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The Blackwell Companion to Christian Spirituality offers a comprehensive introduction to
Christian spirituality, which has in recent years emerged as a distinct academic disci-
pline in universities, colleges, and theological schools throughout the English-speaking
world. The Companion is intended to be thoroughly interdisciplinary, broadly ecumenic-
al, and representative of the most significant recent developments in the field. Without
attempting to impose a single definition of Christian spirituality upon the contributors,
as editor I have invited them to reflect on “the lived experience of Christian faith and
discipleship.” The six parts of the volume deal with approaches to the study of
Christian spirituality, biblical foundations, historical developments, theological per-
spectives, interdisciplinary dialogue partners, and selected special topics in contem-
porary Christian spirituality. My hope is that The Blackwell Companion to Christian
Spirituality will be of use to scholars in the field and in other related disciplines, to
undergraduate and graduate students in theology and religious studies who desire a
more accessible entry point to Christianity than might be provided by books dealing
solely with doctrinal issues or institutional developments, and to Christians of all
denominations and traditions who desire to learn more about the practice of their faith.

Defining Christian Spirituality

“For all who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God . . . When we cry, ‘Abba!
Father!’ it is that very Spirit bearing witness with our spirit that we are children of God”
(Rom. 8: 14–16). Although the apostle Paul never uses the word “spirituality,” this
earnest confession of faith suggests that any Christian understanding of that term must
necessarily refer to the intimate loving relationship between God’s Holy Spirit and the
spirit (animating life force) of believers – a relationship that can be characterized both
as kinship and as communion. The Christian life is always “life in the Spirit” (cf. Gal. 5:
25), in all its variety and unpredictability. The Spirit of God is one, but it manifests itself
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in diverse ways. As members of the human race, we all share in a common human
spirit, but that spirit takes a distinct and particular form in each one of us. The phe-
nomenon that has come to be known as “Christian spirituality” is thus a complex
subject that can only be understood and appreciated when approached from a variety
of perspectives, and with careful attention to its particular manifestations in an infinite
range of historical and cultural contexts.

The word “spirituality” does not have a very long history in English, at least not in
its current sense. As a term referring to lived Christian experience, its recent popu-
larity in English seems to have been derived by way of translation from French Catholic
authors in the early years of the twentieth century (Principe 1993: 931; Sheldrake
1995: 42–4). Readers of this volume will find frequent discussions of matters of defi-
nition, the details of which may be best appreciated in the context of the individual
essays. Here it seems appropriate simply to indicate some issues about which the con-
tributors are in general agreement, and some on which they disagree (or at least offer
significantly different emphases).

Contemporary scholars of Christian spirituality, including the contributors to this
volume, have readily accepted Walter Principe’s demarcation of three different but
related levels of spirituality: (a) the “real or existential level,” (b) “the formulation of
teaching about the lived reality” as constructed by influential spiritual leaders, trad-
itions, or schools, and (c) “the study by scholars of the first and especially of the second
levels of spirituality” (2000: 47–8). Which of these three senses is operative in a par-
ticular discourse can usually be determined from the context, just as speakers of English
are accustomed to thinking of “history” as referring sometimes to past events, at other
times to a narrative account of those events, and at still other times to the academic
discipline that studies both past events and the accounts of them subsequently provided
by later writers. (But note that in the academic discipline of Christian spirituality, as in
that of history, postmodern theorists often question whether we ever have direct access
to the first “existential” level for anyone except ourselves; if not, then these disciplines
are in truth able to study only the discourses and artifacts that appear on the second
level, and any inferences they draw about the first level are necessarily provisional or
perhaps even illusory.)

All of the contributors to this volume seem also to hold that the study of spiritu-
ality appropriately involves a focus on “experience.” Although there is no final con-
sensus on what “experience” means or on how it can best be studied, these scholars do
agree that the experience studied in the field of Christian spirituality is not limited to
extraordinary moments of ecstasy or insight, or to explicitly devotional experiences
such as prayer and meditation. Certainly the experience to which the discipline of
Christian spirituality attends is not “spiritual” as opposed to “material” or “embodied”;
these scholars are very much aware that in Pauline terminology “spiritual” (pneu-
matikos) means “under the influence of the Holy Spirit” and is contrasted not with the
realm of the “body” (soma) but with that of the “flesh” (sarx) and its selfish desires. Thus
these scholars want to avoid all suggestions of dualism and to insist that spirituality
properly includes the whole of life: politics, economics, art, sexuality, and science, as
well as whatever is explicitly religious. A difficulty, of course, is that many (perhaps
most!) Christian “spiritual” writers and practitioners of previous eras have not shared
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this wholehearted aversion to dualism, so that these contemporary scholars must
frankly acknowledge that their own convictions and interests are often at odds with the
tendencies of the material they seek to study.

Finally, the contributors to this Companion agree that the study of Christian spiritu-
ality is inherently interdisciplinary. Although their own academic training came in a
wide range of academic disciplines (including biblical studies, history, theology, sociol-
ogy, psychology, physics, and biology), I believe that all of them would now identify
themselves, at least on a part-time basis, as scholars of Christian spirituality – not in
distinction from their original disciplinary identities, but as an enhancement or focus-
ing of those identities. For some of them, Christian spirituality has become their
primary academic discipline; others continue to see another discipline as the home base
from which they venture forth into Christian spirituality from time to time; still others
probably see themselves as having a foot in both camps, without feeling a particular
need to distinguish when they are operating within one or the other. But surely none
of them would claim that his or her approach to the subject is exhaustive or self-
sufficient. Indeed, I believe that readers of this volume will be able to discern that all of
these scholars, despite their disparate disciplinary locations, are engaged in a common
conversation about a topic (Christian spirituality) that holds fascination for them in its
expansive totality, not just in relation to their particular subfields of expertise.

Even with all these significant agreements, the contributors to this volume hold
various points of view in relation to some critical questions of definition that engage
all scholars in the field of Christian spirituality today. Perhaps foremost among these is
a question about which element in the term “Christian spirituality” ought to be taken
as primary. Some scholars, often but not always those who come from the disciplinary
perspectives of biblical studies, history, or theology, begin (not always explicitly) with
Christianity as a concrete historical phenomenon, and then go on to ask: “What is it
within Christianity that we can identify specifically as ‘spirituality,’ as distinct from
ethics or doctrine or institutional structures, or perhaps as a conjoining of those fea-
tures of the Christian phenomenon?” Here the academic discipline of Christian spiritu-
ality is in effect a specialization within the broader field of Christian studies, or within
a more narrowly defined field such as biblical studies, church history, or systematic the-
ology. Other scholars (often but not always those who approach their work from the
standpoint of the social or natural sciences, or who want to engage in conversation
with scholars in those disciplines) seek to begin with spirituality as a universal human
phenomenon (for example, “the capacity for self-transcendence”), and then go on to
ask how Christians specify and thematize this common human experience in ways that
are distinctive to their particular traditions.

Closely related to the question about which element (“Christian” or “spirituality”)
comes first is the often-heated debate about the relationship between spirituality and
theology. Is the study of Christian spirituality inherently and irreducibly theological,
simply because we cannot hope to understand any aspect of Christianity without 
reference to God and human discourse about God? Or is the academic discipline of
Christian spirituality better seen as a form of religious studies, to which theology makes
its distinctive contribution but only as one auxiliary discipline among many? There are,
of course, many variations and subtle shadings of both views, often dependent upon
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how the protagonists are defining “theology.” Is it equivalent to “doctrine,” in which
case spirituality scholars must take care to avoid letting intellectually or ecclesially pre-
conceived conceptions of what Christians “ought” to feel and believe distract them from
what those Christians actually experience in life? Or is “theology” rather to be under-
stood as “faith seeking understanding” or simply as “knowing God,” in which case it
might again become (as it has always been in the Christian East) a virtual synonym for
spirituality?

The debate around these and other such questions is conditioned by previous devel-
opments in the history of Western theology since the twelfth century, the time most
often identified as marking a “split” between theology and spirituality, or between the
reasoned expression of faith and its lived experience. The ascendancy of critical reason,
the devotion to scientific methods, and the Enlightenment ideal of “objective” scholar-
ship all come into play on both sides of the equation, along with the postmodern cri-
tiques of them that have emerged in the academy in recent years. Much of the current
debate finds expression in arguments about the proper institutional location of Christ-
ian spirituality as an academic discipline. If it is a subdiscipline of theology, or an inher-
ently theological enterprise, then perhaps it can only be carried out in the context of a
believing community such as that found in a denominational seminary or a church-
related college. (This view is more frequently encountered in the United States than in
Britain or Canada, where theology is more easily afforded a place in the curriculum of
secular universities.) But if Christian spirituality is really a descriptive discipline rather
than a normative one, then (perhaps somewhat paradoxically) it is probably best
pursued in an environment in which research and reflection are conducted apart from
any authoritative shared faith commitment.

Obviously related to the question of the proper environment for research in Christ-
ian spirituality are the issues of practice and participation. If scholars of Christian spir-
ituality seek to reflect on religious experience, is it appropriate for them at the same time
to foster and shape the experiences of other people by serving as their spiritual guides?
To what extent, and by what means, is it appropriate for those scholars to reflect upon
their own experience? Is Christian spirituality best understood as a “theoretical” disci-
pline like mathematics, or an “applied” discipline like engineering? Is growth in faith
and holiness the true and proper aim of study in this field, or merely a happy but
inessential byproduct? Can the study of Christian spirituality be undertaken by those
of other religious traditions, or none? If so, are they doing the same thing as Christian
scholars in the field, or is their study necessarily something different because they study
as outsiders rather than as insiders? Is it ever truly possible for an insider to a particu-
lar spiritual tradition to adopt the posture of an outsider, and vice versa? If possible, is
it desirable? Only a few of the essays here tackle these questions directly, but all of them
provide at least implicit answers indicated by the author’s choice of tone, style, and per-
spective. The reader who wants to identify each contributor’s distinctive approach
should pay close attention to the use of the first person (both singular and plural). Con-
temporary scholarship in the field of Christian spirituality moves along a spectrum 
from confessional autobiography to the presentation of an apparently “authorless”
text. None of the essays in this volume goes to the extreme in either direction, but the
contributions do represent a considerable range of points in between.
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A final question that fascinates (and often puzzles) scholars of Christian spirituality
has to do with the relationship between spirituality and religion. There are those who
would argue that the two terms are synonymous, or at least that the distinctions com-
monly made between them inevitably end up reducing “spirituality” to something that
is ahistorical, individualistic, disembodied, and utterly privatized – in short, not at all
the sort of thing that interests scholars like the contributors to this volume, and hardly
deserving of the name “Christian.” Others might want to argue that spirituality is the
individual’s appropriation of a received religious tradition. (But how then can we speak
meaningfully of the spirituality of the Baptists or the Armenian Orthodox, as though
such groups had a distinctive corporate spirituality, and not merely a common reli-
gion?) Some suggest that spirituality is the universal human experience of transcen-
dence that becomes particularized, and inevitably reified, in the forms and structures
of any specific religion – thereby transferring to spirituality Schleiermacher’s famous
definition of religion as “the feeling of absolute dependence.” For several of the authors
whose work appears here, the contemporary tendency to set “spirituality” in opposi-
tion to “religion” (as in the phrase “spiritual but not religious”) is a phenomenon
deserving scholarly attention in itself, regardless of whether or not this oppositional
definition is “correct.” In other words, we need to listen carefully to what people are
trying to say when they contrast the two terms with one another. We may not learn
much about “spirituality” or “religion” as abstract concepts, but we will learn a great
deal about the experience of the people who use the words in this way.

As previously stated, the working definition that I offered the contributors to this
Companion was of Christian spirituality as “the lived experience of Christian faith and
discipleship.” None of the authors appears to have rejected this definition outright or
found it especially problematic, although several say that it needs to be given further
specificity or put in relation to the spirituality of people outside the bounds of Chris-
tianity. It is worth noting that the words “faith” and “discipleship” are unambiguously
Christian terms, full of scriptural and theological resonance. It is hard to think of any
serious Christian author across the centuries who did not use those words or their cog-
nates with some regularity, or any Christian group that has not invoked them in both
teaching and worship. So this working definition is clearly more emic to Christianity
(that is, expressed in terms intrinsic to its self-understanding) than etic (expressed in
terms derived from outside the phenomenon under analysis). Like any definition of a
scholarly subject, this one has its advantages as well as its limitations. Ultimately, the
value of any such definition must be judged by its heuristic quality: does it stimulate
research, foster insight, and raise interesting questions to be debated and explored? By
that important measure, and on the evidence of the essays in this volume, my working
definition of Christian spirituality seems to have done its job.

An Introduction to the Essays

The structure of this Companion to Christian Spirituality is neither haphazard nor ori-
ginal to me. As my colleagues at the Graduate Theological Union in Berkeley will
quickly recognize, the six component parts of the volume correspond closely to the 
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protocol of our doctoral program in Christian spirituality, and to the syllabus of the
introductory area seminar in which I have been privileged to participate on several
occasions. (A prime motivation for editing this volume was the knowledge that now we
will at last have a suitable textbook for this graduate-level course.) Thus we move from
questions of definition and method to the foundations of Christian spirituality in Scrip-
ture and history, and then to engagement with theological perspectives; thus far, we are
dealing with materials and questions that must be considered and (at least at a general
level) mastered by all scholars in the field, regardless of the nature of their research
projects. Then we come to consider a selection of interdisciplinary dialogue partners,
any one or more of which a scholar might want to engage in relation to a particular
research topic; and, finally, to some examples of topics in contemporary Christian spir-
ituality that seem to be of special interest to many of those working in the field today.
I gratefully acknowledge the help and inspiration provided over the years by students
and faculty at the Graduate Theological Union, who have served as my mentors and
guides in this exciting and ever-changing discipline.

Part I (What is Christian Spirituality?) contains a single essay by Sandra M. Schnei-
ders, who has been perhaps the most articulate and prolific English-speaking scholar
writing on the definitions and methodologies appropriate to this relatively new aca-
demic discipline. Here she explicates and refines her well-known definition of spirituality
as “the experience of conscious involvement in the project of life-integration through
self-transcendence toward the horizon of ultimate value one perceives” before going on
to describe three approaches (historical, theological, and anthropological) to the study
of Christian spirituality, with generous appreciation of the promise of each approach
and insightful cautions about each approach’s potential pitfalls. Finally, Schneiders
offers her own nuanced perspective on the controversial issues of practice and partici-
pation in the study of Christian spirituality.

Both of the essays in Part II (Scripture and Christian Spirituality) combine historical
research with issues of contemporary application, but the first essay deals primarily
with the spiritualities that the Bible has helped produce, while the second essay con-
centrates more on the ancient spiritualities that produced the Bible. To a certain extent,
these differing approaches reflect the most obvious difference between the Old Testa-
ment and the New (namely, that the latter was written by Christians but the former by
Jews); however, they also represent two different approaches to “biblical spirituality.”
In the first essay, Barbara Green traces the history of Christian exegesis of the Book of
Jonah in order to show how the Old Testament has been both formative and transfor-
mative for Christians; in conclusion, she identifies five perennial issues in the Christian
appropriation of Old Testament texts. The second essay, by Bonnie Thurston, reminds
us that the New Testament reflects a plurality of spiritualities, each of which arose from
the religious experience of disciples in community, and all of which need to be studied
in recognition that the first-century world was not the same as ours, even though 
Christians then and now claim experience of the same risen Christ.

The six essays in Part III (Christian Spirituality in History) provide an overview of
some of the most significant themes, movements, and developments. Without attempt-
ing to be encyclopedic or exhaustive, each essay introduces the reader to selected
persons, institutions, practices, and events that serve as illustrative cases. The approach
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here differs somewhat from many previous treatments of the history of Christian spir-
ituality in that the authors have tried to present more synthetic accounts that avoid
treating various “schools” of spirituality in isolation from one another. As a result, the
reader may hope to gain some sense of the unity of Christianity, as well as its unques-
tionable diversity. In the first historical essay, Columba Stewart characterizes 
Christianity during the Roman empire (100–600) as searching for unity and forming
a spiritual culture through practices of liturgy, devotion, and public witness (most
notably, martyrdom, asceticism, and monasticism). John A. McGuckin carries the story
in the Eastern church forward to 1700 by concentrating on some of the most remark-
able Byzantine and Syrian writers in a variety of genres, including hymnody, doctrinal
treatises, spiritual guidance, hagiography, and polemic. In the medieval West to the eve
of the Reformation, Ulrike Wiethaus sees the emergence of a multicultural synthesis
that has bequeathed legacies both positive (expanded roles for women, mystical litera-
ture, ideals of radical poverty, heroic acceptance of suffering) and negative (religious
intolerance, fear of diversity, and an over-reliance on texts). Jill Raitt analyses European
reformations of all sorts (Protestant, Catholic, Anglican, Anabaptist, Quaker) in the
tumultuous period 1450–1700 as diverse ways in which spiritual practice left the 
cloister in order to reach out to lay people in their shops and homes. Co-authors Diana
Butler Bass and Joseph Stewart-Sicking picture Christian spirituality in modern North
America and Europe since 1700 as a changing mosaic of spiritual options exercised by
creative individuals both within and beyond the churches in the aftermath of the
Enlightenment and the breakdown of institutional authority. Especially welcome in this
volume because it covers ground that will be unfamiliar to many readers is the essay
by Richard Fox Young, who employs literature along with more conventional sources
to examine spirituality in Africa, Asia, Latin America, and Oceania from the perspec-
tive of a new historiography that shifts the emphasis from Western transmission of the
gospel to non-Western appropriation, and from the missionaries to the converts.

In Part IV (Theology and Christian Spirituality), we turn to theology’s constructive
engagement with lived Christian experience. Mark A. McIntosh draws on theologians
as diverse as Maximus the Confessor, Aquinas, Traherne, and John of the Cross to root
Christian spirituality in the divine generosity of self-giving at the heart of the Trinity.
Suggesting that Christology’s role in spirituality is analogous to the role of theological
reason in the life of faith, William Thompson-Uberuaga argues that both fideist and
rationalist Christologies lead to diminished spiritualities, while combinative forms offer
better prospects in the face of both globalization and postmodern thought. Taking up
the question of the Holy Spirit (often strangely neglected in talk of spirituality), Robert
Davis Hughes III explores the Spirit’s trinitarian mission as the source of a threefold
pattern of conversion, transfiguration, and perfection in the spiritual life. Challenging
Sandra Schneiders’s view of the discipline of theology as being too restrictive, Philip
Endean advocates a mystagogical theology that at its best and most imaginative is very
close to what is today called “spirituality”; he then goes on to identify three contribu-
tions that the study of the doctrinal tradition regarding the human person (which is by
no means the whole of what he means by “theology”) can make to spirituality: artic-
ulation of context, concern with truth, and extension of sympathy. In his essay on the
church as context for spirituality, David Lonsdale describes the church as a school of
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the affections and desires that forms disciples in discernment primarily through liturgy,
which is its proper and distinctive activity. Liturgy naturally figures also in an essay on
sacramentality by Ann Loades, but she points us not in the first instance to services of
worship in churches but to the worldly sacraments of nature, creativity, procreation
and parenting, work, music and dance, stillness and silence, and finally to Christ incar-
nate in our midst. Part IV concludes with William C. Spohn’s rendering (based in virtue
ethics) of spiritual practices such as fidelity in marriage, hymn singing, and liturgical
prayer as the primary means by which the affections of Christian believers are shaped
for moral character and action.

The essays in Part V (Interdisciplinary Dialogue Partners for the Study of Christian Spir-
ituality) explore both the promises and the challenges for Christian spirituality in enter-
ing into dialogue with various academic disciplines, all of which have already been in
prior conversation with other forms of theological and religious studies. In the first
essay, John A. Coleman surveys recent sociological literature dealing with the vast array
of spiritualities and religious movements in the United States at the turn of the twenty-
first century, noting that while the categories “spiritual” and “religious” are often
defined in opposition to one another, many people identify themselves as both (good
news for churches that emphasize spiritual growth). Next, Janet K. Ruffing provides 
an overview of some major schools of psychology (psychoanalytic, cognitive, analytic,
transpersonal) that are particularly relevant to spirituality studies, even though, as
Ruffing cautions, their understanding of spirituality is often independent of religious
communities, privatized, and inattentive to societal issues of justice and compassion
that are critical in Christian spirituality. The possibilities for dialogue with the natural
sciences (especially physics and biology) are explored by Robert John Russell, who
directs our attention to the spiritual implications of scientific discussions about things
as old as the Big Bang and as new as artificial intelligence, as small as a DNA molecule
and as vast as the stars. Alejandro García-Rivera traces the historical development of
aesthetics from Plato and Aristotle through the early church and the Middle Ages to
Kant, Hegel, and von Balthasar, suggesting that the human ability to appreciate and
create beauty is an intrinsic aspect of our experience of the divine. Amy Hollywood’s
essay shows that feminist readings of medieval spirituality, as carried out by Caroline
Walker Bynum and other recent scholars, have revealed previously hidden aspects of
that historical period, while raising complex methodological and theoretical issues that
are pertinent to the study of Christian spirituality in any context. Susan J. White’s essay
on the dialogue with ritual studies incorporates concepts and investigative tools from
anthropology, ethnography, and performance studies that will be useful to many spir-
ituality scholars, especially in light of the current interest in religious practices, and
liturgical practices in particular (as noted above with reference to several of the theo-
logical essays in Part IV). And if Christian spirituality is a form of religious experience,
then we can hardly talk about it without some consideration of the other great world
religions. In the final essay of Part V, Michael Barnes presents what he calls a “the-
ology of dialogue” that seeks to go beyond the “history of religions” or “religious
studies” models of understanding the religious “other.”

If space had permitted, the final part, Part VI (Special Topics in Contemporary Christ-
ian Spirituality), could have been expanded to include many more topics. But the seven
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topics chosen represent some of those that have garnered the most scholarly attention
in recent years, and promise to do so for some time to come. David Hay’s essay on reli-
gious or spiritual experience provides both philosophical reflection and empirical data
concerning this fundamental aspect of Christian spirituality, which has often been
challenged as illusion or neurosis but continues to stimulate research by biologists, psy-
chologists, sociologists, and many others. Defining mysticism as “[t]he experience of
oneness or intimacy with some absolute divine reality,” David B. Perrin investigates the
relationship of mysticism to “ordinary” religious experience, to language and text, to
body and soul, and to the prophetic and charismatic dimensions of Christian faith. In
an essay that can fruitfully be read in conjunction with the historical essays in Part III
– indeed, in relation to all efforts at finding meaning in the “classical texts” (written
and otherwise) of Christian spirituality – Philip F. Sheldrake considers the task of inter-
pretation: how can communities of Christian readers find wisdom in what they read?
A fine example of just this sort of interpretation is provided by Douglas Burton-Christie
in an essay reflecting on contemporary writing on the spiritual significance of nature,
and especially the experience of loss on both personal and cosmic scales, in what has
been described as an “age of extinction.” Returning to the notion of “practice” and its
role in the study of Christian spirituality, Elizabeth Liebert appeals to parallels with the
field of pastoral theology and insights from educational theory to advocate practice in
the classroom as an aid to scholarship, as well as a means of spiritual growth. Michael
Battle asks what a Christian spirituality of liberation might look like if based on rela-
tionality and inclusion instead of identity politics, with Desmond Tutu as a contem-
porary example of a theologian and activist who represents both confirmation and
critique of the perspectives of liberation theology. Finally, Kwok Pui-Lan brings the
volume to a close with an essay in which she engages the increasingly pressing issues
of interfaith worship and multiple religious identity, at the same time reminding us 
that interfaith encounter (with its attendant charges of “syncreticism”) is as old as
Christianity itself.

The Present, Past, and Future of a Discipline

This Companion can with justification claim to represent the current “state of the art”
in the academic discipline of Christian spirituality. It should be noted that a number 
of important topics that do not appear in the table of contents are nevertheless 
dealt with in some of the essays collected here. For example, there are substantial
treatments of “culture” as a category for Christian spirituality in the essays of Young, 
White, and Sheldrake. Readers who regret the omission of literary studies from the list
of interdisciplinary dialogue partners are invited to look at the essays of Young, Holly-
wood, and Burton-Christie to find excellent examples of fruitful engagement with 
literature and literary theory. And the complex and contested relationship between spir-
ituality and religion is explored from various angles by Bass and Stewart-Sicking,
Coleman, Hay, Burton-Christie, and Kwok, while gender issues are treated not only in
Hollywood’s essay on feminist studies, but also in the essays of Wiethaus, Loades, and
Kwok.
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Although this volume focuses on the present state of the discipline, there is ample
material here for readers who wish to get a sense of its past. Schneiders and Endean,
as well as Hughes, Perrin, and Sheldrake, discuss aspects of earlier scholarly
approaches to the subject, and the bibliographies they provide will guide readers toward
other helpful sources. But perhaps the most effective testimony to the progress that has
been made in the development of Christian spirituality as an academic discipline is
simply the cohesiveness (which is not to say uniformity or unanimity) of the essays in
this Companion. Notice how often contributors coming from very different perspectives
and writing on quite disparate topics cite many of the same sources, including one
another. Judith Klein has written: “The term discipline signifies the tools, methods, pro-
cedures, exempla, concepts, and theories that account coherently for a set of objects or
subjects. Over time they are shaped and reshaped by external contingencies and inter-
nal intellectual demands. In this manner a discipline comes to organize and concen-
trate experience into a particular ‘world view’ ” (1990: 104). If this is the case, then
there is abundant evidence here that Christian spirituality is no longer merely “emerg-
ing” as a discipline, but has clearly arrived.

Klein’s primary interest, however, is not in the establishment of disciplines but in the
creative interstitial work of interdisciplinarity that goes on between and among disci-
plines. Thus she makes us aware that any discipline inevitably loses sight of whatever
it chooses not to notice, and is unable to study whatever does not respond to its tools
and methods. Scholars of Christian spirituality hope to minimize such disciplinary
losses when they claim that theirs is an inherently interdisciplinary field. Will this
“interdiscipline” or “field-encompassing field” be able to maintain its characteristic
energy, its expansive vision, and its eclectic yet ordered approach to research? I believe
that it will – that we as spirituality scholars and practitioners will do so – as long as we
keep our focus on the lived experience of Christian faith and discipleship.

Much of the appeal of Christian spirituality as an academic discipline lies in what 
is often referred to as its peculiarly “self-implicating” character. Many students of spir-
ituality have a profound stake in their studies because they are themselves pursuing 
the same “life in the Spirit” as the historical and contemporary Christians whose ex-
perience they seek to understand. For others, the study of Christian spirituality is perhaps
not the study of a faith they call their own, but it is nonetheless self-implicating for
them in the way that every great human intellectual endeavor invites – even compels
– us to engage questions of authenticity and meaning, of purpose and commitment.
But all of this does not mean that the study of Christian spirituality is necessarily
“serious” (in the sense of being somber or grave). Readers of this book can expect to
discover afresh the truth of Simone Weil’s insight that in academic study it is desire,
not willpower, that produces the best and most enduring work:

The intelligence can only be led by desire. For there to be desire, there must be pleasure
and joy in the work. The intelligence only grows and bears fruit in joy . . . It is the part
played by joy in our studies that makes of them a preparation for spiritual life, for desire
directed toward God is the only power capable of raising the soul. Or rather, it is God alone
who comes down and possesses the soul, but desire alone draws God down. (1951:
110–11)
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A good deal of pleasure, joy, and desire has gone into the contributors’ writing of these
essays and my editing of them. We hope that our readers will find their own desire 
for truth, beauty, goodness, and love kindled by what they read in this Companion to
Christian Spirituality.
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