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Patterns of Imagination 
 
Maybe you don't ask yourself this kind of question, but I do.  Looked at from space, the 
Gulf of Mexico is surprisingly regular, with this gentle curve along the western edge, and 
the reach of the Yucatán peninsula and the islands of Cuba and the Florida Keys forming 
the eastern edge.  Oil exploration companies in Mexico may have discovered the reason 
when they drilled exploratory holes on the Yucatán shelf in the 1970's.  They found a 
whole layer of stressed quartzite rock, something that only occurs when a meteor or 
asteroid impacts the earth.  Geologists have speculated that the Gulf of Mexico is actually 
the washout crater of perhaps the largest geological event on the planet, a collision 
between an asteroid about 6 miles in diameter that sent tsunamis around the globe.  Dust 
and debris in the air chilled the planet as, precipitating a decades-long winter.  As much 
as 75% of life on earth was destroyed, bringing an end to the age of the dinosaurs. 
 
How do you go from a piece of rock from the bottom of the ocean off Mexico to mass 
extinction?  Two things go into that kind of conclusion.  One is a thorough familiarity 
with the way the geology of the world works through a lot of study, and the other is 
imagination.  Imagination has the capacity to put the evidence together into a whole and 
come up with a conclusion.  Imagination is our capacity to make sense of sensation, and 
create meaning out of materials. 
 
This capacity is second nature.  We cannot live in a world of senses alone.  We inevitably 
notice patterns, create patterns, make judgments and assessments and create meaning.  It's 
like we can't be human without doing so.  When patterns of patterns are shared among a 
group of people, we call it that peoples’ culture.  These patterns vary widely from culture 
to culture, but they are not entirely arbitrary.  They have to provide for the future of the 
people that live in them well enough for survival.  There are certain categories that 
always emerge, then; definitions of incest and murder, who is in and who is out, and 
ways to control those who insist on breaking the rules.  It's like there is a reality out there 
that is too raw for us to live in without the mediation of our patterns of cultural meaning, 
but present enough to make itself known even through those mediations. 
 
A religious tradition is a group of people who have a common such consensus about 
ultimate reality.  We hold to common patterns of meaning about who God is, how God is 
present to us or not, and what we should do about it.  Virtually every religious tradition 
out there distinguishes between the everyday world we live in, and the raw presence of 
Reality, that must be mediated in some way if it is to have any impact in the everyday 
world.  Again, across the globe, religious systems have to work.  Again, common patterns 
that emerge, certain themes that are common to us all; the ultimate power of love, the 
need to transcend oneself and live in community, and always an invitation to look deeper, 
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to be ready for when the veil is parted and raw truth is known.  These things form a 
perennial human wisdom that we all have access to on one level or another. 
 
But it must always be remembered that every pattern, even every system of patterns, 
always leaves something out.  Certain things are emphasized and other things are 
overlooked, leaving unconscious gaps in the fabric.  The gaps make room for change, 
some of it faithful to the Great Mystery, but some of it not.  So, imagination has always 
been important to the spiritual life.  The masters all say so.  They all say it must be 
formed and disciplined, but it must never be allowed to die, for it is our most acute 
sensory capacity.  One of those masters was Ignatius of Loyola, a 16th century Spanish 
mystic and monastic who founded the Company of Jesus, also known as the Jesuits.  
Imagination, formed by study and prayer, is the voice of the Spirit of God, he says, 
helping us discern between the paths of consolation and the paths of desolation.  The 
prophets’ job is to call us back to the perennial wisdom, to recast the pattern in ways 
more faithful to the unseen mystery behind it all. 
 
The readings today are quotes from prophets with just this message.  Jeremiah reminds 
the false prophets of his day that prophecy is not something they invent.  In a scolding 
worthy of today, he takes them to task for pandering to the political winds of the day, 
Rather than tracing faithfully the patterns of the Hebrew understanding of God, justice 
and community.  The author of Hebrews concludes the Great Hall of Fame of Faith in 
chapter 11 and moves on to his interpretive message:  “Therefore, since we have such a 
great cloud of witnesses,…” people who came before who caught the scent of the divine 
but never could quite catch up, people who yearned to see what we see—God present 
among us in the person of Jesus Christ, these great ones are now in the grandstands of 
heaven, cheering us on as we chase the scent. 
 
Finally, Jesus, the one we like to think of as the great teacher of love and acceptance of 
all, shocks us by saying he has not come to bring peace, but a sword.  When the patterns 
we live by are not faithful to God's deep perennial wisdom buried in the collective soul of 
our species, the word of the prophet cuts like a sword.  The disruption of our blindness to 
the ways our patterns allow for injustice will burn like fire.  Destruction clears the ground 
for new growth. 
 
What kind of new growth will it be?  What kind of new growth should it be?  How do we 
discipline our imagination so as to hear as best we can the leading of the Spirit?  First of 
all, we fool ourselves if we think we'll get it completely right this time around.  History 
teaches us a very different lesson.  Each age does the best it can—and that is all that is 
expected.  But doing the best we can means listening earnestly, humbly and honestly to 
one another to collectively discern the paths of consolation for our day, Not just inventing 
whatever justice seems to pad our own pockets at the expense of others, or spinning a 
story that serves our ends, whether or not it is rooted in reality.  No, to imagine we will 
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"get it right this time" is the height of hubris.  Humility in our imagination is the first 
discipline. 
 
We equally fool ourselves if we think it will happen on its own.  Again, history teaches 
us a very different lesson.  John Stuart Mill, who delivered an 1867 inaugural address at 
the University of St. Andrews...said: 

Let not any one pacify his conscience by the delusion that he can do no 
harm if he takes no part, and forms no opinion. Bad men need nothing 
more to compass their ends, than that good men should look on and do 
nothing. He is not a good man who, without a protest, allows wrong to 
be committed in his name, and with the means which he helps to 
supply, because he will not trouble himself to use his mind on the 
subject.  https://www.openculture.com/2016/03/edmund-burkeon-in-action.html 

Jesus echoes the prophets of the Old Testament in Matthew 25 when he admonishes us to 
feed the hungry, clothe the naked, fight for justice and proclaim hope to the captive.  The 
writer of the Epistle of James says, "Show me your faith without works and I will show 
you my faith by my works." (2:18)   The will to action is the second discipline. 
 
But these two need a foundation, something deeper on which to stand.  That is found in 
the life of the Community of Faith.  It is all that we do that forms our hearts after the 
heart of God.  Sunday mornings gathered with God's people; daily prayer and meditation, 
time spent in silence, all those things that open you to the mystery; study of Scripture or 
other sources of information about our faith; and fellowship, like last week, gathered 
around food, sharing our lives with one another.  These activities stamp not just the 
patterns of our faith on our hearts and minds, but invite our imagination to fill in the gaps, 
to create something of a whole in which to live, always, of course, with fuzzy edges 
where God, by the voice of a hundred prophets human and otherwise, can slide in a fiery 
word. 
 
Now I have not answered my question, what kind of new growth should it be?  It's simply 
that I don't know, and neither do you, but we do know some things.  We strive for a 
world in which that perennial human wisdom is more widely practiced, we in our 
Christian version of it, others in their own, but where self-giving love is known as the 
most powerful force in the world, community is more enduring than any one person, and 
that justice and mercy are not opposites, but complements to one another. 
 


