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Introduction

Nathan A. Finn and
Keith S. Whitfield


WE ARE BIG BELIEVERS IN the power of a good conversation. During the fifteen years we have known each other, dating all the way back to our time as seminary students, we have had countless conversations about theology, ministry, spirituality, mission, marriage, politics, denominational life, parenting, food, music, sports—and the list could go on. Though we have been good friends for a long time, part of what makes so many of our conversations particularly fruitful is that we are not just like each other. Nathan is an introvert, while Keith is an extrovert. Nathan hails from a medium-sized church in a small town, while Keith grew up attending a megachurch in a larger metropolitan area. Nathan attended a small Christian liberal arts college and served in local church ministry as an undergrad, while Keith graduated from a large university and then became involved in ministry during seminary. Prior to becoming full-time professors, Nathan worked as a youth minister and seminary archivist while Keith served as a senior pastor and then church planter. Part of what makes our ongoing conversations about life and ministry so fruitful is that we have different personalities, life experiences, and gifts that we each bring to bear on our common interests.

In our experience, the best conversations are often about topics that need to be put in intentional dialogue with one another. In recent decades, evangelicals in North America have shown a growing interest in missional thought and spiritual formation—but not necessarily at the same time. Unfortunately, though the missional church and spiritual formation movements among evangelicals overlap each other chronologically, they have rarely intersected in meaningful ways. If more intentional intersection was to occur, we believe it would only strengthen both movements as they cross-pollinate one another in ways that would benefit evangelicals and other Christians committed to a missional understanding of the church and the importance of spiritual formation in the Christian life.

We are grateful for a handful of attempts in recent years to put these two movements in dialogue with each other. Missional Spirituality: Embodying God’s Love from the Inside Out by Roger Helland and Leonard Hjalmarson is a helpful book written from an evangelical perspective, but its intended audience is pastors rather than scholars.1 The edited volume Cultivating Sent Communities: Missional Spiritual Formation is a fine academic contribution that deserves a close reading by scholars engaged in both conversations.2 However, the contributors represent a more mainline Protestant perspective rather than overtly evangelical commitments. The spring 2013 issue of the Journal of Spiritual Formation and Soul Care was dedicated to the relationship between mission and spirituality and included a number of thoughtful essays. That the key evangelical scholarly journal associated with the spiritual formation movement would devote an entire issue to this topic speaks to the importance of these two conversations coming together.

For our part, each of us is heavily invested in one of these movements and keenly interested in the other. Nathan is a historical theologian whose research interests include Christian spirituality, especially as expressed in the evangelical and Baptist traditions. Keith is a systematic theologian who specializes in missional thought, especially as it relates to theological method. Aside from our respective specializations, we each try to keep up as much as possible with the major discussions taking place in the other’s field. We are also both academic administrators who want to see our professors, students, and staff embody a biblically rich, theologically informed, and contextually appropriate missional spirituality. We find that many of our friends, colleagues, and students feel similarly about the relationship between missional thought and spiritual formation. Thus, we decided in the fall of 2013 that we wanted to invite other evangelical scholars from a variety of theological disciplines and ecclesial traditions to join in our conversation. The book you hold in your hand or are looking at on an electronic screen represents the “first fruits” of what we pray is an ongoing conversation.

This book’s purpose is straightforward and, we think, biblical. As our title indicates, we want evangelicals and other Christians to cultivate what we call a “spirituality for the sent” that helps to foster a new vision for the missional church. We believe that scholars with deep interest and expertise in either the missional church or spiritual formation should take the lead in putting these two movements into dialogue with each other. We are convinced that the topics that are talked about in the faculty lounge at evangelical colleges, universities, and seminaries often eventually filter down into evangelical pulpits, small groups, and ministers’ conferences. If we are to see evangelical churches embracing a robustly missional spirituality—which is our hope—then evangelical scholars have a strategic role to play in framing the conversation.

Each chapter has been written by a contributor or contributors who we believe offer something important to this conversation. Some are biblical scholars, some are systematic theologians, some are historians, and still others have expertise in the disciplines of practical or pastoral theology. Most are professional academics, many have extensive backgrounds in congregational ministry, and some have more experience in the world of parachurch ministry. They come from different institutions, denominational traditions, and theological perspectives, representing what the late historian Timothy Smith aptly termed the “evangelical kaleidoscope” and what theologian John Stackhouse calls “generic evangelicalism.”3 We wanted a book that all interested evangelicals could appreciate, even if no reader agrees with everything found herein.

Because this book’s contributors are drawn from across the evangelical spectrum, we strongly suspect that they would disagree among themselves (and with us!) concerning many of the issues that divide evangelicalism. Nevertheless, other than providing some working definitions of the terms missional and spiritual formation (see chapter one), as editors we have not attempted to constrain the contributors in any way. We encouraged each to write from his or her own convictions and commend his or her views to the wider evangelical world. Though this approach has led both to some differing emphases (some contributors give more emphasis to personal evangelism, some focus more on social justice) and some overlapping subject matter (St. Patrick of Ireland and Mother Teresa are particularly popular role models for missional spirituality), we think the chapters generally represent the similar-yet-diverse movement that is North American evangelicalism.

In the first chapter, “The Missional Church and Spiritual Formation,” the editors briefly narrate the histories of the missional church and spiritual formation movements, respectively. As mentioned above, we also provide some working definitions for both the terms missional and spiritual formation, since both are contested among evangelicals and others interested in these movements. Our goal in the chapters is to provide some necessary prolegomena for readers who are interested in the subject of this book, but who are less familiar with the development of these movements and the debates among scholars and thoughtful practitioners identified with each movement. In chapter two, Craig Bartholomew addresses “Spirituality, Mission, and the Drama of Scripture.” He provides a biblical-theological overview of mission and shows how spirituality is an interconnected theme found across the canon of Scripture. Rightly relating to God and being formed into the image of Christ is an essential component of God’s mission for the church. According to Bartholomew, “Mission will only be effective and honor God insofar as we are living ever more deeply into God” (53).

In the third chapter, missiologist Susan Booth also draws on biblical theology to examine the place of global missions in a missional spirituality. She argues that “missional advance flows from God’s presence in the midst of his people”(54). Authentic spirituality necessarily includes a missional dimension that is global in scope, reflecting God’s heart for the nations. Simply put, “A biblical understanding of missional spirituality must include a global focus” (54). Chapter four focuses on the communal nature of missional spirituality, particularly as it is embodied in local congregations. Chris Morgan and Tony Chute, two scholars with expertise in ecclesiology, push back against the overemphasis on individualism present among so many evangelicals, perhaps especially in the area of spirituality. They draw on the Sermon on the Mount and Paul’s epistle to the Philippians to make their case that “biblical spirituality is both missional and congregational” (76) and that authentic spirituality, lived out in community with other believers, fuels authentic mission.

Michael Goheen and Tim Sheridan dedicate the fifth chapter to “Missional Spirituality and Cultural Engagement.” These two missional theologians argue that cultural engagement is a key facet of mission, especially in an increasingly post-Christian North American context. As such, they offer a spirituality of cultural engagement. After critiquing three different paradigms for cultural engagement advocated by contemporary thinkers, Goheen and Sheridan draw on insights from Lesslie Newbigin and the Dutch Reformed tradition to commend three aspects of a spirituality of cultural engagement: “the communal life of the church, the needed Christian dispositions, and the dynamics of spiritual vitality” (110). In chapter six, Gary Tyra addresses the related theme of how contextualization relates to a missional spirituality. He agrees with the insight of missional theologians that contextualization informed by the missio Dei is essential to faithful ministry and argues that contextualization should be as much about spirituality as it is methodology. Following Paul’s lead in 1 Corinthians 9:20-22, Tyra contends “we should expect the spirituality (as well as the methodology) of missional communities to necessarily differ from one ministry location to the next” (123).

In the seventh chapter, “Lament as Appropriate Missional Spirituality,” Soong-Chan Rah argues that American evangelicals must recover the practice of lament because it is both a biblical emphasis and provides a countercultural witness to American triumphalism and exceptionalism. He contends that lament is important to the personal and especially communal spirituality of missional believers. Even the missional church can suffer from the “hubris that characterizes the theological language and imagination of those who are caught up in American ecclesial triumphalism” (146). Chapter eight, written by Diane Chandler, argues that godly love as expressed in the Great Commandment is the primary Christian virtue on which the Great Commission is based. God’s overarching mission is the backdrop to both loving God and one’s neighbor and extending God’s message of redeeming love through witness and service in the world. Every believer’s spirituality, grounded in relationship with God, is not to be isolated from furthering God’s mission in the world. The Great Commandment and the Great Commission inseparably intertwine such that every believer’s calling is to reflect and enact the divine love of Jesus through the power of the Holy Spirit in contributing to the missio Dei.

In chapter nine, Gordon Smith addresses the topic “Missional Spirituality and Worship.” He argues that the missional church must be a worshiping community and emphasizes the key role of public corporate worship in forming congregations for mission. Smith believes churches are communities that are by nature liturgical, catechetical, and missional. True worship reflects on and offers praise and adoration for God’s work in the world, and authentic worship fuels the church’s participating in God’s mission. Pentecost provides a biblical paradigm for how mission and worship mutually reinforce each other. As a scholar of worship, Smith calls on the Christian academy to embody missional worship in academic contexts that are forming believers (and others) for a variety of vocations. In chapter ten, Mae Elise Cannon offers a thoughtful, personal reflection on the relationship between missional spirituality and justice. Cannon is a scholar-activist who has dedicated her ministry to advocating for social justice around the globe. She demonstrates that the Great Commission is not only an evangelistic mandate, but it is part of a biblical narrative that speaks regularly to justice, calls on believers to respond to the needs of the poor, and offers examples of prophetic witness, including from Jesus, that commands a merciful response to those in need. As she reminds us, “The final picture of Christ being worshiped at the center of the throne in Revelation includes language from the prophet Isaiah and a reminder of the promises of God to respond to those who are poor and oppressed” (212).

The final chapter is written by George Hunsberger, a distinguished scholar who has helped shape the missional church movement. He argues that missional spirituality is a “journey in the Spirit” and revisits the New Testament terms spiritual and disciple, offering gentle critiques of how most evangelicals misinterpret these key concepts. Hunsberger dialogues with Newbigin, Jewish scholar Abraham Joshua Heschel, and New Testament scholar Michael Gorman as he demonstrates the various ways we are conformed to God, through Christ, in the power of the Spirit, which includes increasingly owning God’s mission for ourselves. He also suggests that “if, as I and others have argued in the book Missional Church and elsewhere, the adjective missional intends to say that the church is by its very nature ‘sent,’ then ‘spirituality for the sent’ is not a subset. It is simply ‘Christian spirituality,’ a fitting spirituality for the church, the whole church, as God’s sent people” (218). We wholeheartedly agree, which is why we believe Hunsberger’s chapter offers an excellent conclusion to this book.

We are grateful that you have decided to enter into this conversation. We are firmly convinced that missional churches should embody a spirituality that is shaped by the missio Dei as it unfolds in Scripture. Spirituality for the sent really is spirituality for all of God’s people. We do not believe this book will answer every question, address every important topic, or even include every insightful conversation partner. Far from it! But we are convinced this book can be a key part of the early stages of a needed conversation. We are hopeful that Spirituality for the Sent will inspire—and perhaps even provoke—a whole raft of articles and books that tackle this topic from a wide variety of confessional perspectives. More importantly, our prayer is that these discussions among scholars and thoughtful ministry practitioners will work their way into a growing number of evangelical congregations that will embody a missional spirituality for the glory of God, the salvation of the nations, and authentic human flourishing among all people until that day when the Lord Jesus Christ returns to finish fixing everything that has been broken and distorted by human sin.
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The Missional Church and
Spiritual Formation

Nathan A. Finn and
Keith S. Whitfield


THIS CHAPTER IS AN EXERCISE in prolegomenon. As we mentioned in the introduction, among evangelicals the missional and spiritual formation movements have overlapped chronologically, but rarely intersected in meaningful ways. This book represents an intentional intersection, as evangelical scholars from a variety of disciplines and traditions come together to consider some of the contours of a missional spirituality. Before our contributors highlight some of the facets of a missional spirituality, it is important that we have a cursory understanding of some of the more important individuals and ideas that loom in the background. In this chapter, we briefly narrate the histories of the missional and spiritual formation movements. We also provide some working definitions for both the terms missional and spiritual formation, since both are contested among evangelicals and others interested in these movements.


The Missional Church

Over the last twenty years or so, the term missional has been used widely across denominations and various Christian movements in the English-speaking world. From Vatican II, the ecumenical movement, the rise of the megachurch, and seeker-sensitive churches, to the Gen-X churches of the 1990s, engaging the culture with the gospel has increasingly shaped contemporary ecclesiology. The growing frequency of the adjective missional has been rooted in this emphasis. Today, the term can be found among Roman Catholics, mainline Protestants, and evangelicals of nearly every perspective.

The Gospel and Our Culture Network (GOCN) has been most responsible for the popularity of the term in North America.1 The GOCN began in the late 1980s to promote missionary encounters with North American culture. The network pursued this project by following the work of Lesslie Newbigin (1909–1998) related to the gospel and culture. Newbigin served for many years as a missionary bishop in India before returning to his native England and authoring a number of groundbreaking books on mission.2 Their work led to the 1998 publication of the book Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America.3 This network was made up of theological educators, pastors, denominational administrators, and lay leaders from a variety of mainline churches. Yet, their influence extended beyond the boundaries of the mainline church.

Changes in Western culture called for the church in the West to reconsider how it should engage that culture. Many have summed up the changes with the phrase “post-Christian.”4 Newbigin described the current context as “churches are in a missionary situation in what once was Christendom.”5 More specifically, for Newbigin, the church existed in a world where religious faith has been relegated to private life. Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch described this shift as the unraveling of Christendom because it was seduced by Western culture. As a result, they write, “the emerging missional church must see itself as being able to interact meaningfully with culture without ever being beguiled by it.”6 Newbigin made a similar observation. He argued, “Missions will no longer work along the stream of expanding Western power. They have to learn to go against the stream.”7 The collapse of colonialism, growth of globalization, increasing population in urban centers, new awareness of social and economic inequality, and technological developments that transform how we are living have produced changes in how mission is pursued.8

Within this climate, the missional movement gained momentum. The adjective missional was used to describe how the church pursues its missionary task in its culture. The GOCN recognized these changes and started to reenvision ministry in North America as a missionary encounter with Western culture. In doing so, it has helped to recover the missional identity of the church. This development sparked widespread application, so people have referred to missional leadership, preaching, communities, Christians, entrepreneurs, and even—increasingly, we hope—spirituality.

Theologically, the embrace of trinitarian theology as the foundation for mission helped to locate the mission of the church within the missio Dei, and the emergence of kingdom of God theology reinforced this development. These theological developments emerged alongside of the growing awareness that the gospel has been held captive by Western culture. In the twentieth century, colonialism, which was propped up by both Catholic and Protestant mission efforts, began to collapse. Churches in the West began to reconsider missions because their missionary past embarrassed them. Trinitarian studies helped the church to reorient their understanding of missions. Theologian Karl Barth (1886–1968) shared in these concerns, and many have attributed the emphasis on a trinitarian understanding of missions to him. In 1932, Barth delivered a paper at the Brandenburg Missionary Conference, where he became one of the first theologians to articulate missions as God’s activity. This shift raised foundational questions about the origin of mission and to whom mission belongs. These questions contributed significantly to missions being seen as a theological discipline. Increasingly, rather than missiologists seeking a theology of missions, scholars pursued mission theology.

Even before Barth’s address, new currents in mission theology were underway at the beginning of the worldwide meetings on mission. In 1910, John Mott (1865–1955) organized the World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh. This meeting marked the peak of mission societies and denominations sending missionaries all over the world to evangelize, plant churches, and establish schools, hospitals, and orphanages. It also marked the start of a series of worldwide meetings on missions that would later give birth to the International Missionary Council (IMC) in 1921. The Edinburgh conference proposed that the church initiate gospel engagement with the non-Christian world. The responsibility for this missionary engagement was placed on individual Christians.9 While Edinburgh did not establish the missionary identity of the local church, this understanding of the church emerged in 1938 at the IMC meeting in Tambaram.10 At that meeting, mission theology developed further by connecting the mission of the church to the eschatological purposes of God. The whole church was called to engage every sphere of life with the gospel.11

Viewing the church as central to God’s mission raised a whole new set of questions; two of them were particularly important. The first one focused on ecclesiology: What is the proper relationship between a mother church and a daughter church? The second one dealt with missiology: What is the relationship between church and mission? This is the theological milieu that gives birth to mission theology and missional thinking. Much of what happened in the IMC from 1928 onward sought to answer these questions.

By the 1950s, because of concerns over colonialism, the future of foreign missions looked bleak. The 1952 Willingen Conference of the IMC responded to this situation. This watershed meeting resulted in an historic moment for the church, mission, and the word missional. The theme chosen for the conference was “The Missionary Obligation of the Church.” The role of the church in missions was a matter of considerable debate at the conference. While the conference did not settle the debate, mission theology gained theological cohesion around the concept of missio Dei.12 While the phrase missio Dei itself was not used, the idea was present in the adopted reports. Later, Karl Hartenstein used the phrase to report on the results of the conference. It eventually was popularized by Georg F. Vicedom’s book Missio Dei (translated into English in 1965).13 The phrase captured the fact that mission belongs to God, and it helped to establish the theological fact that mission is initiated by God and God’s mission is broader than the activities of the church.

Missio Dei was widely adopted as a concept that represents new ways to think about missions and become involved in missions. Yet, the concept was burdened with theological ambiguities. The confusion may be introduced with two questions: Does missio Dei refer primarily to God’s acts or God’s purposes? And, does the concept refer to God’s works in creation or redemption? The answers to these questions were debated throughout the 1950s. Ultimately, J. C. Hoekendijk’s interpretation prevailed. He argued that God’s purposes in the world were to establish shalom (peace, integrity, justice, community, and harmony). This emphasis situated the world (or creation) as the primary focus of God’s mission. This shift took root in mission theology through subsequent meetings of the IMC and its successor body, the Commission on World Mission and Evangelism (CWME, a body within the World Council of Churches [WCC]), which continued to develop this new understanding of the role of the church in the world.14 Missio Dei was used in a “single sense,” as the comprehensive term for God’s work in creation. God’s redemptive work, therefore, was seen as restoring peace to creation within the historical process.15 The relationship between the mission of the church and missio Dei once followed the model “God-Church-World,” but the new order became “God-World-Church.”16 Under this model, the church represented only one form of God’s mission.

By the 1970s, the excitement about world mission that was present in the 1950s and the 1960s waned, and many within the WCC began to realize that the church’s value in the mission had been undercut to the detriment of the mission and church. This new current gave birth to rethinking the role of the church. The position that was present in the 1938 Tambaram conference was not recovered. However, at Melbourne in 1980, the church’s role in mission as a servant and proclaimer of the reign of God was taken more seriously. Much of Melbourne’s insights resurface in the 1982 publication of “Mission and Evangelism—An Ecumenical Affirmation.” This document sought to regain and reunite the missionary call in the church by drawing on Protestant, evangelical, Orthodox, and Roman Catholic mission theologies. After the tensions experienced during the 1970s with the creation of a new international Protestant mission movement (the Lausanne Committee for World Evangelisation in 1974), the 1982 document was an attempt by CWME at recentering ecumenical mission theology with a clearer commitment to the proclamation of the gospel without losing the prophetic challenge of conferences such as Bangkok or Melbourne. A missiological definition of the church became the official position of the WCC.17 Yet, this new Protestant ecumenical consensus did not resolve the previous concerns among evangelical theologians and missiologists.

The GOCN attempted to make use of these developments in mission theology to help the church in North America engage its culture as a missionary.18 The book Missional Church addressed this new dilemma for the church. It began by locating the North American church within its changing culture. The contributors argued that because God reigns through the gospel and the church is the people of God, the church should be shaped by God and his kingdom reign. The authors also argued that this shape is expressed in the phrase contrast community, which describes a church that is cultivated by the Spirit, equipped by missional leaders, and shaped by missional structures for life and ministry.

Looking back almost twenty years, their missional vision was well timed, and this has been demonstrated by the popularity of the phrase missional church and term missional. Ecumenical churches, evangelical churches, and emergent churches have appropriated the term; it has been accepted because believers in a variety of traditions have realized that the culture is changing and the term itself serves as an effective way to communicate a new strategy for engagement.

Yet, the use (and perhaps overuse) of the word did not produce a consensus on what missional means or how to use it. Alan Roxburgh notes that missional has traveled the road “from obscurity to banality in eight short years and people still don’t know what it means.”19 Many people have picked up the term missional and have supplied their own theological meaning and missionary emphases to it, which has led us to a place where it is hard to know what one means by missional when the word is used. Craig Van Gelder and Dwight J. Zscheile mapped the trends in the missional conversation in their book The Missional Church in Perspective. They identified four ways people talk about being missional: (1) discovering how to use missional to promote traditional understanding of missions; (2) utilizing missional to relate God’s sending acts to the role of human agency; (3) engaging missional conversation with congregational practices; (4) and extending the application of mission theology to all areas of life.20

While missional thinking will no doubt continue to shape how evangelicals and others think about the church and her missionary task, which understanding of missional carries the day—if any—remains to be seen. In this way, the missional movement parallels a different trend that has also exercised considerable influence on evangelicals. During the same years that evangelicals began engaging with the missional discussion among Catholics and ecumenical Protestants, they became increasingly open to spiritual traditions among these same two groups, as well as Eastern Orthodoxy.




The Spiritual Formation Movement

Recent movements in Christian spirituality arose within the context of wider trends that transcended Christianity or any other organized religion. The 1960s and 1970s counterculture provided fertile ground for fresh approaches to spirituality. Some of these spiritual trends intersected with evangelicalism, most notably the Jesus People movement among hippies.21 However, a far larger number of the new spiritualities challenged historic, orthodox Christianity. To cite one famous example, many Americans embraced an eclectic assortment of Eastern spiritual practices that came to be called the New Age Movement. During this period, celebrities such as the Beatles and Shirley MacLaine embraced and promoted beliefs and practices such as Transcendental Meditation, crystal healing, consulting with psychics and mediums, and reincarnation. By the early 1990s, New Age ideas and other alternative spiritualities were becoming more common, even mainstream, through the bestselling writings of Deepak Chopra and James Redfield, the enormous popularity of the Oprah Winfrey Show, and a burgeoning alternative medicine industry. By the turn of the twenty-first century, many Americans could be accurately described as “spiritual, but not religious.”22

At the same time that alternative spiritualities were becoming vogue, Christians in a variety of traditions were reasserting the importance of cultivating a robust spirituality that was informed by Scripture and past Christian spiritual practices. Authors such as the Quaker philosophers Thomas Kelly (1897–1941) and Elton Trueblood (1900–1994), the Lutheran theologian and martyr Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906–1945), Catholic social activist Dorothy Day (1897–1980), Anglican apologist and novelist C. S. Lewis (1898–1963), Trappist monk Thomas Merton (1915–1968), civil rights activist Martin Luther King Jr. (1929–1968), and Dutch Catholic minister Henri Nouwen (1932–1996) influenced the spirituality of many Catholics and mainline Protestants. Mid-century Christians were introduced (or reintroduced) to classical spiritual disciplines, monasticism, spiritual direction, and contemplative prayer. They read spiritual classics by authors such as Augustine, Thomas à Kempis, Julian of Norwich, Teresa of Avila, Ignatius of Loyola, and George Herbert. Among Catholics, Vatican II emphasized the importance of what came to be called “spiritual formation” in the training of a new generation of clergy.23 Among Protestants, devotionals such as The Upper Room, founded by mainline Methodists, and Guideposts, which was more generically Protestant, reminded many of the importance of cultivating one’s interior spiritual life. Twelve-step programs, most notably Alcoholics Anonymous, also introduced many mainline Protestants and Catholics to the importance of spirituality. The combination of the ecumenical movement among Protestants and the greater openness of Catholicism to non-Catholic traditions following Vatican II opened the door to far greater spiritual cross-pollination than had normally been the case in previous generations.24

Though generally suspicious of both Catholicism and mainline Protestantism, evangelicals also became increasingly interested in spirituality, paralleling the wider trend. Evangelicals read many of the same classic and modern spiritual authors as their mainline and Catholic counterparts; Lewis, Bonhoeffer, and Nouwen proved especially popular among evangelicals. They also read more explicitly evangelical-friendly authors such as the Puritans, William Law, Jonathan Edwards, John Wesley, and the twentieth-century Christian and Missionary Alliance pastor A. W. Tozer (1897–1963). The growing evangelical emphasis on the importance of discipleship, emphasized by authors such as evangelist Robert Coleman and cell group pioneer Ralph W. Neighbour Jr., overlapped with the growing emphasis on spirituality. By the early 1970s, evangelical authors were beginning to write more about the importance of spirituality. For example, in 1973 church historian Richard Lovelace diagnosed a “sanctification gap” among evangelicals in a widely read journal article.25 Six years later, Lovelace followed up with a book-length account of a healthy evangelical spirituality informed by both the Bible and church history.26

Evangelicals increasingly began to echo the language of spiritual formation, which they borrowed from the aforementioned Roman Catholic discussions of spirituality and ministry preparation. Following the lead of the Catholics, in 1972 the Association of Theological Schools highlighted spiritual formation as a needed emphasis in theological education among all of its accredited seminaries and divinity schools, including those sponsored by evangelicals and mainline Protestants.27 In the ensuing years, evangelical seminaries began to incorporate spiritual formation into their curriculum, notably Dallas Theological Seminary and Southern Baptist Theological Seminary. Many colleges followed suit, including Wheaton College and Biola University. In some schools, spiritual formation was an interdisciplinary emphasis that transcended the curricula, while in others it was seen as a crucial element within the discipline of Christian education, often alongside the related topic of discipleship.28

While the spiritual formation movement influenced evangelical higher education and ministry preparation, it became far more identified with a handful of authors who shaped popular perceptions of the movement. Most of these evangelical spiritual authors came of age in the 1960s, though instead of finding spiritual sustenance in alternative spiritualities, they looked to classical emphases and disciplines from within the Christian tradition. They were highly educated, in many cases spending portions of their careers in both the evangelical academy and in local churches or parachurch ministries. As historian Chris Armstrong notes, the early leaders of the evangelical spiritual formation movement agreed with Lovelace’s diagnosis of a sanctification gap and believed that the “dismal failure of American evangelicals to mature spiritually” was a result of unhealthy tendencies that had carried over from fundamentalism.29

Chief among the post-1960s evangelical spiritual authors was Quaker pastor Richard Foster, whose bestselling book Celebration of Discipline (1978) could be considered the symbolic beginning of the spiritual formation movement among evangelicals.30 In 2000, the leading evangelical periodical Christianity Today listed Celebration of Discipline as one of the ten books that had most shaped Christian thought during the twentieth century. Six years later, the same periodical listed Foster’s book as one of the fifty titles that had most influenced evangelicals.31 Foster’s book was an evangelical apologetic for adopting the classical spiritual disciplines as a means of cultivating spiritual maturity. Though an evangelical, Foster was willing to mine church history and learn from the spiritual traditions of diverse movements, including Puritanism, Pietism, the Quakers, Pentecostals, Roman Catholicism, and Eastern Orthodoxy. Foster’s other influential books included Prayer: Finding the Heart’s True Home (1992), Streams of Living Water: Celebrating the Great Traditions of Christian Faith (1998), and two coedited volumes on devotional classics (1990) and spiritual classics (2000).32 In 1988, Foster founded Renovaré as a retreat and training ministry to promote spiritual formation among evangelicals and other interested Christians.33

Nearly equal in influence to Foster was the late Dallas Willard, longtime professor of philosophy at University of Southern California. Willard was nurtured in the Southern Baptist tradition, though in the 1970s he attended the Woodlake Avenue Friends Church in Canoga Park, California, where Richard Foster was pastor. During the early part of his career, Willard was known primarily in philosophical circles as a scholar of religious phenomenology, particularly the works of German philosopher Edmund Husserl (1859–1938). By the late 1980s, Willard was becoming more recognizable outside the academy because of his popular books and articles on spiritual formation. Willard’s The Spirit of the Disciplines: Understanding How God Changes Lives (1988) and The Divine Conspiracy: Rediscovering Your Hidden Life in God (1998) are both award-winning books that have shaped the spiritual formation movement, along with Willard’s numerous other popular writings.34 Willard and Foster also helped coedit the Renovaré Spiritual Formation Bible (2006), a resource that included both evangelical and mainline contributors. Willard maintained a close relationship with Renovaré until his death in 2013.35

Two other key early leaders were tied to Regent College, a school in Vancouver, British Columbia, that was originally founded to train laypersons for Christian service. Scotsman James Houston was an Oxford University geologist who was influenced by C. S. Lewis and who for many years was involved in InterVarsity Christian Fellowship in the United Kingdom. In 1970, Houston became the first principal of Regent. After the school became a more traditional divinity school, Houston taught spiritual theology at Regent throughout the 1980s. During that time, though Houston did not write an influential book such as Celebration of Discipline or Spirit of the Disciplines, he republished updated editions of spiritual classics by historical authors such as Juan de Valdés, John Owen, Blaise Pascal, Jonathan Edwards, and William Wilberforce. Following his retirement, Houston wrote more himself, authoring or coauthoring numerous books related to spirituality.36

Eugene Peterson was the longtime pastor of Christ Our King Presbyterian Church in Bel Air, Maryland, before spending twenty-five years on the faculty of Regent College until his retirement in 2006. Though most famous for his biblical paraphrase The Message: The Bible in Contemporary Language (2002), Peterson also wrote dozens of books that closely tied spiritual formation to the life of the modern pastor. His better-known works on spirituality include A Long Obedience in the Same Direction: Discipleship in an Instant Society (1980), The Contemplative Pastor: Returning to the Art of Spiritual Direction (1980), as well as an award-winning five-volume series on spiritual theology published by Eerdmans (2005–2010).37 In addition to his many books, Peterson was also frequently called on to give a more academic voice to the spiritual formation movement through published essays and public lectures.

Though Renovaré is the most famous parachurch ministry tied to the evangelical spiritual formation movement, over the past thirty years several other ministries and academic programs have been established to promote spiritual maturity among both evangelical laypersons and scholars. For example, two different evangelical organizations exist that are dedicated to spiritual direction, a practice more often associated with Catholic spirituality.38 Major conferences have been held at evangelical institutions such as Beeson Divinity School (2000) and Wheaton College (2009), along with smaller symposia at numerous schools.39 Evangelical publishers such as InterVarsity, Baker, Eerdmans, and Zondervan regularly publish books related to spiritual formation, while smaller publishers such as Crossway, NavPress, Moody, and Kregel also frequently publish works in spiritual formation, the spiritual disciplines, and related themes. While not an evangelical initiative, the Society for the Study of Christian Spirituality, an ecumenical scholarly society, includes many evangelical members and publishes a refereed journal titled Spiritus.40

In addition to individual courses on spiritual formation or the spiritual disciplines, many schools are known for a more extensive emphasis on spiritual formation. As mentioned above, since its founding Regent College has emphasized the discipline of spiritual theology, which in Regent’s context represents a more scholarly, intentionally theological approach to spiritual formation.41 In addition to Houston and Peterson, Regent theologians J. I. Packer, Marva Dawn, and Alister McGrath and church historian Bruce Hindmarsh have also written widely about spirituality.42 At Westmont College, the Dallas Willard Center for Christian Spiritual Formation hosts conferences and promotes the ministry of Renovaré.43 Psychologist Gary Moon, the director of the Willard Center, has been an active voice within the spiritual formation movement. At Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, students can earn several master’s degrees, a DMin, or a PhD with an emphasis in biblical spirituality, which is more or less the school’s preferred nomenclature for spiritual theology. The PhD at Southern is the only terminal academic degree in spirituality offered by an evangelical institution.44 The most influential academic program in spiritual formation is found at Talbot Theological Seminary at Biola University, where the Institute for Spiritual Formation hosts conferences and publishes a refereed journal titled the Journal of Spiritual Formation and Soul Care.45 Students at Talbot can also earn several master’s degrees or a certificate in soul care or spiritual formation.

Some evangelicals and fundamentalists have criticized the spiritual formation movement. This is especially true of conservative apologists who associate practices such as contemplative prayer with the Roman Catholic Church, the occult, or the New Age Movement; each of these groups is deemed unacceptable for various reasons. Leaders within the spiritual formation movement have had to balance critiquing spiritual practices that fall short of the biblical witness or the Christian worldview, while also pushing back against right-wing accusations that any spiritual practice with roots among ancient or medieval believers is inherently mystical, and thus sub-Christian.46 Other evangelicals resonate with the spiritual formation movement in principle, but have framed some of the emphases somewhat differently than early shapers such as Foster, Willard, and Peterson.47

Increasingly, the spiritual formation movement has been characterized by two broad trajectories. The older and larger trajectory might be called the “Renovaré” wing of the movement. The Renovaré wing is theologically eclectic, ecumenical, and egalitarian. A Quaker-Wesleyan emphasis on experiencing God permeates the movement, as does a similarly rooted commitment to social justice. Many charismatics and Pentecostals resonate with the Renovaré approach to spiritual formation. Authors from this perspective tend to be more descriptive in their use of church tradition, drawing on many nonevangelical sources, though always from an evangelical perspective. Not surprisingly, Foster and Willard remain the most influential voices in this trajectory, with Westmont College and especially Biola/Talbot representing academic homes for the Renovaré approach to spiritual formation. The larger evangelical publishing houses have published many of the most influential works from this perspective, as have some more mainstream publishers, especially HarperCollins.

The other trajectory, which is smaller but seems to be growing, might be called the “New Calvinist” wing of the spiritual formation movement.48 Not everyone in this camp is a consistent Calvinist in the Dortian sense of the term, but this trajectory is decisively less Wesleyan and more overtly committed to biblical inerrancy and a complementarian understanding of gender. A Reformed-Baptist emphasis on the primacy of local churches permeates the movement, and greater emphasis is placed on evangelism than social justice. Authors from this perspective tend to be more judicious in their use of church tradition, focusing more on Reformed and evangelical sources, especially the Puritans, and being less open to insights from medieval Catholic writers. Crossway, Moody, and explicitly Reformed presses such as Reformation Heritage, Evangelical Press, and P&R tend to be the publishers of choice for authors in this camp.

The best-known advocates of the New Calvinist trajectory are theologian J. I. Packer, longtime Navigator’s staff member Jerry Bridges, and professor Donald Whitney. Packer’s books A Quest for Godliness: The Puritan Vision of the Christian Life (1990) and Rediscovering Holiness (1992) were shaped by—and commended—the Puritan spiritual tradition. Jerry Bridges’s books The Pursuit of Holiness (1988) and The Discipline of Grace: God’s Role and Our Role in the Pursuit of Holiness (1994) focused more on the traditional language of holiness than the newer language of spiritual formation, which is a common practice among New Calvinists. Whitney, who teaches at Southern Seminary, is the author of numerous books related to spiritual formation. His Spiritual Disciplines of the Christian Life (1991) represented a more Reformed alternative to Foster’s Celebration of Discipline, while Whitney’s Spiritual Disciplines Within the Church (1996) highlighted the Reformed-Baptist emphasis on the local church.49 Southern Seminary and Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary could be considered the academic homes of the New Calvinist approach to spiritual formation.

Moving forward, a major issue facing the spiritual formation movement is whether or not an approach can be found that transcends the aforementioned divide. This will be difficult insofar as the two trajectories reflect wider divisions that characterize evangelical theology and identity. While many evangelicals find paradigms such as David Bebbington’s justly famous “quadrilateral” of conversionism, biblicism, crucicentrism, and activism to be generally helpful for descriptive purposes, there is widespread disagreement about how to understand each of those four priorities.50 By bringing together a diverse group of evangelical scholars in this particular book, we are signaling our own sincere hope for a more unified evangelical identity, which would include a more unified vision for spiritual formation—and mission.

One could argue the spiritual formation movement is dead, not because of failure, but because of its general success in convincing evangelicals that the sanctification gap is a real problem and that the pursuit of spiritual maturity ought to be an intentional priority.51 Even the presence of (at least) two different approaches to spiritual formation would suggest the movement has enjoyed a measure of success; different evangelicals care enough about spiritual formation that they argue about the best way to go about it. Perhaps a better analogy than death is evolution. As scholars and practitioners have written about spiritual formation and closely related themes, the spiritual formation movement has become interdisciplinary, transcending the theological and practical disciplines. Much like mission, spiritual formation has become an important aspect of applied theology that attracts attention from various types of scholars, ministry practitioners, and laypersons.




A Word About Definitions

As you can see, both missional and spiritual formation are contested terms that are understood differently depending on context—including among evangelicals. We want to close out this chapter by offering some working definitions that can frame the discussion in this book and, more generally, that we believe most evangelicals can affirm. These definitions will almost certainly not be the last word when it comes to defining these two important terms, but we hope they will represent a helpful word as evangelicals hopefully come to a greater consensus in these matters in the years ahead.

When it comes to missional, the question is not whether the term should be used, but how it should be used. How should we define the word? Chris Wright is right when he suggests, “Missional is simply an adjective denoting something that is related to or characterized by mission, or has the qualities, attributes or dynamics of mission.”52 However, we believe this definition is too thin to give full shape to the missional dimension of Christianity. If missional is going to serve the church in forming a people that engages its world with the gospel, then more direction for defining the concept is needed. We use missional to describe the posture of a missionary, but we must be able to provide people with a missional orientation, shape, and direction for their lives. Thus, we propose three statements that will help us understand what it means to use the adjective missional to modify our church, life, vision, network, and so on.

(1) Being missional means living directed by the mission of God. God’s purpose is to be known as the Lord over his creation. His people are called to join him by making him known as Lord over all things.

(2) Being missional means living a life shaped by the mission of God. God’s mission establishes a kingdom where he is known as Lord and is praised. The people of God are a kingdom people, who dwell with God through his Spirit, enjoy his blessings, and are known by faith, hope, and love.

(3) Being missional means living sent on the mission of God. The church is sent into the world by their Savior with an evangelistic calling: to proclaim that the God of all creation has mercifully made himself known through Jesus Christ and that there is forgiveness of sins and transforming grace available to all who enter his kingdom through repentance and faith.

As with missional, when it comes to spiritual formation there is no shortage of generally helpful definitions. We will give just two examples. According to Dallas Willard, “spiritual formation for the Christian basically refers to the Spirit-driven process of forming the inner world of the human self in such a way that it becomes like the inner being of Christ himself.”53 While this is a fine basic account of the interior aspects of spiritual formation, it is detached from any sense of Christian community, neglects any mention of God’s grace, and fails to explicitly address the outward aspects of Christian maturity. Dallas Theological Seminary offers a more extensive definition that they use in their programs:

The process by which God forms Christ’s character in believers by the ministry of the Spirit, in the context of community, and in accordance with biblical standards. This process involves the transformation of the whole person in thoughts, behaviors, and styles of relating with God and others. Such life change is manifest in a growing love for God and others—a dying to self and living for Christ.54


We like this definition because it explicitly addresses the external aspect of spiritual formation. We also appreciate the clear reference to biblical authority and the implicit nod toward the outward fruit of spiritual formation. However, we wish this particular definition said a bit more about the role of God’s grace in spiritual formation.

In an effort to address all of these important components, we define spiritual formation as “the cultivation of grace-motivated spiritual practices and habits, drawn from the authoritative Scriptures and the best of the Christian tradition, that the Holy Spirit uses to foster spiritual maturity in the life of the believer for the glory of God, the health of the church, and the sake of the world.” We hope this definition takes into account the emphases of both the Renovaré and New Calvinist trajectories, including a commitment to biblical authority, the priority of God’s grace, the helpfulness of the Christian tradition (and not just a single tradition), a commitment to the importance of the church, as well as both inward (holiness) and outward (mission) foci. We hope this vision of spiritual formation, which is rooted in the great tradition, the Great Commandment, and the Great Commission, is broad enough to make room for Wesleyans and Calvinists, for evangelists and justice advocates, for contemplatives and activists.
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