PC421/621-D
Module 7
Learning Guide
Mapping Your Spiritual Autobiography
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
In the final module before we start constructing theologies for everyday life, we consider your story.
Your story is an extension, or crystallising, of the existential perspective. As you draw together disparate
experiences, the patchwork quilt of your life, how do you see God at work? This can be a key source of
guidance as we reflect upon who God has made us to be and why, in turn directing your life.
In the first session, we’ll zoom in from the metanarrative of God’s mission in the world, to your testimony.
How does your life reflect the shape of the salvation story, and the interweaving of joy and suffering in a
coherent and poignant tale? We’ll map our stories, sharing these accounts to hear God’s call. 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, returning to Joseph’s journey with God, we’ll delve deeper into divine sovereignty amidst
the confusions of life. We will consider lament as a crucial practice to walk through pain and suffering.
OBJECTIVES
The objectives of this module are to:
1. Clarify how God is at work in our lives, and who He has made us to be
2. Place our stories in the context of God’s sovereignty
OUTCOMES
On completion of this module, students are expected to map their own spiritual autobiography. This will
help you see how your story finds meaning within God’s larger story, and clarify your call in this life.
SESSION FLOW (lecture runs 9:20-10:10am, then 10:30-11:20am and 11:25am-12:15pm)
9:20 Life-Maps & Story-Boarding (50 minutes)
10:30 Story-Sharing (30 minutes) + Weekly Praxis: A-Z Everyday Theology, Practicing God’s Presence,
Group Debrief (20 minutes)
11:25 God’s Sovereignty, Suffering & The Practice of Lament (50 minutes)
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2. MAPPING YOUR SPIRITUAL AUTOBIOGRAPHY

Resource 7.1
As per the Unit Guide (~pp19ff), Moodle has pdfs for recommended and optional readings for Module 7:
Recommended Reading:
Neil Pembroke, “Conversion to the True Self: Storied Prayer,” in Moving Toward Spiritual Maturity:
Psychological, Contemplative, and Moral Challenges in Christian Living (New York: Haworth Pastoral Press,
2007), 101-118.
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, “After Ten Years,” in Letters and Papers from Prison, ed. Eberhard Bethge (London: SCM
Press, 1973), 25-40.
Philip Yancey, “Recovering from Church Abuse,” in Soul Survivor: How My Faith Survived the Church (London:
Hodder & Stoughton, 2003), 1-11.

Optional Reading:
Joseph’s biography can be found in Genesis 37-50 (online here).
Philip Yancey, Soul Survivor: How My Faith Survived the Church (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2003) – for any
chapter outlining how his story intersects with one of his “thirteen unlikely mentors”: Martin Luther King Jr., G. K.
Chesteron, Paul Brand, Robert Coles, Leo Tolstoy and Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Mahatma Gandhi, C. Everett Koop, John
Donne, Annie Dillard, Frederick Buechner, Shusaku Endo, Henri Nouwen.
C. S. Lewis, “Checkmate,” in Surprised By Joy: The Shape of My Early Life (London: Geoffrey Bles, 1955), 201-215.
Jim Wallace, “The Courage to Step Up,” in The Spirit of Oz, ed. Paul O'Rourke (Smithfield: Strand, 2012), 54-68.
Dave Benson, “Epic Story,” Wonderingfair.com part I and part II online here and here, also here (6pp).
Dave Benson, “Nanna’s Rainbows in the Tears [on suffering and redemption],” Wonderingfair.com online here.
David Benson, “Poverty, Oppression and Freedom [Nelson Mandela’s story],” Wonderingfair.com online here (3pp).
David Benson, “Pastel Dreams and Apartheid [Desmond Tutu’s TRC],” Wonderingfair.com online here (3pp).
Explore John Bunyan’s classic 17th century classic, Pilgrim’s Progress—an allegory of our spiritual journey.
For some related reading, concerning the intersection of story and suffering, see the following:
Dave Benson sermon, “The Big Story: Finding Your Place in God’s Epic” … resources here; video + mp3 here; transcript.
Miller, Donald. Blue Like Jazz: Nonreligious Thoughts on Christian Spirituality. Nashville: T. Nelson, 2003. [movie here]
Miller, Donald. A Million Miles in a Thousand Years: What I Learned While Editing My Life. Nashville, Tenn: Thomas Nelson, 2009.
Miller, Donald. Storyline 2.0: Finding Your Subplot in God's Story. [United States]: the author, 2012. Donald Miller (storyline blog
here) has done significant work on mapping our story, and living within God’s story (see here). For a secular comparison, see
Jordan Peterson’s work as a clinical psychologist on “Self-Authoring” here (intro video; more info).
A Classic in the field of our journey with God, based on Moses’ encounter, is by Henry Blackaby: Blackaby, Henry T., and Claude
V. King. Experiencing God: Knowing and Doing the Will of God. Nashville, Tenn: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 2008.
[See website for Experiencing God resources here]
For some provocative reflections on the intersection of suffering and artistic creativity, see:
Bell, Rob. Drops Like Stars: A Few Thoughts on Creativity and Suffering. San Francisco: HarperOne, 2012. [trailer + talk end]
For a list of top recommended Christian (auto)biographies, see here.

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 Insight, Courtesy of Michael Leunig
God bless this tiny little boat
And me who travels in it.
It stays afloat for years and years
And sinks within a minute.
And so the soul in which we sail,
Unknown by years of thinking,
Is deeply felt and understood
The minute that it's sinking.

2.2

Making Sense of a Messy Life: The “Art” of Autobiography

Across this course we’ve focued on the epic story of creation, fall and redemption. God has good plans to
restore this wayward world, and he’s invited us to join in. So we must understand the sweep of salvation
history. But, this also requires us to understand our personal stories, locating them in God’s mission.
Everyday theology is all about bringing our mundane existence into dialogue with revealed wisdom.
Last module, then, we considered the existential perspective on everyday life. We looked at how to turn
our individual and communal experiences into a “living text” as part of our process of theological reflection.
Simple enough, right?
In evangelical circles, we often tell our testimony. In simplest terms, it answers the question, Why is Jesus
good news to me? It’s far more than a list of facts. Your testimony is a before and after story: what was life
like before accepting Christ? How did I come to hear and respond to the gospel? How, then, has my life
changed as a result of repentance and receiving God’s grace? Your transformation may hinge on a specific
theme: striving–gratitude, self-destruction–embrace, guilt–freedom, fear–love, despair–hope.
Key events are rooted in a particular time, place and community. For instance, a crux in my story was
September 14, 1998, where I taught in a rough Brisbane-based high-school; a gymnastics demonstration
went horribly wrong, and I came to personally experience the love and healing power of Jesus—who was
paralysed on the cross for my sins but rose again—when it looked like I might spend life as a quadriplegic.
The most powerful stories plot how gritty details tie together to make sense. These accounts invite us to
imagine and integrate disconnected events from the divine Director’s perspective.
This is probably quite familiar to you.
And yet, if you’ve ever tried putting together a testimony, you realise how
tricky it can be. And the same goes when scanning our lives for relevant
experiences in the pursuit of “truthful action”.
Our lives are full of events, so which to select? Does a theme naturally
emerge, or is it an artifical construct imposed onto the flow of time,
trying to neaten and repackage an otherwise random existence?

 How can we make any sense, constructing a coherent story, out of
countless messy events across the course of one’s life?
It takes faith. Under God’s sovereignty as the divine Director,
our disparate experiences may come together in a coherent script.
Spiritual autobiography is the process of mapping out our experiences
and trying to see them as a coherent whole. If your life was a movie,
what is the plotline, and is there a central theme?
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Perhaps you’ve seen the movie, Blue Like
Jazz, capturing author Donald Miller’s
young-adult journey away from enforced
fundamentalism and toward a faith where
his relationship with Jesus was real.
Well, in the process of storyboarding his life,
the Director brought Miller to the realisation
that his life didn’t make much sense.
There were lots of amazing anecdotes,
but the events were disconnected.
There was no clear theme.

 What are the key ingredients of a meaning-full narrative?
In part, Miller’s story lacked focus simply because life is messy. Like hobbits on dangerous adventure,
we’re dropped in the middle of the epic and
we’re too short to see the beginning from the
end. As one author put it, we’re “inextricably
middled—and thus mudded.”
Take Joseph’s story in Genesis. He’s promised a
leading role in the land, yet the path is anything
but linear. It’s easy to understand if he felt more
than a little lost while languishing in prison.
How differently might he have told his story if
focused on false charges and fading dreams?
So, even while trusting in God’s sovereignty over
all that happens, it’s hard to summarise a messy life while we’re in the middle of the action, especially if
we’re beaten down with suffering.
Later on I’ll return to a second reason Miller’s story didn’t make sense—that he had zoned out and become
a passive spectator in the game of life; we must hear God’s call to faith, journeying onward to new
destinations worth telling about. But in the meantime, let’s break down the structure of story.

2.2.1 Core Elements of Story
Following Donald Miller’s framework, at its most basic, we must consider the four elements of any story:
1. SETTING: Where is my life set, and what’s important about the context?
2. CONFLICT: Where is the major tension in my story, a kind of recurring theme as I seek the calling God has
placed on my life?
3. CLIMAX: Has this conflict come to a head, where serious sacrifices have to be made, and a battle must be
fought with real consequences?
4. RESOLUTION: Has the journey led to a new state of affairs, including character growth, from which I can
launch out on another chapter of the story?

 Using either your own life, or a familiar fairy-tale, break down a story into these basic four elements.

Mapping Your Spiritual Autobiography

Module 7-4

PC421/621-D

This level of complexity may do us for mapping our stories later in this session.
Even so, it’s helpful to see how context, characters and key events unfolding over time come together in a
coherent account. For this, we turn
to the work of N. T. Wright in his
classic, The New Testament and
the People of God (Minneapolis,
MN: Fortress, 1992), 71-77.
In this model, we delineate
elements such as the …
sender, agent, task, object,
receiver, antagonist and helper.

 In minimal words, retell the
Wizard of Oz, Snow White, or any
familiar story, using these
categories. Now, try summarising the
biblical story of CREATION, FALL, AND REDEMPTION using these same labels.

2.2.2 The Biblical Story
This structure can illuminate the meaning of
key moments—driven by tension and
resolution toward the telos of God’s Kingdom
or shalom—within the biblical story.
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Richard Middleton also applies this
model to map the biblical story here.
Returning to Module 3,
two things should now be evident:
(1)

Our story sits within God’s story;

(2)

God’s story can be mapped.

<For a taste of how this mapping was used at the 2016
Lausanne Movement’s Younger Leaders Gathering, see the
recap video here, or my 12 minute opening address
“Re-Entering God’s Story” here>
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2.2.3 And Back to Our Story Again!
Notice the parallel between our stories and God’s Story? It would have been artificial if not arbitrary for
Joseph to choose a “theme” for his story, especially when lost in the muddled middle. And yet, when all
was said and done, revelation from above helps us see that his life followed the same rough trajectory of
God’s mission as a whole. It’s not a tale of linear progress and the straight-forward triumph over foes.
Rather, it’s the tale of creation, fall, and redemption, where love wins through death and resurrection.
With faith-filled eyes, we can see anew our mixed experience as a storyboard through which God is telling
the epic of his loving rule, reclaiming a world gone awry. Our lives become an invitation to all people to see
how they’ve been designed for good but damaged by evil, and restored for better in Christ if they humble
their diva like ways and submit to the Director of life. In turn, we are sent together in the Spirit’s power to
heal a hurting world, as a preview of how the cosmos will be when God sets everything right.
These are the broad narrative twists and turns that make up our testimony, even as no two stories are
identical. And in turn, our unique stories sit within a larger cultural story of creational good, cultural
idolatry, and healing action.
Consider, for instance, how citizens of your home country or ethnicity would answer some of the following
questions, using a four movement frame for the biblical story:
Creation (Setting):
• Who am I?
• What does it mean to be _________ (Rwandan, Italian, Chinese, etc.)?
• What makes us most happy?
• The “good life” for my culture looks like …
• What is our purpose in life?
• From a gospel perspective, where do you see the “very good” of God’s creation?
Fall (Conflict):
• What went wrong, and who caused this “fall”?
• What are the deepest sources of our hurt? Why aren’t we happy?
• Where are we most distorted as a culture?
• Who or what do we blame for our problems?
• From a gospel perspective, where do you see cultural idolatry and the brokenness of the Fall?
Redemption (Climax):
• What themes are most powerful in your culture’s epic stories?
• What is the solution to our problems?
• What do we most need for life to flourish?
• Who do we turn to for help, healing and direction?
• Who or what do we “worship”?
• From a gospel perspective, how are your country’s “heroes” most like and unlike Jesus?
Restoration (Resolution):
• What is the greatest “good” for which we exist and live?
• What brokenness in the world do we most want to heal?
• What is our ultimate hope? And how does your culture picture “heaven on earth”?
• From a gospel perspective, where do you see signs of healing and transformation?
How might these be a resurrection sign that points to the New Creation?

 Can you piece these four-scenes together in a 100 word plot? What is the main story your culture tells
and wants you to believe is true? Why is Jesus especially “good news” to your nation? How might reframing
life in the gospel bring your community deep transformation that aligns with God’s purposes for the whole
world?
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Class Activity 7.1 … Life Themes (10 minutes)
It may help to see this through another person’s life. Watch the following 3 minute life-story of Bethany
Hamilton, from the collection of powerful testimonies at http://www.iamsecond.com/ (i.e., in my story,
Christ is first, and I am second):

In pairs, discuss the following questions:
If you had to “tag” the clip of Bethany Hamilton’s story, what single word themes would you use
to categorise it? Do any of these themes connect with your story?
How is Bethany’s story like, and unlike, the surrounding culture’s story of creation, fall,
redemption and restoration?
Have you ever read a Christian’s spiritual (auto)biography? (For some examples, see here. Or,
you could draw on allegory such as John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress or C. S. Lewis’s Pilgrim’s
Regress.) … Which was most powerful for you, and what role did it play in your walk with Christ?
What major themes (plotline) seem to emerge from your life story/spiritual autobiography?
(On the importance of reading Christian Biography, see John Piper’s thoughts here.)

2.3

Story-Boarding

Time to put this into practice.
Imagine your life was a movie, released
on DVD. Into what “chapters” would you
divide your tale?
Each smaller scene involves a setting, and
often centres on a conflict that comes to a
climax before being resolved. Looking at
my “life-map” here, or the scenes of my
friend’s life here, may seem strange. But
that’s what this session is all about …
waiting on the Spirit’s leading, and with
faith-filled eyes organising the countless
experiences we’ve had into distinct scenes
each with a driving theme. While we’re still “middled” in this unfolding account, we may yet see how our
lives, under God’s sovereignty, conform to the shape of creation, fall, redemption and restoration.
Mapping Your Spiritual Autobiography
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Class Activity 7.2 … Mapping My Life (50 minutes)
Grab an A3 sheet, and spend the next 20 minutes prayerfully “story-boarding” your life.
At a minimum, you might form 4 panels:
1. Creation (passion & gifts)

2. Fall (brokenness & rebellion)
 3. Redemption (forgiven & found)

4. Restoration (mission & hope)

Alternatively, you might draw up to 12 panels, each a key
scene in your life with a driving theme or tension that needs
resolution. In each scene, what were the key elements? …
agent, receiver, object, task, help, opposition? Find a single
word or short phrase to label each scene.
Now, pair up for 30 minutes to tell, wait, connect and pray:
Tell … 10 minutes to tell your story
Wait … 1 minute waiting on God for insight
Connect … 2 minutes for the listener to call out key themes,
perhaps offering a window into God’s call on your life
Pray … 2 minutes for the listener to pray for the story-teller,
blessing and commissioning them to join God’s mission.
Then reverse roles.

Major themes and calling discerned through sharing:
1. ________________________________________ 2. _______________________________________
3. ________________________________________ 4. _______________________________________
*n.b. Online/distance students are still to story-board your life.
If you can find a loved one to share this with, who is spiritually mature
and comfortable praying with you in response, then go for it!
Otherwise, use the 30 minutes saved to work through the
EXTRA MATERIALS & OPTIONAL CLASS ACTIVITIES BELOW.**
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EXTRA MATERIAL & OPTIONAL CLASS ACTIVITIES FOR SESSION 1
2.4

Experiencing God?

The Biblical story is full of accounts of people who encountered God. And these accounts hold out the
promise that if we seek God with our whole heart, soul, mind and strength, we, too, will encounter God.
(That’s because, in reality, God is already “searching” for us.)
Whether your encounter is by a burning bush like Moses, on the threshing floor with David and Gideon, or
while wrestling with God in the dirt like Jacob, there is a fairly common sequence of events. This is captured
well in Henry Blackaby and Claude King’s classic, Experiencing God: Knowing and Doing the Will of God.

They speak of the “Seven Realities of Experiencing God.”
1. God is always at work around you.
2. God pursues a continuing love relationship with you that is real and
personal.
3. God invites you to become involved with Him in His work.
4. God speaks by the Holy Spirit through the Bible, prayer, circumstances,
and the church to reveal Himself, His purposes, and His ways.
5. God’s invitation for you to work with Him always leads you to a crisis
of belief that requires faith and action.
6. You must make major adjustments in your life to join God in what He
is doing.
7. You come to know God by experience as you obey Him and He
accomplishes His work through you.

This diagram captures it well:

Optional Activity 7.3 … Encountering God (10 minutes)
Choose a biblical character who clearly “experienced God”. Jot down what each step in the sequence
looked like in his or her life. Consider what this looks like in your life (perhaps using one story).
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2.5

Retracing Your Steps: Journaling
One way of discerning the story God is writing through you is to retrace your major
steps and defining experiences in life thus far.
You might start by looking through a journal, if you keep one.
For instance, Australian broadcaster Sheridan Voysey has recorded his difficult
experience of being unable to have children, and the disappointment it brought to
both him and his wife.1 His book is called Resurrection Year, which was what they
termed their year of moving to Oxford as a kind of inciting incident to find a fresh
way with God and each other after a procreational dead end. In one poignant
passage, he recounts a conversation with a friend (Darren) that helped him find a
plotline amidst the narrative threads in his journaling.

“Actually,” I [Sheridan] say, “I’ve been reading through my old journals today.”

“Looking for material?” he says.
“Yeah. Most of what I write is first scribbled in those
notebooks. It’s the stuff you find in between those notes,
though, that is the most telling.”
“What did you find?”
“It can be encouraging,” I say, “to find a prayer written in one
journal answered in another. Today, for instance, I found a
prayer I wrote years ago asking God to make me a writer.”
“Wow,” Darren says, “there’s a prayer that was answered.”
“And over time you see certain themes develop in your life.
The ideas that have dominated my writing and speaking in
recent years I find first mentioned in my journals over a
decade ago. I sometimes wonder if each of us has just a few
key themes in our lives that we spiral back to.”
“What would they be for you?”
“On the personal front,” I say, “it’s intriguing to see how much responsibility recurs in the early
journals. And love. I would take on too much responsibility, thinking I was being ‘loving’ when I was
really just being a rescuer. Thankfully that theme falls quiet in later journals once I addressed the
problem, but it still pops up from time to time.”
“And anything else?”
“Well, yes,” I say. “The theme of identity. It’s there in the early journals, partly because I was writing
about it then, but also because I’ve often wrestled with it—knowing who I am. It’s a theme that’s
returned recently, to be honest. This move has triggered the old questions in a new way.”

1

See Sheridan Voysey, Resurrection Year: Turning Broken Dreams into New Beginnings (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson,
2013). Kindle e-book, Location 2267.
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Story-boarding is a great approach, as we’ve seen already.
Even so, perhaps you will discover more by mapping key events onto a detailed time-line?
It’s good to employ a metaphor/picture to structure it around—like a growing tree branching out in time; a
flowing stream sometimes widening, other times narrowing with rocky periods and turbulence; or perhaps
a hike over varying terrain, the tough times being lost in the valley, the challenging times being a steep slog
up a hill, and the transcendent moments being at the pinnacle.
The key is that it moves chronologically from birth to the present moment, and that it has some way of
marking out key moments (e.g.  = key spiritual markers;  = failures and difficult times;  = major
lessons learned, etc.). For instance, you might record moments of suffering and struggle such as major
accidents or relational splits or disillusionment; key spiritual moments such as when you came to faith; life
markers such as graduation or marriage or moving town; your happiest times or moments you felt most
alive; people who have had the greatest influence on your life; key times of insight and lessons learned, and
so forth. You get the picture.
By mapping out our lives, and sharing it with another, we’ll get a different angle on how the isolated
moments might connect together in a coherent masterpiece that God is directing. Like Joseph’s life, as we
look back on our winding path, we may even see moments of suffering redeemed as the hand of God
becomes evident, guiding the plot-line.
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2.6

Getting Proactive: Storying Your Life
Earlier on we heard from Donald Miller, trying to make sense of his confusing
existence in Blue Like Jazz. He was “horribly middled” and couldn’t sort his
memoirs into a meaningful story. He knew there needed to be a setting, conflict,
climax and resolution, though he couldn’t see the beginning from the end.
And yet, as Miller reflects on in his following book, A Million Miles in a Thousand
Years, not only was his life confused, but since writing Blue Like Jazz, his life had
become boring …
certainly nothing
anyone would want to
watch in a movie, or
read about in a book.

So, Miller took these principles of storymapping and applied them to his own life.
Watch this video to get the gist:
This is all pretty familiar territory for mapping
stories. See, for instance, the reflections on
“Story Arc” by lecturer David Donar here
(October 18, 2009).
Now, I would want to add a couple of
elements, lest this become a secular and
consumerist vision of living your best life
now.
First, remember that God (and not you)
is the ultimate author of the story. That
means the primary thing we’re to seek
first is the Kingdom of God (Matthew
6:33). Rather than Rocky Balboa wanting
the title in a prize fight, think Mother
Teresa following God’s call to win the
lives of the dying and destitute in
Calcutta.
Second, remember that you’re one
“star” among a cast of seven-billion.
That is, in God’s story, no actor has
more value than another. So consider
your role as that of support to others in
your immediate community, seeking to
make their lives great even before your
own (Philippians 2:5-11). And remember
that living God’s story may not impress
those outside His family very much.
Indeed, you might even get killed for it.
Either way, these two points balance
Miller’s approach and put it on a more
Scriptural footing.
You can check out Donald Miller’s blog
on this theme, here.
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Miller then uses this frame to help us chart the
various roles (almost like separate characters in
parallel stories) we play—clarifying who we are
and what we’re doing with our life. The
objectives reflects our major driving goal (what
we want), the inciting incident is the core action
we must take to achieve the objective (the risk).
In turn, the anticipated conflict is both the
barrier/block to achieving the objective, and the
expected problems that will result in this pursuit.
The celebratory scenes represent how you
imagine it might look if the objective is achieved.
For Donald Miller, his lacklustre fitness (his role/character as a physical being) was depressing. So, after
prayer, and in consultation with his closest Christian community, he decided to aim at a large scale
adventure connected to physical challenge (the objective). The inciting incident was the decision to cycle
across America. (This fit his values as a writer, and his schedule—which it wouldn’t for many of us.) That is,
rather than life happening to Miller, he instigated an action that mixed things up. The anticipated conflicts
were many, including blocking out the time, financial commitment to getting a bike and taking time off, and
physical demands. This was seen to be worth it, in light of the celebratory scenes: a fitter body, great
anecdotes along the journey, and a life that he was excited to live.
In all of this, his story was now not only worth living, but also worth telling—witness to an onlooking world.
 I must pray about the venture, committing it to God.
 I must seek wisdom in the counsel of the multitude—is this crazy, or truly worth pursuing?
 I must check that the inciting incident is aligned with my core beliefs, values and commitments
(i.e., in line with who God has made me to be).
With this check-list met, I’m free to take initiative under God’s sovereignty, and craft a great story for God’s
glory. Take risks, and see how God will show Himself strong in those who seek His face.

Optional Activity 7.4 … Future Mapping (10 minutes)
Write a short list of your top 2 core …
Beliefs:

#1._________________________________ #2. __________________________________

Values:

#1._________________________________ #2. __________________________________

Commitments: #1.______________________________ #2. __________________________________
Now, using the chart above, choose two of your roles/characters and imagine. Commit these roles to
God, and see if a particular objective comes to mind that aligns with your beliefs, values, and
commitments. What major inciting incident would take you toward this objective? What conflicts do you
anticipate, and what celebratory scenes do you expect, were this objective achieved?
Role

Objective

Inciting
Incident

Anticipated
Conflict

Celebratory
Scenes

Share this with someone, and pray for courage to live a story worth telling to others, for God’s glory.
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Reflection Activities 7.1 & 7.2
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.
#7.1 Work through Class Activity 7.2 to story-board your life thus far. What key themes/plotline emerges
as you chart your diverse experiences? How does this illuminate your “call” and role in God’s epic story?
#7.2 Work through Class Activity 7.4 above, charting two roles/characters you play, and the various
dimensions of objective, inciting incident, anticipated conflict, and celebratory scenes.
Seek wisdom from close friends and family in counsel, and commit at least one action to God.

On February 12th, 2016,
at Convocation, North
America’s largest weekly
gathering of Christian
students, Donald Miller
spoke to students about
the roles people can play
in their lives.
Miller explained to
students that the primary
roles in stories and in real
life are the victim, the
villain, the hero and the
guide. He encouraged
students to be guides to
those around them.

For a secular comparison, see the work of Professor of
Clinical Psychology and author of both Maps of
Meaning: The Architecture of Belief (New York:
Routledge, 1999) and 12 Rules for Life: An Antidote to
Chaos (London: Allen Lane, 2018), Dr. Jordan B.
Peterson. Using Jungian archetypes, he has created
SELF-AUTHORING to “Put your past to rest!
Understand and improve your present personality!
Design the future you want to live! The Self Authoring
Suite will improve your life.” (Intro video; more info.)
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3. WEEKLY PRACTICES
 DRAWING FROM THE POOL OF NAMES, MODULE 9’S CONTRIBUTORS WILL BE …
S-U OF EVERYDAY THEOLOGY: ______________ SPIRITUAL PRACTICE: _________________

Class Activity 7.5 … 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?2
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: _______________)

2

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 7.6 … 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 7.7 … Group Time (30 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 #5 (re: module 6): Share and critically reflect on your practice of simplicity, particularly as it
relates to consumerism and caring for the poor.
Journal #6 (re: module 7): Share and critically reflect on your practice of lament, particularly as it relates
to experiences of suffering in your life.
(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.3
B. Intermediate = The Pastoral Cycle4
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 DECIDE5

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.

3

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

4

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.
5

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. GOD’S SOVEREIGNTY, SUFFERING, & THE PRACTICE OF LAMENT
4.1

Confused and Disappointed? Tell Your Story

Thus far we’ve mapped the big picture of our lives. And unless you’ve lived an amazingly charmed existence
in a quarantined bubble, I suspect this process brought some significant suffering to the surface.
How, then, do we make sense of confusion and disappointment within the epic story of God’s mission?
If this were an apologetics subject, we would get into theodicy. How can God be all powerful, all knowing,
totally loving, and yet bad stuff happen? And with total solutions not forthcoming, do we have reason to
trust God anyway? (See the “Caught Out” talk and discussion guide, with my video response here.)
This is, however, not that subject. (For that subject, see Malyon’s Christian Apologetics here.)
Instead, I simply want us to share each other’s burdens by telling a story.

Class Activity 7.8 … Trading Sorrow & Stories (20 minutes)
In pairs, share one confusion or disappointment you presently have, trying to understand your story
within the sovereignty of God.
Then, bring your confusions to the sovereign God, and commit again to play your part in His great story.
Pray for one another, that God’s presence to sustain and guide would be near.
Now, as a class, watch this 3 minute Rob Bell short film written for popular culture (i.e., it’s very light on
theologically), on why “The Cross” as a symbol speaks to our suffering.

You may also like to read Edward Shillito’s (1872-1948) poem, “Jesus of the Scars”, on how only a God
with scars could speak to people devastated with World War … “But to our wounds only God’s wounds
can speak, And not a god has wounds, but Thou alone.” (Cf. Matt Maher’s video on Jesus’ scars here.)
How do you make sense of suffering in your story? What difference does it make to consider not simply
the question of “God and Suffering” but instead “God in the Crucified and Risen Christ and Suffering?”

Mapping Your Spiritual Autobiography

Module 7-21

PC421/621-D

4.2

Lament in the Body of Christ

Class Activity 7.9 … Practicing Lament (15 minutes)
As a class, discuss:
 How do you respond when God is silent, or seemingly forsakes you?
 What is lament? And what form, if any, does it take in your life? Why are we so reluctant to lament?
 Like Joseph, Jeremiah and Jesus, or like David and Daniel, how do you practice faithful lament in the
midst of suffering? Share a story of lament.
… That is, how do you cry, complain and petition God over disappointment in your life, while holding
with confidence God’s promises, vowing to praise Him?
 Brainstorm pastorally sensitive and yet meaningful ways you individually, and your church fellowship
corporately, could better practice lament … e.g. in worship, in Scripture reading, in ritual, at key
junctures such as the end of a year or season, etc.
 Close this activity and session by sharing in communion together, serving each other.

Reflection Activities 7.3 & 7.4
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.
#7.3 What parallels, if any, do you see between Joseph’s story (i.e., his life trajectory) and your own?
What lessons might God be teaching you right now as you sustain your dreams under His sovereignty?
#7.4 How do you practice faithful lament (see here and here for a theological description) in the midst of
suffering? That is, how do you cry, complain and petition God over disappointment in your life, while
holding with confidence God’s promises, vowing to praise Him? Use an example to flesh this out.

Mapping Your Spiritual Autobiography

Module 7-22

PC421/621-D

4.3

Extra Stimulus: Joseph’s Dreams and Disillusionment
**As an optional activity, online/distance students can watch the talk upon which the following
reflections are based, available online (video) here; transcript here.**
• Joseph’s “I have a dream” (Genesis 37:1-11)
• A dream given by a Sovereign God (Exodus 15:18;
1 Kings 22:19; Psalms 47; 93; Proverbs 16:33;
Daniel 4:34-35; and Matthew 10:29-31)
• So what went wrong?
Why the disillusionment? Where was God?
And why is Joseph’s story on a downward trajectory?
• What’s my God-sized dream?
And given the dream, why am I here?

Whatever story we’re in, it’s not all sweetness and light. It’s not a linear story heading from victory to
victory—it’s full of twists and turns, tension, and even tragedy.
In the midst of life’s confusions, how am I to
understand God’s sovereignty? In the
disillusionment of my disappointments, my
suffering, my despair—when the story isn’t
turning out as I hoped and my dreams are
shattered—how am I to understand the
Bible’s claim that God is in control of the
universe?
If you’re in the pit of despair right now, and
your dreams are lying broken around you on
the floor, then the story of Joseph can speak
to you. How would my life and my attitude
look different if I truly believed that “God’s
dominion is total—that He wills as He
chooses and carries out all that He wills, and
none can stay His hand or thwart His plans”?6 Joseph’s life answers this question—Joseph embodies what it
means to trust in God’s sovereignty amidst the confusions in life.

4.4

Joseph: A Story of God’s Sovereignty

Scene One: The Dream (Genesis 37:1-11)
Scene Two: The Pit (Genesis 37:12-24)
Have you ever been left for dead, in a hole?

6

J. I. Packer, Concise Theology, 1993, p. 33. For some thoughts on the broader context of “God and Suffering,”
download the file available from http://www.mediafire.com/?ndiuymzm5t1.
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Scene Three: The Sale (Genesis 37:25-36; 39:1-5)
“And it came to pass.” …
Joseph’s—and our—lack of control (Ecc. 9:11)
The God whose sovereignty extends
even over chance (Proverbs 16:33)
“The LORD was with Joseph so that he prospered”
… Joseph belonged to Potiphar,
but Potiphar belonged to God.
Even in Egypt, Joseph was in God’s story.
Where is your Egypt? In these circumstances, how would your life and your attitude look different if
you truly believed that God is sovereign—He’s in control?
Scene Four: The Sex (Genesis 39:6-18)
“How then can I do this great wickedness and sin against God?”
Scene Five: The Prison (Genesis 39:19-23; 40:1-23)
A glimmer of hope (Psalm 27:13-17; Proverbs 13:12)
Trusting God is not the same as giving up
Our hope should never be in the circumstances.
Instead, our hope is to be in GOD who is sovereign over the circumstances,
not matter how confusing things are.
Scene Six: The Promotion (Genesis 41)
Manasseh and Ephraim: Forgetting our pain, and fruitful amidst affliction (Psalm 84)

Scene Seven: The Plan (Genesis 42-45)
Thirty-nine, and only now seeing the dream realized.
He’s displaced, he’s disjointed, he’s over here in some other land.
And all of this as a part of God’s story.
In the midst of confusion, and short of our dreams,
how can we act faithfully in God’s sovereign story?

4.5

Lessons to Live within God’s Sovereignty

#1. Doing the right thing is always the right response in every situation
Who (and how) would God have you be, right now?
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#2. There are always two stories
“God makes all things work together for my good” (Romans 8:28) . . .
Yes, but the heart of this story is God and His glory.
Life’s reversals—down is up; serve to rule; release to gain; die to live
A common trajectory . . .

With the blessings come persecution (Mark 10:29-31). We dare not doctor up the hall of faith
and only hear half the story (Hebrews 11:13-16).
Out of the greatest evil and injustice, the greatest good came. As with Joseph God’s in the habit of choosing
the few to bless the many—a blessing that only comes through sacrifice: “You intended to harm me, but
God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives.” (Genesis 50:20).
Winter always gives way to spring. And out of death comes life.
Whatever circumstances you face, there are always two stories, and God is faithful.
“Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that
hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. And let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us,
fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of faith. For the joy set before him he endured the cross,
scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. Consider him who endured such
opposition from sinners, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart” (Hebrews 11:1-3)

#3. Most stories end with an opportunity
When our story is on the downward slide, there’s almost always an opportunity at the end of it—an
opportunity to either get vengeance, or give grace.
“You don’t have enough power to wreck my life! My life is God’s life, where I go is where God wants me to
go, and where I land in life is where God wants me to land. I am in God’s place.” You meant it for evil, but
God meant it for good.
By definition, grace is undeserved. No one deserves it, and nor do we. So, how can we extend grace like
Joseph? It’s because of another banquet with amazing parallels. . . .
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4.5.1 The Banquet of Grace Courtesy of God’s Son
It’s the last supper of the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world. At this table, Jesus stands and
breaks bread. The one who was stricken for our sins and afflicted, He reveals His identity as the Son of God,
who pours out His blood to cover our transgressions. And He invites us to come near.
“Bring your bitterness and your hurt, your broken dreams and your sidetracked stories, and come. Come to
the place of healing. Come to the place of forgiveness. Come to the place of love. Join God’s story.”
“My life must be Christ’s broken bread,
My love His outpoured wine,
A cup o’erfilled, a table spread
Beneath His name and sign.
That other souls, refreshed and fed,
May share His life through mine.”
(Penned by Salvation Army General, Albert Osborn)

4.6

Questions for Discussion

1. How would you classify/describe your life story? On a time-line, plot the trajectory in terms of your
experience—light and shade, happiness and sadness, joy and grief.
2. What “dreams” do you feel God has given you? How “realized” are they?
3. Read Exodus 15:18; 1 Kings 22:19; Psalms 47; 93; Proverbs 16:33; Daniel 4:34-35; and Matthew 10:29-31.
In practical terms, what does God’s sovereignty mean?
4. How would your life and your attitude be different if you truly believed that “God’s dominion is total—
that He wills as He chooses and carries out all that He wills, and none can stay His hand or thwart His
plans” (J. I. Packer, Concise Theology, p. 33)?
5. With which scene in Joseph’s life do you most identify? Why? How should you act?
6. Revisit the three key lessons—how does (or could) each shape your life right now?
7. As a group, spend some time committing your life afresh to God, the dream giver.
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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 7
Journal #6 (re: module 7, due before class module 8): Share and critically reflect on your practice of
lament, particularly as it relates to experiences of suffering in your life.
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...
When I think on the intersection of story and suffering, I think of my nanna. What an incredible life
of patient endurance and passionate creativity. It was one of the optional readings for this module
(previously posted on wonderingfair.com), but I’ve reproduced it here to round off this module’s
reflections. It’s entitled, Nanna’s Rainbows in the Tears.

There is no guarantee how suffering will shape a soul. As C.S. Lewis, the imaginative author of The
Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, once noted,
“I am not convinced that suffering has any natural tendency to produce such evils [as] anger and
cynicism. … I have seen great beauty of spirit in some who were great sufferers.”
One such “great sufferer” must certainly be Nell Hodgson. Across a lifetime of adventures, she had faced
loss of loved ones, a near-death experience while giving birth, and three bouts of cancer, not to mention
numerous rounds of chemotherapy. Yet as a child, I knew none of this. Nell—or ‘Nanna’ as I knew her—
was to me an imaginative storyteller … a living, breathing “Wardrobe”; a gateway to my own Narnia.
Recently I was jogging through Noosa National Park with a Canadian
friend, pointing out the great diversity and character in the surrounding
trees. In place of uniform stands of pines were paperbarks and gnarled
gumtrees. Nanna quickly came to mind. Trees like these were features in
many of her paintings, and her poems. Nanna loved nature. She used to
tell tales of fairies in the garden, replete with intricate details of what
each would wear and how they would move. The banksia bush had a
larger-than-life personality in her imagination. At the least opportune
time—like when picking me up from a friend’s place—Nanna would
quietly slip out of the conversation, leaving us all wondering where she’d
gone. After looking around, we would find Nanna on her knees, crawling
through the garden bed. She was scraping off bits of bark from the base
of a gumtree—“It’s for my bark paintings,” she explained. For Nanna, this
was normal.
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Yet as an adult, I wonder how to integrate the playful person I knew with this scarred woman who
suffered so much. Many others would become bitter given her lot. Yet Nell had an insatiable appetite for
life. Her life resembled the gnarled yet glorious gumtrees she immortalised. Perhaps in the title to her
final collection of poems we can find the answer: Rainbows in the Tears. For when love looks through
tears of pain, a vision of hope will emerge.
Of all the books that Nell had read, it’s no secret that her favourite was the Bible. In this “book of books”
we find a recurring theme growing to a climax in the person of Christ, like the lapping of waves on a
beach as they reach toward full tide. It is the pattern of grace, fall, and new grace.
This book begins with God’s grace as He paints a paradise and plants humanity in the midst. Yet our
forebears overreached and fell, weeping as Eden became a wasteland. Yet God extended new grace,
covering our shame in love and pointing to the day when all our sad stories will come untrue.
Or take Noah. Noah was the only righteous man among peers as people took pride in enacting every evil
desire. So God judged the world in a flood, preserving Noah, his family, and a good deal of biodiversity in
that floating safe haven. Grace had given way to fall. What would new grace look like? In Genesis 8-9 we
read of the ark settling on Mount Ararat, this strange parade evacuating the vessel to see a land
decimated by (super-) natural disaster. As they recalled what was, I’m sure that tears must have flooded
their eyes. Yet precisely at this moment of despair, in the wake of immense suffering brought about by
broken humanity, God gives us a sign. Whenever storm clouds gather, look up, for there you will see the
rainbow—that even if life falls apart and flood waters rise, yet my new grace will preserve this beautiful
creation in loving covenant. The rainbow is what love looks like when it refracts through this planet’s
collective tears.
Nell was known as a woman of faith. But this was not “faith in faith” or some subjective impulse to trust
beyond reason. Not at all. Instead, my Nanna trusted in the one true God, who was able to take the
worst suffering, and the greatest injustice, and turn it into new grace and hope for all humanity. At the
Bible’s climax we see God Himself in the person of Jesus, left high and dry as He opened His arms to
embrace a world gone awry. Love is cruciform. And love is passionate, where passion literally means to
“suffer with.” So Nanna had faith in the God with scars. When Nanna looked through tear stained eyes at
the resurrected Christ, she knew all her sad stories would one day come untrue. And the result was art
fuelled by hope.
This is how ‘imaginative Nanna’ and ‘suffering Nell’ fit together as one. Suffering can be redemptive:
there are rainbows in the tears. In my playful grandmother I’ve seen the vitality of a passionate God. God
has suffered much. And yet He is ever young, always crawling through the garden beds of this world alive
with wonder. May we meet Him there?
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