
god   |   faith is a quest
brian mclaren

1
Animate Faith Facilitator Guide. God: Faith Is a Quest. wearesparkhouse.org ©2013 sparkhouse. All rights reserved. May be reproduced for local use only provided each copy carries this notice.

Welcome to animate!  
This Facilitator Guide will help you make the most out of  
the videos and the Journal. As you prepare to dive into this 
session, keep these things in mind:  
 •  You know your group best. Adjust the activities as  
  needed based on the interests, questions, and  
  background of group members.  
 •  Get ready for creativity. The Journal is meant to  
  be a right brain experience. Think of the animate  
  experience as a journey through the content with  
  many stopping points based on the questions,  
  wonderings, and interests of the group.    
 •  You don’t have to know everything. As a facilitator,  
  you don’t have to be the expert, or even agree with  
  everything the speakers say. Be ready to spark  
  conversation and see where this takes the group  
  as you explore these ideas together.  
 •  Social media can help. Think of ways to use social  
  media and other online tools to keep the conversation  
  going. How about a Facebook group, a Twitter  
  hashtag, or posts on Instagram or Pinterest?

SesSion titleS

God | FaitH iS a QUest

Religion | SpiRitUality iS not enoUgH

JesUS | tHe RevolUtion of love

Salvation | abUndant life noW

cRoSs | WHere God iS

bible | a book like no otHer

cHURcH | an imperFect family

FoR beSt ResUltS
• Reproduce the Facilitator Guide in landscape format on 11x17 paper.
• Reproduce the Journal pages in landscape format on 8.5x11 paper.
• For both resources, use a color copier.

SesSion FloW ideas  
To get each session started, try this structure:  
 •  Recap previous animate sessions or other learning  
  experiences.  
 •  Update the group on any between-session  
  reflections or research.  
 •  Explore the content on the first Journal spread.  
 •  View the video.  
 •  Dive into the rest of the Journal content together.

icon WatcH
Look for these icons that guide you in activities. 

—  GroUp activities WitH QUestions desiGned 

to Help animate converSation.

—  intRodUctoRy and oUt-Going tHoUGHtS 

to Set-Up tHe SesSion and to keep 

interactions Going betWeen SesSionS.

— leader tipS: ideas to Help FacilitatorS  

 Facilitate.

—  Factoids: informational tidbitS to 

Spice Up tHe converSation.

—  QUotes From tHe video and elSeWHeRe 

to Get Folks tHinking.

—   FootnoteS: extRa backgRoUnd material 

to make yoU SoUnd even SmaRter.
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How are you embarked on a journey of 
seeking for God and keeping the quest alive?



What images 

of God have 

you let Go of?

What images of 

God resonate 

With you?

more brian trivia; 
+    brian Was a colleGe english  

professor When he and his Wife  
started a church in their livinG room.

+    that church became cedar ridge 
community church and brian Was 
their pastor for nearly 20 years.

+    lives on marco island in florida  
Where he raises dozens of exotic 
tortoises in his backyard

+    released an album of original music 
called “learning hoW to love” in 1978.

+    ba and ma in enGlish from 
university of maryland

brian’s books:

+   a  neW kind of christian

+    a Generous orthodoxy

+    everything must change

+    naked spirituality
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brian mclaren Grabbed 
the attention of 
disenchanted christians 
With his book A New Kind 
of Christian (2001). later, 
in 2005, he Was named 
one of time magazine’s 
25 most influential 
evanGelicals in america. 
brian’s influence has 
been the result of his 
Willingness to admit 
that he isn’t alWays 
sure about his faith 
and that he usually 
has far more questions 
than ansWers.
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Where do we get our God? Here’s a study of how young children “inherit” their view of God from their context: 
“Young Children’s Descriptions of God: Influences of parents’ and teachers’ God concepts and religious denomination 
of schools,” in Journal of Beliefs & Values: Studies in Religion & Education, Vol 22, Issue 1, 2001.

ScatteRed tHroUgHoUt tHiS 
session is art that’s suggestive of things needed 
to repair a sailing vessel, even while underway 
if need be. More than just keeping Christianity 
afloat, Brian has given his life to helping 
Christians reach beyond the horizons of what 
they’ve always believed about their faith. 

 
Invite people to share images 

and pictures of God they’ve seen 
throughout their lives. Out loud or in their 

Journals, have them describe or sketch their 
own thoughts about how they picture God. 

Encourage your group to come up with their own 
picture of God without regard for a “right” answer. 

Brian confesses that sometimes he feels like an 
atheist when he hears other people talk about God.

• What confessions could you make 
about your beliefs about God?

• How has your image of God changed 
and developed throughout your life?

• What images of God have you let go of?
• What images of God 

resonate with you?

Eddie Gibbs and Ryan Bolger hoped to define the movement in their book, Emerging Churches: Creating Christian Community in Postmodern 
Cultures (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Academic, 2005). A notorious critique of Brian McLaren’s way of thinking of God is D. A. Carson’s 
Becoming Conversant with the Emerging Church (Grand Rapids, Mich: Zondervan, 2005).

Scot McKnight breaks through stereotypes in his article, “Five Streams of the Emerging Church: Key elements of the most controversial and 
misunderstood movement in the church today,” Christianity Today, Feb 2007. (http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2007/february/11.35.html)

play Some mUSic 
that gets people thinking outside the box 
about God such as “Magnificent” by U2 
or the hymn “Immortal, Invisible, God Only 
Wise.” Set the room with widely differing 
images of God. Encourage group members 
to consider these images as they arrive.

animate iS all aboUt 
having animated conversations about 
faith. If this is the first time your group 
has met, begin with an icebreaker game 
or a question everyone can answer 
about him or herself. As the sense of 
community develops people will feel free to 
be themselves.

 
Brian McLaren has been 

a source of inspiration for 
“disenchanted Christians.” Read through 

his bio and the quote together.
• When have you felt “disenchanted” with 

your faith? What brought you back?
• An old English mapmaker penned the phrase 
“here be dragons” at the edges of the known 
world. When it comes to God—what enchants 

you most, the known or the unknown?
• Read Isaiah 55 together then ask: 

What can you know about God? 
What remains unknown?

Welcome to Animate! You’re about to embark on a journey of faith with the help of seven 
gifted and unique twenty-first century theologians. First up, Brian McLaren exposes 
our inability to fully comprehend God. He reveals the dangers of our suppositions and 
helps us to plot a course between them as we continue our quest for and with God.

brian mclaRen iS one oF tHe 

UnoFficial FoUndeRs of WHat HaS 

become tHe emeRging cHURcH, a 

movement of cHURcHeS tHat HaS 

vitalized ameRican cHRistianity 

dURinG tHe 1990S and 2000S by takinG 

tHe poSt-modern World SeRioUsly 

aS tHey imagine God and cHURcH.

http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2007/february/11.35.html
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THe tRInITY IS A GrEAt eXAMpLe Of HoW 
COmPlICATeD It CAN Be To ANsWEr THe QUEsTIoN 
“WHO IS GoD?” 

THe DOCtRInE Of THe tRInITY ISn’T ReALlY IN THe 
BIbLe—THeRe WE FInD THe SeEDs IF THIs IDEA. BUt 
EArLY CHRIsTIAnS NeEDeD WAYS To tALK ABoUT 
GoD BeINg THe BAbY IN THe MAnGeR, THe BrEAtH 
Of LIfE, AND THe CReATor Of THe UNIVeRsE. 

BY THe 5TH CEntURY, WE HAD A DOCtRInE Of THe 
TrINItY, BUt IT’S A COnCEpT MAnY Of US sTIlL HAVE 
A HARD TImE UNDeRsTAnDINg.

“IN OUr EfFoRtS To MAKe SeNsE Of GoD, 
BrIAN SUgGesT tHAt WE HAVe PUsHED 
OUrSeLVes OnTo tWO ISlANDs:

On oNe, WE GAtHeR ArOUnD AN IMAgE Of GoD 
AS A FoRtrEsS, OUr StReNgTH AnD SHIeLD. 
GoD IS OUr RoCK—SoLID, UNCHAnGIng, StEADY.

On THe OtHEr, WE FInD OUrSeLVes HOVeRInG 
ARoUND A FlOAtINg CAStLe On A CLoUD, WHEre GoD 
IS FoGgY AND SpECUlATIVe. GoD IS EVeRYWHerE 
AND nOWHeRe. GoD IS UNKnOWAbLe, MYsTICAl, 
AND FAr OUtSIDe Of HUMAn EXpeRIeNCe.”

“IN OUr EfFoRtS To MAKe SeNsE Of GoDIN OUr EfFoRtS To MAKe SeNsE Of GoD, IN OUr EfFoRtS To MAKe SeNsE Of GoD

On oNe WE GAtHeR ArOUnD AN IMAgE Of GoDOn oNe, WE GAtHeR ArOUnD AN IMAgE Of GoD On oNe WE GAtHeR ArOUnD AN IMAgE Of GoD
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“WHO IS GoD?”WHO IS GoD?WHO IS GoD?
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Sam Harris, The End of Faith: Religion, Terror, and the Future of Reason (New York: Norton, 2004); Richard Dawkins, The God 
Delusion (New York: Houghton-Mifflin, 2006); Christopher Hitchens, God Is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything (New 
York: Hachette, 2007).

 
In the video Brian uses the 

doctrine of the Trinity as an example of 
how complicated it can be to answer the 

question, “Who is God?” Invite group members 
to write the three persons of the Trinity at 
the points of the symbol in their Journals.

• How does this symbol represent how 
the Trinity is interconnected? 

• How have you pictured the Trinity? 
• What does the Trinity tell you 

about the nature of God? 
• Can either castle claim that doctrine 

as its own? Why or why not?
• How would you describe to someone 

unfamiliar with the Trinity how 
God is three AND one?

 
Brian says that he feels like an 
atheist when he hears how some 

Christians describe God. (See the quote 
on the previous spread.) Bring in the atheist 

experience by engaging the ideas of people 
who do not believe in a god of any kind. 

• What arguments have you heard 
against the existence of God? 

• How do you react to those arguments? 
• How do you process these ideas within 

your own beliefs about God? 
• What argument would you make 

for the existence of God?

“tHe idea of tHe tRinity, So central to traditional cHRistian 

UndeRstandingS of God, takeS a Great deal of imagination. 

tHroUgH HiStory, people Have USed images like tHree danceRs 

moving in a ciRcle, or tHree leaves of a clover, or tHree States 

of WateR to try to convey tHat one God can exist in tHRee 

peRsonS oR tHat tHRee perSons can conStitUte one God.”

neo-atHeiSt WRiterS like Sam HaRriS, 

RicHard daWkins, and cHRistopHeR 

HitcHens Have attacked belieF in 

God on tHe GroUndS tHat it iS not 

compatible WitH Science and a modern 

World-vieW; and tHat ReligioUs 

people make tHe World WoRse.

it Will alWayS Help yoU to WatcH 
the video once or twice in advance to develop your own 
thoughts and questions. As you listen to Brian, consider 
your group’s theological range. Will any feel like the villains 
in Brian’s presentation? Position Brian (as well as the other 
animate theologians throughout this course) as a helpful 
contributor to your conversation but not as the last word.

 
Watch the video together. 

• What inspired you in 
the video? What challenged 
you? What concerned you?

• When have you been able to relate 
to Brian’s frustration: that the God 
he hears about from some Christians 

is NOT a God he believes in?
• Do you feel more like a Fortress 

of Certainty person or a Castle 
of Opinions person? 

Describe. 

 
Brian helps us map our theological 

territory by providing two extremes—absolute 
certainty and total relativism. In their Journals, 
have group members mark where their beliefs lie 

between the islands. Perhaps they’re solidly on one 
side or another. Perhaps they’ve gone back and forth 
throughout their lives. Perhaps they’re stuck on the 

island in the middle or even sailing off into the horizon.
• What are the benefits of having beliefs about God 

that are absolutely certain? What are the drawbacks? 
• What are the benefits and drawbacks of having 
beliefs that are entirely relative and theoretical?

• Where did you mark yourself 
on this spread? Why?

“iF fortresS people RedUce God to concRete FactS, cloUd 

people RedUce God to FoGgy opinionS. iF fortresS people 

tUrn FaitH into a vicioUs FigHt aboUt WHo’S moRe riGHt, 

cloUd people RedUce FaitH to a kind of inconSeQUential 

leiSUre activity, like doinG cRoSsWord pUzzles or collecting 

ReFriGeRator magnets or being Wine connoiSseUrs.”
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Contemporary theologians reflect on apophasis in, Silence and the Word: Negative Theology and Incarnation, ed. Davies and 
Turner (Cambridge Press, 2002).

 
Have your group critique 

the claims they made 
when talking about their 
kataphatic views of God. 
• How do your images fall 
short of the actual God? 

• How do ALL images fall short? 
• How does it help to know 
God is beyond your human 

imagination?

 
Try the kataphatic-apophatic 

balance Brian suggests in the 
video. Look up the image of the nursing 

mother God in Isaiah 49:13-16. 
• How does this metaphor help you 
understand and connect with God? 

• What are the metaphor’s limitations?
Next, follow Brian’s lead: “[The insight of Apophatic 

Theology] means that reverent loving silence is 
sometimes the most eloquent form of theology.” 
Take a moment for meditation. Consider lighting 

a candle as a focal point for your group.
• What did you discover in the silence?

• How has the indescribable God 
appeared in your life?

apopHatic tHeoloGy (also knoWn aS tHe 

via neGativa) UndeRstandS God tHroUgH 

tHe SUbtraction oF images. in brian’S 

WordS, “God can neveR be redUced to 

images or contained by WordS.”

membeRs of yoUR GroUp coUld 
use this same approach on their own between sessions. On 
the kataphatic side, have them choose an image of God to do 
more research on, then report to the group by way of social 
networking or when the group comes back together. On the 
apophatic side, encourage them to make time for silence and 
meditation, emptying their mind to quest for God. 

“FoR We explain not WHat God 

iS bUt candidly conFeSs tHat 

We Have not exact knoWledGe 

concerninG Him. FoR in WHat 

concerns God to conFeSs oUr 

iGnorance iS tHe beSt knoWledGe.” 

(Saint cyRil of JerUSalem, in HiS 

catecHetical Homilies) 

 
Walk through the images of God 

in the Journal under “kataphasis.” Have 
group members mark or cross out the 

images they see and don’t see in their view 
of God. Then talk about the theological non-

negotiables in your group. Invite group members 
to share one image, idea, or view of God that 
they won’t concede. For example, “I can flex on 
a whole lots of things, but God as parent is 

most important to me.” Have a volunteer 
write these non-negotiables on chart 
paper. Talk about how those different 

ideas can co-exist and work 
together in one faith.

 
What sketches don’t seem to 

fit on this page? If you’re thinking 
the coil of line and the cleat, then 

maybe the group ought to think again. 
• What’s the purpose of these 

items, nautically speaking?
• How does that fit in with your 

conversation about the images of God?
• Hebrews 6:19 uses similar imagery 

when describing what it’s like 
to “look behind the curtain” 

between us and God.

tHis WoUld be a Good time 
to introduce Bible study tools like printed or online 
concordances, which are helpful in finding where 
exactly God is referred to as a “mother bear” for 
example. Note: Not all the images on this page are 
Biblical images.

katapHatic tHeoloGy Seeks to UndeRstand God 

USinG Familiar images aS metapHorS. in brian’S 

WordS, “oUr images and WordS Really can 

Help US to conceive of and Relate to God.”

“WHen We Hold tHeSe tWo traditionS in proper balance, 

We keep SeekinG god, ReacHing oUt to God, and Relating 

to God, alWays RemembeRinG tHat God can neveR be 

FUlly GraSped in Hand or captURed in a box or StUFfed 

into tHe Hip pocket oF oUr tiny little mindS.”
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Take two minutes to brainstorm 

some faith practices members of your 
group have engaged. Have a volunteer 
write them on an enlarged version of 

the chart in the Journal. Mark practices 
as being more apophatic or kataphatic. 

• How do your faith practices 
reveal how we view God?

• How do your faith practices contribute 
to our faith as a quest?

• How do you use your faith practices and 
other faith encounters to navigate 

between your kataphatic and 
apophatic self?

 
Have the group play with the chart. What 

course has their faith been on? Where would they 
draw dragons and other navigational hazards? Is it 

clear sailing with God for them, or has their faith been 
close to shipwreck a time or two? Perhaps they could even 

mark some things on the map that they treasure about God. 

Select a few of the following scriptures and talk about how 
they serve as buoys or lighthouses along our faith quests. 

Kataphatic Scriptures: Father (The Lord’s Prayer in Matthew 6:9), 
a vintner (Isaiah 5:1-35); a husband (Jeremiah 3:31-34); a king 

(Revelation 4:1-11), a hen (Luke 13:34), and shepherd (Psalm 23). 

Apophatic Scriptures: Romans 11:33-
36, 1 Timothy 6:16; John 1:18.

Encourage members to share others that 
have offered significant guidance for 

their voyage to and with God.

“in betWeen tHeSe extRemeS, tHe ReSt of US need a 

tHird alternative. We don’t Want FaitH to be a FigHt, 

and We don’t Want FaitH to be a FoG. We Want oUr 

FaitH to be a QUest: a QUest FoR God, and WitH God.”

 
Display the extended title 
of A Generous Orthodoxy 
so everyone can read it. 

• How can a person be all those things? 
• What does it look like to be a Liberal/

Conservative? Depressed-yet-Hopeful? 
• To unpack the term “unfinished,” 

read Philippians 1:6 and 2:12-
13 together. How is God 

at work in you?

“Sometimes i Have expeRienced God in extRaordinary 

WayS—in dRamatic SUrprises or SoUl-expandinG 

insiGHtS or Unexplainable mystical encoUnteRs. 

moRe often, i Have FeltS God’S Reality in tHe 

Simple encoURagement of a Friend, in tHe Gentle 

inspiration of a SeRmon, or in tHe Familiar RitUal 

of tHe eUcHariSt. and i’d be leSs tHan Honest iF i 

didn’t also Say tHat at times, i’ve FoUnd myselF in 

tHe SpiRitUal doldRUmS, caSt adRift, Wondering iF 

tHe Wind WoUld eveR bloW aGain.”

tHe long title of brian’S book RevealS a lot: 

a GeneRoUS ortHodoxy: WHy i am a miSsional, 

evanGelical, poSt/protestant, liberal/conSeRvative, 

mystical/poetic, biblical, cHaRismatic/contemplative, 

FUndamentalist/calviniSt, anabaptiSt/anglican, 

metHodiSt, catHolic, Green, incarnational, depReSsed-

yet-HopefUl, emeRgent, UnfiniSHed cHRistian 

(minneapolis, minn: yoUtH SpecialtieS books, 2004).

conSideR tHe ameRican political Scene, 

WHere eacH party HaS a pasSionate 

and certain (and often extReme) 

“base.” cHURcHeS Have tHat dynamic, 

too. in HiS ministry, brian HaS Hoped 

to defy tHat Stereotype and brinG 

oppoSites toGetHer by marRyinG 

GeneRoSity WitH ortHodoxy.
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Discuss Brian’s question. 

Then picture the blessed space 
between. Work together to build a 

devotional practice based on the quest 
for life “in between the extremes.” Plan 

the way a person might come before God 
in both an image-rich and a humble, 

image-shedding practice. What habits 
of devotion would help us steer 

between the two rocks into 
that blessed quest Brian 

describes?

 
Brian’s words steer us away 
from passive, disinterested, 

academic theorizing. 
• If you “are embarked,” what is at 

stake in your quest for God? 
• How important has your relationship 

with God been to you? 
• Are you comfortable with that level of 
value? How would you work to change it? 

• Sketch or describe your 
thoughts in your Journal. 

Before close your first session together, ask questions about today’s experience with 
Animate. Build your next session based on group feedback. Remind the group to explore 

their Journals in the time between now and your next session. What parts of the 
Journal did you spend lots of time discussing? What parts were simply touched upon? 

Encourage members to go deeper and share their findings the next time you gather.

“tHe Great FrencH pHilosopHeR blaiSe pascal 

Said it Simply and Well: ‘We aRe embaRked.’ in 

otHer WordS, We aRen’t JUSt tHeorizinG aboUt a 

HypotHetical JoUrney or planninG a potential 

voyage FoR Someday in tHe FUtURe. We aRe 

already at Sea, actUally UndeRWay, in a Wild 

adventUre of SUn and Sea and tide.”

Both Dante’s Divine Comedy and Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress can be accessed free of charge on the Gutenberg Project website. (Gutenberg.org)

 
A more physical way to open this 

conversation is actually to put two stones 
(or things that looks like stones) out in the room 

representing Scylla and Charybdis. Picture one as a 
lock-down fortress and the other as an airy castle. Have 
your group walk the path toward or between these rocks.

Then picture the other Scylla and Charybdis 
dynamics of your experienced faith life.

 • What are the rocks we steer between? 
Are there other dangers? 

 • Is there anything that has helped 
or can help us steer clear?

 • Whether you are talking a car or a ship, it’s a lot 
easier to steer if you don’t look right in front 

of you. What’s on the horizon of your 
quest? Is God calling you toward 

some new direction?

“WHicH do yoU See as tHe GreateR danger in today’S 

World and in yoUr oWn life: FaitH aS an embattled 

FoRtresS or FaitH aS a castle Up in tHe cloUdS?”

Homer mytHoloGized tWo navigational HazardS, 

a WHiRlpool and Rocky SHoals on eitHeR Side 

of tHe StRait betWeen italy and tHe iSland of 

Sicily, aS a pair of Sea monsteRs tHroUgH WHicH 

odysSeUs Had to pasS on HiS QUest. oveR time tHe 

latin proveRb, incidit in Scyllam cUpiens vitare 

cHaRybdim (He RUnS on scylla, WiSHinG to avoid 

cHaRybdiS), SpUn-ofF enGliSH vaRiationS like 

“betWeen a Rock and a HaRd place” and “betWeen 

tHe devil and tHe deep blUe Sea”—all of WHicH 

SeRve to illUStRate a diFficUlt, iF not imposSible, 

cHoice. bUt iS cRasHing into one oR being capsized 

by tHe otHer tHe only coURse For cHRistianS 

WHen it comes to QUestinG FoR and WitH God?
brian’S pictURe of FaitH aS a QUest HaS Good 

company. Some of tHe moSt FamoUs WRitingS in 

cHRistian HiStory FeatUre dRamatic JoUrneyS. 

dante’S divine comedy and JoHn bUnyan’S 

pilGrim’S progReSs aRe tWo clasSics.
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