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The Spirit is waiting to be summoned by teachers who are willing [in their teaching] to take care, take steps, take form, take time, and take risks. Outcomes cannot be guaranteed, but the power of imagination is such that if it emerges from our lives, a fire is enkindled and begins to burn. And that fire enables movement in the direction all teaching moves, the direction of re-creation. When re-creation happens, the face of the earth is renewed. 

~Maria Harris, Teaching & Religious Imagination.
Introduction

“What for heaven sakes are you doing?” the man asked me as I was entering the church door pulling a child’s red wagon one Sunday morning.  
“Getting ready for teacher’s training,” I said. 
“Oh,” was my questioners reply, as he walked away, either not wanting to know more or just assuming that this was a harmless flight of fancy by another slightly bonkers, though well-meaning, Unitarian Universalist minister.
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I was only three weeks into my first position as an ordained minister. I had been ordained barely four months before. I had accepted one of those jobs that have become oh-so common in the US today–that was created out of two previous ones. I had accepted my first job as an ordained minister at an 850-member church as both its Acting Director of Religious Education and its Assistant Minister–all combined into one position. The man knowing that I had accepted a position that was two combined into one position might have suspected I had lost it already–pulling a child’s red wagon through the door with eighty pounds of clay in it.


One of my first tasks was to train eighty religious education teachers that Sunday morning who were to teach 350 children and youth at the First Unitarian Church in Wilmington, Delaware. 


My inspiration for the teacher training came from this book Teaching & Religious Imagination: An Essay on the Theology of Teaching by religious educator Maria Harris who was the Howard Chair of Religious Education at Andover Newton Theological School in Newton, Mass. This little book not only became a basis for my teacher training, the book showed, with its emphasis on the theology of teaching, that there is a spirituality of teaching, and the book developed the idea that religious imagination is the basis for a deep and rich lifelong spirituality.
A RE Story


Let me tell you a bit more about how I came to do this teacher training. It was something I hadn’t planned to do, nor was I particularly comfortable in doing it. But like many things in church work for everyone who gets involved in a church—from ministers to religious educators to church volunteers--situations sometimes challenge us to move way beyond our comfort zones. 


The Reverend Betty Baker–an ordained UU minister and a master teacher of religious educators–had been scheduled, months before, to do the teacher training. Just one week into my new position and two weeks before the training, I received a message from Reverend Baker saying that she was to have surgery and wouldn't be able to conduct the teacher training. Reverend Baker was a wise and well-respected religious educator with decades of experience. How was I going to find someone with her qualifications and experience to replace her in such a short time? What was I  to do?


The first person I called was Professor Anabel Proffitt, a former seminary professor of mine and one of the top religious educators in the country, to see if she could do the training. Realizing the importance of religious education for church leadership, I had taken every course in religious education she taught. My former professor said, “I’m sorry. I’m committed elsewhere. You were a good student in my courses. Why don’t you do the training?” I mumbled some excuse and thanked her. I continued to make phone calls to other religious educators, teachers, and ministers--all of them said, "I'm sorry; good luck." 


While all this was happening, I was reading Maria Harris’ book, Teaching and Religious Imagination. Her ideas about religious education captured me–ideas about how excellent religious education was grounded in religious imagination. She wrote of religious imagination that gives us access to the "deep and profound dimensions lying beneath [the] surfaces" of life (Harris, 19). She observed that religious imagination allows the teacher to explore "the holiness within teaching itself" and to move beyond the view of teaching as a technical skill to teaching as a work of art and a spiritual practice. Through viewing teaching as art and spiritual practice, the teacher develops, Professor Harris wrote, receptiveness to creating teaching situations that, in effect, hear the students into their own religious or spiritual voices. The way that Maria Harris found best for teachers to learn about teaching as religious imagination, art, and spiritual practice was to work with clay. That was the reason for the red wagon and eighty pounds of clay that I pulled that morning into the First Unitarian Church in Wilmington, Delaware.

 
I phoned Maria Harris, and she too was not available, saying “Good luck, Paul.” So I took a deep breath, and decided to take my former seminary professor’s recommendation and do the training myself using Maria Harris’ book for inspiration. Professor Harris said that one of the best ways to demonstrate that spirituality and art of teaching was to create the experience for teachers themselves using clay–to create the experience for teachers to “take in hand a fairly large, one-pound lump of unformed, unmolded, and unremarkable ‘stuff” and to find the form that resides within that lump and to let it emerge (155). What a wonderful metaphor for teaching, I thought!


I had no idea that teaching with clay would work. Yet I hoped to impart the idea that teaching religious education can be a deeply religious, creative, and joyous experience for both teacher and student.
Imaginative Clay

 
That Sunday morning, the teachers arrived, and after some explanation, I asked them to get a large one pound lump of clay and to feel it, pound it, squeeze it, throw it into the air, poke holes in it. Get to know it. Make friends with the clay.


Then I asked everyone to close their eyes. (Now, for you to get into the spirit of the moment, I would like everyone here to close your eyes and imagine that you have a one pound lump of gray clay  in your hands. . . . Imagine the texture, the weight, the moisture, the aroma of the clay.) . . . . I told the teachers, as I am telling you, "Within this lump of clay a form resides. What we are going to do is find that form. But in order to do that, we need to get our preconceived, visual notions of what the form looks like out of the way; we must allow the clay to lead our fingers and our hands. Trust that a form is there. Trust that it is unique. Trust that it wants to be discovered." (155f)  "Take the time, concentrate, work with the clay and let it work with you, and in time you will discover that a form is taking shape." (34) Imagine! <pause>  (You can open your eyes, if you haven’t already. Were you able to imagine molding clay? Did a form begin to emerge?)


 Soon a meditative mood permeated the room as the teachers held the clay in their hands with their eyes closed. Some put the lump to their cheeks to feel its temperature and texture and to cradle it. Some put it in their laps. Others moved it back and forth between hands, feeling its weight. Then they began to work the clay into forms. Shapes emerged. Soon most were done, and put the clay down--releasing their creations. Someone made a shape that resembled a jack in the childhood game of jacks. Another made two long  intertwined strands and wove them to look like a rope. Several made chalices or bowls--all different shapes, many graceful and flowing.
God Has No Neck


When we clear the way for the creativity of the Spirit to flow within us, some remarkable things can happen. The exercise of working with the clay became a metaphor for the entire year for teaching religious education. Many of the teachers experienced profound spiritual connections with their students that opened the teachers’ spiritual perspectives as well. 


This religious imagination is not fantasy or delusion, but the imaginative ability to move beyond the limitations of past experience into the freedom of the possible. Imagination is the ability to take the given elements of a present situation and to allow the Spirit to move in us so we see new relationships and connections emerge.


During that year, I frequently heard stories of surprise and delight when teacher and child found new inspirations in unexpected ways and places. Often the stories were like this one when a pre-kindergarten aged child asked her religious education teacher, “What does God eat?” 
The teacher replied, “God doesn’t eat because God doesn’t have a body.” 
The surprised child replied, “What! Do God’s legs go right up to his neck?” 
“No,” said the teacher, “God doesn’t have a neck or legs or a head for that matter. God is a spirit that is everywhere–all around you and even inside you.” 
After a long pause, “Is God in my tummy?” 
“Yes God is in your tummy. God is everywhere.” 
There was another pause while the child thought, “Is God like Toby?” 
“Who’s Toby?” 
“My cat that died. My mommy said his spirit left his body.” 
The teacher asked, “What does ‘die’ mean?” 
The child said, “You go to be with God.” 
“Where is God?” asked the teacher. 
“Up in the sky.” 
The teacher responded trying to get more from the child, “But there are clouds in the sky.” 
The child laughed and said, “No but I mean when you go up and up and up past the clouds and you go . . .” The child now begins speaking in a little high thin voice, “you go up and up and then you come” 
Now the child whispers, “to a teeny cottage and in the cottage there’s God.”
 
The teacher and child paused for quite awhile and contemplated that one. With this exchange, the teacher turned to the class and, with the inspiration of the moment, asked the class to draw a pictures of where they thought God lived. 


These are transformative moments that will never be forgotten by teacher and child. The teacher inspired by the creativity of the Spirit created the space for the child’s revelation to emerge–beginning a lifelong engagement with spirituality and religious imagination.
Encounters with the Holy Moment


I have always been deeply impressed by the commitment of religious education teachers—foregoing Sunday worship services, up late on Saturday night and the early hours of Sunday morning preparing for class, and risking and trusting that what they prepare will engage the children and youth in their classrooms. Yet what greater joy for a religious education teacher when children engage their imaginations with what you have created as a teacher and some new religious insight emerges. Then both teacher and student encounter the awe of a holy moment. I encourage all of you to consider becoming involved with the religious education program in some way–as a teacher, a member of the Religious Education Committee, as a story teller during our story time on Sunday morning, or by taking a personal interest in a child or youth who is not yours. You don’t need to be a parent or grandparent to become involved. 


Believe me the rewards are many and enriching. 

Conclusion

Teaching religious education engages the religious imaginations of both teacher and student in a creative and profound religious experience. This experience moves the entire church community into new and more meaningful ways of being religious. That is why strong, creative religious education is essential for a strong church. This is why religious education for children, youth, and yes adults is a ministry of this church.


Left to themselves, our children and youth will not learn liberal religious values from a culture where religion increasingly means conservative, fundamentalist religion and  where we are often presented with the option of conservative religion or no religion. Children and youth need a religion that opens their imaginations to the wonder of the religious and spiritual dimensions of this marvelous miracle of life. And we create that openness here--each and every Sunday. And that is remarkable! 

In a world without end. Amen. 

�Some of this vignette was taken from John M. Hull God-talk with young children. p11f, beginning with “What does die mean?” to “and then there’s God.”










