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Introduction

JEFFREY P. GREENMAN AND GEORGE KALANTZIS


The apostle Paul was supremely concerned that through the transforming power of the gospel, men and women would become “mature in Christ” (Col 1:28 NRSV). Maturity in Christ means being whole, complete and fully grown up. The goal of Paul’s ministry was not that people would merely hear the gospel proclaimed, or understand it principally at an intellectual level or even become converts to a new social movement. His aim was that the proclaimed good news would be received and would enact its effective work at the deepest level of the human spirit, shaping the hearts and minds of people so that the new life of Christ, given by the Holy Spirit, would so animate their character and conduct that they would truly become “like Christ.” This goal was not reserved for a small spiritual elite but was intended for everyone. It was meant to mark individual lives and communal experience. Similarly, Paul tells the Galatians that he is “in travail” (ministering with an agonized yearning and consistent striving) until Christ be “formed” in them or “until they take the shape of Christ” (see Gal 4:19). Paul is clear that becoming like Christ means being conformed to the crucified One and therefore living a “cruciform” life (see Gal 2:19-20).1 Despite our contemporary individualism, we need to recall that Paul is thinking primarily of the church as a corporate entity, a body, being formed into Christlikeness, not merely about individuals. This “cruciform” life is marked by the presence of the fruit of the Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control (Gal 5:22-23).

The apostle is also abundantly clear in arguing that becoming like Christ in attitude, character and self-giving service is not something that results from human effort alone. Rather, he is clear that being formed in Christ necessarily involves “walking in the Spirit” and “living in the Spirit” (see Gal 5:16, 25). One astute commentator wrote: “For believers, this walking by the Spirit remains a constantly renewed mandate and a continuous exertion.”2 Thus, for Paul it is the Christian’s responsibility to allow the Holy Spirit’s transforming work to take full effect in our daily lives. This emphasis on formation into mature conformity to Christ through cooperation with the work of the Spirit is not exclusive to Paul; the same basic claims are found throughout the New Testament in the varied language of the four Gospels, Peter’s letters and John’s epistles. Christians of every age and every tradition are called to “life in the Spirit.”

Arising from these core biblical teachings is the central concern of the Christian tradition for what is now customarily called “spiritual formation.” Although the church’s language to express this area of interest and commitment has varied over time and between different streams of Christianity, familiar phrases such as the pursuit of holiness, godly living, spiritual perfection, the deeper life and the like all point to a common core of ideas. The basic goal of spiritual formation—becoming like Christ through the Spirit—is shared across Christian confessions and has remained constant across the centuries in diverse communities.

The 2009 Wheaton Theology Conference sought to examine the biblical, theological and historical roots of the church’s calling to spiritual formation, as sketched in this book. This volume emerged from the conference’s dialogue about the theological shape of the contemporary discussion about spiritual formation, particularly within the evangelical Protestant community. While evangelicals have given renewed attention to this topic over the past two decades and have produced extensive literature that introduces spiritual disciplines to pastors and lay people, in-depth theological examination of what is involved in spiritual formation has remained less developed. Therefore, this volume is not designed to instruct people in how to go about practicing spiritual disciplines. Instead, it focuses on fundamental biblical-theological questions about the purpose of spiritual formation, why we pursue it, where we should locate spiritual formation in doctrinal terms and what critical theological convictions must be made operative in order for spiritual formation to take place individually and corporately. Accordingly, this volume provides substantive theological engagement with core issues such as:


	What do we mean by commonly used but laden terms such as spiritual formation, spiritual direction and spiritual theology?


	How does God bring about transformation into Christlikeness?


	How do our doctrines of God, salvation and the Holy Spirit inform our pursuit of godliness or the practices of piety? Does doctrine make a difference to devotion?


	What insights might we gain from a better awareness of some of the key traditions of the history of Christian spirituality?


	What theological convictions undergird some of the key “spiritual practices” or “spiritual disciplines” of the church?




This volume is divided into three major parts, followed by a reflection toward application. The first part, “Theological Contours,” explores some major doctrinal underpinnings of any authentic pursuit of spiritual formation. Jeffrey Greenman’s chapter sets the stage for the entire volume by offering a “theologically oriented” definition of spiritual formation: “Spiritual formation is our continuing response to the reality of God’s grace shaping us into the likeness of Jesus Christ, through the work of the Holy Spirit, in the community of faith, for the sake of the world.” His chapter not only expounds this definition, but also reflects on some particular evangelical challenges for spiritual formation that follow from four distinctive evangelical emphases. This discussion serves to locate this volume’s discussions within the characteristic strengths (and limitations) of evangelicalism. Finally, Greenman offers a “spiritually oriented” definition of theology. Responding to the stereotypic idea that theology is nothing more than an arcane, abstract discussion of abstruse and impractical topics, he contends that theology, at its best, should be understood and practiced as “whole person formation for mission.”

Greenman’s essay is followed by Gordon Fee’s argument that contemporary evangelical Christianity needs to give the Holy Spirit more prominence in our accounts of spirituality. He begins in the mode of lament, fixing our attention on the fuzziness of contemporary language of spirituality, the inadequacy of most English Bible translations of the key Greek words for spirit, spirituality and the Holy Spirit, and the church’s neglect of the Holy Spirit by opting instead for what he calls a “functionally binitarian” doctrine of God. Fee underscores the vital importance of the historic, orthodox doctrine of the triune God for spiritual formation, including a robust doctrine of the Holy Spirit (pneumatology). He argues from the New Testament that Christians are “Spirit people,” those who have been given new life by the Holy Spirit, and, therefore, “being saved” necessarily involves an utter dependence on the Spirit. Thus, says Fee: “Soteriologies that are insufficiently attentive to the decisive work of the Holy Spirit will be incapable of generating ‘spiritual formation’ in the Pauline sense.” Fee also suggests that our Christology needs to recognize that Jesus, as fully human, was the “Spirit person par excellence,” whose life and ministry were lived out in the power of the Holy Spirit. As we come to recognize Jesus’ dependence on the Spirit, we will then be able to understand the New Testament admonition to become like Christ through the indwelling, empowering presence of the Holy Spirit.

The first part of the book concludes with a chapter by Dallas Willard, one of the most prolific and influential evangelicals currently writing in the area of spiritual formation. Willard explains and defends the provocative claim that there “is a prevailing understanding of salvation that poses almost insurmountable barriers to transformation of professing Christians into Christlikeness, which is the meaning of spiritual formation.” He argues that our typical way of understanding what it means to be “saved” actually “has no conceptual or practical connection with such a transformation.” Here the importance of the doctrine of salvation (soteriology) for spiritual formation moves front and center. Willard argues that spiritual formation, properly understood, is a “natural part” (that is, intrinsic component) of salvation, properly understood. What is needed, according to Willard, is a much greater emphasis on the Bible’s teaching that the gospel of salvation in Christ involves the gift of new life, and therefore our participation in the divine life (cf. 2 Pet 1:14) in the here and now, as opposed to a more limited and largely transactional model of salvation whereby forgiveness is attained primarily as a “ticket to heaven” when we die.

The second part, “Historical Approaches,” builds upon these theological arguments and attempts to put our contemporary concerns for spiritual formation into a larger historical context. In much the same spirit as the 2007 conference and its resulting volume, Ancient Faith for the Church’s Future,3 this section begins with a study of some influential traditions of spirituality found in the early church. George Kalantzis begins the section by focusing on the ascetical life and praxis of early Christians, paying particular attention to the move from prevailing classical Greco-Roman paradigms of philosophy as askesis and contemplation, to the late antique uniquely Christian redefinitions of spiritual formation and ascent, in what the Eastern Christian traditions call the process of anagoge—the process of being conformed to Christ. The “spirituality” early Christians inherited from both their Greco-Roman as well as their Jewish predecessors revolved around an understanding of materiality as incompatible with true spirituality, spiritual freedom and salvation, as the apostle Paul found out in his engagement with the Athenians on Mars Hill (Acts 17:16-34). Early Christian theologians and apologists such as Justin (Martyr) and Origen of Alexandria struggled to articulate a properly Christian understanding of the relationship between the “new life of/from the Spirit” and life in the body, especially as that relationship bears witness to Christ. Kalantzis also shows how, as the church moved from the margins of society to the center, and its relationships with the state changed from persecution to official acceptance, the definition of spirituality also changed, now being expressed more clearly by the monastic movements of the fourth and fifth centuries. In the process, Kalantzis raises some often-forgotten aspects of monastic spirituality that lead away from individualistic and disengaged practices and redirect us in active service to the poor and marginalized.

The annual Wheaton Theology Conference often has been an ecumenical occasion. Given the prominence of the Roman Catholic tradition of spiritual theology and the rising levels of evangelical engagement with Catholic spirituality, it was important to hear from a highly distinguished interpreter of Catholic theology, Lawrence Cunningham. In his chapter, “The Way and the Ways: Reflections on Catholic Spirituality,” Cunningham argues, referring to the teaching of Romans 8, that the Catholic tradition has held that “to live the Christian life is to live under the impulse of the Spirit, which converts us to the way of Christ.” His chapter explores the meaning of the “way of Christ”—Christ is the way (cf. Jn 14:6). Cunningham provides an insightful treatment of the key features of varied Catholic “schools” of spirituality. These “schools” (such as the Franciscan, Dominican, Ignatian and others) are presented as diverse, valuable and alternative “ways of following the Way.” Concluding with some reflections on ecumenical relations, Cunningham points to the common ground shared across confessional divides and offers some suggestions about how Catholics and Protestants can learn from each other in their shared pursuit of “life in the Spirit.”

Following Cunningham’s essay, Kelly Kapic examines the theology of “evangelical holiness” taught by an eminent Puritan divine, John Owen. Kapic not only corrects a variety of inaccurate stereotypes about Puritanism but also offers a detailed case study of a robust spiritual theology that is grace-centered, gift-oriented, Christ-centered, Spirit-enabled and nonmoralistic. The Christian life is depicted as focused on the believer’s participation in loving communion with the triune God. According to Kapic, Owen’s approach also provides a theological basis for a nuanced account of the imitation of Christ, a “real spirituality” that is “not fundamentally about self-improvement, but about an intimacy and communion with the triune God that transforms the believer’s life.” Kapic highlights how Owen’s thought illuminates some particularly important implications of christological, trinitarian and pneumatological orthodoxy for vibrant Christian life.

In the final chapter of this section, “Seeking True Religion: Early Evangelical Devotion and Catholic Spirituality,” Bruce Hindmarsh examines the roots of the distinctive evangelical devotion in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. He explains that early evangelicalism, as a movement aimed at fostering “true religion,” drew extensively and eagerly on “a common core of classical Christian spirituality” represented primarily by Roman Catholic sources. Hindmarsh’s chapter complements Lawrence Cunningham’s, suggesting that early evangelicals were attempting to form a “school” of devotion, comparable in many ways to the Catholic “schools of spirituality” outlined by Cunningham. Hindmarsh provides a reception history of two key books. He shows that John and Charles Wesley, as well as George Whitefield, were deeply influenced by Henry Scougal’s The Life of God in the Soul of Man (1677), a work that itself transmitted the spiritual teachings of major Catholic mystical writers such as François Fenelon, Madame Guyon and Teresa of Avila. Hindmarsh also points out the pervasive and powerful role that Thomas à Kempis’s Imitation of Christ played on key evangelical leaders. This text was the evangelical introduction to the Catholic ascetical tradition. These strands of continental Roman Catholic tradition were received and “naturalized” (not uncritically) by early evangelical leaders. Showing that, from its inception, evangelical Protestantism has been open to engaging the Roman Catholic sources of the classical Christian tradition of spirituality, Hindmarsh argues that today’s evangelical interest in learning from Catholic sources and spiritual traditions is not a new phenomenon and cannot be dismissed as somehow “unevangelical.”

The third part of this book, “Spiritual Practices,” addresses the need for theological reflection on some of the most formative spiritual disciplines, such as Bible reading, prayer, corporate worship, spiritual direction and social action. Christopher Hall’s chapter, “Reading Christ into the Heart: The Theological Foundations of Lectio Divina,” reflects on the author’s experience of meditating on the Sermon on the Mount (with the help of his iPod). Hall describes the nature and purpose of the slow, attentive, transformational practice of “divine reading” of the sacred Scriptures that has been part of the Christian heritage since the early church and that has been an especially important component of monastic spirituality. It is a way of reading the Bible that is, quoting Jean Leclercq, “entirely oriented toward life, and not toward abstract knowledge.” Hall explores the implications of his claim that “undergirding our reading of the [biblical] text is a fundamental theological proposition that is deeply trinitarian: the Eternal Word, sent by the Father, has become incarnate in Jesus Christ and continues to speak to us through the Holy Spirit.” Through divine reading of the written Word, we feed on Christ, the incarnate Word.

The chapter by Susan Phillips, who is an experienced spiritual director, suggests that the ancient Christian art of spiritual direction is a “navigational aid to sanctification.” Focused on listening, it is the practice of intentional spiritual “accompaniment” designed to help men and women walk according to the Spirit (Rom 8:4). Phillips writes that spiritual direction “helps people pay attention to God’s presence and call in their everyday lives, and it rests in a paradigm of prayer and discernment.” She explores how the doctrine of sanctification informs this practice, as men and women grow in grace (2 Pet 3:18) and become evermore rooted and grounded in love (Eph 3:17) through the church’s ministry of “piloting” in the process of transformation toward maturity in Christ.

The practice of prayer is undoubtedly central to spiritual formation in all Christian traditions. While a thorough study of prayer is a worthy topic for an entire Wheaton Theology Conference and subsequent volume—maybe in the future—this book features a case study of the theological dimensions of the practice of centering prayer by James Wilhoit. Wilhoit focuses on the approach expounded by Father Thomas Keating, a Trappist monk (b. 1923) who is widely considered the founder of the centering prayer movement in the contemporary church. Centering prayer is a controversial subject in evangelical circles. Wilhoit provides an evenhanded exposition of Keating’s methods of prayer, drawing attention to Keating’s belief that centering prayer builds upon the practice of lectio divina and is meant to be a way of deepening one’s relationship with Christ. Keating’s main focus is the importance of intention or “consent” wherein we consent to God’s presence and action within us and with “mental engagement” in prayer (fending off distracting thoughts). Wilhoit states that the origins of centering prayer are trinitarian, and that for Keating, “the present indwelling of Christ in each believer is his theological touchstone.” While Wilhoit finds that Keating’s approach is significantly shaped by psychotherapeutic assumptions and has an underdeveloped account of sin and salvation, he is cautiously optimistic about the evangelical appropriation of some aspects of centering prayer.

Cherith Fee Nordling’s chapter addresses one aspect of corporate worship, namely, congregational singing, as a spiritually formative experience. She explores the New Testament’s rich language of worship and formative significance of the church’s practice of singing psalms, hymns and songs of the Spirit (Eph 5:19; Col 3:16). She shows how such songs enable the Christian community to enter into, and experience afresh, the power of the gospel narrative. Nordling also strikes a chord of lament in her discussion of contemporary worship. She believes that the church’s theological confusion and spiritual lethargy can be traced, at least in part, to “countless repetitions of anemic hymns and heretical choruses.” She is especially worried whenever our human experience, not God, becomes the main subject of worship. Nordling focuses on the implications of a confident, healthy/orthodox Christology—most notably an affirmation of the real humanity of Jesus—for the transformative work of God in and through worship. Our “life in the Spirit” is a function of Jesus’ life in the Spirit, shared with us and made possible by his saving grace. Her chapter is a challenging yet inspirational reading for anyone concerned with leading worship in congregational settings.

The final chapter in this section is by David Gushee, a prominent evangelical social activist, president of Evangelicals for Human Rights and a Christian ethicist. Too often neglected is the “outward discipline” of active commitment to compassionate service, especially practical care for the poor, needy and vulnerable. Gushee’s chapter, “Spiritual Formation and the Sanctity of Life,” argues that “a socially disengaged spirituality” is “inconceivable and inexcusable.” He defines and describes the doctrine of the sanctity of life, the conviction that “the human being, created, sustained and redeemed by God in Christ, is infinitely sacred in God’s sight.” Given, then, the sacredness of human life, “Christian spiritual formation must yield Christian disciples who are absolutely and stubbornly impervious to any temptation or enticement to sacrifice the sacredness of any group of neighbors for any private or public purpose, however compelling it may seem at the time.” For Gushee, a particularly important doctrinal consideration is the incarnation of Jesus Christ, which “forever elevates human bodiliness,” and therefore, “what happens to human bodies (not just minds and spirits and souls, and not just the bodies of our friends but also our enemies) matters to God and must matter to us.” Gushee shows that the challenge of cultivating an active, compassionate concern for our neighbors is an indispensible, nonnegotiable aspect of becoming like Christ. He concludes his chapter by reminding us that corporate worship has a crucial, irreplaceable role in forming disciples whose attitudes and instincts are attuned to the suffering and exploitation of others, near and far: “Worship of God is the ultimate origin of a true appreciation for life’s sanctity—if we remember what kind of God it is we truly worship.”

The book’s final section is an epilogue, “Theology, Spiritual Formation and Theological Education,” provided by Linda Cannell, one of the most incisive and creative theological educators in North America. Her chapter picks up from Jeffrey Greenman’s concern for understanding theology as formation in chapter one and from Dallas Willard’s critique in chapter three that most Christian institutions are failing to give sufficient emphasis to spiritual formation while choosing to be “doing something else.” She addresses directly and honestly a topic that lies barely behind the surface of many of the chapters in this book, namely, the nature of knowledge itself. Many of the authors at least hint that our rationalistic and reductionistic ways of viewing the human mind and spirit, including our ways of reading Scripture and doing theology, have created obstacles to genuine Christian spirituality. Cannell traces the reasons why theology and spirituality are so commonly separated (even divorced from each other) in contemporary congregational and educational settings to the “rise of academic theology” and its institutionalization in “professionalized” theological colleges and seminaries. Cannell questions current assumptions about theological education from the “sapiential” standpoint, challenging the notion that what formation for ministry involves is “the nurture of the soul and growth toward wisdom.” She proposes that some major (and possibly uncomfortable) rethinking and decisive organizational changes will be required if we are serious about refocusing our institutional efforts at developing the next generation of Christian leaders in more formative, holistic and spiritually nurturing directions.

The cover art for this book is by the renowned contemporary Chinese Christian painter, He Qi. During the 2008 Wheaton Theology Conference we were privileged to hear him describe his understanding of the connections between visual art and Christian spirituality, and to host on campus an extensive show of his work.
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This book is dedicated to Dr. Duane Litfin, who retires in 2010 as the seventh president of Wheaton College. Coming to Wheaton from the pastorate, and having served previously as a seminary professor, during his seventeen-year tenure President Liftin has been an active supporter of the annual Wheaton Theology Conference. At the 2009 conference, Dr. Liftin’s introductory remarks noted that the event’s theme was especially apt for Wheaton College, since the college’s mission statement speaks of nurturing “whole and effective Christians.” He commented, “Spiritual formation is what Wheaton College is really all about.” Under his leadership, Wheaton’s Department of Biblical and Theological Studies has expanded and flourished. Beyond Wheaton, his Christ-centered vision for “fully” Christian higher education has highlighted the centrality of biblical and theological reflection for every aspect of the liberal arts curriculum.4 Dr. Liftin has been a dedicated champion of biblical faithfulness and doctrinal orthodoxy in evangelical theology and has modeled gracious ecumenical engagement as well as open and honest interfaith dialogue (particularly with the Roman Catholic and Jewish communities). During his presidency Dr. Litfin’s core theological convictions led him to take courageous stands on key social and ethical questions of our time, including AIDS, poverty and climate change. As a leading voice in North American evangelicalism, Dr. Litfin has enabled many to see the unparalleled importance of the Lordship of Jesus Christ over every aspect of human life. We dedicate this volume to him with deep appreciation for his ministry and leadership, for his persistent pleas for evangelicals to live Christ-centered lives and for his sacrificial service to church and society worldwide in and through Wheaton College.








PART ONE
Theological Contours
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1
Spiritual Formation in
Theological Perspective
Classic Issues, Contemporary Challenges


JEFFREY P. GREENMAN


During the past thirty years, a widely recognized evangelical spiritual formation movement has taken shape and gained momentum. Richard Foster’s 1978 landmark book, The Celebration of Discipline, is a clear marker of its birth. Foster’s work has been followed by other pioneering writings from prolific authors such as Dallas Willard, James Houston and Eugene Peterson. These four writers together have played a principal role in shifting the focus of mainstream evangelical conversation from the traditional (but narrower) category of discipleship to the newer (and broader) category of spiritual formation. Each in their own way, these thinkers—as well as prominent evangelical theologians such as J. I. Packer, Robert Webber, Donald Bloesch, Alister McGrath and Simon Chan—have attempted to articulate evangelical spirituality afresh by providing a deeper biblical foundation, a stronger theological rationale and a wider historical awareness.

My purpose in this chapter is to offer a theological map of the landscape currently under discussion about spiritual formation, with particular attention to the ways in which evangelical theological convictions relate to a wider conversation. After offering a theologically oriented definition of spiritual formation, I examine some strengths and weaknesses typically found in evangelical spirituality and conclude with some suggestions about what this discussion means for our understanding of theology.


SPIRITUAL FORMATION THEOLOGICALLY DEFINED

The term “spiritual formation” has become popular, but since it is not a precise, technical term its actual meaning is sometimes unclear.1 My proposal for a fairly comprehensive, reasonably succinct and theologically oriented definition is: Spiritual formation is our continuing response to the reality of God’s grace shaping us into the likeness of Jesus Christ, through the work of the Holy Spirit, in the community of faith, for the sake of the world.

Spiritual formation is an ongoing process for Christians. It is not a program or project or course that is completed in a few weeks, but rather is a lifelong journey of transformation. While there can be decisive steps forward or dramatic spiritual insights in a moment, spiritual formation addresses the gradual and progressive movement of character development and personal growth. Faith in Jesus Christ sustains a lifelong pursuit of spiritual maturity or wholeness found in him. Despite the pressures of our activist, hurried culture, this process cannot be reduced to learning personal management techniques or how to “do things for the Lord” because it is primarily a matter of cultivating an intimate relationship with the triune God. This is a continuous challenge—running the race with perseverance (Heb 12:1). For this reason, my proposed definition refers to the dynamic of our “continuing response.”

The process of spiritual formation is not defined by someone’s search within themselves for spiritual health, but rather by a “continuing response to the reality of God’s grace.” By using the term response I want to emphasize that spiritual formation is not self-generated. It is not our attempt to cultivate inwardness for its own sake. Spiritual formation in its best sense cannot be reduced to the results of human techniques or personal willpower, but is primarily a matter of God’s own initiative and God’s vital action. This definition leaves no room for the sort of well-intended semipelagianism that is so prevalent, namely, the mistaken idea that we have the ability to seek God apart from God’s prior movement of grace. In theological terms, grace speaks of the unmerited gift of God’s love and mercy toward sinners, shown supremely in Christ’s life, death and resurrection. Grace identifies God’s decisive dealing with human sin through the cross of Christ, so that spiritual formation involves our reckoning seriously with the ongoing realities of human temptation and our continual struggle against corrupt desires. Rooted in a robust sense of sin and joyful confidence in the efficacy of the gospel, spiritual formation involves grace-based disciplines of confession, forgiveness and reconciliation.

My definition of spiritual formation seeks to reflect the biblical logic of divine grace that is exemplified in the truth that “we love because he first loved us” (1 Jn 4:19). Divine action takes priority over human action. God’s gift precedes and makes possible the human task of discipleship, witness and service. As Christians, our vocation is to respond in faith, trust and obedience to the good news that we have received in Christ and to welcome God’s transforming power into our lives. Spiritual formation necessarily involves intentional action and commitment, yet we recognize that divine grace is not opposed to human effort, but rather is opposed to earning divine favor.2

Divine grace speaks not merely of a past reality by referring backward to an experience of salvation; grace also is a present reality that informs the current experience of the Christian life. God’s grace has shaped us, is shaping us from day to day, and will shape us in the future. What are we being shaped into? The goal of spiritual formation is to be transformed into the likeness of Jesus Christ (Rom 8:29; 2 Cor 3:18).3 This also is our eschatological destiny as Christians, according to 1 John 3:2: “we know that when he appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is.” Foster states that the “goal of the Christian life could be summarized as our being formed, conformed, and transformed into the image of Jesus Christ.”4 Because being “conformed to the image of his Son” is the ultimate purpose of God’s saving work through the cross and resurrection, “becoming like Christ” means participating in the salvation accomplished by Jesus—knowing Christ in the “power of his resurrection” and in “the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings” (Phil 3:10). Spiritual formation into Christlikeness therefore is an extension of the logic of the cross and is impossible apart from the reality of Christ’s atoning work. Being “conformed to Christ” or “becoming like Christ” involves embracing a “cruciform” way of life with a distinctive shape expressed in obedience to God, which is marked by self-sacrifice and humble service for the sake of others, a way that Jesus demonstrated during his earthly ministry and commended to all his followers (Mk 10:42-45; Jn 13:12-17; Phil 2:1-11).5

My proposed definition explains that becoming like Christ happens “through the work of the Holy Spirit.” It is God’s own work, through the Spirit, to bring about Christ’s character in us, and it is our calling to cooperate with God in this process as we share in the divine life given to us (2 Pet 1:4). For this reason Eugene Peterson writes: “Spiritual formation is primarily what the Spirit does, forming the resurrection life of Christ in us.”6 Participation in the life of Christ, by the Spirit, reproduces the character of Christ in his followers. The distinctive virtues of Christian faith are the fruit of the Spirit: “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control” (Gal 5:22-23).

The wisdom of the church over two millennia is that this sort of transformation of heart, mind and spirit is not something that can be pursued satisfactorily by individuals in isolation. Spiritual formation involves personal spiritual disciplines, such as prayer, confession, fasting and biblical meditation as well as corporate participation in the congregation’s shared life of worship, fellowship and teaching. The ecclesial practices of prayer and the Lord’s Supper (or Eucharist) have a special prominence among the “means of grace” that God has appointed to strengthen our faith. For this reason, my proposed definition asserts that spiritual formation takes place “in the community of faith.” Christians belong to one another as members of Christ’s body, which becomes the communal context for mutual encouragement, mentoring and accountability in the journey toward Christlikeness. This commitment runs contrary to the highly individualistic and functionalist tendencies of contemporary North American culture.

My definition concludes with the affirmation that the necessary result of spiritual formation is active participation in serving God and sharing in God’s work in the world.7 The phrase, “for the sake of the world,” reminds us that personal growth or spiritual depth involves not merely loving God, but loving our neighbors as ourselves (Lk 10:27). As people who are sent out into the world as witnesses to Christ (Jn 20:21), the mark of a genuine spiritual formation is our capacity to reflect Christ as “the salt of the earth” and “the light of the world” (Mt 5:13-14). Growth into the likeness of Christ accompanies our participation in Christ’s mission to the world, in the power of the Spirit. Spiritual formation at its best involves a reciprocal dynamic between gathering and scattering, contemplation and action, silence and speech, being and doing, receiving and giving. Outward-focused spiritual disciplines such as hospitality and “works of mercy” complement inward-focused disciplines. In the words of Elizabeth O’Connor, “Just as we are committed to being on an inward journey for all of time, so we are committed to being on an outward journey, so that the inner and the outer become related to one another and one has meaning for the other and helps to make the other possible.”8

My definition seeks to be fairly comprehensive, but above all it seeks to frame a God-centered way of speaking about spiritual formation as an alternative to ways of understanding spirituality that simply search for personal meaning or inner peace on one’s own terms. There is much truth in the observation made by Eugene Peterson: “The great weakness of North American spirituality is that it is all about us: fulfilling our potential, getting in on the blessings of God, expanding our influence, finding our gifts, getting a handle on principles by which we can get an edge on the competition. And the more there is of us, the less there is of God.”9 Contemporary discussion of spiritual formation as well as focused efforts in various settings to nurture mature Christian faithfulness, especially among evangelicals, should be able to find “more of God” through deeper biblical, theological and historical roots.




CONTEMPORARY EVANGELICAL CHALLENGES

One way to frame some contemporary challenges facing evangelicals is to reflect on some chief characteristics of the evangelical movement in general. David Bebbington’s oft-used quadrilateral identifies central evangelical convictions and attitudes.10 My proposal is that each of these four qualities points toward both strengths and weaknesses in the evangelical engagement with spiritual formation.

Biblicism. Evangelicals affirm the supreme authority of Scripture and generally hold the Bible in very high esteem. As John Stott says, “We evangelicals are first and foremost Bible people.”11 Perhaps the ecumenical charism of evangelicals is expository preaching and Bible study. A strength here is that evangelical churches and individuals are likely to be strongly interested in the biblical foundations for spiritual formation. Evangelicals typically ask, “What is the biblical basis for this contemporary emphasis on spiritual formation?” Clearly, the formational value of the standard evangelical practice of daily Bible reading is not to be underestimated nor taken for granted. A potential limitation is that typical patterns of evangelical engagement with Scripture can easily devolve into an information-oriented rationalism wherein the Bible is “word processed” in a mechanical way, rather than being absorbed and digested in a more deeply transformational manner. Biblical meditation in the style of ancient lectio divina is often hard for evangelicals to grasp and practice, having been schooled for generations in the procedures of inductive Bible study or the short “quiet time.” This suggests a need for reaffirmation of the central place of the Bible in evangelical spiritual nurture and teaching, and an open-minded reexamination of the ways in which the Bible is studied and taught in and through congregations. One unfortunate, but common, consequence of the evangelical affirmation of the Bible as the supreme authority for faith and practice is that other promising sources of spiritual insight sometimes are unnecessarily denigrated, particularly historical sources drawn from various streams of the Christian tradition. In short: if we take the Bible sufficiently seriously, why bother knowing what the desert fathers were doing or what Teresa of Avila taught about prayer? Yet our evangelical forefathers never believed that the centrality of the Bible in individual and corporate life justified ahistoricism or any intentional disregard for the spiritual classics of previous centuries.12

Crucicentrism. Evangelicals understand the cross of Jesus as the focus of the gospel. The standard view is that “Christ died as substitute for sinful mankind.”13 The movement’s most esteemed preaching and hymnody are expressions of a cross-centered instinct: “nothing in my hand I bring, simply to the cross I cling.”14 A clear benefit of this mindset is that it provides an objective, Christ-centered basis for personal piety. Crucicentrism acts as theological check against any tendency to reduce spiritual formation to self-centeredness or self-absorption. Yet evangelical spirituality sometimes has sentimentalized or trivialized the cross, and many contemporary evangelical songs and prayers operate without any reference to the reality of the atonement. In addition, it is hazardous to emphasize Christology and soteriology at the expense of pneumatology, a move that leads to a lopsided or diminished doctrine of the Trinity, which in turn undercuts the basis for authentic spiritual formation. Similarly, it is unwise to emphasize the doctrine of salvation at the expense of the doctrine of creation, a move that can leave evangelical efforts at spiritual formation operating without sufficiently nuanced understandings of human creatureliness, embodiment or sociality.

Conversionism. Evangelicals assert that everyone needs to be converted to Christ. Therefore, their most recognized forms of ministry are altar calls and the “born again” experience. They are committed to the proclamation of the gospel through direct evangelism that calls each person to repent of their sins, trust in Christ and receive God’s gift of salvation. Conversion is understood as a powerful, life-changing encounter with God involving intense commitment. Typically it is understood as a punctiliar event rather than an ongoing process. The strength here is that conversionism sets up spiritual growth as the deepening of an intentional personal relationship. The difficulty is when evangelicals focus so intently on the moment of conversion that little else matters. The gradual, progressive work of spiritual formation can be eclipsed by a conversionist mindset that prioritizes saving sinners in an “hour of decision” rather than shaping the lives of the saints over many years. It can lead to spiritual impatience in the long journey of transformation, a tendency made worse by the pressures of a culture of relentless hyperactivity. And if eternal salvation is achieved through a “decision for Christ” why does sanctification ultimately matter anyhow? If, as the bumper sticker says, “Christians aren’t perfect, just forgiven,” then why strive too hard for perfection?

Activism. Evangelicals believe in the active ministry of laity and clergy alike. In Bebbington’s words, evangelicals recognize an “imperative to be up and doing.”15 All Christians are to help spread the gospel and serve the needs of the poor and needy, both at home and abroad. This activist impulse is the root of the global mission movement and the mother of countless parachurch ministries. Virtually all the evangelical heroes are activists: think of the way evangelicals appeal to the example of tireless (if not frenetic) figures such as John Wesley, William Wilberforce, Billy Graham or Chuck Colson. A clear strength here is the unchallenged assumption that genuine fellowship with Christ is meant to find active expression in God’s service through some form of personal engagement in evangelism or social involvement. Evangelical spirituality is rarely jeopardized by an inert faith. If anything, evangelical activism poses a threat to spiritual formation when energetic service is emphasized at the expense of prayer, solitude and meditation. In addition, the activist impulse, when blended with our culture’s thoroughgoing pragmatism, can devolve into a lazy anti-intellectualism that seeks little beyond a handful of prepackaged “simple steps to spiritual success.” Unchecked activism typically encourages a bare-bones instrumental rationality that ignores or diminishes God’s call for the renewal of our minds (Rom 12:1-2) and Jesus’ command for us to love God with all of one’s heart, soul, mind and strength (Mk 12:30).




CLASSIC THEOLOGICAL ISSUES

My proposed definition of spiritual formation and discussion of some strengths and weaknesses in evangelical spirituality has already identified some classic theological issues that are necessarily involved in the discussion of spiritual formation. These issues are not the exclusive domain of evangelical spirituality; in fact, they have their own form in every variety of Christianity. We have seen that a theologically shaped account of Christian spiritual formation will require us to consider a broad range of classic theological issues, such as:


	the shape of our creatureliness and sociality as “embodied souls”;


	the nature of sin and its consequences;


	the meaning and significance of divine grace and the atonement;


	the work of the triune God, especially the distinctive work of the Holy Spirit;


	the meaning of “becoming like Christ”;


	the relationships between conversion, regeneration, justification and sanctification;


	the appropriation of the “means of grace” in the Christian life, especially prayer and sacraments;


	the relationship between inward growth and outward service; and,


	the meaning of love, especially love for God with heart, mind, soul and strength, and love for one’s neighbor as oneself.




My point is that Christian speech about discipleship, spiritual growth, spirituality or spiritual formation—whether at a popular level, or from the pulpit or in the rarefied theological air of scholarly debate—will necessarily involve a way of handling these complex theological topics, and probably a number of others not yet listed. Admittedly my proposed definition and analysis of evangelical spirituality involve a series of decisions about these matters, which mostly lurk implicitly beneath the surface of my argument. Limitations of space do not allow these decisions to be expounded. Similarly, in most cases, especially at the popular level, a host of interrelated theological convictions are taken for granted. Part of my purpose is to unearth these beliefs and suggest some of their implications. Teachers and preachers can help their congregants to discover more authentic spiritual formation by thinking through how their own theological frameworks shape their approach to formational ministries (e.g., “What is the theological basis for what we’re doing?”) and by considering how congregations can be helped to see the directly formational implications of basic Christian truths (e.g., “What difference do our core beliefs make in the pursuit of Christian maturity and faithfulness?”).




THEOLOGY SPIRITUALLY DEFINED

Another new word for evangelicals in the past thirty years has been the term “spiritual theology.” Although the popularity of the term is sporadic and remains somewhat strange to evangelical ears, the concept itself is anything but new. A commonly accepted definition is offered by Roman Catholic author Jordan Aumann:

Spiritual theology is that part of theology that, proceeding from the truths of divine revelation and the religious experience of individual persons, defines the nature of the supernatural life, formulates directives for its growth and development, and explains the process by which souls advance from the beginning of the spiritual life to its full perfection.16


If we accept this definition, we can say that long-time evangelical favorites as various as John Owen, John and Charles Wesley, Jonathan Edwards and Charles Simeon each developed spiritual theologies. Diogenes Allen’s description of spiritual theology proposes seven questions that represent the enduring “fundamental principles” expressed by classic texts on spirituality:


	1. What is the goal of the spiritual life?


	2. What is the path to the goal?


	3. What motivates us to begin the spiritual life?


	4. What helps us make progress in the spiritual life?


	5. What hinders us?


	6. How do we measure progress?


	7. What are the fruits of the Spirit?17




It is certainly worthwhile for evangelicals to consider what a fully orbed, evangelically oriented, contemporary spiritual theology might look like. In this essay, I’ve made a number of proposals that could be developed further.

However, I want to conclude by observing that any examination of “spiritual formation in theological perspective” involves not only a complex set of assumptions about spiritual formation, but also a complex set of assumptions about the nature, task and purpose of theology. This is a huge topic. And I believe it is a necessary one since many people (and sometimes even pastors or Christian leaders) assume that theology is an abstract, specialized discourse that attempts to tidy up a series of arcane, speculative propositions that have no inherent usefulness to anybody. For too many people, theology is associated easily with utterly irrelevant questions such as how many angels can dance on the head of pin. For others, theology is just a clever game played by smart people who wish to avoid taking the Bible seriously. Therefore it might be helpful if I provided even a brief sketch of some of the implicit beliefs about theology that have informed my approach and suggested an alternative approach that runs directly counter to these popular stereotypes.

The corollary of a theologically oriented definition of spiritual formation would be a spiritually oriented definition of theology. Let me make two suggestions. First, in most basic terms, my view is that theology at its best seeks to inform, guide and nurture the whole person, since it equips the saints to obey the Great Commandment, loving God with all our being—heart, soul, mind and strength—and our neighbors as ourselves. When theology is construed merely as an academic exercise concerned to solve theoretical problems, without necessarily engaging the whole person, including matters of the heart or character, then we’ve already begun to define the whole enterprise in a way that greases the slide toward a one-sided intellectualism. But if theology concerns itself with the whole person, and every aspect of life, then there is a basis for a spiritually oriented approach to theology. Along these lines, we would need to say that theology’s task is not merely to clarify ideas about loving God, but to inform, guide and nurture the actual love of God. Theology’s work of analytical and critical reflection concerning texts, beliefs or concepts is not an end in itself, but actually an important means toward the greater end of assisting the transformation of persons toward Christian maturity. If so, authentic theology cannot be a “disinterested, impartial presentation of a variety of viewpoints” but involves a normative commitment to whole-person formation, in and through the community of faith.18 If so, then theology is not primarily what is written in books or proclaimed in sermons, but what is “written” by faithful lives given over to the love of God.19 As Ellen Charry has shown, this more directly and intentionally “sapiential” and “character-forming” approach is actually the view of theology that dominates premodern Christian thinking. It needs to be recovered in our day and embraced unapologetically.20

Second, theology at its best informs, guides and nurtures the church’s fundamental vocation: to serve as God’s representatives in the world, sharing in the mission of the triune God. The church is missionary by nature, sent into every sphere of society and into every corner of the world in the power of the Spirit to witness in word and deed to the reality of the kingdom of God. The earliest Christian writings, canonized in the New Testament, are documents written by missionaries in order to form and sustain communities engaged in witness to the world on behalf of Christ. Here we see that theology is not an end in itself, but a servant of the church that seeks to “equip the saints for the work of ministry” (Eph 4:12 NRSV) in its many forms. Thus, according to John Franke, “Theology that is faithful to its subject engages in the life and work of the church by articulating, assisting, promoting and participating in the missional vocation of the church.”21 From this perspective, the purpose of theology is formation for mission. Its goal is to help each generation of believers to live out their calling as faithful witnesses to Christ in their own contexts. Larry Crabb has stated, “a missional focus can only be sustained by a formational foundation.”22 Missional theology can devolve into little more than pragmatic, activist strategizing about techniques for the church’s numerical growth if it is divorced from the formative impulse to foster qualitative growth in faith, hope and love nurtured in the community’s worship and prayer. Thus, if we put together these two points, we conclude that the chief purpose of theology is whole-person formation for mission. Because it addresses the whole person, theology is inherently spiritual. Because it concerns God’s mission to the world, theology is inherently missional. There is no opposition between these two emphases; they are two inseparable dimensions of the church’s vocation as God’s chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s special possession (1 Pet 2:9).
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On Getting the Spirit
Back into Spirituality


GORDON D. FEE


I want to begin by making some observations about the language of spirituality, one from the current meaning of the word spiritual and one from the place of its origins in the New Testament. First, then, as to its meaning in common English parlance, if we begin outside the church, the current reality is that almost anything under the sun that is not related to our physical bodies comes under this language, and much of it is simply too off the charts to deserve notice. Unfortunately, things are not terribly different inside the church, so that both the noun spirituality and its cognate adjective spiritual have become what a British scholar, in another setting, once dubbed as “concertina words,” words whose meaning is related to how much air one pumps in or out of them.

My second observation is that the adjective spiritual is one of the more abused words in the English language, both in and outside the church, so that my Random House Dictionary offers nine shades of meaning for the word in English, and its derived Christian meaning comes in seventh: “of or pertaining to sacred things or matters; religious; devotional; sacred.” And, of course, its original meaning in Greek doesn’t appear in the New Testament at all. And how can I be so sure of that? The answer is because the word had its origins in the Greek world as a way of saying that something was related to “wind or air” and thus without material substance.

What should cause any thinking Christian a bit of alarm about these two realities is that they are totally unrelated to the only meaning the word has in the New Testament. So here are the data, which I wish to make as my starting place for this presentation; and at this point my actual point of departure will be from the entry in the Bauer-Danker Lexicon of the Greek New Testament, since Fred Danker himself seemed to be a bit wary of the Holy Spirit. His first entry, legitimately so, has to do with its usage in classical Greek, namely, “pertaining to spirit as inner life of a human being,” a meaning which appears (and only possibly so) in Ignatius of Antioch, a full two generations after the word’s appearance in the New Testament.1 Its New Testament usage, the singular interest in this paper, is basically limited to Paul, where it is always and singularly an adjective, sometimes turned into a substantive. (It does appear twice elsewhere, in a decidedly Pauline way, in 1 Peter 2:5, where believers are to be a “spiritual house” and they are to bring “spiritual sacrifices.”) Hence the reason for the title of this chapter, and all the more so, since the concept of “spirituality” itself, which once defined by us is then used by us to press the biblical text into service of a meaning that does not in fact derive from biblical language at all.


MISLEADING TRANSLATIONS

So I begin, and hopefully without belaboring this point, with the most likely reason for this failure on the part of the contemporary church to use the adjective spiritual in a biblical way. And that seems to me to be the fact that even though orthodox Christianity has maintained (strongly so) its trinitarian way of speaking about, and even sometimes of thinking about, God, in everyday life believers are practicing binitarians, in almost all areas of Christian life, except in the creeds themselves. Thus in their practical life in the world, there is very little self-conscious awareness of one’s life being filled with, or led by, the Holy Spirit. And the same seems generally to hold true in the church’s worship and theological life, although in both cases there is a generally consistent doffing the hat toward the Spirit, as it were; but at the base there seems to be a general unease about Spirit talk. And it is precisely this tendency toward wariness regarding the Spirit that has allowed the biblical language to gravitate toward (I would say, degenerate into) a usage that is totally without a biblical foundation.

So what I aim to do in this chapter is to look once more at Paul’s usage of this adjective (and less frequently, adverb) to point out that any talk of Christian spirituality that is genuinely biblically based must take the word’s origins into account in a much more self-conscious way. And I begin with its single occurrence in the New Testament as an adverb, namely 1 Corinthians 2:14, which, as I pointed out in my commentary over two decades ago, is one of the more abused moments in the entire Pauline corpus. There he is arguing that the person without the Spirit doesn’t have a clue as to what God is doing through a crucified Messiah, because such “foolishness” on God’s part can only be discerned by the person who has the Spirit of God. In the process, however, Paul switches from the noun to the adjective, and at that point the unfortunate history of translation into English takes place. It begins with the King James Version, which reads: “But the natural man [read, the person without the Spirit] receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God, . . . neither can he know them, because they are spiritually discerned” (1 Cor 2:14 KJV). And in this the translators of the KJV have been followed by the vast majority of later English versions (RSV, NRSV, NASB, NIV, NAB).2 Only the TNIV, REB and NJB have got it right at this point. Indeed the TNIV has got it right altogether, by rendering the first word not as “the natural man,” but as the context demands, that “the person without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God . . . because they are discerned only through the Spirit” (1 Cor 2:14 TNIV)—which is yet another reason why, as a friend has put it, the English Standard Version should not become the standard English version, given that the translators have been generally quite insensitive to the role of the Spirit in Pauline theology.

When we turn from this (often abused) passage in Paul to other significant moments, we find much the same tendency either to downplay or to ignore altogether Paul’s own emphasis of the role of the Spirit in all aspects of everyday life. And all of this is the result of turning Paul’s own adjective (pneumatikos) that refers universally and unequivocally to the Holy Spirit into the bland English adjective (spiritual) that has almost no meaning at all, because it is open to so many different, and almost always incorrect, understandings.

I begin with its singular usage in Galatians, a letter that has more Spirit talk per line of text than any other document in the New Testament, and that because Paul recognized so clearly what most later Christians do not, that the only God-given antidote to legalism (as a way of securing one’s relationship with God) is a full and thoroughgoing reliance on the Spirit. So at the very end of the letter, where the Holy Spirit is mentioned some eighteen times, he urges those who are “spiritual,” meaning, as the TNIV rightly has it, those “who live by the Spirit,” to restore a brother or sister who is “caught in a sin” (Gal 6:1 TNIV). This unfortunate chapter break in the English Bible tradition has caused this admonition to be totally separated from all the Spirit talk that has immediately preceded it, which includes the so-called fruit of the Spirit. It is by the Spirit’s gentleness (sixth in the listing of the “fruit”) that others are to restore such a person within the believing community. So how do most translations handle it? By rendering it (lowercase), “you who are spiritual.” The NRSV is the notable exception, while the NAB is the most offensive of all—“with a gentle spirit”—since its translation of the word is simply biblical nonsense.

When we turn to Colossians, where the adjective appears twice, the same kind of abuse of Paul occurs in the majority of English translations. Thus in the well-known prayer in Colossians 1:9, Paul says that he prays that “God [might] fill you with the knowledge of his will through all the wisdom and understanding that the Spirit gives” (TNIV, which again [nearly alone] rightly translates it). To translate this as (lowercase) “spiritual wisdom and understanding” is especially offensive in this case, since the prayer follows hard on the heels of the thanksgiving that ends with “who told us of your love in the Spirit” (which English translations have almost universally got right). But then in the follow-up, when mention of the Spirit appears as an adjective, the same translations render it “all spiritual wisdom and understanding.” Few readers would have thought of “all spiritual wisdom” as a direct reference to the wisdom that comes from the Spirit, mentioned in the preceding sentence.

Similarly, later in the same letter, and in an especially well known moment (Col 3:16), Paul encourages them, while in the community gathered for worship, to encourage one another “through psalms and hymns and Spirit songs” (TNIV, “songs from the Spirit”), which has rather universally been rendered as “spiritual songs.” But the only way the average reader could get at what Paul is doing is by means of a commentary, whereas a translation sensitive to Pauline usage will at least do what the TNIV did, or go in the (less precise) direction of the New Jerusalem Bible, with its “inspired songs.”

Before drawing this harangue to a suitable conclusion, I offer a final example from the companion letter that ended up as “to the Ephesians” (although originally it apparently had no addressee and was thus intended to be a circular letter to the churches in the province of Asia that ended up in the capital city). Much in keeping with Colossians, but now at the very beginning of the letter, Paul begins by “blessing” God the Father who in Christ has blessed them “with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places” (Eph 1:3 NRSV). As it turns out this is also the only place where the TNIV translators chose to stay with the English tradition regarding this adjective. But one must ask, what can this phrase possibly mean to the average English reader? What exactly is a “spiritual blessing”? Is it something to be seen in contrast to a “material blessing”? And if so, what would that mean when fleshed out in some way? To make one more godly? To receive more “spiritual gifts”? To be blessed in the inner person as opposed to in a material way?

If one were to use the word in its Pauline way, and not in the way of modern readers, it would mean precisely what one reads elsewhere in Paul and should expect of him here. Namely, that he simply cannot help “praising” God (which is what “blessing God” means ultimately) for the manifold ways that God has chosen to bless his people by means of his Holy Spirit. Thus the emphasis lies not with the “character” of the “blessings” themselves, but with their divine origins within what the later church came to call the “blessed Trinity,” blessings which have been lavished upon God’s people through the Holy Spirit.
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