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ABSTRACT  

 

SPIRITUAL AUTOBIOGRAPHY: 

A MEANS OF MEDIATING GOD’S FAITHFUL PRESENCE 

Name: Lam, Teresa Miu Yung 

 

I have experienced lots of loss and grief in my life since childhood. In the contexts of 

pastoral ministry within and outside the church, I am observing a wide spectrum of suffering 

among different generations, irrespective of the people’s ethnicity, education, social and 

economic background or where they are in their Christian life. I am witnessing a troubling level 

of despair and hopelessness in my daily interaction with these people. This project study is the 

result of my spiritual journey in search of identity and meaning in the midst of suffering. I am 

convinced that remembering, narrating, and theologically sharing our life stories of loss and 

grief experiences theologically can be a means to empower suffering people to discover or 

affirm God’s faithful presence, to receive comfort from God and to extend this healing comfort 

to others. 

I designed a six-weeks curriculum to teach the believers how to narrate their spiritual 

autobiography and reflect systematically and theologically from basic Christian doctrines, 

theories, personal stories of application. Then practical exercises on how to remember 

following the timeline approach, narrating significant episodes of events individually and 

sharing their stories during the group meetings and individual interviews was used.  The details 

of the research study will be presented in chapter 3 and 4 of this dissertation.  
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The research findings support the idea of how a timeline autobiographical approach of 

remembering, systematic recording, and reflecting theologically, especially the loss and grief 

stories, and the sharing of these stories is effective in helping believers to experience God’s 

healing presence in their lives. All the participants explicitly and implicitly agreed that this 

approach should be encouraged for personal ongoing spiritual transformation and the sharing of 

personal experiences with other believers, as participation in God’s mission and their own 

spiritual growth, and holistic healing of their lives. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

Background/Purpose & Goals 

 Suffering has been a part of the human experience since the Fall of humanity, which is 

revealed in Genesis 3. Within the context of my ministry, it is not surprising for me to observe 

a wide spectrum of suffering amongst both young and old, regardless of ethnicity, education, 

economic background or where they are in their Christian life. Despite the familiarity most 

have with the Gospel, I am witnessing a troubling level of despair and hopelessness. 

I believe that part of the problem stems from the lack of our practicing the discipline of 

remembering God’s past faithfulness. Without repeatedly reflecting theologically on God’s past 

faithfulness believers are left without “fuel” for their expectations, hopes or trust that God will 

continue to be faithful to them today or in the future, just as God has been in their past. Might 

one of the benefits of remembering be God’s desire to both comfort us in our afflictions and 

thereby provide us with comfort not only for ourselves, but for others, and all of creation? How 

then can we assist people to remember that they might once again trust, hope, and expect God’s 

presence and agency in their lives? This project seeks to offer one potential means of 

addressing this need by helping believers to remember for the specific purpose of meditating on 

God’s comfort to them and through them extending this comfort to others (2 Corinthians 1:1-

8). 
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Research Question/Hypothesis 

 The research question of this project study is: How might a six-weeks course which 

teaches suffering believers to narrate their spiritual autobiography, enable them to remember 

God’s past faithfulness that they be comforted and resourced to comfort others? 

This study research will also reflect the effectiveness of the design, and the content of the 

developed curriculum.    

The hypothesis of this thesis is that after the completion of a six-weeks course, suffering 

believers are enabled to remember God’s past faithfulness to them through narrating their 

spiritual autobiography. Through this act of remembering, these believers will experience  

comfort from God, in the context of their own stories, which they can in turn extend to others. 

Basic Assumptions 

 There are five assumptions in this project. First, there is an inherent value in the 

personal story of every believer because of the inherent value of every believer. Second, it is 

because our stories are a part of God’s story that they reflect unique aspects of God’s people 

and purposes. Third, it is God’s desire that we be comforted and that we remember God’s 

faithfulness. Fourth, it is assumed that the believers want to remember, they want to be healed, 

they want to be comforted and to be able to comfort others. Fifth, I recognise my reflexivity as 

a researcher on all aspects of the project. 

Definitions  

 

Autobiography is a type of literature that is the biography of oneself narrated by oneself.1 

This literary genre is a retrospective narrative undertaken for the purpose of recounting the 

 
1 https://www.britannica.com/art/autobiography-literature, accessed August 14, 2018. 

https://www.britannica.com/art/autobiography-literature


3 

 

author’s own life, the development of the author’s personality2 or, “to construct the author’s 

personal development within a given historical, social and cultural framework.3 One of the 

crucial benefits of this particular genre, is the “understanding of the identity of self by the 

process of self-reflection and introspection of one’s mental and emotional state and 

arrangement of individual parts into interconnected, causal, coherent and meaningful whole.”4  

The spiritual autobiography pays special attention to the spiritual quest.5 Its intent is to 

uncover and honor what is sacred in one’s life story. This might bring hope and inspiration to 

one’s existence by bringing them closer to the “ineffable essence.” It is an intentional 

remembering, reflecting, and writing of a whole life that helps the author to uncover the inter-

connectedness, the causal relations between people and events, ultimately enabling the 

coherent, meaningful whole to be seen, thus, leading to a deeper self-understanding and 

discovery of one’s identity, the healing presence of God, and the meaning and purpose of one’s 

life. The intentional crafting of a spiritual autobiography is an “invitation of readers into the 

world of the writer to experience the experiences of the writer.”6   

Delimitations 

This project focused on one act of remembering, which is the spiritual autobiography. I 

conducted two open-ended interviews. One before and one after participants engaged in the 

narration of their spiritual autobiography during the group study period. These interviews were 

 
2 Candace Bacon, “The Genre of Autobiography: Definition and Characteristics”, 

https:// owlcation.com/humanities/TheGenreofAutobiography accessed on August 16, 2018. 
3 http://www.lhn.uni-hamburg.de/article/autobiography accessed on August 16, 2018. 
4 http://www.lhn.uni-hamburg.de/article/autobiography accessed on August 16, 2018. 
5 https://www.cardus.ca/comment/article/a-spiritual-autobiography/ accessed on March 

1, 2020. 
6 Http://www.spiritualmemoir.com/spiritual-memoir/what-is-spiritual-memoir/, 

accessed on August 18, 2018. 

http://www.lhn.uni-hamburg.de/article/autobiography
http://www.lhn.uni-hamburg.de/article/autobiography
https://www.cardus.ca/comment/article/a-spiritual-autobiography/
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being conducted to assess any shifts in the participants’ perception/understanding of God’s 

presence and agency in their past and how this does/does not alter their hope/expectations for 

God to be involved in their present and future. 

The specific intention behind choosing this particular practice of remembering is to 

provide suffering believers with comfort and consolation in God and that they might do 

likewise for others.  

Limitation 

There may be other factors that we cannot control or account for in the results of this 

research project. Significant personal events such as health issues, death, engagement, and/or 

losing a job, as well as a myriad of other circumstances could have negative implications on 

participants during the course of this research. 

There is only one person making observations and making field notes for this research 

project, therefore perspective is limited. The project’s perceived credibility may be reduced due 

to the need to confine the number of its participants. 

Methodology 

The goal of this project seeks to use the tool of narrating and sharing an individual 

spiritual autobiography in a community group setting to facilitate discovery of God’s healing 

for self and others. Both narrating and sharing spiritual autobiographies require critical 

theological reflection on situations which is “to excavate particular situations and to explore the 

nature and faithfulness of the practices that take place within them.”7  

 
7 John Swinton and Harriet Mowat, Practical Theology and Qualitative Research (St 

Albans Place, London NI ONX: SCM Press, 2006), viii-ix. 



5 

 

The researcher adopts the qualitative research approach due to the nature of this study. 

Under this overall approach, various methods such as participatory action research, case study, 

ethnography, and narrative inquiry methods are included8 as this is “an important aspect of the 

process of validating qualitative research.”9 Details of the methodology used is elaborated in 

chapter 3 under Procedures & Research Design. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
8 Tim Sensing, Qualitative Research: A Multi-Methods Approach to Projects for Doctor 

of Ministry Theses (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2011), 57. 
9 John Swinton and Harriet Mowat, 50. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERARTURE REVIEW 

Biblical Theological Foundation 

 This study project’s purpose is to demonstrate the effectiveness of remembering one’s 

life by means of narrating one’s spiritual autobiography which involves practising theological 

reflection. First, the researcher will define the term theology as the major foundation of this 

project in biblical theology. The theology of Creation is the alpha and omega in terms of 

panoramic view of all the development of all the Christian doctrines. The discussion on the 

theology of suffering will follow the examination of the theology of Creation.  

Defining Theology 

Alister E. McGrath is right to say that theology is “one of the most fascinating, 

stimulating and intellectually and spiritually rewarding understandings available to anyone.”10 

Theology is a subject that covers so much of the world “that all our thoughts are lost in its 

immensity, so deep that our pride is drowned in its infinity.”11 

The word “theology” is easily broken down into two Greek words: theos which means 

God and logos, which means words of reason, wisdom or thought. Stanley J. Grenz & Roger E. 

Olson write that “at its most basic level of theology is any thinking, reflecting or contemplating 

on the reality of God – even on the question of God.” They argue that while not everyone is 

called to be a professional theologian, every Christian must be a theologian as “God remains 

the ultimate horizon – background and goal – against which all of life’s ultimate questions arise 

 
10 Alister, McGrath, Christian Theology An Introduction, 3rd Ed. (The Atrium, South 

Gate, Chichester, West Sussex, UK: John Wiley & Sons Ltd., 2015, xii. 
11 J.I. Packer, Knowing God, 2nd ed. (London, Great Britain: Hodder and Stoughton, 

1973), 15. 



7 

 

and to which they point. In this sense every thinking person is theologian.”12 Stanley and Olson 

define “theology is seeking to understand with the intellect what the heart – a person’s central 

core of character – already believes and to which it is committed.”13 

Millard J. Erickson asserts that the word theology does not simply mean the study of 

God. It is a discipline of study that seeks to understand the God revealed in the Bible and to 

provide a Christian understanding of God’s creation, humanity and God’s redemptive work 

regarding humankind.14 He states that theology is a discipline that strives to give a coherent 

statement of the doctrines of the Christian faith, based primarily on the Scriptures, placed in the 

context of culture in general, worded in a contemporary idiom, and related to issues of life.  

Erickson summarizes very well15: First, theology is biblical with the canonical Scriptures 

of the Old and New Testaments as the primary source of its content using tools and methods of 

biblical research and insights of other areas of truth regarding God’s general revelation. 

Second, theology draws on the entire Bible, not taking some scriptures out of context but trying 

to relate various portions to arrive at various teachings in a coherent manner. Third, theology 

also relates to the issues of general culture and learning in the area of science and human 

science such as psychology and philosophy. Fourth, theology is contemporary in the sense that 

it deals with timeless issues in the light of language, concepts and thought of the present time 

with caution. Fifth and last, theology is practical and relevant. It relates to living rather than 

 
12 Stanley J. Grenz & Roger E. Olson, (Downers Grove, Illinois, USA Leicester, 

England, 1996), 14-15. 
13 Stanley & Olson, 16. 
14 Millard J. Erickson. Christian Theology, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 

2000), 17. 
15 Millard J. Erickson, 22-24. 
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merely to belief. The practical effect or application of a doctrine is a consequence of the truth 

of the doctrine. 

Ian Provan raises three questions: “What is bad and what is good? What should we love 

and what should we hate?... how do we know?”  Provan asserts that the response to these 

questions is that goodness looks like God, and that God reveals himself to us so that we begin 

to recognize and pursue it.16 Doctrinal teachings are the result of the process of doing theology. 

Wayne Grudem states that theology is meant to be lived and doctrinal teachings promote a 

godly life (1 Timothy 6:3).17 Theology is the basis for knowing what is good and what is bad. 

Nancy R. Pearcey points out a real challenge to humanity by stating “the advance of a 

secular moral revolution impacting virtually all major social institutions: academia, media, 

public schools, Hollywood, private corporation, and the law.”18 She as a former agnostic, who 

writes to “give an insider’s road map to postmodern moral theories, showing how they devalue 

the human being and destroy human rights.”19 There is a call to uncover the hidden worldview, 

to equip especially the believers “to engage intelligently and compassionately on all today’s 

most controversial moral challenges.”20  

The Apostle Paul proposes that human beings can see with eyes certain truths about the 

Creator God and about how human beings should live in Romans 1:20-22: “since the creation 

of the world God’s invisible qualities – his eternal power and divine nature - have been clearly 

 
16 Ian Provan, Seeking What is Right the Old Testment and the God Life (Waco, Texas: 

Baylor University Press, 2020), 4. 
17 Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Grand 

Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1994), 16-17. 
18 Nancy R. Pearcey, Love Thy Body (Grand Rapids, MI: BakerBooks, 2018), 9. 
19 Ibid., 9. 
20 Ibid., 9. 
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seen, being understood from what has been made.”21 Provan comments that this general 

revelation is not sufficient for human lives. Humanity needs special revelation of God in Christ 

and in the Scripture due to the danger of misinterpretation of the truth found in general 

revelation as pointed out by Paul in Romans 1:21.22  

Both Pearcey and Provan point out the need to go back to the Bible to get the moral 

compass to live a genuine “happy” or a “good” life, that has purpose and meaning. The only 

reliable source to answer the central question of identity is the Bible. “Do not be conformed to 

this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, that by testing you may discern 

what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect.” (Romans 12:2) 

As theology is relative to the problems in general culture and knowledge for human 

flourishing, every Christian must do theology. God reveals to humanity, the identity and 

purpose of being humans in the whole Scripture, the Old and New Testaments. Biblical 

theology is relevant and central to human living. It is practical.  At the same time, theology 

needs to be done with cautious consideration of truths discovered in human science and 

science. Karl Barth’s short statement: “the pastoral relevance of theology is what it makes it 

existence necessary in the first place”23 holds a deep truth.  The biblical theological foundation 

is detailed in this chapter and the theoretical principles will follow in the next chapter to form a 

holistic foundation for this study project. 

 

 
21 Ian Provan, 8. 
22 Ian Provan, 8. 
23 Gloria Woodland, Biblical & Theological Foundation of Chaplaincy lecture, May 29, 

2015. 
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Theology of Creation 

 Genesis 1:1, “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.” By God’s word 

the cosmos was created. Genesis 1:26-28 is the climax of the work of God. 

26Then God said, “Let us create man in our image, after our likeness. And let them 

have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over the 

livestock and over all the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the 

earth.”27 So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; 

male and female he created them.28 And God blessed them. And God said to them, “Be 

fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it and have dominion over the fish of 

the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the 

earth.” 

God existed before anything else existed. “Creation is an act of God alone, by which, for his 

own glory, he brings into existence everything in the universe, things that had no existence 

prior to his creative word.”24 Revelation 1:8, “’I am the Alpha and the Omega,’ says the Lord 

God, who is and who was and who is to come, the Almighty,’” God is the origin of everything. 

God is sustainer who upholds, gives life to everything.  

Image of God – Representation 

“Fundamental to Genesis and the entirety of Scripture is the creation of humanity in the 

image of God.”25 Henri Blocher writes that throughout church history there are several 

interpretations of the image of God.26 Some refer to the image of God as human’s spirituality, 

the supernatural and likeness refers to the growth in conformity to God produced by grace. The 

second interpretation focuses on the term “dominion”, with human beings as representative of 

God to rule the earth. The third interpretation was suggested by Martin Luther that the image 

 
24 https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/essay/the-doctrine-of-creation/ , accessed on 

February 1, 2022. 
25 Bruce Walke, Genesis A Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2001), 65. 
26 Henri Blocher, In the Beginning: The Opening Chapters of Genesis. 

(Leicester/Downers, Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1984), 79-94. 
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refers to original righteousness. Karl Barth interprets Genesis 1:26-27 as indicative of the 

image of God as represented in the relational humanity of male and female, an I-Thou 

relationship which has correspondence to the I-Thou relationship between Father and Son.27 

One must go back to the biblical text to interpret the meaning of the image of God. 

Blocher asserts that “an image is only an image. It exists only by derivation… he is mere 

creature and nothing more.” As a creature created by God, the human being is dependent on the 

Creator who grants the human race the special privilege that animals cannot have (Psalm 8:6). 

“The word Selem (image) generally refers to a concrete image, a statue, often an idol. The word 

d’mut, (likeness) specifies the nature of the image, one which resembles… however not 

identical. This image ‘represents’ God in both senses of the word…Mankind is to be the 

created representation of his Creator, and here on earth.”28 It also defines the relationship 

between God and humanity. 

Darrell Johnson writes that in the ancient Near East, the king would set up an image (a 

statue usually), or likeness, of him to signify his sovereignty over the land and its people he 

conquered to represent his presence and rule (Genesis 1:26).29 Johnson asserts that the terms 

“image” and “likeness” are used interchangeably in the rest of the Scripture so he does not see 

any significant distinction between the two terms. However, two main facts are being declared 

by the text. Human beings are created to represent the creator in the world and to reflect the 

nature and character of the Creator in the world.30 They are given dominion, to represent the 

Creator to look after the creation. As the image and likeness of the Creator, human beings were 

 
27 Brian Cooper, Sin and the Image of God lecture, September 18, 2018. 
28 Henri Blocher, 84-85. 
29 Darrell, Johnson, The Story of All Stories Genesis 1-11 (Vancouver, BC: Regent 

College Publishing, 2019), 26-27. 
30 Ibid., 27. 
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created to reflect the Creator’s nature and character (not God’s incommunicable attributes, as 

the Creator by nature is infinite): the capacity to create, to conceptualize, to categorize, to 

communicate (verbalize), to discern, to make moral judgments (that capacity has been 

damaged), and to care.31 

Bruce Walke lists five characteristics of being made in the image of God suggested by 

D. J. A. Clines.3233 

First, the term image refers to a statute in the round, suggesting that a human being is a 

psychosomatic unity. Second, an image functions to express…humanity is a faithful 

and adequate representation but not an exact copy so that God can communicate 

himself to people. Third, the image possesses the life of the one being represented. 

Fourth, the image represents the presence of the one represented. Fifth, the image 

functions as ruler in the place of the deity. 

 

 Walke asserts that the use of the word “likeness” stresses that humanity is only a 

facsimile of God (not an exact copy) and distinct from him. He also points out the fact that only 

the king is in the image of God in ancient Near Eastern text. However, the Bible tells that each 

human being is created in the image of God. He emphasizes that the image refers to the 

plurality of male and female within the unity of humanity.34 Johnson refers to Genesis 2:18 (It 

is not good for the man to be alone) to bring out the idea that “humanity in the image of God is 

co-humanity”. Woman was created because man was alone and not yet able to be fully human. 

She was created to be a helper for man. She is like him but different from him. Human beings 

are created to have relationship with God and with others.35 

Cultural & Priestly Mandate – Participation in God’s Mission  

 
31 Darrell Johnson, 28-29. 
32 Bruce Walke, 65-66. 
33 D.J.A. Clines, “The image of God in Man”, TynBul 19 (1968): 53-103. 
34 Bruce Walke, 66. 
35 Darrell Johnson, 41-42. 
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 Provan expands the understanding of the meaning “created in the image of God” with 

five observations indicating that there is a close connection between the cosmos and the temple 

construction in Genesis 1:1-2:4.36 First, God creates the world, all the living things and human 

beings in six days and God rests on the seventh day. In the ancient Near East, temple-

dedication ceremonies often lasted seven days. Second, the temple built by king Solomon 

includes the feature of sea in the construction (1 King 7:23-26) is described in Genesis 1:9 as 

the gathering of waters into one place to form the seas. Third, the Hebrew word ma’or for 

“lights” in Genesis 1:14-16 is very often used in the Old Testament for the sanctuary light in 

the tabernacle. Fourth, the creation account is a reminder of the construction of the tabernacle 

by Moses. Creation is interpreted as the sanctuary and humans as priests. 

And on the seventh day God finished his work that he had done, and he rested on the 

seventh day from all his work that he had done (Genesis 2:2). 

And he erected the court around the tabernacle and the altar, and set up the screen of 

the gate of the court. So Moses finished the work (Exodus 40:33). 

 

Fifth, an image of a god was usually present in a temple in the ancient Near East. God of the 

Bible places an “image” in creation (Genesis 1:26-28). The cosmos is understood as the temple 

of the Creator God. 

Human beings are placed by God in the garden-temple, the world “for a particular 

purpose: ‘to work it and take care of it’ (Genesis 2:15) – or more literally in Hebrew, “to serve 

it [Heb. ‘avad] and keep/guard it [Heb. Shamar].”37  

In Numbers 3:7-8,  

7 They shall keep guard over him and over the whole congregation before the tent of 

meeting, as they minister at the tabernacle. 8 They shall guard all the furnishings of the 

 
36 Iain Provan, Seriously Dangerous Religion What the Old Testament Really Says and 

Why It Matters (Waco, Texas: Baylor University Press, 2014), 33. 
37 Ibid., 37. 
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tent of meeting and keep guard over the people of Israel as they minister at the 

tabernacle. 

 

The priests are to perform (shamar) guard over duties…to serve/minister (‘avad) at the 

tabernacle. The use of the same language in Genesis and Numbers informs that the work of 

human beings is to look after the sacred space – the dwelling place of God on behalf of the 

Creator God, to undertake the role of priest in the temple. God is found walking in the garden 

in Genesis 3:8. The world is His dwelling place. This sacred space is the cosmic world. There 

was harmony between God and His creatures and between creatures until Genesis 3.   

The images in the ancient temples were made of man-made gods of wood and stone 

which cannot see or hear or eat or smell (Deut. 4:28). In contrast, the Israelites were forbidden 

to make any idols and worship them (Exodus 20:4-5). In Genesis 1:26-27, the images that God 

put in the cosmic-temple are all the human beings created by the Creator God to represent him 

in the world. “As living image of the living God, Adam bears a relationship to God like that of 

child to parent.” 38 This concept of family became clearer in Genesis 2 where the creation story 

is repeated.  

The English word “culture” has three components. First, it has its origin from the word 

cultair which means cultivation. It is to develop and bring fruit in all areas of life. The second 

component is colonus, from which the word colonial is derived. The original meaning of the 

word is to inhabit or to go and populate a particular part of the world. It is sharing inhabitation 

not oppressive inhabiting. It is about partnership with the people in that place for mutual 

 
38 Iain Provan, Seriously Dangerous Religion, 82. 
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enrichment. The third component is cultus which means worship.39 40 The Cultural Mandate for 

humankind has an important meaning of mutual enrichment. Human beings are to partner with 

each other under the lordship of the Creator God to take care of creation. 

This is significant in the understanding of the world. As the temple-cosmos is a sacred 

place, so the world is a sacred place. Creation is a sacred place. The creation narrative of 

Genesis 1 is retold in Genesis 2 using the metaphor of the garden41 which is interpreted as the 

whole earth. Human beings are given the creation mandate to take care of it. 

 Human beings are created to mirror God’s image. They are created to be stewards of 

God’s creation and accountable to him for their stewardship personally and together with 

everyone else.  The creation or cultural mandate is to multiply and take care of all creations on 

behalf of the Creator. This is the commandment given to the whole humanity regardless of 

ethnicity, gender, and age. Each person is precious, significant, and valuable in God’s eyes. 

Psalms 8:5, “Yet you have made him a little lower than the heavenly beings and crowned him 

with glory and honor.” 

 After God created the first man in his own image, God blessed them (Genesis 1:28a). 

Genesis 1:31 states that “God saw everything that he had made, and behold, it was very good.” 

Humankind is the pinnacle of God’s creative work. God gives humankind responsibility and 

significance as individuals in community. Human beings are to exercise dominion over other 

kinds of creatures on land, in the air and water. Goodness is God’s attribute. He is the source of 

good life. 

 
39 https://www.booksataglance.com/author-interview-william-edgar-author-created-

creating-biblical-theology-culture, accessed on February 3, 2022.  
40 https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/essay/the-creation-mandate/, accessed on 

February 3, 2022. 
41 Iain Provan, Seriously Dangerous Religion, 34. 

https://www.booksataglance.com/author-interview-william-edgar-author-created-creating-biblical-theology-culture
https://www.booksataglance.com/author-interview-william-edgar-author-created-creating-biblical-theology-culture
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/essay/the-creation-mandate/
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Doctrine of Trinity 

Genesis 1:2 mentions the “Spirit of God”. Johnson highlights the use of plural in Genesis 

1:26, “Let Us make man [humankind] in Our image, according to Our likeness”.42 Blocher 

supports D.A. Clines’ view and writes, “God addresses himself, but this he can do only because 

he has a Spirit who is both one with him and distinct from him at the same time. Here are the 

first glimmerings of a trinitarian revelation.”43 

 Ian Provan asserts that humanity (‘adam) is simply humus (‘adamah). The first human 

was formed out of the dust of the ground, from clay.44 “Earthlings are of the earth.”45 Psalm 

139:14 and Psalm 8:5 tell that, human beings are fearfully and wonderfully made and crowned 

with glory and honour at the same time. Johnson pinpoints an important fact about the nature of 

human beings by referencing to Genesis 2,  

we are not human apart from our bodies. “Fully human, fully alive’ is embodied 

existence. I do not have a body; I am a body…To be human is to be an embodied 

creature…We were also created for relationship with other creatures. ‘It is not good 

for the man to be alone (Genesis 2:18).”46 

 

  The theology of the Trinity enlightens the understanding of the meaning of image of God. 

Human beings are diverse in nature with different physical appearance, gender, mental ability. 

Personality, and gifting, and relationship. As they are created in the image of God, this 

diversity and complexity indicates that the nature of God himself is diverse and complex.47  

Collective Representation and Rulership 

 
42 Darrell Johnson, 37. 
43 Henri Blocher, 84. 
44 Ian Provan, Seriously Dangerous Religion, 86. 
45 Darrell Johnson, 39. 
46 Darrell Johnson, 41. 
47 https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/essay/the-doctrine-of-creation/, accessed on 

February 1, 2022. 
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Genesis 1:27 says, “So God created human beings in his own image.” The term “human 

beings” (or the “man”; Hebrew reads ha-adam) is a collective term for humanity. Genesis 1:26 

says, “Let us make human beings in our image, to be like us.” The idea of plurality has been 

put forward in the exegetical work of Karl Barth.48 Walke also supports the idea that “the image 

refers to the plurality of male and female within the unity of humanity.”49 

One significant point Clines made is that being made in the image of God provides 

channel of communication between God and human beings.50 William Edgar also argues that 

God spoke his creation into being in Genesis 1. Psalms 33:6; 148:5 also reference that creation 

was not by hand or any tools indicating that the Creator God is a communicating God (Romans 

1:18-20). God does use the written Scripture, the person of Jesus Christ, the redeemer, 

incarnate Word of God to reveal Himself to humanity.51  

Relational Shalom/Family/Community 

The idea that the human vocation or the Creation/Cultural Mandate is designed to be 

fulfilled in community and not only individually is elaborated in Genesis 2. God considers it is 

not good for the earth-creature, “man” or “Adam” to exist alone. This creature needs another 

earth-creature as a “helper” to rule the cosmos on behalf of the Creator. “The help must be both 

similar to him (like him) yet also different from him (opposite, over against at a distance form 

him).52 Their closest possible relationship is expressed as “bone of my bones and flesh of my 

 
48 Charles Sherlock, The Doctrine of Humanity Contours of Christian Theology 

(Downers Grove: IL, 1996), 34. 
49 Bruce Walke, Genesis A Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2001), 65-66. 
50 Ibid., 65. 
51 https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/essay/the-doctrine-of-creation/, accessed on 

February 1, 2022. 
52 Iain Provan, Seriously Dangerous Religion, 87. 
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flesh (Genesis 2:23). God says it is not good for ‘adam to be alone. Human beings are designed 

to be “intrinsically both male and female – the communal reality is ‘good’.”53 

Charles Sherlock asserts that “it can be concluded that being made in the image of God is 

not an aspect of or in each distinct person, but points to the personal relationships within which 

humanity lives.” It highlights unity in diversity. Human beings are made for harmonious 

relationship.54 These are the Creation Mandate/Cultural /Priestly Mandates given to humanity – 

to rule cooperatively. Human beings are created to participate in God’s mission collectively and 

harmoniously. 

 Many theologians such as Edward Curtis, assert that the idea of relationship is more 

fundamental than resemblance.55 Pastoral theologian Leroy Howe concludes that imago dei 

helps people understand that humans are created to live out the character of a “genuine 

community”.56 True identity is defined by the image of God in Genesis. 

Johnson clearly summarizes that “as the image and likeness of the Creator, we were 

created to reflect the Creator’s nature and character.” 57 Human beings are to reflect certain 

aspects of the Creator’s nature including the capacity to conceptualize, to communicate, to 

discern, to make moral judgments (this capacity has been damaged after Adam & Eve made a 

rebellious choice), to care for the Creation.58 Johnson observes, “Of all the creatures on earth, 

we, like God, can put ourselves in others’ shoes and feel what they feel.”59 He further 

 
53 Iain Provan, Seriously Dangerous Religion, 89. 
54 Charles Sherlock, 35. 
55 Stanley J. Grenz. The Social God and the Relational Self  (Louisville, KT: 

Westminister John Knox Press, 2001),194. 
56 Stanley J. Grenz,15. 
57 Darrell Johnson, The Story of All Stories Genesis 1-11, 28. 
58 Ibid., 28-29. 
59 Ibid., 29. 
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highlights the character of the Relationality of God, the mystery of plurality within one God, 

the living God is a community: 

From the beginning of the story, we meet a God who can use the plural pronoun. 

Indeed, the word for God in Hebrew (Elohim) is a plural noun, but it is always used 

with a singular verb. The God who creates us is the God who speaks of himself as 

“us.”…God’s use of  “us” and “our” points to the mystery: within the one God there is 

somehow a plurality…the Swiss theologian Karl Barth…”In God’s own sphere and 

being,” wrote Barth, “there exists a divine and therefore self-grounded prototype to 

which this being can correspond.” In God’s own being and sphere there is a 

counterpart: a genuine but harmonious self-encounter and self-discovery; a free co-

existence and co-operation; an open confrontation and reciprocity. The living God is 

Being-in-fellowship…The Genesis text is note overtly speaking of it, but it is opening 

the door to what would later be understood as the Trinity.60 

 

Johnson asserts that human beings were made by the Relationship (“us”) for the Relationship 

(“us”) with God and to share/live in the Relationship. He uses the concept of “fourfold” 

relationship: 

Relationship with the earth (physical body, the materiality of humanity) with others 

(co-humanity as image of God), with the self (be self without masks, shame, cover 

up), with God (embrace ultimate authority of God and treasure this intimate 

relationship) to expand the understanding of the doctrine of image of God.61 

 

Walke asserts that it is the intention of the Triune God for human beings to represent 

God’s presence on earth,62 including both male and female (the first family/community) to rule 

on God’s behalf, as His representations.63 Stanley J. Grenz writes that this is God’s design.64  

The word selem “image” in the Old Testament refers to the functional physical representations 

or “rulership”. “Humankind is to be the representation of God – that is, to be the image through 

 
60 Darrell Johnson, 29-30. 
61 Ibid., 38-46. 
62 Bruce, K. Waltke, Genesis, 65. 
63 Iain Provan. Seriously Dangerous Religion (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 

2014), 80. 
64 Stanley J. Grenz, 197. 



20 

 

which God’s presence and self-manifestation in creation may be found.”65 Human beings are 

not made for self-centered living but for community. Being created in the image of God means 

that males and females are members of the human race and are to live in obedience to God in 

human community, through creative stewardship of the whole world.66  It is humanity’s 

vocation and calling.  

Corruption of the Image of God – Dehumanization of Humanity 

The harmonious relationships were disrupted by wilful rejection of God as Lord and the 

true King. Adam and Eve ate the forbidden fruit (Genesis 3:6). Being created humans in the 

image and likeness of God, they though unrecognised, already had that status. They were 

defeated by their own sin as they were deceived by Satan that they would be “like God”. The 

horizontal and vertical relationships between Adam and Eve, human beings and God were 

corrupted. This, Sherlock presents is the beginning of dehumanization of the human race. All 

human beings are now living in a cursed world, as sinners in corrupted societies.67  

Kingdom of God and Restoration of True Humanity 

In the midst of this tragedy, God offers mercy and hope. “And I will cause hostility 

between you and the woman, and between your offspring and her offspring. He will strike your 

head and you will strike his heel” (Genesis 3:15). This offspring is referred to as the seed of 

Abraham (Genesis 12:7; 13:15). The serpent will strike the heel of God’s suffering servant 

(Isaiah 53) while this offspring, Jesus Christ will strike the serpent head by his life, death, 

 
65 Stanley J. Grenz, 202. 
66 Charles Sherlock. The Doctrine of Humanity Contours of Christian Theology 

(Downers, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1996), 41. 
67 Charles Sherlock, 44. 
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resurrection and final victory over sin and death as the King of kings, Lord of lords (Zechariah 

14:16-21,1 Cor.15:55-57, Rev. 20:7-10).  

God is faithful in providing a solution for the suffering that disobedience unleashes on all 

creation. The Genesis narrative points to Jesus Christ, who as the revelation of the nature and 

glory of God is the “true” image of God.68 The mission of Christ was not only to atone for the 

sin of humanity but also to reconcile creation to its Creator, and to form a new humanity 

through Christ’s birth, life, death, and resurrection. The destiny of humanity is to bear the 

image of Christ and participate in His redemptive, kingdom mission of restoring the true 

humanness to humanity.69 

Walke points out that although the concept of the kingdom of God is a central tenet in the 

teachings of the Lord Jesus and apostle Paul, can be traced back from the fall of Israel (2 Kings 

25) throughout the history of Israel to the creation of the world in Genesis 1.70 God is active in 

His mission of restoring His kingship over all creation throughout history so that human 

beings’ humanness is being restored and they can respond in serving and loving each other 

collectively. 

“They will look on me, the one they have pierced, and they will mourn for him as one 

mourns for an only child” (Zechariah 12:10).71 This child that Zechariah is referring to, is Jesus 

Christ, “so the Word became human and made his home among us. He was full of unfailing 

love and faithfulness. And we have seen his glory, the glory of the Father’s One and Only Son 

 
68 Stanley J. Grenz, 223. 
69 Jonathan R. Wilson, God’s Good World (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2013), 

470. 
70 Bruce Walke, Genesis A Commentary, 44. 
71 Bruce Walke, An Old Testament Theology an exegetical, canonical, and thematical 

approach (Grand Rapid, MI: Zondervan, 2007), 847. 
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(John 1:14). Apostle John says, this prophecy of Zechariah 12:10 is fulfilled in John 19:36-37, 

“They will look on the one they pierced.” The Suffering Servant King is here on His mission 

among His people. The ultimate fulfillment of this prophecy remains in the future (Revelation 

1:7, 13; Zechariah 14:16-21).72 God’s active redemptive work is ongoing during this in-

between time.  

The gospel is the resolution and fulfillment of Israel’s Story and promises.73 This 

resolution is Jesus Christ. Apostle Paul claims, “The gospel is the story of the crucial events in 

the life of Jesus Christ.” Christ died, was buried, was raised according to the Scriptures (1 

Corinthians 15:1-4). The Scripture refers to Israel’s story and God’s promises. Jesus died for 

our (whole humanity) sins resulting in forgiveness of sins and reconciliation with God, and 

adoption as children of Abba, Father (Galatians 4:4-6); and sanctified by the Holy Spirit (1 

Corinthians 6:11).  

The gospel story of Jesus Christ is a story about Jesus as Messiah which means “anointed 

King,” “Lord,” and “Ruler.” Everything on earth will put under the authority of King Jesus “on 

that day” as prophesied in Zechariah. This triumphant story has been told from Adam to 

Abraham to Moses to David to Jesus and continues to be told until Christ returns. The gospel is 

about God’s family reunion. 

God has been faithful to His age-old covenant in dealing with sins, in rescuing Israel and 

the world. How then should the rescued people of God behave? In Romans 12, Paul exhorted 

 
72 George, L. Klein, The New American Commentary (Nashville, TN: B & H 

Publishing, 2008), 369. 
73 Scot McKnight, The Kingdom Gospel the Original Good News Revisited (Grand 

Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 2011), 51. 
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God’s people, His family to live a new life that manifests the reign of King Jesus on earth as 

the means of worship and serving their LORD God. 

Paul exhorts God’s family to live a righteous life as they restore their identity in Christ, 

the exact representation or image of God because of God’s gift of mercy. Paul uses the image 

of “sacrifice” and defines it as a single collective sacrifice “give your bodies to God…a living 

and holy sacrifice” (Romans 12:1-2). Salvation is not just an individual’s reconciliation it is 

also about joining a new family and participation in God’s mission in liberating and 

transforming the whole creation. An individual’s “identity is found in the collective of God’s 

people.”74  

The new community in Christ together perform the “priestly role” the Creation Mandate 

by offering “a collective” living sacrifice not in the form of performing temple rituals but in the 

form of a transformed way of being, living and doing in community. This is the kind of 

worship, which is holy, acceptable to God. Giving one’s whole body to God means 

participation in the life of Christ, letting God do the work of renewing of one’s mind. This, 

Schreiner asserts, is because the Kingdom of God, the new age is penetrating the present evil 

age because of Jesus, the Messiah.75 This new community will discern together the will of God 

under the lordship of Jesus Christ. By offering the whole body to God, one will discover what it 

means to be a true human in community. 

 Summary 

 
74 Jon Isaak, God is One and God is Fair Studies in Paul’s Letter to the Romans 

(Winnipeg, MB: Kindred Productions, 2006), 206. 
75 Thomas R. Schreiner, Romans Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 1998), 646-647. 
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In conclusion, it is God’s design to create the human race (plural) to represent Him as 

stewards of the creation.  The redeemed humanity, a new community of males and females are 

called to speak to the world through participating in the missional work of the Trinitarian God.  

This research project aims at facilitating the discovery or rediscovery of hope and 

comfort in the Creator God through both the narrating and sharing of spiritual autobiographies 

within the context of the community of participants. This is based on the understanding that 

being transformed into the image of God/Christ happens in community.76 The remembering and 

telling of a personal life narrative, past and present can be the basis for this new identity 

formation. Believers might discover their identity and purpose as they reflect on their whole 

lives systematically and theologically in light of the Creation narrative, the Metanarrative, and 

their individual narratives in community. This reflective process must engage the reality that 

our stories take place in community, as we are not on this earth alone. All our narratives are, 

therefore, communal narratives and this is how God has designed humanity.77    

 The theology of Creation is significant not just to Christians as it informs the origin, the 

purpose or telos of creation and the God who creates and redeems, particularly, the creation of 

humanity.78 The doctrine of Creation is the overarching doctrine for understanding the 

interconnectedness of other doctrines such as God (Trinity), humanity (image of God), sin, 

Christ, salvation, and the Church. It is also a holistic framework to grasp the meaning of a 

“good life” as human beings are spiritual, social, psychological and physical beings. For this 

reason, the theology of Creation is regarded as the foundation of this research project which 

 
76 Jonathan R. Wilson. God’s Good World (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2013, 

Kindle, 8. 
77 Stanley J. Grenz, 329, 331. 
78 Jonathan R. Wilson. God’s Good World (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Publishing Group, 

2013), Kindle, 180. 
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seeks to find out the effectiveness in receiving and offering God’s healing and comfort through 

remembering by narrating and sharing one’s life story with a view to discover one’s true 

identity and life purpose in the context of community.  

Theology of Suffering  

  This project study was designed with the principles of narrative and practical theology as 

the framework and the theology of suffering as the essence of theological reflection of 

individual life stories in the context of community.  

Identity & Meaning  

George W. Stroup asserts, “at the center of Christian faith is the question of identity 

which is two-sided: the identity of Jesus Christ and the new identity of those who confess their 

faith in Him.”79  The narrative approach provides a foundation for theology by uniting 

experience and reflection so that “these historical narratives become the basis for Christian 

affirmations about the nature of God and the reality of grace.”80 The life stories of individuals 

are the contexts for theologians to investigate the meaning of the doctrines of Christian faith.81 

Alan Jacobs stresses that the Christian story is a communal one.82 It is the recounting of 

individual Christian lives within the context of the story of God told in history. “Lives can be 

healed and integrated only within such communal contexts.”83 St. Augustine in his Confessions 

 
79 George W. Stroup, The Promise of Narrative Theology: Recovering the Gospel in the 

Church (Atlanta, Georgia: John Knox Press, 1981), 14. 
80 George W. Stroup, The Promise of Narrative Theology, 17. 
81 George W. Stroup, The Promise of Narrative Theology, 76. 
82 Alan, Jacobs. “What Narrative Theology Forgot.” FIRST THINGS, 2003, 25 
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=true&db=edsbl&AN=RN134886993&site=eds-live&scope=site 
83 Alan, Jacobs, 25.  
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concludes that memory allows people not only to recall but also to restructure, to interpret past 

events, and to discern a pattern in them, either moving towards or away from God.84  

Narrative Theology  

Narrative theology is defined as “an approach to theology that preferences story over 

logic as a means of gaining theological insights. Narrative theology uses literary methods about 

how stories convey meaning to aid in theological reflection on biblical stories.”85 Walke states 

that narrative theology is “what the narrator communicates about God through his history” 86 

and it is, “a specific application of ‘poetics’ to narrative”87 that the biblical narrator 

communicates meaning by how they tell their stories. There is a possibility for people to gain 

insight into their own identities as they see and listen to one another’s lives, comparing and 

constructing them with their own.88 “All Scriptures is breathed out by God and profitable for 

teaching for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may 

be competent, equipped for every good work (2 Timothy 3:16).  

Narrative theology is about remembering people’s stories in community in the light of 

God’s overarching story, the journey of discovering personal identity and the meaning of life.89 

It is reasonable then to accept the approach of remembering life experiences as a way to 

discover God’s healing presence and to receive comfort from God and extend this comfort to 

 
84 Alan, Jacobs, 28.  
85 Douglas Mangum. The Lexham Glossary of Theology (Bellingham, WA: Lexham 

Press, 2014). 
86 Bruce K.Waltke. Old Testament Theology An Exegetical, Canonical, and Thematic 

Approach (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2007), 93. 
87 Bruce K.Waltke. Genesis A Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2001), 38. 
88 Ibid., 38-39. 
89 S. Grenz, D. Guretzki, & C. F. Nordling, Pocket dictionary of theological terms 

(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1999), 82. 
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others by sharing their life stories in community. The six-weeks course of this project has 

therefore used narrative theology as the framework for theological reflection.  

 

Practical Theology  

Theology must be relevant and practical. Patterson and Woodward provide a working 

definition of pastoral/practical theology as “a place where religious belief, tradition and practice 

meets contemporary experiences, questions and actions and conducts dialogue that is mutually 

enriching, intellectually critical, and practically transforming.”90  

Practical theology is practical because it considers “the realities of the contemporary 

human condition… It is concerned with actions, issues and events that are of human 

significance.91 It is theological as it takes insights and resources of the Christian religious 

tradition of belief and practice, such as the Bible, theology and liturgy, as primary sources for 

its understanding of human issues with the goal of making contribution to Christian theology, 

the understanding of God and human condition and transformation.92 

The fourteen essential characteristics of practical theology of Peterson and Woodward are 

summarized as follows: transformational activity; not only propositional theological concepts 

but also concerning human experience and data like the emotion, the symbolic, and the 

irrational; committed to certain faith perspective and honest religious experience such as 

suffering; unsystematic in view of the fragmented realities; truthful and committed to discern 

 
90 James Woodward and Stephen Pattison ed., The Blackwell Reader in Pastoral and 

Practical Theology (Malden, MA; Oxford UK; Victoria, Australia: Blackwell Publishing, 

2000), 7. 
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the complicated reality aiming at transformation, contextual and situationally related; socio-

politically aware and committed; experiential and reflectively based; interrogative, asking good 

questions, interdisciplinary/using methods, insights of other disciplines; analytical and 

constructive in helping understanding of people’s situation and construct ideas about how 

people might change constructively; dialectical and disciplined.93 Practical theology thus 

provides a conceptual framework for this study project. 

Theological Reflection 

Patricia O’Connell Killen and John De Beer define theological reflection neatly as “a 

discipline of exploring individual and corporate experience in conversation with the wisdom of 

the religious heritage…Theological reflection therefore may confirm, challenge, clarify and 

expand how we understand our experience…the religious tradition.”94   

Howard W. Stone and James O. Duke wrote that theological reflective activities are 

informed by circumstances and events and are guided by deliberations on the historic themes of 

faith, by Scripture and tradition, by worship, and by engaged service in the world. It is a 

process that is based on conversation which allows for an appreciation of diversity and healthy 

debate.95 The result of this process is “new truth and meaning for living.” It is about 

discovering meaning in human experiences in the light of the divine factors. This activity will 

involve interactions and dialogues with others including both the biblical and contemporary 

writers, and the people of the community.96  

 
93 James Woodward and Stephen Pattison, 13-16. 
94 Patricia O’Connell Killen and John De Beer. The Art of Theological Reflection 
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Robert L. Kinast asserts that the object of theological reflection is God and will involve 

some reflective activities. It is not about theoretical ideas but practical actions. The reflective 

activities occur within specific contexts and draws upon lived experiences and classic texts.97 

 Kinast writes that:   

“Theological reflection seeks to do - to allow the reality of theology to come through 

its distinct form, namely, experience correlated with tradition for the sake of praxis. 

The reality of tradition which theological reflection seeks to disclose is the presence of 

God in people’s experience, a presence that invites them to encounter God where they 

are and to participate in the divine life which is offered to them there. For this reason, 

the form that theological reflection takes is coextensive with people’s experience.”98  

Kinast uses threefold movements to describe the process of theological reflection. First, it 

begins with the lived experience of those doing the theological reflection. Second, it correlated 

this experience with the sources of the Christian tradition and third, it draws out practical 

applications for Christian living.99  

The significance of theological reflection is its practicality in discovering the presence 

and work of God in people lives. Theology is the medium for the interpretation and 

discernment of the faithful presence of God in the life of His people. “As we listen to its living 

stories, to ourselves, and to another over and over again, as we share, struggle, and 

celebrate, we may come to find ourselves the Presence of the One who cares for all.”100 The 

ultimate goal of theological reflection is transformation of lives.  

 
97 Robert L. Kinast. What Are They Saying About Theological Reflection? (Paulist 
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98 Robert L. Kinast, 3. 
99 Robert L. Kinast, 2.  
100 Dombkowski Hopkins and Michael S. Koppel. Grounded in the Living Word, The 

Old Testament and Pastoral Care Practices (William B. Erdmans, Grand Rapids: MI, 

2010), 2. 



30 

 

The last step of John Trokan’s five-step model of theological reflection is “revisioning”. 

After all the activities of retrieving significant experience, retelling the experience in story form 

in small groups, reframing experience in the large group, reconnecting the experience to the 

Christian story, the final step is the integration of head, heart, and lifestyle.101 Trokan’s model 

of theological reflection is employed in this study project with the goal of enabling people to 

receive God’s healing and comfort, and also to become God’s compassionate agents in the 

restoration of humanity into the true image of God. 

Theology of Suffering  

The dictionary meaning defines suffering as the state of undergoing pain, distress or 

hardship, a state of being in great trouble.102 In a normal life span, suffering will come upon 

everyone. Experience of loss & grief is universal. Very often suffering will cause people, 

including Christians, to ask, “How could a good, just, loving God allow pain and suffering in 

the world?” The Bible begins in Genesis 1-2 with the truth that God is good. However, evil and 

suffering become a part of life on earth. The psalmists (Psalm 6:3); and the prophets (Habakkuk 

1:2) write about a disconnection between the goodness of God and suffering in the world. Even 

people in heaven are crying out, asking how long before you (God) will judge and avenge their 

blood (Revelation 6:9-10).103  

In his role as a minister, Timothy Keller found out that suffering was the main reason 

why many people rejected God. Yet, he also learned that just as many people find God through 

affliction and suffering. “As C. S. Lewis famously put it, ‘God whispers to us in our pleasures, 
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speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pain.’”104 Here is the testimony of Mary Jane’s 

anticipated loss/grief of her son became her gold: 

My atheist son, like a thunderbolt out of a blue sky, became a Christian…as he deployed 

to Afghanistan with his special ops rescue unit. Yet we were suffering. We had seen his 

life dangle by a thread…I see how the fierceness of suffering turns into something like 

God’s fierce love…As if he is saying, “You are mine now. Now you really know what 

the point is – to love me and serve me in my mission of salvation – with the strength I 

have now given you” …God is moving powerfully to strip me of my self-centredness. 

It is that refiner’s fire Isaiah wrote about.105 

 

People under the influence of secular culture tend to rely on experts in psychology, 

various therapies, or technologies to help them confront suffering without necessarily 

addressing the deeper spiritual issues beneath it.106 Suffering is not just simply a state of great 

trouble or distress. 

The Creation account in Genesis 3 reveals that suffering is the consequence of Adam and 

Eve’s acts of disobedience. The doctrines of the Fall, Incarnation, Atonement, Resurrection, 

Judgment Day, Final Resurrection and Renewal of the world, gives us foundational, nuanced 

understanding of the existence of suffering in the world. Sin and subsequent suffering entered 

the world and infected all of creation. The original design of the world is broken. When people 

turned from God and destroyed that relationship, all the other three relationships fell apart. 

Suffering reminds people that they are broken and incapable of avoiding its ultimate end, which 

is death.   

There are two explanations for suffering in western evangelical culture. First is our own 

sin. Second is God’s work of growing us as Christians. God is working perseverance in us. 

 
104 Timothy Keller, Walking with God through Pain and Suffering (New York: Penguin 

Books, 2013), 4-5. 
105 Tim Keller, Walking with God, 239. 
106 Ibid., 79. 
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(Roman 5:3-5, 2 Peter 1:5). However, these two reasons do not apply to the suffering of Job. 

Suffering is complicated in reality. There are different types of human suffering and a variety 

of causes. Some are inexplicable. Job-like suffering is common in human experience.   

Job is a man who was commended as “blameless and upright, one who feared God and 

turned away from evil” (Job 1:1), Yet he suddenly lost all his wealth, servants, children, and his 

own health. Job questioned God, “let me know why you contend against me.” (Job 10:2b) Is it 

a test of faith, a test of whether one’s relationship with God depends on earthly blessings? Eric 

Ortlund contends, “in suffering, God is saving us, delivering us into a relationship with himself 

where he is actually God and Lord.”107 God sometimes allows suffering and loss that is not 

caused by people’s sin. Maybe it is an opportunity for the sufferer to experience God more fully 

than before. God allows Job to protest and demand God to give an answer to his afflictions. Job 

says, “though he slayed me, yet I will trust him” (Job 13:15). There is encouragement to wait 

with the hope of redemption. Job remains forever ignorant of the true cause of his suffering 

(1:6-12; 2:1-6). “It proves how much Job values God over any other relationship. Job sees 

YHWH in a whole new way as Lord.”108 Orlund makes a few great points, but still, it seems he 

cannot give a clearer picture of the problem of suffering. 

Suffering is complicated. It includes experiences of ‘god forsakenness’, abandonment, 

profound loneliness, and hopelessness. Phil C. Zylla asserts that a theology of suffering seeks 

“to offer an articulation of God’s presence in the places of God’s seeming absence.”109 Keller 

points out similar observations as Zylla. “It is virtually a catalogue of all forms of suffering – 
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including spiritual alienation, inner psychological pain, social and interpersonal conflict and 

cruelty, natural disasters, disease, and death (Genesis 3:17ff).110 

 Tim Keller raises the issues of justice and judgment. “All this natural and moral evil is 

understood as stemming from the foundational rupture of our relationship with God. And 

suffering begins when Adam and Eve are expelled from the Garden of Eden (Gen 3:23-24). 

Their exile is the original infliction of suffering as judgment.”111  

In the area of justice, the book of Proverbs generally teaches retributive justice. Suffering 

is natural consequence based on this biblical truth. The suffering of Job tells that suffering may 

not be the result of a particular sin and divine judgment. The author of Ecclesiastes says that all 

is “meaningless” or “vanity” under the sun as the author saw the tears of the oppressed and 

recognized that they have no comforter. The author declares that the dead who had already 

died, are happier than the living who are still alive. (Ecclesiastes 4:1-3)112 In reality, much 

suffering is mysterious and unjust. Most often, people will experience the sense of 

abandonment especially with God. 

Keller is right to say that there are “two sets of paired biblical truths need to be held 

together to have a remarkably rich and many-sided understanding of the causes and forms of 

suffering.” These two sets of biblical truth are: 

Suffering is both just and unjust.  

God is both sovereign and a suffering God  

 

“Suffering is both just and unjust” summarizes the reality of suffering. But God has given 

people a solution with a biblical truth that “God is both sovereign and a suffering God.”113 The 
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story of Job teaches that God is sovereign, all-wise, all-present, all-knowing, all-powerful and 

all-good. The goodness of the Trinitarian God is manifested in the completed mission of the 

Son of God, Jesus Christ who suffers with humanity by his birth, life, death on the cross. 

Suffering has meaning as it leads to deliverance. This truth is reinforced in the Old and New 

Testament. 

But Joseph said to them, “Do not fear, for am I in the place of God? As for you, you 

meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many 

people should be kept alive, as they are today. (Genesis 50-19-20) 

 
28 And we know that for those who love God all things work together for 

good, for those who are called according to his purpose. 29 For those whom 

he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that 

he might be the firstborn among many brothers. (Romans 8:28-29) 

 

Forgiveness 

Jesus gives humanity hope of resurrection. There will be no more suffering in the New 

Heaven and New Earth. He demonstrates to the world how to see God’s presence in suffering 

by His forgiveness, atonement on the cross bringing hope and meaning to the tragic, 

meaningless encounters in human life.  

Zylla points out that a mature theology of suffering must find language that is able to 

identify the situation, to describe the distinctive features, to recover the elements that have been 

repressed or forgotten, be able to reflect and to interpret the inter-situational context.114  

Theological reflection facilitates the articulation of  the reality of God’s presence and 

redemptive activity in the broken the world with the ultimate purpose of facilitating the hope, 

and the meaningful dimensions of hope for the most afflicted.115 Alister McGrath emphasizes 
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that Jesus Christ can help people to think redemptively about suffering and “not to take refuge 

in unreality.”116 

The suffering of God manifested by the cross of Jesus Christ is central to the theology of 

suffering. The compassionate Trinitarian God redeems all creations, including  

humanity, through the incarnation, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, who enters into the 

world to redeem and restore the humanness of His people.117 The cross of Christ reminds us 

that the Trinitarian God himself suffers with humanity, by bearing the sorrows of humankind 

(Isaiah 53:4-5), and by grieving and groaning with humanity (Romans 8:20-30). Understanding 

suffering needs to be done within the context of the suffering of creation and the eschatological 

vision of God’s reign (Romans 8), the ultimate hope of glory. The redeemed community of God 

imitates Christ, entering the suffering of the afflicted, giving hope of being included and being 

cared for in the compassionate community of God.118  

Conclusion: Theology of Compassion and Ministry 

McGrath is right to say that “theology is intended to offer ordinary Christians a 

framework within which they may understand and cope with the tragedies and sorrows of their 

life.”119 Therefore, a robust understanding of the theology of suffering is of utmost importance 

for people’s holistic well-being. The theology of Creation and Suffering constitutes the 

theological foundation for the six-weeks curriculum, teaching participants how to reflect 

theologically on their life loss and grief, to be transformed into the image of Christ and be 

missional agents to comfort others. The task of theological reflection requires the skills of 

 
116 Alister McGrath, 7-8.  
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attention, discernment, recollection, and honesty. The narration of spiritual autobiographies is 

based on theological reflection in community seeking to facilitate the finding of comfort and 

healing in remembering God’s past faithfulness in the broken lives of everyone.120  

Theoretical Foundations 

Memory and Autobiography Writing 

Scholars from different disciplines have been doing research about memory and the 

human brain. Even philosophers recognize the important role of memory in “people’s 

knowledge of the world in general and of personal past in particular.”121 

The word “memory” is defined in the dictionary as “the mental capacity or faculty of 

retaining and reviving facts, events, impressions, etc., or of recalling or recognizing previous 

experiences.”122 Memory is the power or process of reproducing or recalling what has been 

learned and retained especially through associative mechanisms. It is the store of things 

learned and retained from an organism’s activity or experience as evidenced by modification 

of structure or behavior or by recall and recognition. It is a particular act of recall or 

recollection of an image or impression of one that is remembered or past events.123 

Psychologists have done extensive research on memory. Psychologist, S. A. McLeod 

asserts that memory is essential to all human lives as without memory of the past, people 

cannot operate in the present and the future. Memory is important for processing vast amounts 

of information for learning purpose.124 Cynthia P. May and Gilles O. Einstein developed a 
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124 McLeod, S. A. “Stages of memory - encoding storage and retrieval”, Simply 

psychology (2013, Aug 05) https://www.simplypsychology.org/memory.html 
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lesson plan for high school psychology students providing basic understanding of memory. 

Memory can be understood as a multiple system that can be distinguished into declarative or 

explicit memory (controlled consciously) and nondeclarative memory.125  

1. Declarative memory or Explicit memory is further divided into working memory 

(short-term) and episodic memory (long-term memory of specific events) and 

semantic memory (long term general knowledge). It is mediated by the hippocampus 

and frontal lobes of the brain. 

2. Non-declarative memory or Implicit memory is a memory system that influences our 

current perceptions and behavior without our knowledge, awareness, or intention. It 

is mediated by cortical areas, the cerebellum, and the basal ganglia. Memories under 

this category are stored as a series of connections that can be activated by associated 

concepts or memories (priming) that can increase the accuracy and speed of 

retrieving these memories by repetition priming or semantic priming. The way that 

information is encoded influences later retrieval of that information. These factors 

include the extent of processing not simply repetition, the timing of practice (learning 

all material all at one time is not as effective as distributed practice).126 What people 

remember depending on their priorities, expectations, biases, and current demands 

and what happened after the event. Cynthia P. May and Gilles O. Einstein also point 

out the findings of autobiographical memory research which reveal a heightened 

 
125 https://www.apa.org/ed/precollege/topss/lessons/memory.pdf 
126 This type of memories of the brain is also discussed in the section of Spiritual 

Formation under Victor Copan. The design of the curriculum of this study project is in line 

with this understanding of the brain and memory. 
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memory for personal, cultural events that occurred during late adolescence and early 

adulthood (ages 15-30). 

The mind is often understood as a mental ability that manifests itself in sensation, 

perception, thinking, reasoning, memory, belief, desire, emotion, and motivation. Mind is 

usually differentiated from the physicality of the brain. The advancement in neuroscience and 

the new technology of imaging tools and computer simulation has brought about more insights 

into the brain’s anatomy and the understanding of the functional interconnectedness of the 

neurological, biological and psychological components of a human and possibly the spiritual 

This will be further discussed in the spiritual formation section.  

The brain is a complex organ that controls mind, memory, emotion, behavior, motor 

skills, vision, and every process that regulates the human body, the conscious and unconscious 

components. “All the areas claimed to represent human uniqueness can be shown to be affected 

by neural substrates in bottom-up fashion, but these structures are in turn affected in top-down 

fashion by attention and behavior…rationality…relationality, morality, and religious.”127  

Judith Toronchuk asserts that the mind appears to have causal effect on the brain: 

Brain scan show that choosing specific thoughts, including prayer and meditation, is 

associated with changing patterns of brain activation, Turning attention to the 

emotions of others thus activates AI (primary cortical area) and ACC (neighbouring 

anterior cingulate)…might have thus facilitated evolutionary development of 

emotional “resonance”…the ability to resonate with the emotions of others may have 

facilitated continued evolution of emotional and cognitive skills that become important 

in human consciousness.128 

 

 
127 Judith, Toronchuk Brains, Souls and Persons: An Engagement with Neuroscience 
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Bessel van der Kolk, a psychiatrist specialized in trauma treatment, writes that modern 

neuroscience has confirmed the idea of the mind as a kind of society.129 “Human beings are 

astoundingly attuned to subtle emotional shifts in the people (and animal) around them…our 

mirror neurons register their inner experience, and our own bodies make internal adjustments 

to whatever we notice.”130 Kolk quotes a study that once the traumatized people began to 

integrate their traumatic memories, they spontaneously continued to improve. Kolk asserts that 

focused, trauma-specific therapy (remembering the experience) helps the patients to integrate 

past traumatic experiences which could be much more effective than medication.131 The 

importance of the inter-connectedness of the spiritual, social/relational, and physical 

components of human beings’ well-being are supported by science, social science and the 

Bible. 

William Newsome, Professor of Neurobiology at Stanford gave his comments on the 

mutual shaping of relationship between the brain, the person’s emotional history and 

background in an interview:132 

 “Does my brain shape me or do I shape my brain?” to which he answered, “Yes!” 

Here’s his explanation. You are shaped by your brain. You can’t do things that your 

brain won’t allow you to do. You have certain emotional makeups, and you have 

certain emotional history and background that’s embodied in the current structure of 

your brain, and that lays constraints on how you’re going to act in the future. But . . . 

you can shape your brain! And one of the ways you shape your brain is what you 

choose to do when you get out of bed in the morning. The fact you’ve chosen to be 

here talking with me today will shape your brain.       

 

 

 
129 Bessel A. van der Kolk, M.D.The Body Keeps the Score. Brain, Mind, and Body in 

the Healing of Trauma (New York, NY: Penguin Books, 2015. Kindle 282. 
130 Ibid., 80. 
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Darrell Busby, a theologian specializing in Christian education points out that lessons 

can be learned by Christian educators from the discoveries of neuroscientists.133 The 

development of functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) instrumentation facilitates 

the researchers to observe the brain activity such as the “impact of drugs, surgery, trauma 

and other life experiences upon this mysterious and amazing muscle;” Busby further 

comments that, “yet they candidly still remain limited in the ability to interpret the brain, 

how it works and why human think the way they do.”134  

Neuroscientists have discovered that the human brain forms maps that govern our 

behavior.135 Psychiatrist and psychoanalyst, Norman Doidge writes that scientists made a 

series of unexpected discoveries about how the brain changed its structure with each 

different activity by perfecting its circuits to perform the task at hand in the twentieth 

century. If certain parts failed, then other parts could sometimes take over. The brain cannot 

be fully understood as a machine but an organ with specialized parts. This fundamental brain 

property is called “neuroplasticity”.136 The brain maps might be instrumental in the 

exploration of habits formation. 

Toronchuk,137 Kolk and Busby138 assert the importance of the study of social-

neuroscience as it studies how the mirror neurons of individuals interact and influence each 

other – neurobiological mechanisms for imitating others. The research on mirror neurons 
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concludes that when human watches a person perform an action, the brain is internally doing 

the same activity or “mirroring” the action, even before the action is actually performed . It is 

beneficial to know how the brain imitate or reject the actions and thoughts of other persons 

for teaching and mentoring. Busby points out that the neuroscience only sees the electrical 

response but cannot explain why people selectively imitate some people and ignoring others.   

“Humans possess a deeper level of self-direction and social awareness, a deeper 

level of emotional responses to those around us than any animal. Our unique “imago 

dei” is evident in that we are more than mirror neurons and possess personal 

creativity, the prophetic voice; and above all, personal choice.” 139 

 

Although neuroscience cannot give a full answer to human identity, it does reinforce 

the biblical understanding that God has wired us for community and the essential nature of 

mentoring and spiritual formation which will be discussed in the next section under spiritual 

formation. 

Identity, Meaning, Narrative/Spiritual Autobiography  

Os Guiness writes that people are eager to know their identity, a desire to find out or to 

fulfill a purpose bigger than him or herself. The people of the modern, postmodern world are 

materially wealthy but spiritually poor in this consuming driven secular culture.140 

James Dillion claims that many works over the past two decades indicated the legitimate 

value of inquiring into narrative and autobiography in psychology.141 Dillion identifies three 

basic ways to organize the spiritual autobiography: 1) as a response to a central question, 2) by 

casting life in relation to a significant event or person, and 3) seeing one’s life in lost-and-

found. Dillion conducted a study of writing spiritual autobiography with a group of students. 
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The result of his research study supports the inherent benefits of inducing growth and positive 

change in the lives of his students who composed their spiritual autobiographies. He 

summarized that, as the author sifts through and interprets the particular events of life, the 

authors saw the connecting thread that lies behind integrating the particular details of the 

author’s life. The authors discovered time-gestalt (unified whole) by a dynamic force behind 

and within their lives helping them to give their lives new meaning, coherence, and direction. 

Dillon further illustrates this idea by Bede Griffiths’ image of a moving golden string weaving 

its way through different pieces of fabric in one’s life – God’s intimate presence. 

Both Charles Taylor and Alasdair MacIntyr claim that narrative has a central place in the 

understanding of personal identity, meaning and ethics (Charles Taylor’s idea of moral space 

and Alasdair MacIntyre’s idea of virtue). Charles Taylor states the question of “Who am I? 

cannot be answered by giving name and genealogy. Charles Taylor defines identity: 

My identity is defined by the commitments and identifications which provide the frame 

or horizon within which I can try to determine from case to case what is good, or 

valuable, or what ought to be done, or what I endorse or oppose. In other words, it is the 

horizon within which I am capable of taking a stand.142  

 

For Charles Taylor, identity and orientation are essentially connected: 

“To know who you are is to be oriented in moral space, a space which questions arise 

about what is good or bad, what is worth doing what not, what has meaning and 

importance for you, and what is trivial and secondary…our identities, as defined by 

whatever gives us our fundamental orientation, are in fact complex and many-

tiered.”143  

 

This means that by knowing what has meaning or value, one will know his or her identity.  
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Charles Taylor points out that individualism is one of the factors that has created the 

current identity crisis.144  This is because: “A self can never be described without reference to 

those who surround it.”145 Human beings are social beings.  

Alasdair MacIntyre also claims that as “modernity partitions each human life into a 

variety of segments,” it has hindered “contemporary attempt in envisaging each human life as a 

whole.” The philosophical obstacle is “the tendency to think atomistically about human action 

and to analyze complex actions in terms of simple components.”146  

Charles Taylor analyses and concludes the situation very well. He asserts that narrative 

can be an effective means to make sense of oneself, to one’s identity and life’s purpose: 

making sense of one’s life as a story is also, like orientation to the good, not an optional 

extra; that our lives exist also in this space of questions, which only a coherent narrative 

can answer. In order to have a sense of who we are, we have to have a notion of how we 

have become, and of where we are going.147 

 

Alasdair MacIntyre also affirms that “a concept of a self whose unity resides in the unity 

of a narrative which links birth to life to death as narrative beginning to middle to end.”148 His 

concept of narrative is that it links events over time, in chronological or causal sequence so that 

these episodes will give intelligible sense with reasons within social and cultural contexts.149   

Eric Kleinger, a psychologist”, assert that meaning is prerequisite for mental and physical 

well-being.150 The process of self-reflection and introspection of one’s mental and emotional 
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state; and focusing personality development contributes to one’s understanding of self: the 

identity of the self.151  

This project hypothesizes that when suffering believers are able to remember, reflect and 

interpret their entire life by writing down relevant moments of life experiences they can 

arrange the individual parts into interconnected, causal, and coherent segments to see a 

meaningful whole. As they participate in the six-weeks course, the process of repeated self-

reflection and introspection of their mental, emotional and spiritual state they will be enabled 

to develop their understanding of self, thereby, recognizing the identity of the self and the 

meaning of life. This project also hypothesizes that through remembering God’s past 

faithfulness in one’s life, the believer will experience comfort and healing from God and be 

able to comfort others. As suffering is inevitable in life, the nature of loss and grief must be 

discussed in the next section. 

Loss and Grief 

Ross Hastings experienced grief for the loss of his wife who died of cancer. Soon after he 

wrote a book called Where Do Broken Hearts Go? He asserts: “Humanity’s need for help in 

this area is incalculable, and so all reasonable efforts are valuable.”152 

When tragedies or big losses occur such as a tsunami, terrorist attacks, death of loved 

ones, questions of the existence of God and goodness of God will arise. Why does it happen to 

me?  All people will die, and all will know loss. Each will experience loss and grief that is the 
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impending separation from another. Besides death, there are other experiences of loss and grief 

which are inevitable and profound to the well-being of human beings. There is a real existential 

need to look at the nature of loss and grief and how to get on the path of healing. 

Peter Kreeft, a philosopher refers to C. S. Lewis’ book The Abolition of Man to tell the 

difference between re-modern and modern thinking concisely: 

For the wise men of old, the cardinal problem of human life was how to conform the 

soul to objective reality, and the solution was wisdom, self-discipline, and virtue. For 

the modern mind, the cardinal problem is how to subdue reality to the wishes of man, 

and the solution is a technique.153 

This means that to the modern man “suffering is a scandal, a problem to be conquered 

rather than a mystery to be understood and a moral challenge to be lived.”154 They see suffering 

as the greatest problem to overcome or even to be eliminated altogether. Thus asserting, the 

most important thing in life is to attain pleasure and comfort by conquering the nature. 

On the other hand, there are many psychologists, psychiatrists, philosophers who hold a 

different view that “grief is a normal emotional response to significant loss by human beings.  It 

is not “a warp in their psychological makeup or a deficiency in their spiritual formation.”155 

Grief is universal and inescapable despite the general tendency of denial of its existence and 

impact.156  

There are different kinds of loss other than death which are very often not noticed by 

people but in fact they can be “significant losses”. Most experiences of loss are a combination 
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of a few types. Mitchell and Anderson provide a detailed description of six major types of life 

loss: 157 

1. Material Loss – It is the loss of a physical object or some familiar surroundings, to 

which one has an important attachment such as a family farmhouse or a favourite 

jacket or a pet. It is never easy to find a replacement as it is never quite the same.  

2. Relationship Loss – Moving, divorce, job change, change in personal friendship are 

ending of relationship and loss of emotional and physical presence. Death is the most 

intensive relationship loss. 

3. Intrapsychic Loss –It is the losing an emotionally important image of oneself (a new 

image after puberty) or losing the possibilities of what might have been, the dying of a 

dream (dream of a perfect marriage destroyed by the first conflict, losing courage and 

faith). It is both external and internal experiences. 

4. Functional Loss – It is the loss of the muscular or neurological functions of the body. It 

comes with a loss of autonomy.  

5. Role Loss – A specific social role is loss as it relates to one’s identity such as 

retirement, promotion with new responsibilities and relationships. 

6. Systemic Loss – As human beings belong to interactional system in which patterns of 

behavior develop over time, a disruption of the system will result in certain functions 

not being performed. Young adults leaving the family of origin is considered both a 

relationship and systemic loss.158 

It is clear from the above description that life losses take different forms and are complex 

(material and immaterial). Adding to this complicated picture is the anticipation of future loss 

such as cancer or dementia, watching the loved one deteriorating in physically or cognitively in 

the process of dying. The COVID-19 pandemic that began in April of 2020 has revealed 

another type of loss on a societal level. Danielle Vriend Fluit categorizes this loss as collective 

or pandemic loss.159 One of the participants of this study project indicated that she suffered 

from the loss of relationships with friends and relatives due to the pandemic. 
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Culture is also one of the factors in influencing the way people expresses their grief. 

Hastings points out that “modern Western culture mitigate against any consideration of our own 

deaths. Sadly, that means we consider our own lives very little also. And not many pastors 

prepare their parishioners to die well.”160 The response to loss also varies with different beliefs 

and values. Over half of the participants of the research study group are immigrants from Asia 

and South-east Asia. They tend to express their grief privately. 

Grief is universal and inescapable despite the general tendency of denial of its existence 

and impact.161 Grief is the normal human emotion in response to a significant loss, which is 

intensified and complicated by the relationship to the person, or the object lost. It should not be 

treated as disease because loss and grief are ordinary dimension of human life.162 Many 

psychologists and psychiatrists such as those mentioned in this paper hold the same opinion 

despite the DSM-V classification of grief as a mental health condition. 

 The inner experience of grief varies from different kinds of emotional suffering like 

shock, numbness, anxiety, fear, inner emptiness, loneliness, sense of guilt and shame. There is a 

common understanding that all losses in life are a continuation of the experience of childhood 

separation.163 All kinds of losses including loss of a home, a job, or financial status bring grief 

that are comparable to the grief of a divorce. The intensity of the attachment to the lost person 

or object will affect the intensity and length of the grieving process in general. This will be 

further discussed in the following section on attachment and separation. 

 
160 Ross Hastings, 15. 
161 Mitchell and Anderson,18. 
162 Kenneth R. Mitchell and Herbert Anderson, 57. 
163 Kenneth R. Mitchell and Herbert Anderson, 55. 



48 

 

Attachment and Separation 

Every new life starts in the womb of the mother for nutrients and protection. The baby is 

totally dependent on the mother.  The first experience of separation of a human person occurs 

when he or she is born. The process is necessary for the beginning of distinct human life.164 The 

commencement of an independent life is at the same time the first experience of loss. There are 

a few theories from human science developing over the years with respect to this concept that 

add to the understanding the nature of loss and grief.165  

Severing Symbiosis (Margaret Mahler) 

Margaret Mahler, a Hungarian born American psychologist (1897-1985) has borrowed 

the term symbiosis (the living together of two dissimilar organisms as in mutualism) from 

biology to describe the relationship between the mother and the unborn baby. The birth of the 

baby breaks off this relationship.  For the first few months the infant is totally dependent on the 

mother for nurture and protection. Mahler describes this as “social symbiosis”. “All the infant 

early experiences tend to reinforce this impression that the infant is its own whole world.” This 

means that the baby at this stage is totally self-centered. As the baby grows, the process of 

separation also begins. While it is essential for the formation of self, it is also the underlying 

cause of grief for all future life loss experiences.  

Object Relations Theory (Melanie Klein) 

The growing infant begins to be able to distinguish between me (self) and not-me (other) 

and dividing the “other” into distinguishable objects: mother, father, other persons, physical 

subjects. After learning to distinguish between self and object, the infant’s demands of firm 

attachment to the actual object might then gradually replaced by an internal mental image of the 
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object. If nurturing person cannot remain available consistently the result will be 

disorganization of self. This theory is better than Sigmund Freud’s concept of mechanical 

satisfaction of needs by instincts of the human beings. Klein’s theory emphasizes the highly 

personalized world of internalized relationships with significant objects. As each individual 

internalizes the world in his or her own way, therefore, no two experiences of loss are the same 

and likewise for the grieving process.166 

Attachment and Separation (John Bowlby) 

Attachment behavior is primary, autonomous, and lifelong. The bond between the infant 

and the mother is an interactional process which is more than instinct or learned behavior.  

Adult attachments are a straightforward continuation of childhood affectional bond. It is the 

desire to be loved and cared for. This human nature is the same for children and adults. The 

possibility of experiencing life loss cannot be avoided. The effect of attachment and separation 

is lifelong so then is the act of grief. 

People often think that the type of loss is the most important factor in determining the 

length of grief. Nancy Reeve points out the factor of “meaning of the loss” should be taken into 

consideration. If the loss touches the person deeply due to the meaning that the loss holds for 

the person or degree of attachment, then the loss will be significant to this person.167 

Learning how to relate in childhood will influence how this person relates as an adult, 

unless or until the adult makes an intentional, hard-fought shift.168 The nurturing of “trust” is 

crucial in determining the pattern of attachment of this person in childhood and adulthood. 
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Elizabeth Kubler-Ross Model of Grief Cycle 

 

Diagram 1 

The medical profession including psychiatry was awakened by Elizabeth Kubler-Ross 

who wrote books on death and grief (On Death and Dying in 1969 and On Grief and Grieving). 

This model, although it may not apply in all situations, does provide a very helpful framework 

for the understanding of loss and grief.169  In the later book written by Kübler-Ross and David 

Kessler, they point out that the Five Stages of Grief Model was “never meant to help tuck 

messy emotions into neat packages. They are responses to loss that many people have, but there 

 
169 Dale M. Kushner, MFA, “ Abiding with Grief Five Things I learned: My sister’s 

death evoked a crippling grief; I’d like to share what I’ve learned“, Psychology Today, 

February 27, 2017, https://www.psychologytoday.com/ca/blog/transcending-the-

past/201702/abiding-grief-five-things-i-learned accessed on April 27, 2019. 
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is not a typical response to loss, as there is no typical loss. Our grief is as individual as our 

lives.”170 

Five Stages of Loss and Grief 

The First Stage of Denial may look like disbelief. Both the person who is dying and the 

person who is grieving for the loss of a loved one may experience the emotion of denial. The 

loss does not seem to be true to them. The story of Alicia can be used as an illustration. Her 

husband Matthew used to call her during his business trip. One day she got a call from her 

colleague that he was killed in a car accident. When a person is in denial, the person “may 

respond at first by being paralyzed with shock or blanketed with numbness.”  This was her 

experience. Even after the funeral Alicia would call friends and family saying, “I keep thinking 

he’s still on the trip and he just can’t get to a phone. I know he’s out there somewhere trying to 

get home.”171   

I had similar experience too in 2012, after I drove my parents on a day trip. My father fell 

on the driveway immediately after he got out of the car upon returning from the trip. I asked 

him right away how he was doing. He told me it was just a bruise not a problem. He would ask 

mom to apply some ointment.  In the middle of the night, my mother called saying my father 

kept on throwing up. I called the ambulance and took him to the hospital, and he passed away a 

few hours later. I just could not believe it. I was in a state of shock and denial. Kübler-Ross 

 
170Elisabeth Kübler-Ross and David Kessler. On Grief and Grieving: Finding the 

Meaning of Grief Through the Five Stages of Loss, 7, Scribner. Kindle Edition.   
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writes that “denial and shock help us to cope and pace our feelings of grief. There is a grace in 

denial. It is nature’s way of letting in only as much as we can handle.”172 

The Second Stage is Anger. After the stage of Denial, the feelings of anger begin to 

surface. The emotion is anger due to the loss. One may want to take it out on something or 

someone or may just express the anger in ways that are familiar to the person in grief. I was 

angry with myself because I think that my father would not have died if I had not have driven 

my parents to USA on that day. I experienced the feelings of guilt, which is anger turned 

inward on myself.173 Often people in grief will let out their anger on others like blaming the 

doctor for not doing the right thing to save their loved ones. Very often God is the one to be 

blamed. People may ask, “Where is God? Or asking, if God is love, this shouldn’t have 

happened to my loved one? What is the purpose of this loss?” There was a time when my faith 

was shattered by the death of my father. I had been faithful doing His work. I cried out, “God, 

why can’t you give me more time to be with my father?” 

Anger does not have to be logical or valid. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross asserts that anger is a 

necessary stage of the healing process. One must feel one’s anger and not try to avoid it as 

people often choose to as it is part of emotional management.  Grieving is a process.174 Kulber-

Ross is right. Once I allowed myself to feel and speak out my “anger” I found that my “God is 

strong enough to handle my anger, strong enough to feel compassion and love for me, even in 

the midst of my anger at him.”175 Anger represents progress in letting all those feelings that 

were simply too much before to come to the surface. 
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In the Third Stage of Bargaining, people are trying to come up with ways to get what was 

lost or just find someone or something to blame. Ideas will come up such as “If only I had 

just…” or “I wish we could have...”  In case of a lost relationship, one may say: “If I change 

my behavior, will you come back?” People want to return to what it was. The model of the 

stages of Grief is not linear as it is just showing the responses to the loss which can occur 

within a short time. A person who suffered from a loss might go back to the Stage of Denial or 

Anger and Bargaining and then circle back and forth. I personally experienced this grieving 

process for a month after the death of my father. I continued to serve faithfully in my ministry, 

and at the same time, I dug into scriptures to make sense of my loss. I burst into tears when I 

led the children praying and praising God in worship, lamenting the loss of my father while 

telling myself to trust that my father is in the loving arms of God. 

 Bargaining for the sufferer was the escape from the pain, a distraction from the sad 

reality of life without the loved ones.176 Bargaining can help the mind move from one state of 

loss to another. It can be a way that gives the psyche the time to adjust. Bargaining may fill the 

gaps that the strong emotions generally dominate, which often keep suffering at a distance. “As 

one moves through the bargaining process, the mind alters past events while exploring all those 

“what if” and “if only” statements. Sadly, the mind inevitably comes to the same conclusion . . . 

the tragic reality is that our loved one is truly gone.” 177 I took me several months to get to this 

point.  

Moving to the Fourth Stage: Depression, the person enters an intense emotional state of 

helplessness and hopelessness. This “depression” is not a sign of mental illness. It is the 
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appropriate response to a great loss. The person expresses grief by withdrawal, intense sadness, 

lack of energy and enthusiasm. In grieving for the loss of loved ones, depression is a way for 

nature to keep us protected by shutting down the nervous system so that we can adapt to 

something we feel we cannot handle.178  

W. Ross Hastings emphasizes that the sadness and emptiness will have cleansing effect 

allowing the person to explore the loss in its entirety. As one grows stronger, the depressive 

emotions and thoughts may return from time to time.179 The emotional feeling of sadness and 

tears does come back from time to time as I think of my father, even returning while I was 

writing this paper. However, the intensity and frequency of this emotion of mine has decreased 

over the years.  

I am glad to hear that this type of depression is different from clinical depression 

characterized by long term or excessively depressed state that needs intervention. Normal 

depression due to loss and grief needs to be given time for it to be processed. I agree with 

Kübler-Ross and Kessler that in some cases, depression may need to be managed by using a 

combination of support, psychotherapy, and antidepressant medications but not all the time.180  

The Fifth Stage of Acceptance does not mean that the person is all right about the loss of 

the loved ones. This is the eventual acceptance of reality that our loved one is physically gone 

permanently. Sadness may still come back again and again but one must learn to reorganise 
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oneself to live with the loss.181 It is the time to reinvest one’s energy in life rather than the dead 

and grief.  

I have come to the acceptance of the loss of my dad and investing my energy in God’s 

ministry by putting more time to strengthen my relationship with God, establishing new 

connections, new meaningful relationships, new interdependencies, doing a research project on 

loss and grief, and rebuilding my relationship with my mother, helping her to seek God’s 

healing presence. Nancy Reeve is right to say that healing is not returning totally to a pre-loss 

status. It is a shift of energy which is used in assisting adjustment to the loss. It can also be 

understood as a shift of focus for one’s survival and life enhancement need.182 I have been 

healed by discovering who I am, a finite sinful being who is created, redeemed, and loved by 

God with a purpose for my life. I have shifted my focus to being a “meaningful pursue”. I feel 

like Elisha, accepting the loss of his mentor, spiritual father Elijah, receiving double blessings 

of power to complete the task of my father.  I have grown through losses. 

James Davies, professor of psychology and anthropology in his book, The Importance of 

Suffering writes about a very important discovery regarding the treatment of “mental disorder” 

and the comments of Dr. Robert Spitzer, the psychiatrist who headed the taskforce writing a 

book called – the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (American 

Psychiatric Association 1980) that lists all the mental disorders which psychiatrists believed to 

exist during that time. Dr. Spitzer who was interviewed in a BBC documentary that aired in 

2007 admitted that the psychiatrists had wrongly labelled many normal human feelings of 
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sadness and anxiety by indicating they were medical disorders. The reason given was that they 

were only interested in the symptoms the patient presented without paying attention to the 

patient’s life or the reasons of the suffering at that time.183 This means that some of the normal 

human feelings of sadness, and anxiety as a result of life losses, were mistakenly treated as 

psychological disorder.  

James Davies draws people’s attention to the fact that grief should not be considered as a 

disorder or emotional weakness to be eliminated and that the griever does have the potential of 

learning from these “productive experiences” as “it is just part and parcel of what it means to 

live and develop as human beings”184. He advocated that “emotional suffering” (loss and grief) 

should not be treated only as mental health problem requiring only psychiatric, anti-depressant 

or cognitive treatment but rather engage with it clinically, personally and socially in order to 

uncover its productive value. A contented life is not all about attaining rational advancement 

and pursuit of happiness.  It is also people’s willingness to confront, experience and learn from 

suffering. Avoidance of emotional suffering will deprive people the opportunity of 

transformation and growth.  

James Davies highlights an important insight that suffering does not come from biology 

alone but the outcome of how people relate to their external world. James Davies has a new 

vision of suffering called the Relational Perspective. “This relational perspective maintains that 

when our external and/or internal worlds impede the realization of our human potentialities, 

and the satisfaction of our essential human needs then emotional suffering will rise up to signal 
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that all is not well with us.”185 This implies that the anaesthetic approach will do more harm 

than good as it is a “wake-up call” for attention.  

Elizabeth Kubler-Ross, (a psychiatrist and counselor on death) in her last book written 

before her death reiterates that: 

“Grief is the intense emotional response to the pain of a loss. It is the reflection of a 

connection that has been broken. Most important, grief is an emotional, spiritual, and 

psychological journey to healing….Grief transforms the broken, wounded soul, a soul 

that no longer wants to get up in the morning, a soul that can find no reason for living, 

a soul that has suffered an unbelievable loss.”186 

Grief is the healing process of the heart, soul, and mind; it is the path that returns human      

beings to wholeness. Grief is a gift. Grief is grace, a time of reflection, pain, despair, tragedy, 

hope, readjustment, reinvolvement, and healing. 187 These statements of her are profound. As a   

Medical Doctor, she recognises healing must be holistic, body, mind, soul and heart.  

Davies as a psychologist and anthropologist Davies recognises the importance of the 

relational aspect and the value of suffering in life transformation. Kubler-Ross, a psychiatrist 

holds the same position as Zylla, a pastoral theologian that the nature of suffering is multi-

dimensional involving “physical pain, psychological anguish, social degradation and spiritual 

desolation.”188 The process of healing must be holistic. 

W. Ross Hastings is right that integrating the insights from Christian theology (the 

primacy of trinitarian theology and General Revelation) and insights from psychology and 
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psychiatry is a better approach in obtaining a more holistic understanding of the nature and 

meaning suffering and grief.189 

 

Christian Spiritual Formation 

Redemptive Work of the Trinitarian God - Formation of Relational Community 

Jeffrey P. Greenman defines spiritual formation as “our continuing response to the reality 

of God’s grace shaping us into the likeness of Jesus Christ, through the work of the Holy Spirit, 

in the community of faith, for the sake of the world.”190 James Fowler191and Robert 

Mulholland192 both affirm that spiritual formation is a process that happens in the community of 

faith. While Paul Pettit echoes this understanding, he emphasizes the work of the Trinitarian 

God in the individual and individuals in the faith community.193   

James Wilhoit also understands “spiritual formation” as a process and it is the ongoing 

work of the Triune God who holds all things together (Col. 1:17) because of His love for 

humanity.194  Wilhoit describes this formation process by four spiritual commitments: 

receiving, remembering, responding, and relating. Spiritual formation starts with God’s work of 

grace extended to the sinners who receive His grace in community. The believers grow in their 
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awareness of God’s gracious presence in their lives through reflection of personal stories and 

corporate memory. Reflection increases awareness of God’s gracious presence in the sinner’s 

life. Believers might respond to serve others with love through relationship with others in 

community.195 They might find their new identity in Christ and grow to be more like Jesus in 

their relationship with God and others.196 These four spiritual commitments occur in 

community – receive grace in community; remember personal stories and corporate memory; 

respond to serve others; and grow into likeness of Jesus in relationship with God and others. 

Theologians representing the older generation such as James Houston & Michael 

Parker,197 and Ivy Beckwith,198 Holly Catterton Allen and Christine Lawton Ross199 

representing children and youth ministries assert that the intergenerational and intercultural 

setting is the best environment for spiritual formation. Sharing poignant life stories with people 

of different generations and cultures has the tremendous transformational power.200 Both Janet 

K. Ruffing201 and Darrell Bock202 point out the benefit of discovering personal identity in 

sharing life stories in community. 

 
195 James C. Wilhoit, 50-51. 
196 James C, Wilhoit, 119-120. 
197 James M. Houston & Michael Parker, A Vision for the Aging Church: Renewing 

Ministry for and by Seniors (Downers Grove, Illinois: IVP, 2011), 15. 
198 Ivy Beckwith, Postmodern Children’s Ministry: Ministry to Children in the 21st 

Century (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 2004 ), 164. 
199 Holly Catterton Allen and Christine Lawton Ross, Intergenerational Christian 

Formation: Bringing the Whole Church Together in Ministry, Community and Worship 

(Downers Grove, Illinois: IVP, 2012), 23-24. 
200 Ken Uyeda Fong, Pursuing the Pearl: A Comprehensive Resource for Multi-Asian 

Ministry (Valley Forge, PA: Judson Press, 1999), 132. 
201 Janet K. Ruffing, RSM, To Tell the Sacred Tale (New York/Mahwah, NJ: Paulist 

Press, 2011),ix-x. 
202 4. Darrell L. Bock, “New Testament Community and Spiritual Formation,” in 

Foundations of Spiritual Formation: A Community Approach to Becoming Like Christ, ed. Paul 

Pettit, (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, 2008), 105. 



60 

 

Spiritual Formation as a Journey with Loss and Suffering 

Janet O. Hagberg and Robert Guelich affirm that our spiritual journey is not simple.  

They use Six stages to describe the faith journey of an individual. Faith is an exploration of life 

experiences and responses to what God is doing in people’s lives including ups and downs, 

advances and retreats, our movement and our stuckness.203   

Stage 1 of this journey is the Recognition of God due to different reasons or encounters 

such as miraculous healing, creation, being exposed to God’s story as a child, and the testimony 

of believers.  Stage 2 is the Life of Discipleship is a time of learning, exploring absorbing a set 

of beliefs or principles and belonging in community. There is a tendency to become legalistic 

and moralistic, or becoming disillusioned in an overly protected environment.  Moving from 

Stage 2 to Stage 3, the Productive Life requires the believer to take risks in faith.204  Stage 3 is 

when the believer identifies his or her gifts and make contributions to others in leadership, 

service, teaching, and/or counseling.  Taking up more responsibilities means taking more risks. 

This is an extension of the previous stage and is an active, positive, dynamic, nourishing phase 

of Christian journey. The stage of a productive life can also be a stage of discouragement and 

setbacks when the believer’s gift cannot be exercised.205 Hagberg and Guelich describe Stage 

1-3 as external demonstration of faith.  

Stage 4 the Journey Inward is a stage of questioning, exploring, or falling apart. We 

have internal dialogue with God. It is a stage of faith crisis.206 There will be a time when one is 

letting go of one’s self-centeredness, accepting God’s purpose of our lives or surrendering to 
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God’s will. This is Stage 5 the Journey Outward.  Suffering and losses are no longer 

debilitating losses. The authors use the metaphor of passing through the Wall.207 It may be 

strong egos, self-deprecators, guilt/shame, intellectual, doctrinaire, or other types of resistance 

at the Wall. From Stage 5 to Stage 6 is the Life of Love, there will be a growing awareness of 

God in all things. Everything begins to simplify and love simply shines through as we grow 

into the likeness of Jesus Christ, becoming more obedient to Christ, gaining more wisdom from 

life’s struggles, and compassionately living for others.208 

Hagberg and Guelich admit that in real life our journey will not be that orderly moving 

from one stage to another higher level of maturity. It all depends on the dynamic relationship 

between God and our wills.209 The stages can be a loose guide for the discovery of self and 

God. I find their Six Stages of Faith Model helpful in understanding one’s faith journey.  

Although the authors acknowledge the limitations of this model, their model does not offer 

ways of spiritual growth.  Their focus is just a description of the process. Based on the concept 

of stages and process, I developed a grief and loss spiritual formation model which is presented 

in Chapter Three with the section of conclusion.  

Memories, Stories - Restoration of the Image of God 

Dallas Willard points out that spiritual formation happens to each human being, whether 

atheists or devout Christians or any one religious’ tradition. This process of being formed 

cannot be stopped but the person is able to influence how he or she is being spiritually formed 
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by engaging practices that reshape the inner and exterior lives. It is a Spirit-driven process that 

the person becomes like the inner being of Christ himself.210 

Victor Copan further expands Willard’s ideas and defines spiritual formation as “the 

redemptive process of intentionally forming our interior and exterior life so that we 

increasingly take on (acquire, develop) the character of the inner being of Christ himself.” 

Copan’s elaboration of this definition of spiritual formation is summarized below:211 

1) Redemptive - Humans who are estranged from God in spirits, thoughts, actions, and 

attitudes, need to be given a new life through the “redemptive”, reconciliation plan 

and work of God.  

2) Process - Spiritual Formation as a process implies development and progress, ongoing 

lifelong struggle, and learning in order to reach the goal of being reconciled to God.  

3) Intentional - The process of being transformed internally and externally into the 

image of Christ requires human beings’ conscious and deliberate participation.  

4) Forming – Since the Fall of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, the image of God 

in human beings has been badly marred and deformed that requires the potter’s hand 

(Jeremiah 18:4) to re-shaped them into the image of Jesus. The apostle Paul talks 

about the goodness of God and His sovereign plan in conforming human beings to the 

image of Jesus Christ (Rom 8:28-30), and the human minds to be transformed into the 

character of Christ (Rom 12:2). 
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5) Interior and Exterior Life – Both the interior and exterior dimensions of life need to 

be re-formed as believers interact with the world around them. They are to love God 

with all heart, soul, mind and strength and love their neighbours (Mark 12:30) 

6) Purpose – The term “so that” signals the reason of spiritual formation, that is, the 

believer’s inner life become like the inner life of Christ. 

7) Taking On – The term “take on” refers to the believers acquiring the life and 

character of Christ in their lives in order to be whole. This often happens in the midst 

of suffering, challenge, pain, and sometimes death. Their character is manifested in 

their life choices and interaction with others with the same “heart condition” of 

forgiveness, love, and mercy that Jesus had. The character of Christ was demonstrated 

on the cross and when He asked Father God to forgive those who persecuted him. The 

image of God in human beings is restored by the birth, life, death, resurrection of 

Jesus Christ. 

For Copan, spiritual formation is a process which happens in community. Christians are 

surrounded by a cloud of witnesses and are encouraged to throw off every obstacle on the path 

of sanctification, to run with perseverance the race fixing eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and 

perfector of faith, spurring one another on toward love and good deeds, meeting regularly, 

encouraging each other (Hebrews 12:1-3; 10:24-25).212 

I consider Copan’s model of spiritual formation is more comprehensive than the other 

authors presented in the previous paragraph. He highlights the discovery in neuroscience 

research on the patterns of thinking and living in human beings that humans are created and 
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designed to be good and healthy.213 The research results showed that the brain influences or 

shapes the inner emotions, the thoughts, and behaviours. The brain responds positively to 

sights, sounds, and smells (the nature in general). Human beings are “designed to be healed.”214 

The placebo effect shows that positive thoughts contribute to the healing process of physical 

and emotional health.215 The research results also showed that human beings learn by 

imitation.216 That means they are “wired for relationship.” Human learning is social. Human’s 

identity “is formed by the values lent to us from the groups we all our own.”217  

 Copan claims that the capacity of human beings to recall memories is significant in 

personal and spiritual formation.218 “Memory is not just about recalling word” but with 

experienced visual sensations and sensory impressions. Remembering itself is an experience.219 

The memories can be positive or negative.  Both good and bad past experiences will leave an 

indelible expression in the brain.220  As people cannot erase the negative memories, people 

need to face them by first, re-examining their understanding of God’s character. 221 Second is 

to find an approach to process these memories positively that lead to spiritual growth. Spiritual 

growth requires intentional use of the minds, practicing imagination and undertake practices 

repeatedly to form habits.222 First, people need the Bible to know the nature of humanity, what 
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it means to be human and the interrelationship of each component, including spiritual, 

emotional, social/relational and physical.223  

Copan recommends three practical steps for spiritual formation. First, create space by 

developing self-awareness of thoughts, emotions, actions, and motives, and time for personal 

reflection. Second, activate the will to choose a life-giving direction. Third, envision 

beforehand the way to respond by rehearsing it according to the life and teaching of Jesus. 

Fourth, practice in advance how to respond in future by rehearsing the steps before actual 

performance.224 

 I am delighted to discover that Copan shares many of my own understandings of spiritual 

formation. These insights were incorporated in the design of this study project and the six-

weeks curriculum. The process of spiritual formation cannot be done without biblical 

theological reflection of personal experiences in community as God has made human beings a 

unity of body, soul, and spirit. This research study is built on the theoretical concepts of 

memory, and spiritual formation which are complementary to the biblical theological concepts 

of the Scripture. Such were referenced when the writer of this thesis developed the six-weeks 

course.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
223 Victor Copan, 115. 
224 Ibid., 163-164. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

PROCEDURES & RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

Purpose and Goals  

This chapter provides a summary of the procedures and research design used by me in my 

investigation of the effectiveness of remembering, narrating, reflecting theologically and 

sharing spiritual autobiography in helping suffering believers to experience God’s redemptive 

healing presence in their lives and spiritual growth in spite of suffering. This review section is 

important in establishing the reliability of the chosen research methodologies, the relevancy and 

applicability of the research findings. 

Review of Research Question and Hypothesis 

The vision of this project study is the result of years of ministry observations of suffering 

among all kinds of people and their personal loss and grief experiences. It also reflects on 

personal growth in spite of numerous experiences of suffering in life, using repeated intentional 

acts of remembering and reflecting on of life events and people. A project research question 

was formulated which is: How might a six-weeks course which teaches suffering believers to 

narrate their spiritual autobiography, enable them to remember God’s past faithfulness that they 

may be comforted and resourced to comfort others?  

A narration of Spiritual Autobiography Course was designed for participants to learn and 

experience how to remember, to journal, to reflect theologically on their life events and 

experiences. The six-weeks curriculum was prepared focusing foundational Christian doctrines 

and the application of the doctrinal truths by means of theological reflection in a believers’ life 

along with reflections from my personal life experiences. I delivered teachings with personal 

examples and participants were encouraged to imitate how to remember, narrate and reflect 
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theologically with different focuses during the six-weeks course. Participants from community 

groups of three churches (Westwood Alliance Church WAC, Coquitlam Alliance Church CAC 

and Village Church VC) were invited to attend the course by emails or telephone. Seven 

participants were recruited from WAC and CAC. They were interviewed before and after the 

course individually in Zoom or in person. Zoom meetings were recorded to facilitate note 

taking by me. Notes of interviews were sent to participants for verification of my 

understanding. The data collected from these resources was analyzed to test the main 

hypothesis: 

1. After the completion of a six-weeks course, the suffering believers are enabled to 

remember God’s past faithfulness to them through narrating their spiritual 

autobiography.  

 

2. Through this act of remembering, these believers will experience comfort from 

God, in the context of their own stories, which they can in turn extend to others.  

 

Research Preparation/Documentation 

  I began putting together a six-weeks group study curriculum as soon as the Doctor of 

Ministry Committee of ACTS Seminaries approved the project proposal in October 2020. Once 

clarification with the Research Ethics Board had been made with the assistance of Dr. Guy 

Saffold and Dr. Gloria Woodland in September 2021, I started to prepare all the necessary 

participant documentation. (Appendices A-E): 

1.  An invitation letter providing the background and purpose of the study 

2.  A consent form 

3.  An open-ended questionnaire to be used before and after the group study meeting 
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4. A letter to the participant’s pastor informing that the participant has agreed to participate 

in this study project voluntarily. Due to the nature of the project study, the participant 

may request further pastoral care.   

5. A debrief letter 

Recruitment/Site Selection 

The invitation letter was sent to potential participants of the three churches mentioned 

earlier. I have been providing pastoral presence in the community groups of Westwood 

Alliance Church, Coquitlam Alliance Church and Village Church from two to fifteen years. 

Participants who accepted the invitation, received the consent form, the interview 

questionnaire, the pastor’s letter by email. As the study was held during the COVID-19 

pandemic, medical safety guidelines for the time were followed. All the group meetings and 

some individual interviews meetings were conducted virtually using video communication 

software. Two of the participants requested in-person interview. Individual interviews were 

arranged before the six-weeks course began. 

 

 

Methodology 

Qualitative vs Quantitative Method 

There are generally two kinds of thinking in field of research which are digital and 

analogical in nature.225 The former thinking is deterministic (either this or that) and the latter is 

based on inferences from similarity (like this or like that). Quantitative research belongs to the 

former and qualitative to the latter thinking. Qualitative research focuses more on the objects 

rather than numbers and measurements. It is more subjective in nature as it involves the 

 
225 Howard Anderson, Lecture on “Research and Statistics”, April 2019. 
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observations of me as the primary instrument and most of the data collected will be verbal. 

Qualitative research is more about exploratory of ideas or possibility and making hypothesis 

that something is true.  

Based on the purpose, goal, and hypothesis of this project, the qualitative research 

method will be adopted. The goal of this project is to explore the effectiveness of using the tool 

of narrating and sharing individual spiritual autobiography in a community group setting to 

facilitate discovery of God’s healing for self and others. Both narrating and sharing spiritual 

autobiographies requires critical theological reflection on situations which is “to excavate 

particular situations and to explore the nature and faithfulness of the practices that take place 

within them.”226  

Participatory action research, case study, ethnography, and narrative inquiry methods 

were used for this study project.227 The use of these various methods is “an important aspect of 

the process of validating in qualitative research.”228  

I and the participants took their respective active roles during the course of meetings.229 

As the study was conducted virtually audio/visual recording was used to facilitate a more 

robust taking of field notes. The field notes taken during the interviews and the six-weeks 

course and questionnaires are the data used for the analysis on the effectiveness of narrating 

and sharing spiritual autobiography. I and all participants become part of the change process.230 

This is the nature of participatory action research. 

 
226 John Swinton and Harriet Mowat, Practical Theology and Qualitative Research (St 

Albans Place, London NI ONX: SCM Press, 2006), viii-ix. 
227 Tim Sensing, Qualitative Research: A Multi-Methods Approach to Projects for 

Doctor of Ministry Theses (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2011), 57. 
228 John Swinton and Harriet Mowat, 50. 
229 Tim Sensing, 58. 
230 Ibid., 59-60. 
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The case studies strategy is used to explore cases (event, process, individuals) which are 

bounded by time and activity.231 Seven people in their 50s or 60s who have different ethnic 

background and cultures attending the different churches were successfully invited to 

participate in the group study. This group method enables the participants in the project to 

access the lived experiences of others through sharing their stories in small group setting.232 

  Narrative research strategy is “a form of enquiry in which the researcher studies the 

lives of individuals and asks one or more individuals to provide stories about their lives.”233 

The purpose is to make sense of the events, thoughts, and actions in the lives of individuals 

who live in relationship and at the same time produce relationships. The narrative approach 

helps the participants in their dialogical and interactive cultural process.234  Autobiographical 

reflection is one type of narrative research that human beings make meaning based on 

rediscovery and understanding of self through language.235 This project study was designed to 

allow people to remember; reflect theologically as dialogue with God; share and listen to 

others’ stories with different cultural background. 

Ethnography is a pastoral practice or method that equips pastors to open their eyes and ears 

to understand people practicing their faith when they share their stories. I, as the researcher 

record observations and reflections; analyze and create a narrative account of the people under 

study. The approach of telling personal stories enables discovery of meaning and coherence of 

one’s own life and those hearing the stories.236 Ethnography is understood as a reflexive 

 
231 John W. Creswell, 15. 
232 Tim Sensing, 141. 
233 John W. Creswell, 15. 
234 Tim Sensing, 157-158. 
235 Tim Sensing, 160 
236 Mary Clark Moschella, Ethnography as a Pastoral Practice: An Introduction 

(Cleveland, Ohio: Pilgrim Press, 2008), 4-5. 
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process. Social research is part of the world it studies, so I need to reflect on how people and 

the social environment shape both data and analysis.  

Since all reality is interpreted and formulated via an interpretive process and I, as a 

researcher, am the primary tool of qualitative research, I must recognize my own bias which 

includes personal values, experiences, interests, beliefs, political commitments, personal goals, 

and social identities. Reflexivity and critical self-reflection will form an integral part of the 

research process.237 

Process Beginning to End 

The participants completed an open-ended questionnaire and were interviewed by the 

researcher before and after the six-weeks group study course. There are ten questions for both 

interviews. One additional question “How has the study group impacted your spiritual life?” is 

included in the post-course interview (Appendix A). Most of the pre-course interviews were 

done before the course began. 

The three lessons of the six-weeks course were done in November 2021 weekly and three 

lessons were conducted in January 2022 to allow for Christmas break. Lesson notes were given 

before the Zoom study meeting. Teaching presentation in Zoom was done in Word document 

for the first meeting only and then PowerPoint format for the next five meetings to facilitate the 

visual impact of participants’ learning. Meetings were opened and closed with prayer. 

Participants were invited to do the closing prayer.   

As the participants all had very busy life schedules, the lesson could not incorporate a 

devotional moment within a one and half hour evening meeting. As this is considered as an 

 
237 John Swinton and Harriet Mowat, 59-60. 
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important component of spiritual formation, I decided to include an alternative devotional 

segment by using emails for communication and teaching. 

Devotional emails were sent by me from to time from November 2021 to January 2022 

using Psalms, spiritual songs, scriptures, lectio devotional and my personal biblical theological 

reflections during personal devotions. During the last Zoom meeting the song Ten Thousand 

Reasons video was played before the meeting while the participants were entering the zoom 

room. I sensed the communion of the saints as they followed along humming and singing.  

As a token of appreciation and encouragement to practice journal writing, each 

participant was given a sparkling colorful ball pen and a hardcopy journal book. The group 

study meetings were conducted virtually in Zoom. The themes and summary of the six study 

meetings are as follows: 

FIRST MEETING 

1. Introduction  

The background of the project study, research question and hypothesis were 

concisely presented. The schedule, structure, and themes of the study meetings were 

laid out. 

2. Theory  

I gave a brief narrative of my childhood and family background and history 

before turning to these questions: What is the meaning of biography and spiritual 

autobiography? What are the benefits of writing autobiography?  

3. Theology 

Introduction of the theology of Creation with reference to Genesis 1-3 focusing 

on the concepts of temple-cosmos/world/sacred place, Image of God, 
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Creation/Cultural Mandate, the Priestly Role (vocation) of humanity as participation 

in God’s Mission, dehumanization of humanity/corruption of the Image of God, 

restoration of true Humanity through Jesus Christ, collective representation and 

rulership, family, and relational community in Mission – restoration of True 

Humanity. 

4. Practical Personal Timeline Exercise  

 

                                           Diagram 2 

 

With the aid of my personal timeline cardboard chart, the participants were 

introduced to the first exercise of narrating spiritual autobiography. They were to 

remember and narrate their life events and people by means of a cardboard paper:  
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i) blue sticky notes to differentiate different periods of time in their life 

displaying at the top of the cardboard chart from left to right; 

 ii) birth to childhood (age 0-11), adolescence (age 12-14), middle adolescence 

(age 15-19), early adulthood (age 20-30), middle adulthood (age 30-60), and late 

adulthood (65 years old and over); yellow, and dark pink sticky notes to journal 

positive and negative peoples/events respectively.  

iii) At the bottom of the chart blue sticky notes were used to denote the turning 

points or lesson learned during that chapter of the life with reference to scriptures or 

biblical stories that might reveal life purpose, core values, vision while recalling life 

events and people. The purpose of the exercise is: to discover the time-gestalt,238 “the 

golden string”, God’s intimate presence that reveals the meaning, purpose and 

coherence in a person’s life. The narrative thread that weaves through the external 

events and inner experiences, holding them together into a coherent whole.  

This exercise can also be done by spreadsheet and two participants expressed 

this method as their choice in the meeting. Materials were provided for participants to 

follow the pattern of remembering their life stories during the week. They were 

reminded to practice daily quiet devotion and listen to the voice of the Spirit as they 

work on the exercise and be prepared to share their learning outcome. They were 

reminded again that everything shared in the study must be kept confidential. The 

practice of active listening with respect and affirmation were affirmed again in the 

meeting.   

SECOND MEETING 

 
238 James Dillon, 149-150. 
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1. Sharing 

Participants were invited to share their thoughts about the lesson one and their 

stories according to their timeline exercise. There was no response from the 

participants. (This might be due to Asian cultural values of not voicing opinion in 

public setting and half of them did not know each other before the meeting for a 

long time). 

2. Role Modelling – 

I shared my timeline spreadsheet. The exercise had disciplined me to 

intentionally recall certain people and episodes or events that happened in the past. 

This helped me to see a panorama picture who how God has put these people and 

events to shape and restore my image of God and discover my true identity and my 

mission is to know God and experience Him in ever-deepening ways and help 

others to do the same. 

3. Theology  

  The meaning and characteristics of theology, and a few models of theological 

reflection with reference to the theology of Creation and narrative theology was 

presented. The doctrine of Creation provides the reason for narrating spiritual 

autobiography while narrative theology illustrates how to narrate one’s spiritual 

autobiography. I used my own life stories to illustrate how theological reflection 

could be done. 

4. John Troken’s Five Steps Model of Theological Reflection 

  I demonstrated the five steps theological reflection of my conversion story in the 

light of a series of events and many people taking into consideration the historical, 
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social, psychological, geographical and cultural environment. The exercise of 

remembering and reflecting theologically had assisted my understanding of God’s 

sovereign provision, His loving presence and His mission in restoring me into the 

image of Christ for His kingdom’s work (Ephesians 2:8-10) – thus revising my 

responsive action to God’s great love for humanity. 

5. Assignment  

The participants were asked to reflect on their life events theologically and to be 

prepared to share their response in the next meeting. 

THIRD LESSON 

1.  Introduction 

      Notes of Lesson Three were sent by email to participants two days before the 

meeting. At the beginning of this lesson notes, a hymn was included for participants 

to meditate on:  

Praise the One who Breaks the Darkness; 

Praise the one who breaks the darkness, With a liberating light. 

Praise the one who frees the prisoners, Turning blindness into sight. 

Praise the one who preached the Gospel, Healing every dread disease, 

Calming storms and feeding thousands, With the very bread of peace. 

Praise the one who blessed the children, With a strong yet gentle word. 

Praise the one who drove out demons, With a piercing two-edged sword. 

Praise the one who brings cool water, To the desert's burning sand. 

From this well comes living water, Quenching thirst in every land. 

Praise the one true love incarnate: Christ who suffered in our place. 

Jesus died and rose for many That we may know God by grace. 

Let us sing for joy and gladness, Seeing what our God has done. 

Praise the one redeeming glory, Praise the One who makes us one 

 

As the lesson progressed it was revealed that some of the participants had not caught 

up with home assignments. They were welcome to share their general experience 
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based on the cardboard timeline or their specific experience using the theological 

reflection model introduced in the lesson. 

           2.  Loss & Grief 

  As this lesson might uncover difficult emotional experience, participants were 

reminded to maintain an attitude of respect, safety, and confidentiality. The lesson 

covered various dimensions of loss & grief including reasons for studying loss & 

grief, definition and the types of loss & grief, types of attachment theory, the Grief 

Cycle of the Elizabeth Kubler-Ross Model (five stages of Loss & Grief), as well as 

theological reflection on loss & grief. 

3. Modelling Timeline Loss Inventory  

In this lesson, participants were directed to go deeper in remembering and 

reflecting their life stories focusing on suffering, the negative people, and events. 

With the aid of the Timeline Loss Inventory, the I demonstrated how to reflect life 

loss stories theologically with my own Loss Inventory. The death of my father is a 

big loss to me. However, God has used this loss to bring me to a new level of 

understanding self, God, others, and the purpose and meaning of my life. I saw the 

golden thread of God’s presence in the journey of grief, healing and revisioning 

God’s calling in my life. I discovered my specific calling in this stage of my life, a 

stage of integration or convergence. I feel like Elisha, accepting the loss of his 

spiritual father, Elijah, receiving double blessings of power to complete the task of 

my father, to lead my mother to know and accept Jesus as her saviour. I have grown 

through loss.  

4. Loss Inventory Exercise and a Personal Narrative 
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Participants were asked to imitate my model in the preparation of their own Loss 

Inventory. Then attempt to reflect and discover meaning in their life loss experience 

during four weeks of the December break. 

FOURTH LESSON 

1. Review of Loss Inventory Exercise 

The participants received the lesson notes before the meeting. 

The following quotation from Paul Wong, a psychologist included in the notes was 

presented in lesson four PowerPoint: 

“Everything in life exists in polarity. To love is to suffer. To live is to 
die. To suffer is to find meaning. To accept death is to live fully. Like 
riding a bicycle, we need to accept the opposites simultaneously in 
order to move forward. Life is a paradox. Denying or avoiding death 
by staying at home would only mean a living death. On the other 
hand, accepting death as an inevitable part of life and make the most 
of one’s short and fragile life is a better way to live a meaningful life. 
From denial to acceptance represents growth.”239 

Participants were invited to share the responses with their loss inventory homework 

with reference to two leading questions: What have you discovered as you 

remembered and journaled your life events? Did you notice any theme or image 

emerging? How have loss and grief impact your faith? How has faith impacted grief? 

2. Researcher’s Loss Inventory Reflection 

I declared that I had reflected on my life several times since 2010 from the 

simple recalling to integration with theology and then focus on loss and grief. The 

study and meditation of several bible books (Genesis, Exodus, Psalms, Ecclesiastes, 

 
239 http://www.drpaulwong.com/a-clinical-case-of-depression-and-anxiety-
based-on-meaning-therapy-and-pp-2-0/ accessed November 5, 2021. 

 

http://www.drpaulwong.com/a-clinical-case-of-depression-and-anxiety-based-on-meaning-therapy-and-pp-2-0/
http://www.drpaulwong.com/a-clinical-case-of-depression-and-anxiety-based-on-meaning-therapy-and-pp-2-0/
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Matthew, John, Ephesians, Philippians, 1 Peter, Revelation), and biblical characters 

(Joseph, Moses, Paul, John) led me to a greater and deeper understanding of the 

meaning and purpose of life through knowing God, self and others. I presented my 

loss inventory which covered different types of loss and concluded with fruitful 

discoveries. Life is meaningless under the sun without God (Ecclesiastes 12:13). My 

identity, my self-worth is found in God. Each person is fearfully and wonderfully 

made (Psalms 139:14). The paradox of living that “loss” is the person’s primary 

means of growth is confirmed as I resonated my loss and grief experiences with the 

life of Moses (Exodus) and Joseph (Genesis).  

3. Mental Health and Depression 

The researcher reminded the participants to talk with me or their pastors if there 

was any awareness of emotional or spiritual issues after recalling and reflecting on the 

loss inventory. Also included was a basic introduction of mental health, the types of 

depression, the causes of depression, the anxiety continuum. 

4. Forgiveness and Christian Faith 

The concept of forgiveness in psychology with Fred Luskin “Nine Steps of 

Forgiveness” was introduced first. I used the writings of William R. Miller & 

Kathleen A. Jackson (Practical Psychology for Pastors) and Gary Inrig (The Risk of 

Forgiveness, What it means to forgive, Discovery Series by RBC Ministries) writings 

to give a picture of the Christian perspective. There is a general understanding of 

psychologists that the practice of forgiveness is beneficial in reducing anger, 

depression, stress, leading to greater feelings of hope, peace, compassion and self-

confidence, healthier relationship and physical health. I concluded with the teaching 
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of R. T. Kendall (author of Total Forgiveness) Forgiveness is easier said than done. 

The Christian perspective reveals that forgiveness is a spiritual battle that need the 

help of the Triune God. It is a process. Joseph’s life was full of loss and grief. With 

the presence of God in his life, he was able to forgive and reconcile with his brothers 

who attempted to murder him and sold him into slavery. In Genesis 50:19-21, Joseph 

said to his brothers, “Do not be afraid, for am I in God’s place? And as for you, you 

meant evil against me, but God meant it for good in order to bring about this present 

result, to preserve many people alive.” 

5. Sharing  

There was a time of sharing individual life stories focusing on themes and 

images discovered in the reflection of their lives.  

6. Teaching 

A lesson on theme of “Ministry of Presence and Compassion Ministry” was 

given. 

FIFTH LESSON         

1. Review of Lessons 

 Participants were invited to respond to the following questions: 

How have loss and grief impacted your faith? How has faith impacted your grieving 

process? How does understanding depression and forgiveness contribute to the 

theological reflection of your suffering in life? How has it helped you to answer the 

questions, such as who am I? What am I to do with my life? 

2. Revisioning and Going Deeper 
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I shared my journey of faith according to a timeline approach by dividing life 

journey into three periods and highlighting the influence of doctrines and scriptures in 

shaping my understanding of God, herself, and my calling. This presentation is 

summarized as below: 

i) Age 0-30 is the period of inner growth (1 Peter 2:9; Matthew 28:18-20; 2 

Corinthians 5:20; Deuteronomy 6:5-7). The work of God and response of the 

person led to conversion and transformation, renewal of the mind (Romans 12:1-

2) The doctrine of the Priesthood of all Believers, Scriptures and preaching and 

teaching of the church have shaped and grown my passion to share my faith with 

colleagues, friends and relatives. 

ii) Age 30-60 is the period of ministry and life maturing. The book of Philippians 

(Philippians 3:13) and Psalm 90 played a major role in maturing commitment to 

serve God, leading to my involvement in two church plantings and pursuing 

theological education after turning 40 years old. Psalm 90 reminded me the 

brevity of life and suffering. Only God is the source of spiritual wisdom and 

discernment.  

iii)  Age 60 and over is the period of convergence, embracing suffering in life.  This 

is a period of growing even deeper in into the Scripture and relationship with God 

after processing the grief and loss experiences of the death of mentors, my father, 

and rejection of church’s leadership.  

a)   Closer Relationship with God – Spiritual loss is the result of sin. The 

comfort of God is the salvation of the lost soul. The path of healing is to 

abide in Christ and do the will of God. Matthew 5: 3-12 “Blessed are the 
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poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are those who 

mourn, for they shall be comforted…” Indeed, I have been comforted.  

b) Character Formation. The stories of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph and 

Moses are the crowd of witnesses God provided for me on my path of 

healing. God has been coming alongside on my journey of loss and grief. I 

have learnt to stand on the promises of God as she continues the pilgrim 

journey of becoming whole: physically, emotionally, socially and 

spiritually. James 1:2-4, “consider it pure joy, my brothers and sisters 

whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing 

of your faith produces perseverance. Let perseverance finish its work so that 

you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.”  

c) Being Enables to Comfort Others – 2 Corinthians 1:3-4, “Praise, be to the 

God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassion and the 

God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can 

comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves receive from 

God.” 

d) Revisioning of Ministry – Ephesians 2:10, “We are what He has made us, 

created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand to 

be our way of life.”  Each believer is invited into a life of partnering with 

God’s creative and reconciling work in this world, but the way that each 

person expresses this cooperation is unique to the person’s particular mix of 

experiences and relationships, gifts and strengths, temperament and 

character, personality, and passions – for unique kingdom purposes. 
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         God inspired me to pursue this research study project as ministry – to inspire 

others to discover their calling and envision how they can participate in 

God’s mission and ministry.  

3. Compassionate Ministry 

God is by nature missional. God is compassionate by nature which is manifested 

by Jesus Christ who came into the world to suffer with us. God continues the work of 

redemption and healing through the Holy Spirit. As image bearer of God, all believers 

are called to participate in the “Missio Dei” to respond as broken healer, as 

representative of Christ in the world. The ministry of pastoral care is for all believers 

as pastoral care is way of being, a reminder of God’s presence. This is how the 

authentic community of faith is cultivated as participant and partner with God and 

each other in alleviating human suffering as the believers participate in the lives of 

others. Pastoral care is to support with the hope of God by coming alongside the 

sufferer, assisting the full expression of suffering from silence, active listening, to 

lament, patiently waiting for the emergence of hope. 

4. Theology of Community 

There should be no distinction between “laity” and “clergy” theologically as the 

whole people of God are ambassadors of Christ. God is triune and one in nature. The 

people of God, bearing God’s image must reflect the characteristics of the Triune 

God, to be communal and personal.  

 

SIXTH LESSON 

1. Evaluation of the Project Study 
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  The hymn “Ten Thousand Reasons” in video format shown while participants started to 

enter the Zoom room. They all followed along by singing or humming the tune. All 

participants took turn to give their thoughts about the study. The following questions were 

displayed on Zoom screen to facilitate the evaluation. 

How can I live hopefully in this broken world? 

What is the purpose of my life? 

Why does God allow evils and sufferings in my life? In this world?  

Do you agree that by attending this study research of remembering, reflecting 

theologically your spiritual autobiography using the timeline approach have helped 

you to answer the above questions?  

What are the benefits you have experienced so far? 

Which doctrine or doctrine of the Bible have helped in life reflection? 

What is your view of loss and grief in life? 

How does understanding forgiveness contribute to the healing of your past 

sufferings/hurts? 
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2. Researcher’s Personal Reflection on Narrating Spiritual Autobiography 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             Diagram 3 

           I presented my model of Spiritual Formation with an image of a stock market trend 

chart. The curve represents the cycle of life with ups and downs (experiences of loss & 

grief). The presence of God is represented by the yellow curve.  The panoramic view of a 

life reveals the active presence of God in the spiritual growth of a person from beginning to 

the end. 

The following conclusions were made based on the reflection of my own life: 

i. The benefit of writing spiritual autobiography is to uncover and honor what is sacred 

in life. 

ii. The spiritual quest has brought hope and inspiration to my existence by being closer to 

the divine who is the source of my identity and meaning of my whole life. 
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iii.  Intentional crafting of one’s life experiences and sharing of these to others have 

inspired others to gain the same deep healing of their past hurts. 

iv. The timeline approach of remembering & narration of a personal spiritual 

autobiography has the effect of giving a bird’s eye view of a person’s whole life: the 

time-gestalt, the golden thread of God’s faithful presence weaving the various events 

and people in a life with meaning, purpose, and coherence with God as the designer, 

architect. 

v. Re-envisioning of a holistic spiritual formation ministry bearing in mind the needs of 

senior, those with mental health (dementia), children, youth and adult and the call to 

be ambassador of Christ, representing God’s presence entering the suffering of others. 

Collection of Data 

The study group included seven female participants, six of them immigrated from Asia or 

South-east Asia and one Canadian. They were recruited from Westwood Alliance Church and 

Coquitlam Alliance Church. Each responded to the invitation and signed the invitation letter 

and consent form that were required for participation in the project. Individual pre-course 

interviews were conducted before the course started except for one participant who joined after 

the first lesson. Make-up lessons were made for those who missed the study meeting within a 

week. Each participant was assigned a code number from 1 to 7 to provide anonymity and 

represent the participant in data collection and interpretation for analysis. 

Data was collected from the pre and post individual interviews and comments given by 

each participant at the last group evaluation Zoom meeting. The data are used for the analysis 

of the effectiveness of the timeline autobiographical approach of remembering and reflecting 

theologically life loss stories, in helping believers to experience God’s healing presence, and be 
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agents of blessing to other sufferers. Individual pre and post interview responses and comments 

of each participant at the evaluation Zoom group meeting will be available from the author 

upon request.  

Interpretation of Data 

I follow the six-step process suggested by John Creswell240to analyse the data gathered 

from the pre-interview, post-interview, during the lesson meetings and the evaluation meeting. 

The six-steps are: 1) Organize and prepare the data for analysis; 2) Read through all the data to 

gain a sense of the major themes and idea; 3) Begin detailed analysis with a coding process; 4) 

Describe the major categories that emerge; 5) Determine how the themes will be presented in 

the research paper (i.e., charts, statistics or stories); Interpret the summarized data by referring 

to the research question and the hypothesis of this research study project.  

I take the vital role in the design of the project and the interpretation of the data bearing in 

mind my biases, history, convictions, and experiences that might influence the interpretation of 

the data. The gathered research data presented here consists of my participant-observer notes 

over the course of the process, the answers of the open-ended questionnaires used for the pre-

course and post-course interviews (either written by participants or by me as the researcher and 

confirmed by participants of the accuracy) and each participant’s feedback on her experiences 

after completing the course in the final group evaluation meeting. 

The goal of the project is to assess the effectiveness of the six-weeks course that teaches 

suffering believers to narrate their spiritual autobiography in enabling them to remember God’s 

past faithfulness, be comforted by God and resourced to comfort others. The hypothesis of this 

 
240 John W. Creswell, Research Design: Qualitative, Qualitative, and Mixed Methods 

Approaches (Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications, 2003), 191-194. 
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project is that the suffering believers are enabled to see God’s past faithfulness to them through 

remembering, reflecting theologically as they narrate their spiritual autobiography after the 

completion a six-weeks course designed for this purpose. These believers will experience 

comfort from God, in the context of their own stories, that they can in turn extend the comfort 

received to others.  I looked for words, phrases, ideas found in the data collected that affirm the 

hypothesis of the project.   

The age range of these women is between 50’s or 60’s. They were personally invited by 

phone call, email, and in-person. The invitation letter and consent form were signed by each 

participant. Six of the seven participants were all my ministry partners in children and small 

group ministry of Westwood and Coquitlam Alliance Church for four to approximately fifteen 

years.  

I analysed the data of each participant one by one based on the interview notes and final 

evaluation meeting.  

Participant One 

Pre-course Interview  

Participant One only mentioned the loss of her father in the first interview. She told me 

that her father died suddenly three years after he retired at the age of seventy-five in Hong 

Kong. She did not have a chance to see him as she was in Canada.  

She thought that her life was simple because she did not have too many hardships or loss 

experiences. She explained that her attitude towards life maybe because she accepted Jesus as 

Lord when she was a child and started serving God in youth group in her teenager years. She 

experienced God’s comfort and peace in suffering after she prayed and cried out to God, 

eventually acknowledging the sovereignty of God in her life. It was not easy for her to 
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understand why suffering happened in life, but she believed that God has His own plan and she 

put her trust that God will show her the way and give her strength to face any challenges in life. 

 She mentioned about the difficulty of partnering with another Christian in a ministry. She 

suspected that she was bipolar as she could not control her emotions and behaved irrationally. 

She found that there was nothing she could do, but to accept. She was contemplating to quit the 

ministry in order to avoid the conflict.  

In conclusion, she felt encouraged in her faith walk by the prayer, caring of the group 

leader of Bible Study Fellowship ministry and other devoted Christians in the church. Her faith 

was also nurtured by serving with others in the church. 

Final Interview 

 In the final interview she gave me more details about the death of her father. She 

mentioned feeling very upset and that she did not accept his death. She said that if the family 

did not encourage him to retire, he might have lived longer. He became a believer after his 

retirement but had not been baptised before his death. She commented that his father is a good 

person. She tried to find an answer of his “premature” death (researcher’s interpretation) from 

the Bible. I interpreted her response to her father’s death as anger towards self and might be 

God too. The sharing of her feelings indicated that she was at stage 2 of Elizabeth Kubler-Ross 

Model of Grief.  

She acknowledged that life was too short and fragile. She had to seize every opportunity 

to share her faith with family members. She did not feel lonely or experienced a sense of loss 

after her children left home to study. She felt relieved that she could serve in the children 

ministry. She listened to suffering of others and prayed with them. 
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Suffering had driven her to read the Bible for answer, to seek God’s help, praying and 

crying to God. Eventually she would have peace. To her, no matter what, God is God. He has 

His plan. She followed God’s way believing that God would bring her through challenges in 

her life.  

Evaluation Meeting  

She made the following comments about the six-weeks study course. She affirmed the 

usefulness of the study as she learned so much about herself. She liked the timeline exercise as 

it helped her to recall her past life stories. This helped her to remember God’s plan and 

presence in her life. She enjoyed all the lessons and was particularly interested in the theology 

of compassionate ministry and the theology of community. She understood that “the Church 

 is the biblical community called out by God to reach out with hope to those who suffer.”   

Researcher’s Analysis  

One of the features of this study project is the repetition of concepts and exercises that 

aim at engaging the body, mind, heart, and spirit in community. I observed that there was 

growth in the participant’s understanding of the lessons, knowing God, self and others. She was 

able to verbalize that narrating her spiritual autobiography had helped her to remember God’s 

presence in her life. The timeline exercises had helped her to recall her past experiences. She 

acknowledged that there were still a lot she did not know about herself. 

The theological study seemed to help her understanding of the calling of the church to 

embrace the compassionate ministry as a biblical community to serve the sufferers. 

Participant Two 

First Interview 
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The sudden death of the participant’s father who was fifty-one years old, was a traumatic 

loss experience for her but it gave her a chance to experience God personally as a young adult. 

She felt angry that her dad died at such a young age.  

Her parents both gave up their idol worship in Indonesia. Participant Two’s mother 

devoted her life to Jesus fully after her husband’s sudden death. Her mother’s faith, endurance, 

and love for other people in the midst of her loss and grief had helped her to cope with the loss. 

The meaning of the cross and the suffering of Christ comforted her that her father was with 

Jesus. 

She had to go through the pain of losing her mother when she died in October 2010. She 

regretted that she did not fly back to Indonesia to see her in summer. In addition to this death 

loss, her husband became very ill causing his business to suffer, creating financial difficulty for 

the family as she was a stay-at-home mom previously. 

Final Interview 

Participant Two added more details about the life and character of her father and mother. 

Looking back, she realized that God had used her father to nurture her calling in children 

education. Participant Two suffered from depression for two years after her mother’s death. She 

stopped pursuing her dream to be a teacher.  

She remembered that God used Proverbs 16:33 to revive her. The project study lesson on 

Loss and Grief helped her to see the process of her loss & grief experiences from year 2010 to 

2014. Towards the end of the journey of grief, she started to look for meaning of the loss. The 

vision of pursuing education returned to her. God directed her to take over a daycare business. 

She realized that God had been preparing her in the midst of loss & grief over the years, step by 

step towards the realization of her vision in education. She understood that sufferings were the 
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refining and cleansing work of God to transform her heart so that she would be ready to serve 

the emotional and spiritual needs of the children and parents of her daycare center (some of 

them experiences the pain of divorce). She had been praying for the children and parents every 

day. She was planning to finish the memoirs that her mother had started. 

Final Evaluation 

 Participant Two requested me to give a summary of the teaching on Compassionate 

Ministry at the evaluation meeting as she missed the lesson due to work. She responded 

afterwards with these comments: 

“Compassion means to suffer with, reaching out to someone with love. We suffer 

together with that person who God called us to do. When I lost my dad, God also knows that it 

means to lose a father. When we minister to others, sometimes we don’t have to do anything. 

Just presence is enough for the sufferer. Compassionate ministry is very relational. It is about 

relationship. My ministry is among the children. When I was with them, I felt that they missed 

their parents. Some of them have parents going through the pain of divorce or other family 

problems. I feel their pain. I don’t know how to describe it. I feel the love of Father God and I 

can transfer this love to them…I am excited when I serve them. I cannot describe these 

experiences in words.”  

Researcher’s Analysis 

I interpret that this participant has learned from the lesson on theological reflection. She 

found the meaning and purpose of sufferings in her life. Human beings are created in the image 

of God to serve God in His redemptive mission and ministry. This is the result of her 

remembering her life loss. After remembering, narrating, and reflecting her life theologically, 

she arrived at the stage of Revisioning, the last step of Trokan’s Theological Reflection. The 
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process had put her in a new perspective and a deeper understanding of the will of God for her 

in the world. She found God’s faithful presence and received comfort and was empowered to 

extend that comfort to the children and their parents. This is the ministry of Compassion. 

Participant Three 

First Interview 

The participant mentioned the loss of relationship due to her family moving to another 

city. She got in with the wrong crowd, ran away from home, and married a man who 

abandoned her and her children after twenty-one years of marriage. Later she married a strong 

Christian and formed a new blended family. Moving to different cities in her life had caused 

loss of close relationships with old friends. Both her parents and her husband’s parents passed 

away. Two of them died within the last ten months. She also experienced loss of health, in-

person relationship with friends and loved ones due to the COVID pandemic. She experienced 

different types of loss.  

She found the experiences of suffering has made her stronger, more independent. She 

chose to cope with the sufferings by turning inward, keeping secrets to herself. She shared her 

hurts with counselor only a few times and would only share with people she trusted. Suffering 

has affected her self-esteem specifically not measuring up due to her unfaithful husband and 

her father’s bullying. At the same time, suffering enabled her to show empathy and care for 

people who suffered like her.  

Final Interview 

She wrote very inspiring reflections of the project study course by journaling. She 

positively affirmed the timeline approach of remembering one’s whole life because it had 

helped her to see the problems, she had been trying to solve for the last fifty years. She read out 
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her journals during the final interview meeting and the evaluation meeting. She learned to 

forgive herself as God had already forgiven her. All her shame and guilt were taken away by 

Jesus Christ’s death on the cross.  

She journaled her prayer, “Father God, blessed Trinity will continue to guide my way, 

strengthen me, give me wisdom…help me to remember to review my life…where has I come 

from, where do I go next?...What else do you have for me in whatever number of days or 

years I have to live?...The time-line chart and study group has impacted me very much..”  In 

journaling her prayer, she looked back on her experiences with God and with people. She 

discovered how God had been leading her to minister to people with listening ears and prayers. 

She could relate to these suffering people as she had experienced it herself. She found her 

identity in God and in His ministry of prayer. Her closing quotation, “Don’t cry because it’s 

over. Smile because it happened. (Dr. Suess).  

Researcher’s Analysis 

This participant has really “found through loss”. A broken vessel that has been used by 

God. Through using the timeline exercise and journaling her experiences, she experienced 

comfort from God, knowing that God is a husband for the husbandless, father of the fatherless. 

There was evidence that her sharing of the journal entries impacted the faith of others in the 

evaluation meeting. Participant Six explicitly applauded during the group evaluation saying, “It 

is really inspiring.” I observed that Participant Six was willing to share her stories in a deeper 

way during the evaluation meeting after hearing from this participant. 

The sharing of Participant Three affirms the hypothesis that the six-weeks course has 

enabled a suffering believer to remember God’s past faithfulness to them through narrating 

their spiritual autobiography. This act of remembering has helped participant Three to 
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experience comfort from God in her stories, through which she can extend the comfort to 

others. 

Participant Four 

First Interview 

The death of her father was her most recent loss. She also remembered that her 

grandmother mistreated her mother while she as alive. Her father confessed his sins to Jesus 

and asked his wife to forgive him because he did not protect his wife from the abuse of his 

mother. Her experiences with suffering have led her to plan to live in senior home as she ages. 

To her, if her father believed in Jesus, death did not cause her much grief because she had hope 

and faith that she would see him again. She did not think she had many losses in her life. 

 She experienced God when she was pregnant with twins and had to stay in hospital due 

to some complications with the younger baby in her womb. The story of Job comforted her. 

She had to give up her dream career in real estate appraisal because of her pregnancy. She felt 

trapped at that time as she had to put her family first. I interpreted the pregnancy issue as 

anticipated loss and job loss. She became a believer when she left Hong Kong to study in 

Canada for high school education. She was involved in different church activities. Counting 

blessing, praying, scripture memorization, a Sunday school teacher, and fellowship with other 

believers had encouraged her walk with God. 

Final Interview 

There was not too much additional sharing during the final interview and her experiences 

of the course study. She admitted that the theological reflections had facilitated the growth of 

her faith in suffering. However, she was still working on the basic timeline exercise and did not 

do the loss inventory as she was not ready to recall those memories and deal with those people 
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and events in the past. She wanted to learn more about herself and pray for the opportunity to 

deal with her past hurts. She would pray for opportunity and the right people to whom she 

could share her stories. 

Final Evaluation 

This Participant commented, “God is always in the business of working in our lives. God 

always wants you to learn. I always say to my children that if there is something God wants 

you to learn, He will keep making you to learn again and again until you get it. I am still 

working on the timeline exercise. It brought back a lot of things that I purposely don’t want to 

remember. Maybe it is the time to face it to see what these have done to my life. Do I have to 

relearn it again?” 

Researcher’s Analysis 

I observe that the lessons on theological reflection, loss and grief, the timeline exercise, 

loss and grief inventory have created an impact on Participant Four. Based on her sharing 

during the final evaluation group meeting, she knew that God was guiding her to face her past 

so that she can become whole again, to be healed by His Word, Spirit, and the community of 

faith.   

Participant Five 

First Interview 

The first experience of loss of relationship of Participant Five was the separation of her 

mother and father. She grew up without her father. The next loss was leaving her country of 

origin to England for high school, leaving her mother in Malaysia. One day her brother 

received the news that her mother was very ill by telegram. They could only afford to have her 

brother fly back to see her. Her mother was a worshipper of Asian idols and ancestors in 
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Malaysia. It was the first time she asked the “god” in the heaven to relieve her mother’s 

suffering. When she received the news of her mother’s death, she shed some tears. She just 

missed her at that time. She grieved that she was not able to fly back to see her before she 

passed away. She did not understand why her mother was taken away so young. She became 

more sensitive to the suffering of other people by showing empathy and compassion. 

She experienced another death in her family after she became a believer. Her response to 

death was different when one of her brothers died after suffering from pain for six months. She 

asked another brother who was a Christian to lead their dying brother to Christ and prayed for 

healing. Her brother accepted Christ before he died. This comforted the participant. She 

understood that God is in control.  

Final Interview 

The participant disclosed more details about her life in the final interview. She gave her 

written notes to me by email after the interview. This time, she was able to share her life by 

organizing her memories into three periods of time (birth to late teens in Malaysia, late teens to 

50’s in UK and 50’s onwards in Canada). She remembered that her brother, was a caring 

father-figure for her as she grew up in Malaysia. Her mother worked hard to provide for the 

children and grandchildren. Her brother and sister were the main characters in her life in UK in 

the early years. After she married her Christian husband, God brought other Christian friends to 

impact her life.  

 During this interview the participant was able to express her feeling about leaving her 

mother and family when she left for UK to study. She missed her mother as she had never 

separated from her going to a place so far away. She could name this loss feeling. She in 

sharing this time was more emotional than the first interview. She wrote, “The first personal 
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loss experience was the passing of my mom. I was in UK for one and half years when news 

came from Malaysia that she was seriously ill. I was heartbroken that I was unable to go home 

to see her. She passed away about a month later.”  

 She shared that suffering had strengthened her character. Without her mother’s support, 

she learned to be independent and worked hard to finish her education. Living in a foreign land 

had widened her experience of life and opened her to other traditions and ways of thinking. She 

could recall her mother’s sacrificial love. The loss of her mother had matured her, and she tried 

her best in her studies and cherished the memories of her mother. 

 Her normal response to difficult situation was to adapt and be brave not letting emotions 

to be expressed (just shed some tears). She realized this behavior had negative effects.  

She was able to share the emotions of her ‘first prayer to god’…. “If that was not god’s will for 

her to recover, then he could take her home. Strangely, I was at peace.” 

 Before she was a believer, she understood suffering was a punishment. She had low 

self-esteem, thinking that other people were better than her and they did not like her. After she 

became a believer, she turned to God more and God had changed her view on suffering. She 

wrote, “God had a plan to mould her and build up her character and tolerance to 

situation…James 1, it said, ‘count it all joy when you faced all kinds of trials and 

temptation’…Proverbs 3:5-6, taught me to lean on the Lord and trust in Him always.” When 

she thought about how suffering had affected her, she wrote, “Looking backing at the 

difficulties…they had built me up to be stronger, more understanding with others. God want me 

to share my experiences to encourage those on the same journey…Slowly, I see some of my 

dreams fulfilled.” 
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Participant Five commented that “I put spiritual leadership on a pedestal, which was a 

mistake. God brought me out of my brokenness to rely on Him by putting Him first instead of 

men. Bible verses taught me to test man’s words against His so that the true message from Him 

was received.” I observed that she had learnt to trust God more as she experienced conflict with 

church leadership. She would apparently experience loss in relationships. She found 

encouragement from her Christian husband, worship songs, the Bible, Christian books. These 

were reminders for God’s love. Seeing her children involvement in ministry and the growth of 

her granddaughter in the Lord had empowered her to serve God. 

She discovered that God had given her the ESL (English Second Language) Ministry 

because of her loss experiences as an immigrant. She was able to relate to their situation and be 

a help for them to know Jesus.  

She mentioned that there was not much interaction in the group meetings. As she listened 

to stories of other participants, she could relate to their experiences of how God touched their 

lives. Their stories might be useful in her future ministry encounters depending on the guidance 

of the Holy Spirit. 

Final Evaluation 

After going through the timeline exercises, Participant Five was able to discover how her 

faith had shaped her understanding of suffering and her response to it. Under the influence of 

the traditional Chinese Buddhism, she would pray to god in suffering but she could not find 

peace. When she met people who suffered, she would be quiet or just touch the person’s 

shoulder to show love. After she came to faith in Jesus, the Scripture reminded her that God is 

there. Suffering is just character pruning. Now she came alongside people not leaning on her 

own understanding but on the wisdom of God (Proverbs 3:5-6). She learned through ministry to 
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walk closer to God. The hymn “What a friend in Jesus,” and the book of Job had helped her to 

grow in faith.   

Researcher’s Analysis 

Participant Five affirmed in the evaluation meeting the benefit of discovering God’s 

healing through remembering one’s life stories with the timeline exercise. She commented: “I 

seldom think back. It helps me to put things into perspective. Through the project study, I 

discovered that when I was not a believer, I did not know how to deal with worries. The 

Buddhist thinking can’t help me. It is superstitious. Jesus showed up and healed me.” She 

embraced the value of suffering in character formation and empowerment for ministry in her 

family and the church family. 

Participant Six 

First Interview 

Participant Six came from a big family of twelve children in Philippines but three boys 

and two girls died as infants. She was the favorite of her parents and grandmother. She was 

very proud when she was young.  

At the age of fifteen, she accepted Jesus as personal savior in a youth gospel camp. She 

grew up in a Christian school but had no personal relationship with Jesus. She witnessed a lot 

of fights between the relatives and her parents’ family members. Her mother suffered a lot. She 

remembered she asked her mother the reason for the suffering and poverty. Her mother replied, 

“Don’t look up. Look down and you will appreciate what you have and be thankful.” 

Her mother died in 2013. The death of her mother, father and the sudden death of her 

younger sister helped her to see that this world is not permanent. She found comfort as her 

parents came to know Jesus before they died. She did not mention too much about her broken 
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marriage at the first interview. She experienced prayer support, concern and love from 

Christians and friends and relatives when she went through times of loss. She said she felt 

God’s presence and comfort in her life through reading Bible, taking notes, worship, fellowship 

and Christian broadcast. Her loss experiences had helped her to be more compassionate 

towards other sufferers. 

Recently her understanding of God was challenged by her Christian colleague and 

Christian community group leader. Although she found them annoying, she started to wrestle 

with the Word of God and debated with them. 

Final Interview 

She described more about her feelings of suffering in the final interview. She cried with 

frustration, expressed her anger in her time with God. She received counselling from a few 

mentors and close friends. She found suffering had humble her to depend on God, practicing 

forgiveness and even forgave those who were annoying. She remembered God’s protection in 

the birth of her first child. She learned to let go in her broken marriage. God provided her the 

best surgeon for a surgery. God provided people to show her love and support during and after 

the surgery. She said although the journey was long and hard, by God’s grace, she pushed 

herself forward, learning to be thankful and content. She learned to count her blessings.  

Final Evaluation 

Participant Six gave a very detailed sharing on her suffering and her experiences of the 

comfort from God in the people who God put in every loss experience in the evaluation 

meeting. She said she felt guilty that she did not do the timeline exercises.  

She described how the sudden death of her sister in Philippine had revived the faith of all 

siblings and their families. This time she was opened to share about her marriage problem and 
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was learning to forgive. She was reading the project study notes. She continued to share her 

understanding of grief as a process. She was comforted that her mother accepted Jesus as Lord 

before she died. She said, “We need a Christian community. Caregiving is considered as low-

class job in Philippine. Jesus once talked to the crowd, saying, here is my mother and brother. 

God taught me that although my parents are not here, I can take care of other people’s parents.”  

Researcher’s Analysis 

I observed that even though the participant did not do the timeline exercises, she had done 

some significant theological reflections of her life losses. Attending the group meetings, 

reading the lesson notes, hearing the others sharing their stories in the group meetings might 

have impacted her growth in the understanding of the will of God, the renewing of her mind 

and revisioning of ministry action. Her response to suffering was to count God’s blessings and 

live one day at a time. God had shaped her faith through suffering. The act of counting 

blessings is an act of remembering. She was listening to the journal reading of Participant 

Three. She responded saying, “It is inspiring.” She is on her path of holistic healing through 

understanding God, self, others, and her calling to care for other sufferers. I concluded that the 

study had created a significant impact on Participant Six’s journey of faith. 

Participant Seven 

First Interview 

This participant came from a large family of eight children in Philippine. She is the fifth 

with three older brothers, one older sister, two younger sisters and one younger brother. Her 

father worked in a tobacco farm and was a heavy smoker. He passed away in his 50’s. The 

eldest brother and her mother took full responsibility of raising the family. They received 

education and became doctor, accountant, dentist, and architect. Her mother’s relatives helped 
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to support their family. Her great-grandmother and grandmother were devoted Catholics. The 

second oldest brother studied in a Christian school and accepted his Jesus as saviour. All the 

members of the family including the parents, became Christians because of this brother. Three 

of the siblings moved to USA and she and one other sibling moved to Canada. 

 The unexpected death of her mother was painful. She was angry and guilty that she did 

not visit her more often. One of her brothers who was younger than 60 years old also died 

unexpectedly two years afterward. It was not as painful as the passing of her mother. It still 

took time for her to accept it. The loss experiences shaped her thinking that “nothing is forever. 

One day God will take away our loved ones…I had no joy.” A retired Brazilian Japanese 

missionary reminded her to reassess her spirituality. She as an introvert and only shared her 

grief with family members and close friends trying to make sense of the loss.  

She meditated on God’s Word for many hours. God spoke to her and comforted her in her 

meditation. She never questioned God’s sovereignty as she knew God had a plan for her life. 

Suffering is an opportunity for emotional growth, not just spiritual growth. She became more 

sympathetic with other people suffering from sickness, loss of loved ones. She learned to 

appreciate and value people more by visiting and spending time with family members. 

She shared that besides, praying, singing, reading Bible, serving in church nursery, 

joining small group, she found cardio exercises and meeting other people hearing other people 

stories also encouraged her faith walk. She started to take time to visit seniors and spend quality 

time with them. Serving others had facilitated her faith. 

Second Interview 

She commented that learning by experience was very different from head knowledge. 

People grew by experience. She had a full-time job in dental office and babysat her 
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granddaughter. She joined the study because she wanted to support the researcher. She did not 

expect that she learned so much in the end.  

She said she even encouraged Participant Six who missed a couple of lessons to read the 

notes. She also shared the notes on grief and loss with her sister-in-law who was the wife of her 

brother who passed away several years ago. Her sister-in-law told her that she read the notes 

three times. She did not understand why Participant Seven attended the study meeting as she 

did not experience the loss of a husband like her. This generated dialogues between them on 

grief and loss.  Participant Seven also shared the notes on forgiveness with her younger sister 

who found the information very good.  Participant Seven concluded that the best way to learn 

was to share. 

Final Evaluation 

This participant started her evaluation with the reading of Revelation 21:3-4, 

“3 And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Behold, the dwelling place of God is 

with man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be 

with them as their God. 4 He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall 

be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the 

former things have passed away.” 

 

She continued, “It is good to keep reading the bible, the promises of God. It makes our hope 

unshakable, alive in our lives. Focusing on the promises of God rather than our hurts and pains. 

My mom is precious to me. Although she is not with me. I have good memories of her when 

she was alive. I expose myself to strong Christians, friends and family sharing my sadness. In 

loneliness the devil will set in. I tried to remember in groups of ten years interval, 20, 30, 40 

and 50. But I cannot remember the things during the 40’s period. Later when I looked at the 

pictures again, I could remember the happy and sad moments during that time, and how I was 
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able to overcome such sad moments. I discovered God’s faithful presence. God was there all 

along.” 

Evaluation of the Participant’s Learning 

Participant Seven recognised the importance of memories. The six-weeks course on 

teaching suffering believers to narrate their spiritual autobiography using the timeline approach 

had helped her to remember the people and events in her 40’s. Intentional remembering had 

enabled her to recall those grief experiences and discover God’s faithful presence and healing 

by practising theological reflection of her whole life. The coping mechanisms besides focusing 

on meditating the scriptures, remembering God’s promises that strengthened her in life, she 

discovered that sharing one’s grief in community of faith is very important in the recovery from 

grief and loss. She made a very good point that physical exercise had played an important role 

in emotional healing. As discussed in the sections under theological foundation and theoretical 

foundation, human beings are physical, social, emotional, psychological, and spiritual beings. 

The lessons had helped her to experience comfort from God, and at the same time extend her 

experience through sharing with the study group, her relatives, and people she was called to 

minister to. She has embraced the Compassionate Ministry. 

 

Summary of Findings 

 

Pre-group Summation 

Common Themes in Life Narrative 

1. Family of Origin 

i. Six participants are immigrants from Asia or South-east Asia and one Canadian 
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ii. The spirituality of family plays an important role in the spiritual formation of the 

participants 

2. Loss Experiences 

i. Traumatic Loss – sudden death of parents and/or siblings without chance of saying 

goodbye 

ii. Relationship Loss – divorce/separation, moving to another city or country, death 

3. Impact of Loss and Grief in Life 

i. Experiences of sadness, grief and depression 

ii. The cultural belief/value influences how the participants processed their loss and 

grief. The issue of shame is more prominent in Asian culture. These participants 

tend to hide or suppress their emotions.  

iii. Participants became more sensitive, empathetic to other sufferers because of their 

personal loss and grief experiences 

 

Coping in Loss 

      Participants                        Responses 

 

1 

Faith in God, pray and seek God’s help, understand God is in control 

2 

Mother’s faith example, the meaning of the cross, promise of eternal life in Christ 

3 

Shared loss experience with counselor or trustworthy friends, pray, journaling, giving thanks, 

daily devotions, care for others with similar experiences 

4 

Faith and hope in the promises of God, attend fellowship, Sunday School, church choir, cooking 

ministry, counting blessings, thanking God, pray, scriptures memorization, counseling of 

Sunday School teacher  

5 

Cried to God privately, did not show sadness, did not set high expectations on anything as life is 

full of uncertainties, stand strong in times of troubles 
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6 

Support by godly people in prayer and company, worship, attended church with children  

7 

Shared feelings with siblings and close friends the happy memories of mother and tried to make 

sense of the loss 

Summary of Coping Response 

1. Lament in prayer, meditation of God’s Word in prayer 

2. Remembering God’s promises and His Word through previous intentional 

memorization, reading and study of scriptures; remembering the faith of people in 

their lives and personal faith experiences 

3. Sharing of loss experiences in community (family, friends, Christians) 

4. Community support especially faith community 

5. Involvement in church ministry (process of grief for the loss by the shifting of 

energy in ministering to others) 

 

Experience or Understanding of God’s Presence 

           Participants  Responses 

 

1 

Bible study group, mentor, serve in ministry 

2 

Received comfort from God in prayer and in Bible, Study God’s Word in small 

group 

3 

Always know God is there for me although sometimes wonder where God is. God is 

a husband for the husbandless, father of the fatherless. Experienced God amongst 

good Christians and in the Scripture 

4 

Experienced God’s comfort in His Word (Job’s story, in Christian fellowship, 

Sunday School, church choir, God’s protection of the health of her newborn 

5 

Received comfort in Bible and memorization of God’s Word. Her brother accepted 

Jesus as Savior before he died. God answered her prayer. Strong relationship with 

husband in Christ 

6 

Cried to God, expressed anger in prayer, received counsel, care, prayer from 

Christians, feeling God’s presence in suffering 

7 

Meditating God’s Word for long hours believing that God knows the best for His 

people. She found God’s healing presence when she rested in His Word even in the 

midst of her loss. 
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Summary of Experiencing God’s Presence 

1. In God’s Word 

2. In prayer and answered prayer 

3. In Bible Study group, Sunday School, church choir 

4. Good/faithful Christians (husband, mentor, bible teacher, Christians who care) 

5. Serving in ministry 

Post Group Summation 

Common Themes 

1. Family of Origin 

i. Participants were able to recall more details of their life stories especially the 

people and events related to family members after learning and practising the 

timeline approach of remembering and narrating their life stories 

ii. Two of the participants did not complete the timeline theological reflection and the 

loss inventory exercises. Although they might be not ready to deal with the loss and 

hurt experiences, they were able to recognise the hurt/loss and prepare to confront 

or deal with it hopefully in the near future. 

2. Loss Experiences 

i. Participants were willing to share these experiences in a much deeper way. 

ii. I as the researcher was now able to categorize the different kinds of loss 

experienced by the participants with the insights from Mitchell & Anderson’s Six 

Major life Loss plus a collective/pandemic loss by a table at the end of this chapter. 

3. Impact of Loss and Grief in Life 
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i. Some of the participants could describe their emotions in their loss experiences. 

ii. All the participants experienced changes in understanding God, self, and others. 

iii. The spiritual well-being of the participants was impacted by the timeline approach 

of remembering their life stories.  

iv. Some of the participants expressed in the beginning that the acts of remembering 

and theological reflection were hard. They were able to complete them at the last 

meeting after I shared a my life story and reflective works. 

Coping of Loss 

      Participants                        Responses 

 

1 

Read Bible, prayed to God to know His will for strength, comfort and growth 

2 

She searched for meaning of her loss as she remembered, reflected on, and grieved for the 

loss of her mother. Then the vision of education returned to her. She discovered new 

meaning, hope for her life. 

3 

Timeline exercise helped to discover the root of her problem was in the first five years of 

her teenage years. She was able to face and deal with the past hurts, shame, guilt in that 

period by confessing her sins, receiving forgiveness from God and moving forward after 

grieving well and shift of her energy in ministry. 

4 

Faith and hope in the promises of God, support of church family, Job’s story, mentor’s 

counsel, involvement in ministry, and other people’s life struggle testimonies. 

5 

The act of remembering and reflecting on past loss experiences helped her to see how God 

worked in her life shaping her, fulfilling her dreams as she followed God’s leading through 

Bible study, worship, reading Christian writings. God has blessed her with children and 

grandchildren who love God and serve Him in church. 

6 

Cried to God with frustration. Prayed and meditated God’s Word. Seek prayer and counsel 

from mentors, pastor and close friends.  

7 

Shared feelings with siblings and close friends the happy memories of mother and tried to 

make sense of the loss. (No change) 

 

 

 

Summary of Coping Response 

1. Lament in prayer, meditation of God’s Word in prayer 
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2. Remembering God’s promises 

3. Sharing of loss experiences in community 

4. Faith Community’s support 

5. Involvement in church ministry 

6. Discover new meaning, hope during the process of remembering, reflecting and 

grieving for the loss 

Experience or Understanding of God’s Presence 

           Participants  Responses 

 

1 

Experienced God’s comfort in prayer, worship, study God’s Word, Bible Study, 

Seminar and serving in ministry 

2 

Experienced God in her suffering and grief as she reflected on the loss of father, 

mother, husband’s health loss and financial loss 

3 

She experienced the presence of God doing the timeline exercises and attending the 

study group, receiving new vision of a prayer ministry for the sufferers. 

4 

She could see God’s presence better in positive experiences. She found comfort in 

God’s Word, the story of Job. 

5 

God had changed her understanding of suffering. It is the opportunity for character 

formation drawing her closer to God. 

6 

She remembered that God protected her when she gave birth to her first child. God 

also provided an excellent surgeon for her brain surgery. God provided people to love 

and support her in times of need. God also counseled her to forgive and let go of her 

unfaithful husband. 

7 

Meditating God’s Word for long hours alone.  

 

 

 

Summary of Experiencing God’s Presence 

1. In God’s Word 

2. In prayer and answered prayer of God’s protection in trials 

3. In suffering and in grieving for various losses leading to the discovery of hope, meaning 

in life and ministry 
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4. In doing spiritual autobiography timeline exercise – remembering, reflecting life stories 

and receiving vision of ministry for the sufferers (prayer ministry, daycare ministry, 

ESL ministry, senior ministry) 

Impact of New Learning through the Group 

           Participants  Learnings 

 

1 

She discovered that she needs to learn more about herself. The timeline exercise 

had helped her to recall her past and discovered God’s presence. She gained greater 

understanding of God’s call to form biblical community for the purpose of reaching 

out to the sufferers with hope by the teaching of the theology of Compassion and 

Community 

2 

The teaching of theology of Suffering and Compassion helped her to articulate the 

truths in her ministry in her daycare center. Compassionate ministry is by nature 

relational. She could represent God’s healing presence amongst children with 

broken families giving love and hope. 

3 

The timeline exercise is a powerful in enabling her to see the problem that haunted 

her for 50 years. She was able to confess her sins, and experience God’s forgiveness 

fully with the redemptive power of her Trinitarian God. She recommended that the 

project study curriculum be introduced to the church to help more people. She 

received vision from God to provide compassionate presence with prayer and care 

for the needy people in the building she lived. 

4 

She learned that theological reflection exercise enabled a better understanding of her 

faith. She was not ready to do the loss inventory, but she would consider sharing her 

stories with another person to process her loss and grief. 

5 

She learned that remembering the past events using the timeline exercise had helped 

her to put things into perspective. Suffering is the opportunity for growth in 

understanding of God and character formation of self. 

6 

She was learning to forgive as she reached Stage Five of the Grief Cycle of 

Acceptance. She understood that grief is a process. She has been practicing 

compassionate ministry helping the seniors of the church. She has been adjusting to 

the loss she experienced with meaning and purpose. 

7 

Suffering is a time of spiritual growth and emotional growth. Life is all about 

meaningful relationships, spending quality time with loved ones and friends. Trust 

God’s sovereignty and surrender our will to God. 

Learning needs to be experiential and one learns by sharing one’s learning and life 

experiences. 
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Mitchell & Anderson’s Six Major Life Loss 

Participant 

# 

Material 

Loss 

Relationship 

Loss 

Intrapsychic 

Loss 

Functional  

Loss 

Role  

Loss 

Systemic  

Loss 

Collective  

Loss 

1  x        x       x       x 

2  x x       x       x       x 

3  x x        x    

4  x x     

5  x x          x        X 

6  x x       x   

7  x      

        

 

Conclusion  

I was aware that the amount of new learnings would be overwhelming for the 

participants as they might not have been exposed to this kind of study before. Detailed lesson 

notes were provided before the study meetings and the participants were encouraged to ask 

questions. Two of the participants did not miss any lesson. They were the ones who asked 

questions from time to time. One of them even told me that she would check the meaning of 

certain terms online. The other five participants only missed one or two lessons due to work or 

ministry commitment. The study atmosphere was positive and encouraging to me. 

The goal of this study project has been achieved. Some of the participants expressed that they 

would like to see this study be developed to benefit other people in the church. 

 The structure of the curriculum was designed based on the concepts of neuroscience and 

psychological findings about how human learns and the concepts of spiritual formation. The 

timeline exercise was introduced in a simple format at the first lesson. The theological 
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reflection component was added to the timeline chart in the second lesson. The loss inventory 

component was included in the third exercise. Participants were asked to share their reflections 

after the first meeting. The intention is to build understanding and practice progressively. The 

idea of repetition and imitation were taken into consideration to enhance learning. The 

researcher’s personal stories were used as examples for the participants to imitate. The 

researcher observed that once one of them start to speak, the other would do so. Studying 

together with the opportunity for free interaction and dialogue is powerful and meaningful. The 

Spirit of God is always doing the work of teaching, convicting, and illuminating.  

 The participants seem to recall more details in the final interview. They were able to 

articulate their responses to sufferings and described their feelings better than the first 

interview. The lessons, the notes and researcher’s life stories sharing might have provided the 

language for them to express themselves.  

 The fact that God can redeem negative events and people to become mediums of 

transformation into the image of Christ is revealed in the sharing of the participants’ life stories. 

The interaction and dynamics of learning in a group setting affirm that human beings are 

relational, social beings. Broken lives due to broken relationships in life can be transformed by 

the power of the Triune God, through His relationship with people and between people. 

The results of the project study support the hypothesis that “after completing the six-

weeks course, the suffering believers are enabled to remember God’s past faithfulness to them 

through narrating their spiritual autobiography; they will experience comfort from God through 

remembering, thus can in turn extend this comfort to others.” 

 My personal experience is profound. I prepared, taught and at the same time interacted 

with God and the participants. I fully engaged myself in emotions and intellect as I again 
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experienced the impact of remembering my life stories especially loss and grief while preparing 

the study lessons using my own life stories. There was a growth in my understanding of God, 

self, and others. I had included many fundamental theological and theoretical concepts in the 

six-weeks lessons including the theology of creation, image of God, Creation/Cultural/Priestly 

Mandate, Priesthood of all believers, doctrine of Trinity, corruption of the image of God, 

theology of suffering, identity, narrative theology, practical theology, theological reflection, 

theology of compassion, neuroscience, identity/spiritual autobiography, and loss and grief. I 

tried my best to integrate all the learnings and experiences I received from God through people 

and environments that God sovereignly provided for the purpose of redeeming my life. My 

specific calling in mission was unfolded during the progression of the study. 
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A model of loss and grief in spiritual formation is developed as a conclusion to this 

study. In diagram 2, the dip represents the loss in life. The yellow band represents the golden 

thread, the presence of God that weaves the whole life of a person giving meaning and 

wholeness. The journey of faith or spiritual growth is seen going upward, heavenward in spite 

of the numerous loss and grief in life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      Diagram 2 

 Each participant of the study group is on a journey of faith. God is with them 

throughout their life. They may stand at a low point and/or at a high point on this “lifeline” or 

“stock market trend - life loss curve” at this season of their life. Some of them might not realize 

their spiritual condition before the group study. There is a time for everything (Ecclesiastes). It 

is my desire that this model might provide a visual impact on their understanding of God, the 

meaning, purpose of their lives even in the midst of great suffering, giving them hope and 

strength as they finish the race, their journey of faith with God and others on earth.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION 

 

The research revealed that there was insufficient biblical theological education in the 

church in general. The doctrine of the priesthood of all believers has not been fully grasped. It 

is recommended that the Church should reinforce doctrinal teaching and practical theology in 

the setting such as Sunday school, study conference and preaching. 

It is recommended that the curriculum developed in this project be taught in the future 

with an in-person format when COVID-19 restriction is relaxed. Human beings are created for 

physical, social relationship. The learning environment and all human senses play an important 

role in learning. 

It is recommended to recruit participants from young adults, middle-aged adults, male 

and female, people of different cultural background to learn together in order to explore the 

benefits of narrating and sharing life stories in intergenerational, multi-cultural setting. The 

older generation can understand the younger generation and the younger generation can learn 

from the experiences of the older generation. 

Understanding the nature of loss & grief is essential for the physical, emotional, and 

spiritual well-being of human beings. It is recommended that this study curriculum be further 

developed and modified to suit the needs of the congregants. The content and presentation of 

the curriculum should be further refined and improved for the purpose of facilitating the 

spiritual formation of people of different age groups, cultural background, and languages. 
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APPENDIX A 

INVITATION LETTER 

 

Dear   (Participant’s name), 

I am working on my final project for the Doctor of Ministry degree at ACTS Seminaries 

of TWU.  An important part of the dissertation is to do a study with a group of people.  

The focus of my study is to explore the effectiveness of narrating spiritual 

autobiography in enabling suffering believers to remember God’s past faithfulness, active and 

relentless presence in their lives so that they might be comforted and resourced to comfort 

others. 

This study will consist of six two-hours consecutive weekly meetings during which the 

participants will learn to remember and to narrate insights from their spiritual autobiography. 

There will be an interview before and after the six meetings for personal reflections/evaluations 

on the study. 

I would like to point out that participants might experience emotional discomfort 

through reflection on sufferings and participation in the exercises. I will provide pastoral care 

as needed to the participants. All pandemic precautions will be followed in all in-person or 

virtual group meetings. All the data I acquire from this project will remain anonymous and be 

solely used for the purposes of my project study.  

If you are interested in participating in this project study, please sign at the bottom of 

this letter. If you have any questions at all, please call me at 604-323-3728. I look forward to 

your response. 

Sincerely, 

Teresa Lam                         
 

 

Participant Signature: __________________________ 
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APPENDIX B 

Participant Consent Form 

 

 

Participant Consent Form                                         

Study Title: Spiritual Autobiography: A Means of Mediating God’s Faithful Presence Principal Investigator:  

Teresa Lam, student at ACTS Seminaries, 604-323-3728, email: t_lam7@yahoo.com  

As a Doctor of Ministry student, I am required to complete a final project with a dissertation as part of the 
requirements for the degree.  

Dissertation Supervisor  

Dr. Gloria Woodland, Chaplaincy Program Director, ACTS Seminaries at 604-513-2044 local 3837, email: 
gloria.woodland@twu.ca  

Purpose  

The purpose of this research is to help believers to write and reflect on their spiritual autobiography with a view 
to discover God’s loving presence and be enabled to comfort others through sharing their life stories.  

What is involved  

If you voluntarily consent to participate in this project, your participation will include attending six virtual 
sessions of two to three hours duration, which will be held weekly. There will be an individual interview to assess 
the participant’s understanding of suffering in one’s life before the study and another individual interview after 
the study to evaluate the impact of the study in connection with the processing of their experiences of pains and 
sufferings in their lives.  

Potential Discomforts pastoral care or referrals will be available  

There is a possibility that the participants may experience emotional discomfort as they reflect on their own 
experiences of suffering. Pastoral care through the DMin. student will be available throughout and following this 
study.  

Potential Benefits to Participants and/or to Society  

Participants will experience the comfort and healing of God in the process of writing and sharing their spiritual 
autobiographies and be empowered to comfort others.  

Confidentiality  

Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified with you will remain 
confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by law. Participants will generate their 
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own code number by using the first two letters of their father’s first name. All documents will be entered onto a 
computer hard disk and password protected. Data will be stored anonymously for future use. Research 
participants will not be identified by name in any reports of the completed study.  

Remuneration  

Participants in this study will not receive any remuneration.  

Contact for information about the study  

If you have any questions or desire further information with respect to this study, you may contact Teresa Lam at 
604-323-3728 or t_lam7@yahoo.com  

Contact for concerns about the rights of project participants  

If you have any concerns about your treatment or rights as a project participant, you may contact my doctoral 
project supervisor Gloria Woodland by email: gloria.woodland@twu.ca or ACTS Seminaries at 604-513-2044 local 
3837.  

Consent  

Your participation in this study is voluntary and you may refuse to participate or withdraw from the study at any 
time without explanation. If you do withdraw from the study, your data will only be used with your permission.  

Signatures  

Your signature below indicates that you have had your questions about the study answered to your satisfaction 
and have received a copy of this consent form for your own records.  

Your signature indicates that you consent to participate in this study and that your responses may be put in 
anonymous form and kept for further use after the completion of this study.  

___________________________________________ _______________________  

Project Participant Signature Date  

_____________________________________________________________  

Printed Name of the Project Participant signing above  
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APPENDIX C 

Interview Questions 

 

Interview Questions - Telling the Story of Suffering: 

 

These questions are designed to assist you in sharing your story. They are not intended to limit 

what you would like to share, nor elicit details you would prefer to exclude. 

 

1. Tell me a little bit about your story. Who are the main ‘characters’ and events in your story?  

 

2.  What loss experiences you would like to share with me now as you think back your whole 

life?  

 

3.  In what ways do you think the experience(s) of suffering has affected/shaped you? 

 

4.  What is your coping mechanism in dealing with your loss experiences in the past? How has 

it helped or not helped you? 

 

5.  In what ways do you think suffering has informed how you think about yourself and has 

affected the way you engage with others? 

 

6. How have you experienced God in the midst of your suffering, or not? 

 

7. How do you think your suffering has affected the way you think, feel, and relate to God?  

 

8. How do you think suffering has affected your expectations of life, your hopes and dreams? 

 

9.  What practices do you feel have encouraged/facilitated your faith amidst suffering? How? 

 

10. What (or who) else do you feel has encouraged/facilitated your faith? How? 

 

Final Question: How has the study group impacted your (spiritual) life? 
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APPENDIX D 

LETTER TO THE PASTOR 

 

 

 

Dear Pastor, 

 

This is to inform you that I will be participating in Teresa Lam’s Final Project Group Study for 

her Doctor of Ministry degree at ACTS Seminaries of TWU.  

 

The study will involve remembering one’s life loss experiences which might trigger some 

issues arising from the group discussion. I might need to seek your counsel and help if the 

situation requires. 

 

If you have any questions regarding the project, feel free to contact Teresa Lam at 

t_lam7@yahoo.com. 

 

Thank you for your attention in this matter! 

 

 

 

 

 

Participant’s Name 
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APPENDIX E  

Debriefing Letter 

 

 

 
 

Debriefing Letter 

 
 

 

This will be given to participants verbally and in written form following an interview. 

 

Dear _________________,  

 

I appreciate very much your participation in my study project on Spiritual Autobiography: A 

Means of Mediating God’s Faithful Presence.  If you have any questions or desire further 

information with respect to this study, you may contact me, Teresa Lam by email at 

t_lam7@yahoo.com or telephone at 604-323-3728. 

 

As you know your voluntary participation in this project includes two personal interviews, 

before and after a six-weeks study group participation.  If at any time your participation 

triggers the need for deeper discussion and pastoral care, please reach out to me for support or 

referral. 

I would like to remind you that all discussions and information shared in the duration of this 

project will be held in a strictly confidential manner. 

 

Thanks again for your participation. 

 

Yours truly, 

 

Teresa Lam 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:t_lam7@yahoo.com

	ABSTRACT
	https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/themelios/article/five-truths-for-sufferers-from-the-book-of-job/
	APPENDIX A
	INVITATION LETTER
	Dear   (Participant’s name),
	APPENDIX C
	Interview Questions
	Interview Questions - Telling the Story of Suffering:
	APPENDIX E
	Debriefing Letter

