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Reasons for Using Visual Imagination:

1. There are many different ways that persons prefer to encounter and interact with the world. Visual imagination is more comfortable for many than words. Visual imagination was the primary experience of the Word for the vast majority of Christians for 1,500 years before print culture emerged.

2. All of us are inclined to avoid encounter with the full reality of the Living God. That is a fact of the human condition.  Particularly for persons who are word oriented, visual imagination helps do an end run around the ways in which we have learned to use words to keep God at a safe distance. It sometimes allows for deeper encounter with the God who is.
Four Roles for Visual Imagination in Prayer

Role One:
The “visible Word.”   (Karen Stone’s term)


Just as scripture brings the Word of God, enabling us to see ourselves, our world, and God differently, visuals may make the Word of God/activity of God visible for several different purposes:

A. Art as a focus for conversation with God and with each other.

Any art object can be the focus for a conversation – regardless of whether it has religious themes or not.  The intent of the artist in creating the art is not especially relevant for this use of it as prayer. The object, as it presents itself, evokes responses in us (emotional, intellectual, visceral) and we can use these to begin an internal conversation with God about the object, about what God sees and how God responds.  This is the kind of conversation one might have with a friend – and that is the point. This is a way to “hang out” with God and become better acquainted, to see through the eyes of the other.  Worship settings that project images can make very good use of this form of prayer. The key, in my experience, is NOT to change images, but rather, to let the layers of response to a piece emerge (particularly one that folks do not like) and be explored in conversation with God.
Resources:  Karen Stone Image and Spirit: Finding Meaning in Visual Art (Augsburg Books: 2003) This volume is useful for adult leaders. The list of questions to pose to a work of art at the back and the glossary of terms are particularly good resources for building confidence in leaders who are going to lead persons in responding to images.

Imaging the Word: An Arts and Lectionary Resource, volume 1, 2, and 3 (United Church Press: 1994, 95, 96)  These are coffee table books with particularly good contemporary art works that might give you ideas for artists to look up on the web. 
B. Put yourselves in the presence of the faith of persons who have worked hard for justice or for sharing faith.  The purpose here is to use their ways of being in the world as mirrors of God’s way of being in the world.
This can be done with a photo of the person or an icon. Place the image in the midst of the group and offer a brief sentence prayer inviting God to speak to you through your memories of this person’s faith. As the group to name what they know about the faith of the person. Be prepared to tell a brief story that captures their faith in your mind. Then ask, what might this person invite us to do and be if s/he were here in our neighborhood today? What might s/he notice that we have not noticed? Allow times of silence for thinking and listening as you talk together. Close by thanking God for the gift of the person’s life and for the insight that you have been given – name the insights themselves if they have been articulated clearly.

C. Use a picture to help perceive what God is already doing in your neighborhood. Here, the visual is a way to focus our attention.
The key to this prayer is to be looking for what the Spirit is already doing in that place with an eye to joining what God is doing. Select a photo of a location or a person that is focal for your neighborhood – a school, an empty lot, a corner where folks gather, a location that makes your people nervous or angry, a person or group of persons from the neighborhood who are considered a “problem” by the group you are praying with. Place the image in the midst of the group and offer a brief prayer inviting God to show you how God is already at work in this place or these person’s lives and how you can join with God in that work. as the group to look at the photo and to imagine the love that God has for the people and the place. Invite them to see the people and place with the eyes of God’s love and to notice the possibilities and the strengths that the Spirit is nurturing in them. Allow times of silence for thinking and listening as you talk together. Wonder with them whether the Spirit is doing this or that and how they might discover the answer to their wondering. Close by thanking God for the gifts of grace that come even before we know to ask for them and for the signs of that grace in your neighborhood. Ask for the wisdom to notice the gifts that you have to offer to the work the Spirit is engaged in and for the will to offer them at this time.

D. Praying for enemies – those with whom you disagree, who thwart your goals, whose way of functioning in the neighborhood/church/political realm interferes with where you see God calling us to go.  Our purpose is to allow God to change our perspective in order to see possibilities.

A picture of the person is a helpful focus because it invites us beyond our feelings and projections to see the other person as something distinct from what they are in relation to us.  This is a specific instance of the previous practice. The question you ask is key: what is the Spirit already at work doing in and through this person? In what ways can you join, in love, with what God is already doing in this person?

Role Two: Visualizing Scripture – becoming the artist

We are all used to pictures of the Holy Land and illustrations of biblical people in Bibles and other books designed to help us get the historical picture of Jesus’ time.  This role for imagination in prayer is intended to help us begin to bridge the gap across time. To bring the relationships Jesus had with his disciples into our own world of experience. This practice was widely used in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries and can easily be seen in art of the time. The art places biblical events into the location and clothing and kinds of relationships that currently existed.  The imaginative practice for visualizing scripture was described most completely by Ignatius of Loyala and continues to be part of the backbone of Jesuit spiritual formation.

The Ignatian practice places oneself into a biblical story for the purpose of having a direct conversation with the living Christ.  In the Ignatian practice the person praying uses a familiar place in order to help them move into the imaginative world of the story. The goal is to come to a point of directly engaging in conversation with the living Christ – to say what we are feeling and to listen for Christ’s response to us in the emotional place we are currently located. Engaging in this practice in one’s own neighborhood invites the dimensions of feelings about that neighborhood to come into the conversation with Christ.  Stories that work easily: the Samaritan woman at the well; Mary and Martha; Christ walking on water through the storm; Christ welcoming children; the feeding of the 5,000.        

Here are the basic steps:

Name the story, perhaps reading it aloud from the text.  Then invite persons to imagine a very familiar place in their neighborhood similar to the location of the biblical story – for instance the woman coming to the well would be similar to going to the grocery store,  the storm might be a tempestuous committee in the neighborhood or a dark corner of the neighborhood, the 5,000 might be unemployed persons or children after school or whatever the large group in need is in your neighborhood.  You may want to suggest this setting so that folks don’t get stuck at this point in the prayer.  Invite them to imagine the familiar location, building it visually, hearing the sounds, smelling it, sensing their feelings about the place. Give them a minute to do this. With it well in mind then invite them to see the people, familiar people, as the other people in the story. Specifically invite them to choose someone they know well to be the face/presence of Christ, someone’s whose expressions they can imagine, whose laugh they know.  Now invite them to run through the story in their mind. They arrive in the place they have imagined and Christ arrives and they begin a conversation with Christ – what do they say?  What does Christ say in response?  Then what do they say or do?  Give them several minutes to run the story and to simply be in the presence of Christ.  Close by inviting them to return to where they are now when they are ready, saying whatever last things they want Christ to know.  When most everyone has returned, speak the Lord’s prayer together. Most people can then use a couple of minutes to write down what they especially want to remember from their conversation with Christ. Only then invite them to share what they would like to with each other.


This practice can be used by individuals or in the context of small groups or in worship as the proclamation of the Word itself.
Role Three: Art as a tool for helping us be aware of God looking at us and loving us, just as we are, right now.

Looking into the eyes of Christ and seeing him love us can be a catalyst for greater openness to God’s love, enabling a more direct experience of that love. We don’t confuse the image with Christ himself, but the image can help some of us engage Christ through the window the image provides.  Historically, icons have served as windows that enable us to recognize and respond to the ever present gaze of God.

Through the window of the icon we can “see” the gaze of God and be aware of how it feels.  In theory, we know that God sees all, but in everyday life we ignore this reality. An icon helps us to look through the window to see the eyes watching us.  

Icons are designed specifically for this purpose, but other photographs can be used in the same way and can enlarge our awareness of God’s presence in others.  Here’s what makes a photo work well for this prayer: one individual, with little or no background that attracts the eye; the gaze of the individual is out of the photo and directly at the viewer; the individual is not someone known by name with whom we have other associations.    

The practice: Select a photo and share individual copies of it (photocopies work fine) with each person praying. Invite them to use the photo as an opportunity to notice that God is looking at them and loving them at this very moment through the eyes of this photo. Begin with a brief prayer inviting God to show them what God sees in them and to help them to respond. Then invite them simply to gaze into the eyes of the photo, to notice when they have turned their gaze away, and simply to return again to the gaze of God’s love each time they turn away. Let them know they can say whatever they like or be silent in the presence. Invite them to spend more time simply being and feeling and listening than speaking – God already knows whatever you might be inclined to say.  Most folks can begin with 5 minutes of silent prayer of this kind. Close by thanking God for the love we have felt and the love that is greater than our ability to notice. Then invite folks to share with one another what they would like to share of what they experienced.

Resources: Icons in the classical byzantine tradition can be found at www.skete.com. The monastery’s goal is for persons to encounter Christ. They have been very generous with permission to duplicate their images, with attribution. Don’t hesitate to ask.  A color photocopy of Christ Pantocrator (their product J24) works very well for Protestants.

There are a large number of books on icons available. Don’t let yourself get bogged down in learning too much about the history and styles and techniques; you don’t need to know much to use an icon of Christ as a window for prayer!
Role Four: Creating as a tool for allowing the Holy Spirit’s movement within us to come to the surface where we can recognize it, reflect on it, and respond to it.

Openness to the creative impulses in ourselves is very close to openness to God, It is not the same, by any means, but it is close enough so that if we are open to our creative sub-conscious the Spirit is able to bring what we especially need from God closer to our awareness. It might be reassurance, it might be rebuke or challenge. This use of creating is a way of listening for the still small voice of God speaking directly to each one of us. We invite persons to listen to the voice inside them during the activity and then to evaluate what they have heard in light of what they know from scripture, tradition and wise mentors.

Three things are crucial for this use of creativity to be effective as prayer:

A. The expectation must be set by the leader that participants will encounter God and themselves in a meaningful way in the course of the creating. Begin the time with a verbal prayer that asks God to show us what God wants each one of us to know, see, do or be right now.

B. The creative activity must engage some, but not all, of the participant’s attention. And the “product” is never the goal of the activity. The goal is to engage in a creative process using one’s senses and motor skills in order to see what ideas or wonderings come to one’s mind. We’re listening for the still small voice that is a wondering, a thought, a feeling, a daydream that might be a gift from God.

Activities that work especially well:

coloring a mandala or other abstract shape

walking a prayer labyrinth

handling clay or playdough

visual journaling with colored pencils, markers, crayons, watercolors, pastels, sparkle glue

writing a letter to God and writing God’s answer back (for those who can’t do without words)

cutting out paper to make an abstract collage (avoid using magazines for collages – they take more attention and don’t leave enough attention for the still small voice to emerge)

weaving strips of colored paper together into crazy shapes

finger painting

looking at the clouds and seeing what one sees

dancing with your eyes closed (music is not helpful here)

C. Reflect with individuals about what they see in what is emerging from their hands. Ask the question, “Is God showing me something (in light of the criteria my tradition uses for deciding what is from God)?”
Not every thought we have is from the Holy Spirit. This form of prayer gives persons practice in “testing the spirits” in conversation with leaders. Start these one on one conversations about 2/3s of the way through the activity. What has come to their minds as they created? Is it like any scripture stories they know? Is their thought contradictory to the faith people talk about in their community? How do they think they might act in response to what has come to their mind?

If your people cannot tolerate silence for this activity, then use soft quiet music that does not have words (their minds will stay with the words and block the still small voice).

Things to remember in this practice:

· Your are not in control of the encounter with God. God is, and God is trustworthy.

· You are creating safe spaces within which persons can do the healing work with God that God has in mind.

· At least half the leaders present for any activity need to be fully engaging the prayer for themselves. It creates safety and it begins the prayer attitude.

