
THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION 

Me? Draw? Cut and Paste? I’m No Artist! 

An Innovative Methodology for Creative Bible Study 

Listening to the Spirit 

Discovering God in the Mundane 

Moving from Life Experience to Scriptural Truth 

Submitted by Frances deRoos Baron 

in partial requirement for the degree of 

Master of Arts in Pastoral Theology 

at 

Saint Mary of the Woods College 

Saint Mary of the Woods, Indiana 

 



DEDICATION 

To my highly respected and dear friend 

Violet Hanson 

with whom I “bounced off” ideas, 

listening to her sometimes brutal frankness, 

aware of the clarity of her thinking, and 

whose honesty I could unequivocally trust, 

AND 

who always challenged me! 

 



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

I am extremely grateful to the members of this “pilot group”, who agreed to be part of this 

study, an “upside down” approach for them, to begin with life experience, and move 

to Scriptural application, instead of their accustomed beginning with Bible passages. 

Judy and Frank Beltman 

Ruth and Larry Custer 

Joy and Loren DeGroot 

Carole and Phil Staal 

Dr. Donna and Dr. John Van Iwaarden 

Evie and Tony Weller 

(Their illustrations and responses are included in this book) 

A salute and special thanks is offered to Bernard La Montagne, S.T. L., Priest at Saint 

Mary of the Woods College, Saint Mary of the Woods, Indiana, as my mentor 

and advisor in finalizing the material for this Theological Reflection methodology 

in seeking deeper insight into Scriptural truths. 

Gratitude is expressed for professors and instructors at Saint Mary of the Woods College: 

Richard Collins, Ph.D. 

Barbara Daugherty, Ph.D., SP 

Claudette Dwyer, Ph. D. 

Ruth Dwyer, D Min., SP 

Marie McCarthy, Ph.D., SP 

Rev. Mary Milano, D.Min., J.D. 

‘Alexa Suelzer, Ph. D., SP  



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Chapter I Theological Reflection Methodology as a Basis for Bible Study 
Statement of the Topic 

Major Theological Questions 
Goal 

Major Purpose 
Themes 

Major Issues of Reason, Theology and Faith 
The Challenge 

Truth Emerges 

Chapter II Planning and Implementation 
Introduction 

Part 1 “The Same-Old, Same-Old! Please, Not Again”! 

A. Why This “New” Way to Study the Bible? 
B. A Challenge to the Teacher 

C. The Obvious “Solution” 

D. The Added Challenge 

Part II “Yes, I'd Like to Try a New Way, But 

. Traditionally 

. Uniting God and Life 

. The Experts Speak 

. The “Real” World 
. The Element of Surprise 

. Difficulties to be Encountered 

. Pay Attention 

Part [II Implementation: Only in Western Michigan Or in Truth 
Pre-implementation Responses 

Participants in Pre-implementation Survey 

Chapter III Knowledge Gained in the Implementation Process 

And Sample Lessons 
Bible Study Through “Hands On” Materials 

Sample Invitation 

Leader’s Guide to Introducing Theological Reflection Method 

Suggested Lesson “Pattern” For Leader 
Generic Guidelines for Leader 

Sample Lesson #1 

Sample Lesson #2 

Sample Lesson #3 
Sample Lesson #4 
Sample Lesson #5 

Suggested Evaluation Check List  



Letter Sent to Pilot Group By the Chairpersons 

Suggested Topics for Further Study 

Chapter IV Responses From the Pilot Group | 

Chapter V Personal Response and Reflection 

Bibliography 

 



CHAPTER] 

THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION METHODOLOGY 

AS A BASIS FOR BIBLE STUDY 

 



STATEMENT OF THE TOPIC 

A creative Bible study methodology based on a Theological Reflection process, 

marrying mundane experience with sacred Spirit-led insight. 

MAJOR THEOLOGICAL QUESTIONS 

Where 1s God in my experience? 

How does theology mix with my daily life? 

How are my relationships with people connected to dogma and doctrine? 

How can a pastor or teacher make dogma and doctrine live? 

Can Theological Reflection put flesh on the “bare bones” of theology? 

What are people hungry for? What are they searching for? 

What is the “something more”? 

GOAL 

The goal will be to employ a unique method of Bible study, in essence Theological 

Reflection, which will be an “upside down” method from the “norm”, more established 

way, of studying in the Reformed Church in America. Instead of beginning with Scripture 

and moving to life application, Theological Reflection will begin with life experience and 

move toward Scriptural truth  



MAJOR PURPOSE 

To address the human hunger for God through an unusual methodology as a step 

toward a deeper understanding of the prodigality of God, the abundance of grace, and the 

awesome greatness of God, the Creator, the Saviour, and the Holy Spirit, ever one God, 

always present in daily life. 

THEMES 

Theological Reflection begins with experience and moves to how it connects with God. 

God has a plan. Theological Reflection aids a person to discover this plan. 

Great blessings flow from discovering the sacred in the mundane. 

Discovery can be a “surprise” insight into experiencing God. 

We “see through a glass darkly”, but Theological Reflection aids in viewing God more 

significantly through crystal clear glass. 

[t 1s an “upside down” approach for this group not to begin with a Bible verse or passage. 

 



MAJOR ISSUES OF REASON, THEOLOGY AND FAITH 

To make it possible to “free the imagination to live again” is to “unlock new worlds 

and wonders for all Christians” (Fischer, p. 1). In reality it is the only way to participate in 

the mystery of God. Reason is the foundation of theology, but it can never come alive 

without allowing fantasy and new flights of thought to come into play. The sad problem is 

that some who fear imagination as illusion or a sinful indulgence in enjoyment 

(Puritanism!) are in some danger of eroding reason, even faith itself. Faith is a gift from 

God. It 1s a human response to begin to perceive the inner being of God. Theology is in 

essence faith seeking understanding. Awareness in itself is a key issue. But in allowing 

the truth of imagination, the added dimension is that it can lead to thinking theologically 

“God-ward”, which can lead the God-seeker to action. 

For many, especially those who recall a “Sunday School God of insipid goodness” or 

the “fearful masculine Presbyterian God” (Patton, p. 117), there is no chance of 

enlightenment by exploring a dormant or unexplored meaning. “Religion, like philosophy, 

begins with wonder, or at least, religion without wonder is dead” (Allison, p. 7). To be 

authentic, theology must involve the heart, the mind and the environment. Although God 

1S In every experience, the divine communication may be indirect, a whisper, an inclination, 

a thought. In an Age of Noise, if we are to be holy as God is holy, we must enter into that 

silence, that contemplation, shared by others in a group, to “hear” what God is saying. In 

hus story of The Little Prince, Antoine de Saint Exupery specifically says that it is only 

with the heart that one can see rightly; what is essential is invisible to the eye. Group 

sharing can lead to those insights to lead “God-ward”.  



THE CHALLENGE 

To meet expectations of finding new worlds by delving into Scripture, the minister or 

teacher will find the challenge almost overwhelming. “We are such clay pots. . (we) stand 

up to preach the priceless treasure” (Eslinger, p. 212). Eslinger gives some specific 

guidelines for leaders: 

(1) To bring out a truth not previously present. 

(2) To convert an idea into an image, and to take an image and convert it into an idea. 

(3) To see relationships between abstract fact and concrete form. 

(4) To translate accessible images into the truths of Christianity. 

The bottom line is always that truth and reality can only be ascertained by taking earthly 

images and using them to “evoke a realm beyond” (Avis, p. 8). It is almost incredible that 

it 1s only through the imagination that truth can be found. The earthly things become 

sacramental channels to God. The created world truly reflects the glory of God. The poet 

Gerard Manley Hopkins saw all of life as sacramental, a truly wonderful concept, which 

could be almost overwhelming. 

A red flag to watch in group discussion is if a member who has a personal agenda with 

an answer for everything becomes controlling negatively and thus intercepts the actual 

reflection process. It can even be a defense by the “controlling” person who actually fears 

having to leave a “safe place” in their own thinking! This includes the difficulty to 

overcome ideas of God that are too fixed (Kinast, p. 12). Emphasis on creeds, dogma, 

and theological vocabulary have become so embedded that attempts at finding the value of 

experience in imaging God, if not resolved, can create havoc.  



TRUTH EMERGES 

For John the Baptist, it was an emerging sense of understanding Jesus as the promised 

Messiah, as he sought for truth and the fulfillment of the promise in the Old Testament. 

So, like John, acceptance of a new venture will grow as each lesson nudges a group to dig 

deeper into the significance of the ordinary, and how the mundane blends with the sacred 

for wholistic Christian living. John, too, needed time to absorb the fact that Jesus was the 

Promised One. But he was willing to be open to “listen” to God, and assurance was his 

when he baptized Jesus in the Jordan and he saw the dove descend, and he “heard” the 

voice of God from Heaven. 

Paper, pencils, crayons, markers, scissors, paste? This approach, combined with a 

“foolish presupposition” or scenario can be as weird as Jesus smearing spit on the blind 

man’s eye to cure his blindness. But perhaps a new way to encounter God? Surely it is 

worth trying! 

 



CHAPTER II 

PLANNING AND IMPLEMENTATION 

 



INTRODUCTION 

In the mad scramble in today’s world, amid the sometimes seeming chaos and turmoil 

of existence, there does seem to be an intense yearning for the real meaning of life, an 

unspoken desire to find some sense of the significance of living. It could even be an 

unvoiced whisper from within, a longing, perhaps even, a craving for God. 

The unspoken desire could center on the question of “Is there really a God at all?” “If 

there is a God, where is God in all this mess?” 

In an attempt to meld daily living with a sense of the presence of God, to bring 

wholeness to living: this is the true purpose of this series of studies It seeks to break 

down life compartments of secular and spiritual, and blend them into seeking holiness in 

the mundane, viewing the ordinary in an extraordinary way, and finding sacredness in 

everyday activities through a Holy Spirit-led insight and vision 

Theological Reflection breaks down some traditional approaches to Bible study, which 

in the background of this group normally began with Scripture and moved to experience. 

This proposed alternative method begins with life story perception and moves to how this 

insight may more clearly reveal the face of God. It allows the validity of creative thinking, 

and the reliability of the imagination in its most positive sense to be a revelation from God, 

simultaneously in the reality of the world itself, and in each person’s own story as a 

continuation of the Bible story. The timelessness of the Bible then becomes more 

apparent 

The unusual almost childish approach of creating a scenario to initiate discussion is 

actually kinesthetic, a “kindergarten-like setting”. Ideally the learners will be seated 

around a table, preferably so that everyone can see everyone else’s face. There should be 

a maximum of twelve people. A mixture of gender and age 1s desirable, although it is 

possible that this method may be more effective with those who have progressed fairly  



similarly in their faith journey. Each person will be furnished with an unruled notebook. 

On the table, easily accessible will be markers, crayons, pencils, scissors, glue, and colored 

paper. 

People need to be assured that this is not an art project because the first response may 

be: “Me? I'm not an artist”. There needs to be assurance that it is not the artistic quality 

of the response that matters, and that everything is acceptable. Therefore although this 

approach may seem awkward at first, persons will soon begin to realize the value of more 

directed definitive thinking resulting from the need to respond in a kinesthetic way. 

The need for group process cannot be overemphasized. Sharing is another piece in the 

puzzle of the proclamation of faith. The varieties of experience enrich all. Crossan has 

stated the importance of “table fellowship”, the “commensality” of openness and concern 

for the other person. Sharing a table can be a spiritual experience. Listening to others 

brings empathy for struggles with illness, or betrayal, or confusion, or loss, or financial 

reversal, or vocational uncertainty (Benner, p. 56), and then the story from the heart 

brings closeness, and a new insight into what “Communion of the Saints” is really all 

about! Patton claims that “the Reformed tradition has consistently placed on community 

the burden of being the central vehicle for a proper understanding of God’s will” (p. 79). 

Group interpersonal conversations deter personal bias, or even may result in uncovering 

blindness to interpretation of experience when exploring a dormant or hitherto 

undiscovered meaning 

 



CHAPTER II 

PART I 

“THE SAME-OLD, SAME-OLD’*? 

“PLEASE, NOT AGAIN!” 

A. WHY THIS “NEW” WAY TO STUDY BIBLE? 

It 1s the cry of my Bible study group. We are assigned a study book by the education 

committee of the church. We look it over together. The aggregate response is one of 

disappointment, frustration, almost of disgust. As teacher-leader, they look to me for 

some comment, some solution. They want to study the Bible but the see the new 

proposed study guide as more of a rehash, more of the “same-old, same-old”. They do 

not disagree with the purport of the truth embodied in it, but it is the format, the needless 

repetition of the same phrases they have heard from childhood, and they yearn for 

something more. 

It 1s easy for me to understand. I memorized Scripture. I knew all the Bible stories, 

but never connected them with my life story. I never came to understand Abraham as my 

grandfather, Lydia as my grandmother. These were people far away, in a different time 

frame, a different land, and the God they worshipped somehow never connected with the 

God preached in the Church. In fact, I was, as was my group, not allowed ever to express 

any doubt, to ask any question. Dogma, creed, the basic tenets of faith were to be 

accepted, not really related to real life. So was there any wonder that my group felt that 

there truly 1s something missing in how we study Scripture? Wicks says (p. 308) that “if it 

doesn’t make sense, it isn’t theology”. The normative typical study guide no longer made 

sense to them , or to me. If, as Bausch (p. 115) says, “Story reveals the face of God”, it 

would be quite apparent that the way we have studied Bible stories has not led us to 

experience, to see God. Bausch (p. 28) adds that “Doctrine is the material of texts, story 

1s the stuff of life”.  



B. A CHALLENGE TO THE TEACHER 

As designated teacher/leader, I am faced with an awesome responsibility. To seek 

what is “true, meaningful, and valid” (Nouwen, p. 11), means seeking new insights, 

looking for what being truly renewed in Christ means in today’s world. The depth of 

Scripture must bring to life the message we have all held from our childhood days, and 

unless there is change, we will become so bored, we will all just continue to ‘hear it until 

we are dead” (Nouwen, p. 25 and 26). A redundant message brings no creative response. 

But change is threatening and emotional security can be replaced by apprehension by those 

who are “jolted” into deeper thinking. A first premise is that this will be difficult. 

In today’s world, it is quite apparent that people are searching for something more than 

their job, their money, their “toys” as they look into the New Age offerings, Buddhism, 

meditation. . Truly they are seeking answers to the central “theological questions” (Cobb, 

p 43) “What is God?” “Where is God in this mess?” A concept of God must somehow 

be connected to reality for God to have meaning in a person’s life. Systematic theology 

attempted to give meaning through dogma and doctrine, but often did not intertwine with 

real life. It is only in recognition of the complete understanding of the incarnation as 

God’s intervention into human society that God becomes real. God is no longer an 

outsider, looking in. God is instead a participator in world events, in personal lives, a 

Creator who is always creating. Imagination in its most positive aspect of creativity is the 

essence of new possibilities, new insights, a “fresh understanding” (Cobb, p. 71). This is 

the cry of my group “We want to see God!” 

 



C. THE OBVIOUS “SOLUTION” 

The answer is almost surprisingly easy. To find the “obvious solution”: look to Jesus, 

the Christ! He spoke in parables, in the stories of life. He followed the example of God in 

the Old Testament as He spoke to prophets and seers in signs, symbols, metaphor and 

anecdote. His was no ersatz imaginary world. There was nothing fake about the eerie 

darkness, the falling rocks, the earthquake at the crucifixion, the scream of terror of “God, 

why have you forsaken me?” It was love in action when children sat on Jesus’ lap. But 

imagination comes into play when these almost opposite views of terror and love are in 

juxtaposition in the world which is real and embodies all emotion. Imagination does carry 

truth (Bausch, p. 24). 

D. THE ADDED CHALLENGE 

The bigger the concept of God, the more the mind staggers in an attempt to understand 

how 1t is even possible to “see” God in the commonplace! But the paradox is that it is in 

truth only by taking that route that the something infinitely higher, and someone beyond 

self can be discovered. If God is truly God, then He must be big, encompassing his entire 

Creation, things and people. To arrive at that moment of discovery, people can be “so 

caught up in a single moment” that they “catch a glimpse of mystery” (Buechner, p. 70) It 

becomes not a sense of solving a mystery, but of projecting self into the mysticism of God, 

living the mystery. A sudden insight, a brief glimpse of the Eternal, a glimpse of truth can 

be almost blinding (Buechner, p. 70).  



“YES I'D LIKE TO TRY A NEW WAY TO DO BIBLE STUDY 

BUT TRADITIONALLY... ... WE'VE ALWAYS. .. 

THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION, WHAT’S THAT?” 

A. TRADITIONALLY 

The tried and true method of conventional Bible studies has been to begin with a 

passage of Scripture, study it in its context, and then relate it to life Theological 

reflection turns this method upside down. It begins with experience, possibly in a rather 

off-beat introduction, and seizes upon unusual and new insights into the world in which 

experience is where God can be found. Albert Einstein is purported to have said, “If at 

first the idea is not absurd, then there is no hope for it”. But in approaching the Bible 

from another dimension, it is possible to see a simple thing as quite profound in God’s 
eyes. "It isn’t how you see, it’s what you pay attention to” (Mort Crim, Detroit Free 
Press, 7/28/00). “There is no mystery about creativity. It consists simply in looking at 

what everybody else has looked at, but seeing what nobody else saw”. 

True spirituality implies wholeness, a blending of secular and sacred, with no 

compartmentalizing of a broken self True prayer consists not just in spoken words in a 

kneeling position Prayer can be experienced in a beautiful painting, a woodcarving of 

artistic quality, a paean of praise on the organ, observing the giant sequoias, and any 
number of other positive experiences. Prayer is a matter of the heart, self in relationship 
with God (Benner, p. 53) It is in getting in touch with the mysterious, to discover by use 

of the mystagogical task, and to find the essence of what is at the heart of life. Rahner 

contends that engagement in the world is the basis for encountering God. It is an attempt  



to balance reason and imagination, to look for the meaning that has previously been 

elusive. Theological reflection strives to go from “gossip to Gospel, from trivial to 

divine” (Capps, p. 189). 

Both Testaments of the Bible have always engaged wholistic psychology, involving 

body, soul, spirit, heart and flesh. As all are interwoven, never separated, the essential 

unity of being was emphasized, especially by the Hebrews. In beginning with the absurd, 

the tnvial, the mundane of the everyday, this reflection strives to seek deeper, to probe for 

the profound transcendental meaning, so that the Bible stories become the actual story of 

the participant-learners. This latching onto “story” is a “way of seeing in the dark” 

(Holmes, p, 165) Stories can be the imaginative way of expressing a sense of reality 

B UNITING GOD AND LIFE 

Theological reflection brings heaven and earth together. When Jesus described himself 

as the Way, he was truly speaking of humanity’s relationship to God. The divine element 

in a person’s life is the issue: the goal of Theological Reflection to meld each experience 

to the larger whole, God! Fantasy, per se, has no place, but spirit-filled imagination 

breathes life, wholeness 

Part of the Theological Reflection process is to address prophetic MINIStry as it Consists 

of “offering an alternative perception of reality, and in letting people see their own history 

in the light of God's freedom and his will for justice” (Brueggemann, p. 110) It is calling 

people to the present, the here-and-now, seeing the larger picture of how each fits into the 

continuation of the biblical story. People are encouraged to go outside of the lines, to see 

relationships between experience and God’s revelation is present continuously in daily 

living, and how that intermeshes with the underlying truth of the Gospel It is recognition 

that humanity is the proper part of divinity. The God of surprises encourages people to 

find themselves in order to really find God. Daring to admit that creation is continuous and  



that God is present in every experience creates a sense of the holiness of the everyday 

world. 

C. THE EXPERTS SPEAK 

Kinast becomes quite specific in his explanation of Theological Reflection. He says (1) 

Revelation is from God. It is in everyday circumstances, and is ongoing. (2) Revelation 

is about God. It can be seen in all creation, and also in the testimony of Scripture. (3) 

Revelation must be to God, an action of response to God dramatized in holy living in 

relation to self, God and to others. 

Because of the need for a relationship with others, it is mandatory to be cognizant that 

all are created in the image of God. C.S. Lewis claims that “it is a serious thing to live in a 

society of gods and goddesses” (p. 18). He dares to say that there are no ordinary people, 

that we have never talked to a mere mortal. “It is immortals with whom we joke, with 

whom we work, marry, snub and exploit--immortal horrors or everlasting splendours” (p. 

18). It is truly frightening to carry such a responsibility, a heavy load! 

People are so human. People live in a secular world. God must have secular interests 

or he would not have created a world. “The secular world is God’s full-time concern” 

(Young, p. 77). The use of the process of Theological Reflection “enables people to see 

that the call of God happens in very concrete and frequently unexpected ways” (Wicks, p. 

326) 

D. THE “"REAL” WORLD 

The traditional student may readily accept all of Kinast’s truths. However, put into 

actual learning situations, there may be a real sense of threat, because it’s “not the way we 

always do it”. The “upside-down” approach of Theological Reflection is that it should not 

be initiated with unfamiliar or even familiar “Spiritual” talk, because if it is couched in 

“street-talk” in its most positive spin, there is room to go beyond previously embedded  



concepts expressed in religious connotation. Although it is possible to have a person 

attempt Theological Reflection alone, it is far more productive to do so in community, 

leading to further discernment of experience as it pertains to the holy. 

E. THE ELEMENT OF SURPRISE 

Because God is a God of imagination, a God of surprise, the element of “surprise” in 

introducing the lesson is mandatory. Beginning with an off beat approach of having paper, 

pencils, crayons, markers, scissors and paste available, a foolish question will be posed. It 

might begin with “Draw a picture of . . . .” Or “Draw someone, or something, or use a 

word or phrase, or perhaps some color” ... . . as a response to a posed situation. 

Always there would be the assurance that no response is wrong. No supposition is too 

wild, or “far out”. Honesty is encouraged. Initially this response is not necessarily meant 

to be profound, but as reactions are shared, profound depths often gush out, and suddenly 

“AHA” there is God! All of a sudden there emerges an insight into truth of a Bible story. 

Wicks calls it “foolhardiness” as a method of jarring people of all ages out of a “Now I lay 

me down to sleep” Biblical understanding, and an added dimension of experiencing and 

appreciating God. It is “seeing things differently with renewed purpose and faith” (p. 511) 

People need to tell their own unique stories. “We all carry stories within us and when we 

tell them to others, they have the power to link us” (Capps, p. 24). Story is central to 

understanding. Story deepens and enlarges our understanding of reality, of the world 

around. It calls for noticing the familiar, for paying attention to the daily routine. It is 

verbalizing hospitality, of inviting people in to our inner selves, unashamedly honest. 

When the Pharisees said to Jesus, “Tell us who you really are. Are you the promised 

Messiah?” they were only trying to fit him into a mold of what they had previously 

created in their own minds. It was only when they let go of the old mindset and were 

willing to experience a new concept that they could grow toward wholeness. Teachers 

and ministers and students all may be engaged in “deep academic approach to Bible study”  



(Kinast, p. 44) and it can be a rote learning, but until there is a conversion of thinking to a 

“spiritually attuned sensitivity”, it is still only words. It entails hard thinking to “go 

beyond”! Using imagination is going in further than defining terms and quoting Scripture 

verbatim. 

F. DIFFICULTIES TO BE ENCOUNTERED 

An honest evaluation of this different approach may cause great discomfort to some. 

Psychologically it may be very upsetting even as it was for Nicodemus. He was not 

accustomed to reflecting on and respecting an experience and looking for a deeper 

significance in it. He had a problem with the spiritual dimension of the Holy Spirit in his 

question of how to be “born again”. In group study, leaving the comfort zone of 

theological language can be threatening, especially to one who is used to “coherent 

systematic thinking” (Kinast, p. 41). 

The “Dutch connection” in Western Michigan may be particularly vulnerable in trying 

to introduce a new approach. Change is always difficult in any milieu, but the climate in 

the western Michigan Dutch church has always been characterized by a fairly neat “box”, 

and it creates a feeling of guilt to open it up. Even private lives are guarded, and many 

wear a mask in church constantly for fear that they may be judged as a “nominal 

Christian”, not devout, not quite “good enough” Therefore beginning with personal 

experience has its own danger signals, because there is that great reluctance to voice inner 

feelings. The assumed attitude is that the veneer of Christianity must be maintained, the 

standards and the doctrine of the church “protected” lest they be stained by the world. It 

is the very mistake which the church has made since the area was settled in west Michigan 

by Rev. Van Raalte, Rev. Scholte, and others in the 1840s. Church and the world were 

two separate entities. Dr. Van Raalte was first and foremost an entrepreneur, and he used 

God and religion carefully to attain his personal goal of financial advancement. The 

mundane was never considered holy. God was conveniently tucked into a box, and  



exemplified, e.g, by a corporate prayer on a day in spring that crops be successful. Guilt 

from the need to evangelize in one’s own backyard brought an emphasis on giving for 

“foreign missions”. Personal involvement was denigrated in favor of assurance that giving 

money was sufficient. It was in reality an easy way out, because there was no need to 

become emotionally involved, and the private citizen could feel insulated from criticism, or 

from feeling as an inferior Christian. Because of the cultural background which prevails in 

the present day church, a new approach from the old established way promises to be very 

threatening. Once again there must be emphasis on the need to remember that this will 

always be an ongoing process, always renewal, not arrival. It is a search for truth through 

story, personal story linked to Bible story. The divisions of religion into two 

compartments which has been done historically in the Reformed Church in western 

Michigan has left a kind of void, a division, a sense of loss, of searching and not really 

finding. Myth, metaphor, and symbol have been viewed with suspicion, but opening a 

path to imagination can, if carefully crafted, make possible a path to the sacred, awesome 

sense of meeting God. 

G. PAY ATTENTION 

The expulsion from Eden was “only a dimming of vision; we are even yet in Paradise” 

(Allison, p. 46). As Wordsworth wrote in his “Intimations”, every meadow, grove and 

stream, the earth and every common sight is apparelled in celestial light”. Nothing in our 

language or experience can be all inclusive in understanding the mystery of God. Perhaps 

we are still blind, but we are allowed a momentary glimpse, a “crack” into true reality: 

Heaven prepared for us. This is the purpose of this approach to studying the Bible, 

It is of utmost importance to “pay attention”, and then with Julian of Norwich, we can 

say that “All will be well”.  



PART III 

IMPLEMENTATION 

ONLY IN WESTERN MICHIGAN? 

OR IN TRUTH A MICROCOSM OF THE WHOLE? 

The question often surfaces whether human nature is the same all over the world, or 

whether indeed cultures and geographical locations and traditions are more dominant in 

one part of society than in another. The situation of a kind of uniqueness of the western 

Michigan area has been posed, however it must be acknowledged that it is possible, and 

reason would have it that the same problems of an inbred view of Scriptural interpretation 

may exist in other far more remote areas. Old myths continue to whisper, and comfortable 

patterns tend to cling. An “earthy” approach can be threatening and cause people to 

retreat to the comfort zone of “how we’ve always done it”, as they almost refuse to enter 

into another way of thinking. Change involves risk. Altering a set pattern can bring initial 

resistance. In the process of opening up the imagination, those who read the Bible in its 

most literal sense, in a very fundamentalistic outlook, will understandably feel frightened 

Skilland gentle leadership is needed in emphasizing a high value on human experience, the 

place where God is present and intervenes. A newly published book, “Who Moved My 

Cheese?” is a classic example of how people may need help to cope with change. People 

will need help to understand a deeper meaning embedded in the text, or more particularly 

in their own personal story as it relates to a continuing present day Bible story. For many 

it may be threatening even to envision that there can be a perception of mystery and awe in 

personal experience. It may feel presumptuous, almost a feeling of “cheek”!  



The key to reflection theologically, to “pay attention”, to be truly cognizant of 

personal experience, with an accurate description, not accompanied by evaluative 

judgment, or otherwise the interpretation will be skewed. “Pat” answers must be avoided. 

There must be a willingness to lay aside prejudices or traditional concepts which may have 

been mis-colored over time. There must be a willingness to be open, to imagine, to risk, 

to look for new insights. Validate feelings. 

There is holiness in the mundane. There must be time to recognize this and then take 

time to absorb the experience as sacred. It can help people put the ordinary life and their 

experiences as a focus for the springboard of discovering new meaning to life for self, and 

for others. It is mandatory to remember that it is only when imagination comes in to play 

that experience becomes transformed into the real reality of the presence of God. This 

“God-ward” stance using the imagination can lead to the discovery of that facet of God’s 

creativity which leads the God-seeker to a more creative life. Wonder awakens the 

religious feeling even in the natural world of stars and sun and space. The entire creation 

is actually too profound for human understanding and can evoke thoughts of a higher 

being, a deity or god or God. The prodigality of the multiplicity of diversity in creation 

bespeaks of a power beyond humanity. To be authentic, theology must involve the heart, 

the mind, and the environment, and that includes all of daily experience. Not every 

discussion will provoke huge discoveries or great theological thoughts. But it is in the 

minute “aha” moments, the momentary concept, or glimpse of truth that “all of Nature is 

bathed in a subtle divine energy” (Allison, p. 48). Allison (p. 125) says that imagination is 

the “engine of all creativity”. Jesus led the way in teaching in parables, images and stories, 

and theological reasoning depends on an ability to transcend what is actually seen in the 

flesh. Blake in his poetic way says that “imagination is spiritual sensation”. Paul is 

remembered in his well-known understanding of “seeing through a glass darkly”, but 

imagination helps to clear the mirror.  



It must be recognized that seeing a new insight may not always be comfortable for 

everyone. Actually to discover a new thought or momentary glimpse of something new 

can be frightening. There can be almost fear in facing a new look at Scripture seeking 

a deeper meaning, but a deeper sense of understanding could be discovered. Seeking truth 

1s not always easy. The danger for some is that a person can even refuse to be honest, and 

to protect self, become more authoritarian than ever, more couched in old clichés. 

“Symbols, metaphors and analogies can be fearsome because they have not been 

previously encountered or addressed” (Kinast, p. 120). Although deep theological 

thoughts may not result at each study time, truth is worth pursuing. Group discussion is 

truly mandatory because each person learns from the stimulation of others. Groups help 

people stay honest by asking crucial questions, some of which may be very painful, and 

avoided if a person studies privately only. But it is these moments of which to be 

sensitively aware! Kierkegaard said that even a moment can be pregnant with eternal 

significance. But the issue is that these moments can give new meaning to an idea of God 

which may have been embedded and fixed, and God is a God of change, always creating. 

Christianity is not an imaginary faith, but it demands imagination for insight into truth. 

Earthly things become sacramental channels to God. Andrew is a classic example of such 

discovery when he declared to brother Simon, “We have found the Messiah”. It is the 

Messiah, the King we seek. 

This alternative approach to Bible study is particularly apropos when the present 

technological world is recognized Gospel must be “participation, not consumption” 

(Brownson, p 2) TV games and arcades and gambling casinos have a strong allure partly 

because there is “hands on”. In the church, there must not be just Christology, but Christ! 

[t must not be just a view of God, but a relationship to God. A Bible study must speak in 

the language of the “tribe”, today’s culture! It is urgent to stay doctrinally pure, but there 

must be cultural relevance. This element of “surprise” in a different approach can prevent 

endless boredom and dullness. People are truly “oral” beings, and therefore stories and  



the imagination lead to higher understandings. A story for Jesus was a sacred encounter, 

and was very powerful. It is finding self in the story of someone else to become a part of 

the larger story of the Bible, where Christ is at the center. The Spirit breathes life. 

 



PRE-IMPLEMENTATION RESPONSES 

Responses to the proposal in its pre-implementation stage were varied. Although 

diversity of opinion was not unexpected, especially when a shift in perception looms, or 

€ven seems to: threaten, . it was soon obvious that moving out of an acceptable 

previously experienced comfort zone raised many questions. 

A retired eighty-some professor, author, editor, with a doctorate on John Calvin, 

Christian Reformed Church heritage, commented that enthusiasm by a leader could 

promise a measure of success, but “wondered whether the outcome would always be a 

‘Bible’ study” However, he and his English-major wife added, “but we do think that 

there are many ways into, and out of, the Word, and this surely promises stimulating class 

hours” 

The interesting aftermath of these comments was that as we continued the discussion 

as we were sitting on their upper deck, overlooking a river, in a bower of trees, he 

stopped suddenly, and said almost abruptly, but with a certain awe in his voice: “Listen to 

that bird trilling. It is surely God’s Holy Spirit speaking to me right now in that little 

bird’s song” What a surprise to both him and his wife! It was a sudden moment of 

discovering the sacred in the mundane, unexpected, perhaps never before quite so intense 

a discovery of the presence of God, a glimpse of the Eternal, never before quite the same 

as all his intellectual study of Scripture. 

The pastor of a United Brethren Church quickly identified members of his congregation 

who would relish this “a-normal” approach. He indicated he would very much enjoy being 

part of a group and offered to gather people to be “guinea pigs” for the pilot study 

However, he was quick to simultaneously name a few men who might rear up, perhaps in 

vocal protest, that this might even be heretical and not within the guidelines of propriety 

or strict adherence to the Word as proscribed by the United Brethren Church  



Incidentally, he added that he thought women would be delighted to participate in a 

change of study patterns. probably more than the men who would feel a need to keep the 

Church “pure”! 

A middle-aged pastor and his wife in a Reformed Church in America in a suburb of Detroit 

were very restrained in their reply, perhaps afraid their honesty might result in hurt feelings. 

Their carefully chosen replies could easily be perceived as absolute non-acceptance of this 

proposal. It was a surprising reaction in many ways, because they minister in a very blue-collar 

middle-class area, not particularly tuned to a highly academic approach to the study of Scripture, 

so it would seem to be another way to reach those whose milieu is almost strictly labor-related. 

It could be another way to promote wholeness between sacred and secular. Perhaps their very 

staid personal upbringing did not allow them any real change in methods of discovering God. 

An unmarried retired teacher, member of a Lutheran Church, could not hold down the 

excitement in her voice over the possibility of making her long-memorized familiar Bible 

passages come to life, confirming what she had long believed but never heard vocalized, 

that the Bible story is her story, or that God does give insight through imagination She 

was titillated by the very excitement of possibility thinking. 

My mid-thirty son and his wife were quick to warn against pursuing one’s own 

intended goal for the lesson, or even latching on to a pet agenda, which could easily 

quench the voice of the Holy Spirit, negating the very purpose of the study. It was an 

astute, intelligent and thought-provoking warning! They also commented that the leader 

should perhaps be a person with a depth of previous Biblical knowledge, to be prepared in 

the event that the initial question would take off in a completely different direction than 

the suggested Biblical passages which would be listed for the leader. 

A very important comment came from a professor’s wife. “I would not feel 

comfortable responding or sharing a personal experience unless I were in a group of 

people I would feel I could trust implicitly”.  



One of the pastors of my church, Beechwood Reformed Church in Holland, Michigan, 

a mud-twenty married ordained minister, who did not grow up as a Christian responded 

with extraordinary enthusiasm. The important issues which were most vital for her were: 

(1) Wholeness through recognizing holiness in the mundane. 

(2) Questions and a scenario which could result in “teasing” the imagination. 

(3) Dissatisfaction with presently published Bible study books in the book stores. 

(4) Listening for God, with new revelation through one’s own experience. 

(5) Continuing the Bible study in one’s own life, and in the life of the world itself. 

Her final comment included that she expected to see much growth in the group using these 

“far out” ideas to spark imagination. 

 



SUMMARY OF PRE-IMPLEMENTATION RESPONSES 

The “bottom line” is always that this study must be Biblically based. 

The thrust of the Theological Reflection approach is toward wholeness of life, seeking to 

break down possible previous secular/spiritual life compartments. 

The leader shouldn’t set an agenda or specific goal pf where the discussion may lead. 

Serendipity, the element of the surprise of the moment allows the Holy Spirit to lead 

to unforeseen paths of new insight. Revealing a specified goal can stifle spontaneity. 

Be aware that this method may shake or threaten the “comfort zone” for some. 

It may feel too shallow for some. Avoid falling into the trap of a “pooling of ignorance”. 

or just a “talk fest” 

There may be initial discomfort because it does not begin with a Bible verse or passage. 

There is a need for open-ended questions for the leader to utilize at the beginning. 

Specific questions should be suggested which may relate to each particular opening 

“posed situation”. 

A list of possible future “posed situations” must be included because not everyone might 

feel competent to visualize “far out” questions. 

Some may feel great difficulty in expressing private responses unless a level of trust is 

generated. 

It might be wise to include a video of an actual study in progress. 

The leader must be well versed in the Bible to be able to pinpoint key issues and ask 

leading questions. 

This can be a very stimulating enriching study as it is based on Spirit-led imagination, 

and experience in real life. 

Possibly the method might need to be adjusted if it were used with new Christians. 

However, they could have really new insights!  



We do accept that there are many ways into and out of the Word, and this surely 

promises stimulating class hours. 

Some will accept this “a-normal” approach but there will definitely be some who 

accept only very literal--words--academic--traditional. It could be viewed as 

“wild”, “far-out”, no propriety--violating strict adherence to the guidelines or dogma 

of the Church. 

It attempts to make the Bible story a continuing story as “my story”, illustrating 

the timelessness of the Bible (the “big picture”). 

Extreme caution must be exercised to focus on basic truths of the Bible, so it 1s not 

a ‘shallow discussion” 

There must be a level of trust, and also an assurance that every response is valid and 

acceptable in an atmosphere of discovery. 

 



Participants in the pre-implementation survey: 

United Brethren pastor, age about 40 

Ordained woman minister, Reformed Church in American, age 25 

Housewife, age 80, education Grade 8 

Author/lecturer/educator/librarian, age 85, Ph.D., University of Michigan 

John Calvin student, Christian Reformed 

and 

Wife, English major, High School teacher, age 79 

Retired woman elementary teacher, age 65, Lutheran 

Hair dresser, High School education, age 40, Wesleyan 

Graduate engineer, United Brethren/RCA, age 40 

and 

Wife, elementary school teacher, age 40 

Ordained Reformed Church, interim crisis minister, age 60 

Retired Women’s Army Corps Colonel, age 65, liberal Christian Reformed 

College Math professor, Ph.D. age 50, Reformed/Christian Reformed 

and 

Wife, University professor, age 45. 

 



CHAPTER III 

KNOWLEDGE GAINED IN THE IMPLEMENTATION PROCESS 

AND 

SAMPLE LESSONS 

 



CHAPTER III 

BIBLE STUDY THROUGH “HANDS ON” MATERIALS 

AND THEOLOGICAL BASES FOR 

THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION METHODOLOGY 

authentic Christian living is based on the grace of God. It is grace alone which allows 

Us 10 dare assume that we are children of God, children of a King! Sometimes grace 1s 

defined as “taking unpromising material and turning it into fresh insight and 

understanding” (Cobb, p 71) Surely humankind in its finiteness can only be changed into 

(he new. the divine, by the grace of God. Even so, using the mundane materials of paper, 

pencil, crayons, markers, scissors and glue, combined with some very “earthy” foolhardy 

questions, would hardly seem the kind of “stuff” of which to prepare a serious Bible 

discussion But in the Incarnation, (God entered the world as the “giver of all new 

possibility” (Cobb, p 49) This very act of God entering the world as a human being 

opens the door for discovering God in a new way. It seeks to create an ongoing approach 

to uruung the created world itself with each person to becoming a part of the conunuous 

rustory of the Bible That is the very instant that theological reflection enters 

lnunial response to a mundane unexpected question could be “Can this be a Bible 

study?” It was like Nathaniel’s question, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth” 

But for the doubters. the leader must instill the cunosity angle of “Come and see” The 

ulimate aim. of course. is to discover the divine in the ordinary, even to find God in self 

Then the result can be to respond to God and God’s call to service! The almost starthng 

question 1s change, in that it is a shift from the usual format of beginning with a Bible 

passage first But it can create interest, surprise, engagement and interest [U's like  



“What’s going on here anyway? This is a Bible Study?” But this approach is meant to 

pique curiosity, and to begin to stimulate the imagination. The methodology is clear when 

Jesus’ way of teaching is used as a pattern. He led his disciples with a frequent “come and 

see” invitation. They, too, found themselves caught off-guard in discovering a special 

meaning to an event which they had not expected. 

Christianity does not consist completely in creeds and doctrines but a “set of 

experiences generated here on earth” (Kinast, p. x1). Therefore it is important to engage 

in a theological reflection process, which is in essence learning theology from and through 

experience. It is mandatory, therefore, in preparing a lesson for students that the group 

understands this approach. 

So what does the nomenclature theological reflection mean? It means beginning with 

the commonplace, ordinary life experiences, and meshing these with biblical truth and 

tradition, and attempting to match these with culture and background. Eventually this 

should culminate in action as the end result. Experience must be interwoven with 

Scriptural insight and prayer, with “discovery” aided and enhanced by group discussions. 

Individual insight is a positive by-product from group engagement. In all honesty, it must 

be faced that not every experience will bring real insight. Sometimes there can be only a 

bland response, or no response at all, and aloneness, disappointments and sorrow can have 

a profound damper on the discussion. However, if God can be discovered even In 

unhappy circumstances, there can be growth in the Christian life. 

It is helpful for many to specifically list the objectives of a theological reflection 

process, and Kinast has done this very well 

(1) To recognize God in every day experience in a new and innovative way. 

(2) The new insight of God must be weighed against previous conceptions of God. 

(3) Encourage continual imaginative flights to greater depths of understanding and 

relationship to God beyond the “surface”  



Based on the Deuteronomy theme that all of life is at once profoundly human and 

profoundly divine, this approach to the study of the Bible seeks to inspire a wholistic life 

of a melding of faith and daily living. To the ancients, everything was religious. Basically 

“humanistic” means that people are “created in the image of God”. The patriarchs did not 

separate secular and sacred, as they saw a sense of the divine in everyone, almost a 

confession of faith, of a belief of “God beside me” Karl Rahner echoes this 

understanding of the element of God within. Religion is not a cloak to be donned, but 

paying attention to God’s finger, being mindful of the keen perception of the old 

forefathers of the Torah, this study attempts a sharpened understanding of wholeness. 

 



SAMPLE INVITATION 

Dear SOAR friends, 

The signs of fall are unmistakable: 

We are experiencing the “Dog Days” of late August. 

Dusk and sunset come more quickly. 

Parents are shopping for school clothes for their children. 

Our church is seeking volunteers for the fall programs. 

| “School Time” for everyone 

Mark the date on your calendar. 

Sunday, September 10, at 7:00 P.M. 

at 

Fran and George 

Remember. it’s a new way of approaching Bible study. 

We need to make a “contract” at the outset: 

Anyone is free to withdraw from the group at any time 

Honest response is adamantly necessary to legitimatize the success or failure 

of this methodology of searching for new insights into Scriptural truths. 

The group has the right at any time to revert back to the formerly accustomed 

method of a purchased, published approach: book/study guide format. 

After six months. there will be a review by the group via a check list and 

personal comments.  



LEADER’S GUIDE TO INTRODUCING A BIBLE STUDY GROUP 

USING THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION 

Maybe you’re thinking 

Another Bible study guide? 

Another “same-old, same-old™! 

You already know the pattern 

Start with a biblical passage 

Apply it to life 

Not this time! 

Turn the pattern upside down. . . 

Start with your experience 

Be confronted with a “goofy” question of “Suppose. . .” 

You will be using paper, pencils, crayons, markers. . . . 

Don’t panic! 

It’s not what you are used to. 

Your first reaction may be; “I’m not an artist!” or 

“But you said it was going to be a Bible study!” 

But are you ready for a new adventure? 

to try a unique way to find God? to see God in your everyday experience? 

Then read on. . . . 

A Bible study based on Theological Reflection and drawing pictures, cutting and pasting? 

enough to frighten the most foolhardy! 

But wait. . 

Let’s break down the barriers. 

An art degree isn’t necessary.  



Doodling is acceptable, perhaps preferred! 

Color, words, phrases, stick figures, abstracts: 

They’re all good as gold. 

And another barrier to cross: Theological Reflection,. What is it anyway? 

It 1s a willingness to reflect on experience 

on the everyday 

on the commonplace. 

The theological part is just to see 

Where God is in our lives 

How God acts in our own experiences 

How sharing experience gives a new insight into the sacred. . . 

It is a kind of Bible study in reverse 

from the ordinary to the sublime. . . 

[t moves personal history to a continuation of personal stories in the Bible: 

Abraham is our grandfather 

Lydia 1s our grandmother. 

We are the continuing history as God reveals himself to all created beings, including YOU! 

Perhaps this approach threatens you. . . 

In some ways, it takes away the “Security blanket” of beginning with Scripture. . 

It breaks the old pattern of “But we’ve always done it that way!” 

Now 

Switch gears. Begin with the everyday, the usual. . . 

Through kinetic expression of pencil and paper, respond to a “wild” question or response. 

Then share responses with the group 

It will surprise you when imagination is allowed to be employed. 

But God is a God of surprises. 

BUY...  



None of this will be authentic unless it can then be related to Scripture. 

Knowledge of the Bible is necessary. 

Some of the members of the group, and your leader will perhaps have more formal 

Biblical training than others and can help. .". 

Newer Christians can learn from those more Biblically literate. . 

AND 

Newer Christians can give fresh insights. 

Together there develops a deeper recognition of the divine presence in the everyday. . . 

External secular experience is never enough, but it is a starting point. 

It moves from dividing our daily lives into secular and sacred, and ushers us into the 

presence of the living God. 

The disciples were engaged in their normal occupation: fishing. 

Suddenly the sea became very rough. 

They panicked. . 

BUT as suddenly as the storm had arisen, suddenly Jesus appeared. . 

Jesus can also appear unexpectedly in our lives. . 

He shows up in the middle of a workaday world. 

He is aware of our fears. 

He is always there 

God present in our experiences? 

For some it is a new concept. 

There is church: of course God is there. . . 

Then there is work: the daily grind. God is there? 

A new way to study the Bible? 

Yes, it is new, a change, and change is always difficult. 

But maybe, just maybe, till now you have let others think for you.  



When the paralytic man called Jesus to heal him, 

He had all sorts of excuses: 

Everybody gets ahead of me 

I don’t have anybody to carry me to the pool. . 

It’s been so many years, and here I still sit! 

But Jesus asked a perceptive question: 

Do you want to be healed? 

Now the question is to YOU? 

Do you want to be challenged to think? 

to dig below the surface for new meaning? 

to find a message God is waiting to give you? 

Do you want to use your own inner strength 

your own ability to discern? 

Are you willing to explore the truth you can discover in your own experience? 

True theological reflection is not accomplished by 

merely studying some other theologian’s word 

nor by just finding appropriate Scriptural passages. 

These sources can lead to deeper understanding. . . 

BUT 

Jesus 1s our example 

Jesus focused on the authority of the father. 

He told parables, stories based on the lives of ordinary people 

in ordinary circumstances. . 

We are created in God’s image. 

We possess a measure of the mind of Christ. .  



Pursuing truth as seeing the holiness in the everyday can lead to greater 

insight into the greatness of God, and his care for all. 

A novel approach using ordinary pencil, paper, markers, scissors. . .to discover 

the extraordinary! 

Try it! 

 



LEADER'S GUIDE TO INTRODUCING A BIBLE STUDY GROUP THROUGH 

THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION 

Edited and Augmented by Judy Beltman, member of the Pilot Group 

 



LEADER’S GUIDE TO INTRODUCING A BIBLE STUDY GROUP 

USING THEOLOGI AL REFLECTION 

Bible Study 

Maybe you’re thinking 

Another Bible study guide? 

I already know the pattern 

Start with a biblical passage 

Apply it to life 

But not THIS time! 

Turn the pattern upside down 

Start with your experience 

Be confronted with “goofy” questions of suppose 

Use paper, pencils crayons, markers 

THINK! GET EXCITED! 

A new way. 

You're first reaction may be, “I’m not an artist!” or 

“But you said it was going to be a Bible study!” 

I say, “Are you ready for a new adventure?” 

Trying a unique new way to find God? Seeing God in everyday experiences? 

Read on 

A Bible study based on Theological Reflection..... Including drawing pictures, cutting 

and pasting? 

Enough to excite and frighten the most foolhardy or reluctant.  



Let’s break the barriers. 

Theological Reflection. What is it anyway? 

It is a willingness to reflect on experience 

On the everyday 
On the commonplace. 

The theological part is seeing 
Where God is in our lives, 

How God acts in our experiences. 

How sharing experience gives a new insight into the 

It is a kind of Bible study in reverse. It moves personal history to a continuation of 

personal stories in the Bible. 

Abraham is our grandfather 

Lydia is our grandmother. 

Let’s break down the barriers 

Create — WE are the continuing history as God reveals himself in the history of the Bible 

and dynamically today in and through all created beings (including YOU and ME)! 

Perhaps this seems strange to you? 

In some real ways it breaks the pattern — “We’ve always done it the other way.” We 

always started with scripture and the new means switching gears. Beginning with the 

everyday, the usual God in us. 

Through kinetic expressions of pencil and paper, responding and creating — to a “out of 

the box” question or statement. Then verbally sharing responses, thoughts and ideas 

with the group. 

Creating with pencil, paper and creating with words! Our creativity, both verbally and in 

handiwork is our creation just as the world is God’s creation. We'll be surprised when 

our imaginations speak out! 

God is a God of surprises! 

This will only be authentic when it is related to Scripture. 

Knowledge of the Bible is necessary.  



Some members of the group, and your leader will perhaps have more formal Biblical 

training than others and can help..... 
Newer Christians can learn from those more Biblically literate. ... 

AND 

All Christians, new and old can give fresh insights. 

Together there develops a deeper recognition of the divine presence in the everyday 

We move from dividing our daily lives into secular and sacred, and are ushered into 

recognizing the presence of the living God, throughout our lives. 

The disciples were engaged in their normal occupation: fishing. 

Suddenly the sea became very rough. 

They panicked. 

BUT as suddenly as the storm arose, Jesus appeared and spoke with them. 

Jesus also appears unexpectedly in our lives. 

He shows up in the middle of a workaday world. 

He is aware of our fears. 

He is always with us. 

God present in my experience? 

For some this is a new concept. 

There is church: of course God is there... 

Then there is work: the daily grind. God is there? 

A new way to study the Bible? 

Yes, it is new, a change, and change is difficult. 

But maybe, just maybe, now is a time to use a fresh idea 

And the question is to YOU  



Do you want to be challenged? 

To dig below the surface for new meaning? 

To hear a message God is waiting to give you? 

Do you want to use your own inner strength? 

You're own ability to discern? 

Are you willing to explore the truth that God acting in your own life? 

True theological reflection is accomplished by finding God in our life circumstances and 

by using Scriptural passages as appropriate for deeper understanding. 

Always, 

Jesus is our example!. 

Jesus focused on the authority of the Father 

He told parables; stories based on the lives of ordinary people 

In ordinary circumstances. 

We are created in God’s image and therefore we 

Possess a measure of the mind of Christ! 

Pursuing truth as seeing the holiness in the every day, along with Bible study, gives us 

insight into the greatness of God and His care for all. 

A novel approach starting with the ordinary pencil, paper, markers, scissors....t0 discover 

the extraordinary! 

Try it! 

 



POSSIBLE SUGGESTED LESSON “PATTERN” FOR LEADER 

(1) Pose the question. 

Give directions; clear up any misunderstanding or confusion about the scenario. 

(2) “Popcorn” response. 

“Break the ice”, reassure those who say, “I can’t draw; I’m not an artist”. 

The thoughts behind the response are more important than the drawing. 

Possible symbolism, or relate to the secular “real” world. 

Be alert for a variety of ideas which may emerge. Remember this 1s designed to 

be Spirit-led. Do NOT overpower with personal agenda. 

(3) Use your imagination. Brainstorm. 

(4) Ask for personal responses. Try to involve everyone in the group. 

A question might be: Does our response evoke or stir some special emotion? 

Validate each response. Possibly say, “That is a very good point, or question”. 

(5) Group discussion. 

Ask leading questions, if the discussion has not already “taken off”. 

Try to get to the deeper issue, the “big picture”, possibly a Scriptural truth. 

Mesh spiritual and secular, and begin to understand that they cannot be separated. 

(6) The AHA moment: Where is God in this? How is God working in my life? 

(7) Possible alternate scenarios, or other paths the Spirit might have led. 

Leader may summarize any new insights, or particularly important ideas at a later date 

and share these with the group through a written response.  



GENERIC GUIDELINES FOR THE LEADER 

(1) Respect each person; watch for anyone who seems reluctant to speak; encourage! 

(2) Validate all responses immediately. 

(3) Affirm honesty, never say “You’re wrong” or “No, I don’t agree”. 

(4) Allow and encourage humor; keep the discussion lighthearted although serious. 

(5) Immediately with quiet intensity squelch any impolite disruptions. 

(6) However, do allow an honest negative response to be voiced. Even a “bad” response 

can be revealing, and be the basis for further discussion. 

(7) Recognize anger or frustration or non-acceptance of ideas, but do not allow it to 

disrupt or kill the discussion. 

(8) Always communicate your own enthusiasm and even excitement for this process of 

learning and the possibility of new discoveries. SMILE! 

(9) Create an atmosphere of trust. 

(10) Dare to dream. Anticipate. Have courage. Allow the Spirit to lead! 

(11) Keep the discussion open, so everyone keeps thinking. Avoid a premature solution 

or closure, if possible. 

(12) Judge peoples’ comfort zone. Watch for body language, facial expression, fidgeting. 

(13) Do not allow any one person to ramble on and on. Tactfully interrupt, rephrase, or 

summarize what they have said. 

(14) Allow experience, tradition, culture and Biblical truth to mesh as AHA moments of 

Theological Reflection emerge. 
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“Cut and paste? 1 did at in 
kindergarten, but it was' 

~._messier.” -  



SAMPLE LESSON #1 

 



SAMPLE LESSON #1 

(1) Pose the Question 

Suppose everyone in all the world looked just exactly alike: everyone is a clone. 

Possible “leading questions” on this topic: 

What was your first reaction to this scenario? 

Were you uncomfortable? Perhaps you thought: “This is a Bible Study? 

Did it feel like a “nonsense” question? 

Was it difficult to project your response through kinesthetic tools? 

Recall Albert Einstein who said: 

“If at first the idea is not absurd, then there is no hope for it”! 

Possible scenario to aid students: 

Youare achild. .. 

You are lost in a forest, or at the supermarket, or in a large Church, 

AND 

You are calling, “Mother, Mother 

But as you look around, everyone looks the same. 

Kindergarten childrens’ reactions at West Ottawa Public Schools, Holland, MI. were”: 

If there were a knock at the door, I wouldn’t know if it were my friend or an enemy. 

It would be tricky, but you could wear a name tag 

But if you were a baby, and couldn’t read yet. . .. .72?!!! 

How would you know who you were yourself? 

If I had magic, I'd change them all back to different faces! 

I guess I'd pray to Jesus to  



(2) “Popcorn” Responses (from the pilot group) 

Nobody would be happy, nobody would be sad. 

The world would be one massive blob of nothing. 

I would feel absolute terror. 

It would be like Heaven, everybody equal. (Many disagreed with this!) 

There would be contentment, no competition. 

There would be a loss of creativity and innovation. 

It would be like living in a world of mirrors, everyone reflecting oneself. 

We would need to pray to God to make us different. 

Would we all be male or female? 

Each response generated a great deal of discussion. It was obvious they were thinking! 

(3) Use Your Imagination: Brainstorm! 

Each person is valuable in God’s sight. Looks do not matter, but the person is, and it is 

important that we are all different. (God even counts each hair.) 

If everyone were alike, there could be emotions of fear, lostness, or boredom. 

God is a God of order. He did not allow the chaos of the primeval world to stay 

chaotic. He set the sun and moon in their orbits and also orders our lives in his 

providence. Therefore it does matter that we are all different. God decided it! 

God’s “image” would be limited. God is a God of diversity and infinite imagination 

so clones would not reflect that multi-faceted face of an awesome God. 

(4) Ask for Personal Responses (possible questions for in depth perception) 

Does God’s creation of diversity reflect his mercy?  



Can I find God in other people? 

Am | appreciative enough of God’s imagination in creating people and the world? 

Did my image of God change as a result of this discussion? 

(5) Group Discussion (a hopeful beginning of change) 

Do I see a breakthrough in blending my daily living and my experience of God, so as 

to bring a wholistic outlook of spiritual and secular intersecting? 

Is it Bible study only when it begins with Scripture, or can God be found in the 

ordinary? Can Bible study begin with life situations, to discover the “big picture”, 

the “deeper issue”, how God operates in daily living? 

God does not always reveal himself in the unusual or the spectacular. Often he is 

best experienced in the ordinary daily events. 

(6) The “AHA” MOMENT 

God’s image is enhanced by a multiplicity of diversity. God is truly a multifaceted 

God, and we are amazed by becoming aware of this in our daily walk. 

(7) Possible Alternate Scenarios or Other Paths the Spirit Could Lead 

Marriage, male and female relationships. 

Diversity in homosexuality. 

The dignity of personhood as it relates to abortion and/or euthanasia. 

Different skin color; different cultures, tolerance. 

A legitimate provocative question: “What have I gotten out of tonight’s discussion?” 

“What truth have I discovered to take home with me?”  



Great blessings flow from discovering the sacred in the mundane. 

Discovery can be a “surprise” insight into experiencing God. 

We see through a glass darkly, but Theological Reflection aids in viewing God 

more significantly through crystal clear glass. 

It 1s “upside down” approach not to begin with a Bible verse or passage. 

To appreciate more fully the prodigality of God, the abundance of grace, and 

the awesomeness of the Creator, our Saviour. 

Wisdom from Mort Crim: “Creativity is a matter of applying your brains to stuff The 

more brains you use, the less stuff you need”. 
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SAMPLE LESSON #2 

 



SAMPLE LESSON #2 

(1) Pose the Question 

Draw or fashion a “generic” church—flat or 3-D 

Inside, draw yourself sitting in the church. 

Cartoon like, in “balloons” over your head, write down some of your thoughts 

which you recall from your childhood church attendance. 

Possible “leading” questions: 

What was the atmosphere like? (Comfortable, frightening, worshipful, boring, fun) 

What was I thinking as a teenager? 

What am I thinking as I worship today? 

(2) “Popcorn” Responses 

Switch gears: 

List words recently born words dying words almost dead 

buffer zone oil station tenpins 

people movers ice box blacksmith 

www.com trolley surrey 

Velcro hook and eye bundling 

surrogate mother thimble apron 

(3) Use Your Imagination: Brainstorm 

What does this exercise have to do with Church? 

Why does our discussion so far raise pertinent issues for church today? 

We must communicate the Gospel in the vernacular, the speech of the day. 

The language of the Bible and creeds must be flexible to meet a variety of needs 

Beint Mary-of-the-Woods 

College Library 
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What is “true worship”? 

What is “ersatz ” (imitation) worship? Think Kool-Whip, oleo, decaf coffee, idols. 

Why are so many mainline denominations realizing a decline in membership? 

(4) and (5) Ask for Personal Response and Group Discussion. 

(a) Church is for adults. 

As a child, I had to go, I hated it. 

As soon as the sermon started, I learned to turn myself off. Sadly, that attitude haunts 

me to this day! I am sometimes angry at myself because I can’t seem to change. 

I remember thinking, “I’m so HOT. When can I go home?” 

“Why isn’t there more space on this bulletin to draw?!” 

“Where is he getting those crazy verses? This is really dead. Get me out of here”. 

“When will he say ‘Amen’”? 

(b) Church was stiff, proper! 

“I was in awe, reverent” 

“It was dominated by the ‘domine’ (Dutch for ‘minister’)” 

“He was far above everybody, high up in the pulpit?” 

“] was scared—of being doomed to hell” 

“It was uncomfortable, partly because it was so LONG” 

“It was what you did, no explanation given, you went every Sunday, every service’, 

(c) “Church was wonderful” 

“It was caring, pleasant. In the war years, there was comfort, praise, thanksgiving.” 

“It was a beehive of activity, busy, classes everywhere”.  



(4) True worship as contrasted to “ersatz” worship 

God is a spirit, and they that worship Him must worship in spirit and in truth. 

It is important to remember “Raise a right spirit within me”. We must bring ourselves to 

God, expectantly. 

We should really fall down, recognize that we have no power, and must rely fully on God, 

or raise hands like Joshua, to recognize God’s strength and omnipotence. 

(5) The “trap” into which some churches fall: Wisdom from George Barna in his book: 

The Frog in the Kettle 

A frog is placed in a pot of room temperature water. Slowly the water temperature is 

heated until it reaches a boiling point. The frog unaware of its changing environment 

remains content in the kettle and ultimately dies. 

Churches need to be constantly aware of changing times, and be alert to met changing needs. 

(6) Issues the pilot group addressed as they sought the “big picture”. 

My body is a sanctuary, a temple of the Holy Spirit. 

I must offer myself to God, to bring Him glory and honor. 

The object of worship must always be God, not self. 

The AHA moment: “Worship” means “worth”. To worship God is to proclaim His worth. 

How to really show God’s worth? 

The sermon should instruct on the meaning of obedience to God’s commands: 

Feed the hungry, heal the sick, visit those in prison. 

The worship of God begins on Sunday, but that is only half of it! 

WORSHIP MUST MESH WITH WORK! 

John Calvin says that menial work such as a mother taking the nits out of her daughters hair  



is honorable work. 

Every person’s contribution of work, no matter how humble, is a building block in 

civilization, so that obedience to God’s commands is showing God’s worth, worship! 

LIFE HAS MEANING ONLY WHEN WORSHIP MESHES WITH WORK EVERY 

DAY, BEGINNING ON SUNDAY! 

(7) Possible alternate scenarios or other paths the Spirit might have led. 

What is truth? (Pilate’s question) 

“Beauty is truth, truth, beauty” 

What does it mean to worship in spirit? 

“I will pour my spirit upon thy seed” (Isaiah 44:3) 

“Renew a right spirit within me” (Psalm 51:10) 

Contrast idol worship, idle worship, and true worship. 

Address worshipping the created instead of the Creator (Romans 1:24) 

Music in worship: (traditional, contemporary, 7-11 choruses “7 words, 11 verses’) 
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SAMPLE LESSON #3 

 



SAMPLE LESSON #3 

(1) Pose the Question 

Draw or fashion a tree, 

one you specially remember, or one you might like to resemble. 

(2) “Popcorn response” and Use your imagination, brainstorm! 

(3) Two generic types of trees: deciduous, coniferous. 

How trees benefit us in daily life: flowers, fruit, shade, lumber, maple syrup, paper, 

fun, log-rolling contests, pollinating, oxygenates the air, soil conservation, nuts, etc. 

Symbolic trees: shoe tree, family tree, egg tree, Christmas tree, angel tree, “up a tree”, 

hall tree, tree diagram, decision tree, etc. 

(4) Personal response 

What kind of tree did you fashion? 

Where does it grow? 

Is it unique? If so, how? 

Does this tree have special meaning for you? If so, what? 

(5) Group Discussion 

The tree motif is prevalent from Genesis to the cross in the New Testament to Revelation. 

Tree of Life, (Genesis 2) 

Sacrifice of Christ on the tree of Calvary, (Acts 10) 

The leaves of the trees for the healing of the nations, (Revelation 22:2) 

The branches of the trees are symbolic of God’s comforting arms. 

The abundance of trees in the rain forest speaks of the prodigality of God. 

The understanding of “grafting” was enriched in Romans 11: 23. The love God gives is  



intended for ALL. 

“Rootedness” in faith is of vital importance. 

The olive leaf of Noah is a symbol of hope, the promise of Heaven. 

Zacchaeus’ desire to see Jesus is really US! “We would see Jesus”, (Luke 19:11). 

Maybe God should have placed a lemon tree in Eden instead of an apple tree! 

The majesty of the redwoods trees in California creates a feeling of awe and reverence. 

The Great Salt treeless flats in Utah suggest the barrenness of life without God. 

Sometimes we make excuses to do our duty as in the “parable of the trees” (Judges 9:7) 

In folklore and literature, Johnny Appleseed is a model for all: he planted trees to benefit 

later generations. We must “plant” truth in children at home and in church. 

(6) The AHA moment: 

There are TWO trees in Genesis: 

The Tree of Knowledge relates to the Calvary tree, 

The Tree of Life refers to the Revelation tree, 

AND 

IT ALL HANGS TOGETHER! 

We are the “Family of God” genealogically related through Adam. 

This links us to the past in Biblical history. 

This links to the future anticipating the Messianic banquet with all the Saints. 

(7) Possible alternate scenarios, or paths the Spirit might have led: 

Insights into Noah and the ark. 

Moses and the burning bush and the call of God in human lives. 

Walking with God (Genesis 3).  



    

  

  

  

  
  

    

  

    

    

  
  

  

  

  

  

    
    
  

  

    
  

  

      

  

  

  

  

Crp 3 

Tg 
A 

Ar 
aed? 14 savas — i 

aon i - 3 
Sins ilps. JG 6 ofl conor 

  

  

  

  

      

  
  

    
  

    wan ely 
Flees vy 

   



 



SAMPLE LESSON #4 

 



SAMPLE LESSON #4 

(1) Pose the Question 

Fashion your understanding of the Trinity. 

(2) “Popcorn” response 

Validate! This is very difficult! 

(3) Setting the Scene: Use your imagination, brainstorm! 

(a) Recall: Einsteim was frustrated with the inability of mathematics to express all things. 

He knew about the world. But he struggled to express it in physics. 

God is “beyond personality” (C. S. Lewis), beyond all understanding, so we struggle 

to speak accurately about God. 

(b) Quotation from C. S. Lewis: 

“We must think of the Son always, so to speak, streaming forth from the Father, 

like light from a lamp, or heat from a fire, or thoughts from a mind. He is the 

self-expression of the Father—what the Father has to say. And there never was 

a time when he was not saying it”. 

(¢) How some have envisioned the Trinity: 

A woman can be a mother, daughter, and wife, but still be the same person. 

The theologian Justin expressed the Trinity as sun, giving both light and heat. 

A baseball is made of outer leather, string in the seams, but the material in the 

middle is the “core”, God. 

A three-leafed clover. 

Water, as ice, steam, flowing stream. 

(d) Recalling Hildegard: “God hugs you. You are encircled by the arms of the mystery.”  



(4) Personal responses from the pilot group: 

The Old Testament oozes forth the majesty of God’s deeds and his love. 

Jesus is the NEW revelation from God, uniting humanity and divinity. 

The Holy Spirit came at Pentecost, and our bodies are the temple of the Spirit. 

Problems in depicting the Trinity: 

There is difficulty in deciding who should be “in charge”. It is comforting to have God, 

in charge. But that limits the Son and the Spirit, even putting them in a lower 

echelon of Deity. 

How can an invisible God be present or be a “presence” in our life? 

As soon as we speak of “function” of each member of the Godhead, we are implying a 

kind of divisiveness, separateness, perhaps almost allowing a “Jesus cult” stance. 

It is ultimately important to remember “I and the Father are one”. 

It is difficult to picture the unseen. 

(5) Group Discussion 

The Trinity may be a plural singularity. 

Persons of the Trinity, the Godhead, may be better described as divine essence, expressed 

simultaneously in different ways. 

God may perhaps better be defined as non-dimensional power, lightning, energy, than person. 

The Spirit is more than a warm fuzzy presence in our lives; all three persons share the same 

characteristics and overlap constantly. 

God, the Creator of the universe, is a personal being, who desires to be in relationship with 

his creation, and specifically with us, we who are created in the image of God. 

Perhaps God could almost be imaged as a “Siamese triplet”.  



Two views: 56b 

(A) The Trinity can be envisioned as a verb, always acting, reacting, always interaction, 

never static, each aspect of the Godhead, always separate but at the same time in 

relationship, never one without the other. 

(B) Having created patterns and laws of nature, setting the sun and moon in their 

orbits, God can set and rest, unmoved in a Lazyboy chair (Deist). 

(6) The AHA moment: The Trinity is truly three-in-one, never separate, always ONE God. 

The Trinity cannot be pinned down to tidy formulas or catchy phrases. 

 



“av UmBRELLA 
(Over gs?  



  

 



SAMPLE LESSON #5 

 



SAMPLE LESSON #5 

(1) Pose the Question 

Suppose there were no color in the world. Everything is black and white. Furnish only a 

black crayon and white paper. Respond as you would imagine a “black and white” 

world. Give time for response, and then ask them to draw a slice of watermelon or a 

flower garden. 

(2) “Popcorn” response. 

“This is frustrating!” 

“I could only draw the seeds of the watermelon!” 

(3) Brainstorm 

Which animals are black and white? (panda, penguin, zebra, etc.) 

Which foods are white? (popcorn, milk, cottage cheese, potatoes, etc.) 

Which food are black? (Difficult! Jelly beans, licorice, black olives, pepper, caviar) 

Responses of Kindergarten children at West Ottawa Schools, Holland, MI 

My Dad wouldn’t know whether to stop or go at a traffic light. So there would be a lot of 

accidents. 

It would be boring. I like color. 

A rainbow wouldn’t be pretty. 

Our flag would look funny. 

Night is black, and then I’m scared. 

The black is the naughtiest color, because it can color over everything else. 

A question to the children: How do you feel about the color black? 

For the black children in the room, it was an uncomfortable question!  



One child remembered a Sunday School song, “Red and yellow, black and white”. 59a 

Someone recalled “black as coal” 

A change of pace: “Is black ever beautiful?” 

“Yes, a ‘dress-up’ black dress, or a tux.” 

“I liked the story of a horse, Black Beauty” 

“The black night sky is kind of ‘velvety’” 

(4) Personal Responses 

Recall that although 3000 Americans have a retina defect, and are “color blind” the 

wisdom of God in creation granted a gift of colors for many to enjoy. 

Color words used as symbols; 

Red for courage, anger, “red hot”, “see red”; yellow for cowardice, purple for passion, 

good as gold, white as a sheet, blue as depression or “true blue”, orange for caution, 

Dutch: House of Orange, green for envy, pink for passion. 

Imagery of color in the Bible: 

Purple robe for royalty; Lydia, a seller of purple, and the importance of a woman in 

business; “Though your sins be as scarlet”; the blood red water of the Nile when Moses 

and Pharaoh clashed; the intense darkness as another plague, blackness; the fearful 

darkness when Jesus was crucified; the dazzling white robes at the Transfiguration, 

and in Revelation. 

Suggested leading questions for group discussion: 

Black: symbolism for? (Evil, elegance, sadness, despair, black holes in space imploding) 

White symbolism for? (Purity, “white supremacy”, a “blank” paper) 

Compare dark night of the soul and bright light of hope.  



Does color evoke any special emotional feeling for you? 

Is color important in your home, at work, at Church? 

Quotation from Mort Crim: Take off your sun glasses. “Success requires clear vision that sees 

beyond what is, to what can be”. 

(5) Group Discussion 

Christ is the Light of the World 

People need color. 

“I would dream of rainbows!??” 

We would lose the beauty of the assurance of Noah’s rainbow. 

There would be a lot of need to appreciate sound and smell. 

I would pray that God would give our other senses incredible power to compensate. 

There are some fabulous shades of gray. We would even miss those! 

A black and white world would be uninteresting. 

Color is an aid to stimulate or calm or inspire. 

There would be more poets than painters. 

“I am so inspired by sunsets and sunrises, and all the beautiful color in the world. 

(6) The AHA moment from the pilot group: 

HEAVEN WILL BE ABUNDANT WITH COLORS BEYOND IMAGINATION! 

The wisdom of God is reflected in color. 

CHRIST IS THE LIGHT OF THE WORLD! 

We are “coloring outside the lines” with this type of “study”. 

(7) Alternate paths the Spirit might have led: 

Color allows us a momentary glimpse of the glory of God.  



Tolerance, diversity (homosexuality, abortion, euthanasia, “gray areas”, 

situational ethics). 

“Christ is the ONLY way. 

Black Magic, witches, covens. 

Truth and lies 

Night and Day 

Sin and cleansing 
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SUGGESTED EVALUATION CHECK LIST 

It 1s an unorthodox format for Bible study. 

I was surprised at what I learned. 

[ was bored. 

I was uncomfortable much of the time. 

I’m not an artist, but the paper and stuff were helpful. 

I’d like to do more of this. 

This study helped me to integrate my life, to restore a sense of wholeness. 

It was all so ordinary, we didn’t get very spiritual until the very end. 

[ “discovered” God in a new way. 

It’s hard to change, to switch from an old established pattern of studying Bible. 

It made me think. 

Sometimes I felt threatened. 

I had fun. 

[ think it was stupid. 

It made my heart sing. 

It’s a novel idea, but I wouldn’t care to do it for a steady diet. 

Why didn’t somebody think of this before? 

It’s the first time I’ve encountered Theological Reflection. 

The Bible story came so alive; suddenly it was ME! 

 



COPY OF A LETTER SENT TO THE PILOT GROUP BY THE CHAIRMAN 

Our study year is already almost half over. In the beginning of the year we agreed to 

try, which to us was. ‘a new style of looking at the foundations of our faith. As this is 

quite a different approach from what we did in the past, and as we have become a 

cohesive group (and we don’t want to lose this), it seems important that at this time we 

take a look at what we are doing. In other words, as I see it, the group is of greater value 

than what/how we study, and we don’t want to lose anyone over methodology. 

So, at this point in time, we can take a step back and decide how to continue. Shall we 

stay with this new method or go back to the familiar? I checked at Baker Book House 

and they have study guides on everything from books of the Bible to characters of the 

Bible. 

If you would like a study/guide format or if you have any questions, let us hear from 

you in the next couple of weeks. We will take no response as a vote for staying with the 

current “new’’ format. 

The Smiths 

555-1212 

 



SUGGESTED IDEAS FOR FURTHER LESSONS 

It is very important to note that these suggestions and sample lessons are offered only to 

spur imagination. There are limitless possibilities. Lessons are purposely untitled. The 

agenda and AHA moment must be Spirit-led to “listen” for new insights. The following 

suggestions for further study are only listed as springboards. 

(1) The “Dance of Life” is ( bowl of cherries, spider web, clock, snowflake) 

Possibly move to the “meaning of life” in relationship to God. 

(2) Sunday: A Day of Rest? (What’s wrong to do on Sunday? What’s OK?) 

(3) Happiness is 

(4) The Many Faces of Prayer. (Varieties, posture, avenues) “I pray when I clean the 

garage, when I fix the car?” 

(5) What if it Rained Orange Pop Instead of Water? 

(6) One of My “little white lies” was (situational ethics) 

(7) A Tradition in Our Family (Tradition: What is it? Useful? Valuable?} 

Jewish Old Testament, “Fiddler on the Roof” 

(8) Salt: Harmful or Preservative? (erode or save? “salt of the earth” Lot’s wife, 

Great Salt Flats, winter roads 

(9) Suppose we had no ears. Envision a world without sound. 

(10) If I Could Be An Animal, I'd Be A (personality) 

(11) What if We Walked Upside Down? (Redesign clothes, appreciate a blade of grass! 

Jesus turned things “upside down” tables, attitude toward women) 

(12) Draw the Shapes of Water. (steam, ice, fog, snow, rain. “water of life’”) 

(13) Draw Your “Alter Ego”. (Colombo, Heidi, Pollyanna, Lincoln Who are you 

when no one else is looking? Does everyone have a “dark side”? . human nature). 

(14) Draw a Picture of Rufus Erastus Johnson Brown. (the importance of NAME. . .)  



(15) There Was This Bridge (Christian to non-Christian, Jacob’s ladder a “bridge” 

to Heaven, the rich man and Lazarus. . .) 

(16) I'll Just Spray This Smell Away. (change conflict, frustration anger, sorrow) 

(17) The Most Spiritual Person [ Know. (A garbage collector, a prostitute in a bar? 

Publican/Pharisee. What does it mean to be “spiritual”?) 

(18) The Road 1s Slippery (the road to Heaven: stress, doubt, denial, jealousy). 

(19) Oops! 1 Spilled My Coffee. (Error in judgment, deceit--Jacob, Esau, overstepped-- 

Moses, hitting the rock, not recognizing God in the ordinary--Balaam and his ass) 

(20) [ Hate You. No, Really I Envy You. (Difficulty with ego. “I hope somebody gets 

it wrong. Then I can laugh my head off. . .!” ) 

(21) God Makes Me Nervous. If I Had to Have Coffee With Him, I Would Really 

Liketo Say. .. 

(22) God is a Spendthrift. (penurious, frugal, generous, prodigal? Sinners/saints). 

(23) I Think UFOs 

(Ezekiel’s “wheels”, Elijah carried away in a chariot, Daniel, “other sheep I have”) 

(24) 1 Can’t Explain It But There Was This Moment. . . (I felt closest to God. It was a 

“glimpse of Heaven”, cf Buechner’s “clackety, clack” of the apple branch, 

God “spoke” to me, I was overwhelmed. . . .) 

(25) How Can God? How Could God? (let people suffer, allow sin, create the world 

I know God weeps when. . . .) 

(26) The Bill of Rights Ought to Include (rights vs. responsibilities as Christians) 

(27) I'm a Widow/Widower. Now I'm a Leper. (It’s a “couples” world. God’s plan 

for families). 

(28) Draw a Picture of Heaven. (Must I play a harp forever on a golden street?) 

(29) Imagine the Second Coming. (Do you smell anything? Hear? Feel? Taste?) 

(30) Draw a Picture of God. (Where are you, God? I can’t hear you).  



CHAPTER IV 

RESPONSES FROM THE PILOT GROUP 

 



CHAPTER IV 

GROUP RESPONSE 

An interesting question was raised at the end of the first session of the pilot group 

discussion. “What did we get out of this?” “What do we take home with us?” To my 

recollection, it has never been asked before when we were using the usual study 

book/guide lesson format. It was meant, I think, as more of a challenge to me, a “dare”, 

because I had asked the group to leave their comfort zone. 

After the first session, I heard a variety of responses: 

frustrating 

refreshing 

childish materials (recall Biblical paradox: “faith as a child”, 

“put away childish things”) 

too shallow 

not stilted 

challenging 

Most of all I was heartened by “I had to think! That’s HARD!” 

One of the members of the group was especially bewildered at the first session, 

attempting to understand how the original posed “inane” question using a 

kinesthetic/artistic approach was at all related to Scripture. It was an honest comment, 

and communicated to me immediately that I needed to find a better way to help bridge the 

mundane and the sacred. 

As each lesson concluded, the enthusiasm for allowing thinking and imagination to be 

legitimate study, the words of Thomas Merton at the Gethsemani Abbey spoke clearly: 

“The imagination should be allowed a certain amount of time to browse around!" But as  



eyes shone, hands gestured, and words tumbled out, it was obvious something good was 

happening. 

When one in the group declared, “This is NOT true Bible study, the question arises as 

to whether lives have become so compartmentalized into spiritual and secular, that people 

do not find themselves as a continuing Bible story. Rahner’s idea on faith and dogma is 

that the two must be correlated, that it is necessary to enter deeply into the central 

mysteries of faith, and use dogma only to help this contemplation. Proverbs 2-3 speaks of 

the necessity to “search and find”, “revealing deep and mysterious things” (Daniel 2:22). 

Isaiah said it well, “Come now let us reason together” (1:15). It is in essence to ask the 

question, “Where is God in all this?” 

For the person who objected because there was no specific Bible discussion and 

interpretation, it can be deduced that he was already very familiar with basic Bible facts. 

Countering this was other peoples’ comments that Theological Reflection brought fresh 

ideas to the surface, and it was a coming together of a lifetime of learning and study, 

shedding some old, perhaps even erroneous ideas and concepts. 

Although at first the art/drawing did not seem necessary for one in the group, later he 

admitted that it broke the “ice” to get discussion going. Another person saw great value 

as each person explained their response on paper. One remarked that it put a new “spin” 

on “Bible study”, and because variety is good for the soul, it is helpful to look at and study 

the Word in as many ways as possible. 

 



It is mandatory to note that one couple was very uncomfortable with the Theological 

Reflection method of study, and were extremely honest in their reply. They told me, as 

well as communicating their dissatisfaction to the designated chairmen of the group. Their 

main objection was that it was not at all “spiritual”, and did not focus in on exact Biblical 

revelation from God, and about God. They felt it was sharing of insights, but that it was 

more of a “pooling of ignorance”, personal reactions rather than the revelation of God in 

Scripture itself They yearn for learning more about what God has to say for Himself in 

the Bible, and His will for them. 

In discussing this with the chairperson of the group, we wondered whether it would be 

wise to close the discussions with specific Biblical passages. However, it is almost 

impossible to plan ahead on which passages would be applicable because if it is truly 

Spirit-led, it is impossible to predict where the discussion and insights will lead! I did try 

to have many Bible passages ready for the lesson on “trees”, but in the end, none of them 

were even vaguely related! 

It is perhaps a different interpretation of how theology is understood, as to whether 

the Bible is self-contained, and stopped when it was compiled by earlier theologians, or 

whether each of us is a living Bible, carrying on the Bible story in every individual life. 

Some will argue that we are the Jesus story, that we are to continue the story of Jesus, but 

that is a shade different from claiming that we are the continuing Bible in the world today. 

In one of the lessons on worship, the conclusion was that worship is proclaiming God’s 

worth, and that we do that in our daily work. In other words, worship is to all intents and 

purposes synonymous with work. The couple who were uncomfortable with the 

methodology were not present at that discussion, which had they been there, might have 

colored their reactions.  



CHAPTER V 

PERSONAL RESPONSE TO THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION 

 



PERSONAL RESPONSE 

It is a well-known phenomenon: enthusiasm is catching. Enthusiasm sparks more 

enthusiasm. I left each Theological Reflection session with my pilot group with my heart 

singing. Each time I left with such an emotional “high” that I was unable to sleep upon 

retiring. I had seen peoples’ eyes light up, voices echoing a tingling inner excitement, some 

almost “fighting” for a turn to speak in order to add a new insight, reluctant to end the 

discussion. 

A good teacher is one who drives students to think. However, perhaps the word 

“drives” ought best be designated at “leads”. Through the unexpected kinesthetic 

response, through story, through common everyday = experiences, the group found 

stimulation, and this was coupled with the challenge which allowed me to guide the group 

to new insights, never overpowering or actually attempting to “teach”, but to allow 

Spirit-given-insights. 

Holmes has said that “story is a way of seeing in the dark” (p. 68). Through the 

process of balancing reason and imagination, the story actually becomes the creed. 

Through story, one experiences God, and then no longer needs to prove the existence of 

God. Navone says that “man is drawn to the experience of God through inspiration, 

imagination and metaphor” (p. 45). It is through things as mundane as the crayon/scissors 

approach that imagination can allow God to join personal experience and make the story 

of Jesus each person’s personal story. 

[ was constantly aware that [ must realize that not every person in the pilot groups 

found this Theological Reflection method easy. For many, especially at first, it was a 

struggle. It was not easy to use childish materials, paper, markers, as a tool to break out 

of traditional understandings, to dig below the surface, to hunt for the deeper issue, the 

“big picture”. For some in the group, there still remains the inner feeling that we should 

always begin with Scripture. But for most, when the discovery came, excitement arose 

around the table, each akin to the wonder which Columbus felt upon discovering the new  



world. Many discovered anew what Jesus meant when he said people must have the faith 

of a child. 

A sage once said that it is not fair to confront people with impossible tasks. It is like 

being asked to construct a skyscraper with ABC blocks and then to be labeled stupid. 

Truly at first some did react in fear using the “ABC” blocks approach. However in the 

process, unexpectedly they discovered the “gracious in-spirating of God, the Holy Spirit” 

(Garrett, p. viii). 

Was it difficult? Yes, but also, was it fun? With everyone in the pilot group 

responding that it made them think, and they enjoyed it, perhaps it 1S necessary to 

understand the value of attempting something difficult. 

In the Detroit Free Press Mort Crim recalls an adventure with the Rough Rider, Teddy 

Roosevelt, buffalo hunting in the South Dakota badlands. After sleeping on hard ground, 

using saddles for pillows, almost dying of thirst, surrounded by wolves, and soaked by a 

torrential downpour, Roosevelt sat up and shouted, “By Godfrey, this is fun!” Crim says 

“Perhaps life ultimately is easiest for those who aren’t always trying to make it easy on 

themselves”. One person said to me, “Fran, you always give us such hard assignments”, 

and then upon leaving would say, “I never thought about it that way before”. Discovering 

that theology must be more than theory or creed is difficult, but when the flight of 

imagination leads to a new interpretation of the “same-old, same-old”, suddenly it seems 

so “easy”. Calvin's metaphor seems appropriate here: that Scripture is spectacles, and 

that the Word is a “theater of God’s glory”. Scripture becomes alive as it becomes a 

friend to invite into one’s personal life story. Scripture is story, historical story. Story is 

always really a sacred encounter. It has power. It should most powerfully be open-ended, 

but its’ purpose is to find oneself in the narrative. It is “participation, not consumption” 

(Brownson). 

The difficulty for some who are very steeped in tradition and in learned customs, it 1s 

sometimes very hard to see the truth in an unexpected form. Julian of Norwich received  



an extraordinary insight into a special attribute of God, when she spoke of “God’s 

astonishing courtesy to us’. How courteous of God to allow us to find Him in a variety of 

ways, particularly in our €veryday living experiences. 

It appears modern religions have become so ensconced in parroting and quoting 

Scriptural passages that frequently God, and a relationship with God, is actually lost in the 

process. How patient, how “courteous” God is, as he sees pious “preachers” being so 

heavenly that they are no earthly use! (C. S. Lewis concept) How exciting to realize that 

truth can be communicated in a variety of forms. 

It appears that many people no longer find God in daily life experience. They seem not 

to hear the voice of God, as Noah did to build an ark, as Abraham obeyed to uproot and 

go to another land, as Amos to preach justice and mercy, as John the Baptist to prophesy 

the Messiah, as Jesus to speak in parables and stories. It is perhaps a forgotten art: to be 

convinced that the Bible and tradition can never be separated from commonplace human 

experience. The Israelites knew it. Modern society has fragmented itself by separating the 

sacred from the mundane. Truly the ordinary is extraordinary; the everyday is holy. The 

stories of life are actually the springboard for greater depth of understanding of God. 

Although the members of my pilot group may not have always understood what was 

happening to them, as we progress further, I feel confident they will begin to understand 

more fully the adamant need for wholeness, for life and Scripture to intermesh continually. 

Imagination and stories defy boredom. I believe our times together were never boring. 

In addition, our discussions never really ended. There was always more. There was also 

always more to the parables of Jesus. An element of surprise piqued interest. An exact 

interpretation and ultimate answer was never our purpose. The Fall in Eden also altered 

the perfect reasoning God had originally created for Adam and Eve and for all creation. 

So there is always more. As Sister Marie McCarthy astutely stated, “ We can never know 

the whole of anything, but we can know a little about something”. So in essence God's 

silent command is to seek knowledge, to search for more understanding.  



My experience with leading this pilot group has left me a changed person. Each year that I 

live, my concept of God’s greatness is enhanced, But as I recall Frank’s pregnant description of 

a world where everyone would exactly look alike as the “multifaceted face of God”, my life will 

never be the same. No cloning, each person a singular unique creation. I join Donna’s comment 

that never again will I take the diversity of God for granted in creating people and the world 

itself. 

Who will ever look at a gnarled crooked tree again and not recall Loren’s pithy comforting 

statement, “If there is hope for such a tree, then there is hope for me that Gods can accept and 

forgive me!” Carole’s recollection of a copse of trees as a refuge is an image for us that all of 

God’s creation bespeaks his greatness even in the everyday panorama of nature. 

To depict the Trinity with paper and crayons was a difficult assignment. But who can forget 

the symbolism of Ruth’s lamp with three equal bulbs: God the light of the World, Christ an 

equal light giver, and the Holy Spirit co-creator of light, but all-in —one, one God, THE Light of 

the World. Phil’s astute concept of the Trinity as an essence, a force, gave us an added 

dimension of a God “beyond personality” (C. S. Lewis). The human mind cannot understand nor 

define mystery. 

As a Math professor, we were not surprised at John’s geometric drawing of a black and white 

world. Yet his interpretive explanation was almost precisely that of the Biblical John’s 

comforting message in Revelation. There is evil in the world, but the good overshadows evil, 

and in the end good will prevail. God will be the winner in the Battle of Armageddon. 

In September, Larry quite honestly reacted to paper, markers, scissors and glue: “I don’t 

really need this Kindergarten stuff as an introduction to study the ‘Bible’”. It was a good 

comment, challenging me to attempt to build a better bridge between the mundane and the  



sacred, the holy and the ordinary world. Everyone was “pushed” into a definitive kinesthetic 

response. Recall that Jesus said we must have the faith of a child, and we did employ a 

“childish” method. But Larry was open to a new way, and I am so appreciative for his 

willingness to “stick with it” and to sense his present enjoyment at beings challenged to think in 

another dimension. But the necessity of using “stuff” created a need to zero in on the posed 

question. 

Trees were recalled as a meaningful symbolic salvation/creation theme running from the 

Garden of Eden to the cross of Calvary to the Tree of Life in Revelation. Judgment and mercy 

run parallel. What a wonderful insight! 

I was saddened by the discomfort of Evie and Tony during the first few sessions. They were 

so disturbed that that we did not BEGIN with Scripture, but employed a more meditative, Spirit- 

led methodology. But I appreciate their honesty and their willingness to stay with the group, and 

during the last session, Tony really entered into the discussion with gusto! 

As a wholistic message, decompartmentalizing life, meshing spiritual and secular into one 

blended whole, there was distinct growth in the group in seeing the “big picture” of which they 

had not been as aware of before. In an attempt to define worship, that the truth preached on 

Sunday speaking of obedience to God must be followed by the reality of work in daily life. 

Work became synonymous with worship. These emerging concepts of truth are the basic 

fundamental underlying principals of honest Theological Reflection as work is bathed in 

sanctity.  
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