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Preface 
This work was born out of a deep desire to see relationships mended that are torn apart in the midst 
of intense polarization in American politics, particularly among Christians, and to lay out a pathway 
for a better way forward. My prayer: that our hearts may be transformed, that our hearts may be 
transformed.  
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Glossary 
Ecumenical Diplomacy: The art and science of appealing to Christian individuals and groups who 
espouse various theological beliefs and practices in order to maintain peaceful relations through 
sensitive, effective, and transformative methods of communication and connection.  

Ethical Citizenship: Engaging as a community member and attending to needs using knowledge, 
morals, and virtues that will serve the society well and provide a more just and peaceful experience 
for all.  

Spiritual Formation: Embodied repetitive practices that form us below a cognitive level and bring 
us into greater unity with Christ (which would bring us into greater unity with others if we are 
following Christ in the Great Commandment to love God and love others). 

Ethical Policy: As it relates to humanity, creating a system that appropriately reflects and affirms 
the dignity of people. 

Political Involvement: This is our shared life together and how it plays out: forming, norming, and 
sustaining our life together. Political practices should move toward ethical policy goals, and ethics 
should be at the base of political decision making as the two are inseparable.  
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Research Method 
This Doctoral Project utilized a blended research and design methodology called ‘Collaborative 
Design for Ministry and Nonprofit Contexts’. In Collaborative Design, practitioners work with 
stakeholder representatives to address a Need, Problem, or Opportunity (NPO) in their context. 
Using a combination of bibliographic resources, local knowledge derived from stakeholder 
Workshops, and an iterative process of continuous adjustment using ‘just enough’ feedback 
information at each juncture of development, practitioners produce an application-oriented Project 
that seeks to effect Christ-centered change.  
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Abstract 
The project was developed in response to the NPO: How can we become proficient in better 
listening to and learning from each other to understand the ethical and intellectual commitment 
and stakes behind theological, political, and social perspectives different from our own? In a 
pluralistic society, such deep understanding is necessary to enable working together toward 
ecumenical diplomacy. 

 A key insight emerging from research was just how impactful the path of ecumenical diplomacy 
would be for participants. People are truly weary of the polarization experienced in the United 
States, particularly theologically and politically, and are eager to learn a new way forward together. 

My ministry context is that I serve as a spiritual director. Through the space offered in spiritual 
direction, as well general conversations I have had with others either in person or virtually through 
social media, I gathered there was a stirring to learn how to process through challenging issues 
through the lenses of theology, political engagement, ethics, and spiritual formation. I have brought 
my practitioner skills into this project and have utilized the soul care posture to guide participants 
through the path to ecumenical diplomacy, enabling them to integrate what they are learning into 
their life, recognizing it all belongs.  

This project is a twelve-week, practitioner facilitated course that guides participants through the 
path to Ecumenical Diplomacy. The research process uncovered multiple causes of disunity among 
Christians in regard to theological, social, and ethical dilemmas and the course serves to offer a 
pathway toward unity by addressing the topics of Imago Dei, Ecumenical Unity, Critical Thinking, 
Ethics, Theology Processing, Story: Knowing Ourselves and Others, Political Formation, Spiritual 
Formation, Connecting Belief and Action, Practical Implications of Ethics, and finally, a Case Study.  
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Introduction 
This project is a twelve-week, practitioner facilitated course that guides participants through the 
path to Ecumenical Diplomacy. The research process uncovered multiple causes of disunity among 
Christians in regard to theological, social, and ethical dilemmas and the course serves to offer a 
pathway toward unity by addressing the topics of Imago Dei, Ecumenical Unity, Critical Thinking, 
Ethics, Theology Processing, Story: Knowing Ourselves and Others, Political Formation, Spiritual 
Formation, Connecting Belief and Action, Practical Implications of Ethics, and finally, a Case Study.  

I have created a course that takes participants through each identified topic to better understand 
one another and the issues we face together theologically, politically, and socially. This course is 
facilitated currently in a one-on-one manner with myself serving as a soul care practitioner.  

Ecumenical Diplomacy is showcased via visual slides, and also includes notes that reflect participant 
experience as they advanced through the course. I have also included samples of personal ethical 
statements and case studies created by participants to reveal how the course helped them integrate 
and apply what they learned. The goal is better understanding, not uniformed thinking, so the path 
to ecumenical diplomacy can be applied to a variety of ethical, theological, and social issues.  

 

Introduction to the Project 
Pedagogically, the intention for the Ecumenical Diplomacy project is a one-on-one and/or a small 
group format. The participant group who completed the course in the fall of 2022 expressed this 
context worked well. The course could also be utilized via a teaching video where content was 
covered, followed by an individual session to assist the participant in processing and implementing 
what they are learning. With proper formatting, I could see the course being used for retreats and 
consulting (primarily for ministry and Christian non-profit leaders) or as an academic course, 
although it would require some adjustments as well as a reading list that would accompany the 
course. Ecumenical Diplomacy can be used in synchronous and/or asynchronous formats. 
Participants could either view the material before the discussion session or in a live setting. 
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Doctoral Project 
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Ecumenical Diplomacy Course 
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Participant Artifacts 
I have also included samples of personal ethical statements and case studies created by 
participants to reveal how the course helped them integrate and apply what they learned. The goal 
is better understanding, not uniformed thinking, so the path to ecumenical diplomacy can be 
applied to a variety of ethical, theological, and social issues.  

Participant Ethical Statements  
Participant Exhibit 1, Ethical Statement 

IMAGO DEI  

I will celebrate each human I have the honor of interacting with, and endeavor to remember they 
bear the image of God, especially when we are at odds with each other. 

ECUMENICAL UNITY  

I will take care in interacting with those I disagree with, and endeavor to look deeper at the heart of 
the issue, the other side’s heart, and my own heart. 

CRITICAL THINKING  

I will look deeper into issues, actions, and statements, and endeavor to wrestle with things that are 
important. 

ETHICS  

I will make sure that issues that are important to the wellbeing of others are not ignored and 
endeavor to ensure all people can be safe, whole, and welcome. 

THEOLOGY PROCESSING  

I will seek theological perspectives I have previously ignored, and I will endeavor to filter it through 
Scripture, tradition, reason, experience, community, and culture. 

STORY:  KNOWING OURSELVES AND OTHERS  

I will listen with respect, curiosity, and empathy to my own story and the stories of others, and 
endeavor to bring open hearted presence to these interactions 

POLITICAL FORMATION  

I will look deeper into issues, actions, and statements, and endeavor to form decisions based on 
my values.  

SPIRITUAL FORMATION  

I will tend to my spiritual life and endeavor to authentically engage with my faith. 
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CONNECTING BELIEF AND ACTION  

I will examine my actions and endeavor to make sure they reflect my beliefs accurately. 

Participant Exhibit 2, Ethical Statement 

IMAGO DEI  

Each and every person is made in the image of God and should be treated as such. 

ECUMENICAL UNITY  

I can and should learn from others with different church views, backgrounds, etc. I endeavor to 
approach those differences with humility and curiosity. 

CRITICAL THINKING  

When faced with an issue, I will seek to learn from many sources, using my intelligence as my guide. 
I will read and listen to the stories of those who have different experiences than I in order to learn 
other perspectives. I will not assume my experience/perspective is the only valid one. 

ETHICS  

I will use my position in my communities to advocate for ethical laws and policies which lift the 
oppressed as Jesus did, and I will vote accordingly.  

THEOLOGY PROCESSING  

When faced with a theological challenge, I will endeavor to filter it through Scripture, tradition, 
reason, experience, community and culture. 

STORY:  KNOWING OURSELVES AND OTHERS  

I will recall and analyze my story and how it affects my views. I will listen to the stories of others with 
humility and curiosity and without judgment. 

POLITICAL FORMATION  

I will filter my political views through the actions of Jesus, leading with love. 

SPIRITUAL FORMATION  

I will continue to develop spiritually through listening for the Holy Spirit, reading and analyzing 
scripture and learning from those who have spent years doing so. 

CONNECTING BELIEF AND ACTION  

When I am faced with a belief I disagree with, I will first examine my beliefs and actions to ensure 
they are connected/congruent. 
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Participant Case Studies 
Participant Exhibit 1, Case Study  
Problem: The term “Christian” has been co-opted by many whose actions and words do not align 
with those of Jesus. How can we spread the truth of the gospel in this environment? 

IMAGO DEI  

When faced with those who call themselves Christians yet do not follow his teachings of befriending 
the friendless, caring for and raising up the oppressed and loving all our neighbors, I will remember 
that each of them bears the Imago Dei and Jesus loves them. Only by being open to having 
conversations with them do I have the hope of sharing the love of Christ.  

ECUMENICAL UNITY  

My motto has become, “Be Curious, Not Furious”. By taking the time to learn the stories of those I 
disagree with, I will be able to truly see them as people and hopefully, they will see me that way as 
well. Where did their beliefs originate? Are they surrounded by only those who think as they do? 
Are they fearful of changing their minds? In what ways do they think their beliefs align with Jesus? 
Why do I believe as I do? 

CRITICAL THINKING  

In this time of social media and soundbites, it is very easy to put others in a box and think we know 
all we need to know about them and their beliefs. I endeavor to treat each person as an individual, 
not as a monolithic “other”. Only by having conversations can we learn about someone’s heart and 
motivation. I will also take the time to research (read books, listen to podcasts) the history behind 
the “Christian” beliefs that, to me, seem counter to Jesus ’ teachings. 

ETHICS  

In these conversations as well as in my actions, including my votes, I will continue to share my 
knowledge of issues that are negatively affecting the wellbeing of others. It is important that, even 
as we endeavor to hear each person’s story and view them as individuals, if that person’s actions, 
words or votes are acting to oppress others, they must be held accountable for their actions. For 
example, the concept of “free speech” does not give anyone the right to say anything they choose 
if it is hurting others. Actions have consequences. When those who consider themselves Christians 
invoke Biblical teaching to justify actions that hurt others, it prevents the truth of the gospel from 
being known and spread.  

THEOLOGY PROCESSING  

One difference between those who use Christianity as a source of power over others and those who 
believe Jesus stood with the oppressed is how the Bible is read and interpreted. I will continue to 
read and learn about different translations and to view scripture through the lens of not only 
tradition but reason, people’s lived experiences and our culture in 2022. I will be comfortable 
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enough with this knowledge that I am able to share it when faced with those who use the Bible to 
justify actions that prevent certain demographics from being safe and seen and valued. 

STORY:  KNOWING OURSELVES AND OTHERS  

I will try to remember that I have a story, too. The way I was raised, the people I have had in my life, 
the jobs and co-workers I’ve had as well as the way God gave me an empathetic heart all influence 
the way I view Jesus ’ teachings re: loving others. As I speak with others, I will share my stories so 
that they feel confident to share theirs with me. The best way to convince others that Jesus wants 
us to care for and love others is to show that I care for and love others, even those who disagree 
with me. 

POLITICAL FORMATION  

As hot topics come up in the news, I will continue to learn about and research those issues so that 
I know the truth, not the soundbites being shared. One reason we have become polarized is 
because we listen exclusively to the same voices who tell us what to think about issues rather than 
thinking for ourselves. Being a lifelong learner is one of my key values, and I will encourage others 
to learn about issues before passing judgment.  

SPIRITUAL FORMATION  

The more I learn about Jesus and the more I allow myself to be guided by the Holy Spirit, the more 
I will be able to walk the walk and be known as someone who knows Jesus and demonstrates His 
heart for loving people. 

CONNECTING BELIEF AND ACTION  

“We are called to share the gospel with the aroma of Jesus.” - Ian Simpkins  

The bottom line is that if my actions as I go about my life do not reflect the light of Jesus to others, 
none of my words matter. My faith in Jesus, and his love and sacrifice for me, enables me to look at 
those with whom I disagree and see the face of Jesus. And if I share His love freely and without self-
righteousness, the truth of the gospel will continue to spread.   

Participant Exhibit 2, Case Study 
Case Study for Ecumenical Diplomacy 

Question: How do we look at voting, voter participation, and voter education (about options 
not their education level) to better participation in democracy in our country? 

IMAGO DEI  

All is/are created in the image of God. “all that is, seen and unseen” 

People are doing their best. Having just spent an hour researching and doing my homework to 
vote, I understand that a lot of people don’t have that time or luxury. Add to it folks who don’t have 
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the ability or access to vote day of or in advance. There are so many barriers. I think it might be 
helpful to consider trying to encourage others to think about this: what is one way you can help one 
person vote in the next election? 

ECUMENICAL UNITY  

I strive to listen openly 

I would love to have open conversation with folks who say they don’t vote. Why is that? What is 
keeping them from it? I think it would also be helpful to hear from folks who do vote. Why do they 
vote? How does the church treat this topic? What message are we hearing? 

CRITICAL THINKING  

I question my own beliefs and those of others. I use valued, legitimate resources to engage in critical 
comparison, including those of authors with whom I might not agree. 

Why is voting such a hard thing to do in the US?  

ETHICS  

All means all. The marginalized, and those doing the marginalization. 

What are ways that historically marginalized communities have been suppressed in the past? What 
about today?  

THEOLOGICAL PROCESSING  

Scripture, tradition, reason. Conversation. 

What does the Bible tell us about voting? What does our own tradition tell us about voting (within 
the denomination, within a parish, etc.)? How do we look at this participation through a theological 
lens? How does separation of church and state come into play? 

STORY:  KNOWING SELF AND OTHERS  

Give myself space to hear my own story. Listen to others. 

Why is voting important to me? How was I raised to value voting? 

POLITICAL FORMATION  

Utilize the above to inform beliefs, decisions, and candidate selection. 

How does where we live impact what we think about voting and voting access? What are we hearing 
from our own political representation? 

SPIRITUAL FORMATION  

Inward and outward 
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What resources or groups have helped me come to this conclusion?  

CONNECTING BELIEF AND ACTION  

Where do I take action well? Where do I need improvement? 

What do I actually DO about this problem? Do I encourage others or ask them or send a text?  

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS OF ETHICS  

Which of these areas am I thinking about more than others? Where do I need to be doing more 
consideration? 

Participant Exhibit 3, Case Study  
Situation- How should a small church with decreasing tithing membership approach the decreased 
income? 

IMAGO DEI  

Everyone bears the image of God. Everyone is seen as having unique and inherent value because 
of the Imago Dei, not because of what they can contribute to the functioning of the church. Also, 
God is the original creator, if we believe He is creative, as those who acknowledge we bear the 
image of God (including His creativity) perhaps we can explore creative ways to function as a church 
that are less expensive than the traditional model? Perhaps most importantly, interaction with one 
another requires engaging with the human bearing God’s image with a profound and radical love. 
This is not a transactional and extractive relationship. We don’t ask people to come to our church 
so we can get something out of them (the tithe) 

ECUMENICAL UNITY  

Are there unique partnerships within our local community that we can explore? Partnerships that 
are based on mutual respect and reciprocity would strengthen both groups. Partnerships based in 
quid pro quo and motivated by getting something from the other group will not form healthy 
relationships. What have other churches done in similar situations? Are we willing to look at how 
nonreligious organizations have handled decreased income? Can I ask fellow leaders to consider 
a different approach to the decreased income with humility and generosity of heart that invites 
dialogue? 

CRITICAL THINKING  

How might we examine this issue honestly and with fresh eyes? What is our “why”? Why are we 
here? What are the essential functions of our church? Is love foundational to our “why”? What is our 
mission statement? Does it need to be adjusted or changed? Does our mission statement fully 
describe what we value?  Do we value what God values? What motivates us to take a particular 
course of action? As we consider ways to increase income and decrease expenses, what is 
underneath each approach? How does each approach reflect or not reflect the deep love we are 
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called to have towards other people? In what ways are we bypassing radical love to accomplish a 
goal? (ends justify the means) 

ETHICS  

What do we value? What are our values? Does our mission and our “why” align with our values? Do 
our actions align with our values? Do our values acknowledge the Imago Dei in each human being? 
Has “the ends justify the means” crept into our thinking? What level of “the ends justify the means” 
is acceptable if other people don’t see it that way? Is ecumenical unity more important than values? 
On a personal level, at what point do I say “this policy or action violates my values and I can stay 
and be complicit in it”? 

THEOLOGICAL PROCESSING  

How does the Bible, tradition, reason, culture, community, and experience address: what a church’s 
“why” is, tithing , getting/asking/manipulating people to give, seeking out people to 
contribute/rather than simply serving people in our community 

STORY  

What is the story of our church? Is there abuse of giving here? Can we humbly make amends for 
that and strive not to perpetuate it? What parts of the church’s story can we honor? What are some 
strengths? How might that help us moving forward?  What is the story of each leader? How does 
your history influence your point of view? What triggers you? What barriers do you have that keep 
you from considering another point of view?  What is the story of the community? What kind of 
history does the church have in the community? Do people not trust us? Perhaps they don’t even 
know we exist. Can we listen to their story as they tell it and not force our own interpretation on it? 
Can I honestly and humbly consider these stories, take them in, and let them change me? 

POLITICAL FORMATION  

What political ideologies are influencing us? 

SPIRITUAL FORMATION  

How do I allow Christ to be formed in me as I consider the “whys” and stories of others and myself? 
Connecting Belief and Action-After considering our “whys” and stories, what actions can we take? 
How do we reduce spending and increase income? 

 

TABLE 1:  SUMMARY OF CASE STUDY 

What We need more people to tithe 

Why It is a biblical mandate, and we want people to 
do the right thing 
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Ethical Consideration Are we seeing people as potential funding 
sources instead of other humans to be with 
and love? 

It is wrong to give an appearance of healthy 
community when there is actually unhealthy 
control and manipulation motivating how we 
go about increasing the number of people 
coming to church (seeing them as potential 
funders) 

History Communal 23% tithe was expected, almost demanded 
(35 years ago) 

Some people are coming from an extremely 
abusive cult-like church. They need to heal 

History Personal I’m tired of being manipulated, controlled, 
and forced to do things, and don’t want to do 
that to other people 

Proposed Action Let people decide how much to give when 
they are ready to give and from a heart to 
contribute to the community not because you 
have to. Preach that instead of 10% is 
mandated for every church goer. 

 

Participant Notes / Responses  
The format of my project is a hybrid dissertation and course. For the course portion, I have taken 
participants through weekly sessions where we review the chapter topic and discuss what is stirring 
up with each of them as they engage the material. Some of their responses in regard to what they 
processed as we moved through the course can be found in Appendix E: Milestone 5 - Project 
Appendix Documentation. “I” is often used, but is referencing multiple participants and includes 
their questions, comments, and feedback. 

Assessment 
Success benchmarks: 

-At least 5 participants complete the Ecumenical Diplomacy 

course.  

This benchmark was successfully completed in a little over 

twelve weeks in the fall of 2022 through a combination of 
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one-on-one sessions and group sessions. The courses 

were held consecutively once per week until we took a two 

week break in between the Practical Implications of Ethics 

and the Case Study. The reason for this was to give 

participants time to develop their case studies. . 

 

-At least 3 participants will understand the course material 

enough to create a personal ethical statement and 

complete a case study of their own to further explore an 

ethical/social/theological issue using each step on the 

path to ecumenical diplomacy to inform their topic. 

The participants successfully completed personal ethical 

statements which helped to inform their individual case 

studies, which were also successfully completed. Some 

participants even submitted multiple case studies to help 

them further process pressing issues in their personal and 

ministry life.  

-Once the course is complete, pastors or non-profit leaders 

would express interest in engaging with the course to help 

their leaders better understand ecumenical diplomacy. 

This is a long-term goal.  

In November 2022, I was able to meet with the Mayor of 

Chattanooga!s Chief of Staff to discuss how this research 

could locally impact social issues in our community, 

especially concerning the involvement of local churches 

and faith leaders. The meeting went well, they expressed 

interest in helping host this conversation, and the next 

steps are up to me as how to how proceed. My desire is to 

wait until the doctoral project has been officially assessed 

by the committee and passed before I formally present the 

full scope of Ecumenical Diplomacy to the community faith 

leaders.  
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Quality benchmarks:  

-Course participants express that they feel better equipped to 

engage in disagreeing conversations while maintaining an 

open and inviting posture. 

In the last course session when we discussed Case Studies, 

I asked course participants to share what went well and 

what could be improved. One participant shared that the 

process of this course, especially having the one-on-one 

sessions, changed her life. I was honestly shocked and 

humbled to hear her share this. She said she felt supported 

in thinking through these thoughtful issues. The other 

participants echoed similar statements of gratitude in 

getting to participate in this. They all said they would like 

to see this course happen in the context of their 

ministry/professional spaces and stated the importance of 

people having a space to be seen and heard as they 

process challenging dilemmas. 

-The content has a professional, high-quality aesthetic with 

quality contend and presentation. Other professionals 

believe it to be high quality as well. 

I think the slides as presented in the course are high quality 

and aesthetically pleasing. Participants commented 

affirmingly.   

-My intended audience will find my course to be easily 

understandable and implemented. I may need multiple 

iterations of this project. 

Although the initial intention of this course was to be 

accessible to a diverse audience, I realize it is more geared 

to an educated audience. I would like to target leaders 

first, and then if I need to create a new iteration to appeal 

to a broader audience, I can do so.  
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Project Launch Plan 
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NPO 
How can we become proficient in better listening to and learning from each other to understand 
the ethical and intellectual commitment and stakes behind theological, political, and social 
perspectives different from our own? In a pluralistic society, such deep understanding is necessary 
to enable working together toward ecumenical diplomacy. 

Project Description 
This project is a twelve-week, practitioner facilitated course that guides participants through the 
path to Ecumenical Diplomacy. The research process uncovered multiple causes of disunity among 
Christians in regard to theological, social, and ethical dilemmas and the course serves to offer a 
pathway toward unity by addressing the topics of Imago Dei, Ecumenical Unity, Critical Thinking, 
Ethics, Theology Processing, Story: Knowing Ourselves and Others, Political Formation, Spiritual 
Formation, Connecting Belief and Action, Practical Implications of Ethics, and finally, a Case Study.  

Ecumenical Diplomacy is showcased via visual slides, and also includes notes that reflect participant 
experience as they advanced through the course. I have also included samples of personal ethical 
statements and case studies created by participants to reveal how the course helped them integrate 
and apply what they learned. The goal is better understanding, not uniformed thinking, so the path 
to ecumenical diplomacy can be applied to a variety of ethical, theological, and social issues.  

Pedagogically, the intention for the Ecumenical Diplomacy project is a one-on-one and/or a small 
group format. The participant group who completed the course in the fall of 2022 expressed this 
context worked well. The course could also be utilized via a teaching video where content was 
covered, followed by an individual session to assist the participant in processing and implementing 
what they are learning. With proper formatting, I could see the course being used for retreats and 
consulting (primarily for ministry and Christian non-profit leaders) or as an academic course, 
although it would require some adjustments as well as a reading list that would accompany the 
course. Ecumenical Diplomacy can be used in synchronous and/or asynchronous formats. 
Participants could either view the material before the discussion session or in a live setting. 

Audience 
The intended audience is Christians who are processing how to better come together and unify 
amidst polarization. Initially, I hoped for this to be targeted toward a diverse audience. However, I 
am finding that the language used is targeting individuals with a college education. There may 
need to be further iterations or edits in order to include a broader population.  

Development Plan 
The twelve-week course has already been developed and completed by participants. The next step 
is to continue to offer it to the community once the project has officially been passed. 
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Development Process 
I gathered verbal and written feedback during one-on-one and group sessions with course 
participants. I also gathered feedback through participant ethical statements and case studies that 
showed how participants were able to implement what they learned into a real-world, personal, 
ethical or social issue in which they desired to have a greater understanding. These interactions, 
particularly in the last course where participants reflected on the entire course, were helpful as they 
expressed this was a transformative process for them. They also expressed they feel they now have 
the necessary tools to apply this framework to other issues as well. 

I would like to present this courser within the community and have already met with government  
and clergy leaders to host the Ecumenical Diplomacy course. 
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Appendix A— 
Milestone 1 The NPO Charter 
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Personal Research Manifesto 
As I approach my NPO, I want to be courageous when I am fearful of error, welcome doubt, remain 
open-minded and curious, listen deeply, and stay present.  

NPO Statement 
I would like to research if and how spiritual formation impacts one’s high value of humanity as 
reflected in Imago Dei which lends to practical support for policies promoting and defending 
human rights.  

NPO Scope and Constraints 
Non-negotiables: I want to ensure that this research process began and will continue to be 
representative of diverse perspectives to gain a holistic understanding of the issues at hand. This 
commitment includes inviting individuals to participate who I know have a different perspective 
than myself. I do not anticipate any costs associated with researching this NPO.  

NPO Context 
The context for this NPO is the Church consisting of a wide variety of denominations represented, 
as well as inclusive of those who identify as spiritual but not religious, or perhaps are not associated 
with a particular church. Because the Church spans geographical, denominational, cultural, socio-
economical, and generational context, I have aimed to do the same in representing this NPO.  

Root Causes 
The root causes discovered consist of: a lack of awareness of what is forming us, lack of awareness 
that we may be substituting influences other than Scripture for formation, media, political influence, 
culture of individualism, scarcity mentality, and/or general woundedness of humanity. I am inclined 
to state the root cause is a lack of awareness of what is forming us. Due to this lack of awareness, 
other named issues could very well be incorporated. Once we become aware, we perhaps 
appropriate adjustments can be made accordingly.  

Discovery Workshop Stakeholders 
Pastor/author/theology professor/politically engaged 

Social program employee/human rights advocacy  

PhD student in religion and politics/ former government worker 

Pastor/human rights advocacy 
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School counselor/ministry/ human rights advocacy 

Seminary student/author on liturgy and politics  

Author on family and politics/daughter of former Presidential candidate 

Social worker/foster care/human rights advocacy 

One-on-One Interviews 
Attorney/political podcaster and author 

Attorney/Political Podcaster and Author 

Spiritual Director 

Executive Director of Non-Profit/works in anti-trafficking/prison reform  

MDiv/Pastor 

Spiritual Director/Works with the homeless population  

Seminary student/ human rights advocacy 

3–5 Key Biblical Texts 
Isaiah 1:17 - “Learn to do good; seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for 
the widow.” NRSV 

Micah 6:8 - “He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to 
do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?” NRSV 

Jeremiah 22:3 - “Thus says the LORD: Act with justice and righteousness, and deliver from the hand 
of the oppressor anyone who has been robbed. And do no wrong or violence to the alien, the 
orphan, and the widow, or shed innocent blood in this place.” NRSV 

Psalms 82:3 - “Give justice to the weak and the orphan; maintain the right of the lowly and the 
destitute. Rescue the weak and the needy; deliver them from the hand of the wicked.” NRSV 

Academic Resources 
I would like to research those who speak to the issues of spiritual formation, human rights, and 
politics from theological and political perspectives. This includes Dr. David Gushee - Christian 
ethicist, Dr. James K. A. Smith - Philosopher, St. Augustine of Hippo and Thomas Aquinas. I’d like 
to include writers who have held political offices and written about their faith, such as former 
Secretary of State Madeleine Albright. I’d like to explore the letters written for the first 100 days of 
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the Trump administration by various scholars, academics, and religious leaders via the “American 
Values, Religious Voices Campaign”. I’m interested in the work of Sarah Stewart Holland and Beth 
Silvers on how to have these challenging conversations when we disagree, as well as Katelynn 
Scheiss who recently wrote about liturgy and politics.  
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Appendix 1 
After initial discussion of the NPO, we set out to brainstorm the key issues around formation, human 
rights, and politics. Here are some of the questions and phrases that arose: 

How does following the Greatest Commandment play out in our social and political lives? 

How do we continue to do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with our God when our government 
isn’t doing these things? 

Separation of church and state - is it good for religion and politics to mix and mingle? 

How does loving your neighbor as you love yourself make sense when it comes to politics? 

The intersection of faith and works - what does this look like regarding human rights and politics? 

Can a follower of Christ be a citizen of a nation / state? 

How does being a follower of Jesus look different in how it plays out in the world we engage in? 

How do we address systemic sin? 

Does one’s spirituality impact their ability to connect with others outside of the church? 

Are spiritual ideals an influence on how one views/interprets social issues? 

What is the social context one finds themselves in? 

Did we have a partisan affiliation during our child/ young adult formation; what was the parental 
influence? 

What is the role of the corporate body, the church vs. the role of the individual in political 
engagement? 

How does political conflict affect spirituality? 

Does exposure to political means of protecting or gaining human rights itself function as spiritually 
formative? 

In what ways does spiritual formation impact outward reflection of faith v. cultivating inner piety? 

Is there a correlation between willingness to grow in spiritual formation and engagement in human 
rights/political involvement? 

How do we measure spiritual formation and political involvement? 

Different “brands” of spiritual formation will have a different focus on social justice.   
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The need to define the terms of “spiritual”, “formation”,  “human rights”, and “political 
involvement” is imperative. 

Some patterns and commonalities we found: 

• Whether or not there should be a relationship between church and state 

• Spiritual formation and how it affects politics AND how political leanings affect spiritual 
formation 

• Varying views possibly influenced by social context and geographical location 

• Varying denominations will define terms differently 

Defining terms (working definitions):  

Spiritual formation: embodied repetitive practices that form us below a cognitive level and bring 
us into greater unity with Christ.  

Human rights: creating a system or base line of opportunities for dignity of people who are made 
in the image of God. The goal for equality is that humans would be able to start at the same position, 
or at least not a significant deficit. Human rights include a basic sense of freedom and rights, 
including access to resources like education and medical care, and systemic justice that doesn’t 
discriminate as well as defense when discrimination comes into play. 

Politics: Our shared life together and how it plays out; forming, norming, and sustaining our life 
together. Political practices should head toward human rights goals. The question was raised: What 
does the system control or account for versus what is our personal responsibility? Human rights 
should drive political decision making as the two are inseparable.     

Who is potentially impacted by the NPO?: 

• Our siblings of other languages/ cultures 

• People who are most likely to “fall through the cracks” 

• LGBTQ persons  

• Oppressed groups and people who practice a different faith  

• Congregational leaders and educators 

• Those who don’t have access to social media or email 

• Immediate communities surrounding churches 

• Those who are unengaged (spiritually, politically, socially) 

• The general community because the community will have to reap what they have sown. 
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• The most vulnerable: marginalized populations (minorities, lower socioeconomic status, 
children, non-spiritual (if in America). 

• Those who do not see the connections or the gaps 

Who should we most focus on to understand the NPO? 

• Clergy / spiritual leaders 

• Marginalized populations 

Some discoveries regarding spiritual leaders were:  

• A disconnect between inner spiritual conditions and outer political life 

• Awareness of the spiritually formative power of politics on their congregants  

• Awareness of the challenge clergy face in confronting the external influences on their flock 

• There is opportunity for spiritual leaders to listen and hear how varying populations have 
experienced circumstances to make them feel disadvantaged (whether the disadvantage is 
perceived or real). This came up regarding some predominately white males feeling 
disadvantaged by women or POC entering academia and work forces.  

• The problem could be that the privileged have failed to see their own privilege and 
inequities experienced by others. 

Some discoveries regarding the marginalized populations: 

• Assessing spiritual formation, maturity, and growth may not be on their radar in the 
hierarchy of needs.  

• The problem could be impacted by a sense of inequality. 

• Marginalized people do not have the same access to resources which would lead to 
prosperity.  

Among these two choices, a vote was taken and the consensus was unanimous to focus the NPO 
on clergy / spiritual leaders so that they might affect change for marginalized people.  

 

Unpacking the empathy map: What would the audience say, think, feel, or do differently when the 
NPO is addressed? 

Says: Able to articulate more clearly how spiritual formation guides political opinions; there would 
be less talk and more listening; a recognition that the kingdom of God is here and now. 

Thinks: “I matter.”; Mental transformation (Romans 12); Equality is possible; There is hope and 
people genuinely care. 
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Does: Participates in the bringing of God’s kingdom to earth; break generational curses; looks less 
like the world; Rising levels of religiosity within congregations would lessen; help the overall society 
grow and prosper; more people would become active and engaged.  

Feels: Hopeful, at peace, not threatened; feels seen and validated, equal and worthy; more secure 
in their relationships with other believers; optimistic about future possibilities. 

 

Why can’t the things expressed on the empathy map be experienced now? 

• Early political affiliation prior to spiritual formation. 

• Particular lens we look through when we think of politics.  

• Politics have formed us before religion has formed us.  

• We need to listen first.  

• As we become more mature, we would be more opened to having a broader perspective. 

• God is continuing to soften and transform our minds and spirits, but we aren’t there yet. 

 

WHY exercise: Why is this a NPO? Post-it responses for this question:  

• Inequality damages the image of God in humanity - reflective of all people, including 
privileged and marginalized. Christ’s words and actions, as well as Scripture encourages us 
to care and value all life.  

• Varying groups of people aren’t afforded the same access and opportunities, perhaps due 
to one group’s power and privilege and fear of sharing along with a desire for control. We 
are in a broken world and create broken systems; woundedness is present but we desire to 
be wounded healers and work toward a society where are are all supporting and nurturing 
one another while still attending to the issues. We are working toward a loving society where 
justice prevails and we are not there yet. Materialism, tribalism, scarcity, as well as a hyper 
focus on individualism may be at play which leads to fear of allowing others to have an equal 
opportunity in society.  

• We may not think that spiritual formation has anything to do with outward actions as it 
relates to a marginalized population. We may have information, but lack transformation. 
There may be a false dichotomy between spiritual self and political self because of 
individualism versus collective faith. We need to widen our perspective knowing that we are 
not the total picture.  

• There may be a sense of  hypocrisy between the Bible and politics as we understand them. 
Patriarchy, submission, enslavement, are present. There is a great interest in protecting 
one's own family from outsiders. We need to discover what is the primary tool forming us? 
It could be that we are claiming our source as Scripture when actually other factors are 
involved such as media, tradition, family, geographic location, economics, and race. There 
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may be a discrepancy between what we say we believe and what we actually believe. We 
are building legislation on certain principles; it depends on what biblical principles we are 
highlighting.  

 

The final thoughts around the NPO all centered around clergy leaders as the audience. Utilizing all 
perspectives, the discoveries included: a disconnect between the spiritual and political formation 
of Christians; the spiritually formative power of politics on congregants, and a disconnect between 
inner spiritual life and outward political expression. The causes were: individualism, scarcity 
mentality, lack of awareness of what is forming us, unawareness that we are substituting something 
other than Scripture for formation, outside forces of media and politics, and our own woundedness. 
The posed solution outcomes were: greater attention to the flourishing society among vulnerable 
people, more cohesive political efforts to resolve human rights issues, changed perspectives on 
formation, a more unified church leading to greater joy, equality and dignity, transformation, and a 
better expression of God’s kingdom on earth.   

 

MURAL link for virtual whiteboard: 
https://app.mural.co/t/tiffaniewilsondoctoralresear4777/m/tiffaniewilsondoctoralresear4777/160
1917107471/c5b65b7d32083e4584091109296600330a574be6 

Discovery Workshop Description 
The discovery workshop was held online via zoom. We utilized MURAL for a virtual, collaborative 
white board. The workshop was held on October 13, 2020 and lasted for 4 hours. The Discovery 
Workshop participants included the following: A pastor/author/theology professor who is 
politically engaged, a social program employee who participates in human rights advocacy, a PhD 
student in religion and politics who is also a former government worker, a pastor who also 
participates in human rights advocacy especially among the LGBTQ community, a school counselor 
who is significantly involved in ministry and also engaged in racial justice, a seminary student who 
authored a book on liturgy and politics,  an author who wrote about  family and politics and who is 
the daughter of a former Presidential candidate, a social worker particularly engaged in foster care, 
immigration, and racial justice.  

The stakeholder interviews took place via zoom and phone. The participants were presented with 
the workshop discoveries prior and were asked the following questions: What is your 
understanding of spiritual formation? What is your understanding of the terms human rights and 
political engagement? Do you see a connection between spiritual formation and engaging with 
human rights via politics? Regarding the discovery workshop findings: With what do you agree? 
Why? What do you disagree with? Why? What is missing? 

The stakeholder interviews consisted of the following candidates: An attorney/political podcaster 
and author from the democatic perspective, an attorney/political podcaster and author from the 
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republican perspective, a spiritual director, an executive director of a non-Profit who works in anti-
trafficking and prison reform, a pastor from a conservative perspective, a spiritual director who also 
works with the homeless population, and a seminary student who is engaged human rights 
advocacy and wants to work as a human rights officer with the United Nations.  

Discovery Statement 
The discovery workshop set out to define the terms of spiritual formation, human rights, and 
politics, and then develop the NPO discovery statement. Especially given the polarizing topic, the 
workshop was a success! There was diverse and equal participation among stakeholders, and we 
were able to come up with the following statement: 

Considering spiritual leaders, (audience) 

we have discovered a disconnect between spiritual and political formation, (NPO) 

which is caused by a lack of awareness of what is forming us. (root cause) 

If solved, it would mean changed perspectives on formation, more cohesive alignment spiritually 
and politically -  leading to greater efforts to resolve human rights issues and further equality. 
(outcome) 

Critical Insights from Discovery Workshop  
I initially set out to discover if and how spiritual formation affects our engagement in human rights 
as it relates to political involvement. Between an audience of spiritual leaders or marginalized 
populations, the workshop revealed the audience would be focused on spiritual leaders. The 
workshop also revealed a disconnect between the spiritual and political formation of Christians, 
which is possibly caused by: lack of awareness of what is forming us, individualism/scarcity 
mentality, substituting influences outside of Scripture for formation, media and cultural influence, 
and our own general woundedness. If the NPO is solved, some outcomes could be: changed 
perspective on spiritual and political formation, greater attention to the flourishing of marginalized 
groups and vulnerable populations, a more unified church and world leading to greater equality 
and dignity for marginalized people, less divisiveness, and a general better expression of God’s 
kingdom on earth.  

One-on-One Interview Discoveries  
The data from one-on-one interviews was collected from six individuals. Each interviewee 
maintained that there does seem to be a disconnect between spiritual formation and political 
formation, however, there were varying opinions on the root cause of the disconnect in spiritual 
and political formation. Interviewees also consistently stated that there is a connection between 
engaging in human rights and political involvement. Yet, there was a broader understanding on 
what constitutes human rights and what political engagement entails.  Additionally, each 
interviewee offered not only a unique perspective but was able to expound upon the workshop in 
ways that offered new insights and trails of research that I would like to explore.  
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Synthesis 
The interview findings were consistent with the workshop discoveries regarding the intended 
audience (spiritual leaders), and the discovery as stated in the NPO (a disconnect between spiritual 
and political formation). The root cause (a lack of awareness of what is forming us) was debated. 
Some interviewees agreed with these workshop findings, while some agreed provisionally or 
wanted to expound further and explore other areas of the root cause. Essentially, some 
interviewees thought the root cause was not comprehensive enough.  I think the discrepancy is 
partially caused by interviewees lack of understanding that the NPO stated is just the beginning of 
research, however their desire to expound offered new research opportunities for me to explore 
related to the NPO. Finally, the outcome (changed perspectives on formation, more cohesive 
alignment spiritually and politically -  leading to greater efforts to resolve human rights issues and 
further equality) was generally agreed upon between workshop attendees and interviewees.  

Next Steps 
There are several trails that I would like to explore including the use and abuse of power, and how 
we define and come together on a basic understanding of human rights. I would also like to 
research the idea of blessing stemming from the Abrahamic covenant (as a barometer of sorts: if 
people are not being blessed because of our relationship with God, then perhaps we are not in 
step with the intention of the covenant and that the experience of blessing should be true for all of 
those we come in contact with and not only those within the spiritual community), and the fruit that 
comes from spiritual formation (i.e. love, patience, kindness, goodness, etc.) because this seems 
closely tied to formation and human rights. The other great area of interest is researching how 
political leaders have been formed, spiritually and politically, as well as the outcome of those 
experiences as they relate to human rights.    

Discovery Workshop Documentation  
After initial discussion of the NPO, we set out to brainstorm the key issues around formation, human 
rights, and politics. Here are some of the questions and phrases that arose: 

How does following the Greatest Commandment play out in our social and political lives? 

How do we continue to do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with our God when our government 
isn’t doing these things? 

Separation of church and state - is it good for religion and politics to mix and mingle? 

How does loving your neighbor as you love yourself make sense when it comes to politics? 

The intersection of faith and works - what does this look like regarding human rights and politics? 

Can a follower of Christ be a citizen of a nation / state? 

How does being a follower of Jesus look different in how it plays out in the world we engage in? 
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How do we address systemic sin? 

Does one’s spirituality impact their ability to connect with others outside of the church? 

Are spiritual ideals an influence on how one views/interprets social issues? 

What is the social context one finds themselves in? 

Did we have a partisan affiliation during our child/ young adult formation; what was the parental 
influence? 

What is the role of the corporate body, the church vs. the role of the individual in political 
engagement? 

How does political conflict affect spirituality? 

Does exposure to political means of protecting or gaining human rights itself function as spiritually 
formative? 

In what ways does spiritual formation impact outward reflection of faith v. cultivating inner piety? 

Is there a correlation between willingness to grow in spiritual formation and engagement in human 
rights/political involvement? 

How do we measure spiritual formation and political involvement? 

Different “brands” of spiritual formation will have a different focus on social justice.   

The need to define the terms of “spiritual”, “formation”,  “human rights”, and “political 
involvement” is imperative. 

Some patterns and commonalities we found: 

• Whether or not there should be a relationship between church and state 

• Spiritual formation and how it affects politics AND how political leanings affect spiritual 
formation 

• Varying views possibly influenced by social context and geographical location 

• Varying denominations will define terms differently 

Defining terms (working definitions):  

Spiritual formation: embodied repetitive practices that form us below a cognitive level and bring 
us into greater unity with Christ.  

Human rights: creating a system or base line of opportunities for dignity of people who are made 
in the image of God. The goal for equality is that humans would be able to start at the same position, 
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or at least not a significant deficit. Human rights include a basic sense of freedom and rights, 
including access to resources like education and medical care, and systemic justice that doesn’t 
discriminate as well as defense when discrimination comes into play. 

Politics: Our shared life together and how it plays out; forming, norming, and sustaining our life 
together. Political practices should head toward human rights goals. The question was raised: What 
does the system control or account for versus what is our personal responsibility? Human rights 
should drive political decision making as the two are inseparable.     

Who is potentially impacted by the NPO?: 

• Our siblings of other languages/ cultures 

• People who are most likely to “fall through the cracks” 

• LGBTQ persons  

• Oppressed groups and people who practice a different faith  

• Congregational leaders and educators 

• Those who don’t have access to social media or email 

• Immediate communities surrounding churches 

• Those who are unengaged (spiritually, politically, socially) 

• The general community because the community will have to reap what they have sown. 

• The most vulnerable: marginalized populations (minorities, lower socioeconomic status, 
children, non-spiritual (if in America). 

• Those who do not see the connections or the gaps 

Who should we most focus on to understand the NPO? 

• Clergy / spiritual leaders 

• Marginalized populations 

Some discoveries regarding spiritual leaders were:  

• A disconnect between inner spiritual conditions and outer political life 

• Awareness of the spiritually formative power of politics on their congregants  

• Awareness of the challenge clergy face in confronting the external influences on their flock 

• There is opportunity for spiritual leaders to listen and hear how varying populations have 
experienced circumstances to make them feel disadvantaged (whether the disadvantage is 
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perceived or real). This came up regarding some predominately white males feeling 
disadvantaged by women or POC entering academia and work forces.  

• The problem could be that the privileged have failed to see their own privilege and 
inequities experienced by others. 

Some discoveries regarding the marginalized populations: 

• Assessing spiritual formation, maturity, and growth may not be on their radar in the 
hierarchy of needs.  

• The problem could be impacted by a sense of inequality. 

• Marginalized people do not have the same access to resources which would lead to 
prosperity.  

Among these two choices, a vote was taken and the consensus was unanimous to focus the NPO 
on clergy / spiritual leaders so that they might affect change for marginalized people.  

Unpacking the empathy map: What would the audience say, think, feel, or do differently when the 
NPO is addressed? 

Says: Able to articulate more clearly how spiritual formation guides political opinions; there would 
be less talk and more listening; a recognition that the kingdom of God is here and now. 

Thinks: “I matter.”; Mental transformation (Romans 12); Equality is possible; There is hope and 
people genuinely care. 

Does: Participates in the bringing of God’s kingdom to earth; break generational curses; looks less 
like the world; Rising levels of religiosity within congregations would lessen; help the overall society 
grow and prosper; more people would become active and engaged.  

Feels: Hopeful, at peace, not threatened; feels seen and validated, equal and worthy; more secure 
in their relationships with other believers; optimistic about future possibilities. 

Why can’t the things expressed on the empathy map be experienced now? 

• Early political affiliation prior to spiritual formation. 

• Particular lens we look through when we think of politics.  

• Politics have formed us before religion has formed us.  

• We need to listen first.  

• As we become more mature, we would be more opened to having a broader perspective. 

• God is continuing to soften and transform our minds and spirits, but we aren’t there yet. 
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WHY exercise: Why is this a NPO? Post-it responses for this question:  

• Inequality damages the image of God in humanity - reflective of all people, including 
privileged and marginalized. Christ’s words and actions, as well as Scripture encourages us 
to care and value all life.  

• Varying groups of people aren’t afforded the same access and opportunities, perhaps due 
to one group’s power and privilege and fear of sharing along with a desire for control. We 
are in a broken world and create broken systems; woundedness is present but we desire to 
be wounded healers and work toward a society where are are all supporting and nurturing 
one another while still attending to the issues. We are working toward a loving society where 
justice prevails and we are not there yet. Materialism, tribalism, scarcity, as well as a hyper 
focus on individualism may be at play which leads to fear of allowing others to have an equal 
opportunity in society.  

• We may not think that spiritual formation has anything to do with outward actions as it 
relates to a marginalized population. We may have information, but lack transformation. 
There may be a false dichotomy between spiritual self and political self because of 
individualism versus collective faith. We need to widen our perspective knowing that we are 
not the total picture.  

• There may be a sense of  hypocrisy between the Bible and politics as we understand them. 
Patriarchy, submission, enslavement, are present. There is a great interest in protecting 
one's own family from outsiders. We need to discover what is the primary tool forming us? 
It could be that we are claiming our source as Scripture when actually other factors are 
involved such as media, tradition, family, geographic location, economics, and race. There 
may be a discrepancy between what we say we believe and what we actually believe. We 
are building legislation on certain principles; it depends on what biblical principles we are 
highlighting.  

The final thoughts around the NPO all centered around clergy leaders as the audience. Utilizing all 
perspectives, the discoveries included: a disconnect between the spiritual and political formation 
of Christians; the spiritually formative power of politics on congregants, and a disconnect between 
inner spiritual life and outward political expression. The causes were: individualism, scarcity 
mentality, lack of awareness of what is forming us, unawareness that we are substituting something 
other than Scripture for formation, outside forces of media and politics, and our own woundedness. 
The posed solution outcomes were: greater attention to the flourishing society among vulnerable 
people, more cohesive political efforts to resolve human rights issues, changed perspectives on 
formation, a more unified church leading to greater joy, equality and dignity, transformation, and a 
better expression of God’s kingdom on earth.   

 

MURAL link for virtual whiteboard: https://app.mural.co/t/tiffaniewilsondoctoralresear4777/ 
m/tiffaniewilsondoctoralresear4777/1601917107471/c5b65b7d32083e4584091109296600330a
574be6 
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One-Page Post-Workshop Message to Stakeholders 
 

Dear, ____________: 

Thank you for your participation in the research workshop! I appreciate your attentiveness and 
active participation, and am thankful for your unique perspective to help me better understand the 
intricacies of my research topic. You contributed a great deal to the conversation, and drew my 
attention to new concepts in ways I had not yet considered in this context.  

I wanted to share the current working  NPO with you that emerged from the discovery workshop:  

 

Considering spiritual leaders, (audience) 

we have discovered a disconnect between spiritual and political formation, (NPO) 

which is caused by a lack of awareness of what is forming us. (root cause) 

If solved, it would mean changed perspectives on formation, more cohesive alignment spiritually 
and politically -  leading to greater efforts to resolve human rights issues and further equality. 
(outcome) 

 

Do you have any feedback for me about the workshop? 

Or have any other thoughts come up for you that you want to share? 

Best,  

Tiffanie Paige Wilson, M.A.  

One-on-One Interview Documentation 

FALL 2020  -  ONE-ON-ONE INTERVIEW DOCUMENTATION  

Overview: This is the overview of the discovery workshop, the NPO, and the research questions that 
were sent to each interviewee: 

The beginning phase of this research is to discover a Need, Problem, or Opportunity (NPO).  

I initially set out to discover if and how spiritual formation affects our engagement in human rights 
as it relates to political involvement. Between an audience of spiritual leaders or marginalized 
populations, the workshop revealed the audience would be focused on spiritual leaders. The 
workshop also revealed a disconnect between the spiritual and political formation of Christians, 
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which is possibly caused by: lack of awareness of what is forming us, individualism/scarcity 
mentality, substituting influences outside of Scripture for formation, media and cultural influence, 
and our own general wounded-ness. If the NPO is solved, some outcomes could be: a changed 
perspective on spiritual and political formation, greater attention to the flourishing of marginalized 
groups and vulnerable populations, a more unified church and world leading to greater equality 
and dignity for marginalized people, less divisiveness, and a general better expression of God’s 
kingdom on earth.  

Taking these things into consideration the NPO statement I landed on, is: 

Considering spiritual leaders, (audience) 

we have discovered a disconnect between spiritual and political formation, (NPO) 

which is caused by a lack of awareness of what is forming us. (root cause) 

If solved, it would mean changed perspectives on formation, more cohesive alignment spiritually 
and politically -  leading to greater efforts to resolve human rights issues and further equality. 
(outcome) 

What we will discuss in the interview: 

Regarding the above… 

With what do you agree, why? 

What do you disagree with, why? 

What is missing? 

Additionally... 

What is your understanding of spiritual formation? 

What is your understanding of the term, human rights and political engagement? 

Do you see a connection between spiritual formation and engaging with human rights via politics? 

IN T E R V I E W E R  A  

With what do you agree, why? 

I definitely agree with disconnect between spiritual and political formation. We are selective about 
spiritual and political formation that we are introducing. Much of this stems from the moral majority 
moment - a sense of protection of unborn; missing a sense of concern for the whole and only 
focusing on the unborn. Republicans are prioritizing that issue and claiming only legalistic 
(lawmaking) ways to work out protection of the unborn - the party is concerned with the law. We 
rarely see grappling with the teachings of Jesus - abortion emerges as the most important issue or 
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that the law is the best way to change abortion. No political messages at church - disconnect - 
politics and church are two separate boxes. Free will and importance as individuals choosing for 
themselves as to what path to follow.  The only way to address abortion is law and punishment. 
What are the other ways we make it easier to nurture and care for (babies and mothers)?   

 

What do you disagree with, why?  

Nothing. They are too far apart and they are too close together. Two sides of the same coin: 
legalistic approach making the injection of faith into politics too powerful and not powerful enough. 
Disconnect. Not sure that we are navigating faith broadly enough.  

 

What is missing?  

Layer that comes later. Hardest question that comes for me is what is the purpose or the motivating 
purpose with faith and politics? What is the motivation? Accepting church or bible teaching as 
guideposts. Coherent worldview? I don’t look at my faith as a series of rules, and it is not looking at 
faith to tell me how to vote but how to be as I vote and talk to others about it. Sense of 
disconnection. I grew up in a different denomination, SBC. The SBC pastor blended Catholicism 
and evangelicalism. Religions of the world were taught in VBS. Then I took a hiatus from church in 
college and didn’t go back to church until 2016 when I needed an anchor because of DT. I felt 
spiritually dehydrated. I was drawn to women pastors. 

 

What is your understanding of spiritual formation? New term, but all of the inputs in developing 
understanding of faith and place in the world. Everything from education from church through your 
own study of spiritual texts, yoga, meditation, taking a walk on a beautiful day.  

 

What is your understanding of the term, human rights and political engagement? 

A concerted effort on a system level to uphold dignity of each person, persistent pressure to align 
systems is political engagement. 

 

Do you see a connection between spiritual formation and engaging with human rights via politics? 
The potential to be effective is there. Define by what it is not. Spiritual formation and political 
engagement currently happen in an individualistic way. The idea of protecting the unborn becomes 
elevated because we can individually develop a sense a righteousness around one choice, which 
leads to weird dysfunction around trafficking because we label good people and bad people and 
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a rule based sense of faith. A more productive and holistic view of SF and PE - ask harder questions 
about climate change and refugees and income equality, where it isn’t one person or one right or 
wrong, about how we collectively function. Asking questions that go beyond choices that go right 
or wrong. The individualism aspect needs to become more collective.  SF as it relates to Politics - 
existential good vs evil battle is cartoonish - I almost never think about good and evil instead of 
focusing on greater good - more of a richness of purpose and deeper connections to one another 
and to God. Asking questions both individually and in the community. We need a more collective 
approach to SF, and take some pressure off of every decision. Opens up some doors to wonder 
about how things could be more beneficial to people, not necessarily utilitarian but we are treating 
politics like and avengers movie right now.  

INTERVIEWER B 

With what do you agree, why? Individualism and lack of awareness - currently capitalistic system 
makes us unaware. If you are lacking, we have something to fix it. We benefit when we are numbed 
out - lack of awareness on what is forming us. We want to think we are moving about with full free 
will. Disconnect with what is forming us.  

 

What do you disagree with, why? Nothing, Agreed.  

 

What is missing? Lack of language around these issues (even spiritual and politics) don’t capture 
what we are talking about. Too binary - binary that doesn’t exist for a lot of people. Language 
missing. Cultural space, you have to be either a political or spiritual. Thinking about and 
contemplating awareness of what is motivating us is a luxury that many don’t have. It takes leisure 
time, no acute issues such as trauma, financial constraint. Deeper contemplation is a process of 
maturing and aging. Lack of life experiences. Evolving contemplation matters, and is evolving to 
higher levels and is important for individuals; individualism is harmful. 

 

What is your understanding of spiritual formation? Too often SF sounds like intellectualizing to me; 
in western protestant community, SF becomes classes. Formation that puts it in realms of things can 
you do. Real spiritual evolution is more complex than that.  

 

What is your understanding of the term, human rights and political engagement? Human rights - 
rights available based solely on status as a human through the lens of nations states and what the 
role of government is to protect based on status as human being and citizen.  Politics - having 
convos with fellow citizens. Pragmatic engagement - voting, political campaigns. etc but 
relationship component is important as well.  



164 

 

 

Do you see a connection between spiritual formation and engaging with human rights via politics? 
Yeah, for sure. Everything we do is SF in a way, political formation works on us spiritually - separating 
is hard and things are woven. Hard core political engagement and separation has harmed the 
church, it is more complex. People want guidance and community and connections - can be 
connection and disconnection .  

 

INTERVIEWER C   

With what do you agree, why? One of my core values (Brian McLaren helped clarify in generous 
orthodoxy) merging of good impact in lives of people and the salvific work of the church in the 
world not being two different things can be merged but being the same thing, framed around the 
Abrahamic covenant. If people are not being blessed, we are not in step with the covenant. Peoples 
lives should be being made better because of our faithfulness to the message of Christ. If they join, 
great - if not, they and us have been blessed in the exchange.  

Barometer - the question - how do we define blessed? What do we mean when we say blessed? 

We need to look back to the original meaning around the language, how is it understood with the 
original audience? What is the meaning on barometer? Can we agree on what blessing is at a meta 
level, and we also need to agree on the use of the measurement.  

 

What do you disagree with, why? None. 

What is missing? Are you focused on any region of the world, and region of the church? Narrow 
down even more, create a working definition that is agreed upon on what American evangelicalism 
means. Who are the occupants under this big tent? Evangelicals aren’t interested in what the 
Catholic, Anglican, orthodox communities have to say. Sadly. These convos (regarding human 
rights) are easier had with the Anglican, Catholic, community etc. Look at the methodists, 
presbyterians, baptists, etc. The work you have to do to get to commonality will be at least double 
the work and you have half the odds.  Context is king. To get at the meta, you have to understand 
the foundational components. Meta is not informed by the components but we can’t understand 
meta without the component make up is. If we are having a breakdown, trying to get to meta, we 
are missing something that is there foundationally. We may not see it, or don’t understand it, or are 
improperly implying it.  

 

What is your understanding of spiritual formation? For me, it is still a definition in progress and 
process because it took a while to recognize I was confusing SF with discipleship. (TW note: I need 
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to define and share difference between the two terms:).  Becoming more clear about what it means 
to be a human being, to be yourself. Spiritual being is not separate or even alongside human being. 
We are talking about one thing. More that I develop as fully me, the deeper broader and stronger 
my formation becomes. I can rest on Ephesians 2 through X work he has created a whole new 
humanity. Religious environment told me I was sin and my humanity equaled sin, I had to wade 
through that.  Christ didn’t come to make us non-human, but FULLY HUMAN. Am I becoming a fully 
formed and fully alive human being? Christ makes that possible now in this realm.  

 

What is your understanding of the term, human rights and political engagement? Everyone has the 
right to basic human rights of freedom of person and personhood, basic right that we share in the 
bounty that every nation has; food, shelter. To be a person should be enough to qualify us for the 
things that keep us alive, healthy; basic decency and dignity. Because of an understanding and 
commitment to human rights, people, groups, causes that I advocate and vote for in every case 
need to be reflective of the fact that I claim all people are due basic protection and livelihood and 
my national identity or doctrinal insistence is in opposition to what I said about human rights, then 
I need to adjust those things - not my understanding of human rights; the theological framework 
would be underdeveloped and not in step with the words of Christ. Often we think of political 
engagement as one dimensional (voting or going to rallies). Those practices would likely be 
incongruent with other practices. What about spending habits? How are you showing up for people 
with whom they have the most connection and impact? How gracious and forgiving? My political 
engagement allow me to work in the spaces I work; they know I believe what I believe and am not 
going to try to nail them for what they believe unless they decide they are going to espouse 
something that gets people hurt.  

 

Do you see a connection between spiritual formation and engaging with human rights via politics? 
Yes. I have always seen that but I didn’t know it. I have always been very interested in politics and 
evening news, political conventions. Just as aware and engaged when politics and theology was 
more conservative. Politics are informed by theology not the other way around. It is incumbent that 
we are informed. (Perhaps I need to define the terms informed.) How about read the constitution!! 
It doesn’t say a lot of things you are convinced it says. Our organizing docs need to be brought into 
the conversation. In the same way we are trying to interpret Scripture, we are trying to interpret 
these docs. Nuance, mystery, context is harder.   

 

As the Xian community, we have many rights and privileges, but our rights and responsibilities 
outweigh privileges, and we are not bringing solutions to the least of these, we are not following 
the gospel of Jesus. I was sick, hungry, imprisoned, etc. Theological soundness and political 
engagement as a reflection of theological soundness are being taken care of. If we are not 
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engaged, we are not theologically sound. A generous orthodoxy should lead us to a generous 
ortho-praxy. The phrases are empty platitudes if we are not loving with our actions.  

We need to redefine politics. Politics in and of itself isn’t bad. There is a give and take of everything 
in life, our marriage is even an exercise in the political. We each bring experiences, hopes, desires 
and partners bring the same - together but still existing as two separate people. Some decisions 
get made for the good of the couple/family. Sometimes we endeavor to make decisions that are 
the best individually. Whatever is good for us, the family will benefit as well. Even planning 
Thanksgiving is an exercise int he political - some people get their way more than others. We are 
bad at politics when we are completely self absorbed. When we are good at politics, we bring 
good! The point around political engagement is not to do away with the political but to make the 
political good. Jesus - the government would be on his shoulders - and because of that fact how 
should I live? Who should I be? Are we delivering GOOD NEWS?? 

 

INTERVIEWER D   

With what do you agree, why? 

I agree that the evangelical church hasn’t had these convos in the way that many churches have. It 
is the white evangelicals, not POC evangelicals. Frustration with white evangelicals not thinking of 
this world or engaging in this world. America church: how does each tradition engage in this work? 
Anabaptist for instance are engaged as a church, but but not politically in the ways we think of. The 
disconnect between SF and political formation …. problem is around the kind of SF is happening. 
If we are thinking of theology in an individualized way, and not in the collective community, it 
focuses so much on us individually that we are voting about what matters to us and not what matters 
in the whole. Positive things - no criminal record = my own righteousness. Criminal record, poor, 
sick, would lend people to think that they caused it some how. It is their own fault. In order for 
marginalized people to be included in our political visions, they need to be included in our 
theological visions. Divisiveness isn’t consistently condemned and they celebrate division when 
they consider it to be a moral issue - there is no peacemaking. No compromising. Peacemaking 
doesn’t just mean who can control and lay down so there is no conflict. Peacemaking involves 
conflict. How are we engaging in conflict. Moralistic, individualistic views… we can have differing 
opinions that can be valued in different circumstances. If we would grasp this, it would make a big 
difference in the conversation. We could come to realize that …What is great for me, may not be 
great for another neighbor. We don’t have conflict skills - the fundamentalist church is always about 
the black and white - no grey. You are either in or you are out. PEACEMAKING. Can’t have  convo 
with someone who sees things dichotomously.   

 

What do you disagree with, why? (see above). 
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What is missing? Define what a more unified church means. Is it churches who are open to 
ecumenical dialogue? More aligned in what we agree is right? More willing to work together in 
what we disagree on? What do I see as What is forming the American church. Define the American 
church. Identify what SF means.  

 

What is your understanding of spiritual formation? things that form me spiritually; personally - 
attending services (chapel, church, Bible studies), constantly bringing to mind the things of God, 
learning, experience God prompting me through different messages or songs, bringing to mind 
something I didn’t do as well as I should have in relationships, a practice that I need to take up. 
Intentional convo w/ other Xians about God. Diversity is formative - gave wide perspectives on what 
is important spiritually, and what God is “doing/moving”.  

  

What is your understanding of the term, human rights and political engagement? We see many 
communities not engaging in human rights. What are the processes that different communities go 
through that engage human rights issues and comparing who is making a difference and who is 
lacking? Human rights - ways for people to live equally, not determined by religion. Challenging to 
navigate what this means in reality. Even if people don’t agree with LGBT rights religiously they 
should 100% agree civically. Equal access to healthcare, education, caring for families, jobs.  Human 
rights no matter what someone has done (doesn’t believe in the death penalty, due to measure of 
doubt, and ethics when we can rehabilitate - they have a human right to live). Everything we do is 
political - when we buy something, what are we supporting. All of these little things have political 
implications. Fair trade - chocolate, diamonds. We can’t be dichotomous because these things are 
complicated. We don’t always want to do the work of recognizing the complexity. This goes back 
to theology. If theology says we need to be pure, (we need to be perfect). Repentance - we keep 
going back to God. Purity culture around sex is a great mirror of the rest of our theology concerning 
out standing before God and moral uprightness; otherwise we are not able to see the capacity for 
the grey in our lives.    

 

Do you see a connection between spiritual formation and engaging with human rights via politics? 
home church - American flag on the stage. Raised not very political. Raised in Christian foundations 
connected with America. This is first presidential election I voted in. I didn’t have civics classes - 
raised fundamentalist, homeschooled. Didn’t engage in politics growing up. Politics meant 
evacuations and rebels growing up - that’s when things aren’t working well. 
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INTERVIEWER E 

With what do you agree, why? We are always being formed by something; there for sure, esp right 
now in this current political climate. Push toward going inward but not in a self awareness way. 
Isolated and lonely with pandemic. We are not connecting with each other and def not connecting 
with people who are different from us. Must be intentional to not be comfortable. Needs awareness 
and guarded and fought for with the forces around us - being individualistic. Deep desires to grown 
and belong, our environment is not conclusive to that.  

 

What do you disagree with, why? No 

 

What is missing? Emphasis on internal and external. Action only - motives can be skewed, 
exhaustion can set in, easy to retreat into piety. Contemplation and action.  All needs to stem from 
image of God in each person. Care about for ourselves belonging and we can see one another that 
way no matter what they think, or how different they are, it’s easy to forget.  

 

What is your understanding of spiritual formation?the shaping of our souls or character into 
something. As a Xian shaping us into image of the fullness of X beyond salvation.  

 

What is your understanding of the term, human rights and political engagement? the value and 
dignity of all people before God and each other and politics engagement is the response to that. 
Justice in terms of the outflowing of the formation into Christ likeness. Participating with God and 
making things the way they should be.  

 

Do you see a connection between spiritual formation and engaging with human rights via politics? 
absolutely. SF w/o an outward display of that is not spiritual formation.  

 

INTERVIEWER F 

Regarding the above… 

With what do you agree, why? It is too convoluted to answer genuinely and honestly. What does 
spiritual leaders mean? Who decides the term of spiritual leader? Self proclaimed? Para- church? 
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Denominational recognition? People with spiritual influence - absolutely there is a disconnect 
between spiritual formation. Yes, agree with outcome.  

 

What do you disagree with, why? Root cause - disagree. not comprehensive enough. giving people 
the benefit of the doubt. Intentional and unintentional ignorance.  *Agree with the broader 
definition of root cause above the NPO. The rest of that would fall under intentional ignorance.  

 

What is missing? The statement in its entirety is accurate in intention but inaccurate in description 
because people who are not formed SF and PF cohesively then they have not formed in Christ. Or 
at least it is immature.  Possibly Christian in name only and not Christ followers. Arriving there from 
life experience, living in other cultures. Being a student of God’s Word, a scholar of Scripture. 
Reading in a scholarly way - hermeneutics, language, context. And also reading as a spiritual 
discipline. What is my purpose in studying? In wanting to know the God of the universe. Praying 
before reading Scripture. God gives us everything we need to know but not all there is to know.  
The power in reading and working it out together. Working out the Scripture together.  

Moderate and a tick closer to conservative.  

 

What is your understanding of spiritual formation? Reading Dallas Willard - SF is in the tradition of 
JC is the process of transformation of the inner most dimension - the heart, spirit, and will - t is being 
transformed in a way that it becomes the deeds of Christ done in the power of X. Even staying in 
the Gospels to see how Jesus acted it would call us to action.  

 

What is your understanding of the term, human rights and political engagement?  

Researching and voting. Bringing the presence of God into being a poll worker.  

 

Do you see a connection between spiritual formation and engaging with human rights via politics?  
How can you read Scripture and justify not acting like opening your home to people who are 
homeless?  

 

If you keep following my path, you should just keep getting blessings. Welcome the foreigner, care 
for women and children, the poor. Life is devoted to showing people how to live how God told us 
to live.  
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Sanctification begins at conversion and then constant sanctification - Nazarene.  

 

*note - recognizing children as image of God; culturally different (while some people view children 
as gifts others view adding to humanity as overwhelming our environment).  

 

Unrest in the last year, God is using it to sift out who wants to really follow X.  

Define Christianity. Corporate? Individual? Barometer: we can’t really know; it is God’s business?  

Our responsibility as spiritual leaders - Kingdom mindset - my desire is that when I am kneeling at 
God, that I bring as many people with me. 
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Appendix B— 
Milestone 2 NPO Topic 

Expertise Essay 
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Biblical And Theological Foundations 
Key Biblical Texts That Inspire/Influence The Npo 
Genesis 1:27 - “So God created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them; 
male and female he created them.” NRSV 

Isaiah 1:17 - “Learn to do good; seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for 
the widow.” NRSV 

Micah 6:8 - “He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to 
do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?” NRSV 

Jeremiah 22:3 - “Thus says the LORD: Act with justice and righteousness, and deliver from the hand 
of the oppressor anyone who has been robbed. And do no wrong or violence to the alien, the 
orphan, and the widow, or shed innocent blood in this place.” NRSV 

Psalms 82:3 - “Give justice to the weak and the orphan; maintain the right of the lowly and the 
destitute. Rescue the weak and the needy; deliver them from the hand of the wicked.” NRSV 

Spiritual Formation, Human Value, and Ethical Policy in the 
Biblical World 
The partnership of theology and spiritual formation may be foundational in further considering the 
view of Imago Dei within humanity as well as the resulting ethical practices governing mutual 
human care according to Biblical principles. I would like to understand the connection between the 
practical implications of Imago Dei theologies, namely human value, as well as the practices 
stemming from those theologies, which are the formative experiences that shape our inner lives 
and outer praxis. I am also interested in discovering if and what our responsibility is to advocate for 
protective policies regarding human rights. 

 In traversing the landscape of biblical text and historical theological perspective, we find a 
consensus that humans are made in God’s image. Yet, does this apply to everyone, or are only men 
created in God’s image? I would like to explore who this applies to as well as what it means to be 
made in God’s image. From there, I am curious what our responsibility toward humanity may be, 
particularly for those who experience marginalization socially, politically, economically, or 
culturally.  I want to consider how we participate in themes of value and policy ethics in an equitable 
way using examples throughout Scripture as well as pondering potential best practices when it 
comes to advocating for humanity.  
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Textual Discussions 

IMAGO DEI IN HUMANITY  

Fr. Richard Rohr signifies the importance of properly understanding Imago Dei in humanity and 
practice. His idea is that God has gifted connection to all creatures and that each one uniquely 
carries divine DNA.1  While he refers to this as original blessing/original innocence, Owen Barfield 
used the term“original participation”.2 For Rohr, the Image of God bestowed upon humans is static 
and unmoveable. Regardless of the state or actions of humans, they cannot increase or decrease 
the Imago Dei within themselves. He states that one of main problems is that humans have been 
trying to ascribe value and determine who does or does mirror God’s image. Rohr says, “It is pure 
and total gift, given equally to all.”3 It is simply not us who decides who is worthy of justice, 
protection, and care because the very image of God is reflected in every single one of us.  

Does Imago Dei apply to all of humanity? Biblical scholar, Dr. Nahum Sarma, eloquently answers 
with resounding equality. “Hebrew ’adam is a generic term for humankind… The resemblance of 
man to God bespeaks the infinite worth of a human being and affirms the inviolability of the human 
person.”4 Men, women, children - all of humankind - are included. God already made the decision 
to bestow value, we get to receive it. Stephen Dilley and Nathan Palpant expound in recognizing 
the task of understanding dignity is a process, simplifying the qualifications for human particularity 
and how we continue to be curious about human nature and existence, yet affirming that humanity 
is set apart and superior to the rest of creation. 5   Dilley and Palpant title this the “human 
exceptionalism” criterion, and the imago Dei, the view that humans reflect the divine image in a 
way unique in the created order.”6 According to The Bible Knowledge Commentary, to be an 
Image-bearer means that we can partake in God’s communicable attributes, specified as life, 
personality, truth, wisdom, love, holiness and justice. I appreciate the acknowledgment that our 

 

1 Rohr, Richard. The Universal Christ : How a Forgotten Reality Can Change Everything We See, 
Hope For, and Believe. First ed. New York, NY: Convergent Books, 2019, 60-61 

2 Rohr, Richard. The Universal Christ : How a Forgotten Reality Can Change Everything We See, 
Hope For, and Believe.60-61; Barfield, Owen. Saving the Appearances. Middletown, CT: Wesleyan 
University Press, 1988, ch. 6 

3 Rohr, Richard. The Universal Christ : How a Forgotten Reality Can Change Everything We See, 
Hope For, and Believe. 60-61 

4 Sarna, Nahum M. Genesis = Be-reshit : The Traditional Hebrew Text with New JPS Translation. 
1st ed. JPS Torah Commentary. (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1989), 12 

5 Dilley, Stephen ; Palpant, Nathan J. "Human Exceptionalism and the Imago Dei: The Tradition 
of Human Dignity." In Human Dignity in Bioethics, 33-60. Routledge, 2013, 20 

6 Dilley, Stephen ; Palpant, Nathan J. "Human Exceptionalism and the Imago Dei: The Tradition 
of Human Dignity." In Human Dignity in Bioethics, 33-60. Routledge, 2013, 20 
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imaging God does not translate into us doing so perfectly.7 There is also the embodied aspect of 
Imago Dei. Bruce Waltke and Cathi Fredericks offer the perspective of D.J.A. Clines, who suggests 
God “gave people ears to show that he hears the cry of the afflicted and eyes to show that he sees 
the plight of the pitiful (Ps.94:9).”8  

James Bryan Smith quotes Euguene Peterson in making the case that we have to understand 
ourselves to offer grace to our community. He calls us “splendid, never-to-be-duplicated stories of 
grace” and goes on to make the point that it’s when we let this truth sink in for ourselves that we are 
able to attend to the needs of others.9 Perhaps we are judging people based on what we think 
their worth is, because we are using outside factors to determine our own worth, rather than trusting 
that God initiated Imago Dei within us.  

We can be mindful of the truth that we are made in God’s image and understand we have a 
responsibility to live accordingly, but what are the formative experiences that emerge from the 
Imago Dei identity? I am reminded of St. Ignatius’ spiritual exercises which begin with an awareness 
of God’s love.10 The exercises serve as an invitation for theology to form us and lead us to knowing 
the truth of who we are in the depths of our souls. If we cannot pour from an empty cup, perhaps 
only when we know we are loved can we extend this grace to our fellow humans and discover how 
to treat humans ethically as part of our relationship with God and living into these attributes with 
our community. 

ETHICS -  THEMES OF VALUE,  JUSTICE,  AND POLICY WITH IMAGO DEI AS THE 

ROOTS  

Throughout Scripture, we find themes of value and justice as seen in Isaiah 1:17, “Learn to do good; 
seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for the widow” and Micah 6:8, “what 
does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your 
God?”  God invites us into relationships where “individuals act justly (be fair in their dealings with 
others), love mercy (hesed, “loyal love”), and walk humbly... Doing justice “is a way of living 
mercy.”11 In James 1:27, “Religion that is pure and undefiled… is this: to care for orphans and 

 

7 Walvoord, John F., Zuck, Roy B. “The Bible Knowledge Commentary: Old Testament” (Cook 
Communications Ministries, Colorado Springs, Colorado. Cook Communications, Paris, Ontario. 
Kingsway Communications Ltd, Eastbourne, England, 1983, 2004), 29 

8  Waltke, Bruce K., and Fredricks, Cathi J. Genesis : A Commentary. Grand Rapids, Mich.: 
Zondervan, 2001, 65-66 

9  Smith, James Bryan. The Good and Beautiful Community : Following the Spirit, Extending 
Grace, Demonstrating Love. Smith, James Bryan. Apprentice Series. Downers Grove, Illinois: IVP Books, 
2010, 72 

10  Warner, Larry. Journey With Jesus: Discovering the Spiritual Exercises of Saint Ignatius. 
Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2010, 63 

11 Walvoord, John F., Zuck, Roy B. “The Bible Knowledge Commentary: Old Testament”, 1489 
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widows in their distress”. Ultimately this responsibility to care for others is found in an invitation to 
love, “love your neighbor as yourself” in Matthew 22:39. 

Recognizing human dignity is the starting point of love in action. The Hebrew Bible, Stoicism and 
Christianity have all contributed to the ideology of human dignity. The conversation of human 
dignity and rights has been integral in ethical policy, both here and internationally since the 18th 
century.12 Augustine noted that God is searching for people who define justice “according to 
divine rules, not human ones.”13 Considering church history, the ideas of human value based on 
human judgment, not on God's act of deeming worth, have infiltrated the church and have marred 
the idea that all humans are included in Imago Dei. “Pope Leo XIII, in his encyclical Rerum Novarum 
(1891), attributed dignity to “the Christian character” of people and not to mere human nature...The 
spiritual shift left much space for the endorsement and toleration of abuses that are otherwise 
considered profoundly offensive to human dignity - capital punishment, torture, prostitution, 
prosecution of heretics, and holy wars.”14  

Kate Bowler wrote on the dangerous thread within American Christianity that recognizes wellness 
and fortune as a sign of divine favor.15 Bowler argues the prosperity gospel measures faith alone 
as the component that leads to health, wealth, and victory thus discounting one’s political, social, 
or economic standing.  This view “inscribes materiality with spiritual meaning” wherein adherents 
are promised blessings in the form of wealth, health, and victory if their faith is strong enough.16 
When the church ascribes human dignity only to those who are blessed, this ideology has a 
profoundly negative effect on the way those who are vulnerable are viewed. Instead of being 
moved by compassion, are we blaming the victim for not being holy enough, marking the 
vulnerable as less dignified? I doubt this is what God had in mind when inviting us to love God and 
love our neighbor, particularly calling out those most in need. Humans do not have to earn dignity 
by any account of faithfulness or character.  

 In considering the relationships between theology, politics, and ethics, I would be remiss to not 
mention sovereignty. According to Joshua Daniel and Rick Elgendy, “Because of the historical and 
theoretical ties between the human sovereign and God, political theologians are often concerned 

 

12  Barilan, Yechiel Michael. Human Dignity, Human Rights, and Responsibility : The New 
Language of Global Bioethics and Biolaw, 23  

13 Atkins, E. M., and Dodaro, Robert. Augustine Political Writings. Cambridge Texts in the History 
of Political Thought. (Cambridge [England] ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 207 

14  Barilan, Yechiel Michael. Human Dignity, Human Rights, and Responsibility : The New 
Language of Global Bioethics and Biolaw, 48-49 

15  Bowler, Kate. Blessed a History of the American Prosperity Gospel. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2013, 7 

16  Bowler, Kate. Blessed a History of the American Prosperity Gospel. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2013, 7-8  
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to elaborate the scope of divine sanction for human authority and the relation between “cities,” 
“swords,” or “kingdoms” imagined as overlapping but in tension. Other theorists who often call 
themselves social, religious, and theological ethicists - have returned again and again to questions 
of sovereignty and responsibility for the management of social institutions.”17 I would like to 
consider our responsibility to explore and respond to God’s invitation to us to love, namely within 
the purview of God’s kingdom. 

David Gushee describes Jesus’ preaching as “intending to convey that God acts to bring justice, 
peace, healing, inclusion of the excluded, and rescue from oppression and suffering. God is 
“saving” the world in Christ, understood as a holistic salvation that meets the full range of human 
needs as we experience them in this sinful world...The kingdom of God is therefore both spiritual 
and political… Christians work for the kingdom through all that we do… on behalf of the victimized, 
the oppressed, the tortured, the wrongly imprisoned, the sex slaves, those suffering in war… The 
message of the kingdom is not a message that must pull us out of engagement in public life and 
politics.”18 There is no lack of vulnerable and oppressed people among us. The need is there, and 
we have an invitation as kingdom people to pay attention.  

As described by David Gushee and Glen Stassen, Jesus set the example of living into a kingdom 
practice which would include measures of “peacemaking, healing, community building, and 
deliverance” particularly toward “the great social songs of violence, injustice, domination, and 
exclusion, sins that have crushed the lives of millions.19  

Gushee and Stassen advocate for a societal return to attend to social sin in addition to personal sin, 
which would lead to both personal and collective deliverance. Jesus preached a message of peace 
and justice in the midst of “political subjugation and economic exploitation” that promoted 
exclusivity; The invitation of Jesus was inclusive and transformative, offering freedom “in a world 
filled with political, economic, and legal structures of sin and various arenas of human life.”20 
Perhaps before jumping into action, we have an invitation to reflect on both personal and social sin 
and seek repentance. This is the thin space between theology and formation, allowing what we are 
learning to be transformative and both are integral in laying the foundation of why we care as 
Christians about ethics and human rights. 

 

17  Daniel, Joshua, and Elgendy, Rick. Renegotiating Power, Theology, and Politics. New 
Approaches to Religion and Power. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015, 3 

18 Gushee, David P. The Future of Faith in American Politics The Public Witness of the Evangelical 
Center. Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2008, 9-10 

19  Gushee, David P., and Stassen, Glen Harold. Kingdom Ethics : Following Jesus in 
Contemporary Context. Second ed. Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
2016, 32 

20  Gushee, David P., and Stassen, Glen Harold. Kingdom Ethics : Following Jesus in 
Contemporary Context, 34 
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 If we want to engage in areas of ethical policy, where do we start? Gushee and Stassen offer 
guidelines, called kingdom ethics, that discern ethical positions which lead to “deliverance, peace, 
justice, healing, inclusion in community, joy, and God’s presence (and) whether it advances justice 
for the disinherited and would be good news from their perspective” as well as an encouragement 
to “listen for the voice of the oppressed themselves and not just those who would like to help 
them.”21 If Christians fail to provide ethical solutions that actually benefit those we are serving, then 
we are merely serving ourselves at least and at worst, causing further harm and not bringing the 
right kind of change.   

We must put into practice what we believe. Stanley Grenz says that Christian theologians need to 
be committed to applying theology to real life situations as well as to endeavor into Christian 
ethics.”22 Grenz says “humans are the special recipients of God’s love” and that it is this love which 
“forms the context for the repeated biblical intimation that God takes up the cause of the destitute 
and oppressed” and because of this, “God calls us to be his instruments in bringing about the divine 
vision of love, justice, and righteousness for all humankind.”23 

Synthesis of Themes, Values, and Commitments 
Stanley Hauerwas insists upon the union of theology and ethics, saying they “cannot be separated; 
indeed, theology is first and foremost an exercise in practical reason. Again, this is not to say that 
theology is about anything else than the truth. But the truth it is about involves us as creatures of 
God, made in God’s image, even if falled. So we cannot speak this truth without it having worked 
truthfully in us. Speaker and what is spoken cannot be separated if Christians’ claims about God 
and God’s world have the purchase of truth. “Witness” is the crucial grammar that upholds and 
enfolds these claims… if witness is only spoken of theoretically, it empties out.”24  Hauerwas 
recognizes the significant contribution of Christian ethicist, Reinhold Niebuhr, who, among others, 
had a primary objective to convince Christ followers that held theology has political implications. 
“Niebuhr reminded Christians that we do not live in a world in which sin can be eliminated, but we 
nonetheless must seek to establish the tentative harmonies and provisional equities possible in any 
historical situation.”25 

 

21  Gushee, David P., and Stassen, Glen Harold. Kingdom Ethics : Following Jesus in 
Contemporary Context, 38 

22 Grenz, Stanley J. Theology for the Community of God. Grand Rapids, Mich.: W.B. Eerdmans, 
2000, 25 

23 Grenz, Stanley J. Theology for the Community of God, 76 

24 Hauerwas, Stanley. Approaching the End : Eschatological Reflection on Church, Politics and 
Life. London, England ; Norfolk, England: SCM Press, 2013, 43 

25 Hauerwas, Stanley. Approaching the End : Eschatological Reflection on Church, Politics and 
Life, 73-74 
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We are not going to align theology, ethics, and politics perfectly, but it doesn’t mean we don’t 
practice. John Langan offers some perspective, “Like the demands of religious faith, the moral and 
political requirements of human rights, when comprehensively understood, are likely to be so 
extensive that churches and religious agencies, as well as government and political movements, 
will surely fall short of the righteousness of God and the obligations we owe to those who, as human 
beings of whatever persuasion or origin, are in the image of God. Both religious and political actors 
will be, in the classic Lutheran formulation, simul justus et peccator, at once both just and sinful - 
and thus is need of both affirmation and forgiveness.”26 Perhaps the invitation before us is found 
in Fr. Rohr’s words, “The true and essential work of all religion is to help us recognize and recover 
the divine image in everything… until all things know who they are.”27 

Topic History 
Scripture teaches us to love God and our neighbor, but what does it mean to practice love to our 
neighbor? This is the discussion of theological ethics. For Arthur Holmes, forming an ethics requires 

both theological and philosophical efforts using Scripture as a guiding format.28 Scripture and 

tradition offer guidance, but neither can solve every moral dilemma. If we consider making modern 
day decisions based on generalities in the Bible, “then we have invoked a structure of ethical 
thought that distinguishes general principles from more specific matters and that employs modes 
of moral reasoning” which moves into the arena of ethical theory.29 Ethics helps us understand not 

only moral rules, but the exceptions to those rules. It also delves into the individual and collective 

moral responsibility of humanity. 30  Perhaps spiritual formation, in addition to theology and 

philosophy, also plays a role in understanding our responsibility to engage in ethical policy. 

Plato & Augustine  
Plato introduced us to the four Cardinal virtues: temperance, courage, wisdom, and justice. Ronald 
Nash defines the virtues: “Temperance or self-control is the proper virtue of the passions. Courage 
means fortitude in the face of adversity, which is what the spirited part of the human soul requires. 
Wisdom means excellence in selecting the proper means to an end; its relation to the rational part 
of the soul should be obvious. The fourth virtue, what Plato calls justice, is the overarching virtue 

 

26 Langan, John. "Contrasting and Uniting Theology and Human Rights." The Journal of Religious 
Ethics 26, no. 2 (1998): 249-55, 254.  

27 Rohr, Richard. The Universal Christ : How a Forgotten Reality Can Change Everything We See, 
Hope For, and Believe, 59 

28Holmes, Arthur F. Ethics: Approaching Moral Decisions. Nottingham, England: Inter-Varsity 
Press Second Edition, 2007, 14 

29  Holmes, Arthur F. Ethics: Approaching Moral Decisions. 15 

30  Holmes, Arthur F. Ethics: Approaching Moral Decisions. 15 
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that is present when humans are temperate, courageous, and wise.” 31  Augustine essentially 
believed that the four cardinal virtues were vices for pagans, motivated by selfish pride, unless one 
is a Christian believer, then the motivation is bringing love and honor to God.32  The idea, “Love 
God and do as what thou wilt… let the root of love be within, of this root can nothing spring but 
what is good”, is Augustine’s ethical theory.33  

Nash assumes that all humans are image bearers, and states this is a foundational tenet of 
Christianity. His statement makes the point that the question of who our neighbor is would be 
inclusive of everyone, all Image Bearers. He says this explains why humans “are capable of 
reasoning, love, and God - consciousness” and why we have moral capacity. “Because of the image 
of God, we should expect to find that the ethical principles of the Christian worldview reflect what 
all of us at the deepest level of our moral being know to be true.”34 Nash also recognizes the effect 
of the presence of sin which has “distorted the image of God and explains why humans turn away 
from God and the moral law.”35 For Augustine, God’s holy character is foundational in the invitation 
for humanity to mirror ethical morality, thus “there is no room for ethical relativism.”36  

Augustine’s ethics were guided by law, love, character (virtue), and well-being.37 The invitation is 
to love God, and love our neighbor. “Augustine rejects any suggestion that law and love can be 
antithetic. No Christian should ignore the place of law in the moral order. The Ten Commandments 
found in Exodus 20 are divine commands that provide indispensable guidance for human life. 
Another essential ethical passage in the Bible includes Jesus’ words in Matthew 22, words that 
summarize the first four commandments, our duties to God, under the single commandment “Love 
the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.” The last six 
commandments, our duties to other humans, are summarized under the commandment “Love your 
neighbor as yourself.” The apostle Paul then throws additional light on the relationship between 
law and love when he teaches in Romans 13 that love is the fulfillment of the law. God’s law identifies 
sinful actions and tell humans how love ought to be manifested.”38 Theology and ethics are 
aligned. 

 

31 Nash, Ronald H. Life’s Ultimate Questions: An Introduction to Philosophy. Grand Rapids, MI. 
Zondervan, 1999, 89 

32 Nash, Ronald H. Life’s Ultimate Questions: An Introduction to Philosophy. 162 

33 Nash, Ronald H. Life’s Ultimate Questions: An Introduction to Philosophy. 163 
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Aquinas 
Augustine and Thomas Aquinas agreed that both law and morality governs the world, and that 
physical and moral order contribute to the well-being of humanity.  Conversely, sin pains our spirit, 

heart, and soul.39 Aquinas teaches that God has given both virtues and laws to guide both internally 

and externally, and shares the outcome of practicing morality is that both our works and character 

are perfected in a way that affects our mind and will.40 The notion of practicing is actively engaging 

in spiritual formation, and not only theory. Aquinas separated the cardinal virtues (prudence, 
courage, temperance, justice) and theological virtues (faith, hope, love) but maintained that love 
was the foundational virtue that spurred us on to other virtues. He taught that “cardinal virtues are 
natural in the sense that they are known not by special revelation, such as Scripture, but from 
general revelation in the created nature of things. The cardinal virtues are relevant to all humans, 

not just Christians.”41  If all humans are included in regards to Image Bearing, are all humans 

responsible to one another? 

Under the general term of law, Aquinas created the categories of eternal, natural, human, and 
divine law. Nash parces out the definitions, stating that all of creation is under eternal law, including 
moral and physical law. Natural law, however, solely applies to humans and is an integral part of 
human nature. “The content of the natural law corresponds to humankind’s basic inclinations when 
they are not corrupted or impeded by sin. Since Thomas believed our natural human tendency 
inclines toward the good, the most general statement of the natural law is to do good and avoid 
evil.”42 The efforts made by humanity to self govern is an example of human law.43 When it comes 

to divine law, Aquinas held that there are two sides to God’s moral law. Scripture reveals 
supernatural law whereas human reason can be connected to natural law. These laws are not at 
odds, because both are sourced by God. Nash importantly notes, “while Aquinas suggests that 
natural law is for unbelievers and God’s divine law is for believers, this is too simple. Life is full of 
circumstances when believers for one reason or another can be aided by their knowledge of the 
natural law and when unbelievers can be instructed in the content of revealed morality.”44 This begs 

the question of how we are formed spiritually outside of theology.  
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Key Voices 
Stanley Hauerwas & Samuel Wells 
Stanley Hauerwas and Samuel Wells are leading voices in the area of Christian ethics and wrote an 
article, Why C hris tian E thics  Was Invented. Hauerwas and Wells describe Ernst Troeltsch’s views on 
ethics from his work, T he S ocial Teachings of the C hris tian C hurches . Troeltsch taught that Jesus’ 
preaching, and thus connecting Scripture and ethics, was not influenced by a social movement. He 
described early Christianity as apolitical and disconnected with any social issues of the ancient 
world. Although he acknowledges Jesus preached to the oppressed, he views Jesus as concerned 
with matters of religion more than attempts to change social order.45 Troeltsch recognizes that 
Jesus proclaimed the kingdom of God, but argues that it was not an attempt to improve society or 
bring relief to the suffering. He assumes that ethics are more concerned about religious life, both 
collective and personal, and not about social questions. Hauerwas and Wells refute Troeltsch’s 
position.  

Ethics, to be consistent, need to be understood and agreed upon by everyone via moral obligation 
and reason. For Immanuel Kant, an ethic would be a universal law shared by humans all over the 

world who have different cultures, beliefs, and histories.46  Kant’s ethic provided hope that it may 

be possible to resolve conflicts without people who disagreed going to war with one another over 
differences and instead pursue a pathway to peace. Kant wanted to show that Christian thought 

was in line with moral law.47 Kant also held that it is “possible for the autonomous person to identify 

Christ as the embodiment of the moral law” even though he maintained that the historical Jesus 
was not the crux of ethics.48 

At times, the ethics of Jesus were contrasted with legalism. “The debates of the Reformation 
concerning the relation between law and gospel became the way the relation between Jesus’ ethic 
and that of Judaism were understood. It is against this background that Christian ethics became an 
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identifiable discipline distinct from theology.”49  The Social Gospel was propelled across America 

by Protestant liberal theologians, including Troeltsch, as they attempted to combine the teachings 
of Jesus and the ethics of Kant.50  

Hauerwas and Wells utilize the work of H. Richard Niebuhr’s C hris t and C ulture in his reflection of 
Troeltsch’s work. “Niebuhr sought to offer a richer canvas to display the variety of ethical “types” 
that Troeltsch had provided. While Troeltsch had presented a threefold typology of church, sect, 
and mystical forms of addressing the social order, for Niebuhr there are five types of Christian 
ethics: Christ against culture (1 John, Tertullian, and Tolstoy); Christ of culture (Gnosticism, John 
Locke, A. Ritschl, Rauschenbusch); Christ above culture (Justin Martyr, Clement, Thomas Aquinas); 
Christ and culture in paradox (Paul, Marcion, Luther, Kierkegaard); and Christ the transformer of 
culture (the Gospel of John, F. D. Maurice). Niebuhr’s five types were extremely persuasive, 
providing a way for the Christian ethicist not only to characterize the “ethics” of past Christian 

theologians, but also to characterize various contemporary alternatives.”51 Yet, Hauerwas and Wells 

offer a different perspective on Niebuhr’s work.  

John Howard Yoder argues against Neibuhr’s perspective saying that his types don’t take into 
account the practices of the early church, and calls his views unorthodox. Yoder writes Niebuhr’s 
view of Christ and culture has a Kantian bent that expresses the finitude of humanity, and criticizes 
his view of the Trinity reminding us that Father, Son, and Spirit are not separate, but “that in the 

Incarnation and in the continuing life of the church under the Spirit there is but one God.”52 This 

criticism attempts to show that ““Christian ethics” has become – indeed, for the 200 years of its life 
has, perhaps, always been – the story of how the Church has set aside its practice and adopted a 
Kantian epistemology in an effort to secure relevance and consensus. It has been so much taken 
for granted that the Church had a fundamental stake in the sustenance of liberal social orders that 
it has gone without question that the Christianity applicable to Christian ethics was that outlined by 
Kant and characterized by Ritschl and Troeltsch – a Stoic inner conviction of human dignity and 
individual autonomy, with a sense of finitude and an orientation toward common striving, 
sometimes called brotherhood. There is no significant place in such an account for the concrete 
practices of the Church – practices such as baptism, preaching, interceding, breaking bread, being 
reconciled. Such practices require the Church to explore what it means to worship Father, Son, and 
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Holy Spirit – not just as concepts, but as habits, attitudes, and forms of life. When practices such as 
baptism are ignored on the grounds that baptism has nothing to do with “ethics,” then the history 
of Christian ethics cannot help but become an account of what this or that historical figure said 

about this or that moral problem.”53 Perhaps it all belongs and could be thought of as connected 

instead of separate.   

 We have many examples of Christians throughout history seeking to live a faithful life, “from 
Clement on the problem of riches, Augustine’s “On the Morals of the Catholic Church” and portions 
of T he C ity of G od, examples from monasticism such as Benedict of Nursia’s R ule, Bernard of 
Clairvaux’s “On the Love of God” and Eckhart’s “Sermons” to illustrate the “ethics of mysticism,” 
followed by selections from Aquinas, Luther, Calvin, Baxter, Barclay, Butler, Wesley, Edwards, 
Kierkegaard, and Rauschenbusch… But such a selection cannot help but give the impression that 
“ethics” is a subject that can be distinguished if not isolated from the liturgical life, daily habits, and 
elementary practices of the Church. Beach and Niebuhr give the impression that the study of 
Christian ethics is the study of ideas about ethics by theologians.”54 Hauerwas and Wells believe 
the criticism is important because the initial story was taken out of context, withholding that these 
Christians were engaged in their own tradition and practices. Theology and ethics cannot be 
separated from the ecclesiology.55 As we look at the accounts of Christians throughout history, 
particularly from the early church, it is helpful to understand that they were concerned more with 
developing theology than ethics and likely would not have been able to distinguish between the 
two.56 The work of theology and ethics are tightly bound.  

 Sometimes conflict invites historical writing, and other times it is the ordinary. Haurwas and 
Wells write, “We do not doubt that scholarly divisions of labor can often be of service to the Church. 
But we have argued that attempts to distinguish ethics from theology in modernity have distorted 

the character of Christian convictions and practices.”57 As we look back at these historical Christian 

writings, even when focus is on theology, we find social context, cultural traditions, and political 
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power, and religious life as part of the canvas of events. They emphasize, “as important as Augustine 
may be for the development of theology, far more important is the eucharistic practice that 
sustained the Church that made Augustine such an important theologian. That is why this book is 
focused on the practices that make the Church the Church rather than on the individual theologians 

that were formed by those practices.”58 

Haurwas and Wells offer, “If ethics names the process through which people acquire habits and the 
virtues that habits make possible, in ways shaped by the determinative narratives shaping a 
community, then the “ethics of Christianity” cannot help but be different from the ethics of Plato 
and Aristotle.”59 Christian ethics include active participation, rather than only scholarly debates, 

meaning that ethics is more of what we do than what we think. They point to the action of the 
Gospel, particularly of the action of Christ and the invitation for us to follow.   Hauerwas and Wells 
aspire to recover the “key practices of the Church, and showing how those practices constitute the 
most significant Christian witness in the face of oppression and indifference, blind injustice and 
bland tolerance… This means that theological ethics is a discipline that reflects on the practices of 
the Church, seeking to understand how those practices shape the character of Christians.”.60 This 

is the work of putting ethics into practice.  

Madeleine Albright 
If we separate scholarly arguments from the practical aspects of actually serving people, perhaps 
we miss an important perspective. Both theory and practice are necessary. Madeleine Albright 
offers her perspective on ethics within the purview of her experience as Secretary of State in her 
book T he Mighty and the Almighty : R eflections  on America, G od, and World Affairs . She offers several 
examples of world leaders and their views on theology and ethics. It is interesting to see her 
perspective especially since she is in the area of policy. Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk, saw mutual 
respect and offering help to one another as a primary aspect of his religious faith. Masaryk held that 
although faith helped to encourage morality, one could be moral without having a belief in God. 
Albright shares that she aligns with those views as well, saying “It is a perversion of faith to turn 
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religion into a source of conflict and hate; it also creates severe problems for America and for the 

world.”61 

Albright offers an example of early Presidents navigating theology and the qualifications for leading 
a virtuous life. “The early American presidents, for example, were firm believers in a divine being, 
but not wedded to the finer points of church doctrine.”62 Albright says that John Adams, a Unitarian,  

did not consider the doctrine of the Trinity to be of importance. Adams asserted that liberty was a 

gift from God, while democracy was a creation of man.63 Albright also offered the perspective of 

Thomas Jefferson, who studied both science and ethics. Jefferson “dismissed the Christian clergy 
as “the greatest obstacles to the advancement of the real doctrines of Jesus”.64 The weight of this 

assumption is sobering. 

Are there ways to practice ethical theology through varying lenses? Seneca chief, Red Jacket, 
shared his frustration with a Christian missionary who assumed Native Americans lacked a 
connection with God because it looked different. Red Jacket said, “Brother, you say there is but one 
way to worship and serve the Great Spirit. If there is but one religion, why do you white people 
differ so much about it?... We also have a religion… It teaches us to be thankful for all the favors we 

receive, to love each other, and to be united.”65 The doctrine was different, but Red Jacket was 

essentially sharing that Native Americans, too, had a way of weaving spirituality and ethics together 
for the good of the people. Yet, Native Americans were treated terribly, as were African Americans 
beginning with the practice of slavery.  

These atrocities were often done in the name of God with Christians using Scripture to justify their 
horrific actions. Religion is present, but ethic policy is not.  Albright offered a poignant example,  “If 
true Christianity consists in carrying out in our daily lives the teachings of Christ, who will say that 
we are commanded to civilize with dynamite and proselyte with sword?... Imperialism finds no 
warrant in the Bible. The command, ‘Go ye in into all the world and preach the gospel to every 
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creature’ has no Gatling gun attachment.”66 Church and state may be separate but theology, ethics, 

and policy are still very much intertwined. Do we have a history of claiming moral superiority, 
specifically choosing which Scriptures to adhere to in order help people, while exploiting other 
Scriptures to justify harm?   “George Kennan has warned that for Americans to see themselves “as 
the center of political enlightenment and as teachers to a great part of the rest of the world [is] 
unthought-through, vainglorious and undesirable.”67 At times, Americans and Christians seem to 

have believed that we are due exceptions.  

Secretary Albright shared a piece of leadership advice that would be beneficial for the theology 
and ethics alike. She said, “To make smart decisions, our leaders must begin with good information. 
When I was secretary of state, I started each day in my kitchen reading newspapers over a cup of 
coffee. By the time I arrived in my office on the seventh floor of the State Department, a packet of 
information from the department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research would be on my desk. The 
bureau's analysis was especially good on the history and diplomatic context of particular situations: 

who was doing what to whom, why, and since when.”68 Have we started with good information? 

Particularly, do we gather  information that includes Scripture, tradition, reason, experience, ethical 
considerations, and hearing from the perspective of all parties involved and who will be affected?  

It seems that many of the issues we face, like how to love God and how to practically love our fellow 
humankind, are incredibly complex. Hence, why we have so many varying perspectives. Do we 
quickly put ourselves in one camp or another, considering the opposing view as completely faulty 
due to our own half- baked notions? For Albright, she sought out to strike a balance. “I did not 
understand how we could possibly steer a steady course without principles to help guide us. What 

does this mean? To me, morality is measured by the impact of actions on lives.”69 

Albright shared her hope of inviting all of America along as she toured the world. She described 
the terrible conditions in which people lived and felt certain that America would respond with 
generosity if only they could see. “I did not want to sound like a bleeding heart in describing the 
basis of our foreign policy. So as soon as I returned home, I would enumerate all the practical 
reasons Americans should care: because we had an interest in stability, in prosperous overseas 
markets, in strengthening the rule of law, in extending our influence, and in burnishing our 
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reputation.”70 I can’t help but wonder if her desire to not sound like a bleeding heart has anything 

to do with the perception of a woman in leadership. This consideration is reminiscent of the 
foundational work from Genesis of humankind being created in the image of God. Perhaps the 
ways in which we individually reflect God’s character, particularly the way women reflect the image 
of God, may be something to explore. Is there a gap in the ways that theology and ethics have been 
shaped thus far throughout history because the dominant voices have been those of men and the 
perspective of women has not always been considered? 

In addition to figuring out how to best care for those immediately around us, in our country for this 
purpose, we also need to consider what the priorities are regarding care for the world at large. 
According to political theorist and philosopher, Michael Walzer, “A country’s first priority is to 
protect the life and liberty of its own citizens; if it fails to do that, it cannot put itself into a position 
to help others. A country’s second duty is not to inflict harm. Its third is, when possible, to help 
people avoid man-made and natural disasters. Its fourth is to assist those who want aid in building 

better and less repressive political systems.”71 Whether speaking of here or abroad, Albright offers 

policy guidelines to achieve moral results. “A policy-maker must both want to do what is right and 
be able to predict what that might be. Ideally, he or she would have the conscience of a saint, the 
wisdom of a philosopher, and the presence of a prophet. In reality, we stumble along as best we 
can despite shortages in all three qualities.”72 There has been some disagreement in whether Jesus 

participated in political philosophy but these elements mentioned are reminiscent of the process 
of growing in spiritual formation and navigating the complexities of living a life that honors God 
and serves people.  

 An example of a practical policy considering ethics and theology is that of the possibility of 
the moral acceptability of war. Taking into account the atrocities Roman citizens were enduring by 
invaders, Saint Augustine came to the conclusion that war could be a justified action for a Christian 

because it was in an effort to “defend the vulnerable other.”73 The doctrine of “Just War” was later 

developed by Saint Thomas Aquinas and Hugo Grotius, who founded international law. The criteria 
they developed to determine what makes a war just is foundational to both international legal 
documents as well as in the Geneva Convention.  These guidelines ask the question of morality 
both before a war begins and while it is being fought. “Generally speaking, a “just war” is one 
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carried out by a competent authority with moral intentions for a cause that is right. The effort must 
have a reasonable chance of success, with the expectation that it will result in no greater harm than 
the injury that produced it.”74  

 Not everyone agrees that war can be moral or just. Hauerwas believes that pacifism and 
professing Christianity go hand in hand. It should be noted that Hauerwas is speaking as a 
theologian and ethicist. Secretary Albright was in a much different position. While she understands 
Hauerwas’ logic, she does not agree with him. “No story is more uplifting than Christ’s example in 
dying while forgiving at the same time. But the whole point of the doctrine of “just war” is that 
military actions are sometimes necessary for moral reasons. Hauerwas rejects the doctrine because, 
he says, it has been used to justify too many wars, and he is right about that. However, a sound 

doctrine does not become discredited because it is, on occasion, misused.”75 Secretary Albright 

desired to participate in peacemaking, but pacifism was not necessarily the conclusion at which she 
arrived. “Attending church while in office, every time I heard “Blessed are the peacemakers,” I took 
the words deeply to heart. I cherish peace and admire Gandhi, the Quakers, and other proponents 
of nonviolent resistance; but when I consider Hitler and the many episodes of ethnic cleansing and 

genocide, I cannott agree that nonviolence is always the best moral course.”76 

 Mark Twain’s War Prayer brought up the ethical issue of praying for victory in a war, and I 
supposed assuming that God is on our side for the win.  “Even to pray for victory in war is 
tantamount to asking that horrors be visited upon the innocent of the opposing side. The duty of 
leadership, however, is inescapable: to try to make moral choices despite the immense difficulty of 

doing so, and at the risk of being wrong.”77 Wars are fought over all manner of issues, but when a 

religious component is involved, according to studies, the wars “last longer and are fought more 

savagely than other conflicts.”78 Albright goes on to share it is too simple to blame religion as the 

root of our relational difficulties. She compares religion to a powerful force but that the power is 
not in and of religion itself but in the actions taken by those who are inspired, for better or worse, 
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by their faith.79 This is precisely where a holistic theological ethic and good, full information is 

imperative.    

 Faith has the potential to both unify and divide, so Albright suggests that policy-makers 
have the task of harnessing the unifying aspects of religion and the foundational requirement for 
this task is considering the study of spiritual matters as a worthy cause. “Too often, as the Catholic 
theologian Bryan Hehir notes, “there is an assumption that you do not have to understand religion 
in order to understand the world. You need to understand politics, strategy, economics and law, 
but you do not need to understand religion. If you look at standard textbooks of international 
relations or the way we organize our foreign ministry, there’s no place where a sophisticated 

understanding of religion as a public force in the world is dealt with.”80 Albright emphasizes that it 

is of utmost importance to consider religious principles and the correlation to policy, seeing as how 
faith can influence how individuals think and feel about issues, and then act on those beliefs.81 

 Secretary Albright, in considering faith through the lens of policy, understands that we are 
made in God’s image and intimately connected with one another, even if we live a world apart. 
Consequently, she says that because of this we are responsible to our neighbors. This principle 
“provides both a solid foundation for religion and a respectable basis for organizing the affairs of 
secular society.”82 

Sarah Stewart Holland & Beth Silvers 
Sarah Stewart Holland and Beth Silvers host a podcast called Pantsuit Politics, and they also wrote 
I T hink Y ou’re Wrong (B ut I’m L is tening: A G uide T o G race F illed P olitical C onversations ). Utilizing 
their political and law backgrounds, Holland and Silvers write and discuss faith and policy, 
emphasizing the importance of having nuanced conversations around divisive topics. They value 
hard conservations where opposing viewpoints challenge our philosophies. Stewart and Holland 
suggest that “having calm, kind conversations from opposing perspectives is more than possible - 
it is a spiritual imperative”.83 They pose that we should take off our partisan jerseys, so to speak, 

representing a specific political affiliation in favor of beneficial policy making. “Removing our 
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jerseys can help us understand not only what laws we want passed but also what kind of people we 
are and what kind of country we want to live in. It is essential to living out our values… The central 
tenet of every tradition of faith or virtue is that we are all one and should treat each other lovingly.”84  

 One way to do this is to remember God’s grace in our life and the lives’ of our fellow humans. 
According to Frederick Buechner, “The grace of God means something like: Here is your life. You 

might never have been, but you are because the party wouldn’t have been complete without you.”85 

If we can remember that every person we encounter is deeply loved by God and reflects something 
of the Imago Dei, perhaps we will compassionately listen to the pleas of those around us, see one 
another as fellow citizens instead of adversaries, and together, seek ethical solutions to the 
problems we face. 

Synthesis and Conclusion 
Judeo - Christian Scriptures emphasize justice, but what does the pursuit of justice entail? Even if 
we theologically agree that we have a responsibility to respond justly to our fellow humankind, what 
do our collective actions show? Christians who profess to adhere to Scripture and follow Christ, are 
divided on issues like war and capital punishment. Often, these issues are more complex than the 
issue itself because real people are involved. It is further complicated when culturally we ascribe 
human dignity to some and not others. Society does not collectively act as if everyone reflects the 
image of God.  

Perhaps one of the most foundational considerations of how we treat one another, is that of how 
we view the other - and this is certainly debated. If we believe that we are made in the image of 
God, and that each person is bestowed with goodness that reflects that of our Creator, it would be 
easier for us to see good in the other. Yet, maybe even deeper than the question of how we see the 
other, is how we see ourselves. This is complicated, in part because we all are in the process of 
learning and growing, and hopefully coming to understand how deeply we are loved. If we cannot 
lead others where we have not gone, then the task of treating others ethically and justly will need 
to start in our own hearts. We will need to individually understand that we are created in God’s 
image, and receive that we are deeply loved by God before we can offer this to others.  

 This is what James Bryan Smith and Eugene Peterson were discussing when they described 
us as stories of grace. If we are attempting to evaluate our own worth on human merits, we will 
evaluate others’ worth on their merits, instead of mutually resting in God. We have significant inner 
work to do, in addition to aligning our lives with the justice values we find in Scripture, and both are 
responses to the invitation to love. Jesus’ values of justice, peacemaking, and healing are inclusive 

 

84 Holland, Sarah Stewart, and Beth Silvers. I Think You're Wrong (but I'm Listening): a Guide to 
Grace-Filled Political Conversations, 46 

85 Holland, Sarah Stewart, and Beth Silvers. I Think You're Wrong (but I'm Listening): a Guide to 
Grace-Filled Political Conversations, 90 
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and we need to further understand how to live these practices out, engaging in both personal and 
collective actions to do so. Instead of swinging the pendulum to extreme polarizing positions, one 
way to further consider our response is to pause and reflect, taking into account as much as 
possible, all sides of the argument. As a culture who is immersed in social media, everyone is often 
racing to be the first to respond to the issue of the day. Perhaps our perspective is wide but lacking 
depth which leads to shallow responses that aren’t thought out well, much less have any capacity 
to be executed well. This takes thought and reflection, so that we may apply theology to life in a 
way that brings ethical solutions, and this is where spiritual formation is particularly useful.  

 Reflecting and taking action to engage responsibly inevitably means that we are going to 
falter along the way. None of us have perfect perspective and we certainly will fall short but even 
so, we have an invitation to practice ethical theology that requires we show up. It is important to 
align our theological and religious beliefs with our ethical actions and practices.  Further research 
is needed to discover what practices would be helpful to individuals and the church to ensure that 
ethical theology is both a practiced habit and a scholarly concept. It seems to me that both have 
their place in this discussion. Good information would include ideas and practice: learning and 
doing. Perhaps we need the collaboration of theologians, policy makers, passtors, social workers, 
and the voices of the vulnerable, etc. to come up with ethical solutions that would take into account 
the purpose of each role and that are advantageous and loving to all. I think this will require humility 
to admit where we have gotten it wrong both historically and currently, courage to fail and get back 
up again, and a willingness to be formed into Christlikeness.  

Perhaps, like the blind man asking to be healed, we need to ask God to help us see how we have 
been complicit, actively or passively, in a system that harms others. Or, maybe we have eyes to see 
but we intentionally cross to the other side of the street as so many did in the story of the Good 
Samaritan. We need to ask the question of, are we avoiding the destitute?  In a society that values 
power over vulnerability, can we lead with love and listen to the tender hearts in the world? We 
need to see God in every human being whose eyes we look into and be reminded that they are 
dearly loved. Maybe looking into the mirror and trusting this truth for ourselves is a good first step. 
Agreement on Jesus’ teachings and expectations would be nice, but maybe that is not what is 
necessary to learn of and live out ethical theology.  Perhaps the iron sharpening iron would be 
useful in this discipline as well, and maybe the forging of ethics and theology together happens as 
we ourselves are formed.  
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Introduction 
This is a report on the Design Workshop hosted in November 2021, the interviews that followed, 
and the plan and components that are needed to continue research of my NPO.  

NPO Statement 
In a polarized church, how can we listen and learn from each other to understand the intellectual 
commitment and stakes behind theological, political, and social perspectives different from our 
own? In a pluralistic society, such deep understandings is necessary to enable working together 
toward ethical policy and shared goals. 

NPO Scope and Constraints 
Non-negotiables: I want to ensure that this research process is representative of diverse 
perspectives to gain a holistic understanding of the issues at hand. This commitment includes 
inviting individuals to participate who I know have a different perspective than myself. I do not 
anticipate any costs associated with researching this NPO.  

NPO Context 
The context for this NPO is the American church consisting of a wide variety of Christian 
denominations represented, as well as inclusive of those who identify as Christian but are not 
associated with a particular church. Because the Church spans geographical, denominational, 
cultural, socio-economical, and generational context, I have aimed to do the same in representing 
this NPO. 

Root Causes 
The root causes of our disunity consist of a lack of understanding our religious, social, and political 
formation via media, not recognizing that all of humanity is a reflection of the Imago Dei, not 
embracing Christian unity and welcoming our differences, laziness around critical thinking and 
contentment in echo chambers, failure to recognize and consider various theological perspectives, 
forgetfulness around the creeds and sacraments uniting us, shallow spiritual formation, a struggle 
in connecting to orthopraxy, and polarized stances in regard to a myriad of ethical policy issues.  

Definition of ‘Done’ 
The hopeful outcome of this research is to seek understanding of one another via a paradigm which 
can be used to filter diverse ideas toward an outcome that would result in a set of ethical 
commitments to inform public policy brought about by unity, rather than the lack of movement we 
experience at present due to contradiction. 
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Three Big Ideas 
One: I can look at each contributing factor of the root root cause and possible solutions in an equal 
manner, all centering on Christ, with the hope that integrating each topic will lead to the 
accomplished goal of understanding and unity.  

Two: I can begin with the hopeful solution of ethical commitments and what the world would look 
like if this goal were accomplished and then work outward in an attempt to understand the 
relationship between contributing factors and possible solutions. 

Three: I can consider that a formula of attending to theology, spiritual formation, and critical 
thinking would lend to a solution of ethical policy.  

3 Concept Pitches 
Most of the material in my three concept pitches are the same with the exception of the three big 
ideas, which vary in the ways I intend to approach moving forward. I sent the three options via a 
white board drawing, along with a written description, to a few people and asked them to vote on 
which concept made the most sense. The consensus so far is what I have defined under concept 
pitch number one.  

Concept Pitch No. 1 
B ig Idea:  I can look at each contributing factor of the root cause and possible solutions in an equal 
manner, all centering on Christ, with the hope that integrating each topic will lead to the  

accomplished goal of understanding and unity.  

Audience: This is intended primarily for leaders and congregants in the North American church.  

NP O : The problem to be addressed is the lack of unity in the church resulting in lack of compromise 
in regard to ethical solutions.  

B enefit: Churches and congregations would benefit from a deeper understanding of one another, 
particularly those we disagree with, would lead to co-working on ethical solutions.   

Approach: The approach to meeting the need is not unique in regard to each individual 
contributing factor, but I think it is unique in offering a framework to view all of the contributing 
factors and possible solutions in one place.   

R isks . Why might it fail? There are many contributing factors, possibly too many, to measure which 
could lead to failure if the understanding or presentation is too shallow and not niche enough.  

Assumptions/hypotheses to test: I would like to host a focus group once the research is fleshed out 
to see if there are any changes from experiencing the paradigm.   
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B enchmarks  of success : I need to finalize the outline and flesh out each contributing factor. I could 
take an inventory of held beliefs/perspectives/biases, present the material, and measure if there is 
an increased openness once participants go through the paradigm or not. 

O ther Approaches : I have come across plenty of research that addresses the contributing factors 
but I have not come across any research that puts into a simple paradigm that could be further 
understood in the course of reading one book.  

Concept Pitch No. 2 
B ig Idea: I can begin with the hopeful solution of ethical policy and what the world would look like 
if this goal were accomplished and then work outward in an attempt to understand the relationship 
between contributing factors and possible solutions. 

Audience: This is intended primarily for leaders and congregants in the North American church.  

NP O : The problem to be addressed is the lack of unity in the church resulting in lack of compromise 
in regard to ethical solutions. 

B enefit: Church leadership and congregants would benefit from a deeper understanding of one 
another, particularly those we disagree with, would lead to co-working on ethical solutions.   

Approach: The approach to meeting the need is not unique in regard to each individual 
contributing factor, but I think it is unique in offering a framework to view all of the contributing 
factors and possible solutions in one place.   

R isks . Why might it fail? There are many contributing factors, possibly too many, to measure which 
could lead to failure if the understanding or presentation is too shallow and not niche enough.  

Assumptions/hypotheses to test:  I would like to host a focus group once the research is fleshed out 
to see if there are any changes from experiencing the paradigm.   

B enchmarks  of success :  I need to finalize the outline and flesh out each contributing factor. I could 
take an inventory of held beliefs/perspectives/biases, present the material, and measure if there is 
an increased openness once participants go through the paradigm or not. 

O ther Approaches : I have come across plenty of research that addresses the contributing factors 
but I have not come across any research that puts into a simple paradigm that could be further 
understood in the course of reading one book.  

Concept Pitch No. 3 
Big Idea: I can consider that a formula of attending to theology, spiritual formation, and critical 
thinking would lend to a solution of ethical policy.  

Audience: This is intended primarily for leaders and congregants in the North American church.  
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NPO: The problem to be addressed is the lack of unity in the church resulting in lack of compromise 
in regard to ethical solutions. 

Benefit: Churches and congregations would benefit from a deeper understanding of one another, 
particularly those we disagree with, would lead to co-working on ethical solutions.   

Approach: The approach to meeting the need is not unique in regard to each individual 
contributing factor, but I think it is unique in offering a framework to view all of the contributing 
factors and possible solutions in one place.   

Risks. Why might it fail? There are many contributing factors, possibly too many, to measure which 
could lead to failure if the understanding or presentation is too shallow and not niche enough.  

Assumptions/hypotheses to test:  I would like to host a focus group once the research is fleshed out 
to see if there are any changes from experiencing the paradigm.   

Benchmarks of success:  I need to finalize the outline and flesh out each contributing factor. I could 
take an inventory of held beliefs/perspectives/biases, present the material, and measure if there is 
an increased openness once participants go through the paradigm or not. 

Other Approaches: I have come across plenty of research that addresses the contributing factors 
but I have not come across any research that puts into a simple paradigm that could be further 
understood in the course of reading one book.  

Design Workshop Stakeholders 
The design workshop stakeholders consisted solely of pastors. As determined from the last design 
workshop in 2020, the focus of the NPO was unanimously (among stakeholders) determined to 
begin within the context of spiritual leaders.  

One-on-One Interviews 
The individual interview participants were made up of doctoral students, lay and ordained 
ministers, and a lawyer.  

3–5 Key Biblical Texts 
2 Corinthians 13:11 - “Finally, brothers and sisters, farewell. Put things in order, listen to my appeal, 
agree with one another, live in peace; and the God of love and peace will be with you.” NRSV 

Isaiah 1:17 - “Learn to do good; seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for 
the widow.” NRSV 

Micah 6:8 - “He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to 
do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?” NRSV 
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Jeremiah 22:3 - “Thus says the LORD: Act with justice and righteousness, and deliver from the hand 
of the oppressor anyone who has been robbed. And do no wrong or violence to the alien, the 
orphan, and the widow, or shed innocent blood in this place.” NRSV 

 

Annotated Bibliography 
Haidt, Jonathan. 2012. The Righteous Mind: Why Good People Are Divided By Politics and 

Religion. New York: Random House.   

Dr. Jonathan Haidt is a social psychologist and professor of ethical leadership at New York 
University. Haidt offers an examination of moral considerations among varying political cultures and 
moral foundations. His goal is to help Americans not only understand but also learn from one 
another, which is an aspect of my research hope as well. Haidt’s work is intersecting morality, 
politics, and religion through the lens of a polarizing or apathetic stance. He explores the moral 
judgements in relation to intuition, and attends to both the cooperation and divisive conflicts 
Americans experience. In the subtitle, he names “good people” and I am curious to see if there are 
connections between the goodness I also begin with via the Imago Dei perspective.  

 

Rolheiser, Ronald. 1998, 2019. The Holy Longing: The Search For Christian Spirituality. 
New York: Random House.  

Dr. Ronald Rolheiser, O.M.I. is the President of Oblate School of Theological in San Antonio, Texas. 
Rolheiser specializes in spirituality and systematic theology. I am particularly drawn to the chapters 
on Ecclesiology and Spirituality of Justice and Peacemaking. Regarding ecclesiology, the issue of 
community and the important role it plays in the church continued to surface in both the workshop 
and the one on one interviews and I think Rolheiser will give me the opportunity to consider 
ecclesiology in an honest way. The draw to delve into the chapter on justice (an underlying virtue) 
and peacemaking is largely due to the integration of Christian spirituality Rolheiser presents.  

 

Schulz, Kathryn. 2020. Being Wrong: Adventures in the Margin of Error. New York: 
HarperCollins 

Ms. Schulz is an American author and staff writer at The New Yorker. Schulz argues that while we all 
make errors, we have a hard time admitting to them. She advocates for us to embrace our 
propensity to err since it is inevitable. I am interested in implementing this research because I may 
need to make an introductory case that we humans are not always right, and it’s ok to be an erring 
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human. If we cannot acknowledge our limitations, we may not be able to get to the next steps of 
understanding our own role within polarization or apathy. "  
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Appendices 
Design Workshop Description 
The workshop was hosted on November 4, 2021 at 6:00pm EST. The workshop was held virtually 
via the zoom platform.  I intentionally wanted to gain perspective solely from pastors for this 
workshop, and include more diverse perspectives in the one on one interviews. At the beginning 
of the workshop, I presented an overview of the research that was conducted last year in the design 
workshop, gathered from interviews, and how it developed over the course of the year. At the last 
workshop, I planned very specific activities and this time I wanted to leave it more open ended so 
that I could gain a better perspective of what I may be missing instead of leading the conversation 
to where I wanted it to go. I would give the workshop a score of 4 out of 5. I am very pleased with 
the dialogue of the workshop and the information I received from the workshop. There were a few 
participants who did not make it to the workshop as planned. One participant had a death in the 
family, so I knew they would not be present. Two other participants missed the workshop due to 
timing; one mixed up the time zone and the other accidentally realized they missed it 30 minutes 
in. Both participants texted me to ask if they could still join and I didn’t see the messages until it was 
over. I should have reminded the participants.    

Design Workshop Documentation  
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Post-Workshop Message to Stakeholders 
Dear ______________,  

 Thank you for your participation in the research workshop! I appreciate your attentiveness 
and active participation, and am thankful for your pastoral perspective to help me better 
understand the intricacies of my research topic. You contributed a great deal to the conversation, 
and drew my attention to new ways of formatting my research in ways I had not yet considered. I 
am including a report of the findings so far, including what we discussed.  

Do you have any feedback for me about the workshop? Or have any other thoughts come up for 
you that you want to share? 

Best,  

Tiffanie Paige Wilson, M.A.  

The working research question at this time is: In a polarized church, how can we listen and learn 
from each other to understand the rationale commitment and stakes behind theological, political, 
and social perspectives different from our own? In a pluralistic society, such deep understanding is 
necessary to enable working together toward ethical policy and shared goals.  

The hopeful outcome of this research is to seek understanding of one another via a paradigm which 
can be used to filter diverse ideas toward an outcome that would result in ethical policy brought 
about by unity, rather than the lack of movement we experience at present due to contradiction. 
This paradigm would take into account a myriad of factors including the following concepts: 
worldview (religious, social, geographical context), Imago Dei (namely, that all of humanity is 
created in the image of God), the necessity of ecumenical unity within the paradox of diversity, the 
importance of critical thought (beginning with listening), theological processing (the consideration 
of multiple theological perspectives and the manner stating the reality of and engaging said 
perspectives), the role of creeds and sacraments, the essential posture of spiritual formation 
(including knowing and understanding the embodied self and our stories), and finally orthopraxy 
(connecting belief and action). The goal is finally to arrive at the conversation of ethical policy, 
having taken each of these factors into consideration, not to arrive at specific answers but rather to 
creatively develop solutions that are not limited to the polarized options we have become 
accustomed to, both in theological and political allegiances. 

There are three big ideas of ways I can approach the “problem”. I am leaning toward option number 
One.  One: I can look at each contributing factor of the root root cause and possible solutions in an 
equal manner, all centering on Christ, with the hope that integrating each topic will lead to the 
accomplished goal of understanding and unity.  Two: I can begin with the hopeful solution of ethical 
policy and what the world would look like if this goal were accomplished and then work outward in 
an attempt to understand the relationship between contributing factors and possible solutions. 
Three: I can consider that a formula of attending to theology, spiritual formation, and critical 
thinking would lend to a solution of ethical policy.  
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Definition of Done: 
The hopeful outcome of this research is to seek understanding of one another via a paradigm which 
can be used to filter diverse ideas toward an outcome that would result in ethical policy brought 
about by unity, rather than the lack of movement we experience at present due to contradiction. 

Benchmarks of Success: 
I need to finalize the outline and flesh out each contributing factor. I could take an inventory of held 
beliefs/perspectives/biases, present the material, and measure if there is an increased openness 
once participants go through the paradigm or not. 

One-on-One Interviews Documentation 
The interviewees will receive an email prior to their scheduled interview that will present the 
findings of the research so far, as noted in the letter to the stakeholders. We will then discuss in the 
interview the following questions: With what do you agree, why? What do you disagree with, why? 
What is missing? 

INTERVIEW A 

Given the issues we face with disunity, perhaps we have a lack of imagination and lack of creativity. 
Maybe we need to cast a vision for a better story, one of hope that could lead to understanding 
one another more fully. Story, and the act of connecting with another, activates something different 
in us in a way that is shared and invokes compassion for one another. This process allows us to be 
more appreciative, sympathetic, and compassionate. Jesus engaged in the story of those around 
him via parables, or literally entering into the lives of those he encountered. How do we cast a vision 
for story and listening? We need to recognize our own bias and limits which may lead us to 
deliberately believe that we don’t have the full story. We also can recognize that when we view 
things from different planes, our experience and their experience can both be true.  The interviewee 
shared an experience of their spouse who had participated in a community building practice where 
they met 52 people in 52 weeks simply to get to know a new person and ask about their experience. 
This interviewee also shared about the importance of a measure of commitment to one another in 
the church and to encourage the value of hanging on among disagreements by keeping Christ at 
the center is the only way forward toward unity. 

INTERVIEW B 

This interviewee responded to my pre-interview letter via email, so some of this content is from that 
exchange in addition to the content of the interview. He encouraged me to further define what I 
mean by ethical policy, particularly in differentiating between public and church policy. 

He asked if the goal is a process to be used by participants. (This is my goal.) Understanding one 
another may not result in agreement about policy so if the goal is to create ethical policy then the 
process needs to include some way to weigh differences and eliminate alternatives. The Friends 
business meetings could be a form to look at. He asked, what is the difference between "specific 
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answers" and "solutions?" and also wanted me to clarify what the "root cause" is, and asked if it is 
the conflict we experience.  If the goal is understanding and unity (not uniformity) then it does seem 
that I am trying to locate/define a process by which a set of congregants converse/dialog using the 
epic list of "perspective influencers" as topics of conversation. These all can be parts of one's mental 
model that people are often unaware of. By "foregrounding" them through a defined process, 
perhaps you can create tools for a church to use. He also wondered about the phrase, "filter diverse 
ideas toward an outcome that would result in ethical policy." If people enter a conversation thinking 
that the goal is for a decision to be made about a policy that is different from their own, the 
defensiveness will be high. If the goal is understanding the "other,"  I think the bar is lowered and 
attainable. (This is my goal. Later in, and through, the conversation, I came to a shift toward using 
the language of ethics instead of ethical policy.) We need a community with which to dialogue 
about our ethical differences. One challenge may be the process of getting people to a place where 
they can notice their incoherence; this process can be  disruptive for the individual. Perhaps this is 
a space where spiritual direction and formation could offer a framework. One question that may 
help assess our ideological foundations is to ask, who put the basic building blocks there that we 
hang on to so much? We have to recognize that we have a practice of rejecting one other and often 
even do so in the name of God. Another consideration would be to understand where we disagree 
on ethics. His perspective is that the disagreements are mostly around the HOW of enacting policy, 
which he refers to as the brass tacks of politics. He affirmed the approach of making this project 
accessible to leaders and laity, and encouraged the emphasis on spiritual formation and theology 
processing, specifically helping people understand their theology. We discussed how one goal is 
to raise awareness to all of the elements of the pinwheel (the word he used to reference the photo 
previously included)  as to how they assess how they are navigating in the world. He suggested that 
I could create a tool whereby people do an assessment of their perspective that would help us learn 
about ourselves, where we are strong/weak, need to grow, and need to seek paradox. As previously 
mentioned he recommended I stick with the topic of ethics and take out policy. This could be 
helpful in focusing on public issues, so that the conversation does not turn political or polarized 
before it even starts.  

INTERVIEW C 

Our society is not practicing critical thinking well. Cause and effect is not understood even at the 
basic level. We are not starting with the factors or holding a standard of accuracy of views; all 
perspectives do not hold the same weight.  We need to have an understanding of ideas without 
labeling one another. We need an integrated view of theology, history, law and politics. If you really 
get to know other people, it opens up opportunities for examination of ideas that would otherwise 
be untouchable. This is rare, especially among people who hold divergent views on varying 
important issues. He came to that conclusion not just as an academic but because he spent time in 
Africa with someone who had done this when the government was going to allow all of the people 
in South Africa to vote in an upcoming election. His friend got to know people from the other 
varying “parties”and brought people together in a secret location so they could get to know each 
other more intimately through sharing their narrative. The diplomats were unsuccessful in the 
endeavor but through relationships this person accomplished the goal of unifying through 
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storytelling. It formed the foundation for the way (interviewee) approached his law practice. Both 
sides demonize the other and often both sides have done wrong. He gets to know lawyers on the 
other side; this rarely happens. He then uses a win-win approach to search for hidden interests in 
order to come up with creative solutions. Compassion and admission of honest fault goes a long 
way. Asking for a neutral party in the middle is necessary to finding the truth and serves the interests 
of all parties. The Africa story - it was not theory, it was practice.  

Relationships are imperative. Deep connection forms. Paradigm shifts can occur.  A deep dive is 
only possible with candor and vulnerability within relationships and when we share our narrative, 
thus understanding interests and obstacles at a deeper level. We often try to unify by attending to 
the lowest common denominator, but this is counterproductive.  

What it takes to do this: 

“Check your ego at the door, Radical honesty, be capable of listening with your heart and your 
head, demonstrate your goodwill and interest in the other person’s well being and the people who 
may benefit from discussions, desire to follow Jesus. Then you should facilitate or create an 
environment where you can (w/o distraction) have the conversation.”  

The power of narrative is very important on so many levels.  

He mentioned a study where brain parts were shut down upon hearing certain ideas. I would like 
to look into this further.   

Is this teachable/learnable?  

The obstacles to discussion of transcendent ideas is that some view that it is improper to discuss 
religious ideas.  

Myth of neutrality from the secular side, but the neutral position is not neutral it is relativism. 

INTERVIEW D 

Critical thinking is so crucial. Technology may be a contributing factor in decreasing our ability to 
think critically. Our picture is either black or white and so we respond right away from a moral 
perspective. Evangelicalism has contributed to our understanding of right and wrong. The question 
is no longer relevant. Social dilemma (this may be an aspect of this).  

*VOICE is imperative. Clubhouse - town hall meeting weekly; people are less likely to be angry with 
you with their voice then they are on a screen. People are less likely to cancel you or leave the room 
because they are using their voice. We tend to dehumanize someone on a screen more than we 
would in hearing their voice.  

Who holds these conversations? The woke conversation? Who is responsible for creating the 
nuance in this? Setting up the ground rules. Some people get tired of the conversation. How to 
create a conversation that is not carried by the victims?  
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*** see the covenant from residency in regard to creating a safe space. 

Fear is such a huge component here. What makes us not assume the best of the other?  

Especially in church, fear is protecting the “gospel”. (maybe this is because the church is operating 
in early stages of The Critical Journey) 

These conversations are done better in the context of relationships. Investment in relationships may 
also decrease fear.  

In some churches, we are punished for critical thinking. Maybe higher ed is safer than the church. 
(Some people are going to seminary when they have questions especially if their church is not 
comfortable with critical thinking and asking questions. .  

We need to be willing to hold a greater knowledge of tension and the experience of tension.  
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Appendix D—Milestone 4 
Design Research Report 
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Introduction 
The prototype is an in-process dissertation which is divided into three sections at this time, and 
each chapter has a topic. Some of the chapters are beginning to be fleshed out, while others are 
yet to be written. Currently, it contains approximately 12,000 words and the end goal is at least 
50,000. I have included some image overviews in the appendices, and I can send the in-process 
dissertation document if desired.  

Prototype Summary and Findings 
Prototype Description: 
The prototype will be a dissertation / book that will address each contributing factor of the root 
cause and possible solutions in an equal manner, all centering on Christ, with the hope that 
integrating each topic will lead to the accomplished goal of understanding and unity. The chapter 
topics are: Imago Dei, Ecumenical Unity: core Christian beliefs and foundational church practices, 
Critical Thinking, Theology Processing, Story: Knowing Ourselves and Others, Spiritual Formation, 
Political Formation, Connecting Belief and Action, and Ethics. 

Upon completion of the Design Workshop Report in December 2021, I reached out to two 
professor friends, Dr. Sam Youngs and Dr. Preston Hill, who are both local to Chattanooga. 
Throughout the workshops and many one-on-one conversations with clergy, lay persons, and those 
who are engaged in justice work, I felt confident in the direction of my project. However, I wanted 
to lay out the entire structure of what I was planning to Dr. Youngs and Dr. Hill because I wondered 
about the overall connectedness; namely, whether each section actually connected in a cohesive 
way. Although I have gotten incredible feedback via the online format from workshops, it was 
incredibly helpful to be able to physically and in person lay out the hopes for my project to Dr. 
Youngs and Dr. Hill, who I knew would approach this in a more analytical and systematic way. I also 
trusted that because of the nature of their professions they would be willing to be brutally honest if 
needed about what was missing or what needed to change.  

Dr. Sam Youngs is a professor at Richmont Graduate University and Bryan College. I had the 
opportunity to study under Dr. Youngs as a graduate student. Dr. Preston Hill is a professor at 
Richmont Graduate University as well. Both Dr. Youngs and Dr. Hill earned their Ph.D and are 
actively engaged in the crossover space between academia and practitioners. After laying out the 
major chapter topic themes, I asked the following questions: What is working well? What am I 
missing? Is this cohesive? Does the order make sense?  

When I met with Dr. Youngs, he suggested I look into the concept of moral imagination, and further 
explore virtue ethics. Dr. Youngs also suggested that I ask the questions, “What is true about the 
world now?” and “What can be made different?”. To help with flow, he recommended that I 
organize the main topics into three major categories. The chapter topics remained the same but 
where divided into three main sections: Thinking / Intellectual, which would explore “What is true?” 
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Imago Dei, Ecumenical Unity, Critical Thinking, and Theology Processing fit into this category. The 
second section reflected, “What can be true?” and included the categories of Story: Knowing 
Ourselves and Knowing Others, Political Formation, and Spiritual Formation. The third section is 
Praxis: Doing Well, and included Connecting Belief and Action and Ethics: Practical Implications. I 
implemented these organizational suggestions, and I also added readings on moral imagination 
and virtue ethics to my bibliography list. Dr. Youngs suggested that the church currently suffers 
from a narrow or deficient moral imagination and he thinks this project could aim to equip the 
church through moral imagination as it pertains to the controversial and divisive issues facing the 
church. 

Dr. Preston Hill, who’s specialty is the intersection of theology and trauma, encouraged me to 
explore the psychological correlates of theological virtues. He emphasized the importance of 
calling people out of their inward posture toward the goodness of God, which I understood to be 
in the context of spiritual transformation language. Dr. Hill encouraged me to explore missiology 
to properly understand how to approach this particular audience. He also suggested I take a 
deeper dive on Bonhoeffer, which I did this semester. Dr. Hill expressed that he would like to be 
kept apprised of the project as he interested in following along.  

There is one other area of potential expansion within this project that I am considering post the 
initial submission of this report, which is the possible inclusion of practical ways to journey through 
this process with people, step by step. This could be for church leaders, lay persons, para-church 
organizations or community leaders and may include conversation while sharing a meal together. 
I am wondering if adding the context of community could be an asset to implementation.  

NPO Statement 
In a polarized North American church, Christians can listen and learn from each other to understand 
the intellectual commitment and stakes behind theological, political, and social perspectives 
different from their own. In a pluralistic society, such deep understanding is necessary to enable 
working together toward ethics and shared goals.  

Research Question: 
In a polarized North American church, how can we listen and learn from each other to understand 
the intellectual commitment and stakes behind theological, political, and social perspectives 
different from our own? In a pluralistic society, such deep understanding is necessary to enable 
working together toward ethics and shared goals. 

Assessment Benchmark(s):  
Participant Description - At this point, my intention is to focus on the written portion of research, 
reflecting on the work of other scholars. I intend to continually and casually have conversations 
about the research and will share with fellow colleagues as to gain feedback. I have no intention of 
hosting an official workshop for the purpose of gathering new info as I think my topic is already a 
broad collection. I have considered engaging with a small group of participants once the work is 
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complete to experiment with taking the group through the material chapter by chapter. My hope 
is to have this dissertation 70% completed by the end of summer so that I will have to time to 
engage a group of people with the material if required or desired.   

Learning Summary: Every time I have spoken with someone in regard to this topic it has produced 
rich conversation. People seem to be very interested in learning how to further consider their own 
thoughts in ethical issues as well as an interest in learning how to engage with those who think 
differently. At this point, the next step would be to finalize research, complete writing, and get the 
material in the hands of stakeholders and fellow scholars. 

Most Important Discovery: The most important discovery is that people are indeed interested in 
this conversation and in the potential outcomes of unity that could be experienced. The workshop, 
along with the one-on-one interviews continued to affirm that the research is headed in the right 
direction. Additionally, I met informally with two friends who are theology professors and also 
deeply invested in spiritual formation. We discussed my research at length and they both were 
affirming and encouraging. It is reassuring to have supplementary support (at least thus far) from 
other professors in the field in addition to the approval of my Project Faculty, Dr. Lomperis.  

Background Research Essay on the Emerging 
Solution 
The background research is only representative of one aspect of the emerging solution, however 
it is a vital piece. One of the primary resources I discovered this semester is Kingdom Ethics: 
Following Jesus in Contemporary Context by David P. Gushee and Glenn H. Stassen and I think 
their text could be a cornerstone for my project. Dr. Gushee and Dr. Stassen, both professors, took 
an academic approach with their work and produced an almost 500 page text on kingdom ethics 
from a Christian perspective. Although my research is academically based, I intend to write with a 
more general audience in mind. To come to a solution as a community, a collaborative effort is 
needed. If the work here is done in the arena of academia but it is not transmissible to the average 
churchgoer, how can we communicate in a way that is understood by the majority? As far as I can 
tell, I have not discovered new research. However what I think is unique in the approach I am taking 
is that I am attempting to combine these solution categories and distill the information in a way that 
is more accessible. For this reason, I intend to draw immensely from Gushee and Stassen’s research 
while integrating my approach as a practitioner.  

In Kingdom Ethics, the authors clearly state in the preface their goal is to view Jesus’ Sermon on the 
Mount as the standard for Christian ethics. According to Gushee, much of the conversation on 
ethics is focusing on prerogatives Jesus never focused on, while simultaneously disregarding issues 



211 

 

that Jesus drew to the attention of his followers.86 They draw our attention to seven distinguishing 
factors of God’s kingdom that include salvation, justice, peace, healing, restoration, joy, and God’s 
presence.87  Gushee and Stassen insist that it is necessary we understand the characteristics of 
God’s kingdom reign as well as the ethical implications that flow from the Jesus’ teaching on the 
kingdom. They assert that God’s kingdom is a partnership of divine and human work and that it is 
performative and participative.88 God initiates and invites us to participate.  

The first part of the text lays out the methodology for kingdom ethics including a robust Old 
Testament foundation as well as heavily drawing from the Sermon on the Mount. Gushee and 
Stassen explore virtues reflective of people who are walking within God’s kingdom, how Scripture 
is consistent in encouraging an ethical approach, the role of moral structure, the invitation to follow 
Jesus in actually living out the Sermon on the Mount, engaging in the cardinal Christian virtues of 
love, justice, and the sacredness of life, and finally, in walking in faithfulness. The latter part of the 
book addresses moral issues within kingdom ethics including the topics of criminal justice, gender, 
sexual ethics, truth, war ethics, economic ethics, creation care, racism, and bioethics. Although the 
second portion will certainly inform my research and will likely make a greater appearance in the 
dissertation, I will primarily unpack the first part, the foundations, for this portion of the report.  

I cannot fully express how important I think this work is. The invitation extended to us to engage in 
kingdom work that actually participates in bringing peace to a broken world is both heavy and 
exhilarating. Heavy, because the task at hand requires significant care and attention to ensure that 
consequences produce love, justice and peace and exhilarating because the consequences can 
produce love, justice, and peace which is truly good news to the both the bound and the 
oppressed. 

I have long been drawn to the term of practice over disciplines in the context of spiritual growth 
because it emphasizes the opportunity to try, learn, and become more apt to the task by practicing; 
it serves as an inherent reminder within the definition that we get to practice entering the kingdom 
of God. Bruce Chilton and J.I.H. McDonald introduce “kingdom praxis” as something we enter into 
and do, rather than something we wait for. “We enter the kingdom as we do kingdom praxis such 
as justice, peacemaking, healing, community building, and deliverance. Jesus did such praxis, and 

 

86 Gushee, David P, and Glen Harold Stassen. Kingdom Ethics : Following Jesus in Contemporary 
Context. Second Edition. Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2016. Pg. 
xvii 

87 Gushee, David P, and Glen Harold Stassen. Kingdom Ethics : Following Jesus in Contemporary 
Context. Pg.10 

88 Gushee, David P, and Glen Harold Stassen. Kingdom Ethics : Following Jesus in Contemporary 
Context. Pg.12,13 
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we must do the same… The kingdom is a “place we go” only by doing its practices.”89 This assertion 
is a reminder that Christ followers cannot simply wait and hope for a future kingdom reality; we 
must take the words of Jesus seriously. One of the byproducts of the focus on a personal 
relationship with Christ and individual morality is a lack of attention to collective sin. A kingdom 
praxis could help adjust the church’s view and serve as a reminder to attend to the social sins of 
injustice before us. Proper exegesis will help us further understand from a biblical and historical 
perspective how Jesus spoke to and engaged in kingdom ethics, while we discern what this kind 
of praxis looks like within our current context.90  

Spiritual formation is imperative to the process of participating in kingdom ethics. There has been 
a movement among Christian ethicists away from moral rules and principles and toward virtue 
ethics, reasoning, “it is not enough to teach rules and principles about right and wrong; we need 
to nurture the kind of character and virtues that lead people actually to do the right and avoid the 
wrong. Deeds are right or wrong; persons are virtuous or not virtuous.”91 Jesus introduces us to the 
joys of virtue in the Beatitudes. The Beatitudes are more than wise and moral teachings. Biblical 
scholar Robert Guelich advised a grace based prophetic approach to the Beatitudes emphasizing 
that God’s action “delivers (rescues, frees, releases) us from mourning into rejoicing.”92 This is an 
invitation to participative grace emphasizing God’s transforming work within us, rather than the our 
merit. However, as Bonhoeffer noted, this is not a “cheap grace” inclined toward passivity.93  “A 
central theme in Bonhoeffer’s writing is participation in what God is doing in Christ. Through God’s 
grace in Christ, we become active participants in God’s grace, and Christ takes shape in us… Grace 
is christomorphic, not amorphic; it has a specific shape, a shape revealed in Christ. Its shape is the 
shape of the kingdom, of the Beatitudes, of the way of Jesus as seen in the New Testament. The 
shape of grace is Christ taking form in us. We participate by answering Jesus’s gracious call: Come, 
follow me.”94 Following Jesus into participatory grace means entering into the story and plight of 

 

89 Gushee, David P, and Glen Harold Stassen. Kingdom Ethics : Following Jesus in Contemporary 
Context. Pg.13 

90 Gushee, David P, and Glen Harold Stassen. Kingdom Ethics : Following Jesus in Contemporary 
Context. Pg.16 

91 Gushee, David P, and Glen Harold Stassen. Kingdom Ethics : Following Jesus in Contemporary 
Context. Pg.21 

92 Gushee, David P, and Glen Harold Stassen. Kingdom Ethics : Following Jesus in Contemporary 
Context. Pg.23 

93 Gushee, David P, and Glen Harold Stassen. Kingdom Ethics : Following Jesus in Contemporary 
Context. Pg.25 

94 Gushee, David P, and Glen Harold Stassen. Kingdom Ethics : Following Jesus in Contemporary 
Context. Pg.25 
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others. The instructions we find in the Beatitudes are a solid guide, and this will likely be further 
expounded on within the dissertation.  

It is at this juncture where virtue ethics are introduced. The Greek virtues are courage, temperance, 
prudence, and justice. Aristotle’s teaching was based on interacting in relationships with people 
who are similar and equal, yet Jesus taught that relationship should be extended to outcasts and 
enemies which differentiates a virtue ethic from the Christian perspective.95 “Virtues are character 
traits that enable us to contribute to community - to the particular society in which we live… 
Character ethics intends to correct disconnected individualism, emphasizing virtues that contribute 
to the common good of the community… In biblical character ethics, the good we serve is the reign 
of God (God’s presence and salvation) and community with our fellow human beings (peace and 
justice). The biblical virtues are keys to our community well-being: peacemaking, hungering for 
justice, doing mercy, integrity, humility, and caring for the poor and the mourning. And they are 
the way of participation in community with God.”96 Injustice surrounds us, permeated throughout 
our culture, yet there is evidence of God stirring the hearts of people to follow in the way of Christ. 
We are invited to incarnationally enter into this work with Christ, and not in a hypothetical 
eschatological sense, but in a way that presently affects society.  

How do we know what resources can be used to guide us in fleshing out ethical engagement? Jesus 
looked to Scripture as a starting place, but even so Christians often disagree on how to implement 
the directives derived from Scripture. Gushee and Stassen recall where Christians looked during 
the Holocaust in determining the appropriate crisis response. To quickly overview, here are some 
of the sources they consulted seeking an authoritative direction: the Bible, direct divine guidance, 
moral conscience, moral traditions, church leaders, other persons of significant moral authority in 
the lives, nation’s heritage and national values, facts of their life situation, and experiences.97  I 
understand that in academia we can unpack the process of how we tend to source ethical guidance, 
but this is not generally understood or sourced among the general public. For instance, Christians 
often refer to Scripture as the sole source for morality without recognizing that other factors are 
influencing our perspective.  

Part of what I hope to do in the context of my research is raise some awareness for the general 
church public that ideological captivity exists. “Frequently, Christians reflect their ideological 
captivity by failing to consider distinctive Christian sources of moral authority with eyes able to see 
and ears able to hear, because they are blinded and deafened by prevailing ideologies. Many carry 

 

95 Gushee, David P, and Glen Harold Stassen. Kingdom Ethics : Following Jesus in Contemporary 
Context. Pg.39 

96 Gushee, David P, and Glen Harold Stassen. Kingdom Ethics : Following Jesus in Contemporary 
Context. Pg.40 

97 Gushee, David P, and Glen Harold Stassen. Kingdom Ethics : Following Jesus in Contemporary 
Context. Pg.45 
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the name Christian and yet habitually fail to live their lives within the moral horizon actually 
established by Christian faith, or with reference to the fonts of moral conviction that exist within that 
faith.”98 We must talk about this and expose our shortcomings if we have any hope of repentance 
and remedy. It is necessary that Christians learn how to prioritize and utilize each authoritative 
source. 99  I will further unpack and expound on how Christians can appropriately evaluate 
authoritative voices through the use of Scripture, tradition, moral judgements / moral agency, moral 
philosophy, general revelation, the Wesleyan quadrilateral, social and natural sciences, human 
experience, and character ethics. These resources can be used as a guide, an interpretive grid of 
sorts, with the goal of a full heart transformation that moves us toward compassion for humanity 
even to the point of loving our enemies. 

This is the transformation Christ initiated, and we see this readily in the Sermon on the Mount. 
Gushee and Stassen introduce the term of transforming initiative, in that the teaching may start with 
a value but continues to build in a transformative way having the power which “transforms the 
person who was angry into an active peacemaker; it transforms the relationship from one of anger 
into a peacemaking process; and it hopes to transform the enemy into a friend” by engaging with 
God in a grace filled peacemaking effort.100  This takes us back to the practices and gives us the 
opportunity to learn by the way of participation and let it lead to transformation. As Doctors of the 
Church, we learn to diagnose the illness, identify the cause and stresses of the sinful habits that 
personally and collectively lead to unjust outcomes. We learn from Jesus the remedy repentance, 
correction, and participation in a new practice to walk in freedom from captivity.101  “Christian 
virtues, as taught by Jesus in the Beatitudes, include being surrendered or yielded to God… is 
connected with being peacemakers… The transforming initiative is participation in God’s active 
presence and God’s grace.”102 

One of the most radical aspects of this transforming work of Christ is that it is inclusive of all people, 
and as we are yielded to God, we too are invited into the peacemaking grace that includes all. This 
ideal is pulled from Scripture but has, at times, been misunderstood. For instance, “Those who want 
to make the Sermon on the Mount into impossibly high ideals interpret the summary verse, 5:48, 
as demanding moral perfection, as a Greek idealist ethics might. They assume, “Be perfect, 
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therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect” means moral perfection. But it would be odd in 
Hebrew and Aramaic to presume to speak of God as morally perfect in that Greek sense. Rather, 
the word here mans complete or all-inclusive, in the sense of love that includes even enemies. This 
is the point that Jesus has been emphasizing in this particular teaching: God’s love that includes 
the complete circle of humankind, with enemies in it as well, by contrast with tax collectors and 
Gentiles, who love one their friends.”103 This is phenomenal news for so many, even in our church 
communities, who have felt like outcasts! It also is a breath of fresh air to understand that we are 
not continual failures who cannot meet an impossible ideal of perfection. This, however, is 
something that we can practice. We participate in the grace of God by participating in love for the 
outcasts, and love for our enemies.  

“Tiff, I appreciated your thoughtfulness and passion behind the essay and the urgency of problems 
that you raise.  My main suggestion for revision (with an eye on the completion of the actual 
disseration and then a book manuscript) is to clearly distinguish where Gushee and Stassen’s 
argument ends and where yours begins. In its current form, although I sense that you have re-
interpret and re-engaged their argument from your own, original perspective of a practicioner, the 
actual lines between their thoguhts and your thoughts are blurred in the paper in ist current form. 
As a result, in the absence of clear verbal markers (see below), I remain unsure what solution this 
paper offers that has not been previosuly proposed by Gushee and Stasse. For the actual book, a 
simple strategy to fix this issue, would be to create verbal markers throughout the chapter, such as 
…“ Gushee and Stassen have argued.XXX.,“  Using XXX, I will demonstarte / argue/ suggest“ etc.” 

MVP (Most Viable Prototype) 
Based on what I learned from prototype planning and background research, Option One is my 
Most Viable Prototype. The prototype is an overview of the dissertation. This will become my project 
in year 3. 
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Appendices 
The following is a visual overview of the dissertation.  

Image 1: Introduction 

Image 2: Research Question 

Image 3: The dissertation in 3 general sections.  

Image 4: Chapter Topics 

Image 5: Filtering Grid. The line to the left is hopefully the “issue” or case study topic that will then 
be filtered through the chapter topics, in hopes of potential solutions that are not solely polarized 
options. The hope is that by filtering, we can evaluate better solutions, disregard ineffective 
solutions and consider all possible valid and researched perspectives. 
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Chapter Explanations: 

 

I would like to share the working title of the dissertation to help paint a broad picture of what I hope 
for these conversations, in hopes that the dialogue (over a myriad of theological and social issues) 
would lead to effect ethical action that would benefit all of us. The working title is: Ecumenical 
Diplomacy: The Art of Welcoming Dialogue for the Sake of Mutual Collaboration Toward 
Peacemaking, Justice, and Ethical Citizenship.  

 

My hope is that we do the work of truly trying to understand what is at stake theologically, spiritually, 
socially, politically, and ethically. My other hope is that we approach this with grace and 
understanding for one another, and that we give one another the space to grow, learn, and be in 
process; essentially to put these things into practice, albeit imperfectly. I will be the first to admit 
that this is a work in progress, and inherently designed to not have one perfect and complete 
answer. 

 

These are the working categories, through research with real humans, that I have categorized as 
important in the task of understanding, not just this issue, but many areas of disagreement among 
Christians. My intention for this larger project is that each of the topics below will be a chapter and 
the project as a whole will have the capacity to serve as a grid of sorts to help us evaluate the 
pressing issues of our time as well as our responses individually and collectively. This will involve in 
depth study and an openness to ask questions and explore using our minds and hearts.  

 



222 

 

Imago Dei: We are ALL created in the Image of God, and thus are valuable and worthy of dignity. 
Are we treating everyone equally as Image Bearers? Are there some humans we consider “less-
than”? We need to explore this and repent when needed.  

 

Ecumenical Unity: It is important that the church strive to be unified where we can, to remember 
what it is that we have in common (sharing good news of the love of God for the world) and offer 
charity when we disagree, without vilifying those who disagree with us. How are we treating others 
that disagree with us? 

 

Ethics and Critical Thinking: What are the principles that govern our behavior? Have we taken the 
time to carefully and critically consider our perspectives? Do we have all of the information? Have 
we heard from those who think differently?  

 

Theology Processing: Although more expansive than this, one start is the Wesleyan Quadrilateral. 
This is where we consider Scripture, tradition, reason, and experience. Scripture: What does the 
Bible say? It is important that we consider the overall message of Scripture, taking into account the 
type of literature we are engaging with, and contending with the internet of the original language. 
Tradition: What has church history said about the issue? Note: this does not always mean the church 
has been historically right so we need to also explore where the church has repented and pivoted. 
It is also imperative to carefully consider early church history, rather than only attending to the 
current denominational stance, as well as exploring other denominational thoughts. Reason: Is this 
reasonable? How does reason help us in understanding the teachings of Scripture? Experience: 
How does our personal experience enlighten what we are considering? This process will inevitable 
require that we read opposing sources. If we are only reading theologians of the side we already 
agree with, we will remain in an echo chamber without having challenged our thoughts.  

 

Story - Knowing Ourselves and Others: What is our story in engaging with the “issue” before us? 
What has our life experience taught us? How about the life experience of others, of those we know 
and of those we do not? Have we done an adequate job at attempting to understand what it may 
be like to walk in someone else’s shoes? 

 

Political Formation: Are we leaning toward a particular political stance because this is is the position 
of the party, or the position of our families? Have we examined our political beliefs against the other 
areas of life that inform our moral decisions? This would include Scripture / theological beliefs. 
Sometimes the “easy” answer is to say that there is biblical evidence for such a position, but we 
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need to recognize that many Christians who all are influenced by Scripture land in different 
positions from the basis of their biblical understanding. Most of these issues require a careful 
consideration rather than “easy” answers.   

 

Spiritual Formation: Are we approaching these issues through prayer, personal reflection, dialogue 
with our community? Are we using discernment tools to adequately examine the material and 
circumstances before us? 

 

Connecting Belief and Action: Once we have examined our intellectual beliefs, established a 
personal ethic, and examined our hearts along with our ego, we must examine if our actions are 
following our beliefs. Where do we find connection? Where do we notice disconnection? How can 
we make our beliefs and actions more congruent? 

 

Ethics (Practical Implications): This is where we can examine the practical implications of our ethics, 
specifically as it relates to policy. What are we steadfast on? What has shifted for us as we have gone 
through the process of better and fully trying to holistically understand the issue at hand? 

 

Again, I cannot overstate here that the goal is not a perfect consensus on the solution. Rather, the 
hope is that we will engage in a thorough examination of our own thoughts and positions, gain an 
understanding to the intricate nuances of complex issues, learn to listen to the stories and 
experiences of others and discover a willingness to work together toward creative, non polarized 
solutions, thus strengthening our community and engaging in the work of justice we are 
encouraged to do via Scripture.  
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Participant Responses 
The format of my project is a hybrid dissertation and course. For the course portion, I have taken 
participants through weekly sessions where we review the chapter topic and discuss what is stirring 
up with each of them as they engage the material. Here are some of the responses.  

(I asked for feedback on style, font, readability, etc and have since redacted those remarks once 
making the necessary changes for the sake of brevity.) Additionally, I am editing/cleaning up some 
of these notes for readability as I took quick notes live in the sessions. “I” is often used, but is 
referencing multiple participants and includes their questions, comments, and feedback. 

Introduction 
I am interested in this project as a politically moderate, Jesus follower, who fears for our country 
and the current polarization experienced.  

I appreciate the defining terms. 

The phrasing of people who are made in the Image of God  may imply that only some people are 
made in the image of God, not all. (Make sure it implies that all are made in the image of God not 
just some.) 

Participant brings experience from work in public health communication and familial connection to 
an independent non partisan group that evaluates government programs. 

This project may need multiple iterations for various people groups; currently worded too 
academically for general population. High school diploma, G.E.D., or less, college educated 
(geared toward freshman level of reading) 

Is this geared toward the white church population? 

Participant is a librarian and a non-violent communication participant. 

I felt pressured by the church to stay faithful even when things were taking a wrong turn and not in 
line with gentleness and love. 

Spiritual formation is done in private and in community. 

I grew up in the church, evangelical church, conservative, purity culture. Wondering if there is a 
progressive path for her faith. Impetus for “deconstruction” was having children. 

Moving from literal to conceptual can make people feel like they are ungrounded. 

“No one cares about me” - it’s about the spiritual health of the kids. Feels displaced in groups. 

GRID - need to find new term for grid since it is not a grid. (* This was eventually replaced with the 
“path” to ecumenical diplomacy, rather than use of the term grid.) 
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Imago Dei 
ID was never taught /spoken of. The idea was skirted around; there was an innate idea God is 
printed on me. Spirit of God was only in me because of salvation and the indwelling of the Holy 
Spirit. Christians were more special. Idea of us vs. them (both Christians and not Christians and 
(competition) of sorts among other denominations. Made me arrogant jerk and thought I was better 
and they were “less than”.  

ID helps me see qualities that benefit everyone. Open heart, not trying to fix others. Wants to learn 
from others. Flips the scripts instead of marginalization. No longer outsiders. No need for 
transactional relationships. ID understanding is a pathway to knowing God better.  

Original blessing - God who loves and likes me and delights in me means that I am not an awful 
worm that God cannot look at.  

ID takes the striving out; nothing I can do to increase ID in me. 

Humanity was seen as cursed instead of as a good gift.  

Almost like a contest (who is more like God); so much striving (do, do, do for God) 

What stirs up when you think of yourself being made in God’s image? 

Wholeness. Not perfect, but not fundamentally flawed and broken. 

I liked the very good humanity line. 

Consequence of no ID understanding - Former unhealthy ways of mistake making or failing 

Once Christians are made in the image of God or reflect the ID, fear of new ideas because of eternal 
damnation. 

Compassion is sacred. Connection felt when someone is in pain and I can be with them - this is a 
holy feeling. Not fixing which is uncomfortable to sit with folks in turmoil; I can’t fix them no matter 
how much church/ leaders say this is possible. Looked more like control instead of being seen and 
known and heard. 

Had understanding that people are made with the qualities of God 

People are not comfortable with anything black/white, nuanced. We like to put people in categories 
who does or does not have ID. 

Maybe we even see a group os people who are not made in the image of God.  

Self in God’s image: worthy of taking up space and having opinions, loved, significant 

Very loved growing up in family and in church  
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All of humanity? Always believed yes. Parents modeled this for her. mom was involved in black 
community, and was a CASA. 

When we have opinions about a group of people, do we even know anyone in this community? 

If you grew up believing God was harsh, then these attributes affect the Image of God causing 
questions like, is God good? 

Imago Dei, seeing God in spaces that aren’t specifically Christian or religious 

What does it reflect back on God? (diversity we see here) 

Assume belief because no one talked about it 

Asking self - Do i actually believe Imago Dei is static and immovable? 

Christian or not, saved or not? Does this affect ID? 

Self ID - know intellectually - avoid thinking about it, break it down to specifics and parts that reflect 
ID 

Welcome belovedness - sometimes. in seasons of life, find it more challenging for myself  

Imago dei - Another way God shows love through creativity 

Connected to how we create; creating space for understanding  

Self in imago Dei? sometimes; doesn’t feel universal. I know my own faults. external (others) instead 
of internal. That didn’t cross my mind.  

If you don’t want to lice in the nuance of American culture, you can just have a single “stamp”. 

ID in creation and abstract ideas like community 

Welcome belovedness at brain level, in my heart shame comes up.  

We negotiate a lot to return ourselves to our own belovedness 

What is it really telling me about my own desire? 

We either build ourselves up or tear ourselves down/ berate ourselves. 

Maybe we could approach curiously instead of admonishment? 

Most challenging part - work is a process, lifelong learning. 
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I don’t treat everyone equally. I want to do it perfectly so it’s a barrier to make progress in smaller 
ways. 

Part of everything and everyone, felt oneness 

Developing growth vs fixed mindset 

Self ID - I can choose my response and not lean into victim mentality 

Welcoming belovedness? Reminding myself that I am loved, but making mistakes makes this hard. 

ID - nothing physical - ability for self-conscious, morally aware, ability to be growing; humanity all 
of us have that purpose / intuition of self awareness and can choose to let the awareness be 
reflected within us 

Loving God and others as an expression of God 

What stirs up in thinking about imago dei within you? grounding sense, I can sit with this, pure 
source is in unchanging which brings rest amidst fear when other thoughts and ideas feel uncertain. 
Feels certain amidst uncertainty.  

We think of salvation as the gift to receive; we had a gift before that! 

Sitting with own imago Dei before going out to practice on others. We jump to the mission. It feels 
like it wasn’t taught to center self first in imago dei then go from there. People muddy this.  

Welcome our belovedness? Yes this is plumb line - peace of knowing. I am here. I am enough. This 
rings true; I am loved.  

Challenge: ID is hidden/ not given access to it. 

What are my reflections of the ID? Judgmental when I am not doing my own ID work. 

ID images - joy in togetherness, community 

Starting with own self/ belonging rather than what I can be for others and looking for in others. 

Hillary McBride - newest book; embodied 

One participant expressed that they felt overwhelmed by the Imago Dei in them, as it created a 
significant amount of felt responsibility to tend to the justice issues of the world. Imago Dei also 
feels harder to apply to those who are actively practicing evil. 

Ecumenical Unity 
Creates dissonance; we are separate because we disagree.  

Charity without vilifying, how do we do that? 



229 

 

Diversity is important; when we come together all the needs are met. 

Does this align with your experience? UMC is welcoming denomination, concerning the split, don’t 
ask don’t tell. 

Jesus answering with a question -  evidence that Jesus wants us to be thinking and not just 
black/white thinking? Otherwise, Jesus would have said, here’s the deal. 

Parables are not literal. How does that apply to my situation in current or current issues? People 
learning about different perspectives.  

Church shopping - looking for one who most aligns (not tending to look for diversity) 

Example of being on a board - boards must talk and discuss things, learn how to see other aspects 
of who someone is even amidst disagreement on “issues” or solutions.  

Assumptions - charismatics are too emotional, uneducated; mainline churches lack expressiveness 
and heart. 

Church went from toxic echo chamber to a space of holding multitudes becuase folks stayed and 
did the work. Pastors are very gentle; also burned out quickly. Some people left. 6 years of process.  

Wholehearted faith; Rachel Held Evans - if you care about the Scriptures you will wrestle it out 

When eternity / salvation hinges on right thought; perfect apologetics, orthodoxy, the pressure is 
high.  

Easy to catch myself inwardly treating, judgement. for instance, you are excluding gay people are 
going to exclude you. the cycle of judgment can be so intense.  

We are all in process in different areas.  

Everyone deserves this love and we are all deserving.  

As a whole, no one is great at treating people well that they disagree with especially in practice 
instead of just thinking it. I can say all I want that we are inclusive and affirming but the moment 
someone is in that community, how do I respond? 

When someone is actively discriminating or hurting - how to know when to intervene? 

Holding space for people in process / in process of learning 

Holding that tension while also making sure certain attitudes/language is making people feel safe 

We all love certain people groups better than others. 

What might be preventing someone from getting to the space where they can even have the 
conversation? In the moment it is hard to give that space. 
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Assumptions - experience at Duke has been very helpful in humanizing interactions with folks in 
different denominations, areas of the country.  

Some assumptions made are: charismatics - uneducated snake-handlers; Catholics - holier than 
thou, Episcopal Anglican Catholic - no Spirit, all liturgy. 

Non-denominational has enjoyed working with mainline because of access to liturgy 

Knowing a denomination - assuming a church is affirming or non affirming 

Making the assumption that all black churches are the same 

Pentecostal and prosperity gospel got lumped into one 

Being in class with people gives space to ask questions that you couldn’t ask a stranger, learning 
not by doing research but by hearing a person’s personal perspective 

Eucharist conversation - eucharist is sad (umc) so they don’t have it on easter 

Episcopal perspective is different.  

How is Eucharist painted to you and to me? 

People walking away from episcopal church - not being where people are; expecting people to 
come to us; not doing enough for racial justice 

Creating Christian community that is separate from the institution  

What elements count as elements? 

Otherness vs oneness 

Two party system immediately creates divide 

Places who have more parties tend to have more collaboration 

The binary that has been created politically and in other speeches draws us toward the otherness 
which certainly created disunity 

It would be helpful to see the Scripture on the slides. What does Scripture say we go along? 

Not just seeing souls for conversion but seeing them for people 

Critical Thinking 
The word critical has such a negative connotation.  

11 components - applied to things like student debt cancellation this week 
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Another perspective to consider is….  

A posture of curiosity says i don’t have all the answers and I don’t know everything.  

Embracing open posture could be helped in every area 

For instance, racism doesn’t only affect people of color, it affects our society as a whole 

Current argument present in spaces particularly with young people around. What is the difference 
in providing space to learn critical thinking and indoctrinating them? 

Self confidence does not mean that we don’t ask questions. Adults need this reminder too. 

Culture of the expert has made this a problem, expert is good but there is value in someone else 
bringing a different perspective. 

Analysis paralysis - looking at resources for replacement sermon in worship. 

There are some areas I assume I am wrong, and other areas I assume I am right.  

People shift but latch onto the new ideals (extremism; seen in deconstruction where former 
fundamentalists become liberals) 

Our assumptions of daily life based on our family of origin 

Marriage - different rhythms of family of origin; this can spill over into religion 

Last question - helps us treat others more like human beings 

Opens and listening is a foundational relational thing. if you don’t do that , you cannot work 
together for anything. 

This is what Jesus did, so aren’t we supposed to do this as well? 

Critical thinking to change perspective - technology could be a great tool here. 

It is much easier to listen to a podcast or read about a controversial issued than engage after having 
listened to multiple perspectives.  

Podcasts give me enough language to allow me to even have a conversation  

Is there a platform to actually host various perspectives? 

Program where you could be matched with someone to have a 15 mine phone call to have a convo 
about disagreement 

Wish there were more centrist groups to host something like this 

For my most conspiracy believing friends - what will change their view of viewing the world? 
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(maybe the INFLUENCER book and direct experience may help?) 

What will happen if they continue to not change their mind? It brings up anxiety and sadness. There 
is some hope but also despondence.  

Habit and practice is a great concept  - we don’t have to be accomplished at something to do it. 

The need to belong and be in a group is so strong. We have to overcome a lot to speak up and be 
the only dissenting voice. Confidence is needed because we don’t want to be rejected and still 
belong.  

This needs a deep understanding of our own belonging and our own Imago Dei. We will be ok 
even if we don’t fit in the whole group.  

This closes conversations, “I know the truth” or “The Bible says it, so it’s clear” 

Too focused on independence instead of interconnectedness 

Expressed in different ways, Spanish speaking kids in class, nonverbal, etc 

How might we be curious if we are not trying to be perfect in our knowing? 

How could it aid? We could see our tightly help beliefs may not work outside our little circle.  

When I was a librarian, there were many people living in poverty, there was an assumption they 
were lazy or they didn’t want to work. In getting to know them, I found out this wasn’t true.  

Am I voting in ways that would benefit these people? Although I wanted to do good, I wasn’t 
effective because I didn't know the people.  

Even in knowing there is always something else that needs to be uncovered.  

If we learn to celebrate diversity, it would actually look diverse. It’s not going to be male white 
patriarchy. People do not want to move and welcome otherness to the table. Ot goes back to 
otherness and not oneness. 

(This may need a direct experience. Our cohort is an example. Sharing stories. Feeling safe.) 

It feels like it is more about control. People often vote on a one ballot issue. How do we shake that 
sense of one-ness and go for other-ness? 

It is this mentality of scarcity.   

We are living lot on our phones and the internet and we are very disconnected. 

We often skip right to identifying and analyzing arguments instead of wondering and imagining; 
there is a whole quiet movement at the forefront that is needed before we jump to conclusions. we 
are missing out some tools we need to engage critically and reflectively.  
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Twitter - is not critical -this is something that is needed in emergency situations 

maybe we are missing some foundations. 

How do you think of open posture… story and making it personal, starting with the Imago Dei, 
putting real people and community in our lives, we let go of the grabbing headline and hear 
something deeper. If you are prepared in advance to hear someone’s story (without making 
arguments in your own mind) then you can be more open.  

Ethics 
American dream and how it got mixed in with faith. 

Lack of engagement still happens on an individual level in the mainline churches 

We have shifted more to dancing around the idea of sin and using brokenness and really is people 
insinuating sin and just not saying the word.  

If sin is used it is a collective sin not individual. 

Inoculated to the talk of sin. 

Partnership of divine and human work. Some of the work that might look like this is being avoided 
because it might look too political. This work may be political but it may not be political.  For 
instance, boycott Disney but not help the poor.  

Is tending to the vulnerable overwhelming because it is never going to be enough?  

I wonder if the church let this task go to mostly the government.  

What is the church’s role and what is not the church's role? 

What is different about your faith going your choices on abortion and your faith guiding your 
choices on welfare? 

Governmental shift toward using faith based orgs but are those orgs really solving the problem? 

How to we tend to support people in the moment, while also tending to the bigger work that needs 
to be done. We support a soup kitchen once a month.  

Background of Augustine and Aquinas is drawing in what we need to be reminded of and how they 
are in conversation with one another. While it is a lot, it is necessary. Where are we coming from 
when we talk about ethics? And how has that translated over time? 

Here is the heady knowledge and here is how it connects to the kingdom praxis. 
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There are a lot of different arguments within history and it is helpful to know that there are different 
perspectives. The arguments we are having about the Bible are similar built as the arguments being 
made about virtues/ethics.  

Divine and human work coming together in your context? I think about this often but I don’t have 
an answer.  I do so much of reading and learning but I don’t do a lot of doing. I feel strongly about 
what is right and about what we should be doing but it seems so big that I don't know how to start 
or where to start. 

What I need to do is have the conversations who seem to have a different take on what being  a 
Christian in the world means. I don't know how many of them get from reading the Bible and what 
Jesus did, how they get from there to being so exclusive and see these people are good and these 
people are bad. The bad people are not worthy of anything. I don’t understand this. It breaks my 
heart that the current situation we are in with Christian nationalism. It is driving so many people 
away from ever even considering Christianity. They are louder than the people who are trying to 
live like Jesus.  

Individuality - there is such a personal emphasis 

A Hole in the World, Rachel Held Evans sister, writing about grief and grief practices. Focus on 
individual relationship with Christ. In her grief, she lost that. But what brought her back was going 
through practices and liturgies. It was those practices that brought her back.  

I may serve but do I think it is important to vote or to do anything to change the systemic needs of 
the vulnerable? 

We must see all as image bearers, otherwise the Christian worldview is harmful and not good news 
for all “I have the spirit of God, you don’t. You are bad, I am good.” 

Theology Processing 
Participants watched a video for this because I had to cancel sessions (sick kiddo) and they ended 
up really loving getting the material to review first! 

My initial/immediate feedback: 

I’m not good at self-control of paying as good of attention to a video. It’s not personal, it’s just a me 
problem. If I know I’m engaging with a person, or that its likely you’re going to ask me a question, 
I’m listening a little closer! However, I also assume that our usual conversation gets us on tangents 
that might not be relevant, and this is a good way of avoiding that. 

This was a good one for me to be able to watch, since I’m familiar with the quadrilateral it was easy 
for me to follow along. I imagine others have some questions (or there would be other topics that I 
might have question about) and that would make this format harder, potentially. 
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Being able to watch and then process like you mention at the end would make a lot of sense to me. 
It would be helpful to me if there are notes of what questions you want to ask, that in a live session 
you would usually ask right then, but in this case so we know what to prepare for other than just 
what stirs up in us… unless that’s the outcome! 

Thanks! I love theological processing, wish we all got to do it more 
"#$% 

Oh, I loved this topic! So many of our current issues are caused by not knowing how to read the 
bible. And/or, not knowing that there is more to it than the literal translation. But, most of us do not 
have the time or intellect or passion for diving into each word of text, learning the context in which 
it was written, etc. Therefore, I read and listen to those who are able to do so and have done the 
study and can share it with us. (I listened to a podcast with Erin Moon the other day where she 
suggested if there is a certain bible passage that is really driving our thinking and our life, we should 
study it deeply to make sure we have a full understanding of it. I would be interested in knowing if 
there is a "simple" method for normal humans like me to dive into a particular passage, beginning 
with the original language and going forward to now.) 

As a slow processing introvert, I LOVE being able to watch the video in advance of our discussion! 
I am happy to participate in a case study, but I don't currently have any good suggestions for it. 
(Processing slowly haha) 

 I LOVE getting a pre-video to prepare me to think about the topic. My husband and I listened to it 
together. 

If you don't have a topic, I have been thinking about Satan and demons. I am questioning the belief 
that demons are active in the earth messing with my day to day life. I am not sure they exist and 
would love to hear what the theological history of Satan and demons are and what some other 
theologies are about them. They are mentioned in the bible multiple times. 

I have also seen the beliefs around Satan and demons weaponized. If you experience hard things 
people can say "demons are attacking you because you aren't following God close enough". 
However if you are in the "in crowd" and you go through bad times, they say it's because Satan is 
attacking you because he's afraid your good works are damaging to the evil he is doing. Ugh 

It can really be harmful. 

I've heard the CS Lewis quote ad nauseam about not thinking about Satan all the time but also not 
believing the devil is real. It was brought up again when I pushed back on the belief that if I preach 
at church, Satan is going to attack me, I asked if they thought that belief might be a little 
superstitious. I haven't made up my mind about it but I think we've gotten it wrong in my faith 
tradition. They treat that CS Lewis quote like it's holy scripture. Oh well CS Lewis said it, so I guess 
that settles it. (sarcasm) 

PS. I'm going through a really hard time and I'm going to preach at church in a few weeks, soooo if 
I admit my struggle it will be labeled as an attack from Satan. What I really want is to have my church, 
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(what I believe should be a safe place to struggle and suffer within a loving community) just be with 
me in the struggle. I risk getting a bunch of harmful beliefs thrown at me, and judgement for being 
a human being if I am honest. 

PS. I am honest with a few safe people, and maybe that's just going to be the way it is. But oh, I want 
so much more for my church. 

STORY: Knowing Ourselves and Others  
For introductions, I want to invite you to introduce yourself in the context of who you are, and not 
what you do. I realize that a big part of what we do makes up who we are, but often in social settings 
we tend to lead with status and accomplishments. So here are a few prompts for introduction, but 
feel free to add your own: What brings you joy? Is there a place or activity that makes you feel the 
most yourself / the most alive? 

For the conversation,  

What drew you to participate in this research? 

What are some of the significant parts of your story? 

Is there any one particular issue on the path to diplomacy that you are most drawn to? 

What breaks your heart? 

Can you think of a time that hearing someone else’s story has impacted your perspective in a 
considerable way? 

Responses: 

Drawn to the healing of polarization, I want to make my corner of the world just a little bit better 

I am mission driven, personal mission to help people flourish and thrive 

Motherhood helped me see that I am also worthy of love; I just loved my kids so much, just the way 
they are. 

Therapy - why did I stay in environments that were damaging to me, including the church? 

2016 elections were so tough, because good and kind people supported what I perceived as a 
bully.  

Dad passed away and the grief shaped who I am and what I am passionate about.  

What breaks my heart? Spiritual abuse causes so much harm, by well intentioned people. Idea of 
community coming together for healing.  
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Reading stories about people of poor impacted me in a meaningful way, as did stories of people 
in the lgbtq community. I thought I was a compassionate person but I didn’t see how my beliefs on 
the way the world worked  was dehumanizing them. Getting to know people and reading books 
helped! Gay community - the idea I had in mind didn’t match up with their experience.  

I don’t really get to interact with people of color very much and I would like to.  

I worked in a very poor community and my job required me to interact with people on a daily basis 
in a way that I had never done. My ideas of poverty changed (they weren’t lazy). When I started to 
rethink that, it invited a new outlook on other people groups too.  

Listening feels like going to therapy.  

How Minds Change - new book - the way minds change is talking to people about their own stories, 
who are poor, who are gay. People have to change their own mind and they do so by having 
interactions with people.  

Normal uneventful childhood but I realized when I had children that people just are what they are. 
I have always been very empathetic. Part of it I got from my mother. I am very sensitive when I see 
unfairness. It breaks my heart. The latest thing that seems front and center is watching Christianity 
be turned into a weapon that is being yielded for power and oppression. This is completely counter 
to Jesus teachings and life.  

George Floyd’s murder - inadvertently started a book group at church. We read 13 books. Austin 
Channing Brown. I worked in the corporate world in many years. My experiences as a woman were 
tough, but hearing her perspective as a black woman was eye opening.  

Her friend in the praise band didn’t have money for food and hearing that helped her understand 
his views a little more.  

Drawn to research because having spaces where people having conversations who are different 
from you is uncommon yet so needed.  

Participated in a story convo that was slower and not actively (in seminary)  

How can we create those types of communities? 

Lacking pieces of my childhood that did not equip me to be a healthy adult. Emotional maturity, 
talking about emotions, having emotions, setting boundaries, holding boundaries, was important 
to the trajectory of where I am now, not just personally but professionally.   

The church has remained a constant and gave me space but also gentle prodding to figure it out. 
What would it have looked like if I had to deconstruct? Healthy spirituality from her denomination.   

Demographic markers 
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Want to engage because I am bad at it.  You don’t support that, then you can’t be involved.  

D.C. trip, who is our neighbor? homeless coalition had speakers who were wither currently or 
previously homeless. One woman had gone to college and worked at a hospital and still wound up 
homeless.  

 

DO YOU FEEL SAFE TO BE YOURSELF WITHIN YOUR OWN COMMUNITY? 

If there is a fear there, what is the fear? Or what is the cost? 

Desire to engage in diversity, but not sure where to get that? Would you participate if the 
opportunity was provide it? What does that question even feel like? What fears come up for you? 

Question responses from email (post session) 

DO YOU FEEL SAFE TO BE YOURSELF WITHIN YOUR OWN COMMUNITY? 

I am beginning to feel safe within subsets of my faith community (church) 

I do feel safe in my deconstructing faith community. In most groups I start off with some agreements 
to foster safety with intention. 

If there is a fear there, what is the fear? Or what is the cost? 

My fear with some people in my church is that if I share a vulnerability or struggle I will be judged. 
Instead of being seen as I am, they will try to fix me OR they will dismiss me as “lacking faith” and 
determine I’m not spiritual enough. I want to be fully myself, and right now that means I’m 
struggling, but I need to be cautious about who I share my struggles with. 

One of the common things I see happening is when I share something someone disagrees with or 
wants to fix they don’t talk to me directly about it, so we could dialogue about it. It gets spiritualized 
and the person either shares the correction via a sermon, share in a group setting or prayer where 
I can’t offer a counter point. (how toxic!) 

The worst case scenario is that my point of view won’t count. I may be an “outcast”. 

 

Desire to engage in diversity, but not sure where to get that? Would you participate if the 
opportunity was provide it? What does that question even feel like? What fears come up for you? 

The deconstructing faith community has a little more diversity than the neighborhoods I live and 
work in. Our church has some people from Africa. I did an online study of the book Multiethnic 
Conversation: an eight-week journey toward unity in your church with Mosaic Church in Arkansas. 
The author is one of the pastors of the church and the leaders of the group were people of color. 
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One of the exercises asked us to reflect on the ways I interacted with people who were different 
(people of color) on a weekly basis. I was acutely aware of how little I did, and thought about how I 
could change that 

I read How to Fight Racism by Jemar Tisby with the deconstructing faith group (The New 
Evangelicals) I now facilitate the zoom groups (including the book club). My big concern is “Are we 
being respectful of people of color when we as white people, talk about racism.” Our groups are 
mainly white people, and I want to make sure we honor the experiences of people from 
marginalized communities (differently-abled, neurodivergent, LBGTQ, BIPOC) A big fear is that I 
don’t want to get it wrong while working through anti-racism, I don’t want to harm people. 

  

So YES, I would enthusiastically participate in opportunities to be with people who are different. 
Especially in safe environments with facilitators who are people of color and it was an atmosphere 
to learn (and not feel like we had to come in and be perfect) 

 

STORY experiences: Loved that experience . felt like a did a good job moderating and having 
people speak for a set amount of time.  

Participant would be interested in an IN - person retreat.  

Political Formation 
Loved being able to have the video ahead of time. Slow processor so it is helpful to have it in 
advance.  

Pantsuit politics was a big hit! Great podcast.  Smart, thoughtful.  

Political party background? Did not grow up where there was one correct party. We didn’t talk 
about politics. When we did, it was measured, looking at candidates and what they stood for. Mom 
tended to vote democrat and dad tended to vote republican. It wasn’t a hard and fast rule.  

The greatest commandment and how it plays out in our social and political lives. People tend to 
pick Scripture verses to support their views; it should be seen through the lens of the greatest 
commandment. This gets lost. This should be the mission statement of the church. HOW TO 
CONNECT THIS TO PRACTICE. We should be the hands and feet of Jesus because of this 
commandment.  

Churches love food banks, food drives, and soup kitchens. When you start to talk about the issues 
of WHY these problems exist, you get labeled a socialist.  

How Minds Change book - how people get into these camps, group think situations  
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Being in conversation keeps me engaged but also having time to think about is helpful to have the 
extra time.  

Could be helpful to have the workbook ahead of time to look into something. She would really find 
a workbook to be helpful so she could look back. And recognizing it is a building curriculum. Look 
back again and see if I still agree with myself or not? Writing it out would help flesh it out more.  
Make it an option.  

Story of parishioner who gets upset when minster says “go vote” even though it is bipartisan.  

Intellectually I can understand how I am supposed to react certain ways but I get frustrated when I 
want to engage. What is the effective way to engage instead of just shutting down? 

It goes against your religion for YOU to do it but does it go against your religion for someone else 
to do it 

Marsha Blackburn talking bout how women in Iran/Iraq should not be forced to cover their heads. 
Guy relating it to TN abortion laws 

Grew up in household where it was not a straight ticket. If I don’t have the info, I will base it off of 
one issue or I default to a party. Her parents weren’t in the same social class when they were kids 
as she was growing up so maybe that helped not tp have a straight ticket so to speak.  

Political and Spiritual Formation: 
The things we need to do to be informed is work. In doing the work, we become more authentically 
engaged with the world round us. If you passively take what your church teaches, or whoever 
teaches, and don’t do the work, it is disengaging from the work we are called to do. This takes away 
from our authenticity. My former approaches to political formation and spiritual formation were just 
letting people dominate me, without me engaging in the work. I gave up my authenticity and 
questions to be a part of the group. It felt like the easy way out, but I lost big pieces of myself along 
the way.  

Gabor Mate (spelling?) we look for safety and often give up authenticity as children to have safety. 
Giving up some of who I am for safety (if anger isn’t welcome in your family, etc)  

Being uncomfortable and being ok with being uncomfortable is part of the process, and not just 
letting someone hand me what I am supposed to believe. Rachel Held Evans, engaging our faith 
with questions.  

Spiritual Formation 
Are we approaching this with our community? 

SF was mostly for me targeted individually, but it isn’t really shared in the church space. I don’t feel 
like I have dialogue with community, church wise, but I do this within my family.  
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Reformed University Fellowship  

Longing for community. I have always been fascinating about reading on the topic of religion. 

I feel like I have more of an intellectual relationship with Christ than a feel him, less holy spirit and 
more intellectual.  

We are always learning, I don’t think we will ever fully have the answers on earth. Living into the 
questions poem really spoke to her.  

Comfort with uncertainty and welcoming mystery. 

Yes… in reality, everything ends up forming us, especially if we’re not careful to “guard” it (that word 
is a bit too evangelical for me 
"#$% but I think it can fit.  

Mmm story vs rule book is so good!!!  

How to assess where to begin with a group if you don’t know if they are yet ready to “live into the 
questions” instead of just seeking answers to them. 

Connecting Belief and Action 
Participants wanted to meet in a group for this. They discussed areas where they feel like they are 
connecting their beliefs and actions well, and some vulnerable areas where they are not. One topic 
we spoke of was homelessness.  

Ethics - Practical Implications 
Group meet. Developing an ethical statement to approach how we handle the path to ecumenical 
diplomacy and have a proper posture of heart to do so. Participants are given a set of questions to 
help guide them through their own ethical dilemma. I included some ethical statements from this 
session in the Artifact section.  

Participant A 
Imago Dei 

Each and every person is made in the image of God and should be treated as such 

 

Ecumenical Unity 

I can and should learn from others with different church views, backgrounds, etc. I endeavor to 
approach those differences with humility and curiosity 
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Critical Thinking 

When faced with an issue, I will seek to learn from many sources, using my intelligence as my guide. 
I will read and listen to the stories of those who have different experiences than I in order to learn 
other perspectives. I will not assume my experience/perspective is the only valid one 

 

Ethics 

I will use my position in my communities to advocate for ethical laws and policies which lift the 
oppressed as Jesus did, and I will vote accordingly.  

 

Theology Processing 

When faced with a theological challenge, I will endeavor to filter it through Scripture, tradition, 
reason, experience, community and culture. 

 

Story: Knowing Ourselves and Others 

I will recall and analyze my story and how it affects my views. I will listen to the stories of others with 
humility and curiosity and without judgment. 

 

Political Formation 

I will filter my political views through the actions of Jesus, leading with love. 

 

Spiritual Formation 

I will continue to develop spiritually through listening for the Holy Spirit, reading and analyzing 
scripture and learning from those who have spent years doing so. 

 

Connecting Belief and Action 

When I am faced with a belief I disagree with, I will first examine my beliefs and actions to ensure 
they are connected/congruent. 
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Participant B 
Imago Dei 

I will celebrate each human I have the honor of interacting with, and endeavor to remember they 
bear the image of God, especially when we are at odds with each other. 

 

Ecumenical Unity 

I will take care in interacting with those I disagree with, and endeavor to look deeper at the heart of 
the issue, the other side’s heart, and my own heart. 

 

Critical Thinking 

I will look deeper into issues, actions, and statements, and endeavor to wrestle with things that are 
important. 

 

Ethics 

I will make sure that issues that are important to the wellbeing of others are not ignored and 
endeavor to ensure all people can be safe, whole, and welcome. 

 

Theology Processing 

I will seek theological perspectives I have previously ignored, and I will endeavor to filter it through 
Scripture, tradition, reason, experience, community, and culture. 

 

Story: Knowing Ourselves and Others 

I will listen with respect, curiosity, and empathy to my own story and the stories of others, and 
endeavor to bring open hearted presence to these interactions. 

 

Political Formation 

I will look deeper into issues, actions, and statements, and endeavor to form decisions based on 
my values.  
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Spiritual Formation 

I will tend to my spiritual life and endeavor to authentically engage with my faith. 

 

Connecting Belief and Action 

I will examine my actions and endeavor to make sure they reflect my beliefs accurately. 

 

Case Study 
Participants are given a set of questions to help guide them through their own ethical dilemma. We 
reviewed case studies and discussed what went well and what could be improved in the overall 
course. 

I would have liked to start the case study from the beginning and work it out along the way. 

I liked approaching the CS generally and not having dilemma was helpful. 

Having journal prompt from each week on what i was saying, thinking, doing; they could use it or 
not 

 I used the ethical statement from the week before to develop the case study and how it relates to 
my dilemma. This was helpful.   

These are deep important issues that I am walking through; it was therapeutic for me to process 

Well: I felt really supported in the first one on one session. It changed my life. It was affirming to 
know there was someone who thought like I did. I felt relief. You put the work in ahead of time to 
think this through 

  

Better: If I had written a workbook that would have been helpful. (content in the workbook) 

Slim workbook that doesn’t have too much in it.  

Workbook that has one page per topic 

Having the slides in whatever format so that I could refer to them and have space to write.  

I agree, it has been a great experience for me. I love talking about these things and it gave me a 
space to do this.  
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I don’t think well on the spot, I am a slow processor. I liked the videos so I could know what we are 
going to talk about.  

Finding someone who thinks like you is something that is so needed. Everyone needs to be seen 
and have a safe space to talk about these things.  

It was an inviting space for calm discussion which these topics do not present themselves in a calm 
way. Everyone was frantic on the day of the election in a group text. Felt heightened emotionally 
even amongst folks who agree. There is no space to have a calm rational conversation. Fostering 
that space and experience is an important aspect that is intentional and reflects your skills as a 
spiritual director. Non-anxious presence was helpful. The goal is not to bring more anxiety. That 
doesn’t mean there won’t be people that feel anxious but the whole thing should not be mired in 
anxiety. Conversation, not a tirade. Humanness is important to name as valuable. It cannot be 
created otherwise. 
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Doctoral Project Description 

 

NPO: 

How can we become proficient in better listening to and learning from each other to understand 
the ethical and intellectual commitment and stakes behind theological, political, and social 
perspectives different from our own? In a pluralistic society, such deep understanding is necessary 
to enable working together toward ecumenical diplomacy. 

 

Project Description: 

This project is a twelve-week, practitioner facilitated course that guides participants through the 
path to Ecumenical Diplomacy. The research process uncovered multiple causes of disunity among 
Christians in regard to theological, social, and ethical dilemmas and the course serves to offer a 
pathway toward unity by addressing the topics of Imago Dei, Ecumenical Unity, Critical Thinking, 
Ethics, Theology Processing, Story: Knowing Ourselves and Others, Political Formation, Spiritual 
Formation, Connecting Belief and Action, Practical Implications of Ethics, and finally, a Case Study.  

Ecumenical Diplomacy is showcased via visual slides, and also includes notes that reflect participant 
experience as they advanced through the course. I have also included samples of personal ethical 
statements and case studies created by participants to reveal how the course helped them integrate 
and apply what they learned. The goal is better understanding, not uniformed thinking, so the path 
to ecumenical diplomacy can be applied to a variety of ethical, theological, and social issues.  

Pedagogically, the intention for the Ecumenical Diplomacy project is a one-on-one and/or a small 
group format. The participant group who completed the course in the fall of 2022 expressed this 
context worked well. The course could also be utilized via a teaching video where content was 
covered, followed by an individual session to assist the participant in processing and implementing 
what they are learning. With proper formatting, I could see the course being used for retreats and 
consulting (primarily for ministry and Christian non-profit leaders) or as an academic course, 
although it would require some adjustments as well as a reading list that would accompany the 
course. Ecumenical Diplomacy can be used in synchronous and/or asynchronous formats. 
Participants could either view the material before the discussion session or in a live setting. 

 

Audience 

The intended audience is Christians who are processing how to better come together and unify 
amidst polarization. Initially, I hoped for this to be targeted toward a diverse audience. However, I 
am finding that the language used is targeting individuals with a college education. There may 
need to be further iterations or edits in order to include a broader population.  
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Development Plan 

The twelve-week course has already been developed and completed by participants. The next step 
is to continue to offer it to the community once the project has officially been passed. 

 

Development Process 

I gathered verbal and written feedback during one-on-one and group sessions with course 
participants. I also gathered feedback through participant ethical statements and case studies that 
showed how participants were able to implement what they learned into a real-world, personal, 
ethical or social issue in which they desired to have a greater understanding. These interactions, 
particularly in the last course where participants reflected on the entire course, were helpful as they 
expressed this was a transformative process for them. They also expressed they feel they now have 
the necessary tools to apply this framework to other issues as well. 

 

I would like to present this course within the community and have already met with government  
and clergy leaders to host the Ecumenical Diplomacy course.  
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