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INTRODUCTION

Retrieving the Heart of the Christian Faith

JOHN H. COE AND KYLE C. STROBEL


[The] great part of that work of a Christian ought to be contemplation.

JONATHAN EDWARDS






THERE HAS BEEN A GROWING INTEREST in spiritual formation over the past several decades. The spiritual formation discussion has never become a unified movement, nor does it entail a singular set of beliefs, regardless of what some critics might claim. Rather, it would be more accurate to claim that a conversation has arisen concerning what a distinctively evangelical view of the Christian life might entail. This has led to many different focal points, from spiritual disciplines to the spiritual tradition, from sanctification to piety, to an explicit excavation of evangelicalism’s own spiritual history.1 At its best, the spiritual formation conversation seeks to attend deeply to Scripture, the spiritual and theological traditions broadly, and the Protestant tradition more narrowly, to provide a robustly spiritual theology for the sake of faithfulness in the church today. At its worst, the spiritual formation conversation has often failed to take theology seriously, focusing simply on disciplines or spiritual practices that it fails to understand or that don’t make sense according to the theological imperatives of Protestantism.

This volume seeks to play to the best of the spiritual formation conversation, not by providing the final word on the topic of contemplation, but by helping to generate the right sort of conversation. Contemplation has always been a central topic of Christian spirituality broadly and Protestant spirituality more specifically. Furthermore, contemplation has often been assumed as a key aspect of spiritual formation, but it hasn’t really been assessed to the degree necessary in our own contemporary discussions. Instead of providing a single view, arguing for a theoretical and practical approach to contemplation and/or contemplative prayer (more on this term later), the goal of this volume is to bring together authors across the Protestant spectrum whose essays will prod and guide the reader to think and attend more deeply to the contemplative dimension of the Christian faith. While the contributors of this volume may differ on various matters, such as the nature and validity of contemplative prayer, and forms of it like centering prayer, as well as what it entails to read the spiritual tradition in a distinctively evangelical sort of way, we believe it is important to pull from various voices to foster a broader conversation. The differing viewpoints of the authors, therefore, are meant to encourage a deeper and more theologically robust conversation about contemplation and prayer for spiritual formation in the evangelical church today. But this immediately raises a question: What is a distinctively evangelical understanding of contemplation?


A DISTINCTIVELY EVANGELICAL
UNDERSTANDING OF CONTEMPLATION

Richard Lovelace, in his work Dynamics of Spiritual Life, coined the term “the sanctification gap” to speak to modern evangelicalism’s neglect of their own spiritual tradition. In his words, “There seemed to be a sanctification gap among Evangelicals, a peculiar conspiracy somehow to mislay the Protestant tradition of spiritual growth and concentrate on frantic witnessing activity, sermons on John 3:16 and theological arguments over eschatological subtleties.”2 While the concentrations may have changed, Lovelace’s critique remains as accurate now as it did nearly four decades ago. Even with the revival of interest in spiritual formation, a term used to name the nature, processes, and directives of redeemed Christian existence, there has not always been a recovery of a distinctively evangelical understanding of formation. To put it differently, and perhaps more helpfully, there remains a gap in contemporary evangelicalism between our expectations in the Christian life and engagement with the in-depth spiritual theology that our forebears managed to articulate. While this is true across the various topics and issues in spiritual formation, maybe nowhere else is this gap so wide as with contemplation.

Take, for example, the work of Richard Baxter. Richard Baxter was a seventeenth-century Puritan pastor best known for two of his works now considered spiritual classics: The Reformed Pastor and The Saints’ Everlasting Rest. Lesser known is Baxter’s immense manual on the Christian care of souls called A Christian Directory. The work spans a million and a quarter words and is heralded by Tim Keller as “the greatest manual on biblical counseling ever produced” and by John MacArthur as “a purely Biblical treatment of the spiritual ills and cures of men.” In the foreword to a modern republication, J. I. Packer claims that A Christian Directory “is the fullest, most thorough, and in this writer’s judgment, most profound treatment of Christian spirituality and standards that has ever been attempted by an English-speaking Evangelical author.”3 It would be difficult to find a more apt figure to represent Protestant spirituality (from within a distinctively Reformed and Puritan vein) than Baxter, endorsed by evangelical thinkers not linked to the contemporary retrieval of evangelical spiritual formation. It is helpful, in light of that, to pause and reflect briefly on Baxter’s own development of contemplation.

In A Christian Directory, Baxter asks the question: “What is a contemplative life? and what is an active, obediential life?”4 By engaging the topic in this fashion, Baxter reveals that he has attended to how Roman Catholics articulate the two major vocations of Christian existence, often modeled after Mary and Martha, deemed the contemplative life and the active life respectively. Like Puritan and Protestant spirituality generally, Baxter was well-read in Roman Catholic sources, and it seems that a Jesuit spiritual classic, The First Booke of the Christian Exercise, Appertayning to Resolution by Robert Parsons, played a key role in his conversion.5 But following his Protestant and Reformed inclinations, Baxter refused to simply appropriate Catholic spirituality wholesale, adapting it critically through a Protestant theological apparatus. Nonetheless, he discovered distinctions from the tradition that some today might consider Roman Catholic that are actually part of the Christian reservoir of thought that Protestants have always mined for their own use. Baxter refused to believe that Protestants don’t have equal right to the tradition as their Roman Catholic counterparts. Instead, they choose to follow Paul’s example, who rejected choosing one authority over the other, eventually telling the Corinthians, “For all things are yours, whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas or the world or life or death or the present or the future—all are yours, and you are Christ’s, and Christ is God’s” (1 Cor 3:21-23). Utilizing this distinction to think about the mixture of contemplative and active dimensions of Christian existence, Baxter starts by saying,

Every active Christian is bound to somewhat of contemplation; and all contemplative persons are bound to obedience to God, and to so much of action as may answer their abilities and opportunities. But yet some are much more called to the one, and some to the other; and we denominate from that which is most eminent and chief. We call that a contemplative life, when a man’s state and calling alloweth and requireth him to make the exercises of his mind on things sublime and holy, and the affecting of his heart with them to be his principal business, which taketh up the most of his time. And we call that an active, obediential life, when a man’s state and calling requireth him to spend the chief part of his time in some external labour or vocation, tending to the good of ourselves and others.6


By setting up the discussion this way, Baxter assumes that all Christians are called to some form of the mixed life—the active and the contemplative—but that the degree to which one focuses on one over the other is a question of one’s state and one’s calling.7 In his continued development, Baxter also claims that “it is lawful, and a duty, and a great mercy to some, to live almost wholly, yea altogether, in contemplation and prayer, and such holy exercises.”8 Of the various examples he gives, one is the student studying for ministry, suggesting that seminary education should have both the contemplative and active in mind in the curriculum.9 So, for Baxter, “Every christian must use so much contemplation, as is necessary to the loving of God above all, and to the worshipping of him in spirit and in truth,” but the “calling of a minister of the gospel, is so perfectly mixed of contemplation and action, (though action denominate it, as being the end and chief,) yet he must be excellent in both.”10 Baxter goes on to worry about the minister who fails to be “excellent in contemplation,” a shortcoming that will thwart the calling of the congregation to “draw near” to God.

Richard Baxter is not an anomaly in the background of evangelical spirituality but represents the standard narrative in his own unique way. This is why the claim that contemplation or spiritual formation is Roman Catholic is simply uninformed and akin to claiming that prayer must be Roman Catholic as well. The sanctification gap, as noted by Lovelace, has caused many to suppose that the spiritual formation movement is ushering in new ideas or simply Roman Catholic or New Age mysticism. (Tom Schwanda navigates these critiques in his chapter in this volume.) Rather, the spiritual formation conversation is seeking to do the kind of work that folks like Baxter, Jonathan Edwards, and John Wesley were up to, not simply repeating what they said, but taking up the robust spiritual theology they modeled. The overall goal is not reclaiming historical theology for its own sake but constructively retrieving their theological instincts, impulses, and guidance for the sake of rich, in-depth, and profound care of souls. Toward that end, we turn now to key features of the discussion concerning contemplation and contemplative prayer before turning to an overview of the volume as a whole. Because the term contemplation is often misunderstood or unhelpfully linked primarily to other religious groups, this introduction will establish a preliminary understanding of contemplation that will be fleshed out with greater complexity in the chapters. The goal is not to say everything that needs to be said at the outset, but to provide a first-things account of the basic features of contemplation that will be nuanced, built on, and advanced in differing directions throughout this volume.




CONTEMPLATION AND CONTEMPLATIVE PRAYER

One of the goals of this volume is to offer current thinking across evangelicalism on the nature of contemplation. For the sake of clarity, and because this volume does not provide a unified view on the topic, it proves helpful to introduce some key questions here. One key issue concerns the distinction between natural and supernatural contemplation, and how we should distinguish between our ability to contemplate things in our world compared to the things “above,” as Paul names the heavenly realm in Colossians 3. Natural contemplation is something all human persons do (we all contemplate what we find beautiful and good), and something we are called to do by Paul in his letter to the Philippians: “Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence, if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things” (Phil 4:8). While Paul is calling us to contemplate specific things, it is axiomatic to say that all persons contemplate what they consider good. In our flesh, the good we contemplate is often sinful, and so Paul calls us to contemplate the good and the true, which should, it would seem, lead us to contemplate God, who is truth and goodness itself.

While natural contemplation seems relatively clear, it is less so when we turn our attention to the contemplation of God, not because contemplation is a species of prayer for the spiritual elite or because contemplation itself is difficult to understand, but because it does not primarily rest on our ability (as does natural contemplation). If we come to consider supernatural contemplation as simply natural contemplation turned upward, then the focus would primarily rest on our own technique and ability, and we might make the error of believing that the contemplation of God was something we could generate. Rather, the contemplation of God is made available to the believer in the Spirit. As the Spirit descends to the depths of the believer, groaning with “groanings too deep for words” in intercession (Rom 8:26), the Spirit is revealing the love and presence of God to the soul (Rom 5:5). Contemplation is a call to attend to the presence of God that has been made available in Christ by the Spirit. This means that while we can talk about techniques in contemplation, these are simply practices we can employ to seek to be present to God, who is always present to his children. As techniques of contemplation, they generate neither a state nor a condition, nor are they meant to somehow control the Spirit’s activity; rather, techniques are meant to ready and open the heart to God.

Along these lines, it is helpful to consider Paul’s prayer in Ephesians 3:14-21. Here, Paul prays that we would be strengthened with power by the Spirit in our inner person, that Christ would dwell in our hearts through faith, that we would be rooted in love, to know the immensity of this love, and that we would be filled with the fullness of God. The focus in this passage is on the work God has done in Christ and how that is being applied to the believer in the Spirit, and how, by faith, the believer is strengthened in their inner life, rooted in love, and pressed into the “love of Christ that surpasses knowledge” to be filled to all the “fullness of God” (Eph 3:19). The believer is not generating anything here, but takes on a receptive posture of openness to the work God has done and is doing in the depth of one’s soul. Notice, furthermore, that there is not a specific act of prayer attached to Paul’s longing. The focus is not on technique, although that will have to be discussed, but is on receiving the presence and love of God in Christ by the Spirit.

Following Paul’s discussion in Ephesians, we can address, in broad strokes, the first things that should be said about an evangelical understanding of contemplation, and how that might be formed into an account of contemplative prayer (if this is something we think we should do). If we consider, at the most base level, that contemplation names our being open to God who is always with us, then contemplation and contemplative prayer are the simplest experiences in the Christian life; they simply name our openness to the presence of God in the Spirit. This inclination is that God’s love calls us to open to him—to be rooted and grounded in his love—so that we can be more open to his life penetrating our own. Far from being an elitist or sophisticated spirituality, contemplation is the essence of simplicity and is open to all. This is the very opposite of the contemporary criticism from Christians who argue that contemplation is some kind of New Age action in which we seek to create or conjure religious experience. It is the very opposite; we merely obey by opening to Christ’s inner presence and love in the Spirit. Furthermore, following Baxter, the contemplative life is not one form or style of Christian existence, nor is contemplation a kind of spiritual attitude or set of disciplines that characterize a kind of spiritual life (although it will order these). Rather, the Christian life is the result of the work of the indwelling Spirit who sanctifies, makes righteous, saves, redeems, and transforms the believer into the image of Christ, and his love is the primary power of transformation in the Christian life. Following this reality, the contemplative orientation of Christian existence simply names the center of Christian realism—that God is with us in the Spirit and that we are truly with God in Christ. Our calling is to embrace this reality and be open to the work God is already doing on our behalf and the truth of who we already are in Christ Jesus.

In this sense, contemplation and the contemplative life of prayer, at bottom, are merely synonyms for “walking in the Spirit” as Paul mentions in Galatians 5. We walked in the flesh in our former life, training all our capacities in the weakness of human autonomy from God (flesh). Now, since we already “live by the Spirit,” we are to learn to walk in all those capacities with the Spirit (Gal 5:25). So in my thoughts, my fears, my angers, my playing golf, my work, my writing, and so on, I am to relearn how to walk, no longer alone, but with the Spirit—to open to his love and presence in all I am, experience, and do. To walk in the Spirit is to retrain my capacities within the presence of God in Christ by the Spirit. This is not another spiritual discipline or type of spirituality, but is a fundamental feature of our new life in the Spirit. To contemplate is simply to walk with, and be with, God in all I do; this is not simply an intellectual endeavor, as if the intellect could be bracketed off of our personhood to engage in spiritual things without our affect. Rather, following the likes of Jonathan Edwards and the Puritans in general we need religious affection in our walking with God. God is not calling his people to an abstract knowledge of himself, but to an affectionate knowledge of who he is. This affection is the fruit of his love and presence, and is available to us only in Christ Jesus. This affectionate knowledge names the reality of the whole person available and open to God for his work of transformation, trusting that God is at work on the whole of our personality, intellect, and emotional lives.

Therefore, the core of the Christian life is contemplation: the human counterpart to God’s self-giving grace that is an openness to God’s work in the Spirit, binding us to the life of Christ, that forms our fundamental posture of presenting ourselves to God. This contemplative feature of Christian existence forms all Christian faithfulness and, therefore, helps establish the contours of a life of prayer, which is nothing else than a life lived with God or, in Paul’s words, a life of praying without ceasing (1 Thess 5:17). We recognize that contemplative prayer is something of a confusing term. The ancient church, as far as we can tell, did not use this terminology in the way moderns have grown accustomed to. Contemplation and the contemplative dimension of redeemed existence was assumed, but this was not necessarily understood as a kind of prayer, as much as the culmination of our praying or a culmination of living with God and walking with the Spirit. It may have been the telos of prayer, but the act of contemplation was not understood as prayer. In a similar way that a distinction has been drawn between meditation and prayer, or even meditation and contemplation, there was a distinction between contemplation and prayer as such. In our day, the opposite is assumed in many circles. Therefore, instead of taking contemplative prayer as an obvious given, the focus of this book is on contemplation, and out of that we seek to point forward to ways that contemplation might inform prayer, taking on, as we will see in the conclusion, the distinctively relational features of evangelical theology and spirituality.

This first-things overview of contemplation sets up the material that will now be advanced and dissected in differing ways, seeking to answer questions like: What might a distinctively evangelical notion of contemplation entail? Does contemplation form specific kinds of prayer, and if so, how? Can we speak meaningfully about the experience of contemplation, and should we seek to give a kind of phenomenology of contemplation? What does it mean to say that our contemplation “worked” or “didn’t work,” and how do we attend to faithfulness in our openness to the Lord? These questions, and many others, will serve to drive this conversation and those that flow from this volume, recognizing that while contemplation itself is a simple reality, that does not mean its depths are equally simple. Different contributors will name, at times, conflicting instincts for how contemplation could form our understanding of prayer. Even the language used to talk about this will vary, with some talking about silent prayer, centering prayer, or contemplative prayer; but it is important that contemplation is addressed in its own right with prayer as a subsequent and related practice of our life with God, and out of that biblical and theological structure, a development of contemplative prayer can be addressed. To use an image that might help explain the simplicity-complexity structure of this volume, we should remember that the notion of sight is quite simple. It is easy to speak about what it means to see. But once we talk about how we can see, and the difficulties that come with our seeing, the discussion gets increasingly complex. Similarly, now we see through a mirror dimly (1 Cor 13:12), and this volume seeks to give voice to the complexity of that reality.




OVERVIEW OF VOLUME

As noted, the goal of this volume is not to bring together a group of evangelicals who are necessarily in agreement concerning contemplation or contemplative prayer, but to canvas key thinkers across evangelicalism to address these topics. In short, the goal is to start a conversation that is not currently being had. There are, no doubt, evangelicals naively accepting any form of contemplation and contemplative prayer on offer by the world, just as there are, no doubt, evangelicals who are rejecting these out of hand because they naively assume any possible contemplation is worldly. What has yet to be seen is a robust discussion of contemplation and contemplative prayer in a distinctively evangelical way. This volume seeks to fill that gap. What follows is an overview of how each chapter fits together under two broad sections: “Historical Inquiries” and “Constructive Proposals.” These sections were added after the chapters were written in an attempt to provide some organization to the flow of material, so they should not be taken too strictly (as if they provided direction to the material content of the chapters). Each author has an eye on the tradition and an eye on constructively engaging it. We will conclude with a short reflection at the end of the volume on where this conversation should go and what avenues seem most fruitful to pursue.

Part 1: Historical inquiries. In our first essay, John Coe addresses one of the core issues of Christian contemplation and how it differs from other forms of contemplation (in particular, New Age, Neoplatonic, or Eastern panentheistic forms). Any notion of contemplation relying on these philosophical constructs will be sub-Christian. To develop his argument, Coe attends to the early church’s Nicene articulation of creation ex nihilo and their articulation of a robust Creator-creature distinction intended to undermine those philosophical frameworks that argued for some kind of kinship between God and persons so that by some flight of the mind one could contemplate the mind of God. Nicene theology denied the creature as having a kinship with God and therefore affirmed that Christian contemplation must have an entirely different structure—a distinctively theological structure (something developed in different ways throughout this volume). Christian contemplation, therefore, cannot rest on natural ability or technique to reach the divine, but must be funded by God’s self-revelation, and therefore is a response to God’s self-giving in Word and Spirit to the believer in love. Thus, according to Coe, the controversy over Christian contemplation and the providing of the Christian theological grounding and understanding of it had already been settled by the church nearly seventeen hundred years ago.

Coe’s chapter gives a helpful foundation for the historical, theological, and biblical issues that will inevitably arise in discussions of contemplation. Following his analysis, Evan B. Howard narrates the thought of one of the most influential spiritual writers of desert spirituality, Evagrius of Pontus. By doing so, Howard gets to one of the prevailing focal points of what is often called contemplative prayer, which is the wordless quality of this form of praying. This wordless prayer unveils one approach to how prayer and contemplation can connect. For Evagrius, prayer should move to a wordless state of contemplation, and therefore his ideal can be talked about as a form of contemplative prayer (leaving aside, for the time being, whether that language is useful). Focus on the removal of distracting thoughts has a long history in Christian spirituality, and this struggle with thoughts, more specifically disordered thoughts, becomes a focal point of Evagrius’s method. After narrating the movement of Evagrius’s theology of prayer, Howard turns to evaluation. The question, Is this actually Christian? drives Howard’s response, providing what might be called a critical appropriation of key features of Evagrius’s thought while pushing against some of its more radical features.

Following Howard’s discussion of early Christian desert spirituality, Greg Peters turns to medieval spirituality to excavate potential resources for our own spiritual practice. Peters begins his essay with a helpful orientation to some of the key biblical passages that supported contemplation in that era. While some of the specific passages might not resonate with modern readers, Peters’s identification of these texts provides an important orientation to how medieval spirituality understood its biblical precedents. Peters continues with an exposition of key figures in the medieval spiritual tradition, moving from Richard of St. Victor to Thomas Aquinas and then to Bernard of Clairvaux, leading to a focus on love as the end of contemplation (because love, in fact, is God himself). This medieval articulation of contemplation sets up Ashley Cocksworth’s chapter, which develops a strand of contemplation from within Reformed theology. This may seem far removed from the medieval era, but Reformed spirituality is heavily funded by both Augustine and Bernard of Clairvaux, even if it is caught up into a different theological and ecclesial framework. Cocksworth’s goal is to recover a focus on Sabbath from the Reformed tradition—John Calvin in particular—in a way that could help us reconsider the realities of contemplation and contemplative prayer. By attending to the contemplative dimension of Calvin’s spirituality, his focus on the mediation of Christ, and the nature of Christian Sabbath, Cocksworth unearths helpful resources to consider contemplation from within the Protestant theological heritage.

Continuing Cocksworth’s focus on the Protestant spiritual tradition, Tom Schwanda introduces the reader to criticisms of contemplation and spiritual formation that have arisen in popular-level online discourse. Unraveling these criticisms, and showing how they are not based on actual views held by evangelicals, Schwanda continues by giving four features of what might be called classical evangelical statements of contemplation. Turning to figures from both Reformed and Wesleyan camps, Schwanda outlines the views of Jonathan Edwards, Susanna Anthony, Sarah Jones, and Francis Asbury on the nature and task of contemplation, revealing a deep vein of contemplation in the very foundation of evangelical spirituality.

The last chapter in this section provides something of a helpful overview and synthesis of much of what is addressed thus far. In this essay, Diane Chandler brings to the conversation a much-needed focus on the cross as the centerpiece for any understanding of a distinctively Christian contemplation. After moving through numerous historical figures on contemplation, Chandler focuses her own retrieval on the cross, using the cross to link together evangelical soteriology and ecclesiological practices. Chandler concludes with another sweeping overview of key figures of the tradition and the centrality of the cross in their spirituality generally and their understanding of contemplation more specifically. Chandler concludes with practical guidance on adopting this form of contemplation into one’s spiritual life.

Part 2: Constructive proposals. As noted above, these two sections are not to bifurcate historical and constructive proposals, as if contributors had to choose one over the other. Rather, each essay focuses on a specific aspect of contemplation and utilizes various resources for making their argument. That said, this section focuses less on historical inquiries and argumentation toward more constructive proposals. The first chapter, by Steven L. Porter, is an exposition of biblical spirituality that undergirds a contemplative dimension to Christian existence. To do so, Porter develops four key principles to the agapeic reality of God, as pointed to in Scripture, and how the Christian is called to partake in this reality. Far from producing a focus on abstract contemplation of the idea of God, this biblical dimension of contemplation is a focus on personal communion with the God of love. This points to various forms that prayer might take, but Porter worries that contemplative prayer, as it is often understood, is too narrow to capture the biblical vision of Christian prayerfulness.

Following Porter’s development of the biblical material on contemplation, Kyle Strobel narrates what a distinctively theological account of contemplation may entail. To do so, Strobel articulates the ground and possibility of contemplation by focusing on God’s self-giving in Son and Spirit. Focusing on the Son as the great high priest, Strobel offers a view of contemplation as a partaking in the gaze of the Son on the Father and the Father on the Son that anticipates the beatific vision of eternity. Strobel then applies his account to an approach to silent prayer, mooring silence within the intercessory prayers of the Son and Spirit and the believer’s faith in their intercession. Following in the same vein as Strobel, Ryan Brandt offers a gospel-centered approach to contemplation by focusing on God’s own contemplative life, union with Christ, and the believer’s experience of love. One of the fruits of this account is a focus on the interpretive task of the Christian and how contemplation speaks into a distinctively Christian reading of the biblical text. Brandt goes on to ground the eschatological reality of contemplation in the future beatific vision of God.

While both Strobel and Brandt usher in the beatific vision as a key aspect of mooring contemplation theologically, Hans Boersma focuses on this feature specifically. Starting with the Gospel of John, and then moving to the New Testament more broadly, Boersma develops a biblical doctrine of the beatific vision, while interweaving a broad range of historical figures reflecting on both the biblical texts and theological development of the doctrine. Using the beatific vision as the fulfillment of the anticipations we receive in this age, Boersma continues by utilizing the thought of Irenaeus. In particular, Boersma focuses on Irenaeus’s notion of the pedagogical process by which God matures his people, a process of increasing sight. After addressing three theophanies depicting God as a tutor in sight, Boersma concludes with a reflection on the nature of contemplation.

After three straight chapters attempting to provide the theological framework of contemplation, we turn to James Wilhoit’s exposition of centering prayer. Centering prayer is a technique often found in Roman Catholic spiritual writers, most specifically Thomas Keating. Wilhoit walks the reader through Keating’s approach to the technique of centering prayer before turning to its theological foundations. Wilhoit continues to develop his account by turning to the topic of mindfulness, addressing biblical material to articulate an account of biblical mindfulness, then turning to the uniqueness of centering prayer in the spiritual tradition. Wilhoit concludes his essay by engaging evangelical criticisms of centering prayer. This essay includes the volume’s most explicit focus on a form of contemplative prayer, and it shows how this particular form of prayer is of a piece with the theological foundations undergirding it. Wilhoit’s essay is thus a helpful case study in how a theological construct gives rise to a spiritual practice, which may prove helpful as evangelicals consider the previous chapters’ theological development and differing constructs that might arise from them.

The final two chapters broaden the conversation. The first, by Simon Chan, addresses contemplative prayer in the evangelical and Pentecostal traditions. Chan provides a helpful overview of evangelical spirituality before turning to Pentecostal spirituality and its distinctive focus on glossolalia. Linking glossolalia to categories more familiar in the history of Christian spirituality, Chan links discussions not often connected, providing points of contact for Pentecostal spirituality and experience with both evangelical spirituality and the spiritual tradition more broadly. Widening the discussion even more, Glen G. Scorgie addresses Christian contemplation in relation to other religions’ contemplative traditions. Scorgie rightly notes that it is important to enter into comparison with other religious practices, not for the purpose of adjusting our own practices (as if Christianity lacked the internal resources to consider its own spirituality), but to attend to the differences. Israel continually practiced things their foreign neighbors did, at the very call of God, and yet there was always a distinct difference that uniquely formed the purpose, telos, or nature of the Jewish appropriation. Similarly, as will be seen throughout this book, it is these distinctives that make Christian contemplation, in part, so interesting. After engaging in a broad sweep of comparative analyses with other religious traditions, Scorgie focuses in on the distinctively Christian features of Christian contemplation.

The volume concludes with a short reflection on the book as a whole, pulling together several key threads and pointing forward to ways that this discussion could and should be advanced in different areas. The field of evangelical spirituality has been missing a broad and deep discussion of contemplation, attending to the historical, theological, and comparative features necessary to do so well. This book seeks to address that lacuna, but it does not try to do everything. In the conclusion we will note points of tension among contributors and possibilities for continued development along different trajectories. In the end, the goal will be to build on and advance this discussion into areas of spiritual theology in which our forebears were so robustly interested: What does it mean when all I experience is myself and my sin? Where is God when I can barely get myself to pray? Why doesn’t God reveal himself more profoundly to me? These must be addressed by a robust account of spiritual theology.
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  THE CONTROVERSY OVER
CONTEMPLATION AND
CONTEMPLATIVE PRAYER


  A Historical, Theological, and Biblical Resolution


  JOHN H. COE


  

    THE TOPIC AND PRACTICE OF CONTEMPLATION and contemplative prayer in contemporary Christian spirituality has become controversial to a number of very sincere believers. One example is Ray Yungen’s A Time of Departing, in which he believes that contemplative prayer is fundamentally linked to worldviews foreign to Christianity. As he states, “Contemplative prayer and panentheism go together like a hand in a glove—to promote one is to promote both. They are inseparable.”1 I will not give a complete response to all the issues raised by Yungen or other critics of Christian approaches to contemplative prayer and contemplation. However, I would like to address two of the central concerns that have been raised, namely, that contemplation and contemplative prayer are fundamentally non-Christian in their worldview orientation and that they cannot be grounded theologically, biblically, or in historic orthodox (in the best sense of that word) Christianity.


    I hope to make clear the distinction between a truly biblical, Christian approach to contemplative prayer in contrast to a distorted, truncated view evident in New Age or Eastern pantheism or panentheism, particularly as they are reflected back into ancient Platonic, Neoplatonic, and Origenic views of contemplation.2 This will include, first, how the Nicene theology of creation ex nihilo provided the history of Christian theology with the proper theological corrective to many false views of contemplation and contemplative prayer derived from a faulty view of God, reality, and the human soul. Second, I will argue that a truly Christian approach to contemplative prayer can be made consistent and grounded in revelation, original sin, and a new covenant understanding of the cross and the Spirit. Finally, I will argue that the Scriptures actually teach a form of contemplation and contemplative prayer.


    

      A SUB-CHRISTIAN VERSION OF CONTEMPLATION BASED ON A FALSE VIEW OF GOD, REALITY, AND THE HUMAN SOUL


      Many sub-Christian versions of contemplation and contemplative prayer are based on some notion of pantheism and panentheism. Though there are many forms of these worldviews, let us understand pantheism simply as the belief that God is identical with the world so that all is God and God is all, and let us understand panentheism as the belief that all things are imbued with God’s being in the sense that all things are in God or that God is unfolding himself through all things. These worldview ideas evident in New Age and Eastern religion are, in part, contemporary revivals of the proto-Gnostic, Neoplatonic, or Origenic heresies or heterodoxies of the first four centuries CE. They all share in common some sense that the fundamental ontological split of reality is between Spirit and matter—the latter often being either illusory or having less being than the realm of Spirit. How this relates to contemplation or contemplative prayer on this worldview can be captured in figure 1.


      It is particularly important to notice in figure 1 that, according to Origen, following Plato and Plotinus, and consistent with popular New Age approaches to religion, the fundamental way to ontologically break up the world is between the realm of the Spirit and the realm of the material world. As Andrew Louth says,


      

      

        [image: Figure 1. Voir l’explication dans le texte.]


        Figure 1. Sub-Christian view of reality


      


      

        As we have seen, contemplation was a unifying principle in Origen’s cosmos. . . . Behind this was the Platonic idea of the soul’s kinship with the divine: it was this kinship that made contemplation possible and which was realized in contemplation. . . . . Neither for Plato nor for Origen were souls created: they were pre-existent and immortal. The most fundamental ontological distinction in such a world was between the spiritual and the material. The soul belonged to the former realm in contrast to its body which was material: the soul belonged to the divine, spiritual realm and was only trapped in the material realm by its association with the body.3


      


      As a result of this spirit-body split of the universe, there is a fundamental kinship between God, angels, and human souls, the latter possessing both body and spirit. According to this biblically foreign ontological split, the soul in some way shares in or has kinship with the ontology (being) of God so that by effort and grace (the latter included by Origen), the human soul can shed its connection with the body and by mental techniques such as meditation or contemplation know God as he knows himself. This knowledge is accomplished by means of some kind of “flight of the soul upward” as an ascent to know the mind of God.4 Again, this intellectual assent is made possible due to the belief that the human person shares ontologically in some kind of kinship of spirit with universal Spirit or the being of God.


      This biblically foreign metaphysics has, in turn, produced distorted views of contemplation and contemplative prayer. Contemporary and popular versions of Eastern and New Age philosophies have stripped biblical contemplative prayer from its true context of the Christian triune redeemer God and embedded it within a deficient and distorted view of God and the person. This distorted view of contemplation or contemplative prayer often portrays itself as follows:


      

        	

          1. Sub-Christian contemplation or contemplative prayer is an approach to knowing “God” due to the kinship of the human soul and God as a kind of return of the divine spark in humanity to its original divinity in some pantheistic or panentheistic manner, thereby obscuring the absolute ontological distinction between the finite created human spirit and the infinite Creator Spirit of God.


        


        	

          2. Sub-Christian contemplation or contemplative prayer is not dependent on God revealing himself but on intellectual techniques and acts of devotion to “reach” or “ascend” to know God.


        


        	

          3. Sub-Christian contemplation or contemplative prayer rejects an orthodox view of original sin as well as the necessary work of Christ on the cross to reconcile humanity to God, but rather affirms that the chasm between God and humanity can be bridged by some kind of human soul effort.


        


        	

          4. Sub-Christian contemplation or contemplative prayer often involves a use of silence and certain divine words or mantras to evacuate consciousness in an attempt to empty the self in order to return to its divine origin.


        


        	

          5. In some cases, sub-Christian contemplation or contemplative prayer aims at altered states of consciousness for the sake of therapeutic euphoria or ecstasy with the divine.


        


      


      In general, unbiblical and sub-Christian approaches to contemplation or contemplative prayer represent the attempt of human effort and natural fortitude to meet the deep hunger for God apart from the true revelation of God in Christ and the empowering work of his indwelling Spirit.


    


    

    

      A HISTORICAL CORRECTION TO CHRISTIAN CONTEMPLATION IN NICENE ORTHODOXY: CREATION EX NIHILO, THE NATURE OF SOULS, AND THE KNOWLEDGE OF GOD


      In the first place, the orthodox Christian position evident in Nicene theology was a major correction to the Origenic approach to mysticism and contemplation, along with all later attempts to understand contemplation based on the kinship of the human soul with the being of God. As Louth says,


      

        Athanasius marks an important step forward in the Christian understanding of the soul’s way to God. In contrast to earlier forms of mystical theology based upon the Platonist’s premises of the soul’s natural kinship with God, Athanasius posits a great ontological gulf between God and all else—souls included. This gulf can only be crossed by God: man can only know God if God comes to him, comes down into the realm of corruption and death that man inhabits. And this he does in the Incarnation. . . . No longer will they [human souls] be drawn upwards to holiness in ever greater likeness to the invisible God.5


      


      There is no kinship or soul connection, ontologically speaking, between God and human persons that allows humans to cross over the divide to know the mind and person of God in contemplation or meditative techniques. Athanasius and Nicene theology make it clear: God must reveal himself to humanity to bridge this divide.


      In particular, the doctrine of creation ex nihilo was not only a watershed correction and clarification of our understanding of Christology and the incarnation but also a correction to a false view of contemplation in Origen. Athanasius and Gregory of Nyssa, perhaps the greatest of the Cappadocian theologians, by affirming creation ex nihilo, reject the spirit-matter dualism of all reality and affirm the absolute distinction between the infinite Creator triune God and all other finite created beings, which includes finite matter and finite created spirits (angels and humans). As Louth says,


      

        Gregory’s theology is deeply Nicene and, more precisely, deeply Athanasian. For him, no less than for Athanasius, the soul, along with all other creatures, is created out of nothing. . . . For Gregory the realm of the intelligible is divided into the uncreated and creative on the one hand and, on the other, that which is created—and this is the fundamental divide. Thus, the distinction between the uncreated, intelligible reality to which category belong only the members of the Blessed Trinity, and the created order, cuts across even the Platonic distinction between intelligible and sensible. The gulf between uncreated and created is such for Gregory that there is no possibility of the soul passing across it: there is no ecstasy, in which the soul leaves its nature as created and passes into the uncreated.6


      


      Because God creates all reality out of nothing (creation ex nihilo), it turns out that no created reality shares in the ontology of God. In particular, the human person, body and soul, are part of the created order and cannot bridge the ontological gap in order to know the mind of God. As a result, orthodox Christian teaching has affirmed throughout the ages that we cannot know God as he is in himself (a heresy condemned by the church fathers Chrysostom, Gregory, Basil, and others, later called ontologism). There is no ontological kinship between God and humankind that provides immediate epistemological access to knowing God as he is in himself. How then can we know God in light of this great ontological chasm? The answer of the Nicene fathers was that we can know God only as he wills to reveal himself into the created order. This was the genius of the Nicene doctrine of creation ex nihilo as it affected the doctrine of knowing God and contemplation. This was a turning point in the history of Christian theology and its view of Christian contemplation. Figure 2 captures this Nicene movement away from the Platonic/Neoplatonic view of reality to the absolute ontological distance between the Creator and the creature and its relation to understanding Christian contemplation.


      Notice in figure 2 that in contrast to the Origenic view of the world, Nicene theology begins with creation ex nihilo, which insists that the fundamental way to ontologically divide the universe is by the uncreated Creator God and the created universe. In this case, human souls share no natural or essential kinship with God. In fact, contrary to the Neoplatonic vision, human souls share more ontological kinship with human bodies, plants, and rocks than with the essence of God, though we are relationally made in the image of God. In that case, contemplation is not fundamentally an intellectual assent made possible by human effort.


      If God is to be known, it must be by his initiative to break into the finite, created realm to reveal himself. This is precisely what God did in the incarnation and in sending the indwelling Holy Spirit, two realities and doctrines central to Nicene theology and theological reflection thereafter.
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        Figure 2. The Nicene view of reality


      


      

        His [Gregory of Nyssa’s] awareness of the unbridgeable gulf between the uncreated and the created implied by the radical doctrine of creation ex nihilo gives to his mysticism its peculiar character and leads him to focus all the more clearly on the very heart of mysticism: an experience of immediacy with God Himself in love. His understanding of this doctrine of creation out of nothing means that there is no point of contact between the soul and God, and so God is totally unknowable to the soul, and the soul can have no experience of God except in so far as God makes such experience possible. It is the unknowability of God which leads to Gregory’s insistence that it is only in virtue of the Incarnation, only because God has manifested Himself—and His love—among us, that we can know Him at all.7


      


      Because God exists in the infinite order of things, he is unknowable to the mind of the creature unless he reveals himself. Nicene theology affirmed that contemplation and personal knowledge of God is possible only due to divine revelation whereby God reveals himself in love to the believer based on the incarnation and, subsequent, the indwelling Holy Spirit. Consequently, for the Nicene theologians and later theological reflection in the Western church, contemplation and contemplative prayer are less an intellectual or epistemic ascent into the mind of God. Rather, they are more a relational journey and experience of love inwardly in the human soul as a response to the self-revelation of God by the incarnate Christ and indwelling Holy Spirit. In that sense, we do not know God as he knows himself, but only as he reveals himself in love to us. Being made in God’s image does provide our souls the capacity to experience the revelation of God’s love by his relational presence in union with our human spirit. However, they do not share the same ontology so that we can by mental ascent or intellectual (in)sight behold God as something akin to ourselves. This becomes the dominant theological corrective to Origenic spirituality. In a real sense, the contemporary controversy over Christian contemplation and the providing of the Christian theological grounding and understanding of it had, to a great degree, already been settled by the church nearly seventeen hundred years ago.


    


    

    

      A NEW COVENANT THEOLOGICAL GROUNDING OF CHRISTIAN CONTEMPLATION IN REVELATION, THE CROSS, AND THE HOLY SPIRIT


      In contrast to the popular versions of Origenic spirituality and its New Age and Eastern cousins, this Nicene approach to Christian contemplation and contemplative prayer8 are also grounded in the new covenant view of revelation, the cross, and the Holy Spirit. Thus the knowledge of God involved in various Christian spiritual practices related to contemplation and contemplative prayer is not the result of human effort but is grounded in the work of God on behalf of the believer. That is, knowledge of God is grounded in the following central truths of the faith:


      

        	

          1. Knowledge of God cannot be attained by human effort alone but is grounded solely on God’s sovereign choice to reveal himself in creation (Rom 1:18-23), Word (2 Tim 3:16; Heb 4:12), his works and incarnation (Heb 1:1-2), and the indwelling Spirit (Rom 8:15-17; 1 Cor 2:14-16).


        


        	

          2. Personal knowledge of God cannot be attained by human effort or spiritual activities on their own due to the pervasive and radical effects of original sin but is made possible in the atoning, finished work of Christ on the cross (Rom 3:12; 5:18-21; 6:23), which reconciles the believer to God, making relationship with and knowledge of God possible once again.


        


        	

          3. Personal knowledge of God cannot be attained by human effort or spiritual activities on their own but is grounded in the regenerating and ongoing illuminating and vivifying ministry of the indwelling Holy Spirit, who connects us back with God (Rom 8:15-17; 1 Cor 2:14-16; Titus 3:15).


        


      


      Because God dwells in the infinite order of things and we in the finite, humans and angels alike cannot know God unless God reveals himself. Moreover, due to original sin, God must not only reveal himself if we are to know him but also act on our behalf in redemption, otherwise no human would even respond to the given revelation (Eph 2:1-12). This is entirely in contrast to any contemporary gnostic or New Age heresy declaring the basic potential goodness of the human spirit when detached from the body (Rom 3:12). And finally, this personal knowledge of God is not based solely on our effort in prayer but on the work of the indwelling Christ and Spirit revealing the love of God and filling us with their presence (Eph 3:16-19).


      Contemplation and contemplative prayer grounded in Christ: Colossians as a Pauline model / response to the proto-Gnostic heresy. This skeletal discussion of non-Christian forms of contemplative prayer and the biblical-theological response is exemplified, in part, in Paul’s response to the Colossian heresy. Putting together the pieces of this heresy gives us the following picture.9 A false teaching had come into the church at Colossae that affirmed some kind of Jewish ritual-mysticism combined with a Greek/Hellenistic proto-Gnostic belief of mystical experiences, magic, and rigorous ascetic behavior, resulting in the basic message that there was something deeper in the Christian life than just faith in Christ. According to this heterodoxy, God alone dwells in the fullness of deity; however, by means of religious devotion, ascetic behavior, and self-denial there are various emissaries (sent ones) of God, including perhaps Christ and angels, of which and through which we can enjoy mystical experiences relevant to the deity (Col 3:18-23).


      Paul responds to this Jewish/proto-Gnostic mysticism by both denouncing what is false and unnecessary, and affirming what we already have by faith in Christ. The following represent his overall response in Colossians:


      

        	

          1. This Jewish/proto-Gnostic mysticism is a mere false philosophy and tradition of humanity, and does not find its source in a revelation of God (Col 2:8).


        


        	

          2. This Jewish/proto-Gnostic mysticism is built on the “elementary principles of the world” (NASB; stoicheia tou kosmou)—the ABCs or the basic moral principles that have structured humanity, morality, society, and religion and have demonic spirit forces behind them—to which we have died in Christ (Col 2:8, 20).


        


        	

          3. This Jewish/proto-Gnostic mysticism fails to recognize that in Christ is the fullness of deity (Col 1:19) and, more to the point, that believers have been joined to Christ by faith so that they have the fullness of deity within them—“and you have been filled in him”10 (kai este en autō peplērōmenoi)—so that believers are already filled with the life of God (Col 2:9-10).


        


        	

          4. Our being filled with Christ who has the fullness of deity (Christ in us) is neither accomplished by ascetic practices, nor by practicing rituals or self-denial, nor by efforts in attaining religious experience. Rather, our being filled with the life of God is accomplished solely by faith in Christ’s work on the cross, which brings us in union with his death and resurrection (Col 2:11-15). Thus believers are not to let false teachers be judges regarding any need to follow certain rituals or any need to seek religious experiences to get more of God (Col 2:16-17).


        


      


      According to Paul, we already have all we need in Christ and by means of Christ in us. Thus there is no need to get more of God outside of what God has already done for us in Christ and by means of Christ in us.


      Consequently, according to Paul, religious experience of God is not based on our meditative efforts to fly into the mind of God or on any other kind of religious experience outside of ourselves. Rather, God has already revealed himself to us by the written Word and the indwelling Word. We do not need mystical experience or ascetic practices in order to be joined with and experience the fullness of God or to seek experiences outside ourselves—we are already joined with him and he is in us—the fullness of deity (Col 2:10; see Col 1:27: “Christ in you, the hope of glory”).11 Of course, this does not mean we automatically experience these realities. Our part is to open to his inner presence, to what he has revealed both in his Word and in his Spirit.


      Contemplation and contemplative prayer are grounded in the Word and Spirit and is a response to the Spirit. Consequently, in the history of the church and the testimony of Scripture, the Christian practices of meditation and contemplative prayer by which the believer may come to know God more deeply are grounded in the biblical notion of revelation in Word and Spirit. In the first place, meditation is typically understood as a deep cogitation of the Word and work of God whereby the Spirit employs truth and love to transform the heart of the person (Ps 1:2; 119:11, 16).


      Most relevant to the present study, while contemplation or contemplative prayer is grounded in the Word and work of Christ and the Spirit, it most specifically can be understood as an opening of the believer’s heart to attend to the person and ministry of the indwelling Holy Spirit (the indwelling Christ). Or perhaps another way of putting the same, contemplation can be understood as allowing oneself to be influenced by the Holy Spirit, who is always attending to our soul. Interestingly, Paul’s command in Colossians to let the Word of Christ dwell in our hearts, resulting in speaking to one another in sung prayers (psalms), is correlated in Ephesians with being filled with or allowing the Holy Spirit to fill or control us. Notice the passive voice of the imperative in which we are not the agent of filling ourselves with the Spirit but we are commanded (the imperatival force) to allow ourselves to be filled or influenced by the Spirit (the passive voice). This meta-command of allowing oneself to be filled with the Spirit is supposed to color all other commands, has a family resemblance to the meta-command to walk in the Spirit, and suggests to the believer that we are to attend not only to Christ but also to the Holy Spirit, who reveals God to us.


      We can thus understand Christian contemplation or contemplative prayer as follows: Contemplation (contemplative prayer) is the act and experience whereby our human spirit opens to and attends to the indwelling Spirit of Christ, who is continually revealing himself to us and bearing witness to our spirit that we are children of God, loved by God in Christ, but in such a way that this opening of our spirit is in fact due to the movement of God’s Spirit by which we even cry out to God—“Abba, Father”—in the first place.


      In that sense, Christian contemplation and contemplative prayer are less our work of fortitude and more God’s moving in our heart to respond to God’s revealing presence and work. We are neither active nor passive in this process but interactive, as Dallas Willard used to say of the Christian life in general.12 In Thomas Aquinas’s words, he is the cause or first mover in our heart to even respond to God.13


      What that experience will be like is not something we can control; it is up to the Holy Spirit to do what he wills. The Spirit’s work may be consoling or it may be self-revealing and purgative. We don’t measure or discern the presence of the Spirit by how it feels to us. The Spirit has his purposes and may reveal to the believer deeply consoling realities of his love, presence, and acceptance—all of which might feel quite pleasant to the believer. But the Spirit might also wish to reveal in love more harrowing truths about our sin, our falseness, and our unhealthy attachments. We might feel this experience as less spiritual and more psychological, that is, more about the truth of our sinfulness and neediness. But the point for the maturing believer in contemplation will not be how it feels but only what is revealed in the Spirit’s presence. This is much like the maturing husband who is less interested in how it feels to be with his wife but more interested in the wife herself and what is being revealed regardless of whether it feels consoling or not. Much more can be said on this subject of religious experience and consolation, but this would take us into a full-blown spiritual theology and phenomenology of contemplation, which might be the topic for a further volume.


      Consequently, the believer in contemplation or contemplative prayer is merely opening his or her heart and will and responding to the indwelling Spirit, who is (1) continuously strengthening the believer in the inner person, dwelling in our hearts through faith and loving the believer in the depths of the heart based on the finished work of Christ (Eph 3:16-19); (2) continuously leading and bearing witness to the believer’s heart that one is a son of God by which one cries out “Abba, Father” (Rom 8:14-15); and (3) continuously interceding for the believer (and transforming us) to be perfected into the image of Christ (Rom 8:26-29; Gal 5:16-25; Col 1:28-29). These marvelous realities are always going on in the soul despite our present experience of them or how we feel.


    


    

    

      A BIBLICAL APPROACH TO CONTEMPLATION AND CONTEMPLATIVE PRAYER


      As I have argued, true, biblical contemplative prayer is simply an appropriate obedience or response to the indwelling Spirit, which is reflected in Paul’s prayers for us to open more deeply to and attend to the person and work of the Spirit. This is exemplified in the following prayers of Paul:


      

        For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, from whom every family in heaven and on earth is named, that according to the riches of his glory he may grant you to be strengthened with power through his Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith—that you, being rooted and grounded in love, may have strength to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with all the fullness of God. (Eph 3:14-19)


      


      And again,


      

        That the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you the Spirit of wisdom and of revelation in the knowledge of him, having the eyes of your hearts enlightened, that you may know what is the hope to which he has called you, what are the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, and what is the immeasurable greatness of his power toward us who believe. (Eph 1:17-19)


      


      These prayers are at the heart of Paul’s new covenant spirituality of what it is to be in Christ and to open to the reality of Christ in us. The historical practice of Christian contemplation and contemplative prayer merely mirrors these biblical texts and prayers of Paul on our behalf. Thus contemplation or contemplative prayer is merely obedience to Paul’s injunction to attend to the presence and reality of the indwelling Spirit of Christ and his work in the inner person. There could be nothing simpler than and more biblical than this. It is one of the relational aspects of the Christian faith that evangelicalism has always insisted on.


      Consequently, Christian contemplation and contemplative prayer appear merely to be an attempt to obey the prayers of Paul in Ephesians through the practice of opening the heart to one’s experience inwardly in order to discern the reality of the Spirit’s work in the believer’s soul or inner person. They are practical ways for the believer to attend to, cooperate with, and participate in the work of the Spirit, who is attempting to bring about the following realities in our lives (Phil 2:12-13):


      

        	

          1. That we be strengthened with power in the inner person (Eph 3:16)


        


        	

          2. That Christ may dwell in our hearts through faith (Eph 3:16)


        


        	

          3. That we be rooted and grounded in love (Eph 3:17)


        


        	

          4. That we come to know the extent of the love of God (Eph 3:18-19)


        


        	

          5. That we be filled with all the fullness of God (Eph 3:19)


        


        	

          6. That we be given a spirit of wisdom and revelation in the knowledge of God (Eph 1:17)


        


        	

          7. That we have the eyes of our heart enlightened to know our hope, the riches of his glory, and the greatness of God’s power toward us (Eph 1:18-19)


        


      


      These are not merely truths or things we know by the Scripture, but fundamentally things to be known in experience, which we are invited to receive from the indwelling Spirit. And contrary to pagan contemplative prayer, biblical practice of contemplative prayer does not make these realities happen; it only puts the human will in a position to experience or discern the reality of what the Spirit has already made available to the inner person on the basis of the finished work of Christ on the cross.


      Finally, notice that the fruits of contemplative prayer in opening the heart to the presence and work of God is also reflected in those psalms that encourage the believer to “taste and see that the LORD is good” (Ps 34:8), “Delight yourself in the LORD” (Ps 37:4), and “Rest in the Lord and wait patiently” (Ps 37:7 KJV). Contemplative prayer is an expression of the heart that hungers for the living God:


      

        As a deer pants for the flowing streams,


        so pants my soul for you, O God.


        My soul thirsts for God,


        for the living God. (Ps 42:1-2)


      


      Contemplation or contemplative prayer is simply the believer’s heart adoring and loving the true triune God who now has made his abode in that human heart (Jer 31:31-35; Jn 17:20-21).


    


    

    

      CONCLUSION


      In general, then, biblical Christian contemplation or contemplative prayer is clearly contrary to its pagan, distorted counterpart in the following ways:


      

        	

          1. Christian contemplation or contemplative prayer is not a return to a person’s own original divinity (pantheism or panentheism) but is the process by which the believer’s spirit experiences more deeply the ministry of the Holy Spirit on the basis of Christ’s redemptive work, as one is more and more filled with all the fullness of God (Eph 3:19; 5:18). This never obscures the absolute ontological distinction between the finite human spirit and the Spirit of God. Rather, this is the heart of a true Christian mysticism that is more relational in orientation and rejects pagan mysticism that is primarily ontological in nature.


        


        	

          2. Christian contemplation or contemplative prayer is entirely dependent on God revealing himself in order to strengthen the believer, love the believer, and so on. We pray, but it is up to God to provide what he wishes for our good (Phil 2:12-13).


        


        	

          3. Christian contemplation or contemplative prayer is grounded in an orthodox view of original sin requiring the work of Christ in the new covenant to reconcile humanity to God. Apart from this, the human spirit cannot experience the Spirit of God (Eph 2:5).


        


        	

          4. Christian contemplative prayer may involve a use of silence or Scripture, not as a way to empty the self of itself in some return to its own fanaticized divinity but rather to empty the heart of unnecessary distractions and expectations in an attempt to open the human spirit to the person and work of the Holy Spirit (Eph 1:17-19), who dwells within and in relational union with our spirit.


        


        	

          5. Christian contemplation or contemplative prayer does not aim at producing altered states of consciousness for the sake of therapeutic euphoria or ecstasy with the divine. Rather, it puts the human will in a place to be open to the presence, work, and will of the Spirit of God as a response to the command to be filled with or influenced by the Spirit (the force of the passive voice in Eph 5:18), regardless of the resulting feeling (consolation or dryness). God is present regardless of how we feel, so that faith (trust) and not feelings becomes our access to letting the Spirit affect us as well as our way of discerning the presence of God.14


        


        	

          6. Christian contemplation or contemplative prayer is not the result of a technique or something engineered by our doing spiritual disciplines. Rather, it is from beginning to end a work of the Spirit of God on the human spirit by which we even cry out to God as Father in the first place (Rom 8:15) and by which we in fullness and maturity come to know the love of God by being rooted and grounded in the love of the indwelling Christ in our spirit (Eph 3:17-19). The implication of this new covenant spirituality is that we participate and interact with God, but it is he who initiates and generates religious presence, prayer, maturity, and sanctification.


        


      


      In summary, the Christian, biblical approach to contemplation and contemplative prayer primarily highlights the human spirit in response to the person and sanctifying work of the indwelling Spirit on the basis of the revelation of God in Christ, which alone meets the deepest human hunger for reality and the living God. This is what we were made for, and this is where we are going.


    


    





OEBPS/nav.xhtml


    

      Sommaire



      

        		

          Cover

        



        		

          Title Page

        



        		

          Dedication Page

        



        		

          Contents

        



        		

          Acknowledgments

        



        		

          Introduction: Retrieving the Heart of the Christian Faith—John H. Coe and Kyle C. Strobel

        



        		

          Part 1 Historical Inquiries

          

            		

              1 The Controversy Over Contemplation and Contemplative Prayer: A Historical, Theological, and Biblical Resolution—John H. Coe

            



            		

              2 Is Thoughtless Prayer Really Christian? A Biblical/Evangelical Response to Evagrius of Pontus—Evan B. Howard

            



            		

              3 Medieval Ressourcement—Greg Peters

            



            		

              4 Sabbatical Contemplation? Retrieving a Strand in Reformed Theology—Ashley Cocksworth

            



            		

              5 “To Gaze on the Beauty of the Lord”: The Evangelical Resistance and Retrieval of Contemplation—Tom Schwanda

            



            		

              6 Christian Contemplation and the Cross: The Pathway to Life—Diane Chandler

            



          



        



        		

          Part 2 Constructive Proposals

          

            		

              7 Biblical Spirituality and Contemplative Spirituality—Steven L. Porter

            



            		

              8 Contemplation by Son and Spirit: Reforming the Ascent of the Soul to God—Kyle C. Strobel

            



            		

              9 Gospel-Centered Contemplation? A Proposal—Ryan A. Brandt

            



            		

              10 The Beatific Vision: Contemplating Christ as the Future Present—Hans Boersma

            



            		

              11 Contemplative and Centering Prayer—James Wilhoit

            



            		

              12 Contemplative Prayer in the Evangelical and Pentecostal Traditions: A Comparative Study—Simon Chan

            



            		

              13 A Distinctively Christian Contemplation: A Comparison with Other Religions—Glen G. Scorgie

            



          



        



        		

          Conclusion: Recovering Contemplation—John H. Coe and Kyle C. Strobel 

        



        		

          Contributors

        



        		

          General Index

        



        		

          Scripture Index

        



        		

          Notes

        



        		

          Praise for Embracing Contemplation

        



        		

          About the Authors

        



        		

          More Titles from InterVarsity Press

        



        		

          Copyright

        



      



    

    

      Pagination de l’édition papier



      

        		

          1

        



        		

          IX

        



        		

          X

        



        		

          1

        



        		

          2

        



        		

          3

        



        		

          4

        



        		

          5

        



        		

          6

        



        		

          7

        



        		

          8

        



        		

          9

        



        		

          10

        



        		

          11

        



        		

          12

        



        		

          13

        



        		

          14

        



        		

          15

        



        		

          17

        



        		

          19

        



        		

          20

        



        		

          21

        



        		

          22

        



        		

          23

        



        		

          24

        



        		

          25

        



        		

          26

        



        		

          27

        



        		

          28

        



        		

          29

        



        		

          30

        



        		

          31

        



        		

          32

        



        		

          33

        



        		

          34

        



        		

          35

        



        		

          36

        



        		

          37

        



        		

          38

        



        		

          39

        



        		

          40

        



        		

          41

        



        		

          42

        



        		

          43

        



        		

          44

        



        		

          45

        



        		

          46

        



        		

          47

        



        		

          48

        



        		

          49

        



        		

          50

        



        		

          51

        



        		

          52

        



        		

          53

        



        		

          54

        



        		

          55

        



        		

          56

        



        		

          57

        



        		

          58

        



        		

          59

        



        		

          60

        



        		

          61

        



        		

          62

        



        		

          63

        



        		

          64

        



        		

          65

        



        		

          66

        



        		

          67

        



        		

          68

        



        		

          69

        



        		

          70

        



        		

          71

        



        		

          72

        



        		

          73

        



        		

          74

        



        		

          75

        



        		

          76

        



        		

          77

        



        		

          78

        



        		

          79

        



        		

          80

        



        		

          81

        



        		

          82

        



        		

          83

        



        		

          84

        



        		

          85

        



        		

          86

        



        		

          87

        



        		

          88

        



        		

          89

        



        		

          90

        



        		

          91

        



        		

          92

        



        		

          93

        



        		

          94

        



        		

          95

        



        		

          96

        



        		

          97

        



        		

          98

        



        		

          99

        



        		

          100

        



        		

          101

        



        		

          102

        



        		

          103

        



        		

          104

        



        		

          105

        



        		

          106

        



        		

          107

        



        		

          108

        



        		

          109

        



        		

          110

        



        		

          111

        



        		

          112

        



        		

          113

        



        		

          114

        



        		

          115

        



        		

          116

        



        		

          117

        



        		

          118

        



        		

          119

        



        		

          120

        



        		

          121

        



        		

          122

        



        		

          123

        



        		

          124

        



        		

          125

        



        		

          126

        



        		

          127

        



        		

          128

        



        		

          129

        



        		

          130

        



        		

          131

        



        		

          132

        



        		

          133

        



        		

          134

        



        		

          135

        



        		

          136

        



        		

          137

        



        		

          139

        



        		

          140

        



        		

          141

        



        		

          142

        



        		

          143

        



        		

          144

        



        		

          145

        



        		

          146

        



        		

          147

        



        		

          148

        



        		

          149

        



        		

          150

        



        		

          151

        



        		

          152

        



        		

          153

        



        		

          154

        



        		

          155

        



        		

          156

        



        		

          157

        



        		

          158

        



        		

          159

        



        		

          160

        



        		

          161

        



        		

          162

        



        		

          163

        



        		

          164

        



        		

          165

        



        		

          166

        



        		

          167

        



        		

          168

        



        		

          169

        



        		

          170

        



        		

          171

        



        		

          172

        



        		

          173

        



        		

          174

        



        		

          175

        



        		

          176

        



        		

          177

        



        		

          178

        



        		

          179

        



        		

          180

        



        		

          181

        



        		

          182

        



        		

          183

        



        		

          184

        



        		

          185

        



        		

          186

        



        		

          187

        



        		

          188

        



        		

          189

        



        		

          190

        



        		

          191

        



        		

          192

        



        		

          193

        



        		

          194

        



        		

          195

        



        		

          196

        



        		

          197

        



        		

          198

        



        		

          199

        



        		

          200

        



        		

          201

        



        		

          202

        



        		

          203

        



        		

          204

        



        		

          205

        



        		

          206

        



        		

          207

        



        		

          208

        



        		

          209

        



        		

          210

        



        		

          211

        



        		

          212

        



        		

          213

        



        		

          214

        



        		

          215

        



        		

          216

        



        		

          217

        



        		

          218

        



        		

          219

        



        		

          220

        



        		

          221

        



        		

          222

        



        		

          223

        



        		

          224

        



        		

          225

        



        		

          226

        



        		

          227

        



        		

          228

        



        		

          229

        



        		

          230

        



        		

          231

        



        		

          232

        



        		

          233

        



        		

          234

        



        		

          235

        



        		

          236

        



        		

          237

        



        		

          238

        



        		

          239

        



        		

          240

        



        		

          241

        



        		

          242

        



        		

          243

        



        		

          244

        



        		

          245

        



        		

          246

        



        		

          247

        



        		

          248

        



        		

          249

        



        		

          250

        



        		

          251

        



        		

          252

        



        		

          253

        



        		

          254

        



        		

          255

        



        		

          256

        



        		

          257

        



        		

          258

        



        		

          259

        



        		

          260

        



        		

          261

        



        		

          262

        



        		

          263

        



        		

          264

        



        		

          265

        



        		

          266

        



        		

          267

        



        		

          268

        



        		

          269

        



        		

          270

        



        		

          271

        



        		

          272

        



        		

          273

        



        		

          274

        



        		

          275

        



        		

          276

        



        		

          277

        



        		

          278

        



        		

          279

        



        		

          280

        



        		

          281

        



        		

          283

        



        		

          284

        



        		

          285

        



        		

          286

        



        		

          287

        



        		

          288

        



        		

          289

        



        		

          291

        



        		

          292

        



        		

          293

        



      



    

    

      Guide



      

        		

          Cover

        



        		

          Embracing Contemplation

        



        		

          Start of content

        



        		

          Contents

        



      



    

  

OEBPS/images/TP_art_gray.jpg
RECLAIMING W L IERuVN\

SPIRITUAL PRACTICE

EMBRACING
CONTEMPLATION

epiTeED BY JOHN H. COE
AND KYLE C. STROBEL

5l





OEBPS/images/AI_IVP_Academic_G.jpg
™ .
IVP Academic

An imprint of InterVarsity Press
Downers Grove, Illinois





OEBPS/images/part1.jpg
PART 1

HISTORICAL
INQUIRIES






OEBPS/images/chap1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Fig_1_gray.jpg
Human Flight of
Soul / Intellect
Upwards in

Contemplation

Realm

of Spirit HU

HU Realm
of the
Material

Animals
Plants
Rocks






OEBPS/images/Fig_2_gray.jpg
The Uncreated,
Creator and
Infinite Order
of Things

Self-Disclosing
Revelation of God in
Christ and the Holy
Spi o the Finite
Realm by the
Incarnation and
Indwelling Spirit as T!‘e‘ Created
Understood by Finite Order

Scripture of Things

In Cht
Angels / Demons
Human persons: body
and soul (believers
indwelt by HS)
Animals
Plants

Rocks






OEBPS/cover/cover.jpg
NG WNR AN PA CHRISTIAN

SPIRITUAL PRACTICE

EMBRACING
CONTEMPLATION

epitTep sy JOHN H. COE
ano KYLE C. STROBEL






