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A Journey toward Integration 

 

 President Barnes, Provost Clark, Dean Ridder, my esteemed colleagues and students, family, 

friends, and ministry partners, I want to express my deep appreciation for your presence here today. 

I am thankful for this opportunity to share with you today my journey toward integration. 

 We are—each of us—on a journey toward integration. If we desire to be conformed to the 

image of Jesus Christ, if we believe that Scripture is meant to shape us, and if we listen for God’s 

voice, the voices of others, and our own voice, then we are on a journey toward integration—toward 

wholeness and integrity. As the psalmist prayed in Psalm 86 read by Kate, “Give me an undivided 

heart, that I might fear your name” (86:11). 

 While today I’ll be addressing interdisciplinary integration as I pursue it in the classroom 

and in writing projects with colleagues, this academic and disciplinary integration is closely 

connected to my own personal, relational, and spiritual journey toward integration. As I reflect on 

my life in cinemascope, I observe a number of strong currents that have led me to today and my 

interest in interdisciplinary study and integration.  

 I was privileged to grow up in the Holmen household, with parents who lived authentic 

lives, reflecting what they believed in how they acted. In theological terms, I experienced in them 

the congruence of ethics and theology. And I thank them for that witness and legacy. They fostered 

my own faith journey at home and through involvement in our church community. Denise’s reading 

from Colossians is apropos given that Col 3:17 was the verse I chose for my life verse when I was 

confirmed by my church. 

 My husband, Tim, and my daughters have been the biggest impetus in my present journey 

toward integration. Tim and I met at Bethel Seminary in Greek class; I was the instructor, he was 

the student. We were married a year later. If you’d like the more interesting and apocryphal version 



 2 

of that story, you can chat with Tim after the service. Tim has stretched me to be more than I would 

ever have been without him. I asked him to sing his song, “Oh My!” today (my favorite), because it 

epitomizes how Tim has spoken into and shaped my life. He has infused it with wonder. When my 

analytic side gets carried away, Tim pushes me to see big picture questions and realities. He 

regularly helps me ‘freak out’ on life, Jesus, and grace. Just what I often need, given the 

propensities of my personality and the academic world I feel so comfortable in. Tim pushes me 

toward integration.  

 Becoming a mother has been one of the most momentous experiences of my life. Kate and 

Libby routinely have pressed me toward greater self-understanding and understanding of who God 

is, by their presence, their questions, their unique personalities and gifts, and their deep desire and 

capacity for authentic relationship. When Kate asked about the trinity at age 5, the truth of 

Christianity in the midst of other world religions at age 8, and the integration of science and 

theology at age 10 (though not always in those terms...), I began to grasp that parenting was not 

only about shaping my daughters; it was and is about God shaping me! 

 Another significant influence in my journey toward integration is the presence of a spiritual 

director in my life. My own understanding of my journey—of the Triune God’s work in my life—

has been enriched by the times I spend with a spiritual director, who listens, reflects back what I’ve 

been saying and seeing, and consistently asks the central questions: “Where is God in this?” and 

“What happens when you pray about this?” 

 These experiences and relationships have contributed to my own integration and the desire 

God continues to place within me to reflect on what it means to pursue integration. So it is no 

accident that I have approached the work of my discipline in New Testament studies with an eye 

toward integrative conversations. My first published journal article on Matthew attended to points 

of resonance between conclusions from quite different methodologies with the goal of 
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demonstrating some level of consensus on a feature of Matthew’s five discourses. I am drawn to 

explore where and how integration might happen within a discipline, between disciplines, and 

within persons and communities.  

 I’d like to focus my time this morning on the ways in which being at Bethel and in 

conversation with this community has contributed to my understanding and experience of 

integration. I will include a perspective on interdisciplinary integration that has been a part of my 

academic work in recent years. 

I remember when we first began to pursue intentional interdisciplinary conversations as a 

faculty. At that point, the best path toward integrative conversations between our disciplines was 

not clear to me. My initial impulses were to think about how other disciplines might inform my own 

work. In other words, the direction of the conversation would begin with me learning how to be 

more competent in other disciplines. Now there is nothing wrong with this approach. But what we 

began to see as a community a number of years ago was that the direction of interdisciplinary 

conversation might best flow from a person in their area of expertise to those in other disciplines.  

What we did was set up informal faculty conversations, in which we heard from a colleague 

about their field of study and, particularly, what was invigorating their own work. I remember 

sitting with colleagues around the table, hearing from Steve Sandage about the psychological 

concept of attachment and how one’s early attachment history could be a factor in how one 

perceived God and formed attachment to God. In the ensuing conversation, I heard all sorts of 

energy as we considered how Steve’s work might resonate with concepts or themes in our own 

disciplines. The direction moved from one scholar’s expertise to another scholar’s reception of that 

expertise to their own discipline. 
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From these experiences as well as an opportunity to present at a conference on 

interdisciplinarity in 2004, a three movement integrative method emerged, what I have called, 

“offering, reception, and integration.”  

By beginning with “offering,” as I’ve just described it, I’m suggesting that the primary 

impetus for integration (in the model I’ve pursued) is not the question, “How can I discover what is 

relevant from your field for my own work?” though this approach is certainly legitimate. Yet I’ve 

found the most fruitful questions to be, “What might I have to offer to others?” and “What are they 

offering to me?” To quote my work with Carla Dahl and Wyndy Corbin Reuschling in our 

forthcoming book,  

[T]hose receiving th[ese] offering[s] look for connections to their own disciplines, listening 
for points of deep and authentic integration. They bring the strength of their own disciplines 
to the listening process, since from that point of strength they are best equipped to hear 
resonance between their own discipline and those of their conversation partners.1 
 

Beginning with offerings from scholars and practitioners in their own areas of expertise may also 

help us to avoid what Ken Reynhout has called “cross-disciplinary overreaching”—where one 

discipline co-opts the resources of another without understanding these resources within that 

discipline’s frame of reference.  

 These first two movements toward interdisciplinary integration are not simply linear, as you 

might suspect. Because I am describing interdisciplinary integration as an actual conversation, there 

will be multiple movements back and forth, as offering and reception take on the complexity of a 

true dialogue. Al Wolters has called this relationship between disciplines an “intricate interplay.”2 

                                                        

1 Jeannine K. Brown, Carla M. Dahl, and Wyndy Corbin Reuschling, Becoming Whole and Holy: An 
Integrative Conversation about Christian Formation (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011). 

2 Al Wolters, “No Longer Queen: The Theological Disciplines and Their Sisters,” in The Bible and the 
University, eds. David Lyle Jeffrey and C. Stephen Evans, The Scripture and Hermeneutics Series 8 (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2007), 59-79, here 79. 
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Or as Steve Sandage and LeRon Shults write, the goal is to bring disciplines “into the desegregation 

of mutual influence.”3 And this “intricate interplay” or “mutual influence” can lead to integrative 

insights, “points of significant connection between the offerings of one discipline as received 

by...others.”4 

One of my first intensive experiences in interdisciplinary conversation in the classroom 

came when I co-taught a “Gospels and Formation” class with Carla Dahl (2005). It was an amazing 

privilege to teach with Carla and, often, it was just plain fun. In fact, that was a theme word of sorts 

for our quarter: We’d walk out of class after exploring with a fabulous group of students how the 

Gospels impact formation and how our own formation shapes our reading of the Gospels, and we’d 

say to each other, “That was fun!” 

In addition to being fun (!), I found collaborative, interdisciplinary teaching often surprising 

in what it offered for integration. Because such conversations sit at the intersection of two 

disciplines, it is difficult to predict what connections and resonances will emerge in that 

conversation. For example: As Steve Sandage and I were meeting to discuss a co-taught course last 

year on ‘Hermeneutics and Human Development,’ one fascinating insight that emerged at the 

juncture of our two disciplines was the importance of ‘staying in’ the particularities of a text or a 

situation as we interpret. We noticed the tendency both in exegesis and in counseling to pull away 

from particulars toward higher levels of abstraction in interpretation. This tendency toward 

abstraction does not necessarily contribute to greater understanding and, in fact, might at times 

work against it. Rusty Reno comments on this tendency in biblical studies: “we find that biblical 

scholars who offer theological comment tend to reach for the most abstractive and de-particularlized 
                                                        

3 Steven J. Sandage and F. LeRon Shults, “Christian Spirituality and Transformation: A Relational Integration 
Model,” Journal of Psychology and Christianity 26 (2007), 261-69, here 262. 

4 Brown, Dahl, Corbin Reuschling. 
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formulations...The upshot is a tendency to move away from the text as one moves toward its 

theological import. This move drains theological exegesis of its scriptural immediacy.”5  

In this example of interdisciplinarity, the resonance between our disciplines led to more 

engaged conversation about “the authenticity and depth of [this] integrative connection.”6 In other 

words, the movements of offering and reception (in ongoing reciprocity) led to integration (the third 

movement of the model I propose). But not an integration that ties up all questions and connections 

into a neat little package. Instead, the task of seeking integration is in some ways the most complex 

and mind-stretching of the three movements of offering, reception, and integration. 

It is particularly important in this ‘phase’ of the integrative conversation to listen for 

conceptual congruence between the ideas emerging from the disciplines. This involves not simply 

listening for common terminology. In fact, it may be the case, given the discreet vocabularies or 

lexicons of each discipline along with their distinctive frameworks, that we’ll be looking for 

conceptual convergence apart from linguistic overlap. Here, I’ve found Kevin Vanhoozer’s 

reference to listening for analogous judgments helpful. Vocabulary and even conceptual worlds are 

discipline-specific, so it will be important to assess conclusions that a discipline makes on a 

particular topic, what Vanhoozer calls “judgments.” The task is to listen carefully and contextually 

to those disciplinary judgments in relation to conclusions from other disciplines, looking for 

commonalities between them.7 This kind of differentiated listening between disciplines moves 

                                                        

5 R. R. Reno, “Biblical Theology and Theological Exegesis,” in Out of Egypt: Biblical Theology and 
Biblical Interpretation, Scripture and Hermeneutics Series 5, ed. C. Bartholomew, M. Healy, K. Möller, R. 
Parry (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2004) 389, 391. 

6 Brown, Dahl, Corbin Reuschling. 

7 Kevin J. Vanhoozer, The Drama of Doctrine: A Canonical Linguistic Approach to Christian Theology 
(Louisville, MO: Westminster John Knox, 2005) 344. 
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beyond what Mark Bauerlein refers to as “casual sharing of disciplinary materials” to providing “a 

methodological framework that genuinely synthesizes disciplinarily discreet materials.”8 

Another important reference point for this integrative work involves recognizing our own 

interpretive lenses as we do work in our own discipline and as we listen across disciplinary 

boundaries. In other words, hermeneutics is crucial within interdisciplinary work (you knew I fit 

hermeneutics in, right?). I commend here the work of a Bethel graduate, Ken Reynhout, who, in an 

essay on hermeneutics and interdisciplinarity, argues that “transdisciplinarians are essentially 

hermeneutical agents, who are capable of achieving understanding across disciplinary boundaries 

only through acts of interpretation.”9 

Now I’ll let you in on a secret: I’m an optimist by nature (maybe not so secret). So I’d love 

to assume (and sometimes do!) that healthy interdisciplinary conversations with colleagues, 

especially my colleagues here at Bethel, will always result in full integration and convergence of 

ideas and judgments. But in interdisciplinary work, this in not always the case. Integrative work can 

and does illuminate areas of “disintegration” or “non-integration.” Some ideas between disciplines 

don’t fit together neatly or well. Yet these too are part of the conversation. As Carla, Wyndy, and I 

write in Becoming Whole and Holy: 

By attending to what fits and what does not, we are better able to foster truly integrative 
work that allows each discipline to speak from its own standpoint without sacrificing its 
distinctives or attempting to trump another discipline. Also, when we acknowledge points of 
dissonance along with true connections, we achieve a kind of relational, differentiated 
integration. Differentiation—the capacity to maintain both healthy, non-anxious 
connectedness and healthy, non-anxious autonomy—is essential for sustaining any real 
conversation.10 
                                                        

8 Mark Bauerlein, Literary Criticism: An Autopsy Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997) 81. 

9 Kenneth A. Reynhout, “The Hermeneutics of Transdisciplinarity: A Gadamerian Model of Transversing 
Reasoning,” Transdisciplinarity in Science and Religion 2 (2007) 77-101; here 98. 

10 Brown, Dahl, Corbin Reuschling; see also Sandage and Shults, “Relational Integration,” 262. 
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 It may also be the case that these areas that initially resist integration push us to think more 

deeply, more integratively, and result in new insights between disciplines. I have found this to be 

true in my work with Wyndy and Carla. Here is a reflection on our common work that I offer in the 

epilogue to our book:  

To be honest, I experienced some anxiety around areas of dissonance—or at least non-
integration—as I read the contributions of Carla and Wyndy. My cultural moorings 
(Scandinavian), gender socialization, and birth order (middle child) all conspire toward 
avoidance of conflict and discord. So I found myself nervous at those points where I didn’t 
hear the possibility of integration between my discipline and those of Wyndy and Carla. Yet 
some of these areas of divergence proved to be fertile points for integration because they 
pushed me to listen more closely, draw from my discipline more carefully, and look for 
connections more deeply. These points of initial dissonance, once I decided to stay with 
them in spite of the anxiety, piqued my curiosity and pushed me to further reflection and 
conversation...11 
 

 In conclusion, I’d offer a couple of invitations in our common journeys toward integration. 

First, to my faculty colleagues: If we expect Bethel seminary students to integrate their learnings 

between our various disciplines, we, the faculty and staff, ought to be doing it ourselves! As Joel 

Green notes, it is all too common to suggest “that it is the task of the student to search for paths of 

integration among the thickets of a curriculum whose presuppositions hinder and sometimes deny 

the possibility of discovery...of integration.”12 We have the great responsibility and privilege of 

fostering integrative conversations in and outside the classroom for the benefit of our students and 

of our own journeys. I am greatly encouraged that such interdisciplinary conversations are 

happening regularly at Bethel Seminary. 

 To students, alumni, and friends of Bethel: We invite you to be partners on this journey 

toward integration with us. I’ll let you in on something: we are not integrative experts! (OK, no 

                                                        

11 Brown, Dahl, Corbin Reuschling. 

12 Joel B. Green, 1 Peter, THCNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007) 189. 
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surprise.) We are co-learners with you—travelers together on the journey toward integration. We 

invite you to integrative work as full partners. Your questions and insights matter and will be 

important for our integrative development. And we need you to raise with us your own experiences 

and questions from the practice of ministry—as we keep addressing the “So what? questions of 

integration.  

 And finally, to all of us, I believe there is an invitation to see integrative work as communal 

responsibility. Each voice at the table is important and offers something of value. I invite you to 

suspend questions of who will have the last word, and instead begin or join a conversation. I invite 

you to stay with the conversation when anxiety over difference arises. I invite you to make a 

commitment to trust each other as representatives of different disciplines and areas of expertise, so 

that our common work may result, not only in interdisciplinary insight, but in personal and 

communal integration. I trust that God will honor our ongoing, communal integrative work and 

relationships, to enable us to fulfill more fully our mission to be and to equip “whole and holy 

persons” for gospel ministry and mission.  

 


