minister in your life.

How will this reflection make any difference as you live in those areas?

How has your EfM study given you a way to view the circumstances of  
your life?
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Theological Reflection Beginning with a Personal Experience (2)

Identify a reflection focus. 
Recall a time in your life when you believe you experienced the Presence  
of God. 

Make some notes about the experience.

Locate the central moment of the experience, when your awareness of  
God’s Presence was most vivid.

Name two to three attendant thoughts and feelings in that moment.

“It was like_________.” Draw a picture that represents that moment’s 
thoughts and feelings or make a brief statement of six to nine words.

Explore the focus image or statement. 
Bring theological perspectives to the reflection.

Study the image or statement in silence. Let the “voice” of the image or 
statement become present. 

What questions about the image/statement surface for you? List those and 
your responses. 

Identify the type of theological questions those are. That is, are the questions 
about the nature of the world, the nature of God, the relationship of God 
to the world, the nature of mercy, of grace, of hope, and so forth?

Connect to other sources of meaning in your life. 

When life is like that image/statement for you, how do you make sense of 
the experience? 

What wisdom do you draw on for understanding? Who or what have 
you studied in the Christian tradition or the world around you that can 
“speak” to you or teach you about a moment like that?

What do you deeply believe about the experience you had? What doubts 
and hopes are present for you? Where do those feelings originate?

Apply insight/learning.
Sit quietly with the image, exploration, and connections, perhaps lighting  
a candle as you reside with the reflection.

What prayer begins praying in you? Try to write that down. 

How does the theological reflection support or challenge one commitment 
in your life?

EfM D 179-292_part2.indd   271 7/26/16   3:23 PM



 ResouRces foR Reflecting theologicallY | examPles of theological Reflection

272 | Reading and Reflection guide, Volume d

Theological Reflection Beginning with a Personal Experience (3)

This variation of theological reflection has sometimes been referred to 
as the “microscope method” because it describes the refining process that 
helps focus intently on a beginning point for theological reflection. Typi-
cally, the method begins in someone’s experience and systematically focuses 
the circumstance to one fleeting moment in which to open the self or group 
to the eternal. In this form of theological reflection, we move into the par-
ticular to discover the eternal.

Identify a focus from which to reflect: 

Recall and recount a time when you were confronted with a barrier of some 
sort. Describe the circumstance in as much detail as possible. 

Notice when there were significant shifts in energy in the event and identify 
the one moment of greatest energy for you. Let all else fall away and men-
tally stand just in that discrete instant. 

List two or three primary feelings and two or three key thoughts you had  
at that tiny moment. Decline any internal mental invitation to explain, 
justify, or interpret. Just let yourself accept your key thoughts and feelings 
of the moment. 

Let yourself feel the feelings and notice where in your body they are. What 
is that like? Do they create a sensation of heat or cold? What color do 
they have? Settle into those thoughts and feelings and create a picture of 
what it’s like for you when you experience that combination. For instance, 
is it like a tea kettle whistling because pressure has built up, or like walking 
barefoot on rocks, or like hanging from a limb high off the ground? 

Write or draw a picture of what it’s like when those feelings and thoughts are 
present. From this point forward, the reflection is on the image or picture-
world that represents your thoughts and feelings, not on the original 
incident.

Theologically explore the world represented in your picture.

Stay inside the picture-world for this exploration. How does that world 
reveal something about wholeness or goodness, or about brokenness?

What does someone in that picture-world have to recognize in order to 
know there is brokenness? What would that person have to change in 
order to move towards wholeness?

What would it take to restore wholeness?
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Connect by letting your mind freely move through and around the image. 

What does your image-world call to mind for you? Are there events in the 
world around you that relate to the image and help you make sense of 
those kinds of moments? 

If you’ve been thinking of some scripture passages or a hymn or prayer,  
stop and look those up. This is a very important part of theological  
reflection. How do any of those connections help make sense of this  
kind of moment?

What do you believe about living in a world such as the image captured? 
What helped to form that belief? Do you sense any other possible beliefs?

Apply to daily life. Theological reflection provides support for living a life of 
maturity in faith and action. 

In what ways might this reflection inform your behavior when you again 
have an experience that raises these thoughts and feelings? Make notes 
about how reflecting theologically on this moment helps you integrate 
belief and behavior and raises any kind of possibilities for you in ministry 
and maturity. 

There may be opportunity during the group’s seminar time to explore the 
theological reflections of various group members. There may be time to 
do a group reflection around a central theme of the group’s choosing. If 
so, what do you notice about the difference(s) between reflecting alone 
and reflecting in a group?
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Theological Reflection Beginning with a Social Concern

Philosophical anthropology studies the nature of humankind. Questions 
of identity, both individual and communal, comprise the field of study. 
Theological anthropology addresses human nature in relation to God. Both 
philosophical and theological anthropology address related questions: What 
is the end (telos) of human beings? What does human flourishing involve? 
What is “the common good”—the actions, values, and policies that allow 
people to flourish? In theological terminology, what is God’s vision for all 
people? Such questions involve thinking about the meaning of terms such  
as the Kingdom of God, heaven, and the eschaton (end-time). 

The following theological reflection outline provides a way to consider 
philosophical and theological anthropological matters. 

Identify a focus.
Develop a list of social concerns that are presently being deliberated in your 
Culture/society. The items on the list might come from politics, news me-
dia, documentaries, current cinema, or advertisements.

For example:

•	 Environmental concerns

•	 Universal health care

•	 National security

•	 Distribution of wealth

•	 Economic wellbeing 

Select one topic from the list you create and reflect theologically on that 
voice from the Culture source. You will have a chance to make additional 
connections to the voice of Culture when you add the Connect movement 
to your reflection.

Explore some dimensions of your selected social concern. For example:

•	 Notice what is revealed about human nature in the identified concern, 
both individually and corporately. What human values seem to be operat-
ing around the social concern? Describe what the identified social concern 
seems to assert about “the common good”; that is, if the concern you are 
working with is “economic wellbeing,” how does that concern relate to  
the common good? 

•	 What characteristics of God are present or absent in that concern? Possi-
bly, a social concern around national security could reflect God’s charac-
teristic of protector. What about God’s self-emptying? 

•	 Identify the deep hopes that are present or implied in the nature of the 
social concern. 
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Connect
Describe various ways the identified social concern gets manifested at the 
present time. For example, if universal health care is the identified concern 
under reflection, then identify the ways in which that concern has come to 
the foreground in the culture/society where you live, such as:

•	 U.S. news report on congressional action

•	 Canadian experience of universal health care

•	 English experience of universal health care

Where do you hear God’s voice in your social structure, or your culture? 
Learn something new. Find a way to hear the voice of Cultures/societies 

other than your own, such as how other countries handle the same or simi-
lar concern. How do varying cultural groups handle such a matter, perhaps 
even within the same country? Please resist the temptation to “talk off the 
cuff” about another place or people; rather, try to talk to someone from  
that culture or look up information that you could consider authoritative 
and reliable. 

Personal Experience: Name concrete ways in which the issue has intersect-
ed your life. For example:

•	 Retirement brought change in how medical insurance was obtained

•	 Got ill and had to receive medical attention over an extended period  
of time

•	 Health of a friend’s parent deteriorated and he/she required extended 
health care

•	 Visit to emergency room of hospital and noticing who was there  
and why

•	 Change in a person’s life that required addressing the need for medical 
insurance

When have you had personal experience related to that concern or issue? 
What emotions have you experienced as that concern has intersected your 
life: fear, frustration, sorrow mixed with gratitude? Name your thoughts and 
feelings in relation to the focus you have selected.

Personal Belief/Position: What seems to be at stake in the reflection as you 
have explored and connected to the identified concern? What statements of 
conviction are you willing to make? What is alive for you in this matter?

•	 State what you value and hold important that is touched by the identified 
social concern.

•	 State your best vision or hope for the world. For creation.
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Tradition: Listen to the voice of Christian tradition, especially the way 
Christian tradition speaks to the questions of God, common good (reign  
of God), or human nature.

What specific stories from the Christian tradition speak to the concern? 
Note what scripture stories, perhaps ones you remember from your child-
hood, give shape to the concern.

As you access the various voices in Personal Experience, Christian Tradition, 
Culture(s), Personal Beliefs, what rings true for you or seems new to you? 
Express, as best you can, any intuitive sense of what “should” be, “ought” 
to be, could be, or “must” be done relative to the social concern. In other 
words, what matters to you about this? 

Describe actions that you could take that might contribute to the reign  
of God, the common good, in the matter of the social concern on which 
you reflected. 

Apply
Apply the insight and new awareness from the reflection within the context 
of the social concern you named above.

How do the dimensions of the social concern point to the common good? 

In what way does participation in the social concern/issue contribute to a 
vision of God’s reign? 

How does human flourishing revealed through the reflective theological 
conversation point toward action and behavior and practices? 

In other words, what are you going to do (ministry) with what you have 
considered?

What would support you? Where/how will you reach out for that support?
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Theological Reflection Beginning with the Christian Tradition

Identify
The following passages involve the people of Samaria, a group that fostered 
strong feelings among the Jews. Carefully read the passages and identify two 
or three topics common to both. 

When the days drew near for him to be taken up, he set his face to go to 
Jerusalem. And he sent messengers ahead of him. On their way they entered a 
village of the Samaritans to make ready for him; but they did not receive him, 
because his face was set toward Jerusalem. When his disciples James and John 
saw it, they said, “Lord, do you want us to command fire to come down from 
heaven and consume them?” But he turned and rebuked them. Then they 
went on to another village.

Luke 9:51–56

But wanting to justify himself, he asked Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?” 
Jesus replied, “A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell into 
the hands of robbers, who stripped him, beat him, and went away, leaving him 
half dead. Now by chance a priest was going down that road; and when he 
saw him, he passed by on the other side. So likewise a Levite, when he came 
to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side. But a Samaritan while 
traveling came near him; and when he saw him, he was moved with pity. He 
went to him and bandaged his wounds, having poured oil and wine on them. 
Then he put him on his own animal, brought him to an inn, and took care of 
him. The next day he took out two denarii, gave them to the innkeeper, and 
said, ‘Take care of him; and when I come back, I will repay you whatever more 
you spend.’ Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man 
who fell into the hands of the robbers?” He said, “The one who showed him 
mercy.” Jesus said to him, “Go and do likewise.”

Luke 10:29–37

Note: Though the above scripture passages are quoted from the NRSV translation, 
reading the passages in a variety of translations may increase the sense of meaning.

Focus the passages by considering where the key energy/heart of the passage 
is, what the passages seem to be about. 

Develop an image in words or a drawing that brings the point of the pas-
sages into focus.
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Explore the image or central idea of the passages, using questions from the 
theological themes of Creation, Sin, Judgment, Repentance, or Redemption, 
such as:

•	 What kind of community does the image-world/theme suggest (Creation)?

•	 What might get in the way of relationships in that image-world/theme 
(Sin)?

•	 What could make those in that world realize there’s something wrong; 
what choices are there (Judgment)?

•	 What would represent a change of direction (Repentance)?

•	 What might a new, life-giving creation look like (Redemption)?

Connect
Note: Connecting happens best if some freedom is allowed. Listen to each 
of the “voices” or “sources” below and let your responses emerge in any 
order. You may not make a connection in one area; that is okay. That may 
occur at a later time, or not at all. Mainly, allow your inner life to speak, 
connecting you to these areas of potential meaning and revelation.

Personal Experience—When has something happened in your life that is 
like the world of the image/metaphor? For instance, if the image created for 
the passages is “extending a party invitation,” when have you given or sent 
such an invitation? 

Compare your experience with the preceding theological exploration. 
How do your experience and the image relate to one another?

Contemporary Culture/Society—Who or what has taught you some-
thing that is helpful when life is like the image? In our world, how is there 
opposition to that image? How is there support for it? Where is God extend-
ing party invitations in the world in which you live?

Christian Tradition—What other scripture passages or church history 
events remind you of the image or central point of the passages from Luke?

Beliefs/Positions: What key issues do the metaphor and personal experi-
ence and contemporary culture raise? State your Beliefs and Positions rela-
tive to those issues. 

Apply meaning and purpose to the reflection by identifying learning and 
clarifying questions. 

How do the beliefs and insights of the exploration support you in ministry?

Notice where you might want to make some changes in action or viewpoint 
about the matter covered in the reflection. 

Write a prayer in response to the discoveries in this reflection.
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Theological Reflection Beginning with a Personal Position

Identify a focus.
Begin with a focus on the value of music and poetry in worship and prayer. 

Explore the focus.
Make a statement or image that reflects a connection between music and 
poetry and prayer or worship. For instance, someone might express that he 
only likes a certain type of music in worship because another kind destroys 
the sense of peace and beauty. Or another person might create an image that 
depicts people singing or playing instruments and the music notes floating 
outward towards God and the world. 

Explore your statement or image theologically, using a few of the ques-
tions provided, or create your own questions for the image:

How does the overall statement or image reflect wholeness or goodness?

What view of the world is contained in your statement or image?

What view of the relationship between God and creation exists in your  
statement/image?

How would someone experience God in that statement/image?

What might disrupt someone’s relationship with God and others in  
that focus?

What view of restoration to wholeness is contained in the focus?

Connect to other sources.

State your personal belief that undergirds your initial image or statement. 

How do your personal belief and the exploration above coincide and how 
do they conflict? 

What troubles you about the comparison? What comforts you about the 
comparison?

Find one or two scripture references to the place of music and poetry in 
liturgy and worship. Or, select one or two hymns to connect to. How  
do those hymns relate to your focusing image or statement and to your 
position? How do they relate to the exploration?

What view of the world around you is contained in your personal belief 
statement, in the image, in the hymns you chose? 
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Apply what is learned to daily life.

Once a person takes a stance or affirms a position, implications for ministry 
begin to emerge. 

What do you see for your ministry as you live day to day?

Close by composing a prayer adapting the structure of Jewish prayers:

Blessed are you, O Lord God, _______________________  
(description of God), 

for you _________________________________________
 
and make us ____________________________________

through _______________. Amen.
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Theological Reflection Beginning with a Wide-Angle Lens

Why this title? The image of a wide-angle lens is used because this reflec-
tion begins with a variety of perspectives, then focuses on a thread/theme/
idea/image that connects them. An individual starts by finding the threads 
or themes present—in this case in something he or she reads or watches. The 
key for use by an individual requires initiation from something that could 
produce several themes or ideas (in this case, two or more articles on a topic 
of interest). In an EfM group, the reflection’s beginning point can be themes 
from the spiritual autobiographies, themes from the week’s reading, themes 
from any on-board time of the group, or some other starting point from 
which a variety of perspectives can be elicited. 

The key is first to list the themes in what is under consideration, then  
find a thread that runs through the themes. 

Identify

FIND A COMMON THEME OR THREAD

Begin with the articles chosen for the Respond section above.

What are the common themes or elements which emerge? 

Is there a central question, struggle, or issue contained in the articles? 

State the central thread as a simple statement, image, metaphor, or issue. 

For instance, a review of several articles could reveal themes of challenge of 
the status quo, support of a particular view, and/or revelation of something 
new. Asking “What ties some of those themes together” yields a thread 
that may have run through the articles. 

Explore

THEOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES

Write about what’s going on in the image, issue, or statement you created  
in the Identify step above. 

Sit quietly and let the image or statement and your writing rest in you. 

What questions does your image or statement raise? 

What questions does that image or statement answer?

Identify the perspectives contained in the questions, that is, wholeness,  
brokenness, recognition, reorientation, or restoration.

Connect

This is the point at which one looks at the various sources in life to help find 
meaning in matters of daily life and ministry. The object is to find connec-
tions between the image, statement, or issue and other aspects of our life 
that teach us something. 
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CONNECT TO CULTURE AND SOCIETy

Focus on one or two areas of your culture or society so that the reflection 
will not be too broad. These connections might come from your local com-
munity or the larger world: your work environment, the education system, 
the health care system, your grandmothers, movies, TV, literature, art, songs, 
artifacts, architecture, government, or the press, to name a few. 

Pick just one area of our contemporary society with which to connect. For 
instance, what does the world of employment teach you about the theme 
you have identified? Or, what have you learned from the news media in 
your culture/society that helps you or challenges you regarding the theme? 

How does the selected area of culture/society speak to or about this thread? 

CONNECT TO CHRISTIAN TRADITION

•	 Identify biblical passages or other elements from Christian tradition 
(scripture, hymn, prayer, church history document) in which this common 
thread is evoked or brought to mind. Read the passages.

•	 Select one passage that seems to address the image, statement, or issue.

•	 Examine the passage:

•	 Note how the passage offers insight into the image, statement, or issue 
you are considering.

•	 Note how the passage challenges the image, statement, or issue.

•	 What does the passage mean to you?

COMPARE AND CONTRAST CULTURE/SOCIETy AND CHRISTIAN TRADITION

From the perspectives of each, what kind of a world emerges?

Where do these perspectives join or compete? Where do they clash or  
contrast?

Note what seems to be “at stake” as you compare and contrast your  
Culture and Tradition connections. 

CONNECT TO PERSONAL ExPERIENCE

When have you experienced something that relates to what seems to  
“be at stake” above?
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CONNECT TO BELIEFS, POSITIONS, AND AFFIRMATIONS

What positions or affirmations do you hold in relation to what is at stake?

Identify how that belief formed for you. Was it from personal experience, 
from something you learned in your faith tradition, or from the cultural 
messages you have inherited or encountered?

What “gaps” are there for you between what you believe and how you act  
in relation to the theme considered in this reflection?

Apply

IDENTIFy INSIGHTS AND PERSONAL IMPLICATIONS

What have you learned about coherence of belief and behavior? 

What are you personally called to do differently, to affirm, or to change?

What skills did this reflection help you learn in thinking theologically about 
something you read or watched?

DECIDE ON SOCIAL AND CIVIC CONSEQUENCES

What actions will you take to carry out the implications you have discov-
ered?

Consider how this reflection supports you in living in a multicultural world. 
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Group Life: the Seminar

The Nature of Groups

We all live in groups. Whenever two or three gather together, we have a 
group. Because we take this so much for granted, we often fail to note that 
groups have lives. They begin, they grow, they encounter changes and mood 
swings, they calcify, they end. When we pay attention to the life of the 
group, we can keep patterns healthy and vibrant. We can make them into 
creative centers for learning and productivity. Other groups may degenerate 
into destructive patterns that feed on negativities, breed destructive behav-
iors, or just simply become ineffective, unproductive, stale, and dissatisfying. 
These groups usually collapse in conflict or abandonment.

The goal of the EfM seminar is to discover our theology with others on 
a common path. We know that certain considerations must be met in order 
for this to happen in a group that maintains a productive and creative life.

The key element of any seminar is TRUST. Without it every discussion 
becomes a defensive encounter and learning is limited by tactics of self-
protection. An effective seminar develops because the leadership provides 
a venue in which leadership can be shared, responsibility for the com-
mon wellbeing can be assumed by everyone, and each person can enter 
the discussion with a sense of value, acceptance, and the ability to make 
distinctive contributions. Such a pattern does not just happen. It grows in 
an environment of caring and nurturing. Its growth validates that we learn 
more effectively by cooperation and enthusiastic participation than by 
competition and argumentation.

Essential Elements 

We have determined that certain elements need to be present in the life 
of a seminar to make it effective and satisfying as a learning environ-
ment. Seating in a seminar should be arranged with no one dominating 
the group as if chairing a meeting. Members should be able to see each 
other, and the room should afford a sense of privacy. Different styles may 
dominate. Put aside barriers, such as a table in the center of the room, that 
may reduce personal communications. Seminars do not work well with 
interruptions such as might take place in a large hall open to the public. 
Restrooms and hospitality can be very helpful, including access to liquids, 
at the very least water. Nourishment that maintains a sense of comfort and 
wellbeing are suggested.

EfM offers participants an opportunity to share their “spiritual autobi-
ographies.” Self-revelation is a part of every encounter, when we state our 
names, shake hands, and offer information about ourselves. Typical informa-
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tion beyond our names includes our address, occupation, and family status. 
Of course we also reveal a great deal in non-verbal ways by appearance, body 
posture, and tones of voice. All these features highlight our encounters ev-
eryday. To develop a seminar group requires that we reveal a bit more. What 
we reveal depends upon our own comfort level in a group. Some personal 
information is obviously not appropriate in a seminar group, but members 
must make decisions about “how free” they can be. Usually this is an evolv-
ing process, like a marriage. As we grow in trust and support for one another, 
we reveal more and become more open. Secrets tend to restrict our freedom 
to express ourselves, resulting in a smaller and narrower world view. We 
cannot grow by ourselves, and we also cannot grow if we fail to participate. 
Self-revelation is our participation. Feedback from others is how others can 
contribute to our learning process.

While we begin with Spiritual Autobiographies in EfM, this is only one 
aspect of our continuing self-revelation and growth. Theological reflection 
only works well if it speaks to events in our lives. We can find it difficult to 
engage in theological reflection unless we can reveal enough of our lives to 
examine with the theological tools we acquire through the process of study.

A mentor has certain leadership functions assigned by the task, but 
shared leadership has more to do with style than with function. Shared 
leadership means that a group takes sufficient time to arrive at a consen-
sus, that is to say a willingness of all to pursue a certain course. Consensus 
does not mean that all agree, but it does mean that everyone is willing to 
pursue a given option. Sharing the leadership requires that group members 
check with each other. Those who are most vocal need to give place and 
to encourage those who have less to say, but may indeed offer significant 
contributions. Shared leadership means looking out for one another, taking 
time for one another, and recognizing that unless we move together, our 
seminar will end.

No seminar works well unless there exists a common enterprise. This 
is the subject of our inquiry, in this case the theological enterprise in all its 
complexity. Our common enterprise includes the history of theology and 
the sources for our faith, the Bible, the experience of the people of God 
throughout history and through liturgy, and the interpretation of those 
experiences that have been handed to us in countless libraries as well as 
through a shared tradition of experience.

In academia the pattern or discipline used in seminars frequently follows 
that of the lecture hall. Instead of faculty, seminar members offer papers or 
“talks” which may be critiqued and discussed. For participants such seminars 
are often dry and uninteresting, unless either the subject is scintillating or 
the discussion takes on a polemic level that energizes at least some of the 
participants. We do not believe, however, that disputation as a technique to 
manage a seminar is very helpful.
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The general pattern for conducting an EfM seminar is as follows:

•	 There is time to catch up with one another. This is kept short unless there 
is a crisis.

•	 There is time to worship together. The kind of worship will depend upon 
the needs of the participants.

•	 There is time to discuss the lessons, not in detail, but to note highlights, 
ask questions for clarification, and elicit themes and information that 
catch or surprise students.

•	 There is time to engage in reflective work such as a spiritual autobiography 
or a theological reflection; or time to examine spiritual needs, to plumb 
for theological meaning, or to examine the meaning of Christian ministry.

•	 This is a time to harvest the fruits of the seminar. Often we learn without 
knowing it and we fail to use what we have discovered. We have to name 
our discoveries in order to truly “own” them. It is important from time 
to time to ask: What have I learned? What are the implications of what I 
have learned? What must I do to put what I have learned into practice? 
What difference will what I have learned make in the way I am now? 
Tomorrow? In the future? What difference will it make for us, our families, 
our friends, our church, our communities?

•	 There is adequate time for breaks and refreshment. 

We advise that the group produce a set of statements about the purpose, 
expectations, and norms by which it will work (e.g., the time to begin and to 
close each session). It also helps if everyone agrees to a schedule about vari-
ous tasks associated with the seminar.

Social groups and work groups usually create opportunities to celebrate 
life. This is also true of an EfM seminar group. Remember special events 
in the life of the group with appropriate festivities. Just how and when this 
is done will vary from group to group. These celebrations may include a 
meal and alcohol may be served; however, whenever alcohol is served, the 
group must be sure to offer non-alcoholic beverages in an equally attrac-
tive manner.

Celebration may provide an occasion to bring in significant persons who 
are not part of the group. Spouses or special friends may be included so that 
they will have an opportunity to meet the group.

We often fail to say goodbye properly, to grieve for what will be no more, 
to celebrate what we have enjoyed and to give thanks for what we have re-
ceived. Celebration may be part of closure, but closure is more than simply 
enjoying festivities. Only when we mourn are we ready to release and move 
on to the next opportunity. We do ourselves and others no service when we 
fail to mourn, for that failure means that we remain fixed to the past and 
our creativity diminishes. Certificates, diplomas, remembrances we exchange 
in token and in words, all serve as epitaphs and tombstones for the past. It is 
important that seminar groups find ways to express closure adequately.
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tools from Kaleidoscope International

The following processes for gracious communication and leadership are 
from the Kaleidoscope Institute with whom EfM has been in a collaborative 
relationship since 2011. Learn more about KI at www.kscopeinstitute.org

The Cycle of Gospel Living

The difference in attitude toward the powerful and the powerless was very 
clear throughout the ministry of Jesus. Jesus never told the poor and power-
less to sell all they own and give to the poor. That would obviously be an 
absurd thing to say. Jesus healed them, loved them, ate with them, touched 
them, comforted them, blessed them, served them, encouraged them, 
taught them, and liberated them by his own suffering, death, and resurrec-
tion. Finally, Jesus breathed on them to infuse them with the power of the 
Holy Spirit—the power to teach, heal, and forgive in the name of God. On 
the other hand, Jesus never told the rich and powerful that they are blessed. 
Instead, Jesus warned them and challenged them to serve and to humble 
themselves. He reminded them of what the law and the prophets had said.

The Gospel invites the powerful to take up their cross and follow Jesus. 
Salvation for the powerful comes from the decision to give up power and 
take up the cross. The Gospel, however, never asks the powerless to choose 
the cross because the powerless, by the condition of their powerlessness, are 
already on the cross. There is no need for them to choose it, just as there is 
no need for the poor to give up what they have and give to the poor because 
they are already poor. Because the powerless are already on the cross, salva-
tion comes from endurance and faithfulness in the hope of God’s deliver-
ance through the resurrection. 

Choosing the cross and the resurrection of Jesus are part of the same 
Gospel story. But we interact with the different parts of the story differently 
depending on our place of power in a particular situation. As a Chinese 
American working in the Episcopal Church, I often find myself in situations 
where I am set up to be powerless. For example I am sometimes invited 
to be the token Asian in a meeting. When I am in this kind of situation, I 
actually spend some time before I enter the meeting to get in touch with 
the empty tomb, the resurrection side of the Gospel. I tell myself that I am 
blessed and a child of God no matter what happens. I ask God to breathe 
the Holy Spirit through me to give me strength to endure and power to 
speak and challenge the system I am about to enter.

On the other hand, as a trainer and consultant I also find myself in 
situations where I am given power and authority to influence others. In 
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my preparation for each training session, I spend time reflecting on what 
it means to choose the cross. I tell myself that I am a servant to the partici-
pants. I tell myself that even though I may be treated as an expert, I must be 
humble. I tell myself that my job is to work myself out of my job by giving 
my knowledge, skills, and power away freely, so that at the end of the ses-
sion the participants will know what I know and my services are no longer 
needed.

It is crucial to determine in a given situation which side of the cross we 
are on if we are to experience the wholeness of the Gospel. No one can stay 
on one side of the cross all the time. That would be neglecting the whole-
ness of the Gospel. Living the Gospel involves moving through the cycle of 
death and resurrection, the cross and the empty tomb, again and again. The 
moment I am resurrected into new life of empowerment, I must begin to 
think about serving and giving away my power and take up the cross again, 
or I stand the chance of abusing my power. The moment I take up the cross 
and become powerless, I must begin to think about faithfulness and endur-
ance and look toward empowerment through the empty tomb. It is in this 
dynamic of death and resurrection, cross and empty tomb, Lent and Easter, 
that the Gospel comes to life in each one of us.126

Law uses this diagram to illustrate his Cycle of Gospel Living. 

Empty Tomb
Resurrection

Powerful

Empowerment
Endurance

Give up Power
Choose the Cross

Cross
Death

Powerless

Entry point for 
the powerful

Entry point for 
the powerless

126. Eric H. F. Law, The Wolf Shall Dwell with the Lamb: A Spirituality for Leadership in a 
Multicultural Community (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 1993), 41–43.

Cycle of Gospel Living

EfM D 179-292_part2.indd   290 7/26/16   3:23 PM



Reading and Reflection guide, Volume d | 291 

 ResouRces foR communitY life | tools fRom KaleidoscoPe inteRnational

Mutual Invitation

In order to ensure that everyone who wants to share has the opportunity to 
speak, we will proceed in the following way:

The leader or a designated person shares first. After that person has spoken, 
he or she then invites another to share. (Whom you invite does not need to 
be the person next to you.) After the next person has spoken, that person is 
given the privilege to invite another to share.

If you are not ready to share, say “I pass for now” and we will invite you to 
share later on. If you don’t want to say anything at all, simply say “pass” and 
proceed to invite another to share. We will do this until everyone has been 
invited.

We invite you to listen and not to respond to someone’s sharing imme-
diately. There will be time to respond and to ask clarifying questions after 
everyone has had an opportunity to share.

(adapted from The Wolf Shall Dwell with the Lamb by Eric H. F. Law127)

© 2010 Kaleidoscope Institute. Used with permission.

As you practice Mutual Invitation you are enacting the Gospel Cycle of Living.  
The person speaking is powerful. The persons refraining from speaking have given 
up power, but will take it up again when invited. A person who passes has the 
power to offer power to another through invitation. Notice and reflect on this cycle 
as you become more adept and comfortable with the process.

127. Atlanta: Chalice Press, 1993.
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Respectful Communication Guidelines 

R =  take RESPONSIBILITY for what you say and feel without blaming others

E =  use EMPATHETIC listening

S =  be SENSITIVE to differences in communication styles

P =  PONDER what you hear and feel before you speak

E =  EXAMINE your own assumptions and perceptions

C =  keep CONFIDENTIALITY

T =  TRUST ambiguity, because we are not here to debate who is right or wrong

(from The Bush Was Blazing but Not Consumed by Eric H. F. Law)

 
 

I agree to uphold these guidelines for the time we have together.

Signature ____________________________________________________  Date _________________

© 2010 Kaleidoscope Institute. Used with permission.
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