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T 2: The History of Spirituality

Required reading

Linda Mary Evans
“A Personal Journey in can Spirituality be taught? (attached)

(One person’s reflection on the interweaving of several strands of spiritual tradition in her own story)

Optional reading

R. J. Foster
Streams of Living Water: Celebrating the Great Traditions of Christian Faith 

(USA: HaperCollins, 1999)
SIX TRADITIONS OF SPIRITUALITY
Read and reflect on the excerpt from A Spiritual Formation Workbook ( from James Bryan Smith) which follows this page. Under the headings in this modified outline of the six  traditions, have a go at listing some of the main distinctives of each…
1. The Evangelical Tradition: The Life Based on the Word of God
In the 15th C the church witnessed a renaissance in recognizing the importance of the Bible and preaching. Martin Luther and others provided believers with a hitherto unavailable access to the Bible. A later consequence of this was a new awareness of the role the laity. The Protestant emphasis upon personal witness and evangelism naturally followed this newfound access to the Scriptures. WBI identifies itself as an evangelical movement.
1. Scripture, reading Scripture
2. Reflect of Scripture

3. Personal save



4. Evangelism
5. Priesthood of all believers

2. The Holiness Tradition: The Life of Victory over Sin
In the early 18 C John Wesley and his friends who were nicknamed the “Holy Club” began focusing on moral laxity and the need for the removal of sinful habits in the life of the Christian. Because of the work the Methodist movement, the church once again took sin seriously, and the effect of the movement was dramatic. Amore recent example is the Keswick movement of the 20th C.
1. moral transformation, sanctification, holy habit

2. Centrality of love as the motivation
3. Life fault evidence in the fruit of a changed life overcome time
3. The Charismatic Tradition: The Life Empowered by the Spirit
In 17C the Church witnessed a new outbreak of the Holy Spirit in the lives of men and women who were called “Quakers,” led by the ministry of George Fox. 
The active presence of the spirit in the lives of believers became the empowering principle behind scores of conversions. The active role of the Spirit was at the center of their worship, and it propelled them into evangelism, mission, and social concern. Pentecostal and charismatic churches represent contemporary expressions of this stream.  

1. Holy Spirit as reality of present and power of God

2. power, gift

3. release from bondage

4. Healing deliverance

5. Freedom of emotion
4. The Social Justice Tradition: The Life of Compassion for others
In the late 12th C, a man named Francis of Assisi and a group of followers abandoned their former lives and went about the countryside of Italy caring for the sick, the poor, and the lame. Countless men and women followed Francis’s lead, and the Church’s impact on disease and poverty was remarkable. In the 20th C, we can think of the Salvation Army, and people like Mother Theresa, Martin Luther King Jr, or Desmond Tutu.
1. Radical social implication

2. Fortress mentality going into the brokenness of the world where God is already present

3. Often work out in and through “social gospel”
5. The Contemplative Tradition: The Life of Openness to God
In the early centuries of the church, men and women left the life of the city to live in the desert (e.g. St Antony) and eventually to found cloisters and monastries (e.g. St Benedict), emphasising the importance of solitude, mediation and prayer. The 20th C saw a renewal of interest in the contemplative stream, perhaps because of the pressures and materialism of life in the West. E.g. interest in silent retreats, spiritual direction and Taize style contemplative worship services.
(see further notes on the contemplative tradition later in this module)

1. Heart of prayer in intimate relationship with God

2. Depth, reverence and intimacy

3. Beauty/ mystery in worship

4. Silence before doing

5. Spiritual companion to accompany

6. Incarnational Tradition:
The Incarnational tradition focuses on the need for all of the above traditions to find expression in ordinary, everyday life. Taking its cue from the Incarnation of Christ himself, the “Word made flesh”, this stream emphasizes the need for the invisible realm of the spirit and truth to become present and visible, and addresses our need to experience god as truly present and active in daily life. Eastern Orthodox and Celtic Christian traditions represent historical expressions, while Dietrich Bonhoeffer is a more recent example.

1. Harmony between faith and work
Further Historical Background to Contemplative Tradition

The Desert Fathers and Mothers(250-400)
For a compelling modern reflection on the contribution of St Antony and others, see Henri Nouwen’s little book, The Way of the Heart.

Bernard of Clairvaux1090-1193)

A Cistercian monk who wrote much about contemplation and the soul’s pilgrimage to union with God. 
Bernard saw the stages of spiritual life as follows:

1. Self-knowledge -> awareness of divine image and of our falling short of it

2. The love of God is made known to us in Jesus ->faith and self-surrender to God/others

3. Loving, longing contemplation of God for his own shake-> transformation into God’s image

He spoke often in the language of longing, love and desire. We are indebted to Bernard of Clairvaux for the basis of the hymns “Jesus, Thou joy of loving hearts” and “Jesus, the very thought of Thee”.

Francis of Aussisi(1182-1226)

Founder of the Franciscan Order of Friars and the Poor Clares. 
Matt 10:7ff was the impetus for his commitment to a life poverty and total commitment to living the gospel. The destination of the soul’s journey to God is total conformity to Christ by following in his footsteps in a life of poverty, humility and meekness. This was the basis of his order. He tends to be remembered today for his emphasis on the relatedness of all created things-> popularized in the movie “ Brother Sun and Sister Moon” 

Ignatius of Loyola (1491-1556)

The founder of the Jesuit order, the Society of Jesus. Aside from this, Ignatius is best known for his Spiritual Exercise, a manual of religious exercises and guidelines for use on extended spiritual retreats. Ignatius said that he simply wrote down “things that he observed in his own soul and found useful and which he thought would be useful to others.” His writings on “Discernment of Spirits” and the “Lectio Divina” continue to be enormously influential today (Joyce Huggett’s prayer methods basically follow the Lectio Divina).

The Mystics

“Mystical” refers to the importance of personal experience of Christ, experience which goes beyond reason and words. The mystics often emphasized nature, silence, meditation, self-abandonment, etc, and taught using powerful sayings and images. Some, like John of the Cross, and the “Cloud of Unknowing”, draw heavily on the apophatic tradition of spirituality.

(Apophetic = the way unknowing, emphasizing mystery, silence, wordless/ imageless prayer;

Kataphatic = the way of knowing, emphasizing revelation, words, concepts, images as the basis of knowing God)

The mystical movements produced people such as John Tauler (1300-1361), Thomas a Kempis (1380-1471), Meister Eckhart (1260-1327), the Spanish mystics Teresa of Avila (1515-1582) and John of the Cross (1542-1591), and other women mystics such as Hildegard of Bingen (d. 1179), Julian of Norwich (c. 1342-1420) and Catherine of Siena (c. 1347-1380).

John of the Cross (1542-1591)
Thresa of Avila sought to reform her Carmelite order and convinced john of the Cross to embark on similar reform among the Carmelite friars. This earned John imprisoned and suffering, out of which emerges his reflections on the “Dark Night of the Soul.” He is highly regarded as one of Spain’s most important poets, quite apart from the religious value of his works. Among other writings, he produced the Ascent of Mt Carmel and Dark Night of the Soul. In the former he puts forward ten steps of ascent toward union with God.

The “dark night” was a metaphor for a process experienced both by the senses and the spirit, and in an active and a passive form. The active nights refer to the soul’s own preparation for contemplation and union. The passive nights refer to the work that only God can do to wean us from our attachments and compulsions. In the passive night of the spirit, the absence of God is deeply and grievously experienced, but this is the threshold of union, the darkest part of the night which precedes the dawn. (Classic apophatic tradition)

The Cloud of Unknowing

This work of unknown authorship originated in 14th C England. It is often regarded as one of the most outstanding works produced by the English mystics, and is another classic expression of apophatic spirituality. The author suggests that the way to perfect contemplation is:

1. To enter first into the “cloud of forgetting”, separating oneself from the world, from others, from all thoughts and distractions concerning oneself with God alone. This is accomplished by meditating on one’s sins and on the passion of Christ.

1. Between the contemplative and the transcendent God now stands the cloud of unknowing. Only God can give the gift of desire and awaken the soul’s longing for union. Only this stirring of love can pierce the cloud of unknowing. “No one  can fully through love.” “The most divine knowledge of God is that which is known by not-knowing.

Conclusion
There is much that is helpful in the teaching of the mystics. However, we also need to think carefully before adopting any model of spiritual formation that suggests too strongly that there is a steady, liner, ladder-like ascent of the soul towards union with God. The NT images put the emphasis rather on the life of Christ within us, transforming us from the “inside out”. There is also a tendency on some of the mystics towards anti-body, anti-material, understandings of spirituality which do not reflect the biblical “holistic” nature of background of much of the history of Western thought and writing about the spiritual life.

Summing up, what does the contemplative tradition bring positively to enrich Protestant evangelical spirituality?
· An understanding that at the heart of prayer lies an ever deepening relationship with God; 

· A sense of depth, reverence, and intimacy in our experience of God in prayer;

· The importance of silence and solitude in helping us to create space for the coming of God into our lives (including extended times of silent retreat);

· A sense of beauty and mystery in worship, perhaps helped by the use of music, candles, symbols, times of silence, etc;

· A priority on being before doing – paying attention to the inner world and God’s life there, as well as serving him in the world around us;

· The value of spiritual companion/guide/director to accompany us on the journey of friendship with God through prayer.

***************************************************

