
THE LANGUAGE OF SPIRITUAL
FORMATION AND

CONTEMPLATIVE SPIRITUALITY

                                   II Corinthians 3:1718
17 Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there
is freedom. 18 And we all, who with unveiled faces contemplate the
Lord’s glory, are being transformed into his image with ever
increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.

Transformed  metamorfew (metamorpheo)

                                          Romans 8:29
29 For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the
image of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers
and sisters.

Conformed  summorfow (summorpheo)

                                         Romans 12:12
12 Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to
offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is
your true and proper worship. 2 Do not conform to the pattern of this
world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you
will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing
and perfect will.

Same Greek word as II Corinthians 3:1718

                                         Galatians 4:19
19 My dear children, for whom I am again in the pains of childbirth
until Christ is formed in you,

Formed  morphow (morpheo)

 The NT language points toward a complete, ‘alloflife transformation’
of our total person by Christ into the likeness of Christ

THE BIBLICAL LANGUAGE OF SPIRITUAL FORMATION



THE LANGUAGE OF SPIRITUAL FORMATION
AND CONTEMPLATIVE SPIRITUALITY

The language of spiritual formation is not new language but was lost
around the time of the Modernist-Fundamentalist controversy (a religious
controversy in the 1920s and '30s that had profound implications on the
direction of American Christianity. It began within the Presbyterian Church
and Princeton Seminary around a conflict over issues of theology
(authority of Scripture) and ecclesiology (nature and role of the church).
Beneath those issues lay profound differences in the role of Christianity in
the culture and how that role was to be expressed).

The liberal spectrum of the church turned its attention/energy to social
issues and lost sight of the Scriptures, Christ, the gospel and spiritual
formation. The conservative spectrum turned its attention/energy to
correct theology as key to protecting the integrity of Christianity within
our culture. For conservatives, conversion and apologetics became the
primary areas of concern and focus. While conservatives didn’t lose sight
of the Scriptures, Christ or the gospel, the place of spiritual formation lost
its priority.

Decades later we experienced signs of some unintended consequences.
The gospel was functionally reduced to a ‘way of belief’, not a ‘way of life’
with little connection to life change. People were knowledgeable about
God and the Bible, but were not necessarily flourishing spiritually. We
weren’t seeing sustained spiritual fruit in people’s lives. The current
statistics surrounding American Christianity are sobering – unfaithfulness
in marriage, divorce, sexual promiscuity, pornography, materialism,
substance abuse, racism, to name the obvious – they reflect that
Christians often live and behave no differently than the people in the
culture around us.

The language of spiritual formation re-emerged out of a vision for spiritual
renewal – a desire to allow Christ to transform people so deeply and so
completely that we live differently in our everyday lives.
 

THE CONTEMPORARY EMPHASIS UPON SPIRITUAL
FORMATION



SPIRITUAL FORMATION, SCRIPTURE AND
DISCIPLESHIP

The primary way God speaks to us is through the special revelation of
Scripture. All of God’s sanctifying work and purposes (i.e., worship,
discipleship, ministry to other believers and mission) are revealed in His
Word. We understand that God also speaks to us through general
revelation, life experiences, dreams, visions, and also in a still, small voice.

THE LANGUAGE OF SPIRITUAL FORMATION
AND CONTEMPLATIVE SPIRITUALITY

We acknowledge that we are spiritual beings who need to attend to the
spiritual dimension of our lives. We define spiritual formation as that part
of discipleship that enhances our awareness and, ultimately, our
sanctification, becoming more like Jesus Christ by the power of the Holy
Spirit. To this end, we encourage the practice of active and passive
spiritual disciplines.

Discipleship is a Biblical practice. Discipleship is what we are commanded
to do---to make disciples. Spiritual formation is what God does IN us—God
shapes and forms us into the likeness of Jesus Christ.
Spiritual formation is not an optional pursuit for a small or elite special
interest group in the church. Spiritual formation is for everyone. Spiritual
formation is opening our lives to the presence and activity of God. In
reality, everyone is being spiritually formed all the time. The question is:
Who and what are forming us? Spiritual formation is not about whether we
sign up for a class or small group.

WHERE DOES ‘CONTEMPLATIVE SPIRITUALITY’ FIT
INTO SPIRITUAL FORMATION?

The evangelical tradition (our tradition) has historically promoted a very
‘active spirituality’. We’re called to do/accomplish things for God’s mission
and glory. Most of the modern para-church movement (Campus Crusade,
Navigators, Focus on the Family, etc.) as well as the modern mission
movement were born out of evangelical vision, zeal and passion. The
seeker movement of the last 25 years was birthed out of the same vision
and energy.



CONTEMPLATIVE SPIRITUALITY DEFINED

Contemplative spirituality is a lifestyle that emphasizes the importance
and value of giving more thoughtful attention to God (contemplation
means ‘thoughtful’). The primary means used are historically Christian
spiritual practices that foster knowing God more deeply, seeking God’s
presence and direction, and drawing upon God’s strength and energy for
our everyday lives and ministry.

In an interview done in 2005 as part of the release of Christ Plays in Ten
Thousand Places: A Conversation is Spiritual Theology Eugene Peterson (a
consistent voice for contemplative spirituality for the last 40 years)
described it well…

It involves a kind of learned passivity, so that our primary mode of
relationship is receiving and submitting, instead of giving and doing. We
don’t do this very well. We’re trained to be active, assertive, to get, to
apply, or to consume and to perform.
                  CT Article, March 2005 “Spirituality For All the Wrong Reasons” 

THE LANGUAGE OF SPIRITUAL FORMATION AND
CONTEMPLATIVE SPIRITUALITY

Contemplative spirituality doesn’t seek to replace evangelical theology,
vision, passion or activity but seeks to sustain it by equipping people to
experience an ever-deepening love for God and life with God.

How do we understand the practice of ‘contemplative spirituality’?

Because the language ‘contemplative spirituality’ is used by a very diverse
group of religious traditions it’s important that we be clear about our
understanding.

• Learning to pay attention to God’s presence in the ordinary/everyday
moments of our lives (i.e., practicing the presence of God).

• Surrendering control of our lives to God’s presence and purposes (i.e.,
“learned passivity”) with less focus on ‘managing life’ to make it work the
way we prefer and more focus on ‘trusting and resting’ in God’s direction
and provision.



• Intentionally arranging (ordering) our lives around a variety of spiritual
practices that help us pay attention to God: i.e., the reading of Scripture,
prayer, meditation (thinking deeply and thoughtfully about God and His
Word) and listening to God through thoughtful silence and solitude, to
name a few. However these spiritual practices must never define spiritual
maturity lest they become a new legalism. The goal is always love – love
for God and love for others – not love for spiritual disciplines.

• Paying attention to our internal worlds. We disciple our emotions as well
as our thoughts; disciple the unseen patterns that control us more than we
generally recognize. Just as there is an ‘outer you’ that is being formed
and shaped, so there is an ‘inner you’ that is being formed and shaped.

• Protecting a sustainable rhythm for life and ministry that enables us to
slow down, to pay attention to God’s movement within us and around us, to
see the sacred in all of life, and ultimately to live and serve from places of
peacefulness, love, and joy.

• Seeing our earthly lives as lifelong journeys of spiritual transformation
toward the likeness of Christ. Coming to Christ at conversion is the
beginning of a lifelong formation into Christ’s likeness.

THE LANGUAGE OF SPIRITUAL FORMATION AND
CONTEMPLATIVE SPIRITUALITY

• Experiencing the fullness and fruitfulness of our life with God. We are
being transformed by the Spirit as we interact with God’s Word, people and
our life experience.

• Living authentically in community with others who love Jesus and are
intentionally pursuing Him.

• Loving others out of an authentic and deepening love for God.

THE RESULT OF SPIRITUAL FORMATION

Although often understood as an individual experience, spiritual formation
promises a benefit that goes beyond the personal growth of the individual
Christian.  A person's walk with Christ is an individual pilgrimage that is to
be lived out within the church community and a broader society.  



As members of busy faith communities and a frenetic society, spiritual
formation helps Christians impact our world for Christ.  

As mentioned earlier, American society is known for both its busyness and
lack of spiritual depth.  More and more our culture demands that people
fill their lives with activity, resulting in the loss of meaningful reflection,
meditation on Scripture, contemplation of God’s presence, and prayer.

 This emphasis on activism (at the expense of a deep spiritual experience
of God) has led to a sobering reality: spiritual superficiality and self-
identifying Christians whose lives differ very little from non-Christians.

Despite a great deal of church activity, discipleship runs shallow.  Spiritual
formation, individually practiced and shared within community, is what our
culture needs today to balance evangelical activism.  Hopefully this will
result in Christian lives that embody a healthy distinctiveness in our
culture, and participate effectively with God’s mission to our non-believing
world.


