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SUMMARY

This thesis is entitled "The Pentecostal Theological
Imagination and the Construction of a Public Theology in
Contemporary Society." This research is at the
intersection of two major fields of research in Christian
theology: Pentecostal theology and public theology.
Using anthropological concept of the imaginary, the thesis
aims to make important contributions in both areas of

theological study mentioned above.

The present study starts from the premise that the
Pentecostal faith encapsulates a specific imaginary, which
has the potential to provide fresh and beneficial
trajectories for identifying and capitalizing on the public
values that Pentecostal spirituality embodies. This was
noticed by both Harvey Cox and Cheryl Bridges Johns.
Therefore, starting from this reality, our study aims (1) to
establish the need to use the category of "imaginary" to
build Christian theology in general and public theology in
particular, (2) to briefly outline the fundamental

coordinates of the theological imaginary. and (3) to trace



the possible concrete trajectories towards the construction
of a public theology in contemporary society. It is
important to mention here that the present study is more
of a methodological exercise and, therefore, does not aim
to provide as complete a description as possible of the
Romanian Pentecostal theological imaginary. Moreover,
the present study is not a public theology per se. Being at
the intersection between Pentecostal theology and public
theology, this study is a methodological exercise that
seeks to theologically capitalize on the anthropological

concept of the imaginary.

The need for such a study is highlighted by the
existence of several indisputable realities. First of all, the
post-communist context of Romania is deeply marked by
a prolonged transition, in this case with reference to
political, economic and socio-cultural concerns. This
seemingly endless transition leaves deep traces of
uncertainty and disillusionment and, at the same time,
produces a lack of public involvement on the part of
Romanian civil society as a whole. Moreover, the

Christian Church in Romania is deeply affected by this



mentality, lying in a perpetual sacred-secular dualism and
in a "ghetto” thinking, its contributions to the common
good and the good life being extremely timid. It seems
that the communist past has left deep traces in the
mentality of the Romanian Christian Church, which we
have a responsibility to identify and understand as such.
Only in this way we will be able to better understand the
socio-cultural, economic, and political context in which
we live, and only in this way we will finally contribute to

the common good and the good life in today's society.

Secondly, it should be noted that there is virtually no
study in the Eastern European context linking the
Pentecostal theological imaginary to its possible
contributions to current public space. Moreover, there is
no study in this context that takes seriously and to its true
value the category of "imaginary” to understand the
Pentecostal faith or spirituality - in our case Romanian
Pentecostalism. Consequently, we cannot speak of a solid
Eastern European or post-dictatorial Pentecostal
theological perspective that would contribute to a better

understanding of global Pentecostal spirituality. Finally,



writing as a youth leader in a Pentecostal church in Cluj-
Napoca - one of the most vibrant cities in the country, the
need to articulate a public theology to facilitate the public
life of the growing number of young Pentecostals must be

addressed urgently.

Regarding the methodology used in our study, it has
at its center the category of "imaginary". Our thesis
proposes the use of the wealth offered by the concept of
the imaginary for the construction of Christian theology
in general and Pentecostal Christian theology in particular
and, at the same time, aims to trace the possible
trajectories for building a public theology in
contemporary society. Both the definition and the
legitimacy of using this concept will be discussed at

length in the right place in our research.

Therefore, in our research we intend to analyze a
part of the discourse of the Romanian Pentecostal Church
(B.P.R.), as it is found in the official journal of the B.P.R.
and in The Hymn Book of the Churches of God - the
collection of songs by B.P.R. The choice of these two

primary sources is based on two main considerations: (1)



they are the only printed sources of the B.P.R. who enjoy
such longevity; (2) by using both sources we will be able
to draw a more balanced view of the Romanian
Pentecostal theological imaginary because the image they
offer is more comprehensive: we are talking about
revealing the Pentecostal theological imaginary as it is
described both from the perspective of the religious
leaders within B.P.R. - through the magazine, as well as
from the perspective of the communities of believers -

drawn by the liturgical songs of the B.P.R.

It is important to emphasize that we do not intend
a comprehensive analysis of the Romanian Pentecostal
theological imaginary in this study, but we want to
identify, through its description, those possible
trajectories that flow from it to build a public theology in
contemporary society. Therefore, our thesis does not have
in its attention a comprehensive outline of the Pentecostal
theological imaginary, but the primary sources chosen by
us are rather the field of an exercise in excavating those
elements of the Pentecostal theological imaginary that can

give rise to the outlines of a specific public theology. That



is why we have stated above that our thesis is positioned
at the intersection between Pentecostal theology and
public theology and, consequently, must be understood as

such.

Regarding the method of analysis of the imaginary
from the mentioned primary sources, we chose to build on
the discoveries of Romanian researchers in the field
because we consider that the analysis methods proposed
by them are extremely useful and, at the same time,
sufficient for our approach. Thus, we build our method of
analysis on the thinking of Lucian Boia, Mircea Eliade
and the Imaginary Research Center - PHANTASMA
(C.C.1), from Babes-Bolyai University in Cluj-Napoca
(U.B.B.). As for Boia, he uses the concept of the
"Imaginary” in building his vision of history, having
numerous publications in this direction. In his volume,
For a History of the Imaginary, Boia discusses the issue
of defining the concept, which is one of the safest ways to
access the depths of the human spirit, which often causes
much more confusion than clarification. Despite all these

difficulties of definition, Boia concludes that the



imaginary constitutes an independent reality, having its

own structures and its own dynamics.

The structures of the imaginary are called by Boia,
following Carl G. Jung, archetypal structures, being
classified into eight major areas: (1) the consciousness of
a transcendent reality; (2) the soul, death, and the afterlife;
(3) otherness; (4) unity or coherence; (5) updating the
origins; (6) deciphering the future; (7) "escape™ or denial
of the human condition; (8) the dialectic of opposites. It is
clear that given the purpose of our research, we will not
analyze the discourse of B.P.R. from the above-mentioned
sources in all these eight directions proposed by Boia.
Such an approach would in itself be the subject of at least
one other doctoral study. Consequently, we chose to focus
on three major archetypal structures, named in our study
as follows: (1) the transcendent imaginary (We and the
sacred), (2) the imaginary of otherness (We and the
others), and (3) the teleological imaginary (We and the

end of the world).

In addition to Boia's contributions, we base our

research on the extremely important contributions of the



Imaginary Research Center (C.C.l.), which was
established in 2002, and was founded by Corin Braga and
other professors at the U.B.B. Cluj-Napoca. We mention
in particular the recent publication at the end of 2020, The
Encyclopedia of Romanian Imaginaries, an extensive
research, in five volumes, which follows the defining
elements of the Romanian imaginary in literature,
language, history, religion and art. We notice mainly two
of the volumes of this remarkable work: volume I,
coordinated by Corin Braga and volume 1V, coordinated
by loan Chirila. The importance of the volume
coordinated by Corin Braga is special because it
establishes the defining parameters of the imaginary
category. Building on these parameters, Chirila shows the
importance of the imaginary for the Christian religion,
which is very important for our study because it strongly
legitimizes the use of this category in the Christian

religious space or, rather, in specific religious traditions.

Having a solid conceptual foundation, in the first
chapter we point out the paradigm shift that has taken

place and continues to take place, from a modernist to a



post-modernist anthropology, a reality that has major
implications for how we understand our existence both
personally, especially at Community level, in society.
Christian theology must not ignore this paradigm shift if
it wants the message of the gospel to be received into
society and, ultimately, to be an integral part of God's plan
for the redemption of all creation. Fortunately,
theologians are aware of the changes that are taking place,
which can be seen in the great theologians John Howard
Yoder, Jurgen Moltmann, and David Tracy, as well as in
the emergence of "public theology” and the

methodological approaches taken by researchers in it.

John H. Yoder proposes a new way of approaching
biblical texts, the path of "biblical realism,” which
presupposes an appreciation of the immediate universe of
the biblical text. Yoder therefore calls us to a re-
appreciation of the content of the Holy Scripture, making
use of the modernist critical apparatus exclusively where
it is strictly necessary and insofar as it does not obstruct
the immediate universe of the biblical text. Jurgen

Moltmann re-imagines his Christian doctrine, the decisive



element being given by the eschatological framework in
which he places Christology and, therefore, the whole life
and mission of the Church. Thus, Moltmann takes
seriously the huge transformations in society and proposes
a rethinking of Christian doctrine - exemplified in our
research through Christology - leading to specific public
trajectories for the good and true progress of
contemporary society. David Tracy is the exponent of the
theological method. His contribution is crucial, especially
in his book Blessed Rage for Order, because he advocates
a "revisionist method,” which considers human
experience and human language in the construction of
Christian theology. Tracy is looking for a holistic category
that does justice to both pillars in the construction of
Christian theology: (1) the common human experience
and language, and (2) the texts of the Christian tradition
— especially the Holy Scriptures, but also other texts.
Although she advocates the renewal of the theological
method, Tracy remains fairly anchored in conventional
methods - especially in terms of biblical hermeneutics,
giving more importance to the universe behind the text,

contrary to the "biblical realism™ proposed by Yoder.



However, Tracy attaches more importance to symbolic
language, to metaphor, especially when analyzing human
"limit experiences.”" After looking at Yoder, Moltmann,
and Tracy, we argue that public theology is an expression

of the same renewal trend of Christian theology.

As expected, there are countless approaches in the
construction of public theology, their plurality being
normal if we consider the period of transition between
modernity and post-modernity that we are witnessing.
Although an attempt is made to define theology from the
perspective of the new anthropology and the major
transformations taking place on the world stage, many of
the theologians' approaches to building the public
trajectories of theology remain more or less dependent on
conventional theological methods. regarding biblical
hermeneutics and, consequently, the dogmatic categories
that flow from it.

Therefore, in the second chapter we propose to
consider the concept of "imaginary" in public theology.
For this, in the first half of the chapter, we start from the
public theology of Abraham Kuyper (1837 - 1920), a



Dutch theologian, journalist, university founder and
statesman, to show that our approach is not entirely new.
At the same time, Kuperian hermeneutics reveals an
imaginary and theopoetic approach to public space,
bringing us into dialogue with the understanding of
theology proposed by the studies in theopoetics, of
thinkers such as Stanley R. Hopper, David Miller, Amos
Wilder or L. B. C. Keefe-Perry, a dimension that attaches
crucial importance to the notion of "imaginary"” in the
construction of Christian theology. In the second part of
the chapter, we discuss the conceptualization of the
imaginary and its importance for Christian theology, and
we will finally bring to the reader's attention the important

contribution of the Romanian school of thought to it.

After this conceptualization of the imaginary in
chapter two, in the third chapter we review the most
important uses of the concept in contemporary Pentecostal
theology. Therefore, we look at five contemporary
Pentecostal theologians, who contribute, in our view,
most to shaping a Pentecostal perspective of the concept

of the imaginary, from various angles. So, we look at



Steven Land's proposed "imaginary of Pentecostal
spirituality,” the "social imaginary” brought to our
attention by James K. A. Smith, the "pneumatological
imaginary" proposed by Amos Yong, and the "imaginary
of the Pentecostal "play"” outlined in the writings of Nimi

Wariboko and Wonfgang. Vondey.

Land is well aware of the complexity of
Pentecostal spirituality and therefore proposes an
integrative approach to it, which first considers the role of
narrative beliefs in the construction of Pentecostal
theology. This aspect is extremely important for us
because it strongly legitimizes the axis approached by us
in our approach to analyze the Romanian Pentecostal
theological imaginary via language. If narrative beliefs
take precedence, then this legitimizes our approach. Yong
builds more on dialogue with the categories of
conventional theology, trying to give Pentecostalism its
own voice in the dialogue of various contemporary
theological approaches. Therefore, Yong's approach to the
pneumatological imaginary is sometimes abstract, which

is due to the dialogue with conventional theologies "in



their language”, i.e., reinterpreting their theological
categories. These statements are not critical of Yong's
approach but are meant only to explain our affinity for

other methods of building Pentecostal theology.

Vondey constructs more of a theological
conceptualization according to which the imaginary is
understood as "a pneumatic activity" that has an intrinsic
narrative character that springs from the biblical material
and immediately translates into specific religious, ethical,
and public practices. Both Vondey and Wariboko
emphasize the playful nature of the Pentecostal imaginary,
which presupposes a firm dissociation from abstract, fixed
interpretations of reality, reconstructing the world in
alternative ways. A special place is occupied by James K.
A. Smith, who borrows the concept of social imaginary
via Charles Taylor in constructing a theology of culture -
hence his trilogy "Cultural Liturgies" ("Desiring the
Kingdom", "Imagining the Kingdom™ and "Awaiting the
King ). In his fascinating foray into the construction of a
theology of culture, Smith examines the liturgical

practices of Pentecostalism as expressions of the social



imaginary of Pentecostal spirituality. Smith's social
imaginary is the result of multiple elements (spiritual,
cultural, etc.) that we unconsciously "swallow" and
which, once swallowed, themselves become the filter that
forms and shapes cultural identity. Smith knows that the
only way to analyze the social imaginary is through its
manifestation, and so he chooses to analyze it with regard
to the liturgical practices of Pentecostalism (praxis, social
behavior, etc.). Therefore, following Charles Taylor,
Smith actually builds a philosophy of the imaginary.
Although Smith's approach is extremely valuable, it is
deeply distanced from one of the essential features of
Pentecostal spirituality: the narrative or orality of
Pentecostal beliefs. Smith favors Pentecostal practices
and proposes their analysis through their eminently
philosophical-anthropological meaning. Its merits are
undeniable, but in our opinion, such an approach to
Pentecostal spirituality does not justify its complexity and
its narrative character. Therefore, although he does not
intend to do so, Smith seems to be more dependent on an

abstract understanding of the imaginary.



Analyzing therefore the four ways of interpreting
the Pentecostal theological imaginary, it seems that our
understanding of the use of the imaginary category has
sufficient affinities especially with the approaches
proposed by Land, Vondey and Wariboko. Both
approaches give due importance to the narrative of
Pentecostal spirituality, which is extremely important in
our study, especially when we refer to the approach in the
next chapter, in which we propose an analysis of the
Pentecostal theological imaginary in Romanian
Pentecostal discourse. Moreover, their theological
conceptualization of the imaginary is, again, essential,
especially in terms of its drawing as a category deeply
rooted in the "spirit of biblical texts." This anchoring in
biblical texts is an anchoring that attaches crucial
importance to religious experience in the interpretive act
of Scripture, which brings us closer to Yoder's “critical
realism,” which places importance on the immediate

universe of the biblical text.

After analyzing these perspectives, we elaborate

more specifically on our position in order to outline this



paper, focusing especially on the contribution of Steven
Land, who puts a stronger emphasis on the narrative
character of Pentecostal spirituality, which is fundamental

to our study.

Once we established our understanding of the
concept of imaginary and its possible functioning for
shaping the Pentecostal theological imaginary, in the next
three chapters we use this concept to identify the
constituent elements of the Romanian Pentecostal
theological imaginary regarding the B.P.R. from her
magazine and her collection of songs. We will do this by
basing our analysis on three of the archetypes of the
imaginary suggested by Boia: (1) the archetype of the
transcendent or sacred, (2) the archetype of otherness and

(3) the archetype of the end of the world.

Therefore, in the fourth chapter we analyze the
transcendent imaginary (We and the Holy Spirit / Sacred).
Speaking of the sacred and the Romanian space, we
cannot help but talk about the contribution of the great
philosopher and historian of religions Mircea Eliade,

especially through his volume The Sacred and the



Profane. Eliade also speaks in imaginary terminology.
Therefore, in this chapter we enter into conversation with
Eliade and observe to what extent his conceptualization of
the transcendent imaginary is useful in shaping the idea of
the sacred in the Pentecostal theological imaginary. In the
fifth chapter we look at the imaginary of otherness (We
and the Others) and how the otherness is outlined in the
Pentecostal theological imaginary over three periods: (1)
1929 - 1948; (2) 1953-1989; (2) 1990 - present. We
analyze here in particular the more official discourse of
B.P.R., as it appears reported in the magazine B.P.R.,
regarding the levels of otherness captured by him. In the
sixth chapter, we focus on the description of the third
archetype of the imaginary, i.e., the teleological
imaginary. Through the archetype of the end, which we
address in the sixth chapter, we aim to look at how the
idea of “end of the world” is outlined in Pentecostal
spirituality, which allows us to decipher how the idea of
the future of humanity and creation as a whole in the
Pentecostal theological imaginary. We also use Boia for

this, because he has extremely well conceptualized the



imaginary of the end in the volumes and studies published

so far.

In the last chapter, "The Pentecostal Theological
Imagination: Towards the Construction of a Public
Theology in Contemporary Society,” we seek to briefly
outline some specific trajectories that are based on the
constituent elements of the Pentecostal theological
imaginary, as described in chapters four, five, and six.
Thus, we showed that the benefits of the theological use
of the anthropological concept of "imaginary” are
multiple, both for the construction of Pentecostal theology
and for the development of a specific public theology.
Consequently, we argue in favor of using this concept in
both fields of study, revealing the benefits of using it for
contemporary Christian theology in general and for public
theology in particular. Building on the revisionist-
imaginary reading of the Romanian Pentecostal discourse
in the previous chapter, in the last chapter of our thesis we
show that the Romanian Pentecostal spirituality has an
intrinsic public dimension. We look at this from three

major directions. First, we note the integrative dimension



of Pentecostal spirituality, which underlies a possible
construction of a theology of contemporary life in which
the idea of the sacred is addressed in new, alternative
ways, because the sacred has not disappeared, but has
changed its appearance in post-modernity. Secondly, we
argue that Pentecostal spirituality is a spirituality of
hospitality, in which otherness is not interpreted as a
threat, but as an invitation to communion and dialogue, a
reality that has a deep pneumatological foundation.
Finally, we show that the dimension of hope is an organic
part of Pentecostal spirituality. We are talking about a
vision of hope, like Moltmann's eschatological
framework, in which hope is understood as the power to
transform and renew the present reality. Moreover, we are
talking about a specific vision of the common good and
the good life, anchored in a proper understanding of the
authentic progress of contemporary society, one that falls
neither into a triumphalist vision of the future nor into a

pessimistic one, seeking to escape from history.

Beyond the public trajectories briefly outlined in

the last chapter, which spring from the Romanian



Pentecostal theological imaginary, we consider that our
main contribution through this study lies in emphasizing
the importance of the imaginary for Christian theology in
postmodernity, a theology that cannot but be public, when
defined in terms of the imaginary. Christian theology is
born in the imaginary and is abundant in the imaginary. It
thins, ossifies, and eventually dies as it undresses from the
robes of the imaginary, seeking to ennoble itself by
entering the world of science, more or less accurate. Make
no mistake: theology is science. Theology is the queen of
science. However, just as the queen is not allowed to wear
the clothes of an ordinary person, so theology is not
allowed to wear purely scientific, technical, and rational
methodologies. That is why we consider that
understanding theology as imaginary is crucial for public

theology in postmodernism.
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