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CHAPTER 1 

 

ORIENTATION 

 

 

The Research Problem: Imagination, Metaphor, and the Future of Theology  

 At the dawn of the century, Christian discourse is in a profoundly fragmented 

state. Public speech about God is a political act, but similar fragmentation is also internal 

to the guild of Christian theology. Theologies embracing polysemy, deconstruction, and 

pluralism clash with attempts to retain historical identity and a coherent message. Such 

fragmentation is likely to leave its mark on those Christians it encounters. As Garrett 

Green remarks, “the line that separates religious language from secular... runs not around 

the perimeter of the Christian community but right through the middle of the church 

itself.”
1
 Despite rigorous self-examination, theologians seem more stymied than ever by 

the prospect of speaking about God. Since systematic theology smacks of stasis and 

inflexibility, many describe their task in terms of imagination or language.
2
 

 Any apologetic appeal to imagination, however, is an ambiguous venture. Not 
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only is there a paucity of useful references to imagination in biblical and historical 

resources, but popular perceptions are ambivalent at best. As John McIntyre warns, the 

strategy of connecting theology to imagination “must seem either excessively optimistic 

or simply forgetful of the bad record which imagination has had in the history of 

theology.”
3
 Yet imagination, defined lucidly by Mary Warnock as “seeing as,” persists 

for exegetes and theologians who identify their task as a type of perception, an ability to 

view things through the perspective of committment.
4
 As Paul Avis describes it, 

imagination is “the holistic faculty,” which “grasps the goal of the venture of faith as a 

whole, integrating all those elements that relate specifically to the thinking or feeling or 

willing faculties.”
5
 Others still, wary of cognitive claims for Christianity, emphasize 

deceptive facets of the imagination, and portray theology as a chastened as if enterprise.
6
 

 Alongside attempts to recast the theological task in imaginative terms, others take 

a slightly different approach and construe theology in terms of particular facets of 

language. Narrative theology has proven an attractive alternative to systematic theology, 
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not simply because narratives imply a more imaginative and personal approach, but 

because they unite biblical texts and popular culture. Metaphor, to use a category central 

to this essay, is suggestive of similar connections. Paul Ricoeur, for instance, claims 

metaphor is “the rhetorical process by which discourse unleashes the power that certain 

fictions have to redescribe reality.”
7
 Like Warnock, Ricoeur hints at something akin to 

the theological task, a potential bridge between ancient faith and present reality. 

 The two theologians contrasted in this thesis exemplify both the fragmentation of 

modern theology and an apologetic appeal to imaginative speech. Sallie McFague aptly 

sums up her metaphorical theology with the syllogism, “since all religious language is 

metaphorical, alternatives to traditional metaphors are possible.”
8
 On this deceptively 

simple claim, McFague builds a theology which she describes as “skeptical, relativistic, 

prophetic, and iconoclastic.”
9
 McFague’s interdisciplinary approach is suggestive of one 

direction for Christian theology. The theological task, as envisaged by McFague, requires 

“an act of imagination” to wed modern convictions with the Christian faith.
10
 The 

theology of Garrett Green, conversely, rehabilitates the faithful imagination as a means of 

connecting historic Christianity with postmodern uncertainty. Not only does Green 

explore the modern pathology of imagination, but critiques McFague as a representative 
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of the ambiguous modern imaginative legacy. 

 

Thesis Statement 

 The goal of this thesis is to compare and contrast two theological approaches. 

Although discussing imagination and metaphor at length, the categories themselves are 

not the central issue. Rather, the intent is to explore how each theologian appeals to 

imaginative language to contextualize Christian reflection. A more helpful typology 

might be to consider McFague and Green as respectively proposing constructive and 

responsive courses. The constructive approach, represented by McFague, conceives of 

Christian theology as a tentative enterprise, broadly characterized as public, theocentric, 

reticent towards authority, and with an experiential, pragmatic focus. Green’s responsive 

approach, on the other hand, might be described as self-consciously particular, 

christocentric, and focused on biblical interpretation, which in turn provides the basis of 

identity and ethical response. 

 More pointedly, McFague argues that the centrality of metaphor in all thought 

leads to a theological method which is skeptical, innovative, and heuristic. Using Green’s 

analysis of the modern fissure between reality and imagination, I argue that McFague’s 

apologetic appeal reinforces this unfortunate division. Metaphor, in McFague’s theology, 

serves as a transcendent vista from which Christianity is critiqued and supplanted by 

alternative moral visions. The result is a theology often forceful in its claims, but one 

which severs connections to biblical and historical sources, sacrificing meaningful 
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Christian identity or the ability to transcend the contemporary situation. 

 

Metaphor and Imagination in Recent Thought 

 Until relatively recently, both metaphor and imagination have been disparaged as 

less desirable or even dispensable features of speech and thought. Metaphor, in particular, 

has often been understood as the domain of the poet, a whimsical and ornamental feature 

of speech secondary to and replaceable by more literal statements. This perspective is 

often dubbed the “substitution or ornamentalist” view of metaphor, and more often than 

not attributed to Aristotle.
11
 In recent decades, however, numerous linguists, 

philosophers, and scientists have staked a claim on a more nuanced view of metaphor. 

For some, metaphor is nothing less than an epistemological category which extends 

beyond individual words. 

 At this point, distinctions between imagination and metaphor are easily blurred.
12
 

Like metaphor, imagination also occupies a dubious place in history, often relegated, for 

instance, to studies of the interface of literature and theology. Imagination and metaphor 

are united by more than a similar history; either term could be described as imagistic, 

conjunctive, or innovative. While semantic domains overlap, two distinguishing 

characteristics are assumed in this essay. The first is proximity to language. Some 

accounts, such as that of George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, extract metaphor from speech 
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and claim that “linguistic expressions are possible precisely because there are metaphors 

in a person’s conceptual system.”
13
 For Lakoff and Johnson, metaphors are nothing less 

than “our principal vehicles for understanding,” which “play a central role in the 

construction of social and political reality.”
14
 Such descriptions may even be broader than 

Warnock’s definition of imagination as seeing as. Janet Martin Soskice, however, claims 

a closer connection between metaphor and the actual use of language, arguing that 

metaphor is not “a process of imagination, a kind of perception or an emotive 

response.”
15
 Imagination may be connected to metaphor, but is not identifiable as a trope 

or a figure of speech. 

 Not unrelated to the closer proximity of metaphor to linguistic expression is a 

second difference, namely the respective connections made by metaphor and imagination. 

Soskice’s definition of metaphor is pertinent here: metaphor is “that figure of speech 

whereby we speak about one thing in terms which are seen to be suggestive of another.”
16
 

Soskice treads carefully, but describes a basic connection of one thing to another. Risking 

oversimplification, metaphor typically involves two terms and one subject. Analytical 

discussions of metaphor, as Soskice later suggests, indicate a spectrum of theories of 
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what may be gained by their use.
17
 But whether metaphor is understood as resulting in a 

unique cognitive gain, imagination appears to be less inhibited in the connections which 

may be drawn, to the point of frequently referring to an all-encompassing perception. 

Returning to Avis’s comments, for example, imagination may be seen, in a way that 

metaphor simply cannot, as a holistic faculty, the glue which unites diverse thoughts, 

feelings, and desires. 

 

The Emergence of Postliberalism 

 As American theologians writing at the twilight of the twentieth century, 

McFague and Green may be considered squatters on a shifting theological terrain. 

Whether or not heavily freighted terms such as modernity and postmodernity are bandied 

about, the dominant strategy of the recent theological past, liberalism, has been called 

into question on several fronts. Described in one essay as the use of “public grounds to 

demonstrate the plausibility and even necessity of the Christian faith for all human life,” 

liberalism has been challenged by such movements as the rise of postliberalism, a diverse 

movement of theologians who desire “to reverse the trend in modern Christianity of 

accommodation to culture.”
18
 This theological debate, in many ways, forms the context 

for this discussion. 

 Put in this light, McFague figures not only as one participant of many in the 
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ongoing conversation about the future of theology, but as an able proponent of the liberal 

theological approach.
19
 While her theology is classically liberal in many ways, a 

constellation of other concerns makes it difficult to pin her down to this one label.
20
 

McFague, in a way unlike her ancient liberal forebears, is aware of the postmodern 

currents of historicism and pluralism. Rosemary Ruether, therefore, is not wrong to 

characterize McFague as a “first generation” feminist theologian who “pioneered work in 

epistemological questions of theological language.”
21
 Qualifications aside, McFague 

retains a classical liberal tone in her attempts to articulate a relevant, explicitly Christian 

theology, predominantly via public criteria. The centrality of such criteria may be seen by 

the expansiveness of her method, whether in her early appeals to the integrity of 

literature, her critique of patriarchy, or mature emphasis on simplicity in a time of excess. 

 Garrett Green’s theology may be lesser known, but this is in part due to a shorter 

academic career. Following Gary Dorrien’s suggestion, Green can be classified as a 

“second generation” postliberal theologian, an heir to the broad theological approach 
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linked to former Yale professors Hans Frei and George Lindbeck. This so-called ‘Yale 

school’ is marked by an emphasis on “the decisive significance and the integrity of the 

biblical narrative,” a stance which places it at odds with the more accommodating liberal 

tradition from which it sprung.
22
 As a postliberal, Green speaks reverently of Frei and 

Lindbeck’s call for a return to the biblical tradition: “I still believe that one can be true to 

the task of theology without compromising the essentials as did theological liberalism.”
23
 

While retaining a focus on the biblical narrative, Green is representative of the second 

generation of postliberals who attempt to move, albeit modestly, beyond the narrow 

polemical confines of the earlier generation. In Green’s case, this means the academic 

realm of religious studies in which he teaches, a test case for the strength of postliberal 

values in public conversation.  

 

Thesis Method and Scope 

 While this essay compares the theological methods of Green and McFague, the 

predominant emphasis will be on McFague’s work. There are several reasons for this. 

The most obvious reason is the difference in comparable material. As the senior 

theologian, McFague’s corpus is comprised of seven books and several articles, whereas 

the bulk of Green’s constructive work is found in two monographs. As such, McFague’s 

work occupies a more prominent place in the ongoing theological conversation. An 

additional factor is the forcefulness of these respective theologies. Whereas McFague is 

more extravagant in her claims of the direction Christian theology should move, Green’s 
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work necessitates closer dialogue with historical texts, the result of which are more 

guarded claims. A final factor is biographical. Since Green represents an approach similar 

to my own, I often defer to his judgment and allow his viewpoint to stand for my own. 

Hence, in my discussions of Green, I respond more forcefully to criticism of his work. 

McFague’s sense of the task and role of theology differs from my own. For this reason 

and due to confines in space, the bulk of this text deals more critically with McFague.  

 As much as possible, I treat McFague’s thought as a coherent body, recognizing 

with Thomas Finger, however, that her comments “are difficult to synthesize.”
24
 In order 

to provide reasonable constraints, McFague will largely be represented by her work most 

directly concerned with the articulation of a metaphorical theology. Therefore, 

McFague’s trilogy of books on theological method, Speaking in Parables, Metaphorical 

Theology, and Models of God, along with an additional essay, “An Epilogue: The 

Christian Paradigm,” form the representative texts of this study.
25
 McFague’s other work 

will be discussed but considered secondary to our purposes.  

 

Overview of Thesis 

 This essay proceeds in two sections, each of which is comprised of two chapters. 

The first section is largely expository, comprised of chapter-length treatments of the 

respective theologies of McFague and Green. In the second chapter, I explore “the 
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promise of parable,” my rubric for McFague’s theological work as a whole. This entails a 

brief overview of McFague’s movement from a literary milieu, to concern with metaphor 

and theological method, to her understanding of the essence of Christianity, and 

concluding with an examination of her recent theology. In the third chapter, I turn to 

Green’s approach, seen as testimony to the “power of pattern.” Initially looking at 

connections between imagination and suspicion in nineteenth-century philosophy, I 

explore Green’s own appraisal of the imagination. By qualifying imagination as 

paradigmatic, Green proposes a way of situating theology in the present context.  

 The second section of this thesis is a directed critique of McFague’s theology. In 

the fourth chapter, I undertake a preliminary critique of McFague’s approach with an 

examination of the postliberal critiques of foundationalism and ‘experiential-

expressivism’. While McFague is often accused of elevating experience to the status of a 

pristine source, I defend her approach as more nuanced, or at least more ambiguous, than 

such criticisms suggest. A more substantial issue raised in chapter five is McFague’s 

appeal to metaphor, which I criticize as inconsistent in light of other accounts of 

metaphor and theology. Beyond her account of metaphor, I return to the postliberal 

criticism and argue that McFague’s theology, while not expressly reliant on experience in 

the classical liberal sense, retains the basic goal of building an expressive theology on 

acontextual grounds. For McFague, metaphor functions as a non-imaginative vantage 

point by which she claims an ability to arbitrate between imagination, or traditional 

Christian sources, and reality, her own beliefs. The result is a theology implicitly guided 

by the modern fixation with certainty, a goal which ultimately shortcircuits its coherent 

Christian voice and robs her of the prophetic power she desires.  


