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I t  is  h ighly quest ionable  whether  we would  have had the great  theological  s tor ies  

and analogical  narrat ives  (not  fantas ies)  of  J .R.R.  Tolkien and C.S.  Lewis  without  

the  theological  wri t ings of  the  Scott ish  author ,  poet ,  and Chris t ian  minis ter  George 

MacDonald (1824-1905).  Reading Phantastes  was the catalyst  for  a  l i fe-changing 

‘Damascus Road’  epiphany for  the angr i ly  atheis t ic  young C.S.  Lewis (an  exper ience 

recounted in  Surprised by Joy) .  MacDonald’s  work can also  be seen as  in  many 

respects  the foundat ional  ground from which emerged the work of  many of  the 

Inkl ings.  Despi te the fact  that  MacDonald  was sorely cr i t ic ized by his  Calvinis t  and 

Congregat ional is t  peers  (cer tain ly by his  p iet is t ic  ecclesia l  employers) ,  h is  wri t ings 

are  considered of  considerable  value by theologians  in  the  ear ly twenty f irs t  century.  

Kerry Dearborn,  in  Baptized Imaginat ion:  The Theology of  George MacDonald ,  

addresses  the pauci ty of  scholar ly analysis  of  MacDonald.  This  is  a  work about  

theology and imaginat ion,  the in tersect ion of  word,  f lesh and image.  

Dearborn sets  the scene wel l  for  readers  not  famil iar  with  MacDonald’s  corpus and 

the profound inf luence he exerted  on English  l i terature  and theology.  She classif ies  

MacDonald’s  contr ibut ion as  a  theologian in  seven areas  that  correspond to  the 

seven chapters  in  th is  book:  ‘Calvinis t  and Cel t ic’ :  MacDonald’s  context  and ear ly 

inf luences;  c lassical  and l i terary inf luences on MacDonald’s  l i fe  and thought;  

Bri t ish  theological  inf luences;  MacDonald’s  theology of  the  imaginat ion;  

MacDonald’s  v is ion of  humanity (closely al igned to  a  Calvinis t ic  theological  

anthropology,  but  where humanity is  renewed in  Chris t) ;  and f inal ly,  the concept  of  

renewal  in  the  context  of  suffer ing and death.  In  summary,  Dearborn assesses 

MacDonald’s  imaginat ive approach to  theology,  unders tanding and giving weight  to  

the ear ly  inf luences of  Scot t ish  Calvinism,  but  a lso  to  h is  Cel t ic  her i tage.  Emphasis  

is  p laced on the Federal  Calvinism he was ra ised in ,  and how he moved away from 

i ts  formative inf luence in  h is  mature  work.  Dearborn def t ly  shows how Chris t  

became central  to  his  work.  An explorat ion of the var ious sources,  both classical  and 

l i terary,  demonstrates  just  how image-r ich ( to  use Dearborn’s  term) MacDonald’s  

approach to  theology was.  Among MacDonald’s  resources,  here ,  are  h is  

appropr iat ion of  concepts  and images from the work of  Samuel  Taylor  Coler idge ,  



including a  c lass if icat ion of  the  workings of  the  imaginat ion by Coler idge;  the  poet  

Wil l iam Wordsworth;  and European theologica l  and l i terary trends as  represented by 

Noval is  (Fr iedr ich  Phi l ipp von Hardenberg) ,  par t icular ly in  the f ie ld  of  Chr is to logy.  

In  theological  terms,  Dearborn is  a t  her  most  or ig inal  when she identif ies  the 

importance of  God as  tr iune communion for  MacDonald.  MacDonald’s  theology of  

the  a tonement  is  presented as  two areas  that  are  sometimes seen as  controvers ia l  

among some readers ,  therefore  she discusses  MacDonald’s  understanding of  the 

imaginat ion and how i t  offers  an  al ternat ive v is ion of  God.  I t  is  in  th is  area tha t  

Dearborn is  a t  her  most  i l luminat ing and incis ive,  producing,  if  not  a  systematic  

analysis  of  MacDonald’s  theology of  the bapt ized imagination,  then a  sound 

prolegomena.  Of par t icular  value is  her  emphasis  on MacDonald’s  v iew of  the 

Incarnat ion as  a  val idat ion of  the  created forms of  the imaginat ion,  asser t ing an 

inherent  rather  than a projected meaning in the  imaginat ion’s  f rui ts ,  and thus  

avoiding a  charge of  subject iv ism. This  leads qui te  correct ly into  MacDonald  on the 

bapt ized imaginat ion,  a l lowing her  to  asser t  that  for  MacDonald,  the  c loser  one is  to  

Chr is t  as  the  Creator ,  the  more fa i thful  and vibrant  the  imaginat ion wil l  be,  because 

such communion enables  the human to  see beyond and behind vis ib le  real i ty  with  

percept iveness  and depth.  There  is  much more of  value  in  th is  work which would be 

useful  for  theologians  of  var ious ,  numerous  and of ten contradic tory persuasions to  

read,  par t icular ly on the ro le  of  the imaginat ion and theological  t ransformation.  For 

one who values the wri t ings of  C.S.  Lewis,  th is  is  cer tain ly an  excel lent  s tudy.  I f  

there  is  room for  cr i t ic ism,  i t  i s  that  i t  i s  a  re la t ively s lender  volume (179 pages,  

p lus  a  sound bibl iography and indices) ;  perhaps Dearborn could  have spent  more 

t ime on a  systematic  analysis  of  the  ramif icat ions  of  MacDonald’s  theories  on the 

imaginat ion,  par t icular ly  h is  progress  beyond Coler idge’s  rela t ively br ief  

explorat ion of  the subject .  
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