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Foreword


Most psychiatrists are now agreed that Sigmund Freud, the great guru of psychology a hundred years ago, got it wrong. But that doesn’t mean there aren’t important questions to be addressed. Why do some things make us angry? Is there a deep root underneath the sadness which sometimes overwhelms us? Why do I find myself doing or saying things that, at other times, I know to be wrong or inappropriate? Why does beauty – in whatever form – move us, sometimes to tears? Why are human relationships so important and yet so difficult? Why do some of us, some of the time, find ourselves in despair, feeling that life has neither meaning nor purpose? And what, if anything, can we do about it?


Addressing such questions has been made harder because our culture as a whole has fenced off areas of human life that, arguably, matter most. In his remarkable book The Master and his Emissary Iain McGilchrist, a brain scientist who is also expert in modern culture and literature, argues that the left and right hemispheres of the brain have very different roles, and that the modern Western world has privileged the wrong one. The right hemisphere is designed as the ‘master’, looking at the big picture, open to the imagination, keenly aware of beauty, sensitive to music, to stories, to love, perhaps even to God. The left hemisphere is there to work on the details, to fill in the footnotes, to add up the figures. The left hemisphere will remind you to check the tyres and fill up the petrol tank. But it can’t tell you where to go. Western modernity, however, has put the left hemisphere in charge, only interested (like Dickens’ Mr Gradgrind) in ‘Facts, facts, facts’, and not bothering about their meaning. That is why, as an obvious example, a school board, faced with shrinking budgets, will often cut out art, music or drama, the very things which add ‘meaning’ to everything else.


Many people, both Christian and not, find themselves at a loss in this world. Many solutions are on offer, including a range of secular therapies. But over the last generation, appearing like an unexpected and beautiful plant in the barren landscape of late modernity, we have seen a remarkable growth in the ministry of healing – healing, not just for bodies (though that happens too) but for the whole person: body, mind, memory, imagination, emotions, hopes and fears. Healing like this isn’t simply about finding a theory to explain why things have gone wrong. It is about exploring ways in which things can be put right.


Within that, many wise Christians have found within the Christian tradition resources for understanding and restoration, mostly involving various kinds of prayer. Within that again, many have discovered that this is difficult to do alone. Prayer can seem difficult or dry. But a shared journey of spiritual friendship and counselling can make all the difference.


That is where Ruth Miller came in. My wife and I knew Ruth and her husband Andrew back in student days, and though our paths had led us apart geographically we were still in touch. Having myself received from others help and counsel of the sort in which Ruth became expert, I rejoiced to hear of her ministry and the ways in which it was providing life-giving help and hope – including to some of my own friends.


In particular, I was, and am, grateful and excited that this ministry was not simply about ‘therapy’ in the sense of ‘making people feel better’. Again and again it was about guiding people into the presence, and within reach of the healing love, of the God made known in Jesus. At that point some therapists get nervous: won’t that mean bringing in abstract ‘theology’, dry, cerebral biblical study, and so on – precisely the sort of thing you might get in the kinds of churches where people have not received the help they so obviously need? In other words, please don’t give us a left-brain solution for a right-brain problem.


But the solution – as Ruth was very much aware, and as the present book makes clear – is not to lurch between dry academic analysis and a free-wheeling (and possibly fantasy-inducing) feel-good therapy. The solution is about integration: the whole person addressing the whole problem, and doing so in relationship not only with the God in whose image they are made but with fellow members of the body of Christ, and sometimes with one (a wise counsellor) in particular. Within that integration, the academic analysis ceases to be dry, and the therapy, though it reaches into wide areas of the imagination, is firmly anchored to the deep and biblical roots of the Christian tradition. In the present book I specially enjoyed, in quotations from Ruth herself, the moments when she, mostly comfortable within her own broadly evangelical tradition, was eager to discern and celebrate wisdom and value in other branches of historic Christianity. That generosity of spirit, not to be confused with indifference to questions of truth, came from her vision of the capacious generosity of God himself.


At the heart of it all, as the underlying truth at which the best secular psychology is gesturing, is the central biblical theme of humans made in God’s image – made to reflect the love and wisdom of God into the world, and to reflect the praises of creation back to God. That God-reflecting vocation is easily disfigured or distorted. That is when we meet the deep personal problems of which we are all uncomfortably aware, and which psychology, not to mention the popular analyses such as the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, have tried to address. But the good news, as Michael Lloyd shows in the first half of this book, is that the image-bearing vocation can be restored. And the Christian gospel, the good news of what God has done, is doing and will do in Jesus, applied to human hearts and minds through the Holy Spirit, is the means by which this restoration can and does happen. Michael’s account of this provides in itself a model of what he is expounding: a thorough and careful exposition of biblical theology in which the pastoral heart is visible all through. Restoration includes re-integration.


The same is true, in reverse as it were, in Rachel Atkinson’s account of the spiritual practices and emotional aspects of ‘restoration’, climaxing in the moving account of ‘Living Well’ and particularly ‘Dying Well’. Rachel’s chapters are practical without being merely pragmatic, because they are so obviously rooted in the same biblical theology which was the source of Ruth’s lifelong understanding and which Michael so ably expounds. The frequent quotations from some of Ruth’s former clients, and from Ruth herself, bring these practical chapters an extra vivid dimension, not least when we are privy to the honest and brave reflections of Ruth herself as her own death drew near.


We live in strange and challenging times. We celebrate in this book the fact that God has raised up ministries like that of Ruth Miller to enable more and more people to find healing and hope at every level of life. My hope and prayer is that the book will encourage many to seek that healing for themselves, in a deeper and personal relationship with the God we know in and through Jesus; and perhaps also to stimulate some towards the same kind of vocation to which Ruth so generously gave herself.


 


Rt Revd Prof N. T. Wright DD FRSE


Senior Research Fellow, Wycliffe Hall, Oxford


February 2023










Introduction


The British comedian Peter Cook was once asked to host a chat show. Before the first episode, he was nervous, and wanted to prepare thoroughly. So he had a host of questions written down that he could ask his first celebrity guest. He even wrote down the opening pleasantry, ‘How are you?’ So nervous was he, however, that it came out as ‘Who are you?’, which wasn’t a good start!


But it is one of the most important questions anyone can be asked. ‘Who are we?’ is one of the questions that every worldview, every philosophy, every religion – and every individual – has to answer. The Bible has a succinct and super-saturated statement about who we are, on its very first page – that we bear the image of God (Genesis 1:26, 37). This multi-meaninged phrase lies at the root of Jewish and Christian understandings of what it is to be human. We are self-portraits of God, and, just as one of the purposes of a portrait is to let others know what someone is like, so one of the purposes of human beings is to reflect the nature of God to one another and to the rest of creation.


Unfortunately – and all too obviously – we are not doing a very good job of that. What has gone wrong? That is another of the questions that every worldview has to answer. The answer that Christian theologians have seen in the Genesis story is that we have cut ourselves off from the God whose image we bear. We have worshipped other gods – and therefore have become like those other gods, because it is a fundamental principle that you become like what you worship (Psalm 135:18). Thus the image has become obscured. We are meant to be a window onto God, but that window has become enmired with grime, and opaque. We were created to be self-portraits of God – God’s ‘masterpieces’ (Ephesians 2:10, NLT) – but our varnish is cracking, our paint is flaking and we are in urgent need of restoration.


Restoration is about returning things to how they were originally created and intended to be. It is a familiar term in the world of art, and also one of the great themes in the biblical story of salvation. God restores individuals, families, and nations, and ultimately, he will restore the whole created order. He enacts his great story of restoration on the canvas of history and cosmology, and also on the smaller canvas of each of our lives, so that we can enjoy his presence more fully, live more freely and reflect his image more closely.


This book explores the theology and practice of personal restoration. Many of the subjects it considers have traditionally been associated with ‘inner healing’. However, the term ‘restoration’ is used here to emphasise that the healing of the person concerns how we relate to others, our physical habits and our outlook, as well as our feelings and emotions. This kind of holistic restoration is basic to Christian growth because it affects the way we relate to God, to others and to ourselves. The more we allow God to restore us, the more we shall enjoy his loving presence in our own lives, and the more freely and healthily we shall be able to relate to others. Further, as God’s image in us is restored, the more we shall reflect God as he is to others (rather than a distorted version of who he is), and therefore the easier it will be for others to be drawn to him, including our friends, families, churches, and those who give churches a wide berth. In short, the goal of restoration is God’s glory rather than our comfort. Understood in this way, restoration is not only ‘emergency care’ for the deeply wounded but a crucial part of our Christian walk. It is about following Jesus and becoming more like him, and is a process which, as Christians, we need to be involved in for the whole of our lives. 


The Story of the Book


This book is inspired by the work of our close friend, Ruth Miller, who died in 2013. Ruth was not widely known, but her ministry of pastoral counselling helped bring God’s restoration to hundreds of people, including both of us. She experienced God’s restoration in her own life continually, and exercised a significant ministry, counselling around 300 clients in her own home, ministering in healing prayer teams under the leadership of Leanne Payne and Lin Button, and speaking in a variety of settings on issues relating to restoration.


Many people, including ourselves, encouraged Ruth to capture her insights and experiences in a book, but a diagnosis of secondary cancer in June 2011 made this seem impossible. However, because we had benefitted so much from Ruth’s approach to restoration and discipleship, we were keen to share her insights with a wider audience and, as it turns out, God had already begun speaking to Ruth about just this. Ruth recalled how the journey of writing this book began:


 


In December 2011 some friends visited us. Very quietly, one of my friends, Jackie, said: ‘I think God may be saying there is some writing for you to do, but you are not to feel under pressure – it might be that someone else will be involved.’ 


I filed this away in my heart and got on with my Christmas preparations. We then spent an evening with our prayer partners, Rachel and Phil, celebrating the birth of their second baby and mourning my terminal illness. There was much laughter and many tears.


Two weeks later my phone rang. It was Rachel. ‘Phil and I have been praying and we think your teaching material needs to be made into a book. How would you feel about me doing that for you?’ I remembered what Jackie had said, and as I shared this with Rachel we sensed that God was behind the idea.


 


The rest is history, and the book you are now holding, while written by us, is very much a fruit of Ruth’s ministry and reflects many of her ideas and practices as a pastoral counsellor. Part 1 is by Michael and sets out a biblical and theological framework for restoration; Parts 2, 3 and 4 are by Rachel and offer more practical and pastoral guidance which draws extensively on Ruth’s own material. We suspect you will notice a change of style and tone – and sometimes even a difference of content - between our contributions, but we passionately believe that they belong together, because good practice must have firm theological foundations, and equally, good theological thinking finds its fulfilment in practice. If you find the theology of Part 1 hard going, then feel free to skip it and go straight to the more practical Parts 2 to 4 – but we would urge you then to give the theology another try, so that you understand more about what your practice is based on. Conversely, if you love the theology of Part 1, but are less comfortable with the more practical material of Parts 2 to 4,  we would encourage you to persevere, so that your head knowledge becomes lived experience. Human beings flourish when their heads and hearts are fully engaged, and it may be that the style you find more difficult is the one you most need to engage with. 


 


Within the book there are numerous testimonies, mainly from Ruth’s clients, which are anonymised and used with permission. These have been strategically placed to illustrate particular points, and help give an insight into the approach to discipleship we discuss throughout the book. Because we want to give you an opportunity to hear Ruth’s voice, we also quote her directly from time to time, where she can more fully explain, illustrate and apply ideas. These contributions are all placed in grey boxes. Sometimes the speaker is introduced, but where this is not the case, you are reading Ruth’s own words.


How to Use this Book


This book is designed as a toolkit for Christian discipleship. It is not a comprehensive or systematic guide to healing and restoration, nor does it seek to address mental health issues, for which we recommend seeking professional help. Rather, it provides a theological understanding of restoration, and some tools to apply this theology in practical terms. It draws on the work of other Christians in healing ministry, and we hope that it will be one among many resources that can be used to bring restoration to God’s people. 


A key aim is to provide believers with some important theological and practical foundations for growth into mature disciples of Christ. If ideas resonate with you or shed new light on your thinking, it might be worth stopping to write these down, so that you can prayerfully reflect on them later. Do consider purchasing a designated prayer journal to jot down any notes or reflections as you read – anything you think God might be saying to you. More on using this journal will be discussed later in the book. Additionally, you may need to refer back to earlier chapters as you progress through the material. Given that the process of restoration is intensely practical, throughout this book you are invited to pause and reflect more deeply on how the ideas being presented apply to you. Each chapter concludes with a simple, practical exercise intended to facilitate your own journey of restoration.


If you are a leader of a small group, youth group or church, and wish to begin introducing these ideas to those in your pastoral care, the exercises at the end of each chapter can easily be adapted for use with individuals or groups among whom you minister. However, as restoration cannot simply be learned about and taught but, being an aspect of discipleship, must be experienced, lived and modelled, our greatest hope is that you will wholeheartedly pursue God’s continuing restoration in your own life. From this place, you will be empowered to facilitate God’s restoration in the people you pastor, and with this in mind, there are two appendices specifically addressing leaders who wish to minister restoration to others.


Our passion, which was also Ruth’s passion, is for the Church to become increasingly healthy and whole. Our hope and prayer is that God will use this book to restore you into the incredible masterpiece that he created you to be in the first place.


 


Dr Rachel Atkinson


St Mark’s Church, Coventry


February 2023


 


Revd Dr Michael Lloyd


Wycliffe Hall, Oxford


February 2023










Part 1


The Theology of Restoration


 


If we are image bearers, and if that image has become distorted and warped to the point of being barely recognisable in places, and if we want that image to be restored to its original glory, then we need to know as much as we can about what it is an image of and what the artist intended it to look like. So we begin this book by exploring what the image of God is – what it is to be human, and what human beings are intended to be and to do. The aim is to provide a biblical and theological framework for the rest of the book.










1


The Image of God – Created


The first thing that the Bible says about human beings is that we are made in the image of God: ‘Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness” ’ (Genesis 1:26, NRSVA). The image of God is an important biblical concept on which much has been written, but there are actually very few references to this concept in the Bible. It is vital that we understand what is meant by the image of God, in order that we may know what it is to be human, what God’s blueprint for human beings looks like – and therefore how we should live. In this chapter, we shall look at some of the passages that refer to the image of God, and we shall try to glean some wisdom from commentators and theologians about what the phrase means and what its implications are. 


Light can be refracted into its colours – violet, indigo, blue and green, yellow, orange and red. Similarly, the concept of the image of God can be refracted into a number of related elements. Let us focus on seven of them. 


1  Value


An artist drops into a gallery where her paintings are being exhibited, and casually asks the gallery owner if there has been much interest in her work. ‘Well,’ says the gallery owner, ‘I have good news and bad news. The good news is that someone came in and asked if I thought your paintings would appreciate in value after your death. And when I said that I thought they would, he bought all fifteen of them.’ ‘Wow!’ says the artist: ‘That’s fantastic! What’s the bad news?’ To which the gallery owner replies, ‘He’s your doctor!’


The image of God is about value. One of the biblical references to the image of God is Genesis 9:6:


 


‘Whoever sheds the blood of a human,


by a human shall that person’s blood be shed;


for in his own image


God made humankind.’ (NRSVA)


 


The reason why murder is wrong is because human beings are made in the image of God and are therefore intrinsically valuable. The fact that human beings were created to reflect something of the nature, character and beauty of God makes it inappropriate to take a human life, to put an end to that particular reflection. Murder deprives the world of a unique source of knowledge about God. Our image-bearing capacity gives us a worth that commands respect. The fact that we were created by God with a particular task to perform – to reflect his glory into his world – means that no human being is there to serve the needs or the whims of any other. We are made in the image of God and have been given a task by him: we are therefore orientated primarily towards him, not primarily towards anyone else. As we shall see, we get very warped and distorted when we orientate ourselves primarily towards anyone or anything else. (Ruth used to talk about being ‘bent in on’ someone else, as a way of describing an unhealthy relational neediness and dependency.1) Each of us has an intrinsic value, and we are called to recognise and respect this in every other person – and to treat them accordingly.


Nor is it solely the drastic crime of murder that contravenes this calling. James 3:9 widens it out: ‘With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse human beings, who have been made in God’s likeness . . . My brothers and sisters, this should not be.’


Why is it wrong to curse or belittle another human being? Because they are made in the likeness of God and are therefore creatures of inestimable value.2 They have something of God about them. They ought, therefore, to be treated with the utmost respect and reverence. The Greek word for ‘praise’ in James 3:9 means, literally, ‘to say good words about’. The doctrine of the image of God means that it is utterly contradictory to speak good words of God and to speak bad words of someone who is in the image of God. Because of the immense value inherent in all human beings, it is inappropriate to ‘dis’ others verbally or to treat them shoddily. The value of every person is to shape how we treat them.


This seems to me to be part of the gospel. The value of every human being is the first principle of both ethics and pastoral psychology. One of the privileges of the Christian counsellor is that they know the person in front of them has value – absolute, unshakeable, unlosable value. And they know the basis of that value. They know the origin of that value. They know who they are valued by.


When you think about it, it becomes clear that value is a personal quality. Only a person can value you. You can’t be valued by an impersonal force, such as electricity or gravity. So, if one has an ultimately impersonal view of the universe – that there is no one who brought it into being and no one behind it – then it becomes very difficult to ground the value that we all instinctively know human beings to have. But if one has a personal view of the universe – that there is a Person who created it, who is behind it, who can be met within it, who loves it, and who loves us – then there are objective grounds for this value.


I suggest that there are four advantages to grounding our value in God. If we ground human value in God, then it is:


Unearned


Many of us spend much of our lives trying to earn our value, trying to get people to like us, trying to rack up accomplishments. Mostly, this activity is counterproductive. It places too much strain on relationships that weren’t intended to bear such weight. In one episode of Ally McBeal, there was a poignant exchange between Ally (one of the lawyers) and Elaine (a legal secretary). Ally asks Elaine why she didn’t give her a birthday present. Elaine reminds Ally that she dedicated a song to her at the karaoke session in the bar, the night before. Ally retorts angrily that that was all about Elaine; it was all about her getting noticed, and asks when she is going to stop doing everything in order to get noticed. There is a slight pause, and then Elaine replies that she will stop doing everything in order to get noticed – when she is noticed. The desire to be noticed, to be liked, to accomplish something, to be someone – the attempt to earn our value – usually distorts who we are.


But if our value is grounded in God, then it is just given. It is just there. We don’t need to earn it or achieve it. It is simply a fact. It is what we work securely from – not what we have to work neurotically to. This should help to save us from workaholism and desperately seeking relationships and all other self-destructive attempts to work up some value for ourselves.


Unlosable


Many people would say, ‘Yes, of course value is a personal quality – I am valuable because my family and friends value me. I don’t need to bring God into it.’ The problem, of course, is, what happens if one of them stops loving me? Do I suddenly become less valuable? Did I become less valuable when my parents died? Are we less valuable after the break-up of a relationship? If our value is grounded in the love of our family and friends, it seems to me that the answer to those questions would have to be yes.


But if our value is grounded in the evaluation – the love – of God, then the answer is (joyfully) no. God’s not going to stop loving us – he is love. And he’s not going to die – he’s eternal. We need not fear losing our value if that value is grounded in God.


Universal


If our value depended upon other people valuing us, then it would appear to follow that popular people would be more valuable than unpopular ones, and yet that is a conclusion from which we rightly shrink. Clergy take funeral services every week at which there is no one present except for the vicar and the funeral director. Does that mean that the person was not valuable, simply because they seem to have had no family or friends who valued them enough to be there? Again, on an impersonal view of the universe, I think one would have to say yes.


But on a personal view of the universe, there is a Person who created us all, and who values each one of us equally. That is why Jesus gravitated towards those for whom no one else had much time, because he knew their infinite value in the eyes of his Father.


Unlimited


Our need to be valued is infinite, and if we don’t know ourselves to be infinitely valued, independent of what we do, the lack of that knowledge warps our actions and motivations, and can ultimately damage our whole experience of life. The lack becomes a black hole within us.


However, if God is our valuer, then we are grounding ourselves on the fact that his love for us is never-ending and boundless. We can encounter more and more of it as we journey in our relationship with him. We can turn ourselves outward to others and to the world, secure in the knowledge of our eternal lovedness.


2 Rule


In the Ancient Near East, kings would set up statues of themselves in conquered territories, in order to indicate their claim to ownership, and to make a public declaration of their dominion over this territory. The image was the embodiment of the king’s rule. Where you saw that image, you would know whose territory you were in. The Old Testament scholar, Gerhard von Rad, put it this way:


Just as powerful earthly kings . . . erect images of themselves in the provinces of their empire where they do not personally appear, so man is placed upon earth in God’s image as God’s sovereign emblem. He is really only God’s representative, summoned to maintain and enforce God’s claim to dominion over the earth.3


This is supported by the context of the very first reference to the image of God in the Bible:


Then God said, ‘Let us make human beings 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.’


Genesis 1:26, author’s paraphrase


Human beings are called to rule creation. And, as we are called to reflect the rule of God, this means that the sort of dominion we are to exercise over creation is to be the sort that God exercises over us: servant dominion, self-sacrificial dominion, liberating dominion. God rules us in the way that is best for us, not in the way that is necessarily best for him – the cross shows that. So we are to rule creation in such a way that it flourishes, rather than always and only for our benefit.


In other words, we are to care for creation. We are supposed to rule creation in such a way that it is obvious that the ultimate ruler is someone who loves his creation profoundly, and, where necessary, sacrificially.


3 Equality


The concept of the image of God was well known in the Ancient Near Eastern world. However, this was confined solely to the king. The name of the Egyptian king Tutankhamun, for instance, can be translated as ‘the living image of Amon’. And a Babylonian text sees the king as the image of the Babylonian god Bel: ‘The father of the king, my lord, was the very image of Bel, and the king, my lord, is likewise the very image of Bel.’4 Genesis, conversely, has democratised the concept, so that every human being is made in the image of God, and therefore every human being is royal.


‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness’, says the American Declaration of Independence, memorably. Sadly, however, the equality of all human beings does not seem to be self-evident. It has not seemed self-evident to defenders and advocates of apartheid, slavery or the feudal system, who have denied the claims of equality in confident and cavalier fashion throughout human history. It does not seem self-evident to sexists or racists today.


Human beings differ enormously – not just culturally and physiologically, but also in terms of their ability, longevity, popularity and power. Human equality, therefore, cannot simply be inferred from human society. Nor can it be inferred from the natural world, in which the battle for survival is so much of a preoccupation that the concept of recognising the worth of another does not appear to get much further than the protection of one’s own offspring.5 As Michael Jensen suggests, ‘Equality is an idea that reaches desperately for foundations’.6 Where, then, may it be grounded?


Equality cannot be grounded anthropologically or cosmologically; it can only be grounded theologically, in our equal status as image bearers, and in the equal and infinite love of the same heavenly Father. In other words, if human equality is to be grounded, it will have to be grounded in God’s view of us – not in our view of each other, nor in our view of ourselves. Just as, deep down, we know that every human being is valuable (and to be treated accordingly) but do not know where that value comes from, so we know, deep down, that every human being is equally valuable but do not know where that equality can be grounded. In both cases, the doctrine of the image of God undergirds all that is humane and sane about our self-understanding and moral reflection.


4 Creativity


One Calvin and Hobbes cartoon has Calvin playing in the sand pit. Hobbes approaches and asks, ‘Do you have an idea for your project yet?’ Calvin replies, ‘No, I’m waiting for inspiration. You can’t turn on creativity like a faucet. You have to be in the right mood.’ ‘What mood is that?’ Hobbes asks; to which Calvin replies, ‘Last-minute panic.’


However much some of us rely on last-minute panic to get it out of us, human beings are intrinsically creative. Creativity is simply part of what it means to be human. If we are made in the image of God, and God is the Creator, it is hardly surprising that we are creative. When we write a poem, or sing a song, or decorate a house, or use a metaphor, we demonstrate that we are more than vehicles for self-replicating DNA: we demonstrate that creativity is part of who we are. We demonstrate that we need beauty as well as air, if we are to live fully. And we reflect something of the beauty, creativity and richness of God.


It is staggering how pervasive this creativity is. It percolates through every human activity. Almost everything that human beings make or do transcends the functional. When we build houses, we don’t aim simply at keeping out the wind and the rain: we like them to have a sense of proportion, we add decoration, we think about how they will look in their contexts, we make sure that the building has a good view – not only for defensive purposes (so that we have advance warning of any approaching threat) but also for aesthetic purposes.7 When we make clothes, we are not solely concerned with keeping ourselves warm: we are interested in colour, patterns and cuts, we want to look elegant, we may want to cheer things up by wearing bright colours, or to express our sympathy by wearing black.8 When we grow things, we don’t just practise agriculture, we practise horticulture, showing that we are not just interested in the edible but in the beautiful. When we eat, we are not just concerned with nutrition but with presentation.


The Christian art historian Hans Rookmaaker argued that ‘Art needs no justification.’9 As Christians, we do not need to justify a career in art by reference to its evangelistic opportunities within the artistic community; creativity is simply part of what we are created to be and part of the human calling. However ambiguously, it points to the creativity and beauty of God.


Knowing that I have been through such a period myself, people sometimes come and see me to talk through their own experience of depression. On one occasion, I was talking to someone who was in the grip of it, and I was having difficulty working out what the cause of their depression might be. In the end, we basically gave up, and were just chatting. I asked them what they intended to do after their degree programme ended, and they said, ‘Well, what I would like to do is an art course, but of course I couldn’t justify that.’ ‘What do you mean, you couldn’t justify that?’ I asked. ‘Well, it doesn’t advance the kingdom, does it?’ they replied. ‘Ah,’ I said, ‘I think we might just have found the root of your depression.’ Our creativity is part of who God made us to be. If we repress it – especially if we repress it in his name – it will skew us inside.


We will never know true fulfilment if we repress or ignore or exclude our creativity. We are to enrich others with our creativity, whatever form that takes, and we are to be enriched by the creativity of others.


5 Relationality


One of the great spiritual classics of our day is My Ministry Manual by Revd Gerald Ambulance, minister of St Ursula’s High Pentecostal-Reformed Church in Lewisham. The Revd Gerald Ambulance is a spoof figure, created by Stephen Tomkins, who encapsulates the foibles of Catholic, charismatic and evangelical clergy, all rolled into one person. Revd Gerald gives us the benefit of his years of ministerial experience when he shares with us ‘the twelve most popular questions I’ve come across in pastoral ministry, and the right answers’. Here is one of them:


 


Problem: I’m confused about the Trinity. How can God and Jesus and the Holy Spirit all be God, if there’s only one God?


 


Answer: Look at it like this: Once upon a time there were three little bunnies called Flopsy, Mopsy and Cottontail. One day a nasty man caught them and put them in a rabbit pie. They were still three rabbits, but only one pie. (Although the pie got cut up into lots of pieces, admittedly.) To put it in plain language that even a complete dur-brain could understand, the three persons of the triune Godhead are one in substance, but in three hypostases. If you have any further questions, don’t hesitate to ask . . . someone else.10


 


When the Church was forced to articulate the doctrine of the Trinity, it came to the realisation that God is not just personal, he is a relationship.11 He is a relationship of love between the Father, the Son and the Spirit. God is not just loving, he is Love. There is a receiving as well as a giving of love within the being of God. When the first disciples witnessed the baptism of Jesus, they witnessed the three persons of the Trinity, communicating with one another, expressing their love for one another. And the Church came to the conclusion that that is what they have been doing for all eternity.


If we are made in the image of God, and if, as the Church claims, God is Trinity, then we are made in the image of the Trinity. We are made in the image of a relationship; therefore, we are intrinsically relational. As God constitutes a relationship, so are we made for relationship.


This meshes with our experience: more often than not, the most valuable and significant things in our lives are our relationships. (That is not to say that they are easy and straightforward; in fact, they are sometimes so fraught that people attempt to live without them. But there is always a cost to that.) A Macmillan nurse once said that, in her experience, when people are dying, they are interested in three things: the people they love, the people who love them, and the people they’ve hurt. If those are the things that matter most when we are facing death, then they are probably the things that simply matter most.


It is not an exaggeration to say that the health of our psyches and the happiness of our lives depend largely upon the quality of our relationships; Mother Teresa used to say that loneliness is the greatest cause of suffering in the Western world. If we wish to live lives of full humanity, then our attitudes and our diaries need to reflect that priority. Lives of relational richness point (inadequately but truly) to the richness of the relational God who made us in his image. Matt Jenson sums it up thus: ‘to image God is to find one’s being in relation to and encounter with another’.12


6 Sexuality


So God created humankind in his image,


in the image of God he created them;


male and female he created them.


Genesis 1:27, NRSVA


 


Genesis 1:27 seems to imply some sort of link between the idea of human beings being made in the image of God and the fact that we are created male and female. It seems to imply that male and female are both required for God to be fully imaged. Every individual human being is made in the image of God, but, if one only ever encountered human beings of one particular gender, something would be lost, something would be missing. Our understanding of God would be impoverished.


Notice the clear implication of the equality of the sexes. Both are made in the image of God. Earlier, we saw how Ancient Near Eastern cultures tended to see the king alone as being in the image of the god, whereas Genesis sees every human being as being in the image of God – there is a ruler/ruled democratisation. Here, it is underlined that male and female are equally in the image of God – there is a male/female democratisation. As so many societies globally remain largely patriarchal, this is a necessary underlining. It is really a particular restatement of the third refraction of the image of God we looked at – equality.


However, it is also related to the fifth refraction – relationality. Henri Blocher, in his reflections on the opening chapters of Genesis, suggests that human sexuality is ‘a summons to community’. Because of our sexuality, he says, ‘every human individual, being either masculine or feminine, must abandon the illusion of being alone’.13 Sexual attraction draws us out of ourselves. Our sex drive is an impetus to engagement and relationship.


As Sister Margaret Magdalen (quoting Richard Holloway) writes:


 


Sexuality is a large umbrella term and subsumes our need for relationship, connectedness, unity and wholeness which stems from our being made in the image of God. The same yearning for and fulfilment of that longing for unity which characterises the Trinity . . . lies deep within each of us. We feel it is not good for us to be alone. ‘We feel mysteriously incomplete, so all our life is a searching for a remembered unity we have never yet known. Sexuality is one of the modes of our search . . .’14


 


Sometimes people minimise the quality of that relationship to which our sexuality drives us by keeping their sexual encounters casual, and thereby setting up painful tensions within themselves by saying something with their body (‘I want our lives to be as entwined as this’) that they are not prepared to say with their lives. Sometimes people choose not to follow the urges of that drive and to be single or celibate, for a variety of reasons to do with preference or a sense of their individual calling. Sometimes people genuinely experience little in the way of a sex drive. And sometimes people long to be married, but marriage just doesn’t happen for them, for whatever reason, and they seek to be faithful to Christian teaching in that painful situation. But the very existence of any human being depends upon the coming together of male and female in what is an intrinsically intimate act.15 Each one of us comes from relationship, and experiences in some form the ‘summons to community’ that is our sexuality.


7 Uniqueness


Question: How many politically correct people does it take to change a lightbulb?


 


Answer: None. Why should we impose our values on the lightbulb? If it wishes to be a lightbulb of no light, we should respect its uniqueness and individuality.


 


I don’t know how unique and individual a lightbulb is. They all look very much alike to me; but I suppose that is the case with everything until you take the time and the trouble to get to know it better! I do know that every human being is unique. We are each of us in the image of God, yet each of us is unique. Each of us, therefore, reflects a different aspect of the nature of God.


This chapter began by saying that we are God’s self-portraits. It is like a life class, where the model sits in the middle, and all the artists sit around the model and draw him or her. If they are good artists, then their drawings will all be good likenesses of the model, but they will all be different from each other because they are all drawn from a different angle.


So it is with us. We are all likenesses of God, but from different angles. Our differences are to be celebrated as God-given reflections of different aspects of God – not ironed out of us.16 It is a lifelong task to develop the courage to be different. It is a lifelong task to cultivate those good and God-given parts of ourselves that we fear would not be acceptable to others, and that the world might ridicule or try to shut down. It is also a lifelong task to allow others to be themselves. God is the only person who draws out of us all that is good – however quirky (or threatening) others might find it. The more we allow others to be themselves, the more we shall reflect to others the quickening affirmation of God and help them be the people they were created to be.


Exercise: Gratitude


This exercise encourages us to thank God in prayer each day for who he has made us to be, by praying in the different aspects of what it is to be human. These prayers can be used either exactly as below or just as a starting point for your own personal thanksgiving. There is a prayer for every day of the week.


Day 1: Value


Lord God, thank you that I am fearfully and wonderfully made. Thank you for making me in your image. Thank you that I am the work of your hands and the apple of your eye.


 


Thank you for the value you have placed upon me. Help me to know this value more securely so that it is at the heart of my being, and I can live freely from the truth of it. May I know myself to be equal with everyone, neither the inferior nor the superior of any.


 


Thank you for the value you have placed upon us. Help us to know that value more surely, more securely, more liberatingly. When others treat us like dirt, help us to remember that we are dirt into which you have breathed the breath of life, dirt you have kissed into being with your lips, dirt you have made to reflect your glory, dirt you have made to be porous to your presence and to radiate your love.


 


When rejected or bereaved, do not let me sink into the lie of limited lovedness, but keep me close to you, my eternal lover. As I am the recipient of your love, make me a channel of it to others.
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