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This research focuses on the fusion of photography and prayer - referred to as 

contemplative photography - as a means of becoming alert to glimmers of glory 

within everyday life. Contemplative photography seems to be little practised in the 

British context, and has been explored to a limited extent in the USA. An 

exploration of whether or not contemplative photography is effective when used as 

a tool for missional prayer underpins this project as the key enquiry.  

 

Drawing on action research methodology, this dissertation involved partnering with 

community researchers to apply and evaluate contemplative photography as a 

malleable tool for missional prayer. The research collected quantitative and 

qualitative data and was carried out in three phases. Firstly, a focus day for lay and 

ordained ministers introduced contemplative photography as a tool for missional 

prayer; secondly, participants as ‘community researchers’ designed and led a 

contemplative photography activity in their own contexts; and thirdly,  interviews 

were conducted to reflect on these activities.  

 

The research found that contemplative photography was an effective medium for 

engaging established church groups in ‘looking deeper’ and becoming more 

missional. Although some community researchers did explore the potential of 

contemplative photography for ‘looking beyond’ established church groups, there 

would be benefits of hearing phase two participants’ voices some time after the 

activity to deepen understanding of the missional potential. Further research is 

needed into ‘looking beyond’ in order to widen the potential missional impact of 

contemplative photography. 

 

Noteworthy findings were also found regarding gender differences in how 

community researchers approached their roles and perceived their proficiency, 

with possible implications for the the need for lay and ordained ministerial training 

to take into consideration the impacts of gendered socialisation. 
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1 - ‘Setting up the Camera’ 
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1.1 Introduction 

During training for ordained ministry I marked each day as an ordinand with a 

photographic reflection collected on a blog.1 Increasingly, people told me how 

useful they found these photographic reflections. Not all of them were perfect, but 

700 photographs became a journal of my time as an ordinand and instilled in me a 

discipline to see2 the world around me rather than simply look, to be a divine light 

catcher of glimmers of God’s glory, to be fully engaged in the sacrament of now.3 

 

As this discipline developed, so did my passion for photography. With a DSLR 

camera I was taking time, not just to notice God and people in the world around, 

but to study such moments in detail as I considered them from different angles, in 

different lights, with different depths. I saw our Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer 

richly expressed in the natural world, through interactions, within patterns, colours, 

and human creativity. I began to prayerfully wander; all sense of time lost in 

moments spent communing with God on a much deeper level as I received 

photographs.4 People who noticed what I was doing offered me opportunities to 

explore these ideas more fully through workshops which were incredibly well 

received. I was asked to lead a Quiet Day in my diocese which was very successful 

and culminated with a contemplative photography Eucharist. Feedback detailed 

powerful encounters with God; I began to question whether liturgical structures 

obstruct that which they are designed to reveal. Each of these experiences have 

highlighted a thirst, both people with and without faith have, for contemplation or 

stillness in their lives. 

 

 
1 https://teaandtheology.org (last accessed on 26/05/2020). 
2 Thomas Merton, cited in Philip J. Richter, Spirituality in Photography (London: Darton, Longman 
and Todd ltd., 2017), p. 5; Richard Rohr, cited in Christine Valters Paintner, Eyes of the Heart 
(Notre Dame: Sorin Books, 2013), p. 41. 
3 Richter, Spirituality in Photography, p. 91. 
4 Paintner, Eyes of the Heart, p. 3. 

https://teaandtheology.org/
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My curacy experience, first on a deprived housing estate, and more recently in an 

urban inner-city setting, has been characterised by small congregations with limited 

awareness that it can be daunting for people, especially those unfamiliar with 

church, to step over the threshold. Despite a desire for growth, this may not always 

be accompanied by an appetite to explore different ways of encountering God. In 

Subversive Jesus Greenfield  writes  about  demonstrating  gospel  principles  and 

seeking to draw people in to belong, to realise that God loves them, and for that to 

be life changing. The methods used bore little resemblance to those tried, 

somewhat unsuccessfully, by our church communities. Greenfield claims that 

Jesus is ‘wildly and prophetically subversive’, that he came to ‘subvert the kingdom 

of the world’.5 Moreover, we are called to do the same; our churches therefore 

need to undergo profound cultural change. 6  How then, have generations of 

Christians built their own kingdoms filled with gold and glory, protected by large, 

impenetrable doors, and failed to see?  

 

1.3 Contemplative What?! 

The contemplative photography discipline, for Kerr and Wood, is not spiritual, yet 

they argue that something of photography mechanics depends on the eye, mind 

and heart interplay.7 It is difficult, they claim, “to develop your ability to see and 

learn to work with the subtle dynamics of your own mind, yet this is where the 

potential for real artistry and joy is to be found”.8 Whilst they are not using spiritual 

language to express the benefits of eye, mind and heart collaboration, such 

collaboration can be explained with the heart, at our core, grounded in God through 

prayer, which enables a seeing as God sees. Further, where joy-filled hearts, 

alongside awe-filled minds, enable a divine seeing, the 'real artistry’ becomes 

divine encounter. Whilst contemplative photography practice may not be typically 

spiritual, Richter and Paintner identify the potential for spirituality to be found 

 
5 Craig Greenfield, Subversive Jesus (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2016), p. 24. 
6 Laurie Green, Blessed Are The Poor? (London: SCM Press, 2015), p. 176. 
7 Andy Kerr and Michael Wood, The Practice of Contemplative Photography (Massachusetts: 
Shambhala Publications, Inc. 2011), p. xi. 
8 Ibid., p. x. 
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through photography. 9  For Paintner, photography is one of the more active 

Christian contemplative practices. 

 

Where ‘contemplative photography’ is used within this project it is understood as a 

practice which draws together contemplative prayer and the artistic process of 

photography for missional prayer. 

 

1.4 The Role of Contemplative Photography 

Contemplative photography offers something which is not, at first sight, ‘church’; a 

fresh expression which does not need to carry the hallmarks of church. A number 

of years ago I was fortunate to work with a pioneer of animation as a therapeutic 

tool. My colleague had worked with people who had caused serious harm, and 

those who had been harmed, and had taken them on a journey whereby they were 

able to recognise what they had done, or what had been done to them: they owned 

it; they lamented; and they moved forward. This journey was worked through using 

the medium of stop motion animation, and was truly inspiring.10 As I prayerfully 

consider ways to reach people who would not ordinarily stumble through church 

doors, I am reminded of the extraordinary nature of animation therapy: people 

became lost in the art of creation, they found a sense of ‘prayerful’ stillness as they 

worked. Animation is a powerful tool but anything that draws that sense of focus, 

which allows us to lose ourselves, may well help with the discovery of divine 

encounter.  

 

Contemplative photography is accessible, in my view, and offers great promise as 

a tool of deep encounter. My experience of ministry in recent years has included 

those who are illiterate or uneducated, and who find more typical forms of bible 

study as impenetrable. Typically, they defer to the authority of the priest on matters 

of theology. This research seeks to challenge the status quo of a theology of words 

- it is not only possible, but also powerful, to do God talk through images and 

illustrations of life. Chester reminds us that Jesus taught and trained people without 

 
9 Richter, Spirituality in Photography, p. 9; Paintner, Eyes of the Heart, p. 5. 
10  https://www.animationtherapy.info (last accessed on 16/06/2020). 

https://www.animationtherapy.info/
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books; many people in the early church would not have been able to read.11 

Contemplative photography, therefore, has the potential to unlock something of 

God’s wisdom people who have previously felt unworthy, or unable, to engage. 

 

1.5 Contemplative Photography as a Tool for Missional Prayer  

This chapter has outlined the rationale for this research project located within 

spirituality, intertwined with mission. The following chapter examines relevant 

literature within spirituality and missiology. Chapter three summarises the 

methodological approaches which underpin the research. Chapters four and five 

focus on data collected, with the former reporting on quantitative data whilst the 

latter analyses the qualitative data. The final chapter draws together emerging 

conclusions and recommendations from this research which sought to explore the 

effectiveness of contemplative photography as a tool for missional prayer.  

 
11 Tim Chester, Unreached (Nottingham: Inter-Varsity Press, 2012), p. 141. 
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Still’ 

 

 

 

 

Literature Review 
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The subject of this research is located within broader categories of spirituality and 

missiology. Within spirituality, pertinent literature relates to mystics’ writing and 

monastic practices. The artistic process of photography is also relevant within the 

spirituality narrative; it is complex to prise artistic process away from spiritual 

activity. Whilst artistic process terminology differs, there are clear resonances 

between this and spiritual activity. This is demonstrated within Kerr and Wood’s 

explanation of the practice of contemplative photography, which is broken into 

three stages: connecting with the flash of perception; working with visual 

discernment; and forming the equivalent of what we have seen.12 This third stage 

is perhaps the most complex as forming a photograph equivalent to what is being 

seen takes skill and determination. For Araki this was better described as “a trace 

of what once was”, which acknowledges the death undercurrent of photography.13 

Either ‘seeking what was’ or 'forming its equivalent’ is process which the 

contemplative is likely to get lost in as they seek to see through God’s lens, thus 

engaging in prayerful encounter with the Divine. George Herbert beautifully 

captured this event as:  

 

“A man that looks on glass,  

on it may stay his eye;  

or if the pleaseth, through it pass,  

and then the heav’n espy.”14 

 

Herbert seems to be alluding to a will to see more than that which is physically 

present before us, a desire which is rewarded with glimmers of God. 

 
12 Kerr and Wood, The Practice of Contemplative Photography, p. 41. 
13 Henry Carroll, Photographers on Photography (London: Lawrence King Publishing, Ltd., 2018), 
pp. 124-125. 
14 Richter, Spirituality in Photography, p. 10. 
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2.1 Spirituality 
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contemplative prayer practice which has a rich history and tradition within the 

Church, individually and corporately.15  Contemplative prayer involves an inner 

searching16 for God and springs from the roots of our very being.17 St Teresa of 

Avila’s Interior Castle portrays the depth of possibility for encountering God through 

a journey into the soul. 18  Where practised corporately, it can be spiritually 

strengthening,19 but it still needs to be discovered within different contexts. The 

examen20 as a way to pray over a day, and lectio divina21 as a way to prayerfully 

read the Bible, seem to be gaining momentum in anglican contexts, not least due 

to the Partnership for Missional Church programme which adopts Dwelling in the 

Word as one of its key spiritual practices.22 Related to lectio divina is visio divina,23 

where the world is the sacred text to be prayerfully read. These ancient ways of 

praying and encountering God form the basis of contemplative photography, not 

least because knowledge is not the starting point;24 rather, contemplation of ‘the 

mystical’25 leads to encountering God - from there comes revelation. Equally, they 

each come from a place of stillness; key to contemplation and a core component 

of photography, where the photographer works from a place of stillness. 

 

Merton’s desire for silence grew with a realisation of the futility of distractions. He 

claimed the only appropriate response is the total surrender of the heart in silence26 

- surrender that comes from a place of stillness. Merton was writing predominantly 

for monks about private prayer rather than corporate prayer. His premise 

suggested that private prayer was a way of ‘being with’ God, which flowed from 

communal prayer as meditation on the psalms, liturgy and lectio divina.27 Merton 

 
15 Kevin Commons, ‘The Stillness Movement’, Interreligious Insight (London: World Congress of 
Faiths) Vol. 16, No. 1 (June 2018), 32-41, (p. 41). 
16 Richard Rohr,Things Hidden: Scripture as Spirituality (Cincinnati: Franciscan Media, 2008), p. 
5. 
17 Dom David Foster, Contemplative Prayer (London: Bloomsbury, 2015), p. 195. 
18 St Teresa of Avila, Interior Castle, trans. and ed. by E. Allison Peers (New York: Image Books, 
1961), p. 28. 
19 Magdalen Smith, Fragile Mystics (London: SPCK, 2015), p. 24. 
20 Miranda Threlfall-Holmes, The Little Book of Prayer Experiments (London: SPCK, 2016), pp. 
135-140. 
21 James Martin, SJ., The Jesuit Guide to (Almost) Everything (New York: Harper One, 2010), pp. 
155-162. 
22 https://churchmissionsociety.org/resources/dwelling-word/ (last accessed on 22/06/2020). 
23 Paintner, Eyes of the Heart, pp. 35-37. 
24 Commons, ‘The Stillness Movement,’ p. 36. 
25 Beverly J. Lanzetta, Radical Wisdom (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2005), p. 27. 
26 Thomas Merton, Contemplative Prayer, (London: Darton, Longman and Todd Ltd., 2005), p. 33. 
27 Merton, Contemplative Prayer, p. 30, p.55. 

https://churchmissionsociety.org/resources/dwelling-word/
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calls this ‘being with' the ‘prayer of the heart’ and claims that this should be 

summed up in the words of Augustine: “Noverim te, noverim me” or “May I know 

you, may I know myself.”28 In short, Merton argues cohesively that contemplative 

prayer is about ‘being with’, ‘being known’ and ‘being transformed’.29 Similarly, 

contemplative photography proceeds from a desire to be with and to know, through 

being present in the world; noticing what God draws us to, and being attentive,30 

we are slightly transformed. Within contemplation there is a relationship between 

action - movement - and contemplation31 - stillness - though physical stillness may 

not  always lead to stillness of the mind.32  Equally stillness of contemplation, 

according to monastic traditions, may occur through physical movement with a 

stillness of the mind acquired through being ‘lost’ in action or movement. 

 

When seeking a vocabulary for contemplative photography, I was drawn to Smith’s 

Fragile Mystics. The ten aspects Smith presented as essential for a prayerful life 

resonate with the intentions behind contemplative photography: the contemplative 

begins from a place of stillness;33 the artistic stance allows gaze into the expanse, 

drawing into details, detail to admire; 34  flux encourages a hanging loose to 

concepts and ideas, permission to change minds;35 darkness is costly, but part of 

living a prayerful life needs to interact with what repels, as well as what draws us;36 

stretch is allowing God to take us out of our comfort zones;37 thank relates to 

attitudes of gratitude as key to prayer;38 deep is about wisdom and willingness to 

wrestle;39 link encourages the contemplative to find the links between the religious 

and the secular, to see them as interchangeable;40 shed encourages a letting go 

 
28 Ibid., pp. 82-83. 
29 Ibid., pp. 82-83; Peter King, Dark Night Spirituality (London: SPCK, 1995), pp. 46-50. 
30 John Prichard, Living Faithfully (London: SPCK, 2013), pp. 103-109; David Dark, Everyday 
Apocalypse (Michigan: Brazos Press, 2002), p. 10. 
31 Lanzetta, Radical Wisdom, p. 27. 
32 Commons, The Stillness Movement, p. 33. 
33 Smith, Fragile Mystics, pp. 13-25. 
34 Ibid., pp. 26-38. 
35 Ibid., pp. 39-52. 
36 Ibid., pp. 53-68. Freeman refers to different beauty  (Michael Freeman, The Photographer’s 

Mind (East Sussex: The Ilex Press, LTD. 2010), p. 32.) the contemplative photographer draws 
attention to manifestations of divine light, or ‘different beauty,’ as what was, is or could be. 
37 Smith, Fragile Mystics, pp. 69-83. 
38 Ibid., pp. 84-95. 
39 Ibid., pp. 96-111. 
40 Ibid., pp. 112-124. 
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of that which is no longer helpful41 and; dream is an art form enabled by our 

capacity to imagine, which aids greater attentiveness to the world around.42 

 

Smith presented a framework to develop what is being achieved through 

contemplative photography, as Paintner distinguished between slowly receiving 

photographs through contemplation and taking photographs as a tourist. This 

comparison draws parallels with  Mary’s stance at Jesus’ feet contemplating his 

words, whilst Martha engages frenetically in household tasks, barely aware of what 

Jesus is saying.43 Contemplative photography holds the process undertaken to 

receive the photograph, rather than the finished product of a photograph, at its 

heart. Whether or not the process results in a photograph is irrelevant to the 

contemplative stance of the process. 

 

 
41 Ibid., pp. 125-137. 
42 Ibid., pp. 138-149. 
43 Luke 10:38-42. 
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The inspiration for this research was sparked during my curacy in an urban context 

through theological reflections during supervision around the impenetrability of one 

of our churches. My training incumbent, as Transition Priest in the parish, is aware 

of the need for a cultural shift,44 particularly for a large church in a multi-cultural 

city. The church has a BAME student Anglican congregation and a Filipino 

congregation who both meet separately in the buildings. These congregations do 

not share in aspects of wider church life and responsibilities. Moving forward, the 

hope is that the church community might be able to embrace the diversities held in 

each of these congregations, and that they would become one congregation rather 

than multiple. Within the wider diocesan context, there has been a shift to 

intercultural communities as per Gittins’ three criteria:45 (1) building a community 

together; (2) discovering the dignity of difference and; (3) rethinking the way we 

think. I have experienced a number of church contexts which struggle with these 

criteria due to the emphasis on ‘what we have always done’ and failing to embrace 

difference with an attitude which moves beyond tokenism.  

 

The Anglican mission guidance, captured in the Five Marks of Mission (namely, to 

proclaim the Good News of the Kingdom; to teach, baptise and nurture new 

believers; to respond to human need by loving service; to transform unjust 

structures of society; to challenge violence of every kind and pursue peace and 

reconciliation; and to strive to safeguard the integrity of creation, and sustain and 

renew the life of the earth),46 seems to suggest that the core aim of missional 

activity must result in unity of difference or ‘diversity’. This is especially apparent 

for the inner-city, multi-ethnic, parish community where ‘unjust structures’ give 

preferential treatment to ‘white British’ individuals, even more so white British 

educated individuals. 47  This issue has become so prevalent that discourse 

consistently features in the national press and within popular non-fiction.48 At the 

 
44 Green, Blessed Are The Poor? p. 176. 
45 Anthony J. Gittins, Living Mission Interculturally (Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 2015), pp. 24-29. 
46 http://www.anglicancommunion.org/mission/marks-of-mission.aspx (last accessed on 
11/06/2020). 
47 June Sarpong, Diversify (London: Harper Collins Publishers Ltd., 2019), pp.52-53. 
48 https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/dec/02/unconscious-bias-what-is-it-and-can-it-be-
eliminated, https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/dec/02/revealed-the-stark-evidence-of-
everyday-racial-bias-in-britain, https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/ng-
interactive/2018/dec/02/bias-in-britain-explore-the-poll-results (last accessed on 31/05/2020); 

 

http://www.anglicancommunion.org/mission/marks-of-mission.aspx
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/dec/02/unconscious-bias-what-is-it-and-can-it-be-eliminated
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/dec/02/unconscious-bias-what-is-it-and-can-it-be-eliminated
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/dec/02/revealed-the-stark-evidence-of-everyday-racial-bias-in-britain
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/dec/02/revealed-the-stark-evidence-of-everyday-racial-bias-in-britain
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/ng-interactive/2018/dec/02/bias-in-britain-explore-the-poll-results
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/ng-interactive/2018/dec/02/bias-in-britain-explore-the-poll-results
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time of writing the subject gained further prominence, leading to protests nationally 

and internationally, through the death of George Floyd in America after 8 minutes 

and 46 seconds of his neck being crushed by the knee of a police officer.49  

 

In my context, and indeed in many contexts, mission activity is interpreted as 

something which is done ‘to’ rather than ‘with’.50 Such attitudes have echoes of an 

approach to mission steeped in imperial attitudes,51  and the space to explore 

concerns may not feel safe. Whether ‘safe’ spaces can enable church-goers to 

move away from these attitudes is debatable. The ‘bravery’ of all space users, on 

the other hand, not to be defined or constrained by the positions of the past, but 

rather be open-minded to rarely achieved possibilities of diversity52 suggests a 

greater sense of hope for more church communities to become intercultural. 

 

The missional stance of contemplative prayer leans towards a ‘being with’ 

regardless of difference. As well as being informed by monastic traditions of 

contemplation53 ‘being with’ also points to Wells’ thinking around mission. In A 

Nazareth Manifesto, Wells outlines ten principles for ‘be with:’ the first is to imitate 

the way God is and the second is to take the way God is with us through Christ as 

a guide for that imitation. He concludes with his tenth point stating that ‘being with’ 

is both the method and goal of social engagement.54 Following this thread, when 

we draw alongside people, engaged in various types of task, we develop a rapport 

 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/dat
asets/ethnicitypaygapreferencetables (last accessed on 31/05/2020); Reni Eddo-Lodge, Why I’m 
No Longer Talking to White People About Race (London: Bloomsbury Publishing Plc, 2017), pp. 
85-87. Musa Okwonga, ‘The Ungrateful Country’ in The Good Immigrant, ed. by Nikesh Shukla 
(London: Unbound, 2017), pp. 224-225. 
49 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-52817097 (last accessed on 11/06/2020). 
50 Anthony G. Reddie, ‘Do Black Lives Matter in Post Brexit Britain?’ Studies in Christian Ethics 
(Sage Journals) Vol. 32, Issue 3 (April 2019) 387-401, (pp. 388-389). 
51 John Stuart, ‘Empire, Mission, Ecumenism, and Human Rights: Religious Liberty” in Egypt, 

1919–1956’ Church History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press) Vol. 83, Issue 1 (March 

2014) 110-134 (p. 133); Michelle Tusan, ‘ Crimes against Humanity”: Human Rights, the British 

Empire, and the Origins of the Response to the Armenian Genocide’ American Historical Review 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press) Vol. 119, Issue 1 (February 2014) 47-77 (p. 50). 
52 Brian Arao and Kristi Clemens, ‘From Safe Spaces to Brave Spaces’ in The Art of Effective 
Facilitation ed. by Lisa M. Landreman (Virginia: Stylus Publishing LLC, 2013), 135-150, p. 135-
136; Jennifer Bailey and Lennon Flowers, ‘An Invitation to Brave Space’ in On Being podcast with 
Krista Tippett (2019) found at https://onbeing.org/programs/jennifer-bailey-and-lennon-flowers-an-
invitation-to-brave-space/ (last accessed on 16/06/2020). 
53 Merton, Contemplative Prayer, pp. 82-83. 
54 Samuel Wells, A Nazareth Manifesto (Chichester: John Wiley and Sons LTD, 2015), pp. 27-30. 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/datasets/ethnicitypaygapreferencetables
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/datasets/ethnicitypaygapreferencetables
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-52817097
https://onbeing.org/programs/jennifer-bailey-and-lennon-flowers-an-invitation-to-brave-space/
https://onbeing.org/programs/jennifer-bailey-and-lennon-flowers-an-invitation-to-brave-space/
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through which one might feel able to ask about aspects of faith or understandings 

of God - once a sense of sympathy or empathy has somehow been demonstrated 

through ‘being with’. 

 

Both the relationship which is established through ‘being with’ and the concept of 

‘receiving’ a photograph mentioned above have undertones of ‘gift’ - the gift of 

relationship or a photograph received from God. For Hyde the most important act 

with a gift relates to its sharing; through sharing the gift takes on new life and has 

the potential to transform hearts and minds. 55  Recognising contemplative 

photography as a gift, received  from God, leads to the sharing of a photograph or 

a revelation, which has the potential to impact a wider church community as well 

as their relationship with the various communities they inhabit. The gift continues 

as a different way of ‘seeing' or ‘being’ in the inhabited world, which in turn leads 

to strengthened community relationships. 

 

Paas reminds us that ‘mission’ is about being sent or commissioned. A sense of 

mission occurs when a community believes it holds something that people should 

know, do or possess.56 Paas further builds on this starting point through a koinonia, 

or fellowship, theology which recognises God’s mission as “restoration and renewal 

of relationships”, where human relationships are characterised by giving and 

receiving, and where the whole of creation recognises and worships God the 

Creator.57 Bevans and Schroeder recognise liturgical worship, along with prayer 

and contemplation, as integral to mission.58 Prayer and contemplation align God’s 

people to God’s purpose in the world, in order that God’s will be done in us and in 

creation. The essence of contemplation is seeing the world through God’s eyes or 

lens, noticing that everything is linked; contemplation enables an aligning with 

God’s purposes; it is a powerful way to participate in God’s mission within 

creation.59  

 

 
55 Lewis Hyde, The Gift (London: Canongate Books, 2012), pp. 3-25. 
56 Stefan Paas, Pilgrims and Priests (London: SCM Press, 2019), p. 5. 
57 Paas, Pilgrims and Priests, p. 200. 
58 Stephen B. Bevans and Roger P. Schroeder, Constants in Context (New York: Orbis Books, 
2004), pp. 361-362. 
59 Bevans and Schroeder, Constants in Context, pp. 366-368. 



Contemplative Photography as Prayer  TMM42360: Dissertation 

  Page 27 of 131 

Paas, Bevans and Schroeder complement and build on Wells’ missional concept 

of ‘being with’. I suggest that this ‘being with’ is twofold: believers need to ‘be with’ 

and ‘worship’ God regularly through liturgy and prayer, thus increasing their depth 

of understanding of what it means to be God’s people in the created world today. 

Secondly, believers need to ‘be with’ people they encounter in everyday life as the 

hands and feet of Jesus60 in acts of giving and receiving, guided by God through 

contemplative prayer that strengthens and renews human relationships. There are, 

therefore, two distinct purposes of photography within mission: to ‘look deeper' and 

to ‘look beyond’. It is this ‘looking deeper’ which builds up the people of God and 

draws them closer to God,61 and which enables them to ‘look beyond’ themselves 

as incarnational missionaries. As the people of God ‘look deeper’ they receive the 

gift of seeing as God sees. In addition, as they ‘look beyond,’ practising this gift of 

‘seeing as God sees’ they offer themselves as a gift to the wider community.62  

 

For Bevans and Schroeder ’looking deeper’ undoubtedly includes participation in 

liturgical services such as the Eucharist. For the purpose of this research the 

Eucharist is understood within the model provided within the road to Emmaus63 as 

per Arcadi’s suggestion.64  Equally, keeping Ross’s exploration of sacramental 

theology and gender65 in mind, alongside an Augustinian perspective focusing on 

the believer abiding in Christ as Christ is in them, collective transformation into the 

likeness of Christ 66  is recognised. Ross highlights how “women’s practice of 

worship in relation to community and church…[redefine] what we mean by the 

sacraments”67 as they, or in this case the Eucharist, take(s) place in an embodied 

 
60 Michael E. Moynahan, Once Upon a Mystery: What Happens Next? (New Jersey: Paulist 
Press, 1998), p. 43. 
61 As demonstrated in a case study of a Lutheran Photography Club who gathered to make 
photography part of their faith journey: Eileen D. Crowley, ‘“Using New Eyes”: Photography as a 
Spiritual Practice for Faith Formation and Worship’ Dialog: A Journal of Theology (Oxford: Wiley) 
Vol. 53, No. 1 (March 2014) 30-40 (p. 31). 
62 Hyde, The Gift, pp. 3-25. 
63 Luke 24:13-35. 
64 James Arcadi, An Incarnational Model of the Eucharist (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2018), p. 51-58. 
65 Susan A. Ross, Extravagant Affections (London: Continuum, 1998), p. 209. 
66 James F. White, Documents of Christian Worship (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1992), pp. 190-191. 
67 Ross, Extravagant Affections, p. 209. 
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context68 where normal, domestic,69 life happens as per the Last Supper.70 Arcadi 

draws parallels between the Last Supper and the ‘Emmaus action’, with the 

presence of take-bless-break-give at the fore,71 as he sets up the Emmaus road 

encounter as the first post-resurrection Eucharist in scripture.72 

2.3 In Summary 

There is an interconnection between contemplative prayer and photography, which 

photographers may choose to recognise as a fuller exploration of the artistic 

process of photography; here this process is recognised as a gift ‘received’ rather 

than  the  quick process of ‘taking a photograph’. This gift is given by God, and 

relates to a different way of ‘seeing’ or ‘being’ in the world; it needs to be practised, 

honed and shared. Examples of photography being used as a spiritual practice 

within established church or faith contexts73 have yielded positive results to “see, 

notice and savour the holy”74 - affirming steps indeed for individual and collective 

faith journeys. To my knowledge there have been no such studies in the Church of 

England context. In addition the study referred to was focused on faith formation, 

rather than a reciprocity between spirituality and mission. The key question for this 

research therefore, which explores the ‘effectiveness of contemplative 

photography as a tool for missional prayer,’ is pertinent within the Church of 

England context, and has the potential to offer a meaningful contribution on the 

interplay between spirituality and mission with particular focus on the tool of 

contemplative photography. The following chapter will outline the aims and 

objectives of this research, and detail the methodological approach for research 

design, data collection and analysis. 

  

 
68 Ibid., p. 127. 
69 https://twitter.com/Ruthmw/status/1256317999792832512 (last accessed on 17/06/2020); 
https://twitter.com/Ruthmw/status/1259902706019418112 (last accessed on 17/06/2020). 
70 Luke 22:7-38. 
71 Arcadi, Incarnational Model, p. 54. 
72 Ibid., p. 51. 
73 Crowley, Using New Eyes”: Photography as a Spiritual Practice for Faith Formation and 

Worship,  pp. 30-40.  
74 Ibid., p. 35. 

https://twitter.com/Ruthmw/status/1256317999792832512
https://twitter.com/Ruthmw/status/1259902706019418112
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Methodology, Methods and Ethics 
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This chapter outlines the scope, aims and objectives of the research and defines 

the methodological approach for the study. Details of how participants were 

recruited, what forms of data were collected and when as well as approaches used 

for analysing the data, are indicated. Finally ethical considerations are 

summarised. 

 

3.1 Scope 

This research used action research methodology;75 it involved working with Church 

of England clergy and licensed lay ministers to develop contextual forms of 

missional prayer through the medium of contemplative photography. The study 

included opportunities to reflect on, and glean insight from, these missional prayer 

activities, as well as evaluating the effects of participation in this study on individual 

and corporate approaches to spiritual formation and mission activity. Action 

research methods were considered most appropriate for this study as they 

provided wider reaching opportunities than would have otherwise been possible. 

This provided a window into contexts which would otherwise have not been 

available. The evaluation stage took a mixed methods approach using surveys, 

observation and interviews with an action-reflection-action-evaluation cycle 

embedded into the process for participants.76 

 

3.2 Aims and Objectives 

The aim of this research was to explore, along with community researchers, the 

scope for using contemplative photography as a tool for missional prayer, and to 

assess its effectiveness using quantitative and qualitative methods. The objectives 

were to: 

 

• design and deliver a focus day exploring different ways of using contemplative 

photography in prayer; 

 
75 Helen Cameron and Catherine Duce, Researching Practice in Ministry and Mission (London: 
SCM Press, 2013), p. 31. 
76 Cameron and Duce, Researching Practice in Ministry and Mission, p. 30. 
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• trial the use of contemplative photography methods in different worshipping 

contexts; and 

• assess the effectiveness of contemplative photography as a tool for missional 

prayer with community researchers. 

 

3.3 Methods 

Quantitative and qualitative methods were adopted, and a limited blend of 

ethnographic research, 77  questionnaires, focus groups/interviews were 

incorporated. The research was organised into three phases. For the initial phase 

participants opted to explore contemplative photography as a tool for missional 

prayer through a focus day. They completed a questionnaire78 at the end of the 

day which was designed to draw out initial observations and thoughts around 

contemplative photography. For the second phase focus day participants became 

‘community researcher’ in their own contexts. They were expected to trial the use 

of contemplative photography methods either in public worship, a small group 

setting or as something more experimental with a group who may not be affiliated 

with the church. Feedback was gathered following the activity, either in the form of 

questionnaires or as a short discussion, depending on what the community 

researcher deemed most appropriate.  

 

The final phase was due to involve one or two focus groups where ‘community 

researchers’ returned to report back on their activity and reflect on how it was 

received. I had intended to offer interviews for those who could not make either of 

the focus group dates. The aim of the focus group(s) or interview(s) was firstly to 

understand the context of each community researcher by drawing out the 

vernacular,  or local, theology79 and secondly to collectively evaluate the use of 

contemplative photography as a tool for missional prayer. The transcendental 

model80 seemed to be a good starting point for the second aim of the focus group 

 
77 Cameron and Duce, Researching Practice in Ministry and Mission, p. 51. 
78 See Appendix B. 
79 Elaine Graham, Heather Walton and Frances Ward, Theological Reflection: Methods (London: 
SCM Press, 2005), pp. 200-229. 
80 Stephen B. Bevans, Models of Contextual Theology (New York: Orbis, 2014), pp. 103-104. 
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where each of the community researchers discussed their experiences, with a 

possible starting point around some sort of encounter with the divine, or religious 

experience,81 and from there moved on to consider divine revelations from such 

encounters, and draw biblical parallels,82 before finally concluding with learning 

points. This learning was inevitably shaped by contextual implications outlined 

within the first aim of the focus groups.83 The transcendental model provided a 

framework for the second part of the discussion operated in parallel with my visio 

divina approach, or SYNC with God: Still; Yield; Notice; Contemplate. The noticing 

element is aligned with the consideration of divine revelations for the encounter, 

whilst stillness prepares for, and yield leads to, an encounter. The intention was for 

focus groups to take the form of theological reflection; it was also hoped that 

community researcher approaches to contemplative photography would engender 

theological reflection to draw on the wisdom of phase two  participants; this was 

highlighted on the focus day. 

 

3.4 Sampling and Selection 

As I was aware of the potential burden on ministry loads of taking part in this 

research, I took a purposive approach to sampling, which meant that all 

participants who expressed an interest were invited to attend the focus day 

providing they were either: 

 

• an ordained minister 

• an ordinand working towards ordination to the priesthood 

• involved in an aspect of lay ministry in their church (eg. reader, evangelist, youth 

worker, pioneer minister) 

 

The intention was for two focus days to be held drawing up to 15 participants, in 

order to comfortably allow for up to a 30% participant attrition rate. In reality 11 

participants signed up for the focus day, two of those did not attend, which left nine 

 
81 Ibid., p. 104. 
82 Ibid., p. 105. 
83 Ibid., p. 106. 
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participants. Of these, two participants are ordained, two are ordinands and five 

are involved in lay ministry. Four participants minister in rural contexts, two in 

market towns and three in urban contexts. There were four female participants and 

five male participants with a good mix of each in different contexts and between 

lay and ordained. 

 

Initial focus days were advertised through weekly diocesan news emails (see 

Appendix C) and approached those on the CMS pioneer training tracks. This 

fulfilled the incorporation of a range of contexts in the second phase, and avoided 

grouping around one geographical location. 

 

3.5 Data Collection 

In phase one of this research data was collected through questionnaires (see 

Appendix B) centred around participants’ initial thoughts on focus day content. In 

addition I collated my own observations and perceptions of how the content was 

received through journal entries (see Appendix A). 

 

For phase two of the research, participants took on the role of community 

researcher and gathered their own ‘participants’, exclusively through established 

groups or congregations. As researchers they developed their own missional 

prayer activity using one of the contemplative photography methods from the focus 

day with adjustments to ensure it was contextually appropriate. They were given 

guidelines for designing and evaluating their activity (see Appendix D). Permission 

needed to be sought, either from incumbents or PCC/governing bodies; as no 

incumbents came forward as participants, only permission of incumbents was 

sought. The community researchers evaluated their activities with participants 

either through evaluation forms or informal discussion. Where informal discussion 

was used they were encouraged to capture comments either in a journal or through 

recording the conversation. 

 

The final phase of data collection was due to happen in focus groups. However, 

because of the unexpectedly wide geographical breadth of the participants in the 
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initial phase, with participants from three dioceses (one some 120 miles from my 

own location), it became apparent that there would need to be an interview option 

for those who were unable to travel to a focus group session. Further to these 

complications, Britain entered a state of lockdown84 on 24th March 2020 due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic.85 Consequently, only one of my focus groups was able to 

take place, but this took the form of two separate interviews as one of the 

community researchers was unable to stay for the full allocated time. None of the 

collected data, therefore, occurred within the planned ‘focus group’ format; instead, 

six interviews were conducted with participants who remained in contact. Two 

focus day participants did not respond to invitations for a focus day. A further 

participant, due to attend a focus day which had to be cancelled, did not respond 

to requests for an interview. I was able to attend their community research as a 

participant observer, however, and am able to draw on journal notes written 

following the event (see Appendix F).  

 

Interviews were recorded and community researchers were prompted to 

theologically reflect with me on the act of worship which they trialled in their 

individual contexts. They were asked to first introduce their contexts and activity 

and then explore key moments around the activity: what those moments might 

have been telling us about God; the mission of God’s people; and the effectiveness 

of using contemplative photography. 

 

3.6 Data Analysis 

Journal notes and interview transcripts were analysed first by organising the data, 

drawing out themes, and coding the data using coloured cards, before testing 

emergent themes 86  through drawing on personal experience 87  of using 

contemplative photography in missional prayer. This in turn led to a use of 

 
84 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/23/boris-johnson-orders-uk-lockdown-to-be-
enforced-by-police (last accessed on 27/05/2020). 
85 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/17/what-is-coronavirus-what-are-its-symptoms-
and-when-should-i-call-a-doctor (last accessed on 27/05/2020). 
86 Catherine Marshall and Gretchen B. Rossman, Designing Qualitative Research, 3rd edn 
(London: Sage Publications, 1999), p. 152. 
87 Juliet Corbin and Anselm Strauss, Basics of Qualitative Research (London: Sage Publications, 
2008), p. 80. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/23/boris-johnson-orders-uk-lockdown-to-be-enforced-by-police
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/23/boris-johnson-orders-uk-lockdown-to-be-enforced-by-police
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/17/what-is-coronavirus-what-are-its-symptoms-and-when-should-i-call-a-doctor
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/17/what-is-coronavirus-what-are-its-symptoms-and-when-should-i-call-a-doctor
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questioning and making comparisons88 both between previous experience and that 

which has been documented, as well as between that which has been reported 

and the more traditional expressions of worship, or prayer, in Sunday services. The 

questionnaire data was collated using a spreadsheet, with open questions carefully 

analysed using coloured cards to identify codes and common themes.89 These 

themes were further explored through interviews. The data from the questionnaires 

and interviews, along with the one participant observation situation, was compared 

to see where the emerging expressions of contemplative photography in missional 

prayer were similar to that which was presented on the focus day and where they 

were different. 

 

The observation and questionnaire data collected from the initial focus day 

informed the approach to interviews. Unresolved questions from previous coding 

were explored within the interviews, as well as delving deeper into the potential 

differences between perception and practice of contemplative photography in 

missional worship. Analysis of interview transcripts took on a similar form to 

previous analysis, initially drawing comparisons between the data sets. Analysis of 

the terms 90  contemplative prayer and contemplative photography, as well as 

mission and prayer, including the ways in which each participant used them, 

offered further insight into understanding around, and feelings towards these 

concepts. Whilst all interview data was interrogated in a similar way, comparisons 

were also drawn between each interview, between evaluation data and community 

researchers’ opinions, as well as giving attention to the use of certain words, 

language91 and emotions. Finally all of the data sources were triangulated in order 

to identify areas where findings were reinforced and/or contradicted. 

 

3.7 Ethical Considerations 

This project received ethical approval from Ripon College, Cuddesdon in 

November 2019 and the research adhered to the Ripon College, Cuddesdon 

 
88 Ibid., pp. 69-73, 73-78. 
89 John W. Creswell, Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design, 2nd edn (London: Sage 
Publications, 2007), pp. 148-149. 
90 Corbin and Strauss, Qualitative Research, pp. 78-79. 
91 Ibid., pp. 82-83. 
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research ethics policy. Ethical considerations were limited within this research as 

the occasions where that would be more complex related to activities coordinated 

by the community researchers. In addition, to take part in the focus day participants 

needed to seek permission from their PCC, or incumbent. On the focus day they 

were reminded of the importance of getting consent from all who participate in their 

activity. They were asked to clearly outline the reasons for their activity and the 

implications on their participants for taking part. Informed consent was sought at 

the end of the day, once researchers knew what was expected of them, and they 

were given a copy for their records (see Appendix E for an example form). 

 

It was expected that they would either be doing something ‘different’ with an 

established congregation or group with whom they had a relationship with already, 

or that they gathered a group to do something different. Any data from the group 

which the community researcher worked with was not given to me directly, but was 

reported on by the community researcher in their interview. They were asked to 

destroy any information that they were holding, for their own personal record, 

relating to participants at the conclusion of the interview. At the beginning of the 

interviews community researchers were reminded not to divulge any information 

which could identify participants, but to change names or refer to ‘a participant’, or 

‘the same participant then…’. In addition, all information relating to phase one 

participants has been anonymised and pseudonyms used. Finally, whilst the 

research relied on participation, both from community researchers and from those 

in their context, at both levels the importance of reassuring all participants of their 

right to opt out at any point in the research was stressed during the initial focus 

day. Participants were reassured that this would result in an extraction of all data 

collected through their participation as well as their ceasing to participate. This right 

was not acted on by any participant, including those who I did not hear back from 

with regards to arranging interviews, and therefore all data has been included. 

 

The following chapter focuses on the quantitative data which was collected through 

questionnaires from the ‘phase one’ focus day.  
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This is the first of two chapters which looks deeper at the research data: this first 

chapter focuses predominantly on quantitative data collected on the focus day; the 

following chapter will concentrate more on the qualitative data gathered through 

observation and interviews. 

 

4.1 The Focus Days 

Two focus days took place one week apart in the cold winter. These were each 

held in one of the churches where I am currently serving. On the first of these days 

the church heating was not working and, whilst all participants persevered, these 

were not the best conditions for inspiring creativity. On the second occasion the 

heating was fixed but it rained all day. 

 

The day ran from 10am-4pm and began with introductions and a sharing of the 

background behind the research, and how I had developed my own contemplative 

photography practice. In particular, I showcased three ways in which I have used 

contemplative photography in ministry: firstly, in a social media-based photography 

project (referred  to  in  Chapter  1), secondly a ‘Little Book of Prayer for the Soul’92 

and thirdly as inspiration for spoken word or poetry, which I performed93, or as 

power poetry where videography and photographs are used to illustrate and 

emphasise the spoken word.94 I found weaving ideas through in this way was really 

useful for piquing interest. I subsequently explained the three components of the 

research, the first of which they were taking part in, the second of which they would 

lead back in their context, and the third being an evaluative focus group that they 

would return for in the new year. 

 

From here I moved on to outline the seven ways to use photography in prayer 

which would be highlighted or demonstrated throughout the day, including the two 

which have already been mentioned. The remaining methods were: community 

competition (eg. Spirituality is…); glimmers of God (a different way of seeing); 

contemplative prayer; and the Eucharist. Participants were then sent out to 

 
92 Morna Simpson (unpublished), A Little Book of Prayer for the Soul, (2017). 
93 See 4.1.1. 
94 See 4.1.2. 
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complete the sentence, ‘Spirituality is…’ with photographs inspired by the 

surroundings. The glimmers of God method encouraged a looking, and looking 

again, which really seemed to resonate with participants who quoted this during 

discussion throughout the day or in their feedback forms. For this participants were 

limited to three photographs. After exploring ways in which this discipline of looking 

and looking again, in order that we begin to see,95 participants were sent out again, 

to notice what caught their eyes and how it developed.  

 

The contemplative prayer method introduced visio divina,96 or divine seeing, which 

uses the world as the sacred text and which I have built into a four-step process: 

Stillness; Yield; Notice; Contemplate or S.Y.N.C. with God. Participants particularly 

liked this aspect of the focus day, and this method was the most represented in the 

community research phase. The final method explored within the focus day was a 

Eucharist, which incorporated meditative prayer as exploring the bible passage 

with mind’s eye imagery in place of a sermon, and to freeze moments of the 

eucharistic prayer. For the second focus day I incorporated the examen prayer 

using photographs into final reflections on the day and methods explored. This had 

been the intention for both focus days, but timings did not allow for this to be 

included on the first of those. 

 

The data for the focus groups takes two forms: a questionnaire completed by 

participants on the focus day and; journal entries of my own observations (see 

Appendix A), written at the end of each event and before reading questionnaire 

responses. The questionnaires very favourably evaluated the training received on 

the focus day - more so than I myself had anticipated, though my own responses 

were undoubtedly shaped by aspects of each day which were outside of my 

control. For example, the second question within the questionnaire asked 

participants whether their expectations were met and the responses indicated that 

they were unanimously. Expectations as expressed in the first question were 

somewhat vague, but the main themes were to learn more about the ways in which 

photography can be used prayerfully, in worship or as a spiritual tool; to gain insight 

 
95 Richter, Spirituality in Photography, p. 5. 
96 Paintner, Eyes of the Heart, pp. 35-37. 
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into how contemplative photography differs from ordinary photography; and to be 

exposed practically to this in order to be able to experiment with it in their own 

context.  
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Above the beauty and bustle of the valley  

an expanse of heather filled space awaited. 

The beautifully radiant blue sky was fresh,  

Fragrant with the scent of the morning. 

A light wind wound its way towards me - 

It caressed my face urging me ahead. 

Every step gave way to astonishing awe, 

Wonderment grew within...my heart raced; 

A mixture of excitement and delight 

At all that my eyes were able to take in. 

 

From the edge I heard only the wind. 

Stronger now it whistled around my being 

Awakening, sharpening my senses. 

A man standing some way to my left, 

His gaze undoubtedly directed at me, 

Drew my attention momentarily. I looked 

In that way which we often try to look, 

Without looking like we are looking. 

His was staring intently, still unmoved, 

Yet I walked towards him...as if being drawn. 

 

Close enough to speak, uttering silently, 

His eyes remained thoughtfully on mine. 

Reading me, delving right into my core, 

Like one would an old abandoned book 

Beginning to read on the page it fell open at - 

It s like he knows me...like I know him, 

Even though I have never seen him before? 

He had familiarity in his beautiful radiance, 

His face attracted attention, necessitated it - 

Its depth of wisdom brought a perfect peace. 

 

His eyes were infinite dark ink pools with 

Potential and understanding illuminating. 

Pure kindness and laughter lines surrounded, 

Softened, magnitude emanates, without threat. 

His smooth olive skin blushed by the wind 

Was accented by a beard outlining his jawline. 

Wavy almost black hair blown about his face  

Failed to distract from his present occupation: me! 

An unusual encounter avoidable with a sharp turn - 

Why, oh why, would I even contemplate that? 
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Unable to move, unaware of life around me, 

Why do I not want this moment to end...ever? 

It s like I have been noticed, no not noticed... 

Not merely seen for a spilt second! 

Truly encountered and profoundly known. 

Such knowing continues as I remain unable, 

No unwilling, to move. Silent for if I dare  

This moment will be gone, over, lost.... 

Oh that for once bringing ruin would fail me, 

That clumsiness in word and deed would absent. 

 

There is something about this moment 

Which tells me none of that matters. 

It is insignificantly significant in that 

It is relevant because it is about who I am 

But it is also irrelevant. It does not change now. 

It will not stop it or move it in a direction 

Other than the one already intended, and yet 

It happens due to the insignificantly significant; 

Because of who I am utterly and completely. 

So many feelings washing over me right now.... 

 

I am known from the deepest part of me 

Right to the crumb of toast which has rested 

In the corner of my mouth since breakfast! 

Every single memory is part of that knowing 

Those I love and those I would care to forget 

Even those that I have sought to push out - 

Guilt and shame can overpower and overwhelm - 

But they are there also and they are known. 

That is undoubtedly good, perfect and right.  

Fear, insignificance and inferiority melt away.... 

 

I am liberated floating over the artistry of the valley, 

Then quite suddenly, with the blinking of an eye, 

His or mine...this moment passes. Freedom  

Begins to fade, fear and insignificance pervade. 

Perhaps slightly less consuming...the man 

Has moved. I turn around slowly yet he is nowhere. 

Nowhere amongst the vast expanse of heather. 

Did he disappear, was he ever here? My heart knows 

He was and is and ever shall be...transformed 

I yearn for this again as I realise that this is prayer.   
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4.1.2 Examples of Power Poetry 

 

Power poetry as a method of contemplative photography, or cinema divina,98 

where from a place of stillness the contemplative watches, then reflects or yields 

where God is drawing their attention, before they notice or respond to the invitation 

God is giving them and finally contemplates or rests as they wait for a prayer to 

arise. 

 

 

The Bread of Love -https://youtu.be/qy0UY-Y7q-g  

 

Just a Cup - https://youtu.be/_LOv1bRoaVY   

 
98 https://marilynfreeman.com/the-quarantine-series/ (last accessed on 17/06/2020). 

https://youtu.be/qy0UY-Y7q-g
https://youtu.be/_LOv1bRoaVY
https://marilynfreeman.com/the-quarantine-series/
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This section focuses on the findings from the questionnaires that the nine 

participants completed at the end of the focus days. The questionnaire aimed to 

gauge initial responses and attitudes to the contemplative photography methods 

introduced and the potential effectiveness of contemplative photography as a tool 

for missional prayer.  

 

 

FIGURE 1: PREFERRED METHOD OF CONTEMPLATIVE PHOTOGRAPHY 
After two initial questions around expectations and whether these were met, the 

questionnaire explored perceptions of contemplative photography as prayer. With 

regards to which method participants liked the most, the phrasing of the question 

with a superlative had implied 

one response. Despite this, 

five participants gave one 

response and four gave two or 

more responses. Seven 

included visio divina in their 

answer. Paula commented that 

visio divina was “surprisingly 

accessible”; she had shared 

that she had had a powerful 

vision from God during visio 

divina in the workshop and had 

gone to “deep places”, and that 

praying in this way had 

exceeded her expectations. Sarah echoed this, reflecting that it had allowed her 

“to hear personally from God.” Susan similarly stated that visio divina had given “a 

focus and direction to hearing God in a less abstract way than sitting with eyes 

closed.” The final comment relating to visio divina from Russell stated his favour 

towards it due to familiarity as he had “done it before.”  

 

Two respondents, Geoff and Phil, included meditative prayer; their reasoning 

related to being visual thinkers, and this feeling achievable as a small tweak for 

their own prayer lives. Phil also included the examen amongst other aspects; this 

was perhaps less well represented in the answers as it was only included as part 

0

1.75

3.5

5.25

7

Responses

7

2

1

4 4

Visio Divina Meditative Examen

Glimpsing Eucharist



Contemplative Photography as Prayer  TMM42360: Dissertation 

  Page 50 of 131 

of the evaluation process in the second of the two focus days. Glimpsing God was 

a method that four participants included in their responses; Jake appreciated the 

idea of receiving an image ‘as a gift’ and paying attention to the present moment 

as something sacred. In addition, he liked the idea of limiting the number of 

photographs of a present moment. Jake writes haiku poetry and has enjoyed 

experimenting with constrained poetry. The idea of constrained photography spoke 

powerfully into the way he has come to understand the writing process; this 

particular observation has further developed my presentation of this particular 

method as has been reflected in my own practice since this interaction.99 The 

Eucharist was included by four respondents. The main comments included for the 

Eucharist related to it being a familiar way of worshipping, therefore easier to enter 

into. In addition, a small tweak of including photographs was seen as a positive 

development for a staple aspect of anglican worship. 

 

LEAST PREFERRED METHOD OF CONTEMPLATIVE PHOTOGRAPHY 
Conversely, when participants were asked which aspect of contemplative 

photography they least preferred, the Eucharist was most prevalent, selected by 

four participants. Participants ’comments offer insight into their reasons why: 

Cheryl, Geoff and Susan alluded to having difficulties with the Eucharist and ‘how 

it is done ’anyway and Paula said that she suddenly felt distant, due to the focus 

moving away from what was around us, or what we could move to, towards the 

altar which felt ‘out of reach ’in comparison. Aside from the Eucharist, four 

participants said that none of the methods presented were their least favourite. 

Sarah chose visio divina, but qualified that she enjoyed and valued it as an 

exercise, yet found this the most difficult method through which to connect with 

God. When invited to comment further earlier on in the focus day, Sarah had 

clarified that she tends to think in words, so when thinking about a person she see 

their name, rather than their face. This highlights the potential impact which 

different learning styles may have on the effectiveness of contemplative 

photography as a tool for missional prayer. 

 

 
99 Also modelled in: Crowley, 'Using New Eyes…,’ 2014, p. 33. 
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FIGURE 2: PREFERRED METHOD OF CONTEMPLATIVE PHOTOGRAPHY TO 

USE 
The next question enquired about which method of contemplative photography 

participants were likely to use back in their own contexts. The question specified 

which one aspect participants 

would use, but five participants 

identified two or more. Eight 

respondents mentioned visio 

divina within their answer, while 

four mentioned glimpsing God. 

In addition, one participant 

included the Eucharist, one 

included the examen and Geoff 

mentioned meditative. Geoff 

expanded on his response to 

consider that imagery could be 

used to teach or reflect further 

on a particular topic, thus he 

was considering a mixed-

methods approach. This is interesting as Geoff is involved in ministerial education; 

he came to the focus day with a genuine interest in photography and the possibility 

of linking it in some way to spirituality, but with concerns that he would not be able 

to link it to his ministerial practice. Unfortunately, I did not hear again from Geoff, 

and therefore do not know how his ideas developed, but he left the day with 

enthusiasm for how some of the methods might enhance his pedagogical 

practices. 

 

PERCEIVED EFFECTIVENESS OF CONTEMPLATIVE PHOTOGRAPHY 
Participants were then asked about their perceptions around how effective 

contemplative photography is as a tool for missional prayer. Responses were 

resoundingly positive, with seven participants describing it as ‘effective’ and two as 

‘very effective’. None, therefore, rated it as ineffective. Participants who deemed 

contemplative photography to be ‘effective’ rather than ‘very effective’ all qualified 

their responses. Geoff noted that its effectiveness would be context-dependent; 
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where it is appropriate he deemed it could be very effective, which again alludes 

to his concerns around embedding contemplative photography into his ministerial 

practice. Susan echoed the contextually appropriate point and she along with four 

other participants noted that it may be incredibly effective with younger 

generations, creative people and/or those who have not been socialised in the 

Church. A further comment was more generalised to say that contemplative 

photography “will start a good conversation with others.” There was a final note of 

caution from Paula that, to be effective, this “needs imaginative cooperation which 

may be hard to focus for some.” She may have been swayed into such a comment 

as she tried to imagine what it would look like in practice in her context; 

interestingly, she did stay in touch to feedback on her community research, but at 

that interview she informed me that she had not implemented any contemplative 

photography methods, as she had been waiting for better weather. The ideas she 

came with were the same ideas they mentioned to me at a meeting prior to the 

focus day; as will be further discussed in the next chapter she may have struggled 

to focus her imagination around how these ideas could be designed to be more 

specific to her context. The positive response to this question is interesting for a 

variety of reasons, not least that participants were from a mix of traditions, with 

expressions of faith shaped by a further mix of traditions. As outlined in question 

7, participants deemed their contexts to be quite evenly spread. 

 

FIGURE 3: HOW MISSIONAL IS CONTEXT-BASED WORSHIP? 
Participants were then asked how missional the worship is in their own contexts. 

Cheryl, Russell and Paula claimed to be from broadly missional contexts, and 

Richard, Jake and Susan claimed to be from contexts which were not missional at 

all. One participant who described their context as not missional at all further 

commented, “includes those who ‘know’ times and places, and ‘how to’ of 

services”, suggesting that information about service timings and formats were not 

easily accessible. Another with the same response added, “one church struggles 

with mission and [for] another worship is seen as singing at the expense of all else” 

and; “traditional elderly C of E church, they want to reach the community and bring 

them in, they are not looking at going out.” In addition, Cheryl explained her ‘broadly 

missional’ response was given because “…[the church] would describe itself as 

evangelistic and outward focused…” which possibly indicates more of an emphasis 
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on the church’s sense of identity. 

It is not clear whether this is 

substantiated by any outward-

focused or missional service in 

the community. 

 

4.3 The Interviews 

Data was gathered from seven 

community researchers, in the 

form of one participant 

observation and six interviews. The data related to a range of contemplative 

photography as prayer techniques. Richard, used contemplative photography as 

glimpses of God blended with a community competition; Russell, used 

contemplative photography within a eucharistic service; Jake, as glimmers of God; 

and and Susan, Cheryl and Sarah used visio divina. A further researcher, Paula, 

attended the interview but had not done any community research and therefore did 

not have anything further to report on. In addition, Jake had only been able to offer 

glimmers of God as one of a number of options available during a quiet day with 

only one participant who chose to take part. He had intended to do something more 

substantial on another occasion, but these plans were thwarted by the lockdown.  

 

Whilst the data from Paula and Jake is not to be discounted, most of what will be 

reported focuses on the remaining participant observation with Richard and four 

interviews with Susan, Russell, Cheryl and Sarah. In each case, the groups - or in 

the case of the Eucharist, the congregation - were well established and, except for 

Richard’s community, were made up of regular church-attending Christians. 

Richard's community was one of the most diverse here as an inter-generational 

gathering with a child as young as two years old moving up to adults around 50 

years old. The other community that was reported as fairly diverse was Russell’s 

independent church congregation. Susan reported on using vision divina in three 

separate settings, one of which was a secular, school setting; otherwise visio divina 

was used in informal ‘house-group’ style settings. With each of these contexts in 

mind it seems important to note that the research was predominantly  conducted 
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with Christians, thus potentially posing a familiar barrier to adequately assessing 

the effectiveness of contemplative photography as a tool for the second aim of 

missional prayer. There remains, however, an important distinction between 

mission as ‘looking beyond’ or ‘being with’ those encountered through everyday 

life, and mission as ‘looking deeper’ or ‘being with’ God and others in worship. 

 

One further point to note relates to gender. The female community researchers 

seemed to be less confident and more concerned about delivering their chosen 

method of contemplative photography as closely as possible to the original method 

they had been shown. Conversely, the male community researchers seemed more 

confident and were inclined to experiment and deviate from the original method. 

The female community researchers chose to use visio divina. Prior to their activity, 

each of them were in touch with me about both concerns with the quality of any 

photographs they could provide and with requests for a script to enable them to 

take their participants through SYNC as closely as possible to my approach. The 

male community researchers were not in touch with me about any aspect of their 

research until I interviewed or observed them. Moreover, they had repackaged 

what they chose to do significantly. My intention had been for each community 

researcher to design their activity in a contextually appropriate way, and that there 

would be various different ‘flavours’ of a similar idea. Admittedly, there may be 

other factors which have influenced these decisions and actions, such as age, lay 

or ordained, voluntary or a professional role, additional qualifications or experience, 

rapport with the group, to what extent researchers were seeking to tailor an activity 

to the needs of the group, etc. Nevertheless, this is a fascinating and unexpected 

observation to come out of the data, and one that will also be explored further in 

the following chapter.  
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5 - ‘Final Rinse; 

Contemplate’ 
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Analysis and Discussion  
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The quantitative data from the focus days, as well as my observations from these 
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days, drew the question of whether the Eucharist can be included as missional 

prayer to the fore. This relates pertinently to the wider key question of enquiry within 

this study, regarding the effectiveness of contemplative photography as a tool for 

missional prayer. Moreover, there is a connection between this key question of 

effectiveness and gender differences around confidence and competence with 

regards to design and delivery amongst community researchers. This became 

apparent during the time between the focus days and participants ’activities, as 

well as through participant observation and interviews. These three themes will be 

explored in this chapter, beginning with the Eucharist. 

5.1 The Eucharist  

The invitation to be involved in the research, as participants and then as community 

researchers, called for ‘readers, evangelists, ordinands, lay pioneers, ordained 

pioneers, curates, and incumbents - anyone who is interested in using photography 

as a focus for mission’ (see Appendix D). Interestingly, whilst each participant is 

currently involved in ministry, they have not been shaped by traditional church 

contexts. Indeed, some may have challenged the idea that the Eucharist could be 

missional, when the ritual of the Eucharist is more often perceived as shrouded in 

hierarchy. 

 

The rationale for including a eucharistic element to the focus day acknowledged 

the centrality of the Eucharist for some. Mission which encourages a ‘looking 

deeper’ - where God’s people participate in liturgy such as the Eucharist - and a 

‘looking beyond’ - where God’s people share aspects of their faith journey with 

others - may lead to an invitation to this sacred meal. In addition, it seemed 

important to encourage a sense of ‘looking beyond’ for those who take belief and 

practise centred around a physical ‘Church’ space for granted. This line of thought 

has generated significant debate amidst the COVID-19 lockdown,100 with clergy 

and laity alike being challenged by the legal closure of church buildings. In April 

2020 the On Fire Mission101  network instigated discussion around ‘Spirit-filled 

 
100 https://www.churchtimes.co.uk/articles/2020/27-march/news/uk/churches-now-closed-to-
clergy-as-well (last accessed on 16/06/2020). 
101 https://www.onfiremission.org (last accessed on 16/06/2020). 

https://www.churchtimes.co.uk/articles/2020/27-march/news/uk/churches-now-closed-to-clergy-as-well
https://www.churchtimes.co.uk/articles/2020/27-march/news/uk/churches-now-closed-to-clergy-as-well
https://www.onfiremission.org/
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sacramentality.’ A range of views were expressed, though the majority rested 

within traditional views of sacramentality102 whereby it is the duty of the priest to 

regularly celebrate the Eucharist and receive on behalf of the people; an act which 

is perceived to spiritually nourish all of God’s people who are unable to receive. 

For those who held less traditional views this was likened to eating a sandwich in 

front of someone who is hungry.  

 

I had expected a similar mix of opinion amongst my participants, but the majority 

appeared to be more focused on the Word as a sacrament, or encounter with 

God.103 My initial assumption was based on my own understanding of the Eucharist 

as a sacrament through which those who partake are incrementally transformed 

into the likeness of Christ through the breaking open of the Word and breaking 

bread.104  On the second focus day, as I celebrated the Eucharist, one of the 

participants, Russell, did not come forward to receive. I recalled a conversation 

with him earlier in the day where he had disclosed that he found it most difficult to 

connect with God in a traditional place of worship, such as the one we were 

standing and talking in. I was concerned that my inclusion of the Eucharist had led 

to him feeling excluded. Interestingly, his feedback afterwards indicated that he 

intended to explore the ideas around the Eucharist back in his own context. During 

the interview with him I was able to learn more fully how God had been working 

through that situation, after Russell had explained his activity - a church service 

based around the Eucharist: 

 

“…I hadn’t been taking communion for seven or eight months, erm, probably 

in a sense wrongly, because my reasons for not weren’t, theologically 

weren’t really great. Erm, but it was two weeks after we did your service that 

I took communion again…. Erm, so there was obviously something about 

 
102 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/31/clergy-up-in-arms-as-church-of-england-
archbishops-resist-move-to-reopen-churches (last accessed on 16/06/2020); 
https://www.churchtimes.co.uk/articles/2020/27-march/comment/columnists/angela-tilby-live-
stream-is-good-but (last accessed on 16/06/2020); Sacrament of the Eucharist debate can be 
found here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YFd9sOZSG6o (last accessed on 16/06/2020), 
and here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6uZvHIL-7D4 (last accessed on 16/06/2020). 
103 As per Ross and the ‘constellation of sacraments’ model: Ross, Extravagant Affections, p. 211. 
104 As per the road to Emmaus model: Luke 24:13-35; Arcadi, Incarnational Model, pp. 51-58; and 
Augustinian thought as described in White, Christian Worship, pp. 190-191. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/31/clergy-up-in-arms-as-church-of-england-archbishops-resist-move-to-reopen-churches
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/31/clergy-up-in-arms-as-church-of-england-archbishops-resist-move-to-reopen-churches
https://www.churchtimes.co.uk/articles/2020/27-march/comment/columnists/angela-tilby-live-stream-is-good-but
https://www.churchtimes.co.uk/articles/2020/27-march/comment/columnists/angela-tilby-live-stream-is-good-but
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YFd9sOZSG6o
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6uZvHIL-7D4
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it…what you did was create me the space to think ‘why am I not? ’And 

actually I left there thinking, ‘this is just stupid! ’So I took it at the next one. 

So actually, you take it as negative, for me it was very positive.”105 

 

A few months later Russell designed and led a eucharistic service using 

contemplative photography methods in his inner-city independent church context, 

with a community of people where the majority have a diagnosed learning 

disability, and approximately 30% are illiterate. The service was split into three 

around Jesus’ ‘take-bless-break-give’ model as per the Last Supper and Emmaus 

experience.106 The first part focused on ‘take’ and ‘bless’, the second on ‘break’ 

and the third on ‘give’ using imagery which challenged a ‘traditional’ interpretation 

of the Last Supper, instead using an image with South American street children. 

Members of the congregation reportedly found the use of imagery throughout the 

service really helpful and thought-provoking.  

 

Following this service in three parts, congregants were asked ‘what does 

communion mean to you?’ and invited to choose a photograph, from a wide range 

available, which captured their understanding of communion. They were asked to 

write a word or two on the back which explained why the image represented 

communion to them. They were then invited to take these home and use them as 

part of a meal time in the week. Each person did what was asked and was prepared 

to speak about their ideas - this is a beautiful example of how contemplative 

photography facilitated a contextually-appropriate theological discussion or ‘God 

talk’, where congregants were able to ‘look deeper’ into their faith practice, and 

begin to speak meaningfully about their beliefs. One congregant commented, 

“having the time really blessed and restored me.” Another said “having the time to 

really reflect and meditate on the pictures gave me a refreshment and a new insight 

into living for God” which Russell recognised as profound from someone in this 

congregation. When asked if they would like to have a similar service again, using 

contemplative photography, 100% said yes; they even requested that it happen 

 
105 See Appendix G for a fuller account of this discussion. 
106 Luke 22:7-38; Luke 24:13-35. 
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again. This adds strength to the idea of moving away from a theology of words, 

towards a teaching through images and life illustrations, just as Jesus did.107  

 

This was the only instance of a community researcher using contemplative 

photography within a eucharistic service, yet it provides a powerful example of how 

contemplative photography offered a means for the congregation to ‘look deeper’ 

with compelling results. Whilst it could be argued that this act of prayer was not 

overtly missional, it is clear that depth of understanding was developed,108 which 

must happen before people are sent out.109 

 

As noted in Chapter 4, four 'phase one’ participants least liked the Eucharist as 

contemplative prayer. This needs to be acknowledged, though, alongside a 

reminder for any act of prayer to occur within a communal journey in a way which 

is contextually appropriate. Questionnaire responses, as well as the discussion 

which followed the Eucharist on the focus days, indicate that participants disliked 

the traditional expression of the Eucharist, rather than struggling with the Eucharist 

itself; it was ‘tradition’ that created the distance or engendered feelings of 

exclusion. Participants may well, therefore, prefer to see the Eucharist celebrated 

in a less traditional, or formal way, which is better aligned with Ross’s blend of the 

sacramental amidst the domestic.110  Were participants, therefore, to take the 

celebration of the Eucharist into their own hands and blend it with contemplative 

photography, it may enable them to get closer to, or feel more involved with, the 

Eucharist. Moreover, breaking down these barriers of tradition, and making the 

Eucharist accessible for those who have not been socialised within the Church 

could be an important area for further exploration within pioneer ministry, as 

already naturally happens with other expressions of prayer and worship. 

 

Having proposed that contemplative photography may be a helpful tool to enable 

pioneer ministers to experiment with different approaches to the Eucharist as 

 
107 Chester, Unreached, p. 141. 
108 Wells, A Nazareth Manifesto, pp. 27-30; Paas, Pilgrims and Priests, p. 200; Bevans and 
Schroeder, Constants in Context, pp. 361-362. 
109 Paas, Pilgrims and Priests, p. 5. 
110 Ross, Extravagant Affections, p. 127. 
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missional prayer, we will next consider the wider question of enquiry for this study: 

how effective is contemplative photography as a tool for missional prayer? 

5.2 A Tool for Missional Prayer 

Returning, for a moment, to the foundations contemplative prayer offers to mission, 

in Dark Night Spirituality, King explored the ideas of Thomas Merton, Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer and Etty Hillesumm. He was focused on how their thinking could be 

applied to the world of 1990s, which he described as something of an impasse; 

where situations were more likely to be denied due to attitudes of entrenchment 

within past structures. Interestingly, King suggested that Merton’s understanding 

of contemplation as discovering the reality of God, oneself and the world could 

offer a clarity which is often obscured for those who are deeply invested.111 In other 

words, the practice, or discipline, of contemplation needs to be a key component 

of mission, both as individuals and corporately, as we seek to ‘look deeper’ and 

‘look beyond.’ It is the corporate aspect of this contemplative practice in particular 

which ensures that individual members of the community are not left behind - 

whether due to gender, learning style or experience.  

 

 
111 King. Dark Night Spirituality, pp. 46-50. 
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Further, the corporate aspect of missional contemplative practice engenders an 
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accountability to remain in line with the context, rather than individual agendas. All 

of these points are essential for missional prayer to fulfil the first aim of ‘looking 

deeper’ or ‘being with’ God and the people of God both in worship and fellowship,112 

and noticing together where God draws attention.113  Only after this aim has 

effectively built up the people of God is it possible to fulfil the second aim of 

missional prayer as ‘looking beyond’ or ‘being with’ people encountered in 

everyday life as the hands and feet of Jesus.114 

 

Feedback from focus days was resoundingly positive with regards to the question 

of whether contemplative photography specifically could be seen as an effective 

tool for missional prayer. Delving deeper, though, suggests that it is learning style 

specific, with Sarah commenting that visio divina had not helped her to connect 

with God but she enjoyed and valued the exercise and saw the potential for others. 

The comments from Sarah’s small group were incredibly positive, and Sarah saw 

the potential of using contemplative photography to encourage group members to 

‘look deeper’ during lockdown. Amongst this positive response there remained one 

person who had not enjoyed it, as his head had got hot; Sarah wondered whether 

this was an unfamiliar religious experience as some would associate heat with the 

presence of the Holy Spirit.  She also wondered whether this group member may 

be willing to engage on a different level and lead such an activity another time.  

 

Cheryl’s congregation from the mid-week communion also all stated that they 

would be happy to participate in contemplative photography again, with one person 

encouraging that it be further built on. Susan’s first group were similarly positive, 

with only one person claiming that it had done nothing for them. The theme here 

seems to involve a significantly positive response from the majority of people who 

took part in a contemplative photography activity for missional prayer, which 

focused on ‘looking deeper.’ There is a dearth of data around the second aim of 

missional prayer as ‘looking beyond,’ and this would need to be a significant part 

of the focus in a further research project of this nature, with specific data collection 

 
112 Merton, Contemplative Prayer, pp. 82-83; Bevans and Schroeder, Constants in Context, pp. 
361-362; Paas, Pilgrims and Priests, p. 200; Wells, A Nazareth Manifesto, pp. 27-30. 
113 Prichard, Living Faithfully, pp. 103-109; Dark, Everyday Apocalypse, p. 10. 
114 Bevans and Schroeder, Constants in Context, pp. 366-368; Moynahan, Once Upon a Mystery, 
p. 43; Paas, Pilgrims and Priests, p. 5. 
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opportunities from phase two participants. That said, my observation of Richard’s 

activity led me to conclude that seekers were interested in exploring signs of spring 

and signs of hope in nature as well as connections between these and God; I 

witnessed a number of conversations that had an awe and wonder factor with a 

suggestion of wanting to explore further. 

 

Within the parameters of using contemplative photography with people who are 

more inclined to think visually, and have an interest in photography or the process 

of recording a memory of a place, space or time, it has the potential to be extremely 

effective as a tool to encourage people to ‘look deeper' and connect with God as 

part of a wider missional discipline. Connected to points around learning style and 

experience, which affect both those who might lead and participate in 

contemplative photography activities, is the question of the level of  confidence the 

person leading has. The possibility of an interconnection between confidence, 

competence and gender will now be explored. 

5.3 Gender and Mission 

Russell’s eucharistic service outlined above is a perfect example of how a 

eucharistic service with contemplative photography methods might be taken as 

inspiration to design something contextually appropriate and missional. In addition, 

Richard blended the ‘glimpsing God’ and ‘community competition’ methods in a 

way which met the inter-generational and spiritual needs of his community; the 

majority of the group were families with children from two years old to teenage 

years and most would have been described as seekers rather than Christians. 

Both, as community researchers, had taken one or more ideas and added 

contextual flavours to adapt their activities for their communities. 

 

Conversely Cheryl, Sarah and Susan displayed a lack of confidence, not only with 

sourcing photographs and providing verbal guidance for each SYNC step, but also 

with adding contextual flavours to their activities. Cheryl used my photographs, 

Sarah used a collection of postcards and Susan used her own photographs but felt 
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that took something away from the value of the activity.115 Susan was the only 

researcher to have led the activity on three separate occasions, each time with a 

different group, and she did comment on becoming more confident with her verbal 

guidance, noting that she had made small linguistic changes when using it with 16 

year old boys. 

 

Whilst I recognise that my own development practice took time, and that much of 

the ‘how’ has become instinctive, I am interested in the reasons for hesitation from 

female researchers alongside the apparent competence displayed by male 

researchers. Admittedly, there were only five researchers in total with rich data to 

report on, hence these queries are based on very small numbers. Notwithstanding 

this caution, there remains a pertinent question about gendered approaches to 

mission, as well as ministry more generally, when considering the focus question 

of this research. Indeed Russell and Richard demonstrated a clear ability to build 

on what had been demonstrated in a contextually appropriate way. Cheryl, Sarah 

and Susan demonstrated an ability to reproduce what had been modelled; through 

discussion during their interviews, and after affirmation of their good practice, they 

proved a greater confidence with regards to small tweaks for further 

contextualisation of the activity. Might these differing approaches relate to biology 

or socialisation? 

 

Rippon’s The Gendered Brain challenges gender stereotypes which have shaped 

a bias in scientific research around neurological gender differences. Rippon quotes 

the words of Gustave Le Bon who said that women “represent the most inferior 

forms of human evolution and…are closer to children and savages than to an adult, 

civilised man”116 as a line of thought that has shaped scientific research, including 

its translations and interpretations within society. This led to the presupposition of 

a women’s deficit position when compared with a man as the main basis for 

scientific research. Opinion which contradicted this deficit model, such as Poullain 

who claimed in the seventeenth century that there was no evidence of women’s 

 
115 A member of the group who had participated in visio divina when I had led it mentioned that 
her photographs were not as good as mine. 
116 Gina Rippon, The Gendered Brain (London: The Bodley Head, 2019), p. 3. 
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inferior position,117  were largely ignored. The desire to ‘prove the differences’ 

between a man’s brain and that of a woman has not waned with societal and 

technological advancements. Whilst it began with weights and measurements, 

using the often smaller and lighter in weight measurements of female brains as 

‘evidence’ that women operate in ways that are inferior to men, the discussion and 

research has continued into the twenty-first century, now with functional Magnetic 

Resonance Imaging data.118  

 

The crux of Rippon’s argument against evidence which points to apparent gender 

differences in the brain relates to social factors119; babies’ brains absorb all sorts 

of attitudes and expectations that they are exposed to.120 As children grow they 

inevitably learn through play, and toy choices affect development. Increased 

gendering of toys (through colour and marketing) means that boys have very 

different play experiences; it follows that brain development will be different if it has 

been shaped by toys with different functions, developing different skills. Equally, 

teenage boys are more likely to spend time playing video games than girls; again, 

this affects how their malleable brains develop. 121  So, where brain function 

differences are noted, this may more accurately result from nurture, rather than 

nature.  

 

Sociological and anthropological research reinforces this argument. Indeed, 

research has shown that sex categorisation can have a profound impact on human 

behaviours and judgement. 122  The gender divide within approaches to this 

research seems to offer further support for this: despite all five researchers having 

significant ministerial experience, female community researchers demonstrated 

less competency, initially at least, both in relation to sourcing photographs and 

delivery. They did, however, demonstrate excellent reflective practice, and were 

able to identify small tweaks to make the activity more contextually appropriate; 

 
117 Poullain de la Barre, The Equality of the Sexes, p. 87 cited in Rippon, Gendered Brain, p. 4. 
118 Rippon, Gendered Brain, pp. 72-100. 
119 Ibid., p. 140 
120 Ibid., pp. 145-168. 
121 Ibid., pp. 213-232. 
122 Cecilia L. Ridgeway, ‘Framed Before We Know It’ in Gendered Lives and Sexual Beings, ed. 
by Joya Misra, Mahala Dyer and Marni Alyson Brown (London: Sage Publications, Inc., 2018), 
pp.10-16; Judith Butler, Undoing Gender (London: Routledge, 2004), p. 41; Angela Saini, Inferior 
(London: 4th Estate, 2017), pp. 194-195. 
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they perhaps needed more time to reach a point of feeling confident enough to lead 

in a way which enabled them to flourish.  

 

Whilst one solution to this ‘problem’ might encourage women to overcompensate 

and push themselves harder,123 this response makes women the ‘problem’, rather 

than structural or systemic issues which have contributed to different attitudes, 

levels of confidence or proficiency amongst women.124 A development, therefore, 

for my own learning relates to pre-empting the long-term effects of these structural 

issues, and building in elements which will circumvent them. For example, within 

my focus day design I assumed that each participant would be able to take an idea 

and adapt it appropriately into something that would feel relevant to their 

participants. I offered no support or counsel for this aspect of their involvement, 

unless initiated by the community researcher. I arguably colluded with making 

women ‘the problem’ as I indirectly encouraged them to push themselves harder.125 

Had I built an application session into the focus day, and encouraged participants 

to work through their ideas and possible adaptations in small groups, this may have 

encouraged female participants to move further away from the original idea. 

Equally, it may have encouraged male participants to make fewer assumptions 

about how far to move away from the ideas presented. In addition to affecting my 

own future practice, this observation also poses an opportunity for further research 

around gender and mission. 

5.4 In Summary 

Having explored the three themes of the Eucharist, the effectiveness of 

contemplative photography as a tool for missional prayer and the impact of gender 

socialisation on the confidence and competence of any new practitioner there are 

some significant learning points in relation to both contemplative photography and 

its effectiveness for missional prayer. There is great potential for the Eucharist to 

be developed for those who have not been socialised in the Church; this is a 

potentially pivotal role for pioneer ministry around the use of the sacraments within 

mission and contemplative photography can offer a fresh divergence from tradition. 

 
123 Sheryl Sandberg, Lean In (London: WH Allen, 2015), pp. 172-173. 
124 Caroline Criado Perez, Invisible Women (London: Chatto & Windus, 2019), p. 282. 
125 Sandberg, Lean In, pp. 172-173. 
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Contemplative photography has proved effective as a tool for missional prayer, 

particularly in relation to ‘looking deeper; ’more work needs to be done to assess 

its effectiveness for ‘looking beyond’. Finally with regards to gender differences in 

approach, a serious question emerges around the capacity for ministerial training 

to empower female leaders to lead in ways which do not expect them to 

overcompensate for structures which have socialised them to approach leadership 

differently to that of their male counterparts. Whilst this is a much wider challenge, 

this awareness needs to impact future research design around missional and 

ministerial leadership. We will now turn to the wider conclusions for this research 

project. 
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Conclusions 
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This research set out to explore contemplative photography’s effectiveness as a 

tool for missional prayer. Phase one introduced people invested in ministry to 

contemplative photography through a focus day. As well as modelling 

contemplative photography methods, the focus day intended to gauge participants’ 

reactions on whether contemplative photography, as a practice which draws 

together contemplative prayer and the artistic process of photography for missional 

prayer, encourages practitioners to ‘look deeper’ and ‘look beyond’ the Church 

physically and metaphorically. On face value participants were resoundingly 

positive about the idea. 

 

Phase two tested how those who were not directly involved or invested in ministry 

might receive contemplative photography through the ministry of phase one focus 

day participants, as they became community researchers in their own contexts. 

Phase three reported back on phase two. In most instances the groups that 

community researchers worked with were established groups connected with the 

ministry of the church. Whilst this, on one level, seems to go against the desire for 

contemplative photography to be used as a tool for missional prayer, if we are to 

recognise missional prayer as per Wells, Paas, Bevans and Schroeder, and indeed 

Merton,126 it is twofold. The first aim of missional prayer is about believers ‘being 

with’ and ‘worshipping’ God to add depth to their understanding of being God’s 

people in the created world. The second aim is for believers to ‘be with’ people they 

encounter in everyday life as the body of Christ.  

 

In breaking missional prayer down into two aims, it is possible to conclude that the 

first aim can be met through the practice of contemplative photography, where 

group participants were visual thinkers, or could put that aside and move into a 

space where they were able to focus primarily on God, and were open to hearing, 

or seeing, God in some way. This was most profoundly demonstrated in the 

independent church congregation who dedicated a whole service to the Eucharist, 

and focused on experiencing that with a listening stance, through God’s guidance, 

in a way that differed from their regular service style. That congregants were able 

to, and keen to, grapple with deep theological questions during this service in a 

 
126 As outlined in Chapter 2, pp. 24-26. 
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way which was uncharacteristic to their ‘normal’ style of participation is noteworthy, 

and perfectly reflects the ‘looking deeper’ aspect of missional prayer.  

 

The second aim of ‘looking beyond’ offers an alternative way of reaching out to 

those encountered in everyday life as the body of Christ is less easy to gauge 

through the data collected in this research. There are hints of affirmative threads 

around ‘looking beyond’ mentioned by each of the community researchers 

interviewed following their activity such as Jake who stated that contemplative 

photography has affected how attentive he is as he goes about his day and how 

he has adopted the ‘look, and look again stance’ as he feels God guiding him. In 

addition Sarah was really encouraged following our interview to further developing 

her ideas and use of visio divina during lockdown in order to more purposefully 

encourage group members to ‘look and begin seeing.’ A further affirmative thread 

relates to Susan who used visio divina with three separate groups, one as an 

established ‘home-group’ another as a self-selected group during a larger event, 

and a third group occurred towards the end of a teaching session with a small 

group of secondary school students. Each of these groups found contemplative 

photography helpful in encouraging a greater sense of awareness of what they see 

and experience in the world around them. The secondary school group in particular 

received the time for space to reflect positively; it had a visibly positive effect on 

their behaviour as they left the classroom uncharacteristically calmer. In addition, 

Richard's activity is a further example of how participants were given themes of 

spring and hope to photograph which led the mixed-age congregation into a 

collective state of excitement. The reflections offered around signs of spring, in the 

face of a complex international backdrop, modelled well how we can be 

encouraged by, as well as encouraging one another with, that very real sense of 

hope. 

 

Whilst all of this points towards contemplative prayer as a promising tool for 

missional prayer as ‘looking beyond,’ it is important to recognise that the design of 

the data collection, whilst completely appropriate for the size and scale of this 

particular study, would need to be further developed to truly assess the second 

aim. This development would need to include interviews with phase two 
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participants also, to gauge any practical impacts on their spiritual lives and 

missional awareness some time after their contemplative photography experience.  

 

Whilst this research has framed contemplative photography as a ‘fresh expression’ 

of prayer or a tool for ‘pioneer ministry’ amidst the character of the twenty-first 

century Church of England, it is also important to note that contemplative 

photography has the potential to enable a ‘looking back’ on the faith practices of 

our ‘ancient beginnings, ’in a way which enables a learning from the past, and an 

application of that learning to our current circumstances. The ‘freshness ’of this is 

approach is in the recognition that each person has a piece of the wisdom inside 

themselves as St Teresa of Avila and other female mystics taught,127 and it is not 

helpful or appropriate to continue to operate in a way which elevates the knowledge 

of church leaders. This research has helped me to recognise that part of the 

‘ministry ’which is being placed in my hands is to use contemplative photography 

as a tool, perhaps one of a number of tools, to enable others to look deeper, and 

find the encouragement there to look beyond. In doing so, I strive to keep alive, the 

practices of female mystics who have gone before us who were not afforded 

access to the scriptures. Even so, they managed to find God in the depths of their 

being, and were repeatedly transformed through those encounters, through which 

they have offered wisdom that has nourished followers of Christ for centuries to 

come.  

 
127 As mentioned in chapter 2, p. 18. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Focus Day Notes  

12/12/19 
 

Attendees: Susan, Russell, Geoff, Phil, Cheryl 

 

The church was much warmer on this day, even though it was quite a miserable and 

rainy day outside. 

 

As per the previous day, the teaching elements of the training day took place in the 

Lady Chapel of the church. I chose this church as it was a perfect city centre location, 

good for parking and in two minutes it was possible to be in a busy shopping centre. 

Refreshments were provided on arrival, and lunch was also provided. 

 

Geoff arrived first, followed by Russell, then Cheryl. Each participant seemed relaxed 

and happy to chat to one another about where they had come from and how they 

found themselves to be here. 

 

The actual input began just after 10am with all participants present. We began with 

participants introducing themselves and their contexts. Each participant had a 

pioneering heart. Geoff is a reader in another diocese, a keen photographer, usually 

through bird watching, but has been told, and accepts, that he use photography to 

pray. Russell also travelled from another diocese, and heard about the day through a 

contact. He is a seasoned photographer and extremely interested in the day. Cheryl is 

a pioneer ordinand in her first year of training. She took a course in photography 

sometime ago but feel somewhat unpractised. Susan is lay, just lay (her words). She is 

not training and nor does she have any ministerial responsibility currently. She work 

with a group on the margins and she also teaches. Phil is an ordinand in the first year 

of training. Already he feels quite starved of the visual, which previously was a very 

prominent part of what he did. He is already a competent photographer, and very 

interested in bringing that together with worship. 

 

My first input was to tell my own story of how I had begun to use photography as a 

tool for prayer. I clarified that I understood prayer in a more contemplative sense for 

this: being with God; being known by God and; being transformed by God. I also 

outlined that my focus on missional prayer was due to so much of what happens in 

church being impenetrable for those who have not been socialised into church. 

Russell said that so much of what I was saying was speaking directly to his heart. 

Threaded through my  synopsis I offered three ideas for using photography as a tool 

for missional prayer: 
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1. A photograph a day (social media based) 

2. Prayer resource (The Little Book of Prayer for the Soul) 

3. Inspiration for poetry/creative writing 

 

The inspiration for creative writing in particular seemed to resonate with participants 

- they seemed particularly moved following my spoken word piece, and there was a 

palpable sense of awe of possibility within this. I developed this idea slightly to talk 

about power poetry and how I would use both videography and stills to create a 

backdrop for the spoken word. Susan was particularly interested in this and asked 

whether this would be a creative process which you might invite others to, or 

whether one would work on this single-handedly. I encouraged inviting others into 

the creative process, particularly as this extends the sense of prayer, and the 

understanding of one another. 

 

From here (which had taken approximately 30 minutes) I introduced the first idea 

that they would be practically involved in, which was the Community Competition: 

Spirituality is…’ Here I asked participants to capture a photograph which completed 

this sentence. I did not give any more information and asked them to take 30 minutes 

to do so. I did clarify that I wanted all participants to leave the church as I did not 

want them to rely on ecclesiological imagery. In addition to the participants at this 

point I had a journalist from the local BBC Radio station, who was interested in what I 

was doing. She asked some of the participants what they thought about their task and 

what they thought they were going to do, then she followed one around, before 

coming back to interview me. When we gathered back together all were willing to 

share their photograph journey - each participant had taken more than one 

photograph and all had further developed their understanding or description of 

spirituality through the process of their journey; Susan in particular had taken a wide 

range of photographs and seemed to be making lots of links between spirituality and 

what they saw.  

 

Following the feedback from this exercise I continued on to Glimmers of God where I 

talked about looking and looking again, that we might see . This component also had 

a task to use the idea of looking, and looking again, for the Divine light in the present 

moment and draw attention to it by taking a photograph. This task was completed 

following lunch, to break things up a little, and we moved onto the next component 

of the Focus Day: Contemplative Prayer. I had asked everyone to limit themselves to 

three photographs and to go out of the church. Russell asked to stay in the church as I 

had specified that they go out to the places where it is hard to catch that divine light - 

he clarified that for him it was hardest to encounter God in church. I allowed him one 

photograph in church therefore. 

 

Here, I asked participants to choose a photograph from a vast array which drew them 

towards it. I took them through Visio Divina as SYNCing with God and asked them 

what their impression of it as an experience was. All participants seemed to value the 
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experience and saw the potential in the exercise. Up until this point Geoff was present 

due to a love of photography, but did not feel that he would be able to participate in 

the research due to the limitations of his current ministry; following this though, he 

thought it was something that could be used to powerfully to link faces of Jesus to 

theology. This acknowledgement led to a wider discussion around using Visio Divina 

as an individual form of prayer as well as corporately - encouraging prayerful dialogue 

using the SYNC method where all are gazing at one image may well make for an 

experience of prayer which also shares the wisdom in the room, rather than 

individuals keeping it for themselves. 

 

After lunch, I clarified the vocabulary that I had begun to use around Contemplative 

Photography using Magdalen Smith s Fragile Mystics: Reclaiming a Prayerful Life.  
 

Following this the final aspect of Contemplative Photography was the Eucharist. This 

was obviously more ecclesial than any other ideas I had offered, and seemed to be the 

least well received aspect of the day. Perhaps also it played into long-held stereotypes 

around church and hierarchy. It was a simple 30 minute service, accompanied by 

photographs at key points. Following the reading of the gospel there was an 

opportunity for Visio Divina using a photograph which related to the passage. 

Following this biddings were offered for prayers in order that people thought in 

whatever way was helpful for them about situations that they wished to bring before 

God. During the eucharistic prayer photographs of a colleague celebrating rolled at 

the same time. After the Eucharist I asked people to comment, stating that this was 

very much a work in progress - I acknowledged the tension of the day generally 

looking at missional prayer, and noted that this was perhaps the least missional aspect 

of the training as it relied on an ecclesial intelligence. Susan and Russell spoke about 

struggling with the Eucharist more generally, and Geoff was, to a point, in agreement. 

[Interestingly I note that this aspect of Contemplative Photography has been the most 

provocative with a group of people who have a pioneering ministry - what does this 

say about how we handle tradition, and indeed whether a new generation of church 

needs to be invited into that tradition?] Russell did not receive Communion - I was 

aware that he had struggled with finding God in the church, and during the 

celebration I wondered whether this had made him uncomfortable. Instead he spoke 

of the worth of photographs of someone else celebrating as it allows the opportunity 

to gaze at something and be part of the service in some way, rather than staring at 

their thumbs. A few people felt far away, or a sense of separation during the Eucharist 

- these comments for a second time made me wonder whether the experience would 

have been different with a central altar. Susan needed to leave at this point and did 

not participate in the final activity. 

 

I moved from the Eucharist into the Examen, which was an opportunity to model the 

concept of prayerful dialogue. I introduced the five aspects of the Examen, working 

through each with a focus on the day, whilst also noting what preparation for this 

could be encouraged if this became something that was done regularly either 
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individually or with a group. This was really well received, and acknowledged as 

another way in which it was possible to use photography in a prayerful and missional 

way. 

 

Following the examen, it was time to leave. All filled out evaluation forms and left. 

There was a tangible sense of God s presence throughout the day, as well as joy and 

true appreciation for what was being offered. Each participant entered prayerfully 

into the space. It felt incredibly positive. 
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Appendix B: Participant Questionnaire 

An exploration of the effectiveness of Contemplative 

Photography as a Tool for Missional Prayer 
 

Thank you for taking part in this focus day! 

It would be really helpful if you could complete the following evaluation form before you 

leave, in order to gauge what you have taken away from the day and how you see it is as 

being useful. 

 

 Question Answer 

1) What were your expectations of this focus day?  

2) Do you feel that your expectations were met? Yes/No 

 

Please say why or why not 

 

3) Which aspect of Contemplative Photography as 

Prayer did you like the most? 

Visio Divina 

Meditative Prayer 

The Examen 

Glimpsing God 

Eucharist 

 

Please say why 

4) Which aspect of Contemplative Photography as 

Prayer did you like the least? 

Visio Divina 

Meditative Prayer 

The Examen 

Glimpsing God 

Eucharist 

 

Please say why 

5) At this point, how do you see yourself using one 

aspect of what you have seen today in your own 

context? 

 

6) At this point, how effective do you think 

Contemplative Photography is as a tool for missional 

prayer? 

Very effective 

Effective 

Not effective 

Really not effective 

 

Please say why 
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7) How missional is worship in your context currently? 1 - very missional 

2 - broadly missional 

3 - not so missional 

4 - not missional at all 

 

Please explain your answer 

 

8) What will you take back to your context from the 

discussions and content today? 
 

9) How pleased were you with how the content was 

presented? 

1 - very pleased 

2 - broadly pleased 

3 - slightly disappointed 

4 - very disappointed 

 

Please explain your answer 

 

10) Do you have any other comments which you feel 

might be helpful to the continued development of 

contemplative photography as a tool for missional 

worship? 

 

 

 

 

Thank you so much for your time today and for completing this form.  
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Appendix C: Advertising 

This is a research project which is being carried out by [name]. [Name] is a curate in 

an inner-city parish, and has been using photography as a form of prayer for a number 

of years now. She has run workshops and quiet days centred around contemplative 

photography as a tool for prayer: 

An exploration of the 

effectiveness of 

Contemplative 

Photography as a Tool for 

Missional Prayer 
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I am looking for readers, evangelists, ordinands, lay pioneers, ordained pioneers, 

curates, and incumbents - anyone who is interested in using photography as a focus 

for mission! I am asking you to be part of a research project. 

 

Your role in this research project has three components: 

• Taking part in a focus day on Thursday 12th December which will give participants 

the opportunity to take part in activities which use contemplative photography as a 

form of prayer or discussion around prayer and spirituality. 

• Back in your own context, you will choose one of the activities you took part in, 

adapt it for your context, and run that activity with an established group of 

individuals. You will ask for feedback from your participants. 

• You will then attend a focus group where the discussion will seek to gather 

feedback around your experiences of using contemplative photography in your 

context and how effective it might be for developing a more missional approach to 

prayer. 

 

Before running your activity you will need to seek permission from your incumbent 

and/or PCC.  
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Appendix D: Activity Guidelines 

An exploration of the effectiveness of Contemplative 

Photography as a Tool for Missional Prayer 
 

Thank you for agreeing to be part of this research project. 

 

Following this focus day you will be taking one of these ideas and developing it to run 

an activity in your context with a group. This activity can be based on any ideas you 

have come across today: 

 

1. A photograph a day….(social media based) 

2. Prayer resource 

3. Inspiration for poetry/creative writing 

4. Community competition…eg. ’Spirituality is…’ 

5. Glimmers of God 

6. Contemplative prayer 

7. Eucharist 

 

You can use one of these ideas as a springboard or inspiration for your own activity, or 

you can replicate an idea in order to run your activity. You will need to be able to 

explain what you did, what your main aim was within that, and how that was or was 

not achieved. 

 

Following your activity you will be asked to take part in a focus group discussion on 

either Wednesday 11th March or Wednesday 18th March. In the focus group you will 

be asked to evaluate your activity. It will be helpful for you to have feedback from the 

group you led the activity with to inform your evaluation. This feedback should 

detail: 

 

1. What participants enjoyed 

2. What participants did not enjoy 

3. Whether they would be interested in doing something like this again 

4. How they would define their faith/religious beliefs/relationship with God 

5. What effect this activity has had on their understanding of faith/religious 

beliefs/relationship with God 

 

You may wish to design a questionnaire to tackle this, or you may prefer to review the 

activity as a group at the end and record the discussion. How you evaluate will 

depend on the dynamics and trust that the group has. If they do not know one 

another very much, use questionnaires which can be filled out individually. If they 

are a close group, then perhaps a more informal discussion approach would work 
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better. Please rest assured, I will not need to see or hear the feedback you have 

collected, but I will expect you to be able to refer to it in our focus group discussion.  

 

Once again, many thanks for being part of this research project!  
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Appendix E: Consent Form 

 

RIPON COLLEGE CUDDESDON CONSENT FORM 

 

Participant Identification Code:  

 

Title of Project: An exploration of the effectiveness of Contemplative Photography as a 

Tool for Missional Prayer  

 

Student Name: _____________  

 

Supervisor Name: ____________ 

 

Please read and sign:  

I confirm at I have read and understand the information sheet about the above-named 

project and have had the opportunity to ask questions.  

 

I understand that participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any time 

prior to the research project being written up, without giving a reason.  

 

I agree to take part in this project. 

 

I agree to the interview/focus group being audio recorded 

 

Name of participant: …………………………………………………………………… 

 

 

Signature: …………………………………  Date: ……………………………………. 

 

 

Name of student: ____________ 

 

 

Signature: …………………………………  Date: ……………………………………. 

 

 

 

Participants will be given a copy of this signed, dated consent form. The original signed 

consent form will be kept by the student. 
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Appendix F: Participant Observation Notes 

Richard’s Community Research Event 08/03/2020 
 

Pioneer church venture which meets in the grounds of a retreat house around a fire 

pit. 

 

There was a sense of gathering, Richard welcomed everyone and set the scene: that 

we were looking for signs of spring and signs of hope today. He had a number of old 

film cameras which he invited people to borrow and work in groups to take 

photographs of signs of spring and hope. All of the photographs were to go towards a 

photography competition, and there would be a prize for the winning photograph! 

We weren t sure what yet! As well as taking photographs we were also given the task 

of collecting twigs which might clog the lawn mower up. 

 

It was mostly young families who were present, and it was really interesting to see 

how all ages, even the very young, were actively involved in each of the tasks, but 

particularly the noticing spring around them and taking the photographs. The energy 

and buzz that grew during the time we were exploring was wonderful to see, as 

young and old alike shared their digital photographs with one another, or showed 

broadly what they had taken a photograph of. There also seemed amongst a good 

number, to be a wider discussion around how immediate life has become, how we 

expect to see our photographs straight away, and is it impatience, a lack of confidence, 

or something else which leads to the feelings of slight frustration at having to wait . It 

was a really interesting parallel conversation to be taking place about how times have 

changed, and how that has influenced our expectations. 

 

Eventually, though there was still real energy for running around and noticing, we 

gathered back around the fire. We heard a passage from scripture, Ecclesiastes A time 

for…’ and listened to a psalm which had been put to music. We were encouraged to 

think about with the season change, what change are we noticing in ourselves…what 

do we need to leave behind along with winter, and what do we want to keep sight of 

as spring comes into full bloom. We were invited to take a symbol of each, a hazelnut 

and a spring flower, and we were invited to leave the hazelnut to the fire, and put it 

behind us. The younger members of the gathering, concentrated slightly less well 

here, but there was still a good level of engagement. 

 

Afterwards as we gathered for tea and cake inside, the children were still sharing their 

photos with anyone who would give them attention - they remained really energised. 

I was so surprised by how this cut through inter-generational challenges, but also 

brought with it a keenness to show and tell with complete strangers, like myself. It 

was amazing to witness, and really inspiring as a worship idea.  
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Appendix G: Interview Transcript (Russell)  

11/03/2020 
 

Person Script 

M So Russell, could you start by telling me a little bit…I’ve got an idea because 

we’ve been in email contact but imagine I haven’t; could you tell me a little bit 

about what you’ve been doing. 

Russell Yeah, yeah. Yeah, er we’ve done tw…well I suppose in a sense three things/two 

things whatever way you call it. First one - very simple. Erm , I was able to take a 

service at a local Methodist Church which is a big Methodist Church… 

M Mmm. 

Russell …erm, just outside [the city] where we actually did a whole service erm, just 

talking around this issues of erm, photography and prayer, photography and 

mission. 

M Hmm. 

Russell Erm, and, erm from that we do actually have a booklet that I just produced some 

time ago, which is now…they’ve now asked for the copies of the books which is 

now gonna’ go onto erm… 

M Mmm, hmmm. 

Russell …they have erm, one of the churches on the edge the…on one of the rougher-

the rough estate, they open the church up on a Wednesday for two hours for 

anyone-anyone can drop in for prayer, there’s a quiet area, a quiet space etc. so 

we’ve just reproduced more copies of the book, which are just a collection of 

photographs with whatever reading came to my mind at the time I took it. Erm, 

so that, that one we’re gonna’…we’re using. Erm, but mainly er, the main one 

was actually at my wife’s church… 

M A ha. 

Russell …and without boring you too much with the details, ‘cos I’ve given you, because 

I say,. it’s not an Anglican church, it’s an independent church…erm. 

M Mmm. 

Russell Most of the stuff I have… 

M Can I just, sorry I’m slowing you down. These photographs are amazing. Are they 

yours? 

Russell Yeah, they’re just old ones. 

M That’s just wonderful. 

Russell Yeah, it’s Corfe Castle. 
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Person Script 

M Wonderful, and I really like this one as well. I have looked ahead, but that… 

Russell It’s quite, right… 

M Sorry. 

Russell No, you carry on…(laughing) if someone wants to look at my photographs… 

M Where…(laughing) you forget that people need to… 

Russell No, but I’m in no hurry at all. 

M And you’ve got the black and white. 

Russell I…I have a thing about black and white that I’ve really got into I suppose over 

the last sort of six months. 

M Sure. 

Russell I think there’s something about it that covers a multitude of sins, but also reveals 

something that colour doesn’t. 

M A ha. 

Russell I thin..when y-when you strip things back, often as well with nature, when you 

strip it back to it-its sort of core and its basics, it-it takes away the distraction, 

erm… 

M Yeah, yeah. There is something, yeah…there’s something beautiful about erm, 

now…is it Ha…what’s that camera, very iconic camera…Ha, Hau: Hasselblad… 

Russell Hasselblads, yeah. 

M Yeah, erm, the old style Hasselblads, they tended to work only in black and 

white… 

Russell Oh very much so, you couldn’t get… 

M Yeah, but there was something about er…I’ve seen something of… 

Russell They’re also square formatted. 

M Yeah, they're square and there was something about them that, it always took 

away the distraction of anything else and you focused right in on erm…that’s 

what I 

Russell You’ve only got to look at the work of people like Ansel Adams… 

M Mmm. 

Russell …and to know that, you know, how black and white is-has a completely 

different thing to it.  
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Person Script 

M Yeah, mmm. A ha, and as soon as I’ve…erm I do admit there’s something like 

flowers, like this I-I prefer colour… 

Russell Oh absolutely… 

M …but 

Russell I did a day with a pro -photographer because I struggle sometimes with black and 

white… 

M Okay. 

Russell And he says, the trouble is, people, and the same with colour, people se-we still 

see in colour so when we’re going to black and white, we try to see it in black 

and white. And actually he said, if you can photograph, if you can try to 

photograph in tone, not in colour, your colour photography will improve as well.  

M Okay, a ha.  

Russell So he did a whole day of just looking at black and white photographs… 

M a ha. 

Russell …and how different colours don’t go well. 

M Yeah.  

Russell You know, red with yellow, one just appears black and one white. Erm… 

M A ha.  

Russell And if you see things in tone, but not in colour, and it…it makes such a 

difference. 

M Yeah, a ha. That, no…that makes sense and I’d probably quite like to go on a 

focus day like that myself. Marvellous. Sorry, I will stop looking but that… 

Russell Please…I’m in no hurry at all.  

M That is an absolute gem of a book. So, er, back to what I’d stopped you on, er…it 

was at your wife’s church. 

Russell It’s alright…it was my wife’s church and I-I’ve put some of the erm…the context 

in writing but jus-just for here… 

M Sure.  

Russell Basically it is a totally and absolutely independent church, okay. Er…a small 

church where er most of those who come if they don’t have a-a diagnosed 

learning disability, would be somewhere on that sort of spectrum. 

M I see, yeah. 
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Person Script 

Russell Okay, so I think I said something in the region of probably 30-40% would 

actually have a learning disability. 30% would actually have an issue with, 

wouldn’t be able to write or read. 

M Mmm. Right. 

Russell So, er, and it-it’s very attractional to people who come from that sort of 

background I suppose. 

M Yes. 

Russell Consequently to which, I mean it’s a church which originally met in a 

community centre, now meets in the hall of the local anglican church and 

they’ve been brilliant for them. Erm, but every single one of them who comes 

would have come from a different background. So they don’t come from any…it’s 

very very eclectic. 

M Yeah. Mmm. 

Russell Each one of them with probably the exception of one or two would have a very 

very basic faith. 

M Mmm, mmm. 

Russell Erm, quite a profound one, but when you start getting into the theology side of it, 

it just would go… 

M Mmm, yeah…so when you say quite profound, what do you mean? Is it like 

that… 

Russell Really what they believe, they really believe, and it really impacts their everyday 

life. 

M So has it got almost that childhood naivety about it? Do you know what I mean? 

Russell Yeah, yeah, that’s a good way of putting it. It’s also, they’re very very much a 

profound belief in social justice. Erm, so for a small church I would probably say 

half of them are involved almost on a weekly basis with the homeless. And not 

just making something - they go out on the streets and all the rest of it. 

M Yeah, a ha.  

Russell Erm, the amount of money they give away to various charitable causes is, you 

know…basically if they’ve got money left at the end of the year, they give it 

away. 

M Mmm. 

Russell You know, it’s that very…that’s really where they come from. They struggle in 

lots of ways because the building that they use is an anglican church, and it’s 
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Person Script 

being used all through the…like, y’know, they meet in a similar hall to this, but 

an older one, erm, and it’s being used all week round. 

M Sure. 

Russell They really struggle missionally, erm, apart from they do a lunch club and a 

coffee morning but they, the sort of two churches work together on it. 

M Mmm. 

Russell Erm, so as a result of all of this they really do struggle so, I think for erm, about 

sixteen, seventeen weeks not he trot I’ve done all the preaching for them. When 

I couldn’t make it, my wife would fill in, erm, but they’ve been using a lay group, 

a preaching group as well, which are sort of lay readers in training, who need 

places to go and preach, etc, etc. Because the church is smaller, because they’ve 

had a lot of deaths through cancer in the last eight or nine months, we’re getting 

to the point where sometimes bringing people in is a bit difficult, y’know, there 

are only a few of you. So what we did is we created a four week pattern for the 

whole of this year, which releases me from preaching. 

M Yeah. 

Russell So the first Sunday of the month is now is as traditional as they ever would do. So 

it tends to be three or four worship songs, preaching tends to be around 30 

minutes and a worship song to end. 

M Right. 

Russell The second Sunday of the month is an open free service so they-literally whoever 

turns u-and they’re very proficient at this. 

M Sure, yeah. 

Russell Third week is always like a discipleship service of worship time but then the 

teaching is much more interactional and discussion based. Erm, and then the 

fourth week is always a creative service. 

M Mmm. 

Russell In which ever way anyone wants to interpret it. Communion is-is 

t’s quite interesting in terms of the context of what we did, because it’s n-we 

don’t believe in a hierarchy of priests or anything… 

M Mmm. 

Russell Erm, there’s two of us with a missional, or ministry background within the 

church but str-they believe strongly in whoever wants to lead and give 

communion that day does so.  

M Yeah. 
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Person Script 

Russell So very, erm, so it’s very open. So the nice thing is it leans itself to do whatever 

you like. 

M Yeah, absolutely.  

Russell So what we did, erm for this particular service is-and we told them beforehand 

because we actually cancelled it once because there were a few people ill and we 

wanted to capture as many people as possible. 

M Okay, a ha. 

Russell So basically we took the idea of communion split into three, so, with he 

exception of two songs at the start, the whole service was communion for an 

hour and a half… 

M Okay…a ha. 

Russell …hour and a quarter or so. And we took the principle that Jesus takes the bread 

and blesses it, he breaks it and gives it. 

M Okay. 

Russell So then-we said right, so let’s look at how we might interpret that for our own 

lives. So we looked at…so the first bit is about Jesus blesses the bread, takes the 

bread and blesses it, so we had a-a time of just quiet music playing, and then two 

of us read over the congregation the scripture readings of Jesus’ promises to us, 

his love for us, his faithfulness. And it was just about five or six minutes of this. 

M A ha, mmm. 

Russell The second part is that Jesus breaks the bread, in the same way that sometimes he 

has to break us. He has to break us of our sin and our pride and all this sort of 

thing. And we used a video clip for that, we used a part of the passion and it’s the 

bit where Peter says to Jesus ‘no, no, no, I’ll go with you to the cross’ and denies 

him three times and at the moment he denies him three times, he’s broken.  

M Right, a ha.  

Russell And then the third bit is of course, and then Jesus gives, in the same way he gives 

us to the world. And we used an image which we downloaded and it’s the, it’s the 

last supper. 

M Right. 

Russell But all the people at the table aren’t the traditional last supper…it’s all South 

American street children. 

M Okay, a ha. 
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Person Script 

Russell And then you, so you just reflect on that whilst the music’s playing, and then just 

ask the question, so, okay these are the people round the table…all children, 

yeah…but one of them has to be Judas. And that was really powerful, because all 

of a sudden you’re saying that a child is Judas. And we, sort of unpacked that a 

little bit. 

M Yeah, okay. 

Russell So now the three parts of communion have been broken down and so what we 

then did is we gave, we laid out a table a little bit like erm, you did when we met 

last, and we put out about 25 different images, a couple of copies of each, erm…if 

you want any of the copies…and all we asked people to do was to go to the table 

and to quietly pray over the photographs, okay, and asked each person simply to 

take away the photograph that for them represented communion. Erm, so what 

does communion mean to you? Erm, so we laid out the photographs and we just 

gave them as much time as they wanted, just to go and take, erm, erm, an image. 

Went back to their seats and then we said, okay what we want you to now do is 

to take your photograph, you’re only allowed one, maximum of two words that 

you write, that you take the photograph and you write on the back why that 

represents communion to you. Then you take it away and you use it during a 

meal during the next week. So you’re effectively having communion at home, but 

using the words that you have written on the back to reflect and pray over.  

M Yeah, mmm.  

Russell Erm, and we thought that would be something that they might struggle with, but 

every single one of them did it, and every single one of them wrote on the backs 

and every single one of them was prepared to speak about why that photograph 

represented communion to them. 

M That’s really interesting isn’t it. To go back to what you’ve just, what you said to 

start with… 

Russell It’s completely contradictory to what we expected… 

M Sure. 

Russell I mean, I erm, I was expecting to have to, sort of go first, to get it going. Not at 

all. Cos, the two images…I sort of cheated a bit, I blew mine up beforehand… 

M And you had time to think! 

Russell Yeah! So for me that was there, and that was the one for me, the simplicity of 

communion, and that one there which was the acceptance of communion - all 

are accepted at the table. 

M Yeah.  
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Russell Erm, and but actually, they all did very similar types of things and with the 

exception of one, erm because, and in fairness he probably thought there was a 

right and a wrong answer… 

M Yes. 

Russell So he probably chose what he thought was the right question… 

M Rather than letting his heart lead. 

Russell Yes, yeah. Everyone…no one took away a religious photograph. 

M Mmm. 

Russell They all took away something erm, completely different. And then literally, we 

then went into erm, communion itself. So all we did then…we had the 

powerpoint erm, on the screen, very much the same way that you did when we 

met.  

M Yeah, a ha. 

Russell And then we read through the passage for communion in Matthew’s gospel, 

slowly. Every few words we stopped and we projected an image on the screen for 

people to think over before we moved on. 

M Yes. 

Russell Erm, and that was just a case of sort of watching people and…yeah, okay we’ve 

got that bit, move on…etc. etc. But the erm… 

M Mmm. So very Spirit-led because, you know, you were - yes you had the broad 

idea and the bones of what you were going to do and how you were going to do it 

but you were taking everybody with you as well. 

Russell And the int-wha…so we did, sort of prepare it at the start. Because it’s a very 

erm, as an independent church it’s very much a case of if during the course of the 

worship someone feels led to pray about something, or wants to stop and say 

something, that’s fine, but that wouldn’t have worked. So we did have a prayer 

time at the start so there was no interruption. And we said to people please sit 

back, and we put extra chairs out and all the rest of it, but please don’t ask for 

any-any prayer, don’t say anything, we just want silence for the whole time, until 

you get to the bit where people can express how they felt about a particular 

image.  

M But that takes through…you know, just kind of reflecting as you’re talking to me, 

that takes through, that mirrors something of the discipline of contemplation 

as…what am I trying to say…? 

Russell What surprised me was how easily they adopted that discipline… 

M Yeah, a ha. 
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Russell …because it’s not natural for them. 

M No because usually anyone can interject at any point. And yet, and whilst that’s a 

beauty of God’s people in God’s place, erm, sometimes there is a need for the 

discipline of not reacting ourselves, but waiting on God, listening, holding, d’you 

know what I mean? 

Russell Very much so, and I suppose, y’know some of the things we’ve been talkin-

because their expression of worship tends to be through music. 

M Mmm. 

Russell And I find it difficult because that is as far removed from me as it is possible to 

get. I mean, if you banned it from church it wouldn’t bother me in the slightest, 

you know. 

M Right. 

Russell And erm, and we often have a joke about it, if the music doesn’t work - because 

they don’t have any musicians, they use SongPro and project onto a screen, 

y’know. And if it’s not working one morning, or it’s playing up, that I’ve 

tampered with it. 

M Yeah, okay. (Laughing). 

Russell (Laughs) You know, erm, so it is-it’s literally, it’s as far away from what they 

would be used to and feel comfortable with, but there’s something in it that I’ve 

come to passionately believe, that God often meets us in the complete 

contradiction to who we are. You know. So for me, I’ve been totally activists 

when it comes to learning style, I’m 95% activist, 5% pragmatist - forget the 

theorist and reflector, it doesn’t exist… 

M For you, yeah… 

Russell …so where does God meet me? In mindfulness and meditation. And that-that’s 

just been mind-blowing for me, but it was interesting for them as well. To say 

that you’ve got to shut up and say nothing. You can’t sing…and I was expect-I 

was expecting them to basically sit down, look at the pictures and say, ‘oh, that’s 

a nice picture’. But the feedback was just, like blew you away. Erm… 

M Mmm, mmm. So tell me a bit about that feedback then, and you might have 

written it for me and thank you for preparing this.  

Russell No, I have written it out and what I’ve done is I’ve summarised it, because giving 

feedback, when you asked them what didn’t they enjoy, well actually, giving 

feedback was what they didn’t enjoy, because it’s not something that is natural 

for them and it’s not something that they can do…a lot of questions they don’t 

really understand. 

M And so for you it was probably best to just have a chat at the end of the service 

and say, ‘so did you like that?’ 'Which bits did you like?’ You know. 
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Russell So what we actually did, because we’ve got a WhatsApp group… 

M Yes. 

Russell So I put the questions on WhatsApp, and then people fed it back. So basically, 

what did the participants enjoy? Well the sorts of things they were saying was 

using the photographs to think about what communion means to us. It allows us 

to think about communion from different perspectives. Because it tends to 

be…even though they have the freedom, communion tends to be, bang bang 

bang. 

M Yeah. Let’s get this done. Right next thing. 

Russell One of the comments was, it was enjoyable that the whole service was about the 

Lord’s supper, what he did for us on the cross, and the meal that helps us to 

remember this. Having the time to really reflect and meditate on the pictures 

gave me a refreshment and a new insight into living for God. That was quite 

profound for someone in this church. 

M Mmm. That is, and you’d assumed- you know, you’ve told me, yes there’s a 

profound faith, but don’t ask them to explain it really or… 

Russell Yeah, erm…having time to stop and think erm, and having the time really 

blessed and restored me was one of the comments which was made which was 

interesting. What they didn’t like was, as I say, giving feedback! Would they be 

interested in doing similar again? Now that was interesting. Not only was there 

100% yes - there was a 100% request to do it again. So it wasn’t a case of, oh 

yeah, that was nice. It was like, no, when are we doing it again? 

M Mmm. 

Russell That's interesting for something that goes completely contrary to normally how 

they are. How would they define their religious beliefs/relationship with God? 

M That is going to be more difficult for this, er, group. 

Russell That is…yeah. And I wrote down, participants find this question hard to relate to 

or answer, because they don’t really understand their relationship with God 

particularly. Generally, just that they have it. 

M Yes, and for some contexts, it’s important to erm, say, ooh no, I don’t really…the 

reason I’ve included that is because some of the contexts that people are working 

with, they wouldn’t profess to have a relationship with God. Erm, but they might 

also say, oh gosh, this has made me think a bit. So for these guys, they have it - 

boom! You know, that’s fine. 

Russell Yes, so what I’ve written down…basically all of them have a belief system. 

Basically, we are fallen, we’ve all made mistakes and it’s through the death and 

resurrection of Jesus that we’re saved. 

M Mmm. 
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Russell That - and in a sense their sort of faith is built round, ‘what more do I need to 

know?’ And in a sense…it goes back to that childlike faith, and we make it 

complicated, they don’t want the complicated.  

M Well Jesus says, doesn’t he, ‘Come to me, little children’ and you know, then we 

kind of get hormones, complicate things and you know… 

Russell Well, that’s why one of the reasons at church they’ve stopped having outside 

speakers so much, because outside speakers tend to believe, ‘oh, I’m going into 

church, I’ve got to put in the theology bit’ where actually erm I just did 

seventeen weeks of 1 Corinthians 13-14: Love is…Just the love is patient, love is 

kind, ‘cos there’s about sixteen of them, but using story. And that’s what they 

preferred. Of course if you have outside speakers in… 

M And they don’t know that. 

Russell …they feel the need to throw in the theology bit. So what effect has it had on 

their understanding of faith and relationship - the replies tended towards not so 

much about an understanding of faith, but an understanding of communion, and 

faith within the context of communion. 

M Yeah. 

Russell Erm, and they were saying…replies tended towards communion but that it was 

about how it became more interesting using the photographs to see communion 

afresh and that the images allowed them to focus, rather than move on. Erm, it 

made communion in the service a central expression of our faith to God. 

M Which is really interesting ‘cos the Anglo-Catholic, or the liberal churches in the 

anglican spectrum, I know you’re saying this is independent, but in the anglican 

spectrum they would coin that this is what makes us distinct from the low 

church. 

Russell Yeah. 

M It sounds like, er, from what you’re describing, I know it’s outside of the anglican 

church, but it would be in that lower spectrum, you know, very free - Word is 

important, and suddenly these guys are saying, oh no, this is central to our faith - 

that’s great. 

Russell And we have something…I mean, I-I’ve al…I used to say, ‘cos I used to work in a 

congregation church as you know, erm… 

M Yes. 

Russell …and the church, this church, similar to the congregation church - one of the 

things that they would say is actually, ‘the one thing that we are opposed to is 

liturgy.’ 

M Mmm. 
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Russell And what I would say to this church, and to most churches I’ve ever worked 

with, is ‘yeah, but all you’ve done is replaced the words of liturgy, and replaced it 

with your own.’ 

M Yeah it’s my long-term argument! 

Russell Because - yeah, you have this freedom to do whatever you like and what do you 

do? Exactly the same every week! 

M Yeah. So you choose songs that help us to say ‘oh yeah, we’re here to worship 

God,’ that’s the starting point, and then, you know you have a high point - ‘Yeay, 

we’re here to worship God - God’s awesome!’ and then you go down a bit to 

reflect…that’s liturgy! 

Russell It’s liturgy, that’s all it is! It’s just different words. 

M Yeah, a ha.  

Russell So, you asked about my, our personal evaluation, erm, ‘what do you, what do we 

think went well?’ Erm, the photographs on the table worked really well because 

that was their, that was their moment when they were asked to respond with 

their own thoughts, from their own feelings and emotions and from their own 

heart.  

M Yes. 

Russell Erm, I’d say, not only did each person respond by selecting them but they 

actually wrote, and they were prepared to talk about it. 

M Yeah, mmm, yes. 

Russell Erm, which was interesting. 

M And also that didn’t end when they left church… 

Russell No they took it. 

M …because there was something, you know, there was something to do as they 

took it into their every day. 

Russell Absolutely. Erm, the images worked really well on the screen because again, that 

slowed down the actual taking, erm, of communion itself. 

M Sure, a ha. 

Russell Er, and it stopped it becoming a repetitive erm… 

M ritual type thing. 
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Russell Yeah. Erm, it became about a personal feeling, I think is one of the things we 

picked up. It became very personal for each individual person. What didn’t go so 

well, unfortunately th-we used a video clip for the part about when Peter was 

broken. Unfortunately the light was powering through the window and you 

couldn’t see it very well. So I probably wouldn’t…unless we did it in the winter, 

erm, I would… 

M Mmm. Well it’s…the sun’s quite low at the moment. I had a similar problem here 

a few weeks ago. In summer, you’ll probably be alright because the sun’ll be 

much higher. 

Russell Unfortunately because it is a…it is a small church that meets in a hall, a big big 

hall, it’s not great ‘cos they’ve got a really old heating system, so… 

M Right. 

Russell …when the heating system’s on you’ve got to almost shout above it, when it 

turns off you freeze… 

M Yeah. 

Russell …and it’s a projector, erm, it’s not like, you know a super-dooper projected, it’s 

£150 projector which you…er…so anythin-if you get any light on the screen at 

all, it tends to struggle with video. Erm, but, we-we gave it a go. Erm, one person 

did mention that the video didn’t help, which was fair enough. But most people 

said, in a sense they didn’t need it because the wor-it was…although it was a 

video clip, erm, it was to the backing track of ‘It’s a wonderful world’. 

M Mmm. So it was… 

Russell So actually, they were listen-there was images went, so they were jus…most of 

them didn’t even look at it, they just closed their eyes and listened to the music 

and thought… 

M And what you’re doing there is providing for different learning styles, those who, 

you know listen, those who maybe want to be actively involved in some way, 

maybe…I don’t know, maybe they’re less prepared but there’s something to 

watch so there’s visual there, and those who kind of just want to go into 

themselves and do their own thing, well that…you know. 

Russell And there’s fascinating sort of conversations that came out of it, you know. ‘Cos 

we had this bit about, you know, erm, Peter was broken… 

M Mmm. 

Russell …and we ended up-I’ve no idea how we did, but we ended up in a conversation 

after was ‘were Peter and Judas actually that different?’ Actually they both had 

their own agenda, and…y’know, so how, so we got into quite… 

M Quite a theological debate…you might say, mightn’t you? 
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Russell …theological debate - yeah! And we’re the one with at the moment, y’know, this 

whole thing about stripping things back, erm, and discipleship’s looking at 

y’know, ‘how…’ what was meant to be a one session was on ‘how do we try to 

conform with the world?’ 

M Mmm. 

Russell …’compared to, y’know, how we’re supposed to be. So we started of with some 

really basic-which we thought were basic…if we give them five or six in the 

space of an hour, that’ll be easy. So we started off with lying. Okay, so, yeah. So 

how do we…we started off with all the ‘is all lying wrong?’ So there’s-y’know, 

white lies - what if all lying’s wrong? Whether we can tell our kid’s there’s a 

Santa? Y’know. 

M Mmm. 

Russell And we don’t feel bad about it sort of thing. And then, when we sort of said, 

‘okay, yeah, lying’s always wrong. God always says lying is wrong’… ‘Does he?’ 

And then we starte-we ended up looking at more, ‘hang about, so…what about 

Rahab then? When she lies and God blesses her?’ What about… 

M What about Jacob and Rachel, and  

Russell What about Moses par…y’know, mother, and who he is… 

M Yeah… 

Russell And bless…so is ly…the things…I think this is one of the things that this has 

done is made us realise that we’d-the things that we take for granted, actually are 

not always to be taken for granted. 

M That’s really interesting. 

Russell So it’s led us into places we never thought we would go. 

M And it sounds like it’s led you into huge God-talk which you would have 

previously said ‘they’re not capable of, they don’t do that, they don’t interact in 

that way’, and yet, you know, some of these conversations that you’re giving me 

the highlights of, that’s really profound stuff, isn’t it. 

Russell No absolutely. And I never would have, yeah. 

M Yeah. All from photographs. 

Russell All from a few photographs.  

M Really interesting. 

Russell And it’s interesting for me, it’s how few of them have anything to do. And it’s 

interest-it’s also interesting as well ‘cos, I mean some of the photographs erm, 

were I suppose…that’s actually one there, that’s my favourite. That’s my wife and 

our communion on the beach at Lee Abbey. 
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M Okay. 

Russell Erm, the mug of coffee and the hot cross bun. But we put the obvious ones on 

there which were like the bread . No one took them. 

M No. 

Russell Anything to do with Church, erm, no one took. 

M No. 

Russell Er, they took… 

M Which isn’t necessarily surprising in the sense that it’s an independent church so 

some of that er, symbolism, you know, people have…either they’ve not got a 

history with that, and this is where they are and how do those two connect? Or 

they have got a history with it and they’ve rejected it because they’re here now. 

Do you know? So that makes sense. 

Russell I suppose, the other thing for me, I would have to balance it and say, y’know, me 

personally, I look at that and think ‘isn’t that wonderful that they didn’t take the 

religious ones?’ but then we also have to sit back and say, okay, were there 

perhaps one or two who didn’t take the religious symbols because they felt they 

shouldn’t…? 

M Yeah. Or ‘that might be the answer…I should search a bit more!’ or something 

like that. 

Russell Yeah. So there’s always a balance isn’t there: the ones who will take it because 

they feel they have to, the ones who don’t take it because they feel they 

shouldn’t…erm. 

M Yeah, and if I may say, I know that church and, like, the traditional 

understanding and symbolism within it - that’s problematic for you, and so 

you’re more inclined to notice things…we, as people, are more inclined to notice 

things that affirm our position on something. 

Russell Position, yeah.  

M Erm, and not question what the reasons are for why that might be. And you 

know, maybe they would have said, ‘well this was my first reaction.’ So, that, you 

know. 

Russell Yeah. It’s that whole confirmation bias. Y’know, we select what reaffirms us. 

That said, you know, just speaking this out here, now…it makes me think, 

y’know, okay so that’s my worry, but if people were only taking it to reaffirm a 

particular position, then they wouldn’t have been able to put the words on the 

back surely? 

M Yes. True. 
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Russell Erm, and I didn’t ask them to do the words because I wanted to test the question, 

I wanted the words so that they could take something away. 

M Yes.  

Russell And it was interesting, everything they took, they were seeing in the photograph 

beyond what was in the photograph. 

M Yes, a ha. 

Russell Erm, so they had actually thought it was a lot more spiritual than I’d expect. 

M Yeah, no definitely. And I guess that’s my second thing. I don’t know if I said to 

the, in the focus day, I don’t know whether I talked about, erm, the different 

forums that I’ve done all of these things for at some stage or other, erm, often 

more rather than less, and probably mostly even then, er people, there’s been 

someone in the group who’s said, ‘I’m dyslexic and you know, the bible, 

scripture, it just doesn’t, it hasn’t made sense for me…but this, this breaks open a 

whole different kettle of fish and you’re telling me that the natural world, 

everything that we see, relationships, all that God has created, that that is the 

sacred text of God - this is mind-blowing for me!’ 

Russell And I think that that, I mean, if you were to look, I mean, they wouldn’t be able 

to tell you as such, but if you were to ask, I suppose, me as an onlooker, ‘what is 

there theology?’ you know if you look at all the various theologies, I probably 

come from a liberation theology type of thing…there’s…but I’ve left that behind 

now and I’m more with them, they would be exactly what you’re referring to. 

They would be very much in terms of a natural theology. You know, even if Jesus 

hadn’t come, there has to be a God, because you look at everything in the world 

and it’s blatantly obvious. 

M It’s obvious. 

Russell And I suppose in a sense I’ve moved a lot, erm, that way, although I refuse to 

leave my liberation theology behind. Erm, that’s really inter-and I sump-but 

they’ve also got that side as well because they’re into social justice anyway, but 

yeah, that’s interesting.  

M Mmm, no definitely. Something else, if I may say, that I found really interesting, 

and I, y’know, we’ve been conversing every now and again, and I’ve kind 

of…even on the Focus Day, you shared with me your difficulty with the 

Eucharist. 

Russell Yes, very much. 

M Erm, I was so interested to receive an email from you that was, ‘I’m going to do 

Communion!’ I was like, ‘What?! How has that come about?’ Can you talk me 

round that a little bit? 
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Russell It’s erm, it’s difficult, it’s difficult for me, because I have always believed in 

stripping communion back. You know, the idea that communion was the first 

meal, you know, the main meal of the day… 

M A ha. 

Russell Erm, that Jesus simply said, ‘do this in remembrance of me.’ He didn’t say ‘get a 

priest to do this and someone else to do that.’ I’ve always, always struggled with 

that. I’ve alwa- I suppose about eighteen months ago I-I took a view wrongly that 

if a church didn’t believe that I was good enough to give communion, then I 

wouldn’t take it, because to me, at the time that felt like, almost selling out. I was 

doing something that felt wrong. Erm, but also because for nineteen months I’ve 

been having weekly counselling, and I had got into a really dark place. 

M Mmm, okay. Yeah. 

Russell And it's interesting, one of the images I put on there was an image I took in that 

dark-I’ve done a series of photographs on tunnels… 

M Right. 

Russell …and how those tunnels eighteen months ago are really dark and I was going to 

some really dodgy places, at dodgy times, deliberately, but subconsciously at the 

same time… 

M Yes, yeah. 

Russell And then literally about three weeks ago, four weeks ago, I went to London to 

photograph one tunnel at Kings Cross Station, ‘cos it’s a tunnel underneath Kings 

Cross that they use for, they often use for fashion shows, ‘cos it’s bright and light, 

and as you walk along it, it all lights up. And it was a thing for me, the end, it’s 

the end of a nineteen month journey from the start where it was, to here. I-I’ve 

al-when I first became, when I first became a Christian it was in an anglican 

church. Erm, it was just an amazing church to become a Christian in. If you 

wanted a church to become a Christian in, that was the one you wen-you had to, 

beca…but it’s problem then was, when you had people who really wanted to 

move on, it was, ‘we don’t quite know what to do.’ And I started with 

communion…I would be a wreck at every single communion thing: ‘oh, I’m not 

good enough!’ And then someone had to take me aside and say, ‘But that’s the 

point! You shouldn’t be crying, you should be celebrating.’ 

M Mmm. Mmm. 

Russell Erm, but I’ve always, always struggled, as my therapist will say, you know, 20 

years as a therapist, and never come across someone with less self-worth. So 

communion has always been a struggle for me. So when someone says, ‘you can 

take communion but you can’t give it’ it reinforces to me, that ‘you’re not good 

enough.’ 

M Mmm, mmm. 
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Russell Erm, so at my wife’s church which is the complete opposite: whoever wants to 

give communion that day or feels that that’s what they want to do…anyone can 

do it. We often use the children to hand communion out. No-one has, well 

there’s two of us obviously, but none of the rest of them have any sort of 

theological background at all, and actually we often, as much as we can, we sort 

of roster somebody in, saying ‘would you like to give communion this week?’ 

‘Cos they-they then gotta’ go away and read it al little bit and most of them then 

go away and actually find a little story or something to go with it. So, to me it was 

about, well two things…one about stepping outside of my comfort zone but also 

recognising that the church, this particular church are…y-you can’t get it 

wrong… 

M Yeah. 

Russell Because most of them wouldn’t know if you had. But they’re in-they like story. 

They are not reflective, so it was about doing something different. We have this 

new programme, it’s meant to be-one service a month is meant to be creative, so 

we thought, ‘well this is a good place…er, a good place to start.’ 

M To start, mmm. 

Russell Erm, but also late last year, I read a book. Have you ever read…if you haven’t, 

you’ve got to. Erm, The Artisan Soul.  

M No. 

Russell If you haven’t read The Artisan Soul, bearing in mind what your heart is, you 

have to read it. 

M Yeah. A ha, okay. 

Russell I very rarely recommend a book to anybody, but… 

M No, I’ll take it, that’s great! 

Russell I recommended to a friend of mine and she’s just been blown away by it. And it 

is, it’s a guy in the States who started a church, where effectively you have to be 

creative, okay. You can’t be a member unless you’re creative.  

M Mmm. 

Russell But it’s not about saying, ‘you can’t be a member.’ It’s about saying, ‘Actually, you 

are creative, now let us draw that out.’ And he just takes that analogy of how-

y’know, h-how can you say, ‘I’m not creative’ and be a Christian? 

M Mmm. 

Russell Because, if God, the greatest creator of all time lives in us, his DNA in us, we’re 

bound to be creative! 

M Yeah. 
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Russell But he then says, well, the trouble is, of course, right back from a very early age, 

right back, creativity - the world knocks out of us. And he says, ‘You want an 

example? Why do we tell children to colour between the lines?’ We knock it out 

of-creativity gets knocked out of us very… 

M So early. 

Russell And I read that book, it was a book that had been on my shelf for two years, and I 

didn’t-it was a book I’d picked up somewhere. I thought, ‘Artisan Soul’ well that 

sounds interesting, bought it, and it’s been on my shelf. We were in-we’d gone to 

the Canaries for a holiday and I’d just picked the book up off the shelf. I didn’t 

know it was a Christian book. And I read it and I te-oh-but my-if you read that 

book at the moment, you’d have to put sunglasses on, because every, all the way 

through, it’s highlighted. 

M Okay, a ha! 

Russell It blew me away. And it-it’s transformed my whole…everything… 

M Sure. 

Russell It actually led to me giving up my job. It’s that powerful for me. 

M A ha. 

Russell So I wanted to-I wanted to do something that took me out of my comfort zone, 

but also reconnected me with communion in a way that I thought, ‘Right’. 

M Mmm. 

Russell ‘Cos I hadn’t taken it-it wasn’t yourself, I hadn’t taken communion at all… 

M No, okay. Yeah. 

Russell …for… 

M And you did make that… 

Russell …seven months. 

M I seem to remember you made that clear to me. I felt that my inadequacy fell 

with not making it okay for people to not receive. I hadn’t invited…I’d-what I’d 

done had expected that everyone would, and I thought, ‘oh gosh’. I knew that it 

wasn’t me, you know, I knew that. But I thought f-for everybody else, you had 

that conversation with me, for everybody else, what does this look like? And I 

haven’t managed that on your behalf, do you know what I mean? 

Russell It was…yeah I do, but for me it was absolutely…because I had been so used to 

‘not’, and in-in my wife’s church it’s not unusual for someone just to say, you 

know,… 

M Not today. 
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Russell Yeah, not today, and no-one thinks twice of it. So, erm, it wouldn’t have had any 

effect on me at all. I perhap-I perhaps should have said to you, ‘oh to let you 

know…’ 

M No, I kind of, as soon as you didn’t, your body language changed, if I may say, 

and I was like ‘oh gosh, we had that conversation. I hadn’t warned him that this 

was coming. He might not have known this was coming. His body language has 

changed, he’s gone into himself and I, everything I’ve done, because this is such 

an intimate group, everything I’ve done hasn’t made it okay for him to not, you 

know, to be present but not participate… 

Russell Yeah. 

M …if you like. An-and I felt awful, you know. 

Russell Oh, you shouldn’t have done because I was just hoping to sit and look at the 

images, which was absolutely fine for me.  

M Yeah, and your feedback, actually, afterwards said ‘well the images were great,’ 

and you had a good deal of encouragement and some ideas as I remember 

actually, about using, I think it was you who talked about, so you’ve got high 

church images and low church celebration, or vice versa. 

Russell Yes, that’s right. 

M Erm, yeah, that was a really interesting idea. So I saw then, okay, you know, I 

haven’t damaged you too much. 

Russell No, not at all.  

M But, yeah, my concern was that I hadn’t made it okay, basically. 

Russell No. I suppose, take this how you may, but I hadn’t been taking communion for 

seven or eight months, erm, probably in a sense wrongly, because my reasons for 

not weren’t, theologically weren’t really great. Erm, but it was two weeks after 

we did your service that I took communion again.  

M Right, so there’s something in it… 

Russell And, that was, that would have been the next one. ‘Cos we take comm-we have 

communion, generally every two weeks, but we swap and change. It’s generally 

the first and the third Sunday, but if there’s something that someone’s doing that 

it fits, and doesn’t fit, we swap it around. But no, it would have been for me the 

next service. Erm, so there was obviously something about it… 

M Okay…that, yeah, got you thinking. 
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Russell Yeah. And perhaps, see, perhaps sometimes, in my wife’s church not taking 

communion is-no one thinks anything of it. Erm, and most of the church have 

got reall-a lot of them are from very very difficult backgrounds, erm, there’re a 

whole lot of issues with health and cancer and all the rest of it. And sometimes 

people just don’t-sometimes people feel angry with God and don’t feel in that 

place. And as a result of it sometimes we don’t think why we’re not taking 

communion. Whereas actually what you did was create me the space to think 

‘why am I not?’ And actually I left there thinking, ‘this is just stupid!’ So I took it 

at the next one. So actually, you take it as negative, for me it was very positive. 

M Well that just shows how God fills in the gaps doesn’t it, do you know. 

Russell Absolutely, oh absolutely.  

M A ha. 

Russell So for me, the sense, for me doing the communion service became the most 

natural and obvious thing to do. 

M That's really lovely, and it’s a huge encouragement to me, that this er, this 

research project has stretched across so many different boundaries that we create. 

It’s stretched across erm, the ecumenical boundary, you might say, it’s stretched 

across your negativity with the anglican church at some point…it seems 

stretched across understanding of God talk and how people participate within 

that, do you know? 

Russell It’s cer-it’s certainly stretched across theology, erm… 

M Yeah, well that’s, a ha. 

Russell …which is interesting, isn’t it. 

M Really interesting. 

Russell And isn’t it interesting ‘cos, I was very moved by one of the things you said on 

the day, about how the whole issue of images can help people with learning 

disabilities. And that’s really interesting ‘cos that’s my wife and my…a lot of our 

background. Er, and we often give churches a hard time, because they’re always 

projecting black words on a white background. 

M And it just doesn’t work, does it. 

Russell No. Erm, but we hadn’t thought about using images as much as we did. Erm, so it 

was-it’s be-it was fascinating for me to pick up something that I should have 

known, but… 

M Yeah, but it sometimes takes someone else to just, do that, really. 
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Russell Yeah. So for me it was…I wouldn’t say it was stretching across, sometimes I 

would say it’s breaking through. And it just goes to show that, you know, erm, 

words as you say can be difficult. Words have a theology of their own, depending 

on, especially in a church where everyone comes…well my wife’s original 

background was Brethren, but we then, but she spent most of her time in the 

Church of the Nazarenes - so a holiness church, Wesleyan tradition… 

M Right, mmm. 

Russell Others come from all sorts of sort of, eclectic backgrounds and none. So, words 

will have a resonance depending on what your theology background is. 

M Yeah. 

Russell Images don’t have that. 

M No.  

Russell Images allow you to overcome and read for yourself.  

M Yes, a ha. Yeah, they unlock something for people don’t they. 

Russell It's ver-yeah. 

M And actually, so recently I’ve been talking to erm, a Buddhist, about some of this 

contemplative photography. He really gets what I’m trying to do. He uses words 

like ‘meditation’ and this is a way in to meditation for me, and and as soon as he 

puts his words on it, that makes sense to him, and he really wants us to do some 

collaborative work on an inter-faith basis because he says, ’As soon as you start 

using the words, you call it prayer, I call it meditation, we both get a bit, hmm - 

well I mean prayer!’ You know. 

Russell And so, you see these things and my head gets all excited because, erm, one of the 

girls that I help run a unit fo-mainly for mums who’ve been abused until Friday 

when it all goes… 

M Yes. 

Russell But although I’ve left the church, this particular group, their leaders have asked 

me to go back. And, one of the leaders was saying that, pretty much she has a 

Buddhist background, well it’s strange because she has a Buddhist-High Catholic 

background. But she’s asked me to go back and do some photography, do some 

mindfulness photography with them. 

M Right. 

Russell And it's int-my therapist, my counsellor, would probably erm, I would probably 

say Buddhism was her background. I would never go to a Christian counsellor. 

It’s erm, but it’s been interesting because those conversations, we’re overcoming, 

because of course Buddhism’s not a religion, it’s a philosophy, and so we didn’t 

have those, those issues. 
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M And also, you’re a very open person. Some people are very, er, you know the 

words that use, they’re right, and if anybody tries to mess with that, that’s going-

everything’s going to come toppling down. You don’t strike me as that… 

Russell Yeah. But I suppose, my first church where I was a minister at, there was, it was a 

s-small village, about 5000 people. There was only three things in the village, 

there was a pub, erm a post office, and, believe it or not, a really well equipped 

gym, with a cafe attached to it. The girl who owned it and ran it was a Buddhist. 

But the church had a very bad reputation in the village of, you know, all this sort 

of stuff. 

M Okay. 

Russell Erm, so I said, right, if people want to meet me, don’t come to the church, I’ll 

meet you-I’ll meet in the coffee shop which she ran. So we entered into some 

really interesting conversations. It started off, you know, the first few weeks, 

about she’s a Buddhist and I’m a Christian. ‘So what are the differences?’ She said, 

‘Oh well I believe in long periods of meditation, and we can meditate for hours.’ I 

said, ’It’s interesting, I know someone who did that for forty days and forty 

nights.’ ‘Well who was that then?’ ‘Well, let me tell you, his name was Jesus…’  

M Yeah. 

Russell And actually we realised that there was a lot more that we were able to agree on 

than we were to disagree on. And that… 

M There are…yes. 

Russell …is fascinating for me now. I’m beginning to realise now, in order to reach 

people with the gospel through photography, at the moment, certainly in my 

context, I’m better off doing that outside the church than I am in it. And I really 

struggled with that for a while, and I don’t struggle with it any more. 

M I was going to say, it’s a gift isn’t it? 

Russell I really don’t care anymore. You know, if the church wants to put, for all it’s 

obviously naturally good reasons, wants to put restraints on things, and then a, 

you know, I’m a-next Wednesday I’m setting up a photography group, erm, and 

most of them are, you know, sort of getting on in years, and very sort of, ‘Oh 

you’re a Christian?’ and that sort of odd look at you. But they’ve asked me to go 

and speak to a secular group on photography and spirituality. 

M That's a win, isn’t it? 

Russell And I think, the church wouldn’t let you do that, they’d want to send someone 

along.  

M Yeah. 

Russell Images break down barriers. 
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M Yeah and I think that’s what, er, the man I’m talking about was saying. And, ‘let’s 

do something meaningful, because we can break these barriers down.’ Yeah. 

Russell And you know, I mean, people say, at the church I was in, ‘Get them to come to a 

Father’s Day service or a Mother’s Day service.’ And I said, ‘Do you realise, most 

of them have been abused by their fathers or their mothers?’ That’s not the 

appropriate thing. 

M It’s just not…no. 

Russell But if you show them a photograph of people hugging, you don’t have to tell 

them the story from the bible. Actually most of them will know a story from the 

bible, and they’ll relate it to the photograph. 

M Yeah, a ha. 

Russell It has a power that… 

M And it comes back to er, a tutor of mine always says, ‘The wisdom is already in 

the room. You all have a piece of the wisdom.’ And we need to really, you 

know…practice that. 

Russell And, I think….yeah. I think that’s a big thing for me. It’s that-and I suppose this 

goes back to my whole church thing, is that, you know, we’ve gone beyond post-

modernism…we’re in a post-postmodernal period now…but church is still very 

much the same, it’s still based around the sermon. 

M Mmm. 

Russell And I don’t mean that in a derogatory way, but where whoever’s preaching tells 

you… 

M No…mmm. 

Russell …but that’s completely counter-cultural to everything else. You know…children 

these days-when I was brought up at school, you know, the teacher told you, 

what she told you was right. 

M Mmm. 

Russell Even when I joined the Police, when someone asked a law question, you stood 

up, saluted the Sergeant, gave the correct answer, sat down again. But everything 

about the way we teach now is completely diff-it’s a lot more experiential, you go 

finding your own answers. But as church we still…you tell. Whereas this is 

actually photography and images is about finding, providing we’re there to…you 

know, so you don’t end up going somewhere really weird…images gives you a 

way of guiding people towards something, which very often they don’t know is 

there, or that they would reject because they are fearful of ‘church’.  
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M Yeah, and look here, you know we’ve had a conversation about all sorts of stuff to 

do with photography, but we know that you’ll see one thing in a photo, and I’ll 

see a different thing. Mine’s not right and yours is wrong or vice-versa. We both 

have a piece of that wisdom and that photograph opens just a little bit more, just 

as the Word of God is broken open as we kind of talk about it, grapple with it, 

but it’s a communal task isn’t it.  

Russell Absolutely. 

M You know, you can do an element of it on your own but you have to go back into 

the community to continue it don’t you. A, that’s been brilliant, thank you so 

much. 

Russell Absolutely, no trouble. 
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Person Script 

M So, I guess my first kind of question is what did you do, what happened? 

Cheryl Okay, so erm once a month in the afternoon we have a small gathering, er 

because we’ve gone to Service of the Word once a month in the morning. 

M Right. 

Cheryl So we’ve been having a Communion in the afternoon. 

M Okay 

Cheryl Erm, so I did it at that. 

M Right, and what was it you did-did you, were you doing Lectio Divina-er Visio 

Divina, sorry. 

Cheryl Oh, yeah, that’s right, that’s what I did yeah. 

M Right, a ha. Okay, erm, that sounds good. So tell me a bit more, like…tell me a bit 

more about how you embedded it into what normally happens with that group I 

suppose, erm, yeah…step-by-step. 

Cheryl Right, okay. Yeah, well the service has a basic skeleton to it, erm, but it’s not kind 

of set in stone, so we did it instead of doing a sermon and er, we didn’t follow the 

lectionary or anything like that so, I found readings that were appropriate, erm… 

M Mmm, yeah, a ha. And what readings did you use then, can you remember? 

Cheryl Yeah, so we used the erm…Still small voice: Elijah… 

M Okay, a ha. 

Cheryl …and then we used er, Jesus - the sheep know my voice. 

M Yes, a ha. Sounds good. And so then how did you, if you used those readings, 

how did you bring the erm, I suppose the photographs together within that? 

Cheryl Yeah. Well, I basically I explained what we were doing because these are older 

people and erm…so to kind of, actually it helped to be able to say that we were 

helping somebody, rather than just saying we’re going to try something new… 

M A ha, because…sure 

Cheryl …having that context to put it into and to try something - there was a reason to 

try something new, I think that helped. 
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M A ha, oh bless them. Yeah, no, I know exactly what you mean though, when 

you’re just saying ‘I kind of like this, I thought about trying it’, they’re all so 

sceptical aren’t they. So, a ha. Brill 

Cheryl Yeah, so, I sort of introduced it in that way and explained that there - you know I 

wanted to do it anyway, but there would be a feedback form at the end if they 

wanted to do it. 

M Right, a ha. 

Cheryl And most did fill it in. 

M I was going to say if they were up for ‘helping someone’ as you put it in the first 

place, they’d surely be… 

Cheryl Yeah, that’s right. 

M Yeah, brill. Okay. So then with the actual er, once you’d had the readings did you 

use one photograph or did you use a lot of…oh it was mine wasn’t it, it was my 

pack. 

Cheryl No, it was your pack so I put all of them out for them to choose.  

M A ha. 

Cheryl Which they spent quite a bit of time over actually. 

M I, it’s funny, I’ve watched a lot of groups do this now. They almost spend more 

time over the choosing than anything else and I think…like I… 

Cheryl Yeah… 

M …wondered whether er, you know, is it overwhelming to see so many pictures, 

but a few people have fed back and said ‘no I just like looking at them all 

together’… 

Cheryl Yeah… 

M Erm, yeah…a ha. So they chose and then you took them through, had I sent you 

my script or had you developed something for yourself? 

Cheryl Yeah, and I’d got your powerpoint as well so I kind of, just worded it how I 

thought. I mean I stuck mostly to it but I was kind of just careful about the words 

and… 

M Yeah and that’s really important. Like I’ve not er, I’ve not intentionally - in fact 

in some ways I’ve intentionally stepped back from - presenting something that 

you can just take off the shelf and go with, ‘cos I think it’s really kind of 

important to make it a bit more erm contextual; you know Cathy Ross is always 

talking about making it contextual isn’t she. 

Cheryl Yeah, yeah. 
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M So yeah, there isn’t any - don’t make apologies for kind of changing it a bit. That 

probably was important. 

Cheryl Yeah, well I just wanted to use words that didn’t make them think it was weird 

or something they weren’t used to. 

M Yeah. And you know them best, so to be able, for you to be able to do that, that’s 

erm…that’s better than anything. And so erm, you got through that bit, and then 

presumably you had the rest of the service, or was it a Service of the Word, or 

was it, was it eucharistic. 

Cheryl Yeah, it was a Communion, yeah. 

M It was, and so from breaking open the word in that way they then went to 

Communion. 

Cheryl Yes. 

M And did you do anything differently with Communion as well, or had you just 

done the ‘word’ bit? 

Cheryl No I just kept that the same… 

M Yeah. 

Cheryl …just to make it a minimal amount of change. 

M Absolutely, absolutely. There’s a lot of comfort, I think, so many of the people I 

need to talk to, people in my parish or colleagues, so many are really struggling 

with the change of suddenly having to be at home, having to work at home. It’s, 

it’s, all of these little things, they discombobulate us so, yeah. 

Cheryl Yeah, yeah, yeah, that’s right. 

M So how did you feel then after you’d led them through that kind of part of the 

service, what were your initial thoughts around it? 

Cheryl Erm, yeah. When we’d first started it, there was a lot of blank faces and I thought 

‘oh gosh, maybe I’ve completely missed the mark here. But by the time we got to 

the end of it actually there were really. At the end I said ‘now there’s no pressure 

to share anything but if anybody would like to, then we’ll do that.’ So er, we’ve 

got a chap who always likes to tell us what’s going on in his mind, so he kicked it 

off, so that was good. 

M Bless him. Yeah, a ha. 

Cheryl So he went round and he’d actually seen in the clouds in one of the pictures a 

face. So he went round and showed everybody the face. (Laughing) 

M Oh, gosh! (Laughing) 

Cheryl Erm, yeah and then that gave other people confidence to speak so I knew at that 

point that actually they had engaged with it and they had enjoyed it… 
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M Yeah, a ha. 

Cheryl …and they were encouraging each other, going ‘ooh, what I noticed was okay’. 

Yeah. 

M A ha. 

Cheryl Yeah, ‘I’d got it right’ kind of thing. 

M That’s amazing, yeah. 

Cheryl So yeah. 

M So, so did you do that bit of discussion at the very end of the service or was it 

after… 

Cheryl No, just after we’d done the reflection. Yeah. 

M So you didn’t have to go through the rest of the service thinking ‘oh gosh, oh 

gosh, was that alright?’ 

Cheryl No. 

M Yeah, that's good. Marvellous. And so, what do you think your participants 

enjoyed about it? 

Cheryl Okay, so what they’ve mostly come back with is that they really liked the 

stillness and the silence. 

M Mmm, okay. 

Cheryl Er…I think they were the main things. Just being still and being with God. 

M Yeah, a ha.  

Cheryl Yeah. Oh I know what I did as well, in the background I played some music and 

it was something I hadn’t heard before. It was Kari Jobe. 

M Oh okay, I like her.  

Cheryl Er…It was something about ‘Speak to me’ or something. That was right. Just 

before we did the actual reflection I played that to listen to as a reflective thing to 

tie in with the readings. 

M Okay. A ha, a ha. 

Cheryl And then we did that, as they were choosing their photos, that music was in the 

background. 

M I see, I see.  

Cheryl So, some said they liked the music. That’s what’s just reminded me. 
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M A ha, so…and there’s also…for some people silence is terrifying isn’t it, so to 

have a wee bit of music in the background, there’s almost permission…’we 

shouldn’t be speaking, we don’t have to be speaking, we can just listen to the 

music if we want.’ Do you know… 

Cheryl Yeah, that's right. Yeah. 

M Excellent, really good idea. So they enjoyed the stillness… 

Cheryl Yeah, the stillness and the quiet, they enjoyed.  

M It makes me think…so many people have said that, erm, to me. It makes me 

think, like, do we not do that very much? In some ways that’s our aim and 

intention, isn’t it…but… 

Cheryl Yeah… 

M …it’s really worrying if they’re kind of taking that out as ‘this is the main thing I 

enjoyed’. It makes me think we mustn’t be making enough opportunities for that 

in general…so… 

Cheryl No…we just walloping through the service… 

M Yeah…(Laughing) 

Cheryl …from one part to another…(Laughing) 

M Definitely. So erm, what did they not enjoy so much? 

Cheryl Okay, so most of them didn’t put anything down for that. One said it was 

possibly a bit too long. To be honest I don’t know how long it did take, and I was 

trying to give them enough time to make it worthwhile… 

M Yeah…a ha. 

Cheryl Erm…but trying not to make it too long. So one person said it was possibly a bit 

too long, one person said there’s possibly a limited choice of photos…(Laughing) 

I don’t know how many they wanted to choose from. 

M A ha…gosh, yeah. 

Cheryl …And one said about, they weren’t that comfortable about speaking out, but 

then when other people did they were happy. But I mean I really did say to them 

‘you don’t have to speak’ and not all of them did speak. 

M A ha…yeah…mmm. No, but you tried your hardest to reassure them didn’t you. 

Cheryl Yeah. 

M And that timing thing that’s come up…again that’s something that in my own 

practice I’ve heard that quite a bit… 

Cheryl Okay. 
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M Erm…that I either do give too much time or haven’t given enough time. 

Cheryl Okay…enough time…right… 

M Most people don’t say I’ve given too much time, more people say ‘ooh you didn’t 

give enough time’, and I think that really depends on the group, on how much 

they trust you, on how much they trust one another and on how much they’re 

outside of their comfort zone. And this group, for only one of them to have said 

that, bearing in mind just how outside of their comfort zone they possibly were, I 

think that’s, you know, that’s not too bad at all. 

Cheryl Yeah…yeah. 

M But the timing thing, it really is…I don’t expect that you’ll get it right as a one 

off. I don’t expect I get it right as a one off. It’s only when you kind of learn the 

stuff of, the dynamics of our relationships with each group…d’you know? 

Cheryl Yeah, yeah. Okay. 

M Brill. So would they be interested in doing it again? 

Cheryl Well, yeah…they all said yes they would. One person just added a comment that 

‘it could be built on’. I don’t really know what that means…er…but everybody 

said that yes they would be interested in doing something like that again - which 

is good because it is a service which is new and we are trying to develop it and be 

more creative and be more reflective. 

M Mmm, yeah…and for you… 

Cheryl So that’s useful information for us. 

M Yeah definitely. And for you personally, trying to erm, find opportunities to be a 

bit pioneery, a bit, you know, shake things up a bit, that’s yeah…that’s good. 

Cheryl Yeah. That’s important. So yeah. So nobody said no we hated it, we would never 

do anything like that again. Bring back sermons! (Laughing) 

M (Laughing) Marvellous. And I suppose also that erm, it might be useful if you 

know that person to go back and say ‘well what ideas do you have for how we 

could build on it?’ 

Cheryl Yeah…I’ll have to try and work out whose handwriting I think it was. 

M Yeah. Or just… 

Cheryl I’m not entirely sure. 

M Or just at some point, like maybe if you’re trying it again, just say, ‘oh if the 

person who said, you know, I’d like to build on it, if you could, you know, make 

yourself known to me and have a word, that’d be ace, ‘cos I’d really like to do 

that’. 
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Cheryl Yeah, okay. 

M But erm, but I suppose some ideas I have, again it’s contextual and I’d encourage 

you to think outside of the box. I’ve got a couple of people who really hate and 

struggle with silence… 

Cheryl Yeah, a ha. 

M …and I can’t remember if it was in your group I said erm, ‘actually doing this as a 

group with one photo, while we’re all focused on one photo, and having the 

conversation together before God…’ 

Cheryl Oh, okay… 

M That might be one way to, a bit more share stuff,  

Cheryl Yeah. 

M And another way I’d encourage you to, if you’ve got a theme, which you had this 

time, if you were going to do it in a thematic sort of way, I’d encourage you to 

have some sort of response afterwards. Erm, and that’s kind of what I’m doing in 

Spirit Space… 

Cheryl Right, yeah. 

M …that service that I’m developing at St Andrew’s? 

Cheryl Yeah! 

M So we have like a time where they break open the word in some way, and there’s 

usually photos involved in that in some way. But then I give them, you know the 

bit where you…the prayers of intercession… 

Cheryl Yeah. 

M I try and get them to move and  to ac-you know to take on some sort of action. So 

the first time I did that I used erm, oh what are they called, was…you know, 

water cleaning tablets, you know… 

Cheryl Oooh! 

M …and so I had a big big, like a bowl, a glass bowl, and they put their water tablets 

in, and they fizz to nothing and then the water was clear again… 

Cheryl Okay. 

M And that was about us erm, acknowledging…I think the theme had been 

something around sin, and acknowledging that that we’re not happy with and 

then letting it go… 

Cheryl Yeah… 

M And God cleanses all of that. Do you know what I mean? 
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Cheryl Yes, that makes sense. 

M So, so kind of just bringing it into the intercessions, or into an intercession slot, 

and affecting that in some way, would be another way of acknowledging that.  

Cheryl Okay. 

M But if you’re personally trying to bat some ideas around, just drop me an email if 

you’re thinking… 

Cheryl Okay… 

M …I’ve got this as an idea but I can’t quite think it through. But hopefully that 

gives you something to, to try and, yeah, a ha. 

Cheryl Okay, cool. Yeah, definitely. 

M Okay, then what did I ask you? 

Cheryl Er…oh how would they define their relationship with God. 

M Yeah, a ha.  

Cheryl So what was interesting was…so there were seven feedbacks and out of the seven 

three of them said that they recognised that they were learning and developing 

and growing…I thought that was good. 

M Yeah, definitely. 

Cheryl And then others were just saying ’Quiet’, they know God, they’re spiritual, their 

relationship’s good. 

M Mmm, mmm. So none of them, and it doesn’t sound like it would be so, but none 

of them in that context would say, er I haven’t got a relationship with God, or I 

haven’t got an understanding of God. No. 

Cheryl No, they’re all kind of regular church goers… 

M Fairly signed up Christians. Yeah, a ha. 

Cheryl People of…yeah, faith, yeah. 

M Erm, and then I suppose the question that moves on from that is, ‘what effect 

does, did the activity that you did, have on their understanding of God or their 

relationship with God, or whatever?’ 

Cheryl Yeah. So one that was quite interesting was one person said that it had opened 

their eyes, erm, that a service could be different but still spiritual. 

M Okay. A ha. 

Cheryl So I think we made a bit of headway there.  

M Yeah. 
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Cheryl Er…one or two, in one way or another said something like, erm, well the same 

sort of thing, that you can meet with God, but doing it in a different way. So they 

all said it in a different way, but really that’s what they’re getting at. 

M Right, a ha - that’s the theme that’s running through. And so, sorry carry on… 

Cheryl No that was it…go ahead. 

M I was just going to say, so do you think that somehow erm, emphasised or 

highlighted a way, another way that they can encounter God. Is that kind of 

what they’re saying? 

Cheryl Yeah. I think they are, yeah.  

M A ha. 

Cheryl It doesn’t have to just be er, you know, set words from the book… 

M Yeah, a ha. 

Cheryl …and that it can be…I’m hoping they’re starting to understand that it can be a 

personal thing - somebody doesn’t have to stand at the front and just lead it.  

M Yes. 

Cheryl Actually they could go on their phone, er and just find a picture and just use it. 

M A ha. Yeah, and as Cathy says so often, the wisdom’s already in the room. Kind of 

trying to empower them, or get them to recognise that there’s something deep 

inside them as well that can contribute to the kind of understanding of God for 

the whole community. 

Cheryl Yeah, that's right. 

M That could… 

Cheryl Actually that’s probably quite a good build on isn’t it? So maybe that’s where we 

go next.  

M Yeah, a ha. Good idea! 

Cheryl Yeah. That oh, ‘you remember what we did last time. Well, you know, how 

about trying x, y and z when you’re at home on your own. 

M A ha - yes! That’s another, definitely. Or a kind of, erm, taking them out 

sometime if there’s, you know, taking them outside and rather than doing it with 

a phone, or a photo, encourage them to just sit somewhere in, d’you know what I 

mean? 

Cheryl Yes! 
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M Erm, either in their own time or if you could model that in some sort of church 

service or what-or maybe group setting, I suppose. 

Cheryl Yep! 

M ‘Cos if they can see that they can do that anywhere, they could also maybe take 

that into when they’re doing their shopping or something, and just sit on a 

bench… 

Cheryl Yeah, that's right. 

M …and it becomes kind of everyday prayer I suppose, doesn’t it. 

Cheryl Yeah. And realise that the thoughts that you’re having in that moment - they’ve 

probably always had thoughts but - realising that there’s something divine in 

those thoughts, not just you having thoughts…it could be spiritual. 

M Yeah - absolutely.  

Cheryl Okay, yeah, they’re probably good points to develop actually. 

M Brilliant, well you said most of them, so well done you! (Laughing) 

Cheryl (Laughing) 

M So, er, I suppose what’s your own evaluation of the activity, what went well - and 

I’ve found that this is what nobody wants to talk about, but come on, big yourself 

up! You did this! What went well? 

Cheryl Okay. (Laughing) Erm, I suppose framing it within that er, helping you kind of 

er, situation because it gave me a way in so that was a good thing. And actually, 

yeah, I enjoyed preparing it all because erm, kind of in a former life before 

training I did a lot of preparation of things and organising of things and 

instigating of things, and now I’m kind of in a back seat, and doing a lot of 

learning and a lot of doing what I’m told, and I don’t get a chance to do my thing 

anymore. 

M Yeah, yeah. Oh gosh - it’s really hard when you’re training I think isn’t it.  

Cheryl Yeah, and so I actually really enjoyed - I’d got this skeleton of a service but I 

really enjoyed just working through it and delivering it and feeling like I was 

bringing something to people. 

M Yeah, a ha. 

Cheryl Yeah, so it was good for me even if it wasn’t good for…it was good for them but 

yeah, it was really good for me and I really enjoyed it.  

M Yeah, a ha. 

Cheryl It really made me feel like I was doing something again. 

M Sure, a ha. Do you erm, do you journal at the moment. 
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Cheryl Yeah. 

M Have you - can I just encourage you to right that down and kind of go back to it 

when you feel really rubbish or when you haven’t done anything for ages. Just, 

erm, in ministry - still now I do it but - when there’s stuff that I kind of want to 

cherish or hold on to for a day when things aren’t so good I just chuck it in my 

journal so even though it sounds a bit odd, do it! 

Cheryl Mmm, yeah, you’re right. Yeah. 

M Brilliant. Erm, and so what did you think didn’t go so well? 

Cheryl Er,… 

M And it’s okay to say nothing! 

Cheryl Yeah, well I don’t think anything went badly, I don’t think it did. 

M Yeah, a ha. Good. 

Cheryl Yeah, nothing was bad, nothing was terrible. 

M And it sounds from their, kind of, feedback that they didn’t see anything as bad. 

Cheryl No, I don’t think so. 

M Yeah. Good, well you’ve done well. 

Cheryl Thank you. 

M And I suppose that final question, ‘what would you change if you had another 

chance?’ In some ways we’ve already talked around that, haven’t we, in terms of 

how you’d build on it… 

Cheryl Yeah. 

M …or how you’d develop it. But have you got anything to add to what you’ve 

already said? 

Cheryl Er, what would I change? Perhaps I could have taken the opportunity to say to 

them at the time, ‘this is something that you can do for yourself in your own time 

and at home.’ 

M Yeah, a ha. 

Cheryl And it hadn’t occurred to me at that point. 

M No. 

Cheryl So, yeah maybe that would have been perhaps a bit of a missed opportunity, but I 

can grab it back. 
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M Yeah, it’s not too late - you can can’t you. I suppose I’d also encourage you, I 

know you used some of my photos and that was great and it took some of the 

pressure off, but I’d encourage you to like…I’m following you on Instagram, 

you’ve got some really interesting stuff on their. Get printing things off, and use 

your own stuff. 

Cheryl Yeah. Okay I will.  

M Alright then, well thank you. 

Cheryl It’s good to speak to you, and it’s been a pleasure. I’ve really enjoyed it. Thank 

you for developing all these things, ‘cos I…it really floats my boat and I really 

enjoyed it, so thank you. 

M Thank you as well. 
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