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In order to educate ourselves, we gathered in retreat for focused ex-
ploration of PI through the writing of Craig Dykstra (For Life Abundant), 
a Carnegie Endowment study (Educating Clergy), the research findings of 
Christian Scharen and Eileen Campbell-Reed of Auburn Theological Semi-
nary (Learning Pastoral Imagination), and reflection on our own collective 
experience. We hoped that collaboratively we would deepen our under-
standing of PI. The fruit of our reflection would be to create imaginative 
ways to introduce the concept of PI to our supervisors/mentors to empow-
er them to participate more deeply in the formation of ministerial leaders 
through field education.1 

We strongly suspected that this engaged process would nurture each 
field educator’s imagination and release it for the enrichment of supervi-
sors/mentors and their students. As an added benefit, we hoped that our 
time together would renew old bonds of friendship and create fresh ones 
with our newest colleagues, serving as another important milestone in one 
another’s formation as a community of practice. As educators, we embrace 
Étienne Wenger’s assertion that “learning involves the whole person; it im-
plies not only a relation to social communities—it implies becoming a full 
participant, a member, a kind of person.”2 

PROCESS

Ten PRTFE members volunteered for this learning experience. The 
group was in turn divided into two teams of five, the Chicagoland group 
led by David Watkins and Joanne Lindstrom and the Atlantic Coast group 
led by Sung Hee Chang and Matthew Floding. Each designed their own re-
treat to explore the meaning of PI as Craig Dykstra described it in “Pastoral 
and Ecclesial Imagination,” the Carnegie Endowment explored it in Edu-
cating Clergy, and the Auburn Theological Seminary study documented its 
meaning for effective pastoral ministry. Both groups framed their process 
with reference to guiding questions. From this time of reflective engage-
ment, each group then shared the fruit of their retreat with the other. The 
working groups then pivoted to using this deeper understanding of PI for 
the purpose of designing learning activities with which to equip our super-
visors/mentors for cultivating field education environments in which PI is 
nurtured. 
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 	 We grounded our work together in a vision of the Trinity: Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit. This loving and generative community provided a pat-
tern for our working relationship. Paul references this union and shared 
purpose without confusion of identities for the benefit of the Church when 
he writes in an extended argument to that effect, “Now there are a variety 
of gifts, but the same Spirit.”3 This is precisely what we experienced in our 
communal effort.

WHAT IS PASTORAL IMAGINATION? 

Pastoral imagination (PI) has become a dominant descriptor of a clergy 
capacity for effective ministerial practice. Since Craig Dykstra began to em-
ploy the phrase in 2001,4 numerous authors and studies have provided in-
sightful definitions, descriptions, elaborations, and examples.5 Perhaps most 
eloquently concise is Dykstra’s 2008 definition: PI is “an individual’s capac-
ity for seeing a situation of ministry in all its holy and relational depths, and 
responding with wise and fitting judgment and action.”6 In addition, how-
ever, it is helpful to include the idea that PI is context specific and integrates 
multiple kinds of intelligence, knowledge, and experience. It is a way of “in-
habiting ministry as a spiritual practice, with God at the center.”7

PI is fundamental to ministerial leadership because of the complex and 
shifting nature of ministry, especially given the contemporary challenges to 
what many consider to be traditional forms of church. As congregations and 
forms of ministry change, imagination in addition to skill becomes crucial 
for pastors facing daily ministry encounters and challenges. It enables the 
adaptive leadership that does not assume mere application of knowledge 
but relies on learning from each new experience.8 PI must be grounded in 
faithful reflection on lived experience, reflection that draws creatively from 
Scripture and the tradition and is guided by the Holy Spirit.

As theological field educators, we are necessarily focused in this study 
on the initial development of PI and ways such development can be fostered 
while students are preparing for ministry. PI is described as something de-
veloped through sustained engagement over the long arc of the practice of 
ministry.9 Furthermore, PI is not directly achieved through one’s own effort. 
Rather, faithful action and reflection amidst complex and sometimes over-
whelming circumstances yield the conditions under which ministers open 
themselves to receive PI as God’s gift and nurture its growth. Nevertheless, 
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even in students’ first experiences through field education, we can certainly 
seek ways to seed their receptivity to and appropriation of that gift. 

Studies like those undertaken by the Carnegie Foundation and Au-
burn Theological Seminary have been invaluable in providing insight into 
how PI can be fostered in our students.10 We know, for example, that PI re-
quires integrating various dimensions of the educational experience.11 The 
Auburn study states, “Learning pastoral imagination can lead to greater in-
tegration of complex layers of knowing, a keen perception which sees sit-
uations as spaces of God’s presence and work, and intuitive judgment re-
garding fitting responses required in the moment.”12 Also, Daniel Aleshire 
has written, “Pastoral imagination adds a valuable dimension by suggesting 
that theological learning needs to be implemented in intelligently creative 
ways, rather than rationally wooden ways that reflect the learning but not 
wisdom about its implementation.”13 

In our collective effort, we pondered what theological field educators 
can do to equip and empower themselves, students, and supervisors/men-
tors to cultivate conditions that nurture the development of PI. We sought 
further understanding of how students begin to develop PI through their 
coursework and field education. And, we wanted to know how we might 
awaken supervisors/mentors to their own use of PI and then guide them 
in creating the conditions to midwife their student interns in its maturing.

How Might Pastoral Imagination be Nurtured  
in a Field Education Context?

Scharen and Campbell-Reed outlined six findings in their study of 
how PI is nurtured in theological education. 

•	 Learning pastoral imagination happens best in formation for min-
istry that is integrative, embodied, and relational. 

•	 Learning pastoral imagination centers on integrated teaching that 
understands and articulates the challenges of the practice of min-
istry today. 

•	 Learning pastoral imagination requires both the daily practice of 
ministry over time and critical moments that may arise from crisis 
or clarity. 
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•	 Learning pastoral imagination requires both apprenticeship to a 
situation and mentors who offer relational wisdom through shared 
reflection and making sense of a situation. 

•	 Learning pastoral imagination is complicated by the intersection 
of social and personal forces of injustice.

•	 Learning pastoral imagination is needed for inhabiting ministry 
as a spiritual practice, opening up self and community to the pres-
ence and power of God.14 

Perhaps not surprisingly, PRTFE field educators recognized these ele-
ments as the very hallmarks of what we do. Within the theological curricu-
lum, field education has always been the site of integrated, holistic learning 
carried out in the context of relationships within community. Field edu-
cation supervisors/mentors learn to look for, and capitalize on, those mo-
ments when students’ conceptual paradigms clash with their practice on 
the ground and new insight into ministry is gained. Students describe field 
education as the place where previously “floating, disconnected pieces of 
learning begin to come together and take root in patterns.”15 

In one of the examples from the Auburn study, seminarian Eve enters 
the room of a dying man. A son is worried and concerned about bringing 
a frail mother and wife into the scene. Eve validated the son’s concerns and 
then proceeded to prepare the mother for entering the room. Moments later, 
Eve prayed at the bedside. “As she remembers it, the man died just as she 
said, ‘Into your hands we commend his spirit.’ ‘He died right there.’” In-
terviewed by Scharen and Campbell-Reed, she reported: “It was a definite 
growing moment, like, holy cow, this stuff is real!”16 Eve had taken pastoral 
care for the dying and theology classes that had explored death. Now in her 
practice, as she turned from the panic within to the ministerial crisis in front 
of her, floating, disconnected pieces of learning came together. Her PI was 
being formed as she practiced and would, if PI theory holds, take root in pat-
terns that would inform her faithful practice.

Another way of expressing it is that, for adult learners, field education 
is where seminarians bring their whole selves and past experience to bear 
upon novel situations and where they learn, like apprentices to fine jazz mu-
sicians, how to improvise on the fundamental skills of ministry. Field edu-
cation is where the coping strategies for a lifetime in ministry—with all its 
difficulties and injustices—are developed. It is often the best time within a 
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theological degree for students to become vulnerable to themselves, to oth-
ers, and to God and thus to open to spiritual transformation within a con-
text of safety and exploration.

Being a student in field education is not, of course, the same as be-
ing a pastor, so field education can never exactly duplicate the pastoral ex-
perience. Students therefore do need certain things built into their intern-
ships for PI to be cultivated. The recent presidential election provides fertile 
ground from which to consider some of what students need. For some, No-
vember 9, 2016 ushered in one of the most disorienting days of their lives as 
certainty gave way to confusion and disappointment. And so they turned to 
class and peer group conversations where they could raise their questions 
about the appropriate pastoral response in the days and weeks ahead, given 
the deep political divide within so many of their ministry settings. Disori-
entation, ambiguity, and the challenge of reconciliation beckoned them to 
dissemble their givens, seek deeper self-understanding, and listen for the 
voice of God during that liminal moment. It was an opportunity to turn the 
prism of their knowing and discover new ways of being faithful in their 
world. Such opportunities are what field education excels at providing.

Fortunately for all of us, political drama on the scale of November 9, 
2016, is not required for cultivating the attitudes and aptitudes that encour-
age PI! If students are deeply and attentively engaged in a hospitable field 
education setting, they will have never-ending opportunities to explore am-
biguities and nuances of self and setting. If they start out with well-crafted 
learning-serving covenants, their ministry goals will move them into unfa-
miliar and/or challenging territory. Coupled with a proactive supervisor/
mentor who provides related legitimate ministry experience, interns can 
then explore ministry with increasing depth. If they are given room to ap-
proach the pastoral role with curiosity and humility, this promotes flexibil-
ity to see in new ways and to take appropriate risks. 

Key to the success of this model—as for ministry in general—is the 
intern’s abiding sense of God’s buoyant power and presence. Therefore, the 
cultivation of PI requires that the supervisor/mentor and student keep a 
light hand on the wheel, recognizing that they will be called to navigate the 
realities of the road and not simply follow a solid green line on a Google 
map application. Attentiveness to the ever-changing constellation of one’s 
faith, knowledge, experience, and pastoral identity is central to the lifelong 
journey of PI.
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PRTFE field educators at the retreat overwhelmingly confirmed the 
value of field education for the cultivation of PI. But we also asked our-
selves whether there are ways in which our own experience and assump-
tions about formation for ministry conflict with nurturing PI as Dykstra 
described it and the power of PI that Scharen and Campbell-Reed identified 
in their findings. In the end, we affirmed that the capacity called ‘pastoral 
imagination’ is still recognizable in ministers today. But as various defini-
tions of ‘ministry’ proliferate today and new ones arise, changing what it 
even means to form someone for it, we wonder whether there is still a “dis-
tinctive intelligence” that all pastoral leaders share and that we as educators 
can work to develop.17

Our group identified several past givens of seminary formation that 
we no longer take for granted: a baseline of biblical and religious literacy 
from which imagination can take flight; the assumption that we are prepar-
ing students to lead healthy churches where the deep dialogue with parish-
ioners Dykstra envisioned is possible; standard assumptions regarding the 
competencies pastors will need; the sustained, undivided time it takes to 
develop into the pastoral role; and the assurance that doors to the pastoral 
life will be open for our students once they leave seminary. These and other 
new realities significantly challenge our ability to let students be slowly and 
quietly “shaped by the anvil of pastoral work.”18 It may be that the new ‘pas-
toral imagination’ is actually a set of meta-imaginative skills that today’s 
agile ministers need to develop as part of their education.

At the same time, we acknowledge that Dykstra wrote of PI not as a 
skill to be achieved but an orientation to be received over time. Field edu-
cation still excels at providing places and making spaces for students to re-
ceive that gift. In myriad small but powerful ways, we are constantly orient-
ing them toward becoming new.

A Word about the Context in which Pastoral Imagination  
is Being Developed

It is important to acknowledge that today, although each agency and 
congregation is contextually specific and may even be homogenous in na-
ture, the world in which we live is increasingly diverse. Field educators, our 
supervisors/mentors, and our students need to cultivate PI in order to tra-
verse this cross-cultural world in which there are fewer shared assumptions, 
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decreased denominational loyalty, more diverse experiences, less opportu-
nity for traditional congregational pastoral leadership, and more students 
with deep commitments to ministries of justice beyond the local church. 

Also, in the past supervisors/mentors could safely assume that their 
field education student would be a 20-something full-time student. How-
ever, the reality is that the student body of our various institutions is ever 
more diverse. Students range in age from 20-somethings to 60-somethings, 
often spanning two and three generations in the same class. Students are 
increasingly part-time, often working full-time jobs, raising children, caring 
for aging parents, and burdened with significant debt. Students also come 
with considerable experience in churches and agencies. The nontraditional 
student is becoming the norm for many seminaries and divinity schools.

The changing world includes the supervisors/mentors with whom 
we collaborate. They are as diverse as our student bodies. They represent a 
vast range of ministry configurations: full-time/part-time in a congregation, 
co-vocational, directors of social service agencies and social justice minis-
tries; 20-somethings and 60-somethings; raising children, caring for aging 
parents, and themselves bearing the burden of significant debt. As such, 
many seminaries and divinity schools may no longer have a cadre of vet-
eran supervisors/mentors who provide continuity, wisdom, creativity, and 
imagination based on experience. This invites us to think anew about how 
not only to best companion students in their growth, development, and dis-
cernment but also how to create relationships and networks with supervi-
sors/mentors that will support the imagination and creativity necessary for 
twenty-first-century ministers and leaders. 

How Can Pastoral Imagination  
be Nurtured in Supervisors/Mentors?

We found that reflecting on our best shared practices of training and 
supporting supervisors/mentors was a helpful place to begin. In prior work 
with supervisors/mentors, creating learning communities with space set 
aside for supervisors/mentors to think imaginatively about their work over 
an extended period of time proved to be fruitful.19 Creative learning engage-
ments included reflecting on presentations by a choir director on “coaching 
a voice” or a neo-natal intensive care doctor on “helping a struggling infant 
thrive” and relating these presentations to the challenges of supervising 
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and mentoring students. These were energized group sessions! Ministerial 
leaders discovered more about different facets of mentoring, and in the sto-
ries generated among the group they found that they were resourcing each 
other. Given changes in assumptions about ministerial roles and the sense 
of isolation that dynamic can create, face-to-face opportunities may actually 
be increasing in value.

Surveys conducted after the learning community experience found 
that nearly 83 percent commended this model for improving the practice 
of supervisors/mentors and 65.5 percent acknowledged that it changed the 
way that they supervise and mentor students. Although it may be challeng-
ing to sustain small group learning communities over long periods of time, 
gathering learning communities for imaginative learning activities can ex-
pand their repertoire and alter their practice.

In other work with supervisors/mentors, we found that equipping 
them to imagine varieties of approaches to theological reflection with their 
students was helpful.20 Supervisors/mentors could embrace approaches that 
fit with their own styles of learning and reflecting but also tailor their reflec-
tion time to the learning styles of the student or to an approach particularly 
suited for that learning moment in ministry. Enriching the theological re-
flection time also provides for the playful interaction that draws out insights 
or meanings not previously articulated. In this sense we affirm Michael Po-
lanyi’s assumption of tacit knowledge and the idea that “we can know more 
than we can tell.”21

Our collective wisdom around training supervisors/mentors new to 
our field education programs strongly suggests that simply giving informa-
tion does not equip them, but lively imaginative group work invites and ini-
tiates them into this fundamental work of supervising and mentoring that 
is intentional yet creative and open to Spirit’s interruptions and insights. 

Our shared conviction is that effective workshops that explore the di-
mensions of PI will:

•	 utilize the power of group work, 
•	 be imaginative and release creativity, and
•	 be ongoing in nature, either in organized small group learning 

communities or through in-service workshops.
The following are some examples of activities designed to release and 

to raise awareness of PI among supervisors/mentors. Each of the following 
could be done in groups of three to five.
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1.	 Build a pastor! Take two large sheets of poster board or butcher pa-
per and provide colored markers. The group’s task is first to draw a 
newly ordained pastor and attach essential and valuable assets she 
or he will need in the first three years of ministry. On the second, 
draw the seasoned veteran and the essential and valuable assets 
and attributes he or she has acquired over twenty years of pastoral 
experience. Sense of humor required.

2.	 Complete the story. Provide thought-provoking but ambiguous 
pictures of groups of people engaged in unfolding scenarios. One 
at a time, invite the group members to complete the story their par-
ticular picture suggests to them. Imagination definitely required.

3.	 Provide pictures of these ministry spaces: font, table, pulpit, hospi-
tal room, computer/smartphone, and cemetery. Distribute these 
among the group members and invite them to fill in each of the 
quadrants on this chart. What (1) thoughts, (2) feelings, (3) actions 
or doings, and (4) awe, wonder, and God’s presence do they associ-
ate with that ministry space? Self-awareness mandatory.22	  

4.	 Ask participants to share a ministry story of a time when they  
	 a. took a risk (effectiveness is not a required outcome),  
	 b. felt overwhelmed but were not overwhelmed. 
	 c. experienced a critical moment when they knew their  
	      action would have consequences. 
How did you grow through that experience? How did you experi-
ence God’s presence?

5.	 Invite supervisors/mentors to explore with their students sugges-
tions from Anna B. Olson’s book, Claiming Resurrection in the Dying 
Church: Freedom beyond Survival. For example, “making space” by 
cleaning can be an act of preparation for resurrection by separating 
the valued from the no longer useful.23 This can be as simple as clean-
ing out the Sunday school supply closet and getting rid of years of 
old material that will never be used again or surveying the kitchen 
and getting rid of piles of plastic grocery bags and china tea sets from 
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the 1950s. The act of making space is one way to prepare for an in-
breaking of the Spirit and actually make room for new beginnings.  
	 “Pilgrimage” is based on Jesus’ moves into various com-
munities, his itinerant life, and his sending of disciples out into the 
world where people were living. A pilgrimage can be as close as 
walking through your community, attending to the sights, sounds, 
smells, and tastes. It could include a mapping exercise. Where are 
the banks, grocery stores, service agencies, and schools? What are 
the local pubs, diners, and restaurants? It is an invitation to really 
know rather than simply assume who our neighbors are.

6.	 Invite supervisors/mentors to engage in art together. This can be a 
small project like making a collage based on a Bible verse or theme, 
making prayer beads, or coloring mandalas. The point is not the 
product—aiming for a glorious, award-winning piece of art—but 
rather the process of creating that will open up metaphors, sym-
bols, and possibilities that linear, logical, academic thought will not. 
An adaptation would be to have one person read a short passage of 
Scripture, such as a psalm, from several different translations and 
paraphrases (e.g., Psalms for Praying: An Invitation to Wholeness by 
Nan C. Merrill; Swallow’s Nest: A Feminine Reading of the Psalms by 
Marchiene Vroon Rienstra; Psalms Now by Leslie F. Brandt). Read the 
psalm in the various versions continuously for about twenty min-
utes. As the psalm is being read, participants create their own man-
dala using markers, crayons, colored pencils. At the conclusion of 
the readings, participants share their experience and their mandala. 
	 Making art can make us feel vulnerable, which helps open 
up a space in which the Spirit can move and spark new ideas and 
possibilities and leaves us open to others’ insights as well.

7.	 Invite supervisors/mentors to a forum with a faculty colleague 
who can engage them in dialogue and reflection about his or her 
current research projects and implications for ministry.

8.	 Invite supervisors/mentors to engage in reflection on a ministry 
question using a resource such as Visual Explorer™ (Center for 
Creative Leadership) to “explore a complex topic from a variety of 
perspectives.”24

We commend these ideas and our commitment to nurturing PI in our 
supervisors/mentors and our students to your pastoral and field educator’s 
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imagination, trusting in God’s “power at work within us [that] is able to ac-
complish far more than all we can ask or imagine!”25

NOTES
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