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A PREMISE OF THIS BOOK is that what we tend to attribute to ourselves—our own minds and intellects, as well as our Christian lives—is in reality thoughts, ideas, characteristics, capacities, and conceptual structures that have been contributed to us by others. As was true of our previous book, The Physical Nature of Christian Life, the ideas that have gone into this book were themselves supersized by ideas we encountered in reading the books of others, and in discussions with colleagues, students, and friends. We are grateful to have had the privilege of being nested in such a rich environment of thoughts and ideas.

Both of us are products of academic and professional life histories that have significantly influenced our thinking about the topics in this book. In the acknowledgments to our previous book we took time to recognize the important persons and ideas that are part of our particular histories. However, beyond these general historical influences, there are specific persons and books that have been our guides (and goads) throughout the writing of this book.

We have been particularly influenced by the writings of philosopher Andy Clark, as will be evident in the frequency with which he is cited in this book. Clark’s ideas about intelligence and mind form the core of our exposition of the nature of Christian life. Other books that have contributed to our thinking are listed in the bibliography at the back of this book.

Our colleague Kutter Callaway, from Fuller’s School of Theology, was kind enough to read a previous draft of this book and provide valuable feedback that prompted us to make improvements in the presentation of our thoughts. Fuller theology graduate student Nicole Jones also read the previous draft and gave much-needed feedback, particularly with respect to our analysis of Christian religious experiences. Reverend Tara Beth Leach took time from her role as lead pastor and author to provide a helpful pastoral perspective. Dennis Vogt, a well-read friend and person who thinks deeply about the church and Christian life, gave valuable feedback at several points along the way that has significantly influenced our thoughts. Finally, we are indebted to Jon Boyd, editorial director at IVP Academic, for his very helpful and insightful suggestions for revisions to this book.
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        HIDDEN FIGURES


        Perhaps the greatest scientific and engineering achievement of the latter part of the twentieth century was the US space program—the earth orbits of Mercury and Gemini, and the moon orbits and landings of Apollo. We have all seen videos of (or remember watching live) the launches at Cape Canaveral, scenes of activity in the flight control room, and the first steps of Neil Armstrong on the moon. The whole scenario was a huge intellectual and engineering achievement that so obviously could not have been accomplished by a single individual or even a small group. Success required a huge network of persons interacting with one another, sharing the outcomes of their scientific and engineering work, and using the tools available to enhance their mental capacities for the complex work of the project.


        As depicted in the movie Hidden Figures, a group of expert African American female mathematicians served as “human computers” on NASA space projects, prior to the availability of electronic digital computers. Extensive and complex calculations that the engineers and scientists needed were given to this group. The cognitive processes of the scientists were therefore extended and enhanced by the work of these women, allowing the scientists to concentrate on broader issues. However, the work of these women was hidden, both in the sense that they were cloistered away in the basement of another building, and in the sense that their work was taken for granted by the engineers and scientists of the project. The racial inequities and injustices inherent in this whole sad scenario is a central theme of the movie. Nevertheless, this story clearly illustrates what we wish to discuss in this book. The NASA scientists and engineers relied heavily on these women to extend and complete the mental processes involved in their scientific work. However, as is human nature, they presumed that the value and contribution of the calculations these women completed were attributable solely to their own intellectual achievements. The degree to which the women extended and enhanced their mental work was hidden.


        Philosopher of mind Andy Clark argues that none of us are as smart as we think we are, particularly if you strip away the things outside of us that enhance our capacities—the tools we use, the intellectual leverage gained from interactions with other persons, and the contributions to our thinking of the accumulated history of the work of others. In so many ways our cognitive abilities are significantly enhanced by our ability to extend our current mental processing networks to include available tools, other persons, and the knowledge, skills, and practices that make up our particular field of work.


        This book is about the hidden figures of Christian life. Our premise is that when we strip away the contributions of others, particularly those within our local body of believers, we are not as spiritual as we believe ourselves to be. We presume that our spirituality and Christian life are attributable to us as individuals. But within the life networks of all Christians are hidden figures that allow and enhance our Christian living—at least this is true and necessary, we will argue, with respect to the richest and most robust Christian living.


      


      

      

        EXTENDING CHRISTIAN LIFE


        “I am not Christian.”


        This is a statement we (Brad and Warren) both might make—with stress on the word “I”—despite our very significant commitments to Christian faith and life. The complementary statement (without which the first statement is misleading) is, “We are Christian.” There are countless hidden and unacknowledged “others” that are at work in the story of our Christian lives.


        This book is about the truth of these statements, at least as understood within the framework we propose. That is, we are attempting to rethink Christian life within the context of modern theory regarding the nature of the human mind. The theory of extended cognition argues that human mental capacities (cognition) are very significantly enhanced (“supersized”) by the artifacts, persons, and institutions that we constantly encounter and engage. Just as the hidden women were central to the success of the space program, there are numerous hidden, but nevertheless strongly influential, “others” at work in our Christian lives. Therefore, any description of our intelligence is incomplete without inclusion of factors that are outside of our brain and body. Within discussions of extended cognition, one might say, “I am not intelligent, but we are.” Here the “we” would include not only other people but also a lot of intelligence-enhancing artifacts that are made available to us through the inventiveness of others. We will attempt to rethink how Christian life might be enhanced—indeed “supersized”—by that which lies outside of our individual selves.1


        We have both been formed in Christian faith around an implicit (and sometimes explicit) idea that being a Christian was an individual achievement. It was clear that our Christianness (our “spirituality”) was contingent on what we were or became within ourselves. What was critical in this view was the current status of an inner, private, individual soul—a status indexed outwardly by manifestations of piety and inwardly by subjective spiritual experiences and feelings. From this point of view, Christianness is primarily about who each of us is as an isolated individual.


        Contrary to our early formational histories, we will argue in this book that Christian faith and life exist primarily (but not exclusively) within a network of relationships that serves to enhance Christian life by extending us beyond what we are capable of as independent, private, solo individuals. We believe that extension (a word that we will fill up with more significance as we progress) of ourselves into a network of Christian persons and practices serves to “supersize” Christian life well beyond the puny version of this life that we might be able to muster on our own. Thus, in this book we will attempt to paint a picture of Christian life as it might be supersized—that is, made larger, fuller, more effective, and more significantly Christian—as we engage persons, artifacts, and systems outside of ourselves that are within our extended extrapersonal space. Ultimately, we will argue that the idea of extended cognition and the supersizing of Christian life diminishes the distinction between individual and corporate Christianity. We can hardly have one without the other.


      


      

      


        THE GENERAL PLAN OF THIS BOOK


        We will develop our case in three sections. In section one, we begin with a short overview of some important issues about human nature, as well as a quick outline of our basic arguments (chapter one). Since we are dealing with information from an unusual domain (philosophy of mind), we thought it would be helpful at the beginning to very roughly outline the entire scope of the argument. To make clear the opposing point of view, we follow this broad sketch with an analysis of what is currently the predominant understanding of Christian life—specifically the emphasis on individual, internal, and private “spirituality” (chapter two).2


        Section two lays out, in more complete form and finer grain, the theoretical background of our work. First, we review ideas about the embodiment of human nature—that is, the idea that we are bodies, not bodies plus nonphysical souls, nor bodies plus immaterial minds (chapter three). This chapter reviews many of the arguments from our previous book, The Physical Nature of Christian Life.3 We then spend two chapters describing the various concepts and implications of extended cognition. Here, we relate ideas about the extended mind as they are discussed in modern philosophy of mind, borrowing heavily from philosopher Andy Clark’s book Supersizing the Mind. We describe the degree to which human minds, even though physical, cannot be considered to be limited to the activity of the brain, or even the brain and body, but are constituted by the coupling of brain, body, and world. Mind is not limited to what is in the brain or the brain-body. In chapter four we explain how we as individuals interface with various physical artifacts in ways that enhance our mental capacities beyond our normal human limitations. We then take up the more important idea regarding how intelligence and mind are supersized in the context of human interactions (chapter five). Here the most critical idea is how we join with others in reciprocal extension that supersizes common work. Hopefully all of this will make it clear that human intelligence is manifest most robustly in how we functionally interface with and incorporate (that is, plug into) our physical and social environments, rather than how we operate as isolated individuals.


        In section three, we attempt to work out the implications of an extended mind within the context of Christian life. We first think about the enhancement of Christian life in the network of relationships that constitute (or should constitute) the church (chapter six). Here we are particularly focused on the emergence of a vital life among the body and the degree to which this constitutes a life that is beyond the scope of an individual Christian. Although we are focused in this book on the “we” of Christian life, life-in-the-we has impact on individuals. Persons are formed as Christians within the context of their nested and extended life within the body. Thus, in chapter seven, we take up the issue of the relationship between individual Christian formation and its connection to churches and congregations. Finally, in chapter eight we turn to sources of extension of Christian life that are beyond the current groups of persons with whom we worship and live as Christians. In chapter eight we consider the sources of the extension of Christian life that are present within Christian traditions, teachings, stories, and practices—that is, extension into the historical accumulation of the wisdom and practices of Christian life.


        In chapter nine we take up two questions that we anticipate will occur in the minds of some readers. The first is, Where is this church that fosters extension of parishioners into the life of the church—that is, allows individuals to actively plug into the ecclesia in ways that can supersize Christian life? Another issue that may confuse the reader of this book regards its focus on human nature rather than the nature of God. Since the focus of this book is about human persons and groups (congregations), we emphasize the immanent properties of God’s work in the lives of Christians as mediated through the earthly body of Christ. With this as our task, we do not speak much about the transcendent aspects of God’s work in Christian life. We believe God’s transcendent activity (unmediated and wholly-other) to be an important part of the grand story, but not the part of the story we deal with in this book. Our focus will be the ways individuals may socially and ecclesiastically transcend their isolated “selves” within the ongoing, immanent activity of God through his people. A powerful way of enlarging (supersizing) Christian life is through God’s immanent activity within human relationships—most notably in the life of the church.


        Finally, chapter ten concludes the book with three conceptual metaphors that illustrate and contextualize the general nature of the new paradigm of Christian life and the church that we have been discussing. We talk about the extension of mind in navigating a large ship, hidden cognitive extensions that were a part of the US space project, and Paul’s metaphor of the church as a body in his letter to the Romans.


      


      

      

        TO WHOM WE ARE WRITING AND WHY IT MATTERS


        Pastors. For pastors (who we understand as practical theologians working away in the trenches of everyday life and ministry), the ideas expressed in this book will be helpful in reconceptualizing the life of the church in ways that avoid some of the traps of the overprofessionalization of ministry. It is tempting to understand church in a hierarchical framework where professional clergy are responsible for all of the vision casting, planning, and implementation of ministry. Laypersons become infected with this view, coming to understand church as a preplanned, programmatic endeavor, rather than an interactive community where life and ministry spring up from within the body. Hopefully, this book will give new language and perspective with which to conceptualize church life and pastoral leadership.


        Students training for various ministries. Our hopes and concerns for pastors also translate to perspectives we believe are helpful to students training for ministry (parish or parachurch, including adjunctive ministries such as faith-based mental health professions). It is the hope that the ideas we present will inspire imaginations about how to develop a vital community of life and faith.


        Seminaries often attempt to instill correct theological thinking (Christian orthodoxy) in their students. While this is important, orthopraxy (i.e., right living) is equally important. Seminarians often don’t feel nearly as well trained on issues of orthopraxy as they do on orthodoxy. A robust orthopraxy should integrate practical theology with the best of what we currently know of the nature of persons (physically, cognitively, and socially). This book will open up a few topics in the current understanding of human nature and put them in conversation with practical theology and the life of the local church.


        Invested laypersons. It is our hope that laypersons who read this book will come to understand that the church is not the clergy, the denomination, or specific rites and practices, or even the doctrine, but is a group of followers of Christ who understand themselves as embodied, engaged, enacting, and extending into one another’s lives for the sake of the world and the glory of God. It matters how you are connected into the body of Christ not just for your own Christian life but also for the sake of the life of the entire body. Our Christian lives are made more robust and supersized as we connect into the interdependent web of congregants that constitutes the local church. If we stand aside in our “spiritual” individuality, we will be lured into the trap of transferring the cultural narratives of consumerism, executive management, and entertainment into the story of our lives. An individualist approach to Christian life and the church results in what is not a genuine body of Christ but rather a nonchurch—that is, “a loose association of independently spiritual persons.”4


      


      

      

        POINTS OF CLARITY


        It is important to be clear about two points before we start. First, what do we mean when we use the term church? This will become clearer as you read through the book, but we can hint at it here. We don’t necessarily mean a building, formal polity, committees, or even articles of faith (although all of these have a place). What we do mean is a local body of believers that gather regularly for worship, formation, and service. But to be a church, the local group must become interactively entangled in such a way that extension happens (we will say much more about this as we go along). There are practices of the Christian faith that, when done in ways that foster an extended faith, bring about a fuller and more robust Christian life. Even if a church is not formally constituted (denomination, building, explicit polity, or stated doctrine), it would most likely include historical practices of the church, a life based in Scripture, and both an inward and outward focus of service. Finally, as we understand it, the church is always local, particular, and contextualized. Again, the church as we describe it is not created by the intelligence and willpower of humans working together like a social club. We acknowledge the power of the Holy Spirit to work through natural processes (which we attempt to describe) to make the church the church.


        A second point to clarify is that, as we talk in this book about the supersizing benefits of extension and interactive “soft coupling,” there is an implicit notion that these processes necessarily result in what is more beneficial, life enhancing, and Christian. However, we must caution our readers (as we often caution ourselves) that it is possible to interactively extend into, and have supersized, that which calls itself Christian, but is ultimately harmful, life limiting, lacking in Christian virtue, and/or theologically heretical. We can all imagine churches (or perhaps have experienced churches) where what gets supersized is less than the best of Christian life.


        Finally, our hope and prayer is that you, our readers, will gain a richer imagination of Christian life that does not settle easily for puny individualist options, but rather sees the possibility of Christian life being supersized by what is beyond you as an individual and accessible in a body of believers—that is, in the life of the church. Part of this richer imagination involves an appreciation of the hidden figures in our Christian lives.
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AS INDICATED IN OUR PROLOGUE, we are concerned about the truth of the statement, “We are Christian.” This statement entails a move away from an understanding of Christian faith and life as individual achievements, and a move toward realization of the degree to which both faith and life are constituted and enlarged by extension of ourselves into the corporate life of the body of Christ that makes up a local congregation.

In chapter one we sketch the broad outlines of the nature of our arguments, particularly the ideas from the theory of extended cognition that seed our review of the nature of Christian life. We describe our concern regarding the consequences of the predominant view of persons as constituted by two parts, a body and a soul, privileging of the soul and disregarding or discrediting of the body. This view plays a critical role in seeding the current understanding of spirituality as inward and private. To this end, we describe briefly the alternative idea that persons are embodied (bodies, not bodies plus souls); are embedded within physical, social, and cultural environments; and extend their mental processes to include the tools or other persons that are being engaged at the moment. This view also argues that humans are adept at incorporating what is outside of their brains and bodies in order to enhance (supersize) mental processes.

The ideas of embodied and extended cognition raise questions about the nature of spirituality and Christianity—do these lie within ourselves as individuals, or do they exist (partly or entirely) within interpersonal and congregational spaces? Chapter two describes current models of spirituality within this framework, while considering an alternative view of the role of the corporate church body. For some, church and worship are understood primarily as ways to enrich inner subjective experiences of faith. For others, community is considered critical because the embodied nature of persons means that faith must be learned and lived. What we offer to this latter group is a perspective and a vocabulary for conceptualizing the importance of interactivity in the church body as both constituting and enhancing Christian life.









[image: ]



BETHANY’S STORY


Toward the end of the service, I hesitated before approaching the Eucharist table. I was in the midst of writing a college paper on the Eucharist, meth addiction, and the church. I asked myself: Where is this faithful church I’m supposed to be writing about and if it exists, will my meth addicted brother ever be a part of it? Why isn’t my brother any better? Will he ever be? And even if he were here sitting beside me, how the hell does partaking in the Eucharist change anything? I was quite certain that I had been entertaining foolish hopes that would never be realized. But I thought of the words spoken to Jesus: “Lord, I believe. Help my unbelief!” In that same spirit, I approached the Eucharist table and prayed, “God, I go in doubt, but I go.”

Jan and Warren were serving the Eucharist that day. Jan was probably the first person to speak with me when I came to the church for the first time last year. Within the first month or two of being in the church, my sister-in-law, Destiny, had been diagnosed with cancer and my brother, Josh, had relapsed. Jan remembered their names, frequently asked how they were doing, and told me she was praying for them. Months had passed and my sister-in-law’s cancer had left, but my brother’s addiction remained. Jan still asked about my brother most Sundays.

I first approached Warren to take the bread. “The body of Christ, broken for you,” he said. I proceeded to dip the bread into the cup of juice in Jan’s hands.

“The blood of Christ, shed for you,” she whispered.

“Thanks be to God,” I replied.

“. . . and for Josh and his family,” she continued.

The blood of Christ, shed for you—and for Josh and his family. I was struck. While Jan frequently asked about my brother and had served me the Eucharist on other occasions, she had never said those words while serving me, and I had never approached the Eucharist table thinking more about my brother. For the first time in months, I let myself hope again. Jan’s words gave me the courage to believe that my brother was not forgotten, that he was not alone, that maybe he would live and not die, and that maybe his life wouldn’t feel so much like death.

The next day, I had coffee with our pastor. When I asked him his thoughts on the connection between the Eucharist, church, and addiction, he said: “I don’t think there’s anything magical about it . . . lot of times you don’t believe this stuff, but you’re doing this with a body and they believe for you. An individualistic spirituality is not going to get an addict far, it seems to me. But a communal spirituality is able to hear ‘I don’t believe this crap,’ and yet respond, ‘I know, but I do, and I believe this for you.’”

He later said, “And that’s what Jan did. She believed for you when you didn’t.” In this liturgy, people believe for one another in the midst of profound doubt and become corporately what they had not been as individuals—a knitted body witnessing to the love of Christ that gathers with all of us addicts. This gathering occurs in the depths of suffering and in the proclamation of hope.1



If there is a single, simple, pithy message in this book it is this: No one is Christian (or “spiritual”) entirely on their own. Rather, it is the body of Christ (your church, hopefully) that establishes, nourishes, and enhances Christian life. This life (involving faith, hope, and love) is not our own but is what comes to exist first within the life of the body, then eventually within us. A life cannot be robustly Christian lived entirely on one’s own. However, when this life is extended into a body of believers, our puny individual Christian life becomes “supersized”—broader, deeper, richer, and more robust than it could ever be on its own.

Bethany was in the grip of doubt, made more salient by her attempts to write a paper involving her brother and the sacrament of Eucharist. The faith and hope that she could not hold on her own was held for her by her church, and made clear to her by Jan’s ministry in Eucharist that particular day. Attached to the body, Bethany was able to be part of a corporate faith that was beyond her individual capacity. She was able to have faith and hope because she was worshiping and experiencing Christian life within a body that allowed her to extend into a shared pool of faith and hope.

This extension of Christian life out of our inner individual selves and into the external world of congregational life is what we explore in this book. If we ignore the more embodied and extended life of ecclesial community, we are at risk of constructing for ourselves a Christian life that is isolated, private, hidden within, and dependent on our feelings. This is problematic in that it unknowingly “Christianizes” the dominant Western narratives of individualism and consumerism. The church becomes a marketplace individuals attend to obtain goods (spiritual good feelings) that they then take with them into their week to survive the “world.” Clergy become the information experts that deliver these “goods,” and parishioners are the “consumers” who acquire them. In this model, the others with whom I worship are of no particular importance, other than perhaps sharing the costs of the production—in which case watching church at home on a screen may be as meaningful as attending. While it has been noted that Sunday morning in America is one of the most segregated hours of the week,2 it may also be one of the loneliest. This is very different from the image in the New Testament of a small house church that meets for meals, worship, life together, and service in the neighborhood. If Christian life is not about individuals, but rather about a body of people, what might this mean for our understanding of the life of churches and congregations?




UNDERSTANDING CHRISTIAN SPIRITUALITY

We begin with a confession. We are not big fans of the term spirituality, at least not as it is typically used and understood. Despite some degree of lip service to church and Christian community, “spirituality” in the North American evangelical context is usually presumed to be something about individual persons. It is understood as a quality of one’s personal relationship with God. Even though there are things we often point to as outer evidences (litmus tests) of a person’s spirituality (as in a “tree [that] bears good fruit,” Matthew 7:16-18 ESV), these outer things we presume to be imperfect reflections of something that is, in reality, inward and private. What is more, many of the sermons we hear, books we read, or Christian conferences we attend convince us that greater spirituality is something that we achieve (or receive) on our own, as individuals who are distinct from other Christians. The church may help me in some way, but my spirituality is mine.

This view of spirituality shares much in common with our individualistic views of the nature of sin, morality, and virtue. These attributes are certainly more outward and behavioral, typically involving the quality of our interactions with other people. Nevertheless, they are understood as expressions of the inner qualities of individual persons. They are outward manifestations of inward and private resources. Again, while circumstances may play some role, my sin, morality, spirituality, and virtue are entirely mine.

This ubiquitous Christian individualism rests heavily on our belief that the essence of being human is that we have a soul (or self)3—a part of us that is private, inside, and entirely unique to us. This inner something is the “real me.” It is also considered the locus and bedrock of spirituality. We relate to God only because of, and through, our inner soul that is also our “true self.” We generally assume that everything that is really important about ourselves and others is hidden inside as features of the self or soul. However, as we have argued elsewhere4 (and will develop further in the following chapters), this idea of a private individual soul is not inherently Christian and is, in the end, not helpful in our understanding of Christian life and the nature of the church.5

We argued in our previous book for a more embodied understanding of the nature of persons, and for recognizing the embeddedness of our selves (bodies) within family, social, cultural, and ecclesial contexts. We are inherently bodies entangled in the worlds we occupy. Thus, words like mind, soul, spirit, self, and person point to the same whole, embodied individual, but with particular attention to different aspects of us as whole persons.6 In their recent book, Jeeves and Ludwig write extensively about the degree to which spirituality needs to be understood as both embodied and situationally embedded.7 We wish, in this book, to further this argument by considering the degree to which we should consider the mind (and thus the person) to extend, at various times and in various ways, out beyond our individual bodies to encompass currently available aspects of the external world of persons and things. Our primary goal is to consider what the implications of notions about the extension of the self might have for understanding Christian life.

For us, then, spirituality (if and when we use this word) is the gradual and relational process of being transformed into the image and likeness of Jesus as persons and as groups resulting from experiences of extended (and thus supersized) corporate Christian life.8 It is about an embodied life understood as embedded in a world infiltrated by the Spirit of God—a Christian life which is enhanced by extension of the person into interactions with a local body of Christ.

Thus, we happily interchange the word spirituality with our preferred term Christian life. Such life is not individual, private, or inward, nor is it correlated with an emotional state. The formation of Christian life is a gradual process that takes place over time in the context of a larger body of Christian persons. This life is not one that we possess but one in which we outwardly participate. And it is important to continually view this corporate life as having an outward telos or goal—it is not primarily about individual believers, nor even about particular churches or congregations, but about the reign of God in the world.




MINDS AND PERSONS

In addition to our Wesleyan theological tradition, our understanding of Christian life is also strongly shaped by our understanding of the nature of persons and the human mind. Rather than keep these domains of thought compartmentalized, we strive to integrate the growing understanding of the nature of persons into a resonant field of coherent understanding with practical theology.9 That is, in an attempt to understand what it means to be human and to be Christian, we have tried to bring into conversation Scripture, the historical understandings of the church (i.e., tradition), human understanding (i.e., experience), new scientific discoveries (empirical method), and current philosophical arguments (i.e., reason).10

Ideas about the nature of the human mind have shifted significantly in recent decades. The shift is toward understanding mind (and thus persons) as more deeply encompassing the entire body (embodied cognition), as well as the surrounding situation with which a person is interacting (our embeddedness, or situatedness). This shift in ideas about the mind has been motivated by a revised view of how the brain brings about mind. For most of the last half of the twentieth century, the mind (understood to be the brain) was presumed to be very much like a computer. Computers are given highly abstract information (that is, data are input) to be worked on (computations) based on abstract instructions about what to do with the information (a computer program). Once the computations are complete, the computer outputs some form of abstract information which we interpret as rational conclusions. This is referred to as “information processing,” and human minds have been thought to be information processors—we assimilate abstract data, do computations, arrive at abstract conclusions, and then find ways to use these abstractions to guide action. In this view of mind, some of these abstract computational processes are experienced as conscious thought.

However, despite some very rough similarities, the brain (and also the mind) is not a computer—it is different in very fundamental ways. The difference (or at least one major difference) is the contrast between abstract and embodied. To illustrate this difference, the word “shout,” as a written word, is abstract, but the meaning of this word (i.e., a loud vocal act) to a person hearing or reading the word is not a mental abstraction but body-knowledge. We know “shouting” because we know what it is to do it (a motor act of our body) or hear it (a sensory experience). What is critical is that what our brains know is rooted in memories of bodily acts and sensory experiences. It does not know “shout” in the form of a computer-like abstraction. What we know is grounded in what we can remember doing or sensing.

Of course, human thought gets a lot more complicated than this, but the complications do not entirely escape their sensory and motor embodiment. One way things can become mentally more complex takes advantage of our ability to metaphorically stretch physically embodied knowledge to cover more abstract (less immediately physical) notions. We might say that a headline “shouts,” but this metaphoric reference is understood by its link to our history of bodily experiences. As another example, the phenomenon of time is abstract—it does not have an immediate sensorimotor thing that it designates. So, we think about time using experiences that are linked to the passage of time—as in the experienced duration of movement (time “passes,” “goes by,” “speeds up,” “slows down”), or as a quantity that gets progressively used up like sand in an hourglass (time is “spent,” “runs out,” “elapses,” “disappears”).11 Thus, the embodied view of mind argues that thinking does not need abstractions when it can store and manipulate sensorimotor memories. Representations that we might want to call “abstract” probably exist in the mind, but most of what we know remains, or has deep roots in, body-knowledge.

We have previously argued that Christian life can be better understood by viewing minds and persons as embodied.12 If our bodies are deeply implicated in the processes we call “mind,” then to be Christian is not to have acquired certain abstract information, or to believe specific abstract propositions. Rather, it is constituted by particular sorts of bodily, interactive, social, and narrative knowledge that we use in thinking and deciding how to interact with this situation or that person. We will elaborate this understanding of the human mind throughout this book in order to help us reshape our understanding of Christian life—particularly how human relationships (that is, embodied persons interacting with other embodied persons) are so essential to Christian life.




THE EXTENSION OF MIND

The force that specifically motivates the writing of this book is our encounter with a deeper understanding of the human mind called extended cognition.13 In this view, mind and its capacities include not just the brain and what happens inside it, or even the brain and body, but mind also must include those aspects of the physical and social world with which a person is currently actively engaged. In most situations our mental processes (and thus our intelligence) include what is going on in the interactions between us and the physical or social environment. A very simple example is trying to remember a name. I can interact with my smartphone contacts list (physical environment), or I might ask someone else (social environment). In either case, my mental process of remembering includes, for a brief moment, my interactions with the world outside my body—my mind becomes an extended process that includes more than just me. My individually faulty memory has been supersized by what is available beyond my brain and body. Typically, the thinking we do is not simply something that goes on inside us but a process that incorporates what occurs outside of us as we interact with the physical and social environment. Thought is a dynamic process of engagement with the world—a process in which the world does not play a passive role. Interactive engagement with the environment significantly enhances mental capacities.

The idea that what constitutes our mind will often include things outside our brain and body is not at all intuitive. Our habits of thought and language cause us to presume that mind is an entirely internal process that uses (but does not include) the body or elements of the world. The idea of an extended mind suggests that the body and the world become interactively coupled with the activity of the brain in dynamic loops where the processing boundaries between brain, body, and world become blurred or nonexistent. So much of the technology we use is transparent with respect to its impact on our subjective experience of thinking and problem solving. The net outcome of our capacity to incorporate resources of body and world is to markedly enhance our mental capacities—to supersize our minds.




SUPERSIZING CHRISTIAN LIFE

We are intrigued by the idea of the extension of mind with respect to its implications for understanding Christian life, revisiting ideas of spirituality, and taking more seriously the life of a church. If it is true that mind is supersized by extension—that is, by interactions with physical and social surroundings—might this also apply to our Christian lives and what we refer to as our “spirituality”?

Thus, a goal of this book is to explore the idea of the enhancement of Christian life through processes of extension. Can individual Christian life be supersized—made larger, deeper, and more robust—by extension into corporate Christian life? For example, can belief be understood to extend beyond our individual minds and into the community of faith? This would mean that we don’t believe all by ourselves, but we believe with others in the church. The body of Christ holds and upholds our belief, just like we saw with Bethany in the opening story. In times when we are incapable of believing on our own, belief nevertheless can be operative because we experience it within the extended and supersized life of the body of Christ—the church. However, the contributions of the body are often hidden from our view (much like the “hidden figures” in the development of space capsules). In this book we will try to bring into focus how individuals connect to the larger whole, rather than how the whole (the church) serves the individual.

To this context, Paul’s idea that the church is to be the “body of Christ” can be taken quite literally. At least in North America14 the focus in most evangelical Christian thought has been on the individual life of the believer. The individual has held dominance over the collective.15 When individualism takes precedent in Christian life, the “spirituality” of separate persons is seen as the goal and focus. However, Scripture seems to reverse that order, placing focus first on the collective—the people, the church, the body. In 1 Corinthians 12:12-31 Paul helps us see that the end goal is not the individual but the whole, the body, the church. Individuals are important and significant as they come to serve an important role to the larger whole. Paul’s metaphor of the body is so powerful because, just as an eye makes no sense (has no life-giving function) apart from the body, an individual Christian life makes no sense apart from the body of Christ. We cannot detach ourselves from one another. We cannot survive without one another. If one suffers, all suffer. And we certainly cannot engage in the Great Commission that Christ has given us without one another!




CHURCH AS SUPERSIZING CHRISTIAN LIFE

With these ideas in mind, an important goal of this book is to reconsider the life of the church in the context of the possibility for the enhancement of Christian life by extension. We will argue that the extended nature of mind provides a critical rationale for why the interactively corporate modes of the church are so powerful and transformative—for example, prayers, liturgies, singing, and teaching, as well as corporate expressions of service, compassionate care for one another, and even social gatherings.

If we consider Christian life and faith within an information processing model where the understanding of, and assent to, abstract ideas is most important, then anything involving the body or other persons is of only marginal importance, and the primary goal of church would be to reform the content of the abstract information held within the privacy of the minds of individual persons. Get the right information inside the individual person and the right behavior will come out. Or, if we consider spirituality to exist primarily in subjective experiences (mystical or emotional) that are internal and private, then the goal of church is to enhance the frequency and intensity of such subjective experiences. However, if the core of Christian life involves extended interactions with a worshiping body of believers (outward, not inward), then new and important light is shed on all those contexts in which “two or three are gathered” in the name of Christ (Matthew 18:20 ESV). We are not attempting to eliminate individual practices or disciplines that have been in the church universal for centuries (some of which are quite embodied and communal). Rather, we are attempting to reimagine them in light of embodied and extended cognition, and in so doing encourage a re-understanding of these disciplines without the individualism which characterizes much of evangelicalism.

What might it mean for the church to focus less on the promotion of individual “spirituality” (of whatever kind), and rather recognize the fact that in congregations we can take part in a corporate life that can supersize the otherwise puny Christian faith and life of which we are individually capable? How should we not only understand church but actually go about doing church in such a way as to avoid promoting disembodied and disconnected (individualistic) spirituality? What would result from viewing Christian faith and life as extended—that is, as existing primarily between Christian persons? How can a church engage in embodied practices that supersize and extend Christian life? What are the implications of this view for worship practices, preaching, relational interactions, and service opportunities? And, like Bethany from the opening story, how can we foster belief that is enhanced as it is extended into a faith that is held and nurtured by a community?
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