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INTRODUCTION

“Images make the experience as accessible as possible. They
invite you in, urging you to join yourself to the experience that is

framed by the images.”
- Leonard Sweet, The Gospel According to Starbucks.

As a child | remember watching the cartoon Yogi Bear.! Yogi would ask
his diminutive buddy Boo-boo, “Do you know what time it is? ... It’s picnic basket
time.” Just as Pavlov’s dogs salivated at the sound of a bell, a picnic basket
would spring Yogi Bear into action.. For all of us, most images elicit a response
and for Yogi Bear a picnic basket brought a visceral and stomach-driven
message: lunch. Images shape and form us. We grant them power as our
feelings, thoughts, and experiences dialog with them. Images help us connect to
God, others, and the objects they advertise. Whether we are fully conscious of
our responses or not, images affect our decision-making and daily interactions
with others. Whether it is a picnic basket, a rose, a diamond ring, a family
portrait, a fish, a stunning sunset, or a sublime twilight reflection in a high
Cascades pond, we respond to the visual cues we read in images.

Images form and shape our attitudes, values, virtues, behaviors, and
stories. They provide a medium through which we connect with God and others.
The aim of this dissertation is to provide a brief survey of the biblical, theological,

historical, and contemporary models of imagery used in spiritual formation. It

1 Yogi Bear, TV, dir. William Hanna, Joseph Barbera, and Ed Benedict, (Los
Angeles, CA: Hanna-Barbera Productions, 1961-1962).



offers a foundation for the use of imagery and examples of how to reintroduce
and use imagery in our faith communities. Whether it is a formal setting or an
informal setting, the goal is to help a generation of fill-in-the-blank Christians
reconnect with God and each other through the medium of imagery. The current
approaches to teaching and expressing faith rely heavily upon abstract and
disembodied philosophical ideas. Yet, throughout the ages, God, Christ, and
people of faith have found imagery to be an ally in communicating and
connecting with God and others within a relational framework. Similarly, imagery
is an effective and valuable medium to shape and mold individuals and the faith
community by providing prompts to communicate and reinforce the community’s
stories, virtues, values, attitudes, and behaviors.

My aim is not to bash those who have grown up in faith communities
devoid of imagery. Similarly, | don’t want to reintroduce imagery merely as props
for propositional or abstract sermons, theology, and doctrine. Instead, the aim is
to provide foundational evidence for the utilization of imagery to communicate our
community’s stories and values. It is designed to help our communities connect
with God and with others in increasingly incarnational ways by reflecting upon
images of what it means to be in a relationship with God. In turn, this will instruct
and affect our praxis, our theology put into practice. All this said, it is important
learn how to communicate visually in a world that is visually conversant.

For the purpose of this document an image is any physical object or
narrative that evokes an emotional and/or cognitive response. Broadly, it

describes any icon, tapestry, symbol, painting, metaphor, simile, or narrative in



which an image is seen with the eye, touched with the hand, or creates an image
in the mind of the creator and audience.

At this point let me clarify the terminology | will be using. As | talk about
imagery in order to reduce confusion | have grouped them into four categories:
physical images, narrative images, mental images, and kinesthetic images.
Physical imagery encompasses icons, tapestries, paintings, drawings,
sculptures, symbols, icons, and movies. This type of imagery is tactile, concrete,
and made of the stuff of earth. Narrative imagery encompasses the world of
words. It includes the use of metaphors, similes, analogy, juxtaposition, and other
literary devices which create images in our minds helping us perceive what the
author or speaker is communicating. The designation of narrative imagery will
refer to the stories, words, or other literary devices specifically. Mental imagery is
intimately tied to narrative imagery. In fact, most mental imagery is created from
narrative imagery. However, | want to have a distinct and less confusing way of
referring to the images our minds create. Mental images specifically refer to the
images that flash across the screen of our minds. They may be static like a
portrait vor live action like a movie. They can be impressionistic, cartoonish, or
even realistic. This type of imagery is created in the mind as we listen to a
speaker, read a book, or day dream.

The last category of imagery is kinesthetic imagery. The Israelite nation
called this formative practice mitzvah. Abraham Heschel explained, “The soul

grows by noble deeds. The soul is illumined by sacred acts. ... the purpose of the



mitsvot is to refine man.”? It is a form of visual stimulus that is “tactile learning,

"3 Through the senses, touch, taste,

i.e. touching, feeling, experience the material.
sight, smell and hearing, one comprehends compelling ideas, behaviors, and
feelings. In essence, it is experiential imagery. Through participation one is able
to perceive and/or enter into a larger story. It is helpful to remember that mental
imagery and kinesthetic imagery often utilize some form of physical imagery and
narrative imagery. The different forms of imagery are mutually intertwined and
there are few clear linear or even isolated categories. However, | intend to apply
this terminology as a tool to help orient and clarify the discussion by orienting the
reader to a specific type of imagery.

It would be important as one reads this document to remember that most
imagery is created in the mind. The concept of audience we are familiar with
developed in the late 14™ century. It comes from the Latin word, audentia,
meaning “a hearing, listening.” This was developed from the compound of au-dh,

“to perceive physically, grasp.”* Imagery makes abstract concepts tangible so

that an audience can grasp them and act upon them.®

2 Abraham J. Heschel, God in Search of Man: A Philosophy of Judaism (New
York: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux, 1955), 357.

® "Dictionary.com, LLC", Ask.com,
http://ask.reference.com/related/What+|s+Meant+by+Kinesthesia?qsrc=2892&I=dir&o=1
0601 (accessed July 20, 2010).

* Douglas Harper, "Online Etymology Dictionary",
http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?search=audience&searchmode=none (accessed
July 12, 2010).

% Arthur Asa Berger, Seeing Is Believing: an Introduction to Visual
Communication, 2nd ed. (Mountain View, CA: Mayfield, 1998), 2.
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For millennia religious leaders and vendors used icons, symbols, words,
and rites of passage in their religious acts of worship and evangelism. They
utilized imagery to promote consumerism, political power, sex, success, science,
and the church. The priest and priestesses of these varied religions created
symbols to instruct and to conform the faithful to their religious ideals. Isolated
and by themselves, images have no intrinsic meaning or muscle. The efficacy in
an image, as Sweet says, lies in the ability to give meaning to the image.® Asa
Berger aptly states that images “have the power to evoke powerful, and often
unrecognized, responses in us.”” They influence us whether or not we are
cognizant of their forming and shaping us. We reflect upon them, day dream, and
let the visions of their fruition in our lives become a reality. We venerate and
adore the values and ideals they promote. In essence, images draw us to some
form of worship. Frequently the images themselves become like gods to us.
Some images draw us to worship the Lord our God, some draw us to worship the
gods of our age, and others have the ability to do both.

Berger claims that “the power to create images ... which profoundly affect
viewers’ emotions and beliefs, and have social and cultural implications as well-
should not be taken lightly.”® In essence, both claim that images have the ability

“to stimulate sexual desire, to generate intense feelings, to lead people to

® Leonard |. Sweet, The Gospel According to Starbucks: Living with a Grande
Passion (Colorado Springs, CO: Waterbrook Press, 2007), 111.

" Berger, Seeing Is Believing, 61.

8 Ibid., 37.



perform selfless acts of bravery or cruel acts of barbarism.”® Steve Turner further
accentuates this point, saying, “The arts can sharpen the vision, quicken the
intellect, preserve the memory, activate the conscience, enhance the
understanding and refresh the language. Poetry, for example, is a useful antidote
for the poison of sloganeering, spin, and double talk.”*® Berger further clarifies, “It
is not the image or symbol itself that is responsible, but rather the ability of the
image to evoke responses in people that are connected to their beliefs and
values.”"" Thus the power of imagery lies in the meaning given to the image.

In this vein there is a rich theological and artistic heritage of imagery in
worship through the church. Yet it has been absent in many of the Protestant and
Evangelical expressions of worship in recent centuries. It is time we rediscover
and recover imagery in spiritual formation. The first piece in this journey is to
explore and uncover examples in Scripture, Church history, Christian theology,
philosophy, and the market place. Ultimately, | plan to utilize photography as a
current example and method of reintroducing images back into the image-
stripped heritage of many Protestant and Evangelical churches.™

With the understanding that images shape us and help us connect with
God, | am making the following claims. First, images define who we are as

individuals and as a community. Symbols, icons, words, and signs mold and

°Ibid., 5.

'% Steve Turner, Imagine: A Vision for Christians in the Arts (Downers Grove, IL:
InterVarsity Press, 2001), 61.

"' Berger, Seeing Is Believing, 5.

2 Turner, Imagine, 16.



shape our lives. They keep stories, virtues, values, attitudes, and behaviors vital
to our faith tactile and present. Second, the Scriptures are full of images that
form, instruct, and reform us. The imagery found in the pages of the Bible is born
of both earthly and heavenly creation. Third, we are made in the image of God.
Post-Fall, this image is diseased. Yet, God continuously works in our lives
transforming and renewing the image of God.

In this vein the incarnation stands as the fulcrum of human and biblical
history. St. John of Damascus in his thesis on imagery in worship proclaimed,
“just as the Word made flesh remained the Word, so also flesh became the
Word, yet remained flesh, being united to the person of the Word. Therefore |
boldly draw an image of the invisible God, not as invisible, but as having become
visible for our sakes by partaking of flesh and blood”."® God, in sending Christ to
the earth, gave all of humanity a living, breathing, tangible, relational icon.
Through Christ we learn, understand, and perceive more wholly what it means to
live in a relationship with God and others.

The reason images are effective is they whisper to our souls, our inner
longings. They call for a response. They lead us to worship and to interact with
something or someone. Some images lead us to worship other people. Some
images lead us to bow before the god of consumerism. Some images beckon us
to prostrate before the god of political ideology. Some images drive us to bend
before the goddess of success. Some compel us to surrender our love and

worship to self in narcissism or self-loathing. Other images shape us in the spirit

'3 St. John of Damascus, John of Damascus on the Divine Images, trans. David
Anderson (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 2002), 16.

7



of the Aimighty God and lead us to worship the one true, living God. By worship |
mean they focus our attention in such a way that we feel compelled to follow
because we desire to become like whatever “it” is. While there exist inherent
dangers in the abuse of imagery, as Berger asserts images are the way we
communicate and engage fhe world around us.™

The Bible is filled with stories that paint a vast and intricate portrait of what
it means to walk with Jesus. They are the written icons of people who lived in
relationship with God, faithfully or unfaithfully. These stories mold and shape our
understanding. They create portals through which we enter the on-going biblical
story of redemption. They help us retell the stories of faith handed from
generation to generation. At this point let me describe what constitutes imagery.

St. John of Damascus defined imagery in two categories. The first “are
words written in books, as when God had the law engraved on tablets and
desired the lives of holy men to be recorded.”’® The second are “material images,
such as the jar of rﬁanna, or Aaron’s staff, which were to be keptin the ark as a
memorial.”’® While St. John of Damascus applied a very broad, and | believe
accurate, definition of imagery in many forms, too often the discussion of imagery
orbits almost exclusively around the central themes of art, tapestry, symbols, and

physical images.

" Berger, Seeing Is Believing, 21.
** Damascus, On the Divine Images, 21.

'8 Ibid.



William Dyrness aptly describes visual imagery from this perspective, “The
visual arts embrace any visual object or production that is a personal and
intentional expression of an artist who is usually, though not always,
professionally trained and employed, either working alone or in collaboration with
other artists, without direct reference to commercial value”"” Frequently when we
think of imagery our ideas are limited to the fine arts or professional arts. While
their contributions are invaluable, imagery, as will be discussed in this document,
encompasses a broad, inclusive description even if less skillfully applied by
amateur creators.

The not-so-masterful images also form and shape our thoughts and lives. |
think of the pictures children color which adorn our refrigerators. Masterpieces
only to the beholder, they inspire parents, aunts, uncles, and loved ones who
receive them. They are images of love. These glimpses into the mind of a child
reveal more than the crude expressions in crayon scrawled on paper. These are
more than bending lines, stick people, and gravity-defying pets. Each is a work of
art, a work of love, from the masterful hands of the unskilled and unpretentious. |
Each offering represents more than what is seen. Each can be a deeper
connection with God through realizing God loves us as untainted as the children
around us who love us.

Equally impactful are the stories we are weaned on. Think back upon
conversations around your dinner table, family gatherings, church, work place, or

among friends. We recount important personal information and histories in

" William A. Dyrness, Visual Faith: Art, Theology, and Worship in Dialogue,
Engaging Culture (Grand Rapids, Mi: Baker Academic, 2001), 9.
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narratives. Rarely do we list off bullet points of disembodied factual tidbits.
Communication is littered intentionally and unintentionally with stories invoking
our imagination to see through another’s eyes. Communication, especially when
talking about or revealing something important, is frequently recalled in images.
We set the canvas in descriptions of where we started. We paint the back drop
with the color of adjectives and adverbs. We illustrate it with verbs detailing those
parts that spring to life through our imagination. We dash it with the poignant
color of metaphors and similes like butterflies fluttering about a spring field of
flowers. In the end those listening have the canvas of their mind carefully
painted. Accurate or not, the events we described come to life in another’s mind.
And it is these mental pictures which have formed and shaped our life stories.
Imagery may even be accidental. These accidental images are no less
valuable in forming and shaping us. As we stare out a window, the panes may
conjure up images of the cross. As we pass a field of grain, we may envision the
story of the sower and the seed. As we View a church building, images of abuse,
indifference, hostility, or comfort flood our memories. A spike on the side of a
railroad track may remind us of the spikes driven into the flesh of Jesus Christ on
our behalf. A single rose may transport back to a memory of love. Imagery has
the power to inspire us, yet it does not need to be crafted by masterful or talented
hands. It may just as well come from a beggar who offers a mere pittance;
»18

however, as Jesus said of the widow, “She has given more than all the others.

Imagine the feathers ruffled among the faithful in that synagogue.

81 k21:1-4.
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Regardless of artistic talent, images communicate truth in tactile ways. As

N.T. Wright claims,

The church should reawaken its hunger for beauty at every level.
The arts are not the pretty but irrelevant bits around the border of
reality. They are the highways into the center of a reality which
cannot be glimpsed, let alone grasped, any other way. The present
world is good, but broken and in any case incomplete; art of all
kinds enables us to understand that paradox in its many
dimensions."®

Images fit into a much broader category than being utilitarian or pedagogical.
They convey truth. In many cases, the historicity of events may be suspect,
however, reality and truth are conveyed. The truth of the story emerges more
clearly in narration than a mere listing of facts. Lawyers, politicians, pastors,
teachers, and family members have shown us that facts disembodied from
narratives can be utilized to prove most anything. The narrative creates a movie
on the screens of our minds that gives reference and meaning to the abstract

data.

Somehow, through images, the beauty of paradox is allowed to remain
unresolved along with the tensions of faith and life. Brennan Manning notes,

Should you ever visit the cathedral in Fribourg, Switzerland, take
note of the third stained-glass window on the right as you enter the
church. It depicts the Abba of Jesus standing on Calvary at the foot
of the cross with the spit-covered, blood-drenched body of his Son,
cradled in his arms. The look on the Father’s face seems to say, ‘If |
had known what this was going to cost, | never would have
permitted it.’

Bad theology? Yes. Poor exegesis? Surely. But the artist
was not out to theologize or do exegesis. His purpose was to depict
in dramatic form the love in the heart of Abba as his beloved Son
was slaughtered on that hill outside the city wall of old Jerusalem.

' N. T. Wright, Simply Christian: Why Christianity Makes Sense (San Francisco:
Harper SanFrancisco, 2006), 235.

11



We can find truth in poetry, music, Betty Fusco’s fresco, and myriad

other art forms without getting hung up on the metaphysics of the

deity.?

At times we need the artist, in his or her‘broa'dest meaning, to free us to explore
our faith in paradoxical dimensions. The artist allows us to anthropomorphize
God. At its best, imagery gives us freedom from our abstract western orthodoxy
to explore ideas such as the emotions God may have endured during the
crucifixion without fear of being a heretic. It seems the modern philosophical
approach to theology tightens the grip on our imagination. It abstracts our
thoughts about God with words that begin with “omni.” Its mission to define and
describe paradoxes leaves little room to explore, let alone step into, the mystery
of all that is God. Instead, we have been taught to seek the comfort of having the
philosophers and theologians explain away uncomfortable paradoxes.

When we allow images to speak and paradoxes to live, we join with the
gifts God has given artists throughout history to engage and explore God from
the many perspectives that help us grow in our faith. The ability of an image to
mold and shape our understanding as well as to connect us with God and others
is spiritual formation. As we move forward in this document, | plan to use the

following language. When | talk about imagery | propose they are portals, totem

poles, trophies, and icons, not talismans, magic, tools, or idols.?’

 Brennan Manning, The Wisdom of Tendemess: What Happens When God's
Fierce Mercy Transforms Our Lives (New York: HarperCollins, 2002), 129.

# This language and idea was introduced asynchronously in conjunction with
David McDonald.
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Portals are gates. They give us an entrance to move from one place to
another metaphysically, epistemologically, and theologically to explore thoughts,
ideas, and experiences. These doors offer opportunities and avenues. Not all
avenues as Manning articulated lead us to orthodoxy. However, they can lead us
to fresh perspectives, new vistas, and broader horizons giving us room to reenter
the paradoxes modern theology so deftly attempts to explain and de-mystify.

Imagery, in many ways, also acts as totem poles. My nearest reference to
a totem pole is what | have seen in the movies or on the reservations of Native
Americans.? Totem poles are a genealogical reference and a visual stimulus to
recount the stories of the community. *> Totem poles are not worshipped, prayed
to, or the graven images missionaries once made them out to be.? The images
in and of themselves do not tell the stories of the community. Rather, they
provide a place where the people of the community retell the stories they already
know over and over again.

From bottom to top, totems remind the community of their heritage. They
clarify their identity: the tribe’s stories, virtues, values, attitudes, and behaviors.
They serve as reminders that recall the ancient stories of those who have passed

away. A collage or scrapbooking can be an example of our attempts at totems

2 For the purposes of this document, | would like to dip into the rich heritage of
creating totems and totem poles to remind us of important events in our lives.

2 | awrence E. Sullivan, Native Religions and Cultures of North America:
Anthropology of the Sacred (New York: Continuum, 2003), 161.

% Ibid.
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and totem poles. They remind people of their experiences at camp, a family
reunion, or of a community journey. Totem poles stand as symbols of the tribe.®

Totems poles similarly provide markers. When one passes a totem pole,
much as Abram passed the altars, the person is reminded to stop and remember
something important in the life of the community. Abram built his totem, altar,
after encountering God at seventy-five years of age in the land of Haran, he built
an altar on the place he met God.?® In the next paragraph, we see Abram
building another altar as he called out on the name of the Lord.?” This theme
continued for Abram’s children?® and throughout the Scriptures. When the people
of God encountered God they created a totem, an altar, to remind them of
encountering God. These altars endured and every time the nomadic Israelites
passed by, they served as witnesses to God’s visit, call, and covenant.

Fearing we might conjure up ideas of the world of animism, Christians shy
away from calling anything a totem pole. We prefer altar, vestibule, and other
sanctified descriptions. However, we have our own “totem poles.” Sometimes we
allow them to become every bit as spiritually inflated as the Native Americans we
criticize. We warn our children “do not touch the piano!” Or, “Do not mishandle

the flag!” There is real fear that their sacramental nature may be compromised or

% Another example would be the dances of the Polynesian cultures. In these,
each choreographed move tells a different part of the story. The images created in the
dance tell of battles, life, and the history of the islands.

®Gn12:7.

7 Gn 12:9.

% Also see: Gn 26:25, Isaac; Gn 35:1, Jacob; Ex 17:15, Moses.
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damaged by their mishandling.?® In our houses of worship, the piano, the organ,
the pulpit, the communion table, and the flags are but a few examples of our
totem poles. Though the use of imagery rarely is developed and utilized for these
respective images, they are recognized as items of such sanctity and holiness
that the mere act of moving them will incite fiery blazes of disbelief, outrage, and
occasionally a burning at the stake. In most cases congregants honor our elders’
commandment, “Do NOT touch.”

Images also become trophies. Like the trophies from math Olympics,
sporting events, diplomas, achievement, and more that adorn offices, mantles,
and bedrooms, these images provide us something to take home. In their places
of honor they provide us with icons that we point to and retell the stories of past
achievements and successes. They give us continual reminders of significant
and life-defining moments. In the Scriptures, we find the cross, lifted high with the
body of Christ, as the ultimate trophy. What the Romans intended to create scorn
and sow discontent, became the crossroads of history, the ultimate example and
place to remember and retell the story of God’s love for God’s people.

Finally, images act as icons. Icons provide us with people or symbols we
look through to catch a glimpse of God. An icon takes many forms: a painting, a
statue, a relic, or some holy image. As you look at an icon of a person, you are

pointed through that person to God.* Icons are helpful as they remind us of

» Developed in collaboration with David McDonald, January 28, 2011.

% Gerald Lawson Sittser, Water from a Deep Well: Christian Spirituality from
Early Martyrs to Modern Missionaries (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Books, 2007), 123.

15



God’s traits seen through the representation of the lives and experiences of our
brothers and sisters.

One of the most utilized forms of imagery is the icon. Pictures of Christ, as
well as men and women of faith who embodied the life of Christ, are captured by
the artist. The iconographer seeks to capture the reality of Christ’s life in both the
divine and human nature of Christ. Similarly, in the life of a faithful follower, the
iconographer works to capture the virtues, values, attitudes, and behaviors that
resemble Christ-likeness. Gerald Sittser captures this well, saying, “The image
we see in the icon points beyond itself to the reality of the person, the incarnate
Son of God, who transformed the material creation into a vessel for the divine.”’
Reflecting upon images of Christ and the lives of those persons who incarnated
Christ helps to form and reform us.*

Icons are one form of imagery that has been controversial through the
ages. Iconoludes,® those who utilize and promote icons in worship, believe icons
continue to influence, shape, and draw many closer to God. Iconoclasts, those
opposed to the use of icons in worship, believe icons to lead us away from God
as idolatry. As | said, images mold and shape the world we live in. Those who

interpret images hold great power and influence. Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn quoted

a Russian proverb to conclude his 1970 Nobel lecture on literature, “One word of

1 bid.
%2 Ibid., 122-123.

% |conophile is a more contemporary form of this word, however, for the
purposes of this document | will use the historical term, Iconolude.
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truth outweighs the whole world.”* Leonard Sweet, writing on the power of
imagery, quoted Aleksandr and reinterpreted this proverb for our culture:
In our culture, it's more true that one image of truth, and especially
one person of truth, tilts the balance of history. People today are

like the Israelites in the desert: they will follow a cloud or a pillar of
fire, but not abstract commands and disembodied voices.*

Asa Berger notes that we live in a world where “visual images are playing an
increasingly important role in our politics, our entertainments, and our everyday
lives, | think developing visual literacy is even more crucial than ever.”*® Berger
continues,

We live in a world of things seen, a world that is visual, and we

expend much of our physical and emotional energy on the act of

seeing. Like fish, we “swim” in a sea of images, and these images

help shape our perceptions of the world and of ourselves. It is

estimated, for example, that most of us receive more than 80
percent of our information through our eyes.*’

He argues visual imagery is a central communication form. Much of this visual
communication happens symbolically and indirectly through words, signs, and
symbols. These images are necessary in order to give philosophical abstractions
form.%

This is an ancient tradition. Churches, political figures, kings, pharaohs,
and rebels used the power of images to instruct, inform, rally, and fight. These

entities also used images to pacify, calm, and give assurance. They all used

* Sweet, The Gospel According to Starbucks, 111.
% Ibid.

% Berger, Seeing Is Believing, xiii.

%" Ibid., 1.

%8 Ibid., 2.
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images to communicate stories, virtues, values, attitudes, and behaviors
acceptable to their cause.

Take the cross for example. For the Romans it was “one of the strongest
forms of deterrence against insurrection or political agitation in the Roman
provinces.”*® The cross was a trophy. It was a symbol of humiliation, punishment,
degradation, and a slow, painful death. The body was often left to decay and
become food for scavengers.*® Yet, the men and women who followed Christ
embraced this trophy. They reinterpreted and adopted the cross to symbolize
victory, God’s love, and God’s power. The Romans used the cross as a
deterrent. The cross was designed to instruct the masses of the consequences
for criminal behavior and rebellious uprisings.*! Christians used the cross as a
rallying point and an example of obedience and commitment.*? It was a symbol
of God’s love and sacrifice, “God so love the world.”® It remains a symbol
reminding people of God’s love and the grotesque sacrifice suffered on our
behalf. In the faith community it serves as an image of our own willingness to die

to oneself in order that one might love and live freely with God.**

% Leland Ryken, James C. Wilhoit, and Tremper Longman i, Dictionary of
Biblical Imagery (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1998), 184.

0 Ibid.
“ Ibid.
“2 bid.
*Jn 3:16.

* Ryken, Wilhoit, and Longman, Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, 184.
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Two other Christian symbols, sheep and fish, also remain meaningful.
Fish can be found on websites, cars, cell phones, and in Christian homes. The
symbol of the fish is a symbol of Christ. Similarly, the sheep reminds us of Christ
the Good Shepherd. In many cases these symbols become familiar and are
reduced to religious trinkets or tattoos to identify religious affiliation. In some
cases these symbols are worn as beautiful pieces of jewelry. Regardless, the
cross, sheep, and fish hang as a reminder etched upon the minds of Christians.
They are images, icons that point through themselves to the story of Christ.

These icons mold and shape us each day. They reinforce the vision of
who we are and what we want to become. These images create portals through
which we enter into the world these images create. Similarly, these images
create totem poles of historical figures and events through which we retell the
story of our community. Images form and shape us spiritually. They mold our
ideas, actions, attitudes, and relationships. Some images draw us closer to God.
Other images lead us to prostrate ourselves in worship to secular gods and
goddesses. Regardless of their affiliation and our willingness to confess their
influence, images affect us spiritually in imperceptible ways as well as ways
which are obvious.

Though images act as portals, totems, trophies, and icons, there is a
danger that we may abuse them. This abuse may appear innocent or malicious.
It may happen subconsciously or with great planning. However, the abuse begins
on the slippery slope where an image transforms into a talisman, a magical item,

a tool, or an idol. They go from pointing us toward God to being an object that
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closes us off from God. They shift from being a window to a mirror. Instead of
showing us the beauty of God all we see is what we expect to see. History is
replete with examples and antidotes. Let us briefly look at the difference. Let us
look at what happens when the object becomes an end in and of itself.

For instance, images often become talismans. A talisman is an object that
gives special powers, insight, and/or direction to the person who wears it. Take,
for example, a rabbit’s foot or a four leaf clover. Carrying or wearing one is
believed to bring you luck. Wearing a crystal around your neck is believed to
bring positive energy. In religious circles, there are little figurines, statues, of
saints carried with people to bring them safety, luck, and good fortune. One of
the more bizarre talismans | have recently seen was on an episode of “The
World’s Deadliest Catch.”* As the ships get underway, to appease the sea gods,
one of the crab fishermen grabs a herring from the bait storage. He takes a big
bite out of the fish and eats it. By doing this he brings luck and good “juju” to the
crew and season. In essence, when the object in and of itself is believed to have
special power it no longer points to God but itself. Turning an image into a
talisman is one of the reasons the iconoclasts rallied against hagiography and

‘religious symbols.

Similarly, images do not have magical powers. There are those who
believe that if we say the right words or prayers to the statue of St. Mary our
demands will be met. Reflecting upon a statue of St. Mary as an image of a

woman of faith is a powerful and illuminating act of faith. She expressed

“*“Slow Burn”, (Discovery Channel, April 13, 2010).
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unrelenting trust in God with the words, “| am the Lord’s servant, and | am willing

"4 and is

to accept whatever he wants. May everything you have said come true,
a worthy image of faith to reflect upon. The image of Mary in and of itself holds
no power. Some would argue that it is obvious that they are not praying to the
statue, but the mother of Jesus who is in heaven beside Jesus pleads on their
behalf. Reality, however, can easily become blurred between the image and the
saint who points us toward God. While I do not wish to digress down this road too
far, the reality remains, some people have prayed to these images believing
there is magical power in them.

It is important to caution that there is a short distance between an icon and
an idol. An image becomes an idol when the object becomes the focus of our
worship, our adoration. When the icon no longer points us toward God and we
begin to believe the object has power, we are no longer worshiping the Living
God but the physical object. In a much broader definition, any object, image,
person, or idea becomes an idol when we give it the power to determine our
values, attitudes, and behaviors. As a people of faith, only God holds this place
of honor.

This distance often is but a mere shift in thinking and heart motivation.
While God created both male and female in God’s image, Jesus said, “that
everyone who looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with

her in his heart.”*” While the very physical form of the human body is a

46 Mt 1:38 (NLT).

4T Mt 5:28.
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metaphysical representation of the beauty of God, the very act of lust is to turn it
into a goddess and worship it. What begins as a way to view God becomes the
veil preventing us from connecting with God.

There is no clearer abuse of this image of worship than a rock concert,
secular or Christian. To be honest, this includes some of our worship
conferences and worship services. Watch the screaming fans throw their
offerings at the feet of their idol. Watch their undulations as the rhythms pulse.
Observe the posters on teenager’s walls, CD covers littering desktops, the
cloistered garb worn to imitate the likeness of their worship, and for the lucky few,
the life size cutouts of their idol to gaze and fantasize upon. Listen to the
defensive talk as fans of rival bands articulate the accolades of their idol and
trash the opponent. While | don’t want to get lost on some dusty side road of the
consumer, worship of musicians, actors, athletes, business gurus, or political
figures, | wish to highlight that while we do not refer to them as idols, so
frequently the icons who line our bookshelves, fill our iPods, line our movie
closets, and hang on our walls are just that, idols. What begin as images to
facilitate worship or growth, we gradually give power to define our ideas of
morality, success, and personal self worth.

As Christians our history and present are littered with icons we have
turned into idols. Even Billy Graham and Mother Teresa have not escaped our
adoration and veneration. While there are inherent dangers of an icon becoming
an idol, | do not think we need to abandon them. In fact, | would advocate

through this document that our goal would be to reclaim the heritage of imagery.
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While | assert that images have power to mold, shape, and influence us,
they do not have power to control us, bend situations to our will, or force others
to behave differently. Only we can give them that power. Images do not have the
power to control nature. They do not have the power to transform or renew lives.
Imagery itself, without meaning imbued upon it, is inert. As Segler and Bradley
state in their book, Christian Worship,

Symbols are concrete methods to call us away from ourselves to

God. We acknowledge the presence of God by using symbols. In

worship, symbols have a twofold direction, an ascending and

descending action. They are agents for God to show himself to us,
and they are agents by which we express ourselves to God.*®

Similarly, they warn that these symbols don’t compel God to be present. Rather
they are totems that acknowledge that God has acted in history and God
continues to be present in history. They point us to the mystery of God.*® They
assert that these symbols, “often describe more accurately than words concepts
such as God, Christ, salvation, atonement, and eternity. Symbols begin with us
where we are and take us to the great mysteries of God.”®® Ultimately worship
should awaken the senses. It should be a whole body act that is tangible, tactile,
and visible.®" It should encompass the whole body, heart, mind and soul focusing

upon the Creator and Life Giver.

*8 Franklin M. Segler and C. Randall Bradley, Christian Worship: Its Theology
and Practice, 3rd ed. (Nashville, TN: Broadman and Holman, 2006), 198.

9 |bid.
%0 Ibid.

! Ibid., 199.
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Spirituality is more than abstract concepts and theology. As we will see in
the coming chapters, the biblical, theological, and historical evidence shows a
multitude of images that not only captivated people historically, but they also
linger in our lives to this day. The presence of imagery is tangible, even if
subconscious, long after the initial viewing. Images continue to teach us or haunt
us long after the events of the present have passed. They lock into our memory
vivid, tactile, defining moments. Some images, when recalled, are so vivid that
they seem to transport us back to the event recalling smells, sounds, emotions,
thoqghts, and tastes.

In all these we see traces of the Creator who is relentlessly pursuing the
Beloved. The Bridegroom tenderly calling us back is a beautiful image of
relationship that Jesus gave us. The Song of Solomon paints the picture of the
beloved seeking through the streets all night aching for her lover as an image of
God’s love for us. We are called and loved. The image is one of a Creator,
Father, and Lover who desperately seeks out and draws in the object of God’s
desire, each one of us.

As | have pointed out so far, images are not to be dismissed as some
uneducated form of communication. Rather, we would do well to recognize the
power of images to evoke powerful responses in us. Images are foundational.
The Bible is full of images that formed and shaped people of faith throughout the
centuries by reinforcing stories, virtues, values, attitudes, and behaviors. The

greatest image of all is humanity who was made in the image of God. Through
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Christ, God’s love is working redemption throughout history and throughout the

world.

25



CHAPTER 1: IMAGERY IN THE BIBLE

“Come, go down to the potter's house, and there | will let you hear

my words.”
— Jeremiah 18:2

Imagery provides the fabric that gives meaning to ideas, concepts, and
even language itself. As Berger points out, up to eighty percent of all
communication is received visually.” Our world is made up of images. Everything
from words, metaphors, pictures, and sculptures, té paintings, movies, and
commercials fill our conscious and sub-conscious with images. These images
bombard our senses and shape our lives. Throughout Christian history imagery
contributed positively to shape the lives of the faithful and to help them connect
with God and each other. Imagery is an ally in instructing and reinforcing the faith
community’s stories and values. My thesis is that we need to rediscover
meaningful ways to use imagery in a contemporary setting. My contention is that
it is necessary for us to rediscover imagery in spiritual formation. in worship,
images provide us tactile places to further glimpse and understand God as they
connect with us viscerally and emotively evoking memories and birthing dreams.

Because we live in an image affluent culture, people readily speak the
language of imagery. Therefore, it is crucial for the followers of Christ and the
church to be fluent in the art of visual communication. If the church cannot, we

risk spinning our wheels and irrelevancy. Imagery is essential to our ongoing

' Berger, Seeing Is Believing, 1.
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ability to communicate and to connect with God, with ourselves, and with others.
Bradley Holt clearly articulates this:

In an attempt to understand our lives, we use fundamental images,

or root metaphors. Each image has value, but none is adequate by

itself. For example, the Bible pictures God as rock, light, and

fortress; lion, bear, and eagle; king, father, and shepherd; and

mother, lover, and friend. None of these groupings alone

adequately describes the nature of God. The same is true of our
pictures of the Christian life.?

The metaphors we choose to use shape our experiences and help us interpret
life.> Therefore, men and women of faith need to learn to become more fluent in
the use and understanding of imagery.

Scripture stirs the heart, mind, and soul. God used imagery to enliven
worship and to instruct the people in the stories, virtues, values, attitudes, and
behaviors of their faith. “The Bible is more than a book of ideas: it is also a book
of images and motifs. Everywhere we turn we find concrete pictures and

"* Turn the pages, peruse the thin sheets, and you will find

recurrent patterns.
detailed descriptions of acceptable sacrifices, articulate interpretations of visions,
and elusive parables. God made imagery integral to worship and the spiritual

formation of the people of Israel. In Exodus, God ordered the building of the Ark

of the Covenant and the Tabernacle for worship® detailing the extensive symbols

2 Bradley P. Holt, Thirsty for God: A Brief History of Christian Spirituality, 2nd ed.
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2005), 9.

% Ibid., 11.
* Ryken, Wilhoit, and Longman, Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, xiii.

5Ex 25:1-22.
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and beauty to be used while also commanding that no idols be made or used in
worship.®

Jesus boldly used metaphors, similes, and occasionally allegory to create
images that communicated truth into the everyday lives of the people.” Jesus
drew from his childhood to “illustrate spiritual truths with the leaven in bread
dough, sewing patches on old clothing, and storing new wine in old wineskins.”®
Jesus instructed the disciples in the upper room to repeat his actions in
remembrance of him.® Paul continued this tradition as he told Timothy and Titus
to “be an example to all believers.”™® To the church in Thessalonica, Paul said,
“you became a model to all believers in Macedonia and Achaia.”"" These people
not only imbued everyday images with meaning, their own lives also became
images.

As | review Scriptural imagery from the perspective of the biblical people
in chapters one and two, | will leave the theological debate to be discussed in
chapters three and four. The point will be to build a clear idea of how God, Christ,

and faithful followers used imagery to communicate and connect with God and

® Ex 20:3-6; Lv 19:4.

" Keith W. Drury, Holiness for Ordinary People (Indianapolis, IN: Wesleyan
Publishing House, 2004), 63.

8 |bid.
® Mt 26:26-30; Mk 14:22-26: Lk 22:19-20.
1 Tm4:12; Ti 2:7.

"1 Thes 1:7.
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others. Ultimately, the evidence will show Scripture supports and encourages the
use of imagéry in worship and spiritual formation. |

Before we continue, | want to be clear that | am not seeking to lay out a
comprehensive biblical survey. Rather, to create a picture by pointing out a story
here, illuminating an icon there, or highlighting a major theme. Through
investigating and exploring how these images formed the individuals and the
community of followers in the Testaments, my hope is to create an understanding
of the uses of imagery and the prohibitions against idolatry'? in the Bible. My
hope is that it will serve as a portal to enter into the biblical story and to
understand how these images molded and shaped generations of faithful
followers. Along the way | invite you to become an active participant. Enter the
process with me by not just reading about the images but imagine them in your
mind.

As we create this collage it is important that we understand how the
primary hearers would were shaped by these stories. It will be essential to review
how biblical images served as spiritual icons for the original recipients. Equally
important is to explore how the echoes of these images continue to mold us
today and help us connect with God and others. More illuminating is to show how
we influence the Scriptures as we listen and imagine the stories. Essentially, how
we interpret the Bible determines how biblical imagery influences us. If we
believe the Bible is primarily a legal code then we will interpret it differently than if

we view it as a love letter from God. It is foundational that we find a way to

2 Ex 20:3-6; Lv 19:4.
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reconcile the images of God with the images in our culture. We cannot employ
legislation and abstract concepts to reach a postmodern audience hungry for
authenticity and relationships.

This hunger is nothing new. For millennia people have used physical,
narrative, mental, and kinesthetic imagery to experience, learn, teach, and share
their faith. They have used it to encode and transfer their stories. Children in
Jewish and Christian homes have grown up in the shadows of Noah and the Ark,
Abraham and Isaac, David and Goliath, Moses and the plagues, Jonah and the
whale, and other stories of the Bible.” The imaginations of children and adults
throughout the ages have been the movie screens on which the narratives of
Jewish lives and the Palestinian countryside came to life. Generations have
imagined a young boy bending over a creek bed to choose five stones or
pictured David as he told the giant his God would be victorious. With a quick
motion of the hand a stone left the slingshot and imbedded itself in the forehead
of Goliath. Stories have been told and reenacted by energetic children knowing
themselves to be the heroes and legends of old.

Predating movies and PowerPoint, people growing up in church and
Temple saw teachers make epic stories come to life on flannel graphs.™ Children
watched a two-dimensional Jesus walk on water. They saw Abraham place Isaac

on the altar as a sacrifice and worried that poor Jonah would never escaped the

'3 Victor Harold Matthews and Don C. Benjamin, Social World of Ancient Israel:
1250-587 BCE (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1993), 9.

* Philip Yancey, The Jesus | Never Knew (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1995),
13.
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pesky whale. Recent technology, video, and CGI brought new life to these tales.
Groups such as Story Keepers,'® Veggie Tales,'® and Walt Disney’s “The Prince
of Egypt”"” captured anew the attention of young and old. While the medium has
changed with time, the purpose remained: to visually pass on the rich, life
shaping stories and icons of the Bible from father'® and mother to child."®
Biblical icons permeate our western culture and vernacular. Movies,
books, and speeches often include phrases such as: "Did you see pa burning
bush?" "Can you walk on water?" “Are you the Messiah?” "Calm the storm," and
“Giant slaying.” American leaders from George Washington to Barak Obama?
used the image of Moses delivering the Israelite people from slavery and
oppression to promote their cause. “From the Pilgrims to the Founding Fathers,
the Civil War to the civil rights movement, Americans turn to Moses in periods of
crisis. This narrative offers a road map of peril and promise.”?' Regardless of

biblical literacy or religious affiliation, these stories are entrenched in our societal

'* For more information, also see: http://www.storykeepers.com/intro.html.
'® For more information, also see: https://bigidea.com/index.aspx.

' val Kilmer, Ralph Fiennes, Michelle Pfeiffer, Sandra Bullock, Jeff Goldblum,
Patrick Stewart, Danny Glover, Steve Martin, Martin Short, The Prince of Egypt, Film,
dir. Steve Hickner Brenda Chapman, Simon Wells (USA: DreamWorks Animation,
December 19, 1998).

'8 A. E. Kitov and Nathan Bulman, The Jew and His Home, 8th ed. (New York:
Shengold, 1963), 216.

'® Matthews and Benjamin, Social World of Ancient Israel, 9, 27, 29.

2 Bruce Feiler, "How Moses Shaped America", Time Inc.,
http://www time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1927303,00.html#ixzz0uKcmjPsh
(accessed July 21, 2010).

2! Ibid.
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DNA. While meanings and uses may vary from person to person and region to
region, these archetypal images continuously shape our thinking and
experiences.

Let me describe the landscape a bit. Our Western thinking focuses on
abstract and philosophical concepts heavily influenced by Plato and Aristotle. In
contrast, the Eastern Mediterranean cultures think in graphical, earthy, and
physical terms influenced by the hardships of life.?? Robert Capon reminds us
that Scripture “is held together by icons, by word-pictures.” ** These take on
many forms from the tabernacle to sculptures and from altars to metaphors.
Some portions of Scripture read like a Picasso?* and others like Michelangelo’s
Sistine Chapel.?® Some read like a law library®® and others a road map.?” Some
read like an episode of Jerry Springer® and others Little House on the Prairie.?

Some passages read like the apoca|ypse30 and others a gentle stream and green

2 Matthews and Benjamin, Social World of Ancient Israel, xv.

3 Robert Farrar Capon, The Fingerprints of God: Tracking the Divine Suspect
through a History of Images (Grand Rapids, Mi: W.B. Eerdmans, 2000), 14.

* Ezekiel's Vision, Ez 1:4-28.
%% Christ's Birth, Mt 1:18-2:18; Lk 1:26-38.
% Lv 11-26.

27 Jesus sends the 12, Mt 10:5-16; Jesus sends the 72, Lk 10:1-16; the feasts, Dt
16:1-17.

% Amnon raping Tamar, 2 Sm 13:1-22; Lot’s daughters, Gn 19:30-38; Judah and
Tamar, Gn 38:11-30; 1 Cor 5:1.

% Jacob and Esau meeting upon Jacobs return, Gn 33.

% Moses and the war with the Amalekites, Ex 17:3; Jesus on a white horse robe
dipped in biood and the armies of heaven following, Rv 19:11-21.
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pastures. ' Some read like emotional tirades® and others exhibited God’s hand
calming the storm.®® The landscape of Scripture is rich with color and filled with
vibrant hues creating concrete pictures.*

Even portions of the law are rich with imagery:

When anyone brings from the herd or flock a fellowship offering to

the LORD to fulfill a special vow or as a freewill offering, it must be

without defect or blemish to be acceptable. Do not offer to the LORD

the blind, the injured or the maimed, or anything with warts or

festering or running sores. Do not place any of these on the altar as
an offering made to the LORD by fire.®®

Although a legal code, it reads like a description of a painting. It layers brush
strokes on the canvas of the mind. Some of the descriptions such as “blemish,”
“maimed,” or “sores” are less palatable, yet they created distinct mental images
for the hearers of what an acceptable sacrifice looked like. That was the point.
These graphic descriptors evoked memories of common sights: sores, warts,
discharges, and defects. Any Israelite, adult or child, hearing this description
could immediately point out an unclean sacrifice.

Throughout this discussion, we must remember the Bible is a book. Like
all books, it is filled with words. However, unlike other books throughout history,

people painted, sketched, sculpted, bronzed, animated, and sung most portions

3 pg 23.

%2 Elijah running into the desert away from Jezebel, 1 Kgs 19:1-9; Jonah
grumbling under the bush, Jon, 4:1-11.

3 Jesus on the lake with the disciples, Lk 8:22-25; Jesus delivers a demon-
possessed man, Lk 8:26-39.

% Capon, The Fingerprints of God, 20.

35 v 22:21-22.
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of the Bible. Why? Why the compulsion throughout the ages to reinterpret into
images the words so meticulously preserved and handed down? The Bible is
more than just the words on a page. It embodies the stories and values of a
people of faith. It is the story of God’s love, God'’s frustration with an adulterous
people, and God’s reconciliation with us. Thus, people of faith sought and
continue to seek ways to communicate, teach, and inspire faith in others through
its narratives.

The stories of people’s lives recorded in these passages create
compelling mental images. As Abraham Heschel states,

The Bible is the great miracle of history. Like God, it is often

misused and distorted by unclean minds, yet its capacity to

withstand the most vicious attacks is boundless. The vigor and

veracity of its ideas are perceptible under the rust and batter of two

millennia of debate and dogma, it does not fade in spite of theology

nor collapse under abuse. The Bible is the perpetual motion of the

spirit, an ocean of meaning, its waves beating against man’s abrupt

and steep shortcomings, its echo reaching into the blind alleys of
his wrestling despair.*®

The story of a nation grappling with its covenant with God creates mental images
on which subsequent generations are weaned. These stories become a form for
holding the truth.*” Regardless of these varied attempts to convey meaning
through imagery, the Bible remains primarily preserved in words.

For centuries the Bible survived, passed from father and mother to child,

in the oral tradition. Moses is credited as the first person to compile many of

36 Heschel, God in Search of Man, 241.

*" Drury, Holiness for Ordinary People, 64.
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these traditions into writing giving us the Pentateuch.® Faithful followers and
meticulous scribes handed down from generation to generation his writings and
the whole of scripture. The integrity of the Bible was protected by those to whom
it was entrusted.®® Within the faith community, scribes, with the inspiration of the
Holy Spirit, guarded the holy texts, carefully transcribing every jot and tittle with
painful accuracy.*® God richly blessed us with a text carefully transcribed,
studied, and preserved over the span of millennia.*' The Bible is awe-inspiring.
Just knowing the miles and years this text has travelled leaves one grasping to
comprehend what a gift, more precisely, what a treasure God has given us.

It is also important to acknowledge the Bible includes propositions,
abstract ideas, and instructions for Christian living.** These include distillations of
acceptable behavior, theological discourse, and articulations of doctrine.
However, in our modern mindset of distilling objects to their component parts and
determining how to make them work for us, we have often forgotten the Bible is a

metanarrative of the Christian faith.

% John H. Sailhamer, The Expositor's Bible Commentary: Genesis-Numbers, ed.
Frank E. Gaebelein and Richard P. Polcyn, vol. 2 (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1990),
5.

% Philip R. Davies, Scribes and Schools: The Canonization of the Hebrew
Scriptures (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1998), 17-19.

4 Raymond F. Surburg, How Dependable is the Bible? (Philadelphia: Lippincott,
1972), 75.

“1 For further study: Paul J. Achtemeier, The Inspiration of Scripture: Problems
and Proposals (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1980). Also see: Brevard S. Childs,
Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1979).

42 Capon, The Fingerprints of God, 20.
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A metanarrative is simply a “big story” which tells the tale of the world.*?
These “big stories” of creation, God, the universe, and faith are used to interpret
and give meaning to the individual stories of our lives and communities. The term
metanarrative in the post-modern thought has created controversy. James Smith
summarizes Jean-Francios Lyotard, a prominent post-modern writer, and his
complaint against using the term metanarrative. Lyotard’s complaint is that a
metanarrative does not make an appeal to universal reason but to faith to the
exclusion of other metanarratives.** The reason many post-modern authors
avoid this term is that it often is exclusive. These unique metanarratives brought
much bloodshed by the hands of their faithful followers.

Leonard Sweet, Brian McLaren, and Jerry Haselmayer summarize the
post-modern critique, “The postmodern critique of metanarratives is but an echo
of the biblical warning against idolatry and, by implication, the totalizing of any
theory or narrative other than God’s story.”* Christopher Wright summarizes that
the Bible is a metanarrative because it, “renders to us the story of God’s mission
through God’s people in their engagement with God’s world for the sake of the
whole of God’s creation.”*® The reality is whether it is politics, theology,

philosophy, science, or any other narrative of a faith system, we derive meaning

43 James K. A. Smith, Who's Afraid of Postmodernism?: Taking Derrida, Lyotard,
and Foucault to Church, 4th ed. (Grand Rapids, Ml: Baker Academic, 2008), 63.

44 Ibid.

45 Leonard |. Sweet, Brian D. McLaren, and Jerry Haselmayer, "A" Is for
Abductive: The Language of the Emerging Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan,
2003), 193.

“6 Christopher J. H. Wright, The Mission of God: Unlocking the Bible's Grand
Narrative, 5th ed. (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2008), 51.
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for our lives from and within a story larger than our own. The pushback among
the postmodern movement emerges from the exclusivity of metanarratives as
well as the idea that individual narratives have no meaning.

For practical purposes | will refer to metanarrative in this paper as the
larger narrative, “big story,” through which the Christian faith finds meaning. This
can include all the variations and interpretations, some orthodox and others
unorthodox. Through the story of Scripture we understand and interpret our lives.
Through the metanarrative of God’s involvement with all creation and the mini-
narratives of the lives of biblical characters, along with the mini-narratives of our
experience, the Bible conjures up all forms of imagery that help us understand
our lives and faith. These mini-narratives woven with God’s thread illuminate the
metanarrative. In the hands of the modern and imperialistic movements these
stories bred exclusivity. Granted, each metanarrative claims to be the exclusive
truth, however, they need not be applied with violence. In other words, we do not
have to approach other metanarratives in an effort to debunk them or to destroy
them. More so, we can approach all stories with humility. We can seek to
understand how the metanarrative of God’s redeeming grace through creation is
working. God is at work in this world and like yeast the Kingdom of God is
working its way through the whole.*’

In recent centuries with the rise of rationalism and philosophy, the power

of the narrative has been for the most part brushed to the side as fables or simply

47 Robert Farrar Capon, Kingdom, Grace, Judgment: Paradox, Outrage, and
Vindication in the Parables of Jesus, comb. ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans,
2002), 100-103.
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irrelevant.*® Many believed and taught that to truly seek God we needed to put
off all distractions, especially those regarding sight.*® John Calvin believed that
what we see with our eyes only serves to distract. Yet, as stated, Scripture is full
of imagery and much of our communication happens in the form of imagery.
Even so, physical imagery, narrative imagery, mental imagery, and kinesthetic
imagery connect deeply with our souls.

Imagery in various forms speaks in ways that philosophical abstractions
and disembodied-truth are unable to do.*® Imagery helps us perceive and grasp
thoughts, ideas, and truth in a tactile and tacit manner. It also allows us to
imagine in our minds abstract concepts like discipleship. Images put flesh on the
bones of ideas and values; they make concrete the abstract, rendering them
accessible.’’ As Capon claims,

The only really mischievous thing anyone can do with the Gospel is

insist on hanging only the pictures he happens to like. That's what

heresy really is: picking and choosing, on the basis of my

interpretations, between the icons provided to me. Orthodoxy, if itis

understood correctly, is simply the constant displaying of the entire
collection.>?

48 Smith, Who's Afraid of Postmodemism?, 64.

*® Randall C. Zachman, Image and Word in the Theology of John Calvin (Notre
Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2007), 5.

* Berger, Seeing Is Believing, 2.
> Ibid.

%2 Capon, Kingdom, Grace, Judgment, 151-152.
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This visual approach is closer to the Hebrew tradition and will help us return from
the modern Gnosticism that has emerged as Christian faith.>® This is why, |
believe, in recent decades there has begun a resurgence of discovery and
implementation of all forms of imagery in worship, especially narrative imagery.

With this groundwork laid, let us begin with one of the more obvious uses
of biblical imagery. Physical imagery frequently described God'’s presence and
God’s relationship with humanity. Jeremiah 18 describes the prophet walking to
the potter’'s house:

This is the word that came to Jeremiah from the LORD: “Go down to

the potter's house, and there | will give you my message.” So | went

down to the potter's house, and | saw him working at the wheel. But

the pot he was shaping from the clay was marred in his hands; so

the potter formed it into another pot, shaping it as seemed best to

him.

Then the word of the LORD came to me: “O house of Israel,
can | not do with you as this potter does?” declares the LORD. “Like

clay in the hand of the potter, so are you in my hand, O house of
Israel.>*

Over the centuries, this passage remained an enduring image of God’s work in
our lives. It inspired paintings, sketches, and songs. We yearn for the image of a
God who molds and shapes us. We ache for the intimacy this evokes: the loving
hands of the Creator, massaging the moist clay, pushing here and pressing
there, the masterful hands intently, gently, and forcefully shaping the clay. The

clay, with all its natural resistance, gradually takes form. The use of clay here is

%3 Philip J. Lee, Against the Protestant Gnostics (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1987), 84, 95-96.

54 Jer 18:1-6.
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fascinating because clay has a natural resistance to' being formed.> This natural
resistance is what holds the clay in the form shaped by the potter. It is the
process of yielding and resisting the potter’s hands that gives the pot form.*® In
essence, “we respond to God’s gracious initiatives and God responds to our
responses ... and on it goes.” In this process it seems as if the Potter expects
resistance.®® And, in some cases, the clay is smashed down, more water applied,
and reshaped. In other cases, the original form holds true. There is something
comforting and emboldening to the soul and body to know that God is personally
involved and the relationship entails mutual influence.*®

We want to know God'’s work in our lives, however we must choke down
challenges when we face depression, failure, and injustice. There are moments

and seasons where the bitterness of life leaves us feeling less than comforted.

%5 Daniel Rhodes, Clay and Glazes for the Potter, (Lola, WI: Krause Publications,
2000),
http://books.google.com/books?id=wEOjXDfqg5G8C&printsec=frontcover&dg=clay+and+
glazes+for+the+potter&hl=en&ei=Qu1uTOK5KIuisAP8n8yIBw&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct
=result&resnum=1&ved=0CDcQBAEWAA#v=0nepage&q&f=false (accessed August 20,
2010).

% Warren W. Wiersbe and Logos Research Systems Inc., Wiersbe's Expository
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%" Clark Pinnock et al., The Openness of God: A Biblical Challenge to the
Traditional Understanding of God, 8th ed. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press USA,
1994), 7.

%8 Leander E. Keck, ed. The New Interpreter’s Bible: Introduction to Prophetic
Literature, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Baruch, Letter of Jeremiah, Lamentations, Ezekiel, vol. 6
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2001), 717.
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With the Psalmist we call out to God, “Deliver me, O my God, from the hand of
the wicked, from the grasp of cruel men.”®® David also cried out to God:

But you, O Lord, be not far off;

O my Strength, come quickly to help me.

Deliver my life from the sword,

my precious life from the power of the dogs.

Rescue me from the mouth of the lions;
save me from the horns of the wild oxen.®'

Even Jesus cried out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”%

In my own life as | walked the valley of divorce, words of God’s love
brought the comfort | yearned to experience when | chose to accept them. During
this time the image of the Potter was my anchor. | knew, that no matter how
desolate and empty my life and soul felt, nor how distant and absent God
appeared, the image of the Potter’s hands on my life sustained me.

When | felt the most distant and abandoned, | would sit and reflect upon
the sketch an artist drew for me. | would reflect upon this image until my soul
found handholds to grasp, faith to desperately cling on to. This sketch reminded
me of the reality | was not experiencing. | am not saying the pain went away. No,
the pain was real, bitter, desolate, and isolating. Rather, this image helped me
put flesh onto the truth | believed and created a space to reflect and to enter into

it. Through the Scriptures and my own experiences, the truth is: God is in the

0 ps71:4.
61 ps 22:19-21.

62 Mt 27:46b.
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process of shaping our lives and the lives of nations, and the purpose of this is to
create a vessel that is pleasing to the Creator.®

Paul’s audience would have understood the image of clay jars in a way
that our Ziploc and Tupperware generations cannot. The process of creating a
clay jar was practical knowledge.® This enduring image reappears as Paul
reminded the church in Rome of their relationship with God as being a part of
creation, not as the creator:

But who are you, O man, to talk back to God? “Shall what is formed

say to him who formed it, ‘Why did you make me like this?’ ” Does

not the potter have the right to make out of the same lump of clay

some pottery for noble purposes and some for common use?

What if God, choosing to show his wrath and make his

power known, bore with great patience the objects of his wrath—

prepared for destruction? What if he did this to make the riches of

his glory known to the objects of his mercy, whom he prepared in

advance for glory— even us, whom he also called, not only from
the Jews but also from the Gentiles?%°

This relationship is one in which the Potter has full rights to mold and shape a pot
for use.®® This use could be for a special use or it could be for ordinary use. It
could be filled with water or it could be a refuse holder. The pot could be
ornamental or it could be broken from continual use. As the pot is created, the
pot does not determine its use. God creates and uses the pots to make known

God'’s power, mercy, glory, or any other purpose “which he prepared in

8 Leander E. Keck, New Interpreter’s: Introduction to Prophetic Literature, 717-
718.

% Matthews and Benjamin, Social World of Ancient Israel, 29.

% Rom 9:20-24.
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advance.”®” Using the image of the Potter and pot, Paul unveiled further insight
into our relationship with God.

Paul continued to develop the pottery image in 2 Corinthians. Here he
regards people as frail pots and Christ as the light within us:

For we do not preach ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, and
ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake. For God, who said, “Let
light shine out of darkness,” made his light shine in our hearts to
give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of
Christ.

But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-
surpassing power is from God and not from us. We are hard
pressed on every side, but not crushed; perplexed, but not in
despair; persecuted, but not abandoned; struck down, but not
destroyed. We always carry around in our body the death of Jesus,
so that the life of Jesus may also be revealed in our body.%®

"89 containing the power

This portrait of a “menial, frail, seemingly inept container
of the message of the Good News of Christ creates tension. The power of the
light of Christ entrusted to humanity? The message of Christ’s light, the treasure,
kept in frail containers, cracked pots, creates dissonance in our souls. Yet, just
as Christ’s incarnation revealed God'’s glory and light, so humanity through its
frailty reveals God’s power.”® What an amazing image of walking in the light of
Christ.

Paul reminded the early Christians of the power of the Gospel. All Paul

endured, all the power he showed, and all the miracles he performed were

" Rom 9:23b.

& 2 Cor 4:5-10.

% Leander E. Keck and J. Paul Sampley, eds. The New Interpreter's Bible: 2
Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 1 & 2 Thessalonians, 1 & 2
Timothy, Titus, Philemon, vol. 11 (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2000), 81.
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extensions of the light of Christ. He held the power of the light of Christ in
paradox. All the power of God and the message of the Gospel, God’s mercy and
grace revealed in Christ, contained within a common household container.”" It
would be similar to putting the crown jewels of the Queen of England in
Tupperware. It's unthinkable. Not the vessel, but what is in the vessel contains
the true power. The power is the light. The power is the Gospel, the Good News
of Jesus Christ. The frailty of the pot only makes the true power, the light of
Christ, more visible.

Hope would have emboldened those who listened. In ministry | hear all too
often the words, “how can God use me?” God can! God chooses to use us. God
plans to use frail jars and cracked pots. Here the light of Christ shines brightest. It
is precisely the purpose of the Potter to mold pots to show God’s glory.”? This
truth would have been reinforced to every Jewish-Roman man, woman, or child
who used or looked at this common household container. Their existence
provided reminders of the image of Yahweh'’s hands upon the lives of individuals
and the life of the Israelite nation. Ornate pots, mundane pots, cracked pots, and
broken pots, all became visual prompts of God’s work in their lives.

In the face of the oppression of the Roman legions, the pots would remind

them of God’s work in their lives. This simple image did not take away the anxiety

or fear. Rather, it served as a reminder of the truth. It was an anchor. And Paul

™ Ibid., 645.

"2 Murray J. Harris, The Expositor's Bible Commentary: Romans, 1 & 2
Corinthians, Galatians, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein and James Dixon Douglas (Grand
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1976), 342.
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would give rich meaning to these mundane household jars. These pots reminded
them of the power of Christ within each believer. It would serve as a prompt to
the grace and the precious gift offered to even the most detested and unclean
person in God’s sight. It is a brilliant image. While the Potter/pot image describes
the image of relationship with God, this was not the only image used to describe
God’s presence.

God continually reassured the Israelite people that the Lord their God was
with them. God sought to be known by the Israelites. God pursued the
Israelites.” When God did so, it came in concrete images, vivid dreams, or a
vision. These in turn were delivered by a prophet, judge, or leader. For Moses it
was a burning bush.” For the Pharaoh it was ten plagues.’® For the Israelites
leaving Egypt it was a cloud by day and a pillar of fire at night. "® For Elijah it was
the deafening silence after the earth shook, the winds blew, and fire ripped
across the mountainside.”” One night Mary and Joseph met the presence of
God, Emmanuel, and wrapped him in strips of cloth.”®

The names of patriarchs, judges, kings, and prophets washed over the

minds and lives of the people of God. Their names became icons providing

™ Heschel, God in Search of Man, 136.
Ex 3:2.

P Ex7-12.

® Ex 13:20-22; 14:19-25; 34:5; 40:34-38.
"1 Kgs 19:11-13.

Mt 2:12, 16.
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mental images to reflect upon the faithfulness of God.” These names and the
stories of their lives personalized God. God’s own self-introduction to the people
was, | am “the God of their fathers—the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and
the God of Jacob.”® This introduction painted a picture upon the minds of the
Israelite nation of their forefathers. After 430 years of slavery®! and countless
prayers, one icon remained in the center of Israelite history, Moses.

Imagine yourself a Hebrew child raised from birth to revere and honor this
man of faith whom God used to deliver your nation from captivity, write much of |
the Pentateuch, and talk face to face with God.®? Imagine weaning on stories of
his life. Moses, a Hebrew, raised Egyptian royalty, a prophet from God sent to
Pharaoh, a man who ultimately never entered the promised-land.®® Moses lived
forty years in a self-imposed exile for killing an Egyptian guard.® Yet this man
returned to lead God’s people to freedom. A pa'rched and thirsty nation rebelled
against Moses. In response Moses impulsively “raised his arm and struck the
rock twice with his staff. ... The Lord said to Moses and Aaron, ‘Because you did

not trust in me enough to honor me as holy in the sight of the Israelites, you will

" Leander E. Keck and J. Paul Sampley, eds. The New Interpreter's Bible: New
Testament Articles, Matthew, Mark, 5th ed., vol. 8 (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2007),
132.

80 Ex 4:5.
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not bring this community into the land | give them.””®® This was the same Moses
who at Mt. Sinai received from God the Ten Commandments twice, spoke to God
face to face, saw the backside of God, and descended from Mt. Sinai with his
face covered because he was glowing with God’s glory. % Through the entirety of
his life, Moses, God’s friend, provided a masterful icon to encourage and nurture
human faith and to grasp the kind of covenantal relationship the Lord Almighty
desired.?’

In the stories of the Exodus, over and over the icons of cloud and fire are
singed upon the consciousness of the Israelite nation. The cloud and pillar of fire,
signs of God’s continual presence, reminded the Israelites that they were a
chosen people.® Can you imagine the affect these mental icons had upon the
Israelites? Generations after the cloud evaporated and the pillar of fire returned
to heaven, Jewish men, women, and children looked upon the clouds in the sky
and gazed into the fires at night reminded of God’s presence and the Almighty’s
Covenant.

As with all things that are familiar, over time clouds and fire became just
clouds and fire.®® The poignancy waned needing to be re-kindled by a new

generation. The very physical images which provided portals to enter the reality

8 Nm 20:12.

% Ex 19:9; 20:1-21; 31:18; 32:2-6; 19; 33:11; 33:12-22; 34:29-35.
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of God’s presence became muted by familiarity, similar to Noah’s rainbow. %
Though the efficacy would diminish, for the Israelites every cloud and every fire
served as a physical image through which to reenter the story of God’s

deliverance and presence.

During their sojourn in the desert, God gave the Israelites the Ark of the
Covenant and the Tabernacle. God designed, commissioned, and protected the
Ark of the Covenant and the Tabernacle.”! These physical images stand as a
great witness for the use of imagery in worship:

See, the LORD has chosen Bezalel son of Uri, the son of Hur, of the
tribe of Judah, and he has filled him with the Spirit of God, with skill,
ability and knowledge in all kinds of crafts— to make artistic
designs for work in gold, silver and bronze, to cut and set stones, to
work in wood and to engage in all kinds of artistic craftsmanship.
And he has given both him and Oholiab son of Ahisamach, of the
tribe of Dan, the ability to teach others. He has filled them with skill
to do all kinds of work as craftsmen, designers, embroiderers in
blue, purple and scarlet yarn and fine linen, and weavers—all of
them master craftsmen and designers.%

God burned with anger at the Israelite’s worship of a golden calf and God
demanded the Israelites never make idols for use in worship.% However, even
with the prohibition against making idols, God did not hesitate to inspire and to fill

skilled craftsmen and weavers with his spirit.* They created the ornate and
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48



intricate design of the Ark, the Tabernacle, the accoutrements of worship, and
the priestly garments.®

The point drawn at this juncture is God prohibited the Israelites from
making and worshipping idols.* Simultaneously, God commissioned the Ark of
the Covenant to serve as a physical image for use in worship and a symbol to
follow.%” The ornate Ark held the mercy seat, God’s chair, over-shadowed by the
wings of two Cherubim. Inside the Ark were physical images of faith: the
inscribed stone tablets, a jar of manna, and Aaron’s staff that had budded.®®
Every time the nation stopped, the Levites erected the Tabernacle at the center
of camp and placed the Ark of the Covenant inside. Then the cloud filled the
Tabernacle announcing God’s presence.” The Ark served as a potent, visual

190 1t also served as a

reminder of God's presence, leadership, and blessing.
reminder of The Almighty’s holiness and authority. The Ark was the tangible
reminder of God’s Covenant with the people and a reminder of God’s presence

available to the people.™" Similarly, the Tabernacle served as the itinerant home

% Ex 25:1-22; Ex 36:8-38; Ex 37-39.
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for the Lord God Almighty, a constant visual reminder of God’s presence on Mt.
Sinai. %

The God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob lead the Israelite nation. As they
conquered territories and tribes, they followed the Ark. Take Jericho for
example.'® An absurd sequence of events led to this battle. The Israelite nation
marched around the walled city seven times while the Ark of the Covenant led
the way. On the seventh day, a ram’s horn blew and the people shouted. The
walls tumbled down. The narrative image of these events penetrated the
Israelites consciousness.'* God was their provision, protector, and warrior. %
When the walls fell with that great shout and news of this bizarre victory spread,
one can only imagine the fear and shock that reverberated through the other
nations. An entire fortified city devastated with a shout.

Despite images left by unprecedented victories and their Covenant with
God made visible by the Ark and Tabernacle, the israelite nation become jealous
as they looked at surrounding nations. Their hearts longed for a “real” king to
lead them into battle. The elders went to Samuel and said, “you are old, and your
sons do not walk in your ways; now appoint a king to lead us, such as all the

other nations have.”'® They refused to listen and said, “We want a king over us.
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Then we will be like all the other nations, with a king to lead us and to go out
before us and fight our battles.”’®” They longed to be like others. Israel “forgot
who it was and what it was that had brought them to this point in their history.”"%®
The image they hungered for was a flesh and blood king who would stand before
them and lead them to victory.'®

The age of Israelite kings emerged and brought another shift. David
desired to build God a home worthy of the Almighty Lord.*® He longed to honor
God with a permanent Temple."" While David’s motives were sincere, there
- appears to be an intimate link here to Israel’s desire for a king. The land flowing
with milk and honey was dotted with Temples filled with temple prostitutes,
phallic symbols, and priests making sacrifices.'? The other gods and goddesses
had lavish temples, and yet, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob continued to

live itinerantly in the Tabernacle.""® David's image of honoring God by providing a

permanent home was influenced by the worship of the gods and goddesses in
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the countryside around him.""* These influences also continued to lead the
Israelites into idolatry and syncretism, worshipping the other gods and
goddesses, as the golden calf did in Exodus.'"”

When Solomon completed the temple, God, in the minds of the people,
relocated from leading the people and roaming the land to being civilized and
located near the seat of power.""® This remarkably resembled the surrounding
nations. The God of the Israelites had a permanent home and the King of Israel
built his palace next door.""” The unintended consequence was the Temple and
the palace intimately merged. At the nation’s demand, the image of God leading
the people was usurped by the physical image of a King. Trust in God eroded as
the images of Saul, David, and Solomon’s successes flourished. In a palpable
sense, the nation became respectable in their minds and hearts. More
importantly, the nation became respectable in the eyes and among the nations
who surrounded them.'"®

The physical image of a King and Temple displaced the images of the
cloud, pillar of fire, Ark, and Tabernacle. Despite the personal devotion David

wished to express by building the Temple, David and Solomon’s Temple became

"4 Grant, The History of Ancient Israel, 84-85.
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an icon for wealth, prosperity, and respectability.’™® While God designed the
Tabernacle, David provided “all my resources ... for the temple of my God. ...
gold, silver, bronze, iron, wood, onyx, turquoise, stones of various colors, and all
kinds of fine stone and marble in large quantities.”’?® The idea of God at the
center of the nation and living among the people was relocated to the Temple
next to the seat of national power.

No one desired for God’s favor to be lifted. Yet, seductively, icons of
foreign gods, success, and respectability crept into the national consciousness.
God lead a people, who wanted a human king, not an invisible deity, to be their
conquering hero. While God remained at the center of the Israelite community,
the nation wanted a physical king to be out front.

Not until the incarnation did the image of God become itinerate and once
again live among the people. The incarnate Christ, Emmanuel, became the
centerpiece of God’s call to a covenantal relationship. Jesus became the living
Temple. Christ, who makes a home in us, became more than a reorienting icon.
Christ became the tabernacle once again. Paul redefined the Temple as the
living Body of believers of which Christ is the head.?" Instead of the Temple
being equated with the seat of power and human leadership where people came
to God, the physical image of covenant was reimaged as the tabernacle where

God dwelt and led, once again, from within the people.
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At this point | have jumped ahead of our current discussion and into the
Messianic traditions. Before | pursue this, | want to quickly finish mentioning
some significant images from the sacrificial system. One significant use of
imagery was altars and feasts. These kinesthetic images provided rich practices
in which the nation remembered the blessings of God." Altars were often built
by people of faith to mark a location and to recall specific covenantal encounters
with God. These altars marked moments they believed God intervened on their
behalf.’® Feasts were times of community remembering and retelling. Specific
acts were recounted and reenacted. God’s continued provision was celebrated
and honored.

This use of an altar is not unlike a tradition handed down to me by my
youth pastor. On a night when | had made a particularly important commitment to
live for Christ, Rick asked, “have you ever wondered why the elephants at the
circus never break away from the chain attached to a tiny spike in the ground?
When the elephants are little, they are chained to what appears to be a tiny
spike. Unlike the spike you see at the circus which is fairly short, this spike is
much longer and pounded deep into the ground. The young elephant will pull
with all its might against the spike for days. Unable to break the chain or unearth
the stake, eventually the elephant learns the spike is unmovable. So as these
highly intelligent animals grow to be several tons the trainers know these

mammoths will never again challenge the spike. The image is cemented in their
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minds and rooted deep in their sub-conscious. The spike is unmovable.
However, the spike they are currently attached to may be only a few inches in the

ground.”®*

As the tradition was handed to me, so | have passed it on to others: the
invitation to imagine the decisions and commitments made with as much detail
as possible. Let these decisions become an immovable spike. Create a chain
and attach yourself to the spike. Imagine this new life you want to live, imagine it
becoming the reality you are connected to. Don’t imagine the chain as bondage
but an umbilical cord bringing life and keeping you tethered to the life giving
relationship with Jesus. Invite God to remind you of this commitment. Tell God of
your desire to let it become an anchor in your life; ask God to help you anchor it
deep within your being. Let me be clear, this does not keep you from abandoning
God or from sin. Rather, it is a tool, a visual prompt, a reminder.

This practice of creating and retelling narrative images keeps the
connections and experiences of God tactile and present.’® This image, to me,
provided the tether to keep these decisions real and tactile in my life. This image
of a young pachyderm pulling, tugging, straining against the stake invigorated my
imagination. It became a metaphor for my life. And as my life continues to unfold,
| look back and recognize the moments | pulled yanked, tugged, and strained

against the spike. Though | have felt at times | have completely abandoned the
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m (accessed August, 20 2010).

125 Capon, The Fingerprints of God, 151-152.
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decisions | have made, the commitment | resolved to keep seemed to endure.
Use of imagery such as this is designed to help people root deep, memorable
connections with God.

Take, for instance, Noah's response after the waters subsided. "Noah
built an altar to the Lord, and took of every clean animal and of every clean bird,
and offered burnt offerings on the altar."'® God then gave the rainbow as a
symbol of a covenant.”™ This image sealed God’s covenantal promise to bless
the people and to never destroy the earth again. The altar beside the decaying
ark and the rainbow in the sky reminded Noah, his family, and succeeding
generations up through today of God'’s deliverance, protection, and promise.

Following Noah, Abram firmly established the practice of altar building.
Abram built altars to honor places he met God.'?® This tradition passed from
father to son, ' from Abram to Isaac, to Jacob, and to Joseph. Family altars then
became national altars under the leadership of Moses. Each altar created an
enduring visual reminder."® Nomadically, as the people crossed the land to feed
their livestock, altars served as immovable reminders of God's blessing, God's
covenant, and God's providence. | can only imagine Isaac’s thoughts every time

he passed Mt. Moriah and the altar where his Father was seconds from offering

"% Gn 8:20.

27 Gn 9:12-17.

128 Also see Gn 13:4, 18; 22:9.

129 Also see Gn 26:23-26; Gn 33:18-20; 35:1-8.

%0 pierce, Enthroned on Our Praise: An Old Testament Theology of Worship.
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him as a sacrifice.”" | wonder if he rubbed his wrists where the ropes had dug
into his flesh or if his memory blocked the image of his body on top of the wood,
with his father, dagger in hand, blade glistening in the sunlight, thrust it into the
air and the sudden adrenaline fueled by fear he had felt. Maybe he only
remembered the ram caught in the brush.

Regardless, these altars acted as totem poles, collectively serving as
places of remembrance. Each altar provided a history lesson rich with memories
spoken over dinners and around campfires. These seemingly innocuous stones
stacked together, littering the countryside, stories built on stories, shaped the
collective consciousness of the Israelite people and served as viSual cues of
God's call and favor."

This heritage of building altars was not limited to the Old Testament. In
Matthew we find Peter, James, and John on a mountain with Jesus. Moses and
Elijah were also there talking with Jesus. Peter proclaimed, “Lord, it is good for
us to be here. If you wish, | will put up three shelters—one for you, one for Moses
and one for Elijah.”"* While some translations interpret dwellings as altar and
still others interpret it as tents, regardiess, Peter recognized an encounter with
God. In response he sought to build a physical image to commemorate this holy

moment.

¥ Gn 22:1-19.
32 Heschel, God in Search of Man, 215.

Mt 17:4.
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Altars, in and of themselves, did not change lives or rescue anyone. Altars
did not bring provision needed for life. Altars were not encounters with God.
Rather, altars, like totem poles, provided places that evoked specific stories. In
turn, they provided places to retell the stories of redemption, deliverance, and
victories.

Feasts and celebrations, like altars, served as kinesthetic images to
remember God’s covenant. The most prominent Israelite feast was Passover.’*
Passover, cemented as the most significant feast, was made the beginning of the
Hebrew calendar.™ The ritual of the feast provided the most compelling practice
and formed the most enduring kinesthetic image."*® The Exodus, as the pivotal
event in Israelite history, was symbolically relived over the course of a week. This
feast began with a retelling of the story. The meal was elaborate and each
course represented a part of the Exodus journey. The people drank or ate bitter
herbs as a reminder of the agony and suffering endured in Egypt.™ In later
observances of the feast, they lived the week in makeshift huts as a reminder of
wandering through the desert.™® Passover served as a kinesthetic reminder of
God delivering the Israelite nation from slavery in Egypt and coincided with the

first barley harvest and the bringing of the first fruits to God.

13 James Hastings, J. A. Selbie, and J. C. Lambert, A Dictionary of Christ and
the Gospels (Edinburgh: Clark, 1908), 67.

135 Ex 12:2.
138 Ex 11:1-8; 12:1-28.
BT Ex 12:1-11: Nm 9:11-14.

138 | v 23:33-43; Neh 8:13-14.
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The Passover meal became a rhythm and practice which moided and
shaped the Israelite nation. It gave visual and tactile cues for the narrative that
defined an entire people. It created a portal to experience a defining time in their
history: to see, understand, and re-experience their covenant with God.

In the New Testament, we have a similar ritual established in communion.
During this celebration, Jesus called His followers to remember His life, passion,
sacrifice, and resurrection. Replacing the Exodus and sacrificial moment was a
Messianic moment, a spiritual deliverance over-shadowing, redefining, and
replacing a physical deliverance. The upper room was to be relived. Passed on
to us today, communion begins with an invitation to remember that Jesus Christ
came to earth, lived, died, and rose from the grave in order that we might have
life. This practice encourages participants to reflect upon their ongoing need for
Jesus’ redemptive work in their lives. As the wafer or bread is lifted and broken,
the words of Christ are repeated, “Take and eat; this is my body.”™®® As the cup is
lifted Christ’s words are shared, “Drink from it, all of you. This is my blood of the
covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.”™° For
generations communion has continued as the Church’s strongest and most
powerful historic ritual offered both as a reminder and as a portal to those final
hours with Christ.

Like Passover, every time one enters communion, it shapes and molds

the participant. We can allow the commonality of communion to dull our senses,

139 Mt 26:26b.

140 Mt 26:27b-28.
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but our familiarity does not rob the act of its power if we still come, in any sense,
to meet or remember God. Communion reminds us of our need for Christ and for
God’s redemptive work in our lives. It calls us to remember the cost of Christ’s
redemptive act and creates a space for us to respond by giving thanks. As we
hold the bread and the cup, these images open a portal to centuries past where
we may enter the story of God’s redeeming work. While many other images also
molded and shaped the Israelites and Christian communities, the trouble with
images is they have a tendency to be transformed into idols.

Enduring, physical images can be powerful allies helping sculpt our lives
and souls, yet the Scriptures contain harsh warnings against creating idols:

You shall have no other gods before me. You shall not make for

yourself an idol in the form of anything in heaven above or on the

earth beneath or in the waters below. You shall not bow down to

them or worship them; for |, the LORD your God, am a jealous God,

punishing the children for the sin of the fathers to the third and

fourth generation of those who hate me, but showing love to a

thousand generations of those who love me and keep my
commandments. '*!

In Leviticus God instructs, “do not turn to idols or make gods of cast metal for
yourselves. | am the LORD your God.”"** In Deuteronomy the Levites declared
with a loud shout, “Cursed is the man who carves an image or casts an idol—a
thing detestable to the LORD, the work of the craftsman’s hands—and sets it up in

secret.” Then all the people shall say, “Amen!”'*® And in the desert, while Moses

1 Ex 20:3-6. .
42 1v 194,

43 Dt 27:15.
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was on the mountainside with God, the Israelite nation built a golden calf and
worshipped it. As Moses came near the camp he saw,

the calf and the dancing, his anger burned and he threw the tablets

out of his hands, breaking them to pieces at the foot of the

mountain. And he took the calf they had made and burned it in the

fire; then he ground it to powder, scattered it on the water and

made the Israelites drink it. ... And the Lord struck the people with

a plague because of what they did with the calf Aaron had made.

144
Despite strong prohibitions and repeated punishment, the Israelites deeply
struggled with idolatry.’*® Even Solomon, builder of God’s Temple, worshiped the
gods of his 700 wives. He built temples and Asherah poles in high places which
provoked God’s jealous anger.™®

Repeatedly, God’s anger burned against unfaithful kings and the Israelites
for their spiritual adultery and eventually the nation was torn in two.™” Many
kings led the people to follow the gods of their neighbors further provoking God'’s
anger while only a few kings called the people back to worship the true and only
God. One such king was Josiah who ruled over the northern kingdom. Hidden
from infancy and raised by the priests to worship God,

In his twelfth year he began to purge Judah and Jerusalem of high

places, Asherah poles, carved idols and cast images. Under his

direction the altars of the Baals were torn down; he cut to pieces

the incense altars that were above them, and smashed the Asherah

poles, the idols and the images. These he broke to pieces and
scattered over the graves of those who had sacrificed to them. He

144 Ex 32:19-20, 35.
% Drane, Introducing the Old Testament, 74.
%6 1 Kgs 11:1-13.

"7 1 Kgs 11:29-33.
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burned the bones of the priests on their altars, and so he purged
Judah and Jerusalem.™®

Josiah called the people back God."*® He removed all the physical images from
the land as he called the people back to worship the Lord their God. It would be
easy to judge the Israelites and their syncretism. Physical images, graven
images, are misplaced objects of worship and hard to miss because they are
visible. However, there are other more seductive idols we struggle with today
such as coveting.”™ Jesus echoed God’s warnings to the Israelite’s against
coveting. Coveting makes an idol of what someone else owns and combines with
a strong desire to posses it."*! Instead of Asherah poles and temples, Jesus
spoke of the desires and lusts of the heart.

Jesus drove home the idea that idolatry is intimately linked to the desires
of our hearts. He instructed, “For where your treasure is, there your heart will be
also.”’? By the time of Jesus, the Israelites struggled primarily with the images
kept in the mind and meditated upon in the heart. Idols do not need physical
form. They can be mental images for which our heart lusts. Oscar Romero

names several of these images: money, power, luxury and lust, “the dreadful

%8 2 Chr 34:3b-5.
9 1 Chr 34:33.
%0 Ex 20:17.

¥ Mt 15:1-20.

52 Mt 6:21.

62



gods of our time.”"*® They are the images and objects which drive our
motivations and captivate our minds. These become our places of worship
supplanting that which is due the Creator God.

The implicit meaning is that what we see with our eyes, covet with our
heart, and play upon the screen of our mind becomes our acts of worship. Jesus
taught, “I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already
committed adultery with her in his heart.”'™* The very act of lust lures us into
worship. We create in our hearts passion, desire, and energy as we prostrate
ourselves before the mental images we create. Regardless of how sterile and
harmless we may envision the icon of lust, Jesus replied, we are provoking God
to jealousy.

While the religious leaders outwardly, meticulously observed the law,
inwardly they were sinning. Jesus accused them of idolatry regarding power,
prestige, and money."®® Along these lines Paul warned Timothy,

But if we have food and clothing, we will be content with that.

People who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into

many foolish and harmful desires that plunge men into ruin and

destruction. For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil.

Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and
pierced themselves with many griefs."®

153 Oscar A. Romero and James R. Brockman, The Violence of Love: The
Pastoral Wisdom of Archbishop Oscar Romero (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1988),
67.

154 Mt 5:27-28.
%5 ) k 16:14-15. Also see, Mt 6:20-21.

%6 1 Tm 6:8-10.
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The writer of Hebrews also warned, “Keep your lives free from the love of money
and be content with what you have, because God has said, ‘Never will | leave
you; never will | forsake you.”"™ The move from defining idolatry in physical
terms to the fidelity of our being, our hearts, and our minds, reoriented the law
from the external back to the internal.’®® While internal worship was not a new
biblical concept, it was a widely forgotten practice and its rebirth was a drastic
reframing for the people of Jesus’ time.

Paul further illuminated the spectrum of idolatry:

For by the grace given to me | say to everyone among you not to

think of yourself more highly than you ought to think, but to think

with sober judgment, each according to the measure of faith that
God has assigned."®

These words were not just for issues facing the first century. Today we live in a
narcissistic world where “me” has become the center.'®
Teens wear T-shirts proclaiming, “It’s all about me.”*®" While most

Christians and most people would never blatantly confess to such narcissism, in

%7 Heb 13:5.
158 Mt 15:15-20; 23:25-28.
%9 Rom 12:3.

1% Joseph H. Hellerman, "A Family Affair: What Would the Church Look Like if it
Put We Before Me?", Christianity Today International,
http://www.ctlibrary.com/ct/2010/may/29.43.html (accessed August 21, 2010).

'®1 For example see: CafePress.com, "Cafe Press", CafePress.com,
http://shop.cafepress.com/all-about-me?cmp=knc--g--us--mis--mis-1-p--e--
all_about_me_clothing&utm_source=google&utm_medium=cpc&utm_term=all+about+m
e+clothing&utm_content=search-e&utm_campaign=mis--miscellaneous+1+prime+-
+us&gclid=CNzasL6ay6 MCFQUDbAodHknJvg (accessed August 21, 2010).
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our culture it is a common struggle.'® While our religious and national roots,
dating back to the Puritans and Quakers, warn against false pride and boasting,
people are increasingly becoming self-oriented.®® People are screaming for
someone to notice them, accept them, and make them feel significant, like they
matter.'®* In our attempts at becoming noticed, accepted, and approved of, we
can make ourselves into our own idols."® Our needs, our wants, our desires, our
skills, our love, or whatever “it” is, become our hearts desire. We reach out to
grab “it” as if “it” belongs to us.

The paradox of the "me" centered culture combating the religious ideals of
humility has bred a self-loathing and shaming culture. Brennan Manning aptly
captures this quandary, “In order to be free to be faithful to this sacred man and
his dream, to others and ourselves, we must be liberated from the damnable
imprisonment of self-hatred, freed from the shackles of projectionism,
perfectionism, moralism/legalism, and unhealthy guilt. Freedom for fidelity

demands freedom from enslavement.”’®® The heart of the Puritans, Quakers, and

12 As a side note, | want to acknowledge that the Good News is about “me.” The
Good News is similarly about God seeking to redeem all humanity and all of creation. In
a healthy sense, there is nothing wrong with realizing that salvation and some aspects of
life are about me. Yet, there is a far cry between a healthy sense of self and the
narcissism that permeates our present culture.

183 Hellerman, "A Family Affair: What Would the Church Look Like if it Put We
Before Me?"

1% Rick McKinley, Jesus in the Margins (Sisters, OR: Multnomah, 2005), 11-24.

'%% Brennan Manning, Abba's Child: The Cry of the Heart for Intimate Belonging,
exp. ed. (Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 2002), 40.
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other religious groups transplanted to the new world was to honor God and to live
humbly and simply.'®” At the same time, the self-sufficiency needed to explore
and colonize a rugged land pruned out the physically weak and cultivated a
lasting respect and importance for those who could make it on their own without
help. These cultural values became inter-twined with religious values. To this day
we struggle deeply with defining, let alone living in true humility, thlinking either
too much of ourselves and our abilities or denying that any good thing could
come from us. "%

Growing up, | remember grown men fighting to deny that they had any
hand in the good things they did. They could be heard in loud, defensive, voices,
"It wasn't me; it was the Lord." Paul asserted that it is equally grievous to the
Lord to diminish the beauty of creation and the gifting God gave each one of
us."® We are God's creation; we were made by God's hand. It is just as arrogant
to say | am nothing but a worm and to diminish God's gifts and talents as itis to
be puffed up with pride.

Paul says the cure to the idolatry of "me" is not the denial of God's gifts
and talents but having a sober, sound judgment of oneself."° It is to celebrate

the vast and wonderful person God created each of us to be. Itis in knowing

%7 William Penn, "The Missing Cross to Purity", Hall V. Worthington and Joan
Worthington, http://www.hallvworthington.com/wjournal/journalintro.html (accessed
August 21, 2010).

1%8 Manning, A Glimpse of Jesus, 104.
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'7° Brennan Manning, The Importance of Being Foolish: How to Think Like Jesus
(San Francisco: Harper SanFrancisco, 2005), 5, 130.
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these good things are gifts, while embracing the fundamental need to rely on
God’s power. As Gayle Erwin succinctly stated,
Humility is not hangdog approach to life. Humility is simply seeing
ourselves as we actually are, not higher or lower. It means being
gut-level honest about ourselves-being upfront. It means knowing
who we are and owning that-and owning our emotions. It means
living without hypocrisy. ... One of the most loving things | can do

for someone is to be honest (humble) about myself so they don't
have to sift through my deceptions."”

As we express true humility we no longer have to worship at the idol of self. We
are free to love others as we have been loved."?

It is in our search to find any sense of self that we imbibe upon the
intoxicating self-love.’ The more we lose grip on an honest self-assessment,
the more we imagine others as fulfilling our needs and our desires. The more
self-deluded we become the less capacity we have for honesty and the giving
and receiving of the love God offers freely.'”* As a result, we either have to puff
ourselves up and attach importance to things that have no importance in order to
feel good or to beat ourselves down to become acceptable.'® James Masterson
points out, “It is the nature of the false self to save us from knowing the truth
about our real selves, from penetrating the deeper causes of our unhappiness,

from seeing ourselves as we really are: vulnerable, afraid, terrified, and unable to

! Gayle D. Erwin, The Jesus Style (Cathedral City, CA: Yahshua, 1997), 73-74.
2 Manning, The Importance of Being Foolish, 106.
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'S Manning, Abba’s Child, 35-37.

67



let our real selves emerge.”’’® These avenues of self-deception lead to the
temples we have enshrined with our idols of self. These are visible to others as
the items, thoughts, and feelings we have given power to define our sense of self
and to which we have attached our sense of well-being and success. "Me" is
sprawled across the entryways and little wooden statues with gold overlay meet
us with all our hungers, appetites, and lusts.

We have discussed the hazards of idolatry in regards to idols being
unworthy of worship and the worship of self, but another danger of physical
idolatry is that all too often images that frequently are employed with good
intentions become the objects of worship instead of remaining icons through
which we see the creator.”” As Vivian Mann talks about this dilemma,

The biblical prohibitions against images were not due to an

insensitivity to the appeal of visual forms. Rather they stemmed

from the opposite — the realization of “the power of images” to lead

their viewers to the worship of other gods. The people of Israel

were forbidden both to depict idols and to depict the God of Israel,
who is incorporeal.'’®

Physical forms easily distract our worship. Without constant reminders, we forget

to remain focused on the one to whom the form is pointing.
Whenever the Israelites sought a physical form of their God to make their

worship more respectable and tangible, they not only inherently limited their

'7® James F. Masterson, The Search for the Real Self: Unmasking the
Personality Disorders of our Age (New York: Free Press, 1990), 67.

7 Sittser, Water from a Deep Well, 146.
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understanding of who and what God could be,'”® but they also became distracted
by the meaninglessness of common idolatry redefining God by local deities. As
Alister McGrath reframed this issue, “To create an image of God runs the risk of
constructing something which we ourselves have generated. ... every image
which we generate could become an idol.”"® The trouble with physical idols is
they never satisfy our need for love, acceptance, and approval.’®' They leave us
empty and strangle us.'®

Like a dog returning to vomit, they enslave us to return and eat, seeking
what we desire but they cannot give. Our neediness moves to the forefront and
the imposter beckons us to imbibe upon ourselves. We become addicted and
enslaved.® Idols and the imposter place unyielding demands upon us. Manning
asserts, “The impostor has built life around achievements, success, busyness,
and self-centered activities that bring gratification and praise from others.”'®* We
limit their power and being to what we can imagine. Physical images easily
become harbored in our mind and heart, becoming our gods.*®® We read into

them instead of God reading into us. They tear us far from the love that will bring

79 Sittser, Water from a Deep Well, 147.
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healing, health, and renewal.'® In the end, physical images, mental images,
narrative images, and kinesthetic images, can easily become nothing more than
idols.

Finally, Paul admonished that “whatever is true, whatever is noble,
whatever i}s right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if
anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things.”"® Instead of
filling one’s time with idle thoughts, one should meditate on images of whatever
is good, lovely, or admirable. These kinds of mental images, instead of
distracting us or limiting God to what we can recreate, inform our imagination,
allow for mystery and paradox, and create rhythms of remembering and imaging
what is good.'®

Throughout this discussion we have seen how the Bible invites us to see
and communicate the truth through imagery. ' Invfact, the Bible frequently
utilizes imagery to help others to connect with God.'®® Yet as we enter these
ventures we must remember that the images, while inviting us to look through
them to see God, '’ can easily become the object of worship.'® When we

worship the physical object, it refracts the light inhibiting any connection with

"% Ibid., 146.

'¥7 phil 4:8.

188 Sittser, Water from a Deep Well, 335.
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God. Regardless of the use or unintended outcomes, imagery is a fundamental
and powerful part of our religious heritage. Or as Thomas Merton sums up the
use of images, “We are well aware that images, symbols and works of art are
only material. We tend to use them with greater freedom and less risk of error
precisely because we realize the limitations of their nature. We know that they
can only be means to an end, and we do not make “idols” out of them.”'®* We
think in images and we understand and communicate ideas, thoughts, and
relationships through images.

Imagery powerfully shaped and molded the Israelite nation, the disciples,
and continues to form us today. Some of these images have been used and
abused to satisfy carnal ends, others have been handled with integrity.
Regardless of how we choose to use images, they have power. Leonard Sweet
reminds us,

Since the mind is made of metaphors (remember, we dream in

pictures, not in text), the greatest power over others is the power

held by those who choose the metaphors. Jesus was history’s

greatest master of metaphor. ...

It's correct to consider the image-rich Scriptures as the mind

of God made available to us. The Bible ‘thinks,” not in propositions

and bullet points. But in images, metaphors, narratives, symbols,

and song. Poetry is more the language of biblical faith than prose or

philosophy. The church’s failure of imagination is directly

attributable to its failure to take up the poet’s tools: image and

imagination, metaphor and story, and metaphor stories known as
parables.’®

198 Merton, Contemplative Prayer, 84.

%4 Sweet, McLaren, and Haselmayer, "A" Is for Abductive, 112-113.
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Like all familiar things, biblical imagery can also become domesticated.
Regardless of how poignant images are, often we have come to take them for
granted.

Familiarity, constant interpretation, and frequent sermons can create a
form of noise preventing us from clearly seeing the images or hearing the
narratives. If we listen to the text, the Bible inundates the reader with pictures.
The reader journeys from Genesis to Revelation challenged by the lives of
common people and witnesses the greatest miracles of history. In its breadth, we
can easily lose ourselves within the pages and stories finding that when we come
out, we are changed.'®

The picture God painted began with creation and culminated as God
called the Israelites into a covenantal relationship. Through the incarnation of
Christ, the incorporeal God came to life. As the people who lived with Jesus
talked to God, touched God, and walked with God, Jesus called the disciples to
follow and then he spent three years with them as he ate, slept, laughed, cried,
preached, healed, performed miracles, and taught beside them.

As | have outlined in this chapter, the Bible is overflowing with images.
“The Bible is more than a book of ideas: it is also a book of images and motifs.
Everywhére we turn we find concrete pictures and recurrent patterns.”'® The

power of imagery in the Bible is that it beckons us to enter into the scene. It calls

us to become one with the story. It woos us to a holistic understanding of the

1% Capon, Kingdom, Grace, Judgment, 152.
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truth enveloped in relationship.’ It invites us not just to think about Scripture; it
yearns to become tactile within us. Our flesh, our senses, our imagination begin
to taste the dust in the air, smell the damp Galilean seaside, or cry with Jesus at
the news of Lazarus' death.

| propose that we not just read the Scriptures, but that we embrace the
rich imagery, that we draw the marrow out of them. | propose we marinate in
them. | suggest we baste ourselves in the rich herbs and spices of the
characters, the follies, the playfulness, the faithfulness, stories of infidelity, and all
that is in between. In fact, if we dare, that we let the icons and narratives read us
as a two-way covenantal relationship. In other words, when we reflect upon an
image usually we think about it and we read into it what we know. In a two-way
relationship we would reflect upon the image and let the image and the Spirit
guide us to new insights and understanding. | suggest we enter the Bible with
abandonment and embrace the journey Scripture takes us on through the Holy
Spirit.

| believe God is calling for us; like Jeremiah, to get up and go down to the
Potter’'s house. God is calling us to see what we have so neatly packed away.
So, get up, continue with me on this journey. Let us allow God to instruct us and
shed new light upon what for many of Christians has become passively familiar,

the living and vibrant icons of our faith.

97 Jesus said, “l am the way, the truth, and the life. No one can come to the
Father except through me. If you had really known me, you would know who my Father
is. From now on, you do know him and have seen him!” Jn 14:6.
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CHAPTER 2: IMAGO DEI

It is not that the world needs the church in order to have Christ. The
church also needs to be in relation to the world in order to know
Christ and in order to be the body of Christ. Formation of Christ in
the world does not take place apart from the world.

- Ray Anderson, The Shape of Practical Theology"

As demonstrated in Chapter One, imagery played a profound role in the
Scriptures. Images served as totem poles and portals, emerging in the forms of
physical, narrative, mental, and kinesthetic imagery. These totem poles and
portals, imbued with meaning by God and the community, had a lasting influence
upon the Israelites and Christians. They molded, shaped, and crafted their
stories, virtues, values, attitudes, and behaviors in daily life. The physical images,
from the ornate Temple instruments to the mundane daily tools that instructed
the people about a relationship with God, to the kinesthetic rituals and feasts that
brought to life the message of God’s love, deliverance, and presence, continually
presented the Israelites and Christians with totem poles to reflect upon and retell
stories. These images were foundational in building their faith and lives.

Having touched on many of images presented in the Scriptures, | now
want to look at the most compelling one, Imago Dei. In Genesis One we read that
God made humanity in God’s image and likeness. Then, in the Gospels, we read

that God came to earth and took human forrh, the invisible God became visible.

' Ray Sherman Anderson, The Shape of Practical Theology: Empowering
Ministry with Theological Praxis (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2001), 118.
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The aim of this chapter is to create an understanding and vision for Imago Dei
“that is both cumulative and contemporary. My aim is to focus on the implications
of being made in the Image of God while addressing our theological heritage.
Then we will tackle our present, and sometimes disparate, understandings. How
we imagine God and how those around us imagine God, not only influences and
contributes to our formulations and understanding of Imago Dei in ourselves and
others, but also re-informs our ideas about God and Scripture. Relationally
bound, ideas constantly change and reform one another. “As iron sharpens
iron,” Proverbs instructs, so our images, ideas, and understandings change,
grow, and sharpen as we dialogue with others. Through our interaction with
others, our thoughts, beliefs, and lives change. Ultimately, | seek to provide a
framework that articulates the image of God and a vision of how that is lived out.
This discussion on Imago Dei will ultimately come to fruition in Jesus
Christ. Jesus claimed, “If you really knew me, you would know my Father as well.
From now on, you do know him and have seen him. ... Anyone who has seen me
has seen the Father.” Instead of Imago Dei remaining solely a philosophical and
theological discussion, in Christ it becomes an anthropological discussion.*
Through the incarnation, Imago Dei takes on a concreteness that our
philosophical, systematic theologies have dismissed. Barth summarizes this

thought, “The gracious God of whom we spoke is not an abstraction but the

2 prv 27:17.
3 Jn 14:6-7; 9b.

4 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics: The Doctrine of Reconciliation, part 4, ed. GW
Bromiley and T.F. Torranc, vol. 4 (Edinburgh: T and T Clark, 1969), 19-20.
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concrete reality of ‘God in the flesh,’ the man Jesus, who was in time and the
Lord of time.”® As we explore Imago Dei, the incarnation of God will inform,
instruct, shape, and compose our understanding.

God’s love is manifest in Christ. Christ’s redemptive work is manifest in
Theosis, the renewing of humanity in the image of God bringing unity with God.
Christ became the lens through which post-Fall humanity can rediscover the
Image of God. Advent brought this to light in a longed for, and yet unexpected,
manner. An entire nation yearned for a Messiah as an earthly king, instead God
became human and simply lived among us.® Instead of pursuing political reform,
military victories, and religious purity, Jesus came as a frail baby, grew up, and
lived among common and disenfranchised sinners.’

The incarnation took place in the world. As a result, the formation of our
understanding of Christ, God, and Imago Dei does not happen in a vacuum. Ray
Anderson states it well, “Formation of Christ in the world does not take place
apart from the world.”® The followers of Christ have argued and disagreed for
millennia regarding incarnational ramifications of God, Christ, and humanity.
These men and women have mined the depths of complex issues and realized

they still see dimly. While the Scriptures stand as our authority, an incarnationally

® Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics: The Doctrine of Creation, part 2, vol. 3
(Edinburgh: T and T Clark, 1960), 571.

® Yancey, The Jesus | Never Knew, 36-37.
" Bruce Barton, The Man Nobody Knows (New York: Macmillan, 1952), 15.

® Anderson, The Shape of Practical Theology, 118.
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informed discussion on the Imago Dei is not so black-and-white. The issues are
multifaceted.

Jesus, as an embodiment of God, makes our ability to describe and define
Imago Dei terribly and terrifically complex. Developed and expounded in art, |
theology, and everyday life, Imago Dei has been contentious among believers
and unbelievers alike. Poets, singers, painters, lay people, theologians, and
philosophers face questions such as: are we carbon copies, lithographs,
photographs, or facsimiles? Are we clones, genetically created, in God’s image?
Is the image relegated just to our soul? Is the image solely a function? These
kinds of questions have filled libraries.

Further intensifying the debate, Imago Dei cannot be addressed without
acknowledging and unpacking the effects of “The Fall.” Theologians throughout
the centuries have wrestled with what effect and/or affect did “The Fall” have on
Imago Dei? Was the image marred? Was the image obliterated? Was the loss of
the image physical, pertaining to the soul, or both? All this begs the question,
what is the image of God? Even more important, how is this discussion relevant
to our lives today?

As we explore being created in God’s image, the attempt here is to
highlight a few of the more prominent melodies and harmonies in this theological
debate. Ray Anderson sums up the discourse of the debate well:

... does the concept of the Imago Dei mean that there is a subtle

‘connective tissue’ between the being of God and the being of the
human person?

... are we to understand the imago as an imprint or endowment of
the very character of God, or as an abstract idea of humanity, or
merely as a goal?
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... is ... the physical body ... to be included in the imago.

... does the doctrine of the Fall, in which human nature became
hopelessly enslaved to sin, affect the concept of the imago Dei?®

Add to all these questions and debate the influences of personal
experience, ecclesial history, Christian theology, other religions, politics, and
popular culture and it is easy to understand how this discussion becomes
convoluted. No one grows up in a vacuum. All these avenues of input influence
the way we have envisioned the image of God and Christ in the past and
continue to influence the present. Thus, Imago Dei has been the source of
centuries of theological muse, debate, and frustration.

Every generation has wrestled with the idea of God and the image of God.
The Greeks described their gods and goddesses in anthropomorphic terms. ™
They gave them human-like qualities. Artists and poets personified them with
bodies, emotions, and desire fashioned after the humanity they ruled."' The
Greek gods and goddess with immense appetites and egos brought endless
suffering to the people who served them."? It appears that in our attempts to
envision God or gods we consciously and sub-consciously return to what we

know.

® Ray Sherman Anderson, On Being Human: Essays in Theological Anthropology
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1982), 70-72.

1% Jan N. Bremmer, Greek Religion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 12.

" Walter Burkert, Greek Religion: Archaic and Classical (Oxford: Blackwell and
Harvard University Press, 2004), 122-123, 183.

2 |bid., 188-189.
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In the 16" century Michelangelo envisioned God with Greco-Roman
features." This Zeus-like picture is painted on the walls of the Sistine chapel.
God reclines in heaven reaching out to give Adam life. Adam, on the other hand,
limply stretches out to receive life with a finger barely able to hold itself up. This
portrait of God and humanity captures our attention and imagination.

In recent history, movies have provided us diverse, illuminating,
provocative, and humorous images of God. These stories served to connect us
to a person or community’s idea of God. If we choose to listen, these images
provide portals for Christians to see God from another’s perspective. These
portrayals are frequently rebuffed within the Christian community as heresy. They
commonly provide cannon fodder for sermons and blogs to illustrate heretical
and worldly portrayals of God. The images are rarely orthodox and often
controversial. Yet, they illuminate someone’s understanding of God. If viewed
and reflected upon, they can provoke believers to imagine God in a different light.
They can consider a vantage point they rejected and will continue to reject.
However, they also provide an important mirror for us to look into and see what
people outside Judeo-Christian circles see in our beliefs and praxis.

Take for instance Bruce Almighty.™ In 2003 Morgan Freeman
characterized God as a patient, kind, and spunky janitor. The whiny self-

indulgent Bruce, Jim Carry, blames God for everything wrong in his life. While the

'3 Carolus at nl.wikipedia, "Adam na restauratie.jpg", Wikimedia,
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Adam_na_restauratie.jpg (accessed November
16, 2009).

' Jim Carrey, Morgan Freeman, Jennifer Aniston, Bruce Almighty, dir. Tom
Shadyac (USA: Universal Studios, May 23, 2003).
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movie wrestles with the concept of prayer, it utilizes a popular and enduring
image of God. God is an older male, grey hair, gentle, patient, eternal, and wise.
God is portrayed as interested and involved with individuals, yet God has a
broader, more eternal perspective which makes God appear absent or aloof.

Dogma’® in 1999 provided a vastly different interpretation of God. This
movie creates controversy through its crude and cynical portrayal of religious
institutions, dogma, and Christianity. While the movie hit hard the abuses and
misuses of dogma, it presents a unique picture of God as a young woman, Alanis
Morissette. The movie climaxes with two fallen angels centered in the destruction
and death created by their effort to manipulate church dogma. In the aftermath,
Alanis, God, with childlike wonder flits about in a thigh-length, fairy-like white
dress enjoying the world. Many Christians find this portrayal of God offensive at
best. Yet, it gives refreshing insight into one cultural interpretation of God and the
church, especially an image of God that is not male-centric.

Oh God,® released in 1977, gave George Burns an opportunity to create
a new and classic interpretation of God. Cigar in one hand, drink in another,
quipping about creating the banana, God seems like a jovial sincere old man.
God laughs. God engages with the world. God cares about people and what
concerned them. God even makes light of the misconceptions of God. George

Burns’ image of God is vastly different than the stuffy, holy, humorless God of my

'® Ben Affleck, Matt Damon, George Carlin, Dogma, dir. Kevin Smith (USA: Lions
Gate Entertainment, Miramax Films, November 12, 1999).

6 John Denver, George Burns, Oh, God, dir. Carl Reiner (USA: Wamer Brothers,
October 7, 1977).
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childhood. In my church experience, preachers painted pictures of God in hard
lines and abstract concepts. God was serious and strict. Yet, my heart resonates
with George Burns’ interpretation. God is not the police chief in the sky looking to
catch you doing something wrong."” God is not thrown into hysterics by every
sin. God loves creation and enjoys it. Like the other movies, this movie was
broadly condemned in its time by Christians as offensive and heretical.

These movies, along with popular images, works of poets, painters, and
theologians throughout history have helped craft our thinking, theology, and
ideas regarding Imago Dei. They continue to put flesh on abstract ideas,
philosophical constructs, and theological debate. They provide digressions and
progressions. Regardless of orthodoxy, they shape us. They make God visible.
More importantly, they keep the discussion going. In a tactile way they put a
mirror up to our thinking, theology, ideas, and praxis. Their expressions make
Christians see our beliefs and images of God through another person’s eyes.
Every generation has had their painter, writer, photographer, or filmmaker who in
the vernacular context guided a reimaging of God. Today the medium continues
to change. We are moving from CGl and film to holograms, avatars, and artificial
intelligence. As this happens, the discussion and breadth of images expands
exponentially.

While the breadth of artwork expands, the Bible is clear: humanity is made
in the image of God. This is not just a compelling idea. It is the foundational

framework for interpreting God at work in the world and God’s relationship with

' Barton, The Man Nobody Knows, V.
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the world."® More importantly, it is essential in understanding and developing our
view of humanity.™ This unique and arresting truth, that God chose to make us in
God’s image, compels a closer look. In Genesis we read,

God said, “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let
them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the
livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move
along the ground.”

So God created man in his own image, in the image of God
he created him; male and female he created them.

God blessed them and said to them, “Be fruitful and increase
in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea
and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on
the ground.”

Then God said, “I give you every seed-bearing plant on the
face of the whole earth and every tree that has fruit with seed in it.
They will be yours for food. And to all the beasts of the earth and all
the birds of the air and all the creatures that move on the ground—
everything that has the breath of life in it—I give every green plant
for food.” And it was so.

God saw all that he had made, and it was very good. And
there was evening, and there was morning—the sixth day. %

The Judeo-Christian creation story hinges on the belief that God created the
heavens and the earth. It climaxes on the day God creates humanity in God’s
image. It knits us together in the covenantal relationship God entered in and
adheres to even in the face of abandonment and rebellion.

The creation account is a stunning narrative. The image of God as poet,
singer, and composer orchestrating the universe intrigues us. The narrative

creates a beautiful song of God’s Spirit hovering over the formless void.?! As

'® Anderson, On Being Human, 70.
% |bid., 84.
20 Gn 1:26-31.

' Gn 1:2. In Hebrew, (ruwach, =un) Spirit, breath, wind, air.
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God spoke, the earth formed.?? God breathed life in to the dust® and humanity
sprang to life. Rather than some distant Creator, this narrative recounts a present
creator who breathed life into all of creation.

As the composition of creation came to fruition, God could have
condemned it like a perfectionist. God could have critiqued it and chopped it up
like a producer. God could have ambivalently said, “It is done, good enough.” Yet
God chose to bless it. "God blessed them, saying, ‘Be fruitful and multiply and fill
the waters in the seas, and let birds multiply on the earth."** God looked at
Creation and declared it good. God created humanity in God’s image and “God
saw everything that he had made, and indeed, it was very good.”® God took
pleasure in Creation. For a brief time, God and humanity shared an intimate
relationship marked by the rhythms of walks through the garden in the cool of the
evening.

To begin our scriptural analysis, let’s turn to the Greek and Hebrew. In the
Genesis passages the Hebrew word translated image (celem, x%) literally means
shady or dark. “From this concept of shade, the idea of shadow developed. A
shadow then, being the dark portion cast in the outline of the original object, was

an image.”® The Greek word skia (okia) provides the closest synonym, referring

2.Gn 1:3, 6, 11, 14, 20, 24, 26.
% Gn 2:7. In Hebrew, (nashamah, nnwa) spirit, breath, wind, inspiration.
24 Gn 1:22; Also see, 1:11, 28.

% Gn 1:31.

%6 Mildred Bangs Wynkoop, A Theology of Love: The Dynamic of Wesleyanism
(Kansas City, MO: Beacon Hill Press of Kansas City, 1972), 117.
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to a “concrete substance representing some idea or prototype. It is definite
conformity to a pattern or mold.”?” This reinforces the Hebrew understanding of
Imago Dei which drew a direct correlation between humanity and God.

The Septuagint used the word icon (eikon, eikov). “On the Rosetta stone it
is used to designate a statue (eikona, eikova) of Ptolemy which was being
built.”?® The Greeks interpreted image as a “quite definite, concrete, objective
entities, either the mold or that which is molded,”® in other words, archetype. For
the Greek interpreters of the Hebrew Scriptures, the idea of image carried with it
concreteness. It was not relegated to an abstract or disembodied idea, rather,
being made in the image of God carried tangible, tactile capacities.

In the Genesis account God said, “Let us make man in our image, in our
likeness.”® The word for likeness (demdat, in) in the Hebrew created tension.
Unlike the idea of being a shadow or conformed to a mold, the meaning behind
likeness carried the “thought of comparison, imitation, or becoming.”®' The Greek
authors followed suit using the word similar (homoiosen, nopoiooev). Literally it
means, “like, similar, resembling, correspondence to, to be or become like, to

compare one thing with another or to make like.”* In a brief overview of the

% Ibid.

*® Ibid., 119.

% Ibid.

% Gn 1:26.

¥ Wynkoop, A Theology of Love, 118.

%2 Carl Ludwig Wilibald Grimm, Joseph Henry Thayer, and Christian Gottlob
Wiltke, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament (New York: American Book,

1886), 445.
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Hebrew and Greek one can glean the idea that being made in Imago Dei, being
the likeness of God, carried with it a broad range of meaning including an on-
going work in progress. The picture it created in the minds of the Hebrew and
Greek readers was also one that embraced concreteness including the physical
creation of our bodies and our souls.

Scripturally, outside of the Genesis One account, there are three direct
references to the image of God. Genesis 5:1-3 refers to the creation account and
to the offspring of Adam and Eve. Genesis 9:6 instructs Noah and his family not
to kill another human being because humanity is made in the image of God. In
Colossians 1:15 Paul refers to Jesus as “the image of the invisible God, the
firstborn over all creation.” Christ was Imago Dei made flesh. The incarnate God
became the concrete expression of Imago Dei.>® Christ became the prism
through which we more fully understand the image of God.**

Biblically and historically our understanding of Imago Dei broke open with
- Advent when God became flesh. Theologians Thomas Oord and Michael Lodahl
conceptualize the incarnation this way, “There is a basic Christian assumption at
work here: Jesus’ life and death demonstrate or reveal God’s love to us. Jesus
reveals God’s essential character and being, giving us confidence to echo John’s

bold claim that ‘God is love.”*® The Apostle John wrote, “God so loved the

%3 Damascus, On the Divine Images, 15-16, 18-19.

3 bid., 20.

* Thomas Jay Oord and Michael E. Lodahl, Relational Holiness: Responding to
the Call of Love (Kansas City, MO: Beacon Hill Press of Kansas City, 2005), 92.
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world.”® Christ became the incarnate Imago Dei. As Barth said, “theology has
become anthropology since God became man.”’ In Christ the disciples touched,
felt, and observed the living God.* Jesus said, “Anyone who has seen me has
seen the Father.”® Jesus claimed to be the visible image of the invisible God. As
quoted earlier, Paul wrote, Christ is "the image of the invisible God, the firstborn
over all creation. ... For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him.”#°
Listen to Paul’'s claims about Christ: image of the invisible God, the first born of
creation, the fullness of God.

Emmanuel is the manifestation of all the Israelite’s hopes and dreams, the
living totem of God's continued presence and favor. Matthew begins his Gospel,

Abraham was the father of Isaac,

Isaac the father of Jacob,

Jacob the father of Judah and his brothers,

Judah the father of Perez and Zerah, whose mother was Tamar ...

Boaz the father of Obed, whose mother was Ruth,

Obed the father of Jesse,
and Jesse the father of King David.*’

For most Christians this is only a list of names. For the Jewish nation, genealogy

served an important legal and relational role, a totem pole of living stories.* First,

% Jn 3:16.

%7 Karl Barth quoted in Anderson, On Being Human, 70.
% 1Jn1-3.

% Jn 14:9b.

40 Col 1:15, 19.

Mt 1:2-6.

2 Merrill C. Tenney, The Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible, D-G, vol.
2 (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1975), 676.
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genealogy provided the evidence through which one proved Jewish blood.
Second, it served as a means to remember history through the narratives of
people’s lives. As a result, each name became narrative and mental imagery on
the totem pole. The names elicited stories. Some stories were of faithfulness,
others of betrayal. Some stories were of mercy and provision and others of
hardship and bitter times. At the head of the totem pole sat the Messiah, the
culmination of a nation’s hopes and dreams.

Matthew explains via the totem pole, Jesus is God with us. History builds
toward Christ. Christ reveals meaning back down the totem pole through father
Abraham to the Fall and finally to Creation itself. Simultaneously, Jesus provides
us a portal through which we enter into the ongoing work of God in humanity and
Creation. Jesus becomes the apex of the Judeo-Christian history. Jesus
becomes a way of uhderstanding history backwards while providing on-going
interpretation into the future. We can see God'’s love through the weaving of
stories and lives leading up to the outrageous act of incarnation and redemption.

While Christ was the head of the totem pole, he confounded the Jewish
nation. Jesus’ claim to be the Messiah seemed incredulous. Jesus, neither tame
or respectable,* failed to live up to cultural expectations. The Messiah was to be
ruler, a king of obvious power and authority. Instead, Christ walked among the
people. Instead of grasping worldly power, Jesus invited the world to enter him.
Instead of asserting Kingship, Jesus embraced servanthood and sonship.

Instead of the Messiah wearing a crown, Jesus painted the image of a life-giving

3 Yancey, The Jesus | Never Knew, 23.
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vine. Instead of a worldly kingdom, Jesus planted the image of a vineyard.*
“Remain in me” was Jesus’ admonition, invitation, and call. This call to remain
was a visual one,* born of common vines, and it came with a promise: “I will
remain in you.” The invitation Jesus gave literally meant to build a home in
Jesus.*® Dwell with Jesus. In John 15:9 Jesus reframes this from being attached
to the life giving vine to “remain in my love.” The life giving vine is God’s love.
Jesus left the disciples with an imperative, repeated twice, “love each other.”*’
Paul was quite clear, “Beyond all question, the mystery of godliness is
great: He appeared in a body, was vindicated by the Spirit, was seen by angels,
was preached among the nations, was believed on in the world, was taken up in
glory.”*® Yet, the idea of a deity embracing pain and suffering out of love remains
unfathomable. We repeat the story and still we do not understand it. Christ’s
presence in history provided the cornerstone, yet Jesus was and remains a
mystery. God testified that Jesus is the Messiah through the Spirit.*° Yet the

Israelites were unable to recognize him. Jesus was not the Messiah, the vision of

God incarnate, the Israelites had been nurtured to recognize.® The Israelites

*Jn15:1, 4,5, 8-16, 17.

5 Manning, A Glimpse of Jesus, 84-85.
6 Jn 15:1-5.

7 Jn 15:12, 17.

81 Tm 3:16.

9 Lk 3:21-22.

% Celia Brewer Marshall, A Guide Through the New Testament (Louisville, KY:
Westminster John Knox Press, 1994), 33.
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expected the Image of God in flesh to take the authority of David’s kingship.*’
They expected Jesus to consolidate power and deliver the Israelite people from
the Romans as Moses had delivered the Israelites from the Egyptians. The
Messiah’s widely understood mission was to rebuild national power and
influence.> Disappointed and disillusioned, many of the Jews rejected Christ.

Yet for those who believed, Jesus became a physical icon, a mental,
narrative and kinesthetic image through which to see and know God. The image
of Jesus the Messiah we construct, whether as an ancient Jew or today as a
believer, foundationally altars our praxis. Unfortunately, the false images of the
expected Messiah continue to cause iconic dissonance.

For instance take the example of WWJD, “What would Jesus do?”>® This
is a great question. | believe that the mental image of Jesus each person creates
drastically alters our actions. These four letters created a unique and powerful
icon that creates narrative images in our minds. People reflect upon their mental
image of what Jesus would do in specific situations by reflecting on narrative
images created by Scripture, sermons, and conversations. Then Christians put
what they imagined into practice.

The point is the picture of Jesus that emerged in their minds became a

reality in that individual’s action. As a result, a breadth of decisions based upon

*! Leander E. Keck and J. Paul Sampley, eds. The New Interpreter's Bible: Luke,
John, vol. 9 (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995), 366, 369.

%2 Ibid., 366.

%3 This movement was a re-envisioning of Charles M. Sheldon’s Classic work “In
His Steps: What Would Jesus Do?”, 1897.
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“What would Jesus Do” was justified. Yet, much of this thinking was conjecture,
supposition, superstition, and legalism.

This question was employed with good intentions. Whether or not it was
reflective of Jesus remains debatable. Regardless of the misconceptions, this
practice of imagining “What Would Jesus Do” inspired creative expressions of
faith. It was a brilliant use of imagery. Unfortunately, the popular fad never
became a compelling movement. In part this was due to the interpretation of the
image and scriptures. The focus was on actions while Jesus’ call was to reform
the heart first. Unbelievers never saw the loving and giving God. Rather they saw
Jesus’ own life incarnated in His followers lives through acts of legalism.

Historically, after Christ returned to heaven, the Imago Dei debate sought
a more theologically definable articulation. The early church fathers held a wide
range of often disparate and confusing beliefs. Gregory of Nyssa (335-394 CE)

{54

wrote that the image of God had primarily to do with human intellect™ and our

call to participate in every good.*® Irenaeus of Lyons (2™ Century CE) attributed it
to human freedom expressed in “lordship or dominion over one’s actions.”®®

Clement of Alexandria (150-217 CE) followed Platonic and Hellenistic influences

and believed it was directly tied to human reason and perfect rationality.®” Many

> Gordon Haddon Clark, The Biblical Doctrine of Man, 2nd ed., Trinity Paper, no.
7 (Jefferson, MD: Trinity Foundation, 1992), 11.

% Christoforos Stavropoulos, Partakers of Divine Nature (Minneapolis: Light and
Life, 1976), 26.

% Jane Kopas, Sacred Identity: Exploring a Theology of the Person (Mahwah,
NJ: Paulist Press, 1994), 135-136.

7 Ibid., 135.
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of the early Church fathers believed Imago Dei to be tied singularly with the
soul.*® Justin Martyr (103-165 CE) believed it included the very form of our
human body.>

Despite Justin Martyr's enthusiastic inclusion of the human body,
Anderson points out that there was a widespread fear of giving God bodily form:

Fear of anthropomorphism, which imports creaturely aspects of

human being into a concept of God, threw up an almost

insurmountable barrier to including the physical body in the

correspondence between human being and God’s being.®
In other words, while in popular culture today we imagine God as an old wise
man or a young woman flitting about, theologically and historically, the church
fathers and mothers believed it unacceptable to give the invisible God human
form or attributes. However, in reference to Christ, because Jesus was God
incarnate, it was acceptable and helpful to create images of Christ. Christoforos
Stavropoulos summed up the early church fathers:

Human beings, created as they are of matter and spirit, are called

to share in all the good things of God. Within each human being,

God sows all those seed like gifts which make us His image and

lead us toward His likeness, insomuch as we cultivate these gifts.

This is our calling — Theosis. Theosis is achieved little by little,

through the step by step spiritualization of our human nature.®’

A radical embracing of asceticism emerged during this time. Asceticism was

employed in order that the body would not hinder the spirit from entering unity

%8 Stavropoulos, Partakers of Divine Nature, 25-26.
% Clark, The Biblical Doctrine of Man, 11.
% Anderson, On Being Human, 71. |

61 Stavropoulos, Partakers of Divine Nature, 26.
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with God.® These writings of the early church fathers and mothers provided the
framework for later theologians as their constructs informed later theological
developments.

St. Augustine (354-450 CE) articulated a theological argument that gained
traction and dominated theology until the reformation. Jane Kopas summarizes
Augustine of Hippo:

Augustine developed an original understanding of the image of God

in humans as a Trinity of memory, understanding, and will. He took

a psychological and philosophical view and connected it with a

spiritual capacity to remember, understand, and love God. This
human capacity reflected the Trinity in God.%?

For Augustine rationality makes one an image of God.* Augustine’s idea of
Imago Dei was heavily influenced by Plato’s understanding of forms and his own
doctrine of Original Sin.®® On the other hand, Augustine’s doctrine of Original Sin
and his interpretation of the Fall as recorded in Genesis 3, depicted Imago Dei as
irreparably damaged.® What remained was scarred, diminished, marred, and
barely recognizable in comparison to the experience of the Garden.

As Augustine worked out his doctrine of Original Sin, his thesis contended

pride was the root cause of the Fall. This “enormous offense against the

®2 |aura Swan, The Forgotten Desert Mothers: Sayings, Lives, and Stories of
Early Christian Women (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 2001), 24.

8 Kopas, Sacred Identity, 135-136.

® Mary T. Clark, Augustine of Hippo, Outstanding Christian Thinkers
(Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 1994), 48.

% Augustine, Saint Augustine: The Trinity, ed. Stephen McKenna, vol. 45 of The
Fathers of the Church (Washington DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1963),
227.

® Kopas, Sacred Identity, 136.
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"87 created an insurmountable break in relationship and

sovereignty of God
marred humanity in regards to Imago Dei. Because pride was the root cause of
Original Sin, it is interesting Augustine did not blame the physical body for sin.
Original Sin was a form in the Platonic sense of forms, and thus Sin was
committed in the will or soul. As Gordon Clark points out,

it is clear that Augustine does not blame the body for sin but the

soul or, more truly, human persons who reject God’s will as made

known by God to Adam or to humankind through his word in

Scripture or in his incarnate Son. Nor is sin due to any defect in
nature. Sin originates in history. %

In essence, while we are marred in regards to the image of God, Augustine did
not and does not relate it to any defect in nature. This was an interesting hair to
split, however understandable in light of Platonic structures. Augustine blamed
the soul and pride. Pride was the downfall of humanity. Pride was the Original
Sin. This left the door open for creation to bear the marks and dissonance of
Original Sin while still reflecting and retaining God'’s original design as good.
The Reformers drew heavily from Augustine’s doctrine of Imago Dei and
Original Sin as they developed their own articulation. Calvin claimed Imago Dei is
located in the soul, “For although God’s glory shines forth in the outer man, yet
there is no doubt that the proper seat of his image is in the soul.”® And,
although the primary seat of the divine image was in the mind and

heart, or in the soul and its powers, yet there was no part of man,
not even the body itself, in which some sparks did not glow. Itis

® Ibid., 180.
® Clark, Augustine of Hippo, 106.

8 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill and Ford
Lewis Battles, vol. 1 (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960), 186.
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sure that even in the several parts of the world some traces of
God’s glory shine.”™

Calvin affirmed Augustine’s belief that Imago Dei was rooted in the mind, heart,
and soul, and that the body pre-Fall reflected divine glory. He believed that the
physical self as well as the pre-Fall nature contained sparks of God’s image. For
Calvin, however, Original Sin became a theological roadblock. The only bridge
was a firm delineation and arﬁculation of the doctrine of Total Depravity. Calvin
was forced to accept his own logical outcome that The Fall led to a total
corruption of the Imago Dei.”!

Through the doctrine of Total Depravity, Calvin dismissed the idealism of
pre-Fall humanity with the effects of Original Sin. Total Depravity simply states
post-Fall there is no remnants of Imago Dei in humanity.”? Humanity and creation
are corrupt and bear no witness to the image of God.” Through election, God
chooses those people who will enter the redemptive work through Christ.”
Calvin asserted that the restoration of humanity was at'work only in the lives of
the elect. So, while Imago Dei is marred beyond recognition, the work of Christ

t.75

renews some measure of divine grace within the elect.” Thus, God restores the
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elect to unity with God.”® For Calvin the challenge remained regarding those who
are not elect. This ardent view of Total Depravity and election appears to negate
God’s love and desire that none should perish.

Calvin’s work regarding Imago Dei paralleled Martin Luther’s. Luther
provided this helpful articulation to the debate, “This is what they maintain: God is
free; therefore since man is created according to the image of God, he also has a
free memory, mind, and will.””” Notice the influence of Augustine. Luther
illuminated this distillation by parsing words, “Moses does not employ the word
‘similitude,’ but only ‘image.’ Perhaps he wanted to avoid an ambiguity of speech
and for this reason repeated the noun ‘image.”’® Luther continued this line of
thought:

The main goal, then, to which Scripture points is that man is

created according to the likeness of God; in eternity, therefore, he

is to live with God, and while he is here on earth, he is to preach

God, thank Him, and patiently obey His Word. In this life we lay

hold of this goal in ever so weak a manner; but in the future life we
shall attain it fully.”

Similar to Calvin, we can see the influence of Original Sin and the doctrine of
Total Depravity on Luther’s thinking.®® As Luther wrote, “the will is extraordinarily

depraved.”® Luther also stated,
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in his leprous flesh, everything is almost dead and without
sensation, except that he is rather violently excited to lust. ... after
the fall death crept like leprosy into all our perceptive powers, so
that with our intellect we cannot even understand that image. ...
after sin, we all know how great passion is in the flesh, which is not
only passionate, in its desire but also in its disgust after it has
acquired what it wanted.®?

Sin corrupts our understanding and ability to live as images of God, even after
God’s free grace takes root in our lives.®®

Luther’s theology revolved around a sole theme, the grace of God. In fact,
Luther would articulate that we are unable to do anything good without the saving
grace of God.® Thus, it is only by the grace of God we are aware of God and
respond to God through Christ. That is why Luther wrote,

Therefore when we speak about that image, we are speaking about

something unknown. Not only have we had no experience of it, but

we continually experience the opposite; and so we hear nothing

except bare words. In Adam there was an enlightened reason, a

true knowledge ... and a most sincere desire to love God and his
neighbor.%®

Luther’s honesty and humility in confessing “we are speaking about something
unknown” leaves the theological door slightly cracked. Unfortunately, especially
to those in the Reformation’s broad shadow, the stain of Calvin’s Total Depravity
became so pervasive that it obliterated even Augustine’s understanding and

included the entirety of the physical world as depraved.
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The challenge left by Augustine, Calvin, and Luther was that the image
resided solely in our psyche: soul, spirit, and mind. This technically left room in
Augustine’s construct for the physical creation to still reflect God’s glory,
however, humanity was imputed with sin.?® While Augustine stopped short of the
doctrine of Total Depravity, Calvin and Luther embraced it fully®” in an effort to
combat any hint of human effort receiving credit for salvation.®® Luther clearly
stated, “Faith alone saves.”®® Salvation, which brings the renewal of Imago Dei,
the renewal of the corrupted soul, mind, and spirit was solely the gift of grace.®
In Calvin’s articulation, God’s grace for the elect was irresistible.®' Luther, on the
other hand, pulled up short of irresistible grace and held ardently that by grace
alone are we saved.®? Or as Luther said, “we are saved by his immutable love.”®?
Either way, humanity was left powerless and with an abstract Platonic form of
Imago Dei.

While these theologians rooted Imago Dei in the psyche, and tracked its

destruction through Original Sin and Total Depravity, they described Imago Dei in
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8 Kenneth J. Collins, The Scripture Way of Salvation: The Heart of John
Wesley's Theology (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1997), 38.

8 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 274.

8 Martin Luther, Luther's Works: Christian Society, 1, ed. Halnut T. Lehman, vol.
44 (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press and Concordia, 1966), 264.

% Ibid., 280-281, 285, 287.
% Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 256-258.
%2 |uther, Lectures on Genesis, Chapters 1-5, 342.

% Ibid., 242.

97



regards to attributes of God’s thinking, understanding, and governing. The
biggest hole in this thinking was that it did not account for the essence and ethos
of God. The Bible is clear: God is love.* Or as Richard Rice claims, “From a
Christian perspective, love is the first and last word in the biblical portrait of
God.”® In the 18™ century another prominent theologian emerged. His passion
was to make Christ accessible to the broken masses.

John Wesley (1703-1791) was born a generation after the prominent
European Protestant reformers. Wesley's influence over England and the New
World transformed a generation, two nations, and continues to have deep
implications both in theology and in practical ministry.” Wesley was an eclectic
reader from an Anglican upbringing.97 Theologically he would describe himself as
a hairsbreadth from Calvin and Luther.”® He embraced the Augustinian and
Reformation theologians’ understanding of Original Sin and narrowly skirted the
theological construct of Total Depravity partly due to his slightly different

articulation of Imago Dei.*
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Wesley believed there were three parts to the Image of God: the natural,

political, and moral:

“God created man in his own image, in the image of God created
he him:” ... not barely in his natural image, a picture of his own
immortality; a spiritual being, endued with understanding, freedom
of will, and various affections; nor merely in his political image, the
governor of this lower world, having “dominion over the fishes of the
sea, and over all the earth;” —but chiefly in his moral image; which,
according to the Apostle, is “righteousness and true holiness.” ... In
this image of God was man made. “God is love:” Accordingly, man
at his creation was full of love; which was the sole principle of all his
tempers, thoughts, words, and actions. God is full of justice, mercy,
and truth; so was man as he came from the hands of his Creator.
God is spotless purity; and so man was in the beginning pure from
every sinful blot; otherwise God could not have pronounced him, as
well as all the other work of his hands, “very good.”'®

For Wesley, the natural image encompassed the spirit, understanding, will, and
liberty we were given at our creation. The political image was the responsibility to
govern; to be God’s ambassador to the beasts, birds, and creation; and to govern
one’s self. The moral image was developed in terms of God’s love,

righteousness, and holiness.'' Among these, Wesley stressed that Imago Dei

was chiefly the moral image.

Wesley further clarified this distinction in his sermon, Justification by Faith:

In the image of God was man made; holy as he that created him is
holy, merciful as the author of all is merciful, perfect as his Father in
heaven is perfect. As God is love, so man dwelling in love dwelt in
God, and God in him. God made him to be ‘an image of his own
eternity,” an incorruptible picture of the God of glory. He was
accordingly pure, as God is pure, from every spot of sin. He knew

1% john Wesley, The Works of John Wesley: Sermons 2, 3rd ed., vol. 6 (Grand
Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1991), 66-67.

91 Collins, The Scripture Way of Salvation, 22-23.
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not evil in any kind or degree, but was inwardly and outwardly
sinless and undefiled.'®

In this sermon you see the influences of the mystics and the Eastern Orthodox
Church. This articulation was reminiscent of the Trinitarian “we” in the creation
account. God lives in love expressed through community. God creates in love
and out of the love expressed within the Trinity. Humanity, in the Image of God,
is an expression of that love. There is no greater evidence of love than God
breathing life into humanity. God breathed into humanity giving a living soul.’®
Shared through the relationship of the Trinity, expressed to humanity and
creation, we see the greatest expression of Imago Dei, love.

The theme of God'’s love filled Wesley’s letters, journals, sermons, and
theology and inextricably influenced his decisions in all forms of practical
ministry:

God is love, he [the Christian man] is conformed to the same
likeness. He is full of love to his neighbor, of universal love, not
confined to one sect or party, not restrained to those who agree
with him in opinions or in outward modes of worship, or to those
who are allied to him by blood or recommended by nearness of
place. Neither does he love those only that love him or that are
endeared to him by intimacy of acquaintance. But his love
resembles that of Him whose mercy is over all His works. It soars
above all these scanty bounds, embracing neighbours and
strangers, friends and enemies-yea, not only the good and gentle,
but also the forward, the evil, and unthankful. ...

His love, as to these, so to all mankind, is in itself generous
and disinterested; springing from no view of advantage to himself,

%2 John Wesley, The Works of John Wesley: Sermons 1, ed. Albert C. Outler
(Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1984), 184.
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from no regard to profit or praise-no, nor even the pleasure of
loving."™

To Wesley, this is Imago Dei. Through this lens our natural state and political
state are understood. It is in this generous and self-giving love that the image of
God becomes visible in our own self and in those around us. It also compels us
to see Imago Dei not only in believers, but in all people.'® All people and all
creation possess the fruit of God’s creative love. This description of Imago Dei as
love provides the foundation for bypassing the “elect” as an elitist group.'®

This emphasis on love in Wesley’'s works was deeply influenced by the
Moravians and Luther’s introduction to Romans.®” At an Aldersgate Street
meeting of the Moravians Wesley first felt his heart “strangely warmed” by God’s
love and grace.'® While Imago Dei is directly tied to moral underpinnings, Imago
Dei is a tangible reflection of God’s love and this love transforms our hearts and
manifests in humanity through the renewing of our actions and attitudes.®

Along these lines Wesley offered a different path of understanding sin,

The Fall, and the saving work of God’s grace than previous theologians. He was
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(London: Epworth Press, 1931), 376-80.

1% john Wesley, The Works of John Wesley: Sermons 3, ed. Albert C. Outler
(Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1986), 207.

196 Wesley, Works of John Wesley: Letters, Essays, 230.

%7 John Wesley, The Works of John Wesley: Journals 1, 3rd ed., vol. 1 (Grand
Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1991), 98-103.

1% Howard A. Snyder, The Radical Wesley and Patterns for Church Renewal
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1980), 26.

1% wynkoop, A Theology of Love, 110, 31.

101



fortunate enough to stand at a place in history where he was able to read and
weigh all that had passed before him. He held this wealthy theological
inheritance in constant tension with his commitment to practical integration of
faith and God’s love as lived out in everyday ministry to real, common people. '™
Ultimately, Wesley defined sin “as a malignant disease rather than an obliteration
of the imago Dei in fallen human nature.”’"' Sin was not a physical destruction of
creation. Instead, that which was created in love still bore evidence of that love
and its loving Creator. “Sin was not some mysterious spiritual entity that attached
itself to human nature like a barnacle attaches itself to the hull of a ship, instead,
Wesley spoke of sin in relational terms.”'"? Sin was the breaking of that deep,
life-giving relationship with God."" It was rejecting God’s love and choosing
instead to trust in ourselves.

Kenneth Collins captures Wesley’s articulation of sin:

The nature of human sin ... is not pride, as is sometimes

mistakenly supposed, but unbelief, the perversion of a relationship

between God and humanity. A lack of faith in God, then, the desire

to be independent, is the true foundation for the subsequent evils of

pride and self-will. In other words, out of alienation and unbelief,

pride and self-will inevitably flow; out of alienation and unbelief
every other evil disposition emerges.'™
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This is where Wesley’s departure from Augustine, Calvin, and Luther becomes
helpful in the understanding of Imago Dei. The effects of sin remain the same; we
are alienated from God and helpless to change.'"® We cannot come to God on
our own.""® God had to do something to awaken us to the Image of God in which
we were created.""” For Wesley, this awakening came not through election but
Prevenient Grace.

In his articulation of Prevenient Grace, the grace that comes before
salvation through the universal work of Christ,''® Wesley accounted for free will.
“Wesley affirms that after the fall God did not leave humanity in this utterly
dejected state, but re-inscribed, in some measure, a knowledge of this moral law
upon the human heart.”'" Yet this basic knowledge, this awareness of divine
attributes, was a result of God’s Prevenient Grace at work.'® Through Christ's
incarnation, Christ’s death, and resurrection, grace is freely given to all humanity.

Once awakened from an ignorance of sin and our broken relationship,
God lovingly grants each person the on-going ability to choose to trust in this

grace."®! The choice is to either embrace a relationship with God or to reject it.
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122 and persistent

While the initial work of prevenient grace is irresistible
throughout a person’s life, later graces, including convincing grace, are
resistible. The ability to choose or reject God remains and the matter of
election is reduced from a dictatorial mandate to the simple fact that God knows
the future as well as the past.'®* As with Creation and The Fall, a foreknowledge
of disobedience and rejection is not enough of a deterrent to keep God from fully
loving and fully vesting in a person. Instead, it describes the ongoing work of God
through Jesus Christ in all humanity and creation.'®

Prevenient Grace awakens and makes us aware of God’s love for us.'® It
offers each of us the opportunity to recognize our need for God and to respond to
it. When we choose to receive God’s ongoing graces, God's perfecting love'’
continues to work in our lives renewing us in the image of God."?® This work
continues to draw us deeper into relationship with God over a lifetime. This
process is what Wesley would refer as Christian Perfection, the love of God

being renewed in our lives.' This portrait of Imago Dei is lavish with

concreteness.
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With this survey of fhe theological landscape, | am left with this one
pervasive echoing thought: there is something special about humanity. Jane
Kopas captures this truth well, “Whether individuals exemplify the image perfectly
or live up to it as an ideal is not an issue. The species-wide presence of the
image of God in creatures undergirds the worth of all human beings.”"*° There is
sacredness to being human. Regardless of the image being a concrete form or
being rooted in our reason or soul, we are sacred. The point is that God fnade us
in God’s image and, on that basis alone, Jane Kopas aptly points out, humanity
is sacred.

In our post-modern ethos of ever-changing relationships and personal-
preferences, Imago Dei is the response that helps us reground value in the
person.” There is inherent value in humanity and all of creation. because God
affirmed all of Creation, including humanity, “very good.” Theologically and
historically we may not be able to clearly agree on a definition of Imago Dei, yet,
all theologians agree that because we are created in the Image of God we are

significant to God."*? More compelling, Wesley illuminates the truth that God,
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who is love, is at work in all of humanity and Creation.™® God is presently
restoring this image and inviting us to trust in this work.™*

The very real problem and implications of this image come from the
images of God that are created in the wake of the Platonic thoughts of Augustine,
Calvin, and Luther. Living in the shadow of an Original Sin and Total Depravity
laden theology and praxis, the language of Creation being "very good" seems
unfamiliar, unearthly, and idyllic. The trouble with centering Imago Dei in the soul
and mind is that it serves to disassociate it from physical life. In essence, it
returns us to a neo-Gnosticism and neo-asceticism where creation and our
bodies are at war with the work of God.

Furthermore, theologians, pastors, and lay people alike have turned away
from the earthiness of the Jewish understanding of God and embraced a more
philosophical, reason-centered approach unaware of how Greek thought has
supplanted and reinterpreted God’s original image-rich relationships. While
theologically and philosophically accurate, there emerges a physical space
between the Creator and creation with repetitive use of abstract philosophical
theology. The abstract disembodiment of theology from the person of God serves
to alienate our ability to imagine Imago Dei. It creates unattainable images of
faith and God. In the Jewish understanding of Scripture, the road to the sacred

went through the secular.’ God was not distant from humanity. God was still
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the One who hovered over the deep and breathed life into the void and dust. God
remained immersed in common endeavors and simple deeds. '*

When we insist on focusing on philosophical images of God so
unreachable that it creates a chasm between the Creator and the created, it
manifests as anxiety in the beloved.™’ It generates an unattainable reality."®
Often within disembodied theology, instead of the image reflecting God’s love,
the image becomes the maker of its own image and refracts the light of Christ
onto itself.”® Instead of resting in the mystery of God's love, we wrestle with God
desperate to receive God’s love based on our merits. Instead of trusting and
resting in God’s love, like Jacob we grab God's ankle demanding a blessing™’
for the images and efforts we create.’

Zephaniah paints a picture of God singing over us and of us being

renewed in God’s love."*? However, God’s people prefer the Protestant work

ethic. While hard work is not diametrically opposed to God’s love, the

% Abraham Joshua Heschel, Man Is Not Alone: A Philosophy of Religion (New
York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1951), 263-267.

37 Manning, Abba’s Child, 19-20.

*8 Brennan Manning, Ruthless Trust: The Ragamuffin's Path to God (San
Francisco: HarperCollins, 2000), 73-74.

3% Manning, Abba’s Child, 40-41.
%0 Gn 32:24.

1 Gn 25:23-26; 27:1-40.

2 Zep 3:17.

43 Robert E. Skinner, Two Guns from Harlem: The Detective Fiction of Chester
Himes (Bowling Green, OH: Bowling Green State University Popular Press, 1989), 121.

107



Protestant work ethic has brought with it a not-so-secret belief that we can earn
God's love. Instead of trusting that we are wonderfully and fearfully made, we
clutch to the conductor’s wand insisting on making ourselves into a composition
pleasing to God.™ Instead of trusting the incomprehensible mystery of the
paradox of God's present love with the perceived distance of space, time, and
brokenness, we become self-made people, determined to do it by ourselves. We
even have a tough time imaging that God knit us together. It is impossible to
comprehend that God thought about us while we were in our mother's womb.
This motherly image of God with needle and thread knitting the sinews and
tissues is incomprehensible in an abstraction of God.™ It would appear that we
are not unlike the Israelites; we have a terribly difficult time believing or picturing
God is love, much less living it out.

Too frequently we have created with our theology and philosophy an
insurmountable image of God as abstract and disengaged, while the biblical
reality that God loves us, God is active, God is intimately involved in the routines
of life, and God takes great joy in us bounces off our self-sustaining, broken
hearts. Somehow we cannot imagine in our modern minds that God would sing
over us, pursue us, and take great joy in us solely because we are God's
children. We have a difficult time envisioning God enjoying creation as portrayed

in Bruce Almighty, Dogma, and Oh God. These images show God engaged in
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creation and enjoying life. They even illuminate how unexpected God may
appear, contradicting our expected images of a Messiah.

Equally, the focus of Protestant thinking to contend with the Fall
profoundly influences the way we imagine God.* First off it has become
unfathomable to imagine the Creator of heaven and earth enjoying creation,
looking at it, and saying, "it was very good.”™’ Total Depravity and the complete
loss and/or corruption of Imago Dei have consumed Protestant and Evangelical
energies and imagination.'*®

Imago Dei appears to be relegated to nothing more than a utopian ideal.
While acknowledged, it remains safely tucked in the context of pre-Fall language.
It lacks the teeth of paradox where we are forced to contend with the present
' Fallen state and the temporal reality of God's love, prevenient grace, and Christ's
present and ongoing work of redemption. God's image as marred, broken, lost,
diseased, or any euphemism we choose describes the present brokenness of our
lives. The malignant disease of sin easily corrupts our view of the world around
us. However, Christ came to re-create all of Creation. Redemption is not the

removal of something from our lives, rather it is an invitation to a relationship, to
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enter God’s love, ™ and to join in the work of re-creation. Jesus called this the
Kingdom of God, describing a present and coming reality.

Salvation is not a free pass out of Hell. It does not magically make all of
life easy or innocent. This invitation and God’s love do not instantaneously
remove all temptation, bad habits, or lustful desires. God’s love does not
immediately solve our financial crisis or keep our spouse from leaving. Instead,
this love, as we learn and grow to trust it, brings us peace, calmness when there
is much to think about, when our stomach churns, or when our heart breaks. It
brings us joy, a deep gratitude in all situations, which strengths our souls. It also
gives us the courage to love others when our heart tells us we are right and the
other person doesn’t deserve grace or forgiveness. This is not an incantation of
forgetfulness and bliss. To think such Pollyanna thoughts would be lunacy.
Rather, it is re-creation of relationship involving difficult and personal choices and
sacrifices. It is the process of entering into the renewal of Imago Dei with God,
theosis. It is accepting the Potter’s hands. God as love makes Imago Dei
intrinsically relational.

For Abraham and the Jewish nation, Imago Dei was marked by

covenant.” For humanity, in light of Christ's work, it is a returning to the eternal
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dance.’™ It is trusting in the love of God. Larry Shelton captures this covenantal
image:

Described in profoundly personal and intimate terms, such as
hesed (union) and ‘emeth (faithfulness, steadfastness), this intimate
bond of loving, faithful union between God and humans provides a
safeguard for even the most threatening and distressing situations
of life. On the basis of this love, God expresses the relationship
with Israel in the form of a covenant. ... This covenant with Israel is
a token of divine love, of the communion between Yahweh and the
people. ... In fact, the divine/human relationship finds expressmn in
the creation of humanity as the image of God."?

He goes on to quote Old Testament theologian Edmond Jacob:
To remain an image man must maintain his relationship with God,
he must remember that he is only an ambassador and his dominion

over creation will be effective only in proportion as that relationship
becomes more real.™

We function in our Imago Dei through the way we love God and love one
another. This covenantal relationship in turn influences how we understand
Scripture.

Our mental, physical, narrative, and kinesthetic pictures of Imago Dei
indelibly influence how we live in relationships. If we believe God condemned
post-Fall humanity and that we are Totally Depraved, then the picture of Imago

Dei will have no real influence or meaning in praxis. If we believe the very DNA

%' Brian D. McLaren, A Generous Orthodoxy: Why | am a Missional, Evangelical,
Post/Protestant, Liberal/Conservative, Mystical/Poetic, Biblical,
Charismatic/Contemplative, Fundamentalist/Calvinist, Anabaptist/Anglican, Methodist,
Catholic, Green, Incarnational, Depressed-Yet-Hopeful, Emergent, Unfinished Christian
(Grand Rapids, MI: Youth Specialties Zondervan, 2004), 56.

12 Shelton, Cross and Covenant, 24.

'%3 Theodorus Christian Vriezen, An Outline of Old Testament Theology, eng. ed.
(Newton, MA: Charles T. Branford, 1966), 171. Quoted in Shelton, Cross and Covenant,
25.
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God created us with is destroyed and replaced with self-serving narcissism, then
even if God renews us, we still contend with the Fall as our primary function.

This emphasis paints a very harsh picture of God in our minds. This
mental image of rebellious children forever punished by God fails to woo us. We
live in fear of God not because of God’s awesomeness, but because we fear
God's constant condemnation and punishment. This is reinforced by the narrative
images from a chorus line of people, Scriptures, and art which tell us we are
sinners.' While this is the truth, a focus on Sin without grasping God’s love,
ultimately leads us to retain an image that God never moves past condemning
us. We project upon God the feelings of our condemnation. This view of God and
Imago Dei culminates in self-flagellation. Self-condemnation and merciless self-
inflicted punishment are the dissonant chords of our life’s opus resulting from
perceived and real moments when we missed the mark.”® These mental images
of the eternal policeman reinforce our perfectionist, moralistic, and deterministic
idealism. Brennan Manning writes, “The perfectionist and moralist in the spiritual
life is locked into the saint-or-sinner syndrome, tyrannized by an all-or-nothing
mentality.”"®
As Brennan Manning continues,
we cannot assume that He feels about us the way we feel about
ourselves-unless we love ourselves compassionately, intensely,

and freely. In human form Jesus revealed to us what God is like.
He exposed our projections for the idolatry that they are and gave

% Manning, A Glimpse of Jesus, 6.
1% |bid.

%% Ibid., 7.
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us the way to become free of them. It takes a profound conversion
to accept that God is relentlessly tender and compassionate toward
us just as we are-not in spite of our sins and faults (that would not
be total acceptance), but with them. Though God does not condone
or sar}sc;cion evil, He does not withhold His love because there is evil
in us.

Essentially, these mental images we create of Sin and our projections of God'’s
" response to Sin profoundly influence our concept of Imago Dei. When we are
perfectionistic and Fall-centric, it creates a relationship of fear and self-
loathing.™® As Daniel Steele captured Calvinistic tendencies in the late 1800’s,
“in Calvinistic writings especially, we find that the true measure of piety is self-

»159 |t amplifies the adversarial and mistrust of God. This

abhorrence.
unequivocally changes our praxis, regardless of our theology. It changes the way
we treat God and one anot