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    Introduction

    Thomas M. Crisp, Steven L. Porter,

      and Gregg A. Ten Elshof

    
      There are various indicators of a renewed interest in the study of moral and spiritual change, especially among philosophers and theologians. For instance, within virtue ethics, discussion of how virtues are acquired has gone from almost absolute silence within the literature to a beehive of activity. In her edited book Cultivating Virtue: Perspectives from Philosophy, Theology, and Psychology, Nancy Snow observes, “The last thirty years have seen a resurgence of interest in virtue in Anglo-American philosophy. . . . Despite the rising interest in virtue, however, little attention has been paid to the question of how virtue is developed.”1 Snow’s book aims to partly remedy that deficit in the literature with twelve new essays that address the cultivation of virtue. And within theology, attention to spiritual formation at a more popular level and sanctification at a more scholarly level has increased by leaps and bounds. For instance, Kelly M. Kapic introduces his edited book Sanctification: Explorations in Theology and Practice with this: “In recent decades debates about justification have dominated the attention of many Protestants. . . . [Now] there are indications that a new season, with new challenges, is at hand. Evangelicals in particular demonstrate strong signs of a growing need to revisit the topic of sanctification. Fresh concern about this vital theological locus is surfacing, which is wonderful since this is where the church so often lives and breathes.”2

      But while interest in the nature of spiritual formation has resurfaced afresh in philosophy and theology, psychologists have been engaged in this discussion all along. It is the modern dis-integration of psychology, philosophy, and theology—understood as distinct disciplines—that is partly to blame for this situation. Psychology, it could be thought, covers the domain of lived human experience, while modern philosophy and theology (perhaps particularly in their respective analytic and scholastic forms) are relegated to logical and conceptual analysis abstracted from the lived realities of human experience. The problem created by this fabricated separation is not simply that philosophy and theology are in need of the real-life observations of psychology, but psychology itself is starved of the epistemological and worldview considerations of philosophy and theology and driven instead by a naturalized, strict empiricism.3 And so we end up with a situation in which psychological theory and research needs to interact with theological and philosophical resources as much as theological and philosophical conceptualizations are in need of data and reflections from psychology. This is particularly the case when it comes to the interrelationship of psychology and spiritual formation.

      In what has been said thus far, we have been using the terms “psychology” and “spiritual formation” to refer to distinct bodies of research and theory grounded in different methodologies. Understood in this way, the two fields make putative claims to knowledge in need of integration. But we can also think of the two terms as pointing to the actual lived realities of human mental life and transformation in Christ. That is to say, with psychology we are concerned with the fundamental phenomena of lived, human existence as it is experienced, and with spiritual formation we are concerned with that lived, human existence as it is experienced in Christ Jesus. It is from the investigation of these phenomena that the discipline of psychology and the field of spiritual formation find their impetus.

      But even in this way of thinking, there can remain an implicit division as if one can separate out the phenomenon of human mental life from the phenomenon of humans coming to have the mind of Christ. As Bruce Hindmarsh argues in chapter three of this book, there is an important theological case to be made that the end for which human persons were created shouldn’t be separated out from an investigation of what is to develop as a human person. And so, to the degree that modern psychology has separated its examination of human development or mental life from the fullness of human life in Christ, these psychological accounts will be, at best, truncated.

      And yet a treatment of the reality of transformation in Christ will itself be enervated if it does not take the psychological dimensions of that transformational process seriously. In the final chapter of this book, Justin Barrett contends that there is evidence from developmental theory indicating that there are particular seasons of human development that are especially conducive to spiritual formation. Of course, the Scriptures themselves point us to the significance of human psychology time and time again. It is “from within, out of the heart,” Jesus says, that every manner of evil precedes (Mk 7:21-23). Jesus repeatedly directs his students to the “inside of the cup” (Mt 23:26), the “healthy tree” that bears good fruit (Mt 7:17), and the inner, psychological springs of sinful behavior (e.g., Mt 5:27-28). Moreover, it is interpersonal, loving union and communion with himself by faith that grounds the hope of salvation. “On that day many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many mighty works in your name?’ And then will I declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depart from me, you workers of lawlessness’” (Mt 7:22-23). If we are ever tempted to return to a strictly behaviorist view of the person, a close reading of Jesus’ theory of human personality should be enough to reign us back in.

      It was thoughts and conversations such as these that fueled weekly discussions at Biola University’s Center for Christian Thought (CCT) during our 2013–2014 year on the theme of “Psychology and Spiritual Formation.” Over that year a group of sixteen CCT fellows and two pastors-in-residence gathered to discuss their own research on this topic as well as to hear from visiting scholars. This rich, interdisciplinary, year-long discussion culminated with an end-of-the-year conference drawing together the CCT fellows, pastors-in-residence, and many of the visiting scholars. Various papers from that conference were subsequently revised and are presented here in their final form.

      Because of the interdisciplinary focus of Biola’s CCT, these chapters are somewhat unique in that they were prepared for a multidisciplinary audience and were forged out of discussion between theologians, New Testament scholars, philosophers, educators, pastors, and psychologists around the CCT seminar table. Furthermore, the chapter authors are known as scholars who not only have expertise in their primary disciplines but also possess sincere regard for and extensive fluency in relevant disciplines outside their own. This makes for a volume that will speak across typical disciplinary divides on this important and timely topic.

      
        Overview of the Book

        The book is divided into three main parts. Part one treats issues regarding the relationship between psychology and theology. In the opening chapter, “Spiritual Theology: When Psychology and Theology in the Spirit Service Faith,” John H. Coe reacquaints us with the ancient practice of spiritual theology. Spiritual theology, as Coe understands it, is a methodological approach to the study of Christian formation that recognizes the already existing unity of the teachings of Scripture with the dynamics of human experience. In doing spiritual theology, it is not merely that we bring empirical observation and reflection on human experience into conversation or dialogue with the deliverances of Scripture. Rather, Coe argues, the existential-experiential dimension is already contained within the biblical teachings on the nature, process, and directives of spiritual growth so that to fail to attend to the existential-experiential in biblical-systematics is to diminish what the Scriptures themselves have to offer. Thus spiritual theology is needed in biblical-systematic theology as well as in Christian psychology as it provides a fundamental epistemological basis for a holistic integration of these two disciplines.

        While Coe urges the retrieval of spiritual theology to undergird the relevance of psychology to spiritual formation, in “Is ‘Spiritual Formation’ More Cultural Than Theo-Anthropological? An Ongoing Dialogue,” James M. Houston protests that professionalization within modern psychology undermines attempts to bring psychology profitably to bear on Christian formation. In particular, Houston contends that psychologists’ professional identity can blind them to hidden assumptions of what it means to be human, to an ahistorical and restrictive scientific methodology, and to the hubris that often accompanies disciplinary specialization. Houston also directs our attention to a thin view of human depravity that is at work particularly in the North American context such that our views of spiritual formation are shallow when it comes to the need for “radical conversion” or metanoia. As remedy, Houston calls us “to critique the present status of the human sciences, as not being human enough” and to press forward with Karl Barth’s notion of a “theo-anthropology . . . where the nature of God is indissolubly united with the nature of man.”

        In part two of the book, we consider theological insights for a psychology of spiritual formation. In chapter three, “‘End of Faith as Its Beginning’: A Christ-Centered Developmental Spirituality,” Bruce Hindmarsh has us consider six theological propositions in order to reframe the conversation about human development and spiritual development. Hindmarsh, akin to Houston and Coe, is concerned that to precede on the assumption that psychology and spiritual formation are two pre-existing subjects that only need to be brought into dialogue is a setup for failure. His central contention, then, is that “in order for developmental psychology to be deeply Christian at its foundations and for spiritual formation to be deeply human, there must be a vivid appreciation of the end for which humans were created.” The idea here is that the final cause of human persons—namely, transformational, loving communion with God—is basic to human development, such that spiritual development cannot be merely one subtype of human development. Instead it is the essential core of human development such that every other aspect of human growth finds its place in light of persons-in-relation with God. This, Hindmarsh argues, rightly reorients developmental psychology and simultaneously humanizes spiritual formation.

        In chapter four, “Living ‘Before God’: A Kierkegaardian View of Spirituality,” C. Stephen Evans continues the exploration of a relational spirituality. Evans’s chapter is a brilliant illustration of Coe’s point in chapter one that the experiential-existential dimension is already present in Christian spirituality, rightly understood, such that to study spirituality is an inherently psychological task. Indeed, Kierkegaard’s view of Christian living is a fruitful framework for the development of a Christian psychology.4 Evans begins his chapter by distinguishing a sense in which all human persons are in relation to God whether they recognize that fact or not. “Generic human spirituality” is what Evans calls the sort of relatedness to God that the atheist, for instance, experiences despite his protests to the contrary. Evans shows that for Kierkegaard the atheist’s claim that he does not believe in God is a volitional or characterological matter and not an epistemic matter. Evans writes, “If we do not believe, it is either because we do not want to believe (a kind of ‘insubordination’ that [Kierkegaard] sees as endemic to modernity) or else it is because we have lost the emotional and imaginative skills required to recognize God at work in the world and our lives.”5 God is, in actual fact, relationally present to all persons in various ways (e.g., natural signs), including one’s moral conscience. But once one acknowledges God’s presence and moral claim, the spiritual life is a process of increasing degrees of awareness of God and striving to live life before him. Through Christ, the Spirit, and the church, Evans contends, the Christian has a unique awareness of God (i.e., Christian spirituality), which can be fostered or inhibited in various ways. Evans concludes his chapter with a Kierkegaardian treatment of several factors that inhibit spiritual life and several practices that foster spirituality (Scripture, prayer, worship, and Communion).

        In chapter five, we reach our first author—Siang-Yang Tan—who is a psychologist. Tan is also a full-time pastor and approaches his psychology from a biblically engaged, pastoral perspective. Accordingly, in “Beyond Resilience, Posttraumatic Growth, and Self Care: A Biblical Perspective on Suffering and Christian Spiritual Formation,” Tan takes up the topic of how a Christian perspective on suffering offers a corrective to the psychological literature on resilience, posttraumatic growth, and self-care. Tan argues that a Christian view of suffering sees a value in “sanctified suffering” that is more than the pursuit of “benefit-finding” typical of the psychological literature. Tan writes, “Concrete benefits and blessings may not be apparent or clear but God is doing his deeper work of grace in our hearts and lives through redemptive and sanctified suffering, and in so doing reveals his greatest glory in and through us.” In particular, Tan argues, sanctified or redemptive suffering conduces to spiritual brokenness, humility, sharing in Christ’s sufferings, and God’s power perfected in our weakness. These outcomes, while good from a Christian perspective, are not always experienced as beneficial by the sufferer and are in tension with outcomes such as greater self-reliance and self-improvement that are reported in the posttraumatic growth literature. Moreover, Tan contends that suffering is ultimately for the glory of God, and yet the way in which suffering redounds to God’s glory may not be clear this side of heaven. Tan’s contribution is an excellent example of how Christian theology reinterprets contemporary psychological research and theory for the sake of spiritual formation in Christ.

        In chapter six, Ellen T. Charry invites us to join her in “Seeking the Tropological Import of Psalm 35.” Psalm 35 is an imprecatory psalm—a psalm that invokes calamity on one’s enemies—in which the psalmist, in this instance, requests God’s vengeance on those who have done him harm. In conversation with evolutionary psychology and taking a figurative approach to this psalm, Charry finds in Psalm 35 a social critique of a lack of civility in Israel as well as a constructive way of dealing with the “dysfunction wrought by contempt when people honestly feel misunderstood and disrespected.” The desire to be vindicated by God in such situations, contends Charry, is a constructive response because leaving vindication to God will restore the scorned to a place of confidence and wholeness. “The pastoral challenge of the scenario,” writes Charry, “is that the wounded not emerge from the incident by becoming smug and that the scorners not emerge from it untouched.” The imprecatory psalm provides a safe and empathic place for the complainant to express his hurt honestly and leave his grief and anger in the hands of God. The complainant, urges Charry, wants his oppressors to understand how he has been harmed and learn from their role in causing that harm. Charry’s reading of Psalm 35 could be easily combined with similar themes of emotional honesty in psalms of lament, confession, and hope, which together offer a case for the role of the poetic in therapeutic healing. More significantly, Charry showcases the way in which biblical material often draws a profound psychological picture of the complex dynamics of instances of harm, abuse, and oppression at both individual and social levels.

        Charry’s chapter concludes part two of this edited collection. In part two, the chapter-authors endeavor to bring theological and biblical perspectives to bear on psychological themes. Part three turns the reader’s gaze in the opposite direction, looking to psychology as an aid to understanding spiritual formation.

        The first contribution is Earl D. Bland’s “On Specks and Planks: Psychotherapy, Spiritual Formation, and Moral Judgment.” Bland writes from the perspective of psychoanalytic, self psychology and brings depth psychological principles to bear on spiritual formation. For one, Bland argues that because spiritual formation is an embodied, lived process, it must include “deep and connective relational engagement” and that psychotherapy provides a unique relational context for that engagement. And yet Bland stresses that explicit usage of Christian language and interventions can blind the therapist and client to “unconscious enactments that operate to undermine lasting change.” Bland proposes four ways in which therapeutic encounter, even if not explicitly Christian in presentation, can help accomplish Jesus’ call to remove the plank from our own eye. First, psychotherapy helps identify and draw out into awareness defensive self-righteousness. Second, in the wake of trauma, psychotherapy can help relax inflexible certitude about one’s faith. Third, psychotherapy provides a safe context in which the implicit understandings that lead to relational distancing and exclusion of others can be addressed. And, fourth, psychotherapy appears to be particularly helpful in treating persons who are unconsciously closed off to allowing their needs to be met or even admitting that they have needs.

        In chapter eight, Robert A. Emmons addresses the “Queen of the Virtues and King of the Vices: Graced Gratitude and Disgraced Ingratitude.” After summarizing some of the research showing the positive effects of gratitude on mental health, Emmons presents five possible explanations for this connection: gratitude increases spiritual awareness, gratitude promotes physical health, gratitude maximizes positive experiences, gratitude protects against negative experiences, and gratitude strengthens relationships. Emmons goes on to note the affinity of gratitude with humility in turning persons to beneficial realities beyond themselves on which they are dependent and of which they are undeserving (i.e., graced gratitude). But this turning from independent self to self-dependent-on-others does not come easily. Emmons puts forward two practices for the cultivation of virtuous gratitude: paying attention to blessings and remembering the benevolence of others. Both of these practices can be fostered through reflective gratitude exercises (e.g., gratitude journaling and letter writing) that turn our attention to the graced life in which we find ourselves.

        With chapter nine, we come to a multi-authored chapter (Steven J. Sandage, David R. Paine, and Jonathan Morgan) titled “Relational Spirituality, Differentiation, and Mature Alterity.” Sandage and his colleagues propose that alterity—relating to otherness—is an essential dimension of maturing Christian spirituality. They frame their discussion within a relational model of spirituality that emphasizes the significance of differentiated relationships between self, God (understood as a tri-unity of persons in relation), and others. Drawing off Emmanuel Levinas, Jessica Benjamin, Miroslav Volf, and Paul Ricoeur, Sandage et al. conclude that “benevolent alterity” involves differentiated relations between self and other with an orientation to what is good and just. Based on this conceptualization, the authors then turn to a discussion of empirical research on alterity by means of measuring intercultural competence and social justice commitment, both of which are associated with positive spiritual growth. Sandage, Paine, and Morgan conclude their chapter with several practical implications for spiritual formation centered around practices that aim to foster intercultural competence and social justice commitment.

        Chapter ten continues the theme of drawing on psychological insights for deepened understanding of spiritual formation with Everett L. Worthington, Brandon J. Griffin, and Caroline R. Lavelock looking for resources in positive psychology in their “Cultivating the Fruit of the Spirit: Contributions of Positive Psychology to Spiritual Formation.” The authors interact with Dallas Willard, James Wilhoit, Jeffrey Greenman, and George Kalantzis in order to arrive at an understanding of spiritual formation that emphasizes human participation with the Holy Spirit in community with others that brings about character formation for the benefit of the world. By positive psychology, Worthington and his colleagues intend the psychological science of the nature of eudaimonic virtue and virtue formation. On the basis of these definitions, Worthington, Griffin, and Lavelock turn to several hypotheses regarding eudaimonic virtue formation that are relevant to spiritual formation. Many of the hypotheses have to do with the social and contextual nature of virtue formation—for instance, the importance of being part of communities that value virtues and hold one accountable to act in accordance with virtue. The authors conclude that “much of spiritual formation is not through individual moral decisions but through arranging one’s relationships with people, organizations, and things to maximize the number of times particular values reach momentary ascendancy in one’s virtue hierarchy.” The authors contend for a kind of automaticity when it comes to virtue formation that leads them to suggest the promotion of virtue through external “stimulus control procedures” as well as the voluntary practice of virtuous behavior.

        Marie T. Hoffman takes up the significance of relational psychoanalysis and object-relations theory for Christian formation in her “Born to Relate: In Trauma, In Transformation, In Transcendence.” Hoffman argues that spiritual formation is best understood and practiced from the perspective that humans are formed through relationship, disordered by relationship, and restored/transformed through relationship. In particular, object relations theory offers a helpful paradigm, suggests Hoffman, for understanding how one’s early relational history can distort one’s present experience of relational connection with both other human persons and the Divine persons. Hoffman contends that therapists can forge deep, loving relationships with their clients that free clients from their past patterns of relational dysfunction and in so doing, the therapist is in some imperfect way modeling the love and acceptance of Christ. Hoffman also challenges the critique that psychoanalysis only deals with the negative symptomology of psychopathology to the neglect of positive, life-enhancing development. Hoffman urges that therapeutic, relational healing not only involves relief from psychopathological symptoms but also helps bring about the formation of positive qualities and experiences.

        Justin L. Barrett concludes this edited collection with “Give Up Childish Ways or Receive the Kingdom like a Child? Spiritual Formation from a Developmental Psychology Perspective.” Echoing chapter three of this book in which Hindmarsh proposed that developmental theory stands to gain from a Christian view of human teleology, Barrett closes the loop, proposing that Christian formation stands to gain from sensitivity to one’s developmental stage. Barrett observes that much of the spiritual formation literature assumes an adult or late adolescent population when there is reason to think that important opportunities exist for formation in young children and that the formative mechanisms involved would look quite different for children than adults (the same, he suspects, is true of older adults). Barrett proposes that childhood is a period of development that is particularly conducive to spiritual formation in part because research shows that children lose some psychological flexibility as they age. For instance, Barrett notes research from the cognitive science of religion that demonstrates that children have naturally occurring intuitions that favor theistic belief such that a belief in an invisible being with superpowers is easier to take on at a young age. Barrett goes on to discuss how faithfulness and kindness (which are called fruit of the Spirit) overlap with Jonathan Haidt’s research on moral foundations drawing the conclusion that encouraging growth in particular moral foundations (e.g., authority/respect and in-group/loyalty) at a young age may enable children to more easily develop these fruit of the Spirit as they develop. These proposals by Barrett are meant to motivate further research and, accordingly, Barrett aptly concludes his chapter and the book with several questions to stimulate future research on spiritual formation from a developmental perspective.
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  Spiritual Theology

  When Psychology and Theology in the

    Spirit Service Faith

  John H. Coe

  
    A pastor once confided to me, “I know how to preach, teach and administrate a church. But when people tell me their spiritual problems, that they don’t pray enough or that they struggle with anger or worry, and I quote to them the Bible that they should pray more, put off anger and not worry, they often respond ‘I know that pastor—so what is wrong with me?’ The truth is, I don’t know what to say or do from there. I’m stuck.” I don’t think the problem is unique to this pastor. Those of us who preach would love to see transformation just by the speaking the Word: “Pray more; love God; put off anger!” And—poof—it is done. But that is a fantasy.1

    There is a great need in the church for a robust methodology that takes seriously the study of spiritual growth. On the one hand, contemporary evangelical theological education has focused on doctrine and technical historical-textual studies but sometimes to the neglect of an in-depth understanding of sanctification.2 Even when there exists an adequate doctrine of sanctification, what is still missing is how that truth of sanctification becomes a reality in the believer’s life. On the other hand, Christian psychological training has focused on observation, reflection, and theorizing about psychological dynamics related to health, sin, and being sinned against. But it typically ignores the study of spiritual growth and the transforming ministry of the Holy Spirit in the believer’s life and how the absence of the Holy Spirit affects the unbeliever’s experience. Consequently, what is missing is an in-depth understanding of the process of growth in the Spirit. That is, there appears to be a gap in our theological and psychological training of pastors and Christian psychologists: In seminary the gap is between understanding the theological content of the faith and engaging thoughtfully in the praxis of spiritual formation, a gap that needs to be bridged by an understanding of the process of how we grow in Christ. In schools of Christian psychology, the gap is between the natural psychological processes of sin and growth and growth in the Spirit, a gap that needs to be bridged by an understanding of the dynamic processes of how the Spirit of God transforms the person.

    

      Spiritual Theology as a Task for Theologian, Psychologist, Pastor, and Church

      I want to reclaim for evangelical theological and psychological education and for the church a robust understanding of spiritual theology as pastoral-psychological-spiritual theology. Spiritual theology is the theological discipline that attempts to fill this gap of understanding the process of spiritual growth by integrating (1) the scriptural teaching on sanctification and growth with (2) observations, reflections, and experience (an empirical study) of the Spirit’s work in the believer’s spirit and experience, which is within the purview of both pastoral theology and a Christian doing psychology. Here is where theology and Christian psychology come together to understand the process of spiritual formation for the church. Thus it is unclear whether spiritual theology should be within the purview of theology or psychology, for it takes one versed in both to really do spiritual theology well. In that case, this study could just as well be called spiritual psychology or psychological spirituality or integrative spirituality than spiritual theology. However, I will use the term spiritual theology because it has a certain standing tradition in the history of theology, though the name is less important than the phenomena and methodology.3 If schools of Christian psychology wish to give this a different name, that is fine. My experience teaching in a school of psychology is that what has been called “integration” has fallen short of this, being a study of the content of theology and psychology and less a focused understanding of the dynamic psychological-spiritual processes of growth in the Spirit based upon the work of Christ in salvation. And though the model developed here is an academic one, it would be a mistake to think it is for professionals only.4 I will argue that theologians, pastors, and psychologists need to do spiritual theology if they are to understand all the dynamic process of growth in Christ. Nevertheless, spiritual theology is implicitly the task for all believers who desire to integrate the truths of the word of God into the reality of how the Spirit works in our everyday lives.

    

    
    
      The Data of Spiritual Theology: Scripture and Empirical Study of Life in the Spirit

      On this model of spiritual theology, certainly Scripture is the central and most important datum for the content and understanding of the process of spiritual transformation—clearly a theological task. Nevertheless, this textual study needs to be combined with an empirical study and understanding of how these realities discussed in the Bible actually work in real life—a psychological-observational task. And both theologians and psychologists must stretch themselves to ask how the Spirit of God works in transformation in real life. I cannot overestimate the significance of this point—one that is sometimes difficult for the pastor, the theologian, and the psychologist to recognize. After all, how we put off anger in the Spirit and how we become filled with the Holy Spirit are very real questions for believers. And when I say there is a need for empirical study I do not mean the dogma of “empiricism” held by certain scientistic thinkers who restrict knowledge to what the senses provide. By empirical, I only mean the God-given use of observation, reason, experience, and reflection to understand certain dimensions of reality—namely, life in the Spirit. This is clearly the job of every Christian but also the specific task of the spiritual theologian.

      This empirical element in spiritual theology will focus on two fundamental dimensions. First, because spiritual growth involves the work of the Holy Spirit in the believer’s life—something that takes place in real life—it is insufficient to limit our study of the work of the Spirit to a textual study of the Scriptures if we are to have a full understanding of His work in sanctification. Rather, it is necessary to actually study the Spirit’s work in the human experience (what we might call pneumadynamics). Second, because the Spirit does the work of transformation in the human person, we will also need to study the dynamic processes of the human spirit, sin, psychopathology, and response to the Spirit (psychodynamics). It turns out that these empirical tasks of observation and reflection are the work of spiritual theology and need to be done in both the schools of theology and psychology if pastors and Christian therapists are to have a robust understanding of the dynamics of spiritual growth. Of course, there may be different emphases and different goals to their work (on the one hand, for preaching and pastoral counseling, on the other, for doing therapy, etc.).5 In that case, it seems even more clear how much theologians and psychologists need one another if they are to do spiritual theology in the most complete manner.

    

    
    
      The Lack of Spiritual Theology in Theological and Psychological Training

      In general, I think spiritual theology has been greatly ignored in theological and Christian psychological training as well as contemporary discussions of spirituality. The absence of this understanding of pneumadynmics and psychodynamics in our theological training has been largely due, I believe, to (a) the belief that this is the task of someone other than the theologian or psychologist, (b) the theologian/pastor’s incorrect assumption that an adequate understanding of the process of spiritual growth can be gleaned from solely a textual study that involves little reflection on human experience, or (c) the psychologist’s incorrect assumption that an adequate understanding of the process of spiritual growth can be gleaned from solely an empirical study of the dynamic processes of human growth (psychodynamics) apart from understanding dynamics of the Holy Spirit (pneumadynamics). But there is no good reason for this—theology and psychology must address the real questions of how growth takes place and how the Spirit works in transformation.

      Perhaps a word about Christian psychology is relevant here. Christian psychology has done a marvelous job in seeking to understand human psychodynamics, as its secular counterpart has attempted. Unfortunately, however, it often ignores pneumadynamics altogether, given its tendency to mimic its secular counterpart’s naturalistic and reductionistic methodology in doing science, which generally precludes the study of spiritual realities, particularly the experience of the ministry of the Holy Spirit. Even psychology of religion has fallen into this tendency.

      The result of this hole or gap in our theological and Christian psychological training is an impoverished understanding of the process of growth in the Spirit. Overall, training in spiritual theology would greatly assist pastors, theologians, Christian psychologists, and believers in understanding the process of growth in the Spirit.

    

    
    
      Definition of Spiritual Theology as a Specific First-Order Discipline

      Spiritual theology is the theological-empirical discipline, with its own unique data and methodology, that brings together (a) a study of the truths of Scripture—a historical-literary discipline—with (b) a study of the ministry of the Holy Spirit and spiritual growth in the experience of human beings—a broadly empirical discipline involving observation, reflection, and integration with other relevant disciplines. In that sense, it is at its core an integrative endeavor.

      The purpose or goal of this spiritual theology is threefold:

      
        	
          1. To define the nature of this supernatural life in Christ (which is derived from the Bible and theology as the primary data)

        

        	
          2. To explain the process of growth by which persons move from the beginning of the spiritual life to its full perfection in the next life (which is derived from the data of the Bible, theology, and experience)

        

        	
          3. To formulate directives for spiritual growth and development (which are derived from the data of the Bible, theology, and experience)

        

      

      Spiritual theology’s task is to study all relevant data regarding growth. While the Bible is the central datum for this study, the peculiar and unique task in comparison to other kinds of academic disciplines (psychology, systematic theology, OT studies, NT studies)—that is, the task that is peculiar to this study in the universe of academic disciplines—is to integrate a theology of sanctification with a broadly empirical study of what is relevant to understanding spiritual growth in the real world. With God in heart and Scripture in hand, the unique task of spiritual theology is to go into the world of the church and the Spirit to study and understand all one can about the nature, process, and directives for spiritual growth.

      This literary and empirical study of life in the Spirit would include dialogue and learning between theologians, Christian psychologists, philosophers, sociologists, anthropologists, etc. who are seeking to understand the person, human psychological-relational-cultural dynamics, and dynamics of the ministry of the indwelling Holy Spirit. This methodology blends particularly the work of the theologian and Christian psychologist in a robust sense. Thus it is unclear whether spiritual theology is most aptly in the purview of the Christian theologian or Christian psychologist—perhaps both can and should do this. Perhaps only both together can do this well. And though the work of spiritual theology can be captured by an academic discipline, it also has a general application in the life of any believer who attempts to understand how to obey and integrate truth into real Christian existence.

    

    
    
      A Particularly Evangelical-Theological Concern Over Spiritual Theology

      Some may object that this view of spiritual theology contradicts the Reformation commitment to sola Scriptura—or at least to some people’s interpretation of this doctrine, that the Scriptures alone contain all that we need for understanding the spiritual life or that all wisdom for living is contained in the Bible and, therefore, no wisdom for spiritual growth can be discovered outside the Bible. This has been the claim of the Biblical Counseling tradition for years.6 According to some Biblical Counselors, all we need for spiritual growth is an understanding of the Bible and obedience to it. Spiritual theology, on the other hand, is interested in whether there is any extrabiblical wisdom that we can discover and that is helpful for understanding and participating in the process of spiritual growth.

    

    
    
      Justification for Doing Spiritual Theology

      Because spiritual theology is controversial in certain circles of evangelicalism, there is a need to provide a justification for the need, even necessity for theologians and psychologists to do spiritual theology. The following are some of the more salient points.

      First, spiritual theology is consistent with the Protestant view of sola Scriptura. The important use of sola Scriptura by the Reformers is a very subtle and complex matter that takes us beyond the scope of this chapter.7 Suffice it to say that its original intent was not so much to employ sola Scriptura to mean that the Scripture alone provides all information or wisdom for spiritual growth. Rather, it was employed to affirm that Scripture alone and not some pope or council provides the constitutive tenets of the faith—that is, those central doctrines that constitute the faith and are essential for faith to which the believer must assent. It was also used with reference to providing a boundary condition on practice, so that no spiritual practice could be required of a believer that was not explicitly taught in the Scripture.8 Of course, this does not preclude the possibility of finding wisdom outside the Bible that may assist in our understanding of spiritual growth. However, some have stretched the meaning and commitment of sola Scriptura to disallow extrabiblical knowledge and wisdom.9

      Second, the goal of all theology has something to do with spiritual theology insofar as all theology has a spiritual relevance. This is incontrovertible. The Christian faith teaches that the end of human existence, hence, all tasks, is a cluster of ends having to do with the love of God and neighbor and transformation into the image of Christ. There should be no controversy over whether pastors and theologians should do spiritual theology in the most general sense as bringing out the spiritual implications and application of theology, since the goal of all our teaching is the love of God and neighbor and the transformation of the listener into the image of Christ by the Spirit (Lk 10:27; Rom 8:29).

      Third, spiritual theology is necessary if we are to apply Scripture to our lives. In some sense, all believers implicitly do spiritual theology in the sense that they seek to understand how the truths of Scripture apply to everyday life in the Spirit. One cannot seek to obey the command to “put off anger” or “be filled with the Holy Spirit” without asking themselves how to do this, what is the process by which one can obey this command in real life. Thus the church needs a meaningful theory-praxis of transformation (i.e., spiritual theology) that will be helpful to all believers, a practice of formation that is theoretically connected to theology and what is going on in human experience.

      Fourth, spiritual theology is important if we are to understand how the ministry of the Holy Spirit actually works in our lives. Though the Bible is the sole or at least primary datum for expounding most doctrine (employing exegesis, biblical theology, and systematic theology), there is a need to employ observation and reflection on the Spirit’s work in human affairs if we are to understand all that can be known about the doctrines of sanctification and spiritual growth. This is because the loci of formation by the work of the Holy Spirit are the human soul and the church. That is, spiritual formation is an ongoing activity in the Holy Spirit-human spirit matrix in space and time (what I have termed pneumatological realism), which the Scriptures themselves affirm. If we are to understand all the work of the Holy Spirit, we will need to study his work in human lives and the church.

      Fifth, the interpretation of passages having to do with the Holy Spirit requires some understanding of spiritual theology if we are to understand both the meaning and reference of those texts. To properly interpret or understand the meaning of the biblical texts having to do with the Spirit’s work in transformation, we need to understand the referent of the texts that relate to human experience of the Spirit; that is, we need to understand what those texts refer to in our present experience of the Spirit in real space and time. In that sense, exegesis is not merely a literary investigation but depends upon empirical observation and reflection to understand the phenomena referred to in the text. To understand what Paul is saying about the ministry of the Holy Spirit in the person—that we are to be filled with the Holy Spirit (Eph 5:18), what is involved in walking and living by the Spirit (Gal 5:16, 25), having the fruit of the Spirit (Gal 5:22), putting to death the deeds of the body by the Spirit (Rom 8:13), being led by the Spirit (Rom 8:14), being filled with all the fullness of the Spirit in love (Eph 3:17-19)—we will need to open to empirical observation and reflection on our own and the church’s present experience with the Spirit in order to understand something of the meaning and referent to which Paul is referring in these biblical texts.

      Sixth, spiritual theology is helpful to understand how to live in dependence upon the Spirit. Because the whole of our spiritual life is a kind of dependence, response, and openness to the indwelling Spirit of God (Jn 14:16-17; Rom 8:15-16; Gal 5:16; Eph 3:16-19; 5:18), the Christian life is a form of doing spiritual theology insofar as it involves the common-sense practice of watching, sometimes waiting, and listening for the Spirit’s work in space and time on the basis of the Scriptures.

      Seventh, spiritual theology has a biblical justification in the integrative model of the Old Testament wisdom literature. The Old Testament wisdom literature in Proverbs insists there is an important extrabiblical source of wisdom for living, which God has provided and is discernable by observing and reflecting upon (a) the created world (Prov 6:6; 30:24-28; cf. natural sciences in 1 Kings 4:29-33) and especially (b) persons and their complex situations (Prov 24:30-34; 30:21-23). This serves as a kind of biblical model for doing spiritual theology.10

      Eighth, spiritual theology services the church, theology, and psychology by bridging the theological content of the faith and the practice of the faith by providing a theory of the process of growth. The church needs a meaningful theory-praxis of transformation that will be helpful to all believers, a practice of formation that is theoretically connected to theology and what is going on in human experience. Thus a robust spiritual theology theoretically and experientially connects a purely biblical theology of sanctification with an understanding of the nature of growth in Christ—the developmental processes involved and the directives for growth, resulting in application and praxis.

      Ninth, spiritual theology is necessary if psychology is to truly and most fully understand the human person as made for union with God by the indwelling Holy Spirit, who is the agent of true Christian transformation.11 It is possible to do a naturalistic psychology that ignores those psychological capacities and dimensions that potentially interact with the Holy Spirit in both the unbeliever and believer. However, thinking that a naturalistic understanding is all psychology can offer is to have a partial and even truncated understanding of the person. However, if we are to have a full-blown, Christianly robust psychology, then the Christian psychologist must be open to all empirical phenomena including what Scriptures say about the person as well as what we can empirically investigate and understand about the person. Unfortunately, Christian psychology has too quickly bought into integrating a naturalistic psychology with theology but has failed to do the firsthand, first-order discipline work of observing and reflecting on the full experience of the believer and the ministry of the Spirit in transformation or lack thereof in a person’s life.

      Last, spiritual theology is necessary for full, robust Christian theological and psychological training.12 If spiritual theology is necessary for theology and psychology to reach its telos in understanding the person in God, then it is clear that this theological-empirical first-order discipline is within the purview of both theological and psychological training. This would be the natural nexus between the school of theology and school of psychology. This is where preaching, pastoral theology, theology, psychological theory, and therapy interface. If spiritual theology were taken seriously by both schools, integration would go to a whole new level in educational training, for both schools would take responsibility for this discipline and would necessarily need to interact. Up to now, theologian and psychologist have been satisfied with marginal interaction in their musings on integration. This could transform the schools.

    

    
    
      Examples of Doing Spiritual Theology

      I have argued that the primary task of spiritual theology—understood as a full-blown, academic, theological-empirical discipline—is to be intentional about discovering from the Scriptures and the experience of the Spirit working in the person: a kind of doing of psychology in the full-blown Christian sense. Its goals are to understand (1) the nature of growth, (2) the process of growth, and (3) directives for growth. There will be a dynamic interplay between doing theology, Christian psychology, and spiritual theology to understand Christian growth. The following are some brief examples.

      Regarding the nature of growth. Although spiritual theology finds most of its content for the nature of growth from the Scriptures (as discussed above), even here observation and reflection assist the church in understanding the nature of growth in relationship to real life. One example of this is how spiritual theology can help make explicit the implication of the biblical truth of the double imputation of Christ’s righteousness on the basis of our union “in Christ” for spiritual formation and the practice of spiritual disciplines (2 Cor 5:21). Because our sins have been imputed to Christ and his righteousness has been imputed to the believer, we are no longer guilty, under the condemnation of God, and we are no longer merely corrupt sinners in God’s presence but are now clothed in Christ’s alien righteousness (Rom 5:1, 8:1; Phil 3:8-11). This is the truth of justification taken from systematic theology.

      One of the rich implications of our theology of justification for the Christian life is that all true growth is ultimately grounded “in Christ” so that God’s work and not our own is what establishes our daily acceptance before Him. Spiritual theology, in turn, helps by observing and reflecting upon human experience in harmony with the Word of God in order to provide wisdom to believers regarding how to recognize when we are hiding from our feelings of neurotic or unhealthy guilt or when we are motivated to obey as a means of covering our shame—ways to find acceptance with God from our efforts rather than confessing our sin and finding acceptance in Christ.

      Furthermore, observation and reflection on experience can provide wisdom to believers for determining the nature of the motivation in using spiritual disciplines, whether they are being employed in a healthy manner or are used “in the flesh” to deal with the believer’s failure and guilt, whether they are employed as a way to merit acceptance or more love from God, or performed to obtain more love from others by being a good little boy or girl. Perhaps further reflection connects this unhealthy need to earn acceptance with God with one’s early habituation in pleasing abusive parents to gain acceptance and love. Psychological observation and theory could be of great aid in this process. In this case, spiritual theology can provide insights into some of the early etiological impediments to trusting in Christ’s imputed righteousness and not our own for finding acceptance with God.13 The theological truth is that we are already fully loved, forgiven, and accepted “in Christ.” Thus obedience and the spiritual disciplines are not to gain us acceptance but merely to open us more deeply to our need for Christ, to his sufficiency, to what Christ has already accomplished, to participating with the Spirit who is already willing and working his transforming work within us (Phil 2:12-13). The actual righteousness that results is always grounded in who we already are in Him. Thus the task of spiritual theology is, in part, to observe carefully what in fact believers are doing with spiritual disciplines and how they in fact respond to guilt and shame in order to address unhealthy and healthy motivations in obedience.14

      Regarding the process of growth. Second, spiritual theology has been very helpful in exploring the developmental processes of growth. Whereas the Scriptures address this subject somewhat cursorily (e.g., 1 Cor 3:1-7; 1 Jn 2:12-14), theologians, pastors and spiritual writers of the church have given much attention to this. In particular, Bernard of Clairvaux of the twelfth century; St. John of the Cross and Teresa of Avila in the sixteenth century; theologians Gisbertus Voetius and Johannes Hoornbeeck’s of the Dutch Second Reformation in the seventeenth century; and Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange of the twentieth century are types of spiritual theologians who have provided good examples of this.

      Specifically, spiritual theology has been particularly helpful in providing thoughtful reflections on the developmental processes of growth related to consolation, desolation, and the “Dark Night of the Soul” phenomenon. Much has been written on this subject, but due to space, I will be brief.15

      The ancient spiritual writers noticed both in themselves and in many of their committed disciples different seasons of experience of God. They observed that the convert or young believer (the “beginner”) at some point often experienced a strong sense of the felt presence of God. On the other hand, they also noticed that the same believer at a later time, when more mature, often experienced a sense of spiritual dryness or the felt absence of God (an empirical observation). They came to call these times, respectively, consolation or the “felt presence” of God and desolation or the “felt absence” of God.

      As they observed and reflected upon these phenomena in light of a theology of sanctification (the doing of spiritual theology), they developed a number of hypotheses about the felt presence of God.

      First, at least at the beginning of the spiritual life, the felt presence of God (consolation) or felt absence of God (desolation) is not necessarily correlated to characterological maturity (a truth from observation and reflection). This phenomenon is contrary to what one might expect, namely, a pure correlation between maturity and experience of the presence of God. However, biblically we know that the Spirit is always present relationally in his people, which is a truth from Scripture (Col 1:27, “Christ in you”; 2 Pet 1:4, “partakers of the divine nature”). Thus, since God is always present, the felt presence or absence of Him (consolation and desolation)—at least at some times and perhaps in the beginning of the spiritual life—are more gifts from God than the causal result of our actions, more the result of differing ways the Spirit works in the soul at different stages of our growth. Notice that this is a hypothesis from integrating both theological and empirical (psychological) reflections in spiritual theology. In that case, it is hypothesized that consolation, for the beginner, is often a filling of the Spirit ahead of one’s character with a purpose to encourage faith and reinforce the doing of spiritual disciplines.16 Desolation, on the other hand, may be a sign of God withdrawing this beginner’s consolation and the love of God as spiritual pleasure in order to reveal one’s true character to oneself and, hence, discover a deeper love of God. This experience acts as a mirror to show the reality of one’s heart, one’s true motivations. This is not a withdrawing of the presence of the Spirit but rather is the Spirit drawing near in truth apart from a feeling, to show the person the true state of some of the vice elements of the character, of how the person is not truly filled with the Spirit in those places of the heart but filled with oneself, and how God can meet us ultimately in love in those dark places.17

      Notice that in each of the cases above, the kernel of insight for this developmental model was initiated from observation and reflection on experience (consolation experience in the immature and desolation experience of the more mature believer). This was then brought in dialogue with theological truth (that God is always with the believer, original sin’s effect on the heart, the need to put off the former vices of the heart) and from there emerges a set of spiritual-theological-psychological hypotheses regarding how to explain for this experience given what we know.

      Regarding directives for growth. Throughout the history of the church, pastors, theologians, and mentors have developed practical directives regarding how to grow that are both consistent with and informed by Scripture while attempting to provide more specific details and particular wisdom from their experience for a people at a particular time. For instance, the Scriptures inform us to pray but do not give us any strict schedule or time allotment that is to be given to this other than a few suggestions about what saints such as Daniel or the psalmist, et al., did in particular circumstances. However, spiritual mentors throughout the centuries have instructed or suggested to their disciples different ways to pray, times to pray, and time allotments to pray. These spiritual-theological-psychological attempts to provide practical directives for growth can be good or bad depending upon the wisdom, particular relevance, and correct theological motivations and grounding provided. In general, spiritual theology can glean much throughout church history from the example of dedicated Christians who have given themselves to various forms of spiritual training for the sake of godliness, obedience, love, and transformation.

    

    
    
      Suggestions for Transforming Theological and Psychological Training

      I think it would be very wise and advantageous for the church were seminaries to develop departments of spiritual theology and hire or train spiritual theologians who seriously study both the Scriptures and the phenomena of the Spirit in human affairs. It would also be advantageous for Christian schools of psychology to teach spiritual theology also or even to see their training of Christian psychologists to include much of the work of spiritual theology. Both would discover a wealth of material in the history of the church that could greatly affect the training of pastors and psychotherapists in understanding and participating in spiritual growth. This includes such spiritual-theological-psychological writings from John Cassian’s Institutes and Augustine’s Confessions of the fourth and fifth centuries to Bernard of Clairvaux in the twelfth century to the Carmelites, Teresa of Avila, and John of the Cross in the sixteenth century to Puritans such as Richard Baxter and Jonathan Edwards to the great Dutch theologians Gisbertus Voetius and Johannes Hoornbeeck’s Spiritual Desertion of the Second Reformation in the seventeenth century to Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange and Simon Chan of the twentieth century, to name just a few. Of course, these studies in spiritual theology would include exposure to all the areas of Christian psychology; philosophy; and observation and reflection on persons—the dynamics of sin and the Spirit for the sake of understanding spiritual growth. This would only compliment and not detract from an in-depth study of the Scriptures, the history of theology, and psychological theory relevant to spiritual growth.

      Furthermore, whole courses could not only be taught in the history, theology, and psychology of spirituality but on existentially relevant topics in spiritual formation such as formation in the life of prayer; the heart’s hindrances to growth; the ministry of the Spirit developmentally in the heart of the believer; the relationship of the spiritual disciplines and spiritual training to the work of Christ on the Cross and the Indwelling Spirit; the filling of the Spirit; how to put off the old man and put on the new; spiritual motivation in obedience; the role of neighbor love and missions in spiritual formation; the impact of childhood attachment on experience of God and prayer, etc. These courses would include not only theory but also praxis in applying what is learned for the sake of love and growth. These types of courses could greatly assist both students and faculty to address the sanctification gap theoretically and practically in their own lives as well and to make an informed bridge to the practical ministries of pastoral theology, Christian education, Christian psychotherapy, counseling, and missions for the edification of the saints.

      Of course, a number of epistemological issues will arise regarding the justification of truth claims in spiritual theology. Time and energy will have to be spent in carefully developing a methodology and adjudicating procedures by which to scrutinize the study and findings of a spiritual theology insofar as they need to be informed, governed, and judged by a study of the word of God. Great care will need to be given in developing the criteria and guidelines for this study as it integrates within theological and psychological education.

      Furthermore, all professors should be encouraged to do spiritual theology at least in the most general and minimal sense of application for the sake of the growth of the student and the church. This includes bringing out the formational relevance of what is taught as well as assisting students in experiential growth in prayer over the content of every course.18

      The main hindrance to this process of bringing spiritual theology and formation into theological and psychological education will be, most likely, the professor. Our own experience or lack of experience of the Spirit and transformation—personal and corporate—will be the limiting horizon to our teaching. Furthermore, the absence or presence of spiritual theology in our education will be another limiting horizon for our teaching and life-application of the Bible and psychological insight, let alone our willingness and ability to do spiritual theology as a discipline. For Christian psychology, another main obstacle will be to overcome the naturalistic and reductionistic methodology that has precluded psychology from studying pneumadynamics and develop an approach to scientia (knowledge and study) that encompasses a robust study of life in the Spirit.

    

    
    
      Conclusion

      The evangelical church and its schools of theology and psychology—along with its pastors, professors, and leaders—needs to embrace a robust spiritual theology for the sake of providing a realistic and meaningful understanding of the process of spiritual growth in a full integrative manner. This, in turn, finds its goal in the transformation of the believer into the image of Christ in the context of a community of saints. All agree that praxis is not to be separated from theory. However, I have argued here that much of Christian praxis is already theoretically disconnected from most of theology so that praxis appears often to dangle as an afterthought to our doctrine. And psychology is missing the fruit of spiritual theology much like a human body would miss the human spirit as its animating core. What is missing is a spiritual theology that both existentially and theoretically connects practice to theology, psychology to the Spirit. To be certain, I am not arguing that a person necessarily needs to be schooled in the spiritual theology to be holy and spiritually mature; however, the mature person will evince signs of implicit spiritual theology insofar as he or she seeks to understand and cooperate with the ministry of the Spirit as directed in Scripture and experienced in reality. The pastor, theologian, and Christian psychologist, however, have the responsibility to teach and train others in the spiritual life. To do this well carries with it both the obligation and opportunity to intentionally and explicitly do the work of spiritual theology for the sake of personal and corporate growth—whether it be through therapy, preaching, discipleship, or board meetings. God give us grace to embrace this task for the sake of growth in the kingdom of God.
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