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SUMMARY 

Art, imagination and theology 

The aim of this part of the course is to explore how God, beauty and the imagination have found 

expression in art as well as some ancient and modern accounts of the world. The course will also 

provide an account of how these themes have been explored and developed in the history of Christian 

theology. In so doing it will explore the biblical and theological basis to aesthetics as well as introduce 

some major art-historical epochs and subjects and examine how artists have engaged with and have 

rendered Christian dogmas, such as the life, death and resurrection of Christ, the Trinity, Mary, etc. 

through various means from the twelve century to modern day.  How to interpret works of art from a 

theological perspective will be a central feature in this part of the module.  Students will read and 

discuss relevant writings by contemporary and past theologians related to themes in theological 

aesthetics, such as imagination, beauty, divine revelation, truth and meaning, and art as a locus 

theologicus. 

Literature, imagination and theology 

This section of the module will sketch the relation between a range of literature and Christian 

theology.   It will discuss briefly the idea of the ‘beautiful’ in literature and what is meant by the 

(literary) imagination.  It will take the example of T.S. Eliot as a poet, playwright and critic who was a 

practicing Christian, engaging with theological ideas but not a ’theologian’ as such.  Students will be 

encouraged to read a range of Eliot’s work, and above all to engage with his poetry.  We shall be 

asking, why aren’t his poems ‘beautiful’ in the way that some of the best-loved English poems are?  

What theological ideas are present in his work?  How is he using his imagination to engage with 

theological ideas?      

TUTORIAL TEAM 

 
Dr Gesa Thiessen 

Originally from Germany, Dr Thiessen studied in Tübingen and Dublin. With a long interest in 
the intersection of theology and the arts, she gained her doctorate from Milltown Institute on 
the theme of theology and modern Irish art. She also holds a Diploma in the History of European 
Painting from Trinity College and an MPhil in Ecumenics from the Irish School of Ecumenics, 
Trinity College. She lectures in theological departments in Dublin, including Mater Dei Institute, 
the Priory Institute, Milltown Institute, and other theological colleges. She is an Honorary Fellow 
of the School of Theology, Religious Studies and Islamic Studies at the University of Wales, 
Trinity St David. She has published  monographs and edited books, including Theology and 
Modern Irish Art, Columba (1999), Theological Aesthetics – A Reader, SCM/Eerdmans (2004), 
Theology in the Making – Biography, Methods, Contexts, ed. with Declan Marmion, Veritas (2005), 
Trinity and Salvation – Theological, Spiritual and Aesthetic Perspectives, ed. with D. Marmion, 
Peter Lang (2009), Ecumenical Ecclesiology – Unity, Diversity and Otherness in a Fragmented 
World, T&T Clark/Continuum (2009), Apostolic and Prophetic – Ecclesiological Perspectives, 



Cascade Books/Wipf and Stock (2011). She is a non-stipendiary minister in the Lutheran 
Church in Ireland. 

Revd Professor Nicholas Sagovsky 
 

Professor Sagovsky is an Anglican priest.  He holds professorial posts in Theology at two 

ecumenical universities: Liverpool Hope and Roehampton.  He has been Canon Theologian 

at Westminster Abbey, William Leech Professorial Research Fellow in Applied Christian 

Theology at Newcastle University and Dean of Clare College, Cambridge.  Much of his work 

has focused on Anglican-Roman Catholic ecumenism: he has been a member of ARCIC (the 

Anglican-Roman Catholic International Commission) since 1992.  He is a Vice-president of 

SPCK. 

 

Nick’s first degree was in English Language and Literature and his PhD, which examined the 

debt of the Roman Catholic Modernist theologian George Tyrrell to Matthew Arnold, was on 

the frontiers of Literature and Theology.  He was one of the founding editors of the journal 

Literature and Theology.  Whilst at Westminster Abbey, Nick organized and participated in 

poetry readings at Poets’ Corner, and gave lectures on Dante, T.S. Eliot and other subjects 

both literary and theological.  He is the author of a number of articles and books, the most 

recent being Christian Tradition and the Practice of Justice (SPCK, 2008). 
 
 
 Revd Dr Colin J.D Greene   
 cgreene@sarum.ac.uk – 01722 424818 

 
As well as being Program Leader for MATIC, Dr Greene is currently: Research Professor of 
Contextual and Biblical Theology, New York Theological Seminary; Senior Consultant to the 
Nida Institute for Biblical Scholarship (American Bible Society); Priest in Charge for St Gregory’s 
Parish Church, Marnhull, Dorset and Director of Metavista Associates 
His background, teaching experience and research interests cover the areas of modern 
systematic theology, the history of doctrine, biblical and philosophical hermeneutics, biblical 
and cultural engagement, theology and ethics and his consultancy work has expanded his 
interests and expertise into the related fields of practical theology, the theology of mission and 
the theology and practice of public life. He is author of Christology in Cultural Perspective 
(Paternoster, Eerdmanns, 2004) which won an award from the Academy of Parish Clergy in the 
US as one of the top ten books of 2004; Metavista: Bible, Church and Mission in an Age of 
Imagination, (Paternoster, 2008) and Editor, Contributor and Theological Consultant to the 
Scripture and Hermeneutics Seminar (Paternoster, Zondervan, 5 volumes 2000-6). While at Bible 
Society, Dr Greene was involved in a number of media projects with S4C and the BBC. 
 
 

                                      MODULE LEARNING OUTCOMES                                                        

Having completed this module successfully learners should:  

1. Have gained knowledge and understanding of how Christian dogmas have found 
expression in art and literature through history 

2. Have awareness and insight of central themes in theological aesthetics  
3. Have an understanding of, and be able to, discuss the relationship between theology and 

the arts 

mailto:%20cgreene@sarum.ac.uk


4. Be able to analyze visual works of art and works of contemporary literature from a 
theological perspective with proper reference to their art-historical and literary context 

5. Have an understanding of how central Christian doctrines resonate with an aesthetics of 
beauty, wonder and truth. 
 

TEACHING AND LEARNING 

PREPARING FOR RESIDENTIAL INTENSIVES 

Before students convene at Sarum College for their residential intensive, they will be asked to 
begin reading the core course materials which are listed in the module handbook. Though 
students are encouraged to read and digest as much of the course material beforehand as 
possible, particular attention should be paid to the readings that will contribute to the student-
led Seminar Discussion assignment.  Please note students should obtain TS Eliot’s The Complete 
Poems and Plays.  Students will also be assigned one chapter from either Eagleton, Terry, 
Literary Theory, an Introduction; or  Thiessen, Gesa, Theological Aesthetics – A Reader  (see 
below for other details); and prepare to lead a 15 minute discussion of their readings for the 
Seminar Discussion indicated below.  More information about this assignment is also available 
below.   

DURING RESIDENTIAL INTENSIVES 

At Sarum College, MA students learn collaboratively in small cohorts which meet for four-day 
residential intensives throughout the year.  This distributed and flexible mode of delivery 
combines class-based and home-based study and allows working students and students at a 
distance to benefit from contact with tutors and lecturers, with minimal disruption to their 
domestic, ministerial, or professional lives.  Moreover, by consolidating our class-based teaching 
into four-day intensive breaks, we are able to recruit world-leading scholars and seasoned 
practitioners to guest-lecture on many of our courses.   

Each full day of the module will consist of four classroom sessions of approximately 1.5 hours 
each.  There will also be time allocated for meeting your personal tutor and using the library.  
This intensive residential study week will include the following modes of delivery: 

 Lectures: individual members of the teaching team will deliver material on the core 
themes of the module in light of their own teaching and research perspectives 

 Student-led seminars: students will present assessed work on topics relevant to the 
module which they have researched and prepared either individually or in a group.  
These seminars promote peer learning and provide a safe environment to develop 
communication and collaboration skills 

 Discussion-based seminars:  students, tutors and / or lecturers will discuss a common 
text or cultural form and exercise a variety of methodological approaches to evaluate 
that form (e.g. poetry readings, film viewings and discussions, performances, etc.) 

 Common Room Discussions: students are encouraged to engage in interdisciplinary and 
informal discussions with their fellow students throughout the intensive and so learn 
from one another’s experiences and the different theological perspectives represented 
by  those participating in the course  

 

INTENSIVE TIMETABLE 



 

 Time Activity Tutor Location 

M
o

n
d

a
y

 

2.30 Registration                        Setting the scene  Reception Desk 

3.00 Literature and Theology – an overview; T.S Eliot – an 
Introduction: ‘Tradition and the Individual Poet’ 

ND Tindall 

5.00 TEA  Tindall 

6.30 SUPPER  Refectory 

7.15  Readings from T.S Eliot with discussion – ‘Burnt Norton’; 
‘East Coker’; ‘The Dry Savages’ and ‘Little Gidding’. 

NS/CG Butterfield Chapel 

   Common Room 

Library staffed from 9am – 1pm and 2pm – 5pm  
 Literature, theology and imagination 

T
u

e
s
d

a
y

 

 

 

8.15 BREAKFAST (for residential students) Refectory 

9.15 Reading and discussion: Early Poetry and ‘The Waste Land’ 
 

NS Tindall 

10.45 BREAK (Coffee/Tea)  Common Room 

11.15 Lecture: ‘The Hollow Men’, ‘Ash Wednesday’ and the Ariel 
Poems 
 

NS Tindall 

12.45 College Prayers (optional)  Chapel 

1.00 LUNCH  Refectory 

2.00 Lecture: Choruses from ‘The Rock’ and Murder in the 
Cathedral 

NS Tindall 

3.30 BREAK (Coffee/Tea)  Common Room 

4.00 Student Led Seminar I CG  Tindall 

  5.15 BREAK   

  5.45 Lecture: Introduction to the relationship between theology and 
the arts: biblical-historical foundation for and against a 
theology of art 

GT  Tindall 

6.30 SUPPER (for residential participants)  Refectory 

Library staffed from 9am – 1pm and 2pm – 7pm  
 Art, theology and imagination 

W
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n
e
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d

a
y

 

 

 

8.15 BREAKFAST (for residential participants)  Refectory 

9.15 Lecture: The Renaissance - Towards Naturalism, Humanism, 
Idealism - Giotto (naturalism), Fra Angelico (humble devotion), 
Donatello (the grandeur of antiquity), Piero della Francesca 
(Renaissance ideals, Christ incarnate) Leonardo da Vinci (universal 
genius), Michelangelo (the male nude, theol. vision), Titian 
(Venetian colore, Christian and mythological themes) 

GT Tindall 

10.45 BREAK (Coffee/Tea)  Common Room 

11.15 Lecture:  Baroque - Art of the Counter-Reformation- art as 
propaganda - Lanfranco, Caravaggio, Zurbaran, Rubens, 
Rembrandt, Brueghel, et al 

 

GT Tindall 

12.45 College Prayers (optional)  Chapel 

2.00 Lecture: Romanticism - Transcendence and the sublime in 
nature - Friedrich, Runge, Turner, Blake (vision and prophesy)  

 

GT Tindall 

3.30 TEA   Common Room 

4.00 Student-Led Seminar II CG  Tindall 

6.30 SUPPER (for residential participants)  7.30 Meeting with Tutors  Refectory 

Library staffed from 9am – 1pm and 2pm – 6.30 
Pm  

  Art, theology and imagination 



T
h

u
rs

d
a
y

 

  
8.15 BREAKFAST (for residential participants)  Refectory 

9.15 Lecture: God in Modern Art - Suffering, death, and redemption 
- existentialist visions – glimpses of salvation - van Gogh, Gauguin, 
Munch, Rouault, Nolde, Jellett, Picasso, Newman, Rouault, 
Kandinsky, Rainer, Rothko, et al 

 

GT Tindall 

10.45 BREAK (Coffee/Tea)  Common Room 

11.15 Lecture: The Trinity in Art - From Pre-Christian Times to 
Modernity - Historical development of depictions of the Trinity in 
art, various iconographies, figurative to abstract 

 

    GT  

12.45 College Prayers (optional)  Chapel 

1.00 LUNCH  Refectory 

2.00 Group Seminar: Bringing it all together: the role of the 
imagination in theological aesthetics 

GT Tindall 

3.30 BREAK (Coffee/Tea)  Common Room 

4.00 And finally: Views from the pews: How to do theological 
aesthetics in church? 

GT/CG  Tindall 

Library staffed from 9am – 1pm and 2pm – 5pm 

 5.15 FINISH   

 

ASSESSMENT 

SCHEDULE OF WORK 

Assignment Due Date Word Length Credit Weighting Mode of 
assessment 

Seminar 
Discussion 

12th – 15th March 15 minute (max) 0% Formative (Verbal 
feedback from 
peers and tutor). 

Seminar Paper 18th April 500-800 words 20% Summative 
(Written feedback 
from tutor). 

Essay 23rd May 3,500-4,000 
words 

80% Summative 
(Written feedback 
from tutor). 

Learning Journal  1-entry per week 0% Formative (self-
assessed). 

‘wiki’ entry  1-entry 0% Formative 
(student-steered). 

 

The assessment strategy for the MA in Theology, Imagination and Culture is based upon the 
assumption that evidence of deep learning can only be determined through creative and 
innovative forms of assessment.  During this module, we will use both formative and 
summative forms of assessment, in order to develop in students the skills and competencies 
which will be measured against the module’s learning outcomes.  Students are required to 
complete all assigned work, though only summative assignments will count towards the 
student’s final mark.   



For this module the primary modes of formative assessment will be learning journals and 
seminar presentations.   

Seminar Discussion: Each student will be given the opportunity to lead a brief seminar 
discussion (no more than 15-mins) during the residential intensive.  This discussion will centre 
on the assigned chapters from either Thiessen, Gesa, Theological Aesthetics – A Reader, SCM; or 
Eagleton, T., Literary Theory, an Introduction  (depending on the number of students who 
register for this module).  Though students are free to lead the discussion however they would 
wish, normally the discussion will take the following form:  1.) Summary of chapter. 2.) 
Critique of methodology described (What’s good about the theological method discussed in the 
chapter?  What’s lacking from the methodology? 3.) Application of the methodology (how 
would you use this methodology in your own work?).  Students are reminded that they are 
leading a discussion, so their presentation of the material should be given in a way which 
encourages the involvement of their classmates.  Seminar discussion will receive verbal 
feedback from tutor and peers.   

 Learning journal: students can maintain a learning journal, in which they keep track of 
their reflections about the module which are based upon their ongoing self-study.  
Learning journals can either be maintained online or in a student’s notebook.   

 Wiki: All students will make at least one contribution to the module Wiki in the form of 
an encyclopaedia type entry (short book review, biographical entry, definition of a 
particular term / concept), etc.).  All contributions will be viewable and can be 
commented on by fellow students.  This particular exercise is designed to encourage 
group work, collaboration, and research skills.  It will also contribute to the creation of a 
consistently updating research index which will be made available to future students. 

The primary modes of summative assessment will be essays and seminar papers.   

 The Seminar Paper (20% overall mark): The seminar paper is a written assignment 
which evolves from the seminar presentation (formative assessment, above).  Following 
the three-part structure set by the seminar discussion (Summary, Critique, and 
Application), in the Seminar paper, students are required to write a tightly focussed 
piece of research which identifies and assesses the key critical issues, and presents a 
balance and comprehensive account of their topic in a restricted word limit of 500 – 
800 words.  It is hoped that the Seminar Paper will integrate peer and tutor feedback 
received from the seminar discussion.   

 The Essay (80% overall mark): The essay builds upon the ongoing research 
undertaken by students in their learning journals, their seminar presentation and their 
seminar paper.  The essay allows students to display a comprehensive knowledge and 
understanding of a specific topic, the ability to identify and critique scholarly methods 
and opinions in an objective manner, and demonstrate the ability to develop an 
independent perspective on the topic. Topics are provided for each module, though 
students can select to research a topic of their choosing, in consultation with the module 
tutor.  Essays will be between 3,500 and 4,000 words.  Guidelines for essay writing are 
proved in the Programme Handbook.  Students are expected to adhere to the College’s 
style guidelines.   
 
 

CRITERIA OF ASSESSMENT 

The criteria for assessment are provided in MA Programme Handbook.  Students should be 
reminded that in addition to these metrics, as a part of a programme which is delivered at Level 



7 (Masters Level), students work must also comply with the standards for postgraduate taught 
programmes in the UK, which are set out by “The Quality Assurance Agency’s Framework for 
Higher Education Qualifications”.  This document states that at Level 7, postgraduate students 
must exhibit: 

  a systematic understanding of knowledge, and a critical awareness of current problems 
and/or new insights, much of which is at, or informed by, the forefront of their academic 
discipline, field of study or area of professional practice;  

 a comprehensive understanding of techniques applicable to their own research or 
advanced scholarship; 

  originality in the application of knowledge, together with a practical understanding of 
how established techniques of research and enquiry are used to create and interpret 
knowledge in the discipline;  

 conceptual understanding that enables the student: 
o to evaluate critically current research and advanced scholarship in the discipline 
o to evaluate methodologies and develop critiques of them and, where 

appropriate, to propose new hypotheses. 

CORE TEXTS 

Eagleton, Terry, Literary Theory, an Introduction, Wiley-Blackwell, new edition 2008 

Eliot, T.S, The Complete Poems and Plays, London, Faber, 1969 (reprinted many times) 

Thiessen, Gesa, Theological Aesthetics – A Reader, SCM/Eerdmans, 2004  

____, Theology and Modern Irish Art, Dublin, Columba, 1999 (first and last chapter) 

Williamson, Beth, Christian Art – A Very Short Introduction, OUP, 2003 

ESSAY TITLES 

Essay questions  
 
Describe and discuss four visual works of art (of your choice) with religious/theological 
content by Renaissance, Baroque, Romantic and/or modern artists.  
 In particular, try to describe and discuss the religious/spiritual/theological 

dimensions and meaning in the works (i.e., biblical references; is the image 
theologically interesting and/or convincing?; what kind of theology/spirituality is 
conveyed?; etc. For example: You may choose three images of Mary and the child or of 
the Crucifixion by artists from the same or different epochs and compare these. Or you 
may look at three different themes in three different works. The choice is yours.) 

 In your discussion, take into account the iconography (subject matter) and style of 
the work. 

 Please do not provide any lengthy biographical notes on the artists, but rather 
concentrate on the works. Please choose artists who are reasonably well known. 

 It is essential to include/attach reproductions i.e., photos, cards or photocopies of the 
discussed works in your essay. (The assessor has to see the works to be able to give a 
proper assessment of your essay.) 



 

 The visual arts can offer perspectives on theology that until about twenty years ago 
were often not sufficiently appreciated by theologians. How can visual art (or music, or  
literature) contribute to the work of the theologian? Develop this essay from a biblical, 
systematic-theological and theological ethics perspective. Concentrate on one of the arts 
mentioned and take into account relevant writings by theologians. 

 

 Paul Tillich was the first theologian to engage with modern art from a theological 
perspective. Present the main points of his seminal essay ‘Art and Ultimate Reality’ 
(Tillich, Paul, Main Works, (ed. Michael Palmer), vol. 2, De Gruyter Evangelisches 
Verlagswerk, 1990) and discuss it critically from a contemporary perspective and what 
more recent writers have written. Include those who have commented on Tillich’s 
writing and possibly other articles by Tillich in your discussion. 

 

 Present and discuss critically central ideas of one or two contemporary theologians who 
has/have written on the relationship between theology and the arts/theological 
aesthetics, e.g. Frank Burch Brown, Richard Viladesau, Jeremy Begbie, George Pattison, 
or a thinker of your choice. (Choose a major scholar in theology and the arts, not 
someone who has written on the subject in passing.) 

 

 The difficult concept of what is beauty has been discussed by philosophers, poets, 
novelists, and theologians through the ages. A clear definition has hardly been 
attempted by anyone. Present and critically discuss ideas on beauty by three writers of 
your choice. Pleased do not just give a summary, but deal with the theme critically, 
including your own perspective. 

 

 Icons play a fundamental role in the theology and faith life of Orthodox Christians. 
Present the history and theology of the icon and critically discuss whether or not and 
how icons may continue to be important also in contemporary faith life, east and west. 
 

 ‘Beauty is truth, truth beauty, -----that is all/ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.’ 
(Keats).  Should a Christian agree with Keats? 
 

 How much beauty is there in the poetry of T.S. Eliot?  How does he seek to communicate 
truth?  In your answer, give specific examples. 
 

 Do T.S Eliot’s ‘Ariel Poems’ make a contribution to theology?  If so what, and how? 
 

 Why do so many people find ‘Four Quartets’ satisfying spiritually?  Do you? 
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