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Seeking God through the Natural Shifts 
Identifying our Espoused and Operational Theologies 

In the large group, let’s begin by considering these two questions: 
 
When you were a child, what image(s) of God were presented to you... 

...by your parents? 

 
...by your teachers? 

 
...by your peers? 

 
...by popular culture? 

 
As an adult, “who” do you pray to when you pray? 

What images of God are present? 

What names for God do you use? 

What actions/activities of God do you recognize? 

 
...What difference does this make? 

Operational and Espoused Theologies 

Espoused theology: our concept of God, what we say we believe about God 
• Cognitive, credal 
• Our ideas about God 

Operational theology: our image(s) of God, how we relate to God 
• Affective, relational 
• Our interactions with God 

 
The tensions between the two help us recognize our own (usually hidden) 

assumptions about God. 
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Hints from the Christian tradition about framing our experiences of God 
as replete with sacred tensions: 
 

 
Shifts in God images are a natural component of spiritual development. They are 
ongoing, dynamic — as we mature and develop, our concepts of God and 
interactions with God shift. Our human relationships impact our God relationship. In 
turn, how we image God impacts how we treat others. 
 

 

 
• Via negativa (no single word would ever be sufficient) 
•  
•  

...also known as the apophatic pathway 

 
•  
• Images 
•  

...also known as the kataphatic pathway 
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Operational and Espoused Theologies: Personal Reflection 
 
In order to play with the tensions inherent in our espoused and operational 

theologies, as well to help reveal the often- h i d d e n  assumptions about God that we 

carry over time, review the names/images for God in the list below. 

As you come across each image or name for God, offer your attention to your inner 

reactions. Respond to the “then” prompt by allowing your imagination to flow freely 

as you consider the actions and interactions you might have with God (and others) 

at different times in your life, based on the image that is presented. 

 
If God is Parent, Mother, Father, then… 
 
 
 
 
If God is Sibling, Sister, Brother, then… 
 
 
 
 
If God is Creator, then… 
 
 
 
 
If God is Savior, then… 
 
 
 
 
If God is Life-giver, then… 
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If God is like a person (sovereign, shepherd, judge, friend, lover) then… 
 
 
 
 
If God is like a force of nature (rock, wind, storm, fire, earth, tree, sky), then… 
 
 
 
 
If God is like an animal (mother hen, eagle, lion, dove, horse), then… 
 
 
 
 
If God is a quality (perfect, unchanging, dynamic, almighty, tender), then… 
 
 
 
 
If God is Spirit, then… 
 
 
 
 
If God is Mystery, then… 
 
 
 
 
If God is Unknowable, then… 
 
 
 
 
If God is Love, then…  


