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Introduction

The Emergence of a Relational Spirituality Paradigm


AS OUR SOCIETY IS BECOMING more socially fragmented and polarized, more Christians are feeling disconnected and struggling to grow spiritually. The recent COVID-19 pandemic has, of course, contributed to a sense of isolation, but the signs of a connection crisis were present prior to COVID-19.1 Loneliness, for example, has increased in the past forty years to the point that it is now considered by some authorities to be a “growing health epidemic.”2 Over the same period, there has been a corresponding weakening of the family unit and communities.3 The family unit, parent-child relationships in particular, is the most important social context in which children develop attachment bonds, which—as we will see—greatly impact our relationship with God. Related to these trends, millennials, more so than other generations, desire spiritual growth for the purpose of helping them work through struggles they have experienced.4 More followers of Christ, it seems, need emotional healing as an integral part of their spiritual growth process.

Within many sectors of the evangelical movement, there is a growing recognition that our conceptual models of spiritual transformation5 are not addressing these paramount issues. A recent study on the current state of discipleship, for example, noted that in many churches “there is an assumption that the appropriation of biblical knowledge will by itself lead to spiritual maturity.”6 This assumption gets to the heart of the problem this book addresses: a rationalistic paradigm of knowing God, ourselves, and others.

This rationalistic approach to Scripture and God, with long-standing historical roots we’ll trace in chapter one, caused some segments of the evangelical movement to de-emphasize the messy process of growth and change. If the Bible is a set of facts to be properly arranged, and God is known strictly through explicit knowledge of propositions, then knowing God, ourselves, and others—indeed the entire task of theology—becomes a linear rationalistic process rather than a nonlinear relational process.

This movement led to an unintended split between doctrine and Christian life, which has contributed to the growing sense of spiritual disconnection. In this vein, Donald Fairbairn states: “Part of the reason there is a divorce between doctrine and Christian life is that contemporary evangelicals normally understand ‘doctrines’ as concepts, teachings, true ideas (to which we often give the word propositions), and we unwittingly see these doctrines as the objects of our faith.”7 In reality, however, we do not believe in abstract doctrinal propositions such as justification per se. Rather we believe in—or perhaps it is better to say we commit ourselves to or put our trust in—the triune God who justifies us through our faith in Christ’s sacrifice for our sins. If we approach knowing God strictly through explicit propositions, we risk making propositions the object of our faith, rather than God. Our doctrinal beliefs become separated from our relationship with God, which is constituted by participation in the divine love of the Trinity.

While there are ongoing problems caused by a rationalistic paradigm of knowing God, this is not the end of the story. In recent decades a new relational paradigm of human and spiritual development has been emerging from multiple fields. There is now a critical mass of evidence that human beings are fundamentally relational—that we develop, heal, and grow to become more loving and Christlike through relationships. This critical mass of evidence points to a relational spirituality paradigm.


A Relational Spirituality Paradigm

This new relational paradigm that is emerging provides a coherent picture of spiritual development—both the end goal and the process of how we get there. Beginning in the 1940s, there was a relational turn in psychology and related fields,8 which converged with the growing interest in contemporary theology in the Trinity and community over the same period.9 When we synthesize recent insights from fields such as trinitarian theology, spiritual theology, attachment theory, affective neuroscience, emotion theory, and interpersonal neurobiology, to name a few, we see common findings that converge on one unified reality and one big idea: human beings are fundamentally relational, reflecting the relational nature of our triune God.

The revival in trinitarian theology during the second half of the twentieth century has brought into clearer focus the notion that God is fundamentally a relational being who exists in a community of mutual love within the three persons of the Trinity. This renewed interest in the Trinity places relationality and love, or God’s loving relational presence, at the center of all theology. In this vein, recent scholarship has argued that God’s relational presence is the “cohesive center” of biblical theology—that is, the through line of the entire biblical narrative.10 This relational perspective also informs what it means to be created in the image of God. Just as God is intrinsically relational, so humans are created as relational beings. From a theological vantage point, a relational spirituality paradigm is showing us more clearly that we are born to love and created to connect.

Spiritual theology extends trinitarian theology by asking how our understanding of God as triune impacts our understanding of development in the Christian life across the entire spectrum of maturity. Within Protestant circles, there has been a renewed interest in spiritual theology and spiritual formation in the past few decades.11 The growing sense of a disconnect or gap between doctrine and the Christian life has led to a renewed focus on the process of spiritual development—at the intellectual and experiential levels, and in church leadership and academic domains. We see here a parallel movement to that of the revival of trinitarian theology—a response to the split between theological reflection and spiritual life.

Spiritual theology focuses on our subjective experience of relationship with the triune God, and on the processes involved in growth toward spiritual maturity. As such, it explores both explicit theological concepts and experience, but the theoretical focus is on the inner workings of the spiritual development process. Within the field of spiritual theology, the conceptualization of this process is informed by a trinitarian spirituality, which points toward relationality and loving presence. For example, Simon Chan suggests that a trinitarian spirituality includes three emphases.12 First, salvation is conceptualized as a personal relationship with God. If God is a personal-relational being, then salvation must be understood as a relational notion. The goal of salvation so construed is intimacy with God. True salvation, as Chan notes, “must partake of the trinitarian life itself, which can be nothing other than an explicit knowledge of Christ and a conscious personal relationship that progresses toward intimacy and union.”13

Second, spiritual life is relational, yet particular. I refer to this notion in chapter two as being-in-relation. Believers are connected to God and to the body of Christ as constituent members. However, this mutual dependence and relationality within the church coexists with individual particularity, and each dimension informs the other. Spiritual growth, then, involves becoming more interconnected with God and others while at the very same time inhabiting our unique personhood, which indeed requires being formed by others. Psychological theory and research in recent decades have significantly advanced our understanding of the inner workings of these processes, and we will return to this throughout the book. The loving presence within the Trinity further suggests that spiritual life and the body of Christ are constituted by deep family-type relationships. Thus, spiritual development requires loving presence and secure attachment, as well as Christian community. Finally, a trinitarian spirituality seeks participation in a unified mission of God that weaves together extending trinitarian life through the gospel message and developing full life in Christ within the body of Christ.

Psychological fields such as object-relations theory, relational psychoanalysis, and attachment theory have advanced our understanding of this trinitarian vision of spiritual development. All of these fields suggest that early relational experiences, particularly those in attachment relationships, are deeply imprinted into our social-emotional brain circuits, creating internal working models which then subconsciously guide the way we relate to God and others. Neuroscience and emotion theory further suggest that emotion and implicit memory are the mechanisms by which the implicit self evaluates the meaning of experiences for our well-being, always filtered by our relational history. We are gaining a deeper picture of how relationships profoundly shape our spiritual development and capacity to love.

With this relational spirituality paradigm that is emerging, we can begin to understand the proper roles of explicit theology and implicit spirituality, and to bring them into a unified process of spiritual transformation in which we become more loving and more like Christ. Loving presence, indeed, is the central goal of the spiritual development process. Spiritual maturity is about growing in love for God and others by participating in the mutual love of the Trinity in the context of the body of Christ. In short, we are loved into loving.




Purpose and Organization of the Book

The purpose of this book is to integrate these insights from multiple fields in order to present a new relational spirituality paradigm of spiritual transformation. My hope is that this broad synthesis will stimulate further dialogue with scholars from the many fields that touch on this topic, thereby advancing our understanding. At a practical level, the purpose of this book is to provide a working model to guide spiritual leaders and practitioners, including graduate students, pastors, pastoral counselors, spiritual directors, counselors, psychologists, missionaries, educators, and parachurch leaders.

The book is divided into three parts. Part one sets the stage for the need for a relational spirituality paradigm. Chapter one describes how theological reflection and lived spirituality, while once unified, became split apart, leaving us with disconnected doctrine or disconnected experience, each of which hinders a deep relationship with God and others.

Part two moves into the (relational) nature and goal of spiritual transformation. Chapter two presents a trinitarian-relational view of the image of God—a theology of being-in-relation. I draw on trinitarian theology to propose that human beings have a relational nature, which in turn manifests in a relational goal (what I refer to as loving presence) and a relational process of spiritual development. Chapter three describes evidence from infant research, attachment theory, and social neuroscience, among other fields, demonstrating that human beings are prewired or created to connect. In chapter four, we’ll extend the idea that we are prewired to connect by discussing the role of different types of knowledge in the growth process. The chapter describes two distinct ways of knowing—explicit knowledge and implicit relational knowledge—and presents evidence from neuroscience, emotion theory, and clinical psychology that, while both are important, implicit relational knowledge is foundational for spiritual transformation.

Chapter five turns to relational knowledge in a very formative type of relationship—attachment relationships. Taking a broad view of attachment, we’ll review research suggesting that the patterned experiences in attachment relationships form mental models (what I call attachment filters) of how relationships work for us, which then dynamically shape how we relate to others. I review common attachment patterns and present evidence that they tend to play out in our relationship with God. In chapters six and seven, we’ll extend the implications of our relational nature to the relational goal of spiritual development, suggesting that it is loving presence. In chapter six it is proposed that the love among the three persons of the Trinity is the foundation for Christian love. Building on this foundation, the chapter discusses two essential components of love: goodwill and connection. In chapter seven we’ll discuss some of the practical challenges in loving others—the art of love—and conclude with the contours of a model of distinctively Christian love.

In part three, the focus shifts to the relational process of spiritual transformation. In chapter eight, we’ll consider how our deep relational knowledge, or attachment filters, change so that we grow in our love for God and others. I draw on the concept of nonlinear dynamic systems to show that spiritual development unfolds in a nonlinear way. The chapter then outlines how we change through relational processes with God and others, exploring the context, the process, and the practices of change.

The book concludes with chapter nine by putting spiritual transformation in the context of spiritual community. In the communal context of the church—the new family of God—we most fully express the image of God. The church is the context in which we both grow in love and shine forth God’s love to the world. We’ll highlight four key characteristics of spiritual community that help us create the kind of communities in which our souls are transformed by connecting our stories to God’s grand story. We’ll then explore how the two ways of knowing help us understand the function of spiritual community in our growth process. The goal of all of this is to help followers of Christ participate ever more deeply in the love of the Trinity, as we build the new family of God and reflect God’s love back to the world. Now, let us embark on this journey and turn to part one, the need for a relational spirituality paradigm.
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Theology and Spirituality

Their Fundamental Unity and Historical Split


WHY IS IT NECESSARY to reclaim relationality? We live in a world in which we take for granted distinctions between reason and experience, fact and value, theology and spirituality. We have a hard time imagining these polarities meeting in some meaningful way and have difficulty envisioning what a more unified outlook would entail. Yet it is also important to recognize that our current polarized vision of how we obtain truth, grow, and flourish has not always existed. The relational spirituality paradigm proposed in this book is actually a return to relationality—specifically, the grounding of all of our knowing in our relationship with God. What did this look like in the early church? We see important foundations for a relational spirituality paradigm in the holistic notion of theology, or theologia, in the early church.

Many of the great theologians prior to the thirteenth century viewed the intellectual exploration of the Christian faith and of the world God created as inseparable from a personal relationship with God and the practical outworking of one’s faith and ministry. Sustained intellectual contemplation of the life of faith and thinking about the world in light of one’s faith and Scripture went hand in hand with the development of one’s heart, character, and love for God. There was a seamless connection between knowing about God and knowing God. Likewise, there was a close link between studying God’s creation, including human nature and development, and living the Christian life. In fact, until the thirteenth century, theology (theologia) was foundationally a deeply experiential way of knowing. There were not distinct terms, such as spirituality, referring to experiential or even mystical knowledge of God on the one hand, and theology, representing academic, conceptual knowledge of God on the other hand.

Practical or experiential knowledge was viewed as the foundational way of knowing for theology and the Christian life. Early theologians certainly engaged in intellectual reflection, but this was viewed as intrinsically connected to prayer, loving God, and loving one’s neighbor. Theology included conceptual analysis, but it was always more than this—analysis was never the central goal of theologia. Intellectual reflection was not pursued for its own sake; rather, it was pursued for the primary purpose of experiential knowledge of God, which is to say, growth in one’s capacity to love God and others. The early church fathers’ attempts to understand the relation of the soul to God and progress in the Christian life were the central organizing principles of their theology.

Likewise, mystical theology for the patristic fathers was not, generally speaking, a separate area of explicit, conceptual knowledge, or a special experience for the elite. Rather, it related to the breadth of the Christian life and incorporated both explicit and experiential knowledge of God. The word mysticism did not identify a distinct mode of spiritual knowledge or experience for the patristic fathers. However, the adjective mystikos, on which the word mysticism is based, was used frequently (for example, in the writings of Dionysius the Areopagite, author of Mystical Theology).1 The noun mysterion means, most simply, a “secret,” and so the adjective mystikos essentially means “simple or hidden.” The word represented the notion of the secret life available in Christ, because the depth of the gospel has unending implications for our lives.

It was also used in intimate connection with the sacraments and the Eucharist, and thus was a communal experience. It did not refer to an ecstatic experience with a focus on an individual’s experience of rapture, and it was not disconnected from doctrine. Rather, the mystikos life in Christ was precisely the working out of doctrine in the lived experience of Christians—a working out that went hand in hand with the gradual working out of the major doctrinal formulations during the first five centuries of Christianity. We may suggest, then, that the ecclesial, sacramental, and doctrinal were all seamlessly woven together in the mystical dimension for the Fathers. Andrew Louth put it this way: “‘Mysticism,’ in this sense, is not esoteric but exemplary, not some kind of flight from the bodily but deeply embedded (not to say: embodied), not about special ‘experiences’ of God but about a radical opening of ourselves to God.”2

In part two, we will connect this experiential knowledge with the contemporary scientific concept of “implicit relational knowledge.” Modern science elaborates on this way of knowing as essentially relational, which sheds light on the church fathers’ approach, as well as elaborates on it. We need to recapture this focus in our contemporary context and bring the insights of the early notion of theologia into conversation with new understandings of relational knowledge.

The unity that existed in the early centuries of Christianity of what we now call theology, spirituality (including mysticism) eventually fractured. We now turn our attention to the main objective of this chapter, examining the development of a split between theology and spirituality and between two ways of knowing. In the remainder of the chapter, we trace the split from the harmonious coexistence of faith and reason in the early church fathers, through the development of scholastic theology in the Middle Ages, to the solidification of the split in the Enlightenment. We close by describing the implications of this split for contemporary evangelicalism, and particularly for our understanding and pursuit of spiritual development.


The Early Church Fathers: Faith and Reason in Harmony

When Christianity emerged in the centuries-old Roman Empire, early Christian scholars were faced with the question of what to do with the secular learning inherited from pagan Greek sources, most notably Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, and the Stoics. Two conflicting attitudes developed. One tradition sought to protect Christianity by disengaging from the intellectual traditions of the pagan society out of which the Roman Empire was birthed. The classic expression of this tradition was articulated by Tertullian (ca. 150–ca. 225) when he wrote:

What indeed has Athens to do with Jerusalem? What concord is there between the academy and the Church? What between heretics and Christians? . . . Away with all attempts to produce a mottled Christianity of Stoic, Platonic, and dialectic composition! We want no curious disputation after possessing Christ Jesus, no inquisition after enjoying the gospel! With our faith we desire no further belief.3


A second tradition proposed that pagan thought foreshadowed Christianity, and therefore, could provide insight to Christian scholars. This line of thought, which can be traced back to Philo,4 held that Christians should take what is of value from pagan thought and use it for their own purposes, just as God instructed Moses to plunder the wealth of the Egyptians (Exodus 3:22; 11:2; 12:35).5 This approach is thus sometimes referred to as “spoiling the Egyptians.” A second rationale for seeking wisdom from secular philosophers was to use their own ideas as an apologetic against them. Christians, then, came to adopt the fundamental view of philosophy and science as “handmaids to theology.”

This tradition is exemplified by Clement in early antiquity and Augustine in late antiquity. In responding to his objectors who argued that God had replaced philosophy (based on reason) with faith, Clement argued that the Greek poets and philosophers prepared the way for the gospel. Through natural reason, God guided philosophers toward truth, even if indirectly. According to Clement, “Jewish law and Greek philosophy have been two rivers, at whose confluence Christianity sprung forth, like a new source, powerful enough to carry, along with its own waters, those of its two feeders.”6 Thus, the handmaiden tradition developed the ambition to grasp all truth that is accessible to humans. The search for truth through pagan learning and reason, however, was kept in check. Clement urged Christians to use secular learning without mistaking it for true Christian wisdom for which philosophy prepares us. While the gospel is sufficient for salvation, and encompasses a direct relationship with God, philosophy and reason can help lead people to Christ and help them understand the meaning of their Christian faith after accepting it. The significance of Clement lies in this deep articulation of the harmonious relationship between philosophy/reason and the Christian faith.

Augustine’s conviction was that secular knowledge should not be sought as an end in itself.7 The goal in plundering pagan philosophy is the search for Christian wisdom. Only studies that serve this purpose should be pursued. Reason, for Augustine and many of his followers, was not to follow logical arguments beyond the confines of revealed doctrine. When it came to theology and the spiritual life, which were highly intertwined for Augustine and the church fathers, the purpose of reason was to shed light on the truth of doctrine and deepen one’s relationship and experiential knowledge of God. This stance of the handmaiden tradition assumed that one accepted faith prior to striving to understand it more deeply. For Augustine, to truly understand reason and logic, one must have a deep faith and relationship with God. This is reflected in the well-known phrase “faith seeking understanding” (fides quaerens intellectum). Faith, then, is primary in some sense and involves knowing God through direct relationship, and not merely through logic or reason.

What we see in this approach during this era is that faith and reason (including secular philosophy) were viewed as operating in harmony with one another. Reason and logic were applied to doctrine in order to bolster one’s faith. Moreover, faith involved a direct relationship with God and a relational/experiential way of knowing, which was distinct from reason and assumed to be valid. The validity of this experiential way of knowing tied to faith gradually eroded as reason and explicit knowledge came to take center stage. This split began in the transition to the Middle Ages.




The Transition to the Middle Ages: The Foundations of the Split Between Faith and Reason

In the transition to the Middle Ages, Boethius, who has been referred to as the “Last of the Romans, first of the scholastics,”8 reinforced and extended Augustine’s approach to reason in relation to faith. As the Roman Empire fell, and the Goths of Theodoric’s kingdom rose to power, the new Nordic-Germanic nations sought to master and assimilate the massive body of accumulated knowledge they came across, including patristic theology and the wisdom of classical antiquity. This required that the entire knowledge base be translated and systematized. The man who took on this task of selection and translation was Boethius (480–525).9 In doing this, he compiled the most significant contribution to the history of reason in the early Middle Ages: the literature known as the old logic (logica vetus).

In considering the enormous undertaking and accomplishments of Boethius, it is not difficult to understand why he is considered one of the founders of the Middle Ages.10 More important for our considerations, however, is that he is considered the first scholastic. Although scholasticism did not emerge as the primary method of thought in medieval universities until centuries later, Boethius started something altogether new that was to have major implications for the tension between two ways of knowing: faith (fides) and reason (ratio).

What, then, was new? Boethius extended Augustine’s approach of applying Aristotelian logic to theological issues. In his introduction to the tractate on the Trinity, Boethius probed the oneness of God. In so doing, he declared his intention to explain the doctrine of the Trinity “only so far as the insight of man’s reason is allowed to climb the height of heavenly knowledge.”11 Thus, his goal was to make the trinitarian nature of God understandable to the rational mind using solely rational means. While a rational understanding of belief was assumed in prior times, the novelty of Boethius’s approach was his overt emphasis on reason. The last sentence of Boethius’s letter on the Trinity, addressed to Pope John I, shows this emphasis: “As far as you are able, join faith to reason.”12 It was more than just this explicit emphasis on reason that was new, however. It was also Boethius’s method, the way in which he carried out this principle of rational examination, that was extraordinarily new.13 His tractates did not include a single Bible quotation, despite the fact that they deal entirely with theological subjects. He used only logic and mathematics as his models. Henry Chadwick notes that Boethius

taught the Latin West, above all else, the method of axiomatization, that is, of analyzing an argument and making explicit the fundamental presuppositions and definitions on which its cogency rests. He taught his successors how to state truths in terms of first principles and then to trace how particular conclusions follow therefrom. The West learnt from him demonstrative method.14


While this logical and extrabiblical approach is a thread of scholasticism, a central characteristic of scholasticism that emerged from Boethius is the explicit principle of joining faith and reason. As we can see throughout history, this is a most difficult endeavor. However, some of the leading thinkers of the scholastic era, such as Thomas Aquinas, attempted to coordinate knowledge of revealed truth through faith, on the one hand, and knowledge through reason on the other hand. Josef Pieper notes that they succeeded in balancing the tensions between faith and reason for a brief moment in the period referred to as “high scholasticism” that came to a close at the end of the thirteenth century.15

We have, then, a curious and complex situation. On the one hand, we have a principle that seeks to bring together faith and reason. On the other, we have the seeds of a line of thinking that led to a focus on reason and rationalism—to an approach to knowledge of God that at its worst reduced the mysteries of God to that which can be understood by the rational mind. This seed goes back to Boethius. Perhaps Boethius took knowledge by faith for granted and assumed reason and logic would bolster’s one’s faith. Indeed, during his time up through the late Middle Ages, scholars universally held that there was a single, true account of humankind and the universe and that there was an omnipotent God. In other words, theology was always the context for doing philosophy until the late Middle Ages, when philosophy began to develop as an independent field from theology.

However, despite the task of joining faith and reason, and despite the varying degrees of success in this endeavor by some of the leading thinkers of this era, Boethius appears to have paved the way for a method and approach to knowledge that focused heavily—and at times exclusively—on reason and logic and did not make explicit connections to a more personal knowledge of faith. As Gilson notes, “His theological tractates set the example, which was to obsess certain fine minds in the middle ages, of a scientific theology, systematically deduced from previously-defined terms.”16




The Late Middle Ages: The Beginnings of the Tension Between Faith and Reason

A shift in the medieval outlook can be seen when Anselm, the abbot of Bec, developed the analytic introspective method in 1079. Anselm’s pupils at Le Bec had asked him to demonstrate God’s existence without appealing to authority or revelation. Pondering this, one day he entered the “chamber of his mind,” focused his attention solely on the word “God,” and found that “the word articulated itself into a demonstration of God’s existence, which he believed to be both new and true.”17 This was new for the times—that an individual could gain universal insight and knowledge from introspection was not part of the medieval mindset prior to this time. This coincided with the general trend of major technological advances, leading to an intellectual shift in which “man moved away from a confused trial-and-error approach, became objective and impersonal in his efforts, and grew aware of the complex structures of realities governed by natural laws.”18

All of these developments combined to stimulate a new passion for learning that led to a proliferation of schools in the latter decades of the eleventh century and into the twelfth century. This led to a period of great intellectual and artistic flourishing, often referred to as the “twelfth-century renaissance.” This scientific view of humanism was built on three interrelated ideas: the dignity of humanity, the dignity of nature itself, and the notion that the universe is orderly, intelligible, and accessible to human reason.19 Underlying all these notions is a certain confidence in human powers to understand God and the universe.

Abelard and the rise of scholasticism. This overall intellectual zeitgeist gave birth to a very different approach to theology. Scholasticism began in the context of this humanistic revival, which influenced all fields, including philosophy and theology. Peter Abelard emphasized humankind’s capacity for reason. He latched onto the new dialectic method stemming from Aristotelian logic and applied this to theology. He seems to have pursued learning for the sake of learning and his own reputation. Rather than pursuing conceptual or explicit knowledge for the sake of spiritual growth and the kingdom of God, Abelard became enchanted with the power of dialectic to oppose and defeat those who would debate him, as the opening paragraphs of his autobiography reveal:

I preferred the weapons of dialectic to all the other teachings in philosophy, and armed with these I chose the conflicts of disputation instead of the trophies of war. I began to travel about in several provinces disputing, like a true peripatetic philosopher, wherever I had heard there was keen interest in the art of dialectic.20


Abelard represents a new class of teacher in the eleventh century—the individual master. This was a professional master who moved from school to school bringing a following with him and attracting new students due to his reputation and personal qualities.21 They took the title of “sophist,” aware of the parallels with the Greek sophists of Socrates’s age. These teachers accepted fees and engaged in dialectic, the method that defined scholasticism more than anything else.

The rise of these masters of logic in the mid-eleventh century marks the beginning of scholasticism, which lasted from approximately 1050 to 1350.22 The term scholasticism has been frequently used by historians as a synonym for medieval thought, which has hindered a more precise definition and understanding of this phenomenon. The term scholastic originally referred simply to one who learned or taught in a school in the Middle Ages. Scholastic philosophy was thus the type of philosophy taught in those schools. This broad notion, however, tells us little about the content of scholasticism. There is disagreement about the main pillars of the content of scholastic thought. However, there is more agreement that the term refers to a method of inquiry in medieval thought. Scholasticism was a method of discovering truth by means of a dialectic based on Aristotelian logic. Throughout the phases of medieval thought, dialectic used a basic pattern of question (quaestio), argument (disputatio), and conclusion or opinion (sententia). This can be seen in a wide range of forms of medieval thought, from the dialogues of Saint Anselm, to Peter Lombard’s Sentences, to the Summae of the thirteenth century.

Dialectic was initially used for exposition of texts, but Peter Abelard developed it as an independent method. The dialectic method led to the distinction between commentary/exposition (lectio) and articulating the relationships and patterns between ideas (quaestio). Before dialectic was developed, the order of questions was arbitrary, but works began to sequence questions in a rational order, which revealed the logical relationships between the questions.

Despite Abelard’s emphasis on logic, he was not a rationalist in the modern sense. He didn’t use reason to challenge Christian doctrine as formulated by tradition. After his theological views were condemned at Sens in 1141, he expressed this view in a letter: “I will never be a philosopher, if this is to speak against Saint Paul; I would not be an Aristotle, if this were to separate me from Christ.”23 “These,” as David Knowles notes, “are not the words of a deliberate heretic or of a professed rationalist.”24 He viewed divine authority as supreme and never continued to teach theological views that had been censured by the church.

However, Abelard believed that logic and reason were paramount for understanding faith that is accepted on the authority of God and the church. He sought to explain, whenever possible, Christian doctrine by dialectic and reason. One of the purposes for doing this was to defend the faith against heretics. Heretics often attacked the faith using philosophical arguments, and it was commonly held in the twelfth century that defenders of the faith should use heretics’ own tactics against them. “Those who attack our faith,” he stated, “assail us above all with philosophical reasonings. It is those reasonings which we have principally enquired into and I believe that no one can fully understand them without applying himself to philosophical and especially to dialectical studies.”25

Abelard’s motive for applying reason to theology appears to have been broader than just defending the faith. He was in essence a logician and seems to have been somewhat obsessed with reason, which permeated his theological works. David Knowles captures the sentiment of Abelard well:

The dogmas of the faith are not for him wells of infinite depth, the reflection in words of luminous supernatural truth. Rather, they are so many propositions or facts thrown, so to say, to the Christian philosopher, upon which he may exercise his ingenuity and to which he can apply no laws but those of logic and grammar. A modern analogy may perhaps be found in the attitude towards the gospels of many sincerely religious scholars, who subject the texts to the rigours of “form criticism,” without any regard to the interpretation of past ages, and without any explicit consideration of the words as bearing a deep and divine weight of meaning which can only be grasped by one whose mind and heart are attuned to a spiritual purpose.26


It was Abelard who first used the word theologia in its contemporary sense—that is, as a discipline with a methodology and body of explicit content. The term previously had been used to refer to a contemplative, experiential knowledge of God. This shift in the meaning of the term, initiated by Abelard, is reflected in the development of theology as a discipline in the universities, which he helped to solidify with the application of dialectic and his introductions to theology. We turn now to the formalization of scholastic theology in the medieval universities.

The development of scholastic theology in medieval universities. Toward the middle of the twelfth century, a monumental series of events occurred that would change the face of the medieval university forever: the translation and availability of ancient Greek and more recent Arabic and Jewish thought.27 The greatest impact in philosophy and theology was from Aristotle’s thought, which was revealed gradually over time until it dominated the university curriculum and Aristotle replaced Plato as “the Philosopher” in the schools. This had a profound effect on the universities and on theology because of the supremely rational character of Aristotle’s thought. Boethius’s earlier translations of some of Aristotle’s work served as a basis for these later translations. The translation of ancient Greek, Arabic, and Jewish thought, and the rediscovery of Aristotle as part of that process, took well over a century, lasting from the early 1100s until about 1270.28

Aristotle’s so-called new logic (in contrast to the “old logic” compiled by Boethius) focused on different modes of propositions, syllogisms, argumentation methods, and the detection of fallacies. The impact of the new logic, available at least by 1158, on the universities and faculty of theology is difficult to overstate. John of Salisbury illustrates the impact when, in 1159, he declared that the new logic was the sine qua non for future dialecticians.29

The new logic had an immediate impact as it built on the dialectical tradition that was already in full swing. As David Knowles notes, the new logic “canonized, for the whole of the middle ages and beyond, the question and disputation as the basic form of all teaching and discovery.”30 Since this was the requirement for the bachelor of arts degree, which was a prerequisite to study in the higher faculties of theology (as well as medicine and law), it became the common curriculum and had an enormous impact on theology. All masters of theology (professors) had studied the new logic prior to studying theology. Likewise, all students entering the faculty of theology had studied the new logic, as well as natural philosophy (or natural science).31 Thus, they were immersed in the Aristotelian rationalistic approach to the world and were eager to apply this to their theological studies. The spiritual emphasis of the monastic culture was supplanted over time, contributing to a highly scientific approach to theology.

As the new logic was being imported into the universities, some within the faculty of arts began extending it into the realm of theology in ways that opposed orthodox theological teaching. Conservative ecclesiastical authorities and theology faculty members in Paris became concerned about the secular learning being brought into the West, particularly in the latter half of the twelfth century.32 Part of what the conservative group from the faculty of theology was concerned about was the notion of “double truth.”33 This teaching proposed that philosophical truth could exist in parallel to contradictory theological truth.34 Theology has its own truth, and natural philosophy has its own truth, and they are completely separate domains that never impinge on each other—or so they seemed to imply. This seemed to be a move by the faculty of arts to protect themselves from the more conservative theologians setting parameters around the knowledge claims that were possible through reason and natural philosophy. The trend of embracing the idea of double truth clearly shows the foundational emphasis that was given to the new logic. While this notion emerged first within the faculty of arts, the underlying mindset it represents was gradually permeating the entire university, including the faculty of theology. We can see here a foreshadowing of the separation between faith and reason a century later, in which faith was no longer considered to be knowledge.

As theology gradually became a “faculty,” or department in the medieval universities, it became institutionalized as a discipline. With this institutionalization came a standard course of study, a methodology, and a body of content that had to be mastered by students. The university context for studying theology simply reinforced theologia as explicit knowledge. To engage in theology was to engage in a rational, dialectic process of question, dispute, and conclusion, and to master a body of standard, explicit content about God, Scripture, and increasingly, natural philosophy as well. Moreover, this was now done in a very systematic way in the university, the goal of which was to obtain a degree reflecting one’s learning of explicit knowledge, not to grow in one’s spiritual life as was generally the case in the monastic context.

Over time, experiential or contemplative knowledge was relegated to the domains of mysticism, spirituality, and faith (in revelation), which lost their epistemic status as knowledge. This split, which was solidified by the end of the Middle Ages, was exacerbated in certain ways by the Enlightenment. The seamless unity between what we now call theology and spirituality began to separate with scholastic theology in the twelfth century. History would see this split reinforced with the advent of the Enlightenment, the dominant intellectual movement during the modern period, to which we now turn.




The Enlightenment: The Consolidation of the Split Between Faith and Reason

In very broad terms, the Enlightenment project sought to use reason to free human knowing from any reliance on God and subjectivity. The general approach was to derive principles and laws based on logical analysis of empirical observations.35 Anything outside the parameters of reason was gradually relegated to the inferior domain of faith. The Enlightenment saw the development of a rationalistic model of knowledge that was imported into theology, which, as we have seen, was already a discipline based on reason that was separated in both context and ethos from a deep experiential knowledge of God. Thus, deeper, more personal ways of knowing involving emotion and intuition played little role in the knowing process in the rationalistic paradigm. This further removed theologia from experiential knowledge of God, or our contemporary notion of spirituality. As we will see, it was also particularly disastrous to our understanding of persons and the knowing process in relationships, including our relationship with God.

The Enlightenment took on a particular sensibility in the United States, where its ideals provided the intellectual material needed for an American synthesis that allowed a harmonious existence between empirical science, the self-evident principles of the American Revolution, and evangelical Christianity.36 It became the basis for stability in a new social order in a new nation, and the basis by which evangelicals defended the place of traditional faith in a traditionless society.37

Enlightenment thinkers in this context argued that all humans possess a common set of capacities that allow them to perceive the realities of nature and morality. A combination of empirical observation and common-sense reason would unfailingly reveal the moral truths that undergird Scripture and a new society. The scientific methods of Francis Bacon became so popular in America that they were incorporated into revivals in the Second Great Awakening. Charles Finney, for example, believed that producing a revival follows orderly scientific principles just as much as natural sciences do. This empirical, common-sense way of knowing became the lens through which the Bible and spirituality were viewed.

Leonard Woods Jr., an orthodox Congregationalist, argued in 1822 that the method of physics was the best method for studying the Bible because such methods were regulated “by the maxims of Bacon and Newton.” The empirical method of Bacon and Newton, Woods argued, “is as applicable in theology as in physics, although in theology we have an extra-aid, the revelation of the Bible. But in each science reasoning is the same—we inquire for facts and from them arrive at general truths.”38

By the end of the nineteenth century, Charles Hodge defined the “science” of theology as the collection and arrangement of the truths contained in the Bible:

The Bible is to the theologian what nature is to the man of science. It is his store-house of facts; and his method of ascertaining what the Bible teaches, is the same as that which the natural philosopher adopts to ascertain what nature teaches. . . . The duty of the Christian theologian is to ascertain, collect, and combine all the facts which God has revealed concerning himself and our relation to him. These facts are all in the Bible.39


A rationalistic approach to Scripture was exemplified by dispensational theology, brought to North America in the mid-nineteenth century by John Nelson Darby, a leader in the Plymouth Brethren tradition. This emphasis grew with the rise of fundamentalism as a result of the liberal-fundamentalist controversy in the early 1900s, but dispensationalist teachings had been promoted for nearly half a century through prophecy conferences, Bible institutes, and the Scofield Reference Bible (1909). Mark Noll argues that dispensationalism was particularly dependent on Enlightenment views of the systematizing purposes of science.40 Scofield justified his study Bible by arguing that “the old system of references, based solely upon the accident of the English words, was unscientific and often misleading.”41 Lewis Sperry Chafer likewise argued that he arrived at his conclusions about the meaning of Scriptures by “the most exacting of proofs.”42 His Systematic Theology exudes the Enlightenment rational methodology: “Systematic Theology is the collecting, scientifically arranging, comparing, exhibiting, and defending of all facts from any and every source concerning God and His work. . . . Contemplation of the doctrine of human conduct belongs properly to a science which purports to discover, classify, and exhibit the great doctrines of the Bible.”43

At least in part, the dispensationalist approach to Scripture can be viewed as an outgrowth of the Enlightenment methodology, focusing on rational, explicit knowledge, and its confidence in the scientific method to validate Scripture and illuminate the path toward spiritual growth. The level of certitude claimed by some writers in this tradition can be associated with a methodology that embraces explicit knowledge to the exclusion of experiential knowledge of God.

The almost blinding focus on explicit knowledge represented in early dispensational theology, and rationalist evangelicalism in general, may explain the primary difficulty of the Enlightenment approach, which Mark Noll argues is the “lack of self-consciousness characteristic of the nineteenth century’s confidence in science.”44 It is not difficult to see how the evangelical Enlightenment attitude toward Scripture carried over to the ethos of spiritual life in general. If Scripture is a collection of facts to be arranged and grasped through scientific, Baconian principles, then spiritual transformation becomes a detached, scientific exercise. If the mysteries of God can be validated through empirical science, then one’s spirituality can be reduced to the application of explicit knowledge of the Bible—to a set of propositions that can be scientifically validated. Just as the Enlightenment scientific method would unfailingly reveal truth to anyone applying common-sense reason to empirical observation (regardless of presuppositions), objective knowledge of God would pave the way toward spiritual transformation. The evangelical Enlightenment set off a chain of events that contributed to the rise of fundamentalism, which further exacerbated a thin, rationalistic model of spiritual transformation.




The Legacy of the Enlightenment on Contemporary Evangelicalism

Two centuries later, we continue to see the impact of the Enlightenment paradigm on evangelical sensibilities regarding human development and sanctification, which now occupy a very small and truncated piece of the theological pie. As mentioned previously, the story of the Enlightenment played out in a unique way in North America due its sociocultural context. It is a well-known story, and yet the degree to which it colors our contemporary view of spirituality within certain sectors of evangelicalism is difficult to overstate.

In the wake of the Enlightenment, numerous developments occurred in the Protestant tradition in North America that came to be called evangelicalism that deeply affected our understanding and approach to sanctification. A set of interrelated sociocultural and theological influences converged, resulting in an overriding emphasis on doctrinal knowledge, which eclipsed the value of experiential knowledge and led to a thin conceptual model of spiritual development. There are undoubtedly many factors that contributed to this, but two interrelated themes are particularly germane for our purposes in understanding theology and spirituality, and the place of sanctification and relationality vis-à-vis the broader evangelical movement: the rise of the modern university and the conservative-liberal split.

The rise of the modern university. In 1850, most American college presidents were evangelical clergymen who promoted an evangelical stance in many important courses.45 Science during this time was also dominated by evangelical Christians. They were busy verifying the Bible through scientific methods. By the end of the century, however, all this had changed. Colleges became universities based on the German scientific model. New universities were started, such as Johns Hopkins University in 1876, to pursue modern science and research. These universities were not funded by Christian communities but by a new generation of wealthy entrepreneurs.46 As such, concern about the orthodoxy of faculty and administrators diminished, and gradually a new class of businessmen replaced clergymen as the higher education leaders. Disciplines became increasingly specialized and professional, a trend to which evangelicals contributed.

Evangelicalism’s attraction to the Enlightenment science contributed to the separation of science and theology, sometimes referred to as “methodological secularization.” Science and theology were viewed as two separate but harmonious realms, but science was viewed as the foundational proof for religion. This was already a concession to a naturalistic epistemology. Science was given an epistemological job it was not capable of carrying out, which led to further problems. This was most pronounced in the natural sciences, where the points of contact between Christianity and science were not entirely clear. Evangelicals contributed to this methodological secularization unwittingly by pursuing science in isolation from theology and spirituality, which extended the trend that developed in the Middle Ages of pursuing natural philosophy apart from theology.

These evangelicals believed that rational moral science and Scripture would reveal completely harmonious findings, so it was therefore not a problem to pursue the two independently. Francis Wayland, for example, proclaimed, “So complete is this coincidence as to afford irrefragable proof that the Bible contains the moral laws of the universe; and hence, that the Author of the universe—that is of natural religion—is also the Author of the Scriptures.”47 In the natural sciences, the most common way of relating science to Christianity was the “doxological”—that science should lead one to worship God.48 While there is something right in the doxological sentiment, over time the Enlightenment epistemological underpinnings of this approach led to a gradual drifting apart of science and religion, which was exacerbated by the professionalization of the American academy that was occurring in parallel. The disciplines became increasingly narrow and isolated from theology.

It is difficult to overestimate the devastating effect of this separation of science from theology. While there were certainly limitations in the work of premodern theologians, in a general sense they did seem to better integrate knowledge of God’s creation (scientia) with wisdom (sapientia), or knowledge of the eternal truths of God. Science was to be done in the context of one’s relationship with God, both for doxological purposes and to bring uniquely Christian wisdom to bear on the scientific endeavor. As science and theology came to operate on separate, parallel tracks, they no longer seemed to need each other. As the scientific disciplines now only referred to Christian theology after reaching their conclusions—as a nonintegral afterthought—it made it all the easier for the next generation of academics to simply drop this step altogether. By the 1920s, it was no longer in fashion to hold Christian beliefs in the academy. Just as science dropped Christian theology in the early twentieth century, forces were at work that would eventually lead evangelicals to distance from science and intellectual pursuits, leading to what George Marsden called the “academic dark age of conservative evangelicalism” during the 1920s to 1940s.49 As we will explore further below, this led to a lack of in-depth study of spiritual development, which was one of the major negative consequences of the legacy of the Enlightenment.

The conservative-liberal split. A convergence of trends including urbanization, the social gospel, and the secularization of society and the academy led to a split in North American evangelicalism. Amid the vast changes occurring in society, theological liberalism sought to save some form of Protestantism that could peacefully coexist with the seeming certainty of the rising tide of secular humanism and higher criticism. Many of the leaders in the liberal movement had evangelical upbringings and likely formed an emotional attachment to Christianity. When they came to the universities and the leading theological seminaries, they found that classical evangelical beliefs were not intellectually respectable. The future leaders of the liberal movement were faced with a choice from their perspective: abandon Christianity altogether, or accommodate Christian theology to fit with the new scientific ethos. While some did abandon the faith, others chose the path of accommodation—presumably those with an emotional attachment to Christianity. In order to do this, they had to liberate Christianity from its traditional beliefs (hence the term liberalism) and align it with the modern scientific zeitgeist (hence the movement is also referred to as modernism). Three core strategies were involved in this liberating, modernizing process, all of which led to a reaction among conservatives and to a split between these two groups.50 The significance of the split for our purposes is that it led to the conservative fundamentalist movement, which held on to classical Protestant doctrine, but at the expense of a deep experiential knowledge of God.

First, Darwinism was applied to understanding religion as a move to protect Christianity from historical and scientific criticism. Christianity and the Bible were viewed as products of social evolution. This changed the rules of engagement. The issue was no longer whether the Bible was historically true or not. That was not a meaningful question in the framework of social Darwinism. In the modern view, God reveals himself in human history and social change is a manifestation of the kingdom of God. God works through the natural means of our religious experiences. The Bible was no longer a testimony of factual events about the incarnation of God in Christ. Rather, the Bible was viewed as a record of the religious experience of the Hebrew people. It was a faithful rendering of such religious experiences, and that was its whole point. Understanding such religious experiences would help humanity advance. Christianity, recast according to modernism, was immune to historical criticism, but focused on religious experience untethered from biblical doctrine.

A second way of protecting Christian doctrine from the attack of higher criticism was to identify Christianity solely with how we live, not with what we believe. Liberals argued that Jesus emphasized the ethical dimension of life, and this would surely outlast the onslaught of higher criticism. This led to an emphasis on Sunday school education, since most liberals had become connected to Christianity through nurturing Sunday school experiences rather than through radical conversion experiences.

The third strategy of liberalism was to emphasize religious feelings as central to Christianity. In this strategy, the modern theological movement followed the German theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834) in asserting that religion is based on the subjective experience of absolute dependence. Science and historical criticism could pursue its agenda, but it could not touch the realm of the heart. Christianity once again had been saved from, and put on a parallel track with, modern science, in a way that reminds one of the notion of double truth in the late twelfth century that we highlighted above. However, this was a Christianity re-envisioned to the point that it was no longer recognizable to conservative evangelicals. Part of the profound confusion here is that emotion and the heart play a critical role in spiritual transformation, but because liberalism co-opted religious feelings into a framework that recast the very nature of the gospel, emotion became associated in many evangelical circles with the dismissal of doctrine in general and with the social gospel in particular. As a result, over time some segments of the conservative movement threw the baby out with the bathwater.

As the modern theological movement developed in the early 1900s, it led to the fundamentalist-modernist controversy that broke wide open in the 1920s. In the first decade of the twentieth century, fundamentalism focused on providing a defense of traditional Christian doctrine. As time went on, the movement developed an oppositional and separatist stance. More and more, fundamentalists combated liberal theology, religious experience, and the social gospel, which was substituting personal regeneration through Christ with social reform. Personal regeneration through Christ was a nonnegotiable doctrine of Christianity to fundamentalists, and they did not want this to get lost in the social gospel movement. Hence, they de-emphasized social justice and increasingly emphasized correct doctrine and personal regeneration, which reflected the great reversal of American evangelicalism.

Fundamentalism also gradually shifted from a scholarly strategy to a political one, which centered on opposing the teaching of biological evolution in America’s public schools. This came to a head in the famous 1925 Scopes trial, testing the anti-evolution law in Tennessee. Scopes’s guilt was quickly established, but the key to the trial was when Clarence Darrow put William Jennings Bryan on the witness stand.51 Darrow succeeded in demonstrating that Bryan, a leading critic of evolution, did not have extensive knowledge about biological science, making his position appear foolish. Fundamentalists were painted as opposing academic freedom and attempting to force their views on the public through political means. Consequently, the national influence of fundamentalism waned significantly after 1925. No longer able to influence the culture through politics, they began to retreat from public life.

With this loss of influence in universities, denominations, and public opinion, the conservative fundamentalist branch began to establish its own structures. This, as Mark Noll has argued at length, led to disastrous results for the life of the evangelical mind.52 Related to the “scandal of the evangelical mind,” there are two aspects of fundamentalism that have led to a thin, rationalistic approach to spiritual transformation.

First, reminiscent of the Reformation, fundamentalism led to a focus on doctrine, and because of that, explicit knowledge. The reasons for this are understandable in historical context. In their view, the modern theological movement—including the emphasis on religious experience, ethics, and the social gospel over and against belief and doctrine—was changing the very nature of the gospel and historic, orthodox Christianity. Fundamentalist leaders felt compelled to emphasize correct doctrine—the “fundamentals of the faith” as they were called. Because the boundaries on essential doctrines were being pushed, they felt the need to focus on holding these boundaries. This created an ethos in which (fundamentalist) evangelicalism, and indirectly spiritual growth, became about believing correct doctrine in a narrow rational sense, more than about deep implicit beliefs embodied in love of God and neighbor. Relationality was lost in the fundamentalist fray. We see here a new version of dead orthodoxy. Just as German Lutherans emphasized explicit confessions to contrast themselves from Calvinists in the Second Reformation, fundamentalists emphasized the explicit fundamentals of the faith to differentiate themselves from their liberal counterparts.

Moreover, the fact that the liberal movement emphasized ethics, social justice, and religious feelings meant that fundamentalists had to denounce such things—at least from their perspective. Ethics and social justice were de-emphasized partly because of their connection to liberal theology. We can see difficulty throughout the movement in holding tensions—in holding experiential knowledge together with explicit knowledge of doctrine. The result was a dead fundamentalist orthodoxy that has hindered the development of relational spirituality in evangelicalism.

Second, as fundamentalists lost control over the major academic institutions, they started their own schools. Bible institutes were started to focus on practical training in evangelism and ministry. Other disciplines were only studied insofar as they directly assisted the cause of evangelism and ministry. Likewise, fundamentalists started autonomous seminaries, separate from colleges and universities, which was a North American creation.53 Just as theology was becoming split from spirituality as a result of the Enlightenment, it was also, not coincidentally, becoming separated from other disciplines. This had a negative impact on the development of a robust theoretical paradigm for sanctification, to which we will return momentarily. This split was part of the overall professionalization and narrowing of academic disciplines. The problem here is indirectly related to a narrow Enlightenment focus on explicit knowledge to the exclusion of experiential knowledge. Enlightenment science propagated a narrow, truncated epistemology. In this view, the only way of truly knowing something is through rational, explicit means. Over time this view infiltrated our deep beliefs and practices related to spiritual development. The result was that knowing God gradually shifted toward knowing about God. There was certainly good that came out of these academic institutions; however, spiritual growth and maturity received relatively little attention and by default came to be associated with the explicit knowledge gained in the formalized discipline of theology.

It should be acknowledged that this split between faith and reason, reflected in the liberal-fundamentalist split, did not affect all of North American Christianity equally. African American Christianity, in particular, seems to have maintained a tighter connection between faith and reason, between evangelism and social justice concerns, between lived reality and theology. James Evans Jr. writes, “The black religious story is an attempt to integrate both the inner, personal and the outer, political life of its hearers in the midst of moral chaos.”54 The backdrop of slavery did not allow the luxury of separating out everyday life from theology, and religious experience was a powerful source of comfort to African American Christians. In addition, metaphysical and epistemological commitments reflect the encounter with traditional African concepts, including the view that the whole universe is sacred, as well as reflecting the conversion to Christianity during slavery.55

These factors minimized the influence of a Western Enlightenment heritage. Consequently, “reason . . . is not a primary source for African American theology. . . . Reliance on the categories of formal epistemology or on the ‘objective’ approach to the faith is not particularly useful to African American theology because those categories cannot always adequately explain African American experience.”56 Instead, theology in the context of the African American church has historically brought together theological insights related to freedom, justice, and equality with the sociopolitical and spiritual needs of black people.57 This kind of context, instead of resulting in a fundamentalist retreat from the social gospel, was able to produce a Martin Luther King Jr. and birth the civil rights movement.




The Split and the Current State of Spiritual Development

Let us pause here to recap what we have learned about the split between faith and reason, and the consequent split between theology as informed by both relational/experiential and explicit knowledge and theology as a purely explicit discipline. From the beginning of the Middle Ages through the final split in the Enlightenment, theology moved slowly away from encompassing both relational/experiential knowledge and explicit knowledge to becoming more clearly defined as a distinct discipline representing explicit knowledge. By the end of the thirteenth century, the scholastic method of dialectic or logic had been embraced as the primary methodological approach, and the content of the discipline of theology had been standardized. Furthermore, philosophy and theology had been distinguished from each other, and theology was relegated to the realm of belief (or opinion) in contrast to knowledge. This line of the original, integrative theology (theologia) became associated over time with faith, spirituality, and religious experience. A second line of theology became identified with the explicit study and knowledge of God, and separated from its original context of contemplation of God: the pursuit of a deep experiential knowledge of God.

The impact of the Enlightenment on sanctification within North American evangelicalism was an ironic one-two punch. On the one hand, evangelicalism’s love affair with the Enlightenment led to an overly rationalistic approach to the Bible and spirituality that privileged explicit knowledge at the expense of relational/experiential knowledge. This split was captured by Richard Lovelace in his book Dynamics of Spiritual Life, in which he labeled it “the sanctification gap.”58 Lovelace lamented a split between many Christians’ explicit knowledge about theological doctrine and their sanctification, or actual growth in their relationship with God.

On the other hand, this love affair with science unwittingly led to the separation of science and religion, which paved the way for the secularization of the academy. As Christianity was gradually being removed from the public intellectual arena, anti-Christian polemicists promoted an overstated image of a long-standing war between science and religion. This further polarized the liberal-fundamentalist split. This led to fundamentalists retreating from the social sciences, society, and intellectual life in general. They started their own Bible institutes and seminaries and focused on studying the Bible but gave limited focus to studying other disciplines. All of these trends, ultimately stemming from a staunch commitment to Enlightenment science, have deeply shaped evangelicalism’s understanding of sanctification, in both direct and indirect ways. It has led to a model of spiritual development—permeating the very fabric of many segments of evangelicalism—that is at once overly rational and at the same time underdeveloped in its theory of spiritual experience and development.

This state of affairs suggests that something more is required to grow than explicit knowledge by itself. The early church fathers and mothers would commend to us the singular importance of a deep relational knowing of God, something that has been all but lost in significant sectors of the Protestant and evangelical traditions. This, however, raises two crucial questions. First, what is the role of explicit knowledge in spiritual development? Second, do explicit and relational/experiential knowledge work together somehow, and if so, how? The split and resulting sanctification gap also suggest that we need deeper theories about the process of spiritual development itself.

Fortunately, this split is not the end of the story. As noted in the introduction, we are currently in the midst of a revolution in our understanding of human development, suggesting that human beings are fundamentally relational. Our relationality points the way toward a more holistic understanding of spiritual development by providing the context in which explicit and relational/experiential knowledge function as a unity. In chapter two we will set the foundation for a relational spirituality paradigm by developing a relational view of the concept of the image of God as being-in-relation.




Conclusion

We close this chapter by returning to the reunification of theology and spirituality. As with the great theologians of the early church, we need to recapture the notion that explicit theology, or reflection on God, Scripture, and the spiritual life, is inseparable from our implicit spirituality—that is, our experiential knowing of God in our lived experience. Explicit theology and reflection provide the parameters for pursuing a deeper relationship with God. It anchors our experiential knowledge of God in the pursuit of the love of God and others in the kingdom of God. Explicit theological reflection also helps us process our implicit relational experiences. Implicit spirituality is the living out of the mystikos, or “hidden,” life in Christ—that is, the unending implications of the gospel for our lives. It is the working out of explicit theological doctrine in our lived experience. We do not need detached doctrine; nor do we need unanchored spiritual experience. We need them both working together—theologia, or contemplation of God. What holds them together is the relational goal of loving God and neighbor.
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