PC421/621-D
Module 5
Learning Guide
Situational and Existential Sources
for Theological Reflection
Before you start...





Do 30-40 pages of pre-reading for this week (see Unit Guide pp6-7 + ~p19ff: pdfs on Moodle)
Explore unit guide journal topics, and post to forum (modules 2-11)
From the reading, come prepared to share a question, challenge, implication & application
If it’s your turn, come ready to share about a-z of everyday theology or a spiritual practice

1. INTRODUCTION
This module we finish laying the foundations for theological reflection. Having covered the normative
perspective in module 3, this week we consider both the situational and existential perspectives.
In the first session, we’ll consider how we may draw on sources outside Scripture and tradition to help
make sense of the world, and what it means to bring reason and experience into dialogue with the
normative perspective. In session two, we will work through our weekly staples, including A-Z of everyday
theology, practicing God’s presence, and small group time debriefing the readings and journal activities.
In session three, I’ll again demonstrate what it can look like to preach at the intersection of the three
perspectives. What do Scripture, tradition, reason and experience have to say about friendship, particularly
inclusion and exclusion of the Other in a world of violence?
OBJECTIVES
The objectives of this module are to:
1. Unpack how we may draw on reason and experience as key sources for theological reflection
2. Illustrate how normative, situational & existential perspectives can fuse in the practice of preaching
OUTCOMES
On completion of this module, the student is expected to consolidate his or her own use of reason and
experience in theological reflection upon the everyday; further, students are expected to reflect upon their
own practice of friendship, including or excluding the Other.
SESSION FLOW (lecture runs 9:20-10:10am, then 10:30-11:20am and 11:25am-12:15pm)
9:20 Situational and Existential Perspectives for Transformative Theological Reflection (50 minutes)
10:30 Weekly Praxis: A-Z Everyday Theology, Practicing God’s Presence, Group Debrief (50 minutes)
11:25 Ruth’s Story: Love Always Lifts You Up (50 minutes)
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2. SITUATIONAL AND EXISTENTIAL PERSPECTIVES FOR
TRANSFORMATIVE THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION

Resource 5.1
As per the Unit Guide (~pp19ff), Moodle has pdfs for recommended and optional readings for Module 5:
Recommended Reading:
Robert Banks, “The Texture of Daily Life,” in Redeeming the Routines: Bringing Theology to Life (Wheaton, Ill:
BridgePoint, 1993), 71-95 (+ notes pp193-194).
Antoine Rutayisire, “Rwanda’s Gospel of Reconciliation” Lausanne Paper (8pp; online; video). (Lausanne
Movement resources for bringing the gospel to bear on global issues of reconciliation can be found online here,
e.g. the 2016 “Lacarna Statement” for Palestinian and Israeli Christians to reconcile under Christ, and also a
Global Analysis 2015 article on healing the race divide in America: “From Ferguson to Charleston”)

Optional Reading:
Michael Frost, “Embracing Astonishment as a Spiritual Discipline,” in Seeing God in the Ordinary: A Theology of the
Everyday (Peabody, Mass: Hendrickson, 2000), 165-189 (+ notes pp202-203).
Miroslav Volf, “The Cross, the Self, and the Other,” in Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity,
Otherness, and Reconciliation (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996), 13-31.
Neil Pembroke, “Spirituality in the Everyday World,” in Moving Toward Spiritual Maturity: Psychological,
Contemplative, and Moral Challenges in Christian Living (New York: Haworth Pastoral Press, 2007), 83-100.
Elaine Graham, Heather Walton, and Frances Ward, “‘Writing the Body of Christ’: Corporate Theological
Reflection,” in Theological Reflection: Methods (London: SCM, 2005).
R. Paul Stevens, “Friendship,” in Seven Days of Faith: Every Day Alive with God (Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress,
2001), 113-122 (+ notes pp. 241-242).
Abigail Johnson, “Theological Reflection in a Small Group,” on Moodle here (2pp).
Dave Benson, “Beer, BBQ, and a Baby,” Wonderingfair.com online here (3pp).
There are many other articles and links on Moodle, under Extra Resources, such as the amazing work of John
Steward in Genocide Recovery under the banner “Rwandan Stories”, Time Magazine and Zygmunt Bauman on the
nature of happiness, “The Shalom of Neurochemistry,” “10 Overlooked Truths about Taking Action,” a reflection on
complexities associated with the legalisation of drug use, and brilliant longer pieces on a holistic response to
paedophilia in the church and how to address the “lostness” of many middle aged men. Each of these pieces are
excellent examples of interdisciplinary thinking that brings theology into dialogue with other angles on the world.
For some provocative related reading, concerning how we may engage and even learn from other religions,
see the following:
McDermott, Gerald R. Can Evangelicals Learn from World Religions?: Jesus, Revelation & Religious Traditions.
Downers Grove, Ill: InterVarsity Press, 2000.
McLaren, Brian D. Why Did Jesus, Moses, the Buddha, and Mohammed Cross the Road?: Christian Identity in a
Multi-Faith World. New York: Jericho Books, 2012.
You may also find the Logos (apologetics) talk “Many Paths: How to Choose a Religion or None” helpful: see here
for the video, mp3, note-outline, discussion guide, fact sheets, and essay on how evangelicals might understand
and engage other religions.
Students are required to read 30-40 pages (for PC421 & 621 respectively) in preparation from the lecture. This must
include at least *one* recommended reading, which you must engage in the assessed journal entries for modules
2-11. Additionally, you can make up the remaining pages by drawing on any of the recommended or optional
readings that are of interest. This is a key component of your learning in this course. Alongside reviewing the
lecture notes, this reading comprises 3 hours of your 10 hours per week involvement (p4 Unit Guide).
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2.1

Opening Prayer, Courtesy of Michael Leunig

Dear God,
We rejoice and give thanks for earthworms,
bees, ladybirds and broody hens;
for humans tending their gardens, talking to animals,
cleaning their homes and singing to themselves;
for rising of the sap, the fragrance of growth,
the invention of the wheelbarrow
and the existence of the teapot,
we give thanks. We celebrate and give thanks.
Amen.

2.2

Situational Perspectives

Last year I had a heated exchange with someone from my congregation. One of the preachers decided to
speak on the importance of “silence” as a spiritual discipline. At the end of an otherwise great message, he
decided to quote an essay I wrote back in theological college, in which I drew from Catholic mystics Thomas
Merton and Henri Nouwen. In short, this pastor suggested that we may discover great wisdom from
engaging such sources, helping to shape our practice of silence in everyday life.
So far, so good. At least I thought. For this particular congregant took great exception to quoting from any
Catholic source, especially an esoteric experientialist like Merton. Can this source be trusted? Does he have
anything true, good or beautiful to say that isn’t already clearly taught within the Scriptures?
Now, it needs to be said that this lady was no simple reactionary. She had started life within the Catholic
Church, and had gradually followed Richard Rohr and others down the rabbit hole into a mystical and allinclusive spirituality that eventually was her own form of New Age experimentalism. It took much soul
searching, and many painful years, to resurface in a more definite and Reformed version of Christianity.
I was sensitive to her situation, and her godly desire that no-one else would stumble as she did.
Nevertheless, I suspected things were not as black and white as she portrayed.
As covered in module 2, I quoted Francis Schaeffer to the effect that the Scriptures give us “true truth”
about the world, and even “sufficient truth” when it comes to matters of salvation; the Bible does not,
however, give us “exhaustive truth” when it comes to the world. We can, and have, learned from people
and perspectives outside the normative sources of Scripture and tradition. This was, unfortunately, red rag
to a bull. In her mind, this undermined the principle of the sufficiency of
Scripture. Everything there is to know is in some sense contained within
the Bible. She held to the “encyclopedic assumption”1—that there is
nothing to be said beyond God’s Word. … So, what do YOU think?
Obviously, such an attitude derails the approach underlying this course.
All along I have suggested three primary perspectives in reflecting upon
any aspect of everyday life, each of which must be brought into a
“mutually critical” dialogue that offers wisdom for truthful action.




Scripture and Theology (“normative-hermeneutical” perspective)
Cultural sources such as science, psychology, philosophy etc. (“situational-empirical” perspective)
Personal reflection (“existential” or “experiential-strategic” source)

1

Roy Clouser, The Myth of Religious Neutrality: An Essay on the Hidden Role of Religious Belief in Theories, rev. ed.
(Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2005), chapter 6 and p. 237.
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Class Activity 5.1: “Wisdom from Beyond the Bible?”
 In groups of three, work through the following questions over the next 15 minutes.
Do you agree or disagree with the lady’s objections and “encyclopaedic assumption”?
Where is she right, or wrong?
What is one significant thing you have learned (whether a skill, piece of knowledge, or wisdom)
from a person or source outside of the Bible or Christian tradition?
What suggestions are there within the Biblical story itself that we can learn wisdom
from beyond the Bible?
E.g., consider Joseph, Moses and Daniel’s education. Or, Jesus’ use of non-Israelites to illustrate faith. Or,
Proverbs 6:6-11 (learning from ants). Or Proverbs 22:17-23:11 and its parallels to the (most-likely) earlier
composed Egyptian “Instructions of Amenemope”. Or, Paul’s drawing on Greek poets in Acts 17:22-28.
How are we to make sense of this, theologically? That is, think through the big story of creation,
fall, Israel, Jesus, Church, and New Creation, to consider the place of “wisdom” and why it isn’t
restricted to “the elect” (however you understand that term).
If we grant that there is “truth” beyond the Bible (in science, history, stories, experience, nature,
other religions, poetry, etc.), how are we to approach these sources to ensure that we are not
being led astray (Genesis 3:1-7; John 8:44; Colossians 2:8; 2 Corinthians 10:5; Revelation 12:9)?

2.2.1 Why wisdom is available to all people
I won’t deal with this theme in any great length, but it may be helpful to briefly review why we shouldn’t be
surprised that there is wisdom beyond the “walls” of the Church. (For more, see pp91-96 of my thesis).
First, through Creation we learn that all humans bear the image of God. We are each called and gifted to
love God, love others, and cultivate the world—the latter of which is the foundation for science and
culture-making. Thus, through common grace God has equipped us all to understand this world truly that
we and it may flourish. The call to pursue shalom is not exclusively Jewish, or Christian, only for the elect.
Rather, it is the primary human vocation. Thus, we should expect to learn true things from our nonChristian neighbours, that we may each more faithfully steward God’s creation.
Second, through the Fall we learn that we deal not so much with reality directly, as with our interpretations
thereof. As John G. Stackhouse Jr. puts it, all people and all beliefs are affected by “the divine, devilish, and
the human.” As finite and fallen (limited and biased) creatures, we should expect misunderstanding and
even self-interested distortion of beliefs. (Think crusades/inquisitions.) We should expect “sin”, a culpable
turning in on one’s self so that we reject or ignore God, abuse others, and vandalise creation. No one
person has the whole picture. And no picture humans hold is entirely correct. This isn’t to adopt relativism,
where anything goes, and we’re all just mistakenly labelling different parts of a cosmic elephant as rope,
tree-trunk, or wall. But, it is to introduce humility. We could be wrong, and there is more truth than any
one mind can contain. Indeed, God is transcendent, and His creation is complex. So, we should be open to
listening to, and even being corrected by, our non-Christian neighbours. Christians are not immune from
the Fall. We, too, see through a glass, darkly (1 Corinthians 13:12). There is no “knowing” apart from trust.
Third, through Israel we learn that being “elect” is a calling to serve humanity. Granted, Israel was set
apart, and given unique knowledge of God and His purposes for the world. But, Israel remained a part of
humanity as a whole, and were only blessed to be a blessing, serving the shalom of the world (Jeremiah
29:6-7). Israel was not chosen because they were smarter than the rest. Rather, it was because they were
less than the other nations, so that they had no reason to boast. As such, “the elect” have no monopoly on
wisdom. Rather, as they are transformed, they can shine as a light to the nations. So, we should be open to
the wisdom of surrounding nations and Empires, even as we are on guard against godless and idolatrous
distortions.
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Fourth, through Jesus we discover the personal
logic (“Word”) animating the whole cosmos, the
true light that enlightens every person (John
1:9). All that is true, good, and beautiful flows
from God. (In Schaeffer’s words, “all truth is
God’s truth”.) He is the source of lessons we
may learn from nature; insight and faith
modelled by the Gentiles; and every loving act
no matter in whose name it was performed. All
of life is a gift, and it is courtesy of the Christ,
whether we know and acknowledge His
authority or not. Granted, there is no other
name under Heaven or on Earth by which we
may be saved. But, this does not mean that there is no knowledge or wisdom outside of the community
who are called by His name. So, again, we should be looking for signs of truth, goodness, and beauty—
indeed, wisdom in all its forms—beyond the Church. Similarly, we should not be surprised to find
“redemptive analogies” and “faithful practice” outside the Bible.
Fifth, through the Church we discover God’s plans to reconcile all people to Himself (2 Corinthians 5:18-20).
He is not interested in forming a “them” and “us” club-divide. Rather, just as Peter learned from Cornelius
(Acts 10), we are to humbly engage all people that we may model the love of God for a broken world. In the
Spirit, we are to be a foretaste of the fullness of God’s Kingdom. This means loving our neighbour as
ourselves, and truly understanding what they believe and why they believe it. Without such reciprocal
dialogue, we cannot work together as we seek to heal the world. God’s Spirit is drawing all people to
Himself, so we should be open to learning from our neighbours and finding wisdom on the margins.
Sixth, and finally, through New Creation, we see the fullness of God’s plans for restoration. In the New
Creation, there will be a mixed multitude from East and West gathered around the table, and the glory of
the Kings will be brought into the New Jerusalem. Further, as we read in Isaiah 60, the cedars of Lebanon,
the gold of Ophir, and the ships of Tarshish will adorn the city. Meaning? Even some of the cultural
artefacts which were symbols of pride by idolatrous cultures will be refined as through fire (1 Corinthians 3)
and find their way into God’s plans to set everything right. (For a modern equivalent, think the galleries in
the cultural precinct, shares on the stock-market, and Boeing 747s inhabiting “Heaven”.) If products like
iPhones may have a place in God’s ultimate plans (see Jessica Hughes on this here), then surely we should
be open to learn from the likes of Steve Jobs in the here and now. God owns it all, and is in the process of
redeeming it all, so we must be prepared to engage with and learn from all of creation.
Summarising all these themes, then, in our pursuit of “truthful action” in everyday life, we must be open to
wisdom in the world. In particular, we need to engage situational perspectives (applying reason to
everyday experiences, listening to the findings of science, history, philosophy, anthropology, and more
poetic sources like literature, music, stories, and nature), and existential perspectives (considering our
individual and communal experiences as we seek to make sense of our existence). Learning from, and not
just witnessing to, those beyond the Christian community can be a challenge. Nevertheless, this too is part
of “faith seeking understanding”, and a dimension of our call as we practice theological reflection.
 With what in the above do you agree, or disagree? Is anything missing?
 How open are you to learning from those beyond the church, and wisdom outside the Bible?
If someone were to observe your life, what evidence would they find of this openness?
 What might this look like in engaging those who believe differently to you, whether from another
religion, New Age spirituality, or seculars?
 Again, how might we learn wisdom from others, while protecting ourselves from error and walking
faithfully with Christ?
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2.2.2 How to Judge?
Okay, so we must consider situational perspectives beyond the normative perspective offered through
Scripture and tradition. But what does this look like? And how to judge?
Consider the following clip, from Ken Robinson (2013) speaking at the Royal Society of the Arts (RSA).
Sir Ken Robinson is a highly respected
British educator and academic. His
previous RSA talk “Changing Educational
Paradigms” was viewed over 10 million
times on youtube.com here.
Ken is not a Christian, but in my own
study, I’ve found his perspectives highly
insightful. As I form a “theology of
education”, it’s worth engaging his views.
In this 3 minute grab of his address (full
talk here), Ken argues that education,
organisations and communities need to
be built on a model of diversity rather than conformity, so that every individual is able to discover and
develop their unique talents and abilities.
In a moment (Class Activity 5.2) we’ll practice evaluating this non-Christian source and bringing it into
dialogue with insights from Scripture and tradition. (Actually, it’s much the same process for evaluating
Christian perspectives, as we’re evaluating our interpretations (theologies) deriving from Scripture, and not
so much God’s pure revelation itself.) For now, let me offer a few guidelines:
Criteria for evaluating the ‘truth’ of a perspective:
#1. Consistency (logical & coherent): It must abide by the law of non-contradiction, be internally
consistent, and not self-refuting. Like a trampoline, the fabric of one’s argument must hold together, free of
any rips and effectively meshed as one. (See, for instance, a user-friendly list of logical fallacies here.)
#2. Completeness (explanatory power): It must provide a solid explanation of all facts at hand, both the
nature of the universe, and the form and experiences of
humanity. Like a trampoline, the jumping surface must
be a large frame that can embrace smaller frames (e.g.
incorporating science, art, justice, morality, love etc.).
#3. Correspondence (external connection with reality):
As research is conducted, facts must support, not
destroy the belief. Unlike conspiracy theories, the claims
must be evidenced and plausible. One key ‘fact’ to
check is whether this extra-Biblical belief conforms to
what you believe Scripture to say. Beware, however, as
there are few ‘brute’ facts. All evidence must be
interpreted, with a priori assumptions colouring conclusions. Like a trampoline, the frame must be
‘grounded’, connecting to something solid like the floorboards. You can’t jump, suspended in mid-air.
#4. Liveability (personal confirmation via experience): Is it possible to live aligned with these beliefs? Does
it result in greater freedom and fullness, peace and joy and love. Or, does it constrain and kill life. That is,
does it move toward shalom, or toward death? Like a trampoline, the truth claims should make you want to
jump! This will, however, require flexibility like springs, as all the pieces of the trampoline come together in
a unified experience.
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Granted, we could introduce other criteria, like simplicity (“Occam’s razor”) or beauty, but these four
criteria bring together the major philosophical traditions of evaluating the “truth” of any belief. If you tick
all four boxes, it doesn’t make a belief “true”. However, it certainly makes it more believable. Again, part of
“correspondence” is to check whether the claims match what the Bible seems to say.
Process for bringing the normative and situational perspectives together:
The next step, having evaluated the “truth” of a belief, is to bring it into dialogue with the normative
perspective (Scripture + tradition).
I covered a bit on this in module 2, concerning “mutual critical correlation”.
In technical language, it’s a dialectical (or critical) hermeneutic that brings two or more sources into
conversation. Following Thomas Groome, it means working through three movements of affirming,
refusing, and moving beyond:
There is an activity of discerning its truth and what is to be affirmed in it [compare], an activity of
discerning the limitations in our understanding of it that are to be refused [contrast], and an attempt
to move beyond it, carrying forward the truth that was there while adding to it in the new
understanding [synergy].2
Thus, we move from comparing and contrasting to creating, a fusion of horizons in which we transcend the
current divide of sacred and secular sources in the pursuit of faithful practice.3 Only then can we move from
what ought to be happening, to prescribing practical guides that direct transformative action toward
shalom.
#1: Compare: How do the different perspectives affirm each other, saying similar things or overlapping?
This is common ground that gives a good indication you’re on the right track. It also helps enrich each
interpretation, through Scripture and reason.
#2: Contrast: Where do the different perspectives refuse or challenge each other, clashing in view.
Remember, as we’re dealing with our interpretation of Scripture (theology), and our interpretation of the
world (reason), either or both claims could be wrong, or require reframing. Be open to this process.
#3: Create: How might each perspective constructively integrate with the other, moving beyond current
views and practices toward something fresh and new and more faithful? Get creative, and come up with a
new integration. A bit like how Paul Tillich4 correlated a theology of anxiety and identity with psychological
and existential perspectives, understanding sin as alienation. Often each perspective draws out rich themes
in the other—themes that likely were there all along, but you never noticed as they were out of the box.
Time to put this into practice!

2

Thomas Groome, Christian Religious Education: Sharing Our Story and Vision (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1999),
1980]), 196, also 217.
3

Groome draws on Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method (New York: Seabury Press, 1975), 273, 337.

4

Paul Tillich, The Courage to Be (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1952).
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Class Activity 5.2: Engaging Sir Ken’s View of Education
 After watching Ken Robinson’s clip above (or Jason Silva’s 3 minute clip “Existential Bummer” on
transcendence here), discuss how this situational perspective on education and life might be brought
into conversation with your current Biblical perspective on purpose, creativity, and community. That is,
How does Ken’s view compare with your theology, affirming what you already consider true?
How does Ken’s view contrast with your theology, refusing or challenging your current views?
Use the four-fold criteria (consistency, completeness, correspondence, and liveability) to
evaluate the ‘truth’ of his view. You might also like to apply this to your theology. For instance, is
your theology true to the Scriptures, free of logical error, accounting for the complete witness of
Scripture, corresponding to the most relevant passages rightly interpreted, and leading to
faithful practice?
How might you create a new synergy by fusing Ken’s view with your theology of Scripture? What
resonances do you see that may be drawn out? How can you move beyond the current way we
approach theological education at Malyon?
Come up with some practical plans of action that would apply this theory.
What might theological education look like if we took creativity/talent and community seriously?
You may prefer to focus this Class Activity on the question of HAPPINESS. If so, watch the following clip
from highly esteemed and iconic Polish and nominal Jewish philosopher Zygmunt Bauman (1925-2017).
(See here for Bauman’s website, here for his books on Amazon.com, and here for a moving orbituary to
get a sense of Bauman’s amazing life and activism through his huge body of work, especially concerning
the plight of the oppressed like refugees, and changes in the world toward “liquid modernity”.)

Bring Bauman’s insights into dialogue with Time Magazines feature on Happiness (cover; chart; article),
Christianity Today’s feature on “The Neurochemistry of Shalom”, School of Life videos on happiness and
life’s meaning (also here) and biblical wisdom. How would you evaluate the truth of each perspective?
Where do these perspectives affirm (compare) and refuse (contrast) each other? Can they combine
(create) in a fusion of horizons—a synthesis that informs how you may better act toward truthful action
in a world bent on happiness?
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Remember, these situational perspectives could come from numerous
sources. It might be something you read in a newspaper or science
journal like Nature, or a magazine like the New York Times. It could be
an innovative perspective as part of a TED Talk (see also Q Ideas), or philosophical insight from Alain de
Botton’s School of Life (videos here). It might be an insight from another religion’s Sacred Text, or a moving
idea embodied in a classic story like The Scarlett Letter or piece of poetry like Homer’s Odyssey. It could
even come from an engaging conversation with a friend, as you mull over the meaning of life. Whatever it
is, be open to God’s wisdom playing in unexpected places, expressed through the particularity of being.
As Gerard Manley Hopkins reflects in his poem, “As Kingfishers Catch Fire”,

As kingfishers catch fire, dragonflies draw flame;
As tumbled over rim in roundy wells
Stones ring; like each tucked string tells, each hung bell's
Bow swung finds tongue to fling out broad its name;
Each mortal thing does one thing and the same:
Deals out that being indoors each one dwells;
Selves — goes itself; myself it speaks and spells,
Crying Whát I dó is me: for that I came.
I say móre: the just man justices;
Keeps grace: thát keeps all his goings graces;
Acts in God's eye what in God's eye he is —
Chríst — for Christ plays in ten thousand places,
Lovely in limbs, and lovely in eyes not his
To the Father through the features of men's faces.

Watch this beautiful rendition  (with excellent following analysis) of Hopkins’ poem
on Kingfishers, put together for the fantastic series, “For the Life of the World”.
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2.3

Existential Perspectives

So far we have explored how to access, analyse and integrate situational perspectives into your theology
for everyday life. Again, by reason—perhaps better termed scholarship—I mean the deliverances of logic
and philosophical processing of our experience of the world, i.e., scientia [knowledge] as disciplined
reflections on life, such as offered by science, sociology, history, anthropology and the like.
Now, and in less detail, we turn to existential perspectives as a source for theological reflection. By
existential, I mean “concerned with or relating to existence, particularly human existence.” This might
include our personal reflections on the big questions of origins, meaning, morality, and destiny. More
particularly, however, I’m simply talking about our experiences and reflecting on our current
actions/practices, both individually and in community. This includes experience of the Holy Spirit such as
through prophetic words. Predictably, this is also a matter of contention (cf. Stanton’s reading, Mod. 2).
Some people are very hesitant to allow one’s “experience” to shape theology. And there is a fair concern,
here. For instance, some people while experiencing a difficult time of suffering allow this to overturn
traditional interpretations of God’s faithfulness in Scripture, and end up with a theology that God is distant
and disengaged, winding up the clock of the Universe and stepping out leaving us to fend for ourselves
(Deism). We’ve all seen this kind of capitulation, whether it be our positive experience or lack of experience
shaping the theology on matters from miracles to choice of music for a Sunday service. It’s crucial to
remember that—as with Scripture, tradition, and reason—there is no un-interpreted experience. We need
to be critical of how we interpret events we experience, as the “data” can be read in multiple directions.
Look deeper, though. It’s natural for experience and reflections on our current actions/practices to reshape
our interpretation of Scripture (theology). Think of Jeremiah, challenging Israel’s ethnocentric vision of their
future in response to exile in Babylon (Jeremiah 29). Think of Naomi reinterpreting a Moabite’s inclusion
among “the elect” in response to her experience with Ruth. Think of Paul’s re-interpretation of entrenched
Jewish theologies promising a triumphant King expelling Rome, in response to his encounter with the
crucified and risen Christ. And think of Peter’s re-interpretation of social mores believed to be Scriptural, in
response to his experience with the Gentile Cornelius (Acts 10). Indeed, the Church’s birth at Pentecost
(Acts 2) was a fresh interpretation of ancient prophecies (Joel) in response to new movement of the Spirit.
Think on Scripture itself. We didn’t begin with a book. Rather, God acted in history (which we experienced),
then God illumined authors to record a divine angle on these events. Experience was integral to Scripture.
Experience, however, never trumps Scripture. It’s not relative, as though any theology we prefer that fits
our experience will do. Rather, we use similar criteria as above to evaluate our interpretation of reality.
Is my interpretation of experience logically consistent?
It is a complete explanation for all the facts at hand?
Does my interpretation correspond with other more certain facts and interpretations surrounding
the event?
And does this interpretation promote Christ-likeness and flourishing for all involved?
Perhaps another interpretation is more faithful on all fronts?
The aim is to interpret life in a way that is faithful to the trajectory of Scripture, from the garden where we
fell, over the mountain of crucifixion, toward the Garden City where God sets everything right.
Thus, we can use the same three questions above, asking how an experience or our current practices
compare and contrast with what we know from Scripture and tradition, and may fuse as we create new
ways of moving beyond our current approach.
 Share a story of a powerful experience that re-shaped your understanding of God and Scripture
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2.3.1 How to Access Experience
This all poses a challenge. So far we’ve been dealing with primarily written sources:
Scripture, tradition, reason applied to the world. But how do we access experience?
We need to take our lives as a sort of “living human document”5 and turn it into another text that we can
bring into dialogue with normative and situational perspectives.
Perhaps this creative accessing of our deepest experiences and self-image, by Dove, will help. Watch this:

Class Activity 5.3: Accessing Experience
 After watching the Dove clip above, discuss the following questions:
What struck you most about this clip?
What aspect of these people’s experience and practice did this approach take?
Brainstorm other ways you could access the same existential perspective (e.g. journal writing,
personal letters, verbatim accounts of pastoral encounters, spiritual autobiography, and other
forms of creative writing, recording dreams, making sculptures) by “turning-life-into-text”6

5

“Living human documents” derives from clinical pastoral educator Anton Boisen (1876-1965),
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23328440?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents. The individualistic tendencies of such a
concept have been challenged by Bonnie Miller-McLemore, reconceived as “the living human web”. See “The Human
Web: Reflections on the State of Pastoral Theology,” Christian Century, April 7 (1993): 366-69.
6

For further ideas, see Elaine Graham, Heather Walton, and Frances Ward, “‘Writing the Body of Christ’: Corporate
Theological Reflection,” in Theological Reflection: Methods (London: SCM, 2005).
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Our experience of life is not one-dimensional. As phenomenologists often say, to understand another
person we must step into their shoes (or “walk in their moccasins”) in search of a “thick description” of
life.7 Practical theologian Don Browning, in particular, has highlighted the importance of a “descriptive
theology” that unpacks multiple levels of a practice to form a complete picture “in all of its situated
richness”.8 Using the anagram VOTER (highlighting the visional, obligational, tendency-need, environmentalsocial, and rule-role dimensions of practical reason),9 he explains that
[a]ction is (1) made up of concrete practices (rules, roles, communication patterns);
(2) motivated by needs and tendencies; (3) limited and channeled by social-systemic
and ecological constraints; (4) further ordered by principles of obligation; and
(5) given meaning by visions, narratives, and metaphors.10
Let’s unpack this practically. Picture that you’re a workaholic. You want to theologically reflect on this
experience in moving toward more faithful practice. So, rather than start with theology (situational
perspective) or reason (situational perspective), you wisely choose to begin by giving a thick description of
your current actions. You work your way up from the lowest to the highest level (RETOV):
Rule-Role: You notice that you live by the role of the perfect employee. Your
rule is “better now than never”, so when a task comes in, you’ll pull overtime
to make it happen.
Environmental-Social: You also notice your work environment and social
situation. A few years back a good friend was unexpectedly fired for not
delivering the goods. The whip was cracked, and the weekly performance
reviews have kept everyone in line ever since.
Tendency-Needs: You need approval. As a chronic people pleaser, your
tendency is to work extra hard so that people will see you as the model
employee and even friend. At some deep level this relieves stress and
makes you feel worthwhile.
Obligational: You remember that you were first hired through a friend’s
recommendation. You didn’t want to let them down, and this has established
a pattern of obligation (commitment/duty) in which you must prove your worth to the boss and
the team so it’s not seen as a soft appointment. You owe it to them. And, as a perfectionist, you feel you
owe it to yourself to be the best you can be.
Finally, you piece the bits together in a narrative:
Visional: An underlying story emerges by which you live. While it seems silly saying it out loud, at your
deepest level you believe that your worth is measured by your output. Quality work means a quality
person. Apart from your over-investment of time and identity into this job, you believe that both you and
the organisation will cease to progress and develop to full potential. Worse, you fear that things will fall
apart. In turn, you will feel like a failure, confirming rejection you experienced as a child for not making the
grade. This unspoken narrative and metaphor of perfection drive your daily practice, and push you to
breaking point. Accessing this experience in all its “situated richness” is essential to bring it into dialogue
with wisdom obtained from Scripture, tradition, and reason.

7

“Thick descriptions” as a phenomenological concept emerges from the work of anthropologist Clifford Geertz, The
Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 3-30.
8

Don Browning, A Fundamental Practical Theology: Descriptive and Strategic Proposals (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress,
1991), 47, 71, 77, 94, 113, 135.
9

Ibid., x, 107.

10

Ibid., 111.
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Note, too, that sometimes our practice is more faithful than our theology. Perhaps you instinctively act in
ways that avoid hurting animals and conserve our natural resources, yet your “theology” says “creation” is
just matter that doesn’t really matter as it will all burn up in the end. (Obviously a caricature, but you get
the picture.) In this case, it may be that your actions are faithful in response to the image of God and the
Spirit at work within. Reflecting deeply upon how you act may challenge/refuse your current theology of
nature, and spur you on to discover deeper interpretations of Scripture that inspire stewardship. In turn,
this may be informed and encouraged by dialogue with a situational perspective (e.g. from science)
revealing strains in the natural environment.
There are countless ways this mutual critical correlation may occur. The key is to start with a “descriptive
theology” that accesses your experiences and current practices, and bringing it into dialogue with
situational and normative perspectives.
This process is commonly called “Transformative Theological Reflection”. The self undergoes
transformation in and through the act of reflecting theologically. It means digging down to be truly aware
of yourself. That said, you are a self-in-relation. You exist as one member within a wider community. So,
we’ll finish this first session with some principles for corporate/communal reflection on experience. This
matters, because “Where no wise guidance is, the people fall; but in the multitude of counsellors there is
safety” (Prov. 11:14-15).

2.3.2 Theological Reflection in a Small Group11
Theological reflection is simply wondering about God's
activity in our lives. Where is God present? What is God
calling us to do? By taking time to ask questions about
what happens to us—seeing our experiences through the
lens of faith—we become clearer about our connection to
God. We all ask questions about relationships, our work,
our children, our government, and our situation in life.
We all reflect, wonder, analyse, think, assess, and discuss
with friends as ways of trying to understand our life.
Theological reflection simply refocuses all that thinking to
encourage a stronger sense of relationship with God,
asking, "Where does God fit into the picture?"
I have outlined seven steps for theological reflection, six
done as a personal reflection and the seventh in a group
setting:
Step 1: Identify an event or situation on which to reflect. While this event can come from any part of our
lives, it is more effective to deal with a situation that is current and still has some fresh feelings attached.
Situations that are already resolved offer fewer possibilities for new insights. Also, deeper, unresolved
issues from our past may need more intense debriefing from a spiritual director or counsellor than is
possible in a congregational small group.
Step 2: Name and describe your feelings about the situation. You may be feeling joy or frustration,
sadness or anger, energy or boredom. All feelings are worth including in this process and sharing with
God—the God who knows us intimately, the God from whom we cannot hide, who loves us and accepts all
that we are. With God, we need not fear sharing whatever feelings are whirling around a particular event.
And in a supportive group, sharing our feelings can be an affirming experience. Sometimes we find that
other people have similar feelings, making us realize that we are not alone.

11

Adapted from Abigail Johnson, Reflecting with God: Connecting Faith and Daily Life in Small Groups (Herndon: Alban
Institute, 2004), on Moodle here.
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Identifying feelings is easy for some and more difficult for others. Asking ourselves what challenged,
stimulated, or disturbed us is another way to get at the question of feelings. Try to keep "feeling" sentences
simple, saying, "I feel sad" or "I feel angry" or "I feel joy." As soon as you add other words, then you are
moving into thinking rather than feeling. For example, "I feel that . . ." shifts away from what you are
feeling into statements and opinions.
Knowing how we feel is an important part of the reflective process but not the only part. Sorting through
feelings allows us to acknowledge and recognize what we feel but makes it distinct from what we think and
how we behave. For instance, I feel frustrated and angry dealing with a toddler who is a having a temper
tantrum. I am entitled to my feelings of frustration and anger, but I also need to think about the dynamics
involved. As an adult and a parent, I am a responsible person and need to keep the toddler safe. I need also
to be clear that my behaviour is distinct from my feelings; otherwise, I might end up lashing out at the
toddler and later regretting my actions.
Taking time to identify feelings helps us to sort out what is going on internally as we reflect on an event. In
addition, being clear about my own feelings helps me to be aware of others' feelings as distinct from my
own. My feelings are not the only emotional activity in a situation, and reflecting on the sadness and joy of
others helps to unpack what was going on. The fact that I feel sad does not mean that everyone feels sad
about the same event. Understanding how others feel as distinct from how I feel may help me to see what
motivates their behaviour.
Step 3: Explore what you think about the situation and what dynamics are at play. Various factors are
involved in any event, from office politics to personality traits to the history leading up to the event.
Thinking through these various dynamics brings further clarity to the situation and helps us to see the
complexity involved. You may want to bring analytical tools to the situation, such as power analysis. Who
has power in this situation? Who does not? You may want to use economic analysis or social analysis as you
think through social justice issues at play in this event. You may have other analytical tools you use in your
work situation. Exploring what we think about a situation gives us some distance from the immediate
feelings that arise so that we can move on to the next steps.
Step 4: Connect with God, and ask where God is present in your chosen situation. Begin by asking yourself
where God is at work. Think about a biblical story or biblical text that has a connection to the event. You
may have a faith stance that informs the situation. For instance, in dealing with my difficult toddler, my
faith tells me that he is a dearly loved child of God. He may be less dear to me in this stressful moment, but
God knows the number of hairs on his head, and I can draw strength from a sense of God's presence and
care. A Scripture passage that comes to mind is the account of Jesus' welcoming the children and blessing
them despite the protests of the disciples. As I watch my toddler screaming and beating his hands and feet
on the floor, I feel like a protesting disciple, but Jesus' action reminds me that each child is blessed and
loved. In addition, when we think about our faith connection, we can draw on other resources such as
hymns, creeds, liturgies, and writings of the church.
Step 5: Think about what you have learned from this reflection. We may have gained some insights. We
may decide on some new action. Perhaps we will do something differently next time, or we may feel a
deeper conviction about what we have done. Usually, I have a different perspective on the situation by step
5 than when I began at step 1.
Step 6: Pray. In one sense, the whole reflection process is prayer, because it is intentional quiet time when
we are conscious of God's presence in our lives. Yet concluding with an explicit prayer draws our whole
reflection into an expression of our deepest hope. It takes all our hurts and joys, all insights and lingering
questions into an intimate conversation with God. I have found that people using this process as a personal
spiritual journey have deepened their prayer life or sometimes even discovered a prayer life if they had not
experienced one before. It also takes the process of reflection from the posture of thinking about God to
one of being with God.
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Step 7: Present to the group. The situations that people choose are varied. Some events are relatively
simple and easy to sort through: something happened, we worked through what took place using the
reflective questions, and we feel a sense of resolution. In other situations, we might come back to a similar
event again and again throughout our lives.
Theological reflection is not a problem-solving process. Reflection is an open-ended process, with no right
or wrong answers. Clear answers may not emerge, and we may not find quick fixes to life's problems; yet
we will find deeper meaning through conversation with God about everyday issues. Theological reflection is
an opportunity to deepen a sense of God's presence in our lives, and an opportunity to discover what we
believe and how our faith and life intersect. Typically, I find that many questions come to mind as I reflect
on a situation. Rather than seeking answers, I try to "live the questions" as I discern where God is leading
me, being attentive to God's voice in my life and work.

Reflection Activities 5.1 & 5.2
Journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words in response the following questions, and tick off the related
boxes on p. 14/15 of the unit guide.
#5.1 Choose one aspect of your life—an experience or practice—upon which you want to reflect.
How might you access this experience, turning text into life? Describe its “situated richness” using
Browning’s VOTER framework.
#5.2 Still concerning this same experience/practice (5.1 above), find one reputable source that has
something to say (wisdom to offer) from a situational perspective. Jot some thoughts down as to how
you might bring these two perspectives into dialogue. That is, compare, contrast, create as you affirm,
refuse, and move beyond each perspective in a creative synergy.
(And if you want to complete this process, bring this into a three way dialogue with Scripture and
tradition [the normative perspective from the previous module] in forming some practical models for
new behaviour in your pursuit of faithful practice and truthful action.)
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3. WEEKLY PRACTICES
 DRAWING FROM THE POOL OF NAMES, MODULE 6’S CONTRIBUTORS WILL BE …
M-O OF EVERYDAY THEOLOGY: ______________ SPIRITUAL PRACTICE: _________________

Class Activity 5.4 … A-Z of Everyday Theology (5 mins)
Most modules (2-7, 9-10 + 12), one pre-selected student will share a theology of everyday life related to
one of the assigned letters (see the unite guide pp6-7, or below). That is, use the pdf under module 1
optional readings “The Complete Book of Everyday Christianity (Banks and Stephens)”. Here’s the
reference, found on hold in Malyon’s Library (248.03 BAN):
Banks, Robert J, and R Paul Stephens (eds). The Complete Book of Everyday Christianity: An A-to-Z Guide
to Following Christ in Every Aspect of Life. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1997).
On pages 1161-1166 you’ll find an alphabetical index of all the topics covered in this book. Each entry is
fairly short, normally 3-5 pages, so you can either skim it in the library, or photocopy it for later
reference. Choose a topic that interest you. In all this should take you at most 30 minutes to prepare …
don’t go overboard, and it’s not for marks! Prepare to share some thoughts for 5 minutes in class,
covering:
1. What aspect of everyday life you’re focusing on, and what it looks like in your life (tell a story to
describe it, or put it in a scenario): What is going on?
2. Interpret this everyday action in the context of your life, drawing on insights from whatever
sources help you better understand your actions (e.g. secular sources like science, sociology, and
definitely Scripture and/or tradition): Why is this going on?
3. What are 2 key questions we might all ask ourselves to better reflect on this aspect of everyday
life as we seek truthful action?
4. Drawing especially on Scripture, what are some wise principles (phronēsis) that might shape how
we integrate our theology and practices (praxis), changing our habits in seeking first Christ’s
Kingdom to the glory of God? That is, how will you act differently for having reflected on this?
What ought to be going on, and How might we respond?
5. We’ll then close this segment as one other student prays for you, and the class, that we may live
faithfully every day as we follow Christ.
In simplest terms, tell a story drawing out this aspect of your everyday life, to answer 3 key questions:
What is going on and why? What ought to be going on? How might we respond?12
Here are your letter options for each week:
MODULE 02: A-C (Student: _______________)
MODULE 04: G-I (Student: _______________)
MODULE 06: M-O (Student: ______________)
MODULE 08: Skip this week
MODULE 10: V-X (Student: _______________)

MODULE 03: D-F (Student: _______________)
MODULE 05: J-L (Student: _______________)
MODULE 07: P-R (Student: _______________)
MODULE 09: S-U (Student: _______________)
MODULE 12: Y-Z (Student: _______________)

12

These questions are posed by Graham Stanton, “Reforming ‘Practical Theology’: Can a Reformed Theologian have
Their Scripture and Practice Too?” St. Mark’s Review 224 (May 2013), 23, http://search.informit.com.au/
documentSummary;dn=136898995848871;res=IELHSS (accessed June 5, 2013). This article is posted to Moodle,
Module 1, Extra Resources. Stanton is simplifying Richard Osmer’s four questions in Practical Theology: An
Introduction (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2008), 4.
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Class Activity 5.5 … Practicing God’s Presence (5 mins)
One pre-selected student each week will share an everyday practice (‘spiritual discipline’) that keeps
you alert to God’s presence throughout the week. It could be something you do to keep you from sin, to
redirect your focus, to remind you to pray, to dedicate your day to God, to centre your heart, to alleviate
anxiety, to count your many blessings … whatever it is, this practice should engage your whole being
(“loving the Lord your God with your whole heart, soul, mind, and strength,” so, it should be bodily as
well, not just a cognitive exercise).
Simply share on these points:
1. What is the practice: explain and demonstrate it, explaining the idea behind this particular action
2. Share how you’ve gone putting it into practice – e.g. what works, what doesn’t work, what effect
has it had, any practical tips?
3. How might we as a group try it out this coming week? (We debrief this next module)
4. Which fruit of the Spirit will it help cultivate? (love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness,
gentleness, faithfulness, and self-control)
If you want more guidance and ideas for topics, check out these sources in the library [248.4]:
Bass, Dorothy C., and Mary Shawn Copeland. Practicing Our Faith: A Way of Life for a Searching People, revised 2nd
edition. Hoboken, N.J: Jossey-Bass, 2010. [248.4 BAS]
Benedict, and Luke Dysinger. The Rule of St. Benedict: Latin & English. Trabuco Canyon, Calif: Source Books, 1997.
Online here.
Calhoun, Adele Ahlberg. Spiritual Disciplines Handbook: Practices That Transform Us. Downers Grove, Ill:
InterVarsity Press, 2005. [248.4 CAL]
Foster, Richard J. Celebration of Discipline: The Path to Spiritual Growth. London: H&S, 1980. [248.4 FOS]
Lawrence. The Practice of the Presence of God, Being Conversations and Letters of Nicholas Herman of Lorraine,
Brother Lawrence. Westwood, N.J.: Revell, 1958. [209.2 LAW]
Ortberg, John. The Life You've Always Wanted: Spiritual Disciplines for Ordinary People. Johannesburg: Struik
Christian Books, 2005.
Scazzero, Peter. Daily Office: Remembering God's Presence Throughout the Day: Begin the Journey. Barrington,
IL: Willow Creek Assn, 2008. [242.2 SCA]
Shamy, Andrew, Sam Bloore and Roshan Allpress. The Hare and the Tortoise: Learning to Pace Ourselves in a World
Gone Mad. Lynfield, Auckland: Compass Foundation, 2011. [248.4 SHA]
Stevens, R. Paul. Disciplines of the Hungry Heart: Christian Living Seven Days a Week. Wheaton, Ill: H. Shaw, 1993.
[248.4 STE]
Volf, Miroslav, and Dorothy C. Bass. Practicing Theology: Beliefs and Practices in Christian Life.
Grand Rapids, Mich: Eerdmans, 2002. [230 VOL]
Willard, Dallas. Renovation of the Heart: Putting on the Character of Christ.
Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 2002. [248.4 WIL]
Willard, Dallas. The Spirit of the Disciplines: Understanding How God Changes Lives.
London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1996. [online here]

Here is a quick list of the disciplines mentioned in Foster's book (see also here):
Inner Disciplines: Meditation | Prayer | Fasting | Study
Outer Disciplines: Simplicity | Solitude | Submission | Service
Corporate Disciplines: Confession | Worship | Guidance | Celebration
Remember, spiritual disciplines include activities like hospitality, singing, “the Jesus prayer” and more.
You’re only limited by your imagination: whatever thick practices that form new habits that shape your
heart towards the Kingdom of God are ripe for exploring! (See Christ’s Pieces Practices here.)
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Class Activity 5.6 … Group Time (35 mins)
Each module we’ll break into the same small groups of ~3-4 people. You can join with who you like, and
change around if you’d rather, but can I suggest you find a stable group of the same sex. This will help in
debriefing some more personal journal questions as the course progresses.
Here’s the things you’re to work through:
1) Which of the pre-readings did you engage? Share a brief summary of the key points. (You may
even find it helpful during this time to divvy up the next module’s readings, so between you
they’re all covered.) [5 minutes]
2) From what you read, debrief using these four aspects [10-15 minutes]
-a question—something you don’t get, or want to clarify
-a challenge—something you disagree with, or want to nuance
-an implication—“so what” for your theology of everyday life
-an application—something useful right now in your context
(It’s helpful to jot notes using these 4 themes (Q/C/I/A) as you read outside class. This helps you engage
what’s said, without getting too hung up on the details as you’re not examined on this. That said, each
journal entry you need to engage with *one* of the recommended readings.)
3) Debrief the previous module, keeping it at the level of what it means in your life as you seek to
integrate your theology and your everyday activities. Focus in on the RELATED JOURNAL
QUESTION for modules 2-11 (discussed and due in weeks 3-12). Pray for each other [15 minutes]
Journal #3 (re: module 4): Give yourself a score out of 10 (10 being perfect, 1 being dysfunctional/nonexistent) on each of the four resources for emotionally healthy spirituality: (a) daily office; (b) Sabbath;
(c) Rule of Life; (d) Spiritual Friendship. Imagine you were discipling someone with the same profile as
you on the Inventory of Spiritual and Emotional Maturity. What one piece of wisdom would you offer?
Journal #4 (re: module 5): Share and critically reflect on your practice of friendship, particularly as it
relates to inclusion and exclusion of the Other.
(n.b. Moodle has the journal question as a FORUM under each module, 2-11. You don’t have to post your
150-200 word reflections onto this forum—especially if it’s more personal than you want to reveal—
however doing this weekly may be a helpful discipline to process as the course progresses rather than
leaving it to the last minute. Additionally, it engages the online students as you share your thoughts and
respond to what others share. So, give it a go!)
1) Offer a brief statement about your use of your time during the previous week, together with a
concise self-evaluation. How did you go with trialling the student-led spiritual discipline from last
module, trying to “practice the presence of God” in your everyday life? [5mins]
2) If you finish all this with time left, then grab a case study from the jar, and work through these
questions: What is going on and why? What ought to be going on? How might we respond?
(Across this course, our hope is that theological reflection on all of life would become second nature.
While it’s not the simplest model, I think the “five movement” adaptation of Richard Osmer’s approach is
a great frame. Why not try it with the case study above? Or, use any of the following …)
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Models of Theological Reflection – try these out with the Case Studies:
A. Simple = See  Judge  Act
1. What is going on and why?
2. What ought to be going on?
3. How might we respond?

Every model of theological reflection—regardless of
the number of steps—should be concerned with
explaining a practical situation, understanding the
situation through a dialogue between secular and
theological perspectives, and finally changing the
situation with renewed praxis.13
B. Intermediate = The Pastoral Cycle14
Experience (of the concrete tension in a local context) 
Exploration (analysis of the situation through insights from secular and
religious critical perspectives) 
Reflection (seeking to correlate these insights toward guides for action) 
Action (new practices directed by reflective-practitioners that, once
implemented, start another progressive spiral)

C. Advanced = “Five Movements” and DECIDE15

Describe: Describe the social condition, individual or group practice, activity or behaviour that you
are addressing.

Explore: Explore alternative non-theological models of explanation or understandings of this
condition.

Consider Christian Resources: Consider what biblical studies, historical theology, systematic
theology, church history and other Christian resources might relate to the condition being studied.

Integrate/Inform: Compare Christian resources with nontheological models to determine how
they relate.

Develop: Develop a practical, concrete new action that can lead to new practices to transform the
condition.

Evaluate: Evaluate intended and unintended consequences of new action and practice.

13

Gerben Heitink, Practical Theology: History, Theory, Action Domains (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1999), 6, 165.

14

See Elaine Graham, Heather Walton, and Frances Ward, “Theology-in-Action: Praxis,” in Theological Reflection:
Methods (London: SCM, 2005), 188-191; Paul Ballard and John Pritchard, Practical Theology in Action: Christian
Thinking in the Service of Church and Society (London: SPCK, 1996), 18, 67, 74-78, 118-119.
15

Drawn from my adaptation of Osmer, Practical Theology, 4, 10-11; DECIDE comes from Paul Shrier (2010), cited by
Graham Stanton, “Reforming ‘Practical Theology’,” 23-24, 27 (n.26); “Christopraxis” comes from Ray Anderson, The
Shape of Practical Theology: Empowering Ministry with Theological Praxis (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press,
2001), 7, 29-31, 47-60.
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Whatever your model of theological reflection, you should draw on three primary theological resources:
 Scripture and Theology (this is the “normative-hermeneutical” perspective, cf. Module 3)
 Cultural sources such as science, psychology, philosophy etc. (this is the “situational-empirical”
perspective, cf. Module 5)
 Personal reflection (this is the “experiential-strategic” perspective, cf. Module 5)
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4. RUTH’S STORY … FRIENDSHIP: LOVE ALWAYS LIFTS YOU UP
After all your hard work in the first session, it’s time to sit back and soak it in!
As with the previous module, my task in this session is to demonstrate what it can look like to preach at the
intersection of the three perspectives. What do Scripture and tradition (normative), reason (situational)
and experience (existential-strategic perspective) have to say about friendship, particularly inclusion and
exclusion of the Other in a world of violence? As with our model of theological reflection, I begin by offering
a rich description of our current practices—that is, our tendency to shun those who are different from us.
For distance students, you can watch a video of this talk here, or listen to mp3 under Moodle Module 5,
Extra Resources (online here). It’s part of a series on the four types of love (following C. S. Lewis’s book,
storgê, phileo, agape, and eros), as seen in the book of Ruth (chapter 1). In this message I consider phileo,
or “friendship love”, and how it always lifts you up.
[Perhaps you’re tired of watching me speak. I am! If so,
check out Antoine Rutayisire’s 2010 Lausanne Cape Town
Gathering plenary address on “Rwanda and the Gospel of
Reconciliation” (video). See also the
amazing work of John Steward in
Genocide Recovery under the banner
“Rwandan Stories”. Ask yourself:
what factors played into this
genocide, and how might diverse
situational and existential
perspectives complement biblical wisdom in seeking truthful
action? What might gospel friendship look like in such a
violent and polarised context? How might the gospel impact my own call to embrace the excluded Other?]

4.1

What Does Love Look Like?
Ruth is a drama of redemptive mercy and grace, full of
covenantal kindness and love, or chêsêd as it’s called in the Old
Testament (Ruth 1:8; 2:20; 3:10)
Ruth 2-4 explores Storge, Eros, and Agape … affection,
desire, and commitment, following the framework in C. S. Lewis’s
The Four Loves (watch this brilliant youtube ‘doodle’ here)
Ruth 1 is a study of philia love—love which clings and
brings together as friends … at its best this kind of love always
lifts you up to see God’s grace at work
Ruth is an unlikely friendship between bitter Naomi who lost her identity in a foreign land, and her
friendly companion Ruth who clings beyond reason (v14)

What, then, does philia or ‘friendship love’ look like?
Who are your closest friends, and what common identity binds you together?
Companionship  common interest  common identity
 a shared journey side-by-side with a common vision
But, as C. S. Lewis points out, “Friendship is both a possible benefactor and a possible danger to the
community.” Depending on what you build it on, and how central that common vision is to your
identity, friendship can bless or curse.
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It’s fallen human nature to build our identity around
something less than ultimate, and then intentionally or
unintentionally dismiss, demonize, and even demolish the
outsider. Difference becomes division. Friendship to the
insider becomes exclusion to the outsider. So what’s your
shared identity built on?
In a multicultural city like Brisbane, and a diverse church
community like ours, we really need fresh eyes for how to
build friendships on the right stuff. If the church becomes a
“mutual admiration society,” or just another tribal identity
which excludes people for being other than us, then how can
we ever lead the world in a new way to love? Is it even possible to find a common identity and ultimate
allegiance in friendship that naturally embraces rather than excludes?
This is precisely the question addressed in Ruth chapter 1. The answer is found in Ruth’s embrace of Naomi,
even as Naomi seeks to exclude Ruth. Love looks like dying to our old identity, and forming friendships built
on a shared pursuit after God’s grace which alone can satisfy our hunger. When our central identity is built
on Christ’s self-giving friendship, then love will always lift you up.

4.2

What does Ruth 1 mean FOR THEM?

A proud people with a despised neighbour (vv 1-2)
Abraham (Genesis 12:1-3) > Egypt (Genesis 15:13) > Exodus (Exodus 3:6-17; 22:21; 23:9)
A twisted path to the promised land (Exodus 15:13-18; Judges 2:1-23)
A despised neighbour: incestuous Lot (Genesis 19:30-38) > ongoing ethnic tensions with Moab, 50 miles
east across the Jordan Rift Valley (Numbers 22-25 with Balaam called to curse Israel and Moabite women seducing Israel’s
men; Deuteronomy 2:8-9, 28-29; 23:3-6 … despised given mistreatment during journey into the promised land)

Elect to bless, but now set to oppress—Israel’s dark hour (Judges 3:12-30; 21:24-25).
An ironic death of identity (vv 3-5)
Naomi’s identity, as an Israelite, was built upon possessing her family’s share of the promised land as
God’s chosen people, and blessing through marriage and bearing children. Yet now they leave
Bethlehem (house of bread) as there’s no bread in the house. What of the promise? Is the famine
a judgment of God? Famine also drove the patriarchs as resident aliens into foreign lands (Genesis
12:10; 26:3; 47:4). Have they been unfaithful? Only traitor’s leave.
Why would Naomi’s family leave Israel and “turn aside” to Moab? Picture a modern day Israelite
relocating to Palestine, while their family remains in the homeland. What kind of emptiness,
hunger, and desperation would drive them to leave?
Why would Naomi let her sons marry Moabite women (cf. Numbers 25:1-5)? Perhaps security for a
widowed resident alien with few rights and many needs?
The names tip us off that there’s a problem here … Elimelech = true Israelite, “God of the King.” Yet,
this royal family from where the Messiah should come (1 Samuel 17:2; Micah 5:2) produces
Mahlon (makh-lone', sickness/rubbed worn) and Chilion (kil-yone', destruction/extermination).
Naomi had hope in this national identity, but these descendents of Eprath (fruitful) were now
barren with no one to pass on the family line.
Among this despised people, pleasant Naomi becomes bitter Mara as she stands alone … this is the
death of her identity in a foreign nation. What hope remains?
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An attempted exclusion (vv 6-13)
So, like the prodigal son driven by hunger and
returning to the Father’s house in shame, bitter Naomi
decides to return. But why would Naomi exclude her only
remaining ‘family’? … For them (vv 8-10)? Perhaps also for
her reputation?
Orpah understandably “turns her back” (v14).
What sense is there in going on?
Three times Naomi tries to exclude Ruth, each
time the intensity increases: go with God’s blessing
(chêsêd) > I have no more sons to offer > God has cursed
me so go back with your sister, to her people and her
gods. GO BACK!!!
A persistent embrace and a shared identity (vv 6-7, 14-19a)
Why would Ruth cling to Naomi (v 14)? … perhaps old stories of a good God, or days when there was
bread in the house? Apparently Ruth’s people and gods didn’t satisfy her hunger. Ruth was
undying in her support Naomi during a dark time.
Naomi involuntarily loses her identity, but Ruth willingly lays down her life out of friendship to bitter
Naomi
What is the basis of their friendship? What is their common identity? Love lifts them up to see
possibilities beyond the brokenness of today. Hunger drives them on a shared journey in quest of
God’s presence and blessing in the House of Bread.

A mixed reception (vv 19b-22)
Key theme across Ruth of “journey,” twelve times using exile related verbs “to travel, go, walk,
return” … this book shows the way for Israel to return to God
Reports of bread in the house of bread called them back … could God really be at work in Israel?
Come and see! Starvation can bring anyone back
How would the faithful and remaining Israelites feel about Naomi coming back, accompanied by a
Moabitess? … “The whole town was stirred [hoom] … ‘Can this be Naomi?’” (v 19) … “excited” or a
tumultuous uproar (Proverbs 1:21; Isaiah 22:2)?
How could Ruth “return” from Moab
(v 22)? In what sense is Israel her
true home?
Naomi remains bitter, absorbed in
her own affliction and ignorant of
Ruth’s presence and sacrifice. Yet
“this commitment of a young
woman to the life of an old
woman in her darkest hour … is
already a signal step toward dawn
for Naomi’s dark night of despair.
In the life of Israel, God has given
his people food so that famine
has given way to barley harvest.”
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4.3

What does Ruth 1 mean THROUGH CHRIST?
Jesus is the true and better Ruth.
Ruth laid down her life:
“Greater love has no one than
this, that someone lay down his
life for his friends” (John 15:13).
But God goes further, for while
we were yet enemies, Jesus died
for us (Romans 5:8; Philippians
2:5-11). God destroys His
enemies by making friends of
them. Jesus’ is a friend of
sinners (Luke 7:34), radically
including and clinging to all who
accept His grace. Jesus is a
friend who sticks closer than a
brother and is born for times of
adversity (Proverbs 17:17; 18:24)
Love lifts us up, because when Jesus was lifted up, He drew all people to Himself (John 12:32). In his
death, He did away with all lines of division and hatred built on defining ourselves as over against
the other, and He made a new people … friends when once we were enemies (Galatians 3:26-29;
Ephesians 2:11-16). So, as we trust Jesus’ radical grace to become friends of God, we can then
truly be friends of one another and even embrace our enemies (Ecclesiastes 4:9-12; Matthew
5:43-48; James 2:23).

4.4

What does Ruth 1 mean TO US?
To ‘Naomi’: die to your old identity, and come home … Jesus is the bread in the house (Matthew 4:4;
6:11; 14:16-18; 26:25-27; John 6:32-52, 66-68).
To ‘Townsfolk’: how will we receive the Naomi’s and Ruth’s of this world, the backsliders and
outsiders both desperate for a community of grace? Drop the judgment and re-centre identity in
Christ’s sacrificial love (Galatians 2:20).

Only a common identity and ultimate allegiance built on Christ will model to the world a new way to love.
May we be a community of embrace, befriending the Naomi’s and Ruth’s of this world, and celebrating
their “return home.” May we discover afresh Jesus’ love which satisfies every hunger. And may we
tenaciously cling to our enemies who exclude us, offering an unconditional embrace of grace.
Love Dare: how love can lift you up starting today
WELCOME THE INSIDER: Embrace someone
new into your friendship group this week,
by shouting them for coffee.
EMBRACE THE OUTSIDER: Look for someone
who isn’t part of your church community,
who seems to be on the outer. Pray for
wisdom in how to show them love. Simply
start a conversation.
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4.5

Discussion Questions

(1) What impacted you most in this message?
(2) Who are your closest friends, and what common identity binds you together?
(3) With which character(s) do you most identify in the story? Why?
(4) When was one time you experienced exclusion in church? What “identity” lay behind this exclusion?
Now, share one time you were embraced by the church community? What was the difference? If 10 is
embrace, and 1 is exclusion, how would you rank your church? What could you do to improve this?
(5) Take up the love dare! As a friendship group, pray together that God would redefine your common
identity by Christ’s self-giving love. Now, prioritize embracing the outsider as an expression of the
friendship of God.

Reflection Activities 5.3 & 5.4
Journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words in response the following questions, and tick off the related
boxes on pp. 14/15 of the unit guide.
#5.3 What connected most with you in this talk? What forms in your experience/practices does inclusion,
and exclusion of the Other take? Describe it.
#5.4 Bringing together insights from Scripture, tradition, reason and experience, what *one* change
might you make to your practice of community and friendship that will result in more truthful action?

Situational and Experiential Perspectives

Module 5-25

PC421/621-D


As we close this module, we must remember that we are not simply “thinking things” but “desiring
creatures”. Developing a “theology for everyday life” is not just about understanding rightly, but loving
truly. That is, we must be intentional in our habitual practices (or ‘liturgies’) so that our hearts are
formed to love the Kingdom of God. Again, “theology begets doxology”. Learning is in the service of
worship. Thus, as we will do each week, let us close by singing the Doxology:

Praise God, from Whom all blessings flow;
Praise Him, all creatures here below;
Praise Him above, ye heavenly host;
Praise Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. Amen.

Forum Activity for Module 5
Journal #4 (re: module 5, due before class module 6): Share and critically reflect on your practice of
friendship, particularly as it relates to inclusion and exclusion of the Other.
In each of weeks 3 through 12 (inclusive) of the semester, please submit a 150-200 word journal entry on
the previous module’s topic comprising:
a. Your personal experience of and Christian reflection on the assigned practice for the module.
(Be sure to reference at least one of the pre-readings each entry)
b. A brief statement about your use of your time during the previous week, together with a concise
self-evaluation
For each Moodle Module, I’ve set up a forum bubble.
It is *not* required that you post your 150-200 word
reflection to this forum—especially if it’s more
personal than you want to reveal. That said, doing this weekly may be a helpful discipline to process as the
course progresses rather than leaving it to the last minute. Additionally, it engages the distance students
as you share your thoughts and respond to what others share. So, give it a go!
PLEASE NOTE: I am very aware of the fact that journal entries such as those envisaged here will by their nature
contain personal material, and so let me: 1) assure you of confidentiality (except with your permission, my eyes will
be the only ones to see what you have written); and 2) on that basis encourage you to let me walk beside you this
semester as we attempt to narrow the gap between our faith and our behaviour.
It is neither wise nor possible for me to attempt to grade your experience. However, the quality of your reflection
on that experience is gradable, and I’ll be assessing your journal entries on the basis of the following key criteria:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

You have reflected seriously & perceptively on the assigned topic/practice = SEE
You have formulated a distinctly Christian response to the topic/practice = JUDGE
You suggest possible or necessary changes to your attitudes and behaviour as a result of your deliberately
Christian reflection on these sometimes “mundane” issues = ACT
You provide an honest self-evaluation of the use of your time during the week
You have engaged at least one pre-reading per entry

It is expected that you will submit your journal entries in a neat (typed) and coherent form.

Put your response on the Moodle Forum (150-200 words)
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Preparation for Next Week …
 Journal work (as per the unit guide assessment requirement) both addressing the set
question, and keeping tabs on your time during that week. If it suits, post your journal
reflection to the Moodle forum.
 Pre-reading, as per Unit Guide pp6-7 … come ready to share on each of the following:
-a question—something you don’t get, or want to clarify
-a challenge—something you disagree with, or want to nuance
-an implication—“so what” for your theology of everyday life
-an application—something useful right now in your context
 If it’s your turn, come prepared to share your theology for one aspect of everyday life
 If it’s your turn, come prepared to share a spiritual practice/discipline that we can try out
during the following week as a way of staying alert to God’s presence throughout every
minute of every daily activity.

Significance for Christian theology, life and thought...
What in this session is most significant to you personally,
in forming your own theology, life and thought?
Well, given that the night I first wrote this reflection in 2013,
Queensland made it eight straight in the State of Origin,
I’ll reflect on identity and otherness.
My background is as a Physical Education teacher, so if
you’re expecting some sport-bashing, I’m sorry to upset.
What I will say is that, even as Christians, it’s interesting to see where our deepest sense of self lies.
Is my identity defined by Christ, or by my allegiance to the “club”, whatever jersey they may wear?
It’s easy, week in week out at Church services, to focus only on what we say (or sing). We sing that
Jesus is my all in all, and we speak about how Christ came to reconcile all people. In Him, natural
enemies become brothers and sisters, sharing together at the Lord’s table. This is our theology: a new
humanity under the headship of Jesus.
What happens, though, if we start by studying our practices? What if an onlooker was oblivious to
our words, and judged our theology by how we acted, reading our body language, for instance. As
they turn our lives into a text, what would they find? Would they find the same kind of “in-out”
cliques common in the world, particular around footy season? Or would they find a people rich in
diversity (in personality, age, [dis]ability, gender, wealth, intelligence, occupation), working together
as one? In short, would the way we love each other point to our Heavenly Father?
I won’t pre-empt the answer for you and your community. Nor will I judge my own. I will say,
however, that this module reminds me to start my process of theological reflection with a “thick
description” of how we presently practice any facet of life. Perhaps I’ll find truthful action that will
inform a superficial theology? Or, perhaps as I then turn to situational and normative perspectives, I’ll
discover a gap between what I say and what I do. Do I—indeed, do we—look like Christ?
We all fall short, excelling in some aspects of life, and failing in others. This is not a cause for shame.
But, as we engage in this kind of real theological reflection, it offers yet another opportunity to
experience God’s grace at work, and live for His glory in everything we do. In this, we all “win”.
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