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“WHAT FRAMES WHAT?”
Richard V. Horner

One of two questions that I frequently ask my
students is, “What frames what?” In asking this
question I am trying to get my students to be
thoughtful about the fact that we all have ideas and
beliefs that do the work of framing other ideas and
beliefs. Indeed, these key ideas frame not only other
ideas and beliefs but all of life — our own experience
and that of others. Sometimes we call these large
ideas world-views, sometimes we refer to them as
background beliefs, and because they tell the stories
that make sense of our lives, we might also call them
first-order narratives. Whatever we call them,
though, we all have ideas and
beliefs that do this framing, and it

gious beliefs and practices, and the result is that we
profess one set of beliefs but live according to anoth-
er.

I would suggest that late-modern ways of
thinking often frame our lives and our religious
beliefs and practices far more than we may realize.
Specifically, an understanding of the spiritual realm
that views it as either a realm of imagination or a
realm that is malleable and open to individual taste
and will generally frames religious and spiritual
experience and belief. While it is true that our socie-
ty has seen a resurgence in religion and that it gen-
erally affirms the exploration of
the religious and the spiritual,

is good to reflect on just what
these ideas and beliefs are.

One reason why I push stu-
dents to think deliberately and
consciously about this question is
that often the large ideas that
frame and dominate our lives are
so deeply ingrained that we do
not realize they are there. They
work at such deep levels that
they have become second-nature
to us. This is why these ideas are

Often the large ideas that
frame and dominate
our lives are so deeply
ingrained that we do

not realize they are there.

one needs to be thoughtful in
assessing this resurgence and
affirmation. The affirmation of
religion comes at a cost, and the
cost is that our beliefs and prac-
tices must be framed by some-
thing other than orthodox reli-
gion. On current terms, we may
be as religious as we please, but
only if we are willing to place
our religious experience within
a framework that views the

also sometimes called presuppo-

sitions or assumptions. We presuppose or assume
them to be true at such a basic level that we do not
even realize they have us in their grip. Simply being
religious, moreover, does not make this problem go
away. To the contrary, it makes it all the more prob-
lematic. Though people easily assume that their reli-
gion frames their life, this may not be the case.
Unrecognized assumptions often frame our reli-

spiritual realm as largely imag-
inative or at least as malleable and open to individ-
ual taste and will and fashioning.

Let me offer a couple of instances where I think
I have seen this frame at work.

Recently Newsweek published a double-issue
that featured a cover-story on “Spirituality in
America.” It arrived the day before I began teaching
a class entitled “Christianity and the Modern Mind”
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(and it even cited the University of Florida Religion
Department), so the issue caught my attention.
Filling a full twenty pages “in search of the spiritu-
al,” the article explores a wide range of spiritualities
and religions. It presents portraits of Christian envi-
ronmentalists, Islamic worshipers, John Paul II
Catholics, the real Kabbalah, and several others.
“Move over, politics,” the article begins. “ Americans
are looking for personal, ecstatic experiences of God,
and, according to our poll, they don’t much care
what the neighbors are doing.”

Even in the simple observation that people
don’t care much what the neighbors are doing, the
Newsweek article raises the question of “What frames
what?” Though the editors don’t use my question
exactly, they do draw attention to the fact that some-
thing other than orthodox religion seems to be fram-
ing religious belief and practice these days. Noting
the great diversity of forms in which religious inter-
est finds expression, the article states that, “along
with the diversity has come a degree of inclusive-
ness that would have scandal-
ized an earlier generation.

ing to place our religious experience within a frame-
work that sees the spiritual realm as malleable,
imaginative, and open to individual will and taste.
When I was a graduate student at the
University of Virginia, I experienced another
instance of this framework in a more personal way.
After some time of working together, my advisor
and I finally had one of those conversations that got
below the surface. In it he learned that I hold to a
Christian understanding of human experience, and
in his response to that disclosure he went straight to
the heart of the matter. Focusing his question on my
comments about the Bible, he asked if I read the
Bible in the same way that he read Dickens or if I
read the Bible thinking that it ought to impact every
aspect of my life. In short, he was asking the fram-
ing question. He wanted to know whether I thought
the Bible ought to frame all of life, or whether I
would be wiling to frame my specific beliefs within
his framework for belief. As long as I was willing to
place my “quaint religious faith”® within his under-
standing that what we call spiri-
tual reality is largely imaginative,

According to the
Newsweek/BeliefNet poll, eight
in 10 Americans-including 68%
of evangelicals-believe that
more than one faith can be a
path to salvation” (52). The arti-
cle then quite accurately and
significantly notes that this
inclusiveness “is most likely not
what [these people] were taught
in Sunday School” (52).

The editors are right. This is
not what Sunday Schools used
to teach, nor is it what Judaism,
Christianity, or Islam have

Though people
easily assume that
their religion frames
their life, this

may not be the case.

then all would be well. I would
be welcome to be as religious as I
wanted to be. If, on the other
hand, I thought that a Biblical or
Christian  understanding  of
human and spiritual reality
ought to frame everything - both
his experience and mine - then
he would be strenuously
opposed.

Often it is at this point
that someone will protest that it
is not right for me to “impose my
beliefs on others.” People will
argue that while my advisor was

taught over the centuries. To the
contrary, these religions have
held very specific ideas about who God is and how
he is to be known, and each of these major religions
would have understood itself to be the source of the
largest framework for the believer’s life. Everything
else, and certainly religious belief and practices
themselves, would have fit within that framework.
Now, however, even our belief in God is apparently
framed by a larger, late-modern understanding of
spirituality that gives a place to religious beliefs but
does not allow religious belief to frame all of life.
Newsweek is right in noting that something has
changed. As Walter Truett Anderson puts it in his
very helpful book on the post-modern condition,
there has been “a change not so much in what we
believe as in how we believe.”> We are all welcome
to be as religious as we please as long as we are will-

not asking to impose his beliefs
on me, I was wanting to impose
my beliefs on him. The problem with Christians,
these critics maintain, is that they want to convert
people. It is true that Christians do want to convert
people, but I would argue that we all want to con-
vert people. The trick lies in getting down to the
level at which the desire to convert others actually
amounts to something. My advisor is not especially
interested in converting me to Dickens, or even in
converting me to his current favorite poet. It is fine
with him if I take or leave his idiosyncratic source of
inspiration. He would, however, like to convert me
to the understanding of the human situation that he
shares with Nietzsche and Sartre, and he is quite dis-
appointed that I am not willing to be converted.
Once again, then, we confront the framing question.
If you want to get down to the level at which some-
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thing is at stake, if you want to get down to the level
at which people genuinely want to convert others,
then get all the way down to the question of “What
frames what?” That is the level at which people
around you will want to change your mind, and at
which you will want to change theirs. The challenge
lies in getting to that level and clarifying what issues
are at stake there.

As someone who views the Bible as playing an
essential role in framing life, I do find it striking to
see the framing issue also
emerging in significant ways in

frames them for us.

Finally, the words of the original temptation in
the Garden of Eden also come to mind. Notice, once
again, that the serpent did not change God’s words,
he just re-framed them. Here the heart of the matter
becomes apparent. In their original form God’s
words were framed by God Himself. Adam and Eve
were to entrust to God what He had not chosen to
reveal to them. The serpent, however, proposed a
new way of framing God’s words, and much more

importantly, it was a way of
thinking that also framed God

the pages of Scripture. Consider
for instance, the Apostle Paul’s
letter to the Colossians, where he
encourages his readers to contin-
ue in Christ as they had begun,
rooted and grounded in Him.
The Apostle then warns, “Do not
be taken in by the basic philoso-
phies of this age” (2:8). He cau-
tions against something he calls
the “basic principles of this
world” (2:8) and then notes the
subtle ways that these principles

The serpent
did not change
God’s words,
he just

re-framed them.

Himself. In offering an explana-
tion of why God had said what
He had said, the serpent was
offering a framework that was
larger than God, a framework
that was meant to explain God
and His words. God’s words
remained the same, but by virtue
of being explained, those words
had been re-framed, and it made
all the difference.

How often has this origi-
nal sin been repeated over the

can frame our thinking and

practice without us realizing it. “Why, having been
freed from the basic principles of this world,” he
asks, “do you live as though you were still captive to
it? Do not handle, do not taste, do not touch” (2:20-
21). Putting his finger on the tendency of our world
to emphasize appearances, Paul exposes the fact that
supposedly distinctive Christian practices are, in
fact, often framed by a basic principle that is any-
thing but Christian. The practices look impressively
religious, but having lost their true framework, they
have also lost any genuine Christian meaning,.

In a similar manner, Jesus seems to be asking
“What frames what?” when he discusses the Ten
Commandments in the Sermon on the Mount. Early
in that sermon Jesus considers several of the com-
mandments in succession. In each case he states,
“You have heard it said...., but I say to you...” (5.21,
27, etc.). In effect, he is saying that while his listen-
ers profess submission to the Ten Commandments,
they have come to frame those commandments in
ways that suit their self-interest rather than in ways
that suit God’s interests. Here and elsewhere Jesus
points out that merely professing a belief does not
mean that the belief is playing the role in your life
that it ought to play or that you think it is playing.
Jesus points out to His listeners that while they
claimed to believe what they had always believed,
they had re-framed those beliefs and reduced them
to something much less than they are when Jesus

course of human history? In
what ways are we guilty of exactly this same empty-
ing of the words of God by simply re-framing them
and re-framing God in the process? From the world
of Adam and Eve, to the ancient world of Jesus and
Paul, and on into our own world, this pattern has
repeated itself over and over again. We give God a
nod, but then we frame His teaching in a way that
points beyond Him. Similarly, we give Jesus a nod,
but then frame Him in a way that points beyond
Him to some supposedly deeper truth. Over and
over the question is, “What frames what?” What is
the final point of orientation for our thinking, believ-
ing, and acting? Is it what we think it is? Is it what
we profess it to be? Or has some other framework
slipped in when we were not paying attention?
These are the questions that repeat themselves over
and over again.

How, then, shall we proceed? Let me conclude
with just a few suggestions for how we might make
some progress in recognizing the frameworks that
are actually in place in our lives.

First, begin by looking at the way you actually
live your life and then work backwards to the ideas
that are driving your practices and behaviors. For
instance, take a look at how you live on a Tuesday
afternoon, a Saturday morning, or a Sunday
evening. What does the way you live tell you about
the ideas that are framing your life? In a similar
way, think about specific aspects of your experience
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and reflect on what actually frames those experi-
ences. For instance, how do you determine which of
your desires should be encouraged and which
restrained? How do you understand yourself as male
or female? What is your understanding of intimacy,
affection, and sexuality? What does it mean to be a
citizen of a particular country, and which citizenship
frames which —your citizenship in your country or
your citizenship in heaven? What frames baseball
and tennis? Music and dance? Food and drink? What
frames the work that you do from day to day, includ-
ing the weekends? Take time to reflect on your most
mundane experiences, and they will tell you a lot
about what frames what in your life.

Second, think about the way you talk. What
vocabularies do you use? Your words might tell you
more than you want to know about the hidden
assumptions and frameworks that are operating in
your life. You may be struck by how crass you can be,
or how self-absorbed your conversation is, but there
is more at stake than that. Richard Neuhaus, for
instance, has suggested that our language reveals the
fact that a therapeutic mind-set has become so
ingrained in us that we have forgotten it is there. We
use the language of mental health and self-fulfillment
even in discussing the work of Christ, the significance
of the Church, and issues of righteousness and moral-
ity. With penetrating insight, Neuhaus cuts to the
heart of the matter and wonders simply, “What is the
psychological term for holiness?”* Many vocabular-
ies have become embedded in our speech, and we do
well to consider what our words say about us.

Third, remember that the ideas that often frame
our lives are not conscious to us at all. They are
embedded in the social structures and institutions
that frame and dominate each day of our lives. Just as
ideas are embedded in the vocabularies we use, so
they are embedded in institutions and structures.
They have become like the air we breathe and the
water we drink. Democratic values, capitalist prac-
tices, unfettered technologies, the entertainment
industries, and more shape our lives day-in and day-
out. Consider, for instance, how computer technology
frames your life, quite literally. Even at this moment,
a computer is framing my work as I write this essay.
It shapes the scope of my vision, and it alters the pace
at which I think. I know that when I write by hand
on a yellow pad, both my vision and my pace change.
So does my thinking process. How important is that?
I honestly do not know, but I do know it is not
insignificant. I aim to keep thinking about it-and to
keep a good supply of yellow pads close at hand.

Finally, do your thinking in conversation with
others. Do not try to figure this out alone. As I men-
tioned at the outset of this article, I have two ques-
tions that I typically ask students. The first is, “What

frames what?” The second is, “With whom are you in
conversation?” Nothing is likely to leave you more
ignorant of your own framework than isolation, and
nothing is likely to be more useful in helping you rec-
ognize your blind spots than being in conversation
with others. Talk with the real-live human beings
who are around you day by day, read some good
books, and don’t just seek out those with whom you
know you already agree. Find people and books with
whom you have disagreements. Genuinely listen to
them and don’t think that you have to have an
answer right away. These conversations will reward
you with some of your best insights into what frames
what in your life, and they just might be helpful to
others too.

I trust it is obvious by now that when I ask what
frames what, I do not mean that you ought to spend
five minutes on this question, get the answer right,
and then move on to the next question. This is not
even something to make a project for the month. To
the contrary, this is one of those questions that will
need to be answered over and over again. This one
will challenge each of us throughout our lifetimes.
Don’t ever expect to be done with it. No matter who
you are or what you believe, you do well to engage it,
and if you are someone who seeks to love the Lord
God with a whole heart and a whole mind, the ques-
tion is all the more important. If you want Christ to
have every thought captive, moreover, then certainly
you must ask, what ideas, beliefs, notions define me
and frame my life from day to day? Are they what I
think they are? Which of these ideas work at a con-
scious level and which work so far below the surface
I do not realize the work that they are doing? In short,
“What frames what?”

Dr. Richard V. Horner
is Director of the Christian Study Center of Gainesuville.
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NEWS FROM THE STUDY CENTER

The Study Center has recently benefited from a few refurbishments, made possible by the gener-
ous donations of friends of the Study Center. In May, eight new wood and laminate, self-leveling
tables were purchased in time for the summer semester at UF, and in August, after considerable dis-
cussion and much thought, a carpet was chosen and installed before the fall semester began. In keep-
ing with the present color theme at the Study Center, the new carpet is predominantly dark green with
tweed accents to highlight the wood trim. Both the carpet and the tables are getting lots of use this
semester as both students and Gainesville residents continue to enjoy Pascal’s hospitality.

Reading groups have been held on Thursdays at 4 p.m., this semester, alternating between the
works of Walker Percy and St. Augustine of Hippo. Walker Percy, a southern, Catholic writer of nov-
els, essays, and more, has been especially satisfying to readers as diverse as retired historians and col-
lege sophomores. Augustine has proven a challenge, but rewarding, and a few brave souls look for-
ward to taking up his 1,000-page City of God later this semester. As always, for those who participate,
the reading groups are one of the great highlights of the semester.

During the first half of the fall semester, the Study Center hosted a series of Monday-night lectures
on St. Augustine of Hippo. A stellar cast of instructors included Dr. Andrea Sterk, Assistant Professor
in the UF History Department; Dr. Charles Mathewes, Associate Professor of Religion, University of
Virginia; Dr. Robert Wilken, Kenan Chair of the History of Early Christianity, University of Virginia;
Dr. Michael Gannon, Professor of History, Emeritus, UF; Mr. Ryan Fields, a UF undergraduate who
presented an award-winning paper, and Fr. Ron Kuykendall, Rector of St. Andrew’s Episcopal Church.
Attendees of the lectures gained a better understanding of Augustine’s life and influence (if not the
proper pronunciation of his name) as the speakers explored aspects of his theology and its political,
historical, and literary implications.

Beginning Monday, October 24, the Study Center is pleased to present Dr. John Sommerville in
“Sommerville Unplugged: Reflections on a Christian View of History,” a four-part lecture series in
which Dr. Sommerville will share insights from his thirty years as a professor and historian at the
University of Florida.

PEOPLE IN THE NEWS

The Study Center is always pleased to recognize the good scholarly work and success of both stu-
dents and faculty who serve here. In recent months these include Mr. Nick Alvarez and Mr. Ryan
Fields, both of whom have had their work published while still undergraduates at UF. Nick, who helps
us with technology and also creates “e-considerations” each week, published “An Experimental Study
of Elliptical Liquid Bridges,” a ground-breaking piece of chemical engineering research that appeared
in Physics of Fluids (Vol. 17, #078106), the leading journal in his field. Ryan Fields, who was the only
undergraduate speaker in our “Introduction to St. Augustine,” earned that honor by presenting a paper
that he had written for class entitled “Moment or Process: Developments in Augustine's Understanding
of Conversion,” which was subsequently published in Alpata: A Journal of History (Vol. 2, Spring 2005),
a UF publication that otherwise included only graduate student works. We are pleased to congratulate
both of these young scholars, and we are thankful to be enjoying their services here at the Study Center.
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BooK REVIEW

The Spirit of Early Christian
Thought: Seeking the Face of God

By Robert Louis Wilken
Yale University Press, 2003

“Holy things for holy people.”

Liturgy of St. Basil

Robert Louis Wilken’s most recent book The
Spirit of Early Christian Thought is, in many
ways, an invitation to holy things. “My aim is
less to describe how certain teachings emerged
and developed than to show how a Christian
intellectual tradition came into being, how
Christians thought about the things they
believed.” Yet, he is quick to add, “The intellec-
tual effort of the early church was at the service
of a much loftier goal than giving conceptual
form to Christian belief. Its mission was to win
the hearts and minds of men and women and to
change their lives” (xiv). With a richly varied
mosaic that incorporates history, Biblical exege-
sis, liturgical prayers, poetry, and generous
quotations of the church fathers themselves,
Wilken not only shows how the early Christians
sought Christ; he also invites all of us to do so
with them.

Wilken approaches the fathers thematically.
He begins with early Christian apologetics
before discussing prayer, worship, and the
Bible; he then moves on to basic Christian doc-
trines of the Trinity, Incarnation, creation, faith,
and the Church. Before closing with a chapter
on union with Christ, he discusses icons, poetry,
and the virtues. These are, at one and the same
time, deep spiritual waters and high theology.
The writing is never dry, but breathes the mys-
tery at the heart of the Christian experience.
Amidst names, dates and places (the reader will
have a good sense of key dates in the early
church by the end of the book), one finds one-
self swept up into something far more profound
than mere historical synthesis.

Each chapter’s theme overlaps with that of
another chapter; one can no more write of

prayer and worship without discussing the
Trinity than one can discuss icons without writ-
ing about the Incarnation. The Scriptures are
held together by seeing Christ in Scripture
(especially the Septuagint), which relates in sig-
nificant ways to early Christian apologetics con-
cerning philosophy and Greco-Roman culture.
Creation and the virtues overlap because they
are both rooted in Christ; poetry is one form of
worshipful expression. The Bible gives the
foundation for all of this.

Indeed, Scripture animates The Spirit of Early
Christian Thought. The Bible rooted both the
mission to “go and make disciples of all nations,
baptizing them in the name of the Father, the
Son and the Holy Spirit” and the Incarnational-
Trinitarian worship of the early Christians.
Many readers may find this aspect of Wilken's
narrative most fascinating. They will see that
the Old Testament (in its various forms) and the
collection of apostolic writings that came to be
called the New Testament were at the very heart
of the Christian spiritual-theological project:
“Exegesis was theological, and theology was
exegetical” (315). Throughout the history of the
development of doctrine, the interpretation and
application of the Scriptures has been funda-
mental to Western Christendom in particular.
The fact that Wilken devotes a chapter to it
explicitly - and the whole book can be seen to
touch implicitly on the theme - is certainly wel-
come.

Given the holistic framework with which
Wilken approaches his topic, it is fair to write
that the whole purpose of reading the fathers,
like reading the Scriptures, is communion with
God. Thus, Wilken ends our tour of early
Christian thought. “In antiquity the passions
were understood to derive from two fundamen-
tal human impulses, desire and fear” (299).
Desire for union with the beautiful - eros -
draws us to God. Maximus the Confessor
writes,

For in the mind of one who is continually
in converse with God desire increases
beyond measure into divine eros and
even one’s entire irascible element
[anger] transformed into divine agape.
For by continual participation in the
divine illumination the mind becomes
altogether filled with light. It makes the
passible element one with itself and turns
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it...into burning love [eros] that is

without end and agape that never

ceases, passing over completely from

earthly to heavenly things (quoted 308).
This knowledge transforms us, bringing us to
love God and to seek His face. Theology,
which is often seen in intellectual terms, and
devotion, which is often seen in affective
terms, are inseparable for the fathers because
they both seek the same One. In this way, “sen-
suous intelligence” is the deepest and most
real human experience.

This book addresses the general reader. The
endnotes are followed by a “Suggestions for
Reading” list. For those whose interest is
piqued, they will notice that rather than just
citing Greek, Latin and other critical editions, a
number of English translations are cited, often-
times in series such as Fathers of the Church
(Catholic University Press of America), Ancient
Christian Writers (Paulist Press) and Popular
Patristics (St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press).
Wilken has recently contributed to the latter
series, which most readers will find the most
accessible. Following Wilken’s recommenda-
tions will likely leave any interested reader
something of an “armchair expert” on early
Christianity.

Wilken’s closing paragraph in the Epilogue
is worth quoting in full:
The intellectual tradition that began in
the early church was enriched by the
philosophical breadth and exactitude of
medieval thought. Each period in
Christian history makes its own unique
contribution to Christian life. The
church fathers, however, set in place a
foundation that has proved to be
irreplaceable. Their writings are more
than a stage in the development of
Christian thought or an interesting
chapter in the history of the
interpretation of the Bible. Like an
inexhaustible spring, faithful and true,
they irrigate the Christian imagination
with the life-giving water flowing from
the biblical and spiritual sources of the
faith. They are our teachers today(321).

These are, indeed, “holy things for holy
people”.

Benjamin Guyer
is a recent UF graduate with
Bachelor’s degrees in Religion and Psychology.
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