PAGE  
1

ClassNotes #2
1. A History of Spirituality

2.  Moltmann, The Spirit of Life
A History of Spirituality


Although the word spirituality is one of the most faddish terms, a word we hear many times on many different occasions, it is surprising to find that its pedigree is very short both in theological and secular writing.  While the adjective spiritual (pneumatic) has been used frequently in the Christian Church as well as in the Bible (e.g., I Corinthians 2-3), the noun spirituality is a relatively new theological term in the Christian Church.  For example, in the Catholic Encyclopedia published between 1912-1915, there are no references to “spirituality,” while the revised New Catholic Encyclopedia of the 1970s includes eight articles which contain the word.  We can find the word spirituality in the Oxford Dictionary and in the Webster’s International Dictionary of 1961.  In the Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary, spirituality is defined in four ways:  first, as “something that in ecclesiastical law belongs to the church or to a cleric as such”; second, as “clergy”; third, as “sensitivity or attachment to religious values”; and last, as “the quality or state of being spiritual.”  When contemporary religious people say the word spirituality, they tend to regard spirituality in relation to the last definition, “the condition of being spiritual” as opposed to material interests.
   


When we consider the term spirituality in relation to its adjective spiritual and regard spirituality as the word describing a spiritual life, we find that the spiritual life has been understood in many different ways in Church history.  Referring to I Corinthians 2, we can trace back to Paul’s description of a “spiritual being.”  For Paul, the spiritual being or spiritual life is accepting the things that come from the Spirit of God and living according to the instructions of the Lord Jesus Christ.  A spiritual person is not someone who turns away from material or worldly reality but rather someone in whom the Spirit of God dwells.  As such, the biblical understanding of the word spirituality or spiritual life suggests a lifestyle under the guidance of the Holy Spirit.  
During the early church period (the Patristic period, early to 5th century), “life in the Spirit” was viewed as the lifestyle which was applicable to all who had been baptized.  For early Christians, their daily lives were supposed to be spiritual, since they began their living with the incorporation into Christ in baptism.  Their lives were no longer worldly but belonged to the fellowship of the mystery of God in Christ, and their daily lives grew in virtue of spiritual life, as the Spirit of Christ led.

However, this holistic view of spiritual life didn’t last long.  Since the late period of the Patristic time, the meaning of spiritual life has been understood variously within different historical and theological contexts.  It is not a fixed doctrinal concept but is open to the changing situations of human life. The range of theological meaning encompassing spirituality can be summarized into three views: mystical, moral, and charismatic.        

1. The Mystical View.  This view can be traced back to the monastic movements of the East from the fourth to the sixth century.  Christian monks and nuns inhabited the deserts and wilderness regions of Egypt, Palestine, and Syria in order to gain an ascetic and mystical experience of God.  They practiced renunciation and detachment from worldly concerns, ruminating on certain biblical texts like Matthew 19:21, “If you would be perfect, sell what you possess and give it to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven” and Matthew 6:33-34, “Seek first God’s kingdom . . . . Do not worry about tomorrow.”  One story tells of a monk’s response to being robbed.  “One day abba (father) Macarius was returning to his cell after having been away and he encountered a man who was plundering his goods.  Without hesitation, he came up to the thief as if he were a stranger and he helped him to load the animal.  He saw him off in complete tranquility, saying ‘We have brought nothing into this world, and we cannot take anything out of the world (I Tim. 6:7).  The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord (Job 1:21).’”
  


It is notable that from the 12th century onwards, there was a gradual separation between the monastic life and the church.  Spiritual practices were limited to personal prayer and meditation of monks and nuns in monasteries.  In the 13th century, St. Thomas Aquinas established the classical scholastic divisions of theology.  He divided his book, Summa Theologia, into dogma and moral theology and dealt with the Christian moral life in the second part.  Inward spiritual and mystical experiences of the Holy Spirit were not considered in the mainline scholastic theology of the Medieval church.  As a result, by the end of the Middle Ages, the spiritual life had increasingly moved to a marginal position, separated from intellectual studies and social ethical praxis, and became an internalized, personal religious practice within the monasteries. 


Medieval nuns and monks who abandoned public life in a quest for holiness renounced the world’s sensory experiences and sought an inward experience of the Spirit, through the self-discipline of meditation and contemplation in reclusive monasteries.  Their lives represented Christian spirituality as a journey into the interior mysteries of the individual soul, a way of arriving at God.  They believed that through the practices of the Christian living by learning to fear God, humbling oneself, shedding tears for repentance, distributing alms, and participating in other works of charity, they could be drawn closer to God and be delightful in a loving friendship with God.  St. Bernard describes this spiritual life as “spiritual marriage with God.”
  The monastic lifestyle developed the traditional meditative reading of Scripture called lectio divina and the particular style of monastic liturgy.  Thomas Merton’s book Spiritual Direction and Meditation and What is Contemplation? is a good reference to the mystical practice of spirituality. 


2. The Moral View.  The moral view of spirituality is found in the history of the Protestant Church.  During and after the Reformation, spirituality was associated with Pietist and Holiness movements.  Such reformers as Martin Luther and Philip Melanchthon criticized the Medieval monastic life as “a strange departure from the path of discipleship set forth by Jesus in the New Testament” and questioned the monastic monks’ mystical interpretation of the Bible.
  For the reformers, the spiritual life should be no longer a privilege of monks and nuns but must be extended to the daily life of ordinary believers.  Luther’s doctrine of the priesthood of all believers and Calvin’s doctrine of sanctification brought Christian spirituality into the context of everyday Christian life.  According to Calvin, spiritual life was “the proper human response to the knowledge of God and God’s action on behalf of the elect.”  Calvin said, “. . . a spiritually mature Christian will know the price God himself [sic] paid for human sin and respond in loving imitation of Christ.”
  For Luther and Calvin, the saint was an ordinary believer sanctified by God, living and praying in the world in preparation for a perfect heavenly life.  


Later in Pietism and Puritanism, an intimate fellowship with Christ was emphasized as the core of the Christian spiritual life.  They exercised their spiritual life through meditation, prayer, and scripture reading in daily rounds personally as well as collectively.  In Pietism, “self-emptying philanthropy,” which includes both “denouncing greed, waste, and self-indulgence and serving the deprived, neglected, and suffering,” was highlighted as proof of a Christian spiritual life.
  A dualistic worldview, well described in American Puritan spirituality by an “exodus image” of wilderness life or a “pilgrimage of soul” in this world, stressed moral perfection as a means of daily preparation for the otherworldly life.
  This moral view of spirituality is still prominent in many contemporary Protestant churches, and most Protestant sermons are based on this moral view.        

3. The Charismatic View.  Pentecostal and charismatic movements occurred in twentieth-century North America have demonstrated the charismatic view of spirituality.  These movements understand Christian spirituality as a revitalization of life, by means of such extraordinary experiences of the Holy Spirit as speaking in tongues, prophecies, and testimonies, as well as expressive body language in the form of raised hands, clapping, kneeling, and dancing.  These physical manifestations are considered live evidence of the presence and power of the Holy Spirit and significant factors in revitalizing the spiritual life of the believers.  Those who are suffering in the world from economic poverty, physical or mental illness, failure in business, psychological depression or despair are convinced that they can overcome these predicaments by experiencing the charismatic power of the Spirit.  They are encouraged, in fact, to cope with their suffering and hardship in this world by experiencing the power of the Holy Spirit.  This charismatic understanding of Christian spirituality is consistent with the mystic view in the sense that the Christian spiritual life is an individual, inward experience of the Spirit, while the charismatic view emphasizes its unique modes of experiencing the presence and power of the Spirit.
These three different views of Christian spirituality show us that Christians have understood the Christian spiritual life in diverse ways and have practiced their spiritual lives in many different ways. What is your theological understanding of spirituality?  How have you lived/practiced your spiritual life?  Perhaps, your theological concept and practice of spirituality adds a fourth view to Christian spirituality.   

Jürgen Moltmann, The Spirit of Life

While the history of Christian spirituality shows us that Christian believers have understood spiritual life in at least three distinctive ways, contemporary theologians and religious leaders challenge their understandings of spirituality with renewed theological concepts and encourage them to practice their spiritual lives at a communal level as well as at a personal level  For example, Jürgen Moltman’s book, The Spirit of Life, which is a reading assignment for this week, challenges us to rethink theological directions of the concept and practice of Christian spirituality.  

In his book, Moltman discusses many theological issues in relation to Christian spirituality.  Among them, I want to highlight his three theological themes: the Holy Spirit in the Trinitarian Framework, spirituality as vitality, and spirituality as liberation.  


1. The Holy Spirit in the Trinitarian Framework.  Moltmann understands spirituality as life in the Spirit.  However, his understanding of life in the Spirit is different from such traditional concepts as mystical experience, Christian moral life, or the charismatic experience of the fire of the Spirit.  Rather, his understanding of spirituality is based on the eschatological nature and function of the Holy Spirit.  Moltmann first criticizes the Western Church for not viewing God as a Trinity, but rather subordinating the Holy Spirit to God the Father and Christ the Son.  According to Moltmann, the Holy Spirit has been understood as inferior to other substances of God as the Father and the Son because of the Western tradition of filioque.  Filioque refers to the addition of the phrase “and from the Son” to the statement “the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father.”  Since the Holy Spirit has been regarded not essentially as “consubstantial” with the Father and the Son but functionally as a subordinate to them, Western theology has created an imbalance in its understanding of the Trinitarian God.  This imbalance resulted in emphasizing only the Christological events in the New Testament as the center of Christian theology, without relating Christology to pneumatology.  This theological tendency has ignored the significance of experiencing the presence and work of God in the Spirit in our contemporary lives.  


Moltmann reminds us that the Spirit is not merely something God and Christ possess but also that God is the Spirit and has the Spirit at the same time.  That is, the Holy Spirit is not an assistant to God the Father or to Christ the Son but is related to them as a distinct person of the same divine substance.  Via the Spirit, God dwells in, with, and among us continuously, as our companion who shares our suffering and hardship.  It is important to note that Paul identified the risen Christ with the Spirit in I Cor. 15:45: “(risen) Christ become life-giving Spirit.”  How do we experience the risen Lord in our daily lives?  Through the experience of the life-giving Spirit.  In this way, Moltmann restores the place of the Holy Spirit to the Trinity and connects pneumatology to Christology.  


Moltmann also relates pneumatology and Christology to eschatology by emphasizing the presence and work of the Spirit as the proleptic (already, not yet) activity of God.  More precisely, the experience of the Spirit in the present is the “beginning and advanced pledge or foretaste of the coming kingdom of glory (Romans 8:23; II Cor. 1:22; 5:5; Eph. 1: 14)” (74).  It is the experience of the Spirit which makes Christians in every society restless and homeless and on the search for the kingdom of God (Heb. 13:14).  That is, those who experience the Spirit deeply in the hearts and in the fellowship with one another anticipate the completion of salvation, the redemption of the body and the new creation of all things, crying, “Maranath,” Come, Lord Jesus! (Rev. 22:20) (73).


Therefore, spirituality as the life in the Spirit does neither mean a present-centered mystical satisfaction nor psychological comfort in the present situation but a journey of life in the Spirit, striving for the fulfillment of the kingdom of God on earth. 


2. Spirituality as Vitality.  Moltmann describes this eschatological concept of spirituality with the word, “vitality.”  Vitality is the “love of life,” in spite of its sicknesses, handicaps, and infirmities.  Vitality opens the door to a “life against death” by praying, sighing, complaining, and crying out for God in the unjust reality of our personal and social conditions.  Therefore, true Christian spirituality begins with lament over our unjust reality—the individual and communal bondage to sin—and calls believers to strive for the restoration of love for life, the liberation of humanity (95, 97).   


3. Spirituality as Liberation for Life.  Personal faith is the beginning of a freedom that renews one’s entire life and overcomes the world.  “Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom” (II Cor. 3:17).  In order to lead people into true freedom, the liberating Spirit acts together with those who follow the footsteps of Jesus.  That is, true Christian spirituality is the way of discipleship of Jesus (121).


How does Moltmann’s theological perspective help you deepen your understanding of spirituality?  Does he challenge you to rethink about the presence and experience of the Holy Spirit?  How can Moltmann’s theology help the formation of your congregation’s spirituality through your preaching?  I am looking forward to reading your one-page note on these questions.      
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