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May your imagination know
The grace of perfect danger,

To reach beyond imitation,
And the wheel of repetition,

Deep into the call of all
The unfinished and unsolved

Until the veil of the unknown yields
And something original begins 
To stir toward your senses
And grow stronger in your heart

In order to come to birth
In a clean line of form,
That claims from time
A rhythm not yet heard,
That calls space to
A different shape.

–John O’Donohue, Excerpt from “For the Artist at the Start of Day”
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Let’s be honest. Dullness has become a spiritual discipline in 
many churches. We say that our good news is compelling, but 
then can’t seem to keep people awake long enough to tell our 
story. How can leaders recover their own imaginations and cre-
ative riskiness? It has to be more than chasing the newest trend 
or piece of technology. It has to be more substantive than wor-
ship styles or flashy techniques. These pages will begin a con-
versation as we face the problem of shallow aesthetics, offering 
some practical ideas and resources. As you proceed, be honest 
about the ways you feel stuck, and seek the courage to shake 
your heart loose again.

You were once creative. All you have to do is look back far 
enough. It was when the gallery was the refrigerator, and ev-
ery day you had new a piece hanging on the gallery wall. You 
were an artist, because you were alive and wild and free. But 
then someone told you otherwise. Way back when you were 
tender and brave, they told you that you weren’t really the art-
sy type. Maybe it was your attempt at a self-portrait. You drew 
your eyes uneven, and wider than physically possible. It made 
sense at the time, because the world was bigger back then, and 
you needed bigger eyes to see it all. But the towering adult with 
all the answers told you that eyes aren’t supposed to be that 
big. So you shredded another eraser fixing the problem. After 
enough reinforcement, you internalized the message. You trad-
ed your heart for your mind, and your crayons for a keyboard. 

You stopped taking risks, because failure was dangerous in the 
world of winners and perfectionists. Your vision narrowed, and 
the world grew smaller. You became safe, and your fire went 
out.

Instructions for living a life:
Pay attention.
Be astonished.
Tell about it.
–Mary Oliver

Your task is simple. When did it get so complicated? Is there 
anything wonder-filled about your process, about your craft? 
Those of you who teach and preach, does the process feel like a 
slog, or an unfolding of your love and astonishment? 

You have 20 minutes to create a world with words/gestures/
images/intonation/rhythm/silence. Your tools are whatever 
communicates that morning. It might be a manuscript crafted 
with love. It might be you alone, no notes or outline, with only 
your burning heart. Or an improv collective walking through a 
narrative in real time. 

There are no rules. Who told you there were rules?*    

*Of course there are rules. They are not written anywhere. No one voted on them. But there are expectations, boundaries you must not cross. Maybe it 
was a pastor who threw out the hymnals and projected songs on the wall, but never asked the church what they thought. Now you are there and it has 
been made quite clear that just because you have a projector does not mean you can use it. For anything. Ever. Or you have been reminded more than 
once by members that the last pastor preached for exactly 17 minutes, never longer. Yes, they say, 17 minutes is the perfect length of a sermon. 18 minutes 
is gratuitous. 20 minutes is sinful. We all have a context and constraints. If you can’t use a projection or screen, what about a huge paper flip pad? If you 
can’t preach for 20 minutes, can you preach for 5 minutes instead? See the restrictions as creative opportunities. Exploit them. Let the rules become tools 
for your own creative energies.  

Opposite images
1. Romans 8:22| 2. Leaving Egypt| 3. Body as machine| 4. View from the pew| 5. God in three movements| 6. Epiphany overwhelms the darkness| 7. 
Hermeneutical lens| 8. Job turned inward in suffering| 9. Breath of God| 10. Wael Ghonim| 11. Advent and incarnation spilling over| 12. The Temple’s 
destruction influences interpretive history| 13. Sin| 14. Exodus 2:23-25| 15. “Tell me about God, I’ve almost forgotten.”| 16. Lust.



Learning to preach and teach is like learning to play an instru-
ment. You have to master your scales first. Improvisation is sim-
ply mastery disguised as the trickster. Therefore what follows is 
me working out the scales in my own voice. I spent my formative 
years in school and in residency work with a highly polished and 
regimented manuscript. I was constrained to a font size, word 
count, and page layout. I had a couple of great teachers who 
showed me the scales, the tradition, and their own interpreta-
tion of the form. My own form is a synthesis of these voices and 
experiences, combined with my visual language and speaking 
patterns.1 

Mark Twain once explained a visual memory system for giving 
speeches and lectures. In the December 1914 issue of Harp-
er’s Monthly Magazine, Twain wrote an article titled, “How To 
Make History Dates Stick.” He says:

“Dates are hard to remember because they consist of figures; fig-
ures are monotonously unstriking in appearance, and they don’t 
take hold, they form no pictures, and so they give the eye no chance 
to help. Pictures are the thing. Pictures can make dates stick. They 
can make nearly anything stick--particularly IF YOU MAKE THE 
PICTURES YOURSELF. Indeed, that is the great point--make the 
pictures YOURSELF. I know about this from experience. Thirty 
years ago I was delivering a memorized lecture every night, and 
every night I had to help myself with a page of notes to keep from 
getting myself mixed.”2 

Twain found that he could help pupils learn important histo-
ry dates by staking out a walking path with visual markers, and 

then having the kids walk the path. He also talks about draw-
ing small pictures and tacking them throughout a parlor wall, 
as a way of organizing the information in your head. Twain 
mentioned a fear all public speakers can relate to. What if you 
lose your notes? What if the middle pages of your manuscript 
go missing, and you realize while you are in front of the micro-
phone? If this happens, you either throw up, or you pass out. 

I knew this fear. Yet I wondered what might happen if I let go 
of this safety and ventured into the unknown. So one week I 
didn’t write a manuscript. I carried a hand-lettered and drawn 
script up with me. It contained just under 100 words. An aver-
age typed manuscript is around 2,000 words for a 20 minute 
sermon. I tested the notion that I knew the material, that I had 
spent time internalizing it, and that when I needed it, I would 
find the words. The day after I preached, I sent some pastor 
friends a note about the process. 

“For the first time in 2.5 years, I went into the pulpit without a man-
uscript. Just this that you see. I feel like it set me back about a year 
in quality, but I will catch back up. It did give me a lot of connection 
with the congregation. But made my faults exaggerated (slow start 
into sermon, bad grammar, etc). Overall the right choice for right 
now. Barely anyone notices grammar (Corrie and me/I). And I 
was way less stressed. Anyways, as you were.”

Here is my process. It is what has worked for me thus far. It 
might betray me and work me into a corner, or into a rut. But 
more often than not this ritual of preparation is life-giving and 
keeps my work fresh. I read and research, all the while clipping 

Visual Scripting

1. A disclaimer as I begin. My preaching since adopting this form has been meandering of starts and stops, of failures and 37 minute sermons where 30% 
of my speech could and should have been edited out. I am fortunate to have a church where risk and creativity are valued, and where learning can be 
worked out in real time. There is no other way to start than simply to start. So that is what I did. I stepped up to preach with no manuscript. I took a visual 
map, a script of hints, and jumped. I am still falling. 
2. http://www.twainquotes.com/HistoryDates/HistoryDates.html. Twain provides pictures of his process in the article, worth the research alone. 



content that intrigues me. I am not looking for validation at this 
early stage. I am looking for awe, for subtle connections, and 
for the absurd. 

I work in various media over the course of the week. I keep one 
plain text document open on my computer all week. This same 
document is connected to all of my digital devices, and I dump 
everything interesting into it. I also keep a running group of 
sketches going all week. These are simple diagrams, with no art 
skill required.3 I am trying to synthesize the idea. If the entire 
sermon can be captured in such a way, all the better.4

I work hard to keep the ideas central, and hold precise language 
at bay for as long as possible. I do not want to become commit-
ted to a clever turn of phrase before I know if the form is correct. 
I keep moving back and forth from written text to sketches. I am 
trying to “see” the sermon. To inhabit it. To embody it. 

Once I have the form and structure worked out, I diagram the 
entire sermon in a large 8.5”x24” sketchbook. I start in pencil, 
making sure the layout is intelligible from a decent viewing dis-
tance. I have learned techniques that make the sermon sticky 
for my brain. The only ideas I write down in freehand at normal 
speed are those I plan on reading while preaching. My brain can 
dump information that way, but cannot retain it well. Instead I 
draw the words, making them shapes and structures that cor-
respond with the ideas they represent.5 I have also begun to 
develop a design language for recurring themes. This allows 

me to see a repeating pattern in the patterned forms. When I 
return to a theme through a season of preaching, the repeated 
form becomes a visual echo. I have been here before. This is like 
that.6 Once I have everything in its right place, I ink the script. I 
borrow that term from graphic novels and cartooning. I have a 
set of pens in varying line widths for this step. The various line 
weights allow me to visually push and pull information depend-
ing on its hierarchy and importance. On some scripts, I will add 
watercolor to further emphasize an idea. 

That is it. I take this script with me to preach, along with any 
direct quote material from books or elsewhere. It guides me 
throughout the sermon. This works for me. It may not work for 
you. I enjoy preaching and teaching when my language can be 
fresh and extemporaneous. There are dangers with this preach-
ing form. I have stumbled into a few of these dangers, and will 
surely discover more along the way. The first few times using 
this visual script were terrifying. There are practical reasons 
why a visual form works for me. I have a background in fine arts, 
and am a doodler by nature. But at a deeper level it has made 
me test a theological conviction. The actual sermon moment 
is a gracious act, where I have to trust that God will take my ef-
forts and transform them. It is a freeing ritual that makes space 
for God in the rough edges and unrehearsed phrases. Is God 
speaking to/through me at this moment? It also keeps me at the 
edge of fear and failure. Which for me is a creative and genera-
tive place to be.

3. When preaching on Leviticus, I kept coming across the idea of separation and boundaries. Sacred/profane. Clean/unclean. I drew two boxes, with a 
dashed line between them. Nothing difficult.
4. The front cover image is an example of this. For Easter, I used the idea of negative space as the guiding metaphor. We focused on the tomb as a void 
seeking meaning and interpretation. The shimmering watercolored absence captured the entire sermon in one image for me. 
 5. I preached a sermon on “repentance for the forgiveness of sin,” from Luke 24, where I carefully lettered the phrase in greek. I included little else in 
the sermon script. Each word held a constellation of meaning I knew well from study. I therefore trusted that the almost devotional aspect of drawing the 
phrase would lodge the deeper meaning in my mind. 
 6. One visual key I have developed is a Temple/Sanctuary image. It is a 2”x2” square. I add swirling watercolors inside to represent the spirit of God, the 
smoke of the presence. This second colorful visual cue serves a double purpose. When I need to visualize the movement of the spirit of God within and 
without the Temple, I paint the movement of these colors extending past the boundaries of the square/Temple. In this way a lot can be said with very little.   



Hive of Nerves, Luke 12:22-34 [03.08.2015]

Far More Can Be Mended Than You Know, Luke 24  [04.26.2015]



Spooky Action at a Distance, Luke 7:11-23 [02.01.2015]

How To Survive a Bear Attack, Leviticus 1  [05.17.2015]



Possible Exercises, For the Adventurous
Crafting a sermon necessitates an imagination that sees in lay-
ers, that reads subtext, and above all weaves discoveries togeth-
er. It is standing between two worlds, two texts, two disparate 
ideas, and drawing them together. Two is too few. It is usually 
a couple dozen images/ideas/hunches/drivel. Pace matters in 
this work. Slow down the process when you get stuck. Speed 
it up when the white noise is clogging up your mind.  Below 
are two possible ways to practice the art of thinking slow and 
fast. Each is appropriate in a different part of the process. I of-
fer these examples as a starting point. Retool these exercises to 
your learning style, and relative level of comfort with absurdity. 

Slow. In this exercise, you will practice illuminating the text as 
a way of slowing down and paying attention. You need no skill 
for this activity. This is not for the gallery, but for you. Find a big 
sheet of paper, grab a writing tool, and focus on a word or short 
phrase. Keep it manageable. No one wants to illuminate the 
whole 13th chapter of Leviticus, not even a bored monk in the 
Scriptorium. But zoom in on the part about the “white hair on 
the plagued skin.” Now we are getting somewhere. Grab some-
thing that makes dark and messy marks, like a piece of charcoal, 
and color your sheet a deep and splotchy black. Make it gross. 
If you need a reference, do an online image search for “hair-
less crested dog.” Now squint your eyes and imagine the dog 
is instead a withering hand. Draw that shape. You get the idea. 
There is clearly no wrong way to start this type of thing. Once 
you have your sea of gross blacks and grays, find a piece of white 
chalk. Now draw your words. WHITE-HAIRY-PLAGUED-
SKIN. Pay attention to the letter forms. How the curves and 
lines have their own integrity. How this collection of assertive 
shapes humble themselves to stand together. Pay attention to 
how you feel when slowly lettering the word “white.” White is 
usually such a positive word. Like “white privilege.” White is 
the color of purity, of righteousness. How does it feel to write 
it ugly? To see it in that context? Look at your fingers smeared 

with blacks and grays. They might look a little plagued now too. 
Your whole body is in this work now. Pay attention. This is im-
portant. This exercise works with lots of mediums. 
Calligraphy. 
Crayons.
Blood (slightly kidding). 
Coffee and hot sauce. 
Spray paint on the side of a bridge. 
A sharpie on your forearm.

Fast. For this exercise, you are trying to make new connections 
from all the disparate ideas in your mind. Grab some note-
cards or sticky notes, and write down all the things swirling in 
your head about a given text. If you can, draw some of them. A 
bike, a diving board, a walking stick, rain on a tin roof, eyes shut 
tight. Get it all out of your brain that processes in sequences, 
and onto a surface where you can think in relationships. Once 
you have a good spread of ideas and images, step back and 
look at them. Make sure you write them large so that they are 
legible from a distance. Tape them to the wall. This is like sto-
ryboarding. What goes where? What goes in the trash? (Hint: 
any story about your cat being cute/funny/human-like.)  Once 
all of your random ideas are on the wall, or spread across the 
floor, try to understand how they relate. If you have a second 
surface (large whiteboard and butcher paper work well), be-
gin to diagram the big ideas, the major movements, the guiding 
metaphors that arise.  There are no connections too bizarre at 
this stage. This activity works best after a large french press of 
a single origin, or after three IPAs. Your choice, depending on 
your denomination. 



Tools I Use 
Sketchbooks. I keep my final sermon scripts in an 8.5”x24” 
sketchbook. I also have a couple of other sketchbooks in vari-
ous sizes for preliminary drawings and ideas. 

Watercolor. Any small kit will work. If you have not used water-
colors since you were a kid, get ready to have some fun. 

Pens. Coptic, Micron, Faber Castell all make good pens in vari-
ous widths. I keep four in my bag. 

Fountain Pens. At a time when physical mediums are disappear-
ing, using something so tactile and impractical is a delight. I use 
the fountain pen for most handwritten elements in my scripts. 
The ink is water-soluble, which can give a nice affect when lay-
ered with watercolors.  

Ruler. For drawing straight lines. 

Compass. For drawing true arcs and circles. 

Pencil. Get a good one that is a treat to use. My favorite is a Lamy 
Scribble. It is shaped like a grownup crayon, which reminds me 
to loosen up when drawing. 

Whiteboard. I have a 4’x8’ whiteboard in my office, and it is 
constantly full of random projects and sermon ideas. It allows 
me to see a lot of information at once, which is invaluable when 
preparing a sermon or lesson.

Camera. If you have a phone made in the last decade, it proba-
bly has a camera on it. Take advantage of it to capture moments 
that spark your imagination.  

Paper by FiftyThree. This is a simple and intuitive drawing app 

for the iPad. I create many of my presentation slides on it, and 
export directly to my computer slideshow. Most of the images 
on the second page grid were made with Paper. 

Adobe Draw. I use this app when I am doing a more detailed 
study. The hand below was made with this app. 

Keynote/PowerPoint. Learn to use slideshows well. Read Reso-
nate for help. Slideshows are dangerous, because anyone can 
very quickly make a terrible one.

Byline. My favorite text editing application. I have it on my com-
puter and phone. There are lots of other options. Every com-
puter comes with a simple and minimal text editing application. 
I find it helpful to write in this environment. Most word pro-
cessing programs are bloated and have too many distractions. 

Typography. A friend just recently showed me a great site to 
help anyone use type better (practicaltypography.com). Every-
one in ministry needs to develop these skills, since we all deal 
with type in printed and online documents. Get coffee with a 
graphic designer and ask them to look at your print material. 
Brace yourself for critique. 

People. Speaking of meeting a designer, surround yourself with 
creative people. You do not have to master all of these facets of 
creativity and design. But you should try to cultivate relation-
ships with people who are skilled where you are not.



A Final Word on Negative Space, and Silence

Negative space surrounding a form.Chair from memory.



In the Hebrew alphabet, Aleph is the first character, and Beit 
is second. Beit is the sound of breath escaping when your lips 
part, like our “b” sound. Aleph is more complicated. Aleph 
is the sound right before there is sound. Not exactly nothing, 
but a something that is nearly impossible to perceive. It is the 
sound of silence. The first word in the Bible begins with Beit, 
not Aleph. 

The rabbis tell of a story between the Hebrew letters Aleph and Beit, 
and the conversation they have with God.
God: Beit, it is time to begin. The story of everything must be 
told, of what it means that everything began in love and poetry. 
Could you stand here at the front of the line, and begin the tale? 
Find your voice, speak clearly, and your brothers and sisters will 
follow after. Resh, Alpeh, Shin, Yod, Tav, gather ‘round. You 
too Lamech, Hey, Mem. It’s about to begin. 
Beit: [clears throat] B-b-b-bereshit bara elohim...How is that? 
God: Very good!

So the story goes that Aleph approaches God, sad and confused.
God: Aleph, why are you heavy? 
Aleph: [whispering] Why did you not choose me to start your 
tale? What part of the story is mine to tell? 
God: Patience, your time is near. You did not begin the story, 
but when I speak, you will find your voice. Wait for the moun-
tain and the fire and the trembling people of the promise, wait 
until creation begs me to speak a word. 
[A little while later...]
God: It is time, Aleph. Stand here by my side, and speak.
Aleph: [silence, like the intake of air broken by its exhale] Ano-
chi adonia elohecha...

And Aleph was pleased, and God was pleased, and the people were 
terrified.
---
Have you ever noticed how loud this world is? How many peo-
ple are speaking over one another, past one another, assault-

ing with language and sound? Have you noticed how hard it 
is for people to settle into silence? It is tempting to fill all the 
gaps. But negative space is essential in order to perceive the 
true form. A line drawn must honor its beginning and ending. 
A trumpeter must take a breath before sound is made. An im-
age must respect its boundaries, for without them it would 
be formless. The poet of Genesis calls this formlessness, tovu 
vavohu. We might call it white noise. 

All artists must learn to see this negative space as integrated 
form, or they will suffer from distorted vision. Most of us think 
we see the world correctly. Your mind will convince you that 
a chair looks a certain way, but when you draw that image in 
your mind, it will end up all wrong. All of those right angles and 
intersecting planes rest in space with their own intention, but 
your mind cares not for this truth. It cares about its perceived 
truth, which is “a chair.” Not “this-chair-in-this-room-with-
this-light.” 

The way to break through to the true perception is to focus on  
the negative space. How are new shapes formed within the in-
tersecting planes and lines? How is space cut by its form? Draw 
the absent space bound by the chair. Once you learn to see the 
negative space, and draw that, you will end up with a more true 
chair than the one your mind projected. It is a humbling experi-
ence, to see and yet not see.  

Look at the aleph on the page. Now remember, there is not one 
aleph, but two. Can you see both of them?
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Invisibilia. The first season of this show had only six episodes, but every one is a gem. 
Listen to “Entanglement” while considering incarnation and the pathos of God.  
http://www.npr.org/programs/invisibilia/

Radiolab. They are in their 13th season, so the back catalogue is a vast treasure trove.
Episodes to get started: “Colors,” “Lost and Found,” “Where Am I?” Listen to “Black 
Box,” preferably when preparing for Holy Week. www.radiolab.org

Love+Radio. Careful with this one if you have sensitive ears, as it can offend the un-
initiated. Most of the episodes can’t air on public radio. What Nick van der Kolk and 
company offer is honesty. The interviews are not sanitized, and that raw edge makes it 
accessible and compelling. Start with “The Living Room,” and listen to how powerful 
storytelling can be. loveandradio.org

TED Radio Hour. Guy Raz hosts this collaboration between NPR and TED. The pod-
cast groups TED Talks into themes, and then presents them with additional material 
and interviews. www.npr.org/programs/ted-radio-hour/

99% Invisible. The episodes are shorter, and make for great listening on a commute. 
Start on the episode “Good Bread,” and think about Eucharist while listening. 99per-
centinvisible.org 

WTF With Marc Maron. Comedians are a lot like preachers, except they tell the truth 
more often. Listen to Maron interview other comedians on their work, process, and 
general life experiences. www.wtfpod.com

You Made It Weird. Pete Holmes interviews other comedians, and occasionally people 
he simply admires. Rob Bell and Richard Rohr were guests recently. nerdist.com/pod-
casts/you-made-it-weird-channel/

Slate’s Working Podcast. If you listen to nothing else from this podcast, you have to 
listen to Stephen Colbert’s episode about his process. It is a testament to the amount 
of hustle and tenacity required to create something brilliant. www.slate.com/articles/
podcasts/working.html

Audio
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