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ABSTRACT 

The transition from modernism to postmodernism is a transition from rationalism 

and empiricism to relativism and experientialism. For the past three hundred years, a 

logical, left-brained approach to life has dominated the cultural landscape of the West, 

but the entire worldview now sees life through a seemingly more irrational, right-brained 

lens. Subjectivity replaces objectivity; images replace words. These changes significantly 

shape emerging generations, yet the Church seems ill-equipped to provide a holistic 

spirituality that is able to bridge the rational and emotional centers of human existence. 

This project sought to forge a broader path of Pentecostal spirituality by surveying 

the role of imagination in facilitating the practice of spiritual disciplines. It modeled a 

discipleship process for young adults that incorporated methods of prayer inclined toward 

imaginative engagement, namely lectio divina and Ignatian contemplation, and that 

explored ways in which art and creativity serve as spiritual practices. 

The participants who completed the process each conveyed a renewed sense of 

nearness to God through the practice of these disciplines. Scripture became a living 

document that opened their hearts to hear the Spirit speak today. The sights and sounds of 

Scripture not only led participants to sense a nearness to God but also inspired one young 

lady to express that inward work of the Spirit through poetry. To these ends, the project 

was successful in broadening the understanding of what it means to pursue a life lived in 

Christ and to create space through spiritual disciplines for the heart to be transformed. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

The Context 

Understanding the context of this project first requires some insight into the 

narrative of its author. To begin, I grew up in an Assemblies of God church in rural 

Oklahoma. My mother and I showed up nearly every time the church doors opened. I 

graduated through the ranks of Sunday school and participated in all the extracurricular 

activities such as summer camps and quiz bowls. I had pastors who loved and encouraged 

me along the path of spiritual maturity. So influential were these pastors in my life that I 

wanted to join their ranks, helping others know God the same way they had helped me. 

One obstacle I could never seem to overcome was a narrow view regarding the 

path of spiritual maturity. From my childhood perspective, the disciplines of spiritual 

formation were two-fold: prayer and Bible reading. While these practices are like oceans 

within the world of spirituality, my mind held them within the confines of two small 

buckets. I had perceived that prayer, when done properly, consisted of one hour filled 

with segments of various kinds of talking at God (e.g., praise, thanksgiving, petition, 

intercession, etc.). In my understanding, Bible reading, at its best, involved a systematic 

reading through the Bible in a specified time frame, and each completion of the Bible 

counted as another rung up the ladder of spiritual advancement. 

This narrow understanding remained with me into adulthood, which may not have 

presented too much difficulty had it not been for my achievement-oriented personality. I 

had taken my childhood understanding and set before myself ideals of spiritual maturity 
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to which I could never perfectly attain. I cannot count the number of times I began a 

ñBible in 90 daysò reading plan but never made it past Leviticusðor the times I tried to 

fill an hour with prayer but got too distracted to finish. Over the course of time, the 

practice of spiritual disciplines felt more like a scourging, reminding me of my 

insufficiency, rather than a means of encountering the transforming presence of God. 

Sadly, I found myself as a thirty-something pastor who secretly struggled with 

intense feelings of guilt and inadequacy regarding my own spiritual formation. A seismic 

shift took place within my soul, however, when I began doctoral studies at the 

Assemblies of God Theological Seminary. There, I began to read more widely and 

discovered a vast stream of Christian spirituality. I realized that I had only been splashing 

my feet at the waterôs surface while sitting on the riverbank, but the Holy Spirit was 

inviting me to dive into the overwhelming current. While I still sometimes fight against 

those old feelings of deficiency, I have discovered a broader path of Christian, and also 

Pentecostal, spirituality on which the Holy Spirit invites me to walk with Him. I have 

explored many methods of engaging God through both prayer and Scripture. My life and 

ministry have been significantly enriched.   

In my twenty years of pastoral ministry, I have served three congregations as 

either youth pastor or lead pastor. Since 2013, I have served as the lead pastor of Taylor 

Christian Center in Taylor, Michigan, an Assemblies of God church of nearly 100 

adherents. Taylor is in the Downriver area of metropolitan Detroit and has a population 

of 63,131. The church was founded sixty-eight years ago but within the past three years 

has undergone a significant culture shift as the congregation has focused squarely upon 

three core values: spirituality, community, and mission. Adding to the change in culture, 
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the church launched a Saturday worship service geared primarily toward twenty-

somethings. As a result, individuals ranging in age from eighteen to thirty-five make up 

over one-third of our congregation. When I see them, I see my younger self, struggling to 

fit into an unrealistic mold of my own creation. My desire is to provide a path of spiritual 

formation in which these young people do not have to wait until the second half of life to 

discover greater fulfillment and closeness with Jesus. 

The Problem 

As children of the Age of Reason, churches founded in late modernity (1900-

1989) often struggled to find their places in this world of reason and, therefore, developed 

a more scientific study of God. Even while opposing liberalism, many Christians have 

drifted into the assumptions of modernity that science and reason are public and objective 

facts while religion and imagination are private and subjective matters of faith. This has 

led to many knowing only a clinical or intellectual kind of spirituality. 

Additionally, Americans live in a goal-oriented society that tries to reduce the 

entirety of life to a list, allowing people to simply check the box as they accomplish each 

goal. In its education system, for example, everyone is evaluated on the basis of studentsô 

test scores. Administrators pressure teachers for better scores, teachers only take the time 

to teach those items on which students will be tested, and students go on to college 

continually asking the age-old question, ñWill that be on the test?ò This principle 

permeates the entire society and often creeps into the church. I fear that the Christian 

faith has often been reduced to a checklist of beliefs and behaviors. However, just as 

being educated means more than acquiring certain skills and knowledge, being Christian 
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must mean more than living according to a narrow set of propositional truths and 

mundane disciplines. 

As the young adult demographic of Taylor Christian Center has grown, I have 

seen an increasing interest in creativity and the arts, a revival of imagination. Yet, these 

young people see imagination as disconnected from the faith rather than as a tool for 

spiritual formation that can bridge the rational and the emotional centers of their beings. 

If the church could work toward the awakening and employing of the Christian 

imagination, these emerging believers have the potential of breaking free from a merely 

clinical Christianity and pursuing a deeper relationship with God, equipping them to 

significantly impact this postmodern world. 

The Purpose 

The purpose of this project is to conduct a seminar and four-week discipleship 

process to explore the role of imagination in facilitating the practice of spiritual 

disciplines and to forge a path toward a Pentecostal spirituality that allows right-brained 

believers to flourish in their faith. 

Definition of Terms 

Aesthetic. The creation and appreciation of beauty and art. 

Creativity. The ability to generate new ideas and new connections between ideas. 

With regard to spiritual formation, this includes connecting oneôs experiences with God 

to the practice of oneôs faith and communicating those connections to others in 

meaningful ways. 

Imagination. The human faculty that evokes mental images. 
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Modernism. An era marked philosophically by rationalism and empiricism and 

socially by industrialization, in which methods of industry became mechanical, 

predictable, calculated, and mass-produced. 

Postmodernism. In contrast to modernism, an era increasingly marked by 

decentralization, relativism, experientialism, pluralism, and irrationality. 

Spiritual Disciplines. Practices around which a believer orders his or her life in 

the pursuit of spiritual formation. 

Spiritual Formation. The transformation of the character to be like Christ and of 

the actions to conform to Godôs will. 

Description of the Proposed Project 

Scope of the Project 

Members of Taylor Christian Center between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five 

will participate in a four-week discipleship process. Prior to the seminar, each participant 

must take the Discipleship Dynamics Assessment.1 The assessment provides a clear and 

descriptive evaluation of each individualôs personal level of Christian discipleship. I am 

particularly interested in four outcomes of the assessmentôs spiritual formation 

dimension: (1) loving the Word of God, (2) praying without ceasing, (3) listening to the 

voice of God, and (4) cultivating solitude. The results of this assessment will then be used 

to tailor a discipleship process that facilitates a growing relationship with God. 

The process will begin with a two identical seminars, each three hours long. 

These will be held July 19 and July 23, 2016, in the commons room of Taylor Christian 

                                                 
1 ñAbout the Assessment,ò Discipleship Dynamics, accessed June 2, 2015, 

https://discipleshipdynamics.com/about-the-assessment/. 
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Center. The seminar will include alternating times of teaching and discussion or 

reflection. Teaching segments will bring together the biblical-theological and general 

literature reviews, explaining to the participants the role of a Christian imagination and its 

use in the spiritual disciplines. Particular attention will be given to a biblical approach 

toward the practices of lectio divina and Ignatian contemplation. Participants will also 

discover how to incorporate the arts as creative outlets for these moments of prayer and 

worship. Times of discussion and reflection will provide opportunity to practice these 

methods of prayer and learn from one anotherôs experiences. 

Each participant will receive a journal to use during the retreat and throughout the 

following four weeks. The journal will provide Scripture readings, prayers, and 

devotional thoughts to establish a common direction for the group. It will also encourage 

the imaginative approach to spiritual disciplines and the discovery of creative outlets 

through which they can express the work of the Holy Spirit in their lives throughout this 

process. Participants will commit to practicing the disciplines covered in the seminar a 

minimum of three times per week for those four weeks. They will record reflections on 

their experiences in the journal. 

At the conclusion of the four-week process, participants will have the opportunity 

to share how an imaginative approach to the disciplines has enriched their times with God 

by returning the journals in which they have recorded their reflections. They will also be 

encouraged to submit any creative art pieces produced during this process. I will not only 

ask for access to whatever journal entries each would be willing to share but also for 

permission to print those entries in the project as a form of evaluation. Following the four 

weeks, each participant will take the Discipleship Dynamics Assessment for a second 
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time. Results of the assessment should indicate whether participants experienced any 

significant growth in the outcomes of spiritual formation over the preceding four weeks, 

providing material for quantitative analysis. The journals will provide a means for 

qualitative analysis.  

Though an imaginative approach to the spiritual disciplines may have wide appeal 

among the young adults of the congregation, the scope of the project requires that the 

number of participants be limited to twelve. If the number of participants were too large, 

it would limit the amount of individual participation during the seminar and potentially 

hinder my ability to guide individuals through the follow-up. Additionally, this project is 

limited to the study of spiritual disciplines as practiced by individuals. Another study 

could explore engaging the imagination within the context of spiritual disciplines 

practiced corporately. 

Phases of the Project 

The design of this project will incorporate five phases: research, planning, 

implementation, evaluation, and writing. Some phases will occur consecutively while 

others will occur concurrently. The research for the biblical-theological and general 

literature reviews will take place prior to the actual ministry intervention, thereby 

informing the content of the intervention itself. 

Research 

The research phase will occur in two stages. The first stage is a review of the 

biblical-theological foundations regarding the role of imagination in spiritual formation. 

The second stage examines contemporary literature, looking for an intersection between 

imagination and Christian spirituality. 
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Biblical-Theological Review 

Chapter 2 will explore three broad topics in seeking to learn more about the ways 

in which a redeemed imagination can benefit spiritual formation. First, the biblical-

theological review will consider the ways in which the Bible as a whole engages the 

human imagination through the use of literary device. Second, this chapter will explore 

the topic of sensate worship as a means for engaging the entire being in relationship with 

God. Third, this review will examine the lives of the prophets and the way God captured 

their imaginations and the imaginations of His people. The research of chapter 2 will 

occur from November 2015 through January 2016. 

General Literature Review 

The general literature review (chapter 3) will consider three primary topics of 

study. First, it will explore the potential dangers as well as benefits of the human 

imagination within Christian spirituality. Second, it will consider some spiritual 

disciplines in which imaginative engagement may prove useful as well as criteria for 

making that determination. Third, this review will survey the topic of Christian aesthetic 

and explore ways in which art may benefit the spiritual formation of the artist. The 

research and writing of chapter 3 will occur from March through May 2016. 

Planning 

Planning for this project will include the recruitment of no more than twelve 

participants and the coordination of having each participant take the pre-intervention 

discipleship assessment. It will also require drawing from the research phase to develop 

relevant teaching material for the seminar and a means for supporting the four-week 

follow-up process. The ministry intervention itself will require logistical preparation such 
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as scheduling and setting up the space in which the seminar will occur. Finally, the 

project will require the management and analysis of the quantitative and qualitative post-

assessment data. Preparation for the ministry intervention will occur in May and June 

2016. 

Implementation 

Implementation will begin with recruiting participants via email and 

announcements during the worship services throughout the month of June 2016. When an 

individual registers for participation in the project, a link to the online pre-assessment 

will be sent with instructions to complete the assessment prior to the seminar. The 

ministry intervention itself will include two identical three-hour seminars to take place on 

July 19 and July 23, 2016. Four weeks of individual practice and reflection on the part of 

the participants will follow . The implementation phase will conclude the week of August 

21, 2016. 

Evaluation 

Upon its conclusion, the ministry intervention will employ means for both 

quantitatively and qualitatively measuring results. A quantitative evaluation will rely 

upon participants completing the online discipleship assessment a second time. Results of 

both assessments will be submitted to Dr. Jeff Fulks of Evangel University for statistical 

analysis. A qualitative evaluation will rely upon participants submitting their written 

reflections as well as any artwork resulting from the process. If successful, the 

intervention will produce participants who will understand how their naturally right-

brained approach to life can apply to their pursuit of healthy spirituality. They will have 

been equipped with new spiritual disciplines that feel natural and draw them into closer 
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relationship with Christ, and they will be able to converge the creative and discipleship 

processes. 

Writing 

The writing phase of this project will be spread out over the duration of the 

previous phases. The biblical-theological review (chapter 2) will be written in January 

and February 2016 and the general literature review (chapter 3) in May and June. Both 

reviews will be completed by the time of the ministry intervention in July and August. A 

description of the intervention (chapter 4) will be written in September. A project 

summary (chapter 5) and all other material will be completed in October 2016. 
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CHAPTER 2: BIBLICAL -THEOLOGICAL 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction  

Since the rise of scientific methods and of Western dependency on rationalism 

and empiricism, Christian spirituality has tended to gravitate toward the intellectual. The 

Church often approaches the Bible as a specimen to be dissected, manipulated, and 

experimented upon in the laboratories of historical-grammatical schools of thought. This 

has not always been the case, however. The pre-Enlightenment church and pockets of 

Christianity since have viewed the Bible as a living word, animated in an ongoing way by 

the Holy Spirit. Scripture, in their opinion, was not written once to remain fossilized in its 

historical form but contains inspired words that continue to reveal the wisdom of Godôs 

desires for this world at each moment in time.  

The premise of this project is that the imagination serves as the God-given bridge 

between the intellect and the emotion, between the head and the heart. God seeks to 

redeem the imagination that through it people may pursue a more holistic spirituality. 

This chapter explores the ways in which Scripture bears this out. First, it examines the 

Bibleôs overall use of literary device, seeking to move the reader at an emotional level 

rather than convincing the intellect alone. Second, it explores the ways in which 

corporate worship in Scripture offered a multisensory experience that drew the whole 

person into communion with God. Third, this chapter examines the lives of the prophets, 

the ways in which God often spoke to them through image rather than word and in which 
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the prophets sought to engage the peopleôs imaginations in their attempts at capturing 

their hearts for God. 

Literary  Devices in Scripture 

Thou art a figurative, a metaphorical God too; a God in whose words there is such 

a height of figures, such voyages, such peregrinations to fetch remote and 

precious metaphors, such extensions, such spreadings, such curtains of allegories, 

such third heavens of hyperboles, so harmonious elocutions, so retired and so 

reserved expressions, so commanding persuasions, so persuading commandments, 

such sinews even in thy milk, and such things in thy words, as all profane authors 

seem of the seed of the serpent that creeps, thou art the Dove that flies. O, what 

words but thine can express the inexpressible texture and composition of thy 

word.1 

With these words, John Donne captures what many modern American Christians seem to 

forget. The language of divine revelation utilizes literary devices that address the human 

imagination far more than they address the faculties of either reason or conscience. In 

fact, according to Brian Godawaôs calculations, ñRoughly thirty percent of the Bible is 

rational propositional truth and laws, while seventy percent of the Bible is story, vision, 

symbol, and narrativeðthat is, image.ò2 Clyde Kilby asserts, then, two indisputable facts 

regarding the Bible. First, it belongs to literature, for it is a work of art. Second, ñbecause 

oneðand possibly the greatestðingredient of literature is imagination, we must say that 

the Bible is an imaginative book.ò3 

                                                 
1 John Donne, ñDevotions Upon Emergent Occasions,ò Christian Classics Ethereal Library, 

accessed October 27, 2016, http://www.ccel.org/ccel/donne/devotions.iv.iii.xix.ii.html. 

2 Brian Godawa, Word Pictures: Knowing God through Story and Imagination (Downers Grove, 

IL: IVP, 2009), 53. 

3 Clyde S. Kilby, ñThe Bible as a Work of Imagination,ò in The Christian Imagination, ed. Leland 

Ryken (Colorado Springs, CO: Waterbrook Press, 2002), 105. 
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In a Christian culture that often distrusts literature and relies heavily upon the 

abstract theological passages of Scripture, Leland Ryken notes how ñthe preponderance 

of literary writing in the Bible shows that God trusted literature as a medium for 

conveying truth.ò4 Thus, when most people reason with another, they aim for the 

opponentôs intellect through concepts and propositions. When God reasons with His 

people, however, He speaks in symbol, metaphor, and narrative. The prophet Isaiah 

illustrates this well: ñCome now, let us reason together, says the Lord: though your sins 

are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they are red like crimson, they 

shall become like woolò (Isa. 1:18).5 

In turning to the tools of literature, the biblical authors sought to offer more than 

propositional truths. ñMuch more important,ò says Peter Macky, ñwas their intention to 

move readers, to change them, to attract them to a Lord, a community, and a way of 

life.ò6 This required an appeal to emotion via the imagination. In addition, the biblical 

authors often sought to communicate ña burden of meaning greater than [themselves]ò 

and found it necessary to present that meaning through ñimages of experience.ò7 The 

literature of the Bible, therefore, most often enacts rather than states. For example, 

instead of providing a list of virtues or vices, the author presents a story of good or evil 

                                                 
4 Leland Ryken, ñóWords of Delightô: The Bible as Literature,ò Bibliotheca Sacra 147, no. 585 

(March 1990): 10. 

5 All Scripture quotations, unless otherwise noted, are from the English Standard Version. 

6 Peter W. Macky, The Centrality of Metaphors to Biblical Thought: A Method for Interpreting the 

Bible (Lewiston, NY: E. Mellen Press, 1990), 2. 

7 Robert A. Weathers, ñLeland Rykenôs Literary Approach to Biblical Interpretation: An 

Evangelical Model,ò Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 37, no. 1 (March 1994): 121. 
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people in action. The narratives of Scripture are both descriptive and prescriptive in that 

they demonstrate the kind of life lived within the reality of Godôs kingdom through the 

sharing of positive and negative examples.  

A literary approach to Scripture places a clear burden upon the reader. Through an 

awareness of the literary devices employed by the biblical authors, the reader must use 

the imaginative process to identify patterns and structures, to make sense of and respond 

to the writing. As Katherine Sakenfield says, ñThe Bible calls for imaginative 

engagement and reflection. To allow it to impact our thinking, our version of reality, and 

our actions calls for an engaged and open imagination.ò8 The purpose of this section is to 

explore a few of the literary devices found in Scripture and to consider the risks and 

rewards of a literary approach to the Word of God. 

Metaphor in Scripture 

Metaphor is a figure of speech containing an implied comparison or analogy in 

which a word or phrase normally applied to one thing is used to describe something 

entirely different. Scripture employs a seemingly endless variety of figures of speechð

chiasmus, hyperbole, personification, and pun to name a fewðbut the comparison found 

in metaphor serves as the primary road leading from the known to the unknown. 

According to G. B. Caird, not only does metaphor encompass a large part of a personôs 

daily speech but also comprises almost all the language of theology. He writes, ñMan has 

no language but analogy for speaking about God, however inadequate it may be.ò9 

                                                 
8 Katherine Doob Sakenfield, ed., The New Interpreterôs Dictionary of the Bible, vol. 3 (Nashville: 

Abingdon, 2008), 22. 

9 G. B. Caird, The Language and Imagery of the Bible (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1980), 144. 
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Good metaphor is more than a creative word picture, more than a simple 

juxtaposition of two images. It is an invitation to engage both heart and head. Paul Avis 

asserts, ñMetaphor is not just naming one thing in terms of another, but seeing, 

experiencing and intellectualizing one thing in light of another.ò10 While dead metaphors 

fill modern dialogue (e.g. ñthe arm of the chairò or ñshe pecks at her foodò), scriptural 

metaphors bring spiritual realities to light. As Sallie McFague explains, these living 

metaphors ñmove us to see our ordinary world in an extraordinary way.ò11 

Only through metaphor does Scripture find the language necessary to describe an 

incomprehensible God. For example, Psalm 18:2 says, ñThe Lord is my rock and my 

fortress.ò Here, the psalmist describes God, who is living spirit (John 4:24), as a 

geological formation and a military installation. If taken literally, the comparison makes 

no sense, but at the metaphorical level, the reader discovers a profound truth regarding 

Godôs reliability as deliverer and protector of those in danger. Throughout the Bible, God 

provides pictures and likenesses that communicate something of himself to the reader. He 

is a lion (Hos. 5:14), an eagle (Jer. 49:22), and a lamb (Rev. 21:22). He is a gardener (Ps. 

80:8), a potter (Isa. 64:8), and a shepherd (Ps. 23:1). In each case, the known sheds light 

on the unknown. 

While on earth, Jesus himself often employed metaphor. The Gospel of John 

records seven self-revelatory statements of Jesus, often referred to as His ñI Amò 

statements. Each one illustrates the importance of metaphor in knowing God. Jesus 

                                                 
10 Paul D. L. Avis, God and the Creative Imagination: Metaphor, Symbol, and Myth in Religion 

and Theology (New York: Routledge, 1999), 97. 

11 Sallie McFague, ñParable, Metaphor, and Theology,ò Journal of the American Academy of 

Religion 42, no. 4 (1974): 631. 
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describes himself as the bread of life, the light of the world, the door, the good shepherd, 

the resurrection and the life, the way, and the true vine (John 6:35; 8:12; 10:9, 11; 11:25; 

14:6; 15:1). Taken literally, these statements appear beyond ridiculous; Jesus is not a 

literal door. At the metaphorical level, however, He is the entry point for a life lived in 

the kingdom of God. 

Metaphor plays an essential role not only in divine revelation but in 

communicating all abstract spiritual realities. Scripture uses many comparisons to 

describe humanity, especially mankindôs relationship with God. For example, if God is 

the potter, His people are the clay in His hands: ñWe are the clay, and you are our potter; 

we are all the work of your handò (Isa. 6:8). If Jesus is a good shepherd, His people are 

His sheep: ñMy sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow meò (John 

10:27). Additionally, the New Testament authors make extensive use of metaphor to 

describe the church, a list that includes comparing the church to a body (Rom. 12:4-5; 1 

Cor. 10:17; 12:12; Eph. 5:30), a bride (2 Cor. 11:12; Rev. 19:7-8; 21:9), a family (Matt. 

12:49-50; 2 Cor. 6:18; Gal. 6:10; Eph. 2:19; 1 Tim. 5:1), and a temple built of living 

stones (1 Cor. 3:16-17; Eph. 2:19-22; 1 Pet. 2:5). 

Blake Wassell and Stephen Llewelyn provide another example of the Scriptureôs 

use of metaphor in communicating abstract ideas, showing how sin ñcan be understood 

either in terms of dirt, a more tangible and embodied reality, or again in terms of a 

dangerous animal that is ready to devour the unprepared, or again in terms of a weight to 

be carried.ò12 The psalmist speaks of sin in terms of dirt when he wishes to speak of its 

                                                 
12 Blake E. Wassell and Stephen R. Llewelyn, ñóFishers of Humans,ô the Contemporary Theory of 

Metaphor, and Conceptual Blending Theory,ò Journal of Biblical Literature 133, no. no 3 (2014): 628. 
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removal: ñWash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from my sinò (Ps. 

51:2). An understanding of sin as a dangerous animal or a snare communicates human 

vulnerability: ñAnd if you do not do well, sin is crouching at your door. Its desire is for 

youò (Gen. 4:7). Finally, an author may describe sin as a weight when he or she wishes to 

communicate the consequences of sin upon a person: ñLet us also lay aside every weight, 

and sin which clings so closely, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before 

usò (Heb. 12:1). 

Exploring further the Genesis 4:7 reference, one observes how, from the 

beginning, language could help a person grasp realities not present to the physical senses, 

such as sin described as an animal of prey. Perhaps Peter had this very picture in mind 

when he wrote, ñBe sober-minded; be watchful. Your adversary the devil prowls around 

like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devourò (1 Pet. 5:8). Since time began, people 

have animated objects and personified animals for the sake of comparison. Unfortunately, 

in its sinful state, humanity can go the opposite direction as well, objectifying people in 

an effort to enslave them for personal gain. 

A further look at Jesusô words shows a particular fondness of metaphor. When He 

invites Peter and Andrew into discipleship, He compares their current vocation to their 

new identity in Christ with the words, ñFollow me, and I will make you fishers of menò 

(Matt. 4:19). In a conversation with Nicodemus, Jesus compares himself to the bronze 

serpent of Numbers 21:9, saying, ñAnd as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, 

so must the Son of Man be lifted upò (John 3:14). Jesus also continually spoke of the 

kingdom in terms of metaphor. In Matthew 13 alone, He compares the kingdom of God 
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to a grain of mustard seed (v. 31), leaven (v. 33), a hidden treasure (v. 44), a valuable 

pearl (v. 45), and a fishing net (v. 47). 

Every sampling of metaphor in Scripture reveals the bifocal nature of such 

language, both rational and imaginative foci. This imposes quite the demand upon the 

reader. He or she must first identify and experience the literal image of the metaphor. 

Ryken insists, ñMetaphors are images or pictures first of all. Their impact depends on 

letting the literal level sink into oneôs consciousness before carrying over the meaning 

into a figurative or second level.ò13 Understanding the first level ensures the reader has 

ñallowed the Bible to speak to [his or her] óright brainôðthat part of us that responds to 

concrete realities that the Bible records,ò and understanding the second level leads ñto an 

awareness of connotations, associations, and significance.ò14 A failure to grasp either of 

these levels leads to an impoverished experience of Scripture. 

In summary, the human mind instinctively explores reality through comparisons, 

assimilating the less familiar to the more familiar or the unknown to the known. 

Scriptureôs primary means of communicating spiritual realities, therefore, is metaphor 

and other figures of speech. This imaginative engagement seems to be the best means of 

capturing not simply the intellect but the entire human being. As Warren Wiersbe says, 

hearing and understanding a living metaphor, as found in Scripture, ñis a transaction that 

involves more than intellect and can lead to a changed perspective on life. [It is] an 

                                                 
13 Leland Ryken, ñóI Have Used Similitudesô: The Poetry of the Bible,ò Bibliotheca Sacra 147, no. 

587 (September 1990): 263. 

14 Leland Ryken, Jim C. Wilhoit, and Tremper Longman III , eds., Dictionary of Biblical Imagery 

(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1998), xiv. 
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emotional and spiritual experience that makes the truth of the metaphor a part of our 

inner person.ò15 

Genre in Scripture 

The Bibleôs use of a variety of genre is another literary device and another way to 

engage the human imagination. A genre is a type of literature characterized by specific 

form, content, and style. Each genre possesses particular features and functions that 

distinguish it from others. Knowing to which category of genre a text belongs assists the 

reader in understanding the message it conveys. Donald Bloesch writes, ñWith the rise of 

genre criticism we are becoming more keenly aware of the remarkable diversity of 

narrative forms in the Bible. We encounter saga, legend, epic, poetry, novella, fable, 

historical narrative, narrated history and parable.ò16 

As a genre in Scripture, saga refers to those texts involved in ñthe recounting of 

deeds and experiences that have shaped the destiny of a particular people or of humanity 

as a whole.ò17 The focus of saga rests less on the historical events themselves and more 

on the broader significance of those events in the shaping of a peopleôs social or spiritual 

identity. The first eleven chapters of Genesis fit within this framework. Similarly, biblical 

legend refers to ñstories about historical figures or events that are passed on from one 

generation to another.ò18 Following the first eleven chapters, for example, Genesis 

                                                 
15 Warren W. Wiersbe, ed., Developing a Christian Imagination: An Interpretive Anthology 

(Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1995), 25. 

16 Donald G. Bloesch, Holy Scripture: Revelation, Inspiration and Interpretation (Downers Grove, 

IL: InterVarsity Press, 2006), 263. 

17 Ibid., 264. 

18 Ibid., 356. 
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recounts the stories of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph. Though many relate saga and 

legend to fictional writing, their use, as it pertains to Scripture, in no way suggests that 

these stories are non-historical. 

Poetry is a widely employed biblical genre. According to Andrew Hill and John 

Walton, ñPoetry comprises about one third of the Hebrew Old Testament.ò19 The genre of 

Hebrew poetry possesses two distinctive features, the first of which is rhythm of thought. 

Rhythm of thought is ñthe balancing of ideas in a structured or systematic form,ò 

primarily through the use of parallelism.20 Psalm 1 employs a variety of parallelism: 

1 Blessed is the man 

    who walks not in the counsel of the wicked, 

nor stands in the way of sinners, 

    nor sits in the seat of scoffers; 
2 but his delight is in the law of the Lord, 

    and on his law he meditates day and night. 
3 He is like a tree 

    planted by streams of water 

that yields its fruit in its season, 

    and its leaf does not wither. 

In all that he does, he prospers. 
4 The wicked are not so, 

    but are like chaff that the wind drives away. 
5 Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment, 

    nor sinners in the congregation of the righteous; 
6 for the Lord knows the way of the righteous, 

    but the way of the wicked will perish.  

Verse 1 illustrates synthetic or climactic parallelism in which subsequent lines add to or 

complete the thought of the first. Verses 2 and 4 use synonymous parallelism where the 

poet essentially says the same thing twice. Verse 3 uses emblematic parallelism, one line 
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20 Ibid., 252. 
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expressing a literal thought (e.g., ñin all that he does, he prospersò) while the other line 

repeats or builds on it in figurative terms (e.g., ñhe is like a tree planted by streams of 

waterò). Finally, verse 6 employs antithetic parallelism in which the first line is 

contrasted by the second. 

The second distinctive feature of Hebrew poetry is rhythm of sound. For example, 

the Old Testament contains thirteen alphabet acrostics, where the initial letters of 

consecutive lines form the complete Hebrew alphabet.21 The poetry of Scripture also 

employs alliteration and assonance, the repetition of consonant and vowel sounds. Psalm 

118 illustrates another common device, the inclusio, where the author returns to the 

starting point by repeating a key word or phrase: ñOh give thanks to the Lord, for he is 

good; for his steadfast love endures foreverò (vv. 1, 29). Regardless of which particular 

poetic device an author may choose, the goal remains the sameðengaging the human 

imagination to bridge the gap between head and heart, bringing the whole person into an 

encounter with the Divine. 

The goal of imaginative engagement explains why Ezekiel used the genre of 

fable, spinning the tale of an eagle and a vine (Ezek. 17:1-10). It is also why Jesus so 

often spoke in the genre of parable, drawing analogies from ordinary life to describe the 

kingdom of God. Regarding his use of parable, Kenneth Bailey names Jesus a 

metaphorical theologian. He writes, ñHis primary method of creating meaning was 

through metaphor, simile, parable and dramatic action rather than through logic and 

reasoning. He created meaning like a dramatist and a poet rather than like a 
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philosopher.ò22 Through this particular genre, the storyteller invites the listener to 

examine the human predicament through the worldview created by the parable. The story 

becomes a lens through which the speaker encourages a person to see the world, a work, 

in part, of the imagination. 

In Luke 10:25-37, for example, Jesus takes his audience on an imaginative 

journey through the parable of the Good Samaritan. This story conveys both ethical and 

theological truths to the person willing to engage. First, through the parable, the lawyer is 

given an impossible standard and in the process discovers that eternal life is a gift from 

God rather than something a person earns. Second, the lawyer asks, ñWho is my 

neighborò (v. 29). The parable teaches that the listenerôs neighbor is anyone in need, 

regardless of ethnicity or religion. Third, the story demonstrates that the law, observed as 

it was by the priest and the Levite, has its limits and that compassion reaches beyond the 

letter of the law. Fourth, Jesusô parable boldly confronts the racism of his day as a hated 

Samaritan rescues the dying Jew. Fifth, the story speaks to a proper Christology. Bailey 

writes, ñAfter the failure of the listenersô religious leaders, the saving agent breaks in 

from the outside to save, disregarding the cost of that salvation. Jesus is talking about 

himself.ò23 Through the actions of the Samaritan, Jesus reveals something about himself. 

The narrative of the Good Samaritan demonstrates the power of this particular genre in 

communicating significant spiritual truths. 
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Avisôs description of Jesusô motivation in utilizing parable also speaks more 

broadly to the use of literary devices through the entirety of Scripture: ñHis gospel was 

addressed to the whole person in its depth and integrityðto the heart as well as the head, 

to children to whom the kingdom of heaven belonged as well as to the intelligentsia of 

scribes and Pharisees, to the alienated and outcast as well as to the aristocracy of the 

Sadducees.ò24 Through the use of literary device, from figures of speech to genre, 

Scripture seeks to evoke a response from the whole person and from every person. 

Dangers of a Literary Approach to Scripture 

A literary approach to the Bible is not without risk. One danger involves a 

misunderstanding of genre. With strong convictions regarding the authority and 

infallibility of Godôs Word, evangelical Christians often fear that a literary approach to 

Scripture requires a belief that the biblical narratives are untrue. Fiction, however, 

comprises only one aspect of literature, not its entirety. Ryken explains, ñThe properties 

that make a text literary are unaffected by the historicity or fictionality of the material. A 

literary approach depends on a writerôs selectivity and molding of material, regardless of 

whether the details actually happened or are made up.ò25 In other words, historicity and 

literature do not conflict. Those who fear that a literary approach to Scripture somehow 

fails to view the Bible as Godôs Word or to take His words seriously, fail to understand 

this truth. 
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In actuality, no one interprets the entire Bible literally: ñEven the staunchest 

literalist does not believe that Jesus is really a door, or that following him literally 

involves building a house on a rock.ò26 When evangelicals claim to always interpret the 

Bible literally, they largely intend to assert their belief that the historical narratives of the 

Bible record the facts of events that actually occurred. Through a failure to embrace a 

literary approach, however, evangelicals may fail to see the ways in which they also 

believe that the Bible employs literary devices like figures of speech and diverse genres. 

Eugene Peterson quips, ñThe Bible is chock full of metaphor, which means that if we 

assume that óliteralô is the only means to óseriousô we are going to be in trouble much of 

the time, for metaphor is literally a lie.ò27 It is entirely possible that the person who 

accepts a literary approach may take the language of Scripture even more seriously than 

the one who rejects it. 

Another danger of a literary approach to Scripture involves the possibility that a 

metaphor, one of the primary vehicles of theological language, may fail. Caird cites two 

reasons for this, the first of which deals with the move in metaphor from the known to the 

unknown. He writes, ñAs a means of proceeding from the known to the unknown, [a 

metaphor] may fail if what the speaker assumes to be known is in fact not known to his 

audience.ò28 In this case, the reader would fail to grasp the literal sense, making it 

impossible to grasp the figurative sense. The second reason a metaphor may fail is even 
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more important. Caird says, ñThere is an intended point of comparison on which we are 

being asked to concentrate to the exclusion of all irrelevant fact; and communication 

breaks down, with ludicrous and even disastrous effect, if we wrongly identify it.ò29 In 

other words, when two things are compared, they are not alike in every way, leaving 

room for the reader to make the wrong connections between the two. 

For example, cinnabar, also called mercury sulfide, is the single most toxic 

mineral to handle on the planet. In the Middle Ages, a person assigned to work in Spanish 

mines containing cinnabar formations had often been handed a death sentence. Spaniards 

of the Middle Ages who read the psalmistôs words, ñThe Lord is my rock,ò (Ps. 18:2) 

may have incorrectly compared God to their experiences in the quarry and concluded that 

any relationship with Him was perilous and best avoided at all cost. Though an extreme 

example, it illustrates the danger present when a metaphor fails in the mind of the reader. 

Even with the potential of misunderstanding, however, Jesus and the writers of 

Scripture trusted literary forms to express theological truth. Ryken asserts, ñThey 

operated on the literary premise that the imagination (óimage-makingô) serves as a 

powerful vehicle for expressing truth. They were not afraid of the indirection of metaphor 

or symbol, even though these literary forms require the interpretation of a reader to 

complete their meaning.ò30 In Psalm 23, for example, the psalmist trusted the reader to 

draw the right conclusions about what God is like when compared to a shepherd, seeing 

Him as a most compassionate provider and a noble protector. Moreover, the Church has 
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received the wonderful gift of the Holy Spirit, whom Jesus said would ñguide you into all 

the truthò (John 16:13), and believers should never underestimate the Spiritôs ability to do 

just that as they seek to encounter God in Scripture. 

This whole-person, transformative encounter with God is, in fact, the reward that 

comes with the imaginative engagement of embracing a literary approach to the Bible. 

Mary Karita Ivancic claims, ñNeither an exercise in fantasy nor an indulgence in 

unreality, the biblical imagination is an encounter with the ultimate reality of God in faith 

by means of the metaphorical language of Scripture.ò31 Intellectual propositions certainly 

may lay claim to truth, but propositions alone could never have the necessary impact on 

the human heart. As David Brown observes, ñMetaphors and images invite engagement 

and interaction, and so theology becomes what it should fundamentally beðin service of 

a practiced religion.ò32  

The Bible offers something more valuable than facts to ponder. John Gibson 

writes that the Bible, above all, offers ñan imaginative vision of God and his dealings 

with human beings to which to cling. It is the stories and poetry of Scripture and 

especially perhaps its figurative language which create that vision.ò33 Without a literary 

approach to the Bible, the Church may fail to grasp this ultimate vision of God, thereby 

missing out on a more vibrant Christian existence in this life. 
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Sensate Worship in Scripture 

A thousand years ago, Prince Vladimir the Great sought a religion that would 

unify the people of Russia. He sent envoys to investigate the faiths of the surrounding 

regions. Upon their return, they delivered their reports. Some discovered bleak and bland 

religions, while others reported finding rather abstract and theoretical religions. The 

envoys that had investigated Christianity in the Byzantine capital of Constantinople, 

however, testified, ñThen we went to Constantinople and they led us to the place where 

they worship their God, and we knew not whether we were in heaven or earth, for on 

earth there is no such vision nor beauty, and we do not know how to describe it; we only 

know that God dwells among men. We cannot forget that beauty.ò34 

Upon receiving this report from the Constantinople delegation of the beauty they 

had witnessed in Christian worship, Vladimir adopted Christianity as the new faith for the 

Russian people. In reflecting upon this account, Briand Zhand writes, ñWhat impressed 

the envoys and persuaded Prince Vladimir to embrace Christianity was not it apologetics 

or ethics, but its aestheticsðits beauty. Thus we might say it was beauty that brought 

salvation to the Russian people.ò35  

Even the most casual reader of Scripture observes the ways in which worship, 

especially in the Old Testament, consisted of more than just some cerebral exercise of 

intellectual assent. The Israelites experienced worship through all the senses, which is 

another form of imaginative engagement. This section will survey the calling and 
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equipping of the first artists in Scripture and proceed to explore the ways in which art 

created a multi-sensory worship experience. 

The Artist 

 Exodus 35:30-36:2 establishes the standard for artistic calling in Scripture: 

Then Moses said to the people of Israel, ñSee, the Lord has called by name 

Bezalel the son of Uri, son of Hur, of the tribe of Judah; and he has filled him 

with the Spirit of God, with skill, with intelligence, with knowledge, and with all 

craftsmanship, to devise artistic designs, to work in gold and silver and bronze, in 

cutting stones for setting, and in carving wood, for work in every skilled craft. 

And he has inspired him to teach, both him and Oholiab the son of Ahisamach of 

the tribe of Dan. He has filled them with skill to do every sort of work done by an 

engraver or by a designer or by an embroiderer in blue and purple and scarlet 

yarns and fine twined linen, or by a weaverðby any sort of workman or skilled 

designer (35:30-35). 

 ñBezalel and Oholiab and every craftsman in whom the Lord has put skill and 

intelligence to know how to do any work in the construction of the sanctuary shall 

work in accordance with all that the Lord has commanded.ò And Moses called 

Bezalel and Oholiab and every craftsman in whose mind the Lord had put skill, 

everyone whose heart stirred him up to come to do the work (36:1-2). 

A few points stand out as significant in this passage. First, art appears here as a calling 

from God: ñThe Lord has called by nameò (v. 30). This was not a generalized calling, 

addressed to the masses, but a special one addressed to specific individuals. This assures 

the reader that God may call a person to be an artist. Second, this passage indicates that 

artistic ability is Godôs gift to the individual. Gene Veith writes, ñArtistic talent is not to 

be thought of as some innate human ability, nor as the accomplishment of individual 

genius, but as a function of grace.ò36 One should not interpret Veithôs words in too 

restrictive a manner. Certainly, artistic ability may be a seemingly more natural product 
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of heredity or environment, yet even then, it is a grace from God. Third, from a 

Pentecostal perspective, it is significant that the first recorded instance of someone being 

filled with the Spirit was for artistic purposes.  

Ideally, the artist would always use his or her God-given ability for the glory of 

the Giver, but Scripture illustrates that art may just as easily go awry. In Exodus 32, for 

example, the people offer their gold jewelry for the fashioning of an idol. Veith says, 

ñThe people who would so generously bring their possessions as offerings for the 

adornment of the Tabernacle here bring them for the casting of an idol. Aaron, the 

eloquent high priest, uses his gifts and his office to proclaim the worship of a god he has 

made.ò37 This is a picture of art and worship misdirected. More often, however, Scripture 

provides a picture of art as an important part of the worship experience. 

The Sensory Experience of Worship 

Worship in Scripture offered the participant an immersive sensory experience, 

engaging the whole being in relationship to God. The instructions for presenting a burnt 

offering in Leviticus 1 demonstrate a few of the senses involved. The worshipper would 

feel the head of the animal under his or her hands (v. 4), hear the sounds of the animals 

and the roar of the fire, see the blood sprinkled on the altar (v. 5), and smell the burning 

sacrifice (v. 9). Throughout Scripture, the sights and sounds of worship play an important 

role within the overall experience. 
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Music in Worship 

Scripture continually references the important role of music in the lives of Godôs 

people. In the Old Testament, ñMoses and the people of Israel sang [a] song to the Lordò 

following their deliverance from the Egyptians (Exod. 15:1). People sang as they worked, 

whether digging wells (Num. 21:16-18) or harvesting the vineyards (Isa. 16:10). 

Trumpets played at Jericho (Josh. 6:20) and at Gideonôs defeat of the Midianites (Judg. 

7:20-21). David played his lyre to soothe the tormented soul of King Saul (1 Sam. 16:23). 

Later in his life, David provided some of the most formal and organized music in 

Scripture. He employed professionals to accompany the return of the ark to Jerusalem. 

The program included ñsingers who should play loudly on musical instruments, on harps 

and lyres and cymbals, to raise sounds of joyò (1 Chron. 15:16). This program continued 

as a regular part of temple worship so that ñthe number of them along with their brothers, 

who were trained in singing to the Lord, all who were skillful, was 288ò (25:7). Psalm 

150:3-5 offers a list of instruments used in this ministry: ñPraise him with trumpet sound; 

praise him with lute and harp! Praise him with tambourine and dance; praise him with 

strings and pipe! Praise him with sounding cymbals; praise him with loud clashing 

cymbals!ò 

New Testament authors also make frequent references to music, particularly to the 

hymns of the Early Church. Unlike the temple worship of the Old Testament, Ryken 

observes, ñMusic in the New Testament é is no longer priestly and professional. It is 

solidly social, congregational, and óamateur.ôò38 In regard to worship within the church, 
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then, the Apostle Paul asserts, ñWhen you come together, each one has a hymnò (1 Cor. 

12:26). Ephesians 5:19 expands on this, suggesting that those filled with the Spirit will 

find themselves ñaddressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, 

singing and making melody to the Lord with your heart,ò words repeated in Colossians 

3:16 of those within whom the word of Christ dwells richly. No list of this nature would 

be complete without reference to the marvelous hymns of worship recorded in the Book 

of Revelation. For example, the twenty-four elders fall before the One seated on the 

throne, casting their crowns at his feet and singing out, ñWorthy are you, our Lord and 

God to receive glory and honor and power, for you created all things, and by your will 

they existed and were createdò (Rev. 4:11). Other hymns of worship recorded by John 

include Revelation 5:9-10, 11:17-18, 15:3-4, and 19:1-8. 

Visual Arts in Worship 

As with the category of music, the Old Testament tabernacle and temple contain 

the premier examples of visual art in Scripture. They contained three kinds of artð

symbolic, representational, and nonrepresentational. Symbolic art uses a concrete, 

physical form to stand for an abstract, spiritual reality. Ryken offers two examples of 

symbolic art: ñThe Ark of the Covenant symbolized atonement and the golden 

lampstands symbolized the light of Godôs glory and grace.ò39  

Representational art uses images to imitate life, representing the seen and the 

unseen world. In Exodus 25, for example, God commands the fashioning of sculptures 

portraying a representation of otherwise unseen angels: ñAnd you shall make two 
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cherubim of gold; of hammered work shall you make them, on the two ends of the mercy 

seatò (v. 18). Later, God orders representations of nature like branches and blossomsð

things of beauty that are seen in nature (vv. 31-33). Nonrepresentational art, on the other 

hand, is abstract art or pure form. Francis Schaeffer sees the pillars of Jachin and Boaz in 

2 Chronicles 3:15-17 as examples of this kind of art. He writes, ñHere are two free-

standing columns. They supported no architectural weight and have no utilitarian 

engineering significance. They were there only because God said they should be there as 

a thing of beauty. Upon the capitals of those columns were pomegranates fastened upon 

chains. Artwork upon artwork.ò40 

Beautiful sensate imagery forms the heart of Old Testament worship. The visual 

and audible elements combined immersed the worshipper in an image-rich experience 

with God. This realization makes splendid sense of the psalmistôs words: ñOne thing have 

I asked of the Lord, that will I seek after: that I may dwell in the house of the Lord all the 

days of my life, to gaze upon the beauty of the Lordò (Ps. 27:4). 

The New Testament adds little to the discussion of visual art since the Church had 

no buildings of its own. The ordinances of water baptism and communion, however, are 

powerful and rich images that belong to Christian worship. Godawa writes, ñBaptism is 

an experiential image of death to sin and resurrection in Christ (Romans 6:1-7), a 

cleansing of sin (1 Peter 3:18-21). The Lordôs Supper is a memorial image of uniting with 

God through symbolically consuming him (John 6:48-58).ò41 Together these ordinances 
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engage all five senses of the participant, drawing him or her into an experience of and 

with God. 

The Prophets and Imaginative Engagement 

The prophets stand as shining examples of those whose relationship with God 

consumed their entire beings. They not only reflect upon the heart of God but also are 

somehow caught up into it. This in no way suggests that prophetic inspiration is a simple 

matter of emotional experience. Abraham Heschel insists that it is a matter of inner 

receptivity: ñIt is experienced as a divine act which takes place not within but beyond, as 

an event which happens in oneôs view rather than in oneôs heart. The prophet does not 

merely feel it; he faces it.ò42 The prophet speaks in the name of a divine encounter. 

The Scriptures bear witness to the fact that when God wanted to capture the hearts 

of the prophets, He went for their imaginations. He spoke to them in visions, symbols, 

and dreams. The prophets then went after the imaginations of the people. For Heschel, 

the prophetic imagination distinguishes the prophet from the ordinary person: ñLike a 

poet, he is endowed with sensibility, enthusiasm, and tenderness, and above all, with a 

way of thinking imaginatively. Prophecy is the product of poetic imagination.ò43 This 

section explores the role imagination played in the relationships between God and 

prophet and between prophet and people. 
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The Prophets and God 

Of the four Hebrew words used to describe prophets in the Old Testament, two of 

them, raôah and chozeh, may be translated ñseer,ò a designation seemingly applied to 

individuals capable of seeing things that the average person cannot. The prophets are not 

just hearers of Godôs word; they are visionaries for whom divine revelation often came 

by way of prophetic visions, visible or visualized experiences. Samuel Meier notes, ñThis 

special vision is so fundamental that for many of the literary prophets, the introductory 

rubric or opening sentence for the entire book employs words associated with the act of 

seeing.ò44 For example, the Book of Isaiah opens with these words: ñThe vision of Isaiah 

the son of Amoz, which he saw concerning Judah and Jerusalemò (Isa. 1:1). From the 

first line, Isaiah refers to the entire work as a book of vision that contained the things he 

had seen. 

Similarly, Ezekielôs opening line declares, ñAs I was among the exiles by the 

Chebar canal, the heavens were opened, and I saw visions of Godò (Ezek. 1:1). Ezekiel 

uses the plural, visions, implying that the experience of Godôs calling in the first chapter 

was only the beginning of a series of experiences or visions. In addition, Amos, Micah, 

Nahum, Habbakuk, and Obadiah all begin with a reference to visual experiences, the 

things they saw. Ben Witherington argues, ñWhile the auditory dimension of prophecy is 

by no means left behind, nevertheless the visual or visionary prophetic experience comes 
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much more to the fore. Whether one thinks of tours of the Otherworld or images of 

cosmic transformation of this world, there is a constant presentation of visual stimuli.ò45 

On occasion, the prophets report seeing ordinary things. For example, Jeremiah 

says, ñAnd the word of the Lord came to me, saying, óJeremiah, what do you see?ô And I 

said, óI see an almond branch.ô Then the Lord said to me, óYou have seen well, for I am 

watching over my word to perform itôò (Jer. 1:11-12). Andrew Dearman explains how 

this particular oracle turns on Hebrew wordplay: ñThe Hebrew word for almond tree 

sounds like the Hebrew verb to watch.ò46 Jeremiahôs ability to rightly perceive the 

almond branch enabled him to understand the message that God is watching over his 

word to bring it to fulfillment. 

Similarly, Amos 8:1-2 says, ñThis is what the Lord God showed me: behold, a 

basket of summer fruit. And he said, óAmos, what do you see?ô And I said, óA basket of 

summer fruit.ô Then the Lord said to me, óThe end has come upon my people Israel; I 

will never again pass by them.ôò Again, the relaying of the message depended upon the 

prophet seeing rightly. To perceive that this was a bowl of summer fruit was imperative 

because the oracle once more turns on Hebrew wordplay. Gary Smith explains, ñThe ripe 

summer fruit in the vision involves a wordplay between qayts (summer, summer fruit) in 

the visionary images and qets (end) in the explanation of the vision.ò47 
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Throughout, Scripture suggests a strong visual element in the communications the 

prophets received from God. Witherington summarizes, ñThe prophet is expected to 

reflect on the meaning of images. Sometimes the significance of such visions lies in word 

association, sometimes in the pictographic symbol itself.ò48 Likewise, Meier observes, 

ñThe prophet was one who could see the specific relevance of an event, an object, a 

comment in terms of what Yahweh was trying to accomplish.ò49 This kind of seeing took 

place as God engaged the eyes of the prophetsô imaginations. 

The prophets did not always see ordinary objects. They also saw extraordinary 

things. For example, Amos sees fire consuming both land and sea: ñThis is what the Lord 

God showed me: behold, the Lord God was calling for a judgment by fire, and it 

devoured the great deep and was eating up the landò (Amos 7:4). Zechariah sees a giant 

book soaring through the air: ñAgain I lifted my eyes and saw, and behold, a flying 

scroll! And he said to me, óWhat do you see?ô I answered, óI see a flying scroll. Its length 

is twenty cubits, and its width ten cubitsôò (Zech. 5:1-2). Ezekiel sees a bizarre collection 

of half-animal, half-human figures (Ezek. 1:4-14). On occasion, prophets even see God, 

often enthroned: ñI saw the Lord sitting upon a throne, high and lifted up; and the train of 

his robe filled the templeò (Isa. 6:1). Though these visions are more surreal than an 

almond branch or basket of fruit, God nonetheless is communicating through image and 

symbol, an engagement with the prophetsô imaginations.  
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The Prophets and the People 

After capturing their imaginations, God called upon the prophets to communicate 

what they had seen to the people. The prophets, in turn, went after the imaginations of the 

people in an effort to turn their hearts toward God. The spoken oracle served as the most 

common prophetic medium to achieve this goal. The prophets employed every literary 

device at their disposal and turned them into the cinematic images of prophetic discourse. 

As Wiersbe notes, ñItôs by using metaphorical language that you turn peopleôs ears into 

eyes and help them see the truth.ò50 

The Prophets as Wordsmiths 

The prophets, as consummate poets, employed the devices of Hebrew literature 

and poetry to take hold of the hearersô attention, to challenge them, and even to surprise 

them. They use words to paint colorful pictures for the mindôs eye. As Daniel Hays 

writes, ñLike master artists, they use figures of speech, wordplay, and verbal nuances, 

along with structural elements, to paint the complex interacting shades of color that 

proclaim their message.ò51 Galen Goldsmith adds, ñTheir vocabulary, diction, and syntax 

can all be analyzed as drama, both for literary value and for oral effect. They are all 

economical with words as is poetry; they work with memorable reiterations of similar 

sounding words; and, they employ simple imagery through which any listener can 
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interpret public, moral and spiritual life.ò52 Understanding the prophetsô mission and 

message requires an equal understanding of their various techniques of communication, 

which are almost always highly metaphorical and full of images. Brent Sandy 

summarizes well, saying, ñIf biblical prophecy had been written devoid of figures of 

speech, all that the prophets said could be reduced to a few pages. If we fail to grasp the 

inherent metaphorical nature of language, we will fail to understand prophecy.ò53 

The prophets did more than offer poetic oracles, however. Witherington observes, 

ñProphets could offer up not only oracles but songs, not only songs but various forms of 

meshalim or metaphorical speech ranging from riddles, to taunts, to aphorisms, to 

proverbs, and even to the occasional parable.ò54 Isaiah 5:1-7 provides an example of a 

prophetic song:  

Let me sing for my beloved 

    my love song concerning his vineyard: 

My beloved had a vineyard 

    on a very fertile hill. 

He dug it and cleared it of stones, 

    and planted it with choice vines; 

he built a watchtower in the midst of it, 

    and hewed out a wine vat in it; 

and he looked for it to yield grapes, 

    but it yielded wild grapes. 

And now, O inhabitants of Jerusalem 

    and men of Judah, 

judge between me and my vineyard. 

What more was there to do for my vineyard, 

    that I have not done in it? 
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When I looked for it to yield grapes, 

    why did it yield wild grapes? 

And now I will tell you 

    what I will do to my vineyard. 

I will remove its hedge, 

    and it shall be devoured; 

I will break down its wall, 

    and it shall be trampled down. 

I will make it a waste; 

    it shall not be pruned or hoed, 

    and briers and thorns shall grow up; 

I will also command the clouds 

    that they rain no rain upon it. 

For the vineyard of the Lord of hosts 

    is the house of Israel, 

and the men of Judah 

    are his pleasant planting; 

and he looked for justice, 

    but behold, bloodshed; 

for righteousness, 

    but behold, an outcry! 

This song serves a parabolic purpose. In fact, Isaiahôs song of the vineyard is a close 

parallel to Jesusô parable of the wicked tenants (Matt. 21:33-44; Mark 12:1-11; Luke 

20:9-18) in that both spell out judgment upon Israel for its rebelliousness. God planted 

and tended the vineyard, doing everything within His power to see it succeed in bearing 

much fruit, but his efforts were futile. The vineyard refused to bear good fruit, so the 

Lord would no longer protect it from the earth. 

As for prophetic narrative, one widely known example is seen in Nathanôs 

confrontation with King David following his tangled affair with Bathsheba. Second 

Samuel 12:1-4 records Nathanôs parable about the rich man who took the only sheep of 

the poor man. The prophet had so captured Davidôs imagination through this story that 

Scripture says, ñDavidôs anger was greatly kindled against the manò (v. 5). Nathanôs 
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subsequent revelation that ñyou are the manò (v. 6) led David to a response of repentance 

and sorrow. 

Words are to a prophet what paints are to an artist. The art of the prophets is their 

poetry, their narrative, their use of metaphor, and their rhetorical use of dialogue, to name 

a few. Walter Brueggemann notes how the prophet ñuses his artistic gifts to overthrow 

the deadly technique and unexamined ideology of his society.ò55 In regard to these artistic 

gifts and forms, Mark Boda and J. G. McConville add, ñThat these were used for effect is 

clear because they were sometimes extreme and shocking. No holds were barred in the 

prophetsô methods of persuasion.ò56 Nowhere is this more evident than in the prophetsô 

symbolic and dramatized acts. 

The Prophets as Performers 

Sometimes, the prophet dramatized the message. Daniel Block calls these ñsign-

acts, best interpreted as dramatic performance designed to visualize a message and in the 

process enhance its persuasive force.ò57 These symbolic acts, however, did not merely 

serve as a visual aid, secondary to verbal instruction. They were the dramatic equivalent 

to the spoken oracle or, as Morna Hooker puts it, ñthe dramatic embodiment of the divine 

purpose, which otherwise might well be at present hidden.ò58 Witherington states, ñSign 
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acts are revelations of Godôs will or plan or purpose. As such, these signs should not be 

seen as either magic or merely acted parables but, rather, dramatic presentations of the 

truthðof the way things are or are about to be.ò59 

The earliest sign act was that of Ahijah of Shiloh in 1 Kings 11:29-39. Ahijah tore 

his cloak into twelve pieces, handing ten of them to Jeroboam. This act signified that God 

would give Jeroboam rule over ten tribes of Israel while the other two tribes would go to 

Solomonôs son Rehoboam. Thus began the tradition of prophetic symbolism, which 

would increase in use among the later prophets. 

Other prophets known for their sign acts include Isaiah, whom God commanded 

to walk around naked and barefoot for three years ñas a sign and a portent against Egypt 

and Cushò (Isa. 20:3). Regarding this act, David Peterson notes, ñWe are not told that 

Isaiah was to proclaim anything. Action, rather than words, provides the key element.ò60 

Additionally, Isaiahôs naming of his son in the eighth chapter could be seen as a symbolic 

act: ñAnd the Lord said to me, óName him Maher-Shalal-Hash-Bazôò (v. 3). The childôs 

name means ñquick to the plunder, swift to the spoilò and speaks of the way in which 

Assyria will sweep through Canaan, bringing destruction upon Israel and the surrounding 

nations.61 

Jeremiah also performed prophetic sign acts. In Jeremiah 13, for example, God 

instructs Jeremiah to purchase a linen belt, wear it around his waist, and subsequently 
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bury it in the crevice of a rock. Verses 6 and 7 read, ñAnd after many days the Lord said 

to me, óArise, go to the Euphrates, and take from there the loincloth that I commanded 

you to hide there.ô Then I went to the Euphrates, and dug, and I took the loincloth from 

the place where I had hidden it. And behold, the loincloth was spoiled; it was good for 

nothing.ò Jack Lundbom notes, ñThe two oracles following indicate that this act was to 

symbolize the ruined pride of Judah and Jerusalem, which at the time were pinning hopes 

on Assyria rather than listening to Yahwehôs voice and obeying his commands.ò62 Other 

symbolic acts of Jeremiah include smashing a piece of pottery on the ground (19:1-13), 

presenting a cup of wine to the rulers of Judah and the surrounding nations (25:15-29), 

wearing a yoke upon his neck (27:1-28:16), purchasing a field at Anathoth (32:6-15), and 

placing large stones in the mortar of the pavement at the entrance of Pharaohôs palace 

(43:8-13). 

Ezekiel was another prophet given especially to symbolic behavior. 63 So 

outrageous were some of his acts that Lundbom writes, ñIn the modern-day they would 

be regarded as signs of mental illness, or at least nervous derangement. But this prophet 

is nevertheless a credible figure acting under the inspiration of God.ò64 Ezekiel 4 serves 

as a prime example of this unusual behavior:  

And you, son of man, take a brick and lay it before you, and engrave on it a city, 

even Jerusalem. And put siegeworks against it, and build a siege wall against it, 

and cast up a mound against it. Set camps also against it, and plant battering rams 

against it all around. And you, take an iron griddle, and place it as an iron wall 
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between you and the city; and set your face toward it, and let it be in a state of 

siege, and press the siege against it. This is a sign for the house of Israel (vv. 1-3). 

Here, God asks Ezekiel to enact a drama portraying the siege of Jerusalem using 

homemade backdrops and household utensils. In subsequent verses, Ezekiel plays the 

role of the besieged, and he is to lie on his left side for over a year and on his right for 

forty days, representing the years of Israelôs rebellion and the years of her exile (vv. 4-8). 

During this time, he is to eat small daily rations (i.e., siege rations) of a poor quality 

bread (vv. 9-11). Iain Duguid explains, ñThe latter is a near-starvation diet, a mere eight 

ounces per day of an unpalatable mixture of grains and legumes, a mere eight ounces per 

day of water.ò65 According to Moshe Greenberg, the mixture symbolizes a situation 

where the scarcity was such that no single grain was plentiful enough on its own to make 

a whole loaf.66 Not only were the rations small and unsatisfying but also cooked over 

human excrement, a ceremonially unclean method of preparation symbolizing the defiled 

food that the Israelites would eat in exile (vv. 12-13). As a priest, Ezekiel protests 

because he has never eaten unclean food, so the Lord amends the instructions, allowing 

cow manure to replace the human waste (vv. 14-15). All the while, Ezekiel is to be 

prophesying against Jerusalem (v. 7). 

Block interprets the actions of Ezekiel, saying, ñBy means of a series of 

disturbing but rhetorically powerful sign-acts, he is to address head-on the inevitable fate 
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of Jerusalem.ò67 The actions clearly conveyed the message that God would bring 

judgment upon Jerusalem and sought to effect an acknowledgement of God by the 

people. Regarding this dramatized oracle, and others like it, Witherington observes, 

ñSuch symbolic acts are not, in principle, different in function from the telling of a 

parable or allegory, for they serve to reveal some truth about Israelôs relationship with 

God and Godôs will for it.ò68 Symbolic action was, therefore, a natural extension of 

prophetic preaching. 

The Prophets Themselves as the Sign 

Perhaps the fullest expression of divine prophecy comes when the life of the 

prophet itself becomes the symbol. Beyond symbolically acting out the oracle of God, the 

prophet here lives the message in a very personal and often difficult way. For example, 

Hosea himself becomes the symbol in a marriage that was broken and then reestablished 

(Hos. 1-3). Lundbom says of Jeremiah that ñthe greatest poem is his life.ò69 At times, 

God refers to Ezekiel himself as a sign to the people so that when his wife dies, for 

example, he is prohibited from mourning her in a traditional fashion (Ezek. 24:15-24). Of 

Ezekiel, Block writes, ñWhat other prophets spoke of, Ezekiel suffers. Ezekiel is a mopet, 

ósign, portentô (12:6, 11; 24:24, 27), carrying in his body the oracles he proclaims and 

redefining the adage, óthe medium is the message.ôò70 As a result, the people ask, ñWill 
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you not tell us what these things mean for us, that you are acting thusò (Ezek. 24:19). One 

can imagine such a question being posed after prophets had performed symbolic actions, 

which was, of course, the aim. 

In summary, the prophets exhibited extraordinary creativity in delivering 

oftentimes forceful messages from God. They were visionaries, poets, spinners of tales, 

dramatists, and sometimes the message incarnate. Their rhetorical strategies are ñboth 

visual and aural, all designed to penetrate the hardened minds of [their] hearers.ò71 God 

had captured their imaginations and thereby their hearts. They in turn went after the 

hearts of the people through an appeal to the same human faculty of imagination.  

Conclusion 

The goal of this chapter was to show from Scripture that Godôs means of reaching 

the human heart is most often through the imagination, leading to a more holistic 

spirituality that engages every faculty in relationship with God. This premise was first 

explored through a look at the language of Scripture itself. As literature, much of the 

Bible is aimed at the imagination in an effort of moving the readerôs heart, as 

demonstrated, for example, through the centrality of metaphor and the use of various 

genres. A literary approach to Scripture is not without danger, but when navigated wisely, 

imaginative engagement offers the reward of whole-person encounter with God, 

encounters through which God works to bring about transformation and people 

experience full life in Christ. 
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The importance of imagination is also seen in the sensate worship of Scripture. 

God demonstrates an interest in aesthetics by calling and equipping artists and by 

commissioning the use of art in worship. The multisensory experience of worship at the 

temple offered the sounds of music, the smell of incense, and the sights of all kinds of art. 

Even within the context of the New Testament, water baptism and communion engage 

the senses. Worship in Scripture is holistic in that it possesses physical, intellectual, and 

emotional dimensions. A person should engage with God with the body, the mind, and 

the soul. 

Imaginative engagement was also observed in this chapter by exploring the lives 

of the prophets. The prophets were set apart by their ability to think imaginatively and to 

see what others could not see. Therefore, God spoke to them through image, visions and 

dreams, and they began to imagine life as God desired, life as it could be if people fully 

acknowledged God. The prophets delivered the oracles of God, not as propositions but as 

poetry and drama. They were not mathematicians teaching an equation; they were artists 

painting a picture. The people of God did not need a new idea but rather a transformation 

of the heart. Out of their own divine encounter, they learned that the road from the head 

to the heart passed through the human imagination. 

Imagination plays an important role in both the composition of Scripture and in its 

aim. Imagination must also play an important role in the lives of those who desire a 

holistic approach to relationship with God. The next chapter will explore the practical 

implications of what this means for Christian spirituality, especially within the context of 

a postmodern society in which the church often struggles to connect with younger 

generations in any kind of ongoing fashion. 



 

 

47 

CHAPTER 3: GENERAL LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction  

The current American church culture, still firmly rooted in the scientific methods 

of modernity, threatens limiting Christian spirituality to a mostly clinical endeavor. The 

church too often narrows the faith to a checklist of propositional truths and mundane 

responsibilities. As demonstrated in the previous chapter, the faith illustrated in Scripture 

involved a vibrant and holistic encounter with God. The language of that faith swelled 

with imagery and metaphor that fully engaged the imagination. Temple worship offered a 

sensory experience, drawing the worshipper in as participant rather than spectator. That 

kind of spirituality seems particularly fitting in a postmodern culture that tends to reject 

the rationalism and empiricism of the previous age and that embraces the mysterious and 

experiential. 

This chapter will explore a broadened spirituality that goes beyond the confines of 

purely intellectual matter and seeks to engage the whole person. It begins with an 

examination of the imagination, both the challenges and the potential present in this 

often-neglected faculty of the human mind. The chapter will go on to consider the role of 

a redeemed imagination within spiritual formation, specifically within the practice of 

spiritual disciplines. After suggesting criteria for judging spiritual disciplines as 

acceptable Christian practice, it will investigate two historically Christian methods of 

imaginative prayer and will explore as spiritual discipline participation in the creative 
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arts, giving special attention to the ways in which a Pentecostal spirituality contributes to 

this approach. 

The Human Imagination 

Albert Einstein once said, ñI am enough of an artist to draw freely upon my 

imagination. Imagination is more important than knowledge. Knowledge is limited. 

Imagination encircles the world.ò1 While most would picture Einstein within the context 

of an MIT think tank rather than a group of Disney Imagineers, research indicates that he 

was as much a creative genius as a mathematical one: ñEinsteinôs impressive insights 

tended to come from visual images he conjured up intuitively, then translated into the 

language of mathematics (the theory of special relativity, for example, was triggered by 

his musings on what it would be like to ride through space on a beam of light).ò2 The 

most brilliant mathematical equation in history was not born in a laboratory but in a 

daydream. In fact, ñEinstein liked to talk about the gift of ófantasyô as being essential to 

the work he did.ò3 

Most people equate imagination with the imaginary. The human mind, however, 

works by metaphor and image, which makes imagination an integral part of everyday 

life. Gene Veith defines imagination as ñthe power of the mind to form a mental image, 
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that is, to think in pictures or other sensory representations.ò4 Similarly, Gregory Boyd 

writes, ñWe donôt typically think with abstract information; we think by imaginatively 

replicating reality in our minds. Imagination is simply the mindôs ability to evoke images 

of things that arenôt physically present.ò5 If, for example, someone asks a new 

homeowner about his or her recently acquired asset, the homeowner brings to mind an 

image of the house and from that provides a description. Sandra Levy takes this 

definition further, suggesting that imagination is more than images held in the mind. She 

defines imagination as ñthe inherent human power to transcend the concrete, to create 

new images and ideas that can open up new possibility and promise.ò6 Returning to the 

homeowner illustration, the individual possesses not only the ability to recall the present 

condition of the house but also the ability to imagine how it might look if renovated. 

Altogether, these definitions demonstrate how fundamental imagination is to all 

human activity. Christine Paintner and Amy Wyatt conclude, ñExercising imagination is 

the creative and critical, intuitive and integrative process central to human becoming. It 

gives us power to remember the past, to shape our desires, and to project possibilities for 

the future.ò7 Unlike the rest of creation, humans possess the unique ability to translate 

imagined possibilities into reality. This particular attribute leads Erwin McManus to 

                                                 
4 Gene Edward Veith and Matthew P. Ristuccia, Imagination Redeemed: Glorifying God with a 

Neglected Part of Your Mind (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2015), 13, Kindle. 

5 Gregory A. Boyd, Seeing Is Believing: Experience Jesus through Imaginative Prayer (Grand 

Rapids, MI: Baker, 2004), 72. 

6 Sandra M. Levy, Imagination and the Journey of Faith (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 

Eerdmans, 2008), 3. 

7 Christine Valters Paintner and Amy Wyatt, ñCreativity as a Christian Spiritual Practice: 

Foundations and Explorations for Ministry,ò Journal of Supervision and Training in Ministry 26 (2006): 

78. 



50 

 

suggest, ñThe human imagination is perhaps the most distinct, unique, and valuable 

expression of being human.ò8 Many species instinctively build, whether the beaverôs 

dam, the beeôs hive, or the antôs colony, but humans are not simple creatures of instinct: 

ñHumans create futures that exist only in the imagination. Every species builds, but 

humans create.ò9 

Imagination also serves as the locus of meaning in life. C. S. Lewis once said, 

ñFor me, reason is the natural organ of truth, but imagination is the organ of meaning. 

Imagination é is not the cause of truth, but its condition.ò10 In other words, a person will 

not grasp the meaning of a word or concept until he or she has a clear image with which 

to connect it. The imagination facilitates this process. James Smith agrees that the 

imagination is the faculty by which people make sense of the world, but he clarifies that 

this happens in ña pre-conscious kind of reflection.ò11 Much of the imaginationôs work 

occurs imperceptibly. In fact, Paintner and Betsy Beckman reference psychoanalyst Carl 

Jung, who believed that ñour symbolic, [imaginative] knowing comes before rational 

thought. He suggests that only after first experiencing symbolic images are we able to 

then claim them, express them verbally, and come to understand them.ò12 Therefore, the 
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work of the imagination in the process of thought and in the development of meaning 

goes deeper than a personôs conscious awareness. 

The faculty of imagination allows a person to relive the past, make sense of the 

present, and anticipate the future. It is not the only faculty of the human mind, but it is 

certainly a significant one. Veith underscores the importance of imagination, saying, ñIn 

practice, the different faculties of our mind work together seamlessly, and the 

imagination plays an important role in integrating our ideas and our feelings, the outer 

world and our inmost selves. Imagination bridges the rational powers and the emotional 

center of our being.ò13 The various facets of the human mindðintellect, emotion, 

imagination, volition, etc.ðwork together so intricately that no one should try to divorce 

one faculty from another. Unfortunately, this has not always been the case in Christian 

history. 

The False Dichotomy between 

Imagination and Reason 

The Enlightenment of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries passed on to the 

modern world a dichotomy between reason and imagination, a tension between word and 

image. Paul Avis describes it as a dichotomy that privileges logos over against eidos. Of 

this, he writes, ñThe former is hailed as the vehicle of knowledge, mastery and progress; 

the latter dismissed as the source of ignorance, superstition and illusion. The first is the 

path of truth; the second to falsity.ò14 Ward plainly summarizes the predominant mindset 
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of modernity: ñReasonable people donôt need imagination. Imaginative people donôt need 

reason.ò15 This also describes the predominant mentality of the church, particularly 

Protestant Evangelicalism, to the present time. A broad sweep through church history 

demonstrates how this came to be. 

For the first two centuries, the church encouraged artists and craftsmen who came 

to the faith to continue to use their gifts in the everyday world. In opposition to Romeôs 

polytheism and its penchant for images or idols, however, Christians refrained from 

visually portraying God or Christ. William Dyrness observes that overtly religious art did 

not exist at this time. Instead, Christians made use of Greek imagery: ñThe shepherd 

resembled Apollo but reminded Christians of the Great Shepherd. An athleteôs palm, the 

Greco-Roman reward for athletic victory, recalled Paulôs reference to competing for the 

prize of the high calling of Christ.ò16 With this approach, though, the untrained eye could 

not discern the intent of the image. The church, then, provided Christians with a new way 

to see the world and interpret the images around them. 

The Roman Empireôs adoption of Christianity gave way to the idea of art being 

particularly Christian. Steve Turner notes, ñThe power of Rome had been reinforced 

through images and majestic architecture, and Constantine was keen that the Christian 

church should follow suit.ò 17 In the centuries following, however, the church took 

diverging paths: ñThe Eastern Church did more to develop its own iconic vocabulary, 
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while the Western Church did more to adapt the images and practices from the 

surrounding culture.ò18 The advancement of art and image eventually led to the 

iconoclasm of the eighth and ninth centuries. Iconoclasts believed that art had gone too 

far and that images or representations of particularly holy people invited superstition and 

even idolatry. Iconodules, on the other hand, believed that objects and images could 

reveal the Divine, ñinviting his presence, even if in an incomplete and mediated 

fashion.ò19 The divide between East and West deepened as the East took more interest in 

the access to God that images provided while the Western tradition placed greater 

emphasis on the didactic value of art. 

In the Western Church, the Renaissance brought a revival of art. Christians 

viewed painting, sculpture, and music as vehicles for expressing the glory of God. Luci 

Shaw describes it as a time when ñart and religion were truly married.ò20 During this 

time, the church even sponsored many pieces of art, which gave the world some of the 

most famous frescos such as the ñThe Creation of Adamò by Michelangelo and ñThe Last 

Supperò by Leonardo da Vinci. Though incredibly beautiful, the great works of art 

created a problem. They left the impression that ñChristian artò should make an explicit 

reference to Scripture and that creativity was the work of the imaginative elite. Common 

people, then, would better spend their time in the world of pragmatism. As Turner states, 
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ñThere was a gap between the everyday experiences of ordinary believers and these 

overtly religious paintings.ò21  

The Reformation largely solidified the dichotomy between reason and 

imagination. The reformers focused primarily on the words of the Bible and individual 

piety. Robin Jensen describes the prevailing mentality as one in which the source of 

revelation was contained in Scripture and the purest form of worship was with the heart, 

head, and mouth rather than with the eye. The reformers emphasized ñthe invisible and 

the textual over against the visible and sense-ableðword over image.ò22 Of the most 

well-known Reformation figures, Luther was the most open to the use of images or art in 

worship and private devotion. Calvin took a more moderate stance, allowing only some 

art. Zwingli, however, was a staunch objector and wanted to do away with art and image 

altogether. Dyrness provides a summary of Zwingliôs position: ñThe prime symbol of 

true belief is the word, invisible and heard; the prime symbol of false belief is the image, 

visible and seen.ò23 Moving into the eighteenth century, American puritanism held tightly 

to Reformed opposition of imagination and image. In the New World, the church 

developed a clear and plain method for everything from hermeneutics to revival. Dyrness 

concludes, ñBy the end of the 19th century, a church was more likely to contain a chart 

outlining the ages of salvation history than a print or painting. Only in the form of a chart 
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could the order of the world be made clear in Christian terms.ò24 This opposition has 

largely remained with the Protestant Evangelical church into the twenty-first century. 

In light of the case being made here for awakening the Christian imagination, the 

Churchôs responsibility is not to follow postmodernity in reversing the dichotomy, 

privileging image over word, but to realize that it is a false dichotomy. As Avis argues, 

ñRational discourse and imagistic thinking are not mutually exclusive but actually entail 

each other, because discourse is composed of images and metaphors are the stuff of 

thought.ò25 Brian Godawa seeks to demonstrate this reality by appealing to the doctrine 

of the incarnation. As the incarnate Word of God, Jesus is not some timeless principle of 

reason or propositional syllogism. Godawa writes, ñAt the heart of Christianity is not 

merely a philosophy or worldview but an incarnate person. Christian theology should 

maintain an equal ultimacy of both word and image because at the core of our faith is this 

equal ultimacy in the incarnation: Word made flesh.ò26 The church should not pit reason 

against imagination but should seek the redemption of the entire person, every faculty of 

the mind and soul. 

The Redeemed Imagination 

Many Christians today believe the imagination is either the childôs world of 

make-believe or the heathenôs instrument of evil. Certainly, imagination may facilitate 

both. In fact, one could argue that the sin of Adam and Eve began within the imagination. 
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Edmund Rybarczyk writes, ñBecause the Genesis account affirms that emotion is rooted 

in the creative order, the temptation variously appealed to their olfactory and visual 

senses, as well as their imagination on what it could mean to be like God.ò27 In other 

words, emotion and the imagination are the core level at which Satan approached the man 

and woman. Garrett Green, then, concludes that the Fall included the marring of the 

imagination. He states, ñThe sinner, while retaining the ability to image, has forfeited the 

basis on which to image God.ò28 

Humanity tends to abuse and misuse the imagination. Worry, for example, 

misuses this faculty as the individual brings to mind images of the worst possible 

outcome in any given situation. In some cases, obsessively dwelling upon those outcomes 

could lead a person to precipitate the very things he or she most fears. Ambition could be 

another form of imaginative abuse. Here, the individual imagines the world in terms of 

the advances he or she could possibly make. Whatever form the abuse takes, the misuse 

of imagination leaves one filled with anxiety, anger, and self-absorption. Mark 

Edmundson poignantly speaks to the dangers of a fallen and dormant imagination:  

Imagination is perilous, fair enough. But a person without imagination has no real 

capacity to envision a more humane and rich future and then try to create it. Heôll 

be unequipped to understand how his life could be turned into something better 

than it is. Heôs unlikely to be able to see the world from anyoneôs point of view 

but his own. Heôs unlikely to live anywhere, actually, than in the immediacy of 

his own wants. Heôll be self-centered, grasping, and pragmaticða creature who 
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inhabits the state that Blake calls selfhood. Iôm interested, then, in what one might 

call a redeemed imagination as a possible cure for a damaged or following one.29 

The issue is not whether imagination is good or bad, useful or not. It is, in fact, 

the way God created the mind to function. A person cannot help but use his or her 

imagination. Certainly, the imagination can produce idolatry and sin, but Christians do 

not have the option to simply ignore it for that reason. Instead, the church should seek for 

the redemption, the sanctifying, and the discipling of the imagination. Green asserts, 

ñSalvation must take the form of something that can release the imagination from its 

bondage to false images.ò30 According to Erwin McManus, discipleship is ñless about 

gathering information than it is about expanding imagination.ò31 Shaw sees this 

illustrated in the Annunciation: ñIt has been said that faith is óa certain widening of the 

imagination.ô At the Annunciation (Luke 1:34), when Mary asked the angel, óHow shall 

these things be,ò she was asking God to widen her imagination.ò32 

The redeemed imagination is that place where transformation happens, where the 

Word of God becomes effective in human lives. In the imagination, God gives believers 

the ability to see as He sees. Mary Ivancic calls for a healthy respect of imagination as the 

means by which a person comes to know reality: ñThis is especially true of the Ultimate 

Reality that is inaccessible to empirical investigation.ò33 The redeemed imagination 
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possesses the capacity to see the reality of the kingdom of heaven, a kingdom that has 

come upon this world in dramatic fashion through the person and work of Jesus Christ. 

Smith writes, ñWe become people who desire the kingdom insofar as we are people who 

have been trained to imagine the kingdom in a certain way.ò34 This is not to suggest that 

oneôs ability to imagine is his or her basis of faith or that subjective imagining trumps the 

revelation of God in Scripture and through Christ. As Green makes clear, ñ[Imagination] 

is not the ófoundation,ô the óground,ô the ópre-understanding,ô or the óontological basisô 

for revelation; it is simply the place where it happensðbetter, the way in which it 

happens.ò35 Imagination serves as one significant component of an individualôs spiritual 

formation. 

The same imagination that possesses the ability to misshape a person in unhealthy 

and ungodly ways is the imagination that also possesses the ability to transform him or 

her in healthy and godly ways. Veith states, ñTo put all this in the phraseology of the 

Apostle Paul, both the old Adamic self and the new self in Christ prevail upon oneôs 

imagination. There is a set of fallen and corrupt imaginations inside the Christian, and 

there is a set of resurrected, God-honoring, life-giving imaginations.ò36 The Christian 

must identify and turn from the first while identifying and developing the second. Boyd 

asserts, ñWe need to go directly against the current of our culture and begin to 

acknowledge the truth that our imaginations, when guided by the Holy Spirit and 
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grounded in Scripture, can bring us into contact with a spiritual reality.ò37 The church 

should find the same value in redeemed imagination as A. W. Tozer, who said, ñI long to 

see the imagination released from its prison and given its proper place among the Sons of 

the new creation.ò38 

The Need to Return to a Christian Aesthetic 

The awakening of the Christian imagination begins with the return of a Christian 

aesthetic, a sense of that which is beautiful, that which takes a person into the realm of 

emotion and sensation rather than pure reason. Scripture does not provide an explicit 

definition or philosophy of aesthetic, but neither is Scripture altogether silent. Appealing 

to the opening passage of Genesis, Terence Groth writes, ñThe record of Godôs aesthetic 

evaluations at progressive junctures in the Genesis creation accounts, as well as the final 

evaluation of óvery good,ô affirm that God invites, at least, his human creatures to 

recognize and take delight in the elements that go together to make his creation beautiful, 

and by mimicry their own creations, as well.ò39 Furthermore, Scripture assumes the 

presence of beauty as characteristic not only of creation but also of its Creator, the first 

artist. God, therefore, reveals something of himself through the beauty found in this 

world, whether of things especially majestic or things relatively ordinary. As people 

created in the image of the Divine Artist, Manuel Luz suggests, ñWe are moved by art 
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because the beauty of art reflects a divine aesthetic placed deep within all of us.ò 

40Consequently, any human act of creation that is beautiful and any appreciation of that 

beauty is participation with the beauty of God. Veith concludes, ñWhen God is 

understood as the primal artist, depictions of his works can be a means of honoring him, 

of recognizing and imitating those forms that he chose to create.ò41 

The authors of Scripture demonstrated a divine aesthetic when they used various 

forms of written expression such as poetry and metaphor. One sees a similar aesthetic in 

the design and production that played out within the Old Testament tabernacle and 

temple, places of beauty that appealed to the worshippersô senses as much as, if not more 

than, their minds. Art, then, is far more than mere decoration or entertainment. Ivancic 

describes the arts as a diverse field of symbolic languagesðvisual art, music, dance, 

drama, or film. ñLike words,ò she explains, ñartistic symbols give rise to thought, 

beckoning the viewer or listener to discover óreal lifeô within the fictive world of the 

artwork.ò42 David Taylor similarly asserts, ñOur sight is broken and therefore requires 

training to see Godôs world rightly. As an act of the imagination, the visual arts can 

enable us to see the world, for example, not as open to Godôs presence but as charged 

with it.ò43 When approached in this way, the return to a Christian aesthetic, the creation 
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and appreciation of beauty, becomes a means for discipleship. As Jensen notes, beauty 

and the arts help to shape people when ñwe come to know that the thing we see is not the 

truth itself but a means for our encounter with the truth.ò44 

Within the Evangelical Protestant world, Pentecostals seem uniquely positioned to 

return to an aesthetic that significantly influences Christian spirituality. A perceived 

division between secular and sacred, a separating of body and mind from spirit and soul, 

has strained the relationship between the Church and the world of art, and Pentecostals 

have at times participated in perpetuating this dichotomy. In fact, their focus on the 

supernatural and sensational can lead them to easily overlook created beauty. As 

Rybarczyk observes, ñAmid their quest for dramatic and extraordinary acts of God, 

Pentecostals commonly overlooked the miraculous beauty of diurnal life.ò45 Tae Young 

So, however, believes a fully Pentecostal spirituality can aid in overcoming this 

dichotomy ñbecause Pentecostals think of the Holy Spirit as God who offers vitality to 

the human life.ò46 A conviction that the Holy Spirit desires to permeate the entirety of 

this human existence is the very thing that could move Pentecostals toward a spirituality 

that considers emotional and sensory dynamics, as opposed to the purely intellectual. 

Because the Spirit indwells the individual, Pentecostal spirituality is a thoroughly 

embodied one. For example, the clapping of hands, the lifting of arms, or the shouting of 

praise to God often accompanies Pentecostal worship. Speaking in tongues is a physical, 
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and therefore embodied, evidence of Spirit baptism. Pentecostals seek the empowerment 

and guidance of the Holy Spirit not only for the proclamation of the gospel but also for 

the demonstration of the gospel, embodying the presence of Jesus through compassionate 

service. A consistent Pentecostal spirituality, therefore, recognizes ñthe truth that life is 

about physicality, not just spirituality. Indeed if we are living beings, if we are humus 

into which God breathes his holy ruach, then physicality is spirituality.ò47 To come to 

this realization naturally encourages the return to a Christian aesthetic and a spirituality 

that engages the mind as well as the emotion, the senses, and the imagination. 

The Need for a Holisitc Spirituality 

Arguing for a holistic spirituality, Avis writes, ñWe have to respond to [divine 

revelation] not primarily cognitively, by intellectual analysis, but aesthetically, by 

indwelling its beauty é The aesthetic response is not our whole response, but it is an 

importantðand neglectedðpart of it.ò48 Christians need ways to respond to God that 

incorporate every faculty of the mind, every facet of what it means to be human. Tawa 

Anderson maintains, ñHuman beings are not merely minds, but are fully-embodied 

creatures; hence, our Christian formation requires not just intellectual training, but also 

formation of desire and imagination.ò49 Awakening the imagination may begin with the 

return to a Christian aesthetic, but it does not end there. According to Susan Burt, ñThe 

human imagination is awakened, nurtured, and nourished in many ways: when we play 

                                                 
47 Rybarczyk, ñPentecostalism, Human Nature, and Aesthetics,ò 243. 

48 Avis, God and the Creative Imagination, 67. 

49 Tawa J. Anderson, ñApologetics, Imagination, and Imaginative Apologetics,ò Trinity Journal 

34, no. 2 (2013): 237. 



63 

 

and explore; when we practice hospitality, stillness and silence, care and compassion; 

when we observe or participate in the arts; and when we enter the world of the story and 

the worldview of the storyteller.ò50 The remainder of this chapter will focus on specific 

ways in which a Christian can engage the imagination within the practice of spiritual 

disciplines in pursuit of a more holistic spirituality. 

Imagination within the Disciplines 

of Spiritual Formation  

Human imagination is a powerful faculty of the mind given by the Creator that, in 

many ways, serves as a bridge between emotion and reason. Matthew Ristuccia 

underscores its significance within the context of spiritual formation: ñThe human 

imagination is where meaning is made, where a vision for life is set, where mind and 

heart and will converge. It is simultaneously the most strategic and the most forgotten 

part of the human soul when it comes to Christian discipleship.ò51 Awakening the 

imagination rescues the Christian from a purely intellectual or scientific faith and can 

significantly contribute to the way one relates both to God and to Scripture. Additionally, 

a more imaginative approach to the spiritual disciplines could potentially help the church 

reach and disciple the artists in local communities (who may not easily identify with the 

typical scientific approach to spirituality) or members of the Millennial generation (who 

often value image over word).  
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Criteria for Judging Spiritual Disciplines 

as Acceptable Christian Practice 

Without criteria by which to judge between acceptable and unacceptable 

disciplines, the church risks leading people into a spirituality that may readily engage the 

imagination but may also stray far from any semblance of Christianity. To avoid such 

dangers, spiritual disciplines must be thoroughly Christian, grounded in a relational 

encounter with God, approached with openness to the present work of the Holy Spirit, 

built upon Scripture, and must lead to transformed Christian living in the world. 

Spiritual Disciplines Must Be Thoroughly Christian 

Many in the Evangelical world have criticized the modern spiritual formation 

movement for advocating for a more mystic or contemplative spirituality, claiming that 

the movement has its roots in Eastern mysticism. The first criteria for judging the 

disciplines of a holistic spirituality is that they must be thoroughly Christian, not Hindu 

or Buddhist, in nature.  

In ñThe Controversy over Contemplation and Contemplative Prayer,ò John Coe 

articulates well the distinction between these two approaches to spirituality. Eastern or 

New Age spirituality ontologically divides the world between the realm of the spirit and 

the realm of the material. Coe explains, ñThrough contemplation, the human soul sheds 

its connection with the body, striving to know God as he knows himself through his own 

efforts of meditation.ò52 Alternatively, Christian spirituality divides the world between 

Creator and created. God makes knowledge of himself possible by breaking into the 
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created realm of His own accord and revealing himself. Christian contemplation and 

biblical meditation ñis not an ascent into the mind of God; it is a relational journey and 

experience of love as a response to the self-revelation of God by the incarnate Christ and 

indwelling Holy Spirit.ò53 The believer does not bring about some new reality through 

contemplative efforts; instead, he or she ñputs the human will in a position to experience 

or discern the reality of what the Spirit has already made available to the inner person on 

the basis of the finished work of Christ on the cross.ò54 

Additionally, the Eastern mystic seeks to transcend thought or rationality, thereby 

escaping this present reality. The Christian mystic, however, centers thought upon God. 

In fact, if God is fundamentally rational and relational, He cannot be beyond thought. If 

the one who meditates transcends thought, God cannot be the object of the meditation. 

Douglas Groothius explains that in Christian contemplation, ñthere is always a clear 

object of the meditation that requires reason to apprehend. There is a directedness to 

these meditations; the person ruminates on, mulls over, thinks about something true. 

Oneôs mind is not ignored in this activity, but is embraced and engaged.ò55 

Both the worldview motivating the spiritual disciplines and the object of those 

disciplines distinguishes Christian spirituality from Eastern or New Age spirituality. In 
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sum, ñChristian mysticism is relational in orientation and rejects pagan mysticism that is 

ontological in nature.ò56 This relational orientation leads directly to the second criteria. 

Spiritual Disciplines Must Be Grounded 

in a Relational Encounter with God 

The disciplines of any Christian spirituality must take place within the context of 

a dynamic and growing relationship with God. To the mysticsô credit, when they spoke of 

the Christian life they spoke of ñan encounter and experience of the Trinity that 

transforms life.ò57 Transformation through relational encounter with God is the goal. 

Unfortunately, believers have too often reduced the Christian life to an ethical or 

theological equation that actually places themselves at the center. Scot McKnight offers a 

necessary correction, saying, ñWe need to learn to do our spiritual disciplines from the 

angle of direction (direct encounter with God) instead of indirection (what benefits we 

will receive).ò58 

Though some Christians may suffer from an impersonal spirituality, Lee Roy 

Martin believes the Pentecostal church faces a danger of another kind. Pentecostals value 

divine encounter, but they ñface the danger of seeking experiences rather than seeking 

God for Godôs sake.ò59 When grounded in relationship with God, Pentecostals make a 

significant contribution to the overall conversation of Christian spirituality by 
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maintaining that God wants to be known by those who will seek him. Rybarczyk expands 

on this idea, suggesting that ñin a way surpassing many other Christian groups é 

Pentecostals resolutely assert that this knowledge of God is not limited to the intellectual 

domain of human existence, but that the believer can sense and hear God in visceral and 

profound ways.ò60 If spiritual disciplines neither proceed from a dynamic relationship 

with the living God nor cultivate a deepening of that relationship at a visceral level, they 

are not worth pursuing. 

Openness to the Work of the Holy Spirit 

The cultivation of a relationship with God and the consequent transformation 

comes to the believer by way of the Holy Spirit. As Richard Langer notes, the spiritual 

formation movement, in general, and the Pentecostal church, more specifically, has 

served traditional Evangelicalism well by ñfostering a deeper awareness of the ongoing 

and active work of the Spirit. There is a strong desire to hear from the Spirit and learn to 

recognize his voice.ò61 Transformation through the spiritual disciplines necessitates this 

kind of openness to the Spirit because the Spirit provides the power for Christian living. 

Surprisingly parallel to Pentecostal spirituality, the Orthodox teaching of theosis 

emphasizes the idea that transformation into Christlikeness ñinvolves synergy: the 

working together of the Holy Spiritôs energy (grace as pardon and enablement) and the 

believerôs energy (will, affections, and obedience). The believer is supposed to cooperate 
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with the Holy Spirit amid the process of transformation.ò62 Patrick Oden affirms that 

within the context of spiritual disciplines ñthe Spirit does not simply keep people busy 

with religious chores. Rather the Spirit empowers participation that is profoundly 

creative.ò63  

As a case in point, Leslie Hardin applies this criterion to the discipline of Bible 

study when he asserts, ñAny method of interpreting Scripture that has transformation as 

its goal must include the involvement of the Spirit.ò64 The reader must begin with 

openness to what the Spirit wants to do in him or her through those Scriptures in the 

present. Andrew Village observes how this emphasis on the work of the Spirit in the life 

of the believer through Scripture ñgives high importance to contemporary religious 

experienceò because that experience ñis understood as being closely linked to the 

experience of people in the biblical narrative.ò65 Openness to the Spirit invites an 

understanding that the Spirit desires to accomplish in the contemporary reader a similar 

work to that of which one reads in the Bible. Hardin maintains that the Spiritôs role of 

reproducing within the church the character of Christ ñsuggests that our interpretations of 

Scripture must go beyond mere historical investigation and consider how the Spirit is 

using the very words of life to affix his signature upon the interpreterôs heart and mind.ò66 
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This is not to say, however, that Christian spirituality somehow escapes the bounds of 

Scripture, a point that leads to the next criterion. 

Spiritual Disciplines Must Be Built Upon Scripture 

Openness to the Spirit neither lessens the authority of Scripture nor erodes the 

foundational role Scripture plays in the practice of spiritual disciplines. As Hardin 

suggests, ñOpenness run amok can lead to heresy. Opening ourselves to the leading of the 

Spirit also opens us to the possibility of being led by the spirits.ò67 The Apostle John calls 

believers to test the spirits (1 John 4:1), a task in which the Word of God provides the 

standard by which to judge. The desire for personal transformation in the present does not 

negate the need for historical investigation, developing an informed understanding of the 

historical context and original intent of the author. Sandra Schneiders adds, ñNo one who 

is serious about biblical spirituality should be excused from the study requisite for a well-

grounded understanding of biblical texts in their own historical-cultural contexts and 

according to their literary genres and theological categories.ò68 

A move toward a more holistic spirituality or a more contemplative one, in which 

an individual may engage the imagination, could imply a move away from Scripture. A 

move away from Scripture, however, is a move into extremely dangerous territory. The 

follower of Christ must inescapably tether all spiritual disciplines to the truth of the 

Word. Kenneth Boa suggests that a Christian avoids dangerous territory ñby commitment 

to sound doctrine, by being comfortable with a high view of Scripture, and by 
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approaching the Word with a willingness to study it and put it in practice.ò 69 Not only 

does the Bible hold contemporary relevance, it also forms the basis for determining 

appropriate expressions of faith and spiritual practice. Adam McClendon writes, ñThe 

Bible is the basis for shaping oneôs understanding of and experience with God. It is the 

basis for evaluating what is and is not of the Spirit of God. Additionally, the Bible 

grounds spirituality in an objective standard.ò70 

In reality, the church should never consider all spiritual disciplines as equal. New 

believers should not necessarily begin by exploring the practices of biblical meditation or 

contemplative prayer. Boa maintains, ñThe disciplines of extensive Bible study and 

grounding in good theology should be regarded as prerequisites to the [contemplative] 

practices.ò71 A thorough understanding of the background and context of Scripture should 

precede the pursuit of more imaginative engagement with Scripture. 

Spiritual Disciplines Must Lead to Transformed 

Christian Living in the World 

The final criterion to consider here consists of the need for spiritual disciplines to 

lead one to a life of Christian transformation, a life on mission within both the church and 

the world. Inquiring of the mystics or considering more contemplative practices should 

not, as Eugene Peterson notes, mean ñquiet, withdrawn, serene or benign.ò72 He goes on 

                                                 
69 Kenneth Boa, Conformed to His Image: Biblical and Practical Approaches to Spiritual 

Formation (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2001), 166. 

70 Adam McClendon, ñDefining the Role of the Bible in Spirituality: óThree Degrees of 

Spiritualityô in American Culture,ò Journal of Spiritual Formation & Soul Care 5, no. 2 (Fall 2012): 225. 

71 Boa, Conformed to His Image, 166. 

72 Eugene H. Peterson, Eat This Book: A Conversation in the Art of Spiritual Reading (Grand 

Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2006), 112. 



71 

 

to define contemplation as ñliving what we read, not wasting any of it or hoarding any of 

it, but using it up in living.ò73 The disciplines of any spirituality must work within the 

context of a personôs life. Most people cannot take a three-month sabbatical to pursue a 

deeper walk with God. Consequently, Langer insists, ñWe must find tools that allow one 

to go deeper without going elsewhere. We must find practices for an embedded 

spirituality not an extracted spirituality.ò74 

Many within the church today fear that ñcontemplation and mysticism will reduce 

a personôs involvement in service to the kingdom of God and the world.ò75 The isolation 

from each other of the inward and the outward dimensions of spirituality, however, tends 

to distort both. Ken Wilson suggests that Jesus combined these dimensions in his own 

person: ñHe was an activist, a man with a message and a mission, working to make the 

world a better place. But he was also a contemplative with an inner life marked by a deep 

awareness of God that connected him with others and all living things.ò76 When Susan 

Muto suggests that ñany split in ministry between the contemplative and the active life, 

between prayer and participation, between an in depth spiritual formation and the pursuit 

of Christian excellence in the working places of family, church, and society is simply an 

illusion,ò she is suggesting that Christian spirituality and Christian mission are two sides 
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of the same coin.77 Only as one grows inwardly in relationship with Christ can one serve 

outwardly those within his or her sphere of influence. Anyone willing to take seriously a 

more robust spirituality, one that engages even the imagination in relationship with God, 

must take as seriously the fact that the disciplines of that spirituality must lead to a 

transformed life of love and service to others. 

In summary, the disciplines of a holistic spirituality, one that is contemplative in 

nature and that seeks to engage the imagination, must be thoroughly Christian, grounded 

in a relational encounter with God, open to the work of the Holy Spirit, built upon 

Scripture, and oriented toward practical life change.  

Engaging the Imagination through Lectio Divina 

and Ignatian Contemplation 

With the preceding criteria serving as a framework in which one can safely 

explore spiritual disciplines that engage the imagination, this section offers two examples 

of disciplines that pre-date the Enlightenment and seem to fit well within said framework: 

lectio divina and Ignatian contemplation. 

Lectio Divina 

Lectio divina is a Latin phrase meaning ñdivine reading.ò As a method of 

Christian prayer, it has roots in the desert monastic tradition of the third through fifth 

centuries. Saint Benedict of Nursia, who lived at the turn of the sixth century, refined the 

use of lectio and included the method in the practices of his monastic order. Practiced 

communally, the Benedictine monks would hear the Scripture read during the Liturgy of 
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Hours, and each would hold whatever word or phrase stood out in his or her heart 

throughout the day. ñThis process was described as órumination,ôò which would 

eventually lead to later insight and contemplation.78 Practiced individually, a monk would 

slowly read over Scripture, line by line, pausing after each line to ponder and allow the 

words and phrases to sink into the heart. Paintner notes, ñWhen a particular word or 

phrase kindled the heart and the imagination, they would rest there and allow the prayer 

experience to unfold.ò79 Paintner describes an organic process, an experience in which 

the Holy Spirit leads the person in prayer. These men and women regarded Scripture as 

living, ñanimated in an ongoing way by the Spirit. It was not written once to remain 

fossilized in its historical form, but the inspired words continue to reveal the wisdom of 

Godôs desires for us and our world at each moment in time.ò80 

In lectio divina, ñthe scriptural texts were prayerfully meditated on, slowly and 

thoroughly chewed, digested and then regurgitated from the óstomach of memoryô to be 

ruminated and re-digested.ò81 Evan Howard describes this as a spiritual discipline of 

Scripture reading ñwhich includes elements of prayer and meditation and which aims to 

bear fruit in the spiritual growth of the reader.ò82 This practice formed the core of 
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monastic spirituality. As James Fodor states, ñReading and meditation are the systole and 

the diastoleðthe heartbeat dash of the monastic scriptural practice.ò83 

Most contemporary approaches to Scripture have more in common with 

scholastics than with monastics, more concern with information than with transformation. 

The church, however, needs both approaches. As Boa states, ñAn over emphasis on one 

or the other can lead to the extremes of cold intellectualism or mindless enthusiasm.ò84 

He then suggests that the practice of lectio divina may help the church find balance in a 

modern world, ñbecause it stresses reading scripture for spiritual formation through 

receptive openness to Godôs loving call of grace.ò85 As Susan Muto asserts, ñLectio 

divina goes beyond exegetical-critical methods to a more personal-reflective approach. 

Two elements intersect: our desire to grow in spiritual self-knowledge and our intention 

to let these communications change our lives.ò86 

Lectio 

Lectio divina follows four movements: lectio (reading), meditatio (meditation), 

oratio (prayer), and contemplatio (contemplation). The first movement involves the 

reading of Scripture. More than simply divine reading, one could describe the heart of 

lectio divina as sacred listening, reading with ears attuned to hear the voice of God. This 

discipline assumes that God is already calling to His people through the text and that He 
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has something to offer every time the believer makes room to receive His presence. 

Paintner instructs, ñAs you read the words of your selected passage aloud and really hear 

them, practice reverential listening for a word or phrase that chooses you. Notice if one of 

the words or phrases creates an energetic response within you.ò87 Paintner calls the reader 

to notice whether the passage inclines his or her heart to draw near to God or to perhaps 

resist. Either response could hint at the work the Spirit desires to accomplish in the given 

moment. 

As it regards this movement of lectio, Robert Webber urges, ñAs you read those 

Scriptures that lead you into a walk with the Spirit, open your heart and mind to the voice 

of God met in the words and images of Scripture.ò88 In the words of Richard Foster, 

lectio is ñseeing the text of Scripture, engaging the sanctified imagination in the full 

drama of Godôs Word.ò89 

Meditatio 

In the meditatio movement of lectio divina, one allows the words of Scripture to 

move from the head to the heart. Again, Paintner offers assistance: ñOnce you have 

allowed the word or phrase to choose you, sink into the experience of allowing it to 

unfold in your imagination. Of what images are you aware? Savoring the sacred text 

means tending to the sights, smells, sounds, tastes, and touch.ò90 Within this movement, 
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the participant reflects on those segments of the reading that the Holy Spirit uses to 

trigger a response. Here, one ruminates upon the text, welcoming the images and feelings 

it brings, listening for Godôs call to his or her life right now. 

Oratio 

The movement of oratio, or prayer, relates to the two prior movements of reading 

and meditation. In this movement, the reader is ñapplying the passage to [his or her] own 

life, leading to personal conviction, resolution, and prayer.ò91 More specifically, Boa 

says, ñOratio is the fruit of meditatio, and it is the way in which we interiorize what God 

has spoken to us through the passage. It is a movement from truth to implication, from 

hearing to acknowledgment, from understanding to obedience.ò92 Depending on the 

reading and meditation, prayer could take any number of forms, including confession, 

adoration, intercession, or thanksgiving. 

Of course, prayer may occur at any time during the practice of lectio divina. A 

person may find him- or herself alternating freely between all four movements. This 

discipline has ña fluid and responsive quality to it.ò93 To maintain that fluidity, one must 

realize that, as Boa suggests, ñLectio divina is not a lockstep 1ð2ð3ð4 movement.ò94 
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Contemplatio 

The fourth and final movement of lectio divina is contemplation. The goal is to 

slow down, to ñrelease all the words, thoughts, images, memories, and invitations that 

have emerged in our prayer, and [to] rest even more deeply into the presence of God.ò95 

Here, one creates quiet space, making room for the Spiritôs work. Rybarczyk suggests 

that the ñdivine-human cooperation is best realized amid silence.ò96 Paintner clarifies that 

the silence ñto which we are called in contemplative prayer is not a void or an absence of 

sound, but a rich and vibrant presence.ò97 To that, Peter Haas adds, ñIn the space of lectio 

divina, we are listening for something more than just information; we are listening for 

transformation. In this way, itôs as if the silence helps us surrender our need to be in 

control of the reading and to consent to the Scripture and the Holy Spirit óreadingô us.ò98 

Lectio Divina as an Acceptable Spiritual Discipline  

Lectio divina fits within the framework of a spirituality that seeks engagement 

with the Christian imagination, particularly in the movement of meditation. Rather than 

simply reading the words of the twenty-third Psalm, for example, one can enter into the 

scene as a sheep being led and cared for by the Good Shepherd. Ivancic says, 

ñResonating with the images conveyed by the inspired words, we not only see our own 

lives reflected in the pages of Scripture but also discover new ways to imagine God and 

                                                 
95 Paintner, Lectio Divina, 159. 

96 Rybarczyk, ñSpiritualities Old and New,ò 14. 

97 Paintner, Lectio Divina, 159. 

98 Peter Traben Haas, ñContemplative Congregation: An Invitation to Silence,ò The Christian 

Century 131, no. 5 (March 2014): 23. 



78 

 

our relationship with God.ò99 Additionally, the practice of lectio divina fits within the 

criteria for acceptable disciplines. It is anchored in Christian history and practice, 

grounded in divine encounter, open to the Holy Spirit, and guided by the very text of 

Scripture. Through the movements of prayer and contemplation, the individual 

internalizes the passage so that he or she can then live out of the transformation into 

Christlikeness that it brings. 

Ignatian Contemplation 

St. Ignatius of Loyola, founder of the Jesuits, lived several centuries after 

Christians began practicing lectio divina as a method of prayerful engagement with 

Scripture. Ignatius went further in developing a form of praying with the imagination by 

offering what Paintner describes as ña deeply expanded version of meditation.ò100 Boyd 

notes, ñThroughout his Spiritual Exercises, Ignatius called for practitioners to use their 

imaginations to further their spiritual growth.ò101 OôBrien expands this thought, saying, 

ñIgnatius was convinced that God can speak to us as surely through our imagination as 

through our thoughts and memories. In the Ignatian tradition, praying with the 

imagination is called contemplation. In the Exercises, contemplation is a very active way 

of praying that engages the mind and heart and stirs up thoughts and emotions.ò102 This 

method of imaginative reading ñserves to allow the text to reveal the divine presence to 
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particular readersò with the goal of helping participants ñdiscern Godôs will for their 

lives.ò103 

Ignatius specifically called participants to engage imaginatively with Scripture 

with the five senses. As Gloria Hutchinson explains, ñThe spirituality of Ignatius, as 

codified in his Exercises, reflects his belief that our senses can provide us with passage 

into the mysteries of Christôs life. They can enable us to experience the history of 

salvation in the present tense.ò104 In essence, ñ[Ignatius] wants us to enflesh prayer by 

bringing our bodily senses to bear on the Scriptures.ò105 This process of entering 

imaginatively into the biblical narrative ñmakes the scene more present and real to us and 

it helps us transition from the cognitive, analytical level to the affective, feeling level of 

our being.ò106 

The Practice of Ignatian Contemplation 

The process begins with a study of the selected passage. Ignatius took the 

Scripture much more seriously than those today who view devotional reading of the Bible 

as intellectual assent or emotional reaction. Gary Hansen describes this process of 

contemplation as one that ñrequires intellectual work and emotional presenceðand every 

other form of engagement a human person can bring. Ignatiusô prayer of the senses 

allows the Word of God to be the forum for prayer as real conversation, asking God 
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questions, knowing we are heard and actually hearing answers.ò107 More pointedly, Izaac 

de Hulster stipulates that imaginative engagement with Scripture ñshould be controlled 

by proper knowledge, [which] requires study.ò108 Laying the intellectual groundwork of 

understanding the context and the background of a passage prepares the way for divine 

encounter in contemplation and can only enrich the experience. Ideally, the participant 

should lay the intellectual groundwork the day (or days) immediately preceding the time 

of contemplation. When selecting a passage for contemplation, Ignatius recommended 

using selections from the Gospels. More specifically, he chose scenes of Jesus acting 

rather than Jesus teaching or telling parables. David Fleming explains, ñ[Ignatius] wants 

us to see Jesus interacting with others. Jesus making decisions. Jesus moving about. Jesus 

ministering. He doesnôt want us to think about Jesus. He wants us to experience him. He 

wants Jesus to fill our senses. He wants us to meet him.ò109 

Once a person makes room for contemplation, Timothy Gallagher observes how 

Ignatius would begin the time of prayer with a focus upon Godôs love: ñWe begin our 

prayer by considering how God our Lord looks at us: the love in the divine gaze upon us. 

This moment is brief, but it is of the greatest importance for through it our prayer 

immediately becomes what it most profoundly isðrelationship: the human person in 
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relationship with God.ò110 Ignatius tethers contemplation to both the Scripture and a 

relational encounter with God. 

With the content of the selected passage present and the heart attune to Godôs 

love, Ignatius invites the participant to engage imaginatively in the text: ñHe invites us to 

compose ourselves imaginatively within the event described in the text. This 

composition, Ignatius says, ówill be to see with the site of the imagination the material 

place where the thing I wish to contemplate is found.ôò111 In Hutchinsonôs words, 

ñ[Ignatiusô] method of meditating requires that we step out of ourselves and into a Gospel 

scene where we become part of the action.ò112 The participant makes the events of Jesusô 

life present in the moment. OôBrien instructs the individual to ñvisualize the event as if 

you were making a movie. Pay attention to the details: sights, sounds, tastes, smells, and 

feelings of the event. Lose yourself in the story é At some point, place yourself in the 

scene.ò113 This process by which one sees the people, hears the words, and observes the 

actionsðpersonally participating in the eventðis Ignatian contemplation. 

In entering the Gospel scene, one should give particular attention to Jesus. 

Fleming suggests, ñWe watch his face. We listen to the way he speaks. We notice how 

people respond to him. These imaginative details bring us to know Jesus as more than a 
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name or historical figure in a book. He is a living person.ò114 Margaret Silf asserts that 

the whole purpose of Ignatian contemplation is for the participant to become an 

apprentice to Jesus, learning from the Master in the attitudes and values He displays. She 

writes, ñHe invites us to learn alongside him in this very earthed and relevant way. Not to 

get a set of notes to file away. Not to pass an exam. But to become more and more 

infused and enthused by the values and attitudes of this man who lived in such true and 

close alignment with the core of all being, that people called him the Son of God.ò115 

Amid all of this imaginative engagement, Ignatius would have the participant 

come to a point in the scene where he or she enters into dialogue with Jesus. It could be 

that the individual brings particular questions into the time of contemplation. On the other 

hand, it may be that Jesus simply pauses, looks lovingly upon the participant, and asks, 

ñWhat may I do for you?ò The individual might make his or her request, listening for 

Jesusô answer, or he or she might ask in return, ñWhat may I do for you?ò again listening 

for Jesusô answer. The goal of all prayer is colloquy, that is, dialogue. As Gallagher 

notes, ñColloquies may arise at any time in our prayer. When they do, our prayer has 

reached its deepest center. Then all anxiety to move forward, all further reflecting or 

imagining may be simply relinquished. This heart-to-heart communication has primacy 

over all else in prayer.ò116 When the dialogue with Jesus has ended, the participant may 

resume the time of contemplation or bring the time to a close. 
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Ignatian Contemplation as an Acceptable 

Spiritual Discipline 

Those unfamiliar with Ignatian contemplation as prayer through imaginative 

engagement with Scripture may worry about going beyond the bounds of Christian 

practice or about selfish or ungodly influences. Significantly, Ignatius himself shared a 

similar concern. Hansen states, ñ[Ignatius] especially wanted to make sure we were not 

deceiving ourselves by what he called ódisordered affections.ôò117 When practiced 

correctly, however, this discipline fits well within the criteria of that which is acceptable 

in Christian practice. Ignatius did, for example, purposefully anchor the practice in 

Scripture. Gallagher explains, ñThe scriptural text itself guides the work of the 

imagination and so ensures the essential authenticity of such imaginative prayer.ò118 

Moreover, Hansen concludes that if God speaks through the prayer of imagination, ñthe 

message will not be something out of the blue. If it is God speaking, it will be true to 

what God already said in Scripture.ò119 

Additionally, Ignatian contemplation is grounded in a relational encounter with 

God and an openness to the work of the Holy Spirit. John Coe broadly defines 

contemplative prayer as ñthe act and experience whereby our human spirit opens to and 

attends to the indwelling Spirit of Christ, who is continually revealing himself to us and 

bearing witness to our spirits that we are children of God, loved by God in Christ.ò120 
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Therefore, Gallagher concludes, ñWe trust that the Spirit, who ócomes to the aid of our 

weaknessô (Romans 8:26) when we pray, will guide not only the activity of our minds, 

but also the work of our imaginations.ò121 If the participant worries that his or her 

imagination is going too far, OôBrien advises, ñDo some discernment with how you are 

praying. Where did your imagination lead you: closer to God or farther away? Is your 

imagination bringing you consolation or desolation?ò122 Ignatius also advocated for the 

importance of having a spiritual director under which one could explore the practice of 

contemplation. A spiritual director would provide guidance to the participant, especially 

as questions arise during imaginative prayer. 

Finally, Ignatian contemplation fits the criterion of leading one to a life of 

transformation into Christlikeness. Contemplation should lead to colloquy, and colloquy 

should lead to practical life-change. In fact, Andrew Village explains, ñThese 

engagements with Scripture were part of a wider process intended to help the exercitants 

discern Godôs will for their lives, rather than simply help them to understand the text 

better.ò123 Insofar as Ignatian contemplation meets the criteria submitted here, one could 

certainly conclude that it is an acceptable spiritual discipline to explore. 

Though not the only disciplines that may apply, lectio divina and Ignatian 

contemplation serve as two examples of spiritual disciplines through which an individual 

can explore the process of engaging the imagination. A person practices these disciplines 
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inwardly, in a contemplative fashion. The church should also make room, however, for 

spiritual disciplines that allow for an outward expression. 

Engaging the Imagination through the Outwardly 

Expressed Disciplines of the Creative Arts 

Increasingly, the churchôs understanding regarding the range of practices that 

count as spiritual disciplines has broadened to include the creative arts. Oden notes the 

recent attempt by some to participate with the creative God in bringing together physical 

expression and spiritual experience. He writes, ñWhen each person is empowered to 

express and develop his or her [artistic] gifts, increasing diversity can be expressed, 

resulting in both creativity and ownership.ò124 Such expression becomes a means of 

attending to the work of God in oneôs life. Though human imagination is limited by 

narrow ideas and contexts of living, Godôs imagination is limitless and able to consider 

all possibilities, and He calls people to become actively aware of all that is possible in 

their lives and in this world by His power. Paintner and Wyatt assert, ñA dynamic 

contemporary Christian spirituality must include practices that nurture creativity by 

freeing the imagination.ò125 

Those advocating for creative arts as spiritual discipline ground their argument in 

the Genesis account of creation. Dorothy Sayers asserts, ñLooking at man, [God] sees in 

him something essentially divine, but when we turn back to see what he says about the 

original upon which the óimageô of God was modeled, we find only the single assertion, 

óGod created.ô The characteristic common to God and man is apparently that: the desire 
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and ability to make things.ò126 Similarly, Oden writes, ñThis identity as creative beings is 

an expression of the image of God and the key indication of the Spiritôs presence. 

Creativity is participation with the Spirit who is creative from beginning to end.ò127 To 

create, then, is to lean into the image in which humankind was created, to identify with 

and experience the Creator. Moreover, the Genesis account implies that God takes 

pleasure in the creative expression of individuals. Steve Turner points out, ñDuring the 

naming of the animals we are told that God was interested óto see what he would name 

themô (Genesis 2:19) indicating that God derived pleasure from Adamôs creative acts.ò128 

Spiritual formation is more than a list of responsibilities or commands; it is the 

embodiment of the presence, character, and beauty of the Creator. Peter speaks of 

believers becoming ñpartakers of the divine natureò (2 Pet. 1:4). Evan Howard observes 

how other New Testament authors ñspeak of óperfection,ô ómaturity,ô órighteousness,ô 

óthe kingdom of God,ô or óholiness,ôò and states, ñThese are not to be seen as rigid 

prescriptions of thought and behavior, but rather as the beautiful integration of every 

aspect of life in union with the Spirit of the Living God.ò129 For the artistic individual, 

this union with the Spirit includes creative expression. Paintner and Wyatt note, ñBy 

making [creativity] an intentional part of our spiritual practice, we may grow to see the 
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ways in which God is active with and through our everyday lives.ò130 Elsewhere, she 

contrasts artistic knowing with intellectual knowing, suggesting that the arts have the 

potential of stretching a person beyond the limits of rational or linear thinking: ñThe arts 

afford us insights into life and the movements of the Spirit within us, presenting 

alternative possibilities that are not available through cognitive ways of knowing.ò131 

One should note, here, that not everything men and women create is good art or 

Christian practice. In his seminal work, Art and the Bible, Francis Schaeffer declares, 

ñWhile creativity is a good thing in itself, it does not mean that everything that comes out 

of manôs creativity is good. For while man was made in the image of God, he is 

fallen.ò132 This fallen nature of humanity, in general, and of artists, specifically, has often 

led the Church to nurture a negative view of the arts. Ryken observes, ñArt is always 

tempted to glory in itself, and nearly every form of art has been used to communicate 

values that are contrary to Scripture. This fallenness perverts the arts against fulfilling 

their original purpose and prevents us from embracing them uncritically.ò133 Therefore, 

one must consider what makes art particularly Christian before he or she can explore the 

ways in which creative expression can serve as a spiritual discipline. 
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Art as Particularly Christian 

Art, when reduced to its simplest form, is an expression of how an artist sees the 

world or has experienced life. Rather than viewing art as Christian or non-Christian, it is 

better to recognize that there are Christian and non-Christian artists. As Philip Ryken 

states, ñA creation always reveals something about its creator. What artists make tells us 

something about how they view the world.ò134 The artist creates a body of work, and that 

work displays the artistôs worldview. Put differently, Erwin McManus argues, ñThe truth 

of the matter is that all art has an underlying narrative for which it advocates; all art is a 

declaration of meaning or the lack of it; all art is created both for self-expression and for 

the extension of self.ò135 The art of a Christian, therefore, should express a Christian 

worldview and be consistent with a life of faith in Christ. Madeleine LôEngle conveys 

this truth in a dialogue with an aspiring author:  

Not long ago a college senior asked if she could talk to me about being a Christian 

writer. If she wanted to write Christian fiction, how was she to go about it? I told 

her that if she is truly and deeply a Christian, what she writes is going to be 

Christian, whether she mentions Jesus or not. And if she is not, in the most 

profound sense, Christian, then what she writes is not going to be Christian, no 

matter how many times she invokes the name of the Lord.136 

This is not to say that an unbeliever could never accurately portray Godôs world 

or that a believer always would. Turner reminds his readers, ñTruth is not exclusive to 

believers. We accept this in areas such as medicine, cartography and space but 
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begrudgingly in philosophy, psychology and the arts.ò137 This means it is quite possible 

for a non-Christian to create something inconsistent with his or her godless worldview, 

something that accurately captures the beauty and wonder of God or Godôs creation. 

Conversely, it is possible for a Christian to be equally inconsistent and create a piece of 

work that opposes his or her worldview of faith in God.  

The Church, however, should hesitate judging an artist based upon an individual 

piece of art. Rather, the Church should evaluate a body of work and, from the worldview 

expressed, recognize and affirm that which distinguishes an artist as particularly 

Christian. Luz observes that art often comes from humanityôs universal brokenness. One 

can distinguish a Christian artist, however, in that ñwe not only express our brokenness 

but our redemptive road toward wholeness.ò138 Additionally, Ryken observes, ñRather 

than giving into meaninglessness and despair, Christian artists know that there is a way 

out. Thus they create images of grace, awakening a desire for the new heavens and the 

new earth by anticipating the possibilities of redemption in Christ.ò139 

Particularly Christian art expresses the Christian worldview of the artist. Taylor 

suggests that in drawing attention to concrete objectsðcanvases, sculptures, musical 

scores, dance, etc.ðartists and their art ñinvite us to look at the world as it is or maybe as 

it shouldnôt be. At times, they urge us to see it as it might be.ò140 Christian art, however, 
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does not always express an explicit gospel message. Some Christians insist that certain 

forms of art are more godly than others, making a sharp distinction between sacred and 

secular. Ryken provides a needed correction saying, ñAs Christians, we are not limited to 

crosses and flannelgraphs, or to praise choruses and evangelistic skits. These simple 

forms may have their place in the life of the church, but God wants all the arts to flourish 

in all the fullness of their artistic potential, so that we may discover the inherent 

possibilities of creation and thereby come to a deeper knowledge of our Creator.ò141 

To understand the range of possibilities within the realm of Christian art, Turner 

offers a model illustrated by five concentric circles.142 The outer circle contains art that 

does not suggest an obvious worldview. This could include, for example, someone 

playing the violin, a family portrait, or an abstract sculpture made of driftwood. The next 

circle contains art that expresses a Christian worldview in that it dignifies human life or 

introduces a sense of awe. This would include any artistic medium that causes the 

observer to ñwell up inside because it is awakening our senses.ò 143 The third circle 

contains art that conveys a clear biblical teaching that is not uniquely Christian, such as 

peace, love, forgiveness, or reconciliation. Turner indicates, ñWe may be compelled to 

these things because of our faith, but these values are not exclusive to Christianity.ò144 In 

the fourth circle, some of the Bibleôs primary theological themes like creation, sin, 

redemption, or the spiritual realm inspire the art, yet artists belonging to other religions or 
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no religion at all have tackled some of these themes. The inner circle involves art that 

makes an explicit reference to the gospel and the death and resurrection of Jesus. In 

regards to this fifth circle, Turner argues that ñsome artists may never be called to go that 

far in their art,ò but these artists are still Christians producing Christian art.145 An artist 

glorifies God by making good art that expresses a Christian worldview; this is true even 

when the art contains no explicit gospel message. 

Art as Spiritual Discipline 

In an exploration of art as Christian spiritual discipline, one must continue to 

apply the criteria for judging spiritual disciplines as previously outlined. Based upon 

what has already been said about art expressing a particular worldview, the Christian 

artistôs creative process is intrinsically Christian and built upon a scriptural understanding 

of the world. The artistôs relational encounter with God and openness to the present work 

of the Holy Spirit also guide the creative process. When complete, both the process and 

the work of art itself should ideally lead to transformation that results in distinctively 

Christian service and living. 

Luz claims that the ultimate discipline of the artist is ñto practice the presence of 

God and to live in constant dialogue with the Father in our art. To love God with our art 

as He loves us.ò146 Paintner and Wyatt, likewise, views the creative process as dialogue 

in which artists ñreach out to communicate with God and open ourselves to Godôs 

communication with us through image and symbol, gesture and sound. We can develop 
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an awareness of Godôs presence in everything we do, see, and feel, so that prayer 

generates in all of our activities.ò147 To use creativity as a spiritual discipline, however, 

the artist must shift his or her intention, entering the process with a commitment to seek 

God and invite him to inspire, guide, and speak. The artist must engage the imagination 

to see the world as charged with Godôs presence and must cultivate an awareness of that 

presence. Consequently, ñthe creative process and art making, with intention and 

awareness of Godôs invitation and movement with us, become the process of prayer 

itself.ò148 Elsewhere, Paintner and Beckman develop this connection between art and 

prayer by identifying how ñthey are both rooted in an intense encounter involving a 

surrender of willfulness, openness to inspiration, and lead to a deep engagement with 

Mystery.ò149 

If the goal of the creative process is to receive inspiration through dialogue, the 

artist must learn to hear before he or she speaks and creates. Luz notes, ñCreativity is 

contrary to busyness. Creativity often takes time and space, where the soul can breathe 

and the hand can doodle and the Spirit of God can inspire.ò150 The artist, therefore, must 

learn the discipline of slowing. He or she must practice a modern form of peregrination, a 

self-imposed exile and wandering for the love of God practiced at the beginning of the 

fifth century. The artist must learn to wait but not in a passive way. Luci Shaw asserts, 

ñIn this waiting time, I must be sure that my antennas are out, combing the air, ready to 
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pull in the messages. Receptivity, yes. Awareness, yes. Active readiness, yes. For 

passivity has no place in the life of art or of Christian spirituality.ò151 

The creative process should include this contemplative or meditative aspect, but it 

must not end there. Paintner and Beckman describe the artist as ñone who sees and listens 

deeply to what is happening below the surface, attends to the particulars, and then gives 

outward form and expression.ò152 Whether this time stands alone or becomes the natural 

outflow of more inwardly practiced disciplines, like lectio divina or Ignatian 

contemplation, the artist eventually must put pen to paper, brush to canvas, or fingers to 

keys. There comes a time to give outward expression to the inward movements of the 

soul. For a musician like Luz, meditation takes on creative expression at the keys, where 

music becomes his voice. He writes, ñThe piano seems to speak for me in ways that my 

mouth cannot express.ò153 For Shaw, outward expression begins with her journal, the 

place ñwhere art and spirituality form a single river.ò154 Eventually, phrases become 

poems, sketches become sculptures, or scribbles become musical scoresðall possible as 

the artist pursues creativity as a spiritual discipline. 

Through the process, the Holy Spirit brings about transformation in the life of the 

artist. Robin Jensen declares, ñEach act of creation is a spiritual exercise, strengthening or 

honing us in particular ways, making us more and more into who we shall become and 
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how we understand ourselves in relation to the rest of the created world.ò155 Spiritual 

formation through artistic expression most clearly happens as the artist takes time to 

detach from the process or transcend the experience so that he or she can evaluate the 

content of the art to ensure it conveys the proper message, model, or worldview. Jensen 

challenges artists to ask, ñHow are we changed or moved to change by this? Have we 

been helped or harmed? What is the good we seek?ò156 Reflection on the creative process 

makes way for greater transformation and keeps one from the real dangers of spiritual 

malformation. 

Conclusion 

For decades, many philosophers and theologians have warned of the dangers or 

heralded the wonders of both modernism and postmodernism. Social science professor 

Andrew Greeley, however, claims, ñI donôt believe in either modernity or post-

modernity. I find no persuasive evidence that either modern or post-modern humankind 

exists outside of faculty office buildings. Everyone tends to be pre-modern.ò157 Greeley 

argues that most people, those who find themselves outside of the ivory tower, see little 

inconsistency between science and faith in their ordinary lives; they see little evidence to 

support the dichotomy between imagination and reason, between image and word. 

Experience tells them that they are complex beings and that they cannot reduce the mind 

to one lone faculty. Man cannot live by reason alone. 
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To truly make disciples in this world, the church must offer a spirituality that 

consists of more than an intellectual relationship with God and a scientific approach to 

Bible study. The churchôs hope is in pursuing a more holistic spirituality that takes into 

account every facet of what it means to be humanðthe sensory, the emotional, and the 

imaginative as well as the academic. The engineer and the artist should have the tools 

that each needs to meaningfully interact with their Creator. 

Perhaps Greeley would suggest that pre-modern people pursue a pre-modern 

spirituality. While remaining within the bounds of acceptable Christian practice, the 

church would benefit from exploring the spiritual disciplines that mattered in a time when 

the church had a deep appreciation for mystery, metaphor, beauty, symbolism, and 

imageða time when Christians engaged the imagination as an important instrument for 

spiritual formation. These disciplines would include methods of prayer like lectio divina 

and Ignatian contemplation. Additionally, a return to a pre-modern Christian aesthetic 

would not only help to awaken the Christian imagination but would equip believers to 

consider a more spiritually transformative approach to creativity and the arts. If the 

church would work toward releasing the Christian imagination, emerging generations 

have the potential of breaking free from a mere clinical Christianity and pursuing a 

deeper relationship with God that would have the potential of greatly affecting a 

spiritually starving world. 
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CHAPTER 4: DESCRIPTION OF FIELD PROJECT 

Introduction  

The research of the previous two chapters laid a biblical-theological foundation 

for building a holistic imaginative spirituality and provided insights into creating a 

framework of spiritual practices through which a person may pursue such spirituality. 

Applying the research through a practical ministry intervention, I implemented a 

discipleship process particularly for the young adults of Taylor Christian Center that 

began with a seminar followed by four weeks of practice. This chapter describes the 

preparation and execution of this project and shares its results. It culminates with 

describing the projectôs contribution to ministry.  

Preparation of the Project 

Preparation for the project intervention involved the recruitment and assessment 

of participants, the development of curriculum, and the preparation of project logistics.  

Recruitment and Assessment of Participants 

As a quantitative means of assessing project participants, I created a group 

account with Discipleship Dynamics.1 Through an assessment of 175 questions, 

Discipleship Dynamics helps people discover their strengths and weaknesses in thirty-

five areas of life. For the purposes of this project, I had an interest in four specific 
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outcomes within the overall dimension of spiritual formation. (1) love the Word of God 

(i.e. disciples are absorbed with the Bible and have a working knowledge of its contents), 

(2) pray without ceasing (i.e., mature disciples have developed the capacity to 

communicate with God continually, regardless of the contexts in which they find 

themselves), (3) listen to the voice of God (i.e., disciples are able to discern the voice of 

God and differentiate it from all the other voices that demand their attention), and (4) 

cultivate solitude (i.e., disciples develop the ability to sit quietly and consider the 

character and works of God).  

Through the month of June 2016, I recruited volunteers through Sunday 

announcements and weekly emails. The announcement read as follows: 

Calling all creatives é poets, authors, wordsmiths, artists, songwriters é those 

who find a left-brained, graphs-and-bulletin-points approach to spirituality a little 

bland and would be interested in exploring a more imaginative or creative 

approach. Pastor Josh is hosting a seminar with you in mind. 

Participation requirements: 

¶ Complete an online assessment prior to the seminar. 

¶ Attend the seminar. There is a weeknight option (July 19, 2016, 6-10 p.m.) 

and a weekend option (July 23, 2016, 9 a.m.-1 p.m.). Here, we will 

explore spiritual practices that tend toward imaginative engagement and 

consider how creative arts themselves can serve as a spiritual practice. 

¶ Practice what you learn in the seminar at least three times a week for four 

weeks, keeping a journal of your experiences. 

¶ Complete the online assessment again after those four weeks and submit 

your journal and any art produced out of the process. 

Space is limited. Respond by email to PastorJosh@TaylorChristian.org for further 

instructions. 

I emailed this announcement for the final time on July 5, 2016. Overall, twelve 

individuals conveyed a desire to join, which equaled the participation limit I had 
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previously imposed upon the project. These twelve consisted of three men and nine 

women. Four of these individuals were women over the age of thirty-five. Although I had 

aimed at providing this for the eighteen- to thirty-five-year-old demographic within the 

congregation, I did not prohibit these four from participating. I emailed all respondents a 

link by which to take the assessment prior to the seminar. 

Participants answered each question of the assessment on a seven-point Likert 

Scale. The averages for the group were reported separately for each outcome on the 

websiteôs administrator dashboard. For each outcome, Discipleship Dynamics assigned a 

percentage regarding overall group health. Scored from one to twenty-five percent 

indicate an outcome in which the group appears to struggle. Scores from twenty-six to 

fifty percent indicate the group has moved from struggling and is developing progress in 

an outcome. Scores from fifty-one to seventy-five percent indicate the group is growing 

in an outcome, gaining strength. Scores over seventy-five percent indicate the group 

appears strong and shows potential for leadership in an outcome. Table 1 shows the 

percentages for each outcome of the assessmentôs spiritual formation dimension. 

Table 1: Percentages for the Initial Discipleship Dynamics Assessment 

Outcomes of Spiritual Formation Percentages 

1. Love the Word of God 74.8% 

2. Pray without Ceasing 53.5% 

3. Listen to the Voice of God 55.2% 

4. Pursue Biblical Principles for Living 68.4% 

5. Worship in Spirit and Truth 66.3% 

6. Share the Gospel Wisely with Others 62.2% 

7. Enjoy Fellowship in the Local Church 79.8% 

8. Cultivate Solitude 57.8% 

 

Regarding those four outcomes that apply most directly to this project (i.e., outcomes 1, 

2, 3, and 8), the group demonstrated a significantly strong love of Scripture but appeared 
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to need improvement in the areas of praying without ceasing, listening to the voice of 

God, and cultivating solitude. 

Development of Curriculum 

Development of the seminar curriculum and follow-up materials focused on 

introducing participants to the ideas uncovered in the biblical-theological review and on 

providing them with a working knowledge of practices revealed in the contemporary 

literature review. I chose to title the seminar ñRe-imagining Spiritualityò and divided it 

into five segments. The first was a simple introduction into the traditional understanding 

of spiritual practices and a teaser introducing other possibilities.  

Segment two explored the practice of lectio divina. I began the lesson with a brief 

history of St. Benedict and his rules for communal Christian living. The remainder of the 

segment focused on the purposes and practices of the four movements, giving particular 

attention to the role of the Holy Spirit in causing Scripture to come alive in the hearts of 

attentive believers. I included space within the teaching notes for discussion at the close 

of the segment and a time to practice lectio divina together. Likewise, segment three 

introduced Ignatius and his Spiritual Exercises. The lesson then focused on the purpose 

and practice of Ignatian contemplation. As before, I included space in the lesson for 

discussion and practice. 

Segment four reflected on the relationship between the church and the artistic 

community throughout history and considered some ways in which the creative process 

can become a spiritual practice. I also hoped to place some emphasis on the 

characteristics of particularly Christian art and on the range of art to be found within that 
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spectrum in such a way as to validate the artists within our own community of faith. 

Again, I included space within the lesson for discussion on these topics. 

The curriculum concluded with a brief closing segment, providing instructions for 

the follow-up process over the next four weeks. Specifically, the teaching notes instructed 

participants to (1) explore the practices at least three times each week, (2) journal about 

the overall experiences of the week, (3) create art should the practices lead to such 

expression, (4) take the Discipleship Dynamics assessment again after the fourth week, 

and (5) celebrate the outcomes. I developed presentation slides for each segment, and 

these can be found in Appendix A.2 

As a part of the process, I also developed a prayer journal that provided a weekly 

passage of Scripture to guide prayer times.3 For each passage, I offered a guided 

meditation from Timothy Gallagherôs An Ignatian Introduction to Prayer to aid in the 

practice of what I anticipated to be new approaches to prayer for everyone.4 The 

Scripture passages, by week, included Jesusôs encounter with Zacchaeus in Luke 19:1-10, 

Jesusôs conversation with the Samaritan woman in John 4:1-42, Jesusôs washing of the 

disciples feet in John 13:1-17, and the woman who washed Jesusôs feet in Luke 7:36-50. 

The journal offered the following three questions for contemplation after prayer: (1) what 

word in this Scripture most spoke to my heart, (2) what did my heart feel as I prayed, and 
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(3) what did I sense the Lord saying to me. The back of each page provided space for the 

participants to record an overview of their experiences. 

Preparation of Project Logisitcs 

Preparation involved the scheduling of the seminar. To make it accessible to more 

people, I scheduled a weeknight option and a weekend option, both held in Taylor 

Christian Center commons. Participants could choose Tuesday evening, July 19, 2016, or 

Saturday morning, July 23, 2016. I purchased light refreshments to have available during 

breaks and prepared copies of the teaching handouts and journals for each participant. I 

also had to prepare the meeting space prior to the seminar, setting up tables and chairs as 

well as audio-visual equipment. 

Execution of the Project 

The ministry intervention began as scheduled with two identical seminars taking 

place the week of July 17, 2016. The Tuesday evening seminar had three in attendance, 

and the Saturday seminar had seven. Of the twelve who originally expressed a desire to 

participate, one young lady and a young man backed out at the last minute, leaving me 

with ten participants in all. 

The introduction focused on a general overview of the dayôs material and on 

discussion regarding spirituality. I asked, ñWhat spiritual practices have you been taught 

are most important to the Christian life?ò I anticipated some version of ñpray and read 

your Bible.ò I was not disappointed. Answers included pray, have a daily devotional 

time, read the Bible, memorize Scripture, attend church, and join a community group. I 

shared my childhood experience in which I perceived successful Christianity as reading 

through the entire Bible once each year and praying for one hour a day, ideally in the 
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early morning hours. I closed the opening segment by asking participants what they 

hoped to take away from our time together. Most had no specific hopes; the 

announcement of the seminar simply piqued their curiosity. One lady expressed her 

desire to become more in tune with God; most wanted a broader perspective. 

Immediately following this introduction, I taught the segment on lectio divina, 

using the teaching notes described in the previous section. Before attempting to apply the 

material, I opened the floor for discussion. A few shared that while they had never heard 

of this particular approach to prayer, they had been practicing a form of it on their own, 

meditating on the words of Scripture. This segment ended with ten minutes of practicing 

this approach together using Psalm 46 as our text. The psalm reads: 

God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble. 

Therefore we will not fear though the earth gives way, 

though the mountains be moved into the heart of the sea, 

though its waters roar and foam, 

though the mountains tremble at its swelling. Selah 

There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, 

the holy habitation of the Most High. 

God is in the midst of her; she shall not be moved; 

God will help her when morning dawns. 

The nations rage, the kingdoms totter;  

he utters his voice, the earth melts. 

The LORD of hosts is with us;  

the God of Jacob is our fortress. Selah 

Come, behold the works of the LORD, 

how he has brought desolations on the earth. 

He makes wars cease to the end of the earth; 

he breaks the bow and shatters the spear; 

he burns the chariots with fire. 

ñBe still, and know that I am God. 

I will be exalted among the nations, 

I will be exalted in the earth!ò 

The LORD of hosts is with us; 

the God of Jacob is our fortress. Selah 
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Following a minute of preparation through attentiveness to Godôs presence, I read 

the passage aloud slowly three times while the others followed along in their Bibles or 

closed their eyes to listen. After the first reading, I asked them to spend two minutes 

quietly considering the word, phrase, or image that seemed to choose them from the 

psalm. Following the second reading, I asked them to spend two minutes contemplating 

their emotional response to the word, phrase, or image that chose them, that is, how it 

made them feel. After the third reading, I asked them to consider how their hearts were 

moved to respond to the psalm, that is, how the Spirit directed them toward action of any 

kind. The segment ended with a ten-minute break.  

Following the break, I delivered the material regarding Ignatian contemplation 

from the teaching notes previously referenced. As before, this segment ended with a time 

for discussion. Participants offered little by way of questions or comments, likely because 

the practice seemed so foreign to them. I invited them to join together in practicing 

contemplation. After a minute of preparatory silence, I slowly read the account of Jesus 

healing Bartimaeus in Mark 10:46-52, asking participants to allow the passage to play 

like a movie on the screen of their imaginations. I then read aloud a guided mediation by 

Timothy Gallagher, in which each participant took the place of Bartimaeus and imagined 

what it must have been like to experience the healing touch of Christ. The meditation 

read as follows: 

I see the crowds, the road as it leaves the city, the blind beggar seated by the road 

é I am there with him é perhaps I take his place, and, now, I am seated there, 

like him, waiting é 

 

He seeks to come to Jesus out of his great need, and his hope that in Jesus he will 

find healing. But he is helpless to approach the Lord é I sense my own need, my 

own hope, my own helplessness. 
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I watch as he pours out his need and his hope in the repeated cry: ñJesus, Son of 

David, have mercy on me!ò His cry becomes the cry too of my heart: ñJesus é 

have mercy on me!ò I make this prayer to the Lord é 

 

Jesus hears this cry. He stops. He says to the crowd: ñCall him.ò I hear them say 

to me: ñTake heart; rise, he is calling you.ò I feel my heart begin to lift with new 

hope é 

 

I stand before Jesus. Our eyes meet é I see his face, I hear his words, his 

question to my heart: ñWhat do you want me to do for you?ò Now Jesus and I are 

alone in the midst of the crowd. And I speak to him from my heart, unhurriedly. I 

dare to tell him all that I hope he will do for me é all that I hope for from this 

time of prayer é 

 

I say to him: ñMaster, let me receive my sight.ò Help me to see! Help me to see 

my way clearly in the doubts and fears that my heart feels; help me to overcome 

the obstacle that keeps me from the closeness I desire with you é 

 

And, with Bartimaeus, I experience Jesusô word of healing é I sense the love that 

pours out from him and brings healing, brings new hope into my life é 

 

I follow him along the way é5 

Following this time of contemplation, I offered participants another ten-minute break 

before moving to the next topic. 

Segment three explored the creative process as spiritual practice. The time for 

discussion at the end of the segment proved livelier than the previous times. One young 

woman, a Christian for just over a year, voiced her surprise that the church was ever at 

odds with the artistic community. Others expressed agreement with the material shared 

and said that it helped them articulate many of the things they were already feeling. 

Unfortunately, at this point the seminar was reaching the end of its allotted time, so we 

did not explore this topic as deeply as we may have otherwise. 

                                                 
5 Ibid., 10-11. 
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In the closing segment, I provided participants with instructions for the following 

four weeks. I asked them to explore these practices by engaging with them at least three 

times each week, using the accompanying prayer journal as a guide. I also asked them to 

create art, as they felt inspired to do so, and to journal about their experiences in such a 

way that the final product could be returned to me at the end as a means of qualitative 

assessment. I let them know that after the four weeks they would each take the online 

assessment again as a means of quantitative assessment. In all, the first seminar 

concluded in three hours while the second, with twice the people, took over three and a 

half hours. 

For the next four weeks, I sent an email at the start of the week to encourage 

engagement with that weekôs text and guided meditation. Each email had a similar 

message: ñThis week Luke 19:1-10 serves as our center for prayer and contemplation. 

Please try to engage with the passage at least three times this week, journaling your 

experience. Thanks again for your help in this. I couldnôt finish this project without you!ò  

Knowing that life often brings unexpected circumstances and that with the 

summer months come vacations and weekends at the lake, I offered a fifth week for 

practice and reflection. The week of July 28, I asked participants to take the follow-up 

assessment and turn in any written journal entries or creative expressions. Nine people 

took the second assessment while four people actually submitted written reflections. One 

young man conveyed his overview in a conversation following a worship service.  
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Results of the Project 

Quantitative Results 

As for quantitative measurements, the results of the follow-up assessment from 

Discipleship Dynamics can be found below in Table 2. Of the four outcomes particularly 

relevant to this project, two scores were higher than the first assessment, and two were 

lower. ñLove the Word of Godò saw a decrease of nearly twenty-five percentage points, 

which seems odd since the practices taught in the seminar were anchored in passages of 

Scripture. ñCultivate Solitudeò also declined by just over eight percentage points. ñListen 

to the Voice of God,ò however, saw an increase of almost three percentage points, while 

ñPray without Ceasingò went up by ten.  

The table also shows that the percentage for the fifth outcome, worship in spirit 

and truth, increased by seven percentage points, second only to praying without ceasing. 

This outcome focuses on the discipleôs call to worship God under all circumstances, 

cultivating a joyful sensitivity to Godôs presence and inviting Him to bless every aspect 

of life. Though the project did not originally consider the applicability of the discipleship 

process to the outcome of worshipping in spirit and truth, it appears that a strengthening 

of this outcome was an unexpected result. 

Table 2: Comparison of Percentages for Initial and Follow-Up Assessments 

Outcomes of Spiritual Formation 
Initial 

Percentages 
Follow-Up 
Percentages 

+/- % 

1. Love the Word of God 74.8% 50.0% -24.8% 

2. Pray Without Ceasing 53.5% 63.9% +10.4% 

3. Listen to the Voice of God 55.2% 57.8% +2.6% 

4. Pursue Biblical Principles for 
Living 

68.4% 66.6% 
-1.8% 

5. Worship in Spirit and Truth 66.3% 73.4% +8.9% 

6. Share the Gospel Wisely with 
Others 

62.2% 63.8% 
+1.6% 

7. Enjoy Fellowship in the Local 
Church 

79.8% 65.2% 
-14.6% 

8. Cultivate Solitude 57.8% 49.4% -8.4% 
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This comparison was sent to Dr. Jeff Fulks, professor of organizational research 

and evaluation at Evangel University, for help with statistical analysis. To draw 

significant conclusions, however, required a larger data set that would include individual 

identifiers and labels for each cell of the assessment. This information was necessary 

because of the small sample size included in this project. Additionally, two individuals 

who took the initial assessment did not take the follow-up. Without the individual 

identifiers, it is impossible to know how that difference skewed the results. Upon 

contacting the creators of the online assessment, it was discovered that the program is 

currently unable to extract the identifiers and labels from the larger data set. Therefore, 

the assessment did not provide sufficient data to definitively evaluate the project, 

information that may have led to the use of a different means of quantitative 

measurement had this been realized at the outset.6 

Qualitative Results 

Qualitative measurements were garnered through written reflections and 

individual conversations. In all, seven participants offered some kind of written or spoken 

reflection. For example, one young lady wrote in her prayer journal, ñI found the 

breaking down of Scripture, using all of our senses, so beneficial. It made the presence of 

the Lord tangible, His Word transferable to today.ò Another wrote, 

I really thought the practice of Ignatian contemplation would be uncomfortable 

and one I wouldnôt lean in to, but I found it really the opposite. Putting myself in 

the words, looking at the surroundings, asking all my senses to join the reading 

has been very impactful. I feel like it makes the words much more what they are, 

real bits of history that become tangible. 

                                                 
6 As of the writing of this chapter, the creators of Discipleship Dynamics are working on making 

more data available to future group administrators. 
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The practice of sacred reading has also been a great practice. I think that pulling 

out a single word to focus on becomes an incredible building block for the 

remaining words, like building a foundation by which all the others are supported. 

To keep that word on my mind throughout the week helped me to stay connected 

and focused. 

Elsewhere, this same person said, ñI donôt know if I really found one practice more 

helpful than the other. I think they both have a use, and I found them more helpful than 

any study guide Iôve picked up to date. (And believe me, Iôve picked up a lot. I even have 

A Guide to the Bible for Dummies.)ò 

Another young lady, a recent graduate from an arts and design college, reflected 

on her experience as follows: 

These past five weeks had me thinking about spirituality and how I, as a creative 

person, might practice and perceive spirituality differently. For a long time, I 

thought I was doing it wrong because when I practiced my spirituality the same 

way everyone else did I never felt right. I felt stiff and insincere. Honestly, I still 

do at times. I particularly felt this way when it came to prayer. 

I was taught to pray the same way every child in a Christian household was 

taught. I learned ñthe prayer formula.ò ñDear God é please é I need é I want 

é thank you é Amen.ò I was never taught that there might be other ways to 

pray, so I grew up as a prayer robot. I never really felt any truth in my prayers or 

hope that they were being heard. For some people the prayer formula might be 

right, but itôs never been right for me. 

This made me think a lot about art and what itôs like to be a beginner in any art 

form. When youôre first starting out, thereôs always guidelines to follow and rules 

that shouldnôt be broken. These basic guidelines help to keep whatever youôre 

creating pleasing until youôre mature enough in the art to know how to break the 

rules. There is a rule in painting/drawing/film (anything with a visual canvas) 

called The Rule of Thirds. The canvas is split up with imaginary lines like this é 
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The rule is that the focal point should be placed along the lines or their 

intersections. This creates tension, energy, and interest in the composition. The 

focal point should never be placed in the center of the canvas. As one matures in 

their art, however, they learn when itôs okay to break this rule and how to do it 

properly and effectively. 

Wes Anderson is a film dirtector who often places his subject in the center of the 

screen. Itôs odd, noticeable, sometimes uncomfortable, but still appealing. He 

breaks The Rule of Thirds, but he does it with maturity and intent. By doing this, 

he has created a recognizable style that is unique to him. 

As a child learning to pray, the prayer formula was important. It gave me a 

foundation on which to grow, and I needed to know the basics before I could 

advance. The basics are important to every part of spirituality. As we mature and 

grow in our spirituality we learn how to break away from the basics and have a 

spiritual experience that is unique to us as individuals. This is what I am learning 

through these past five weeks of Re-imagining Spirituality. 

In conversation with one participant, he expressed how Ignatian contemplation 

had been especially beneficial for him. At twenty-four years old and having grown up in 

the church, he indicated that this ñnewò practice has given him a sense of real 

communion with Jesus. He said, ñIôve really enjoyed Ignatian spirituality. Itôs the thing 

Iôve been telling my friends about and encouraging them to try.ò Another participant, a 

mother of seven children, expressed regret over not finding more time to practice these 

newly discovered methods of prayer and contemplation but said that what time she did 

find gave a fresh voice to familiar passages of Scripture. 

The qualitative measures proved much more telling than the quantitative one. All 

participants who offered a reflection of the process found value in both lectio divina and 

Ignatian contemplation. The practice of sacred reading may have been slightly favored 

over contemplation, likely because it seems to come more naturally to the Western mind. 

All expressed the ways in which these methods of prayer opened their hearts to hear more 

clearly what the Spirit wanted to say. 



110 

 

Creative Arts Result 

One of my hopes was that there would be some kind of creative expression that 

would result from the process. One young lady joined in this process simply because she 

enjoys writing; some might call her a poet. In the end, she was the only participant to 

submit any form of art from each week of lectio divina and Ignatian contemplation. For 

example, she joined the group in focusing the first week on praying with the narrative of 

Jesusôs encounter with Zacchaeus. Through sacred reading, the phrase ñcame to seekò 

resonated within her: ñFor the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lostò (Luke 

19:10, emphasis mine). Her weeklong prayer and contemplation with this passage 

resulted in the following poem: 

We are all seeking, 

at times never finding, 

a journey without end, only a beginning. 

Playing hide-n-seek with our faith as though it were a game. 

Breaking branches for a better view of our Seeker, 

 instead of first searching for our solid ground. 

We boast our strengths as we hide away our weakness. 

All the while forgetting that our Seeker makes strong what is weak. 

Count to ten, 

close your eyes, 

and allow yourself to be found. 

The second week, she prayed with the narrative of Jesus and the woman at the 

well. Regarding sacred reading, she wrote in her journal, ñFocusing on óliving waterô 

reminded me of my own journey, my own thirst, my own weariness and questions. It also 

reminded me of the water washing over me, living water.ò From there, she wrote the 

following:  

As the steps shifted toward the warmth of the water, 

 the crowded room washed away. 

In that moment it was about me and my journey, 

 not the onlooking faces. 

As the words were spoken, 
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a peace began to settle in, 

a calm Iôve never known,  

silencing the angst. 

There are no words to describe the feeling as the water swirled  

around me 

through me 

within me. 

I emerged dripping in grace. 

Somehow changed yet the same. 

I was reminded of all my broken places, 

of all the self inventory I still needed to do, 

of all the questions that still danced through my mind. 

I was reminded to stop being so distracted, 

to turn in to the people in my life. 

It took away the taken for granted 

and reminded me of lifeôs frailty. 

And while it often gives me misunderstanding, 

I was given the ability to seek 

and the freedom to be sought. 

The third offering resulted from time spent with Jesus as he washed the feet of 

His disciples in John 13. She wrote in her journal of holding verse 15 in her heart 

throughout the week: ñFor I have given you an example, that you also should do just as I 

have done to you.ò She reflected on how ñthe example wasnôt just in that room. It was in 

all He did. It was all around, and we should be doing what is in our power to be an 

example.ò  

The final week of prayer centered upon the sinful woman who washed Jesusôs 

feet with her tears in Luke 7:36-50. Through lectio divina, the young lady felt particularly 

drawn to the phrase ñyou have judgedò in verse 43. She considered the words with which 

those at the table had judged the woman contrasted with Jesusôs words to her. This led 

her to reflect on her own use of words to either judge or extend grace to the people 

around her. The poems from weeks three and four may be found in Appendix C. 
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The Projectôs Contribution to Ministry 

The times of research and application for this project have certainly offered a new 

path for those who participated in the seminar, but more than that, the project has had a 

significant impact upon my own life. I hope that it makes an ongoing contribution 

specifically to the ministry of Taylor Christian Center and more generally to the church at 

large. 

First, I believe this project acknowledges the need for the church to pursue a 

broader range of spiritual practice, and it offers avenues to make this possible. I once 

heard a rabbi give an interview in which he explained the metaphorical nature of Egypt in 

Jewish thought. In Hebrew, Egypt is called Mitzrayim, derived from a root that means 

ñnarrow places.ò Egypt names a geographical location or empire, but it also describes a 

state of being that exists apart from divine extradition, a state in which a personôs heart is 

trapped in a place of restricted opportunity and tight control. By way of the Red Sea, God 

freed His people from Egypt, both the location and the state of being. The psalmist, then, 

can describe Godôs work in his own life with the words, ñHe brought me out into a broad 

place; he rescued me, because he delighted in meò (Ps. 18:19, emphasis mine). God 

always works to lead people out of the narrow places of Egypt and into the broad places 

called the Promised Land. 

In the church, it seems that people often go from one narrow place (i.e., enslaved 

by sin) to another narrow place (i.e., an anemic Christian spirituality). All the while, God 

desires to bring them into the broad spaces of relationship with himself, a place of 

liberation where a person is given ears to hear what the Spirit of the Lord is saying and 

given a heart enthusiastic to respond. The move from death to life, from the body of sin 

to the body of Christ, should be like the difference between burlap and silk or between 



113 

 

grayscale and high-definition color. Why, then, do so many Christians feel disconnected 

or restricted in their faith? Perhaps the church needs a broader path. 

The path has widened for the congregation of Taylor Christian Center as I have 

introduced historic Christian practices like lectio divina and Ignatian contemplation. This 

has provided a means of engagement with both the Spirit and the Word that some have 

never known. It has forced church leadership to reconsider the acceptable practices of a 

particularly Pentecostal spirituality and the ways in which they teach those practices to 

novice and veteran Christians alike. The practices themselves have led many into a more 

fulfilling walk with God. My hope is that this project will spur similar conversations in 

other church contexts. 

Second, this project helps broaden the space of Christian spirituality by pursuing a 

more holistic approach. A primacy upon the Scriptures keeps the intellect engaged, but a 

literary approach welcomes the awakening of imagination. We are learning to dwell in 

the place where reason and emotion coexist and bring us closer to God. Through 

consideration of the arts and the contributions of the creative process to oneôs spirituality, 

the congregation has begun to broach the subject of an embodied (i.e., physical) 

spirituality. We have also begun to consider how spirituality works itself out both 

individually and corporately, involving the relational dimension of humanity. In 

broadening the space of spirituality, the congregation has begun to explore what it means 

to worship with every aspect of our humanity. I hope this project contributes to the 

ongoing discussion of a spirituality that engages the entire being in relationship with God 

and the community of faith. 
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Third, this project has given a greater voice to the creatives of Taylor Christian 

Center, particularly among the young adult demographic. The research of the project shed 

some light on the rather rocky relationship between the Church and the artistic 

community throughout history, a trend that, thankfully, appears to be changing. For too 

long, the Church has viewed as troublemakers those who thought outside the box of 

standard church practice, the imaginative and fearless risk-takers and change agents. Now 

is the time to give voice to the creativity latent within the body of Christ and to validate 

the contributions to ministry of those who typically feel on the periphery. 

The conversation of art as a spiritual practice has led to many more conversations 

within the Taylor Christian Center community. One young lady volunteered her time and 

skills as a graphic designer for a certain project and, likely for the first time, saw the 

creative process as a spiritual act of worship. The staff has had conversations regarding 

church aesthetics that went deeper than trends, considering the significance of art to 

worship. Someone else has asked about the possibility of further seminars on topics like 

theology in film or literature. Over all, some of those who once felt as though their skills 

and temperament did not fit within the larger community now feel that they have a seat at 

the table. As before, my desire is that this project will open similar doors in other 

contexts. 
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CHAPTER 5: PROJECT SUMMARY 

This chapter provides an overall assessment of the Re-imagining Spirituality 

seminar and its related elements of research and follow-up. It suggests keys to project 

effectiveness, keys to project improvement, implications of the project, recommendations 

for Taylor Christian Center, and recommendations for future study. The quantitative and 

qualitative assessment of project participants and my own personal reflections serve as 

the basis for this evaluation. 

Evaluation of the Project 

The project sought to provide a path of Christian spirituality that would appeal 

and contribute to the spiritual development of a group of young adults at Taylor Christian 

Center. The project particularly targeted the individuals within that demographic who 

possess a creative or artistic bent, with a goal of bringing together the aspects of intellect 

and emotion through awakening the imagination within the practice of spiritual 

disciplines. Based upon the responses of the individuals who followed the discipleship 

process through to the end, the project succeeded. Some of the keys to the projectôs 

effectiveness include a church culture that nurtures Christian spirituality, a significant 

percentage of young, artistic adults within the larger congregation, and the seminar 

format of the ministry intervention itself.  

A proper evaluation, however, must also consider ways in which the project could 

be improved upon. Keys to improvement include limiting the content taught at the 
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seminar, developing a better means by which to direct participants in the follow-up 

phase, and planning an art exhibition to more greatly encourage the practice of creative 

expression. 

Keys to Project Effectiveness 

First, Taylor Christian Center began 2016 by naming spirituality as one of three 

core foci guiding the direction of the church, the other two being community and mission. 

Consequently, the congregation has explored spiritual disciplines through sermon series 

and small groups. The pastoral staff has sought to create a church culture in which people 

speak naturally about the need for pursuing a growing relationship with Christ through 

the practice of various disciplines. I believe this contributed to the success of the project 

in that participants came with an existing foundation of Christian spirituality. They had, 

for example, explored other disciplines such as praying the Divine Office and setting 

aside time to practice the Daily Examen. Though unfamiliar with the specific disciplines 

of lectio divina and Ignatian contemplation, they were no strangers to the broader stream 

of Christian practice. They came to this project, then, eager to learn new methods that 

could naturally fit within their more creative or imaginative approach to faith and life. 

Second, this project would not have worked if Taylor Christian Center did not 

have a significant number of creative young adults. I have served a church where the 

average age of the congregation was easily sixty-five or higher. I believe that those 

congregants, having come to faith within a church culture shaped wholly by modernism, 

would be less likely to participate in this kind of project. I am not suggesting that these 

older believers lacked a desire to grow in Christ but that the left-brained approach they 

inherited worked well for them. They would be less inclined to perceive a need for 
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anything different or additional. This may be illustrated by the fact that one of the project 

participants was a woman in her late fifties. She contributed wisely to the overall 

conversation regarding spirituality and prayer, but there is no evidence to suggest that she 

followed through with actually practicing the disciplines introduced. She did not offer 

any feedback by way of journaling or take the follow-up assessment. I do not believe that 

she wanted to interfere with the process with an antagonistic attitude; I think she simply 

did not find the practices useful to her long-established approach to pursuing God. 

Unlike the former church I served, a full one-third of my current ministry context 

consists of congregants between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five. The pushback of 

postmodernism against its more rational and industrial predecessor has greatly influenced 

these individuals, and the worlds in which they live appeal constantly to their 

imaginations. Additionally, these young people seem eager to learn new things and 

deeply desire the guidance provided by mentors and teachers. Aside from those who 

actually participated in the project, another handful of young adults expressed a desire to 

join the process but was unavailable to attend the required seminar. Having a large 

percentage of young people to whom the topic of this project seemed applicable and 

interesting contributed greatly to the success of this project. 

The third key contributing to effectiveness, particularly to the success of the 

ministry intervention itself, was the seminar format. I had considered other combinations 

of teaching and practice, but people seemed far less receptive to these alternatives. I 

pitched the idea of doing a four-week small group study, which would have been in 

addition to the worship services and community groups in which people are already 

involved, and the idea of an overnight retreat. Each of these options offered particular 
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benefits that appealed to me. For example, the small group study would regularly bring 

participants together to discuss their individual times of practice in such a way that would 

allow for greater direction, while the retreat option would have created more space for 

significant spiritual impact within the context of the ministry intervention itself. In 

suggesting these options, however, I found people were leery of making the time 

commitment to either. The three-hour seminar format followed by the four-week process 

of individual exploration and practice garnered the most participation and, therefore, 

contributed to the effectiveness of the project. 

Keys to Project Improvement 

If I had it to do over again, the first improvement I would suggest is to include 

less teaching material in the seminar. When it came to the practices of lectio divina and 

Ignatian contemplation, I was satisfied with the teaching content and with the moments of 

practicing these disciplines together. I believe, however, that participants could have 

benefited greatly by having space within our time together to find a solitary place, 

practice the discipline individually, and return to the group to discuss how the time alone 

had gone. Space for individual practice would have most likely resulted in an opportunity 

to address practical, rather than theoretical, questions as well as the opportunity for the 

Holy Spirit to do some teaching of His own.  

Additionally, the teaching segment on art as a spiritual practice sparked great 

conversation. It was as if the energy in the room changed as participants resonated with 

the topic, and I believe more could have come from that had we not been pressed for 

time. This project would improve by covering fewer topics, thereby allowing time to 

explore more deeply. 
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Second, the project would improve by providing a further means of guidance 

throughout the follow-up process. Aside from providing a prayer guide for the four-week 

follow up, I sent weekly emails encouraging people to engage with that weekôs Scripture 

and offering assistance if needed. I think participants would have benefited more had I 

scheduled one-on-one meetings at least once within those four weeks. That time together 

would have given me the opportunity to play the role of spiritual director, personally 

assessing the individualôs progress and helping him or her discern both those things the 

Spirit seemed to have done to that point in the process and those things He may yet desire 

to do. This approach would also have allowed for a better analysis of the project as a 

whole. While the responses I received through both written and spoken means seemed to 

indicate an effective project, this face-to-face meeting with each participant would have 

provided greater qualitative data from which to draw. 

The third area for project improvement involves the aesthetic aspect. My hope 

had been that as people practiced the disciplines of lectio divina and Ignatian 

contemplation, they would give creative expression to the inward work of the Spirit by 

producing various kinds of art. In the end, only one participant submitted any such work. 

Perhaps the creative process cannot be forced by or confined to a four-week process, or 

perhaps the churchôs culture is such that artists are not yet comfortable taking the risk of 

going public with their art. Whatever the case, it may have proven beneficial to plan 

some kind of exhibition for the end of the discipleship process, a time and place where 

resultant art could be displayed and appreciated. This kind of display may have provided 

more incentive for artistic participation than inclusion into a doctoral project alone 

seemed to provide. 
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Implications of the Project 

The research and outcomes of this project offered several implications for the 

Church, the American evangelical church in particular, regarding Christian spirituality. 

First, this project brought to light the need for a broader approach to spirituality. For too 

long, the Church has limited the scope of acceptable Christian practice to a few spiritual 

disciplines that most greatly appeal to those whose minds incline toward the objective or 

rational. Meanwhile, those whose minds lean more toward the subjective or experiential 

often spend their Christian lives feeling inadequate, unable to perfect the methodical grid 

of spiritual maturity designed by their left-brained counterparts. This project suggested 

that the list of acceptable Christian disciplines is long and varied enough to open a much 

broader path of spirituality to a new generation of believers. 

Second, this project implies the need for a more holistic spirituality. God desires 

to engage people at every level of their being. This project does not suggest that the 

Church should abandon the intellect. A holistic approach must, in fact, engage the 

intellect. It must also occupy the emotion, the will, and even the body. One of the primary 

conclusions of the project showed how awakening the Christian imagination is key for 

the very reason that it serves as a bridge between many of these facets of humanity. 

Third, carried out within a Pentecostal context, this project demonstrates how the 

Pentecostal church can draw from the larger stream of Christianity. The centuries-old 

practices of lectio divina and Ignatian contemplation both originated within the context of 

Catholic monasticism, yet they easily find a home within a Pentecostal spirituality 

because of the space they create for the Holy Spirit to guide the heart and mind of the 

practitioner. While remaining discerning and applying the criteria for acceptable spiritual 

disciplines set forth in chapter 3, Pentecostal believers should readily explore practices 
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outside the rather young Pentecostal tradition, which could enrich the Pentecostal 

experience. 

Fourth, this project also shows that Pentecostal spirituality itself has much to 

contribute to the larger stream of Christianity. A Pentecostal influence could save the 

Church from an overly intellectual approach and lead the Church in a path of divine 

encounter or experience. Furthermore, Pentecostalism already possesses an embodied and 

somewhat imaginative spirituality, though it may not always be articulated in that 

manner. Pentecostals value an embodiment of praise through clapping hands, raising 

arms, singing. They value embodied prayer through being attentive to the position of the 

body (standing, kneeling, lying prostrate, etc.) and through the practice of praying in the 

Spirit. In addition, the most recently released worship music seems to increasingly make 

use of metaphor to help capture the heart, and much of this music comes out of the more 

Pentecostal or charismatic streams of the Church (e.g. Hillsong). In these ways, 

Pentecostals have historically, even if unknowingly, pursued a more holistic approach to 

spirituality, and their contributions should be taken seriously. 

Fifth, this project addresses the need for a revival of Christian aesthetics. 

Historically speaking, the evangelical church has seemed apprehensive about art. For the 

sake of reaching a postmodern world, however, they must bridge the divide. This revival 

should begin with a validation and honoring of artists and craftsmen within the Christian 

community. The church should pray that the creative gifts latent within the body of Christ 

would be awakened and should give space for God to use the creative process of the artist 

to bring transformation to the church and to the world. This aesthetic revival should also 

give consideration to the place of art within the local church and the ways in which the 
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worship experience could appeal to the senses, drawing people into an encounter with 

God. 

Recommendations for Taylor Christian Center 

Based upon the outcomes of the project, I have three recommendations for Taylor 

Christian Center. First, the church should offer similar types of seminars as a part of the 

overall discipleship strategy. Over the years, several avenues of discipleship have fallen 

by the wayside but were never replaced, such as Sunday school classes and Sunday 

evening services. Understandably, methods change with time and the congregationôs 

waning commitment to these particular methods justified those changes. New methods 

become necessary, however, and the success of the seminar format for this project 

suggests that people are willing to commit to a one-time elective class or discussion that 

equips them to pursue a healthy spirituality through all of life. 

As of the writing of this chapter, for example, I have scheduled a seminar in 

which I will share some of the material from chapter 2 regarding the metaphors of 

Scripture and the ways in which Christians best approach Scripture as a means of 

encountering God. As with this project, the seminar will take place for three hours on a 

Saturday morning. Within the first two Sundays of announcing this, fifteen people have 

registered to attend. I recommend that Taylor Christian Center consider offering at least 

quarterly seminars that offer times of learning as well as practice. I believe this approach 

will bolster the culture of healthy spirituality within the church. 

Second, I recommend that Taylor Christian Center give thought to the place of art 

and the role of the artist within the context of worship and ministry. Three years ago, the 

church remodeled the sanctuary and foyer, finishing with an updated color palette with a 
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minimalist feel. At the time, no one was thinking about the role of aesthetics in creating 

sensate worship, only about how to escape the décor choices of the early 1990s. 

However, the sanctuary is now a blank canvas and the time seems right to consider 

aesthetics as a means of leading people into the presence of God. 

I recommend that Taylor Christian Center give the artists within the congregation 

charge over this transition, in consultation with the pastors and board. The church should 

become a place where artists feel like an integral part of the body of Christ. They should 

not only assist in formulating a Pentecostal aesthetic but, if possible, be commissioned to 

do the work. I was pleased to see that since the Re-imagining Spirituality seminar, a 

graphic artist was commissioned to work on a visual representation of the churchôs 

mission and values. Continued steps in these directions will begin to validate the artists 

within the church and create space for others like them. 

Finally, I recommend that Taylor Christian Center remain faithful to the task of 

creating a broader path of Pentecostal spirituality, a path that seeks to draw the whole 

person into relationship with God through Christ. To those who have always felt on the 

margins, may this church become an alternative Christian community that empowers 

people to pursue God with every aspect of their beings. May they allow their 

imaginations to be captured by the Holy Spirit, and as He leads, may they go after the 

imaginations of others. In doing this, they may risk losing appeal to some established 

Christians, but they also risk opening the door of the gospel to many who never saw the 

church as a place where they belonged. In re-imagining spirituality, all while taking the 

life and words of Jesus seriously, may they see the Spirit work in them and through them 

to produce more Christians and better Christians to the glory of God. 
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Recommendations for Future Study 

Due to the limited scope of this project, further and future study should take place 

in the following areas. First, this project only surveys the need to return to a Christian 

aesthetic, a topic that deserves significantly more attention. Future study should focus on 

the changing relationships between Church and art throughout history and how a 

Christian aesthetic might inform contemporary thought, both theologically as well as 

experientially. This project addressed the ways in which creativity and art can serve the 

area of spiritual formation, but churches should also consider the ways in which a revival 

of the arts could impact the evangelistic efforts as well as the worship of the church. 

Second, the array of spiritual disciplines throughout church history provides a 

seemingly endless source for future study. This project sought to revive only two ancient 

practices in an attempt to engage the imagination for deepening oneôs relationship with 

God. Further research would certainly uncover other forgotten practices that fit within the 

framework of acceptable and healthy Christian spiritual disciplines. In addition, future 

study should give consideration to engaging the imagination not only in individual 

disciplines but also in corporate disciplines (e.g., corporate worship and prayer, the public 

preaching and teaching of Scripture, etc.). Churches should consider all the ways and 

times in which peopleôs hearts open to the work of God in their lives and then consider 

how the various aspects of corporate gatherings are either opening or closing the door to 

closer relationship with Him. 

Last, this project did not address the topic of spiritual direction, but I believe this 

is extremely important for future study. Spiritual direction is another ancient Christian 

practice by which a believer seeks guidance in discerning the work of God in his or her 

life. As with other historic practices, this topic has gained popularity in recent years, but I 
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do not see the church implementing spiritual direction as a significant part of the overall 

discipleship process. If the church seeks to broaden the path of Christian spirituality, it 

becomes increasingly important that people receive guidance along the way. Future study 

could help dispel the myths and crack the enigma of spiritual direction within 

evangelicalism, whereby genuine soul care could receive the level of attention it 

deserves. 

Conclusion 

After seeing this project renew an enthusiasm for a pursuit of faith in the lives of 

those who, at times, have felt on the outskirts of Christian spirituality, I am optimistic that 

the Church can find ways to equip more people for the integration of life and faith. The 

Holy Spirit undoubtedly seeks to engage with people on every level, including both the 

intellect and the emotion, and this project has demonstrated how the awakening of the 

Christian imagination within the practice of spiritual disciplines holds at least one key to 

unlocking a deeper work of the Spirit within the hearts of believers. I hope that, in some 

small way, this project forges a path of Pentecostal spirituality that will lead to deeper 

relationships with Jesus, thereby creating a community empowered for ministry and 

mission in an ever-changing world. I also hope that this project might serve as a model, 

encouraging other pastors and ministry leaders to explore paths of spiritual formation that 

could provide hope and transformation to the artists and the young creatives within their 

own churches and communities. 
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APPENDIX A: PRESENTATION SLIDES FOR THE 

ñRE-IMAGINING  SPIRITUALITYò SEMINAR 
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