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The Role of Story in Pastoral Theology: 
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Thesis submitted by John Pritchard, St. John's College, Durham 
for the degree of Master of Letters 
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ABSTRACT 

Goals 

The thesis sets out to examine the value of the category of story in pastoral theology, and 
to argue for its enhanced value as one of the resources available to practical theology and 
thereby to the wider family of theological disciplines. 

In particular it seeks: 

1. To establish an approach to pastoral theology which focuses on narrative, 
not to the exclusion or detriment of other approaches but as a complement to 
them. By using story in this way the thesis attempts to achieve for pastoral 
theology what narrative categories have done for other theological disciplines. 

2. To offer a comprehensive categorisation of the use of story in the activity 
and theological reflection of the Church. The rationale for this categorisation 
is based on the various uses of language. The thesis attempts to examine the 
theological adequacy of such activity and reflection. 

3. To explore the importance and significance of the particular and contingent 
in the theology of the Church, not to conflict with, but to counter-balance, 
theologies which emphasise system and structure. Thus to claim a more central 
place for practical theology among the theological disciplines. 

Method 

. 
The method of the thesis is to pursue a cycle of five phases of enquiry in a model of 
pastoral theology which focuses on narrative. Three sources of information are placed in 
a critical conversation with each other; these are, narrative in models of pastoral theology, 
narrative in two related disciplines, and narrative theology itself. This critical conversation 
leads to provisional conclusions on the value of a model of pastoral theology which 
focuses on story, and frames these conclusions in the form of active responses in the 
practice of the Church. 
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Introduction: 
The Work of Pastoral Theology 

1. The problem which pastoral theology addresses. 

The complaint is made in many different ways. A parishioner argues that what happens in 

church on Sundays bears no relationship to what happens to him at work on Mondays. An 

ordinand objects that all the theology he undertakes at College seems irrelevant to the 

practice of ministry for which he came to train. A resolution in a deanery synod deplores 

the absence of clear statements from church leaders concerning the moral malaise of 

contemporary society. An editorial in a national newspaper takes the church to task for 

writing about the needs of the inner city without a sufficient understanding of the 

workings of post-industrial society. A man in a pub rails at the unfortunate lady from the 

Salvation Army that Christians are all hypocrites. 

The problem is one of making. connections. There is a perceived dichotomy between 

theological theory and practice, and in consequence, between faith and action. The 

relation between theology as an academic discipline and faithful Christian living in and 

beyond communities of faith, is a problematic one, both for the academic and the 

practitioner. In the words of Lewis Mudge and James Poling: 

On the one hand, the academic theological world seems preoccupied with its 

own problems of methodological coherence and reality reference. On the 

other, faith communities function with scant attention to theology of the 

scholarly, critical kind. ( 1) 

This dichotomy is itself part of a larger problem facing theology today, that of holding 

together a perception of reality as unitary. Pannenberg points to the crisis of scriptural 

authority as arising in part from historical criticism and in part from the hermeneutical 

problem. 

The result of this analysis is that theology cannot continue as a special science 
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Introduction 

of divine revelation. Theology can understand the meaning of the (biblical) 

events as deeds of God only in relation to universal history, because statements 

about the origin of all events can be defended only with a view to the totality 

of all events. (2) 

Reality is one; so too is theology. 

In his major work Theology and the Philosophy of Science (3), Pannenberg argues 

powerfully that as a science of God, theology derives its unity from its object, and not 

from its methods or its connection with practical activity. Theology is therefore 'concerned 

with the divine as all-determining reality' (4), and the divine is indirectly co-given in all 

objects of experience. Theology provides a comprehensive view of reality, and history is 

the most adequate horizon for it 

Given this background, anything which creates divisions in the theological enterprise is 

likely to carry within it the seeds of destruction of the enterprise itself. Hence the division 

of theological thinking into theory and practice, academic and practical, is likely to run into 

the sands on the one hand of intellectual incoherence or on the other of pastoral 

irrelevance. 

The danger in this theory/practice dichotomy for communities of faith is in part that they 

may lose their intellectual undergirding. Just as pressing is their need of adequate resources 

for the task of bearing witness to the integrity of faith and faith-statements in a culture 

sceptical of religious truth claims. More serious still for their internal integrity is the danger 

of a collapse into personal religious experience as the basis of ecclesial authority, and 

individualism as the basis of ecclesial action. 

On the other hand, the danger in this dichotomy between theology and lived faith for 

theology faculties and theological colleges, is that they become objects of suspicion to 

religious believers who regard academic theologians as functioning largely to cast doubts 

on cherished beliefs. A more serious concern in the long term is the marginalisation of 

theology, which is seen by secular-minded institutions as having lost its point of reference 
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in reality or at the very least as performing a purely psycho-social or pragmatic function. 

In a cultural and political climate which looks at academic work in terms of its practical 

value, theology appears neither pure enough for the academic colleague, nor practical 

enough for the market place. 

One traditional manner of bridging the gap between theory and practice, has been the 

method of applied theology, what Edward Farley calls a 'source-to-application' process (5). 

Theology learned in one academic context can thereafter be applied to any other context 

of ministerial or intellectual activity. 

The inadequacies of this model of doing theology are various. In the first place, the 

theory-to-practice paradigm assumes that abstract knowledge, or knowledge acquired apart 

from its social or ecclesial context, is the primary focus of theology. 'Quite obviously the 

best focus for such a scholarly enterprise is academia and not the context of a Christian 

faith community in the world' (6). The crucial question which such a presumption poses 

is to do with the location of what may be perceived as God's activity in the world. Is he 

to be met more in the library and the lecture room than the workplace and the living 

room? Is not God's activity rather experienced in the historical particulars of action and 

place? The lecture room is but one very small part of God's stage. 

A second problem with this theory-to-practice model is that theology emerges as being 

done either for the people or to the people, but rarely by the people. Theology may be 

relevant to the people of God, but they gain access to it as it trickles down through their 

appointed teachers and preachers; the perennial problem of clericalisation. Theology is then 

in danger of being practical only by accident, and believers are not subjects of their own 

faith but objects of the reflection of others.· 

Let us examine a third problem by means of a concrete example. A mission is to be 

planned at St. James' Church and the new curate is put in charge. He calls a meeting of 

key lay people with varying hopes and fears about the mission. He has three years of 

learning behind him on the nature of the church and the theory of mission. Instead of 
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inviting the group to explore their understanding of mission, using his knowledge as a 

theological resource, he presents a mish-mash of anecdote, exhortation and church growth 

theory. Instead of inviting the group to let their vision of mission interact with the different 

visions of mission in the documents of the New Testament church, he asks them to think 

"what might work around here". So little has his theological education empowered him 

to do his theology in the social and ecclesial context of his parish that he fears to use his 

theology at all. Herein lies the third main problem of a theory-to-practice model of 

theology. It simply fails to equip people for practical ministry. 

An alternative model for doing theology moves in the opposite direction. Faced with the 

inadequacy of giving primary to theory, this model gives primacy to action, and all but 

negates the theoretical formulations of the Christian tradition. David Tracy describes it 

thus: 'Concrete actions and commitments to a particular cause supply all the criteria 

necessary for truth in theology' (7). Theory is therefore at best secondary, a more or less 

extrinsic reflection on the primary action of the church.· In a more sophisticated form 

contemporary praxis-orientated expressions of liberation and feminist theologies operate 

with this primary focus on action. For much of Western history praxis was contrasted with 

theoria andpojesis, but the more modern usage of the word goes back to Hegel and Marx, 

for whom praxis is the network of social relationships which both include and determine 

the structures of social consciousness. Praxis includes both a reflective and a practical 

moment, and the process is self-perpetuating as reflection upon action leads to yet further 

action. 

In its cruder form, however, this model presupposes that the considered reflection of the 

believing community through history is of limited value, for the contingencies and 

demands of the present moment are determinative of the task of theology. The corollary 

would seem to be that God could not disclose himself to his people over time in such a 

way that they can make intelligible statements about him. This would make credal 

statements and discursive theological thinking all but valueless. 

Two forms of this model may be discerned in popular Christian thinking. The first is that 
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which gives undue weight to the social sciences and the functionalist approaches which 

they often use. Quasi-scientific models in the social sciences may place undue reliance on 

statistics and generalised theory in sociology, psychology and educational theory. These 

are not the basis for a coherent theological vision. The other form of the model which 

gives primacy to practical action is that which starts from the believer's experience of God 

in the present moment. Such a 'charismatic' approach to theological thinking may be based 

on a pre-critical handling of the Bible and an unfounded trust in the significance of 

subjectivity. 

We are apparently faced with an impasse. There exists a disturbing gap between theology 

and life, and consequently between faith and action. Evidence mounts that the church 

loses ground very quickly when this gap strains the credibility of its worship, preaching 

and inner life too far. People cease to believe in it. They take their pursuit of meaning 

elsewhere. Neither giving primacy to theory or primacy to practical action is an adequate 

response. Both have been tried and found wanting. 

This is the problem which pastoral theology addresses. 

2. The problems which pastoral theology evokes 

The placing of theory and practice together in an instructive form of theological 

interaction, is the task of pastoral theology. Paul Ballard defmes it thus: 'If it is accepted 

that theology is reflection on Christian experience informed by and explorative of the 

tradition, then pastoral theology is reflection on the pastoral situation' (8). Or James Whyte: 

'The systematic theologian asks critical questions about the way faith expresses itself in 

language; the practical theologian asks critical questions about the way faith expresses itself 

in practice, and about the relation between the practice and the language' (9). 

a. Very quickly, however, we encounter the first major problem which pastoral theology 

evokes, that of· definition. Already we can see how Whyte prefers to use the phrase 

'practical theology' rather than 'pastoral theology', reflecting the preference of theology 

- 5 -





Introduction 

particularities of the present moment. Whitehead's definition ensures the outcome is not 

lost: 'Practical theology is that process by which Christians reflect on some significant 

question of life, and through clarification and purification, move toward some graceful 

action' ( 12). 

Let us return, however, to the second main phase in the development of practical theology. 

This emerged in the United States with a theological focus on the theory and practice of 

pastoral care and counselling. One particular form of this became dominant from the 1930s 

as clinical pastoral theology, in which the central concern was to relate the emerging field 

of psychotherapy to the pastoral care of the Church. In Britain, this is the context in which 

the pioneering work of Frank Lake is most appropriately placed (13). 

It was soon seen, however, that in spite of the obvious value this approach had for the 

ministry and existentialist theology of the Church, this move in pastoral theology was a 

wrong tum. Although it drew on mainstream theologians such as Paul Tillich, it had 

narrowed the concerns of pastoral theology to a dialogue between theology and 

psychology, and had seduced an important theological enterprise into a therapeutic, 

especially psychotherapeutic, self-understanding. 

The third phase in pastoral theology began therefore when Seward Hiltner in 1958 

proposed that pastoral theology fmds its identity in being 'operation-centred', in contrast to 

classical or 'logic-centred'. Pastoral theology is: 

that branch of theological knowledge that brings the shepherding perspective 

to bear upon all the operations and functions of the church and the minister, 

and then draws conclusions of a theological order from reflection on these 

observations. (14) 

This 'shepherding perspective' on theology was perceived to entail three aspects: healing, 

sustaining and guiding, but the most important development in this approach was that 

pastoral theology was being seen primarily as a theological enterprise rather than a 

therapeutic one. In this form, pastoral theology is a mode of theological reflection: 

'in which pastoral experience serves as a context for the critical development 

- 7 -







Introduction 

struggling to bring into a single focus his responsibility to effect redundancies in his firm, 

and his understanding of Jesus' proclamation of good news for the poor, is involved in the 

enterprise of pastoral theology. The PCC trying to integrate its understanding of worship 

with its understanding of communication theory, in order to make changes in its conduct 

of worship, is involved in the interactive process of pastoral theology. A Synod Committee 

working at a report on the ethics of disinvestment in a South American dictatorship, is 

correlating theological and socio-political factors in the exercise of pastoral theology. Even 

the child trying to decide if she can pray for her cat not to die, is engaging in an 

embryonic form of pastoral theology. 

This theological activity may therefore be personal, interpersonal, or structural in focus. It 

may involve individual, group or political process. But essentially it will take seriously the 

concrete and particular, the given situation, with all the possibilities of corruption and 

redemption which may be present (21). It honours the particularity of each event-in-time, 

as God has honoured historical particularity in the incarnation. There is a 'hermeneutic of 

the situation', as there is a hermeneutic of the text 

c. There is however, a third problem which pastoral theology evokes, and that lies in the 

emphasis in pastoral theology on the significance of the concrete and particular The 

problem is highlighted by Anthony Thiselton: 

If hermeneutical theorists rightly attack those biblical scholars who adhere to 

a seemingly innocent descriptivism should not the same challenge be 

addressed to those pastoral theologians who begin with bare "description" of 

the present situation in abstraction from its past and future context of 

theological founding and theological promise? (22) 

It is important therefore that pastoral theology understands the present situation within a 

larger frame which transcends mere particularity. The historical depth and theological 

future of that situation are essential dimensions of it. Pannenberg's insight is important 

here, that history provides the necessary horizon for all branches of theology, including 

practical theology; so too is Moltmann's insight that the future promise of God may 

transform the meaning of the present. 
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This is not to uproot the 'present situation' from its significant place in pastoral theology; 

but merely to make sure that the richness of the concept is fully recognised. Pastoral 

theology makes no imperialist claim for the present situation. In no sense would it seek to 

displace central Christian- truths and metaphors, such as the cross. As Anthony Thiselton 

points out: 'The cross transforms present criteria of relevance: present criteria of relevance 

do not transform the cross.' (23) Rather pastoral theology works in a different way, putting 

the present situation in all its richness and density into a critical conversation with 

normative Christian thinking and with other relevant disciplines from our culture. Wolthart 

Pannenberg affirms the significance of the action of the Church in the present moment 

while ensuring that such action is seen within the broadest historical frame: 

Practical theology will analyse the present practice of the churches in relation 

to the whole of the history of Christian reconciliation, and offer critical 

interpretations of it in an attempt to produce models of present day church 

practice. (24) 

We have examined, therefore, how pastoral theology addresses the problem of giving 

theory and practice a theological framework, having observed the failure of the 'primacy 

of theory' and the 'primacy of action' approaches. We then encountered the problems of 

defmition in pastoral theology and suspicion of its theological identity, and fmally we 

discussed the place in pastoral theology of the 'present situation'. We now have to explore 

and evaluate the various models of pastoral theology which contemporary theology 

presents. From there, we can examine how far 'story' represents a hopeful category in 

pastoral theology, offering a common frame of reference ·as well as a methodological 

resource, to pastoral theologians, both professional and lay. 
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Chapter 1: Contemporary Models of Pastoral Theology 

The tradition is now expressing its value both as normative (stage 2) and relative (stage 3). 

To overcome that impasse the fourth stage of the process of reflection is the determination 

of the normativeness of the tradition, particularly by the engagement of fundamental 

theology as the enterprise which explores the way in which the theological map reflects the 

nature of truth and reality. Thus reflection is rooted in a broader theological framework. 

This leaves the last step in the reflective process as that of going beyond the de-absolutised 

tradition to discern the possibilities of redemption (and corruption) present in the situation, 

in order to plot a course into the values of the kingdom and the vision of the King. The 

concrete demands of the situation are therefore the touchstone of an adequate hermeneutic 

of the situation. For the pastoral theologian, faith includes understanding, which itself 

includes action. 

Let us consider Farley's approach in practice. A minister is called to hospital where a 

young mother has just died; the husband is there: not so the children who are still at 

school. The minister has first to discern the particular contours of this tragic situation; his 

own knowledge of the family, the events of the last few hours, the reactions of the 

husband, the whereabouts of the children, the proximity of supportive friends and family 

and much more (stage 1). The minister is also aware of the tradition which he represents 

and expresses by his presence. He is aware that many others have died this day in this 

hospital, and what the tradition says to one it says to all. He carries a message of a God 

who in Christ suffered, died and was raised to life, a message of darkness and light, 

corruption and new creation. He is also thinking of the wider context in which this mother 

died, a hospital short of resources, staff under pressure, conflicting health care and fmancial 

priorities, a political and social grid of issues. This family is but the centre of a web of 

human and social dilemmas which are the arena of God's activity and concern (stage 2). 

Nevertheless, the Christian tradition is not immune from criticism in this situation. Has the 

family's involvement in the Christian community prepared them in any way with resources 

to begin to cope with this crisis? Did the imagery of Christian faith, the beliefs and stories 

of the church constantly rehearsed and retold, provide any framework of meaning or hope, 
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Chapter 1: Contemporary Models of Pastoral Theology 

response to situations of personal, group or structural crises, is greatly enhanced by some 

such process of critical engagement and reflection. 

The problems left by Farley's hermeneutics of the situation are to do with assumptions in 

the methodology. In rightly starting with the concrete and particular, pastoral theologians 

may be tempted to move too quickly to religious categories of meaning and purpose. This 

may have the effect of constricting the value of the experience within the limitations of the 

particular religious frame of the theologian or minister. The situation may have to be left 

alone to speak in its human categories of loss and pain. 'The task of seeing God through 

mud', says David Cockerell in Beginning Where We Are, 'is essentially a spiritual and a 

practical one: a response of love rather than of intellectual enquiry'. (6) 

A more serious methodological problem in Farley's approach is that it appears to make 

each phase of the model self-contained. This is to impose unjustified restrictions on the 

way progress in theological understanding is made. For example, we do not come into any 

'situation' without a prior theological framework which itself determines what things will 

count as significant for us in that situation. There can be no pure objectivist description of 

what that 'situation' is. Theological presuppositions are inevitable. It may well be that our 

understanding of the tradition is only operating unconsciously as we approach a fresh 

situation, but it is nonetheless real, and determinative of what we perceive. 

The reality of Farley's 'hermeneutic of situations' is surely that no sharp boundaries can be 

drawn around the phases of his model; they run into each other, and indeed the whole 

process is one without a beginning free of theological presupposition, and without an end 

free of further theological implications. Farley's model is helpful if it is not taken too 

rigidly but seen as a two-dimensional snapshot of a continuing process and a complex 

interaction. 

2. Critical Correlation : David Tracy 

David Tracy goes further than Farley in seeking to establish the place of practical theology 

in the public arena. For him it must be a philosophical discipline concerned with public 
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ethics: 

My aim is to suggest one basic heuristic scheme for practical theology as 

public theology. My claim is that practical theology attains its public character 

by articulating praxis criteria of human transformation as well as an explicitly 

theological ethic' (7). 

Tracy starts by defining theology as the discipline that articulates mutually critical 

correlations between the meaning and truth of an interpretation of the Christian fact, and 

the meaning and truth of an interpretation of the contemporary situation (8). This 

theological method of critical correlation applies to all three sub-disciplines of theology: 

fundamental, systematic and practical, a position for which he argues in Blessed Rage for 

Order (9), and The Analogical Imagination (10). 

It follows therefore that for Tracy, practical theology is the mutually critical correlation of 

the interpreted theory and praxis of the Christian fact, and the interpreted theory and praxis 

of the contemporary situation ( 11 ). It is of the essence of the critical correlational approach 

to practical theology that neither the tradition nor the culture are dominant, but that each 

is allowed to offer a critique of the other. As Don Browning puts it, those who advocate 

this approach want: 

the practical theologian to enter an open and honest conversation with the 

secular educator, the secular mental health worker, the Marxist revolutionary, 

the local Jewish mayor; the feminist member of the municipal council, and the 

fundamentalist senator with his huge popular following' (12). 

Tracy advocates a four-fold action in practical theology. First, the interpreter comes, in the 

company of others, with various models ofhumantransformation, offered by psychology, 

the social sciences, historical studies, cultural anthropology, philosophy, theology and other 

disciplines. The method of mutually critical correlation is applied to these models, owning 

the possibility of a full range of correlational options, ranging from the identity of one 

model with another, through similarity, to analogy, and fmally to complete non-identity 
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or confrontation. The dice are not fixed. 

The second action is the analysis by the interpreter, again collaboratively, of the public 

claims to human transformation which are provided by different concrete ideals for the 

future, among them those of the secular humanist, the utopian (Mannheim), the 

retrospective utopian (Mircea Eliade), Christian eschatology and others. 

The third step applies critical theories or hermeneutics of suspicion appropriate to the 

various models and ideals of human transformation. Thus, some might use psychoanalysis 

to unmask systematic distortions in models of transformation at the individual level; some 

might draw on the critique of ideology to do the same at the social and historical level; 

others might utilise aspects of the prophetic and mystical tradition to do the same at the 

religious level. 

This groundwork allows the fourth action of practical theology to take place in explicit 

ethical reflection on moral praxis. Again this keeps practical theology in the public domain, 

and involves the application of ethical principles, rules and norms in the fully public realm 

of arguments about relative adequacy. Without the fourth step, practical theology could still 

be left with a purely individualistic, dispositional ethic. 

The method of mutually critical correlation has much to commend it. It takes seriously 

both the cultural information and the social context of practical theology. It keeps the 

theological debate open to the pursuit of meaning and truth in dialogue with other 

disciplines. It refuses to allow either the tradition or the culture to dictate the terms of the 

debate. 

The central question to be put to Tracy's approach, however, is about the validity of the 

correlational method. He is developing the work of Paul Tillich whose main concern was 

to hold together the Christian message and the cultural context in which it is proclaimed, 

by a correlational method which impugned the integrity of neither. The problem is that the 

content of the Christian tradition in this approach may fmd itself matching the existential 
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concerns of the age in a way that must generate suspicion. That the questions of the 

particular age must call forth particular elements of the tradition, is undoubtedly right; that 

those elements are all that the tradition contains, must surely be incorrect. 

In an interesting discussion in The Modem Theologians vol 2 (13), it is suggested that 

Tracy steers an unstable middle course between revelation and human imagination, and it 

is not surprising, therefore, that Farley criticises him for failing to take Christian 

particularity seriously enough, while others (Kaufman) object that he leaves such 

particularity substantially unquestioned. The correlational method runs the risk of being 

insufficiently anchored and of allowing too wide a range of outcomes in its search for 

truth. 

3. The Imaginative Interplay of Authorities : James and 
Evelyn Whitehead 

In Method in Ministry (14) the Whiteheads propose both an alternative model and an 

alternative method for practical theology. They regard the bi-polar model of Tracy 

(following Tillich, Ogden and others) as too dense for common use, but more seriously, 

as ignoring a vital third source of significant information. While Tracy's critical correlation 

involves the interaction of tradition and cultural information, the Whiteheads propose a 

tripolar model which includes in the correlational activity the additional 'pole' of common 

human experience. 

The first pole, the Christian tradition, includes 'insights, images and convictions given to 

us from Scripture and from the two millenia of pastoral practice' (15). The tradition is 

therefore intractibly pluriform, but it is also often threatening to ministers, who are inclined 

to lay aside the knowledge they acquired at theological college because of its complexity. 

The urgent need is for ministers as well as lay churchpeople to gain an intimacy with 

Scripture which is more than an intellectual grasp. Such 'befriending' of the tradition 

'moves between a participation in faith in the biblical writings and an informal critical 

understanding of them' (16). 
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The second pole of significant information is that which comes from personal experience, 

what the individual and the community bring to the reflection. This information too is 

pluriform and ambiguous, since we carry with us the deposits of much bias, 

misapprehension and prejudice, as well as more neutral and positive memories. The later 

correlational activity needs to work with these deposits, to clarify them and reveal their 

tendency to corruption and distortion. 

I . 
Siniarly, cultural information may also be confusing. The Whiteheads describe it as 'that 

information- confirming, ambiguous and demonic- which arises from the culture' (17). 

It may, depending on the central concern, be the philosophy of Heidegger, the political 

analysis of Marx, the comparative interpretations of reality in other religious traditions, the 

human insights of the social sciences. It can well be seen that the latter approaches of the 

social sciences are particularly valuable in theological reflection for they are the intellectual 

perspectives of our age, and offer both tools for self assessment by the church, and also 

resources for ministry in counselling, group work, church management, the engagement 

of the church with complex ethical issues and other forms of ministry. 

Given this tri-polar model, the dynamic which moves the model forward is to be found in 

the method by which this information is applied to the task of influencing pastoral action. 

The goal of practical theology is always, for the Whiteheads, given shape by the desire 'to 

promote both competence and confidence in the exercise of Christian ministry' ( 18). Their 

method therefore, is one of listening, assertation and decision. In the listening stage, the 

interpreter attends closely to the information from the three authorities, suspending 

judgement and remaining open to the hidden complexities of the experience, the culture 

and the tradition. To cut short this stage of accurate attention runs the risk of precipitate 

interpretation and action, all too common in church life, whether in a first interview with 

an engaged couple or in a church leader's condemnation of society's latest moral crisis. 

The listening phase gives way to that of assertion, which is the correlational activity of this 

method, engaging the three sources of information in a process of mutual clarification and 

challenge. In his later writing James Whitehead neglects the phrase 'critical correlation' in 
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favour of 'imaginative interplay' as the most helpful description of this phase of reflection 

in practical theology (19). He sees the paradigm of 'play' gaining increasing attention in 

philosophy, psychology and theology, and quotes theologian John Dominic Crossan as 

suggesting that play is more than a metaphor, but in fact a metaphor of metaphors, a 

comprehensive image of human living (20). 

This assertation phase, the imaginative interplay of authorities, is succeeded by the third 

phase of decision. The Whiteheads are writing of a model and method in practical 

ministry, and conclude that a 'ministerial' decision has to be one to act in a particular 

fashion. A 'theological' decision, by contrast, can decide not to decide, but to reflect again, 

to return to the phases of attending and assertion. 

The merit of this model and method of imaginative interplay (correlation) is its simplicity 

of outline but receptivity to complex, ambiguous information. One mark of good pastoral 

theology should be its accessibility both to the lay Christian, struggling to make sense of 

the ambiguities of her daily existence, and the academic theologian seeking a model of 

sufficient subtlety and richness for his comprehensive range of information. Moreover, it 

is able to affirm the presence of God in the tradition, in the personal experience of the 

interpret.er, and in the developing perceptions of reality offered by other 'secular' 

disciplines. It takes seriously therefore both the comprehensiveness and elusiveness of God, 

'whose circumference is everywhere, and whose centre is nowhere' (Augustine). God is 

central to the pursuit of truth wherever such pursuit takes place, though religious 

information so gained will always be partial and distorted. 

· The drawback of the model lies in two areas: problems of terminology and a failure to take 

sufficiently seriously the given reality of the ministerial concern. The terms 'personal 

experience' and 'cultural information' may not be sufficiently sharply delineated. They are 

reasonable as far as they go but what 'experience' and 'cultural information' consist in needs 

to be unpacked further. Secondly, by taking the three poles of significant information as 

tradition, experience and culture, the concrete particularity of the event, situation, person, 

group etc. which is the object of attention, is in danger of failing to come into focus. The 

- 24 -








































































































































































































































































































































































































































































