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ABSTRACT
In the past few decades, the world has become a media culture that thinks and
communicates through the language of the arts. Unless the church thinks in the language of
media and the arts, it may have little to say to those outside its walls. This work
demonstrates how the commitments of artists and theologians are complementary and
essential to each other. It proposes an approach by which artists might collaborate with
theologians in our churches, modeling a wholistic engagement with theological meaning
that might transfer to a broader base of ownership within each church.
This project employed the methodology of arts-based participatory research through
an event in which artists created alongside theologians, and from which emerged key
factors in the way people today acquire knowledge. These factors or touchstones find
support in a variety of disciplines shaped by postmodernism, but also transcend current
trends as they are located in Jesus’ own teaching style. What may be transferrable to any
church is the way these touchstones, drawn from the idiom of the arts, map the priorities
for how leaders and artists might engage people today with theological truth.
Experiencing truth is a key undercurrent in the first five touchstones, each of which
contributes a facet for how people today tend to consider new concepts, at which point an
individual may have to adjust his or her framework of ideas. The final touchstone embodies
the wholistic priority that, as imagination is a balance of the intuitive big picture with an
analytical explanation, so our churches might benefit from an accommodation of the
strengths of the artists and the theologians. This work will offer a way forward for the
church today with scenarios from its touchstones helping leaders to approach truth from the
perspective of this world by working with those who most comfortably think in its idiom.
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INTRODUCTION
The World has tuned its ear to the language of media. In the past few decades the
world has become a media culture that thinks and communicates through the arts. Keeping
pace with these changes has been difficult in the church where rapid change can be
threatening. But unless the church speaks the language of media and the arts, it has little to
say to those outside its walls. And when it does speak, it tends to use the arts in a preachy
or doctrinally prescriptive way.
At the same time, the track record for artists flourishing within church circles has
been poor. The artist sees what is coming before others or is impassioned by injustice and
with prophetic voice may try to express it, but has often been marginalized and
misunderstood. The church’s leaders, on the other hand, may have been burned from ever
‘handing the mic’ over to one of the free-spirited creative types. Theologians and leaders
are reticent about art that is open-ended and does not connect to truth as they understand it.
The theologian wonders, “Who among the artists and creatives are willing to uphold the
truth that Jesus taught us?” The artist wonders, “Can I actually do any art that will be useful
to the church and also connect with a postmodern world?” Neither really wants to
compromise their commitments.
Theology is a way of thinking about, exploring, and expressing our understanding
of God. As Christians, we do this in the context of the revelation of God in Scripture.
Theologians and church leaders study the biblical elements of narrative, history, poetry,
wisdom and prophecy, and examine them under the lens of historical context, language,
and place within the overall narrative. Our theology has evolved through the centuries with
refinements in our hermeneutics as we have endeavoured to understand the Bible and
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address the unique issues of each new generation. Among Christian believers, there is a
desire to be faithful to God’s word as it is given in Scripture, for we long to know God.
God’s word does not change, but culture does. It is not just the fresh articulation of God’s
word in the idiom of our day that is needed, but also the very way it can be made
‘discoverable’.

BACKGROUND CONTEXT FOR THE ARTS
Artists speak the idiom of their culture and are understood by it, not just by what
they say, but in the way they engage it. Artists use media today to express life's struggles
and successes, its pain or its glory, its beauty and often, also, its ugliness. The subject
matter that concerns artists often has to do with spiritual things. What is the essence of our
existence? Where theologians may lean towards defining what we can know about God,
artists today rarely make conclusive statements about spiritual things. Their mode is more
of wrestling, or stirring up the issues, or just enjoying or negating beauty, rather than
making conclusive statements. They tend to push the boundaries, exploring the mystery of
the purpose of life. They let their participants think through ‘what if ’ scenarios as a means
of exploring new thinking. Artists tend to link ideas in a way that is more akin to prophecy
than to preaching. Art has the means to lead people in making forays into the mystery of
God, without using propositional argument. The artist builds connections with participants
through mutual experience or identification as he creates music, poetry, dance, or visual
art. Through such media the participant joins the artist in thinking about “why”. Sometimes
he asks too much of his participants. Sometimes he hits the nail on the head as a participant
connects to some mystery revealed in himself through the art itself. Sometimes there is
healing. The unfettered exploration of the arts and imagination has made it suspicious in
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the church, but it needs to be understood that artists do live and breathe spiritual questing,
and the artist does offer something that Christian leaders need today.
Co-operation of artists and church leaders
Being an artist and a theologian, I see the typical thought processes of each
discipline as essential in the church today. The intuitive use of imagination often associated
with the arts and the analytical propositional framework that we connect with theological
discipline arguably can be complementary facets in how all individuals process life.
Generally speaking, the intuitive exploration of the arts, however, is less understood or less
accepted in the church than are the more analytical theological disciplines. In this balance,
the arts today have largely been marginalized by Christian leaders, or if used, have only
been permitted a place if the art’s ‘meaning’ supports a particular doctrinal framework.
Artists and theologians alike have recognized1 this deficiency in understanding the
strengths of the arts, especially in light of our culture’s media-driven idiom of
communication, in which all the arts are used.
For this reason, I encourage dialogue between theologians and artists for the
purpose of affirming and learning from the strengths that each discipline has to offer. Some
of the questions that arise around the co-operation of the arts and theology are these: How
can artists who follow Jesus find their way alongside or in a church where its leaders are
not tolerant of the artists’ apparent undisciplined approach to exploring truth? What are the
reasons for artists having the ear of so many North Americans, and how can the church re1

These works support the idea of deficiency in understanding the strength of the arts:
Hilary Brand and Adrienne Chaplin, Art And Soul  : Signposts for Christians in the Arts, 2nd ed. (Carlisle UK:
Piquant, 2001), 176,177; Fiona Bond, The Arts in Your Church: A Practical Guide (Carlisle: Piquant, 2001),
10; Frank Brown, Inclusive Yet Discerning: Navigating Worship Artfully (Grand Rapids, MI: William B.
Eerdmans Pub., 2009), 5; Richard Viladesau, Theology and the Arts: Encountering God Through Music, Art,
And Rhetoric (New York: Paulist Press, 2000), 4; William Dyrness, Visual Faith: Art, Theology, and Worship
in Dialogue (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2001), 156.
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engage itself through the arts to be similarly current? Is there a willingness today,
especially in light of the media-rich culture in which we live, to have the arts inform
theological process and to have theology speak through the arts? What would a scenario
look like where God would bring the arts and theology together for the actions of thinking
about, grappling with, exploring, discovering, and expressing our understanding of Him?
The church leader or theologian exercises a careful taxonomy of thought that urges
faithfulness to Scripture through the hermeneutics of study and leans towards a central
orthodoxy within theological spheres of thinking. Good theology is not rash, but is built
around the larger community of godly thinking and interchange, acknowledging God’s
leading. William Dyrness, Professor of Theology and Culture at Fuller School of Theology,
talks about the dissonance between these two roles in his book, Visual Faith. When the
theologian maintains that his particular way of appropriating and communicating theology
is the only means and considers the characteristic approach of the arts as bewildering and
not useful, how will they ever interface? Even as the postmodern person reacts to dogmatic
or immovable thinking, so too reacts the artist. Artists are not theologians and theologians
are not artists.2 For each to acknowledge the other’s strengths, it may be helpful first to
hear how each has experienced the other.
Dissonance between art and theology
Jeremy Begbie, Thomas A. Langford Research Professor of Theology at Duke
Divinity School, in Beholding the Glory, takes issue with the way in which theologians
have marginalized the arts and worked with a very restricted set of tools to do theology.3

2

William Dyrness, Visual Faith  : Art, Theology, and Worship in Dialogue (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker
Academic, 2001), 99.
3
Jeremy Begbie, Beholding the Glory Incarnation through the Arts (Grand Rapids, MI  : Baker Books,,
2000), xii.
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He quotes Trevor Hart, offering a stern critique of theology that separates itself from the
arts saying, “… imagination in general and creative or artistic imagination in particular has
often been treated with great suspicion, correspondingly relegated to lower level of
importance, influence and practical support than other human activities or capacities.”4 It is
understandable that within the church there has emerged a general hesitancy to integrate
art, as a reaction to the way popular culture has embraced all forms of media and art both
healthy and nihilistic. This, combined with the sense that art has, for many, become a
spiritual replacement for religion, does not strengthen the church’s trust in the arts.5 The
result of these uncertainties regarding the arts is found in its limited toleration by leaders.
Frank Birch Brown, Professor of Religion and the Arts at Christian Theological Seminary
in Indianapolis, accurately describes the dissonance this way in Inclusive Yet Discerning:
“Clergy and non-artists left to themselves will often banish the most creative and
searching art from the church, assuming it to be too difficult or too entertaining, too
serious or not serious enough. Musicians left to themselves will too often choose a
certain work of music simply because it is fun to play or musically interesting—
regardless of whether it is meant to provide support for communion or interpret the
biblical text for the day.”6
Brown also describes the two poles of extreme in the words of Reverend Schell,
from an interview with him at Saint Gregory’s in San Francisco:
“The two things that contribute to [misunderstanding] are a religious voice which
is outspoken in its claim to defend what ‘God expects,’ on the one hand, and, on the
other hand, what I would describe as the confrontive, egoistic, lone artist who says,
‘I will know I’m an artist if people hate my work. It is my job to confront and
offend, and that’s how I become an artist.’ These are two significant polarizing
forces.”7
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Ibid., 2.
Fiona Bond, The Arts in Your Church  : A Practical Guide (Carlisle: Piquant, 2001), 8-9.
6
Frank Brown, Inclusive Yet Discerning  : Navigating Worship Artfully (Grand Rapids, MI: William B.
Eerdmans Pub., 2009), 43.
7
Robert Wuthnow, All in Sync: How Music and Art Are Revitalizing American Religion (Berkeley, CA:
University of California Press, 2003), 213.
5
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Around these extreme examples of polarized misunderstanding between church
leaders and the artists, caricatures have emerged. Robert Wuthnow, Professor of Sociology
at Princeton University and Director of the Princeton University Center for the Study of
Religion, recounts from an interview he had with Jerome Weeks of the Dallas Morning
News, in his book, All In Sync.8
“If so much of your knowledge of the community is based on these flash points of
crisis… then you get the idea that artists are basically childish characters or into
defaming whatever you hold sacred, or you feel that religious people are just
repressive, censorious types who are insecure and feel that everyone has to believe
what they do.”9
Many leaders have encountered those times when the medium of the arts can
overwhelm the truth with a different message. This presents a concern to the theologian.
The criteria of faith do not require nor depend on feelings, but upon an encounter with and
response to God in Jesus through the Spirit’s help. Richard Viladesau, Professor of
comparative theology at Fordham University with a current studies in Theological
Aesthetics, in his book, Theology and the Arts, shapes this picture of how many church
leaders and theologians have been leery of any use of the arts that replaces the centrality of
the Word and its impact with, in their view, personal opinion or “merely aesthetic”
experiences.10
The artist, like the prophet, tends to appropriate truth by trying it out first. We are
urged from the New Testament to ‘weigh’ the words of prophets first without just taking
them at face value. Why? Because, like artists, prophetic people tend to have a range of
freedom in their thinking that allows them to make quantum leaps by symbolic association.

8

Ibid., 227.
Ibid.
10
Richard Viladesau, Theology and the Arts  : Encountering God Through Music, Art, And Rhetoric (New
York: Paulist Press, 2000), 31.
9
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The positive side of this is that they are willing to try things out first. If they sense
something of a spiritual metaphor in an event or from a dream, they are willing to ask God
more about it in their meditation. The creative work of artists often reflects this out-of-thebox boundary pushing of “what if?”
Artists may also tend to put out there what they sense is urgent long before another
might feel any confidence to do so. This kind of ‘trying it out’ before fully connecting to an
analytical framework is the experimental part that theological processing will need to
understand better and experience in order to collaborate with the artists. There are obvious
pitfalls if one misunderstands the trajectory here. The aim is to discover a bit of a road map
for how the arts and theology can collaborate, letting the arts freely explore the mystery of
God with theology remaining in the gravitational pull of the priorities of Jesus. If the
essence of the Gospel does not change, the way each generation and culture grapples with
it and then communicates it will. This, then, takes us to a threshold. To entertain ideas
beyond the boundaries of what one has thought before, one must imagine their possibilities
first.
Theological exploration involves study, reflection, and application. The artist’s
process parallels this with observation, meditation, and experimentation. The final
component, ‘experimenting’, can be dramatically different for an artist than the
theologian’s ‘application’. The average student of Scripture makes observations of the
word, and reflecting on their weight of significance and meditating on their implications for
today, looks to life examples to make application. The experimental part of ‘trying out’
ideas is harder for the conservative thinker, but this is where the artist excels.
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Whether theologians like it or not, artists function today as interpreters of spiritual
things through their work. Robert Wuthnow, having studied the sociological connection
between American spirituality and the arts, describes artists as “functioning as
theologians”. He says that they intuitively work at drawing together the bridge between
spiritual discovery and contemporary cultural concerns, and act as communicators of
spirituality.11 How are artists to be received into such a balance of partnering where they
have no theological credentials? Can the evidence that postmodern people see artists
functioning as spiritual interpreters mitigate the theologians’ tentativeness towards their
role?
Jeremy Begbie, theologian and musician says, “… we know of no people or race at
any time which has not practiced art in some form.”12 Not only is art universally found in
every culture, it is part of the way culture communicates. Fiona Bond, speaking of the
multimedia revolution that has changed the way we think about the arts, says, “You could
say that these combined media have, in some ways, become the ‘language’ of our time.”
She refers to Webster's dictionary as defining language as: “any means of conveying or
communicating ideas; specifically, human speech.”13 William Dyrness accurately points
out, “Culturally we are more attuned to images over words, aesthetics over
epistemology.”14 He argues that in developing the skill for interpreting works of art, one is
able to surpass one’s own barriers and see with different eyes. Drawing on C. S. Lewis’
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Wuthnow, All in Sync: How Music and Art Are Revitalizing American Religion, 139.
Jeremy Begbie, Voicing Creation’s Praise Towards a Theology of the Arts (Edinburgh, Scotland  :: T & T
Clark,, 1991), xvi.
13
Bond, The Arts in Your Church, 4
Within this paper I would like to suggest that the arts are the idiom of communication in today’s culture. The
reference to art as language is also used by: Begbie, Voicing Creation’s Praise Towards a Theology of the
Arts, xvi; Dyrness, Visual Faith, 20; Viladesau, Theology and the Arts, 140.
14
Dyrness, Visual Faith, 20.
12
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thinking, he quotes, “My own eyes are not enough for me, I will see through those of
others. I am never more myself than when I do.”15
In his book, The Goddess and the Alphabet: The Conflict between Word and Image,
Leonard Schlain (a surgeon, Associate Professor of Surgery at UCSF, and writer) lays out
an array of connections between brain function, anthropology, history, and religion to
argue that, since the development of the written letter replacing the oral and pictorial
modes, the brain’s linear, abstract, and predominantly masculine left hemisphere was
reinforced. Schlain’s thesis attributes the loss of the balance between left and right brain in
society with the shift to a male dominated propositional society that lasted through the
Enlightenment. When language developed a way to record the written word around 5000
years ago, men, who tend to gravitate to the left brain, used their command of the alphabet
and reason for patriarchal dominance.16
With the beginning of visual media and its exponential growth in the last century
until now, he identifies that we are in the midst of a new revolution occurring through
technology which is allowing the icon or visual image to arise as a primary modality of
communication. He goes on to say that the recognition of the gifts and equality of women
today is tied to the fact that postmodern modalities of image, sound, story and music
sourced in the right brain, are emerging in the forefront of our culture once again.17 It is an
interesting theory. Notwithstanding, there is a general ethos today that favours image-based

15

Ibid., 144.
Leonard Shlain, The Alphabet Versus the Goddess: The Conflict Between Word and Image (New York,
NY: Penguin, 1999), 65–68.
17
Shlain, The Alphabet Versus the Goddess.
16
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referencing over linear word-based, as is consistent with generations who have been raised
on TV, computers, and internet.18
The artist's goal and process
It may be hard to assess the full implications of the shift we currently call
‘postmodern’ when we still exist in the middle of these changes, but changes are happening
in the way society thinks and processes ideas as a result of and by means of media. I
contend that in order to engage fully a postmodern world with the Gospel and make
discoverable God’s truth, there must be a way of bringing together the strengths of the
artist with those of the theologian. Before describing the touchstones that postmodern
people use to probe new ideas, we need a clear perspective of what makes an artist, what
the goals of art are, and how art has been used historically in order to bring us to where we
are today. Hopefully, with the following brief profile a sympathetic ethos will make space
for us to ‘try out’ some new ways of doing theology.
For reasons that will become clear later as we look at imagination, generally
speaking, restraint and imposed restrictions shut down the artist’s passion. This cannot
make for good art. For instance, when church leaders impose artistic modesty or adhere to
the maxim of the beauty of simplicity in order to avoid excess, the resulting rules do not
encourage good religious art. This modesty has morphed in some churches today to
emphasize accessibility and easy enjoyment, missing out on what may be good for
religion.19 Calvin Seerveld (Professor Emeritus in Aesthetics at the Institute for Christian
Studies in Toronto) uses the word “allusiveness” to describe the exploration process of the
artist in Rainbows for a Fallen World. He pleads with Christian artists to be not so obvious
18

Brian Godawa, Word Pictures: Knowing God through Story & Imagination (Downers Grove, IL: IVP
Books, 2009), 23–24. Godawa is a professional filmmaker.
19
Brown, Inclusive yet Discerning, 85.
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in pushing a message, and he urges church leaders to stop confining artists’ expression to
safe forms of beauty.20 The emphasis on beauty in church culture trying to be uplifting,
rarely admits to the trials of life, and yet, this is where the artist lives. Trials are what stir or
inspire the artist. Brown says, “The promotion of beauty at all costs could easily lead to the
religious neglect of art that needs to be difficult and perhaps in some ways disquieting or
disgusting in order to achieve its proper religious ends.”21 Dyrness adds that there is more
of disconnection between artists and religion today than ever, because of the religious
expectations limiting the artists’s framework.22
Diane Apostolos-Cappadona, Professor of Art History at Georgetown University, in
her book, Art, Creativity, and the Sacred, addresses the question, “What is an artist?”
Artists are inside the culture as they experience life, but outside as they address it. They
raise more questions than they answer. They stir up; they push the limits; they do not just
create to decorate or please. The artist is often the first to express what will be invented
tomorrow. She recounts Kierkegaard’s answer to the question, “‘What is a poet?’”
“He answered that a poet is an unhappy man who in his heart harbors a deep
anguish, but whose lips are so fashioned that the moans and cries that pass over
them are transformed into ravishing music. The artist must be inside the culture to
feel its wounds and its hurt, and yet enough outside, alien from it, to recognize these
as outrageous and to shape them creatively into new images less untrue to our
reality.”23
Historically, artists have been inspired by and drawn to the provoking quality of
biblical prophecy. If we are to look for the prophets today, they can often be found among
the poets, the painters, the filmmakers and the writers who critique or stir up the status quo
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towards new thinking. Steve Turner is a writer and poet living in London, England. In his
book, Imagine, he describes the expectation today that art can be prophetic by both giving a
glimpse of the future and challenging society's position. He says that artists “adopt today
the lifestyles of tomorrow,”24 and he underscores his perspective with the words of Ezra
Pound (American poet and critic), “artists and poets undoubtedly get excited about things
long before the general public.”25 The purpose of the artist, he says, is not so much to guide
society or even to provide the answers, but to be the first responder, the initiator, the
explorer into the ‘what if’ scenarios, the supplier of mirrors to look at ourselves. More than
just reporting on the condition of the world, they reflect its spiritual condition, even
unintentionally. Sometimes they express hope and sometimes they are prophets of doom.
They often live on the margins of society in their eccentricity and passionate conviction.
Our culture expects the arts to be unique and provocative, doing something never done
before. Not all art is intended to be prophetic, but if it has a prophetic edge, it seems to be
permitted within the novelty of originality. The artist who has gained the attention of the
world, “…tells his audience, at the risk of their displeasure, the secrets of their own
heart.”26
In a general way, not all art, nor all creativity, nor all creatives communicate in a
way that is well received. Maybe this is due to the uncomfortable “boundary pushing’
nature of the prophetic. If they tone it down or correct it, they could lose the impact of what
is to be prophetic. How does the prophetic quality of the arts play out in our churches?
There are two sides to this discussion, the points of view of the artist and the theologian,
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which will be discussed in greater depth later when we look at the issues in bridge building
between these two sides.
As has been stated already, the vehicle of originality is suspect in our churches.
Church orthodoxy seems too rigid for most artists. In my experience, too many prophetic,
artistic types have taken advantage of a leader’s willingness to let them ‘have the mic’,
only to dash that trust with some outlandish expression that shakes the whole church to its
core. The prophetic nature of the arts can be unpredictable and uncontrollable. It may also
be self-evident why little of the artist’s purpose or creative methods are acceptable in the
context of worship today. As for the artists, they feel this tentativeness or have experienced
outright rejection as did the Old Testament prophets, and do not easily find a place in such
an orthodox, controlled milieu. If the arts are a prime vehicle for the prophetic today, is
there room for its expression within the church? This question is not new. Looking into our
past, what has been the trajectory of the arts along with theology?
Historic affirmations of the arts and theology
Historically, the arts have been coupled with theology, predominantly found in and
sponsored by the church during its first 1500 years. Art history students are often surprised
as they begin their studies to discover just how responsive the arts were to the theology of
the Christian church in the western world. In that time, the arts could be said to have been
more a didactic interpretation of Christian dogma and narrative, though still recognized as a
powerful agent in communicating the unspeakable mystery of God. Some theologians were
very aware of art’s potency both as an expression of worship and also of individualism.
St. Augustine claimed that there exists beyond words the heart expression he called
the ‘jubilus’, where the words and the spirit soar. “The jubilus is something which signifies
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that the heart labors with what it cannot utter. And whom does jubilation befit but the
ineffable God?”27 Thomas Aquinas, in the 13th century, responded to the concern in his
time that artists might use their creativity in a self-glorifying way and stated, however, that
“the possibility of abuse does not remove the legitimacy of use.”28 Martin Luther said that,
“except for theology there is no art that could be put on the same level with music”, and
that “nothing could be more closely connected with the Word of God than music.”29
Artists of every period in history pushed the boundaries with their original ideas
relative to the latitude given them by their patrons. As the arts were the domain of the
church for centuries, and the artists’ sponsorship or economy was dependent upon that
support, deviation and experimentation in originality may have been more inhibited until
the Renaissance of the 16th century. As we consider the trend towards the separation of the
arts from religion, the question for us will be, “How might the arts re-engage today with
Christian theology for a more wholistic expression of our faith?”

PURPOSE OF THESIS
The purpose of this research is to propose an approach by which artists might
collaborate with theologians. The hope is that a dynamic and wholistic expression of
theological meaning would transfer from such a collaboration to a broader base of
ownership within each church. By artist I refer to all those creative types who are poets,
writers, painters, actors, musicians, dancers, free spirits and innovators who think outside
the box. By theologian I am thinking of all Christian church leaders, pastors, and scholars
whose passionate burden is the equipping and shepherding of the church.
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The Gospel expressed in today’s idiom will be not just a matter of using the arts to
convey or promote theology, but as a particularly relevant mode for this age for engaging
the mystery of the truth of God revealed in Jesus. The kingdom of God will benefit from a
collaboration of artists and theologians in the very way the arts become the vehicle of
theological engagement of culture with the truth of Jesus Christ itself. I propose to
demonstrate how artists and theologians can collaborate by discovering that their
commitments are complementary and essential to each other.
The picture I am painting is one in which multiple rivers or streams flow together.
In this confluence, artists might gather together with church leaders to wait on God and to
flow together with the aim of collaboratively expressing what they hear from God. What
would result, I believe, will connect the gospel to the language of a postmodern world. This
world is tuned to media. With pluralism and truth maintained as personal belief, many
people in the western world no longer gravitate to propositional argument alone anymore.
They expect to participate in truth exploration and they are accustomed to the arts as a
means of finding expression for their spirituality. We will see just how art makes itself
‘discoverable’ as a cathartic means whereby a participant may be immersed in the
situatedness of another, stirred up, pushed to think, allowed to try out new scenarios, all as
a means of engaging rather than pushing people with the mystery of truth.
Qualitative Research Methodology - Arts-based, participatory research
As the aim of this thesis is towards a collaboration of artists with theologians in
order to connect the gospel to the language of a postmodern world, the arts will be central
in the discussion and a vehicle for the research project. Accordingly, this project will
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employ the methodology of arts-based participatory research30 to work with the ideas and
art formed in and as a result of a collaborative event. From an hermeneutical analysis of the
event associated with this research, recordings of the debriefing sessions, subsequent
interviews, and collective observations, a number of touchstones will be clarified to help
shape the church’s interface with today’s world. A touchstone is a piece of slate or jasper
used in testing for the purity of precious metals by observing the color of the mark that the
metal makes on it. For the purpose of this research, the touchstone refers to the modes of
disposition reflecting a postmodern way of making meaning, and will help us test which
activities in the church will best make theological meaning.
Strategy of this work
As I studied postmodern thought, Jesus’ teaching style, spiritual formation
practices, and even brain science, I found these touchstones presented a helpful way of
pointing towards the priorities that a postmodern world embraces. The research in the areas
of theology, art, and postmodernism is framed against the backdrop of six of these key
touchstones clarified by the research project. The touchstones are not meant to be
exclusive, but useful in so far as they serve as signposts for the church in today’s world.
They will be familiar to all as they are delineated and will also be recognized as not being
new. The touchstones can be understood simply as those devices generally relied on by
postmodern people to grapple with knowledge. The reasons for why these priorities have
emerged will become apparent.
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Chapter One
First, the touchstones will be described as they are reflected in several disciplines.
As an artist familiar with these touchstones, I studied art history and its migration toward
postmodernism, Jesus’ teaching style, spiritual formation practices, and even looked at
brain science to create a broad backdrop for the description of the touchstones. As I used
my art to explore the biblical passages studied for this thesis in John 3, it helped me to
choreograph the life cycle of art from inception to its final renditions in a way that also
illustrated each of the touchstones in the first chapter.
Chapter Two
Postmodernism and its development is the focus of the second chapter. Although
scholars are not united on the description of postmodernism, in light of the fact that we
seem to be in the middle of its changing flux, still, there are some discernible trends. How
postmodernism has emerged in reaction to modernism and developed in the areas of
science, philosophy, sociology, art and theology will be touched on with a particular focus
on how these trends have manifested in the church today and their implications. It will
become evident the way in which the touchstones have arisen as significant priorities in
postmodern thinking and how they can, in turn, be helpful signposts for mapping a way
forward.
Chapter Three
The biblical research in chapter three focuses on Jesus’ teaching style and how the
touchstones can be revealed there. Somewhere in the interplay between the study of the
passages and the emerging images, I settled on the phrase “the seen and the unseen” to
describe what was so important to Jesus. Jesus used various metaphors to elicit from the
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seen and known of this earthly life a picture of what is beyond words, the heavenly, unseen
spiritual mystery of the Kingdom of God. Jesus’ oral art, as recorded in the Gospel of John,
is particularly helpful as it locates all the touchstones. The touchstones will show that it is
not just in Jesus’ words, but in the journey toward him, that discoveries may be made.
Chapter Four
The qualitative research for this project was completed in an event called The
Confluence of the Arts and Theology. Its description and findings will be described in
chapter four. Its purpose was to test, filter and clarify the salience the touchstones would
have with the participants and how helpful they might be as signposts in mapping future
collaboration of theologians and artists.
Chapter Five
The final chapter pulls together the findings and reflections from all these areas to
offer practical suggestions for employing the touchstones to map a way forward for
churches negotiating their way in the postmodern idiom. As theologians and artists
collaborate, the result may be more than the sum of their strengths. The hope is that a
dynamic and wholistic expression of theological meaning would transfer to a broader base
of ownership within each church. Each touchstone will be highlighted as it offers creative
possibilities for leaders to consider as they shepherd their people towards engaging
theology.
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CHAPTER 1: TOUCHSTONES FROM THE STRENGTH OF THE ARTS
This chapter will introduce the touchstones that emerge from the artist’s strengths
that will later help us create a roadmap for collaboration between artists and church leaders.
A touchstone is a piece of slate or jasper used in testing for the purity of precious metals by
observing the color of the mark that the metal makes on it. To determine the most valuable
features of the artist’s world that will offer the theologian touchstones for enriching their
theological process, I will examine a few spheres where the arts have influence. I will
examine the historic bond between the arts and theology and its subsequent diverging
trend. From here the propensity of the arts towards spirituality and mystery will be
highlighted. Then, the inclination of spiritual formation practices to utilize the arts and
imagination both historically and currently will be touched on. Finally, I will offer a brief
scan of some of the research done on imagination and how the brain works. From these
areas of study I will demonstrate how the following touchstones utilized in the arts connect
with our postmodern world:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

The arts offer an immersion into a sense of ‘situatedness’—they get inside the
viewpoint of another.
The arts use open-ended thinking to explore mystery—they are comfortable with
being out-of-the-box.
The arts offer relational authenticity of eidetic communication—they connect
people to their work through vivid believability or honesty.
The arts can temporarily suspend disbelief with ‘what if’ scenarios—they let people
‘try out’ new ideas by way of imagination.
The arts provide a kind of cathartic confluence—they share with vulnerability
providing a bond of acceptance and validation, which may bring healing or relief
and permit new ideas to take root.
The arts create an imagination framework using the intuitive and analytical sides of
the brain—they approximate the whole, while respecting the parts that are not yet
known.
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Once these strengths and priorities of the artist are understood, we can then use
them to find gold elsewhere, to identify what things church leaders can do that will
leverage genuine connection between this world and the gospel of Jesus.

IMMERSION INTO SITUATEDNESS
For centuries, the arts have augmented worship and theology by reflecting the
teaching of Christianity. Beyond the aesthetic or didactic use, the arts let us in on
something else. The arts immerse us into the situatedness31 of the times. Through a
period’s music, images, poetry, and literature, we gain opportunities to be immersed in
each era’s ‘flavour’, a glimpse of the cultural worldview of the times in which they were
created. Passing the threshold from our world and into that of another, this immersion into
the ‘situatedness’ of another’s worldview presents us with the first touchstone.
Understanding the feel of a culture in an historic period provides insight into how one
considers and studies the truths of Christian theology in the context of its times and then
bridges them to today’s culture. calls this the ‘common sense’ of the times,32 a kind of pure
honesty reflected in the artist’s choices of subject matter, colours and symbols, including
both the overt and the under-stated. Even as these are not so intentional on the artist’s side,
neither are they always so consciously picked up by the participant.33
In general, it is probably only when a person is most at ease and not trying to
posture or impress that one’s true character comes through. In a similar way, art can give a
more honest window into a culture. The following quotation by John Ruskin emphasizes
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the need to pay attention to the arts: “Great nations write their autobiographies in three
manuscripts; the book of their deeds, the book of their words, and the book of their art. Not
one of these books can be understood unless we read the two others; but of the three the
only quite trustworthy one is the last.”34
Much can be said about studying the historic context of an era, examining all the
disciplines of the day, theology, science, politics, economy, and the arts. Here we consider
the single factor of the arts. Richard Viladesau reminds us in his work, Theology and the
Arts, that historically, art has been explicitly tied to theology. It was used to express
Christian themes, and existed as an “irreplaceable source of information” about the “the
attitudes, ideals, and emotional reactions associated with them.”35 For a theologian to look
back historically and understand the times that shaped and influenced theology, Viladesau
directs us to enter into the “common sense” of the era through the lens of the arts that
effectually encapsulate the times from which they came.36 They reveal “a great deal of the
spirit or temper of its epoch” and art “frequently provides us with encapsulations of an
era’s ‘view’ of the world: its unspoken presuppositions, attitudes, stances, and biases—the
‘situatedness’ and symbolic imaginative matrix in which concepts occur.”37 Instead of just
reading theology on paper, we can be immersed in what a period’s times were like. The use
of the arts from a particular period can help us better understand the theology of its period.
What was the music of Martin Luther’s time, the images, the literature? If one studied
Luther immersed at the same time in the milieu of the art of his time, one can begin to
imagine how such ambience would intuitively colour one’s thoughts, guide the inclination
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of one’s reflection, perhaps even lighten a load of prejudice or pre-conceived idealism
about the man.
Subtle developmental changes in society’s values can be tracked when exploring
the art of an era. Viladesau points to the shift in the artists’ eidetic mechanism to engage
people – how, over time, artists move from gaining the participants’ interest through
didactic objective priorities, inclined towards expressing orthodox spiritual truth, to a more
subjective expression revealing more of the artists’ own viewpoints. An example of the
didactic would be found in Michelangelo’s sculpture, David, from 1504. Viladeseau says
that the artist “establishes a certain aesthetic and psychological distance. Form exists in its
own space/time, which is not that of the viewer.” That is, Michelangelo’s interest in the
value of the heroic character of David is expressed by the idealism of the sculpture, the
almost unattainable perfection.38
Figure 1 Michelangelo's David
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Figure 2 Bernini's David
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Viladesau then looks at Bernini’s sculpture of David from 1624, over a century
later. The participant is directly in the path of the impending action of the story as though it
is happening right then. The artist interacts with the viewer. Artists of this period were
increasingly pushing the limits of what was culturally acceptable. In Bernini’s time, the
level of engagement was culturally possible in so far as the times in which the art was
completed reflected the same shift of interest. Bernini, taking advantage of this, pushed the
comfort zone of the viewer by letting him meditate reflectively on what it would be like to
be right there in the middle of this story. Bernini’s technique demonstrates a further shift
from the artist’s interest in objective truth, “What does the story teach us?”, towards
subjective truth, “Where are you in the story itself?”. The value exemplified here towards
the end of the Renaissance was the value of the artist’s own voice and the value of
individuals in the church finding their voices. During the time between Michelangelo’s
David and Bernini’s David, the Reformation took place. The relationship of art to its
benefactor, the church, was in sync.39
For the theologian today to experience the essence of the ‘situatedness’ behind the
words of past theologians, the arts can provide the bridge. Looking at art from a particular
era can open up a vista of possibilities, as it allows us to imagine differently according to
the associations stimulated by the art. It is quite common to have our thoughts wander
along a different course depending on the kind of music we are listening to, or according to
the ambient light, or according to the art in the room.40 Not only can they be distractions,
but they can also be influences. The suggestion for us as we study the theological
perspectives of a time is to also immerse ourselves in the art of the time. By extension, one
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may be able to imagine just how powerful this immersion can be when a person joins a
community to worship for the first time. He will hear our words, but he also experiences
the essence of our values and priorities in the media with which we celebrate.
People reveal much of themselves in the way they speak, sometimes in ways that
only their friends will understand. Words on paper are less exact. The many ambient
influences on the writer or storyteller may go un-communicated when only words are used.
“The more we are “in context” when language is used, the more likely we are to ‘get it’.
Barely suppressed irritation and impatient finger tapping, hesitations and silences, gestures
and grins and grimaces are all part of communication. But the moment the words are
written, all of the nuances of meaning, or at least most of it, is gone.”41 To regain the
situatedness of Jesus’ teaching, we need the help of scholars. Where they have picked up
the nuances of speech through word choice and knowledge of culture, the imagination must
now fill in to be “in context” with the author. The suggestion here is to add to the analytical
Scripture study a kind of intuitive reflection that fills in the sense that comes only through
living speech.
In addition to the way the arts let us be immersed in the situatedness of an era, they
also let us in on what our contemporaries think today. In this cursory summary of the trend
of the arts with theology, it is only possible to highlight the way in which the subjective
interest of the arts in the last two centuries has disposed the general western population
towards an interest in subjective knowledge, wanting to know ‘what it is like’. This
perspective is further explored in the chapter on postmodern worldview.
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To understand where art stands in relationship to theology today, one really needs
to study the periods and shifts in their respective development and divergence leading up to
today. Dyrness and Viladeseau both track the shift of changes in thought in the arts and
theology. One of the most intriguing aspects is the manner in which these two disciplines,
in each era, go through changes parallel with each other. Viladeseau says, “As science,
philosophy, and theology ask about their own methods, so art’s subject moves from the
artist’s feelings to its own techniques, materials, and processes.”42 William Dyrness
describes the overall shift in the arts as having adjusted with the times by moving from a
collective objectivity where people did, said, and believed mostly what the ‘herd’ told
them, to today’s new subjective consciousness where every individual has his or her own
ideas.43 To emphasize the idea of just how subjective we like to be today, Paul Willis,
Professor of sociology and cultural studies at Princeton University, in his ground breaking
work, Common Culture, adds another layer. When celebrity artists decry the
misrepresentation of their art’s meaning, Willis defends the process in which the youth of
common culture take the mass-marketed art of such celebrities, especially musicians, and
add their own interpreted meaning. He calls this the “made messages” of “grounded
aesthetics.”44 The arts are indeed subjective in both their created and received meaning, but
the way cultural groups transmit the meaning further, however, might be evidence of a kind
of herd mentality, and not so subjective as they would think. It appears that human beings
still are prone to follow the beliefs of another without much thought, but it is true that the
permission given to artists in our culture is practically free from any restrictions today. It

42

Viladesau, Theology and the Arts, 100.
Dyrness, Visual Faith, 54.
44
Paul Willis, Common Culture: Symbolic Work At Play In The Everyday Cultures Of The Young, (Milton
Keynes: Open University Press, 1993), 134.
43

26
seems evident that the arts no longer reflect the theology of the church. However, as we
will see, the arts in our culture today still reflect a spiritual quest for mystery.
With an understanding of the trends towards subjective experience today, it is easier
to understand how within so many forms of media, the creator purposes to involve the
participant as part of the process. People crave to be noticed. Art today does not aim to
offer information or absolute truths, nor only to please, but to provoke a response, one that
often involves the participant in some non-directive, open-ended way where he must finish
the work for himself.45
Throughout this chapter on the touchstones I will choreograph their development
with a look at my own art as it explores the ‘Seen’ and ‘Unseen’ motif. Often people have
the idea that all art should be representational or say something. It might be better to look
first for the purpose of visual art in how it moves you. The title sometimes gives a
reference point, as do the colours, rhythms, atmosphere, weight of the composition, and
any representational icons within the image. These clues do not need to be a checklist to be
run through in order to understand the piece of art. For the most part, these things will be
transmitted intuitively. Once a participant recognizes how they are relating with the art and
processes any obstacles they may have, their seeing and noticing can further immerse them
into the situatedness of another’s world.46
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Figure 3 Wind and Spirit

When I reflected on the passage describing Nicodemus’ encounter with Jesus and
the conversation, my first impulse was to paint a surface rendition of Nicodemus sitting
with Jesus at night on the rooftop with faces faintly illuminated by lamp light. Reflecting
further upon the essence of the story, I was drawn to the tension in Jesus' words between
the unseen and the seen, the sound of wind blowing and its visible effect on a tree. I had to
re-read the passage several times before I realized that a tree was not mentioned, but that
my mind was situating the possibility of sound with the effect of wind through branches.
The concept forming on paper gave feedback to my imagination as the overall
movement situated the elements in the composition. Then, I used watercolour to explore
the tension held between the seen and the unseen (Figure 3). A tree rooted firmly, but
precariously placed at the edge of the cliff represents the reality of this world, where the
wind and spirit are portrayed abstractly on the right side, with its turbulent incorporeal
quality. There is a distinct interplay visually between the realistic and the abstract using a
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rhythm of lines, colour and movement. The colours are placid and cool behind the tree, but
the right hand discloses the spiritual ferment.
The first touchstone concept that we want to remember is the postmodern subjective
interest in the ‘situatedness’ of another – that art today draws the participant into the
worldview of the artist, his times, and his issues. Art augments our intuitive understanding
of ‘what it was like’. Art can assist me in theological reflection as I immerse myself in the
‘what it was like’ scenarios following my research on scriptural words, historical context,
and cultural meanings.47 I can bypass the larger theological explanations to rest solely in
what it may have been like to hear or see in the actual context. Likewise, when people are
exploring what it must be like to be followers of Jesus today, they can immerse themselves
in the media of the arts that we create or use, since the artifacts will describe aspects of
who we are when we choose to embrace the artist’s expression.48 The implications for how
we connect to our culture today will be delineated in the final chapter.

OPEN-ENDED EXPLORATION OF MYSTERY
There is an unspoken understanding, especially in today’s culture, that “the arts
reflect spiritual exploration” by this generation.49 Christians in their walk with Jesus are
inundated with the sense of the mystery of God’s great love for them. Instead of the church
47
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first communicating doctrine and absolute truth as a rational proposition for the world, a
more accessible starting point to engage the postmodern worldview invites people to
explore the unseen and unknowable mystery of God.50 We turn now to look at the second
touchstone – how the arts are inclined towards ‘open-ended’ thinking and the exploration
of spirituality and the mysteries of God. We shall see that, as artists resist drawing
definitive conclusions about mystery, but are rather more out-of-the-box in their portrayal
of it, so too postmodern people generally align themselves with the arts as an expression of
their spirituality. Whether the church perceives this open-endedness as a threat or an
opportunity makes all the difference in how it proceeds. I propose that we look to
understand what it is that is so compelling in the spirituality of the arts, and leverage it as
touchstone for examining our own starting point for expressing good news today.
The artist explores mystery but rarely draws conclusions; rather, she makes
observations and asks questions. She wonders. Robert Wuthnow recounts the words of
Rev. James Forbes, as he emphasizes the fundamental mystery of God and art’s capacity to
evoke that mystery:
“Not knowing what God is like creates the space to say I know there’s something
there. What might it be? In the moment of creative artistry, one gains the audacity
to take a stab at it. How do we talk about God: unmoved mover, the oblong blur,
that than which nothing greater exists? Imaginative and theological work is
creatively risky, making more real what we know is in the mystery realm. We tend
not to be able to leave mystery alone. We want to do something about it, we want to
name it, we want to claim it, we want to touch it. I think that’s the way art
functions.”51
50

Rational proposition is kindred with a scientific viewpoint. Roger Olson, Professor of Theology, George
W. Truett Theological Seminary, discusses a better beginning point for the way Christians interface with the
world with the Gospel. His suggestion is that we stand in the gap of mystery and not try to explain it
scientifically, but allow science it strengths and also its limits especially when it comes to mystery. He
articulates that in this gap Christians have a good basis to discuss mystery in the terms that Scripture has
given us. Roger E. Olson, “The ‘God of the Gaps’: Right Use, Wrong Use,” Roger E. Olson
http://www.patheos.com/blogs/rogereolson/2014/02/the-god-of-the-gaps-right-use-wrong-use/
(accessed
February 26, 2014).
51
Wuthnow, All in Sync: How Music and Art Are Revitalizing American Religion, 68.

30

When it comes to spiritual understanding, humankind can only conceive of what
life means by using a language of metaphors and icons that are drawn from within our
finite existence. To speak of spiritual matters is to refer to the essence of life's mystery, the
unknown of this existence, or the nagging sense of purpose within creation that lies beyond
our senses. As finite beings, we experience the realm of meaning or purpose as an innate
quest. We know there is more. We only have these short lives in which to explore what we
can.
Jesus of Nazareth said that he had come into this world to make sense of our
purpose, "to show the way to the Father" [John 14:5]. What Jesus taught about the unseen
spiritual Kingdom of God could be compared to a blind man being enabled to see the
colours that he has longed to see. As spiritual beings, we may be able to experience
something of the colours of spiritual sight, but we have a long way to go before we can
make sense of it. This inward understanding of purpose that Jesus offered could be
described as being given new eyes to see the beautiful shapes of things longed for, “a
“shadow of things to come” [Colossians 2:17].
Dr. Ruth Haley Barton, adjunct Professor of Spiritual Transformation Northern
Seminary, writes in Invitation to Solitude and Silence:
"With all of our emphasis on theology and Word, cognition and service, and as
important as these are, we are starved for mystery, to know this God as One who is
totally Other and to experience reverence in his presence. We are starved for
intimacy, to see and feel and know God in the very cells of our being. We are
starved for rest, to know God beyond what we can do for him. We are starved for
quiet, to hear the sound of sheer silence that is the presence of God himself."52
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Christine Paintner, Ph.D., is a Benedictine Oblate. She describes the bridge of the
imagination between our physical world and our inner spirit as representing one of two
paths in mystical tradition53 towards knowing God. The use of words, images, symbols,
drama, story, and music in our reflective approach to knowing God has been called the
kataphatic tradition. This path understands the ways in which the spiritual is revealed
analogically through our sensual representation of it. Jesus confronted Nicodemus who
wanted to understand better the spiritual things that Jesus taught, but found it hard to move
from a strictly literal approach to the kataphatic style of Jesus’ symbolism. Jesus
responded, “I have spoken to you of earthly things and you do not believe; how then will
you believe if I speak of heavenly things?” (John 3:12) The ‘heavenly things’ or the
spiritual things are part of the mystery of God that we can never completely fathom. The
aphorisms, metaphors, symbols, and parables that Jesus used are analogous to that mystery
and may be the closest we come to understanding them. The kataphatic takes us to the edge
of knowing God.54
Mystics described the next step, beyond the kataphatic representation of the
mystery of God, as going beyond the cognitively knowable. This is the way of approaching
God which has been called the apophatic tradition, the path of ‘unknowing’. After the
imagination places us near God in symbolic knowing, the mystics encourage letting
everything go from our control, from our striving, from our symbolic expressions of our
limited knowing to just being. That which represents God is not God, but only works to
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bring us to the precipice at which point we might release everything. In this apophatic
moment of being known by God, beyond words, explanations, images, or symbols, we
have confluence with an unfathomable God.55
Mystery, by its definition, lies outside the boundaries of human comprehension, but
within our awareness. The concept of colour's beauty and diversity might make some kind
of sense to a blind person if she was to imagine colour as an energy signal, much like the
soaring sounds of music, which she could physically experience. Certain sounds, then,
could be a kind of metaphor to represent the visual colour she was unable to perceive. She
may know of the existence of colour, even imagining it through the metaphor of music, all
the while knowing that it is still beyond her capacity to fully experience. The arts, as they
lead the foray into the mystery of God and life, utilize the images and concepts of metaphor
to help us commune with God.
The mystery of God is not something we can claim to understand completely, but is
merely the convention in the way we agree to talk about that mystery. Conservatism in the
church may inhibit such conversation if it sees as its objective the necessity to declare
absolute truth using a dogmatic approach that remains closed to the present culture. Hilary
Brand and Adrienne Chaplin (Professor of philosophical aesthetics at the Institute for
Christian Studies in Toronto) in their book, Art and Soul, offer strong criticism of
conservatism that employs a communication form that is at least a generation behind.
Borrowing from Seerveld, they see this stance not as a theological concern as much as a
position of safety, where one operates with known strengths as opposed to using unknown
means that have not yet been tested. They urge a catching-up process for any interface
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between the church and the arts.56 For godly interchange to happen between artists and
church leaders, it is incumbent upon church leaders to be agents who initiate and also
balance the dialogue. Before this can happen, church leaders must look at the way in which
the arts explore mystery and at the comfort level of postmodern people with the openendedness of the arts as representing their spiritual expression. The way the arts are
spiritual has implications for how the theologian might appropriate and communicate
theology.
The arts are drawn to the relational revelation of God over doctrinal explanations.
Frank Burch Brown maintains that art is not a peripheral endeavour outside the religious
mainstream of doctrine and morality, but that it is the “pulse of the faith” inside and outside
the church and the “word of God” revealed in many forms.57 Brown makes a plea for the
use of the arts as a way that “brings faith to its senses”, literally. It draws people into
participation and creates scenarios in which people identify with the artist’s own questions
or struggles with faith.58 Sara B. Savage, a dancer, talks about our culture and its
inadequacy in exploring the mystery of the Incarnation by placing too much emphasis on
propositional knowledge. She refers to “person knowledge” as that kind of relational
knowledge of Jesus in which we must steep our propositional statements about him. This is
the difference between knowing about Jesus and actually knowing him, spending time
chatting with him. The arts are more like the chatting part.59 The revelation of God in our
lives has never been about information; it has always been an interpersonal event such as
that shared between friends. For postmodern people, life comes from events that engage
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not just the mind, but the heart also.60 Since postmodern spirituality is not tied to doctrinal
positions, how theology is framed will be different. This will be examined more in the last
chapter.
One can proclaim a message with a propositional approach using words or one can
facilitate an existential connection of a person to God through the use of art without words.
Notwithstanding the importance of the Holy Spirit in the conveyance of the Word in the art
cannot be overlooked. Regardless of the ‘how’, it will be by God’s power that people will
respond. But even here the missiological principle used by the Apostle Paul, of ‘becoming
all things to all men’, must still be at work. The question of, “How would God have us
communicate today?” is a good question. For our churches to speak the idiom of today,
they may not help if they only rely on a propositional approach if such a message does not
engage.61 People want to explore the mystery of God.
Here is an example of an open-ended approach with art (Figure 4). This piece came
from a live worship event while preparing this research. The image developed before me
with no presupposition. It was an exploration of mystery. Not unlike doodling, a blend of
opposites began to get my attention in the swirl of colours. I pursued the tension of these
opposites, as in the first water-colour described, but this image shows both sides as
abstract. It began to represent the open-ended balance of opposites, of land and sea. The
warm earth and sunset colours of its horizons on the left interweave with waves of cool
ocean colours on the right.
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Figure 4 Land and Sea

We have seen how the arts are inclined towards open-ended thinking as they
explore spirituality and the mysteries of God. Because artists tend not to draw conclusions
about mystery, postmodern people gravitate to the arts as an accessible way of expressing
their spirituality. The strength of postmodern spirituality is tied to its unwillingness to
define it as doctrines have done, but to balance the known with the unknown. The way we
do theology will have to adapt this strength of open-ended thinking as we approach Biblical
truth in the context of an increasingly pluralistic society.

RELATIONAL AUTHENTICITY
The third touchstone is relational authenticity. Artists prefer honesty that reveals
both the good and the bad. They are drawn to ‘eidetic’ communication and shun the facile.
Eidetic communication refers to the recounting of a story using mental images with such
vividness and detail that it seems as if the teller is actually seeing the events all over again.
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In the way the word ‘eidetic’ refers to the quality that distinguishes someone’s story as
undeniably a first-hand experience, postmodern people are tuned to intangible relational
nuances that indicate validity. Anytime a person hears someone retelling or communicating
in this way, it becomes immediately believable. Whatever the intangible relational cues,
postmodern people are disposed first to experience truth, to doubt it if message or
messenger is not credible,62 and to look for honesty that is not always rosy.
Equally important is the parallel way in which the arts are inclined to expose
falseness or shallowness. Popular Christian culture today may be a bit shallow in its
projection of what it means to be a follower of Jesus. Christian culture has tended to model
‘victorious living’ to the extent that some Christians believe they must hide what doesn’t
look victorious. Instead of inward honesty, shame and guilt abound. This is not compelling
in a world where the arts and media see truth not in terms of the absoluteness of what you
say, but in terms of experiential honesty.
To illustrate how relational authenticity is a priority touchstone for postmodern
people, the voices of several writers will help.
Dr. William D. Romanowski, Professor of Communication Arts and Sciences at
Calvin College and a voice writing on how faith can engage the arts, emphatically counters
the idea that Christians in the arts should produce art with Christian subject matter. He says
that the church has lost credibility63 with the world because it judges the world’s subject
matter in terms of moral, ideological, or theological lines.64 His thesis is that, to engage the
world with God, art done by a person who is a Christian is more authentic than art
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pressured to have Christian content as its subject matter. Faith should be the criteria instead
of subject matter.65
Romanowski illustrates his argument with the example of Amy Grant – at the
height of her Christian popularity, she intentionally changed from being overtly evangelical
to writing good music the world would love that was created by a Christian. Many
Christian radio stations promptly dropped her music, with this shift prompting discussion
in Christian circles about whether she had lost her faith. Grant, like many artists, raises the
question about the value of art by Christians without overt ‘evangelical content’. Taking a
cue from artists, one might ask, “What in Grant’s art cries out to you?” Authenticity in art
is what opens up credible connections with people today. It puts flesh on the issues.
William Dyrness claims that today the “meaning of visual art lies in what it ‘does’
instead of what it represents.”66 This might be said of all media. Increasingly, we find in
postmodern art a purpose to ‘do’ something in the participant rather than to make them
hear a message. This concept of art’s purpose finds a precedent in the Greek word ‘poieo’ –
to create, make or author. The early Greeks established a tradition in the arts in which the
story teller, the author or poet portrayed the character of their heroes in epic poetry and
drama, characterizing through oration and drama the greatest or the most tragic
characteristics of their heroes. In this way, the poets put flesh on their ideas, appealing to
human nature to be better than it was, to the nation to live up to the ideals portrayed within
the arts.
This approach is evident in the dramatic arts today, as represented by movies,
television, etc. One might ask which is truer, that movies shape culture or that culture
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shapes movies.67 The power of these media is evident in the way that they author or put
flesh on ideas. We can run from this force, we can embrace it without discernment, or we
can engage it.
Jesus was able to connect people experientially to the Father, despite the
unfathomable mystery of God. He made intuitive relational connections between his
hearers and God through the oral art that eidetically confirmed it as genuine. The way Jesus
taught was said to be ‘with authority’. He did not pull punches, but presented the good
news with the tough news. He talked about the struggles of the lowly and the marginalized
and criticized the powerful. He had a radical message about love. This edgy honesty is
what artists are drawn to in Jesus and it is here that they find similarities between Jesus’
way of teaching and their own expression.68 It was as if Jesus really knew the Father first
hand and must have been like a cup running over to the hearers. Relational honesty today
means connecting with people in a way that considers pros and cons, faults and strengths,
the large and the small, the good news and the bad.
The voice of current authors writing on spiritual formation will be helpful. They are
calling for a more intimate ‘knowing’ than simply ‘knowledge about’ Jesus. It is
recognised that evangelical Christians have had more affinity with the study of Scripture
than they do with the mystical connection to God through imagination. Unfortunately, for
many, spiritual formation has often been limited to a brief introductory discipleship class
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with the hope that individuals will somehow stay connected to God after that.69 As we
examine the postmodern disposition towards mystery, we will see how Christian spiritual
formation can interface with people’s longing to experience spiritual meaning.
Jim Wilhoit, Professor of Christian Formation and Spirituality at Wheaton College,
sees Christian spirituality as requiring a deep knowing of oneself. “People who are afraid to
look deeply at themselves will be equally afraid to look deeply and personally at God. It is
important to remember that self knowledge is simply the means, not the end, of Christian
spirituality."70 William Barry is Tertian director for the New England Province of the
Society of Jesus. In, Praying the Truth, he says that the shame of facades among Christians
curtails honest, open sharing in friendship with God. As part of his understanding of
spiritual formation, he says that the purpose for prayer requires the kind of honesty where a
person opens up and then waits to hear a response.71 David Benner is Emeritus
Distinguished Professor of Psychology and Spirituality at Richmont Graduate University.
In his book, Spirituality and the Awakening of Self, he rightly identifies church culture as
looking holy and spiritual outwardly and sees the surface goals of self-improvement and
such ‘tinkerings’ as missing the more radical agenda God has for us.72 God’s invitation is
to abandon this improvement of what is just a false sense of self and become the unique
hidden self in Christ, of being “in Christ and knowing the reality of Christ in us.”73 This
plea along with the other authors, draws on the writings of early mystics, to say that what is
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key to spiritual formation today is that Christians discover honesty and openness towards
God, others and towards oneself.74
Here is an example exploring authenticity through art (Figure 5). From the first
painting of Wind and Spirit I was intrigued by the patterns which look like faces found in
the rock sediments at the bottom. The rhythm of lines and layers echo watchful eyes of
generations who have seen hardships in their lives and longed for authentic meaning. The
final image has the similar rhythms of faces embedded in the rock. My aim was for a sense
of the innate longing for meaning and to do it without showing any human figures.
Figure 5 Rock Faces

For postmodern people, the honesty and believability of relational authenticity is
important. People imagine truth first and believe it by experiencing the authenticity of the
story. They are also disposed to hear about the mystery of God, but not as doctrine. For
Christians, the credibility of our story appears to lie in how we are prepared to hear the
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voice of others as well. If we are able to, a vulnerable dialogue between culture and
Scripture may be welcomed as Christianity that is authentic.
The artist is tuned to postmodern’s affinity towards the experience of truth over the
explanation of truth. The meaning of art today is located in what it ‘does’ rather than in
what it ‘says’. As the artists connect with today’s culture by putting living flesh on ideas,
we must consider ways that puts flesh on the ideas of Jesus. The artist models a kind of
forthrightness about faults and strengths, the good news and the bad. For the church to have
relational authenticity with this world we need to look honestly and openly at ourselves.

SUSPENDED BELIEF
How do the arts prompt change in people’s thinking? When individuals consider
change, they presumably imagine another possibility. Anyone can suspend belief of their
own point of view temporarily, while imagining along a path of thought that the artist has
created.75 This is the fourth touchstone.
Imagination allows us to look at the world from outside our own beliefs. The arts
live most of the time in the realm of ‘what if’.76 Likewise, for theology to stir the heart first
and bypass analytical boundaries, one must first suspend belief temporarily to imagine
‘what if’ scenarios. If theology reflects an understanding of God from within a culture’s
worldview, then as the culture changes, it follows that theological thinking should also
adjust.
‘Willing suspension of disbelief’ was a term first used in 1817 by Samuel Taylor
Coleridge, poet and philosopher, who wrote that if an author is able to combine “human
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interest and a semblance of truth" into their tale, no matter how strange, the reader might
suspend judgment with regard to how improbable the story might seem.77
A story from my own experience illustrates this principle. Years ago I took my wife
to see the first Rambo movie. She really wanted more of a love story. I thought this might
have a love interest in it. It did not. For the first part, she just clung to my arm during the
gruelling action scenes and Rambo’s capture. Violence as a solution is not part of her belief
system at all. When Rambo got the upper hand and was coming after his own who had set
him up, my wife was no longer holding on, but was shouting, “Yes! Yes!” nearly cheering
him on. No doubt, at some time or another, you have found yourself cheering for the villain
in a movie where the story draws you into a place of sympathy and then leverages your
innate sense of retribution or justice, even though you know what the villain is doing is
wrong. The purpose of the artist often is to encourage one to see things differently from
inside the world of someone else.
Jesus used imagination to offer people a new picture of the world. He
inspirationally suspended their common beliefs as he described his view of the Kingdom of
God. After telling the story of the good Samaritan, an unlikely protagonist from an unclean
tribe who goes to the extreme in the kindness of his actions when Jews themselves passed
on by, Jesus asked who was the most neighbourly to the man beaten and left on the side of
the road. There could only be one answer, even though it sounded out of place. Jesus, the
storyteller, led his listeners to a junction of suspended belief. For a moment, they were on
the good Samaritan’s side. For a moment their imaginations convinced them of something
else.
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The Bible is vividly image-oriented in its narrative. The use of one’s imagination
is key to mining the meaning of much of its contents. In the context of Jesus’ teaching,
Brian Godawa (Word Pictures) submits that the images in his parables, metaphors and
aphorisms were used to redefine Jewish understanding of the law. Godawa claims that
Jesus’ method of teaching used familiar imagery to subvert his hearers’ thinking, which
was a radical reinterpretation of their world.78
Godawa describes Jesus as a master subversive storyteller who knew the hope of
Jewish history lay in his retelling it in such a way that the Kingdom of God would be
compelling and overtake people. The images and stories in the parables were heavy in
judgement against those leaders who would reject the messiah, while the least and the
marginalized would enter the Kingdom.79 By talking about such a kingdom, speaking in
messianic terms, and raising hopes among the people, Jesus created great tension for the
leaders. Jesus’ language was fiercely subversive; under the Roman imperial rule, any
suggestion of kingship would have been treasonous.80 What do we do with the images of
our world?
Christians either run from media or embrace it. In the previous discussion about
relational authenticity, the illustration of the two-way bridge was used. People will be more
inclined to hear our voice if we listen to theirs. Can we learn to hear and see art without
simply differentiating between art that is “dark and negative” and that which is “familyfriendly”. We need to read the art, to speak it, and to engage it critically. Art that is
disturbing may be prophetic. Media today has many stories in which the protagonist is
placed in difficult situations and in which the reader is led to suspend Godly belief and
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accept the justification for someone exercising their ‘situational ethic’ as they dispense
justice in the moment. The viewer is being asked, “Wouldn’t you do the same?”81 We
might be experiencing subversion by media ourselves. Discernment is clearly called for.
Frank Burch Brown offers three keys to approaching art: apperception,
appreciation, and appraisal. Apperception pertains to understanding what the artist is doing
in the work of art. Appreciation is assessing one’s personal likes and dislikes about the art.
Appraisal is suspending one’s own beliefs or commitments and rendering an objective
judgement based on the merit of the work.82
A personal experience seems to affirm the concept of suspended belief, although I
would not call it subversive. Once a woman came into my studio to see a piece of art I was
finishing. After a long time, she began to weep from deep within and fell to the floor. The
painting below (Figure 6) is called The River, and it portrays snatches of life images in the
Figure 6 The River
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river of a woman’s life in which she is betrayed and then ultimately restored. Hidden in the
painting are various metaphors and subtle symbols of faith such as light, water, source, and
restoration. My visitor was not a follower of Jesus at the time but intuitively, she absorbed
and referenced enough that her belief system had to be suspended while her heart wept.
Carl Jung described how the unconscious mind forms ideas with symbols rather
than words. He described how underestimated and trivialized dreams are by most people.
For Jung the symbolic way of knowing came before rational thought. We first experience
the ideas as images before we claim them and articulate them.83 This idea of being
convinced intuitively before you believe rationally is important for postmodern people. The
intuitive prepares the way for reasoning by temporarily presenting a different point of view.
Suspended belief is one of the most critical devices that imagination through the arts offers.
In the imagining, one can be ‘convinced’ of something without giving real assent. It is in
this way that imagining opens a person’s set belief patterns to consider new possibilities.
Once the heart has traversed the boundaries of reasoning, the possibility of the mind also
passing those barriers becomes greater.
This concept has two possible applications. In this day of media-rich
communication, it is imperative that we learn to use the arts as Jesus used parables and
stories to create bridges where the gospel message can touch the heart while belief is
suspended. As well, for interplay to happen between the theologian and the artist, each
must begin to see life as the other, to suspend one’s own beliefs and misgivings about the
other’s world and viewpoint. They need to hear one another’s stories before they can cocreate together.
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If it is true that we continue to study Scripture and its ancient context in order to
understand God’s word for our context today, then it might be assumed that the expression
of our theology is changing. Otherwise, what was articulated by scholars of past
generations would continue to be the final representation of our theology. Our world is
changing, and the way it engages with truth is different from previous eras. This everevolving matrix of cultural and philosophical variations affects the way in which Scripture
is read and application is made. In harmony with postmodern subjectivity, a scholar today
is interested in the situatedness of Jesus’ world, how he was understood, what mechanisms
he used in his teaching.
Many pastors have probably experienced the entropy of complacency where
passion and enthusiasm start off well, but wear off with busy lives. Added to this is the
lifeless disconnect where theology is done for people or presented as ‘their beliefs’. It
might be argued, then, that we could use stirring up regardless of whether or not we like the
innovation. When it comes to changing the way we do theology, the gift of the artist is that
he or she is compelled to explore, to push known limits of thought, to ask tough questions,
to express 'what if' questions. Of course they will need the theologian, but more to oversee
the synergy between the act of looking into the word of God for truth and the prophetic
exploration of the arts that looks into the situation of humankind. In this wholistic scenario,
what God may reveal to both the artist and the theologian working together, may require a
‘what if’ scenario that neither has contemplated before. What if you do not have the entire
picture?
During another worship event, this time on a Sunday morning, I painted this image
of a bridge silhouetted against bright light (Figure 7). The sense I had as I painted it was
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that the bridge will have two-way movement Figure 7 The Bridge
upon it, that serves in two directions to link. The
light beneath is like a dawning of revelation as
the bridge is crossed. The figure of a face in the
foreground ponders, “What can be experienced
outside my world?” As I painted I thought about
what in this work have I suspended in order to
think in a new way?
An

‘insider’84

of

western

culture

generally does not need to be told how to
interpret a movie or how to absorb a story. The
insider picks up the cultural cues of communication and immerses herself in the genre. For
better or worse, an artist’s ‘what if’ exploration and final work connects with, and is
understood by, his or her culture. If we, as church leaders doing theology, incorporate that
same imaginative exploration into our process of listening to God, a good assumption is
that an updated idiom will eventually flow from the church’s voice as well. Could God be
encouraging us to change or to think differently? If He is, what means might God use to
encourage us to suspend beliefs in order to think in a ‘what if’ way? If we speak only of
what we have propositionally reasoned, we may not venture out beyond our categories or
systems of thought. Music, literary art, visual art, and performing art created by artists not
only offer experiences, but also model the means by which we might suspend our thinking
long enough to imagine new ways of being the church today.
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If theology reflects an understanding of God from within a culture’s worldview,
then as culture changes, theological thinking must adjust. Using this fourth touchstone, I
have argued that the artist helps us to suspend belief to imagine new ‘what if’ scenarios.
The theology that will result will likewise have to stir the heart first and bypass analytical
boundaries. A collaboration with artists may help us incorporate this touchstone into our
process of doing theology.

CATHARTIC CONFLUENCE
In a confluence of rivers, there are at least two streams flowing together. This
touchstone draws on the way the confluence of the arts with its participants can sometimes
provide a catharsis of shared pain or joy where inward healing and relief permit new ideas
about God, self, the world, and others to take root. In this metaphor, the ideas of the artist
are conveyed intuitively and form a river in which the participant may choose to flow with
the media the artist has created. Alignment of life stories can validate those in the flow.
Sometimes the turbulent prophetic element of art in such confluence jostles life stories and
likewise can bring relief as it stirs up. The new ‘what if’ ideas an artist may have used to
connect may dispose the participant, in their relief, to let go of old thinking—especially
when that thinking is structured around woundedness.85 Since this deep connection to the
arts in our inward being is kindred to the practices of spiritual formation,86 we need to
explore some of those approaches to understand what happens.
The touchstone of cathartic confluence describes how new thinking is appropriated
in our experience with others, but it also points to the way human beings link rational
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outward sense with their intuitive inward movements. The sense of self is a mystery even
as is the context of this life with God. We may be able to say, however, that the self is
associated with experiences and those experiences give shape to our knowing and way of
being in this world. Two areas of studies shed light on how cathartic confluence of the arts
is a significant touchstone for postmodern people. The first is found in the disciplines of
spiritual formation and the second is found in the area of psychology, particularly in the
field of how ideas link to experience.
The concept of spiritual growth in Protestant traditions has tended to the view that it
involved disciplined steps through a grid of rules and toward unattainable perfection. On
the other hand, the Roman Catholic priest Henri Nouwen, of the L'Arche community in
Richmond Hill, Ontario, described spiritual formation, not as steps along the way towards
perfection, but rather, “It’s about the movements from the mind to the heart through prayer
in its many forms that re-unite us with God, each other and our truest selves.” Nouwen’s
concept of what constitutes spiritual formation has more affinity with an intuitive process
than it does an analytical process. The spiritual forming of Christians as described by
today’s writers in this field, makes use of various ancient disciplines that incorporate
imagination as part of the exercise.87
Christine Paintner, describes how the arts, with their language of intimacy, best
connect to our inward being. In her writing on spiritual formation, she illustrates how early
spiritual formation practices, like those of the early mystics, the monastic communities, and
the practices they developed, depended on connecting intimately with the Father. She
claims that spiritual disciplines quiet the heart and mind, thus allowing one to listen to God;
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furthermore, the inward self expresses itself through images, poetry, stories, drama, and
music. Paintner asks, “If art is, in its essence, mediator of the sacred and window to the
ultimate mystery, then as spiritual directors, we might invite ourselves (and directees) to
become fluent in this language of the soul.”88
According to Kuchan, imagination is the ability of our mind to connect analytical
ideas to our intuitive inward sense. She describes the process of intimately connecting to
God this way: "As we sink into God's presence with him, emotions and thoughts come to
the surface and reveal places within our soul that long for integration and wholeness.”89
This integration and wholeness, in spiritual formation exercises, can be negotiated through
images.
Dr. Richard Gula, Professor of moral theology at the Franciscan School of
Theology of the Graduate Theological Union in Berkeley, California, identifies the
surfacing of thought and emotion in our imagining times when we meditate as the “bridge
between spiritual practice and the moral life,”90 the inward life and the outward life.
According to his thinking, the imagination gives us symbolic representation for the many
things stirring in our spirit, our emotions, our fragments of thought and memory, and
assembles some as indicators of truth, which give us bearings. Far from being frivolous, the
imagination, Gula says, is the primary way we process truth. The parables and metaphors
that Jesus used encapsulated ideas – imagination takes those ideas into our interior self and
then re-articulates them against the backdrop of everyday life. We see in Jesus’ teaching,
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for example, what we want to become. What we imagine inwardly, using those bearings,
affects how we grow and change in our relationships and in our response to life’s issues.91
Spiritual formation does not make sense of self or the mystery of God in a reasoned
way. The integration and wholeness of the soul have more to do with God’s healing than
human analyzing. Inward healing, as it is used here, refers to the inward sense of self in
relation to the structure of beliefs. What we think of this world and the choices we permit
ourselves to make are usually related to or limited by what we think of ourselves, and how
we maintain that framework of self. The artist may identify those catastrophes or the
woundedness around which pivot the structure of our world.
In the same way that spiritual disciplines such as Lectio and Visio Divina (which
will be described in Chapter 4) reveal by imagination the inward movings of our spirit and
emotions, artists use symbols to represent the hidden things that speak to our inner being.
Sometimes in naming or referencing the hidden, art helps us to surrender to the mystery of
what God is forming in us. Creative expression, then, lets light break in redemptively as
imagination gives “outward form to our inner movements”.92
The correlation between symbols and the inner sense they represent has a dynamic
element to it. Our hidden inward movements bring forth images, but those images can be
adjusted to affect change in the other direction. If we substitute or try out new imagery,
new poetry, new colour, then the inner movements reflexively may also shift. To illustrate:
In an art therapy class I once led, I would talk with the participants one-on-one about the
art piece they had created. Although they had all the colours to choose from, one person
drew her house completely in black with a bit of red. From her choice, I sensed the pain she
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felt about her home. After a few weeks of class, I encouraged her to try adding some other
colours to help her process and express her woundedness pertaining to her home. I believe
the new colours helped her to process the darkness associated with her inward pain.
The second area of study that sheds light on the significance of the cathartic
confluence of the arts is found in how ideas link to experience. Brad D. Strawn, Professor
of the Integration of Psychology and Theology, and Warren S. Brown, Professor of
Psychology, both from Fuller Theological Seminary, provide a helpful model to understand
the internal components at play as people change their thinking. Their theory, “embodied
cognition,” states that all human thought is anchored in sensory images and emulations or
simulations of bodily actions that are drawn from memories of previous physical
interactions with the world. To know something is to have experienced it by the five senses
or to have physically interacted with something.93 The authors suggest four elements that
characterize growth and acceptance of new thinking within the dynamic system of the brain
and body. These elements include: catastrophes, attachments, imitation, and story.
Firstly, the catastrophe is any situation in which prior interaction with the world no
longer works and dramatic re-adjustment is needed immediately (car accident, public
speaking, Bible study for the first time).
Secondly, the role of attachments refers to someone’s ability to be open to new
things, which is facilitated by a trusting atmosphere. When you know everyone in a room,
there is more trust to try out new things. The result of past hurtful experience, especially
from childhood, can produce general rigidity and insecure attachments taking longer to
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overcome. Belonging, they suggest, is the helpful agent here; for example, ‘belonging’ is
the highest relational value at Valley Gate, built upon trust and personal value.
Thirdly, imitation refers to the natural human inclination toward the automatic or
unconscious inner simulation of what others are doing. He yawns, you yawn. You laugh,
she laughs. Children are especially good at imitation. Our thinking is constantly adapting as
behaviour is observed and mirrored. When the Apostle Paul commanded disciples to
imitate him even as he imitated the Father, he was appropriating this natural function in the
learning process.
Finally, story helps people to see the world differently, including learning new
values. The story offers the hearer a relational safety, allowing the hearer vicariously to try
out new behavioural scenarios first in the imagination, and then in real time.94
We can locate the cathartic confluence within this model. As catharsis is “the
process of releasing, and thereby providing relief from, strong or repressed emotions,”95 the
critical moments of realizing what no longer works (catastrophes), would describe that
process. As the confluence is a flowing together of two rivers, it represents the belonging
motif where secure attachments to people flow with safety and trust. The habit of imitating
ideas that we like is present in the reflexive way that, in confluence, we are drawn to
certain art, to like it, and to find ourselves in it. Similarly, if there is a cathartic release, it
may occur as we try out the ideas of other people’s stories in our imagination.
In my experience as a pastor, when someone has moved from an immovable state
with fixed thinking to a liberating new perspective, it is often accompanied by a significant
shift in their image of self and all that has shaped it. Generally, we compensate for the
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wounds to self by adapting our beliefs to accommodate our experience. To illustrate the
cathartic confluence as embodied cognition: a woman who is left abandoned with her
children by a deadbeat husband steels herself against the world and particularly against
men. The way she lives in the world protects her inner sense of self and creates unspoken
explanations for the way things are. When her vulnerabilities and abandonment find
resonance in the story or artwork of another, she may find a kind of acceptance or
validation for who she is. It is often in such validation that new thinking accompanies the
liberty of acceptance.

Figure 8 Confluence

In addition to the cathartic mirror
my art provides for me or for someone
else, the reactions of others shape future
attempts with the theme. As a result of the
Confluence event, that will be described in
chapter 4, people’s interaction with the
piece from earlier, Wind and Spirit,
adjusted the way I further explored the
idea (Figure 8). In the first rendering I was interested in the wind (unseen) and tree (seen)
imagery presented as the visible realistic against a more abstract atmosphere and
movement. My distinction was simple, physical life is tangible and spirituality is not. I took
an idea from the Confluence event and intertwined the unseen ferment of spirituality with
the physical tree in the form of water flowing around the tree bringing together a
confluence of various colours.

55
Cathartic confluence describes how the arts can provide a catharsis of shared pain
or joy, where the streams of our lives flowing together can validate bringing inward healing
of self and new ways of thinking. What is critical to understanding cathartic confluence is
that its occurrence with an artist’s work, or ultimately with God, often simply happens. It
seems to be less of a conscious intention and more a result of a drift towards finding
meaning. Our picture of the world, even though it may be incomplete, holds together
structured around our brokenness and our beliefs. For postmodern people, if the structure
of beliefs and the way of being in the world is to change, experience has to change, as
knowledge is linked to experience.
Spiritual formation’s use of the imagination registers with the cathartic confluence
of the arts. The moment of being noticed and validated is akin to the apophatic moment of
being known by God. There are no words to describe it – perhaps only relief. As images
give meaning to the inward movings, so the confluence of imagery in the shared story of
art resonates inwardly. The dynamic link between the outward symbols of art connected
with the inward movements of the soul help to make meaning, but also to change the
meaning.
When our world is recognized by another, we are more apt to consider new ideas.
The imagery in the art that refers to the pain may bring the participant, at least temporarily,
to a threshold of openness. Old commitments formed in our woundedness are challenged or
recognized as not working anymore. As confluence implies belonging, the agents of relief,
safety and trust help us to consider new ideas or beliefs that we may have held at arms
length before. The automatic impulse to imitate what we value, perhaps leads us to reinvent ourself, to start over with a clean slate.
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IMAGINATION FRAMEWORK
Most of our commitments to ideas or positions are first made intuitively, and the
analytic processing that follows builds the infrastructure of reasoning to support it. The last
touchstone emphasizes the wholistic balance between the analytic and intuitive sides of our
brain. Imagination framework refers to the big picture in our mind within which we fill in
the gaps of the unknown as we discover new ideas. Our imagination allows us to
approximate the whole intuitively, while analytically respecting the parts that are not yet
known.
The brain is divided into two bilateral hemispheres that function with two ways of
knowing. The right-brain synthesizes; it tries to resolve a union from among the parts,
seeing or looking for the big picture and working towards a pattern in that picture.96 It can
handle random order, and does so within a spatial context. In its way of knowing, ideas are
shaped intuitively without words through images, listening to music, dreams, creating
something, or simply going for a walk to reflect on life.97 The left brain analyses; it is
concerned with the exactness of the parts, scrutinizing and dissecting the elements to be
precise.98 It processes information with a priority on sequencing with emphasis on
language and text. Its way of knowing is found in an analytical sequencing of ideas that
build on each other in order to demonstrate a conclusion.99
Both the reflective intuitive approach and the analytical reasoning approach are
viable ways of building knowledge. All people use both means to appropriate knowledge,
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but some lean one way or the other depending on preferences or on the priorities of what
must be produced.100 A brief overview of current studies that illustrate how the human
brain functions may help to dispel some biases between artists and theologians, and may
acknowledge their relevant differences and strengths so that they more easily collaborate in
doing and communicating theology together.
Dr. Eric Jensen, Professor for adult learners at the University of California at San
Diego, in his synthesis of literature in the field of neuroscience, offers a description of the
brain as being, “a dynamic, opportunistic, pattern forming, self organized system of
systems”.101 Putting to rest the unhelpful dichotomy of left-brain being logic oriented and
the right-brain being the creative side, he articulates a more integrated system of left and
right hemispheres in both our logical and creative functions. What Jensen emphasizes has
been widely affirmed by research. He describes how both hemispheres are always engaged
in the logical and creative process. This means that the greatest mathematical discoveries
would have utilized the big picture capacity of the right-brain and that the technique of a
painter or musician will undoubtedly draw on the left-brain’s sequential ordering or interest
in the parts.102
Bernice McCarthy is CIO and founder of About Learning and created the 4MAT
system used by educators around the world. In her book, The Learning Cycle (see a
synopsis of her thinking as it benefits collaboration in Appendix), describes how the right
side of the brain works with the left. The right side offers more of the quick thinking,
intuitive immediacy of impressions and feelings that subtly guide most of life’s decisions.
The left side of the brain functions more in the area of monitoring and controlling the
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thoughts and actions initiated by the right brain’s intuitive thoughts, either filtering out
some or allowing others to be expressed or modified.103 The favouring of one over the
other will affect our priorities. Or, the priorities of what we must produce may affect the
favouring of one side of the brain. These two preferences give shape to contrasting
expressions of personality not to be polarized such as the creative versus the academic, or
in relation to this study, artist versus theologian. No human has been designed to operate
without using both hemispheres of the brain.104
Studies on the brain focusing on discrete parts are helpful in understanding brain
functions, but they should not lead us to lose sight of the fact the brain works as a whole.
We would be missing a great deal if we labeled all analytical reasoning people as being
left-brain and all creative and intuitive people as right brain. The magnificent ability of the
brain to integrate and link memory, ideas, places, people, experiences, and language, as
well as hold unresolved mysteries in balance, is in itself an unfathomable mystery.105 This
functioning as a whole is key to the imagination framework.
To illustrate how analytical thought depends on the imagination: a theory is a
projection of the imagination’s assumptions about an idea through the creation of an
incomplete analytical or linear structure of thought with the gaps temporarily filled in. As
that theory is tested, more of the gaps may become known or determined; the unknown is
imagined as a whole; the known parts are probed within the context of the imagined whole.
Dr. Candace S. Alcorta, a research scientist in anthropology from the University of
Connecticut, has researched and written extensively on the universal elements of religious
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ritual and modes of ‘knowing.’ She claims that symbolic transmission theorists find within
ritual a way of creating auditory and visual symbols, which are rich in meaning as they
associate participants with something beyond themselves – that is clearly not simply a
means of communicating religious doctrinal belief. “Ritual creates meaning through
processes of conditional and associational learning that link somatosensory, motor, reward,
emotional, social, and cognitive domains.”106 She refers to the symbols as the nodes that
link this meaning and are invested with dynamic motivating meaning as an individual adds
their own emotional values. Nodes that reference such meaning are able to condense many
meanings in a single form.107
What we may surmise from Alcorta’s work is that the ideas that are born in the
imagination combine the total experience of all five senses, emotions, and motivations
accompanying it. We may also claim that the storage of analytical thought in isolation of
the imagination and the accompanying associations is not possible. It is becoming evident
that we use the imagination with every idea – through an almost simultaneous interplay of
cognitive input between the many lobes of the left and right hemisphere – and that we
cannot effectively analyze without intuiting. What must not be said is that we do not need
the imagination; that we need only Scripture; or that artists must defer to theologians. What
can be said is that even as the brain utilizes in its imagination both the intuitive and the
analytical processes, so the community of faith must acknowledge this dual function of the
imagination in the forming of theological ideas that describe the unknowable.
The story of Dr. Jill Bolte Taylor tells the remarkable story of what it would be like
to live without the left brain. A neuroanatomist who had a stroke at the age of 37, leaving
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her left brain completely shut down, she wrote about her experience of losing the capacity
of speech, math, logic, analytical thinking, the sense of time and spatial knowledge. During
this time she experienced a very different consciousness with only the intuitive right
hemisphere of her brain functioning – her own appearance in the mirror felt completely
unfamiliar to her; the internal chatter of her own thoughts simply stopped —nothing but
silence; she experienced an overwhelming euphoric sense of oneness with all creation.
During the eight years it took her to recover her ability to think, walk and talk, a torrent of
creative energy was unleashed from the functioning right side of her brain. Her book is
called, My Stroke of Insight: A Brain Scientist’s Personal Journey.108
Bernice McCarthy offers helpful insight with her work on learning styles and
whole-brain learning. Contrary to popular belief, all people use both sides of their brain.
The issues that are encountered between creative and reasoning people working together
may be due to the focus of their priorities in the thinking process. Some people like change;
some like routine. Some people prefer spontaneity; some prefer reliability. Some people
respond to the big picture; some respond to detail. It is easier to be patient with those who
do not see things the way you do when you understand where they are coming from.109 She
quotes the educational psychologist Lev Vygotsky: “Learning occurs in communication
with others when we problem solve in collaboration with more capable peers.”110
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Even as the brain cannot function if the left is separated from communicating with
the right, the experience of learning with others who approach issues differently is likewise
enhanced by intentional cooperation. Having a view of how collaboration can work will
help to overcome the common pitfalls.111
Figure 9 Confluence of the Seen and the Unseen

The image I will use for an example here demonstrates the way the imagination
framework is not just intuitive, but works with reason (Figure 9). I drew together the
experiences of exploration in the other paintings. The situadedness of the tree against the
backdrop of the unseen spiritual world, the open-ended blend and balancing of land and sea
in the rhythms and colours of the sky, generations of faces in the rock look for something
authentic, the personified movement of figures suspended in the dawning light echoing the
111
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tree branches, and the confluence flow of water around the tree, all sit in this composition.
The way the imagination framework arranges the whole and ignores the gaps of the
unknown (as in the shadows and mist) is displayed.
Favouring image-based media need not imply that there is no linear thinking. As
described in the subsequent chapter, postmodern people prefer to experience truth first,
without simply accepting a new belief system, which may favour an inclination towards the
intuitive. However, the touchstone of imagination framework reflects the conclusion of
neuroscience that imagination is a combination of the intuitive big picture interfacing
constantly with the analytical sorting and explanation. Imagination is not, therefore, only
the realm of the intuitive. Imagination framework reminds us of the continuous interplay
between the intuitive and the linear that is part of maintaining and rearranging the
framework of thinking. Experiencing truth is a key undercurrent in the first five
touchstones, each of which contributes to the development of buy-in to experience
concepts, at which point an individual must adjust their framework of ideas. The
imagination creates the big picture on the intuitive side of the brain, and the analytical side,
in tandem, articulates it. We may have to adjust our thinking about the limits we may have
placed on the intuitive when it comes to developing new theological ideas. If we follow the
cue from brain function as currently understood, a collaboration of those who are intuitive
with those who are analytical in order to map a way forward for the church looks
appropriate.
We have seen how the arts were seated with theology for many centuries. Today,
though no longer a didactic tool of theology, the arts are nevertheless at the heart of
spiritual expression and represent the idiom of our culture as it explores mystery. We have
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how

Jesus

employed

metaphor

and

imagination and we have considered the value of
imagination and its situation in the brain through
hemispheric research on the brain. From these
spheres of study I have presented how the arts and
imagination deal with ideas, and have extracted
six touchstone concepts that will be used
throughout this study to indicate what is valuable
for engaging a postmodern world.

Figure 10 Touchstones
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CHAPTER 2: POSTMODERNITY AND RECEPTIVITY TO THE ARTS
This chapter will provide an overview of postmodern culture and worldview,
drawing attention to the way in which postmodern thinking finds alignment with the
touchstones described in this thesis. After giving some historical background for the
development of postmodernism within the climate of three main philosophical spheres, we
will look at the way theology has adapted, leaving us with a wide array of responses. From
among those, without trying to name a particular kind of theological expression, and to
show what has been formative for the Vineyard movement, the discussion will trace
‘Wholistic Pragmatism’ as an expression of faith’s gravity toward action, experience, and
centred-set thinking. The need for renewed thinking about our worldview will follow this.
Finally, the spiritual space that postmodern people have for the arts will be discussed by
giving a sociological profile of the spiritual function of the arts today. The aim of this
chapter is to show the philosophical anchors behind how people acquire knowledge today
and how the touchstones, representing this thinking, point to the intersection between the
arts as spiritually expressive and the church’s need for a voice within culture.

POSTMODERN ORIGINS
‘Postmodernism’ is the popular term used today to refer to a general worldview that
is shifting away from what has been called ‘Modernism’. We live within the midst of an
era that we wish to describe, so we are limited in our ability to define what is still changing.
Most thinkers use the term ‘postmodern’ to demarcate the end of the modern era with its
single, universal worldview. The postmodern trend resists any sense of universal
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explanations, and rejects intellectual foundation and empirical science as the means to
create a better world. It calls into question all the values at the heart of modern thinking.112
The term ‘postmodernism’ was coined in the 1930s, but it only appeared with any
sense of momentum in the 1960s. People in the arts and alternative thinkers were the first
to gravitate towards it. By the mid-70s the term ‘postmodern’ designated a very broad
social and cultural phenomenon touching literature, architecture, film, and philosophy. It
became an accepted part of culture in the 80s, where it was now “cool to be
postmodern.”113 The terms ‘postmodernism’ and ‘postmodernity’ can be distinguished
here. Andy Hargreaves writes from a sociological perspective as a theorist and educator at
the Lynch School of Education at Boston College. In Changing Teachers, Changing Times,
Hargreaves differentiates between ‘postmodernity’ as a social system of economic,
political and cultural relations, and ‘postmodernism’ as the aesthetic effect of the
postmodernity found in art, literature, philosophy, and more broadly in the intellectual
deconstructing, blending, and resisting of linearity.114 Graham Ward, Professor of Divinity
at Oxford, as editor of The Blackwell Companion to Postmodern Theology, is likewise
cautious and makes a similar distinction.115
This project is interested in the ethos of the times and the reasons for it. For the
purpose of this work, the term postmodern is the adjective and adverb that describes the
ethos shift towards an ‘intellectual deconstructing, blending, and resisting of linearity’. The
noun ‘postmodernism’ will refer to the movement of this ethos. Also, as the model for the
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modern way of confirming knowledge used foundationalism, with its image of a building
of ideas constructed on the foundation of irrefutable truths, the postmodern model can be
represented as wholism and seen as a web where there need be no indubitable or unrevisable beliefs, only degrees of difference in how far a belief lies from the centre of what
has been experienced. Wholism means each belief is supported by its neighbouring beliefs
forming a whole network.116
Alistar McGrath, Professor of Theology, Ministry, and Education at King's College,
London, summarizes postmodernism in his work, Christian Theology, as being, “…a
cultural sensibility without absolutes, fixed certainties, or foundations, which takes delight
in pluralism and divergence, and which aims to think through the radical “situatedness” of
all human thought.”117 The axiom, “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder”,118 might raise a
parallel question here. “Is truth an objective absolute or is it in the mind of the beholder?”
The predisposition to relativism with respect to truth causes postmodern people to lose
faith in centralized narratives – the idea that one set of people might have within their
myths genuine access to truth that should be seen as universal. Postmodern thinking rejects
the enlightenment quest for universal truth or any such affirmation that the “signifier” (the
thinker) can with any confidence hope to postulate the “signified” (their own explanations)
as truth. They will reflect only their embedded conditioning from cultural experience.119
Postmodern thinking does not see knowledge as being objective, because the world is not
mechanical nor predictable, but relational, subjective, and full of mystery.120
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Postmodernity’s development is not directed nor is it irresistible. As it represents
the social condition, it is both the medium and the outcome, and in this duality, both potent
and vulnerable,121 it can keep on shifting,122 because within its nature it offers a social
context in which any new values can be played out. It has been seen by many as panacea or
pariah123 (the best and the worst).
To understand how western culture has arrived where we are today, we need to look
at the origin of modernism which postmodern people stand against. Most scholars place the
beginnings of the modern era with the Enlightenment where dramatic shifts in thought
associated with scientific discovery. Some place it at the beginning of the Renaissance
upon which the Enlightenment was built. Middleton and Walsh, in their work, Truth is
Stranger Than it Used To Be, say that, though it is risky to reduce the essence of the many
changes of the era to one essential factor, there was a “dominant spirit” emerging at the
midsection of the millennia.124 How might that spirit be characterized? The Renaissance
placed humankind at the centre of reality. Going a step further in the next century, the
Enlightenment placed the individual at the centre. Stan Grenz wrote in A Primer on
Postmodernism, that the goal of the enlightenment was “to unlock the secrets of the
universe in order to master nature for human benefit and create a better world.”125 The
words of Augustine, “Cogito ergo sum,” (I think therefore I am) were reused by René
Déscarte to conclude that the thinking self could not be doubted and, therefore, was the
first layer of truth issuing from the thinking, rational, and autonomous individual.
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Axes of modernism
Nancey Murphy, Associate Professor of Christian Philosophy at Fuller Theological
Seminary, and James W. McClendon Jr., a Professor of theology and ethicist in the
Anabaptist tradition, in Distinguishing Modern and Postmodern Theologies, proposed a
framework descriptive of modernism in order to shed light on postmodernism as it exists in
reaction to the modernism. They used

Figure 11 Modern Axes

three motifs of thought and the
extremities of thought within each of
these portrayed as continuums: an
epistemological axis, a linguistic axis,
and a metaphysical axis.126 They
identified

the

origin

of

modern

epistemology (what we can know) with the rational foundationalism of René Déscartes,127
a system of beliefs built upon verifiable truths as its foundation. If the truth is justified with
no break in the chain of beliefs nor any self-referential links, then all the rest of the
structure will be sound, dependable and authoritative. Any scepticism of this viewpoint, of
which there was plenty, also held the same view of knowledge, that truth could be
unverified, thereby doubting the whole system. David Hume (1748) represented this
position to some degree, preparing the ground for postmodern thinking. Hume argued
against the problematic testimonies of people regarding miracles, claiming that ascribing
credibility to truth through people’s subjective experience was dubious.128 Murphy and
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McClendon placed “foundationalism” and “scepticism” at the extremities of the axis of
epistemology.129
On the axis of linguistics Murphy and McClendon laid two theories of the meaning
of language. The representational theory stated that language refers to objects or facts about
those objects. As much of language is abstract, a second theory posited that language holds
the expressionist meaning of attitudes and emotions of the speaker. Though not polar
opposites, representational and expressionist tendencies are indicative of the gravity to
which philosophers have been drawn as a beginning point. For many like Déscartes,
foundationalism relied on representational knowledge that was laid out by means of ideas
that purely represented the objects. John Locke began to move towards the thinking that
words named ideas and was concerned with how they were formed in the mind by
experience. Hume took this further to argue that judgments of value are merely expressive
of ideas.130
The third axis is concerned with the metaphysical question of reality, God,
existence, and what we can say authoritatively. Murphy and McClendon place at the two
ends of this axis, “individualism” and “collectivism”. With Déscartes came the shift from
the Middle Ages where authority was centred in the church, the theologian and the Bible.
Such authority in the Age of Enlightenment now shifted to the individual’s foundational
beliefs – individualism and collectivism representing the two opposing perspectives on this.
The first was that the individual has ontological (pertaining to being) priority over the
collective as the group is only the sum of real individuals. At its heart was the assertion that
individuals are equal and the society in which they live exists for their mutual benefit. In
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1689 John Locke, arguing for religious toleration, published a letter arguing that the state
should not be permitted to adjudicate between competing religious truth-claims.131 In his
letter, he maintained that belief was an inward matter of the heart not to be imposed from
without. The second was the generic view of individuals, that society exists as a collection
of individuals who can be substituted without changing the social values and as a collective
unit for mutual benefit. This supported Thomas Hobbes’ justification of harsh authoritarian
governments. Though we may not find huge separation between the positions of the early
thinkers on these continuums at their inception, in the decades following the drift increased
along these polar directions.132
With this general backdrop for modernism, Murphy and McClendon identified a
similarity between each extremity of positions and counter-positions, all subscribing to a
foundational system of thinking, namely, the modern belief in a comprehensible
articulation of universal truth. In other words, the tenor of the arguments creates a picture
of the expressive experiential reacting to the rational propositional, but all within one
framework. Granting that nothing of a pure postmodernism suddenly began to take form in
one person’s work, Murphy and McClendon’s thesis for determining postmodernism would
have to accommodate for a gradual emergence. “We propose to define as postmodern any
mode of thought that departs from the three modern axes described above without reverting
to premodern categories.”
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By using Murphy and McClendon’s conceptual model, we can see how the
development of postmodern trends have departed from these axes. Murphy has added to the
Figure 12 Modern Axes - Conservative and Liberal

description of those original axes
(1989) in her recent work of 2007,
Beyond

Liberalism

and

Fundamentalism: How Modern and
Postmodern Philosophy Set The
Theological Agenda. She lays over
top of these same axes the modern
theological landscape in the west by
positioning conservative theology
with

the

foundational,

representational, and collective tendencies in the three continuums and liberal theology
with scepticism, expressionism, and individualism. (See figure 12) This generally aligns
the conservative with an overall rational approach and the liberal with more emphasis on
the experiential. Some may interpret the beginnings of postmodern priorities within the
liberal side of the above continua as early as Locke and continuing in a stream of
successors133 whose expressionist value of language and preference towards individual
faith experience over doctrine, as in Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1874) with respect to
making Christianity relevant experientially, Karl Barth (1886-1968) with a focus on God’s
self-revelation, Paul Tillich (1886-1965) correlating culture with faith that faith not need be
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unacceptable, and Karl Rahner (1904-84) recovering a sense of the transcendence of God
in secular culture, all drift away from a rational expression of faith.134

POSTMODERN DEVELOPMENTS IN THEOLOGY
What is significant for Murphy is how the priorities of both trends, the liberal and
the conservative, begin to re-emerge in blended forms with the postmodern rejection of the
modern system. Such a blending could best be described as a shift towards wholism.
Murphy’s thesis offers the model I will use to organize this brief overview of
postmodernism. (See Figure 13) As modern philosophy set the agenda for theology, so the
new developments of philosophic thought in the spheres of understanding knowledge
(epistemology), linguistics, and reality (metaphysics), also influence postmodern
theological thinking.135 We turn now to those three streams with their wholistic, inclusive
blends of thought.
Figure 13 Modern Axes Blended in Postmodernism
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Epistemological Wholism - How We Understand Knowledge
In 1951, W. V. O. Quine, a Professor of philosophy and logic at Harvard
University, questioned how justifiable beliefs could be traced to special foundational
beliefs derived from experience. In his new form of pragmatism, all must be questioned,
“the whole fabric of what we know… faces the tribunal of experience.”136 Karl Popper was
a philosopher of science and Professor at the London School of Economics. He wrote that
the facts that are used by science are not infallible and may be called into question when
they do not line up with an accepted theory connected to it.137 Thomas Kuhn claimed that
some standards for how paradigms are evaluated are conditioned historically and added the
filtering question, “Is this particular belief justifiable within the particular web to which it
belongs?” The paradigm is accepted or rejected as a whole.138 Imre Lakatos, a philosopher
of science, took up Kuhn’s thinking with his “core theory,” which refers to a network of
theoretical assertions augmented by surrounding data and which usually exists in the center
of the one hard-core theory within the research. The network of auxiliary hypotheses are
related as they support the central theory.139
The influence from these shifts in the philosophy of science can be seen in the
postmodern disposition to throw out the whole paradigm and start over if at some point it
fails. Rhetoric cannot prop it up. Postmodern people are sensitive to how truth can be
manipulated to prove a point. Politics seem to embody for them the idea of “spin” and “I’ll
scratch your back if you scratch mine” as political manoeuvring in which truth does not
exist. The biases of educational systems and religious institutions are not above scrutiny. In
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this way, Millard Erickson, Professor of Theology at Western Seminary, defines in Truth
or Consequences this postmodern suspicion of hermeneutic as justifiable.140 Our
presuppositions only come to our awareness when we are challenged.
The theological implication for this would be that, as a modern theological doctrine
may sit upon the foundation of given absolute truths, a postmodern critique will not be
based on such presupposition. First, just the way a truth is framed up, especially when the
surrounding rhetoric looks like spin, creates the ethos of mistrust. Second, the postmodern
will not acknowledge the stability of the foundation within which a doctrine sits without
first challenging the core theory and maybe trying out other theories. Adjusting core
theories will always be unacceptable to the modernist. To the postmodernist, it’s fair game.
The relative approaches to the doctrine of the Trinity may be used as an example.
The doctrine is based on a presupposition that each person of the Trinity is God. This raises
the issue of the divinity of Jesus. The modernist sees the beauty of the whole, accepts the
‘three persons of God with one substance’ explanation, and does not necessarily question
the parts. The postmodernist may be unconvinced with the core theory (Jesus’ deity) and is
ready to substitute another theory, that perhaps Jesus was only described this way in oral
myth.
Unless the postmodern thinker is working from an embeddedness within the
community (in our case, Christian), the core theory at the centre may not stand. But at the
same time, the postmodern holds suspended that which is not yet understood and
recognizes mystery when they see it. The boundaries around postmodern commitments to
knowledge are at times reflexively osmotic and entropic and at other times deliberately
courageous. They change positions without always thinking it through, all in the spirit of
140
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their times. They question core beliefs easily. They are willing to step consciously into
another’s world and try out their thinking. This constitutes an open-ended mindset when it
comes to knowledge.
Linguistic Wholism - How We Understand Language
Leading up to 1950, Ludwig Wittgenstein and J. L. Austin, philosophers of
linguistics, both helped to change the image of language as a mirror of reality. Wittgenstein
called it a tool of action.141 Austin insisted language is in the world, not about it.142 They
claimed that all language is to be understood in terms of the social world, with its linguistic
and other conventions, the context in which it plays a role. This set in motion the idea of
situatedness. Their starting point was to say there is no singular way that language relates
to the world or accounts for the conditions that create meaning in an utterance.143
Deconstructionists - Derrida, Foucault and Rorty
Stanley Grenz wrote that the growing seed of change among literary
deconstructionists influenced a parallel expression among philosophers of the twentieth
century. In the sixties, Michel Foucault, at the height of student protests, asserted that every
societally-endorsed or dominant interpretation of reality was just another assertion of
power. His claim was that social institutions, like churches or governments, do violence
when they impose their interpretations of experience on others.144 Jacques Derrida refined
this in the seventies by abandoning traditional ontology and metaphysics, because “all that
emerges in the knowing process is the perspective of the self who interprets reality.”145
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Richard Rorty rejected the idea that the classic conceptions of truth in language and text
were to be found accurately mirroring nature. He would rather encourage a new
pragmatism, a continuing conversation with edifying philosophy instead of trying to nail
down truth. Why? He believed there was no necessary correspondence between assertions
and objective reality.146
Those cultural-linguistic thoughts appeared in George Lindbeck’s theology
(Professor of Theology at Yale Divinity School and represented postliberal theology)
where he balanced the cognitive with the experiential as he addressed the meaning of truth
as not being located in the words, but in the subjectivities of the communal phenomena that
create story, idiom, symbols, and grammar, and then are manifested in the linguistic
medium.147 The story, as narrated in Scriptures, is the core lexical source of religious
language (symbols, concepts, rites, injunctions, stories), but it is the ‘grammar’ of
Christianity, not the lexicon, which is reflected in the church community.148 What emerges
here is an understanding that language conveys meaning not within singular words, but in
the many other factors with its situatedness in culture. As such, in the postmodern ethos,
we are interested in the event of language and the meaning made in its communal
experience.
Postmodern art
How did the artist fit into this evolution of postmodernism? As with the
deconstructionists of the literary arts, visual artists of the early twentieth century began to
create visual images that rejected all absolute forms of beauty, purity and perfection.
Marcel Duchamp, French-American painter and sculptor, shocked the art world with his
146
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Fountain sculpture, which was a ‘found’ object, a urinal. His movement and group called
“Dadaism” challenged established styles and forms. Subsequently, many new streams
emerged in the area of abstract art that rejected the modern ideal. Surrealists like Salvador
Dali, Abstract Expressionists like Jackson Pollack, and Cubist artists like Pablo Picasso
pushed the boundaries of visual art to become decreasingly representational by the 1940s
and 50s. By the 1970s, the reductionist trend of abstract art was replaced by a strange
eclecticism borrowing widely from multiple styles of the past, sometimes incorporating
them into a single work.149 Postmodern art could be described as neither rejecting nor
accepting the modern ideal.
Where modern art aimed for stylistic integrity and purity, postmodern art, in
contrast, acknowledges both what is its own and what it excludes. As noted earlier, it has
moved from being an objective offering to much more of a subjective experience of art,
where the participant is part of the process. In this kind of participation, the viewer must fill
in or finish the work with his or her own thoughts. Postmodern art calls for a response.150
Though it engages the viewer to be subjective it still does so within the parameters of the
images or ideas it uses… or does not use. The epitome of this might be best described
through the collage. Instead of focusing on the homogeneity of a subject, “the collage
ensures that meaning can be neither univocal nor stable.”151 Opposing thoughts might be
juxtapositioned side-by-side in the same composition. In a general way, it could be said
that postmodern art challenges the investment in institutions and age-old traditions,
including those that are religious.152
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Sociological philosophy
Karl Mannheim’s philosophy of the sociology of knowledge further shaped the
ideas of embeddedness and situatedness as postmodern concepts. He would say that one’s
social situation not only affects the choices made, but also the content of that knowledge.
He resisted the implication that this was relativistic and that such relative knowledge
gained from social situations was invalid. He introduced the counter-argument that the
sociology of knowledge cannot determine absolute truth or falsity, but can redefine the
“scope and the limits of the perspective implicit in given assertions.”153
Postmodern centreless networking
Institutions and organizational practices are seeing the impact of these postmodern
trends. A global sense of community is emerging, the ethos of which is reflected in the
move from centralized control to an emphasis on networking and participatory decisionmaking. With our global communication system, an astounding number of people can
participate in a conversation around the world in almost no time at all. As a consequence to
this, we now form our identity as individuals within a larger global community. Some call
this shift a kind of democratization of the individual where everyone’s opinion counts.
There is a diminished sense of nationalism and an increased sense of “retribalization” at the
local level.154 Postmodernism has created a “centerlessness” replacing “old allegiances to a
common source of authority” such as the church.155
There is obvious weakness in the sense of being rudderless, but where central
authority diminishes, other strengths emerge. One such symptom of this shift has been the
way the powerless are finding more of a voice. From ethnic groups to gender equality, once
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marginalized individuals are being heard over and above the voice of the modern
institution. This is so characteristic of organizational dynamics today.156
Religious myths acceptable within a cultural group
The arguments for linguistic wholism make their way into theology. Its form can be
seen in the way postmodern scholars would now argue that those very same religious
myths are more than just stories that primitive cultures used, but that they hold the central
core values and beliefs for a cultural group, and as such are fundamentally religious. The
determinist influence is present here in the way these myths are seen to offer guiding
precedents for social relations, an internal sense of legitimacy, and a way of being in the
world. This reflects the reductionist principles that are also present. As postmodern
scholars made acceptable the nature and purpose of these historic myths or
“metanarratives”, based on the experiential benefit of understanding truth, they also looked
at the big picture globally in which many religions exist. They limited those spheres of
legitimacy for such metanarratives to the cultural group that holds them. The postmodern
outlook no longer sees any “grand narrative” as being credible representing all cultures.
Everything is “delegitimized” when applied universally.157
The delegitimizing of Christianity in favour of truth from other religions began to
materialize in the 1970s in the writings of authors like John Hick and Paul Knitter, who
advocated in their study of world religions the possibility of ‘ways’ to God other than
through Christianity. Their pluralistic approach encouraged Christian thinkers to stop using
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the superior truth claim that Jesus is the only way to God.158 Their motivation appears to be
connected to a pluralist view of the world, that individual religions could only represent
God’s way of connecting with different cultures in ways appropriate to each. Their
explanations, as well crafted as they were, seemed more aimed at disarming the militancy
of differences, as they argued that all religions were essentially the same in their moral aim
and societal impact.
But in their wake were new younger thinkers who continued to work with a wider
orthodoxy that postmodernism was cultivating. We find here the postmodern bridge that
allows for the metanarratives (cultural myths like Scripture) to be legitimized, but at the
same time opens the door to all religious myths on the basis of their situatedness within
their culture.
Kevin Vanhoozer, current Research Professor of Systematic Theology at Trinity
Evangelical Divinity School, in his work, The Cambridge Companion to Postmodern
Theology, qualifies how the seven types of theology he uses [reconstructive, a/theological
deconstructive,

postliberal,

communal

praxis,

feminist,

radical

orthodoxy

and

postmetaphysical] can be acceptable within a postmodernism approach. He claims his list
represents the ways in which theologians are grappling with postmodernity and though they
differ dramatically on some points, all engage the postmodern condition. His question is
whether postmodernity is simply the latest framework with which theology must be
translated and a new master instead of rationalism.159
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Metaphysical Wholism - How We Understand Reality and Existence (God included)
When it came to Science, modern conservatives accommodated or argued against
science with rational proposition. The liberal wing divided up the intellectual territory so
that science and theology were simply separate. An example of this is in their disposition
towards God’s divine action within the natural world. Conservatives believed God’s
miracles were supernatural as described in the Bible and that God would intervene in
nature by suspending His own laws supernaturally. The liberals argued that God would not
violate His laws, but that miracles of God’s divine action must be seen as God’s
immanence within nature. In this way, Scriptures containing miracles were referred to as
myths of religious dogma and treated by the liberals generally with scepticism where
authenticity was questioned. The conservatives saw this treatment of the Bible as heresy
and were extremely defensive of biblical truth claims. As science had begun to merge the
theories of reductionism (a system in which parts determined character or behaviour of
whole) and determinism (all processes in physical universe are strictly determined by
natural laws), we see how the top-down and the bottom-up ways of wholistic analysis were
also present in a theological blending of the arguments for intervention and immanence.160
Science and theology
An example of the more inclusive thinking that blends reductionism with
determinism was the inclination towards interdisciplinary sharing. Sometimes explanations
that cross disciplinary boundaries are needed. Where the liberals maintained theology’s
disciplinary autonomy, the trend towards mixing disciplinary method expanded the horizon
for understanding the natural world and the mystery beyond the natural.161 The
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development of neurotheology162 as a study of brain science and religion is a remarkable
example. Scholars in this field look to study the phenomena of God, soul, consciousness
and religion as it relates to the human brain.
For much of the twentieth century there was a strong bias towards empirical
methods for approaching Scripture and faith experience within Christianity. The influence
from the sciences treating theology as inferior, due to its use of myth and unsubstantiated
faith experience, was probably a factor. Michael Inzlicht, Alexa M. Tullett and Marie
Good, from their recent study on religion and the brain, “The Need to Believe”, conclude,
“…we suggest that religion is the product of a motivated meaning-making process; that
religion is prevalent and beneficial because it fulfils the need to create and sustain a sense
that the world is orderly and meaningful.”163
Faith experience, as a product of the brain, has been a long-standing assumption in
neurotheology. It was supported by studies on how the brain behaves with respect to
religious experience.164 Until 2001, the hypothesis that drove research in this area was that
religious spiritual experiences are located in the limbic system (emotional centre) of the
brain. The logic was, if spiritual phenomena could be located, stimuli applied to that area of
the brain could create a spiritual experience. This would reduce religion to a brain
activity.165
Recent research by Andrew Newberg (Director of Research for Integrative
Medicine at Thomas Jefferson University Hospital and Adjunct Professor of Religious
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Studies) and Eugene G. D’Aquili (was a research psychiatrist who specialized in studying
members of religious communities) was published in Why God Won’t Go Away: Brain
Science and the Biology of Belief.166 They discovered that during a religious experience
their test subjects experienced a heightened use of the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex, the
part of the brain that controls relational trust and making risky or moral decisions. During
this religious experience, emotional happiness was also recorded, and by virtue of the way
this was monitored, it was determined to have occurred as a result of the simultaneous
response in the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex. The profound result here, as corroborated by
Nina P. Azari (Neuroimaging Studies of Religious Experience), is that as the spiritual
experience was determined to be a cognitively structured response rather than emotionally
stimulated, spirituality cannot be reduced to “dysfunctional brain activity involving
emotions”.167 Newberg and D’Aquili themselves report that mystical experiences are not
the result of emotion or wishful thinking, but are biologically observable and scientifically
real, and that religious experience still stands apart as an unexplained mystery. This
research is one example demonstrating how the different disciplines of science and religion
and their modes for approaching mystery are more blended in postmodernism. It may be
this that precipitates such collateral confidence for new theories as evident in the work of
Alva Noe, a neuroscientist and philosopher. He follows a similar trend in his book, Out of
Our Heads: Why You Are Not Your Brain, stating that the brain is part of what you are,
rather than the centre of your consciousness.168
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In summary, postmodernism is the general rejection of the modernist quest for
universal truth and perfection. The foundationalism of rational modernism is no longer the
model for forming knowledge. Rather, wholism, as a network of interdependent ideas,
holds in tension the rational with the experiential. Values of the past, from within
liberalism or conservatism, are sometimes found balanced or blended, and philosophy may
have just been the wind blowing that discussion. Broadly speaking, the experiential
priorities could be said to have mixed with the rational, producing all kinds of ferment, the
stuff of which revolutions are made. In the sixties, there was social resistance among the
younger generation to institutional agendas. In the seventies, the Jesus movement
represented a spiritual facet of the social/political ferment at that time, out of which the
Vineyard movement began. Change and shift is expected by postmodern people, as is the
latitude for including and balancing opposite ways of thinking. An wholistic view of
theology, then, could be described as a network of developing thought rather than a static
foundation with exclusive categories. It may be this perpetual exploration beyond
boundaries that explains why postmodern commitment to knowledge seems so flexible,
why core beliefs are questioned, and why positions change more easily.
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We have seen how the profile of postmodernism is reflected (but not limited to the
following) in natural science with shifting paradigms and empirical falsification; in
philosophy as deconstruction or neopragmatism; in the arts as eclecticism and subjective
Figure 14 Postmodern Priorities

involvement; in the social sciences as
embeddedness of worldview and the
democratization of individual belief; in
institutional

organization

as

decentralization and collaboration; and in
theology as a wider orthodoxy and
pragmatic faith. It is as though the separate
lines of succession of the polar opposites
within the modern structure, including its
conservative

rational

and

liberal

experiential leanings, began to fade. What
reappears is a morphed form of unique
blends

of

elements

that

were

once

conflicted in modern thought.
Instead, in a wholistic framework
of knowing, the experiential has arisen as
the primary context in which truth is
weighed and meaning is made. Within this
wholistic framework, the touchstones find
their expression aligning. The expression manifests in the way postmodern people
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acknowledge the breadth of cultural landscape as seen from the situatedness of various
viewpoints, and then hold often opposing ideas in tension with open-endedness. The
mechanism to test the value of truth is found in the relational authenticity beyond the
individual words in the context of communal experience, and also in the disposition to step
outside boundaries into another’s world to try out new thinking by suspending beliefs. Core
commitments may be challenged when they do not work and can be replaced with co-opted
blends from the cathartic confluence with other ways of thinking. The imagination
framework, maintaining the whole with the unknown, gathers together the new and old in
its flexible wholistic network. (Figure 14 Reflects this summary.)

WHOLISTIC THEOLOGY OF FAITH AND ACTION
For the purpose of this work, we will be identifying the postmodern priorities
described in this chapter as they have influenced our church and as they have had impact
on the Vineyard movement in general. We turn to focus on the theological development of
wholistic pragmaticism in the area of faith—a blending of belief and action and a uniting of
power with the ordinary individual as represented in the work of Harvey Cox, Hollis
Research Professor of Divinity at Harvard. I will give a brief overview of his prophetic call
to churches in the 80s underscoring his faith and action thesis. From there, the journey
towards faith as experience over belief will bring us closer to a postmodern expression of
wholism rather than foundationalism. This will lead us to the discussion of worldview and
how we might interface with it.
The shift of authority within the church was identified by Harvey Cox in his 1983
book, Return to the Secular City. He believed he had evidence of a resurgence within
Christianity, contrary to the estimation of some that in its modern form it was dying. His
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analysis led him to consider two streams of Christianity that were gaining some notice at
the time and were moving proactively in political circles. He studied the fundamentalist
movement of the moral majority, with Jerry Falwell as leader, as well as the Latin
American liberation theologians, as represented by Ernesto Cardenal. What he discovered
were two very different, reactionary forms of Christianity. But both, he maintained,
brought to bear significant criticism of modern Christianity for abdicating its authority and
responsibility to God. Both streams vehemently criticized modern Christian theology as
having bought into the thinking of this world and having submitted its way of doing
theology to the powers that control government and economy, and thus, had abdicated its
responsibility to the good news message to the poor.169
Cox attributed the ‘secularization’ of modern theology to those theologians who
capitulated to Enlightenment's age of reason, in effect, believing they no longer could say
anything with any authority. The wealthy of that time extended their political power and
ideology, exercising it over the authority of the churches that had been aligned with past
political powers. As new regimes came and went with their excess of opulence and power,
theology kept pace with the emerging age of reason, and a kind of secularization of
theology and religion took place. In this secularization, life was partitioned, where faith
stood apart from reason, where science and religion were completely separate spheres.170
Fusing of mysticism with action
In 1983, Cox’s exploration of Liberation theology, with its base communities
among the Catholics, described the significance these action groups had for bringing about
reform. The three characteristics he included were: egalitarian leadership after clergy had
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initiated the groups, internal spiritual and liturgical commitment, and the interplay of the
Bible with secular issues with subsequent action.171
The question Cox raised in 1983 was whether the proliferation of small actionoriented Christian groups emerging in the States at that time “…will shake the church out
of its lethargy or allow themselves to be co-opted into insulated enclaves while the larger
institutional church remains unchanged.”172
For the church to survive in a postmodern culture, Cox projected it would need the
strengths found in “the fusing of mysticism and politics,” present in the base communities
he studied. If the defect of the modern trend had been in its “privatization” of religion and
loss of a voice, Cox directed people of the 80s towards reconnecting the mystery of
spirituality with action in order to find a voice. The picture of ‘action’ in Cox’s description
involves participants in Christian communities working out the biblical or godly good for
the many, instead of for oneself, and by ordinary people rather than by the clergy.173
Looking back at his plea or prediction, fusing mysticism with action has been central to the
church’s recovery of authority. Some branches of the church have made this kind of shift
due to the postmodern constituency placing emphasis on the values of spiritual mystery to
be experienced, stewardship of justice and mercy acted out, and relational communities
giving voice to the lowly.
Popular postmodern deconstruction with emerging churches
Almost 30 years later, in his book, The Future of Faith, Harvey Cox labels today’s
postmodern resurgence in the church as the ‘Age of the Spirit’. He elevates faith
experience over doctrinal belief, citing this as being at the heart of the fastest growth in
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Christianity, occurring principally among the Pentecostals with their focus on the Holy
Spirit. He believes this is an indication of God breaking the church out of an institutionally
controlled ‘belief’ focus to become Spirit-focused once again. This description of the
burgeoning age of the Spirit movement certainly resembles his early forecast for mysticism
and action to be fused among the laity. A variety of theologians writing about the emerging
postmodern church attribute its appearance to spiritual faith experience over confessional
belief, calling this a healthy reversal of what went wrong under Emperor Constantine in the
fifth century.174 Mystery is certainly a good descriptor of the spiritual outpouring that has
been part of the extraordinary growth of the church outside of the mainstream.
Emphasis On Faith Over Belief
Writing as an emerging church theologian, Brian McLaren, in A New Kind Of
Christianity, describes how the early church “tried to fashion a Christian philosophy to
replace the pagan one, and Christianity gradually slipped away from faith and into
ideas."175 McLaren’s overall plea is for a Christian worldview that doesn’t borrow so
heavily from the reasoning of ancient Greek thought, but looks to its original Hebrew
context in light of today’s world. Phyllis Tickle, in The Great Emergence, refers to this
same symptom as the ‘Hellenization of the church,’ with its codification of doctrine as the
great Constantine problem, which she believes is only being corrected today as represented
by the emerging church.176 She argues that Christian thought needs rescuing today from the
influence of platonic dualism. The doctrine of salvation, for example, became a rescue
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from this world to heaven instead of the redemption of creation that God considered was
good.
Nancy R. Pearcey (Scholar in Residence at Houston Baptist University) in her
book, Total Truth, cites a Greek negative attitude regarding the material world by the early
church fathers, and locates this shift as the place to get back on track to see the world as
good.177 She finds support in the way sixteenth-century reformers no longer accommodated
platonic dualism and instead rejected its emphasis on the fallen corrupt nature of this
material world.178
Why have we not addressed this before? Alistar McGrath claims this same
sentiment was addressed during the Enlightenment stating that, for Voltaire (1694-1778)
and Rousseau (1712-78), the idea of the flawed nature of humans in the doctrines of
‘original sin’ and ‘the Fall’ were not helpful as they created pessimism. The German
thinkers at that time did not accept these doctrines because they came from Augustine of
Hippo whom they deemed as irrelevant from the 5th century. “For the Enlightenment, it
was the idea of original sin itself which was oppressive, and from which humanity required
liberation.”179
McLaren, Tickle and Cox argue for a return to faith over belief. Using Robert
Bellah's discussion, Cox explains how the Greek word for ‘belief’ became a biblical core
concept when speaking of ‘our faith’.
In his book, From Faith to Belief, Cox (was Hollis Research Professor of Divinity
at Harvard for 44 years) describes how emperor Constantine’s emancipation of
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Christianity, as an underground faith movement, proved disastrous and from which aspects
of Christianity have never recovered. When Constantine imposed “muscular leadership
over the churches,”180 he became the real head of the church and not in a positive way – he
supported the church with funds, but he also controlled the hiring and dismissal of its
bishops. The enthronement of Christianity deflated its dependency upon faith and made it a
program of required beliefs. The word ‘faith’, as used by the early Christians, came to be
subverted to mean a set of beliefs by the church under Constantine.181 The Gospel was
never meant to be only a propositional message, but always an event, an experiential
encounter with the living God.
At some point, the grid of belief in orthodox doctrine replaced the essence of trust
at the heart of a relationship with God.182 People under the thumb of a ruling power will
say anything to comply. When Plato argued that the stability of society depended on the
belief in God and then unbelief became punishable by imprisonment or death, cognitive
assent was not really present, just the public impression of such. In a similar way, the
contemporary individual no longer finds it necessary to say the words of belief just to
comply.183 In fact, in a study analyzing religion in terms of the need to believe and the need
to belong, Roy F. Baumeister and Michael MacKenzie, Believing, Belonging, Meaning,
and Religious Coping, concluded, “Indeed, among the various Protestant Christian
denominations, membership seems far more based on social factors than doctrinal ones,
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and many members can scarcely articulate what the doctrinal differences are (but they
often know just what sort of people belong to each church).”
Wholism of Centred-set Thinking
Faith as an experience, with the articulation of belief that follows, reflects a balance
modeled at the heart of newer movements like the Vineyard. Even our description of
ourselves as a movement rather than a denomination highlights this postmodern value of a
relational faith. The Vineyard church popularized the idea of being centred-set in terms of
belief, where one ‘belongs before believing’. John Wimber set the pace with this way of
acknowledging where people are in their journey with Jesus. The concept originated with
missiologist, Paul Hiebert, and referred to the way truth, instead of being demarcated with
boundaries of belief to which all members must subscribe in order to belong, is seen more
as a gravitational pull towards its centre, as people are drawn towards Jesus by
relationships. Phyllis Tickle claims that centred-set thinking is, “the ability to move toward
that point without being tied down to smaller diversions, a sense of total egalitarianism
with respect for differing opinions, and an authority moved from individual members to the
existing center.”184
The gravitational pull of centred-set faith bears respect for the individuals who are
moving towards a deeper relationship with Jesus. For the postmodern, the relational value
the church places on the individual’s opinion, her serving, and her immediate belonging as
a full participant is the basis for the authority they will attribute to the church.
Jesus could be said to have taught this way about the Kingdom of God. He did not
use a systematic bounded approach, but drew people towards a relational encounter with
the Father – which also included moral behaviour and good theological interpretation of the
184
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Scriptures. His relationship with the Father produced an indescribable draw upon those
who heard him teach. He pressured no one to believe as he did, but he did tempt people to
think differently, to think outside-the-box, to suspend their regular analytical approach and
to let their intuitive, imaginative side try out his thinking. People identified with him and
his stories and went further in their “imagining” of this new Kingdom. This is the picture of
centred-set thinking. Such a picture is compelling to most postmodern people who feel
drawn to God but not to institutions, who would like to ‘try out’ a spiritual connection with
a God who sent His son into the world not to judge but to save. To engage postmodern
people with Jesus, we need to emphasize the mystery of God’s mercy over any dogma that
explains it.

POSTMODERN SENSITIVITY TO OTHER WORLDVIEWS
A shift in emphasis from confessed belief to faith experience changes the ‘syntax,’
not the meaning. The Gospel remains the same Gospel, but it begins with a different
emphasis. As the priority for the postmodern is to hear the other, to understand what it is
like for the other in his situation, and to be accepting and affirming of him, we must
consider how we can change the ‘syntax’ of our message, the place where we begin.
To begin this discussion, we address now the topic of worldview – that unspoken
framework through which we view the world, how it morphs without our awareness, how
we are carried along by it, and how Christians experience a dilemma as we long to
interface with our world without compartmentalizing our faith. We consider the possibility
of a worldview that is both postmodern and Christian.
Romanowski, in Eyes Wide Open, describes every artist as painting out of a
worldview. He claims that a worldview is “a lens, a model, a picture, or a framework”

94
which describes the world, our place in it, and answers the questions of “identity and
meaning, sin and suffering, hope and despair, life and death—that can only be known
through faith.”185
Worldview's four questions
J. Richard Middleton, Professor of Biblical Worldview and Exegesis at
Northeastern Seminary, and Brian J. Walsh, adjunct Professor of Theology of Culture at
Wycliffe College, describe worldview as the answer to four questions: Where are we? Who
are we? What’s wrong? What’s the remedy? These four questions summarize how every
worldview creates a picture of reality in which we live, what the nature of humanity is and
how it is located within this reality, how corruption in the world with humanity’s pain and
suffering is explained, and where the path from brokenness to wholeness lies. A worldview
is how we make sense of the world and our place in it. As with any global shift from one
era to another era, it takes decades for worldview to completely change.186
N. T. Wright uses these same questions as he explores the worldview of the first
century, CE, in The New Testament and the People of God. A people’s worldview is
embedded in their stories, which reveal their view of reality; it answers life’s questions of
meaning; it is expressed in a culture’s symbols; and it provides a solution of action through
praxis, a way-of-being-in-the-world.187
What worldviews do
The stories of a group, like the first-century Jews, were attached to events like the
Passover, places like the temple, and symbolic actions like the sacrifice, within which their
values were reinforced. Together, all this was part of a cohesive matrix that made sense of
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the world, one’s purpose, and what one needed to do in this life. To be part of that group,
one had to understand and observe the symbols, but even more, at the heart of a person’s
worldview, one’s actions had to be performed ‘instinctively or habitually’ without giving it
a thought.188
When it comes to the relationship between worldview and culture, Wright
distinguishes culture as the social groupings that articulate through language, symbols and
lifestyle their interpretation of the basic beliefs within the larger worldview. The worldview
might be better understood as a filter of ordered sense through which people view and
interact with the world. This filter quality of the worldview is rarely examined itself as it
lies beyond our conscious awareness and casual speech. It is “…the lens through which the
world is seen, the blueprint for how one should live in it, and above all the sense of identity
and place which enables human beings to be what they are.”189 Worldview is an
unconscious part of determining meaning or purpose and only worrisome to a people when
it is questioned.
Michelle LeBaron, in her essay, Cultural and Worldview Frames, (Director of the
UBC Program of Dispute resolution and Professor with UBC Law Faculty) underscores
the same points, identifying ‘worldview’ as the seedbed for culture and as something of
which one is not aware and that it is communicated only tacitly through myths, stories,
metaphors, and tales. Each culture uses the same ground rules for making meaning and
identity.190
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Every worldview is theological in that it asks about the meaning of life. It is the
“god-dimension” of the worldview. Even the atheist makes a theological statement when
declining belief in a God. Wright offers theology not as a cultural subsection within
worldview, but as the overlay upon the worldview. Overlay is used with this meaning, “A
transparent sheet placed over artwork or something such as a map, giving additional
information or detail.”191 Christian theology has the prime ingredients within its narrative
stories that answer the questions of where, who, why and how, and registers its response
with a worldview’s quest for ultimate meaning. Since the core of any worldview is
theological, Christian theology makes sense of reality and need not be discounted as only a
cultural derivative.192
Confusion In Public And Private Christian Truth
Christians may situate themselves somewhere on the continuum between a modern
and postmodern ethos. Some Christians may be stubbornly resolute in sticking with the
truth of the Gospel as it has been transmitted to them, having been absorbed into the
framework of their relational/ethical living, but they also may exhibit a cultural aloofness
where they do not quite fit in. Others may talk in a more modern way about the truths of
the Gospel when they are with Christians, but when they are in the context of the world,
may allow the more relativistic postmodern mode to buffer their descriptions of the Gospel
or to weaken the strength of their moral convictions about public issues. Then, there are
those who appear to be hardly Christian at all, with their apparent absorption into the
postmodern ethos. Depending on where one rests along this continuum, the issue that
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remains is this: Christians must have a framework of understanding the Gospel that can be
communicated from within a postmodern worldview or to people within it.
Nancy Pearcey addresses the question of how we might actively think through what
it means to have a Christian postmodern worldview. She describes this as a dilemma
further complicated by what is considered public and private truth.193 Instead of a
continuum between the modes of modern and postmodern, she posits that the ideals of
modernism with its facts and scientific knowledge are still used to create a world of
convention where rules are binding on everyone. Speeding, whether it seems wrong or not,
still means you will get a ticket if caught. All objective knowledge tends to be held within a
‘public sphere’; personal values and choices are held in the ‘private sphere’. The private
encompasses all religious beliefs in the same realm as other subjective beliefs that are
considered non-rational and non-cognitive. This may not be a matter of devaluing religious
beliefs, but rather a symptom of the way mystery will not be limited by the universal
statements of convention. In this mode of worldview, today’s follower of Jesus may treat
her Christian beliefs as a matter of personal preference, valuing only those Scripture
passages she likes.194 Pearcey, drawing from Leslie Newbigin, decries the cultural captivity
of the gospel where Christians are trapped in their privatized values with no way to connect
them to their public life. Christians must break out of this captivity and find public face for
their beliefs in a way that connects Christ with culture.195 How can we engage the issues of
the day, like homosexuality or human trafficking, without immediately being marginalized
by the postmodern hearer due to his pre-disposed impression that all Christians think their
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own subjective bias should be the absolute truth for all?196 Or, conversely, if we do make
truth claims based on our faith understanding, how can we insure further engagement with
the postmodern hearer? A Christian worldview that works in today’s context is needed.
A Christian worldview overlaying postmodern worldview
Stan Grenz affirms, “Our world is more than a collection of incompatible and
competing local narratives.” Like Wright’s description of a theologically Christian overlay
upon the framework of a worldview, Grenz proposes that there actually is a single
metanarrative that encompasses all people and cultures from all times, and he points to the
transcendency of Jesus indicated in “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among
us.”197 While there are conflicting cultural interpretations of reality, it is often argued by
modern Christian scholars that not all competing exclusive truth claims can be true. To
address this from a postmodern perspective, Grenz suggests that all other versions of truth
cannot be equally invalid. It must be understood that God created all the world and that His
incarnation, as an indicator of His intent to reveal Himself, was designed to connect within
the many cultural frameworks that exist.198
Clark Pinnock was Professor

of Systematic Theology at McMaster Divinity

College and offers to construct a healthier understanding for Christians. He describes
something between the traditional, more exclusivist position that Jesus is the only way, and
the pluralist response that all religions are equal paths to God. Pinnock begins:
“The first move theologically is to establish an optimism of salvation, to make it
perfectly clear that God is committed to a full racial salvation. The God we love and trust is
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not One to be satisfied until there is a healing of the nations and an innumerable host of
redeemed people around his throne.”199
Pinnock’s discussion is helpful as we consciously develop a Christian worldview or
adjust it. He and Grenz agree that we must look to God’s precedent. As the Incarnation
reflects the intent of God to be immersed within these various cultural spheres, then we
might take His cue. Instead of simply rejecting the truth within other cultures, might their
truths also be laid out against the backdrop of ‘God becoming flesh and dwelling among
us’? Instead of beginning adversarially by stating that Jesus is the only way to the Father,200
we can begin a discussion about the salvific work of God using Jesus’ words that he did not
come into this world to judge it but to save it.201 Instead of pushing the superiority of
Christianity, which isolates those hearers who will never have a ‘Christian’ encounter with
Jesus, we introduce the ‘what if’ imaging that considers the global implication of Jesus as
the light of the world. Is it conceivable that his light might be discoverable throughout the
world by people of other faiths even when Jesus’ name is not known? We know that God is
already interacting with and loving all those outside of Christianity. Pinnock claims that it
must also be accepted that Godly discoveries by others can be made outside Christianity,
and it behooves us not simply to dismiss other faiths as darkness, but learn from them.202
Pinnock’s conclusion may well reflect a postmodern response. “…people are saved
by faith, not by the content of their theology. Since God has not left anyone without
witness, people are judged on the basis of the light they have received and how they have
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responded to that light.”203 The touchstone of suspending beliefs to think through the ‘what
ifs’ and ‘try out’ other beginning points is not a betrayal of the Gospel, but may be
considered a shift of syntax. Somehow we have to grasp that suspending belief defines a
willingness not simply to be shaped by societal pressure, but to be led by God beyond
where we have never been before.
Developing a Worldview that is Christian
In the previous century, evangelicals focused on saving souls, ensuring the message
and mandate was biblical, but left people to interpret their own world.204 In this milieu, a
pop Christian culture has arisen in which popular language and ideas are broadly
considered central to Christianity, without any discernment of whether they are also
biblical. Speaking from the charismatic circle, people often say that a lack of faith means
you will not be healed, that worship is only good when you ‘feel’ the Holy Spirit’s
presence (a consumer attitude), or that prosperity is an indicator that your good behaviour
is being blessed (rewarded) by God. In order to have a Christian worldview that is not a
confused and uninformed hybrid of truth and pop theology, we must move beyond
criticizing culture to creating a new culture.205
Instead of merely avoiding the false and dangerous messages proliferating in
secular culture or embracing them uncritically, we need to release our artists and writers to
imagine and describe scenarios for engagement. We will also have to think critically about
all issues so that a new Christian worldview will model discernment that filters the choices
of what to read, watch or listen to.206 As well, shaping a Christian postmodern worldview
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should engage individual Christians since it will not work if it is informed by boundarydriven programs imposed by church leaders. The centred-set introduced earlier defines a
healthy way for leaders to model what they long to see raised up. The final chapter will
address the development of ownership and participation within a fellowship, in order to see
a Christian worldview take shape. I will offer one model of how an artist-theologian
interface might contribute to the formation of a worldview that sensibly and sensitively
connects the teaching of Jesus to a way-of-being-in-the-world that is postmodern.

POSTMODERN SPIRITUALITY AND THE ARTS
Having explored the ethos and climate of postmodernism, where in its matrix might
artists fit today in our society, and how do Christians interface with artists and the arts?
Given the trend towards exploring mystery through subjective experience and the
draw towards relational truth, it may be easier to understand how today’s artist purposes to
involve the participant in the artistic process. In this present era, art does not aim to offer
information so much, nor simply to decorate, but more to provoke, often in an open-ended
way. Art allows the viewer to finish the work within the sphere of the viewer’s own
world.207 Though not propositional, such exploration by the arts still reflects a profound
spiritual quest at its core. The work of Robert Wuthnow, a sociologist who found an
interesting link between spirituality and the arts, and that of the Canadians Reginald Bibby
and James Penner, offers some helpful insights.
Wuthnow conducted qualitative interviews with more than 400 people in a
representative national survey in the US. He concluded from his findings that there existed
a remarkable stability in American spirituality, despite the estimation in Christian circles
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that it must be in decline. In the 70s, the Gallup Poll began asking a question regarding
regular church attendance, and for the past 40 years church attendance has remained the
same at 40-41%.208
Likewise, Reginald Bibby, a Canadian sociologist at the University of Lethbridge,
surveyed teens from age 15 to 19 in 2008; the survey included 5564 students in
approximately 250 high schools across Canada.209 Bibby’s surveys have been done every
eight years since 1984. His findings offer parallel corroboration with those of Wuthnow,
that 40% of millennial teens in 2008 embrace religion with no significant change in terms
of spiritual interest over 30 years.210
In 2010, James Penner and his team wrote Hemorrhaging Faith: Why and When
Canadian Young Adults are Leaving, Staying and Returning to Church. They completed 72
qualitative interviews with 18- to 34-year-old Christian-raised young adults. They also used
the Angus Reid Forum panel with over 2000 participants who filled out an 84-item survey.
The team’s purpose was to discover why so many young adults were leaving the church.211
The millennial generation, born since 1980, represents postmodern thinking more than any
other group, and they do not remember a time without computers. Penner’s findings
suggested that many want to connect to authentic expressions of faith. Among those who
left the church, the cause could be summarized as a relational vacuum. There was no space
to ask questions about their faith, no sense of belonging and community in their church, an
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experience of criticism and judgment at the hands of older people, and a lack of interest in
their contribution to the work of the church.212
If there is an undeniable current of spiritual interest still today, and its form cries to
be relational and to have a voice and ownership, how might this media-generation give
shape to their spirituality if given the opportunity? Wuthnow asked another question. How
did interest in spirituality manifest so consistently from the 70s to the present?213 The
relativism of most postmodern people would suggest an incompatibility with institutional
religion, but with the number of those indicating regular religious attendance, Wuthnow
states that something about religious organizations had to be attracting the people:
“Indeed, the fact that so many trends have been working against religion suggests
that something else must be working in its favour. People do not flock to churches only
because they feel the need for religion; something about religious organizations has to
attract them.”214
The Arts a spiritual bridge for postmodern people
Wuthnow’s exploration of this question discovered that spirituality today finds in
the arts more of a bridge towards the mystery of God than do the doctrines of religion. He
believes his studies prove that, as artists speak more comfortably about spirituality than
about organized religion, so do the majority of Americans who actualize their spirituality
outside mainstream religion.215 One of the reasons that spirituality is alive and prolific in
American culture is because of the emphasis the arts place upon spiritual thinking within
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the artistic idiom.216 Furthermore, because artists have, for many decades, operated with an
open-ended spirituality, the artist’s approach to and expression of spirituality fits well with
the kind of diversity expected or sought after by many Americans.217
The manner in which many people approach the arts is parallel to the way they
view spirituality.218 People committed to spiritual growth pray, meditate, and in other ways
work on their spiritual life. Wuthnow says that 60% of those in the high end of artistic
interest in his surveys have an increased interest in spirituality, compared with only 24% at
the low end of the scale. He suggests, from an overview of his survey, that the reasons for
the connection between artistic activity and spiritual commitment appear to lie in the way
spirituality is understood. Many people today, whether religious or not, consider spirituality
as being worth devoting some attention to. They tend to approach spirituality the way they
approach the arts, expecting that it will be enriching.219
Wuthnow also addresses why spirituality matters to artists. He examines the way
that artists confront pain in their lives and use it in their art as a means of expressing their
sense of what matters in life. He also emphasizes how Americans appear to gravitate
towards this authentic idiom of faith that could be said to have arisen out of turmoil rather
than from doctrine. “When artists say they do not fully understand God, their candor strikes
a resonant chord with many Americans. People are similarly attracted to the idea that faith
is most genuine when it arises from the turmoil that seems to have become so characteristic
216
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of contemporary life.”220 This, of course, does not necessarily mean that the spirituality of
artists leads them to God in terms of any faith expression familiar to Christians. It indicates
that the artist’s honest exploring and expressing of spiritual things in an open-ended way
resonates with much of this generation as relational authenticity.
Within this spiritual search for what matters, I believe the artist is moved towards
creative expression as a means of healing more than trying to solve issues, to find relief
more than to find answers. It profoundly embodies the touchstone, cathartic confluence.
The exploration of creating art is often extremely personal in nature. The artist, even as she
creates, may do so with the hope that her expression will be seen or heard by someone,
somehow. When a participant enters into the artist’s work, he may find kindred expression.
Therefore, the very process of creating may achieve for the artist some relief or some
measure of healing, by virtue of the catharsis of seeing herself in the mirror of her own
work and also by knowing she will be seen or heard eventually by others. Interestingly, the
participant can find the same cathartic relief or healing as he is ‘recognized’ by the artist,
by having one’s life revealed and vicariously accepted by another.
Wuthnow uses the idea of “spirituality democracy”221 to describe the postmodern
tendency towards individualism and the freedom to choose one’s values and experiences.
While this can locate the place of spiritual authority dangerously close to individual
opinion,222 it might help to look at it another way. Artistic expression may be a prominent
way postmodern people reference their theological formation process. They ‘earmark’ what
is profoundly spiritual for them, using the icons of movies, music, literature, and art that
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reflect their story. When you hear them talk, it may sound like trivia, but should not be
dismissed as such. For a postmodern thinker to say the ‘cookie cutter’ words, “…the day I
was saved,” will not individuate and disclose their engagement with discovering God.
Instead, metaphors or stories fully get to the experience they have had and tether it to the
art that represents for them a theological truth.
When my adult children come home, we often talk theology by means of movies or
television shows we have seen. It is less threatening to say what you liked in some dramatic
rendition that points to a value that concerns you. The conversation may develop and
directly address a question of theology, but art is safe. It encapsulates or represents
something as it seems full of meaning. In addition, since no one can tell you what your
preferences or tastes should be, the theological ‘what if’ scenarios we will talk about are
safe or natural. Likewise, we might talk about pivotal experiences they have had, and these
issues also produce a natural segue to talk about how what they are processing fits into a
theological framework. The larger picture, however, is never the first concern, but is still
important and will come into the picture later. The point here is to illustrate the way truth is
incorporated into one’s spiritual expression by way of the arts.223
From this survey of postmodernism, I believe the touchstone indicators point to an
alignment between the arts as spiritual expression and the church’s need for a voice with
culture. The development of what we call postmodernism in the areas of science, literature,
philosophy, art, and theology, has been described as a reaction to the modern belief in
universal perfection and truth. Clearly, postmodernism is an era still in the making, but
within its reaction can be seen a new set of assumptions. Postmodern people do not believe
there is value in trying to construct a foundation of universal and absolute truths, and any
223
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truth that is accepted as helpful is relative to the communities in which one participates.
With such a shift of presupposition, all approaches for Christianity, set rigidly in a
modernist foundational form, will not engage the postmodern.
The first part of this chapter discussed postmodern priorities which were shown to
align with the touchstones. They are presented below (See also the summary chart in
Figure 13) as they are linked to the discussion of wholistic pragmaticism in theology,
developing a Christian worldview, and the trustworthy medium of the arts:
Situadedness—On the surface, postmodern relativism can look daunting to
Christians. It denies the possibility of being able to step outside one’s cultural conditioning
to a place of objectivity. Truth is relative to the community in which one is embedded.
However, it needs to be remembered that, as people value the relational experience of truth
over the institution of truth, it is this very same relativistic interest that draws postmodern
people to new ideas by immersion into the situatedeness of another’s world. Rather than
fearing that the truth of Jesus has no place, the approach might shift from definitive
proposition to an invitation to experience the story of Jesus’ world.
Open-endedness—Postmodern people acknowledge mystery. They view all efforts
at explaining this world helpful, but are not looking for absolute truth. Opposing ideas are
held in tension in an open-ended way. They blend interest in spiritual mystery with action
in the areas of compassion, advocacy for the marginalized, and caring for this world. We
have also seen that spirituality is of keen interest to postmodern people. On their journey to
make their own kind of spirituality democracy, postmodern people tend to choose the
values they like and commemorate the experiences that reference those events through the
arts.
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Relational Authenticity—Postmodern people locate meaning not in the individual
words or with the spin of rhetoric, but in the experience of knowledge within context of the
community. Churches with a centred-set thinking see belonging before belief as key, while
Jesus’ gravitational pull on individuals draws them into a deeper relationship with him
through life within the community of faith. For the postmodern, authority is attributed to
the church again when it values an individual’s opinion, his serving, and his belonging as a
full participant. This is the voice of relational authenticity.
Suspended Belief—Postmodern people have the capacity to hold new ideas in
tension with past commitments, are willing to try out new ideas, and hold little allegiance
to theories that no longer function. How to distinguish between what is godly in
postmodernism and what is counterfeit, requires a new rudder, a Christian worldview. The
creation of such a worldview rudder will require a willingness to suspend belief in order to
experience the new ‘what if’ scenarios, as the Word interprets the world. This generation
simply will not be told what to believe. They want to grapple with it themselves, and will
articulate it masterfully in the end, if they are allowed.
Cathartic Confluence—Postmodern people co-opt224 new ideas through experiential
validation and collaboration with others. Should we worry that such a Christian
postmodern theology might be marginalized as religious culture? No, because the way a
worldview interprets reality essentially is a kind of theology already. For the unchanging
truth of Jesus to be appropriated by this generation, it must emerge through a continual
engagement of Scripture with today’s issues. At the intersection of where they meet is the
possibility of the cathartic confluence, the flow of God’s story with ours.
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Imagination framework—Postmodern people value a wholistic network of ideas
that relate to and support each other. They also find room for paradox or the balancing of
opposing ideas, and also for the gaps of mystery that are not explained. Our imagination
framework can synthesize a story within which the sense-making structure of reason
supports the intuitive discoveries of mystery. The big picture is the Christian theological
overlay developed by interaction with the biblical narrative. It contains the story that makes
sense of reality; it answers life’s questions of meaning; it can be accessed with fresh
symbols that relate to this culture, and it provides a means of action and models a way of
being in this world. If there are gaps of understanding due to the mystery of such story, this
generation’s use of imagination can handle it.
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Figure 15 Touchstones and Postmodern Priorities
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CHAPTER 3: TOUCHSTONES IN JESUS' TEACHING
The priorities that the touchstones represent are not new. Recognizing how Jesus’
teaching style employed similar devices to communicate, adds confidence to their priority
today and models for the artist how Jesus (as an artist) engaged people with meaning. This
chapter will explore the context of the times in which Jesus ministered to observe how his
use of metaphor and symbol to communicate the Kingdom of God were understood.
Particular attention will be given to the author’s use of the ‘seen’ and ‘unseen’ motif found
in John 3 and 4. The iconic symbols in Jesus’ parables, metaphors, and aphorisms resonate
well with the ‘intuitive referencing of theology’ (my terminology) that may constitute part
of a postmodern engagement with the Gospel today. By considering how the touchstones
appear in Jesus’ mode of communicating, we can project a parallel trajectory for
postmodern people doing the same with the Gospel of Jesus today.

JESUS' TEACHING STYLE
Before examining Jesus’ use of iconic symbols, it is important to understand the
context for how such mechanisms were received in Jesus’ day. Viewing Jesus only through
a literary filter misses the depth of Jesus’ immersion in his culture. Ideas are not easily
conveyed with bare words. They require the ‘insider’ cultural experience of gesture,
intonation, and an immersive familiarity with the stories, the longings, and the issues of
being born of a people. The theologian has the skills to help nuance the bigger picture for
the artist’s imagination with details that would be common to the culture of Jesus’ day. The
essence of drama and poetry within a culture bear the words spoken. Thanks to John, who
recorded more of the drama in his longer discourses than the Synoptic Gospels, we have
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the transmission of words in a literary form that also reflect the art of Jesus’ oral tradition
and his poetic intent.
It would be helpful to briefly examine the nature of the oral tradition as an art form
aimed at being memorable and reproducible. The message of Jesus, as recorded in the
Gospel of John, conveys the sense that Jesus was competent in the literary devices of his
times and that he would have been confident in the resiliency of what he was saying.
Unlike the written word, the oral tradition provided another facet of informedness and was
the chief means of preserving ideas and history. In the rabbinic tradition of transmitting
material and understanding to disciples, the oral tradition was central. Evidence points to
Jesus being literate, both in the sense of the oral as well as in written material. Furthermore,
by the subject matter Jesus addressed, it can be seen that Jesus was in tune with the current
issues of the rabbinic and pharisaic traditions, as he used wording and concepts from
contemporary religious literature. There is clear evidence that Jesus actually utilized all the
rabbinic tools for teaching people and that the confidence in the oral transmission within
the rabbinic tradition was seminal in the early church.225
Although it is common today to doubt the reliability of oral transmission, in Jesus’
culture it was the other way around. Thinkers in that era relied on the oral tradition and
doubted the reliability of the written. Evidence of this viewpoint is clear in the writings of
Papias, a first-century follower of Jesus. His work is no longer extant, but is often quoted
by Eusebius. Papias’ words offer us a glimpse of the view of oral tradition in that day.226
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“For I did not suppose that information from books would help me so much as the word of
a living and surviving voice.”227
Plato emphasized the personal deficit caused by lack of memorization, “For
this invention [writing] will produce forgetfulness in the minds of those who learn to use it,
because they will not practice their memory. Their trust in writing, produced by external
characters which are no part of themselves, will discourage the use of their own memory
within them…”228

Birger Gerhardsson reminds us that, “A Jewish man, versed in

Scriptures, had his Bible in his memory.”229
As Jesus was called Rabbi, master, or teacher, and he even referred to himself this
way, we have further evidence for claiming that Jesus was literate both in the written and
oral tradition. He continually challenged the teachers of the law with the phrases, “have
you read…” or “how do you read it” [Mark 2:25; Mat. 12:3; 12:5; 19:4; 21:16; Mark
12:10; Luke 10:26]. An illiterate Rabbi in this context would be hardly credible.230 Craig
Evans, Payzant Distinguished Professor of New Testament at Acadia Divinity College,
confirms Jesus’ ability to read the Hebrew Torah, paraphrase it in Aramaic for his
untrained listeners, and demonstrate familiarity with his contemporary’s interpretations,
“…you have heard it said…”.231
The aphorisms or sayings of Jesus were also memorable due to their tenacious
quality. Jesus employed these, as any rabbi would, to clearly state principles, to exhort, or
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to pose a question. David E. Aune, Professor of Theology, Notre Dame, says, “…the sheer
number of such aphorisms together with their persistent attribution to Jesus makes it certain
that Jesus regarded himself and was regarded by his followers and later Christian
generations as a Jewish sage and teacher of wisdom.”232
The parables of Jesus follow the same pattern of the rabbinic tradition which used
parables or ‘Meshalim’ to convey truth. Employing these stories of earthy metaphors, Jesus
could illustrate a concept that would engage the disciples in their learning process. Birger
Gerhardsson’s work in this area, Professor emeritus of Theology at Lund University,
Sweden, identifies how these units of Meshalim in Jesus’ teaching tended to be
remembered by the disciples, due to their time spent processing them.233
By revealing some of the background surrounding Jesus literacy and oral style, we
have a clearer profile of the mode he used to communicate the Kingdom. It is evident that
Jesus was confident that his oral-based teaching style ensured that the Gospel message
would be discoverable, memorable, and resiliently reproducible. If Christian leaders today
look only at the transmission of the gospel in its written and studied forms, they may miss
the art form of Jesus’ oral style as one which generates reliability with this generation, the
authentic experience of the story. Jesus’ aphorisms and parables painted the mystery of the
unseen Kingdom against the backdrop of Israel’s worldview.

EXCHANGE WITH NICODEMUS - THE SEEN AND THE UNSEEN
If we understand Jesus’ oral style as artistry, our interest as postmodern people will
turn towards the spiritual-mystery component of his teaching. Jesus emphatically resisted
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the constant demand to explain things spiritual in linear terms – as consistently displayed in
all the Gospels’ portrayal of Jesus’ approach. That same resistance is present when a poet
knows his meaning cannot be phrased in any other way.234 The words, “you need to be
born again”, roll off the tongue of the average Christian, but what they refer to may be
harder to explain with any other words. It begs the question, “If there is a simpler
explanation for the mystery they represent, why did Jesus not use it?”
Having examined what it means to be postmodern today, we know there is an
inclination towards relative truth, but that same subjectivity allows a person be open to new
‘what if’ scenarios, if they are conveyed in relational exchanges that the individual trusts.
For this reason Jesus’ relational style is compelling. People will not be told what to think
today, but will permit themselves be engaged with a parable of Jesus by virtue of the
relational character of Jesus. It is precisely this art form of oral style with which
postmodern people connect. Jesus’ interaction with Nicodemus and the Samaritan woman,
focusing on the touchstone traits in Jesus’ oral style, can inform our engagement of a
postmodern world with the message of Jesus.
The Gospel of John, written towards the end of the first century most likely by John
the son of Zebedee, bears intrinsic authenticity, as do the other three Gospels, by the
confident absence of the author’s name. Later, apocryphal Gospels in subsequent centuries
tried to strengthen their authenticity by claiming (fraudulently) apostolic authorship.235
John identifies himself subtly at the end of his book. [John 21:24] His purpose in writing
was that the reader “would believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by
believing you may have life in his name.” [John 20:30-31] As a bookend, this theme is
234

Begbie, Voicing Creation’s Praise Towards a Theology of the Arts, 249.
F. F. Bruce, The Gospel of John: Introduction, Exposition, Notes (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans
Publishing, 1994), 1.
235

116
found in John’s chiastic prologue and sings out, with poetic cadence, iconic elements to be
revisited throughout his narrative: that Jesus was the pre-existing Son of God, that as light
Jesus would reveal himself, that few would recognize him, and that those who would
receive him by believing in his name would become children of God. [John 1:1-14]

SITUATEDNESS OF THE CONTEXT - NICODEMUS WITH JESUS
In the discourses of John 3 and 4, something of the unseen quality
of the Kingdom of God is made accessible only through Jesus himself.
John records the enigma of hidden mystery surrounding the way Jesus
introduces revelation and, subsequently, examples of various human
responses upon recognizing Jesus. The participant reading this is also offered mystery
through Jesus’ poetic images – that the unseen Kingdom is knowable only from within, and
that it is not explicable to those from without. The invitation into the unseen spiritual realm
happens to us. It cannot be achieved by head knowledge. It cannot be transmitted to
another person short of the same kind of immersive, relational encounter that Nicodemus
and the Samaritan woman had. Nicodemus may have reported later to his colleagues
something like, “If you were there you would understand it.” The people in the Samaritan
village actually did say that they believed because they had experienced it for themselves
[John 4:42]. To this end, the writer of the Gospel of John presents a revelation of mystery,
which is certainly echoed further in the Epistles, that I will call the ‘seen and the unseen’
quality of the Kingdom of God.
R. Alan Culpepper (Dean of the McAfee School of Theology), in The Gospel and
Letters of John, offers a unique perspective of the Gospel as he looks at it through literary
lens. As my purpose is to look at Jesus’ oral style as an art form with which postmodern
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people can connect, his work is helpful. He reminds us that John does not create a system
of theology, but a narrative, with his theology embedded in the symbolism he uses. “The
Gospel leads readers to a response of faith that is shaped by the way the story is told.”236
John’s preservation of Jesus’ essential teaching is reflected in the manner in which
a poet may say something in verse that can be said in no other way. It would seem that, due
to the resiliency of Jesus’ oral style, John has no need to further interpret Jesus and thereby
‘dull the poet’s original meaning’. Jesus’ choice of words and the way they were said – in
the way the ideas transcend the meaning of those words – appear preserved. It is not hard to
believe “…that when we listen to the voice of the Evangelist in his description of what
Jesus said, we are listening to the voice of Jesus himself.”237 That quality of authenticity is
intuitively picked up without much effort, if the hearer is disposed to the whole experience.
Disposition is at the heart of faith. One can hear Jesus saying, “he that has ears to
hear, let him hear.” Further explanation will not help. Either one comes to Jesus with
willingness or expectancy in some way or with close-mindedness. After reading the
Nicodemus passage, one might wonder if his dullness was due to a bit of intellectual pride
that was pre-disposed not to engage with Jesus’ poetic discourse. Jesus was always looking
for the belief (πιστεύω) component [John 3:12, 13, 16] – a kind of letting oneself connect
with him in faith rather than in understanding by knowledge (γινώσκω) [John 4:10]. Jesus’
use of Aramaic would place his meaning well away from the Greek meaning of ‘belief’ and
more with the idea of ‘steadiness’ coming from the Hebrew idea of faith, hnF w % m )v
[emunah]. Jesus’ approach to soliciting faith/belief anchors the idea of the first touchstone
– that Jesus would reveal who he was to any who would let themselves be immersed in the
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situatedness of his parables and metaphors, to be engaged by what God would reveal by
means other than proposition.
Culpepper identifies this desire of Jesus as revealer to be the heart of the Gospel of
John. He looks at the Greek use of “anagnorisis”, the plot technique of recognition to make
emphatic what is being revealed, demonstrating how John made emphatic the mystery of
who Jesus was, including profound misunderstanding. Recognition through “anagnorisis”
usually changed the dynamics of relationships, according to Aristotle, either favourably or
negatively. The disciples saw Jesus’ glory in the water turned to wine and believed. [John
2:11] Nicodemus [John 3] may have been favourable to Jesus later. The Samaritan woman
was favourable to Jesus. [John 4:29] The paralytic healed by the pool turned on Jesus by
informing the authorities [John 5:15]. The Gospel continues with this recognition issue,238
describing the goal that those who recognize who Jesus is are children of God. [John 17:3;
20:30-31]
Likewise, John would have intended that his readers be challenged to believe. At
each point of revelation, the participant is immersed into its situatedness in order to choose
for himself. This poetic device does not guarantee the participant’s understanding, but does
create a bridge where the imagination will be more disposed to the right sense of Jesus’
purpose. It is more likely that, if we are listening as though we were the character in the
story, we might be in the right frame of mind to claim the truth that God placed there.239
Being disposed to enter into the situatedness is a matter akin to faith.
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RELATIONAL AUTHENTICITY IN JESUS’ WORDS TO NICODEMUS
Jesus was said to have authority, not like the teachers of
the law. This authority was probably associated with Jesus’ way
of talking about the Father as if he knew Him first-hand. Here,
the third touchstone, relational authenticity, is present in the way Jesus’ teaching style and
stories sounded like first-hand experience.240 When someone tells a story of something he
or she is remembering, one’s body language and the focus of one’s eyes convey a reliving
of the event. People intuitively pick this up in others as they speak. People heard in Jesus’
teaching a familiarity with God, calling Him ‘Abba’, a sense that Jesus really knew the
Father. This relational communication was also seen in the way Jesus used stories his
hearers all could identify with. He knew their lives intimately, and so he connected with
them with great authority.
Nicodemus’ admission, when he begins the discussion with Jesus, appears to
acknowledge the authenticity of Jesus being from God.
“He came to Jesus at night and said, ‘Rabbi, we know you are a teacher who has
come from God. For no one could perform the miraculous signs you are doing if God were
not with him.’” [John 3:2]
Nicodemus’ quest in his interaction with Jesus probably represented the earnest
interest of godly leaders at that time. If Jesus was from God, and Nicodemus admitted that
the signs Jesus did made him think so, an unspoken question may have been, “Where did
Jesus fit into the Israel program?” Jesus was working outside of traditional religious
leadership in a way that they would not have expected of God. The main religious thinking

240

The Second touchstone, open-endedness, follows next with the natural flow of the passage.

120
of the day was that all Jews who were not apostate would enter the Kingdom at the end of
the age. If the Kingdom arrived at the end of the age, then why was Jesus talking about a
special new birth to enter it now?241
Heightening Nicodemus’ interest may have been Jesus’ language. As Jesus taught,
he spoke intimately of God as ‘Abba,’ using a kind of insider language, suggesting others
may not have had access to God in the way he did. Jesus spoke of the Kingdom of God as
being known or seen only by those who had entered and as invisible to those who had not
entered.
Were Nicodemus and his group sympathetic towards Jesus? The language John
uses in this discourse suggests that they were, that there was an eidetic connection with
Jesus’ authority. The word that John uses for “sign” is σηµεῖον. It refers to that which
points to or aids perception through what is signified, either a mark or some distinguishing
characteristic. It also is used to refer to a miraculous event that is beyond the natural and
could, by its unusual occurrence, be some sort of confirmation.242 When used with a
person, σηµεῖον points to that which calls for veneration, respect or honour due to good
character.243 The essence of this word supports the level of respect Nicodemus and his
group244 must have had for Jesus. Nicodemus, drawn by Jesus’ relational authenticity,
wanted to know more about the unseen things that Jesus’ miraculous signs were pointing
to, and he needed some explanation for what it was all about to take back to those of his
circle who may have been sympathetic to Jesus. Reading further, we see that Nicodemus,

241

Carson, The Gospel According to John, 188.
Timothy Friberg and Barbara Friberg, Analytical Lexicon of the Greek New Testament (Trafford
Publishing, 2005), 348.
243
Ibid., 347.
244
in v. 2 Nicodemus used third person when he said, “we know”
242

121
though poised to hear a rational explanation, instead was given a poetic concept in the form
of metaphor.

OPEN-ENDED TALK OF MYSTERY
This poetic mode in which Jesus addressed the indescribable
was not completely out of the ordinary. As has been said, Jesus
used the rabbinic style of teaching, using many open-ended
parables and questions without filling in the blanks or explaining
them all away. This is a main feature of the second touchstone, open-ended thinking, which
is being comfortable with the mystery of things beyond analytical explanation. John uses
this feature for the duration of the discourse with Nicodemus. We turn now to Jesus’ poetic
metaphor – that is, employing earthly experience to point to something beyond itself, to
paint a picture of the mystery of the unseen Kingdom.245
As a teacher in tune with the tradition of his times, Jesus continually asked
questions and could leave a good discussion open-ended or respond to a question with
another question.246 His teaching was more caught intuitively than taught as doctrine.247 It
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was not the practice of a rabbi with disciples to simply explain everything in a linear way.
So when asked why he taught like this, Jesus quoted Isaiah 6, which incidentally marked
the inauguration of Isaiah’s call. Isaiah said, “Go and tell this people: ‘Be ever hearing, but
never understanding; be ever seeing, but never perceiving.’” [Isaiah 6:9] Jesus’ parables
were earthy metaphors that connected hearers with a sense of the spiritual. Jesus deposited
these enigmatic stories and aphorisms with the people, knowing that some would unpack
the stories in sincere earnestness as they sought God. This idea of ‘hearing’ without
‘understanding’ and ‘seeing’ without ‘perceiving’ continues as a consistent theme in Jesus’
teaching, because the subject of Jesus’ interest was the communication of a mystery
beyond the ability of the analytical to comprehend. The unseen Kingdom that Jesus was
introducing had hitherto been impeded by the teachers of his time. “Woe to you, teachers
of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You shut the door of the kingdom of heaven in
people’s faces. You yourselves do not enter, nor will you let those enter who are trying to.”
[Mat. 23:13]
Through Jesus’ engagement with Nicodemus in the rest of the chapter and with the
Samaritan woman in the following chapter, the author reveals the foundational idea that
God has mercifully and without judgement made His way toward us in this world, offering
meaning and life by way of relationship with Him through belief in His son [John 3:16;
4:42]. Jesus describes this activity of God as a Kingdom. How this ‘unseen’ spiritual
Kingdom works – how within it humanity’s experience of knowing God will exist
sovereignly beyond words, explanation, human control, personal effort, and beyond the
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limits of the categories God is placed in – is where John takes the account of Jesus with
Nicodemus and the Samaritan woman.248
Entering the Kingdom - Born of God
John 3:3 contains these essential concepts in one succinct and enigmatic phrase that
responds to an implicit question Nicodemus wanted answered, “…no one can see the
kingdom of God unless they are born again.” Although seeing or understanding the
Kingdom was certainly foremost in Nicodemus’ mind, Jesus said that a person first had to
be born again before being able to see the Kingdom.
This statement by Jesus, to be “born from above” and “born of God”, sets the tone
for the whole discourse, adding a poetic quality where different but compatible layers of
meaning function at the same time. The word for “birth” can be a new spiritual beginning
or a man begetting his son. The word for “again” can also be used to say “above”. “Wind”
can mean “Spirit”. “Water” and “Spirit” are enigmatic in that they seem to refer to the
same transformational event from a physical and spiritual perspective. Then, if we see two
perspectives here, they are supported by the words for “earthly” and “heavenly” that
qualify a distinction between what I call the ‘seen’ and the ‘unseen’. Likewise, “living
water” registers its metaphor for an inner source of life against the backdrop idea of
“worshipping in spirit and in truth”, which echoes this same background matrix of the
‘seen’ and ‘unseen’.
To Be Born or Begotten
In v. 3 the essential idea in the word, γεννάω [to be born], comes from the way this
word is also used to describe “the male role in causing the conception and birth of a

248

William Hendriksen and Simon J. Kistemaker, New Testament Commentary: Exposition of the Gospel
According to John, vol. 1 (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1953), 135.

124
child”.249 To be birthed into the kingdom is the result of having something done to us, a
father begets a son. The word γεννάω is used mostly in passive, ἐκ Θεοῦ or ἐκ τοῦ Θεοῦ
ἐγεννήθησαν, γεγέννηται, γεγεννηµένος, as found in John 1:13; 3:9; 4:7; 5:1,4,18;250 Its
passive use suggests we do not birth ourselves. This is further supported in John 3:3 with
the word, δύναται, meaning ‘power’ or ‘ability’.251 John states that unless we are born from
above, we are ‘powerless’ to see the kingdom, which is more emphatic than simply to say
that we ‘cannot’ see the Kingdom.252
But it can also be a spiritual begetting. We find this idea of ‘begetting’ in the Jewish
saying, “If one teaches the son of his neighbor the law, the Scripture reckons this the same
as though he had begotten him.”253 Begetting has both a physical and spiritual component.
Paul also used this idea when he said he brought others to his way of life — ὑµᾶς
ἐγέννησα, “I am the author of your Christian life”, 1 Cor. 4:15; Philemon 1:10.254 The
concept of God begetting people spiritually into a new way of life and that its occurrence is
connected to belief is certainly present earlier, in John 1:12, 13: “Yet to all who received
him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God —
children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband's will, but born of
God.” The phrase “to become children of God” literally reads, “to be children begotten of
God”. This idea sharply contrasts with natural birth and the choice or will of human beings.
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This is all spiritual. This is all done by God. Humankind will not control, by any means,
this ‘begetting’ of spiritual forming within themselves.
Again or Above
The meaning of ἄνωθεν can function properly with the meaning ‘above’ or ‘again’.
The sense of the meaning ‘above’ is present in a previously used phrase “born of God” [ἐκ
θεοῦ ἐγεννήθησαν] in John 1.13. Later, in John 3.31, this reference of ἄνωθεν is obviously
heaven, but here in John 3:3 it must have been understood by Nicodemus as ‘again’ for he
asks how he can enter his mother’s womb a second [δεύτερον] time.255 How Nicodemus
understood it and how Jesus meant it may have differed, given that most of the time
Nicodemus was on a physical track while Jesus was on a spiritual one.
It must have been in John’s mind, as he wrote about Jesus and Nicodemus, that the
human rational approach, in which one attempts to be righteous in order to be in God’s
Kingdom,256 had to be set straight. D. A. Carson describes Nicodemus’ disposition to
righteousness as typical of other Pharisees, in that he would have been overly confident in
the quality of his living and adherence to the law, such that he would never have
considered needing his life cleansed or transformed.257 John underscored Jesus’ intent to
obscure rational explanations, as if man’s reasoning could ever be part of achieving the
metamorphic birth into the Kingdom. Jesus did not say, “By all means see to it that you are
born again.” His words were not an instruction. The essence of Jesus’ meaning was that
something has to happen to one by the power of God from above before one will see the
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Kingdom.258 This is a main feature of the touchstone, open-ended thinking, that gravitates
towards the mystery of things beyond analytical explanation. For the postmodern, Jesus’
words are appealing – that it is a matter of being encompassed by God experientially,
begotten of God, pursued, loved and valued by God.
To See the Kingdom
Jesus addressed the implicit question of Nicodemus about what could be known or
seen of the Kingdom. The Pharisees had not accepted John’s testimony of this coming
Kingdom, nor would they be baptized as the common people and even gentiles were.259 It
may have been Jesus’ out-of-the-box way of describing intimately the way Yahweh worked
and referring to God as Father that disturbed them and threatened destabilization of their
political arrangement, socio-economic balance, and religious control.
N. T. Wright affirms that the religious leaders were off track with what they
perceived the Kingdom of God to be about, due to their skewed view of position through
lineage. They placed emphasis on being “born into the right family,” as evident in the
statement to Jesus naming Abraham as their father.260 It must have appeared to them that
Jesus was opening the gates of heaven without their authority and letting in all kinds of
dubious characters.261
Overall, it appears that the intent of Jesus’ words to Nicodemus was to correct a
fundamental error that the leaders of Israel were making – a mistake that they should never
have made, given their propensity to attribute infinite wisdom and power to God’s nature
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and to humanity’s absolute need to obey God’s laws. The error was in the way religious
leaders, acting as the interpreters of God’s law, tended to take responsibility for things that
were not in their control, and in the Pharisees’ case, to limit what was of God and what was
not. Their position as leaders should have been one of “seeing” and “knowing” the
Kingdom of God. Jesus judged the Pharisees as blind in this matter, for if they were acting
intentionally with full sight, they would not (perhaps could not) do what they were doing.
Jesus considered them to be guilty for their blindness.262
Hence Jesus said to them, “You shut the door of the kingdom of heaven in people’s
faces. You yourselves do not enter, nor will you let those enter who are trying to.”263 With
Nicodemus, Jesus named what should have been understood by the Pharisee as the
powerlessness of individuals, including religious leaders, to be able to see, understand, or
enter the unseen Kingdom of God without a transformational inward connection with God,
as Jesus himself demonstrated by his connection to “Abba”.
Jesus’ use of the word εἴδω (to see or to know) is consistent with Nicodemus’
original statement, “We know you are a teacher who has come from God”. As Nicodemus
claimed that he saw/knew that Jesus was from God by the signs and miracles he performed,
Jesus insisted the Kingdom to which his signs pointed could not be seen without a
transformational new birth. It would have been better for Nicodemus to first ask himself if
he was ready for the messiah rather than asking if Jesus qualified as the Messiah.
Consistent in this whole discourse is the question of what we can know of the unseen,
spiritual realm. The concept of εἴδω (to see or to know) represents the idea of perceiving
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things intuitively based on a variety of conditions or events. This stands apart from
physical seeing indicated by the word ble/pw.264 Nicodemus knew something intuitively
from all the miraculous signs that Jesus had performed, and he wanted some engagement
with Jesus on a reasoning level to explain it all.
It is significant the way Jesus maintains this theme of what can be seen or known of
the invisible spiritual Kingdom. Jesus’ emphasis in the whole discourse is upon the fact
that it will never be disclosed to the reasoning mind through earthly explanations except by
way of earthly metaphor that points beyond itself to the spiritual.265
The word εἴδω is used again in v. 8 as Jesus prolongs the emphasis that all
explanations are beyond our perception, our ‘seeing’ or ‘knowing’ where the wind/spirit
comes from or where it goes.266 In v. 12, the two related word forms for intuitive
perception held in εἴδω and ὁράω (‘seeing’ and ‘knowing’),267 are used in a kind of
parallelism that simply maintains Jesus’ refrain, ‘if you are not receiving intuitively what I
have said, no amount of explanation about deeper spiritual things will help.’
The Seen And Unseen
To ‘see’ or ‘know’ the Kingdom of God is different than ‘seeing’ or ‘knowing’ the
realm of humankind. To Nicodemus’ query, “How can anyone be born after having grown
old? Can one enter a second time into the mother’s womb and be born?” [v. 5], Jesus added
a distinction between the earthly, water birth and the heavenly, spiritual birth, saying,
“What is born of flesh is flesh, and what is born of the Spirit is spirit.” [v. 6] Some scholars
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have described the water/spirit distinction as being human birth versus a spiritual new birth.
Some perceive it as grounds for two different stages of baptism – the first by water, the
second of the Holy Spirit at a subsequent moment. But this does not work either, as
Cornelius’ household experienced what would be called the baptism of the Holy Spirit
before they were baptized with water.268 I would agree with the many scholars who claim
that Jesus was probably using the subject of John’s baptism, which the Pharisees had not
publicly acknowledged, to invite Nicodemus to an attitude of repentance. Jesus was not
pointing to water baptism as part of the salvation process, but was indicating that the
earthly baptism of water was mysteriously connected to the transformation of a spiritual
baptism.269
Much more could be said about the dualism of the earthly and heavenly at this
point, but it is sufficient for this project to state that Jesus brings them together in himself –
with the compassion of the Father who loves the world. Unlike platonic dualism, all matter
is not evil, to be seen as separate from the perfection of the spiritual. Rather, (implicit in
John 3:16-21) as God created this world and called it good, God is redeeming what was
created as good but has been corrupted by humanity’s willfulness to go its own way.270 The
presence of a physical baptism in Jesus’ discourse comfortably coexists with a spiritual
baptism. Reflecting further on the mystery of the ‘seen’ and ‘unseen’ in Jesus’ words, I
would understand his words “born of water and Spirit” to mean that, if the earthly human
decision to be baptized is a sign of repentance with a new intentional willingness toward
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God, a spiritual transformation or birthing can take place within that human disposition,
and also that our willingness toward God is actually seeded and nurtured by God Himself
[John 6:65]. Somewhere in the continuum of God’s drawing us and our willingness, a
spiritual transformation (birth or baptism) increasingly apprehends those who grow in their
belief in Jesus. Maybe, in the brief words of Jesus, the idea of being “born of water and
Spirit” conveyed to Nicodemus how the earnest search for God represented in the physical
water baptism was linked to the readiness of one to be further ‘begotten’ of the spirit.
My interest is in how Jesus used a variety of poetic imagery to convey mysterious
experiential relationship between the ‘seen’ and ‘unseen’ Kingdom. This diversity of
language prevents the words from ever becoming too fixed or taken too literally, instead
pointing towards what is expressible only by symbolic images. In v. 12 the words ἐπίγειος
[earthly] and ἐπουράνιος [heavenly] supply a framework for how these two realms are
entwined. “I have spoken to you of earthly things and you do not believe; how then will
you believe if I speak of heavenly things?”271 The visible earthly helps us to understand the
invisible heavenly. The same idea of the ‘seen’ and ‘unseen’ is present in chapter 4 with
the phrase, “spirit and truth”. The otherworldliness of the spiritual realm was very present
for Jesus as he spoke to the Samaritan woman – “a time is coming and has now come”
[John 4:23].
The Mechanics of being “born again" - "wind"
As Jesus continued talking to Nicodemus, the mechanics of how to be born again in
John 3:3 are not explained for the reasoning mind. Likewise, how to have the living water
source flowing from within, as described to the Samaritan woman in John 4:14, is not
explained either. It appears that, more important to Jesus than an explanation of ‘how this
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can be’, was the art of the discourse itself. The word symbols, the ambient conditions, the
neediness, the body language, the sense of Jesus’ timing, were part of the transformational
‘begetting’ of the unseen Kingdom within the two people engaged in conversation.
The wind imagery illustrating the Spirit’s movement is the closest Jesus comes to
explaining the ‘how’ of it to Nicodemus. In this same discourse, John uses both meanings
of the word πνεῦµα [spirit]. Elsewhere in the Gospels, when the word πνεῦµα [pneuma] is
used, it is most often translated as “spirit”, although it can be used to mean “wind”.272 Even
in verse 5, the word πνεῦµα is translated as “spirit”. But here in verse 8 it is clear by
context that Jesus was talking about physical wind and its earthly characteristics indicating
its other meaning, “wind”. The 'begotten' relationship with God is like the wind. With this
poetic metaphor of wind Jesus is able to picture the flowing, unpredictable nature of the
unseen Kingdom, that its movements and purposes can be sensed intuitively in the same
way that objects are passively responsive to the invisible wind that blows them. The objects
do not control or have any say in the wind’s purpose, nor can those watching identify its
source. It follows from this that such an understanding of the Spirit, coming from being
‘wind blown’, is more experiential than explainable. It is also apparent in Jesus’ openended words to Nicodemus that Jesus expected Nicodemus’ disposition towards the
mystery of the Kingdom to move from looking for linear explanation to becoming
intuitively receptive.
Jesus’ open-ended description of the spiritual world, the Kingdom of God, using the
wind imagery is compelling to me as an artist. Even though the mechanics of the ‘how of
it’ are not explained for Nicodemus’ religious system, Jesus was still engaging him. The
artist would not look within the meaning of Jesus words for the ‘begetting’ engagement of
272
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Nicodemus, but in the poetic and relational event including those words and a host of
indefinable other variables that the wind of God arranged.
In summary, Nicodemus, acknowledging the mystery of the connection Jesus had
with God, would have wanted to know how Jesus fit into his own religious system. To
understand mystery, Nicodemus was encouraged to step outside his box. Recognizing this
difficulty, Jesus stated that the Kingdom could not be seen or known from outside, and
required a transformation that God begets within us before we can see it or enter, that we
must be willing to be engaged by the Kingdom at an intuitive level. Jesus, with the wind
metaphor, described the uncontrollable working of the spirit and suggested that he needed
to receive or enter into the poetic imagery of Jesus’ teaching before he could believe.
Nothing more is mentioned about or from Nicodemus in this chapter – as
Nicodemus does appear later in two more places in John and is portrayed as sympathetic to
Jesus,273 the hope we might have for him is that he began to understand.

SUSPENDED BELIEF OF SAMARITAN WOMAN
While John 3 does not trace to a conclusion any shift in Nicodemus’
thinking or the suspending of traditional beliefs, the encounter of Jesus
with the Samaritan woman does demonstrate this transition. During
Jesus’ encounter with her, the course of the interaction moves from her
initial pre-programmed responses to a final moment where she suspends her
old commitments. What is significant here is in the manner in which the writer lets
Samaritan ideology, the subjugation of women, and serious marital sins of the time, to both
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surface and be graciously acknowledged by Jesus, who then weaves into the conversation
an invitation into the Kingdom.
Like Nicodemus, the Samaritan woman in John 4 talked about religious things,
while Jesus, in both discourses, spoke of spiritual things. Jesus did not argue within that
well-worn grid of Samaritans versus the Jews. The woman’s thirst for more must have been
evident to Jesus, hence his words that she could ask him for “living water”. Jesus’
enigmatic words about thirst possibly began to register in her thoughts beyond the program
of her religious leaders.
The woman was loyal to the beliefs of her Samaritan worldview, but she was drawn
to Jesus’ gentle authority, exemplified by the way he knew who she was. Jesus talked about
who the woman was without condemning her multiple marriages and her current living
arrangement with a man. This reinforces John’s words in 3:17, that Jesus was not sent to
condemn the world.
As the moment of realization drew closer for her, having heard enough to know that
this man must have been some kind of prophet, as he had ‘read her mail’ [v. 19], and
maybe feeling exposed and uncomfortable, she changed the subject. Her religious program
had led her to believe that everything between the Jews and the Samaritans was a matter of
religious or political debate – that matters such as nailing down the authentic location for
worship was significant. Should not a loyal Samaritan stand by her location as the prime
place of worship? [v. 20]
Jesus’ response to her at this point contains an interesting balance. We recognize
that Jesus was the message as much in what he modeled as in what he said – that he
illuminated the unseen quality of the Kingdom of God as a kind of relational flow with

134
Abba [living water] to be experienced. So, blending her question of political religion with
his enigmatic approach, Jesus’ response in v. 21-24 recognizes Jewish law, “We worship
what we do know, for salvation is from the Jews.” (This affirmation is similar to Mat 5:17
where Jesus said that he did not come to abolish the law, but to fulfill it.) Then Jesus adds
something new – the spirit component. “God is spirit, and his worshipers must worship in
Spirit and in truth.” [v. 23, 24] To worship God in “spirit and truth” took the earthly, ‘seen’
knowledge of God by the Jews and combined it with the ‘unseen’ mystery of the Father
that Jesus embodied.
The woman’s last rational gasp, like a defensive reflex, threw up the common belief
about the Messiah, “He will tell us all things when he comes.” [v. 25] It is then that Jesus
says to her that he is the Messiah. Her shift to ‘try out’ Jesus’ words against the backdrop
of her life-long beliefs, needed some sort of authority and this was it. Jesus made intuitive
connection with her as he described the unseen secrets of her life. That Jesus uniquely
engaged her, listened to her, opened up her life, and did not judge her surely added
credibility to his words about thirst and a new means of connecting to God that could be
experienced anywhere. It all became imaginable for her. Her transition to a new belief, by
suspending her old belief, is present in the words to her friends, “Come, see a man who told
me everything I ever did. Could this be the Messiah?” [John 4:28]

CATHARTIC CONFLUENCE BRINGS HEALING AND CHANGE
Accompanying the events which led the Samaritan woman to
suspend her old beliefs and to try out what Jesus was saying, was the
healing act by which Jesus knew her and accepted her. The connection
between people, when one is accepted and valued by another, is a major
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factor in accepting new ideas. The moment of catharsis for the Samaritan woman was a
balance of validation by the disclosure of her story with the accompanying mystery of
God’s healing in that moment. Jesus, validating her as a Samaritan, as a woman, and as one
who was living in a life outside the law, may have supplied her the measure of mercy
needed to cut ties with the part of her old belief system that condemned her. That she
experienced relief was confirmed in her words to her neighbours, “He told me everything I
ever did” [v. 39]. Her exuberant announcement may have been indicative of how such a
dramatic new belief could accompany the intuitive connection Jesus made with her
hopefully permitting her to live out a new way of thinking.
Could the same be said about Nicodemus? Was there a cathartic confluence for him
through Jesus’ rather frank and maybe harsh word regarding his ‘being a leader of Israel’,
yet not understanding? Nicodemus’ response is not disclosed, but this event with Jesus,
though it surely made Nicodemus think, may also have been what he needed to be jarred
loose from the closed-mindedness of the Pharisees.

IMAGINATION FRAMEWORK
The last touchstone is descriptive of how we incorporate an idea
into the matrix of our worldview. We maintain an impression of what
the whole of life looks like. That picture is created by imagination
through a working arrangement balancing what we believe is true,
factual, or real with the many mysteries or gaps that are still not understood. As
imagination incorporates new ideas or beliefs, a re-arranging needs to happen to
accommodate them. How will the new ideas fit with what we already believe we know?
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How did Nicodemus integrate these new ideas? The miracles of Jesus would have
over-thrown the equilibrium of most people’s reality and mystery. The whole discussion of
Jesus with Nicodemus, using the wind or spirit motif, demonstrated the difficulty in
making sense of the mystery of God with what was already known. We do not know how
Nicodemus made sense of Jesus’ words, or how he fit into his learned worldview what he
discovered. We can assert, however, that it was Jesus’ intention that the wind metaphor
would make the Kingdom accessible through a different mode of knowing or perceiving, as
reflected in Jesus’ use of the words εἴδω and ὁράω (‘seeing’ and ‘knowing’). The hope was
that Nicodemus would give himself to belief as a result of all that he had seen and heard
from Jesus. Subtle indications of his sympathy for Jesus are recorded in later accounts in
John 7:49-51 and 19:38-40.
How did the Samaritan woman integrate these new ideas? Often people suspend
their old beliefs temporarily and then return to them later, as exemplified in Jesus’ parable
of the sower [Mat 13:1-9]. Some seeds begin to grow, a person tries out the teaching of
Jesus, but then does not continue in her growth due to life circumstances. The initial
evidence in John 4:28, 29 points to the woman’s overwhelming relief of being accepted
and being free to believe that the Messiah had come to her and to other Samaritans outside
the Jewish mainstream. The extent of relational authenticity in her story is confirmed by
the response of the village. They came out of the town to see Jesus [v. 30] and believed due
to the woman’s story [v. 39]. Then Jesus stayed two more days with them, and many
claimed belief in Jesus as the Messiah [vv. 40-42]. All of this may not have happened if the
Samaritan woman’s story was not authenticated by some apparent form of transformation
in her being. There is no record of whether the woman and her village continued in their
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faith beyond this initial encounter, nor the extent to which they appropriated this new belief
in Jesus, a Jew, as the Messiah come. However, the account in Acts 8:4-25, a few years
later with Phillip, Peter and John, suggests that something of this first encounter of the
woman with Jesus continued and needed nurturing, for it was surely in Jesus’ mind when
he included Samaria as a destination for his disciples [Acts 1:8].
Theology can and should be able to accommodate this kind of enigmatic teaching
by Jesus. If the teacher has chosen a particular way of describing the indescribable, a good
caution for us as theologians is not to obscure Jesus’ teaching on the mystery of the
Kingdom with another form that he did not intend. This is easy to do, particularly if we
lean too much toward a linear systemization of theology as doctrine. If Jesus taught with a
non-linear approach to God, and his means of doing so can be stated in no simpler way,
why do we try to explain it further? We are, of course, speaking of spiritual things that
exist beyond our understanding. The doctrines that house theology like, “the condition of
man” or “salvation”, are only helpful as they provide access to the discussion, but may
obscure the way of knowing God that Jesus intended, if we are left with reason alone. In
other words, a song, a story, a painting about the transforming experience of God may be
more in line with Jesus’ way of communicating theology than if we resort first to doctrinal
explanations.
The text of John communicates as an artist would. Jesus’ words, in the discourses
of John 3 and 4, flow with a multi-layered depth of meaning within his various word
concepts. The additional detail given by John invites one into the situatedness of Jesus’
encounters. The artist in me gravitates to the way John allows enigma to go unexplained.
These ‘layers’ of meaning appear to be an intentional device on John’s part to best
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maintain Jesus’ own style of communicating the ineffable by means of earthly symbols or
concepts, the heavenly conveyed through the earthly.
It is clear that Jesus responded to the unspoken questions of longing for meaning
and understanding and appears to have entrusted both encounters to relational authenticity.
Jesus conveyed truth poetically in the art of the oral tradition, without explaining
everything away or focusing on the mechanism of what to do to enter the Kingdom. In this
way, rather than choosing to meet them on a surface level with explanations, Jesus’ firsthand eidetic relationship to the Father authenticated who he was.
John emphasized that spiritual life comes not from adherence to the law alone, nor
from a special physical location for worship, but from a relational connection with this
‘unseen’ inward source in God he expressed as being “begotten from above” or “begotten
of God” and “living water” within. It is the handling of mystery in his poetic imagery that
is so compelling to postmodern people. It is open-ended in its enigma. The mechanics of
such a transformation are not the aim of Jesus’ response, rather, the essence of such a
mystery is the focus. This mystery is indescribable and beyond earthly words, illustrated
through layered meaning, and making cohesive sense in various ways. This is what
Nicodemus and the Samaritan woman were offered. Belief, in the intuitive sense of being
disposed to ‘enter in’, is what Jesus was hoping for.
Jesus, with his disarming authenticity, then engaged her quite naturally without
judgement to the point where the Samaritan woman suspended beliefs to imagine the
scenario Jesus was painting. She entered Jesus’ story, suspending her life-long beliefs, and
tried out his words about thirst and a new means of connecting to God that could be
experienced anywhere.
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I have seen the greatest connection with people when they feel accepted and valued
by me. Jesus’ moments of cathartic confluence validated this woman. His mercy met her
longing. That she may have replaced old thinking from her belief system, which
condemned her, was evident in her excited words to her neighbours.
The use of imagination was not fanciful for Jesus. His word pictures created an
imaginable framework of mystery within which Nicodemus’ and the Samaritan woman’s
search for God could be voiced. The very poetry of this mystery, both in Jesus’ words and
in the nature of the encounter itself, is itself the compelling draw upon the one searching
and the very means of God begetting a spiritual transformation. How that is later
configured in their mind is a matter for conjecture, but seeing Nicodemus on two other
significant occasions where subtle sympathy for Jesus was present, and the Samaritan
outpouring in Acts, both suggest the changing of core beliefs.
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CHAPTER 4: METHODOLOGY - THE ARTS AND THEOLOGY IN CONFLUENCE
The overview of postmodernism revealed just how the artist’s touchstones
originated as priorities in our culture. Jesus’ own style has been examined revealing the
presence of the touchstones in his approach to people and in people’s experience of him.
We turn now to explore how those touchstones were grounded practically through the
interaction between artists and theologians who participated in the event, The Confluence
of the Arts and Theology. (I will refer to this as the ‘Confluence event’.) The aim of this
event was to determine if the touchstones represent or articulate postmodern priorities in
the collaboration of the artists and theologians. Furthermore, might they serve as signposts
in helping to delineate a way for churches to engage culture with Scripture for an
appropriation of theology?
The methodology of arts-based participatory research in this project recognizes
within the process of art creation a legitimate way of knowing. Its hermeneutic draws more
on intuitive thinking and represents a significant way that human beings explore and
discover knowledge.274 J. H. Rolling Jr., a dual Associate Professor in Art Education and
Teaching and Leadership at Syracuse University, legitimizes arts-based research by
pointing to the variety of ways of knowing within epistemology. Scientific research, with
its reliance on objective observation, is only one hermeneutic. By its nature, the making of
art draws more on intuitive thinking and represents a significant way that human beings
explore and discover knowledge.275 Shaun McNiff, pioneer in expressive arts therapy and
professor at Lesley University, defines Arts-based research in “Arts-based Research
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Methodology.” It is the systematic use of the artistic process as the primary means by
which its researchers will examine the subjective experiences of artists and their
participants.276 Differing from the controlled methods of science, Laurel Richardson,
Professor Emeritus at The Ohio State University, describes the shift within arts-based
research, saying that its “methods of discovery” are the discovery.277
In other words, as the nature of the arts is spontaneous and their interpretations
subjective, it may not be realistic to hope to establish a methodological model from this
research, but quite possibly the research may point us towards artistic discovery. The
assumption here is that the arts have a natural affinity for engaging people in a language
they understand. What may be more transferrable to any church might be key signposts or
touchstones drawn from the idiom of the arts with which a variety of leaders and artists
could relate and replicate. As these touchstones have already been described, it should be
understood that they first existed only as intuitive assumptions that have emerged from my
observations in the sphere of the arts over many years, and I have articulated them in a
variety of ways as I have led arts events.
To this end, the approach of the arts-based methodology was engaged to test these
artistic assumptions about ways of knowing in today’s world, and to do it using a creative
collaborative experience. These assumptions were presented as statements for participants
during the Confluence event to qualify, test, or change. The project was grounded in the
spiritual exercises of Lectio and Visio Divina, which were both used during the
Confluence. The exercises set the tone for the day by introducing a reproducible pattern for
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interfacing Scripture and imagery with theological thinking in a diverse group of
theologians and artists.
After a brief look at the challenges we can expect in thinking and organizing
collaboratively, the spiritual exercises of Lectio and Visio Divina will be described. The
second part of this chapter includes a description of the data collection based on the
interview responses to the touchstones used.278 Analyses and observations will follow the
data that accompanies each touchstone. An overall summary will chart how the touchstones
were further clarified and shaped.
Working With Others Who Think Differently
Recognizing how media is part of the way we live and think, how can leaders help
their churches to overcome the resistance to the creative spirit of the arts? From viewing
the arts as merely a budgetary consideration, the church is advised to recognise their
embedded value as the common experiential idiom. I propose that art be thought of not
only in respect to sanctuary space and worship, but also in respect to all ministry. Wuthnow
suggests that the major barrier to collaboration and co-creation between theologians and
artiste has lain in the incompatibility of their priorities.279 The goal of this project is to
suggest a way to scale this barrier.
At the risk of making a generalization that does not fit everyone’s situation, the
following is a simple description of this apparent incompatibility. The artist tends towards
open-ended exploration and will be passionate about an issue stirring up ideas without
being so worried about the facts or whether everyone comes to the same conclusion. The
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theologian is definitive about truth, will want to anchor people to Godly moorings, and will
not enjoy a ‘free for all’ when it comes to applying the Bible to issues. Each sees the
other’s way as being less than adequate. One of the primary concerns for the theologian, on
behalf of the congregation, is what the ‘fallout’ will be if she extends trust to the artist. The
artist will have to consider how restraint will fit in with his makeup, especially when
suppressing the passion in his “idiom” feels wrong. As part of a team, artists will need to
learn to defer to collective wisdom.
The Balkanization That Has Separated Us
Andy Hargreaves’s study on organizational collaboration illuminates the issues
involved in bringing together groups with different specialties and ways of thinking. His
analogy translates to theologians and artists as well. He presents a significant strategy for
coping within what he refers to as the “moving mosaics”280 of rapid global change today.
He cautions against simply celebrating postmodernity, with all of its volatility, but to
respect the grip it has on us. Hargreaves’ position is that you do not have to adopt a
postmodern intellectual position in order to form a strategy to engage it. In this way he
does not advocate postmodern programs, but responses.281

Figure 17 Balkanized Groups

First, as the overall picture of the state of the arts in
the church has already been described as needing help, a
picture may help set the stage before moving ahead. The
concept of ‘balkanization’282 is a pejorative geopolitical
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term describing the process of fragmentation of a region into smaller regions that are often
hostile to one another. Balkanized groups do not cooperate for a number of reasons: they
find meaning in their group without communicating or knowing other groups; they do not
change their affiliation easily, identity being their over-riding concern; and maintain their
realms as repositories of power with winners and losers.283 Instead of cooperation between
groups, a rigid system exists, sustained by the dominance of prevailing groups,
marginalizing others, and resisting more practical thinking. In balkanization, individual
groups such as artists and theologians stand apart in their various disciplines like islands, as
shown in the diagram below.284
Collaborative Culture
Collaboration with groups of like-minded people is compelling. The single colour
depicts Collaborative Culture where the individual cultural groups (like artists) may
behave like family. They understand each other, work
encouragingly together, and may form natural

Figure 18 Collaborative Culture

leaders among them as needed. In like-minded and
like-disciplined groups, the participants have few
differences, do not need to stretch themselves, and
are more prone to stay set in their ways. This group
copes with change from within, but does not deal
well with change from without. To keep up with the rapid shifts in postmodernity,
Hargreaves suggests that, for organizations to survive and adapt as a whole, bringing
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together their different groups to collaborate is in order. The trust within one group needs
to break group barriers.285
Contrived Collegiality

Figure 19 Contrived Collegiality

With Contrived Collegiality, the different groups do
come together, but are often led by the chosen few with
authority, impeding real sharing, freedom, or risk-taking.
Limited blending happens when there is limited ownership by
the many, which occurs when leaders decide to orchestrate
collaboration, subtly (or not subtly) controlling the process.286
Moving Mosaic

Figure 20 Moving Mosiaic

The “Moving Mosaic”, a term originating with
futurist Alvin Toffler, recognizes the rapid shifts in
postmodernity and the challenges for organizations to stay
on task with people and knowledge continually changing.
In the diagram, the Moving Mosaic has blurred
boundaries, overlapping identification, and no restrictive leadership. Key to this
collaborative matrix is the way it expects change and adapts well to it.287
The plan for sustained collaboration in a church might include the ethos the moving
mosaic represents, to build a web of collegial relationships and blur the boundaries of
identity beyond participants’ original groups. Leadership in this paradigm is not to be
located with a few, but will be pragmatic, shifting to defer to those with expertise to deal
with an issue. In the diagram above, different groups are represented by the six outer
285
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colours.288 This imagery is critical for leaders as they embark on a journey towards
collaborating with artists as it suggests a change in the way they are to see their role in the
whole process. In order to work together, Fiona Bond suggests that each party use a new
kind of partisan vocabulary that inclusively recognizes each other’s strengths.289 At the
outset, all stake-holders – church leaders and artists – agree to stop using diminishing
words or innuendo that reveal biases against the other’s strengths.290

LECTIO DIVINA
We turn now to the first of two foundational activities for the event, Lectio Divina,
which simply means divine or holy reading. As the purpose of the event was to engage
both artists and theologians with an approach to theology that would balance the intuitive
with the analytical, Lectio Divina provided a good first step and from which Visio Divina,
a more intuitive expression based on Lectio Divina, would then build. Through Lectio
Divina, we invite God to speak to us in an uncontrolled way where the words of Scripture
freely stimulate our memories, images, and feelings as part of the context for experiencing
God’s voice in us.291 Lectio Divina invites us to an inward intimacy with Scripture as
opposed to studying it with interpretive reasoning. Christine Paintner describes it as a
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willingness to surrender thinking to the imagination where meaning is made in the
integration of both the analytical and the intuitive.292
Eugene Peterson suggests reading Scripture in the mode of Lectio Divina, not as a
study of Scripture in the common sense, but as a reflective submission to it. Dr. Peterson is
Professor Emeritus of Spiritual Theology at Regent College. He describes it as a way of:
…rehydrating the Scriptures so that they’re capable of holding their own original
force and shape in the heat of the day, maintaining their context long enough to get
fused with or assimilated into our context, the world we inhabit, the clamor of
voices in the daily weather and work in which we live.293
At the heart of the reflective discipline called ‘Lectio Divina’ is the idea that,
beyond the study of Scripture and its context, the Word must be experienced and lived.
With Lectio Divina, we add to the question, “What did the author intend to say?” the
question, “What is God saying or doing with this Scripture in my life?” It is a kind of
imaginative reading of Scripture that places a person among the friends of a living Jesus
who will turn and interact with the reader, and even ask her questions.294
Susan Blain’s Imaging the Word, is an arts lectionary designed for personal
contemplation. She describes the practical goal of the use of art in meditating on the
mystery of God’s work among us. Consider the appeal her words have for the postmodern
exploring his faith. Speaking of Visio and Lectio Divina, she states that they are:
…an alternative to a superficial and hasty viewing of the world’s images. It [this
book] invites you to take the time to hold images - to study them, feel them, judge
them. It invites you to go deeply into the stories of the Bible and into images and
poetic text. It invites you to seek the Word beyond the sound bite, and to encounter
the three-dimensional human truth beyond the image. It invites you into prayer.295
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In the sixth century, Saint Benedict understood the tension of living by a rule of life
that was countercultural. Although his Rule was written for the monks of his community, it
became a pattern for others for more than fifteen hundred years. His Rule was a pattern of
living that all in the community accepted and was based on humility, obedience, and frugal
living. Benedict's Rule engaged only committed individuals who wanted more than
anything else to live intentionally in the centre of God's unique will.296
The ancient practice of the reflective discipline called Lectio Divina was first
established by Saint Benedict297 and has been used since his time as a means of allowing
the Word of God to speak into one’s life. It was practiced with the idea that, beyond the
study of Scripture and its context, the Word should be experienced and lived. A monk
might select a word or phrase during the communal prayer of the Liturgy of the Hours and
then meditate on it in his heart throughout the day. In its earliest form, Lectio Divina was
the “rumination,” or the gentle chewing of the word, just as a cow chews cud.298
As a deeply meaningful discipline, it was refined by Bernard of Clairvaux in the
12th century. In the 14th century Guigo II, a Carthusian monk wrote about it in The Monk’s
Ladder as four stages, lectio, meditatio, oratio, and contemplatio.299 Saint John of the
Cross, in the 16th century also used these four stages. It should be mentioned that at the
time of the Reformation when many of the Roman Catholic traditions were being ignored
by protestant reformers, John Calvin used Lectio Divina as a discipline, and it was
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subsequently popular among the Puritans.300 Joseph Hall's The Art of Divine Meditation301
(1606) profoundly influenced Richard Baxter, who had only praise in his writing for the
use of Lectio Divina. Dietrich Bonhoeffer called this practice of spiritual reading “biblical
meditation” and cautioned about the “danger of escaping from meditation to biblical
scholarship.”302
In Spiritual Disciplines Handbook, Adele Ahlberg Calhoun records a synopsis of
most spiritual disciplines. She refers to Lectio Divina as ‘Devotional Reading’, and
describes the kind of connecting with God it produces. “This sort of knowing transcends
the intellect; it is direct, sensate and experiential.”303 Lectio Divina invites us into this kind
of knowing – every part of Scripture can give voice to God's particular word to us. Lectio
Divina moves the participant through four stages in this discipline. The first step is lectio,
reading the text; meditatio, reflecting with meditation on the text; oratio, responding with
prayer; and contemplatio, resting in the living word.
Within the scheme of the touchstones, both Lectio and Visio Divina depend on
immersion into situatedness in the lectio and meditatio stages and cathartic confluence
between self and God appears in the oratio and contemplatio stages. The whole event does
beckon to our intuitive nature asking us to hold things open-endedly, especially when it
comes to how God might speak to us. As postmodern people, we do not readily say that the
emperor has clothes when it is not so. The discipline will bear the scrutiny of authenticity
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where postmodern people gravitate to honesty in art and believability in any sharing. To
that end it, it can require the disposition to suspend beliefs about imagination if this is new,
about our value, or about the possibility of whether God can or will speak to us.
Slowing and Stilling
Before beginning the first step, the participant must become still and open to God.
In silence, we release control of all that occupies our mind, the inward noise, the strivings,
and the drivenness, to still ourselves so that we can hear a more reliable voice than our
own. This is how we release our agendas and the need to control.304 As we breathe in, we
think about love. As we breathe out, we let go of judgements, especially concerning what
we should or should not be doing. In this time of slowing, we release any thoughts that call
for attention. We notice them, but release them each time we breathe out. With each breath
there is a deeper settling into the moment with our full presence. The rhythm of our breath
settles us as we relax every muscle from head to toe, from mind to heart.305
Lectio
With lectio, we want to read the Bible in a way that settles ourselves into the words
and the story. This ties in with the touchstone of immersing ourselves into the situatedness
of another. Lectio must be personal. Consider it like reading a friend’s letter instead of a
newspaper. As metaphor is prominent in the language of Scripture, in lectio we are not
concerned with the words and their preciseness as much as the living quality of the voice
behind them.306 The purpose of spiritual reading is to be willing and open to allow God
speak to us as a friend who can say anything and still be trusted.307 We have to ignore the
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agenda-driven consciousness that looks for productivity. When we are with God, we must
not try to produce anything. We are not trying to get anywhere, not even to the end of the
passage.308 Christine Paintner calls this the “sacred art of attention”309 where we focus
everything – body, mind, and heart – on the subtle sense with which we are drawn to each
word as we read the text. A positive sense of resonance or delight may draw us, or one
might feel a negative sense, a challenge, irritation or dissonance. With this in mind, the
passage is read slowly and preferably aloud several times.310
Meditatio
After a short period of time, shift towards meditatio to reflect or meditate on what
words or phrases draw us in or stir our thoughts positively or negatively. Marjorie
Thompson calls this the meditation of an active mind. This means that rather than emptying
ourselves as we hope to in contemplatio, we try to identify with someone or something in
the text.311 Peterson says that “meditation moves from looking at the words of the text to
entering the world of the text.”312 Meditatio is the art of savouring. We allow the word or
phrase to which we have been drawn, begin to unfold. To savour is to invite the images and
feelings it summons for us. If at this point a memory might arises, take time to ponder it.
The idea of meditatio is to welcome with hospitality, to make space within oneself to
consider possibilities without making judgments or cutting them off. We make this kind of
space to explore difficult feelings, to bring the wholeness of who we are into prayer. Prayer
must have room for the full range of who we are to have voice.313 David Benner
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recommends hospitality and openness towards our inward state with the same kind of
compassion one might offer someone else. “What could this be telling me about the state of
my inner world?”314 Instead of moving on quickly, we give space and compassion to our
difficult feelings in order to understand ourselves better.
Oratio
Having devoted time to savouring our inner experience and welcoming in our
emotions with meditatio, we now move towards oratio, which means “speech” or
“address”, and hence is a form of prayer. We respond to God now by asking or offering
back, according to what He has stirred in us inwardly. “Oratio is the direct cry of the heart
to God that rises when we have heard ourselves personally addressed through the Word.”315
Sometimes this is a moment of revelation, a moment of validation, or a moment of
capitulation. In Benedict’s Rule, Saint Benedict maintains that tears accompanying prayer
are “tears of compunction” and that compunction awakens a person to falseness and to
one’s deepest self when one pays attention to the heart.316 Tears may flow and are part of
prayer. Conversion or formation was expected in Benedict’s Rule. This is the picture of
cathartic confluence where a person finds validation and acceptance as their story is found
in the story of another; in this case with Scripture narrative, it is with God. It is in the
oratio stage that the fruit of formation is determined, where ideas shift.317
Comtemplatio
Contemplatio takes us to a place of releasing oratio with its fruit and just resting. It
means letting it be lived in our flesh. Contemplatio, unlike the earlier stages, is not
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something we self-consciously do; it happens, it is a gift.318 Having come to a place of
responding to God in prayer, regarding what God has shown us or moved in us, we now let
it go. The first three stages of Lectio and Visio Divina are kataphatic in their association of
image with meaning. In contemplation, the invitation is to slow ourselves down even
further, to release all the words, thoughts, images, memories, and invitations that have
emerged in our prayer, and rest even more deeply in the presence of God. This is the
apophatic way of surrendering ourselves into the presence of the One who is the source of
all. The stillness of heart to which we are drawn in contemplation is not a void or an
absence, but a rich and vibrant experience of God’s presence.319
Expressed another way, Peterson says that contemplation is not something we can
produce or really practice. We do not become contemplative as we start to read Scripture. It
is simply the absorption factor of how the meaning of Scripture comes into our life as a
result of spending time with it.320 Ruth Hayley Barton quotes Thomas Merton to say, “The
deepest level of communication is not communication but communion. It is wordless. It is
beyond words, and beyond speech, and it is beyond concept.”321 Psalm 131 captures the
essence of contemplatio:
But I have calmed and quieted myself,
I am like a weaned child with its mother;
like a weaned child I am content. [Psalm131:2]

VISIO DIVINA
The element of visualizing oneself in the Scripture, using the Lectio Divina
practise, has given rise to the importance of the imagination as a means of hearing the Holy
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Spirit. Visio Divina was the second step in the direction of preparing participants for the
spontaneous creating that would follow later in the day. Visio Divina, Latin for ‘divine
seeing’, is the idea of praying with art, images, and natural surroundings, or praying
through the act of creating art. Like Lectio Divina, Visio Divina is a guided meditation
time, but is oriented with imagery rather than words and can be divided into four steps
inviting God to speak to the inner self through imagination. Following the same pattern of
steps as Lectio, the participant, after stilling herself, begins the visio step by gazing at an
image or a piece of art with the intention of noticing what she is drawn to and creating a
receptiveness to it. The act of ‘noticing’ acknowledges the situatedness of the image itself
as well as her own inward situation. In the meditatio stage, she begins to create art in
response to what is stirring. This is encouraged as an open-ended exploration with
sensitivity to what is stirring without evaluating meaning. Oratio is the voicing of what the
art has stirred in her and the invitation to hear from others. The validation in this moment
may be a cathartic confluence between her and other participants and between her and
God. Its voicing is prayer. Contemplatio is the releasing of image and meaning with the
understanding that, within the imagination framework, rewiring of ideas may be a deferred
gift. Contemplatio is the heart and mind at rest with God.322
Henri Nouwen states that when we look at divine images and gaze at them with
openness, it “is a way of seeing and a way of letting ourselves be seen.”323 While the
spiritual exercise of Visio Divina can be used by an individual for their personal spiritual
formation practice, there are certain advantages when it is used with a spiritual director
who can facilitate the therapy or healing in what is being discovered. Kuchan uses Visio
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Divina as a prayer practice to assist the inward imaging of emotional or spiritual pain that
God can heal. Speaking of this kind of imaging and therapy she says, “When God
encounters us during Visio Divina, God begins to reveal unconscious places within our
soul that need to be understood, felt, and healed.”324 The mystery of how the self refers to
its own hurt through imagery, combined with God meeting us as we visit those places,
forms a junction where the art links brokenness with our innermost healing. The art can
become an outward icon of the inward movements, including our healing.
More a looping spiral than a linear process
When something is described as stages, too easily it can seem like rigid steps.
Peterson talks about these exercises as being not so much four discrete stages in a linear
process, but more like a looping spiral where the different items might repeat or overlay
each other in different configurations.325 This is an especially helpful concept for Visio
Divina, when artists are creating during the process. For most artists, the creating of art can
happen in response to all four parts of Visio. In Visio Divina, however, we want the
participant to be connecting to God and to let go of normal technical concerns such as
“What imagery can I reproduce from my head? Does it look right? Will anyone like it?”
These will become barriers. For this reason, the creating time is isolated to the second stage
of meditatio where reflection happens in visual expression.
Imagination is fundamental to spiritual formation, for it bridges God’s mystery
beyond linear thought. I have demonstrated how the imagination does this through Lectio
and Visio Divina exercises. The touchstones of situatedness and cathartic confluence are

324

Karen Kuchan, Visio Divina: a New Prayer Practice for Encounters with God (New York: Crossroad Pub.
Co., 2005), 15.
325
See both, Peterson, Eat This Book, 91; Benner, Spirituality and the Awakening Self: the Sacred Journey of
Transformation, 85.

157
clearly present, pointing to what postmodern people will find valuable in these disciplines.
Open-endedness, relational authenticity, and suspended belief also come into play in a
general way. Given the mood of our culture, which is open to experience the arts, Visio
Divina provides a promising tool. My hope is, that through such exercises that explore the
practice of the centuries-old tradition of Lectio Divina and its newer variation of Visio
Divina, the church might discover what many people long for – an encounter with a
supernatural God and an experience of His mystery. The spiritual exercises offer one of the
best models for church leaders and theologians to collaborate together with artists and
creatives, and was considered in this project as a seed for the collaborative process. Lectio
and Visio Divina have the potential to set the spiritual tone and the creative precedent that
hopefully accompanies other variations of collaboration between artist and theologian.

INTERVIEWS
The Confluence event took place in a theatre, where Valley Gate Vineyard meets,
with sound, lighting, video, instruments, and art equipment all available for use. What
follows is a brief description of each component of the day. The data from the debriefing
sessions following each workshop and from the follow-up interviews was transcribed and
then compiled in relation to the emerging touchstone themes each described. After every
touchstone is introduced, the responses of participants are presented after which the data
will be analyzed including some observations.
Personality
For an event such as this, it might be assumed that the artists would be intuitive and
the theologians would be analytical. It was a good reminder to me as I worked with the
research that there is greater complexity and diversity that emerges. Many of the artists and
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theologians were aware that they moved in both the analytical and the intuitive modes of
thinking and some artists admitted to the struggle of thinking they were not intuitive
enough.
Of the fifteen people who participated, six were theologians and nine were artists.
In preparing for the event the hope was that at least six people might be interviewed and
that this would be a balanced representation of artists and theologians. Of the seven who
were interviewed, three were theologians and four were artists. The interviews occurred
within one week of the event. All the pastors participating had an interest in seeing the arts

Figure 21 Personality Chart

connect with the church and theology today. Of the pastors interviewed, two are able
musicians and sometimes lead worship in their contexts, while one pastor is a writer. Of
those who classified themselves as artists, three participants were professional visual artists
and one a musician and music teacher.
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Welcome and Introduction of Event
The Confluence event began with participants introducing themselves, after which I
used a PowerPoint presentation to introduce the main touchstones that would be evaluated
by the participants in the subsequent interviews. The touchstones were presented as
descriptors for the way the arts engage people intuitively without effort and how they
represent an idiom of communication that is unconsciously expected today. Participants
were informed that, in contrast, the way theology is presented in the church, and the limited
way individuals get to grapple with it, if at all, describes the prevalent situation this thesis
aims to see changed. The mode of the event was designed to explore how collaboration
around a theological theme could be done, and how the touchstones as described would be
subject to discussion.
Visio Divina and quiet reflection
Following the presentation, I introduced
the spiritual disciplines of Lectio and Visio Figure 22 Wind and Spirit
Divina, explaining that the purpose of these
disciplines was to help the participant quiet him or
herself in order to receive some revelation or
inspiration from God through the reading and
mediation upon Scripture and then upon visual
art. The reading for Lectio Divina was John 3:117. For Visio Divina I used a piece of art that I created for this event, described in Chapter
1 and is shown here. The theme for this piece was drawn from the idea of ‘Spirit and Truth’
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or ‘Seeing the Unseen’, from Jesus’ encounters with Nicodemus and the Samaritan Woman
in John 3-4.
Debriefing
The debriefing sessions for each exercise elicited considerable discussion. The main
question for participants was to what they were drawn in the reading or in the image, what
stirred them, and what meaning was being made. Because of the nature of Lectio Divina,
the exercise did not call for exegetical work, so all participants were on level experiential
ground. The responses were varied and indicated the wide range of themes where God
could take a person in further study of the passage.326 The willingness of the theologians to
be subjective in their personal interpretations was remarkable. The artists, likewise, did not
appear threatened by the theologians as they became excited about what they connected
within the Scripture narrative and its implications for them. No one expressed any concern
or disagreement about another’s response to the Scripture passage. I highlighted this to
everyone as a positive feature in their collaboration. It appeared that my desire for a safe
environment was realised, by detailed explanation and stage-by-stage instructions.
Confluence where art flowed together
The afternoon session had no linear presentation, but after a short explanation,
based on the morning’s preparation of Visio Divina, the creative confluence was set in
motion with each participant finding an area to sit and create. They were also encouraged
to take breaks and wander around to listen, view or read what others were creating. There
was a microphone in the middle for individuals to read any poetic phrases or ideas they
had, while musicians played, artists painted, writers wrote, and photographers explored.
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Some of the themes were: flesh gives birth to flesh, Jesus’ phrase “very truly”, born again, earthly things,
wind, and night.
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Over a few hours, different ebbs and flows of music, song, image and poetry were seen and
heard. The afternoon wrapped up with a review of all the work and highlights of what
happened. During that time I directed traffic with questions or making sure everyone was
included in some way.
During this time my task as I led this session included the following priorities:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Watch to see if any participants needed help beginning.
Remind people to take breaks to walk around and see what was happening.
Encourage participants when it comes time to share their work.
Identify similar themes emerging independently and ask what God might be saying.
Summarize ideas shared during the periodic debriefs each hour.

TOUCHSTONES
What follows are summaries of the subsequent interview responses. Three or four
questions were organized around each touchstone statement to generate some sense of what
each participant thought or felt about its dynamic or significance during the event. The
questions themselves were intended to generate response and participants were reminded to
answer them in light of the Confluence event.
Interview Questions and Statements
1.
Which side of thinking would you classify yourself as more: intuitive or analytical?
2.
What were the most memorable events/highlights?
3.
How were those key moments or significant things that happened helpful for you?
The arts offer an immersion in the situatedness of an era by taking us inside the viewpoint
of another.
4.
Describe how the arts let you in on the viewpoint of another.
5.
What unique ideas did you discover coming from someone else’s point of view?
Imagination explores mystery. The intuitive over analytic leans into mystery where the
intuitive is more open-ended.
6.
What images or ideas came to your mind that seemed significant and why?
7.
What are some of the aspects of God’s mystery that goes beyond words?
8.
Do these aspects of God’s mystery have any qualities that you might find expressed
in some form of media?
9.
How does mystery conflict with any absolutes you know to be true?
10.
How do you balance open-ended thinking with propositional thinking?
The arts offer first hand authenticity of eidetic communication.
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11.

How would you describe what made authentic any moments you connected with
God during this event?
12.
How would you describe your impression of God moving in you during this time?
13.
What art done by someone else allowed you to connect with them, with an issue, or
with God? Describe it.
The arts can help us temporarily suspend beliefs through ‘what if’ scenarios of
imagination.
14.
What are the obstacles you had to overcome to be able to imagine the viewpoint of
another?
15.
Describe what areas in your life that feel resistant and what areas seem flexible?
16.
How did any art cause you to suspend your own ideas to see something in a new or
different way?
Imagination creates the big picture by filling in the gaps of the unknown.
17.
How have you noticed your linear, analytical thinking benefiting from this intuitive,
imagination process of creativity?
Everyone uses left and right hemisphere of the brain to learn. The intuitive right with the
analytical left are needed to make creativity possible.
18.
How have you noticed your intuitive, imagination process benefitting from the
linear, analytic preparation at the beginning of this process?
Summary Questions
19.
How would you describe any shift in your thinking about the arts and theology?
20.
What new understanding do you have about imagination and faith, or the arts and
theology?
Purpose of the Questions
During the interviews, on a few occasions some participants tended to evaluate the
touchstones apart from the event’s context offering thoughts from general experience.
Though this made for good conversation, the remarks that were most helpful directly
reflected how a particular touchstone manifested during the Confluence event. In compiling
the results, some of the criteria that helped to flag what seemed significant for the
participants regarding their experience of the touchstones were spontaneous enthusiasm,
thoughtful reflectiveness, and change of perspective.
The touchstones, for which I initially prepared questions, included one extra that
has since been amalgamated with the last touchstone and a new one in fifth place. The
original fifth touchstone was “Imagination balances the left with the right side of the
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brain.” As a result of the feedback, this was absorbed into “Imagination framework” since
the brain creates a large picture (intuitive right brain is implicit here) and fills the gaps of
the unknown as discovery is made (analytical left brain is implicit here). As well, as a
result of the discussion during and after the Confluence event, it became apparent that
people felt the confluence itself provided healing in a profound way during the confluence
creativity and the spiritual discipline of Visio Divina. This became the fifth touchstone and
was well referenced in the responses.
The six touchstones reveal what I consider to represent priority elements of the arts
as they interface with people, explore the mystery of God, and connect to meaning.
Immersion into situatedness take us into the world of another; open-ended is the way we
explore mystery outside our box; relational authenticity is what socially draws us to what is
believable; we suspend beliefs temporarily to try out new scenarios; in cathartic confluence
we find validating healing and relief from unhealthy core beliefs; and our imagination
framework reassembles our world over time to include new ideas.
Each touchstone will be introduced, the significant responses of participants as they
considered the touchstones will be presented, and will be followed by a summary of my
reflections on what is noteworthy in the articulation of the touchstone.
Immersion into Situatedness
The arts offer an immersion in the situatedness of an era by taking us inside
the viewpoint of another.
At the basic level of participating with someone’s visual art is the act of ‘looking’.
We can look quickly and take in little or we can gaze until we begin to see what may have
interested the artist. ‘Seeing’ or ‘noticing’ might be said to be the point at which the
participant actually engages the art. The touchstone, Immersion into Situatedness, describes
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the stage where the participant views from inside the world of another, given the contextual
clues by the artist of atmosphere, mood, or cultural nuances that might be represented. The
viewer is simply asking the question, “What is it like in your world?”
For the most part, the answer to that question will be subjective, due to the viewer’s
own commitments. In other words, people do not easily let go of their biases when
immersing themselves in someone else’s world. As participants we may get some of the
feel conveyed by the piece, but it must be recognized that we all carry filters from our own
context that overlie what the artist has expressed.
Responses to Situatedness
The art work used to lead the Visio Divina meditation time was the work, “Wind
and Word”. Most people thought that the right side, the abstract side, was chaotic and
hence must be the opposite of the peaceful side on the left. They talked in the debriefing
time as though the chaos represented a purging that went through and that they were
clinging to the peaceful side. One person stood apart from the others, saying that the
peaceful side seemed acidic, with cool colours and not warm; he found himself luxuriating
on the right side where something was happening. The art was presented for use with Visio
with no interpretation. Before I mention what my thoughts or aims were with the piece,
here are the responses of some of those interviewed:
Tina identified the different reactions to the piece. When we discussed reflections
on ‘Word and Spirit’, each person interpreted things uniquely through the filter of his or
her own experiences. It was interesting how one person expressed feelings of sadness,
others hope, another foreboding, and others peace.
Matthew saw the tree like the burning bush, with chaos all around:
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Your image was drawing me into this idea that the chaos of life is where we need to
be [referring to the abstract side of the painting]. The burning bush is a revelation
from God and I thought, ‘Could my life, with its passions and desires, be a
revelation from God?’ I don't know if I've entirely figured what the creative part of
me is supposed to be in my life. Might there be a burning in me that God wants to
do, and what might that be? And I also thought of the burning as being pain and
purging. …God's strange order can be found in the chaos of life.
James admitted that he was really moved by the comment of the person above to
rethink his view of clarity on the left and chaos on the right:
There was a moment in the dialogue surrounding Rik’s piece of art where Dave
was describing the colours on the left [peaceful] side the with a contrast from the
other side, he described them as acidic colours. This was a negative word, almost
as though it was toxic and created a reaction in me. It made me project back into
my view of what the clarity represented for me in life. The experience for me,
[looking at the peaceful side] was extremely positive, but for someone else it could
be negative. The kind of clarity [on the peaceful side] doesn't necessarily mean
everything is okay. Some saw the right as confusion and the left stability. Dave saw
the right as creativity and confusion, but not bad. So I agreed with him that there is
something healing and comforting on that side of the picture. That's where I'm
finding myself in my confusion.
Those interviewed all had a different response to this piece without hearing my
explanation. Here are three significant observations about the situatedness in their
responses. First, I was pleased that people did react to the two sides in these two different
ways: one group trusting in the chaos of the spirit side and the other group clinging more to
reality. All could recount their journey into the situatedness of the art. Interestingly, the
split was not between the theologians and the artists, with the artists gravitating to chaos
and the theologians to the orderly peaceful.
This leads to the second observation. It appeared that participants were moved or
disturbed by the art according to the filters representing their own biases and fears from
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their own contexts. These filters might look like obstacles to connecting with the art, but as
an artist, I see them as part of the experience and not predictable. If I am in chaos, then I
want peace and hence will drift towards the peaceful side. The gift we receive through art
is not what the artist is presenting, but what is evoked in us, what happens in us.
Finally, when participants immersed themselves in the situatedness of my art, the
meaning made from it appeared to be a blend of their world with that of my intention as an
artist.
This touchstone answers the question, “What is it like in your world?” If all the
touchstones can be seen as various shades of commitment to ideas and belief, then this
touchstone is appropriate as the first, for it reflects the balance of how much of one’s own
world is fixed before us and how much openness their is to another’s world. The gift we get
through art is not just what the artist is presenting, but what is evoked in us, what happens
in us.
Open-endedness
Imagination explores mystery. The intuitive over analytic leans into mystery
where the intuitive is more open-ended.
Postmodern people expect mystery to be beyond explanation, but not to be beyond
their grasp experientially. The world is interested in spirituality today more than ever. It
asks the question, “What can be experienced outside my world?” The artist may ask openended questions in order to explore mystery and, in so doing, push the limits of
acceptability, and the artist’s work may also be the very vehicle for some to experience the
mystery of God. From the interview questions pertaining to mystery, open-endedness, and
out-of-the-box thinking, here are some responses. The following comments amplify the
understanding that art does not say it all or close the door on mystery, that hearing (seeing)
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many different viewpoints will add to the experience of mystery, that convergence is a
symptom of God in such an event, and is also evident in the way a very different creative
atmosphere emerges.
Responses to Open-endedness
Matthew, talking about the open-ended way art balances opposites, said, But they
also make me feel the mystery, the contradictions and tensions and bring out the fullness of
my humanity. I think as I grow older, I grow more and more comfortable with mystery.
Dave described the mystery of God manifesting as a kind of resonance between
people through the objects they were sketching. The girl who did the heart or bulb with
stuff coming out of it… It changed as she was painting it. There was a nice resonance with
some of the other things that were presented there (other people’s art), like the one with the
word, ‘imagination,’ and the one that Corey did.
Dave mentioned the diversity of participants all experiencing this same mystery of
God:
We are all from different backgrounds, but as mankind, we are all in this together.
As believers too, the things we hold on to that make us strong are similar. When we
talk about God’s mystery, that is part of what makes us human. We are all His
creation, but from different backgrounds and with different viewpoints.
Don’s comment on how another’s viewpoint of his work adjusted his own view of
his piece, adds another component to how we gain insight into God’s mystery. I may see
afterwards, in my friend Matthew’s writing, something that says what my art is about. I see
it (my art) more clearly, what it is ending up being. This is open-endedness, not shutting
the door to what God could be saying.
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Mavis commented on how she saw the mystery of God in the creating process
where art converged or art was vulnerable:
It was expressed in the song, when Art and Kevin started to play with more
harmony with each other. Also when the artists were drawing patterns and
compositions were similar. It touched me that Marion was doing so well, because
she often struggles with being an artist. Those were the moments. I was blown away
by Naomi. How could she do that with story and image in her sketchbook? She was
so vulnerable in her story.
Marion also described the convergence of God as the mystery of His presence got
people on the same page:
The mystery of how it can’t be explained and the way we had the creative
confluence mode and everyone came onto the same page, there is no beginning or
no end… no explanation how we were all unified and open. How the music, art and
words all lined up like puzzle pieces was significant. Out of darkness, nothingness,
and chaos God created order.
Marion also noticed how this creating time stirred a different motive for doing art
and how it was beyond language. It’s not the same as being noticed with your art. It’s more
of being in touch with what God inspires. The artist as part of the kingdom of God gets to
represent things in a different way, without language.
In the following responses we see how open-endedness does not need clarity, or
control, that tension of opposites is part of the challenge.
James spoke of needing to embrace this journey into mystery despite his desire for
clarity. I was captured by the idea of journey into mystery, where things are more openended, where answers are not clear to us, …somehow we need to embrace the journey.
Dave mentioned how little control there is over mystery, as with the artistic
creation. One has to take into account that there will always be discoveries along the way.
Speaking of his etching process using acid on a metal plate, Dave said:
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I dictate to the plate what I want, then the acid tells me what it wants. Then we do
battle. The ‘ooops’ factor. You find this in all media. The media changes my
thinking. Conceptual thinking of what an image is going to be and then realizing I
have something totally different. The process is not so easily controlled. Making
and creating makes work exciting because it’s always open ended.
Art, a pastor and musician, talking about the open-ended quality of mystery in his
relationship with God, gave an illustration from his first encounter with God in his early
20s:
I think that my first prayer was, ‘God I believe in you. I don't know what you look
like. I don't believe Jesus was your son. I would really like to believe it. But if you
know this about me… [and still want me].’ So I feel like with God there is no
question that really challenges me. I'm not saying I don't feel challenged by it
[mystery], but I am used to the tension. I am accustomed to it.
Tina, an analytical musician, was gripped by how Jesus used open-ended questions
and parables to teach instead of linear doctrine, and saw how that registered in the way she
did art:
I tend to want to know the right answer for everything, and I like my i’s dotted and
my t’s crossed. I am very comfortable with propositional thinking, as long as things
are well explained. However, the reminder in our sessions of how much Jesus
taught using open-ended questioning, really made me think. I tend to feel more
comfortable with absolutes and mainly use my art to rephrase another’s thoughts,
rather than rethinking them.
This touchstone of experiencing open-endedly God’s mystery was affirmed by the
respondents in two main ways. First, there were different views of how God was moving
and people were open to hearing one another and to adding those views to their
understanding. The presence of God experienced in this event was described as
inexplicable referencing the way creativity converged in harmony. Secondly, participants
were not impeded by a need for clarity or to control, but invited the tension of opposites as
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a way of embracing mystery. One artist reflected on how she does art in a fairly controlled
way and that she was inclined towards changing that now, in order to better experience the
mystery of what cannot always be explained.
This touchstone answers the question, “What can be experienced outside my
world?” People are drawn to spiritual mystery. God’s presence was described in terms of
inexplicable harmony. In general, the process of creating art together and receiving other
people’s artistic expressions open-endedly was evident in the way there were no firm
prescriptive answers emerging from art interpretation, but a genuine interest in each other’s
experience.
Relational authenticity
The arts offer first hand authenticity of eidetic communication.
Another question about the Christian message that the world wonders is, “How real
is your story in my world?” The artist looks for honesty in her work. Intuitively she knows
it must pass the scrutiny of relational authenticity. This was the quality that people
recognized in Jesus’ teaching. He put flesh on his stories and was received as authentic in
his culture. People today gravitate to authentic truth over institutional truth. They love firsthand stories, especially from those who tell them naturally. Media in our culture today is
screened for believability, authenticity, or honesty. Granted, it may not pass, but the
subjective rating system of “how did you like it?” is an unconscious reflex in our culture
and applies to more than just movies and fashion. Subjective opinion seems to weigh in on
just about everything, including theological beliefs. The legitimacy of the touchstones
employed by postmodern people is not the focus for this work, but the presence of
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touchstones, like authenticity, as very real factors in people’s lives, is important. People,
more than ever, will not buy into what they cannot experience as authentic.
Responses to authenticity
Dave, spoke of the general flow of harmony in the creativity:
Choosing what would fit with what others were doing was authentic. When people
were getting up to read, choice was being made as they were choosing words to be
read that would fit with what was happening. That was very authentic. They were
allowing their creativity to make the choices.
Dave used ‘creativity’ as though it exists apart from people’s consciousness. This
accurately describes the intuitive thought process. Choices were being made
subconsciously and, from all indications, people felt free enough to let themselves flow in
this way. What emerged, in Don’s view, was authenticity.
James commented on the converging of the similar rhythm of lines in the different
artists’ imagery:
I walked around and I saw a piece by Jennifer which had a picture of trees which
seemed to come together in a pattern that looked like webbing and was very similar
to other pieces of work that had that webbing design or atmosphere. It sort of
reminded me of Rivendell. So, Rivendell, being a place of sanctuary, reminded me
of the sanctuary that was happening in the flow among the artists. …You knew that
God was speaking.
For James, this harmony was a kind of sanctuary. The phrase, You knew that God
was speaking, is an implicit affirmation of authenticity.
Matthew described the event. …she used words that came from where I was
starting from. Whatever Tina was offering, I have a sense that it was coming from a deep
place. Her words were beautiful and she has a beautiful voice. That was probably the most
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powerful moment in the event. For Matthew, the power in that moment and the depth from
which Tina sang, was tangibly authentic.
For Marion to connect, she found safety in the flow of unity:
Authentic moments were definitely there… the sense of unity and sharing without
feeling being judged. I felt I could be myself and not have to change the different
way I am. It was sort of like the way musicians jam. I connected with Naomi’s art
because the way she presented it is the way I would like to do it.
Authenticity for Marion was related to herself, to how she could be authentic in a
Figure 23 Art laid out after to compare movement and colour.

context where she did not feel judged or
needing to change. When jamming, each
musician plays their own music characteristic
of their instrument and how they feel, but all
within the context of the flow with the others.
She

also

identified

Naomi’s

style

of

Figure 24 Cathedral of Trees
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presenting how she processed her art as the way she would want to do it. Implicit in this
comment is how authentic Naomi’s vulnerability was.
This touchstone, relational authenticity, was present in the minds of those
interviewed in four significant ways. First, it was evident from the willingness to flow
together where people intuitively made creative choices that harmonized. Secondly, the
visual harmony of similar rhythms in the lines and strokes of the sketches from people
working independently, and some quite apart from each other, indicated a synergy of their
creativity and God’s presence in the

Figure 26 Rootedness

collective work. The resulting sense from
this harmony was called sanctuary and
implicitly described by others as safety. The
opposite scenario might be that contrived
harmony would not produce safety and,
hence, experientially would not be authentic.
Thirdly, within genuine safety people could
Figure 25 Sky and Seascape

themselves be authentic, meaning they felt
accepted,

could

be

themselves,

and

supported others doing the same. Fourthly,
the power and depth of Tina’s genuine
vulnerability in her song went beyond
words,

but

people

effectively
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communicated how they tracked her processing, saw and heard its quality, and felt it stir
within themselves. In other words, their second-hand account became, in itself, a believable
rendition.
This touchstone answers the question, “How believable is your story in my world?”
When the artwork was brought together and laid out on the floor, people remarked on the
similar rhythms or harmony in line and colour. Compare the images in figures 23-27. In
addition to the visual art were the words, the music, the movements of people, and the
sense of joy that is not reproducible on paper. In these accounts, the sense of God’s
presence in thematic harmony reflects a relational authenticity that postmodern participants
looking for God or meaning would want to experience.
People intuitively identify what is authentic and willingly relate. The mystery of
harmony, coming from vulnerability, creates a safety from which the participant
themselves convey and equally authentic experience.
Suspended belief
The arts can help us temporarily suspend beliefs through ‘what if’ scenarios of
imagination.
Innovation is the act of thinking in a new way. A new idea begins as one first
temporarily suspends one’s beliefs to try out the new idea. When a decision to believe a
new idea occurs, it takes place first in the intuitive side of the brain at which point the
linear thinking begins to process it, to fit it with the rest of the worldview. During the
Confluence event, several new ideas were encountered, at which point, past beliefs were
suspended.
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Responses to Suspended belief
Dave, as a professional artist addressed the barrier of comparing levels of
excellence. One of the things that I have to overcome is excellence. I know that excellence
Figure 27 Mavis' image of landscapes at 90 degrees

exists at a variety of levels. A friend said, ‘don’t go [to this confluence] with any artistic
snobbery’. I did just enjoy the people. It [snobbery] would have been an obstacle to get
anything special out of the day. For Dave, suspending his prejudice towards amateur art
and the lack of excellence in art was key to his ability to ‘try out’ the day.
Mavis’ image (Figure 27) helped James to suspend his thinking to see differently.
James is a pastor, and he had an inner sense disposed to suspend belief if he had to and
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expecting God to engage him in a deeper way during this time. Pointing to the abstract art
that he might not have spent time with unless asked to an event like this, he recognized this
as a God-led moment. He found in Mavis’ work an enigma that made him rethink how he
perceives church and a new way of seeing it:
Mavis had painted an image with some very straight lines and kind of a church
steeple rising up in the middle. And then to the side at 90° angle, warehouses
growing out of it. It was sort of surreal. And I had to overcome the abstract and
say, ‘This has some ideas I need to look into’. I have to turn my thinking around the
same way, 90°. I have to think about how the world looks by turning things around
90° if I want to engage at a much deeper level. …So I am changing my thinking
about what is important. It visually helps me represent the theological challenge
I'm facing. There are issues in my life, like those houses running at 90° to the page,
that do not fit right. I have to come to grips with how the new order should work.
Matthew confessed his tentativeness regarding trying things out at an event in a
charismatic context, but that the quality of safety was inviting:
I don't come from a classically charismatic background. I come from an institution
that, to an event like this, I can feel anxiety. If I had a high level of anxiety, I
wouldn't have been there. A loss of control, that's something that I can struggle with
in terms of my own resistance. In an event like this, there's an invitation to try
things out.
Marion was vulnerable as she described her identity, needing to express freedom in
an abstract style instead of representational. Speaking of the abstract, she said, The less you
say the more you can communicate sometimes. Naomi’s art made me suspend how I
approach the subject of insignificance. I could do the same myself and take myself more
towards the abstract where I would like to be. Marion left with the idea that trying out
abstract art did take her out of her ordinary confines and let her experience a measure of
freedom.
Tina addressed the idea of suspending her own voice to hear the voice of the other:
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I found the need to neutralize the meanings of images and words in my own mind in
order to understand new meaning from someone else’s perspective. Several times in
our discussion of words and of each other’s art, I felt the need to really listen to
what the other person was saying about their way of seeing things.
Tina went away saying that she wanted to practice suspending her own voice to
hear the voice of others.
All the respondents were able to identify different biases about or during this event
and their inclination to leave them in order to experience something new. Most of the areas
of suspended belief appeared to be associated with identity: the comparison of professional
to amateur, the tentative confidence in a different tradition, the fear of being accepted, and
the desire to be free of inhibition. Three factors that were identified as having helped them
suspend beliefs (pertaining to identity) were encouragement, safety in the ambience, and
others modelling how they would like to be.
This touchstone answers the question, “What if life were like that in my world?” In
the context of this event, each supplied something of their perspective to others by his or
her own participation. In the creative process of collaboration, the quality of people
entrusting themselves to each other is very different from how an artist might experience
creativity when alone. Artists often create as islands unto themselves. With no other
intercessors, the singular creative person may not have the same fear-buffering mechanism.
Worrying about what the world might think may cut off inspiration before it translates into
creative work.
Contrasting to solitary creating, in the Confluence participants encouraged others,
beliefs or fears seem to have been intercepted in the safe atmosphere, and participation
flowed as simultaneous modeling and experimenting happened collaboratively.
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Cathartic Confluence
There was no statement for this touchstone during the interview, but cathartic
confluence, emerged as significant in participant’s responses and affirmed the healing and
relief from the event as distinct from the other touchstones. A confluence of rivers includes
at least two streams. In our Confluence, the streams of each participant flowed with others.
Cathartic confluence will describe how the arts can provide a catharsis of shared pain or
joy, where the streams of our lives flowing together validate and bring healing.
Responses to Confluence
In the following comments, validation emerged through expressing oneself
artistically or finding one’s world revealed in someone else’s art.
As James meditated with the art, he intentionally looked into the abstract side of the
painting. Speaking about his first impulse and noticing his reaction, here is his reflection of
the meaning he made from the art. The cathartic confluence that releases new thinking is
evident as he counter-intuitively moves toward the “chaos and abstract”:
Sometimes we react too quickly. Our first impressions may be that the confusion
[referring to the painting], the destruction, as people called it, there was in a sense
more creativity, there was more beauty, more to be imagined, there were faces in
the red and in the cliffs, and there was for me an invitation …I had sensed during
the meditation, the message to look deeper than surface to find God and not to
panic with how things are. But to look deeper into the abstract and pull out the
faces, like invitations to lean into suffering. I'm in the right side of the picture
[chaos and abstract side], because that's where God has me right now. This helps
me as a leader, as a teacher, and as a theologian how to encourage others; to know
that most people are in this place all the time, and to not only present clarity all the
time. It may not be helpful to where they are at.
Matthew described how he was creating at the same table with Tina and was aware
of her struggle. He felt her song was rooted in a similar place where he himself was. The
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cathartic confluence is evident. Everything she expressed, he struggled with too. His simple
description does not hide how significant this was:
I had been sitting beside you when you were talking to her and had a sense already
of what you were suggesting to her that later came out in her song. The healing
quality was coming out in her song, the struggle, your prayer for healing… and she
used words that came from where I was starting from.
Probably the most revealing description was that of Tina herself. Plagued that day
with a bad cold and cough, here is what she said about this process before she got up to
sing.
When we all went our separate ways to create, I chose to write out some thoughts
on the concept of breathing, since that had been in my mind all day. I wrote out a
full page of phrases and concepts relating to God breathing in us. As I began
formulating these into something more poetic, Kevin began playing the song This is
the Air I Breathe on the keyboard. I had not communicated to him, nor he to me any
thoughts on this.
The Hebrew word for healing has the word for breath in it. When I got home I
looked this up and found the words rapha (healing) and raphah (relax) – the added
letter is hei which is the Hebrew word for breath. I began thinking on all of these
concepts and praying about why these words had been in my mind so much. I
believe that God used all of these ideas together to remind me that wholeness and
wellness comes from relaxing in His presence and letting Him breathe His word
into me. The exercises we did focused on just that, and reminded me that I need to
begin sitting still in God’s presence, just letting Him speak to me.
Her creative experience provided a cathartic confluence for herself as a release of
herself directly with God, and then also in knowing that others would see and hear her. For
her, the cold that inhibited her breath sourced the metaphor that God would use to speak to
her (and also others). Sitting in God’s presence in the mode of breathing Him in was an
overall theme for her day.
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James was aware of his own longing to break free from everything burdening him
and was disposed to meet it head on. He found himself identified and accepted in the art of
others. His co-opting of the art to find and make his meaning was validating. Matthew’s
sense of being identified by another’s words emphasized the importance of healing coming
from flowing together. Tina noticed metaphoric truths pertaining to breath. She was
occupied with this theme, but she was also conscious of what God might do in her, and
with a little encouragement, she stepped out to sing.
Participants identified the healing quality in the event of the creating and flowing
together. Safety, trust, vulnerability and validation were key ideas in the interviews.
Implicit was the sense that participants were taken to the precipice of new thinking. The
interviews from days later supply a subjective response indicating some measure of
resilience in participants’ reports about the significance of the healing and relief the
confluence provided.
This touchstone answers the question, “Does my story make sense as our worlds
intersect?” People appeared to be disposed towards finding meaning in each other’s
inspiration. When art was presented in front of others, its heart-felt cry or its response in
another converged as it was described as coming from the same place. What was created
produced a level of self-understanding that seemed validating and healing to the artists and
the participants. People gravitated toward the meaning they made within the art of others as
it validated their issues or longings and as they found they were not alone.
Catharsis in the event was evident in the validation and release of voicing and being
noticed artistically and in its convergence with others further co-opting its meaning.
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Imagination Framework
Imagination creates the big picture by filling in the gaps of the unknown.
Everyone uses left and right hemisphere of the brain to learn. The intuitive
right with the analytical left are needed to make creativity possible.
The two statements above were articulated as two possible separate touchstones. In
the interview process there was some confusion about their distinctions and as a result the
answers were blended into one last touchstone. Through the incremental changes made in
our thinking by the other touchstones, we might wonder about the arrangement of new
ideas and how they fit. The imagination framework refers to how the arts can create a
picture approximating the whole, while respecting the parts that are not yet known. It gives
outward form to the mystery that goes beyond words. The imagination is not synonymous
with fanciful. To explore mystery, to conceive a theory, to work towards a picture of the
unknowable God, our imagination supports a comprehensive picture of truth by metaphor
and symbolism. It is through the imagination that we first conceive overall ideas and then
fill in the gaps of what is not yet known in order to support the larger framework in which
the idea rests. Beliefs or new ideas are often appropriated with this balance of the known
and unknown, of ideas new and old, using both the left and right side of the brain working
together.
Responses to Imagination Framework
The following comments of the participants in the Confluence event describe how
the arts go beyond word explanations.
Dave accounted for how the honesty of art can describe without words the hard
things:
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You say you are dying of cancer and I come up with some well-meaning religious
statement that doesn’t help you where you are at in your struggle. That’s where
honesty in the creative process is so freeing, because I can create things that
interface with the difficult, but for which there are no words.
Art summed up his experience of the Confluence event as spiritual and beyond
words:
Those moments are experiential and are often hard to sum up in words. Which is
kind of just like theology a lot of times. …presumably Luke, years after explaining
it, after it happened, after they had time to mull over it, "It was like the sound of
wind, like tongues of fire…" It wasn't that, but it was like that …like even as I was
describing Monday [the confluence], …I can try to articulate too and say it was
kind of like this.
Matthew made an emphatic statement about the balance of intuitive and analytical,
maintaining that to embrace God’s ways, we have to let Him work through our intuitive
side:
I understand so much more about my own human experience through the gift of the
arts and through the intuitive side. …you have a particular form of Christianity that
is suspicious of the intuitive side …I think the arts have been what God has used the
most to enable me to see that this is an important side of me; that I won't really
understand my life or God and His ways unless I embrace His ways.
Marion described how she needs more of the intuitive as an analytical artist. The
intuitive satisfies the gap that the analytical cannot explain. Intuitive thinking can give me
balance. It broadens the territory that I don’t get into much. It also helped me be more
profound because I wasn’t thinking so hard about things. It just happened.
The participants understood the balance needed between these parts of our brain.
Dave explained that he needed the linear preparation in the morning of the event to
make sense of the intuitive collaboration that would follow. I have no difficulty with that
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linear approach. I needed that information for the afternoon to make sense. There was a
learning process needed at first.
James saw artistic expression as kindred with the way God’s truth is revealed in our
spirit rather than in our linear thinking. Perhaps artistic expression is similar to the way
that foundational truth from God can only be revealed to us in spirit. …I have almost been
reduced to [using] a formula of listening to God for a pure message.
Marion felt a balance topping up the intuitive in her life through this event. It made
me think more of the intuitive. Where I am always just thinking, thinking, thinking, …I
don’t do this enough. It gave me the intimacy I crave.
Tina also spoke of the balance as needed and that it came in a non-threatening way.
The process helped me to focus effectively and to be open to thoughts that I may have
missed or dismissed otherwise. It was a non-threatening process, and it was well-paced to
lead us in moving through the various stages from the initial thought or idea toward
meaning and inspiration.
All the respondents affirmed the balance of the linear input on the morning of the
event to make sense of the more intuitive collaboration later that day. Among the people
interviewed, two key points emerged from the responses. One is the way in which the arts
express things that are beyond words and even describe hard things– that the images, music
and poetry express something of the whole of the mystery without trying to fill in all the
meaning within a concept. And the second idea is that a balance between the analytical and
the intuitive is healthy for spirituality, but among some Christians, even among the artists,
the intuitive is often lacking.
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The imagination framework answers the question, “What can I know in making
sense of my world?” Imagination and the arts help portray intimately the face of mystery
without needing to fill in all the meaning or make the picture easy, and is drawn to do this
through a balance of intuitiveness with reason.
Highlights
The interview included a number of questions to get a sense of the overall impact of
the whole day, including highlights, things helpful, any shift in thinking, or new
understanding. Participants named three things almost unanimously that stood out from the
confluence.
First was the moment when in the Confluence session we laid out all the art on the
floor and saw similarities:
By far was the confluence creating. How the visuals flowed with the music and the
art [itself] flowed together.
The way you were able to bring them altogether to celebrate their thoughts was
great. I think in the end it was the confluence part that for me became like the image of the
burning bush, as in your watercolor.
…seeing how similar Corey’s sketch and one of the lady’s watercolours was, and
realizing that when we are all of the same spirit, there is an unspoken communication that
manifests in our expression.
Second was when Tina began to sing out the poetic words and phrases she had been
working with:
Earlier I had been sitting beside you [speaking of me] when you were talking to her
and had a sense already of what you were suggesting to her. Later, it was coming
out in her song. The healing quality was coming out in her song, the struggle, your

185
prayer for healing… she used words that came from where I was starting from.
Whatever Tina was offering, I have a sense that it was coming from a deep place.
When Tina got up and sang it was incredible. It wasn’t so much the words she used,
but the expression of her voice, the sense of her coming through.
When Tina started to sing, I could feel that.
Thirdly, was the Lectio and Visio Divina with its quiet reflection time:
The moments of contemplation and silence were good. My work takes so much time
in process that it becomes my contemplative time. The hours of quietly working alone with
his media was kindred to these spiritual disciplines. A different artist added, As a hyper
person, it was good to spend time relaxed in the worship focus mode we had in the quiet
reflection time of the Visio Divina.
A pastor reported, Visio Divina took me by surprise…because of the way you used
your image where one part was very focused and one part was very abstract, I really have
a feeling that my life is like this with moments of clarity and moments of being abstract. It
just helps me to feel a bit safer in my abstract moments that it's not disconnected from
clarity. It is essentially [a matter of me] finding God in the abstract.
All of the above highlights describe what I would call the ineffable presence of God
manifested in the participants’ disposition toward stepping out creatively, flowing with
each other, and receiving new understanding.
Observations Beyond the Touchstones
Before looking at how the touchstones have been shaped by this research, here are
some general observations that will help to shape future collaboration in addition to the
touchstones.
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1.

For the artists, creating art usually happens in solitude. Everyone was sensitive to
being off-balance in this regard, commenting on having never done this kind of
listening to God through creating together. Even the musicians who jam in creative
sessions had not seen this kind of collaboration beyond music.

2.

It was remarked by participants that the safety of the space in which we met,
including lighting and ambience, encouraged openness of spirit.

3.

Feedback confirmed the need for the balance of both the intuitive and linear tracks
to help people feel ‘safe’ while trying something outside their normal approach.

4.

The spiritual focus of Lectio and Visio Divina set the timbre of the day by first
quieting and focusing the spirit and by liberating the creative tentativeness.

5.

Instead of polarizing around the predictable, surprisingly, the artists were thankful
for the linear and theologians flowed in the intuitive.

6.

Two participants mentioned how coming into such an event in the future, it might
help to have done preliminary preparation in the arts (said by an artist) and in
textual meaning (said by a pastor). However, the purpose of Lectio and Visio
Divina and the creative confluence time is to come without presupposition.

7.

Instead of preparing with art and study beforehand, might there be a place for
subsequent art and study having experienced the confluence with God and others?
A follow-up event to collaborate further could, in this way, build retrospectively
and continue listening to God afresh.
This last thought segues to the next idea of preparing a plan for the collaboration of

artists and theologians within the local church. If the Confluence is seen as an initial event,
its creative precedent hopefully would accompany other variations of collaboration
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between artist and theologian, such as the formation of teams for planning worship. What
emerged from this research offers a map with some key landmarks or signposts for
approaching the task of engaging people in spiritual and theological formation. The
feedback through the interview process and the group debriefing sessions affirmed the
importance of my assumptions as touchstones from the artist’s perspective, and also
consolidated and clarified some of them based on the interaction. The updated version of
the original statements are included below in the final Summary.
As the six touchstones were processed by the participants of the Confluence event,
their distinctions as priorities today took further shape in the debriefing times. The major
headings as they appear below evolved as a result of the Confluence event. During the
event, only the rough touchstone statements were presented. I have included below these
original touchstone statements as they accompanied the questions in the interviews. Next
are the significant ideas distilled from the responses in this chapter, followed by a summary
from the event pertaining to the touchstone. Those summaries may or may not be universal
ideas, but did help to clarify what was significant for participants regarding the touchstone
described. Finally, I have included the adjusted statement as a result of how this event
reshaped the touchstone idea. It should be mentioned that the headings below were formed
as a result of this research project and subsequently found interface and support in the other
areas of study in this thesis. They do not resemble completely independent categories, but
have some cross-over in interpretation.
Situatedness
Statement: The arts offer an immersion in the situatedness of an era by taking us
inside the viewpoint of another.
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•

Artists and theologians are not polar opposites.

•

Filters of biases and fears from own context blend with that of the artist.
Summary from event: The gift we get through art is not just what the artist is

presenting, but what is evoked in us, what happens in us.
Adjusted statement: The arts offer the perspective of another world blended with
the filters of our own.
Open-endedness
Statement: Imagination explores mystery. The intuitive over analytic leans into
mystery where the intuitive is more open-ended.
•

Participants open to opposite viewpoints.

•

Convergence in creative harmony reflected mystery of God’s presence.
Summary from event: Participants were not impeded by a need for clarity or to

control, but invited the tension of opposites as a way of embracing mystery.
Adjusted statement: The arts explore mystery outside the box of convention by
inviting tension with opposite ways of thinking.
Relational authenticity
Statement: The arts offer first hand authenticity of eidetic communication.
•

People willing to flow together.

•

Harmony visually and aurally created safety.

•

Safety led to being authentic, accepted, support of others.

•

Vulnerability connected to honesty.
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Summary from event: People intuitively identify what is authentic and willingly
relate. The mystery of harmony, coming from vulnerability, creates a safety from which the
participant themselves convey an equally authentic experience.
Adjusted statement: The arts understand the believability of vulnerable honesty and
the invitation it compels.
Suspended Belief
Statement: The arts can help us temporarily suspend beliefs through ‘what if’
scenarios of imagination.
Beliefs were: the comparison of professional to amateur; the tentative confidence in
a different tradition; the fear of being accepted; and the desire to be free of inhibition.
Factors that helped suspend belief: encouragement; safety in the ambience; others
modelling how you would like to be; and the way each supplied something to others by his
or her own participation.
Summary from event: Contrasting with solitary creating, participants looked to
encourage others, beliefs or fears seem to have been suspended in the safe atmosphere, and
participants flowed as simultaneous modeling and experimenting happened collaboratively.
Adjusted statement: The arts suspend our belief in order to model ‘what if’
scenarios where new ideas can be imagined.
Cathartic Confluence
Statement: (none originally)
•

People appeared to be disposed towards finding meaning.

•

The heart felt cry in the art or its response in another, converged.

•

Art produced a level of self-understanding that seemed validating and healing.
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Summary from event: Catharsis in the event was evident in the validation and
release of voicing and being noticed artistically and in its convergence with others further
co-opting its meaning.
Adjusted statement: The arts provide a catharsis of shared pain or joy where
validation and relief permit the co-opting of new ideas.
Imagination Framework
(Originally there were two touchstones, hence two original statements.)
Statement: Imagination creates the big picture by filling in the gaps of the
unknown.
Statement: Everyone uses left and right hemisphere of the brain to learn. The
intuitive right with the analytical left are needed to make creativity possible.
•

Art can say things that go beyond words and even describe hard things.

•

A balance between the analytical and the intuitive is needed, desired, but often
ignored even by artists.
Summary from event: Imagination and the arts help portray intimately the face of

mystery without needing to fill in all the meaning or make the picture easy, and is drawn to
do this through a balance of intuitiveness with reason.
Adjusted statement: The arts intuitively approximate the mystery of the whole
balanced with the reasoning of its parts known and unknown.
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Figure 28 Experiential Questions and
Adjusted Touchstone Statements
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CHAPTER 5: A PROPOSAL FOR THE COLLABORATION OF ARTISTS AND
THEOLOGIANS
Throughout these chapters, a case is being built for a Christian theological overlay
that would register with the postmodern worldview. Such a theological expression might
begin with the collaboration of the artist and the theologian in the development of a new
ethos that would eventually involve the whole congregation in its on-going engagement of
Scripture with life issues. In this final chapter, I will propose a map for a way forward in a
changing world. The touchstones, as they have been refined by the Confluence research
project, are the landmarks insofar as they reflect the priorities of the general postmodern
ethos. They will help us to know which routes will get us where we want to go and which
may not. Some who may read this may be theologians who are concerned that their
churches are or will become irrelevant in this changing world. A hopeful response might
begin with leaders initiating a plan to involve creatives working (experimenting)
together.327
Arts-based research recognizes that, due to the spontaneous nature of the arts, a
methodological approach will be synthesized each time, based on the people present and
their current inspiration. The general assumptions about how to move forward in creative
collaboration rest with the priorities of the participants, such as the issues on their minds,
their collective hopes, or their individual barriers. Likewise, for a collaboration of art and
theology, we may reflect on sample scenarios that will be offered in this work, but the
actual crafting of each event might be seen as a unique conversation. Do we memorize
what we are going to say before a conversation between friends? Sometimes. Certainly we
do have conventional phrases to get us started, but generally we rely on spontaneous
327
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interchange based on our familiarity with the cultural cues of our language. What may be
more transferrable to any church might be sample starting points (which are not the ends,
but the means), followed by spontaneous creativity, with an intuitive awareness of the
touchstones as landmarks reflecting cultural cues.
Collaboration is likely to begin with the leaders. We will look at the role of the
theologian in this scenario by referencing some priorities from the ethos of the touchstones.
A sample picture of the collaborative team coming together will set the stage. The majority
of this chapter will profile how the touchstones might help a church cultivate the idiom of
the arts in an on-going engagement of the Word with this world. I call this creating a
culture of a living message. Finally, the theologian’s role with respect to meaning making
and maintaining orthodoxy will conclude this chapter.
Even a cursory observation of church culture in North America indicates how
resistant to change many church leaders are – often due to the high cost regardless of
obvious need. Following are some of the issues that can discourage co-creating and which,
I confess, I face with the teaching team with whom I collaborate… mostly as the
theologian:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

It takes more time and more effort to co-create.
It will be less in your control (or else collaboration will not work).
You may not be ‘comfortable’ with the results as well.
You may find the biblical mooring not as clear as you would like.
You may find your pride wounded as someone less trained than you receives more
compliments than you.

Suggestions for theologians working with artists
If, as theologians and leaders, we are committed to seeing our church through these
shifts, the suggestion is not that we become something we are not, but to become conscious
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of our approach as we would in any cross-cultural encounter. The following suggestions
may help to profile the leader’s role as they reflect my attitude and thinking during the
Confluence event:
1.

Consider the importance of immersing oneself into the situatedness of another.
Begin by thinking about building bridges between leaders and creatives. Before
setting up a team to plan worship or special events, consider having a day apart with
some of your leaders and creatives.

2.

Discover how having open-ended discussions can give people life. Be always ready
to hear stories and the meaning they make of them. Be prepared for odd statements
and don’t react negatively. Listening can be a challenge when the other handles
truth in a different way than you, so resist trying to control their conclusions. Ask
the artists to help plan a day for this creative collaboration.

3.

Bear in mind that the idea of relational authenticity – that is, replacing the concept
of communicating truth to a postmodern world with engaging a postmodern world
in truth discovery – may make all the difference in this world. During your
confluence of creativity, enjoy the way people may connect with truth as it comes
alive to them experientially, for such enjoyment will lend authenticity to what you
say and make you accessible.

4.

Suspend quick judgements. Try not to associate change with compromise.328
Consider how these discussions, which may take you over the edge of your
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When leading a church today it may feel like any compromise of truth at all will mean a loss of ground for
God, but this predisposition can give way to a kind of entrenchment where one remains uninformed and out
of touch. With this in mind, conversation that is open-ended may expose our insecurities and will require
discernment about what is God and what is not. The question is, can we postpone our inclination to ‘dig in’
and be immovable long enough to find out if God has his hand in it?
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convictions or out of your comfort zone, probably do not make God uncomfortable.
Think of the new ways theology will engage a postmodern through this process.
5.

The confluence of theology with issues in people’s lives is critical. Many
postmodern people would appreciate theological engagement with their issues.
Viladeseau says that art mediates the meaning made between the viewer’s inward
needs and questions and the Gospel message of grace by letting them flow together
in the form of beauty, creativity, and wonder.329 Look for how people will
simultaneously reference their understanding of God in their words, images,
movement, or music.

6.

The imagination framework of the artist does not supply the answer as much as
raise the question. See your work in this framework in a similar way, as being a
meaning maker in this process more than an answer giver. Don’t view the
‘democracy of spirituality’ as the end of leadership. People still want and need
leaders today, especially when a leader demonstrates genuine interest in and
concern about their issues.

Collaborative Team Making Theology Accessible
I believe a collaborative team and collaborative thinking will be more helpful if
they are viewed as a long term project that is moving toward ownership by the whole local
fellowship.330 One approach, to begin appropriating the touchstones in a smaller
congregation, might look like the following example. A team of creatives331 and teachers
329
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was formed to look at what could happen during Sunday worship time. The team began
with the idea that worship and teaching should not be the performance of a few, but
become more inclusive and accessible by all. To create ownership, a variety of ways for
people to participate were suggested through the arts, through Scripture teaching and
through a response time.
Firstly, the opening musical worship period was augmented with other media like
dance, video, images and live painting. Children especially were drawn into worship.
Secondly, for the remaining teaching time (sermon) with teens and adults, various capable
teachers were invited to participate from week to week (sometimes sharing the teaching
input together on a Sunday). Those who would not feel comfortable teaching alone,
participated by telling a story, by sitting on discussion panels, or contributing to discussion
circle with an open microphone where people shared their experiences. Thirdly, attention
was directed to what was termed the response time. To help people grapple with theology,
each week opportunities were presented to further this goal, such as liturgy, the Lord’s
Supper, small group discussion, something written to self, God, or another, creating an
image, or receiving prayer from others; on some occasions, people were offered the choice
of multiple stations during response time.
Not unlike an institution going through a rebranding process, for postmodern people
to have a sense of ownership, everything may be scrutinized. It helps to examine
everything that we do to create ownership by individual Christians in this milieu. The artist
routinely begins with a blank piece of paper to try out new ideas. Artists’ strength lies in
their confidence “to boldly go…”332 where none have gone before. An impasse might arise
if church leaders were to say, “You can adjust the music we sing and the order, but the
332
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preaching cannot change.” Nor will collaboration truly occur if it is dictated by a few.333
Collaboration in moving toward a common Christian theological centre may be more
achievable, if everything is subject to evaluation and by all participants for as long as it
takes. When a Christian community’s private and public worldviews begin to blend, this
may be a positive sign. A good litmus test for how this is going may be the degree to which
people are not embarrassed by their faith when in public.

LANDMARKS ON THE WAY FORWARD
The following template is offered as a guide for a collaborative team who would
like to begin the process of engaging art and theology with their congregation. For each
touchstone, the following components will be included in the map:
•

Ethos statement of the touchstone

•

Emphasis arising from research

•

Approach using the arts in a local church

•

Illustrations or examples

•

Practical ideas to try out

Situatedness
The arts offer the perspective of another world blended with the filters of our own.
From the Confluence we summarized that the gift we receive through art is not just
what the artist is presenting, but what is evoked in us. The image that is associated with
situatedness is a bridge between two worlds with an exchange that happens at different
levels. Artists studying the Bible today centre their interest first upon the context of an era
or of a person. They want to know what it is like and may be more interested in the ‘who’
333
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of what they study than the ‘what’. With this disposition, their inclination is to grasp, even
if limited from outside the culture, how another’s worldview works. The theologian’s
strength can keep the team anchored in the situatedness of the word, that it maintain the
‘what’ of its original meaning and help the artists to preserve the meaning of the poetry, its
drama and tension, its prophetic stir, or its gentle embrace. Though outside our current
culture, the narrative stories of Jesus hold truth ideas that can transfer to our worldview as
people are willing to be immersed in them. At the same time, we may underestimate how
many people are disposed toward using their imagination to immerse themselves into the
“world behind a work of art,”334 to imagine its belief system, values, and even a faith
perspective.
Approach
An approach might begin like this. Situatedness takes into account both the times of
the Scripture and also the times today.335 Perhaps the team is studying the book of John. As
the team prepares, they begin by praying and discussing where they sense God may be
leading. Each week, a key theological idea arising from Scripture is encapsulated in a
slogan-like saying to be memorable and accurate.336 Those on the team will have the first
creative reflection time with a particular passage, out of which might emerge some art,
some sense of how it interfaces with the issues of their lives, and some approach to help the
church engage in a similar way during worship. In the Gospel of John, the overall theme of
the ‘seen’ and the ‘unseen’ was augmented with some pithy theological truths:
John 2—“routine religion becomes a heavenly taste experience” (the wine)
334
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John 3—“what compels us most in this life is the unseen”
John 4—“the well of life-quenching meaning goes where we go”
John 5—“God’s love excludes no one”
John 6—“the unseen bread is needed for the unexplainable hunger”.
Practical Suggestions
After the Confluence event, a few people commented on the sanctuary of place and
safety of people. Everything about situatedness reflects an awareness of our embeddedness
in culture with a variety of backgrounds and experiences. If we are to locate a port-of-entry
for many in this generation who are interested in the mystery of God, might the church be
willing to build some creative bridges and consider what is sanctuary? In this same spirit,
situatedness might cause us to create space for the arts to be exhibited or performed, and to
consider what would contribute to encounters with God. The way we dress, the insider
language that Christians may use, the routines in our worship context, might be adjusted to
be more inclusive. Some insider Christian culture is to be expected. The sphere of people’s
sense of sanctuary may also include the visual arts not just in what is created or presented
each week, but what has meaningfully found a place in the church community’s memory.
Open-ended with the mystery of God
The arts explore mystery outside the box of convention by inviting tension with
opposite ways of thinking.
We saw in the Confluence event how participants were not impeded by a need for
clarity or control and how they invited the tension of opposites as they embraced the
mystery of free-flowing creativity. The way people today articulate and balance values has
become more wholistic. The strength of the artist may lie in suggesting elements for
worship that provide the deepest engagement with God without explaining away mystery
and prescribing how everyone should think or how they should respond. As has been noted,
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a theologian’s strength might be as a meaning maker who asks the right questions and
coaches the inspiration of the artists.
Approach
As artists and theologians collaborate together in thinking about what it means to be
open-ended with the mystery of God, they would work toward creating spaces within the
worship, teaching, and response times to help people to encounter God and to find ways to
respond. By the very nature of what it means to be postmodern, rarely might we expect to
have everyone on the same page. Instead of thinking about confessional boundaries of what
we can and cannot say for a new worldview, I suggest looking at the centred-set paradigm
where the team models a centredness in Jesus as they tell the gospel story, ask of it life’s
questions, symbolize the meaning, and express a consistent way of being in this world.
Open-endedness in this picture lies in the attitude towards those who are in the outer circles
with their understanding of and movement towards Jesus.337 It accepts them
unconditionally. The degree to which this event interfaces the narrative of Scripture with
the narrative of our lives, might be the degree to which we can begin to overlay worldview
with living theology.
Open-endedness articulated in Christian theology today might manifest in a
statement of values this way:
1.
2.
3.

337

We desire to hear from God in our individual walk and also recognize how
the whole fellowship hears from God.
We balance women and men.
We emphasize prayerful sensitivity to God’s guidance, but also encourage
being practical when it comes to money and budgeting.

If I act in a pejorative way towards anyone, making them feel as though it will all make sense one day
when they mature like I have, this will not help either. I believe there is truth to be known and to be
experienced, but I cannot push, only invite.
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4.
5.
6.

We talk about exercising faith, but we also talk about how Scripture frames
belief.
We believe in freedom and discipline.
We allow the Holy Spirit to move, but we will also discern when too much
confusion does not help.

Practical Suggestions
Here is a suggestion regarding open-endedness and truth that might be helpful. I
have been thinking more like an artist interested in creating a culture of a living message
that responds to everything presented to it, and is rarely neat and tidy. I have become more
of a meaning-maker as a teacher by facilitating people’s engagement with Scripture. I still
have a very clear purpose to centre my understanding of the theological meaning and what
I hope to see happen when I teach, but, as I discovered in the Confluence event, I have had
to be open-ended in so far as I let the teaching stand and allow people to determine what
they actually feel/think God needs them to do. Instead of answering questions, more
questions might be valuable.
Similarily, the theological team might let this touchstone lead them to be sensitive
to God’s presence and God’s agenda during worship for instance. A central phrase from
Jesus in John 5 might lead us to say, “We want to do what we see the Father doing.” As
rational Christians we have good sense when it comes to studying Scripture, but we have
limited our intuitive connection with God.
In the last chapter we saw how spiritual formation practices have incorporated the
use of the imagination. Eugene Peterson encourages the church to once again learn to
immerse itself into the “grammar of revelation.”338 I suggest that Lectio Divina, as outlined
in Chapter 4, be taught as a means of daily prayer and Bible reading. It might even be done
338

Peterson, Eat This Book, 107.
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as the focus of teaching during worship. For a group of creatives, Visio Divina is fully
described in the Appendix, but it could also be adapted on a Sunday by letting individuals
meditate upon art done by artists within the congregation. Thinking outside the box this
way may be a timely means to interface with this generation’s spiritual hunger and
readiness for experiencing God.
Relational Authenticity
The arts understand the believability of vulnerable honesty and the invitation it
compels.
We saw from the Confluence event how people intuitively identified authenticity
and then willingly related their own ideas. The mystery of God’s presence was attributed to
the harmony in the art, the subsequent vulnerability, and the safety in which a convergence
of participants further conveyed authentic experience. This is supported by the postmodern
tendency towards wanting to experience knowledge. The artist’s mode of ‘telling’ the story
with relational authenticity is a significant hook when it holds people captivated. Is this not
observed when people of all ages become quiet when someone begins to tell a story? They
watch the eyes, the body language, and intuitively sense in eidetic communication its
believability.
Approach
Relational authenticity may adjust our approach to how people process the themes
of our worship or teaching, so that God’s presence credibly might be found in the harmony
and safety of multi-vocal artistic expression. There are many ways of engendering the
engagement of Scripture with issues. What are we willing to talk about? As the team
reflects a broadening of the theological process to become more multi-vocal, it might be

203
that relational authenticity will allow many relevant issues to surface. What are the issues
that churches avoid because of the undercurrent of opposing viewpoints in their midst?
We might ask ourselves as we approach hot topics, like homelessness, poverty near
us, spousal abuse, divorce, gay marriage, or abortion, wouldn’t it be affirmative to present
the issues and the pain, regardless of the church’s position? Once the artists and poets have
opened the floodgate, healing may come not by means of a tidy answer, but possibly in our
willingness to walk through it together. In other words, if we allow the prophetic plea of
the issues today to call the church to be involved, the authenticity of our earnest
compassion might rise up as primary priority rather than shutting down the discussion with
a statement of the church’s position. Granted, we have positions, but this touchstone recalls
the postmodern tendency toward tolerance of one another and spiritual democracy. This
means, for the theologian’s position to be heard, the theologian’s acceptance of people
including their issues may lend authenticity to what theologians will have to say.
Practical
Sunday may not be the context for a debate on controversial topics, but allowing the
prophetic voice to be heard might alleviate the pressures that can build with the suppression
of issues. We can imagine how prophetic types of people including creatives might lose
their edginess when they are no longer ignored. As the team gains a sense of trust in their
collaboration, other events to let the flow of the arts flow might be in order. One suggestion
is to have cafe evenings where music, art, or dance are celebrated in a kind of open
microphone style. The focus of such an event would be the showcasing of people’s
expression. Interestingly, this can approach the edge of the theologian’s tolerance, but, by
opening this door, the creatives may extend to him or her credibility to speak into some of
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the issues as well. Another idea is to use some space on the church’s premises for a kind of
arts fair or exhibition of local artists.
As a team prepares its theme for a Sunday, it could consider the medium that might
augment the teaching. Having discussed within the group the issues and the theological
truth being studied in Scripture, experiment with what media will bring the two together.
No matter what art form is used, if the teacher or the artist are not transparent, connection
may be difficult. Generally a facade is easy to spot while, ironically, brokenness appears
more authentic.339
Suspended Belief
The arts suspend our belief in order to model ‘what if’ scenarios where new ideas
can be imagined.
Every form of the arts can be said to help people imagine in a different way and
suspend their beliefs for a while. We saw in the Confluence event how a sphere of trust was
created through mutual encouragement, safety in the ambience, a kind of modelling that
invited imitation, and willingness to offer and receive. Barriers to belonging were
suspended. The assumption here is that people will slowly begin to change their thinking
through the ability to suspend beliefs. According to Jung,340 people intuitively decide first
in their imagining and work on the rationale later. As we have seen, postmodern people
will want to experience truth, to see it modelled in some way for them.
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Approach
As the creative team selects resources and media ideas, they might consider with
this touchstone the way people are moved by music and the poetry of words during
worship, or the drama and narrative of the story in the teaching. The naturally compelling
quality of media offers a ‘what if’ scenario and participants imagine without consent from
their beliefs, especially when humour or suffering are involved. Discover the people in
your community who are in touch with interesting media, music, video clips and vignettes;
encourage them to share their ideas or collections with the creative team for pre-screening
(important). Jesus’ parables must have been like our video clips today in the way they were
culturally current vignettes. As themes are identified within the biblical narrative that
anchor community experience, art, poetry, t-shirts, videos, catch phrases and sound bytes,
may be understood as referencing the theology of these experiences. In this way theology
may begin to aggregate within community memory and can be visually displayed on the
walls.
When people find themselves in a story that suspends everything they believe
temporarily, are they not like clay in the hands of the potter? If there are members within
this community who may not yet see themselves as followers of Jesus yet, experiencing
first-hand the development of some of those themes may help them suspend old beliefs.
Their sense of belonging might be described as an ambience of trust. The mission of the
Christian community itself, if it is to make more disciples and teach them everything Jesus
taught, would be realized within this same collaborative exploration of God’s Word
intersecting our world.
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Practical Suggestions
The whole idea of suspending our beliefs in order to think outside-the-box may
require some new habits. A simple adjustment such as where we sit in view of something
can be remarkable. To let the arts inform one’s theology may mean taking time for personal
reflection that will either involve participating in some form of art, or participating with
artists, to begin dialogue. Can poetry have a place in your focus on what God is saying?
Reading more widely than books from Christian publishers may help. Talk to artists to
really get up to speed. Not only do I often create art for use when I teach, but every week I
look at art on Google Images to see how contemporary artists might portray a particular
theme. Watching some contemporary movies or a television series can help. I speak in
movie idiom often, not as trivia, but as a way of encapsulating a scenario or issue that is
current and which I know will make a connection.
How do we get out of the box and dream new ideas? I think that the experience of
faith exists in this category where we suspend beliefs. Here is an example from my
church’s collective memory. In 2008, we began to imagine ‘what if’. Our roof leaked and
we were considering selling the building. A new member of our church asked me, “What if
the roof were fixed and you didn’t have to move out of the building? What would you do
here?” I described how we would renovate the upstairs at one end of our building to create
a shelter for about 10 people, and would build a second story inside the back of our huge
theatre to make a drop-in centre for youth from the street. I paced out the area and
described how there would be a balcony with stairs and a new stage for drama and music. I
talked about the lobby being converted into an area for an art gallery and other offices that
could be rented out to people with a sympathetic ministry. Four years later, all this came to
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pass… and it certainly was an outside-the-box experience. We let God open doors we had
never considered before. The visionary dreamers teamed with the detailed, analytical
people who could actually hammer it out. Everyone who worked on the project found it
exhilarating. The way people took cues from each other to think to suspend their (dis)belief
was both contagious and assuring.
Cathartic Confluence
Artists provide a catharsis of shared pain or joy where validation and relief permit
the co-opting of new ideas.
During the Confluence, people gravitated towards the messages within art as it
validated their issues or modelled what they longed for in their own life. We observed that
the cathartic confluence of one individual’s story, as it converges with another’s, was the
junction where healing was related. God was described as having been in the mystery of
the art’s harmony. Willingness to move towards each other to receive and offer validation
was evident. Reflecting upon this, moments of emotional and spiritual healing may
accompany such a revelation of God’s love.
Approach
The purpose of thinking in terms of the cathartic confluence is to hope for people’s
engagement with God. I have described this as creating a culture of a living message at the
heart of the congregation. Cathartic confluence, then, points to a kind of junction of trust
that might begin with the collaborative team and hopefully transfer to the experience of the
wider congregation. From the collaborative listening that has occurred, artists and
theologians might brainstorm or create together with the purpose of co-opting media that
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might be used as part of worship. The team might consider along with the one teaching
what ways might be appropriate to encourage engagement.
What may be helpful to remember is the way in which all participants can begin to
have a sense of ownership or ‘buy-in’ of the theological expression when it results from
their having had a share in its formulation. When the same media may be used in the future
it will reference from common memory what all have experienced. I refer to this as ‘coopting,’ because any theological meaning made from art is augmented by the individuals at
its presentation. Anyone who has experienced this co-opting will recall how vivid the
artwork (whatever the medium) becomes forever associated with a theological idea.
Think of the way songs come to mind instantly when Scripture is read. Or, do you
have iconic slogan-like sayings that are in the memory of your people that bring to mind
the larger teaching? An example of this occurred when a person came to the front after my
teaching about obeying Jesus’ words and not just listening. She said she would like to
make a T-shirt that simply said, “IMMEDIATELY!” It encapsulated the essence of the
teaching on obedience. If we think too long, we will not obey. Now, whenever the word
‘immediately’ is used in our worship today, it brings this back to mind.
Practical Suggestions
If we remove fear and encourage validation, a junction of trust is built from which
ideas flow. Think of ways to include everyone in the conversation – the primary one being
listening. As a result of listening to hours of interviews with Confluence participants, I
noticed to my chagrin how much I talked. A more compelling way to engage people in
meaning-making is accomplished through the use of effective questions. Search for
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meaning in the art and ideas of the team as a group exercise and continually affirm the
discoveries made. Would this not reduce fear and increase validation?
At the intersection of Scripture and life issues or questions, watch for the
discoveries others will make about God and the meaning that they will attach to the coFigure 29 Prodigal Daughter

opted media. It will be helpful to remind the
artists of how God is in control when others
experience their art in a very different way. Who
has ever delivered a teaching through which God
met people in a way that was totally unintended?
The result at this collaborative intersection will
be the co-opting of some art form whose
meaning, in the mind of the theologian, in the
mind of the artist, and in the mind of those who
will

subsequently

receive

the

artistic

representation, we can trust will be made and received with God’s intrinsic involvement.
A moving example of cathartic confluence occurred when I spoke at a large
conference in Germany on ministry to the marginalized. I had a painting with me titled,
Guardian Angel – Prodigal Daughter. Not being able to speak German, I talked about the
meaning of the painting to a young man who knew English. Although he was not yet a
Christian, he was interested enough that he had come to this conference with a group of
Christians who did outreach ministry in Karlsruhe. As people viewed the painting one
afternoon, I watched the young man talk to people about it – noting the animation in some
of the interchange in German. Later that night some of his Christian friends informed me
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that he had decided to follow Jesus as a result of explaining the painting and that his
girlfriend, for whom he had requested prayer, was still on the street like the prodigal
daughter.
Imagination Framework
The arts intuitively approximate the mystery of the whole balanced with the
reasoning of its parts known and unknown.
From the Confluence event we saw how imagination and the arts conveyed
something of the mystery of God without needing to fill in all the meaning or to simplify
the picture, and that a balance of intuitiveness with reason seemed helpful. At some point
beliefs take shape in the imagination framework. When people do accept new ideas such
as, “Jesus forgives them and gives them a new beginning,” such mystery about God may
become a theological experience to be filed somewhere; the event of those experiential
truths may be referenced by way of the images, stories, and sounds that linked to them.
Knowing how this happens naturally and even more in our media age, theologians can take
advantage of this means of commemorating the iconic symbol.
Approach
The approach to this touchstone may benefit through reflection on wholism and
taxonomy as we anticipate the discussion of the theologian’s role and orthodoxy. Wholism
has been described as the way postmodern people are inclined to test meaning and to
organize truth. Their network of interconnected ideas creates a gallery of theological
thinking, or, using computer language, a cloud-based taxonomy.341 What is learned is

341

Cloud based computing refers to the vast interconnection of many computers to provide local users access
to share and process information with the combined work of an almost infinite number of computers. Rimal,
in his research, describes the need for standardization, a taxonomy in which the way cloud computing further
develops would become cooperative rather than nebulous. B.P. Rimal, Eunmi Choi, and I. Lumb, “A

211
commemorated with song, art, poetry, drama, dance, and just ordinary stories which are
accessible to all and are interdependent.342 As people look for experiential truth before
applying reasoning, the goal for theologians might be to recognize how postmodern
Christian communities will, not should, sort out a belief system and facilitate truth’s
commemoration in the theological gallery.
Taxonomy would refer to the arrangement of the theological gallery and the
priorities used to determine what is durable or usable. A taxonomy implies that some
people have authority to guide and filter what is being ‘collected.’ If the earlier touchstones
have fallen into place, the theologians’ strengths have authority here. They might model a
way to retell and re-experience the stories together and thereby help shape the growing
cloud of images that reference theological meaning.
Given this gallery of theology where truth experienced is shared, retold and
commemorated, we might view it as closer to the art of the oral tradition – as when the
stories of the Hebrews were told to their children and their children’s children. Like
headings in a narrative, the commemorative symbols that reference theology will populate
community memory.343 This also means that all people must know our story (individual
and community encounters with God), know God’s story (the narrative of Scripture from
Genesis to Revelation), and experience the interplay between them. I am not advocating a
new theology here – just an approach to discover and to own truth in a way that is
memorable, resilient, and relevant for today.
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Practical Suggestions
As truth discovery or meaning-making for postmodern people tends to be
associated with experience than with proposition, a good exercise to add to the team’s
debriefing after any event would entail questions such as:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

What worked well or connected with people and in what way?
How would we do anything differently or improve it?
What do we think is significant to explore further?
Were there any repercussions for any individuals to be followed up?
What do we think God was/is saying to us through this?

The iconic nodes344 (image, sound, etc.) referencing theological concepts spring
effortlessly to people’s minds as they picture the biblical narrative that links to a particular
community memory. The responses to worldview questions about a way of being in this

Figure 30 Walking on Water
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world might proceed from this collective memory. Here are some examples of the way the
imagination framework associates meaning in our fellowship. Whenever the “Good
Samaritan” story is mentioned, people reference the time the story was acted out by kids
and adults humorously and spontaneously as the story was narrated; it connected with how
to love strangers. The story of Jesus walking on water to his disciples brings to mind the
painting, “Come,” which captured the essence of risk with Jesus; it evoked a radical faith
leading us to step out despite the storms we see. Not only do these symbolic references link
to people’s discovery of truth within Scripture, but they also create a new hunger for
literacy of the Bible. In this organic way, theology, like a transparency with more icons,
overlays our worldview questions. What is significant here is the way people might fill in
some of the gaps of mystery within their existing worldview framework.
Theologian as the curator of gallery of theological memory
As we consider how the imagination framework might serve a concept such as a
gallery of theological memory in the church, we suggest that the gallery can be curated345
by the theologian. As a theologian, I gravitate towards having some way of organizing the
iconic nodes that reference theological meaning. Borrowing from Wright’s worldview
questions, here is a simple summary of the biblical narrative correlating its ‘headings’ with
the worldview components: The story begins with Creator and creation made in His image
and called “good”. The story moves through the rebellion of humans and the Creator’s
action to rescue His creation through Jesus and restore it. The artist and theologian would
co-create the medium that will best convey this. From the story, theology responds to the
basic questions of meaning by describing humanity as made in the image of God, who exist
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in a good world, who have fallen, and that God has acted within His creation to remove the
damage done by the evil of rebellion. Teachers need to collect new questions continually as
they interface with real life issues. The meaning held in this story – its theology – is then
incorporated into symbols through art and commemorative events that refer to the story, the
questions, and the sense made in response to them. The commemoration is the retelling and
the reusing of those icons. Finally, the arts and theology give rise to express a way of being
in the world with an emphasis on looking after it by the way we live. From such evolving
exploration emerges a Christian worldview that hardly needs effort to be brought to mind,
because of the consistent reinforcement of the living message of Jesus.346
Orthodoxy and Role of Theologian
The subject of orthodoxy is important to those of us who are theologians. The
touchstones only adjust our approach to theology. That being said, within the network of
wholism, how can we determine what centredness in Jesus (speaking of centred-set) looks
like and what is off centre? I believe that the centering, interpretive, and sifting role of the
theologian is of value. How that role is administered effectively and appropriately may be
as varied as our personalities, but the truth that is unchanging will be identified and
separated from the functions and traditions to which we are presently accustomed. Brian
McLaren illustrates this centring function using the issue of slavery and its theological
support by churches of the time347 – certainly today, biblical support would not be
considered to justify human slavery. McLaren asks what beliefs we might support today
that might shift in the future. I believe that, even as the role of the artist is to suggest the
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idiom, the role of the theologian is to keep the word centred. This enterprise will be neither
simple nor tidy, accustomed as we are to foundational thinking.
In the spirit of the words of Gamaliel to the Sanhedrin,348 sifting requires patience
and awareness of God’s hand in it. The team of theologians and artists should not expect
that the results of their efforts will simply favour the meaning they have in mind. The
tendency towards subjective experiential truth means people will co-opt their version of
meaning. The central concept in Paul Willis’ work, Common Culture, is that “‘messages’
are not now so much ‘sent’ and ‘received’ as made in reception.”349 This means that
theological ideas, from the work of a team to the event created for the congregation, may
have a life of their own in their reception, and that knowing this in advance might alleviate
some obvious anxiety.
Theologians, who may feel the urge to force a comprehensive systematic grid upon
theological expressions that emerge experientially, may encounter difficulty in the effort to
ensure people are on the same page. To the postmodern, such effort may appear synthetic
at best and counterproductive. An example from my own ministry illustrates this point:
years ago I attempted to convince my congregation to buy into my vision for everyone to
be part of a small home group. My theology of the body of Christ in this form was spelled
out over two years in my teaching with a comprehensive discipleship and growth plan.
Brochures were created and everyone learned the ‘language’ that I expected. But one day it
came to light, as a host of people were leaving the church, that most of the church had not
experienced what had captured me. No matter what affirmation people give to someone
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else’s theological system, people rely on the beliefs that captured them within their own
experience.

Benefits of Theologians Collaborating With Artists
This research project ends with a summary of the potential benefits of theologians
co-creating with artists:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.

The artist may find a place to flourish within the church.
The theologian may discover a level of buy-in participation that enhances
worship and teaching.
The artist may have freedom to prophetically stir and meaningfully involve the
congregation.
The theologian may find a role as coach for the many postmodern people who
simply think like artists.
The arts may be seen less as decoration and more as the idiom for spiritual
expression and engagement.
Interest in biblical exegesis including historic context, culture, and etymology
could gain a new following.
Interest in spiritual formation disciplines that use the arts might spread beyond
the artist.
Teaching which shifts from a propositional approach to an invitational
experience350 may engage more people.
Worship celebration might spread beyond music to include all the arts.
The univocal quality of teaching could give way to multi-vocal teaching and
broad ownership.
The church might grow as it connects with postmodern people of all
generations, especially the millennials.

Based on the research from the Confluence event, this last chapter laid out a map
for how the touchstones and the idiom of the arts might point the church toward an on350
In my approach to postmodern people, who resist propositional absolutes or dogma, but want to grapple
with the issues, I choose to be invitational. I see the truth of Jesus Christ at the centre of invitation. I offer
people a hands-on experience with theological issues, but I want to also maintain moorings in the priorities of
Jesus. What is non-negotiable for us as long time followers of Jesus will require the life experience of
watching how we model what we believe. As people are given latitude with respect, our hope will be for the
gravity of Jesus to reveal truth that can only be understood from knowing Him.
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going engagement of the Word with this world. For each touchstone, a profile of approach
and practice was formed for the collaborative team of the artists and theologians:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Situatedness pictured immersion into the world of another.
Open-endedness portrayed the wholistic balance and blend of values.
Relational Authenticity focused on the authenticity of the experiences of many.
Suspended Belief offered a view of the bridging of barriers by hearing the
issues.
Cathartic Confluence spoke of creating a culture of a living message.
Imagination Framework posed the idea of a gallery of theology.

The theologian’s role, with respect to meaning making and orthodoxy, was
underscored as profoundly important within the theological gallery of postmodern
wholism.
Toward Creating a Culture of the Living Message
Those who read this may be theologians who are concerned that their churches are
not or no longer will be relevant in this changing world. This generation has been described
as tuned to media and visually oriented in many areas of life, that the arts are its language
and express its spirituality. However, with a general deficit of understanding about the arts
in the church, many Christians struggle to interface the modern rationalism of Christianity
with postmodern relativism. It seems we either compartmentalize our spiritual life from the
rest of our living, or we insensitively bulldoze relativism when encountered with our sense
of moral obligation to ‘set things straight’. We wonder how we can interface with
postmodern people without either pushing or diluting the Gospel message. This conundrum
is high on the list of concerns for the artist even as they wish to collaborate in this journey
within the church.
To name and address this concern, the first chapter was built around the artist’s
unconscious priorities, referred to as touchstones, that reveal the way of artists and the
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idiom with which they connect to postmodern people in general. The backdrop of what
constitutes a postmodern person, their worldview, and where the arts and theology are
situated was broadly laid out to demonstrate how the touchstones postmodern priorities.
This was followed by an examination of how the teaching style of Jesus, including the art
and symbols of his message, interfaced at the junction of each of the six touchstones. The
Confluence event was described and from the interviews and debriefings the touchstones
were clarified and affirmed as relevant for today. This last chapter has presented a map that
might help theologians to collaborate with artists and that such teams might use to engage
their individual congregations.
With this plan I hope to have inspired both the artist and the theologian with the
possibilities that, through their collaboration, our postmodern world can be engaged with
and receive the Gospel. The touchstones, like signposts along the way, remind us of the
ways people make and reference meaning today and map a way for Christian theology to
interface with worldview. Two pictures sum up the ethos of postmodern propensity for
experiencing and referencing truth: the way theology is commemorated with the arts brings
to mind the ancient Hebrews, as parents passed on to their children all the stories and
symbols that were filled with meaning; and the early Celtic Christians, who would invite
people into their midst before they believed to belong first, allowing their relational
influence to impart the Holy Spirit and faith where they trusted belief would follow.

Figure 31 Final Summary Chart
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APPENDIX ONE - VISIO DIVINA CREATING ART
The focus of Visio Divina incorporates the activity of the creative person actually
making art during the Meditatio stage. The following series of steps describes this slightly
different process including the expression of creating art.
Preparation
Materials: plain white paper, a selection of pastels, markers, sketching pencils,
colored pencils, acrylic paint with brushes, styrofoam plates, cups for water, canvas panels
in assorted sizes.
Settling and Stilling: Light several candles and play some meditative music, having
asked participants if this would be a helpful addition. Provide participants with some
images to choose from before settling and stilling begins. Then invite people to spend a few
moments stilling and slowing down inwardly and to connect with their breath and to
welcome into their imagination colours or shapes beginning to take form there. Take time
to allow participants to move into intuitive, inward space and move out of their thinking
and judging mind. Sometimes, when there are many artists using different media, the
musicians, poets, or actors set a tone.
Instructions: Close your eyes and prepare yourself for prayer by connecting to your
body and breath, gently deepening the rhythm of your breath, bringing your awareness to
your heart center. As you breathe in, imagine receiving the gift of vision, the sacred ability
to see deeply below the surface of things. As you breathe out, imagine being able to allow
your eyes to communicate love to others and to what you gaze upon. Allow a few moments
to rest in this nourishing rhythm as you prepare your eyes to behold what is before you.
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Visio - Gazing
Noticing and Receiving: Encourage participants to be receptive to the inward
questions that want to be asked of them. For creative individuals, this is generally not too
distracting, but a helpful reminder of where the starting point of reflection should come
from. There are many possible current issues in any person’s life, and it is usually in this
area that God interfaces with us. Some possible questions might be:
“What are all the elements that make up my life today?”
“When I close my eyes, where do I find myself?”
“What is the hidden area of my life that is not saying much?”
Instructions: Gently open your eyes and gaze upon your chosen icon softly with
“the eyes of the heart.” This is a gentle, receptive gaze, not a hard, penetrating stare. Gaze
at the work taking in at first glance the colours, people, places, shapes, and symbols. Bring
a sense of curiosity to this image, exploring it with reverence, noticing all of its textures
and features that come with seeing more closely. Remain with the image for one to two
minutes. If you would like, jot down a few words about the image. As your eyes wander
around the image in a brief visual pilgrimage, notice if there is a particular area or feature
of the icon that draws your attention, that stirs, energizes, or disturbs you. Allow your eyes
to rest gently there.
Meditatio - Reflective Creating
Stirring and Responding: Once the question has been offered to stimulate
imagination, participants will be invited to move to use visual art materials and begin to
create. These might include oil pastels, crayons, coloured pencils, markers, or paint. A time
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limit of ten minutes can help participants get by any barriers of over-thinking, by leaving
little time to think things through and allowing the intuitive imagery to emerge. Remind
participants not to be concerned about what their art represents and that the materials are
there to express the colour and shape of their inner movements. Once the time for artistic
expression is done, let each participant linger for a few moments, contemplating what sense
of God’s presence has emerged. Urge each person to welcome his art in a non-judgmental
way, to be receptive to it as a doorway into a sacred, inward space, and to receive the
imagery as a gift from God in the depths of his or her imagination. Participants will be
encouraged to take some time to reflect on what feelings were stirred and may remain as a
result of their creative expression.
Instructions: Take a second, deeper, look. Where is there movement? What
relationships do you see? Engage your imagination. Where are you in the artwork? What
do you see from that perspective? What deeper meaning emerges? Be present to this place
on the icon that is calling for more attention. Open your imagination to memories and other
images that stir a response in you in. Allow this place, these symbols or colors, to unfold,
to make other connections. Savour what emerges. Notice if there are any feelings rising
within you. Connect to your breath again, making room for whatever God is stirring in you.
Oratio - Praying
Voicing and Inviting: This is the time when each participant has a chance to give
voice to her imagery and talk about the interior process. We begin with the artwork being
presented first. Other participants can point out what they see, think or imagine first.
Following this, the participant will walk through her process and describe the stirrings that
emerged. Because this is not a prescriptive process with a didactic conclusion for each
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person, the goal is to listen to God stir within us and to hear God from others. The act of
sharing, being heard and not judged, is what seems to encourage an individual’s further
introspection. Sometimes, there are tears. Sometimes, this debrief time of responding is like
prayer. Sometimes, it seems right to take some time for people to pray these things to God.
Instructions: As the icon moves your heart, listen for how you are being invited into
this moment of your life, through this time of prayer. Did the image remind you of an
experience, person or issue for which you’d like to offer thanksgiving or intercession?
Offer that prayer to God. Make space for your heart to be touched and for a longing to
respond to God’s call to move in you. The invitation may emerge as an image or a symbol
instead of words.
Some questions to help the sharing time might be:
•
•
•
•
•
•

What is your favourite piece of art and what is it about the work that draws you
to it?
Which colours bring you alive?
Are there ways in which your eyes could be renewed to see the world more
deeply?
What would it mean for you to consider your own life a work of art in progress?
Explore what the artwork of your life wants you to discover.
How is your life becoming a work of art, and how are you called to claim your
place as artist of this masterpiece?
Where in your life are you called to bring more colour, to bring more mystery?

Contemplatio - Resting
Releasing and Resting: Resting with the art is unusual for most artists. Since art
never seems to feel complete, the urge to fix it must be released. Given the response of
others and one’s own response to the artwork, there are a few ways the participant can rest
with the art. An artist can let themselves flow back into the art as they add some colour, or
just sit with it in this release and rest time. The overall idea is to release all cares and
control agendas to the mystery of God and to let oneself steep like tea.
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Instructions: Close your eyes if they are still open and release the images you have
been gazing upon. Sink into stillness, slow your breath down, and rest in the grace of being
for several minutes. Relax your shoulders, arms and legs. Rest in this quiet. Let God pray
in you. God prays beyond words. When you are ready to end your time of prayer, connect
with your breath again and gently bring your awareness back to the room. Sometimes it can
be helpful to gaze upon the image one more time—following your prayer, taking the image
in again, and seeing if you notice anything new. Then offer a moment of gratitude for the
way this image has touched your heart. 351

351

The above work is a combination of my practice and some of the wording from Lectio and Visio Divina
in, Paintner, Christine Valters and Betsey Beckman, Awakening the Creative Spirit: Bringing the Arts to
Spiritual Direction, (Harrisburg, PA: Morehouse Publishing, 2010).
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APPENDIX TWO - THE LEARNING CYCLE QUADRANTS
Bernice McCarthy reminds us that all people utilize all aspects of brain function to
develop ideas and learn, but that people may favour one part of the learning process more
than another and that within each area, an intuitive person may focus their interests in a
different way than the analytical person. She maps the learning cycle of perception and
process that learners go through as they problem solve or learn using two axes, the vertical
being between two points of perception, feeling and thinking, and the horizontal being two
points of process between reflecting and acting. The combinations of these four points and
a person’s cycling through them, account for the different priorities we may emphasize
depending on where we are within the cycle of learning. McCarthy does acknowledge that
people tend to major in a particular quadrant, which accounts for differences in our
perceptions and how we process ideas. The description of the priorities from each quadrant
are helpful in understanding varying viewpoints.352
Figure 32 Learning Cycle

352

Dr Bernice McCarthy, The Learning Cycle, The 21st Century and Millennial Learners, ed. Fran Zidron
and Michael McCarthy, 1st ed. (About Learning, Inc., 2012), 17.
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Quadrant Profiles
People who are most comfortable in feeling and reflecting, focus on personal
honesty and authenticity, and often reflect on what it all means for them. They are
energized by their experiences. They move through three stages: feeling, awareness of
those feelings, and then reflecting on why they are having these feelings. They actively
reference similar past occurrences with current events as a way of processing meaning.
This quadrant forms the essence of our communication skills and dialogue in relationship
building. People in this quadrant want to know the “Why?” of things.353
People who are most comfortable in reflecting and thinking use images. They
visualize, and if it’s a big idea, they attempt to clarify it. They look for meaning, for what
they need to know, for what will happen if nothing is done, or a course of action is or is not
taken. Here in quadrant two we find the heart of critical thinking. People focused in this
area are concerned with the “What?” of things and the reasons.354
People who are most comfortable in thinking and acting are moved to action after
they focus on an issue. They tend to see things in multiple dimensions setting them up in
their mind and looking for solutions. They love to tinker and experiment. They think while
they’re acting. They may start by solving problems alone, but then move towards
collaboration with others that they respect when they are ready. Quadrant three provides
the core for effective problem solving. People in this area concern themselves with the
question, “How?”355
People who are most comfortable in acting and feeling face tasks that are important
in an open-ended way. They trust their gut more than the established ways of doing things.
353

Ibid., 19.
Ibid., 21.
355
Ibid., 23.
354
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They see many possibilities and believe they can contribute to changes for the world. They
push the envelope and coach others to do the same. They always enjoy thinking about
things in a new or fresh way. They need others who can keep track of details for them as
they do more of the brain storming and setting the strategy. The essence of quadrant four is
out of the box thinking. People in this area want to answer the question “What if?”356
How a cycle of collaborative learning works
For the purpose of this study it is important to note how this learning cycle diagram
highlights four major areas of thought process beginning with feeling connection with an
idea, moving through reflection on its meaning or significance, to critical thinking of what
must be done, and finishing with action as a result. McCarthy breaks it down further
indicating a distinction between the left and right brain and how they balance each other at
every stage. Knowing this balance and what the investment is for the intuitive or analytical

Figure 33 Learning Cycle Left and Right Brain

356

Ibid., 25.
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person will help with cooperation at every stage of the process.357
The interface of artist with theologian
Look first at the four quadrants in Figure 32. The first quadrant is between the
perception of Feeling and the process of Reflection. This is where we connect to the
meaning, the story, the idea, or the need. Notice how the intuitive right-brain tendency is
different, but complementary to the analytical left-brain approach. The intuitive person
focuses the issue around personal meaning and the analytical person around what is already
known. The result is a healthy balance.
Figure 34 Learning Cycle Steps

The second quadrant moves between the processes of Reflection and Thinking. This
is where the issue is studied and concept takes shape. Here the intuitive person creates the
mental imagery and the analytical catalogues known facts.

357

Ibid., 146.
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Moving to the third quadrant, between the perception of Thinking and the process
of Acting, details of knowledge and determination of skills are mastered. It is interesting
here to see how the intuitive person is inclined towards application or interpretation and the
analytical wants to develop the skills.
The last quadrant, between the process of Acting and the perception of Feeling, is
where the concept learned is then adapted or refined for use. The left-brain person is all
about making it touch the real world and the intuitive right brain person is wanting to
personalize it. Together they are at the threshold at this stage to be able to start over and do
it all from scratch in an entirely new way.
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