Spiritual Formation

Lecture 2 Study Notes – August 26, 2008

Review:

·  The nature of spirituality
· Our capacity for spiritual enlightenment

1. James C. Wilhoit,
 in his book, “Spiritual Formation as if the Church Mattered: Growing in Christ through Community,” gives us a more detailed definition of Christian Spirituality.  He states:

A. Christian spirituality begins with a response to the call of the Spirit to the spirit.

B. Christian spirituality is rooted in a commitment to Jesus and to a transformational approach to life.

C. Christian spirituality is nurtured by the means of grace.

D. Christian spirituality involves a deep knowing of Jesus and through Him, the Father and the Spirit.

E. Christian spirituality requires a deep knowing of oneself.

F. Christian spirituality leads to the realization of the unique self that God ordained each of us should be.

G. Christian spirituality is uniquely developed within the context of suffering.  Openness to suffering is really openness to life…etc.

H. Christian spirituality is manifest by a sharing of the goodness of God’s love with others and in care for His creation.

I. Christian spirituality expresses the goodness of celebration in Christian community.  See handout 1, taken from Spiritual Formation as if the Church Mattered, page 18.
2. Another even more detailed understanding of spiritually comes in a book written by Kenneth Leech
 entitled “Experiencing God: Theology as Spirituality,” in which he attempts to define our theology of God as a theology of spirituality.  “To him spiritual theology is a search for a transforming knowledge of God, a knowledge in which the seeker is deeply changed” (Preface).

3.  In an appendix, Leech gives his readers what he calls “Toward a Renewed Spirituality: a Manifesto” in which he is even more detailed in his understanding of theology of Spirituality. See the handout 2.

4. My hope for the class is that you be better able to form and articulate what your own definition of spirituality means to you before we end our time together.

5. In addition, I hope that every one of us might get a better appreciation for the variety of Christian approaches to spirituality which describes, if nothing else, different means of Christian discipleship. 
Brief History of Christian Spirituality 

6. History is an excellent example of the different styles of Christian spirituality and of the discipleship that goes along with it.   I would like to take a very brief survey of some of the ways that antiquity has seen spirituality.  

First off all, the foundation of Christian spirituality and the history of Christian spirituality is the Holy Bible.  Out of our understanding of the Bible comes our understanding of four basic relationships that constitute Christian spirituality; our relationship:

·  to God, 
· to ourselves, 
· to others, and 
· to God’s creation.  
The Bible is the food for our understanding of spirituality, thus feeding our minds, hearts, and souls in how we relate to Him and His creation.  It is the account of the long history of God trying to develop relationships with His creation, in order to restore and form more God-like human beings.  The Bible is a history of God portraying Himself as the creator, savoir, redeemer, and judge of His creation.  The Bible becomes a living word from God when the Spirit speaks directly to our needs and shortcomings in all areas of our lives.  It is the theology and the ethics of God which we need to guide our lives.  It is the source of Christian understanding of spirituality.

7. Given these four relationships, biblical spirituality teaches us that, among other things, God is a balance of love and holiness. 

I have no hope if God is not love…I am doomed to destruction or hell.  If God is not love (which I believe He is love), then John 3: 16 cannot be true.  Many statements in the Bible are based on the premise that God is love, among other things.

As most things in life are held in a tension with their opposites, I theorize that there is tension in the Godhead as well.  For example, the opposite of love in me might be indifference or hate.  What stands in opposite or in tension in God?  Is there hate?  Maybe, because God is said to hate sin.  However, 1 John says that in God there is no darkness, because God is light.  So, what stands in tension in God that brings balance to God’s love?  His holiness. 

8. A mature understanding of Christian spirituality realizes that there is a healthy and respectful appreciation of the holiness of God, along with a growing dependence on the steadfast and unconditional love of God.

9. The Bible also calls us to welcome God’s love into our lives and to love God back.  Whatever else the Bible says about God that is important for our understanding of spirituality, it says we are to understand that God loves us and love God back with our whole self.  Spirituality is welcoming this love into our lives and allowing it to change our lives; thus returning the love to God who started it all.  

10. Fundamentally to our view of spirituality, is that “we can know God both, intellectually and emotionally. The intellectual side comes out in doctrines about God’s nature.  The emotional side comes out in prayers of celebration and mourning.  Both sides are expressed in stories and metaphors, which abound in the Bible” (Thirsty For God:  A Brief History of Christian Spirituality, by Bradley P. Holt
, page 17).  This tension that is created between the different types of knowing of God expresses itself in a history of spirituality known as the kataphatic and apophatic approaches to knowing God.  See Ware
’s book.

11. The Bible also calls us to love ourselves.  Jesus said to “love your neighbor as yourself” (Mark 12:31).  The main point of the verse is to love your neighbor, but what is implied is also the love of self.  Not in any shape, fashion, or form, looking out for number one, but at least and healthy respect and love for yourself before you can be properly concerned about others.  Jesus did tell us to “take the board out of our own eye before we decide to take the splinter out of someone else’s eye” (Matthew 7:1-5; Luke 6:41-42 paraphrased).  It is hard to psychologically, spiritually, and even physically look after other needs without to some degree or the other attending to one’s own needs.  To do so expresses a healthy consideration and love for one’s own self.
 

12. The Bible also calls upon us to love others.  In Christian spirituality and thought you cannot love God whom you have never seen with loving your neighbor whom you have seen and come to know.  There is something mutually exclusive about saying you love God, but hate other people. 
 

13. The Bible also calls upon us to be good stewards of God’s creation.  Not worshiping it, but taking care of it for God and future generations.
  

Early Christian Spirituality

14. Christianity began in the cradle of Judaism and many of the assumptions and the doctrines of the Old Testament scripture; in fact, the scripture for the New Testament church was the Old Testament itself.
  

15. In addition, at the core of Christian spirituality was the congregation style of worship which engaged in prayer, psalms, Scripture reading, sermons, and singing, like was done in the local Jewish synagogue.  What was added, however, was what we Baptists call the Lord’s Supper.  A short ceremonial meal in which small amounts of bread and wine were consumed symbolizing (at least in most Protestant circles) the body and blood of Jesus Christ.  It was and still is a celebration of the death and resurrection of our Lord, in which each participant spiritually identifies with our Lord’s suffering and resurrection of a new life in Christ.  The Lord’s Supper (called the Eucharist by our more formal liturgical Christian brothers and sisters) became the center of Christian worship; and worship was by far the most important aspect of Christian spirituality.
 

16. Baptism was seen as the initiation into the community of faith and the ending of the old life and the beginning of the new.  Some took this to mean that with baptism there was the forgiveness of previous sins in the old life, but the new life was to be perfect, without sin.  Many postponed baptism to a later time in life because they feared there was no forgiveness afterward.  Deathbed baptisms were not uncommon.  

17. As we read Paul’s letters, especially 1 Corinthians 12-14, it was clear that from the early beginnings of the church there was a problem with spiritual elitism.   The temptation of elitism came from the use of “charismatic” gifts; in particular, the gift of speaking in tongues, but also between the so-called major and minor gifts. Paul spends a great of time trying to make the case that even the weaker gifts are important in the eyes of God.  Speaking directly to those who were making such a big deal over speaking tongues, he declares that “love” by far was the more excellent way; and that if anyone was to ask for a spiritual gift, they should ask for the “gift of prophecy” because it built up the body of Christ.

18. But later in the first century, even the “gift of prophecy” suffered because of folks who misused and abused their claim of the gift.  (The Didache, translated and commentated by Aaron Milavec
, page 27)

19. The Charismatic phenomena of the first century seem largely to disappear in the following centuries.  The reason being, there is virtually no mention of it (speaking in tongues, at least) in the writings of the church fathers.  Evidently they had never heard or experienced it. 

20. For the sake of unity, the church has always had to fight the temptation of pride and the so-called spiritual elite (not meant to be).  In fact, during every turn of church history there has been a group, or groups, of people who have separated themselves from the ordinary Christians either by their genuine piety or their sinful pride.  Such folks, whether they realized it or not, set the standard of spirituality for their generation, and maybe generations to come.

21. Case in point is the early martyrs of the church.  Once the doctrinal differences of the Christian movement begin to emerge, there grew an increasing larger rift between the synagogue and Jews, and the followers of the Way.  With this increasing gulf and the resulting animosity between Christians and Jews, there resulted more interference and persecution from local governments, other religions, and of course, the Roman Empire—leading to persecution and in some cases martyrdom.  

22. The word martyr simply means witness.   In Christian tradition, the martyr was honored for holding the faith as being of higher value than life itself.  They were a witness for Christ and, as one ancient writer wrote, a witness for the “contempt” of the horrors of death.

23. The theme of martyrdom appears among the earliest group of writings after the New Testament period, by the “Apostolic Fathers.”  Ignatius of Antioch (A.D. 160-220) writes, while on a journey to Rome, describing his eagerness to die for his faith, asking readers to pray for his steadfastness.  He says: “We have not only to be called Christians, but to be Christians,” clearly indicating his willingness to die for the sake of the faith. To him, his willingness to die for Christ was his way to “get to God.”  Martyrdom was a way, a very extreme way, of separating one’s piety from the piety of everyone else and, in doing so, following in the footsteps of Jesus.   Martyrdom stands as the ultimate test of any spiritual commitment that any group might make to their faith. 

24. With the end of Christian persecution by Emperor Constantine in 313 A.D., martyrdom and persecutions became a thing of the past.  In its place, the pious or spiritual elite practiced asceticism, the combined exercise of virtue and the avoidance of vice.  It carried with it the ideal of an athlete in training, much like Paul says in 1 Corinthians 9:24-27:
  

“Do you not know that in a race the runners all complete but only one receives the prize? Run in such a way as to get the prize. Everyone who competes in the games goes into strict training. They do it to get a crown that will not last; but we do it get a crown that will last forever.  Therefore I do not run like a man running aimlessly; I do not fight like a man beating the air.  No, I beat my body and make it my slave so that after I have preached to others, I myself will not be disqualified for the prize.”

25. The strict spiritual discipline and training, the extreme denying of oneself earthly pleasures, the denying of one’s bodily desires like food or sexuality, was seen as indication of one’s deep spirituality and commitment to Christ.
  

26. What about Paul’s writings on sexuality in 1 Corinthians 7; is that a form of asceticism? Is there room for asceticism in modern life?   Bradley Holt (footnote 3) gives two criteria for healthy asceticism: 
          One, do the beliefs and practices affirm the goodness of creation? Is the motivation behind the beliefs and practices to free a person for better service, to get something better in return? 
          Two, is the grace of God being replaced by human effort, work salvation or sanctification, or even if nothing else is it a desire to earn God’s love?  If so, then it may not be a healthy and good form of asceticism (See Holt’s discussion about healthy asceticism as being a valid aspect of Christian spirituality, page 38).

27. There was a growing desire to separate one’s self from the world even before the practice of martyrdom was over.   One example was Tertullian, around 160-225, writing during the time of extreme persecution and martyrdom urges potential martyrs they are better off in prison than in the world, since the world itself is a vast prison with disgusting moral rot and seductive temptation all about (Thirsty For God, page 33).

28. Origen, (185-254) also a martyr, died from the effects of torture inflicted because of his faith.  His father was martyr, and at the age of 16, Origen was kept from turning himself over to the same authorities by his mother who hid his clothes so that he was embarrassed to go outside.  Origen was the first systematic theologian in the church and because of his platonic ideas later was condemned by the church as a heretic long after his death.   His spiritual teachings however, according to Bradley Holt, were not heretical (Thirsty For God, page 36). Origen, according to Holt, focused on the subjects of prayer, scripture, martyrdom, and developed a three tier schema for the Christian life: the moral, the natural, and contemplative level.  The moral being the importance of our behavior (Proverbs), along with the natural or the intellectual which he believed was reflected in the Ecclesiastes, and the contemplative which refers to a spiritual union with Christ, exemplified by the Song of Songs. 

29. A noteworthy person of that time period is a Syrian monk by the name of Ephrem (306-373).  Syrian spirituality developed in cultures further from the west.  It was more closely related to Judaism, and became extremely ascetic showing bizarre ways to demonstrate the faith and values.  

30. Ephrem himself was Syrian and an ascetic, but not in the extreme.  He expressed his teaching in moving and highly symbolic poetry.  He was apophatic (Ware, page 32) in his approach to spirituality, and believed that spirituality does not always follow from theology, but theology can follow from spirituality.  The following is some of his wisdom in poetry:  

If someone concentrates his attention solely

On the metaphors used of God’s majesty,

He abuses and misrepresents that majesty,

And thus errs

By means of those metaphors

With which God had clothed Himself for his benefit,

And he is ungrateful to that Grace

Which stooped low

To the level of his childishness:

Although it has nothing in common with him,

Yet Grace clothed itself in his likeness

In order to bring him to the likeness of itself.

Do not let your intellect

Be disturbed by mere names,

For Paradise has simply clothed itself

In terms that are akin to you;

It is not because it is impoverished

That it put on your imagery;

Rather, your nature is far too weak to be able

To attain to its greatness,

And it beauties are much diminished

By being depicted in the pale colors

With which you are familiar.

31. Ephrem saw the Christian life as a process of divinization, clearly expressed only once in the New Testament in 2 Peter 1:4.

32. According to Holt (Thirsty For God, page 38), asceticism is a valid aspect of Christian spirituality.  However, in Holt, warns it becomes extreme when it rejects our understanding of God creation as being good.  Extreme asceticism despises God’s creation, good gifts, blessings, and the world around us.  Legalistic asceticism leads to rejecting God’s grace in favor of personal merit.  Biblical asceticism leads to a healthy sense of being able to say no to a good thing for the sake of a better or higher thing (Thirsty For God, page 38).
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