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    Preface

    
      This work seeks to introduce evangelicals to spiritual theology as a systematic discipline. It differs from traditional works of spiritual theology in three ways. First, it attempts to give the study a wider contextual basis by discussing the various issues from both a Western and an Asian perspective. Second, it looks at the spiritual life from an evangelical perspective. By evangelical is meant a life created by the Christian story and distinguished by a conscious, personal relationship with God through Jesus Christ. Third, it considers the life of grace as having a charismatic dimension that is open to surprises from God.

      The twelve chapters of this book are divided into two parts. Part one develops the flip side of some major loci of systematic theology. The aim is not to reflect on Christian doctrines per se but on their implications for the Christian life. For this reason I have not developed these loci systematically or in any detail. For example, chapter two presupposes some knowledge of classical and contemporary theological discussions about the Trinity. My primary concern is to show that the different ways of configuring the relationship between divine immanence and divine transcendence into different trinitarian concepts inevitably affects the way the Christian life is lived.

      The scope of the theological loci and the particular emphasis given to them needs some explanation. Man is discussed primarily from the standpoint of man-the-sinner. The basic accent of the Christian spiritual tradition is on overcoming the hindrances to man’s becoming the person God wants him to be, not on developing his natural, creaturely potential. Spiritual progress is viewed primarily from the perspective of restoring the image of God rather than from the perspective of developing innate human potential. This is not to say that spiritual progress simply means going back to the “original” image. Rather any attempt at realizing the human potential must take the person through the redemptive path. In other words, focusing on man-the-sinner is the more logical way of conceptualizing spiritual progress.

      Similarly, we have not given eschatology the same emphasis that some modern theologians have given it. The historically conditioned is subsumed within the larger category of Christian perfection. It might be argued that the traditional concept of perfection lacks the historical dimension—a dimension that many modern theologians have come to see as most determinative. My response is twofold. First, theologically, if some form of incarnational theology lies behind the heavy historical accent, it could be argued on the same basis that the Incarnation is as much a doctrine of divine transcendence as of divine immanence. The Word became flesh is as much an affirmation of the preexistence of the Word as an affirmation of its historical presence. Second, if the doctrine of creation is what lies behind the emphasis on divine immanence, again it could be argued that creation is a free act and that God is who God is even before there was any creation.1

      The accent of the Christian tradition has fallen a bit more heavily on God’s transcendence than it has on God’s immanence. Christian progress is not just a forward movement into God’s historical future, as Moltmann or Pannenberg envisions it, but also an upward movement on Jacob’s ladder, as the Christian spiritual tradition has consistently affirmed. Although the Christian life is firmly grounded in history, it certainly is not confined to it. This view is well summed up by Orthodox theologian John Zizioulas: “The fact that man in the Church is the ‘image of God’ is due to the economy of the Holy Trinity, that is, the work of Christ and the Spirit in history. This economy is the basis of ecclesiology, without being the goal of it. The Church is built by the historical work of the divine economy but leads finally to the vision of God ‘as He is,’ to the vision of the Triune God in his eternal existence.”2 In this connection, it can be added that eschatology as it is conceived in the Orthodox Church contains a strong metahistorical dimension because of its close link with the Spirit who is “the beyond history.”3

      My second consideration is on contextual grounds. If we place Christianity within the larger global context, the transcendent or eternal dimension of existence found in Asian religiosity must be given its due weight. This does not mean that we are surrendering the normative witness of Scripture to the cultural context; it means that the scriptural witness to divine immanence and transcendence has a wider contextual application than is recognized by certain modern historically oriented theologies, which have essentially collapsed divine transcendence into divine immanence.

      Part two of this work discusses the spiritual exercises by which the Christian life conceived in part one is to be actualized. The Christian life is from beginning to end a work of divine grace. Actual progress in that life, however, comes through diligent exercise of the means of grace. Acts are utterly basic, small acts, which over time form the Christian character. Without this ascetical base the practical implications noted in part one remain theoretical at best. I call this approach an “asceticism of small steps,” of which the first is prayer. Prayer is the first ascetical principle because all the other spiritual exercises depend on it. Unless the various exercises are integrated into a rule of life, however, they remain incoherent and ineffective (chap. 10). Progress in the Christian life is not always smooth and straightforward. There are problems and dangers, unexpected twists and turns, choices to be made between several alternative paths. All these call for discernment (chap. 11). Those who want to discern God’s will for their own lives and want to implement an effective rule of life need a spiritual director (chap. 12).

      Regarding the issue of inclusive language, for good theological reasons, I would not have hesitated to use the masculine pronoun.4 As a concession to the times, however, I have used all three genders indifferently whenever it is aesthetically suitable. I make no apologies for this on either contextual or moral grounds. As an Asian living in a culture that does not make an issue of inclusive language (even where English is extensively used), I do not feel obliged to be consistent one way or the other. Existentially and irreducibly, human beings are either male or female. Systematically avoiding gender-specific terms for the sake of political correctness can only reduce personhood and bring an end to any meaningful personal conversation.5

      I have used the term West and its cognates primarily as an ideal type distinguished by a number of characteristics such as individualism, rationalism and egalitarianism, not as a strictly geographical designation. It is virtually equivalent to modernity. Quotations from premodern works have been modernized.
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    THE LAST FEW DECADES HAVE SEEN A FLOOD OF LITERATURE ON SPIRITUALITY. Its popularity may be gauged by the use of the term in a wide variety of contexts. In the past it was usually applied to the religious life. Nowadays, a sociocultural movement, an interest group or a particular cause or concern can be described as a “spirituality,” for example, small group spirituality marriage spirituality and single-life spirituality.1 Calling any cause or movement a spirituality seems to bestow a certain respectability on it. In many of these contexts the term refers to an intense attitude or feeling that accompanies personal commitment toward the concern. Spirituality, in this sense, denotes the human subjective response to whatever is regarded as the “real.”2 Calling liberationism or feminism a spirituality may simply mean, “We feel deeply about our cause; therefore we expect you to take it seriously too!”

    But if Christian spirituality is to be understood in terms of personal (but not individualistic or private, since the Christian life is always defined by a person’s concrete existence within a community) relationship with God, we must question the adequacy of a merely subjective definition. We are not primarily concerned about a phenomenological description of spirituality but about truth—as faithfulness to the “given” that defines the Christian community, not as the correspondence of a statement to some object “out there.” This given is the Christian story revolving around the life, death and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth. It is this story that gives shape to our lives and defines the nature of our existence as a Christian community.3

    What kind of life does the Christian story give rise to? This question is important, since the answer to it determines the shape of our spirituality. If the Christian community is a colony of “resident aliens,” it is still a colony existing in a larger sociopolitical context. The shape of our spirituality, therefore, must be true to both the context in which we live and the Christian story. Christians can only realize this by taking into consideration certain material norms or resources. I would like to suggest three interconnected criteria or resources that meet these two requirements: the global-contextual, the evangelical and the charismatic. But first I need to clarify some concepts and consider some formal criteria of spiritual theology.

    
      The Nature of Spiritual Theology

      The term spirituality is used more frequently than the term spiritual theology. Generally, spirituality refers to the kind of life that is formed by a particular type of spiritual theology. Spirituality is the lived reality, whereas spiritual theology is the systematic reflection and formalization of that reality. Spiritual theology can be defined both broadly and narrowly. In the broad sense it refers to a certain way in which all theological reflections ought to be undertaken. In the narrower sense it refers to a distinct branch of theological studies concerned with the principles and practices of the Christian life. In the latter sense it takes its place next to other theological disciplines.

      The division of theology (as spiritual, dogmatic, biblical and so on) was quite unknown before the rise of rationalistic philosophy in the eighteenth century, a period commonly known as the Enlightenment. Before then theologians conceived of their task as a profoundly spiritual exercise, even when they used scholastic methods. This explains why Anselm’s Proslogion, a theological treatise that plumbs the mystery of God’s existence, was set in the form of a deeply moving prayer.4 Theology was known as “the queen of the sciences” because it promotes the highest end of humanity: knowing God and possessing eternal life. Thus all theology is or ought to be spiritual.

      A merely “academic” theology would have been quite foreign to them, since theology is simply the rational and precise expression of the believer’s reflection of God. This reflection is not a disinterested observation but a personal engagement with God and with God’s glory. According to Diadochos of Photiki, a fifth-century Greek bishop, theology is “an exact tracing of the glory of God.”5 Similarly, the Puritan theologian William Ames defines theology as “the doctrine of living unto God” (theologia est doctrina Deo vivendi).6 The early pietists were fond of saying that theology is a practical discipline (theologia habitus practicus est). In short, true theology arises from personal experience of God in Jesus Christ, and reflecting on that experience leads to a deeper experiential knowledge of God. The one who is engaged in “an exact tracing of the glory of God” will be affected by that glory, which inevitably elicits praise. True theology is always doxological.

      Only by overcoming the disconnectedness of subdisciplines and specializations so characteristic of modern theological endeavors can theologians achieve the integration that modern theology so desperately needs.7 This is the sort of spiritual theology that the Anglo-Catholic spiritual theologian Martin Thornton has in mind when he defines ascetical theology as “a practical and synthetic approach to all other branches of theology.”8 True ascetical theology, according to Thornton, breaks down the division between “dogmatic” and “affective” theology. It finds even the most academic theology useful for the Christian life because all truth concerning God is grounded in the fact that God has entered our human sphere.9

    

    
    
      Spiritual Theology as a Theological Discipline

      In focusing on spiritual theology as a distinct branch of theology, we are conceding to a certain failure in our modern situation. Ideally, there should be no separation between dogmatic theology and spiritual theology. But since the division of theology into disparate branches is a fait accompli, we can only recover the real function of theology, which is to lead us to godliness by giving the spiritual life a distinct focus. The logic of spiritual theology as a distinct activity, then, may be compared to the logic of festivals. The church sets aside certain days of the year specifically to remember the great verities of the faith. Some Christians, especially those from the free church tradition, justify the scant attention they pay to the liturgical year by saying that every day is a holy day and every week is an Easter. But such a stance renders no single day a holy day at all. If every week is an Easter, then no week is Easter. If the unique events of the Christian faith are not regularly called to mind, they will lose their poignancy and will fail to evoke a fresh vision. This study of spiritual theology as a distinct theological discipline can be justified on the same principle. By giving distinct focus to the spiritual life, spiritual theology may contribute to developing an appreciation of the spiritual nature of all theology eventually. But that must be regarded as a goal, not the starting point of our theological undertaking.

      As a distinct branch of theological study, spiritual theology has been variously defined. Joseph de Guibert suggests that it “can be defined as the science which deduces from revealed principles what constitutes the perfection of the spiritual life and how man can advance towards and obtain it.”10 A more elaborate definition can be found in the work of the Anglo-Catholic K. E. Kirk, Some Principles of Moral Theology. The scope of what Kirk calls moral theology corresponds closely with what we would call spiritual theology. It deals with “the ideal of Christian character. . . the internal dispositions of that character without which its virtues cannot flower. . . the means and motives by which its growth can be best fostered. . . the hindrances that threaten to spoil the work and the ways in which they can be met and neutralized.”11 Jordan Aumann, whose Spiritual Theology belongs very much to the traditional genre of Catholic spiritual theologies, gives us a good working definition:

      
        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.12

      

      Aumann’s definition consists of three parts. First, spiritual theology defines the nature of the supernatural life and is concerned with the life renewed in Jesus Christ. It includes questions concerning the nature of Christian perfection, the life of grace and the operation of infused virtues and the gifts of the Holy Spirit (Is 11:8) or, in Protestant parlance, the work of salvation and sanctification. Second, it formulates directives for the growth and development of that supernatural life, for example, how to deal with sin and temptation and how to cultivate various spiritual disciplines that advance the spiritual life. Third, it explains the entire process by which souls advance from the beginning to the perfection of the Christian life. The Christian life is an intentional process aimed at a goal that is variously called union with God (Catholic), deification (Orthodox) and glorification (Protestant). John Cassian (360-435), whose works exerted considerable influence on Western monasticism, underscores its intentionality when he says, “There is no arrival unless there is a definite plan to go.”13

      Spiritual theology seeks to understand spiritual growth from beginning to end, making use of biblical and experiential data. Thus many ancient spiritual writers trace the development of the spiritual life as stages of growth. Perhaps the best known is the “three ways” of purgation, illumination and union, a scheme that crops up repeatedly in spiritual writings throughout history. Thomas has three classes of Christians: beginners, proficients and perfect. Bernard sees growth as four degrees of love and as twelve steps of humility. Teresa of Âvila speaks of seven grades of prayer.14 In traditional Protestant theology, the Christian life is understood as progressing according to a certain “order of salvation” (ordo salutis): justification, sanctification and glorification.

    

    
    

      
Spiritual Theology and Other Theological Disciplines


      As a branch of the theology, spiritual theology may be distinguished from other branches. In the Catholic tradition definitions of moral, ascetical and mystical theology differ considerably.15 The nature and scope of spiritual theology can be clarified by comparing it with some other branches of theology. The term ascetical needs some clarification, since it almost always has a pejorative connotation in popular usage and since it is a key concept in our study. It is derived from the Greek askein, “to train,” and was originally applied to the training of athletes (askesis). To describe spiritual theology as ascetical implies that systematic and disciplined spiritual exercises constitute the primary means of spiritual development.

      Spiritual theology differs from systematic theology in both subject matter and approach. Systematic theology covers a wider range of subjects that are usually organized around broad loci such as God, creation, Christ, salvation, man and so on. The subjects of spiritual theology concern the development of the spiritual life. In terms of method, spiritual theology builds on the findings of systematic theology and draws out their practical implications. For example, while systematic theology may seek precise terms such as persons, being, perichoresis and so on to articulate an understanding of God as triune, spiritual theology asks how this understanding of God affects our understanding of the nature and goal of the Christian life. In other words, systematic theology concentrates on the concepts and the rational formula tions of Christian experience, while spiritual theology concentrates on the experience behind those formulations. The systematic theologian seeks a clear understanding of the Christian faith and uses precise terms and definitions to achieve it. The mystery of the faith remains in the background as rational formulations are put forward. The spiritual theologian reverses this scenario by focusing on the mystery of the faith or of Christian life and leaving the theological formulations to provide the backdrop.16

      A failure to distinguish between spiritual theology and practical theology has plagued Protestantism. In the narrow sense, spiritual theology is concerned with life in relation to God (the supernatural life), whereas practical theology is more broadly concerned with action in the world. In the broad sense, spiritual theology seeks to discover the transcendent within every sphere of life and every area of experience, whereas practical theology concerns the practical application of theology. For example, in practical theology the doctrine that God is love may provide the motive for loving others and practicing charity. But in spiritual theology, the doctrine that God is love is felt as an experiential reality, defining the basic character of our union with God (as can be seen, for example, in Bernard). Practical acts of charity flow from such experience. Thus spiritual theology stands between systematic theology and Christian praxis. The importance of the place that spiritual theology occupies between systematic theology on one end and practical theology on the other cannot be overemphasized. Without the mediation of spiritual theology, Christian praxis is reduced to mere activism. The result is what Richard Lovelace calls “the sanctification gap,” which he identifies as a major failure in Protestantism.17

    

    
    
      Types of Spirituality

      Phenomenologically, spirituality can be described as a way of life that grows out of the structure of two basic components: the spirit and the word. The “spirit” component consists of the nonrational, experiential reality often expressed in the sense of transcendence—the “holy” or the “real.” The “word” component is the rational conceptualization of the transcendent experience expressed in theological formulations and dogmas. Reflections on religious experience are often organized into a coherent framework that we call systematic theology. Each distinctive framework in turn shapes religious experience, resulting in different types of spirituality. Thus we could speak of Christian, Islamic and Hindu spiritualities as representing different broad theological frameworks that mediate the different experiences of people as Christians, Muslims and Hindus.18

      Within Christianity there are different spiritualities that are organized around different theological emphases. Jesuit, Carmelite, Protestant and Pentecostal spiritualities represent different ways of living out the Christian life based on what each perceives to be the most significant concerns within its own distinctive framework. For example, Jesuit spirituality is generally more “active,” Carmelite more contemplative, Protestant more dynamically personal. Distinct emphases within Protestantism result in different spiritual experiences. Some offer a form of spirituality that focuses largely on the individual’s experience with God; others emphasize the corporate life. Some are more enthusiastic, others more sacramental. Although Christians differ in their outward expressions of the inner dynamics of the spiritual life, it is not inappropriate to speak of one Christian spirituality based on the Christians’ experience of God through Jesus Christ, since Christians are, at least in principle, united around the ecumenical creeds.19

      To the extent that they complement each other, different spiritualities are not necessarily a bad thing. Different spiritualities may appeal to Christians of different temperaments or even to the same person at different times. Thus Thornton notes that the English temperament prefers domestic images of the spiritual life (God’s servant and handmaiden) to the military ones of Ignatius Loyola. It favors the Cistercian and Augustinian monastic life over the more austere Carmelite and Carthusian.20 A melancholic personality will naturally gravitate toward a more contemplative type of spirituality. If the apostle Paul were alive today, he would probably not be drawn to the Carmelite order. No single type of spirituality satisfies everyone. In fact, diverse Christian spiritualities are a gift of Christ to his church. According to Paul, God has endowed the members of the body of Christ with different gifts and functions (Rom 12:4-6). The effective exercise of gifts such as leadership, hospitality and teaching calls for different personality types and therefore different spiritualities. Aumann sums up the matter very well:

      
        The schools of spirituality are thus an indication of the diversity of the ways of the Spirit, a proof of the Church’s respect for personal freedom in following the impulses of the Spirit, and a corporate witness to the variety of ways in which the mystery of Christ is imaged in the Mystical Body of the Church.21

      

      But to affirm the existence of different types of spiritualities raises two common objections. The Protestant principle of laicization abrogates the distinction between “religious” life and “secular” life. Taken to extremes, it has sometimes been used to reduce the Christian life to a single stereotype. Allowing for different spiritualities is thought by some to be opposed to the biblical teaching that all Christians have one standard of perfection, namely, conformity to the image of Christ. But Christlikeness has to do with the development of virtues that can occur in any personality type, while spirituality has to do with living out the spiritual life in accordance with each person’s makeup, nature and gifts. An extrovert may have no less love than an introvert but may express the virtue differently.

      Another objection asks how any type of spirituality can be considered adequate if, by definition, one type excludes elements that are present in another type. Is a contemplative Carmelite nun missing something in life because her spirituality does not include direct involvement in the world? It is important to distinguish the spirituality that informs practical Christian living from the spiritual theology which undergirds that life. People’s spiritual theology need not (in fact, should not) exclude any essential theological element, even if their spirituality demonstrates only certain aspects of it in practice. Thus the Carmelite nun’s demonstrating the contemplative aspect of the Christian life does not mean that her spiritual theology necessarily excludes the “active” pole. Rather, she may see her contemplation less as withdrawal from the world and more as her unique engagement in the world, as contributing to the world in her own unique way.

      Any “active” Christian who has an adequate spiritual theology will recognize the appropriateness of the contemplative’s kind of worldly involvement. This kind of Christian will discover, as Thomas Merton obviously did, that “[h]e who attempts to act and do things for others and for the world without deepening his own self-understanding, freedom, integrity and capacity for love [through contemplation], will not have anything to give to others.”22 Thus, both the active Christian and the contemplative Christian may share the same broad theological framework while excluding or at least minimizing each other’s practical emphasis from their respective spiritualities.

      Another value of emphasizing different spiritualities is that each spirituality helps to highlight and preserve aspects of the totality of Christian life and belief that would be lost to a single superimposing spirituality. Even with an issue as controversial as infant versus believer’s baptism, the different traditions help to preserve essential understandings of the nature of the church that have very different implications for the spiritual life. The believer’s church highlights the need for individual responsibility in the community, while the inclusive church reminds us that the spiritual life of the church is also a corporate reality that includes natural associations like the family. In the believer’s church faith is an intensely personal act (my faith), whereas in the inclusive church faith is, without denying the personal dimension, also an objective reality (the faith, as in Jude 3). The strengths and weaknesses of these spiritualities lead them to complement each other. The individualistic tendency of the former can be restrained by the corporate mindfulness of the latter, while the formalistic tendency of the latter can be inspired by the intense fervor of the former. But in the final analysis both concepts of faith have their roots in the Scripture.

    

    
    
      Formal Criteria for an Adequate Spiritual Theology

      To recognize the legitimacy of different Christian spiritualities, however, is not to say that one is as good as the other. There are certain formal criteria that determine the adequacy of any spirituality.

      Comprehensiveness. An adequate spirituality should have a conceptual framework large enough to account for the various aspects of religious experience. For it to be comprehensive, it must be able to include experiences represented by different polarities, such as the immanent/transcendent, personal/corporate and natural/supernatural polarities. For example, some forms of spirituality are too historically oriented and gravitate too much toward the pole of divine immanence. Liberation spirituality is one such form. Other spiritualities are so transcendentally oriented that they leave little room for active social involvement. Conservative Christianity tends to fall into this category. In Asia, an extreme example of the second type is the spirituality of Watchman Nee.23

      To be comprehensive, any spirituality must draw on all of the spiritual resources that are available to the church. These resources include Scripture and the Christian tradition, which is nothing but the church’s humble reception and faithful embodiment of the primary revelation of God in Jesus Christ. We must be prepared to listen to the church existing in various contexts, not to whatever segment of it happens to have the loudest voice. We must be able to distinguish the living Tradition from the traditions, that is, what unites the churches in all places and times from what are the churches’ necessary but conditional responses to changing situations in the world.24 This does not mean that what belongs to the Tradition is timeless and what does not is time bound. Tradition, after all, exists in time and expands dynamically through time. What it does mean is that we must not be too quick to elevate a belief to the status of the Tradition when, over time, it may turn out to be only a passing fashion.

      A comprehensive spirituality stresses a balanced approach to the cultivation of the spiritual life. It recognizes that true spiritual growth consists of rightly balanced opposing acts. The extent to which the human will is involved in spiritual progress is a problematic aspect of the Christian life. At one extreme is the Pelagian heresy, which makes the human will all-decisive; at the other extreme is the quietistic heresy, which counsels complete passivity. According to the seventeenth-century quietist Michael Molinos, “To will to operate actively is to offend God because He wishes to be the sole agent. Therefore one must relinquish one’s whole self to him and thereafter remain as if dead. . . . By doing nothing the soul annihilates itself and returns to its beginning and its origin, the essence of God.”25 When we stress the need for askesis, we focus on activity while recognizing that any movement toward God is by grace. Similarly, when we stress the need for “self-surrender” (the parlance of Keswick spirituality) or “infused grace” (Catholic), we focus on being led while recognizing the cooperation of the will—the willingness to be led. Without such a balance we cannot hope to make real progress.

      Coherence. Even as the rational framework should be comprehensive, it should possess its own internal consistency. The various parts must be meaningfully related to each other. This means that we need a coherent theology in order to develop a consistent spirituality. Coherence does not mean that every point in our theology must be rationalistically explained. A coherent framework must allow for mystery and paradox, which are central to Christianity.26 Nothing is more inimical to the Christian life than attempts to explain away the mysteries of the faith. Yet these mysteries must not exist as “loose ends” but must be an essential part of a total structure. The Trinity in itself, however it is explained, will always remain a mystery. But it is a doctrine that makes sense of other doctrines and therefore must remain an intrinsic part or, as some believe, the foundation, of our framework.

      One example of a lack of coherence is modern evangelicalism’s inability to develop a consistent doctrine of the Christian life. Evangelical spirituality presupposes a doctrine of the means of grace when it enjoins prayer and other spiritual disciplines, yet it has not consciously developed a sacramental theology to undergird these practices. The reason for this neglect may be a fear that the means might become ends in themselves and might be turned into a form of works righteousness. Evangelicalism’s strict adherence to the Reformation doctrine of justification by faith has not been brought into a meaningful relationship with the means of grace. The latter remains undeveloped, even though it is implicitly acknowledged. Consequently, evangelicalism’s spirituality is often piecemeal and ad hoc, lacking in coherence instead of being systematic. People are told they should pray but are seldom shown how to pray in any systematic fashion.27

      Evocability.28 A spiritual theology that is intended to lead us in the way of godliness should be able to direct our attention beyond the rational formulations to the spiritual realities they express. Theological works should be as devotional as Anselm’s Proslogion, and devotional works should be as theological as Thomas Merton’s Seeds of Contemplation. Yet to a great extent, modern Christian literature continues to be plagued by the dichotomy between learned theological treatises in the style of (to borrow an expression from Austin Farrer) “Hegel with a hangover” and devotional works that are thin enough to pass under a steamroller unscathed. In a normative spirituality the line between dogma and devotion is no longer clearly drawn, and there is freedom of movement between the two. Theological reflection and prayer are no longer discrete activities but exist in a dynamic, ongoing relationship in which one activity enriches the other, stimulating the Christian to new insights and greater fervor.

    

    
    
      Material Criteria for a Christian Spiritual Theology

      The qualities of comprehensiveness, coherence and evocability are what we call formal criteria. They formally prescribe what must be included in any good spiritual theology. But what makes for a good Christian spiritual theology? What is the substance of Christian spiritual theology that makes it true in the respective contexts in which it exists and at the same time true to the Christian story? To address this question, we need to return to the three interconnected criteria mentioned at the beginning of this chapter: the global-contextual, the evangelical and the charismatic. The first criterion suggests that an adequate spiritual theology must be characterized by its sensitivity to contextual difference(s) in the world. It is global not because it has the character of a theologia perennis, which is appropriate in all places and at all times, but because it recognizes that the world is complex—made up of differing contexts that shape our behavior and thought in subtle and often unrecognized ways. Within this complexity the gospel can find its own authentic expression.29 The failure to accept its complexity, as we shall see, is what renders many claims to universality invalid.

      The evangelical criterion is also important for two reasons. First, it more or less reflects a persistent strain within the Christian tradition of telling the Christian story concerning the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. While the specific Christian stories told in different traditions may not be all true—errors can and in fact have been perpetuated over long periods in Christian history—yet it is within the tradition itself that we have come to recognize these errors.30 By sensitively listening to and reliving the Christian story, we begin to discern more clearly what belongs to the main story line and what does not. Faithfulness to the tradition also enlarges the global-contextual scope of our theology through time. If there is one error to which modernity predisposes us, it is historical pride, an overconfidence in the achievement of our own century. But if the true church exists in and through time, an openness to the diachronic scale of our existence may well be one way of rectifying the error of an overreliance on the synchronic scale. Second, the evangelical heritage contains resources that can be used to develop a more integrated and comprehensive spirituality. We believe that it is able to do this precisely because it is faithful to the Christian tradition.

      The third criterion, the charismatic, is important because it too constitutes an essential component in the Christian spiritual tradition. The charismatic reality enlarges our doctrine of grace. It reminds us that the Christian life is not restricted to a predictable pattern of spiritual operations predicated on the Thomistic principle gratia non tollit sed attolit naturam (grace does not destroy nature but lifts it up). Sometimes God works in surprising and unpredictable ways. This is the freedom of God. Our doctrine of grace, so essential to spiritual theology, remains impoverished if it does not include this aspect of divine operation.

      The global-contextual criterion. Nietzsche could not have been more correct when he said that the historical sense was modern man’s sixth sense. Historical consciousness has become a deeply ingrained modern habit. This habit of thought is sometimes turned into a relativizing (or sacralizing) principle for all theological reflection, including spiritual theology.31 But this historical awareness, ironically, is not always translated into a greater appreciation of the range of theological options arising from the distinctive Christian experiences in different contexts. The historical consciousness itself is taken to be a universal consciousness—a normative principle by which all contextual theologies must be judged. Sometimes, even more audaciously, a particular stance within the Western liberal tradition is assumed to be valid for the rest of the world. This is perhaps understandable, considering that Western scholars still constitute a vast majority of the global theological community. There is a tendency to assume that the predominant voice must be universally representative.

      William Placher provides a recent example of this tendency. In Narratives of a Vulnerable God he seeks to give coherence to a doctrine that is becoming increasingly influential in the late twentieth century. Placher sees the emerging picture of the “vulnerable God” as an indication that “Christian theologians. . . [are] reclaiming their own birthright, for it is just such a God that is encountered in the biblical narratives.”32 Like many other recent theological writings, it is grounded in the doctrine of the Trinity. Although Placher recognizes that “cultural factors. . . might be at work in this theological development,” it remains unclear to what extent the cultural factors that shape people’s reading of the biblical narratives have been appreciated. Could it be that late twentieth-century Westerners, having grown skeptical of power and being incessantly challenged by various liberation movements, have now become aware of the suffering of oppressed and marginalized peoples? And as a consequence have found the vulnerable God particularly attractive? This is not to deny the validity of that particular biblical story line (which Placher, in fact, told quite admirably), but its universality cannot be assumed.

      Could Asian Christians—many of whom encounter other spiritual powers in an animistic context or in the context of the “great religions” whose terms of reference are transcendent rather than historical—have discovered the vulnerable God in their reading of the biblical narratives? I doubt it. In fact, one of the main themes to come out of the stories or “testimonies” of ordinary Christians in China in recent years has been the invulnerable God, the Christus Victor, a God who, like the God of the Old Testament, leads the church in triumph against incalculable odds.33 Their testimonies are about overcoming temptations, finding strength in extreme suffering, receiving healing and deliverance. But this victorious spirit is a far cry from the triumphalism that the Western theologian fears.

      It is a mistake to expunge certain kinds of language from our Christian discourse, as Placher and others have tried to do. One redeeming feature in Peter Wagner’s “power encounter” type of thinking (even though much can be said against it)34 is that it retains a language that continues to strike a resonant chord in much of Asia today. It addresses a situation that many Asians can readily identify with, namely, bondage to a fearsome spiritual power. Who in such a context would want a “vulnerable God”? A vulnerable God or some such picture, which is so pervasive in current theological discourse, is no more universal than the invulnerable God of Israel and of the Chinese church. It is a highly stylized portrait painted by late twentieth-century academics, the paint and canvas having been supplied by various cause-specific movements made possible by a certain type of sociopolitical culture.

      Perhaps no one else has more thoroughly developed this sort of theological project than Jürgen Moltmann. His political theology is highly influential in certain theological traditions in the Third World, especially Latin America.35 Jon Sobrino, for instance, has developed a spirituality of liberation centering on the virtues of “honesty,” “fidelity” to and “willingness” to be swept along by the “real,” that is, the God in history who is especially present among the poor. The poor are “the ‘place’ where God is found in history.”36 Similarly, some Asian theologians have come to see Asian Christian spirituality as denominating a certain existential attitude expressed wholly in “historical struggle” and “resistance”: a “spirituality for combat.”37 This is especially true of Christianity in the Philippines, a country that shares many features with Latin America. The Asian religiosity expressed in the sense of the eternal is simply ignored, often dismissed as “superstition”38 or a hindrance to progress.39

      Although the historically conditioned premises of Moltmann’s theological project are often elevated to the level of universal or self-evident truths, a recent major critique by Arne Rasmusson has shown how Moltmann is very much a captive to modern Western culture.40 For instance, Moltmann’s main study on pneumatology, The Spirit of Life, is pretentiously subtitled A Universal Affirmation. His assertion is based on the doctrine of God as “immanent transcendence,” that is, a God who reveals himself wholly within the historical processes, and on the belief that the modern historical consciousness is universal. And since the Spirit is a “cosmic Spirit,” he can be experienced everywhere in the same way. But this is by no means the case. Can we simply assume that the Spirit that indwells the church also indwells a benevolent Taoist medium?41 Further, in many Asian countries (such as India, China and Japan) that are dominated by what the Sri Lankan theologian Aloysius Pieris calls the “metacosmic” religions (Hinduism, Taoism and Buddhism respectively) the sense of the eternal rather than the purely historical is still pervasive.42 It is this sense of the eternal that must be taken full cognizance of if our Christian spirituality is to be contextually meaningful.

      The return to trinitarian theology in the West in recent years represents yet another example of a context-specific theology. Many theologians have found in the doctrine fresh resources for addressing some specifically modern perplexities. In a world starved of meaningful and intimate personal relationship, the truth of the eternally self-giving persons in the Godhead offers hope. In a guilt-ridden society with an acute sensitivity to racial and sexual inequalities, a doctrine that “implies that God is not about power and self-sufficiency and the assertion of authority but about mutuality, and equality and love”43 provides a powerful theological vision for restructuring society.

      And yet there is a real danger here of “over-trinitarianizing” the doctrine of God at the expense of the equally true monotheistic conception.44 Moltmann represents just this sort of distortion when he equates monotheism with the structure of political and clerical domination.45 When the truth of who God is gets distorted by an overemphasis on either God’s oneness or God’s threeness, its universality is bound in the end to be limited. Monotheism is particularly significant in a missionary context. To confess one God is to say that there are no other gods; that nothing else is worthy of our absolute allegiance; that we are to serve God and not mammon. As Walter Kasper has observed, in confessing the one God, the ultimate issue is a radical decision between faith and unbelief, a radical answer to the question of where alone and in all situations unconditional trustworthiness is to be found.46 For instance, in the context of polytheism and pantheism there is still much to be said about Christian monotheism. Many Asian Christians still find the God of Israel47 to be very important as they seek to carry out their witness in the midst of religions of chaotic immanence (such as folk animism) on the one hand and an impersonal transcendence (as in philosophical Hinduism) on the other.

      There are, as the Asian Theological Conference in Sri Lanka in 1979 observed, two Asias revolving around two poles: religiosity and poverty or the transcendent and the historical.48 Yet Asia is a multiplex reality that cannot be readily comprehended by this binary model. Between these two poles there are other situations requiring Christians to respond in unique ways. In one situation Christians form a small minority in a society dominated by Islam, another Semitic faith with a strong eschatological orientation. Here, Christians have found it necessary to express their faith in strongly historical terms and yet without the liberationist overtones and postures. Their context requires a different kind of social engagement. Effecting change by directly influencing or manipulating the existing power structures (so commonly assumed in the West and Latin America) is not available to them. Any such attempt will be perceived by their majority Muslim neighbors as a challenge to their political dominance.

      One option open to these Christians is to engage their world as responsible citizens in the common quest of nation building. Christian academics from Singapore, Malaysia and Indonesia recently had a consultation concerning Christian-Muslim dialogue. The participants came to a conclusion expressed by Malaysian theologian Ng Kam Weng when he speaks of the need to “enter into the national debate about what common society we should work towards.”49 Indonesian Eka Darmaputera argues vigorously for the Christian church to uphold the state ideology (Pancasila) as a way of ensuring the full and fair participation of Christians in the national process as responsible citizens.50 Their involvement in the sociopolitical context as Christians is no less serious than that of their Filipino or Latin American counterparts, but it does differ. For one thing, the language of liberation is conspicuously absent. The basic strategy is to foster consensus through negotiation and active participation in the political process rather than to confront the existing structure. The liberationist perspective may regard such a strategy as acquiescence to the prevailing status quo that is not sufficiently critical (read confrontational). But what is important for Christians in Muslim contexts is what is being aimed at, namely, to secure for Christians a rightful place as common citizens with their Muslim neighbors.

      So far we have been looking at the need to expand the synchronic scale of spirituality. But if our spiritual theology is to lay claim to universality, we also need to develop the diachronic scale by incorporating the rich resources of the past—the Christian tradition. Far from condemning the church to a static existence, tradition actually helps the church find the necessary resources to wrestle with contemporary situations. As Stanley Hauerwas reminds us, the traditions of the church that encapsulate the Christian story “are the bearers of rationality and innovation.”51

      One of the most positive developments in recent years has been a willingness among Christians to tap the spiritual resources of other Christian traditions. Even evangelicals are exploring forms of spirituality once considered taboo, like the use of the rosary and auricular confession.52 At the same time Roman Catholics are finding that the charismatic form of spirituality has added an important component to their own spiritual life. In acknowledging the role of tradition, we are simply extending into our theological endeavor what we have generally taken for granted in our worship and liturgy: the doctrine of the communion of saints in and through time (“with angels and archangels and all the heavenly hosts”). An openness to the Christian past is one important sign of a genuine Christian spirituality. Many modern Christians who have undertaken a serious pursuit of the spiritual life have found a deep affinity with the spiritual writers of the past that transcends time. This is because at the heart of spiritual theology is prayer, and it is in prayer that past and present are linked. Prayers, as A. M. Allchin puts it, “bring the world of time in touch with eternity.”53 It is in a prayer made famous by T. S. Eliot in “Little Gidding” that the fourteenth-century recluse Julian of Norwich was “rediscovered” in the twentieth century: “Sin is behovely, but all shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of thing shall be well.”54

      The late twentieth century has seen a number of high-profile, issue-related spiritual movements that have distinguished themselves by repudiating tradition or by making a highly selective use of it to suit their own purposes. These movements are conscious of being modern and of taking on an issue that has captured the imagination of a significant portion of modern humanity. One who is raising uncomfortable questions about the link with the past is Matthew Fox with his creation spirituality. In a highly skewed reading of history, Fox virtually writes off two thousand years of Western Christian tradition as the scourge of the modern world. All the fault lies with the influence of Augustine, whose emphasis on the redemptive motif (a Neo-Platonic heritage, according to Fox) led the West to centuries of denying the goodness of creation and the equality of all creatures. The consequences of this denial are seen in the present-day ecological crisis, the oppression of minorities and sexual discrimination.55 Fox is simply trumpeting one of the latest theological fashions that have grown out of a number of deeply felt issues like ecology, sexism and racism.

      Another movement that has become highly influential in the West is feminism. Like many other cause-specific movements, it has sought to consolidate itself by developing its own distinctive theology and spirituality. This task has elicited different responses. Some feminist theologians find the whole biblical and Christian tradition hopelessly patriarchal and have repudiated it, preferring to build afresh on other foundations.56 Others choose to use the Christian tradition selectively or interpret it in feminist terms.57

      Advocates of this movement often seem to be quite unaware of the contextual aspects of their cause and the severely limited assumptions on which they operate. Margaret Miles, a moderate feminist historian, for instance, often uses terms like twentieth-century people or twentieth-century consciousness when what she means is the Western/North American consciousness or people who are most gender conscious.58 It is ironic that this Western historical consciousness often is not translated into a larger spatial consciousness—consciousness of the larger world of the twentieth century that lies beyond the Western context. If the same “hermeneutic of generosity” that Miles uses could be applied to other cultures and civilizations, perhaps there would be less presumption about speaking on behalf of “twentieth-century people.” For one thing, feminist individualistic egalitarianism itself is derived from the Western liberal tradition,59 which many people from traditional societies outside the West do not share. The hierarchical, communal and consensual ordering of life in Asia, for example, is inherently incompatible with modern feminist assumptions. This does not mean that there are no transcending Christian moral values—in fact, they often challenge the sinful patterns in traditional Asian societies—but they also find expression within a distinctively Asian form that is quite different from the Western way of ordering society. This means that if there is to be a feminist theology in Asia, the concerns of Asian women will have to be advanced in ways that are compatible with the basic nature of Asian society.60

      All of this is to say that a universally affirmative spiritual theology must be broad enough to take in the differing contexts of the world where the church exists both in time and through time. It may not be practically possible to take in every context, but we must at least be sensitive to the major nuances that exist between the poles of transcendence and history. The question is, Can these poles be brought together in an integrated spirituality? It is probably in Asia where the tension between these two poles is most acutely felt. Further, it is generally believed that the key to this problem lies in Christology, more specifically the doctrine of the Incarnation, which schematizes the central belief of the church that the Eternal has in some very real and decisive way entered our history.61

      Dyrness has observed that most Asian theologians coming from the metacosmic contexts have tended to emphasize the transcendent pole. Consequently the historical significance of Christ’s life, death and resurrection is downplayed.62 There is a general tendency among them to turn Christ into a cosmic principle or ideal of salvation, the fulfillment of Asian religiosity.63 On the other hand, the historically oriented theologies following Moltmann and the liberation theologians of Latin America have their own unique problems in Asia. First, by tending to identify God with present historical processes and movements, they have created an acute problem of discernment. How can we tell if a particular historical movement is from God?64 Second, many Asian liberation theologians tend to operate under certain Western liberal assumptions that interpret the church’s task in terms of confronting power structures and participating in political struggles. But as a minority faith, the church either is hampered by powerlessness or must strike some kind of power arrangement with other sociopolitical movements, whether secular or belonging to the dominant religion. As Levison and Levison have rightly put it, the “crux of the problem with a liberation Christology. . . is that it cannot eliminate poverty if it develops in isolation from the liberative steams of other Asian religions.”65 But the moment the church cooperates with other liberation movements it is then forced to take an inclusivist understanding of the Christian faith, which blunts the Christian mission as a community witnessing to the life, death and resurrection of Christ.

      Third, there are emerging in Asia today situations to which the liberation model has no application. This is demonstrated in Peter Lee’s attempt to understand the Hong Kong situation in liberational terms.66 Lee’s case study of Mr. Tan as a victim of an oppressive system shows up the ludicrousness of liberation hermeneutics in such a context.67 Traditional Chinese understanding would consider Mr. Tan a classic example of Chinese entrepreneurial skills, for which Chinese are deservedly well known. This is aided by a society that abets such social mobility: from rags to riches (to a degree) in seven years. It shows that liberation theology has a limited vocabulary that cannot address situations like Hong Kong, which are becoming more and more prevalent in Asia. At one point Lee gives away his game (or shows the exhaustion of the liberation vocabulary) when he speaks of “a general orientation of values that keeps a large segment of society from being satisfied” or the “socially disadvantaged feel[ing] further dissatisfied.”68 There is a vast difference between feeling dissatisfied and being oppressed!

      The failure to integrate the two poles is the basic failure of Asian theology. Levison and Levison, however, claim that two theologians, M. M. Thomas and Aloysius Pieris, have been more successful in bringing the historical and transcendent poles together by placing “their Christology within the context of a viable Asian ecclesiology.”69 But how viable is their ecclesiolgy? In the case of Thomas, it is a church whose institutional marks are reduced to a bare minimum because the Christian community and the human community are seen as having Christ at the same center:

      
        The gospel is world-renewing in Christ. Therefore the boundary between the church and the world is becoming a little too difficult to draw. Both the human community and the Christian community have the same centre—Christ. . . I would like to see that the circle be not drawn if possible.70

      

      In other words, while the centrality of Christ is strongly affirmed, it is not distinguished from the larger human community, where human values are also central. Thomas’s Christology must be appreciated for its recognition of the larger presence of Christ—a fact that some modern evangelicals are only beginning to come to terms with.71 But a question we must still ask is, Could we still speak of Christ’s presence in the church in a way that he is not present in the human community? By Thomas’s reckoning the answer has to be no. And it is this negative response that raises the question of whether he has actually succeeded in integrating the two poles—religious and historical. In a word, Thomas has ultimately collapsed the religious into the historical by introducing a kind of “cosmic” ecclesiology even as others have resolved the historical into the transcendent by a cosmic Christology.72

      The ecclesiology of Pieris grows out of a similar concern to bring together the poles of religiosity and poverty expressed in terms of three dichotomies: liturgy versus spirituality, spirituality versus secular involvement and secular involvement versus liturgy.73 The first dichotomy is united in the “liturgy of life,” meaning that liturgy is not something we do in the church, but following the Calvary model (the first liturgy), it must be enacted outside the temple. The celebration of the liturgy of life enacts the Paschal mystery in the world amid poverty, death and struggles.74

      The terms of the second dichotomy, contemplation and action, are unified by the Ignatian principle of self-abnegation, which can be exercised as either a movement starting from God to the world (the Abraham model) or a movement starting from the world to God (the Moses model).75

      
        Seek God in total self-abnegation and you will touch the depths of the human, your own and that of others. Conversely, commit yourself to human liberation without any self-seeking, and you have already experienced God. Without self-abnegation, both prayer and action are delusions, with self-centred introversion parading as interiority, and restless extroversion parading as political commitment.76

      

      The sort of spirituality that unites contemplation and action in the theologia crucis is commendable and, indeed, necessary. But Pieris makes no distinction between these two movements. Either way, he assumes that a spirituality ensues. I would like to suggest that primacy be given to the first movement. This, I believe, is the accent of the Christian tradition. It is possible to be selflessly committed to the world without being a Christian (or without being religious, for that matter). That is the difference between a moral person and a spiritual person. To say that both are essentially committed to God is to fail to take seriously the possibility of the former’s explicitly non-religious moral claims.77 By equating the two movements, Pieris is forced either to steal in some form of anonymous Christianity (a concept that he explicitly rejects) or to see Christianity and non-Christian religions in terms of a common center: “the soteriological nucleus or the liberative core of various religions.”78

      Pieris also blurs the distinction between church and world in the way he resolves the third dichotomy by rejecting Vatican II’s concept of the church liturgy as “source and summit” (fons et culmen) of the liturgy of life. Accepting such a formulation would mean giving primacy to “an institutionalized community with an institutionalized worship” rather than to “the humanity of the historical Jesus.” Like Thomas, Pieris sees the true church as the church completely incarnate in the world of suffering humanity, where Christ is primarily present. The institutional church is only the “occasion to transubstantiate” this primary reality. But “by subordinating church liturgy to the liturgy of life” rather than letting church liturgy issue in (that is, function as the fons of) the liturgy of life, Pieris has considerably reduced the significance of the institutional (better, “visible”) church. The question is, Could the church function effectively as that “occasion” if it is not in some essential way distinguished from the world that it serves—distinguished, in fact, by what Pieris disparagingly calls “a gnostic Christ”?79

      The evangelical criterion. The general failure to come up with an integrated spirituality that does not resolve itself either into an ahistorical interiority or into an uncritical involvement in the historical (more often, sociopolitical) processes leads us to consider the second major criterion as possibly providing a way forward.

      But first, a word of clarification is in order. The term evangelical here does not refer to certain movements in the West that explicitly identify themselves as such, for example, the National Association of Evangelicals and its various affiliates throughout the world. Over the years evangelicalism has come to represent a range of ideological positions characterized by a particular theory of Scripture, such as inerrancy, or a certain attitude toward politics, culture and learning. These characteristics have been severely criticized from within the movement itself in recent years.80 But there are certain essential features that these movements hold in common with the larger Christian church, as evangelical theologian Donald Bloesch has pointed out.81

      The essence of an evangelical spirituality is to be found in the particular way it understands the coming of God in Jesus Christ to the believer. The truth is contained in the evangel; the preaching of the evangel mediates the experience of that truth. Thus becoming a Christian is not just accepting certain Christian principles or propositions. It is not conversion to a “cosmic Christ” but an entering into a personal relationship with the risen Jesus of Nazareth (“accepting Jesus as your personal Savior”). Each conversion experience involves a living contact with the transcendent person of Christ in a concrete historical context. This is the “biblical personalism” that Bloesch sees as defining an evangelical mysticism in contradistinction to the impersonal mysticism of Neo-Platonism.82 The church as a community of such believers is the locus of Christ’s transcendent presence. This is not to deny that Christ is also present in the world. But he is present in the church in a way that he is not present in the world. Such a view is not just peculiar to those who call themselves “evangelical” Christians. It is very much the traditional Catholic view. It finds practical expression in the devotional exercises of Francis de Sales, who enjoins the exercitant to “place yourself in the presence of God” by recalling four different ways in which God is present. The aim is to move from the broader to the more focused divine presence.83 This, in sum, is the essential element in evangelical spirituality.84

      The experience of evangelical conversion differs as widely as personality types. But what unites persons like C. S. Lewis and Sadhu Sundar Singh (no two persons were more unlike each other) is their common evangelical conversion. Each had a personal encounter with the transcendent Christ. Lewis’s more philosophical reflections on his journey toward Christianity are explained in terms of what he calls “the dialectic of Desire.” It is an experience of “interior longing” triggered by some ordinary experience, yet the “object” of the desire is not found in those experiences. They always point to something beyond. It was this understanding that helped Lewis move beyond idealism and pantheism through theism to Christianity.85

      In the case of the Sadhu, it was described as “some new power from outside” that entirely changed his perception of the world, namely, that God is not present in everything.86 The experiences of Lewis and Sundar Singh exemplify a pattern of spirituality in which the transcendent and historical dimensions of the Christian faith are brought together without watering down either one or the other. This is possible because, first, the transcendent is experienced in terms of an intimately personal relationship with the living Christ. Salvation is experienced as communion and not as an impersonal deliverance from some impending disaster (which is the case whenever an inclusivist concept of salvation is presupposed; how else could we speak of the salvation of those who do not know Christ explicitly, except in terms of some grand divine rescue plan that affected them without their actually knowing it?). Second, the Christian’s commitment to history is preserved because he or she has met Christ in precisely such a manner. If the eternal has entered our time to meet with us, how can we ignore the historical medium by which he has revealed his glory to us? The kind of piety that forsakes the world in order to cultivate an otherworldly experience is in fact a false and sub-Christian piety. It is a piety that is preoccupied with self. It lacks the quality of “self-abnegation” that comes inevitably from a true personal relationship with the transcendent Christ. Where such a relationship exists there is true ecstasy, a coming out of one’s self to follow Christ into the world.

      Evangelical spirituality entails an ecclesiology that distinguishes itself sharply from the world, which many fear will lead to a world-denying faith. Such a fear is not altogether groundless. But the real problem is that for much of Christian history, the church operated on a monolithic understanding of engagement with the world that was based on the Constantinian model. The church has to take out citizenship in the world in order to exercise influence in it. Then, as a respectable world citizen, the church has to play by the rules set by the world. Stanley Hauerwas put this model of Christian engagement under deep probing and found it wanting.87 He offered an alternative model for Christian engagement based on the Anabaptist concept of the church as an alternative polis, the church as a colony of “resident aliens” on earth whose real citizenship is in heaven.88 Hauerwas believes that such a church, far from being irrelevant to the world, can actually challenge the world by offering a “real option” to the world through its own disciplined life (a “community of character”). The church is called back to pursue its biblical mandate of being salt and light of the world. Its smallness in relation to the world is not a liability; rather, it gives sharper focus to its distinctive way of life.

      Hauerwas’s vision of the church has important implications for the church in Asia. First, Hauerwas places spirituality at the very center of the church’s life and mission. For the kind of church that he envisions to make an impact on society, it has to be a community of character, a people marked by discipline and cross bearing. Such a church influences the world by its very life, its individual and collective virtues, its “politics.”89 In contrast, in liberation theology, for all its recent accent on spirituality,90 the qualities that the church cultivates are in the final analysis functional rather than intrinsic, aimed at pursuing a freedom and justice that is largely a carryover of the type envisioned in modern liberal democracies. This justice, as Hauerwas has noted, turns out to be “the name for the procedural rules necessary to secure enough fair play so that everyone will be able to pursue their private goods.”91 In short, the end of liberation spirituality is the cultivation of virtues in order to sustain the vice of individual self-interest!

      Second, the nature of the alternative polis fits better the de facto smallness of the church in Asia. It means that the size of the church does not limit its ability to make an impact on society. The church can be a positive influence on the larger society without having to forge unholy alliances and manipulate power structures that historically have only weakened the church. Third, the emphasis on community ethics resulting from the church’s telling and living out the Christian story is more consonant with the Asian sense of community. Methodologically, too, refocusing on a narrative theology for creating the church’s identity has strong affinities with the Asian penchant for storytelling, which is still prevalent in many non-Western educated churches.92 Hauerwas’s vision of the church has provided strong theological underpinnings for the evangelical character of the church’s spirituality. The church, therefore, need not fear being marginalized. On the contrary, it can be confident that the one indispensable distinguishing mark—its evangelical heritage—is what helps to maintain its integrity as the church of Jesus Christ in the midst of the shifting poles of religious transcendentalism and historical immanentism.93

      The charismatic criterion. For much of Christian history enthusiasm has been treated as an aberration instead of being recognized as an essential component of spirituality.94 But the sheer size and extent of the Pentecostal-charismatic renewal in the twentieth century has forced the church to reevaluate its position.95 Its gradual acceptance in the mainline churches means that there is a need for a radical rethinking of spirituality as traditionally conceived. If the Pentecostal-charismatic reality is an important part of the spiritual life, what part does it actually play in relation to the ascetical dimension of the spiritual life? How is the direct working of God’s Spirit related to his indirect working in nature?

      Traditional Roman Catholic spirituality has been built almost exclusively on a concept of grace as working nobiscum (with us, lifting up nature). While it does acknowledge a doctrine of grace as operating sine nobis (apart from us), it has never really played a significant role in the development of the spiritual life. This is because what is “infused” (for example, the gratia gratis data) implies an element of passivity in the recipient. It can intensify a person’s acts but does not actually make anyone more perfect. Actual perfection depends on “actual grace,” which is acquired by acts of the will.96 Traditional Protestantism, often lacking an awareness of the its own enthusiastic heritage, has generally manifested a high degree of polarization between enthusiasm on the one hand and rationalistic theology on the other.

      But the Pentecostal reality among us has made the questions posed above more urgent. By and large it is to the credit of catholic charismatics that such questions are being systematically addressed. Donald Gelpi, for example, has called for the development of a “theology of transmuting grace” as opposed to the traditional Catholic doctrine of “thematic grace.” Thematic grace sets to order something that is already predisposed to that order—it “thematizes” nature. It tends to see transformation of life within the individual and relation to God as primarily a matter of intellect and will. Transmuting grace, on the other hand, recognizes the possibility of the “radically new” in Christian experience. It embraces nonrational apprehension and intuition as well as intellect and will. In short, Gelpi shows the need to have an adequate theology of grace that includes the dimension Jonathan Edwards calls “the surprising work of God.”97 Gelpi’s concept of grace comes surprisingly close to the Protestant view. Among Protestants, however, there is little systematic integration of the enthusiastic and ascetical aspects of spirituality, although in some popular devotions certain charismatic elements are being incorporated into traditional forms.98

      Pentecostal spirituality is characterized by an awareness of and an openness to the “surprising work of God.” It seeks the intimate presence of God, which usually involves an initial “baptism in the Spirit.” This baptism represents a sort of quantum leap in spiritual consciousness, evidenced by, among other things, glossolalia and a new boldness and urgency to engage in the mission of God.99 Pentecostal spirituality embodies a principle that has found support from an unexpected quarter. Stanley Hauerwas has observed that people in power, especially, are uncomfortable if they are not in control, because they see it as their destiny to make things turn out right. But the church as an eschatological community witnesses to the “peaceable kingdom” by “living without control,” that is, in a manner that does not “exclude the possibility of miracles, of surprises, of the unexpected.” As a people of God’s kingdom, they know that God is in control, and because God is in control, they learn “to make the unexpected [their] greatest resource.”100 If what Hauerwas has described is the ethics of the kingdom, it could just as well be called Pentecostal ethics. This means that the Pentecostal component is a central feature of the Christian life.

      There are important consequences when the Pentecostal-charismatic component is taken into consideration in any spiritual theology. Within Catholicism it opens up the awareness that God works directly for the ordinary Christian right from the beginning of the Christian life, not just for the contemplative at the top of the spiritual ladder receiving the grace of “infused contemplation.” Within Protestantism it forces a rethinking on the nature of mystical union.101 Typically, Protestants have understood mystical union in relational and ethical terms, following John Calvin, who locates it at the beginning of the Christian life.102 But we need to reconsider Calvin’s doctrine of mystical union in the light of the Pentecostal experience. Might it have other spiritual ramifications, since it is intimately connected with his doctrine of the Spirit, the testimonium internum spiritus sancti?103 According to Calvin, union is effected by “the secret energy of the Spirit, by which we come to enjoy Christ and all his benefits.”104

      Unfortunately, contemporary Reformed thinking has not always acknowledged the enthusiastic implication of Calvin’s doctrine of the Christian life. A recent book introducing Reformed spirituality, for example, does not even refer to Calvin’s doctrine of the Spirit!105 Yet it is of interest to note that at least one group of seventeenth-century Puritans used Calvin’s pneumatology as a major source for their understanding of the spiritual life, an understanding that at times bordered on enthusiasm. The Puritan theologian John Cotton constantly appealed to Calvin for his doctrine of the direct witness of the Spirit in bringing assurance to believers. In fact, he was accused of antinomianism by the “preparationists,” who believed that assurance was derived from the Spirit’s working mediately by the use of various preparatory signs of conversion.106 Cotton might be considered an extreme case, but his understanding of the Spirit as a practical option for the Christian life was actually preceded by another Puritan, Richard Sibbes, and later was systematically developed by John Owen.107

      The point I wish to make here is that Pentecostal spirituality is not just a twentieth-century reality that has to be reckoned with because it has become so widespread. Rather, it encapsulates an essential component of the Christian tradition that the mainstream largely ignored in the past. It must take its place as an essential part of a comprehensive spiritual theology. But Pentecostal-charismatic spirituality, if it is to have long-term viability, must be incorporated into the larger Christian tradition. An enthusiastic spirituality that is developed in isolation from an ascetical spirituality cannot be sustainable for long, nor can it have universal applicability. This explains why Quakerism, the most consistent outworking of enthusiasm, appeals only to a limited group of people. It may also explain why the charismatic dimension tends to be only a passing phase in the spiritual journey of some Christians who began their Christian life as Pentecostals.108 Ideally, then, there should be no distinction between charismatic and noncharismatic Christians; every Christian should be both a charismatic and an ascetic.

      The relationship between the three criteria may be stated as follows: The global-contextual scope of spirituality, expressed primarily in terms of the poles of transcendence and history, can best be developed by taking seriously the church’s evangelical resources. The elements of spiritual theology will be enriched by a larger concept of grace if the charismatic component is included. The theology of the spiritual life that I hope to develop subsequently will seek to appropriate these three criteria. They will provide the general backdrop against which the specific contents of the spiritual life are explicated. If our spiritual theology meets these three criteria, it will stand the textual and contextual test of adequacy.
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    CENTRAL TO ANY SPIRITUALITY IS ITS CONCEPTION OF WHAT IS ULTIMATELY REAL. This ultimate reality may be nonreligious, for example, an absolute ethical principle that determines all human conduct and all interpersonal relations. Confucianism espouses this conception of reality and shapes its nonreligious spirituality accordingly.1 Pantheism conceives of ultimate reality as a nonpersonal, singular reality. The spirituality that is shaped by this pantheistic conception sees the goal of life as harmony with the universe rather than personal communion. A popular form of this spirituality can be seen in the New Age movement. Similarly, the Christian knowledge of who God is determines the character of Christian spirituality. Several years ago J. B. Phillips wrote a little book entitled Your God Is Too Small, in which he shows how our concepts of God relate directly to the way the Christian life is perceived and lived. Some see their God as a heavenly police officer, and consequently their Christian life consists of cringing compliance to a set of rules. Clearly, a proper conception of God—a theology that is faithful to God’s self-revelation—is essential to the development of an adequate Christian spirituality.

    One way to do this is to explore the many facets of the nature of God as described in the Scriptures. Each facet adds on to and enriches our experience of God. This is what Kenneth Leech, for example, has done.2 Thus the mobile God of the Old Testament, the God of the desert, the God of suffering and justice (and so on) all add up to a fuller understanding of God and encourage a larger spirituality. All these facets of theology can be systematically explored in the light of the distinctively Christian doctrine of God as Trinity.

    Trinitarian theology has undergone something of a revival since Karl Barth. It is not our purpose to retrace these modern trinitarian conceptions but to draw out some of the main emphases that have important implications for spirituality.3 The doctrine of the Trinity is not a literal description or picturing of some kind of divine mathematics that defies human logic; rather, it is the Christian way of schematizing the basic self-revelation of God. It is “shorthand” for the nature and working of God that is revealed to us in the Old and New Testaments. God is truly the one God of Israel’s confession, the Shema (Deut 6:4), and yet this same God is revealed in the flesh in Jesus Christ and continues to be present in the church by the Holy Spirit. The Christian church experiences him not only as the One, the creator and source of all things, but also as the Three. The church qualifies the three as persons, suggesting that it is in the realm of personhood and personal relationship that this threeness must be understood. The threeness of God makes sense only in the context of his revelation as the supremely personal being as Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The trinitarian doctrine brings together a number of polarities in the Christian understanding of God. God is not only “wholly other” he is also the God “for us,” not only transcendent but also immanent, not only the one who unifies all things but also the source of all real diversity in creation.

    
      The Problem of Divine Immanence and Transcendence

      The return to trinitarian theology has been, on a whole, positive. It offers a needed corrective to the Platonizing tendency, present in the Western church since Augustine, which sees the undifferentiated being of God as constituting the larger category under which the threeness is subsumed.4 The God of the Bible is a personal God working intimately in his creation, unlike the passionless, nameless one of Platonism, who is far removed from the world and only remotely related to it by a hierarchy of intermediaries. But the modern overreaction to this Platonic influence runs the risk of distorting the trinitarian doctrine in two ways, first by an overemphasis on the threeness of God at the expense of his unity, and second by collapsing the immanent Trinity into the economic Trinity.5 The overall effect of these modern emphases is to weaken the doctrine of divine transcendence. This has serious implications for the spiritual life.6

      We have already noted this distortion in Moltmann’s rejection of monotheism as a symbol of domination and in his doctrine of “immanent transcendence,” which explains God’s relation to the world.7 Modern theology is reticent to speak of the otherness or transcendence of God for fear of propagating a view of God as a sort of “super object” whose relationship to the world is “interventionist.” According to Newlands, modern people simply find such concepts “unpalatable.”8 They prefer to see God’s transcendence as hidden in his immanence “in a manner which is in important respects unique and inexplicable.”9 This transcendence-in-immanence, for Christians, gives to certain historical experiences their uniquely religious character, since “Christians find the central clue to God as the loving God in the historical events relating to Jesus.” Is this all that Christians everywhere experience of God’s transcendence?

      We must fully appreciate the difficulty of referring to divine action in the world, since God is not a “super object” among objects.10 God does not “cause” things to happen that can be explicated according to Newtonian laws of physics. Is there any sense in which God’s objectivity can be affirmed without reducing it to either a super object or a subjective feeling? To call God a “super object” is to use an analogy that may not suit the twentieth-century Western mentality, but that does not rule out the possibility that some such analogy may be appropriate. Our analogies of God depend largely on how we experience God in our lives, which varies in different places and times. Christians in each context need to find their own suitable analogy. The Old Testament God intervened in human history through mighty acts. God is revealed in Jesus through the central event of the cross. And Jesus was revealed as Son of God, according to the early church’s understanding, through signs and wonders and mighty works (Acts 10:38). Isn’t that an interventionist model?11

      Sometimes speaking of God’s hiddenness in human history makes the mystery of God into a correlative of the mystery of evil.12 Evil is then turned into a general problem to which no human responsibility can be attached. Although there is a certain metaphysical hiddenness in God (deus absconditus), the hiddenness of God in Scripture is tied to the Christian understanding of sin. “Your sin has separated between you and your God.” The cry “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” was a cry from one who “became sin for us.” The hiddenness of God is related to the mystery of iniquity. Only when we are prepared to accept individual and collective responsibility for the evil in the world can we speak meaningfully of God’s hiddenness. To situate the hiddenness of God in a context of diminished responsibility, in which sin is replaced by some mysterious evil, exaggerates the problem of evil. AIDS is commonly portrayed as a difficult and dangerous problem that concerns everyone but cannot be blamed on anyone.13 Viewed from that perspective, AIDS is a mystery—how could it have happened? Actually, it is an issue that should challenge our collective and individual sense of responsibility or even culpability. Seeing AIDS in terms of human sin does not solve the problem of evil, but often the problem is exaggerated and is used to obscure our own human failure to face up to our responsibility.

      Outside the so-called Christian West, the traditional doctrine of immanence and transcendence carries a number of important spiritual implications. First, it implies that God is both relational and distinct from creation. It presupposes separation between God and creation and recognizes that God’s working in the world can be such that at times an “interventionist” model may well be the only appropriate way to speak of divine action. Consequently it allows for a more direct, personal kind of spirituality that is, as we have previously noted, characteristic of evangelical spirituality. It is this otherness that Moltmann’s doctrine has virtually eliminated.

      Second, it implies the freedom of God, the idea that creation and redemption are the free acts of God. Modern trinitarian theologies, especially those associated with Moltmann and Pannenberg, involve the temporalizing of God so that history becomes constitutive of the divine life.14 If this is so, in what sense can we still speak of creation as a free act? If creation is a free act, then God is God even without creation. How then can creation be said to “constitute” the divine nature? The doctrine of divine freedom implies that God cannot be tied to a completely predictable pattern of behavior. It does not mean that God acts arbitrarily; rather, it means that there is a sense in which God always remains unknowable, a depth into which none can plumb. He is still “the blessed and only Ruler, the King of kings and Lord of lords, who alone is immortal and who lives in unapproachable light, whom no one has seen or can see” (1 Tim 6:16). But making God dependent on creation for his “fulfillment” confines God’s working to historical processes and dismisses any transcendent religious experience outside that process. The “surprising works of God” are minimized or even eliminated altogether, even though this is not a necessary consequence.15

      Third, the “otherness” of God is essential if we are to distinguish between what is of God and what is not of God. This is particularly true in contexts where there are “gods many and lords many” (1 Cor 8:5). The oneness of God is important for the Christian’s own self-definition, and a doctrine that sees history as constituting God’s nature leaves us without a criterion for discerning the spirits. In the various liberation theologies, the liberation of the poor constitutes a spiritual encounter with God. But in what way is the God who is revealed in all the “good” in creation, such as the poor, the liberation movements, the non-Christian religions and so on, also the trinitarian God revealed as Father, Son and Holy Spirit?

      Some Asian liberation theologians have sought to discern the ‘good’ by the social criterion of whether it advances the good of society. This involves translating traditional spiritual concepts into sociological terms and reducing spiritual phenomena into social dynamics. This is what Korean Minjung theologians David Suh and Lee Chung Hee have done with shamanism. Just as shamans help the sick and pacify unhappy, wandering spirits, Minjung spirituality seeks to liberate those who cry out for justice out of a deep feeling of anger (han). Shamanism, then, becomes spiritually significant only in its sociological dimension.16 In Lee’s words, “The subject, the energy, and the life force which lead the dae-dong gut [festival] are not the deity, the spirits of dead souls, or the shaman; it is the spirit of the minjung which lives amid the communal village.”17 The truth question of the spirits of the dead is simply ignored. Such a view may well satisfy a few Westernized intellectuals, but it will not satisfy countless millions of Asians for whom spirits are a life-and-death issue. This is not to promote accepting claims about the world of spirits at face value. But simply to demythologize them reveals a worldview that is just as uncritical as the so-called superstition that it rejects. Furthermore, it is a worldview that many people outside the constricted world of the Enlightenment do not share.

      Theologians operating from a Western context assume a Christian universe of discourse in which the God of Christianity is assumed to be the immediate subject of any religious experience. Moltmann’s social doctrine of the Trinity, for instance, borders dangerously on tritheism. He is not concerned about this because the real danger, for him, is monotheism, not tritheism.18 But if the truth of a theological statement is tested by its adequacy for spiritual life, then the social doctrine of the Trinity cannot be accepted without further qualifications on contextual grounds.

      There are many Christians outside the Western world for whom God’s aseity (God’s freedom and independence from creation) symbolizes order and hope in the midst of chaos, not alienation or domination.19 A Moltmannian conception of the Trinity constitutes a temptation to polytheism and accentuates a long-standing stumbling block in Christian-Muslim dialogue. Thus a distinction must be made between the immanent Trinity and economic Trinity even if current explanations of their relationship are not fully adequate. Giving modern trinitarian thinking a broader contextual grounding would result in less readiness to jettison concepts like divine aseity and would temper the overeagerness to embrace relational and temporal concepts.20 What is needed, to use Gunton’s words, is “an account of relationality that gives due weight to both one and many, to both particular and universal, to both otherness and relation.” Such an account can only be based on “a conception of God who is both one and three, whose being consists in a relationality that derives from the otherness-in-relation of Father, Son and Spirit.”21
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