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Dear Friends

In 2011, the parishes, schools and chaplaincies of the Diocese of St Albans set off on a
shared journey of Living God’s Love. From the outset, we believed that it was important
for our journey to be undergirded by prayer, so we have been encouraging people across
the diocese to join together in our Living God’s Love prayer:

                                 Living God,
                                 Draw us deeper into your love;
                                 Jesus our Lord,
                                 send us to care and serve;
                                 Holy Spirit,
                                 make us heralds of good news.
                                 Stir us, strengthen us,
                                 teach and inspire us
                                 to live your love
                                 with generosity and joy,
                                 imagination and courage;
                                 for the sake of your world
                                 and in the name of Jesus,
                                 Amen.

As we pray these words, we ask that the Holy Spirit would inspire us – both as
individuals and as God’s Church in Hertfordshire and Bedfordshire – with generosity,
joy, imagination and courage. But what does that look like? How might our lives
demonstrate these qualities? And how do these qualities reflect Christian Scripture and
tradition?

This accessible course considers these questions. It can be used either by individuals or
small groups, during Lent or at any time of year. I warmly commend it to you, and pray
that God will use it to help us become more fruitful in our Living God’s Love journey.

Introduction
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Format

This course is divided into five sessions which may be studied over the five weeks of Lent. However,
the course is not intended solely for Lent and would be suitable for use at other time in the Church’s
year. Each of the first four session takes one of the qualities mentioned in the Living God’s Love prayer:
generosity, joy, imagination and courage.  The final session looks at the context in which these qualities
are set: “to live your love … for the sake of the world”.

There is probably too much material in each session to consider it all. It is intended that different
people and groups will choose to focus on those aspects that help them most. With that in mind,
each session is divided into a number of sections:

1.      An opening story sets the scene and helps to put the theme into context. Some of 
        these are the personal experiences of the contributors, while others are the accounts of 
        famous people from history.

2.      Some comments and observations give some definition to the quality being 
        described and draw out some initial points.

3.      A sections entitled Christian belief shows how the particular quality fits with the 
        doctrines that underpin our faith.

4.      Some suggestions for Bible study show where these ideas are explored and expanded 
        in the Scriptures. Three Bible passages are suggested for each session, but it may be wise 
        not to attempt a detailed analysis of them all if time is limited.

5.      A response section gives some ideas for prayer or practical action as a result of the 
        session.

6.      Throughout each study a number of questions are given to guide your thinking.  Again, 
        not every question will be equally relevant to each individual or group.

Contributors
Alan Smith – Bishop of St Albans

Richard Atkinson – Bishop of Bedford
Michael Beasley – Bishop of Hertford
Jeffery John – Dean of St Albans

Tim Bull – Diocesan Director of Ministry
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Opening Story
Martin Luther King’s famous ‘I have a dream’ speech is widely recognised as the greatest and most
memorable of all time. On 23rd August 1963, King stood in front of over 250,000 civil rights
supporters from the steps of the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, D.C., while millions more watched
on television. King had prepared carefully for this occasion. But as he was standing at the podium, the
soul singer Mahalia Jackson called out to him to abandon his script and to tell the people about his
dream. What was he to do? Stick with his pre-planned words, or speak from his imagination –
addressing the imagination of the crowd – reusing a metaphor he’d employed earlier at a rally in
Detroit? With great nerve, King discarded his text and spoke unrehearsed and off-the-cuff, drawing
only on his experience as a southern Baptist preacher:

                And so even though we face the difficulties of today and tomorrow, I still have a dream. It 
                is a dream deeply rooted in the American dream.
                I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its 
                creed: ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal.’
                I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia, the sons of former slaves and the 
                sons of former slave owners will be able to sit down together at the table of brotherhood.
                I have a dream that one day even the state of Mississippi, a state sweltering with the heat 
                of injustice, sweltering with the heat of oppression, will be transformed into an oasis of 
                freedom and justice.
                I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not 
                be judged by the colour of their skin but by the content of their character.
                I have a dream today!
                Martin Luther King

Questions
      1.   Why do you think this speech is rated so highly?

      2.   Martin Luther King was a Baptist preacher. In what ways does today’s 
            preaching imagine a better world? What would that world be like?

Imagination
To live your love with 
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Comments and Observations
It may seem odd to pray for the gift of imagination, since in many older Bible translations the word
‘imagination’ was used to mean bad things like ‘pride’ or ‘craftiness’ or ‘evil scheming’. The best
example of this is in the Magnificat, where it says ‘God has scattered the proud in the imagination of
their hearts’. But in modern English ‘imagination’ is usually a good thing, a gift which helps us to come
near to God.  We shall explore some of the positive aspects of imagination in this study.

Imagination and Creativity
                Your eyes beheld my unformed substance; in your book were written all the days that 
                were formed for me, when none of them as yet existed.
                Psalm 136.16

Genesis says God made everything ‘ex nihilo’ – out of nothing – but it was in his mind’s eye before it
became a reality – and the Psalmist says God knew all about us before we were even born. The Greek
philosopher, Plato, argued that God had ‘ideas’ or ‘archetypes’ in his own mind which are the blueprints
of everything in the world.

We humans are creative in the same way.  We too can imagine new ideas ‘out of nothing’, which we
can then translate into reality, so being imaginative and creative usually go together. Sometimes new
ideas they come out of our imagination in a dream. James Watson, the pioneer of genetics, realised
what the structure of the DNA molecule must be after he had had a dream in which he saw a double
spiral staircase.  Coleridge wrote his poem Kubla Khan from a dream, and it remained unfinished
because an annoying person woke him up!

The process of creating something new always comes from imagining it in advance. This is true both
in creating things and, as we saw in Martin Luther King’s famous speech, in imagining a better world.

We often use the word ‘inspiration’ to mean this kind of imagination – and the word itself suggests
that it is an aspect of God’s own creative Spirit working in us – the  creativity he gave us when he
made us in his own image. 

Questions
      3.   We can be creative in many different ways: cooking, gardening, 
            photography, to name just three. In what ways are you creative?

      4.   How can human imagination draw us closer to God?



Imagination and Compassion
                God has so arranged the body that all the members should have the same care for one 
                another. If one member suffers, all suffer together with it.
                1 Corinthians 12.25f

Compassion means ‘suffering with’ – sharing the pain that inflicts others. When people show pity and
care for others we say they are ‘humane’; when they fail to show any feeling for the suffering others
we call them and ‘inhuman’. Compassion is another important part what makes us human – another
aspect of God’s image in us. But compassion depends on the imagination, because only imagination
enables us to put ourselves in the place of another, to share their experience.  As the native American
proverb puts it, ‘never judge anyone until you have walked two moons in their moccasins’. 

Pathological murderers and torturers have a total inability to empathise or imagine the pain they
inflict. But we all can fall into this inhumanity in less dramatic ways. Sometimes it is because we are
simply overwhelmed by the amount of suffering in the world and persuade ourselves we can do
nothing to help it. Sometimes it is because group or social pressures override our imagination and
forbid compassion.  A famous experiment by Stanley Milgram in 1963, in which people were ordered
to give electric shocks to others,  showed just how ready most of us are to suppress our compassion
and obey.

Compassion all too easily fades under pressure, but that is exactly when Christians are especially
called to keep their imagination and compassion alive;  and many of the greatest saints – including
Alban – were willing to suffer and die themselves in order to save others.

                Anyone who has entered the darkness of another’s pain, loss or bewilderment, and who 
                has done so without the defence of a detached professionalism, will know the feeling of 
                wanting to escape, of wishing they had not become involved. Caring is costly, unsettling, 
                even distasteful at times. The valley of deep shadows in another person’s life frightens us 
                too, and we lack the courage and the constancy to enter it.
                A. V. Campbell: Rediscovering Pastoral Care
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Questions
      5.   How easy do you find it to imagine what it’s like to be someone else? 
            When have you imagined yourself in someone else’s shoes?

      6.   What makes it difficult to keep imaginative compassion alive? What might 
            you do to stop yourself falling into “inhumanity”?
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Christian Belief
God’s limitless imagination can know and include the experience of every human being that ever
lived.  All through his life Jesus showed the ability to imagine what it was like to be the people who
were shut out of his own society. He shocked the religious people by associating with ‘unclean’,
untouchable people who were supposed to be hated even by God – people like the blind, deaf,
disabled, lepers, Gentiles, Samaritans,  prostitutes. Jesus said that on the contrary, God loved and cared
for them especially, and wanted them in his kingdom. Jesus literally put himself in their place, and
risked condemnation for doing so. 

But even more than that, by being born for us Jesus put himself in place of us all. Paul says he ‘emptied
himself ’ of his divine life in order first to be born as one of us.  Then he took that sharing to the very
end, by sharing also our suffering and death.  As St Irenaeus says, ‘He became in all things as we are,
so that we may come to be as he is’. 

Many people say they can’t believe in God because of all the suffering in the world. But God doesn’t
just sit on a big throne in the sky calmly surveying all that happens below. The birth, life
and death of Jesus mean that God has shared all human experience, and still shares it – but also
promises ultimately to bring us through it to victory and resurrection. 

Bible Study
Although the Bible does not say much about ‘imagination’ it does speak of creativity, of compassion
and of Jesus putting himself in the place of human beings. Here are examples of each of these:

Questions
      7.   Why does it matter that Jesus shared our human experience?

      8.   How does this affect your Christian faith?

            Bezalel and Oholiab are skilled in their crafts Exodus 35.30-35

            Jesus shows compassion to a widow Luke 7:12-16

            Jesus sympathises with our weakness Hebrews 4.14-16

Questions
      9.   What do these Bible passages teach us about imagination?

    10.   Would people in your community describe your church as imaginative? 
            What would make them give this answer?
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Response
We are all called to pray for others and to bring their needs and cares before God. To do this
effectively we need to put ourselves imaginatively in their place, to understand and feel what they are
going through, and to ask God into that situation and experience. This is a way of turning our
instinctively selfish concern away from ourselves to God and others.

Some forms of meditative prayer also rely strongly on imagination. Ignatius of Loyola recommended
his followers to read scripture prayerfully by imagining themselves in the scene being described, and
asking Jesus to speak to them through it. Many find this and similar methods of contemplative prayer
very enriching, and a valuable source of guidance in daily living.  

Conclude by praying the Living God’s Love prayer, thinking especially of imagination.

Questions
      11.   What is the role of imagination in your prayer life?

      12.   Imagine what your church might be like twenty years from now. 
              What steps would you need to take now to make the vision a reality?




