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“They were the heroes of old, men of renown.”




One
Rediscovering Willard



I HAVE FOUR MAJOR claims about Dallas Willard, which gave rise to this book. First, he should be understood as a theologian of the Christian life, putting him in good company with ancient theologians but in a minority among contemporaries. Although a remarkable thinker and competent in multiple domains of knowledge, in the final analysis Willard is essentially practice-oriented rather than theory-oriented. Yet that is not to say his work belongs solely in the field of “practical theology,” as it is understood today. Rather, it is to say that he is first and foremost interested in how we live as Christians, and he uses all theoretical resources available to get to this question—which means he does not belong with the systematicians either. Modern theology has increasingly become an intellectual exercise confined to academic institutions, detached from the practical realities of life. Though promising efforts to integrate theology and real living exist, they remain exceptions rather than the rule. In much of the academy, theology is treated primarily as an object of study rather than a way of life. But for Willard, all theology should be clinical theology, aimed at helping people flourish by knowing and growing in Christ. In this, he has much in common with the patristics and other “doctors” of the church who viewed theology as therapeutic and as medicine for the soul.

Second, Willard’s theory of spiritual formation represents a lifetime of thinking deeply on the theological and phenomenological dynamics of personal transformation, with much to offer today. It deserves careful study and analysis, as well as comparison with the work of other theologians to identify what is unique and significant about his approach. There is a critical need for the American church to devote more attention to the doctrine of sanctification, especially given the crisis of character currently experienced in the church and society. Willard’s formational theology can greatly contribute to this task.

Third, Willard’s approach to formation reflects a profound understanding of the relationship between divine grace and human action that is participatory yet not Pelagian.1 The extreme anxiety over works righteousness shared by many modern Protestant thinkers has significantly contributed to the development of a reductionistic soteriology and corresponding intellectualist approach to spirituality prevalent in Western Christianity. Willard’s paradigm of formation, with its interplay of heart and habits, virtue and action, and emphasis on active apprenticeship to Jesus, serves as an important corrective. Moreover, this relationship between grace and human effort extends to his understanding of vocation and ministry. Participation in God’s divine conspiracy—his master plan to overcome evil with goodness—is surely an effort, but it is an effort that opens us to God’s grace. It is not about merit but rather a spiritual discipline of increasing dependence on God.

Fourth, Willard’s theory of formation is inherently missional—an aspect that has not been recognized or appreciated even by those who most admire his work. By missional, I mean participation in the triune God’s ongoing work to redeem and renew the world. Much of the spiritual formation literature within Protestantism over the past fifty years has lacked a missional framework for spirituality and sanctification. Considering Willard was a major figure in what has come to be known as the spiritual formation movement, it may come as a surprise to learn there is a missional thread that runs throughout his theory. He sees spiritual formation as part of God’s mission but also as necessary for God’s mission. Thus, when truly understood, Willard’s formational theology is both a practical curriculum for Christlikeness and a crucial strategy for the church’s mission.


Discovering and Rediscovering

This last claim was my initial impetus for researching Willard’s work. But that came later in my story. First, let me describe how I discovered Willard—and then, years later, rediscovered him.

As a sophomore in college I was given a copy of Richard Foster’s The Celebration of Discipline. The book did wonders for my faith, as it introduced me to a host of past luminaries and guided me into the practice of ancient spiritual disciplines. But another consequence was that it piqued my interest in this philosopher “Dr. Dallas Willard,” whom Foster describes in his introduction.2 So the next time I was at the bookstore, I went looking for a book by Willard and found The Spirit of the Disciplines. The year was 2002, and looking back on my copy now, I see that I initially only made it through a couple of chapters before skipping to one near the end that surveys the classical spiritual disciplines. (The dead giveaway is the pink highlighter, a relic from an era when I thought marking up a book meant attacking it with neon.) If I’m being perfectly honest, most of the book went over my head, which is why I didn’t read it cover to cover. I wasn’t yet ready for all Willard had to offer. At some point, after hearing much ado about Willard’s The Divine Conspiracy, I added it to my library as well, but it remained unread—a grievous but all-too-common sin of many book lovers.

Fast-forward a decade to when I was pastoring a small church in Miami. A spiritual rhythm of mine then and still now is to go every few months on what I call a “desert day,” an entire day outside my zip code for prayer, reading Scripture, and simply being in the presence of God. Now, you should know that I love theology—which will become apparent in this book—and I can happily disappear down a rabbit hole of doctrine with the best of them. But desert days are for knowing God, not merely knowing about God (a vital distinction), so I often bring along a book that deepens my friendship with God or invites deeper attentiveness to his presence and voice. A friend had suggested Willard’s book Hearing God, which I brought with me on my next desert day.

I did not expect to find such profundity in the book—and with a quietly winsome touch. Willard explained how divine knowing is possible, even in a skeptical and secular age such as ours, and he seamlessly wove—so it seemed to me—the biblical account of those who walked with God into practical guidance for us today. This motivated me to pull Divine Conspiracy off my shelf, which I quickly devoured—or, considering its weight, both literal and theological, as “quickly” as one can. I was amazed and quite moved by, among other things, Willard’s commonsense Christology. He described Jesus as not only Lord but brilliant. Reading about how this first-century Palestinian Jew is the smartest person who has ever lived—about how Jesus is Master because he is Maestro—made me fall in love with Jesus all over again.

Soon I was working through Willard’s Renovation of the Heart, struck by the clarity with which he describes human personhood and how, by God’s grace, it might be transformed through what I’ve come to call kingdom apprenticeship—learning to live as a student of Jesus under the reign of God. Coming full circle, I now returned to Spirit of the Disciplines—but this time I was prepared for its depth. In these writings on spirituality, Willard clearly has scholarly chops. Yet he labors to translate his ideas for people in the pews, not theologians in the towers.

Somewhere along the way, I discovered his short essay “A Cup Running Over” in, of all places, a volume on preaching.3 Dynamite comes in small packages, and I still return to this small gem—perhaps my single favorite piece by Willard—every six months or so for my own edification. That essay is a fitting example of how Willard’s work has shaped me both personally and pastorally. Differentiating between the two is difficult. Furthermore, it is unnecessary—at least from Willard’s perspective. A key conviction of his is that the most important thing we get out of life, far surpassing any work or leadership roles we might have, is the person we become. (This is also, he believes, the most important thing God gets out of our life.)

Now, as a pastor striving to form mature disciples engaged in God’s work in the world, I constantly encountered a tension in the church between the inner and outer life, a tendency to favor either personal spiritual growth or missional activity at the expense of the other. Should we focus on contemplative practices that foster connection with God and growth in Christlikeness or on missional living that extends God’s love and invitation to others? For the former, I read literature from the spiritual formation movement; for the latter, I explored works by those associated with missional Christianity. But there was little to no overlap between the two—a gap I observed not only in our local congregation but also more broadly in the American church.

Through reading Willard, however, I sensed that he somehow bridged this divide. Although at the time I did not yet fully comprehend how this was worked out in his theology, I found a companion in my desire to combine discipleship and spiritual formation with vocation and missional consciousness.




The Journey Behind This Book

In 2016 I became, quite unexpectedly, a full-time theology professor. Even though I did not seek out this change (my journey to the academy was quite unorthodox), I had for some time felt called to both pastoral and academic work. Yet transitioning from the church to the classroom did not diminish my engagement with Willard’s work. In fact, it only increased it, as I found a companion once again—this time in terms of a pastor becoming a professor, a path Willard took in the 1960s. As a newly minted professor, I immersed myself in his reflections on the current state of higher education, the disappearance of moral knowledge, the need for a renewal of the Christian mind, and the philosophical texture underneath his spiritual writings, as well as the vision behind his calling as both a university teacher and a minister of the gospel—a vocational understanding that continues to inform my own.

As mentioned, when I was pastoring I had an intuitive sense that Willard somehow resolved the tension between spiritual formation and missional living. Following that hunch, I embarked on a research project in which I systematically worked through his entire body of work. In the process, I came to see just how valuable his formational theology is for the church today. His account of spiritual growth in Christlikeness is not only cohesive and comprehensive but also permeated with missionary logic. The aim of God in human history, says Willard, is the formation of an all-inclusive community of loving persons who will one day share in God’s governance of the cosmos. Our present life, then, is the training ground for becoming the kind of people—characterized above all by agapē love—whom God can entrust with that responsibility. This is the missional vision that sits firmly behind his formational theology.

The intimate connection between formation and mission may have been what first drew me to engage more deeply with Willard, but once the keg was tapped, a continuous flow of insights from his thought followed. For instance, his metaphysic of grace is unlike anything I had encountered in my study of modern theology. This metaphysic, however, is predicated on a profound doctrine of God, which seamlessly connects to a relational epistemology that makes intimate knowing of God possible—a knowing that is inherently transformative. Further, Willard’s ecclesiology and theory of societal transformation, both largely unexplored until now, proved more robust than I had imagined. They emerge naturally from his understanding of personal transformation and align closely with his vision of salvation history and God’s ultimate purposes for humanity.

The book you are holding represents seven years of research. To truly comprehend Willard’s thought, I read everything he published in theology and spirituality and all his major philosophical writings, listened to hundreds of his recorded lectures and sermons, and spent multiple weeks in the basement of Westmont College’s library studying his unpublished papers and notes.4 I want to take you on a journey through what I discovered. That may sound like an odd way to introduce a scholarly book of theology, but this truly is a journey. It traverses his philosophical and churchly concerns, pinpoints the areas he identified as most crucial for human transformation in the Spirit, reveals the biblical and theological underpinnings of his paradigm, and brings together those findings to reflect on the relevance of his approach to formation for the church today.

Along the way, I also explore potential weaknesses in his formation theory and how they might be overcome. For Willard to be engaged constructively by theologians moving forward, the study of his thought must also include critical analysis. That said, I will go ahead and lay my cards on the table. Although certain areas of his model may need further development, I believe you will find that Willard’s formational theology presents a sophisticated account of personal transformation in the Spirit with a rather sharp missional edge, one that is incredibly important in our cultural moment. And it is a theology that, as my own story shows, warms the heart while informing the mind.5




What We’re Talking About

Since this is a study of Willard’s theology of spiritual formation, it is helpful to explain as briefly as possible what we are talking about when we talk about spiritual formation in Christ—at least in this book. Let me first delineate between a Christian understanding of spirituality and spiritual formation, since the two are intimately connected but different in critical ways. While Christian spirituality has a broad designation, encompassing all of one’s relationship with the triune God, Christian spiritual formation is a more refined term referring to a particular dynamic within Christian spirituality.6 Willard describes it as “the Spirit-driven process of forming the inner world of the human self in such a way that it becomes like the inner being of Christ himself.”7

Of course, spiritual formation is hardly exclusive to Christians. As spiritual beings, our interiority is continually being shaped in one direction or another, whether we are intentional about it or even aware of it.8 Yet Christian spiritual formation is laser-focused on the process of becoming like the person of Christ—which requires nothing less than transformation of the human spirit. As a domain of theological reflection, it includes all attempts, means, instructions, and disciplines intended to foster spiritual growth and further Christian maturity. So, while Christian spirituality is a broader subject dealing with our relationship with God in general, it embraces Christian spiritual formation, with its sharp focus on character transformation in Christlikeness, as a cornerstone of its vision.9

Christian spiritual formation is thus sometimes described as character transformation. Character has been defined in a variety of ways in theological-ethical literature, but it generally refers to the settled dispositions that a person possesses or, perhaps more accurately, is possessed by, since they largely dictate a person’s choices and behaviors. For Willard, “spiritual formation is character formation” since, in the Christian tradition, “it is the process of establishing the character of Christ in the person.”10 Yet some scholars distinguish between spiritual, characterological, and moral formation while maintaining that these different dimensions of growth are interconnected.11 While acknowledging the usefulness of making these conceptual distinctions when describing the comprehensive and diverse nature of Christian spiritual formation, in this book a singular and synthetic understanding of spiritual formation is assumed that encompasses all three notions of formation. Thus, throughout this study it is taken for granted that genuine spiritual change also brings about genuine character and moral change, and Christian spiritual formation is concerned with all of these changes.

It is also important to delineate between Christian spiritual formation and discipleship, another set of interrelated terms. Historically, both refer to the process of becoming conformed to Christ’s image through obedience to Jesus and imitating his way of life, by means of being with him and learning under his care and direction. In modern usage, Christian spiritual formation commonly designates the academic study of this process, whereas discipleship signifies the actual, on-the-ground practice of it. For the purposes of this study, then, discipleship will be defined simply as the act of following Jesus by obeying his teachings and patterning one’s life after him. Christian spiritual formation explains what happens to a person’s character through discipleship, the process one undergoes when apprenticing oneself to Jesus. Discipleship is a status of relational activity, while spiritual formation is the process experienced in that status.12

In the spiritual formation literature, the terminology apprenticeship to Jesus is often used interchangeably with discipleship to Jesus, largely due to Willard’s influence. Indeed, apprentice is a primary term for Willard, and in Renovation of the Heart alone the word appears fifty-nine times, though he is not the first to emphasize the medieval apprentice model for understanding the disciple-rabbi relationship Jesus had with the Twelve.13

Lastly, a word should be said about the correlation between Christian spiritual formation and sanctification, the doctrine of growth in Christian holiness. Although there are subtle conceptual nuances between the two terms, some of which will surface later in my treatment of Willard’s theology, they have the same fundamental referent since we are talking about Christian spiritual formation. In this book, then, the terms are treated as synonymous. One important difference, though, which I have mentioned, is that spiritual formation per se is not uniquely Christian; it is a human phenomenon. Regardless of a person’s faith or lack thereof, spiritual formation is always taking place. Sanctification, by contrast, more narrowly refers to the nature of spiritual growth in a Christian’s life from the time of regeneration until the time of glorification.14 The language of Christian spiritual formation thus reminds us this is one particular direction in which the human spirit can be formed—and if not in this direction, it will certainly be formed in another direction. There are many lords and spirits and powers, after all. Sanctification simply does not convey this same universal scope; however, it bears repeating that Christian spiritual formation and sanctification refer to the same reality but from different vantage points. Therefore, to stress the ubiquitous experience of spiritual formation—and because I am chiefly concerned with its Christian expression—spiritual formation and formation in this book imply Christian spiritual formation, unless otherwise specified.

In summary, spirituality refers to how a person or community relates to and interacts with transcendent reality. For Christians, this transcendent reality is understood as the triune God. Spiritual formation, a narrower term, pertains to how a person’s or community’s spiritual core (inner life) and character are being shaped. And Christian spiritual formation pertains to how this spiritual core and character are being shaped in the image of Christ, by the power of the Spirit, for the glory of God, which takes place through discipleship to Jesus.




Charting the Course

Since I have described this book as a journey, allow me to guide you through what lies ahead. To begin, I provide a brief biographical sketch of Willard (chap. 2) to shed light on the unique shape of his vocation, the distinctive character of his theological writings, and his impact on the church. Given the rather unusual source materials we have at our disposal for researching his thought, I also describe and categorize his corpus to help the reader comprehend its diverse parts.

The heart of this book (chaps. 3–10) delves into the core themes within Willard’s formational theology and missional vision. More specifically, I critically examine eight themes of his theory of spiritual formation, teasing out its latent missional logic. These themes are not isolated but interwoven, reflecting the holistic nature of his thought and its implications for personal transformation and the church’s mission; they are thus clustered together in three parts.

Part one lays the groundwork with the teleological and epistemic convictions that anchor Willard’s theory. Central to his approach, and running throughout, is the eschatological concept of training for reigning (chap. 3), which suggests the ultimate purpose of Christian formation. From there, we turn to the deeply relational and epistemic foundations of his theory (chap. 4), which might be described as “intelligent mysticism.”

Part two focuses on Willard’s view of formation proper—the theological and phenomenological dynamics at the core of spiritual transformation. We open with his theological anthropology (chap. 5) and its significance for his approach to formation. This sets the stage for us to explore the dynamic relation between God’s sovereign work and the disciple’s obedient participation in the sanctifying process (chap. 6)—a theologically complex area where Willard’s insights shine. Finally, we consider the pedagogical tools and strategies he developed to help people actively engage in this transformative process (chap. 7).

Part three addresses the broader consequences of spiritual formation, including Willard’s views on the direction and flow of social redemption (chap. 8), the nature and calling of the church (chap. 9), and the logic of evangelism when recast as an invitation to active discipleship (chap. 10).

This journey concludes (in chap. 11) with reflections on how Willard’s formational theology speaks with urgency and clarity to the challenges facing the church in our cultural moment. By the end, I hope you will see not only the depth of his insights but also the transformative potential they hold for both individuals and communities seeking to follow Christ faithfully.

At times in my descriptive treatment of his paradigm, I reference historical theology or contemporary philosophical or theological works for the purpose of comparison or to situate his views within the larger intellectual landscape. But on the whole, I try to keep this to a minimum as my main goal is to describe his theology from the inside out, allowing him to speak for himself before analyzing it by means of others’ views. The bulk of chapters three through ten is devoted to this task. Yet before we approach Willard’s formational theology head-on, we should know more about the man himself and what formed him.










  


  
Two


    A Theologian of the Christian Life



  

    YOUNG DALLAS WILLARD wanted to be a preacher. At eighteen years old, he cut his ministerial teeth preaching from the back of pickup trucks and in local jails. As college students and newlyweds, he and his bride, Jane, dreamt of becoming overseas missionaries. With a heart for evangelism and proclaiming God’s word, Dallas was ordained to the ministry and began pastoring a local church. But he “left the ministry,” as some have said, to study philosophy in the early 1960s and chose to stay in that field. Yet I contend he never really left the ministry—and that his unique vocational path and intellectual eclecticism prepared him well to speak into some of the deepest issues concerning the human condition.


    

      Philosopher by Day, Preacher by Night


      Willard was ordained as a Southern Baptist minister in the mid-1950s, a time when many conservative American churches were intent on soul winning while resisting what they perceived as modernist influences and a growing secularism. Since Willard did not keep a journal, and we have no recordings of his sermons from this period, we are left to imagine how he, as a young man, made sense of his calling and the challenges of this particular time. We do know that at a certain point he decided that to pastor people well, more schooling was needed since he felt woefully ignorant of God and the human soul and was sure he would be a “public hazard” in the pulpit.1 So he enrolled in graduate school at the University of Wisconsin to study philosophy for a couple of years, although he never intended to take a degree. To others it may have seemed odd that an ordained minister would choose to study philosophy at a secular university rather than pursue more biblical and theological studies at a seminary. But by this point he was convinced that philosophers spent more time than anyone else talking about the topics that matter most to life.


      While in graduate school, Willard pored over the writings of ancient and contemporary philosophers. Although several influenced his intellectual development, it was Edmund Husserl’s work that left the deepest impression on him.2 Willard excelled in his studies and did end up completing a PhD, whereby he was invited to teach courses in the school’s philosophy department while continuing to pastor a local church. At this time he faced a vocational crisis: Should he remain in the church or in the university? He was convinced God spoke to him, saying, “If you stay in the universities, the churches will be open to you. If you stay in the church, the universities will be closed to you.”3 Soon after, he accepted a faculty position in the philosophy department at the University of Southern California (USC), where he taught for forty-seven years.


      A prodigious learner, Willard was literate in a wide variety of subjects, including psychology, theology, church history, and the history of science. His admiration for philosophy in particular stemmed from his belief that the four foundational questions asked in the field are the same basic questions addressed in Scripture: (1) What is real? (2) What is the good life? (3) Who is a good person? and, (4) How does one become a good person?4 During his long teaching tenure at USC, he taught courses on all philosophical subjects, but his favorites were metaphysics and epistemology. He believed that a proper epistemology built upon a proper metaphysics was indispensable for attaining the spiritual knowledge necessary for the Christian life. This insight leads us to what we might call Willard’s second vocation.


      In addition to his day job at the university, Willard moonlighted as a preacher and spiritual writer. In the years after the Willard family moved to Southern California, he focused on settling into his new role at USC but also gradually took on an increasingly busy speaking schedule. The invitations kept coming, and he kept accepting them. This was just as true by the late 1970s, when he was still relatively unknown except among local pastors and parishioners, as it was after he became widely known for his writings in spirituality in the late 1980s and 1990s. If he could fit it into his schedule—that is, if he did not already have something penciled in on his calendar—he would accept the invitation. Church basements, Sunday school classrooms, retreat centers, living rooms—he delivered sermons and lecture series wherever he was asked to, no matter the size of the group. At one point, his friend Richard Foster intervened. He would literally take Dallas’s calendar and cross things off, then have his own secretary make the phone calls to cancel. Later, his wife Jane organized a small discernment group—a supervisory council of sorts—which included their pastor and a couple of close friends, to help Dallas decide which invitations to accept. Even then, she reflects, he struggled with saying no to any invitation to preach or teach right up until the end of his life.5 This reluctance came from a deep-seated conviction he held, a conviction that God had called him to be a minister of the gospel and that this ministry required embodiment.


      I stress this point because it helps explain how the Willardian corpus took shape, and something of its distinctive character, as well as its limitations. Other than with his academic writing in philosophy and one particular theological work,6 Willard never solicited a book to be published. Instead, all his books came about by the request and prodding of others. He had preached or taught the content of these books prior to their being published, with the exception of Renovation of the Heart, which he wrote at the urging of a publisher. This explains the practical nature of his spiritual writings. They deal with weighty subjects and are not light reading, yet they were not written as academic monographs. Behind the pulpit and in other teaching settings, Willard was trying to help ordinary people comprehend the spiritual realities of God and his kingdom and develop Christlike character through interaction with them. His books and articles are a reflection of that. This is a main reason he does not show more of his homework in his theological writing, in footnotes and with citations, as he does in his philosophical writing.7 It also explains why he never lays out his theology in a systematic manner. Although he did leave behind a sizable number of articles in addition to the books, it seems undeniable that he would have produced more literature, in more subjects, and in more depth had he curtailed his preaching and speaking ministry as many of his close friends encouraged him to do.8


      Though Willard did receive moderate recognition in his chosen field of philosophy, he became more well-known for his work in Christian spirituality and, more specifically, Christian spiritual formation. Consequently, he unintentionally became a decisive figure in the spiritual formation movement. While spiritual formation is certainly not a new phenomenon in the Christian church, the “spiritual formation movement” refers specifically to the reception of and emphasis on spiritual formation among Protestants over the past half century.9 That his teaching and writing increasingly moved in the direction of this movement is more a historical accident than a planned trajectory.


      His relationship with Quaker author Richard J. Foster is highly significant in this regard. The two met first in 1970 when Foster became pastor of a small Friends congregation in Southern California where Willard was already a member. They became close friends and remained so until Willard’s death. Whenever Willard would teach Sunday school, Foster would cancel the other classes. Some people, including Foster, would bring tape recorders. This would prove to be fortunate, for one particular series Willard taught on the spiritual disciplines became a catalyst for Foster’s writing Celebration of Discipline a few years later.10 The publication of this book is seen as the symbolic beginning point of the contemporary spiritual formation movement, as it introduced Protestants to historic spiritual disciplines11 beyond the standard practices of prayer and Bible study, as well as to classic spiritual writers such as Thomas à Kempis and Madame Guyon.


      The book quickly became a bestseller and brought national attention to Foster. In turn, he used his commercial success to elevate Willard’s voice. Willard thus significantly shaped the spiritual formation movement, and the movement also shaped Willard by influencing what topics and questions he devoted his attention to. If one listens to early audio recordings of his sermons and Bible studies from the 1970s, he covered a much larger array of topics than just the three D’s he would later become famous for: disciples, discipleship, and disciplines.12 That his niche became Christian spirituality, rather than Christian theology in general or some other area of Christian thought, is largely an accident of history.13 This outcome owes much to how the spiritual formation movement pulled him in and looked to him as a leader.


      Yet regardless of how different his career might have been apart from this movement, there seems little doubt that the doctrine and goals of sanctification would have remained dear to his heart. From the earliest days of his ministry that we have on record to his last months in 2013, Willard longed for spiritual renewal in the church.14 He was burdened by the lack of true discipleship he saw happening there. The elephant in the church, he often said, is that so many “undiscipled disciples” fill its pews. In the introduction to The Great Omission he states,


      

        The greatest issue facing the world today, with all its heartbreaking needs, is whether those who . . . are identified as “Christians” will become disciples—students, apprentices, practitioners—of Jesus Christ, steadily learning from him how to live the life of the Kingdom of the Heavens into every corner of human existence. Will they break out of the churches to be his Church—to be, without human force or violence, his mighty force for good on earth, drawing the churches after them toward the eternal purposes of God? . . . There is no greater issue facing the individual human being, Christian or not.15


      


      Willard believed the way to change the world was to change the church. Christians must first undergo the character transformation that happens through lifelong, serious apprenticeship to Jesus if they are to make a real difference in the world. Yet the main hurdle to serious apprenticeship is that “we don’t preach life in the kingdom of God through faith in Jesus as an existential reality that leads to discipleship and then character transformation.”16 In his mind, there is a clear line from (1) a faulty view of the gospel and the kingdom, to (2) a lack of discipleship and character transformation, to (3) an impotent church that has lost the plot. The spiritual formation movement has been centrally concerned about the middle part of this equation: discipleship and character transformation. Yet Willard stated on numerous occasions his concern that the movement would grow without a solid biblical, theological, and anthropological foundation and would degenerate into technique and legalism.17 As we will see, much of his work was aimed at providing this foundation.


    


    

    

      Willard’s Intellectual Eclecticism


      As I have noted, Willard was a professional philosopher who moonlighted as a preacher and author of theological books, becoming much more known for this side job than his nine-to-five work in the academy. In this respect, he is comparable to a British figure from a generation earlier. A scholar of medieval literature, C. S. Lewis taught across the humanities but is best known for his Christian nonfiction and novels.18 Eclectic and incredibly well-read, both men defy easy categorization and were deeply committed to the practical implications of ideas. Even a brief comparative glance further illuminates the nuances of Willard’s intellectual approach.


      To begin, both were remarkable thinkers whose enduring influence extends beyond their academic fields. More important, though, is the idiosyncratic way they went about their work. In the mind of an eclectic thinker, philosophy and theology (as well as other domains of knowledge) are not sharply distinguished but often overlap. Willard’s thoughts are not necessarily unique in content, but they are distinctive in the cross-disciplinary way they are formed and expressed. Although quite competent in theology, he was not a standard theologian; and while he was both a Christian and a philosopher, it is not entirely accurate to classify him as a “Christian philosopher” in the same mold of Alvin Plantinga, James K. A. Smith, and Rebecca DeYoung. His intellectual eclecticism meant that he, like Lewis, was a bit of everything—theologian, philosopher, psychologist, and so on—and able to lecture at the drop of a hat on a wide range of topics.19 Yet the ultimate interest of both men lay in the practicality of theories and ideas, which in turn sparked their intellectual pursuits, guided by the question of what makes human life go well.20


      The vocational parallels go further. Each was a kind of contextual evangelist within secular higher education, Lewis in Britain and Willard in America, laboring to communicate the gospel in the rare, intellectual atmosphere of their respective settings. And both were deeply concerned about how prevailing epistemologies obscure the nature of truth.21 Less positively, there is a certain unreflective assumption, even prejudice, that some in the guild have about the work of both. Due to the practical character of Willard’s spiritual writings, some theologians and biblical exegetes have dismissed him as a theological lightweight. This accounts for why, despite his significant influence on the North American spiritual formation movement and his broad readership among Protestant Christians, his work has received little scholarly engagement from the academy.22


      Likewise, some of Lewis’s peers never considered him a true academic because of his popular writings, works in fiction, and evangelistic endeavors. It is well documented that this was why he was never appointed as professor at Oxford, only lecturer, and thus eventually switched to Cambridge since it offered him a professorship. All this to say, both Lewis and Willard were serious thinkers but had peers who saw them as second-class academics because of their popular writings and practical approaches.


      A key difference, however, is in their sense of calling. Lewis, for all his pastoral impact, was uneasy offering personal spiritual counsel and hesitant to adopt the mantle of pastor or spiritual director, leading one biographer to describe him as a “reluctant guide.”23 Willard, by contrast, readily embraced these roles, seeing himself above all as a minister of the gospel. His willingness to give spiritual counsel was well known, and this same pastoral spirit permeates his theology—a point to which I now turn.


    


    

    

      The Pastoral Responsibility of a Theologian


      In a 2006 seminar held in Europe, Willard defined the domain of theology as “inquiry into the existence and nature of God and of his relations to creation, with special reference to the purposes of human life and salvation.” The theological task, he added, “could be pursued simply as an intellectual exercise, driven by the will to know, or as an exercise in being right, driven by the need to control.” But over against such approaches, his understanding of said task “emphasizes the primary need of human beings to know how to live. The general human problem is practical: to find an adequate knowledge-base for practice.”24


      Let us examine this a bit more closely. His initial description of theology—“inquiry into the existence and nature of God and of his relations to creation”—resembles that of Thomas Aquinas’s in the thirteenth century and is given a specific telos in “the purposes of human life and salvation.” The Greek word for “salvation” (sōtēria) can also be translated as “healing,” which may explain Willard’s next move: distancing his understanding of theology from those who view it mainly as an intellectual endeavor without concern for its therapeutic use and real-life consequences. Hence, he stresses that theology is meant to provide “an adequate knowledge-base for practice,” for “how to live.” The title he assigned the seminar says it all: “The Pastoral Responsibility of a Theologian.”


      Further down in the lecture handout, Willard states, “Christian theology has its point in the furthering of discipleship to Jesus Christ in the present Kingdom of God. From such discipleship all else follows, and within such discipleship every human ability and resource is welcome.”25 Willard’s theology could be appropriately called therapeutic theology, but it can also be termed apprenticeship theology. Theology, for Willard, is ultimately concerned with fostering divine friendship through apprenticeship to Jesus that leads to the transformation and flourishing of human persons in all aspects of their lives. Theology done well enables humans to live deeply in God’s kingdom. This aligns with a lecture given a decade earlier, in which Willard suggests that all forms of theology other than clinical theology should be outlawed.26


      Here it may be advantageous to distinguish Willard’s theological method from what we might call “higher thought” theology. The latter is promulgated by those who believe real theology is conducted only in the academy among trained specialists. One must read relevant monographs in the field, understand the sociohistorical background of the first-century Greco-Roman world, and possess other specialized knowledge in order to “do” theology. Complex theoretical constructs are valued over practical concerns. Theology is treated as an intellectual exercise, largely removed from the realities of everyday life and with little interest in whether the grammar of Christian belief actually corresponds to what is spiritually real. I should add that some notable thinkers have recently argued that modern theology has in large part been colonized by these higher thought sensibilities.27 For it was within modernity that theology came to be seen as the intellectual justification of the faith, apart from the worship of God and the practice of the Christian life.


      This is in stark contrast with Willard’s theological approach, which holds that ordinary people can do good theology and thereby interact with the living God. That is not to say that good theology doesn’t require one to think deeply and carefully, for Willard insists it does.28 But theology is an exercise or inquiry open to all, not just some elite group who have so-called higher thought. This is where his theological method corresponds with his commonsense philosophy, namely that our everyday experiences and intuitions provide a trustworthy basis for knowledge, and such knowledge is accessible to everyone. Willard would likely detect more than a hint of gnosticism in much contemporary academic theology.


      The purpose of theology, from this perspective, is deeply pastoral and therapeutic. It aims at human healing and human flourishing through knowing and loving God. Such flourishing implies growth in character and wisdom; thus the development of virtue is a central concern of the theological task. This perspective is also why, I suggest, Willard concentrated much of his teaching on the book of Acts in the 1970s—a time before his fame rose, when he likely had more freedom in choosing his subjects, rather than being asked to address specific topics such as discipleship and spiritual disciplines. From the surviving recordings of that decade, we know he taught at least four separate series on Acts. Acts possesses a realism unique in the New Testament—save for the Gospels themselves—as it narrates the power of God unleashed in the early Christian community. Its doctrines and theological principles arise from real historical experiences, making it an ideal foundation for a theologian of the Christian life like Willard, who sought to understand and apply spiritual truths in the practical realities of everyday life. I could say more here about Willard’s theological method, but the proof is in the pudding, so I prefer to show this in the chapters to come.


    


    

    

      Commonsense Hermeneutics


      Before turning to Willard’s corpus, one final observation about his theological method. It is important to note how his particular philosophy of mind, language, and reality lends itself to a commonsense approach to reading Scripture. On this, he believes he is part of a well-established tradition, citing other Christian thinkers from the past who took a similar approach, such as Augustine, Luther, Calvin, Wesley, and of course, Lewis.29 The implications of his metaphysical and epistemological realism (offshoots of his commonsense philosophy) for particular areas of Christian experience and doctrine, such as communication with God and Christology, are discussed in later chapters. Here I will briefly note what this commitment to commonsense philosophy means for his interpretation of Scripture.30


      First, ideas and the realities they point to are not bound by words. Against some modern and postmodern views that thoughts and concepts are determined by their linguistic expression within finite social groups, Willard contends that “thoughts and their concepts do not modify the objects which make up reality. They merely ‘match up’ or fail to match up with them in a certain way.”31 Hence, he reads Scripture with an eye to where concepts are present even when their corresponding terms are not, especially overarching concepts that are key to grasping the biblical narrative and God’s purposes in history. For instance, he contends there is sufficient evidence for the kingdom of God throughout the Old Testament despite the terminology not being used. In this, his approach differs from modern exegetes who restrict their interpretation of the kingdom to its linguistic use in one phase of biblical history (Second Temple Judaism), or at least see its use during that period as the determinative key for understanding the biblical concept.32


      Second, he is concerned with the meaning in the text, as opposed to a reader-centered approach. But this goes beyond even a standard author-centered approach, as he is primarily concerned with the larger question of “What is real?” as opposed to “What did the author intend?” in his exegesis. For example, in discussion of Paul’s psychology of redemption, Willard argues, contra overly “spiritual” interpretations, that the apostle’s language of dying daily (1 Cor 15:31) and of crucifying the flesh with its passions and desires (Gal 5:24) corresponds to the same existential reality Jesus speaks of as denying oneself and taking up the cross (Mt 16:24). He writes, “These events then are real events that have certain constant and definite properties that a believer can discover by living through them. They can be made a part of our plan for life in Christ.”33 In other words, Paul’s “stern realism,” as Willard calls it, depicts something real (in this case, mortification of the flesh as part of sanctification) that can be known experientially today.


      Third, and closely related, the meaning of Scripture will present itself to those who attend closely to it and do so with intellectual responsibility. In his view, God has arranged for the Bible to be recorded in such a way that humans from very different places and in very different eras might comprehend its message through the act of intentionality (of consciousness). This mental act makes it possible for a person to grasp something in her mind that is beyond her mind, and for other people to also grasp this “something” in their minds at the same time or at another time.34 This is the classic doctrine of biblical inspiration topped off with Husserlian phenomenology.


      Willard holds there is an important place for higher and lower biblical criticism in the life of the church,35 yet he is adamant that biblical interpretation is not the domain solely of historical, exegetical scholarship but belongs to all persons who desire to know for themselves the truths God has revealed in Holy Writ and passed down through Israel and the church. We find a plain summary of this in the introduction to Divine Conspiracy:


      

        The Bible is, after all, God’s gift to the world through his Church, not to the scholars. It comes through the life of his people and nourishes that life. Its purpose is practical, not academic. An intelligent, careful, intensive but straightforward reading—that is, one not governed by obscure and faddish theories or by a mindless orthodoxy—is what it requires to direct us into life in God’s kingdom.


      


      Willard then adds, “To what extent this belief of mine is or is not harmfully circular, I leave the philosophically minded reader to ponder.”36 He expresses this more bluntly in a public talk:


      

        One of the things which we must believe is that good common sense should never leave us when we read the Bible. Now, I hope you don’t think that’s blasphemous—some people think that it is. They believe that when you read the Bible your wits should leave you utterly. And that’s why we see so much harm done and so much disgrace brought upon the Scriptures.37


      


      This plainspoken (and somewhat cheeky) remark encapsulates his rejection of both fideistic literalism and obscurantist academic methods, both of which he sees as out of step with the rational and accessible nature of divine revelation.


      It is beyond the limits of this book to argue for or against Willard’s commonsense hermeneutics in its application to Scripture. But regardless of how one judges his hermeneutics, his position is far from the literalism or biblicism of Christian fundamentalism. Willard, as an eclectic Christian thinker, had a well-hewn epistemology of the Bible, informed by his study of Husserl and deep-seated convictions about the ontology of knowledge.


    


    

    


      The Willardian Corpus


      If Willard’s formational theology is to be studied seriously, one must first know the lay of the land—the source materials available for researching his thought—especially since his corpus is somewhat unusual. Its main categories are his (1) philosophical works, (2) recordings of sermons and public lectures, (3) pentalogy (five major theological books) and related articles, and (4) popular and posthumous writings in spirituality. A helpful analogy for this body of work, which illustrates the place and role of its diverse parts, is the layering of the earth’s structure, typically divided into four major layers: inner core, outer core, mantle, and crust. Using this image, I begin at the center—the deepest point of the Willardian corpus—and work outward toward the surface and most accessible level. Since the study of his theology is still in its infancy, it is necessary to lay things out carefully and concretely.


      

        [image: The inside of a sphere with four layers.]


        

          Figure 2.1. The four layers of the Willardian corpus


        


      


      

        The outermost layer is the crust (popular writings), followed by the mantle (pentalogy), outer core (recordings), and inner core (philosophical works).


      


      Inner core: Philosophical works. Had Willard left us his philosophical writings but never produced his theological work, it is conceivable we could build on the former to eventually arrive at many of the latter’s conclusions. Conversely, this would be much more difficult, if possible at all, to do moving in the opposite direction—using his theology to arrive at his philosophy—for the simple reason that nearly all of his theological writings assume his philosophical positions but do not argue straightforwardly for them. For those who have read both his philosophy and theology, it is clear that Willard’s philosophy exerts a gravitational pull over the rest of his work.38


      Although Willard commented on nearly every philosophical subject, his first love within the field was perceptual realism, what he also called, in his USC lectures, “super-sophisticated realism” (or, more crassly, “pig-headed realism”), which he arrived at via phenomenology and more specifically through studying his intellectual mentor, Edmund Husserl.39 Two of his three major works of philosophy deal extensively with and defend Husserl’s epistemology: his PhD dissertation, “Meaning and Universals” (1964), and first book, Logic and the Objectivity of Knowledge (1984).40 Willard’s second book, The Disappearance of Moral Knowledge (2018), published posthumously, also keeps epistemology front and center while traversing into a wider terrain of intellectual history and ethical theory.41


      While Willard’s philosophical oeuvre received modest attention in the field of philosophy,42 it has, unsurprisingly, garnered even less attention among his many readers in the church and seminary. Yet he cannot be fully understood apart from his philosophical writings, especially those on early Husserlian realism, on which Willard pitched his philosophical tent. In contrast to perceptual relativity or representationalism, which defines much of contemporary philosophy, Husserl held that we are not limited to knowing only the contents of our minds (our representations) but can have direct perceptual contact with the world; thus it is possible for knowledge to grasp realities (the things themselves) beyond one’s own mind. Willard’s own theological epistemology begins with this basic premise, as we will see.


      It deserves mention again that Willard never intended to become a university professor, nor did he plan to write books in philosophy. As a young man he aspired to be a minister—in particular an evangelist. Although he stepped away from formal ministry in the 1960s to teach within the field of philosophy, I maintain he continued to live out his ministerial calling through and through.43 He became and remained a professional philosopher due to his conviction that philosophical matters must be at the heart of any faithful missionary encounter with Western culture. When read within the larger body of his work, his writings in philosophy reveal that Willard was a subversive apologist laboring for gospel plausibility in a pluralistic, secular age; his thinking was missionary all the way up from this deep core.


      Outer core: Recordings of sermons and public lectures. The second layer of the Willardian corpus is composed of audio and video recordings of talks and teachings he gave spanning over four decades. As mentioned, Willard kept a relentless speaking schedule outside and in addition to his professorial duties at the university. Although there is no indication Willard ever brought a tape recorder with him—and only occasionally requested his presentations be recorded—many others felt compelled to preserve what he shared. There exists over twelve hundred hours of audio and video recordings of his sermons, Sunday school lessons, conference talks, seminary teachings, and invited lectures. Following his death, the Dallas Willard Center at Westmont College began gathering and cataloging these recordings for their permanent collection.


      Situated with his philosophical works on one side and major theological writings on the other, this layer of his corpus acts as a floating bridge between the two. In other words, these speaking occasions gave him the opportunity to explicitly flesh out the theological content of his philosophical ideas and translate them for the life of the church. His day job as a philosopher saw him produce some sixty articles and twenty critical reviews for books and journals, in addition to his major writings in the field previously noted, not to mention class lectures, grading students’ work, and overseeing PhD candidates. So the floating-bridge metaphor is apt when we think about what he was doing away from campus and on weekends and evenings when giving these sermons and talks. Willard was not simply shifting from philosophy to biblical studies or theology but offering implicit connections between the two. The subjects were not compartmentalized in his mind as such, and besides, Willard made it a point to study the Bible and the Christian tradition philosophically, something he saw no need to apologize for.44


      The recordings are admittedly a more cumbersome resource for research than those in printed form. (This will hopefully become less so as more talks are transcribed.) But in comparison to the other source materials of his corpus, such as his theological writings, in these recordings he addresses a wider range of subjects and many subjects in more detail. This is bound to be the case from the sheer number of extant recordings that exist. The recordings also provide a better sense of how his thought developed over time, especially since he was never in the habit of journaling and thus did not leave behind the type of personal documentation that can be consulted for understanding his early thought. Lastly, the recordings provide clues as to the organic connection between related subjects in his thinking and how he connected the dots and logically arrived at certain conclusions. These clues are helpful as he generally does not spell these connections out in his theology books (except occasionally in footnotes), and since in his speaking (as opposed to his writing) he often felt the need to back up one or two more steps when explaining a concept or interpreting a scriptural passage for an audience.


      Whether using detailed notes or a rough outline, Willard usually improvised certain bits on the spot and went off script. Yet again, and this cannot be overstated, these recorded talks serve as the middle, mediating ground between his philosophical works and his theological writings. Especially before 2000, Willard’s preparation for speaking engagements was meticulous and time consuming. He thought deeply about the concepts he was communicating behind the pulpit, on stages, and in other public venues, often spending days in preparation for a single talk.45 For this reason and the others mentioned, these recordings are incredibly valuable for studying Willard, though few scholars have recognized this even within the spiritual formation movement.


      Mantle: Pentalogy and related articles. The third layer of the Willardian corpus is his pentalogy and related articles. These five major theological monographs, written over a span of twenty-five years, are what put Willard on the church’s map and led to his rise as a public Christian thought leader. Along with the recordings, this series of books continues to be the most important resource for scholarly reflection on Willard’s view of spiritual formation and on his theology as a whole.46


      The first in the set is In Search of Guidance (1984), which did not receive a wide audience until it reached its third edition and was released with a new title, Hearing God.47 This text eventually found a place among evangelical manuals on how to discern God’s will,48 but it stands out in the genre for two reasons. First, divine guidance is a focal point but is framed as a consequence (rather than the cornerstone) of an ongoing, interactive relationship with God, which is the real thrust of the work. Willard attempts to articulate, in layperson’s terms, a profound phenomenological understanding of the relational knowing at the heart of the Christian faith. Second, Willard’s serious philosophical metaphysic is never far from view, even in sections that deal with the more practical matters of seeking God’s leading in making decisions. This is probably why his book remains one of the more serious reads on the subject, even forty years later.


      In 1988 Willard published his breakout book that garnered him national attention, The Spirit of the Disciplines. His two original working titles for the work, neither of which the editor finally chose—The Theology of the Spiritual Disciplines and Exercise unto Godliness—communicate more clearly what he hoped to accomplish in its pages: a psychologically sound theological understanding of the spiritual life and of its disciplines.49 Written partly to supplement Foster’s Celebration of Discipline, published a decade earlier, Willard’s work sought to provide a solid biblical-theological foundation for the growing interest in spiritual practices that ensued in the wake of Foster’s bestseller. While In Search of Guidance is a primer on Willard’s realist philosophy applied to the divine-human relationship and his understanding of how interaction with spiritual reality is transformative, Spirit of the Disciplines introduces nearly all the other major themes of his theological project, at least in outline, such as salvation as a life and its key ingredients, the crux of theological anthropology, the availability of God’s kingdom, the human side of holiness, the eschatology of spiritual formation, and Christian discipleship as the means of sociopolitical change. Willard would have much more to say over the next two decades. But it is important to see that his first two monographs contain practically all his major theological claims, even if they are not yet articulated in their most sophisticated form. He would continue to develop these key ideas—in some cases, devoting an entire book to unpacking one or two of them—yet this was always an instance of him returning to stakes he had already placed in the ground.


      Many consider The Divine Conspiracy (1998) to be Willard’s magnum opus. It is his longest work—some four hundred pages—and was a long time in the making. He reworked the manuscript numerous times in the 1990s, though he had been teaching its main concepts in sermon series and Sunday school lessons dating back to the early 1970s and then with increasing frequency from the mid-1980s onward. Ambitious in scope, the book has a more polemical tone than the others: He critiques modern evangelical versions of the gospel on both the right and left as reductionistic messages of “sin management,” contending that the good news that Jesus himself preached was the announcement that anyone can live within the present reality of God’s kingdom through apprenticeship to and reliance upon Jesus. Willard argues this is the secret to true personal, social, and political transformation, for it is, in sum, God’s master plan and methodology for overcoming evil with good in human history. At some point while working on the book, he came to see it in relation to his two earlier books as the completion of a trilogy.50 Yet two more books would follow that further expanded the series.


      In the 1990s Willard agreed to write a short manual-type book as part of a series of spiritual formation books for NavPress. This “short” book, which ended up taking two years to write, became Renovation of the Heart (2002). If Divine Conspiracy is the zenith of Willard’s work in biblical and theological studies, then Renovation of the Heart is the equivalent in the realm of Christian psychology. Yet woven through the pentalogy, regardless of what domain of thought he ventures into, is the question of how the human spirit is formed under the grace and guidance of the Holy Spirit. Here the question is explored through a complex theological anthropology. He examines the different dimensions of the human person, depicted in five concentric circles, and what role they play in character transformation. His thesis is that by default, the whole self—the will (heart or spirit), mind, body, social environment, and soul—is integrated and works together; thus all the parts of personhood need to be transformed by God’s Spirit, and every part suffers when one part is not surrendered to this process.


      The last in the pentalogy, Knowing Christ Today (2009), was intended as an abbreviated and pastoral version of a much fuller and more philosophical volume on moral knowledge that Willard was intermittently working on for nearly two decades and which remained unfinished at the time of his death.51 His epistemology is latent in one form or another in all his theological writings, but here he explicitly spells out his account of knowledge and its (friendly) relation to faith and makes a case for taking Jesus seriously as a logician and moral authority.52 Because of the book’s complex subject matter and Willard’s somewhat technical prose,53 some readers may find this volume to be the odd one out in the pentalogy.54 Yet in many ways, Willard has ended the series where he began in In Search of Guidance: with a phenomenological rendering of the divine-human relationship that makes knowledge of the spiritual life—and, moreover, of Christ himself—possible. The main differences between his first and fifth books may be that here he is writing expressly for pastors and thus is more forthcoming with his argument and more instructive. But the vision behind the bookend volumes is quite similar.


      Along with the pentalogy, included in this category are a number of other articles that elucidate or expand his theory of spiritual formation rather than merely repeat what is said in the five books. More scholarly in nature than Willard’s other occasional essays, most of these were published in academic journals or volumes.55 This layer of his corpus also includes his footnotes and references to relevant material (books, articles, etc.), most of which are supplied in his pentalogy. As a phenomenologist, Willard was more interested in presenting an idea or argument in a manner it could be best comprehended—and hopefully even tested—by the reader or listener than in quoting an authority to support his case or naming those who agreed with him, including from whom he learned a particular concept. Thus when Willard does cite an author or book, he hoped his readers would get their hands on these works and further investigate the matter for themselves. For the study of Willard’s thought, careful exploration of footnotes and references may yield important insights.


      These five works and related articles, taken together, allow for the reconstruction of a unified theory of spiritual formation. Also, if the philosophical writings are the most fundamental and the recordings the most voluminous of the Willardian corpus, the pentalogy is (or at least has been) the most consequential, in terms of influence. For those who have been deeply impacted by Willard’s ideas, these five books were often the catalyst. For that reason, I have included a summary of the pentalogy in table 2.1 as a reference point for what follows.


      


      Crust: Popular and posthumous writings in spirituality. This brings us to the outermost layer of the Willardian corpus: his popular and posthumous writings in spirituality. Over the years, Willard wrote various short pieces and gave interviews for popular books and magazines. One of his bestselling books, in fact, is a collection of these essays and interviews, most of which were previously published: The Great Omission (2006). While this book and others like it make his ideas accessible and are an entry point for those not familiar with his work, they should not be counted in the same category as his pentalogy and related articles for a few reasons.


      

     

      

        

          Table 2.1. Summary of Willard’s pentalogy


        


        

          

            

            

            

            

            

              

                	In Search of Guidance (1984, 1993), retitled Hearing God (1999, 2012)


                	A wise and accessible introduction to Willard’s realist understanding of how we interact with God, shaped by his philosophical convictions about metaphysics and knowledge. Written in layperson’s terms, it presents divine guidance not as the centerpiece but as a natural consequence of an ongoing, conversational relationship with the triune God.


              


              

                	The Spirit of the Disciplines (1988)


                	Willard’s biblical and theological foundation for spiritual transformation, this work presents salvation as a life lived with God, not merely the forgiveness of sins. It makes a compelling case for the disciplines as means of grace and sketches the central themes of his holistic theory of formation, including its societal and cultural implications.


              


              

                	The Divine Conspiracy (1998)


                	Often regarded as Willard’s magnum opus, this book reframes the gospel as the present availability of life under God’s reign through apprenticeship to Jesus. It offers a penetrating critique of “sin management” versions of Christianity and recasts the Sermon on the Mount as a manifesto for living deeply in the kingdom and participating in God’s redemptive work.


              


              

                	Renovation of the Heart (2002)


                	Willard’s most psychological work and his mature theological anthropology, this book explores the nature of the human person through a model of formation from the inside out. It shows how each dimension of the self—spirit, mind, body, social context, and soul—can be renewed by God’s Spirit through kingdom apprenticeship, that is, a process of transformation grounded in living as a student of Jesus.


              


              

                	Knowing Christ Today (2009)


                	A pastoral distillation of Willard’s epistemology for the with-God life, this work retains its philosophical depth while arguing that moral and spiritual knowledge belong in the public domain. It calls for Jesus to be taken seriously not only as Savior but as the supreme intellectual and moral authority.


              


            

          


        


      


      First, by design, they do not exhibit the same depth, and what insight they do offer can be found in the five main books with more substance. Willard’s name appears as coauthor on a few books translated and adapted by colleagues or friends who sought to bring his ideas to a wider audience.56 These writings do not evidence the same complexity of thought as the pentalogy.57 I would also include in this category the many forewords Willard wrote to books, which tend to be short and laudatory, as one would expect, but also indicate some of his interactions with the thoughts and theologies of other contemporary authors.58


      Included in the crust layer are also transcribed books published posthumously and based on sermon series or talks Willard gave, such as Living in Christ’s Presence (2013), The Allure of Gentleness (2015), Life Without Lack (2018), and The Scandal of the Kingdom (2024).59 Considering the number of recorded sermons and other lectures out there, more of these types of books are likely to come. Willard customarily heavily edited his books before their final draft, so those studying his thought may reference these transcribed books, but they should not be treated as on the same level as the pentalogy or even the extant recordings they are based on.60


      Since this study of Willard focuses on his formational theology, my primary sources are his pentalogy and audio/video recordings. Over the course of my research, I also read his major philosophical writings to better understand the foundations of his thought. Yet, when reconstructing his theory of formation, I prioritize his theological writings, drawing on his philosophical work only when a deeper level of logic or argumentation is needed. And in this book, I rarely engage with his popular/posthumous writings in spirituality, as Willard articulated nearly all his ideas with greater sophistication elsewhere.


    


    

    

      The DNA of Willard’s Formation Theory


      Considering earlier observations about Willard’s eclecticism of mind, analyzing his theory of formation in a strictly systematic theological fashion risks misrepresenting or stifling his paradigm and the unique manner in which he develops it. Furthermore, given my discovery that Willard’s formational theology has a rather sharp missional edge, its presentation should reveal this implicit dimension. Thus, in the following chapters I will describe his theory in terms of its foundational themes while also drawing out its latent missional logic.


      These foundational themes are the DNA, so to speak, of Willard’s approach to spiritual formation—they act as basic doctrinal rules that hold together his theory. That said, I should note the limitations of my approach from the onset. These themes are not readily available in Willard’s corpus (i.e., he does not set them forth in any systematic manner) but need to be reconstructed by an analysis of his work. Interpretive decision-making is inevitable.


      I arranged the chapters to show how certain themes build on one another and how, in Willard’s view, discipleship to Jesus in the kingdom naturally leads to outward, externalized engagement with the world. However, apart from this structure, the themes should be understood as nonlinear. While Willard did give more attention to certain topics in his writing and teaching, this was not necessarily because he deemed them more important. He may have elevated some themes due to their significance, or perhaps felt they needed emphasis because the church has neglected them or our cultural situation demands it. While I do not presume to know which is which, I contend Willard would say all of the themes covered here are crucial for persons to be formed in the image of Christ as an integral part of God’s redemptive work in the world.


      The following eight chapters systematically analyze the foundational themes that underlie Willard’s theology of spiritual formation and missional vision. The central issue these chapters seek to explain is: How can people be transformed in Christlikeness, and how does this formation relate to God’s ongoing redemptive work in the present age and the one to come?


    


    









Part 1
The Larger Framework and Foundation of Formation





Three
Training for Reigning



BURIED IN A FOOTNOTE in Spirit of the Disciplines, Willard takes a subtle yet strong shot at two cherished pieces of historical theology, spanning the Protestant and Catholic worlds: the opening line from the Westminster Catechism and the “First Principle and Foundation” of Ignatius’s Spiritual Exercises.1 Not known for having a polemical style, why do the gloves come off for Willard here? Because as helpful and eloquent as these statements are otherwise, they have, in his estimation, defined spirituality without reference to vocation, thus severing the eschatological dimension from formation in Christlikeness.

What is the telos or end state of our formation in Christ? This question addresses the divine purposes of God—why the Father intends we be formed in the image of the Son through the agency of the Spirit—and is perhaps the crux of any treatment of spiritual formation, since the stated goal will serve as the organizing framework, determining toward what end all other elements are oriented.2 Some accounts of sanctification delineate between the penultimate and ultimate goals, between the ancillary and the telos.3 If we follow this course with Willard, we might name these as union with God and reigning with God, respectively. However, these aims are inextricably connected in his theology, so ultimately such a neat distinction breaks down.

In short, Willard’s view of the telos of spiritual formation is a complex one involving several essential parts, but reigning is the most summative of the whole.4 In his view, the fullness of our reigning will be realized only after Christ’s second coming, hence this present life (and the present age until the parousia) is understood as one of training for reigning.5 This should be kept in mind (and tested) for the remainder of our treatment of this theme.

When it comes to training for reigning, or the eschatology of formation,6 Willard employs a few particular biblical concepts to explain its rationale. These are the imago Dei in the human creature, the spiritual nature of kingdom, and the paradigmatic system of judges in the Old Testament.


The Imago Dei in the Human Creature

To understand the meaning of the image of God in humans, Willard turns to the “human job description” spelled out in Genesis 1.7 The mandate given to the first humans was “to exercise lordship, care, and supervision over the zoological creation” and the rest of the created order on earth.8 God created humanity to rule over an appropriate domain of reality under his lordship, and we are each given a measure of independent power to accomplish this. Willard’s view might be said to draw from or integrate the three main perspectives on how humanity bears the image of God—the structural, functional, and relational—without landing squarely on one.9 The imago Dei is structural in that it involves a human ability, but unlike other structural accounts, especially those of the early church and medieval scholastics, this ability is not rationality or moral consciousness but creative will.10 Yet it is also functional since creative will is not a static attribute of human persons but one that does something: it moves to create, thus it consists of creative action.11 Willard most often emphasizes the functional view, yet on closer inspection we see that the structural and the functional (and the relational, to a lesser degree) interpenetrate each other in his thought; one does not come without the other.12 Lastly, the imago Dei is also relational in that it entails shared responsibility—with other humans and creation, but above all with God himself. We are to exercise dominion (through the use of creative will) with God over the earth. As Willard explains:

However unlikely it may seem from our current viewpoint, God equipped us for this task by framing our nature to function in a conscious, personal relationship of interactive responsibility with him. We are meant to exercise our “rule” only in union with God, as he acts with us. He intended to be our constant companion or co-worker in the creative enterprise of life on earth. That is what his love for us means in practical terms.13


The first book in Scripture tells how, when humanity distanced itself from God, fumbling its high calling, God did not abandon his original intention and dream for human life. Instead, he launched a redemptive project—a “divine conspiracy”—that would adequately address our sin and rebellion to bring about our renewal, so that we might eventually become the sort of people who could fulfill that original calling and vocation. According to Willard, God’s divine conspiracy is nothing less than the “redemption of our rule.”14

The last book in Scripture points toward a future in which God’s people, under God’s loving rulership and leadership, will govern the earth (Rev 5:10), and these saints will reign with him forever over the cosmos (Rev 22:5).15 Echoes of this same reality are heard in the epistles, with Paul asking the church in Corinth, “Do you not know that the Lord’s people will judge the world?” (1 Cor 6:2). For Willard, the burden of the whole of God’s revelation points to the fact that in the life to come God’s people will be given great responsibility as they reign with Christ. Our present life, then, is the training ground for growing into the type of people God can entrust with that responsibility.16 Thus the eschatological logic of spiritual formation moves backward: Reigning with Christ—the fulfillment of the original vocation given to humanity—requires we first have the agapeic character that can handle such power.




The Spiritual Nature of Kingdom

There is an organic connection in Willard’s thought between the imago Dei and the biblical notion of kingdom. Since humans were made to rule, every person has, to some extent, a kingdom or queendom—the range of reality they genuinely have say over. This is as true for those who have no interest in God’s purposes as it is for those who are in lockstep with God’s will, who walk by the Spirit, since the capacity to “say so,” even if only over a small and limited sphere, is an essential dimension of personhood. The image of God (as creative will) can become corrupted and grossly distorted in a human being, but it cannot be completely lost, for, as Willard states, “Any being that has say over nothing at all is no person.”17

Likewise, for Willard, the kingdom of God is fundamentally a spiritual kingdom in contrast to a social/political one. It is the range of God’s effective will, the realm of reality over which God has the deciding voice and what he wants done is done. This is not to say God’s kingdom does not relate to the social and political or cannot be expressed in the social/political order, for it does and can. But to start there—or to place our primary concern there—is to radically misapprehend the fundamental nature of God’s kingdom.18 The kingdom of God is an eternal reality, says Willard. It is all that God rules over, beginning with the spiritual order that derives from God’s personality and action.19 This means Jesus did not bring or inaugurate God’s kingdom; it has existed since before creation and is older than time. What was new in Jesus’ ministry was the availability of that kingdom, the good news that all may now enter and experience life under the reign of God through the person of Jesus.20 Part and parcel of this euangelion is that as we grow in confident reliance on Jesus, we learn to govern our small affairs—our kingdom or queendom—as he would. This is how our rule becomes integrated with God’s rule, and in time we are given a bigger share in the governance of God.

Although Willard’s emphasis on the here-and-now-ness of the kingdom is an alternative to the “already and not yet” view of God’s present rule on earth, he does reach a similar conclusion but in a roundabout way. There is still a future degree of the kingdom to be realized, a fullness to God’s reign that we await, but the human condition is the sole reason why the “not yet” has, well, not yet come. Again, Willard holds that we are not waiting for the kingdom to come into existence, for it has always existed. If one were to summarize his position in a phrase comparable to Oscar Cullmann’s and George Eldon Ladd’s well-known “already and not yet” formula for God’s kingdom, I suggest it would be “always, already, and not yet.” It is the always dimension of the kingdom—in short, its eternality—that Willard feels modern theology neglects.21 But he recognizes there is also more kingdom to come, more of the domain of God’s effective will to be in effect. He expounds on this in discussion of the phrase “Thy kingdom come” in the Lord’s Prayer:

The kingdom of God is from everlastingly earlier to everlastingly later. It does not come into existence, nor does it cease. But in human affairs other “kingdoms” may for a time be in power, and often are. This second request [of the Lord’s Prayer] asks for those kingdoms to be displaced, wherever they are, or brought under God’s rule. . . . And we are especially praying about the structural or institutionalized evils that rule so much of the earth. . . . We therefore pray for our Father to break up these higher-level patterns of evil. And, among other things, we ask him to help us see the patterns we are involved in. We ask him to help us not cooperate with them, to cast light on them and act effectively to remove them.22


We are waiting not for a future act of God so much as for humanity to get its act together. This is the plain meaning, for Willard, of Paul’s words that creation is eagerly awaiting the “manifestation of the children of God” (Rom 8:19).23 As long as the little kingdoms of many individuals stand in contradiction to the plan and purposes of God’s reign, there will remain a clash of kingdoms, and the presence of evil will persist in social structures and human life.

What is needed, then, is a complete overhaul of life as we know it and, in its place, a comprehensive and ordered system of discipleship to Jesus that is capable of thoroughly transforming the inner life and overall character of human beings so the vision and values of God’s loving reign become embedded in human life and, eventually, throughout society. Willard contends the contours of this type of full-scale discipleship project can be found in the Sermon on the Mount and other New Testament writings but that it remains an open question whether the church will commit itself to actually implementing such a curriculum in the lives of its members. As he often stated, “Discipleship is for the world; the church is for discipleship.”24


Excursus: The Sources of Willard’s Kingdom Theology


Considering the relative uniqueness of Willard’s view of God’s kingdom and its formidable place in his work, it is worth briefly commenting on its possible sources in modern theology. We know from footnotes, comments made in sermons and interviews, and occasional direct endorsements that Willard was influenced by John Bright’s The Kingdom of God (1953), E. Stanley Jones’s Is the Kingdom of God Realism? (1940), Ladd’s kingdom theology, and to a lesser extent C. H. Dodd’s realized eschatology. Yet it is far from clear to what degree one can say his view is derivative of these.

For instance, he first read Bright’s study for a college course at Baylor in 1958, later describing the experience as “really a turning point.”25 Yet if this text had as much of an impact on his thinking as he indicated toward the end of his life, listing it among his top five all-time books,26 it seems odd he waited five decades to publicly mention the book. And it is especially curious that he does not engage it in Divine Conspiracy, his most substantive reflection on the kingdom. As for Jones’s book, Willard had a certain affinity for it and its author. He quotes from it in his earliest teachings on the kingdom we have on record and later cites Jones among the great writers “of the quite recent past” promulgating a life-changing gospel.27 The famous missionary was also one of the few popular spokespersons stressing the kingdom of God as the central message of the Bible at a time when the young Willard was training for ministry.28 One might be able to trace certain ideas Willard intimated from Jones and then further developed,29 but he does not himself suggest a direct connection in any writings or recordings I am aware of.

Although appreciative of Ladd’s work, at one point stating, “the best writings I know on the kingdom of God are by a man named John Ladd [sic],” Willard pushes back against, or at least significantly reconfigures, the “already and not yet” view of the kingdom formulated by Cullmann and later popularized by Ladd.30 I have already indicated how the Cullmann-Ladd kingdom timeline might be rendered with a Willardian twist. Lastly, Willard twice quotes Dodd’s The Parables of the Kingdom (1935) in Divine Conspiracy—once approvingly, the other disparagingly—and briefly mentions him affirmatively in a coauthored article.31 To my knowledge, these are his only references to Dodd. I find this the most surprising, considering Dodd’s realized eschatology (with its emphasis clearly on the “already” rather than the “not yet”) is perhaps the closest comparison in modern exegetical scholarship to Willard’s view of the kingdom, albeit Dodd does not emphasize the kingdom’s availability as Willard does.

I should mention that while researching at the Dallas Willard Collection, I perused all books by these authors in what remains of Willard’s personal library (the archivists estimate that 65 percent of his approximately 10,730 personal books was not retained). We can assume he owned the above work by Dodd, but it no longer remains, which means it likely was absent of significant marginalia since this was a criterion for determining what volumes were kept. I did locate Bright’s book, Jones’s book, and four of Ladd’s books, all of which showed heavy engagement from Willard, with lots of markings and some notes. It is clear he agreed with much that he read, but there are plenty of critical notes of Ladd. For example, next to certain passages Willard penned, “just wrong,” “NO!” or “nuts.”

To reiterate, these are the prominent kingdom theologies Willard commends, but it is hard to definitively say they are the sources of his own view.32 And apart from Bright and Jones, his commendation of these authors and works is enigmatic at best.
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