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“That night my imagination was, in a certain sense, baptized” (C. S. Lewis)
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i. introduction

 

Bible-centeredness is one of the defining and most celebrated features
of the evangelical tradition.
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 To a significant degree evangelical identity
revolves around the central place we give to the Scriptures. Historically we
have been very much a people of the Book. We confess that the Bible is
unique among pieces of literature, for it is God-breathed—divinely-inspired,
and therefore infallible (unable to fail), inerrant (without error), and su-
premely authoritative (possessing the right to compel assent). We acknowl-
edge its power, and so we preach the Word (2 Tim 4:12), counting on its
penetrating force as the sword of the Spirit (Heb 4:12).

But one quickly discovers that to hold the Bible in such a prominent
place is no guarantee that the way we treat it and use it will always be
appropriate. In fact, all too often just the opposite is the case. We are
embarrassed at the prevalence of “magical” approaches to Scripture that
bear more resemblance than we would like to the superstitious oracular and
divining practices of the world’s primal religions. We have squirmed when
fellow-evangelicals have treated the Bible as a volume of encoded secrets
about the future that require esoteric and even mathematical deciphering.

 

4

 

1

 

Any attempt like this at interdisciplinary integration (in this case, between hermeneutics
and spirituality) becomes quite intimidating, because the author is automatically reduced to an
amateur commentator on most matters he presumes to address. An earlier version of this paper
was presented to the students and faculty of the Biblical Seminary of the Philippines, an evan-
gelical Chinese institution in Manila, in July of 1999.

 

2

 

C. S. Lewis, 

 

Surprised by Joy: The Shape of My Early Life

 

 (New York: Harcourt Brace,
1955) 181.

 

3

 

David Bebbington, 

 

Evangelicalism in Modern Britain
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A popular movie entitled 

 

The Omega Code

 

 (1999) recently exposed the American public to just
such a numerological approach to the Biblical text. Produced by Good Times Entertainment, with
Hal Lindsey serving as prophecy advisor to the director, this movie implies that properly-decoded
prophecy contains the blueprint for the future. It is obviously a film adaptation of Michael Drosnin’s
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It has given us headaches to attend home Bible studies at which every ran-
dom and arbitrary interpretation of a passage put forward by participants
is affirmed and validated as a stroke of genius.

And so saner heads among us have taken seriously the Scripture’s own
challenge to “rightly divide the Word of Truth” (2 Tim 2:15), as the older
King James Version put it, or, as the New International Version now trans-
lates the phrase, to “correctly handle the Word of Truth.” We evangelicals
have worked hard to develop responsible ways of interpreting the Bible. We
do not want to be victims of dangerous subjectivity and misleading judg-
ments. For responsible evangelical scholars this has meant attempting as
best we can to grasp the original authors’ intended meanings, an effort that
has in turn involved embracing historical-grammatical methods of exegesis
and hermeneutics. And over the years we have taken ownership of a rather
sophisticated apparatus of scholarly methods and lexical tools to help us
with this. Through all of this the thing we have vilified most, and been most
opposed to, has been 

 

subjective interpretations

 

 of Scripture.
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Subjectivism has challenged us in different forms, and we have done our
best to remain resilient each time. Despite a considerable challenge in the
twentieth century from the neo-orthodox approach to Scripture, evangelicals
held to the conviction that, whatever God might say to a receptive reader of
Scripture, it must be tethered to the propositional content of the Biblical
text itself.
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 More recently, evangelicals have responded to deconstruction-
ism, the literary expression of postmodernism, according to which meaning
resides only in the reader’s creative construction of meaning rather than in
the text itself.
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 Generally, evangelicals have inclined in literary matters to
submit to something like what renowned Christian apologist C. S. Lewis
once vividly described as “the rough, male taste of reality, not made by us,
or, indeed, for us, but hitting us in the face.”
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ii. limits of the historical-grammatical 

method of interpretation

 

Despite its laudable achievements this well-intentioned approach, which
has generally been marketed as 

 

the

 

 approach to Scripture, has not served
the church as well as one might hope. It is not failing because there is any-
thing intrinsically wrong with either the methodological principles it advo-
cates or the central importance it attaches to discerning the Biblical writers’
original intentions. Rather, this prevailing evangelical approach to herme-
neutics may be damaging the vitality of the church because of what it either
completely ignores, deliberately underestimates, or cavalierly dismisses as
of peripheral concern. I am thinking in particular of the deficiencies of evan-
gelical hermeneutics in the three crucial areas of personal formation, prac-
tical application, and the facilitation of direct encounter with God. I must
make clear that I am not suggesting that the historical-grammatical method
be discarded or replaced; I am thinking more in terms of major supplemen-
tation and expansion. Its hegemonic status is the problematic issue in my
mind, for the reasons just mentioned: namely, its formational, practical and
religious deficiencies.

1.

 

Personal formation

 

. In the first place, and inasmuch as it is almost
completely absorbed with the task of establishing intellectually valid infer-
ences from the Biblical text, standard evangelical hermeneutics fails to pro-
vide any substantive resources for meeting the challenge of changing
readers’ lives. This is its 

 

formational

 

 deficiency.

2.

 

Practical application

 

. Secondly, evangelical hermeneutics can often
bring the reader to the point of a decent grasp of what a particular text
meant in its original historical and culturally-conditioned context. But it
flounders seriously when it comes to the challenge of moving from what it

 

meant

 

 to what it may 

 

signify

 

 now—in the present tense. Too often readers
rest content with a feeling that they know what the text meant, and are not
so concerned to move from this penultimate stage to consider what the text
means for them. This space between the past and the present is a gaping
chasm that simply cannot be bridged by direct, linear thought. This is the

 

practical

 

 deficiency of the prevailing approach to hermeneutics.

3.

 

Encounter with God

 

. In addition to these deficiencies, there is also
the fact that the reader’s relationship to the text takes precedence over the
reader’s relationship to the living voice of God. The reader-scholar is the ac-
tive miner whose vigorous efforts are the means by which the valuable ore
is raised to the surface. It is the responsibility of the student of Scripture to
locate and squeeze truth from the text. God is readily acknowledged as the
original supervising author of the text, and his aid is now solicited to em-
power the exegetical miner to do his or her investigative job well. The need
for guidance in making edifying connections between text and application
is readily acknowledged as well. But for all of this God is essentially the



 

journal of the evangelical theological society

 

274

“behind the scenes” source of empowerment rather than a direct and per-
sonal dialogue partner with the reader. J. I. Packer made an important po-
lemic point in his book 

 

God Has Spoken

 

, but the use in the title of the past
tense of the verb “to speak” highlights the sense of distance felt by many
evangelical souls.
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Various historians have pointed out that the roots of this orientation to
Scripture lie in an evangelical appropriation of certain Enlightenment as-
sumptions about knowledge and induction, and the adaptation of this “sci-
entific” methodology to the study of Scripture. We catch the flavor of this
mindset in the words of nineteenth-century Princeton theological giant
Charles Hodge:

 

The Bible is to the theologian what nature is to the man of science. It is his
store-house of facts; and his method of ascertaining what the Bible teaches, is
the same as that which the natural philosopher adopts to ascertain what
nature teaches. . . . The duty of the Christian theologian is to ascertain, col-
lect, and combine all the facts which God has revealed concerning himself
and our relation to him. These facts are all in the Bible.
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Robert Stein probably speaks for many contemporary evangelical schol-
ars, when he argues that Christians with the Spirit of God are unlikely to
have any advantage of insight over non-Christians laboring without the
Spirit of God when it comes to unpacking the meaning of a Biblical text.
Hermeneutics is a scholarly challenge that may be met equally well without
any special grace of illumination. God is not a central player in the game; at
best he is a silent enabler of the serious pursuer of truth.
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 And so there is
still a hunger for the God who speaks. This is the 

 

religious

 

 deficiency of our
approach to Scripture.

 

iii. classic evangelical piety

 

A crucially-important dimension of the evangelical heritage is at stake
on this third point in particular. The evangelical tradition has always em-
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Oxford University Press, 1980) 55–62.
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 69–71. Clark Pinnock makes a telling point when he observes
that we have to go back almost three centuries to the Puritans to find a decent evangelical treat-
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“The Impact of Postmodern Thinking on Evangelical Hermeneutics,” 

 

JETS

 

 40 (1997) 76–82.
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phasized and celebrated the privilege of a personal experience of the living
God. Perhaps there is no more distinctively evangelical phrase than “a per-
sonal relationship with Jesus Christ.” As James Houston, the founding
principal and long-time professor of spiritual theology at Regent College,
has put the matter, the essence of our Christian experience is a “transform-
ing friendship” with God through Jesus Christ.
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 Henry Blackaby, in his
popular texts and workbooks, has described it even more simply as
“experiencing God.”
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Useful and important for its many strengths as the prevailing evangeli-
cal understanding of hermeneutics is, it is clearly leaving the heart longing
for something more. And rightly so. For surely the Scriptures are more than
a quarry from which we dig propositional information. There must be more
to how we handle the Bible than scooping up information from it with our
heavy-duty exegetical equipment, and then dumping it into the rail-cars of
term papers, sermons, and articles to be shipped off around the world.
Those saints that have been endued with a spirit of holy dissatisfaction
have always prayed instead: “Lord, speak to me, that I may speak, in living
echoes of Thy tone. Make my reading of Scripture personal. Make it part of
my transforming friendship with you.”

This is evidently what God wants to do, and certainly one of the pur-
poses for which the Scriptures were designed. Evangelical Christians have
always recognized that the inspired Scriptures are the chief “instrumental
means” by which God communicates with us in a direct and intensely per-
sonal fashion. It is the main vehicle for the voice of God, as it penetrates
from eternity like a shaft of laser light. As an eternal voice, it retains the
quality of eternity itself. It is always living and in the present tense. This
living, evangelical approach to Scripture has long been celebrated in our
hymnody: “Beyond the sacred page, I see Thee, Lord; My spirit pants for
Thee, O Living Word.”

 

14

 

 These lyrical phrases perfectly express the pattern
of going to the Word, not as an end in itself, but so that through it we con-
nect with God.

A. W. Tozer’s classic 

 

The Pursuit of God

 

 eloquently describes the evan-
gelical soul’s desire to hear God speak in the present tense and personally.
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It is the nature of God to speak, suggests Tozer: “Self-expression is inherent
in the God-head.” And it is this “present Voice which makes the written
Word all-powerful. Otherwise it would lie locked in slumber within the cov-
ers of a book.” He continues: “That God is here and that He is speaking—
these truths are back of all other Bible truths.” In this vein Tozer concludes
with a prayer that includes the following: “Let me get used to the sound of
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For a profound exposition of this as the essence of Christian spirituality and prayer, see
James M. Houston, 

 

The Transforming Friendship

 

 (Oxford: Lion, 1989). To appeal more to an
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The Transforming Power of Prayer

 

 (Colorado
Springs: NavPress, 1996).
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Henry Blackaby, 
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M. Lathbury and A. Groves, “Break Thou the Bread of Life,” 
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(Camp Hill, PA: Christian Publications, 1978) 411.
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Thy Voice, that its tones may be familiar when the sounds of earth die away
and the only sound will be the music of Thy speaking Voice.”
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 In my opin-
ion, Tozer’s vision embodies all that neo-orthodox theologian Karl Barth
dreamed of, and more, and manages to do this while keeping the orthodox
doctrine of Scripture intact.

 

iv. the spiritual reading of scripture

 

The spiritual instincts of the people of God cannot be satisfied for long
with a hermeneutical approach that minimizes personal formation, fades
out when it comes to making practical applications, and fails to connect the
reader directly to God in deeper and more meaningful ways. Consequently
the evangelical community is being drawn increasingly to an alternative ap-
proach to Scripture, which is not really new but a resuscitation of a ven-
erable tradition of encountering the Word. By this I mean the approach to
Scripture advocated by such prominent contemporary writers on Christian
spirituality as Richard Foster, Robert Mulholland, Dallas Willard, Simon
Chan, and Marjorie Thompson.
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This approach goes by a number of names. Occasionally, it has been
called a meditative approach to Scripture. Sometimes it is known as the
spiritual reading of Scripture. Either designation is legitimate. But because
the word “meditation” has connotations of Buddhist or Hindu notions of
completely emptying one’s mind (which is actually the opposite of Biblical
meditation as described in Psalm 1 and elsewhere), it may be best instead
to refer to this approach as “the spiritual reading” of Scripture. By either
designation this approach to Scripture, which historically took a fairly set
form in the Benedictine tradition of 

 

Lectio Divina

 

 (lit. Spiritual Reading),
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is characterized by a slow and reflective treatment of the text.
Support for spiritual reading comes from numerous Roman Catholic

writers. Less well-known perhaps is the endorsement it has received from
great Protestant leaders like Martin Luther in the 1500s and the English
Puritans of the 1600s. One such Puritan, Richard Greenham, wrote: “To
read and not to meditate is unfruitful; to meditate and not to read [the
Bible] is dangerous.”
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 What is particularly important for our purposes here
is that the meditative reading of Scripture addresses each of the deficiencies
of the prevailing evangelical approach to hermeneutics.

The meditative approach to Scripture is rooted first of all in pastoral
concern and the associated awareness that it is all too easy, as Calvin put
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 73–75, 83.
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I refer briefly to these developments in “Yearning for God: The Potential and Poverty of
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JETS

 

 41 (1998) 439–53. Compare M. Robert Mul-
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Shaped by the Word: The Power of Scripture in Spiritual Formation

 

 (Nashville,
TN: Upper Room, 1985).
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Traditional 

 

Lectio Divina

 

 involves four sequential steps: 

 

Lectio

 

 (reading), 

 

Meditatio

 

 (medi-
tation), 

 

Oratio

 

 (verbalized response) and 

 

Meditatio

 

 (meditation); Marjorie Thompson, 

 

Soulfeast:
An Invitation to the Christian Spiritual Life

 

 (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1995) 22–25.
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Quoted by Simon Chan, 

 

Spiritual Theology

 

 (Downers Grove: IVP, 1998) 158.
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it, for truth to merely flit about in the brain and never take deep root in the
heart.20 Whenever this happens, it is not just unfortunate; it is potentially
dangerous. For as Lutheran theologian and preacher Helmut Thielicke has
pointed out, there is spiritual danger whenever head knowledge outdis-
tances soul growth. Such distance is the fertile breeding ground for all sorts
of inauthenticity and even hypocrisy.21 So the literature on spiritual read-
ing is full of the imagery of slow rumination. The Anglican Prayer Book in-
cludes a prayer that we may “inwardly digest” God’s word. This is not
always easy. As Macrina Wiederkehr has observed, “We do not always real-
ize what a radical suggestion it is for us to read to be formed and trans-
formed rather than to gather information. We are information seekers. We
love to cover territory.”22

Spiritual reading, by contrast, is designed to encourage longer and more
accurate retention of truth.23 And through it we enter into the text and the
text then enters into us. It is an important key to the elusive desideratum
of personal wholeness and integration. We may be very learned and still re-
main unchanged until the truth actually begins to alter the default settings
of our mind and character. The first great value of meditation is that it is an
aid to internalization of the truth. As Peter Toon describes its function,
spiritual reading is “a particular way of receiving the revealed and dynamic
Word of God into the heart from the mind so as to direct the will in the ways
of God’s guidance.”24 It is profoundly formational.

The spiritual or meditative reading of Scripture also addresses our other
two concerns. First, it creates a context in which it is more possible to de-
velop creative connections between the text and the reader’s own life and
immediate context. This is actually consonant with more recent perception
that meaning is not so much embedded in the text as it is discovered in the
interplay between the text and the reader’s own reality—in other words, in
the dynamic intersection of these two horizons. In the twentieth century it
was the German martyr Dietrich Bonhoeffer who, particularly in his book
Meditating on the Word, so forcefully criticized the common way in which
sermon-building preachers deflect away the message of the Bible from

20 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion 3.2.36.
21 Helmut Thielicke, A Little Exercise for Young Theologians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1962)

10–12.
22 Quoted by Thompson, Soulfeast 18.
23 In a sense this is an application to Scripture of an approach often advocated in relation to

literature generally—as one that can be calculated to encourage longer and more accurate reten-
tion, deeper levels of internalization, and a more holistic appropriation of the particular truths be-
ing conveyed. See James Sire, How to Read Slowly (Downers Grove: IVP, 1978). It was his grasp
of these dynamics that led Dawson Trotman to develop systematic memorization of and medita-
tion on Scripture as a foundation for discipleship in the Navigators tradition. See Dictionary of
Christianity in America, s. v. “Navigators, The.”

24 Peter Toon, From Mind to Heart: Christian Meditation Today (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1987)
10. Walter Wink agrees: “The goal of the Bible study is not merely understanding or even new in-
sights, but incarnating the Word, enfleshing it, getting it into the substance of our living” (Trans-
forming Bible Study [2d ed.; Nashville: Abingdon, 1989] 12; compare Chan, Spiritual Theology
166–67).
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themselves. “Do not ask how you should tell it to others,” he urges, “but ask
what it tells you.”25 It is therefore important that we keep from always
reading for functional purposes. To do so is to indulge what Simon Chan
calls our “pragmatic reflex,”26 something that makes it almost impossible to
listen to what God may be saying to us. The spiritual reading of Scripture
addresses this issue.

Finally, through its posture of silent, attentive listening, the meditative
approach opens the reader up to the quiet voice of God and impressions
from on high. It sets a tone of humility and receptivity, rather than a tone
of assertiveness and control. Admittedly it is a difficult, anxious, and risky
business to wait for God to speak through the text to us. Yet we cannot
demand that God speak to us. At best we can create the conditions in which
God may choose to speak.27

Again, Bonhoeffer was among those who commended the meditative use
of Scripture. He identifies at least two reasons for such practice. The first is
to enable us to achieve a degree of internalization of truth not otherwise
possible. The goal here, he explains, is not to discover new thoughts, but to
let familiar or neglected truths penetrate and dwell within us.28 Bonhoef-
fer’s second reason for endorsing the spiritual approach to Scripture is that
it is a way to wait for the Word to address us personally. And in Life To-
gether, his little classic on Christian community, he links a capacity for lis-
tening to God with our ability to “hear” our fellow human beings. “He who
can no longer listen to his brother will soon be no longer listening to God ei-
ther,” Bonhoeffer says. “He will be doing nothing but prattle in the presence
of God too.”29

A much more recent endorsement of this approach comes from a con-
servative evangelical with impeccable credentials and one not known for
mushy-headedness. Walter Martin, author of Kingdom of the Cults, pub-
lished an article in Moody Monthly entitled “Meditation as God Intended.”
In it Martin quotes the Joshua 1:8 exhortation to meditate on the Book of
the Law day and night. He then observes that since the heart of our spir-
ituality is relationship with God, two-way conversation and communica-
tion is of its essence. There is a logic to Christians turning their attention
to where God has spoken and, we believe, God will continue to speak from
his vantage point beyond time and tenses.30 

v. evangelical hesitancy about 

spiritual reading of scripture

Here in a sense we have two competing approaches to Scripture, the
historical-grammatical and the meditative, each of which can make a le-
gitimate claim to representing a dimension of the evangelical ethos and

25 Quoted by Chan, Spiritual Theology 170–71.
26 Ibid. 162–63.
27 Ibid. 162–63; Richard Foster, Prayer (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1992) 150–52.
28 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1954) 83.
29 Ibid. 83, 98.
30 Walter Martin, “Meditation as God Intended,” Moody Monthly (December 1986) 34–37.
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tradition. My concern is that they not be left as polarized options for evan-
gelicals, lest the evangelical community move into the postmodern era as a
divided community. With reference to the Bible, this community must not
become, to borrow a famous description of the English and French in Can-
ada, “two nations warring in the bosom of a single state.”31 To achieve the
desired rapprochement will require some movement on both sides.

A number of factors continue to incline contemporary evangelicals to
shy away from the spiritual reading of Scripture, despite the potentially-
correcting features it offers. To begin with, we should all be sensitive to the
control issues in our own hearts. In the hands of carnal Christians, of
course, the historical-grammatical method can be pursued in the spirit of a
relentless scientific researcher who is out to grasp the truth rather than
humbly depend upon God to reveal it.32

But there is something else and something bigger that may account
for our hesitancy to move beyond traditional hermeneutics to this “second
stage” of personal formation, practical application, and direct encounter
with the voice of God. It is our old, deep-seated fear that this is our old
enemy of “subjectivity” returning to waylay us in another form. We continue
to bear wounds from past experiences of biased and misleading interpreta-
tion. In particular, we feel ambivalent about the prominence of the exercise
of imagination in spiritual reading.

This emphasis on imagination implies that what the Biblical text has to
offer in itself is insufficient to complete the hermeneutical circle. It is an-
other way of saying that there are additional factors or components that are
necessary to make applications and to make connections with God. And the
reader must reach up toward these things through the gift of imagination,
which is the cognitive means by which that which is not yet or not known is
first brought into being. Imagination is the human side; to identify its vision
and message as God’s voice is faith’s interpretation of the apprehension of
truth.

Indeed, imagination is critical to all three important functions of the
meditative use of Scripture. The recommended methods for internalizing
Biblical truth include, for example, creatively visualizing oneself in the midst
of a Gospel narrative and imagining how the Sea of Galilee might smell in
the early dawn. And while we are accustomed to this sort of thing in
sermons, we are not altogether comfortable with it in our direct handling of
the Scriptures.

Yet this point is in fact the least of our worries. Marjorie Thompson
refers to the second function when she writes: “The mind work of medita-
tion moves us to reflection on where we are in the text. Active imagination
can sometimes help us find connections between our life stories and the

31 The Canadian Encyclopedia, s.v. “Durham Report.”
32 The subversive potential of the truly free imagination is described and celebrated in Walter

Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1978): “Our culture is compe-
tent to implement almost anything and to imagine almost nothing. The same royal [establish-
ment] consciousness that makes it possible to implement anything and everything is the one that
shrinks imagination because imagination is a danger. Thus every totalitarian regime is fright-
ened of the artist” (45).
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great story of God’s redemptive work.”33 Where we see the specter of sub-
jectivism most clearly is in the use of imagination to make connections be-
tween the text and one’s personal life, and in drawing conclusions about
whether and what God may be speaking directly to one’s soul. In the lan-
guage of Shakespeare, “what dreams may come must give us pause.” We
fear the risk of false messages from our own souls, and even the possibility
on occasion of deliberate and suggestive deceptions by evil powers.

And so evangelicals tend to be alarmed by the word imagination. It seems
to connote the imaginary, the fanciful, the delusional, the false. We contrast
imagination with reality. We recall the Bible’s reference to “vain imagina-
tions” (Rom 1:21, KJV; the NIV translates this as “vain thinking”) and are
inclined to assume that the adjective “vain” applies to all expressions of
imagination.

But, in fact, imagination has good connotations. It was the eloquent
preacher and churchman of the nineteenth-century Scottish Free Kirk Al-
exander Whyte who spoke of “the splendid resources of the Christian imag-
ination.”34 Inventors are gifted with imagination. A successful engineer can
use his imagination to come up with a creative solution to a previously un-
solved problem. We describe an ineffective sports team’s offense, or a boring
musical performance, as unimaginative. In doing so, we are indicating that
imagination is really the gift of making fresh and creative connections, of
“seeing” certain things in our minds. Without imagination, we can never
recognize possibilities. Without imagination, we are doomed to plodding
along in the same old ruts.

Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann argues that we must learn
to read the Bible from the “inside out”—to enter into the perspective of the
community and writers who produced it. The information obtained through
historical criticism is a foundation, but it is insufficient of itself. Historical
imagination must be added. By this Brueggemann means the ability to
extrapolate forward in a direction consistent with the past. He calls this
“imagination shaped by history.” History and imagination, though they
move in opposite directions, are linked. Without the historical parameters
we have in view here, imagination mutates into undisciplined fantasy. On
the other hand, when the historical imagination is brought into play, stories
like the exodus and the provision of manna come to serve as perennial
prisms through which the people of God understand their unfolding life
experience.35

The spiritual reading of Scripture goes beyond what the text says to
what the text means in our context and what specifically God may be saying

33 Thompson, Soulfeast 23.
34 Quoted by Foster, Prayer 154. John Goldingay concurs: “Modern study of Scripture has en-

trusted the task of interpretation to our reason. In its own nature Scripture is as concerned with
the imagination and the will and it is people who bring their imaginations and wills to it who are
most likely to indulge in productive dialogue with it” (“Postmodernizing Eve and Adam: Can’t I
Have My Apricot as Well as Eating It?,” in The World of Genesis: Persons, Places, Perspectives [ed.
Philip Davies and David Clines; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998] 58).

35 Walter Brueggemann, The Bible Makes Sense (Atlanta: John Knox, 1977) 32–40. This line of
thinking leads Brueggemann to suggest that the two special mandates of the church are fidelity
and vitality (147).

long
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to us through it. The scholarly approach to Scripture carries us as far as the
first stage—to understanding what the text says. But scholarship cannot
take us into the second and third stages all by itself. The linkage between
what a text, composed perhaps two thousand or more years ago in the an-
cient Near East, meant at the time and what it signifies to a reader’s per-
sonal situation at the dawn of the third millennium, is not according to
some fixed, logical circuitry. It is not a matter of simply connecting the dots.
Like it or not, making these linkages necessarily involves a subjective di-
mension. We require the Holy Spirit’s guidance as we venture out beyond
the text’s historical context to its present-day application to us. This is un-
charted territory, but it is a sure and necessary way to infuse our otherwise
pedestrian approaches to the Biblical text with a spirit of awe and wonder.36

Our main point, though, is that the process involves imagination.

vi. the baptized imagination

When the Puritan Richard Greenham said, as quoted earlier, that “to
meditate and not to read is dangerous,” he highlighted the very legitimate
concern that an undisciplined imagination could easily delude us and lead
us astray as we meditate. Once detached from the bracing reality-check
provided by the Biblical text—a healthy slap in the face when we wander
off—there is no telling where we might end up, what wacky conclusions we
might draw, or even how much the devil might manipulate our impression-
able minds. These are legitimate concerns, and valid points of caution to
raise. Our imaginations, cut adrift from Scriptural anchors, are unreliable
and deceptive guides indeed. This leads us to the key. The gift of imagina-
tion that God uses is an imagination that has been shaped by the Biblical
tradition of truth, and functions within the parameters of this body of reve-
lation. As Peter Toon says: “Meditation, as it were, sits on the shoulders of
faithful and reverent study.”37

In Surprised by Joy, the autobiography of his childhood and early years,
C. S. Lewis describes the early development of his prodigious love of reading
and creative writing. His cultivated imagination devoured literature, but for
some time it was not stimulated or touched at all by Christian thought and
the Christian vision of reality. It was through an encounter with the Scot-
tish Christian novelist George MacDonald, and his book with the odd title
of Phantastes, a Faerie Romance, that his own remarkably fertile imagina-
tion was, in Lewis’s word, “baptized.”38 This rich image of baptism seems to
signify that Lewis’s mind was immersed in the Christian way of thinking, so

36 See Glen Scorgie, “Wonder and the Revitalization of Evangelical Theology,” Crux 26/4 (l990)
l9–25.

37 Peter Toon, From Mind to Heart: Christian Meditation Today (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1987)
15–16.

38 Lewis, Surprised by Joy 181. Compare Mineko Honda, The Imaginative World of C. S. Lewis:
A Way to Participate in Reality (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 2000). In the same
spirit Eugene Peterson describes his personal approach to the Book of Revelation in these terms:
“I have submitted my pastoral imagination to St. John’s theological poetry” (Reversed Thunder:
The Revelation of John and the Praying Imagination [San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1988] xii).
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that he began to see all of life through this profoundly re-orienting filter.
Thereafter his imagination would be forever both stimulated by and tethered
to the richness of Biblical narrative, doctrine, language, and symbol. Both
functions were and remain crucial—the stimulation provided by the Chris-
tian way of seeing and the restraints necessarily implied by this particular
lens on reality.

The baptized imagination may be thought of as a Biblically-informed
predisposition. Lewis seems to mean that, by allowing his imagination to be
baptized, he died to his right to autonomous thinking and moved his entire
thought-life underneath the umbrella of a communal quest for truth and
a Christian construct of conviction. This move was simultaneously both ex-
panding and restricting. Powerful Christian themes, symbols, imagery, and
narratives now fueled his thought-life with a new richness and connected
him to a profound reality otherwise unknowable. At the same time, it placed
restrictions on what he could seriously consider to be true, good, and beau-
tiful. The truly baptized or converted imagination is not less creative than
before. Just the opposite is true. But it is now a more useful and construc-
tive imagination, because it is tethered to the truth.

vii. the baptized imagination as gestalt

The typical evangelical practitioner of the standard historical-grammati-
cal approach to Scripture seldom has any objection to the meditative use of
Scripture, as long as this is strictly understood as a second step following
after the first non-negotiable step of doing rigorous and responsible herme-
neutical groundwork. No “pietistic” evasions of or shortcuts around this
hermeneutical activity are to be allowed.

What I am about to suggest is the most tentative and perhaps the most
questionable idea in this paper. I am saying that we should be slower to
criticize those saints who utilize a meditative approach to Scripture and
neglect in some cases to engage penultimately in rigorous hermeneutical
analysis of the particular text in question. As we all know, a good portion of
the Bible is quite perspicuous; that is to say, it may be readily apprehended
without access to such special knowledge as may be controlled and dis-
pensed by an intellectual elite. On this point there will be much agreement
amongst us.

But what about those instances when the authorial intent of a passage
is not so self-evident, and readers devoid of scholarly counsel may be par-
ticularly vulnerable to drawing invalid inferences from the text before
them? The danger is real, of course, but there is a legitimate alternative or
supplement to the inductive approach to a Biblical text, and I call it the Ge-
stalt approach. The word “Gestalt” comes from the field of psychology and
connotes a sense of the whole of a structure that is absent from any of the
parts that constitute it.39 In applying this term to an approach to Scrip-
ture, I mean to suggest an approach in which the words and phrases of the

39 New Dictionary of Christian Ethics and Pastoral Theology, s.v. “Gestalt Therapy.”
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text trigger a wide variety of cognitive connections and ideas. They stim-
ulate all sorts of neural networking and instinctive cross-referencing ac-
tivities. The dynamics are in fact similar to those operating in the use of
religious symbols, where encounters with the symbol can be highly evoca-
tive and multi-layered. According to this approach, Scripture evokes or
triggers a consciousness of truth in a manner similar to that of religious
symbols or icons.

Here readers do not so much discover the truth by inferring it from the
text. Rather, the text triggers apprehensions of insight already latent in the
readers’ minds by reason of their previous encounters with truth. Obvi-
ously, one key to the validity of readers’ conclusions will be the degree to
which their imaginations have already been baptized, so that they instinc-
tively entertain only those possibilities compatible with their prior and in-
tuitive grasp of Christian truth as a whole. To borrow a concept popularized
by scholars such as Thomas Kuhn and Peter Berger, the contours of the dis-
ciplined Christian mind serve as a kind of paradigm or plausibility struc-
ture that will determine which inferences the reader will feel comfortable
drawing from a specific text.40

In short, I am not trying to introduce a new approach to Scripture. I am
simply describing an approach already pervasive in evangelical piety, and
giving it more of an endorsement—within limits—than we are sometimes
inclined to grant. The benefits of such careful validation are to protect us
from setting up unfair scholarly barriers to meaningful lay access to Scrip-
ture, and to turn our attention back to the more urgent task of cultivating
thoroughly baptized minds and imaginations. This is none other than the
quest for an overall grasp of Biblical truth. The formation of the reader’s
over-arching Gestalt will always be at least as important as fine-tuning
their exegetical approach to any given text.

viii. conclusion

As evangelicals, we have not always sufficiently acknowledged the vital
role of imagination, which is none other than the contemplation of possi-
bilities not already explicit.41 It is a capacity that is part of the image of
God in us—a modest reflection in humanity of the Creator’s own power to
bring into being out of nothing that which is not yet. But for this to function
reliably we face the continuing challenge of cultivating a baptized imagina-
tion. The task of the church is continually to enculturate believers into the
culture of the Christian faith—an intentional “traditioning” of persons in
the Christian ways of heart and mind. Walter Brueggemann calls for the

40 Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (3d ed.; Chicago/London: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 1996); Peter S. Berger, The Sacred Canopy (Garden City, NY: Doubleday,
1969) and especially Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality (Garden
City, NY: Doubleday, 1966).

41 There is no indication that the topic is going to fade either; see Garrett Green, Theology, In-
terpretation and Imagination: The Crisis of Interpretation at the End of Modernity (Cambridge,
UK/New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000).
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deliberate construction, in these postmodern times, of a “counterworld of
evangelical imagination.” Thus, he says, “the minister must think not of
one Sunday or one text as an exercise in ‘totalism,’ but each text and each
textual offer [as] a small piece of a larger possibility that will only slowly
surface, in ways unhurried.”42

Evangelical scholarship has generally been sensitive to an important
matter of theological methodology, namely, how we should move from Bibli-
cal text to doctrinal conclusions.43 And rightly so. But here in a sense we are
concerned about the converse, about that which reverses the sequence of
cause and effect. It is equally true that our imaginations, shaped by previ-
ous perceptions of truth, will influence our subsequent interpretations of
Scripture. Text and baptized imagination spiral upwards in a symbiotic re-
lationship. The term “science of hermeneutics” perhaps suggests an unreal-
istic degree of interpreter control and linear deduction, and therefore a
truncated vision of the task of Biblical interpretation. Instead we need to
validate both hermeneutics and spiritual reading, and widen our conception
of the interpretive task to embrace both activities.

Finally, one of our goals in the evangelical church and its various in-
stitutions should be the fostering of an integration of academic study of
Scripture with a vibrant spirituality. But we are coming to realize that it is
much easier to set such a goal than to achieve it. There continues to be a
perceived dissonance in approaches to Scripture between formal evangeli-
cal hermeneutics and the “active listening” encouraged by the meditative
tradition. As long as these two remain in conflict, and are not brought to-
gether in a more healthy creative tension, the best that churches and sem-
inaries can do is offer an equitable number of Biblical studies courses on
the one side and spiritual formation courses on the other and hope for pos-
itive outcomes. Laypersons and students are still left to do the best they
can to integrate these disconnected pieces of the puzzle. Often the result is
an unfortunate kind of Christian schizophrenia. My argument has been
that we can move toward a more satisfactory resolution of this problem
through the affirmation and cultivation of a “baptized imagination.”

42 Walter Brueggemann, Texts Under Negotiation: The Bible and Postmodern Imagination
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993) 27.

43 The significance of this issue is explored in Joel Green and Max Turner, eds., Between Two
Horizons: Spanning New Testament Studies and Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
2000).


