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    What is Reformed Spirituality?  
                                   

by Hughes Oliphant Old
 
The Reformation was a reform of spirituality as much as 
it was a reform of theology. For millions of Christians at 
the end of the Middle Ages the old spirituality had broken 
down. For centuries spirituality had been cloistered 
behind monastery walls. To be serious about living the 
Christian life had meant to separate oneself from the 
world and enter a religious community. It was there, in 
the convent or monastery that medieval spirituality 
flourished. It was at its very heart a celibate, ascetic, and 
penitential devotion. With the Reformation the whole 
focus of the Christian life changed. Rather than 
separating themselves from human society, Christians 
began to think of devotion in terms of living our everyday 
life according to God’s will (Rom 12.1–2). For 
Protestants spirituality became a matter of how one lived 
the Christian life with the family, out in the fields, in the 
workshop, in the kitchen, or at one’s trade. Let us look at 
several characteristics of this Reformed spirituality. 
 
A number of years ago an attempt was made to collect 
the classics of Western spirituality. Some of us were 
surprised that only a token of Protestant works was 
included. And a number of these were sort of offbeat. The 
piety of neither the Quakers nor the Shakers can be 
regarded as typically Protestant, however highly we may 
regard these groups otherwise. Jakob Boehm, William 
Law, and Emmanuel Swedenborg are more properly 
regarded as theosophists, even if they may have belonged 
to Protestant churches. The classics of an obviously 
Reformed spirituality such as the metrical psalms of Clé-
ment Marot and Theodore Beza, so filled with adoration 
and ardor; both John Calvin’s and Samuel Rutherford’s 
letters of spiritual counsel; Jonathan Edwards’ A Faithful 

 
Narrative; the Bible commentary of Matthew Henry, so 
full of devotional insight; the hymns of Horatius Bonar, 
so rich in their sense of God’s holiness; the missionary 
journal of David Brainerd, who gave his life preaching to 
the Indians in the backwoods of Colonial New Jersey; 
Thomas Shepard’s sermons on the wise and foolish 
virgins, preached in the early days of the Massachusetts 
Bay Colony; and even Richard Baxter’s The Saints’ 
Everlasting Rest were all overlooked. 
 
This led many to ask if there is any such thing as a 
Reformed spirituality. I have been asked this question a 
number of times. But I have to insist that the question 
would hardly arise if we became a bit clearer about our 
terminology. Calvinists have usually preferred the term 
“piety” to the term “spirituality.” Reformed theologians 
have usually spoken of the doctrine of the Christian life 
when they have wanted to speak about what Roman 
Catholics call “spirituality.” None of us would ever think 
of questioning whether there is any such thing as a 
Reformed piety, or a Calvinist doctrine of the Christian 
life. I have no objection to using the term ‘spirituality,’ 
especially in the ecumenical discussion, so long as we 
realize that in Protestant circles other terms are more 
frequently used. 
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There is something else which somewhat beclouds the 
question of a Reformed spirituality. The older genera-
tion labored under the impression that once Calvin put 
down his pen, nothing produced by his successors was 
worth much attention. Only recently have we begun to 
realize that seventeenth century Protestantism produced 
some masterpieces as well. In fact, it was in its second 
and third centuries, as Protestantism was becoming more 
and more mature, that it produced its best works on the 
Christian life, on prayer, and on worship. In the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries it became more and 
more clear that there was a Protestant culture, that it was 
a very devout culture and that it had its own way of 
expressing its faith, that is, it had its own spirituality, or, 
if you prefer, its own piety. Let us look at some of its 
central characteristics.  
 
The Word 
The first thing I would like to suggest is that a Reformed 
spirituality is a spirituality of the Word. A spirituality of 
the Word is nothing new to Christianity. Already in the 
Gospel of John we find a highly developed spirituality of 
the Word. The opening verses of the Gospel of John (Jn 
1:1–18) set the theme of this spirituality and through the 
whole rest of the Gospel it is developed. Jesus is 
presented as the Word, the revelation of the Wisdom of 
God. The Christian life is a matter of hearing this Word 
and receiving it by faith. The Gospel of John is picking 
up on a very important theme of biblical literature, the 
Wisdom theme. This Wisdom theme is particularly 
strong in Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, the Song of Solomon, 
and many of the psalms. The Wisdom writers of Israel, 
quite different from the priestly writers or the prophets, 
developed a particular kind of piety. It was the piety of 
those whose lives centered around the Bible, who were 
charged with the care of the sacred book and the teaching 
of its precepts. It was a scholar’s piety which gave great 
attention to studying the Bible, copying its manuscripts, 
preserving the history of its interpretation, and finally to 
the preparation and delivery of sermons. The Old 
Testament Wisdom School fostered a preaching piety. 
The foundation of its educational system was the 
memorization of the text of Scripture. The rabbis of 
Jesus’ day kept alive this bookish kind of piety, as did the 
earliest Christian Church. It was this sort of thing which 
Luke undoubtedly had in mind when he tells us that the 
Apostles devoted themselves to prayer and to the 
ministry of the Word (Acts 6:4). The study of the Word 
of God was at the center of the apostolic ministry. 
Christianity was from the beginning a religion of the 
Book and its piety was a piety of the Book.1  
 
During the first five centuries of Christian history the 
Wisdom piety was very prominent. It strongly influenced 
Christians like Origen, the second century biblical 
scholar, as well as Jerome, the most literate of ancient 
Christians. One might also mention Augustine, the North 

African preacher, who left us a whole library of biblical 
interpretation. At the end of the fourth century, John 
Chrysostom, the preeminent preacher of Antioch and 
Patriarch of Constantinople, was another example of a 
man whose spirituality was profoundly a spirituality of 
the Word. 
 
At the time of the Reformation this spirituality of the 
Word gave a prominent place to the public preaching of 
the Word as well as to personal study and meditation on 
the Word. Early in the Reformation many preachers such 
as Zwingli, Bucer, Calvin, and Knox rejected the lectio-
nary and began to preach through books of the Bible one 
at a time. This was called preaching the lectio continua. 
It was a systematic approach to the interpretation of 
Scripture in worship. It aimed at explaining the text of 
Scripture as the authoritative Word of God rather than 
giving the preacher’s view of a variety of religious 
subjects. Every serious Christian was expected to study 
the Scriptures systematically at home. It was a common 
thing for individual Christians to read through the whole 
Bible once a year. A good deal of time was given to this, 
especially on the Lord’s Day. At family prayers the 
favorite books––the Gospels, Acts, Genesis, Exodus, I 
and II Samuel––were read through again and again. 
 
A spirituality of the Word entails a number of devotional 
practices. My grandmother, a very proper Presbyterian 
lady who did her finishing school at Moravian Female 
Seminary well over a hundred years ago, could recite by 
heart the Sermon on the Mount, several chapters from the  
Gospel of John, some forty different psalms, and much 
more. Her father, although he was not a minister, had a 
large library of published sermons of prominent preach-
ers. Again and again he read the pulpit masterpieces of 
Thomas Manton, one of the fathers of the Westminster 
Assembly, Alexander Maclaren, the Scottish Baptist, and 
Samuel Davies, the Virginia Presbyterian who later 
became president of Princeton. At the dinner table on 
Sundays the discussion of the sermon was an art. Sunday 
dinner was always a leisurely meal served in a number of 
courses to encourage the savoring of the sermon. 
Discussing sermons, reading sermons, and memorizing 
Scripture were the duties of piety. As my grandmother 
reported it, that was the Presbyterian piety in which she 
was raised. It was clearly a piety of the Book. 
 
The Psalter 
The second thing I would like to suggest is that a 
Reformed spirituality is a spirituality of the Psalter. The 
piety of which we are heirs was nourished by praying the 
psalms, singing and meditating on them, not only at 
Church but at family prayers every day of the week. The 
whole point of singing the psalms of course is that the 
psalms are the fundamental prayers of the Church. We 
know that Jesus constantly prayed the psalter as every 
good Jew in his day did. The Church continued the 
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practice in ancient times, rejoicing in the way the psalms 
had been fulfilled in Christ. The earliest Christians 
understood the psalms as the prayers of the Holy Spirit 
and therefore the psalms were honored as a primary 
component of the prayer of the Church (Acts 4:23–31). 
John Calvin wrote in the preface of the Genevan Psalter 
of 1542 that the psalms are of value for Christian prayer 
because being the prayers of the Spirit they teach us to 
pray as we ought even when we are not sure how we 
ought to pray (Rom 8:26). It was not that he thought there 
was something wrong with singing other hymns. It was 
just that if one had the Psalms one could hardly find 
anything else to compare with them. One of Calvin’s 
greatest contributions to the reform of worship in the 
sixteenth century was his commentary on the Psalms. 
The Genevan Reformer had a very profound sense of the 
psalms as Christian prayer. Isaac Watts, the English 
Congregationalist, wrote many hymns based on the 
psalms which are still popular today. Charles Wesley 
produced a particularly fine collection of metrical 
psalms. Today, a number of Christian poets are producing 
very singable psalm versions. There is no question about 
it––any kind of Protestant spirituality is going to be a 
singing spirituality. For Reformed Protestantism a good 
part of that singing is going to be psalm singing. 
 
The Lord’s Day 
The spirituality of the Lord’s Day is another cardinal 
feature of Reformed piety. While the beauty of the 
Christian understanding of the Lord’s Day has often been 
obscured by a sort of Sabbatarian legalism, there is 
something very profound about the biblical sign of the 
eighth day, the first day of the New Creation (Jn 20: 1, 
19, 26). It was Jesus himself who reinterpreted the old 
Sabbath and established the Lord’s Day by meeting with 
his disciples for worship on the first day of the week (Jn 
20:19, 26). A few years ago, I discovered a work of John 
Willison, minister of Dundee, Scotland, with the title, 
Treatise concerning the Sanctification of the Lord’s Day.  
From this work I began to sense the spiritual vitality of 
the observance of the Lord’s Day as our spiritual 
ancestors understood it. Willison was obviously much 
more concerned with what one should do on the Lord’s 
Day than what one should not do. It was a day blessed 
with a benediction of peace and rest and quiet. It was a 
day devoted to prayer and works of charity. 
 
More recently the High Church Movement has tried to 
convince us that we should replace our emphasis on the 
Lord’s Day with a spirituality of the liturgical calendar. 
Actually, the observance of Lent and Advent which has 
become so much in vogue in our day is quite antithetical 
to Reformed piety. The whole working out of the 
liturgical calendar is based on asceticism. It puts the 
emphasis on seasons of fasting rather than the weekly 
observance of the Resurrection of Christ. Lent and 
Advent become the “religious” seasons of the year while 

the observance of the fifty days of Easter and the twelve 
days of Christmas become anticlimactic. A true 
Reformed piety could never drape any Lord’s Day with 
penitential purple! 
 
Lent and Advent were rejected because the Reformers 
regarded the devotional exercises of these seasons as 
thoroughly Pelagian. These disciplines implied that 
asceticism was the way to godliness, as though by giving 
up things one could attain holiness. In their penitential 
disciplines Lent and Advent enshrined the old concept of 
penance which the Reformers were eager to leave behind 
them. They figured the Apostle Paul nailed that sort of 
spirituality when he warned against those who kept 
insisting, “Do not handle. Do not taste. Do not touch” 
(Col 2:21), and “Who forbid marriage and enjoin 
abstinence from foods” (I Tim 4:1–5). 
 
The asceticism so popular in the Hellenistic world was 
based on Neoplatonism, not the teaching of Jesus. Unlike 
John the Baptist, Jesus was not an ascetic (Matt 11:18–
19). Asceticism made a strong connection between 
dietary laws and the calendar, but the Reformed churches 
have usually felt about this pretty must as the Apostle 
Paul, “These have indeed an appearance of wisdom in 
promoting rigor of devotion and self-abasement and 
severity to the body, but they are of no value in checking 
the indulgence of the flesh” (Col 2:23). 
 
Rigorism has always been a temptation to the devout, no 
matter what their denominational allegiance. The 
rigorism sometimes associated with Lenten fasting is 
well known. In our own Church rigorism in regard to 
Sabbath observance has often deformed one of the best 
reforms of the sixteenth century. The trick now is to free 
that insight from the rigorism with which it has so often 
been afflicted. 
 
Quite to the contrary to the ascetic orientation of the 
liturgical calendar, the Reformed tradition puts the 
emphasis on the observance of the Lord’s Day. It sees the 
service as a foretaste of the worship of heaven (Heb 4:9 
and Rev 1:10). The fact that our worship is on the first 
day of the week, the day of Resurrection, puts our 
worship in a unique light. It casts it in a joyful, festive 
mood. There is another very important point to be noticed 
here. The Reformed manuals of devotion always tell us 
of the humanitarian dimension of the Lord’s Day 
observance. They speak of how Jesus took the initiative 
of healing on the Sabbath. It was a day of releasing 
people from their burdens (Lk 13:16). It was a day for 
relieving the poor (I Cor 16:2). This brings us to another 
essential characteristic of our devotional life. 
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Works of Mercy 
A Reformed spirituality puts a strong emphasis on works 
of mercy. One of the unique features of the Reformed 
doctrine of the ministry is its interpretation of the office 
of deacon. Rather than understanding the office as the 
first step on the hierarchical ladder as it had been 
understood by Medieval Catholicism, the Reformed 
Church understands the ministry of the deacons as a 
ministry of mercy (Acts 6:1–6). Particularly in modern 
Presbyterian churches, it is the responsibility of the 
deacons to lead the Church in its care of the poor, in the 
care of widows and orphans, and in its ministry to the 
sick and the afflicted. During the seventeenth century in 
the Netherlands devout Christians gave a great deal of 
time and money to the establishment of hospices. These 
privately endowed foundations took the responsibility of 
providing for the care of orphans, widows, the disabled, 
and others who were in need. Every Dutch town had a 
full complement of these foundations of Christian 
charity. It was the German Reformed pastor Theodor 
Fliedner who in the last century organized deaconesses 
into religious communities to carry on the works of 
mercy which have traditionally been so fundamental to 
the Christian life. In nineteenth century America it was 
the same concern which led to the building of what has 
often been called the benevolent empire. 
 
The Lord’s Supper 
A Reformed spirituality finds in the celebration of the 
Lord’s Supper a sign and seal of the covenant of grace. 
Participation in the sacred meal seals the covenantal 
union between us and our God. It restores and strength-
ens that covenantal relationship. Not only does the 
sacrament bring us into communion with God, it brings 
us into the Christian community. The covenantal 
dimension of Reformed sacramental piety is one of its 
most prominent characteristics.2 A covenantal approach 
to the sacraments is very old. One finds it particularly in 
Tertullian who coned our word sacrament from the Latin 
word used for the oath of allegiance made by soldiers 
entering military service. This was an obvious recogni-
tion of the covenantal dimension of the sacraments. 
Augustine perpetuated this line of thought, but perhaps 
even more interesting is the covenantal theology of 
Theodore of Mopsuestia. Theodore was the great exegete 
of the school of Antioch, a friend and contemporary of 
John Chrysostom. He made clear the covenantal 
dimension of both baptism and the Lord’s Supper. When 
the Protestant Reformers began to understand the 
sacraments as covenant signs which sealed the covenant 
of Grace they were by no means introducing a novelty. 
They were reviving a very biblical concept, and it was a 
biblical concept which had often been recognized down 
through the history of Christian doctrine. From this 
covenantal understanding of the sacraments developed a 
very rich eucharistic piety. 

Communion may only be celebrated a few times a year 
in most Reformed churches, but traditionally when it was 
celebrated a great amount of time was given to its 
celebration. Preparatory services have been an important 
element in Reformed sacramental piety. In eighteenth 
century Scotland it was the practice to hold a week of 
preparatory services before the observance of the 
sacrament and to follow it with several thanksgiving 
services. These Communion seasons were the 
mountaintop experiences of the Christian life. As we 
discover from the communion meditations of Matthew 
Henry (1662–1712), minister of the Presbyterian Church 
in Chester, England, preparation for the Lord’s Supper 
was a time for the most serious devotional meditation. In 
those days it was very common to approach Communion 
as the Wedding Feast of the Lamb. The theme of God’s 
redemptive love is very strong in Reformed sacramental 
piety. The communion sermon would often take a text 
from the Song of Solomon. A beautiful example of this 
is a communion sermon by Jodocus van Lodenstein who 
was minister in the Dutch city of Utrecht from 1653–
1677. In New Jersey in the late 1730s we find Theodorus 
Jacobus Frelinghuysen and Gilbert Tennent preaching 
the same kind of sacramental piety as they led the Great 
Awakening. They invited their congregations to the 
Lord’s Table to experience the consummate love of 
Christ and to pledge their love to him in return.3 
 
Stewardship 
Stewardship is yet another major theme of a Reformed 
spirituality. Reacting against the asceticism of the Middle 
Ages, the Reformers took the parables of Jesus 
concerning the good stewards and their care of the talents 
entrusted to them as the basis for a new Christian 
understanding of the use of wealth (Lk 12:42–48 and 
Matt 25:14–30). In the centuries that followed, Christian 
merchants, craftsmen, housewives, farmers, and bankers 
began to discover positive spiritual value in their work. 
More and more they found in their industry, in their 
labor, and in their professions a true vocation. Family 
life, the raising of children, the support of the elderly, and 
the care of a home were more and more regarded as 
sacred trusts. This new approach to life was beautifully 
expressed by the seventeenth century Dutch painters. 
Vermeer, de Hooch, Hobbema, and Rembrandt 
eloquently showed us the sacredness of everyday life as 
they painted the kitchen, the courtyards, and the country 
lanes in which Dutchmen lived out their Christian lives. 
The Puritans in both England and America gave family 
life a new dignity by making daily family prayer a 
primary spiritual discipline. Every Christian home is a 
little Church, as Richard Baxter put it. In such classics as 
Baxter’s Christian Directory we find a great deal on the 
subject of Reformed spirituality and especially of how it 
functioned in the life of the family. 
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Part of the Reformed understanding of stewardship is 
what some have called the Protestant work ethic. As 
maligned as it was back in the Sixties, it was an essential 
part of the spirituality which has time and time again 
delivered Protestants from poverty. Now that the Sixties 
are long past it is time to take another look at how a 
Reformed spirituality contributed to the rise of capital-
ism. It may well be more positive than the Marxists 
wanted us to believe. Today one is amazed at how the 
Protestant understanding of stewardship has blossomed 
in some of the younger churches. Recently I visited 
Korea and saw how much the Christians of Korea had 
been able to accomplish because of their keen sense of 
stewardship. A particularly inspiring story which was 
told to me by the Reverend Dr. Sang Bok Kim concerns 
Soon Young Lee, who having had a vision for world 
missions for many years, has organized the Torch Center 
for World Missions. Not only has this institution 
supported Korean Christian missionary work in Asia, but 
it has taken a lead in encouraging a Christian culture in 
Korea. To these ends, Mr. Lee and his wife have devoted 
a sizable portion of their fortune. 
 
As the story of the widow’s mite shows (Mk 12:42 and 
Lk 21:2), the faithful stewardship of even the most hum-
ble can be a mighty force in the kingdom of God. Good 
stewardship implies that we owe all that we have and all 
that we are to God. It is certainly not just a question of 
giving alms. How one makes one’s money and how one 
spends one’s money is a major question of the devotional 
life. For today’s Christian the working out of the family 
budget is a religious act. The setting apart of a tithe for 
the support of the Church and other charitable causes is 
only the beginning. One needs to consider carefully what 
causes should be supported. One needs to consider what 
sort of expenses are appropriate for a Christian. How 
much can one spend on articles of fashion or luxury? In 
regard to one’s savings and investments, what sort of 
corporations are worthy of one’s support? This whole 
matter of the devout use of money might be called the 
theology of stewardship. It is one of the most creative 
developments of the contemporary church. 
 
Today more and more the choice of a vocation is a matter 
of stewardship. For a young Christian particularly it is 
important to ask how one is going to spend one’s life. So 
many different possibilities for serving God as research 
scientists, agronomists, engineers, financial managers, 
teachers of handicapped children, and all kinds of other 
things are opening up to young people! More and more 
Christians want to spend their lives in a significant way. 
This concern about vocation goes back to Luther’s 
teaching on the priesthood of all believers, of course, yet 
modern technology has given it possibilities Luther never 
dreamed of. This concern for finding one’s vocation has 
always been at the heart of a true Protestant piety. 
 

Meditation on Divine Providence 
Finally, we need to consider the place of meditation on 
the mystery of divine Providence. Surely this is another 
cardinal dimension of a Reformed spirituality. John 
Flavel, the English Puritan, wrote the classic on this 
subject. He tells us how the Christian, confident that 
God’s providence embraces all the events of our lives, 
gains understanding by thinking about how God is 
speaking to us, warning us, encouraging us, leading us 
through life, guiding us in his service, and finally 
bringing us to himself. The thoughtful Christian thinks 
over what Providence has brought about and, listening 
carefully to the Word of God, tries to discern God’s 
leading. John Calvin, famous for his doctrine of predest-
ination, gave a great deal of attention to preaching about 
what that doctrine means for the living of the Christian 
life. The lives of Abraham, Joseph, and David give us 
constant examples of how God shapes our lives. 
Abraham was called to a land which is described simply 
as a land which God would show him (Gen 12:1). Joseph 
was sold as a slave into Egypt and yet the Bible is very 
clear that God had led him through those difficult days 
that he might be a blessing not only to the Egyptians but 
to his own family as well (Gen 45:7). David was anointed 
by Samuel to be king over Israel while he was still a boy. 
God alone could have ordered his life so that eventually 
he would ascend the throne and fulfill God’s purpose for 
his life (Ps 138:8). God revealed to Jeremiah that even 
before he had been born he had been called to be a 
prophet to the nations (Jer 1:5). The life of Christ, even 
his passion and resurrection, were all part of God’s plan 
for salvation (Acts 2:23–24). The Apostles saw even 
their own ministry as the unfolding of God’s plan (I Pet 
2:4–10). One of the greatest sermons ever preached on 
the spiritual application of the doctrine of Providence 
was a sermon by the English Baptist, Charles Haddon 
Spurgeon. His sermon on Queen Esther shows that each 
one of us has a divinely appointed destiny. Each one of 
us has a purpose in life. The devout life is one dedicated 
to fulfilling that purpose. 
 
The spirituality of God’s eternal purposes has often led 
to an evangelistic, missionary spirituality (Eph 1:3–23). 
That was basic to the covenantal relationship from the 
very beginning (Gen 12:1–3). We are called to 
blessedness that we might be a blessing. The last words 
to Jesus to his disciples was the Great Commission, “Go 
make disciples of all nations” (Matt 28:18–20). It is often 
the case that the heroic spirits of Reformed piety have 
been missionaries. In 1744 the Presbytery of Newark sent 
young David Brainerd out into the New Jersey 
woodlands as a missionary to the Indians. His ministry 
was short lived because he contracted tuberculosis and 
died in 1747, and yet the journal he kept during that short 
ministry certainly ranks as one of the classics of 
American Protestant spirituality. It shows him to have 
had a very rich awareness of God’s presence. He knew 



 
Page  6  Fall 2022 

the dark night of the soul as well as the ecstasies of praise. 
Somehow the missionary journal is one of the first fruits, 
one of the prototypes, of the whole of American 
Protestantism. In the eighteen hundreds and early 
nineteen hundreds the spirituality of many circles in the 
Reformed Church was centered in evangelism at home 
and missionary work abroad. This was particularly true 
of Congregationalists and New School Presbyterians. A 
tremendous amount of the best spiritual energy of our 
grandparents was invested in the missionary movement, 
a movement which today is reaping a plentiful harvest. 

 
1 In Themes and Variations for a Christian Doxology (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), I have gone into the nature of this 
wisdom and piety at some length.  
2  See Themes and Variations for a Christian Doxology, 111ff. 

This address was delivered at a Colloquium on Calvin Studies 
at Davidson College Presbyterian Church, Davidson, North 
Carolina, on Jan. 28, 1994. The text of this address is printed 
in Calvin Studies VII, an unpublished collection of papers from 
the Seventh Colloquium on Calvin studies held at Davidson 
College Presbyterian Church. 
__________________________________________________ 
 
Hughes Oliphant Old (1933–2016) was a Presbyterian pastor, 
preacher, professor, painter, prolific author, and among the 
world’s leading experts on Reformed worship.

3 See Hughes Oliphant Old, “Gilbert Tennent and the Preaching of 
Piety in Colonial America: Newly Discovered Tennent Manu-
scripts in Speer Library,” Princeton Seminary Bulletin 10/2 
(1989), 132–137. 

 
“That’s The Spirit!” Or, What Exactly  
    Does Spiritual Formation Form?  

                                   

by Kevin J. Vanhoozer
 
Introduction: a working hypothesis 
“That’s the spirit!” is a common rather than a Christian 
idiom, something you might say in order to encourage 
someone to persevere in some endeavor. Generally 
speaking, people are much more comfortable using such 
expressions than explaining what spirit actually means, 
or in specifying that to which it actually refers. Pastors 
do not have this luxury. They need to have some idea of 
what the spirit is in order to engage in spiritual 
formation: spiritual formation without ontological 
presuppositions is impossible. Hence my central 
question: what exactly does spiritual formation form? 
  
What we think spirit is will invariably orient what we do 
in our spiritual formation. This essay, on the nature of 
the human spirit, ought to be of interest to pastors and 
theologians alike inasmuch as it attempts to spell out the  
theological assumptions, often unstated, that fund our 
pastoral practices.  
 
My working hypothesis is that we will get nearer to the 
ontological core of the human spirit if we follow the way 
the (biblical) words go in speaking about it. J. L. Austin, 
the ordinary language philosopher, viewed words as 
highly sensitive  instruments for  describing reality  and  
discerning differences between things––able even for 
“piercing to the division of soul and spirit” (Heb 4:12):  

“The fact is ... that our ordinary words are much subtler 
in their uses, and mark many more distinctions, than 
philosophers have realized.”1 Ordinary language is not a 
blunt conceptual instrument, but rather, for those who 
have the ears to hear it, a finely tuned precision tool.2 In 
following the way the biblical words go, my hope is that 
we can turn the water of ordinary discourse about the 
spirit into the wine of theological concept, and thereby 
attain faith’s search for understanding.3 
 
We begin, then, with a sampling of how “spirit” shows 
up in ordinary discourse, both contemporary and 
biblical. I then examine “general” human pneumato-
logy, that is, attempts to explain or express the human 
spirit from the humanities and the human sciences. I turn 
next to “special” human pneumatology, namely, a 
survey of how Christian psychologists and others 
involved in spiritual formation define or identify the 
human spirit. In what follows I stake some constructive 
theological claims that synthesize and focus the 
discussion by providing four “theses on the human 
spirit.” I conclude with some suggestions for how to 
apply my proposed theological understanding of spirit 
to the pastoral practice of spiritual formation. 
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The way the words go: “spirit” in ordinary 
and biblical discourse: 
  
Ordinary discourse 
Consider the expression, “a spirited horse.” This is an 
anthropomorphism that refers to a horse’s energy and 
determination. The adjectival form often describes a 
prevailing or typical quality of human persons too (e.g., 
“Ebenezer Scrooge was mean-spirited”). As to the 
nominative form, the first entry in the Oxford English 
Dictionary under “spirit” is “the non-physical part of a 
person which is the seat of emotions and character.” 
Together, these two uses illustrate the baseline meaning: 
spirit is the typical or prevailing disposition displayed 
by a person’s bearing and behavior. 
 
Not only persons but seasons too have certain qualities. 
Towards the end of his story, Scrooge displays the true 
“spirit of Christmas,” which for Dickens meant 
displaying generosity and good cheer. There’s also 
“spirit week,” a time for young people to show 
enthusiastic support for their schools’ activities. This 
use touches on one of Anthony Thiselton’s pet peeves. 
He objects to the way “spirituality” has migrated from 
its original reference to the work of the third person of 
the Trinity to a way of talking about “excited” human 
experience. If only speakers respected this distinction, 
he laments, we might not make the mistake of thinking 
that people are divinely gifted for church ministry 
simply because they are full of enthusiasm.4 As Fred 
Sanders puts it: “Not every tingle you feel is the Holy 
Ghost! Sometimes it’s just the good old animal spirits 
getting riled up.”5  
 
Biblical discourse 
According to Nancey Murphy, a nonreductive 
physicalist, “there is no such thing as the biblical view 
of human nature insofar as we are interested in a 
partitive account.”6 By “partitive” account, she means 
one that views human beings as made up of different 
parts, like body and soul. The question, then, is how to 
interpret the Bible’s references to human spirit. To recall 
our primary question: what exactly does spiritual 
formation form? To take but one scenario: if humans are 
essentially individual souls who just happen to have 
bodies, we might conclude that the body is of no concern 
to spiritual formation.  
 
Old Testament 
J.A.T. Robinson dents our high hopes of letting ordinary 
biblical language be our guide: “From the standpoint of 
analytic psychology and physiology the usage of the Old 
Testament is chaotic: it is the nightmare of the anatomist 
when any part can stand at any moment for the whole.”7 
Herman Bavinck is more realistic, and in keeping with 

ordinary language analysis, in admitting that the Bible 
no more gives us a scientific psychology than it does a 
scientific account of astronomy: “Holy Scripture never 
makes use abstract, philosophical concepts, but always 
speaks the rich language of everyday life.”8 
 
Genesis 2:7 depicts human beings as dust from the 
ground into which God breathes life so that Adam 
becomes “a living being” or “soul” [nephesh]. Animals 
have nephesh too, for they also are living beings that 
breathe. The LXX translates 600 of the 755 occurrences 
of nephesh in the OT by psyche, from which we get our 
term “psychology.” Nephesh appears frequently as the 
seat of emotions: it is troubled (Ps 6:3), depressed (Ps 
42:11 NET), angry (Judg 18:25), weeps (Jer 13:17), and 
rejoices (Ps 35:9). According to Hans Walter Wolff, 
nephesh “is never given the meaning of an indestructible 
core of being, in contradistinction to the physical life.”9 
It is not that humans have nephesh, as much as they are 
nephesh.10 The idea of an immortal bodiless soul only 
turns up in later Jewish authors such as Philo: “It is 
indebted to Plato rather than to the Bible.”11 
 
The Old Testament Hebrew term for “spirit” is ruach. 
Ruach means wind power, both when it refers to God’s 
Spirit moving over the face of the waters (Gen 1:2) or 
when it refers to the lesser human spirit/wind––our 
breath. God gives his own Spirit to certain individuals 
to perform certain tasks (Judg 3:10). Ezekiel 37:1–10 
describes how God breathes into a valley of dry bones 
to bring them to life. Yet it is also possible to speak of 
the human spirit, which appears to be the seat of 
emotion, will, and intellect (Prov 18:14 “A man’s spirit 
will endure sickness, but a crushed spirit who can bear”; 
Num 14:24 “But my servant Caleb, because he has a 
different spirit and has followed me fully, I will bring 
into the land”; Proverbs 17:27 “Whoever restrains his 
words has knowledge, and he who has a cool spirit 
[ruach] is a man of understanding”). According to the 
Psalmist, when our breath departs, so do we (Ps 146:4). 
In sum, ruach “empowers humans to do whatever they 
were created to do.”12 
 
The Old Testament employs many more terms to speak 
of human beings, including basar (“flesh”) and lev 
(“heart”), but most scholars agree with H. Wheeler 
Robinson’s judgment that “The final emphasis must fall 
on the fact that the four terms [nephesh, ruach, lev, and 
basar] ... simply present different aspects of the unity of 
personality.”13 According to Richard Averbeck, “ruach 
can refer either to an immaterial element of the human 
person ... or to the whole of the immaterial person.”14  
Interestingly, Scripture describes God as spirit, but 
never as soul. 
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New Testament 
There are some forty New Testament instances of 
pneuma denoting the human spirit.15 It is the presence of 
pneuma that enlivens a body: “As the body without the 
spirit is dead, so faith without deeds is dead” (James 
2:26).16 While all human persons have pneuma, Paul 
sees it as taking on “a new character and a new dignity” 
in the regenerate thanks to their fellowship with the 
Spirit of God (Rom 8:10).17 Paul does not view human 
beings as essentially spiritual or immaterial, for he 
exhorts Christians in Rome to “offer your bodies as a 
living sacrifice” (Rom 12:1).  
 
The situation is different with flesh (sarx). Whereas Paul 
cannot imagine human existence without a body, he 
contrasts living “according to the flesh” with living “by 
the [Holy] Spirit” (Rom 8:12–13). Flesh here is not a 
physical but an eschatological notion, a way of referring 
to human existence in the present evil age.18 The 
Christian hope for the last day is for a “spiritual body,” 
that is, “a physical body wholly belonging to the new 
age, wholly like Christ, wholly under the Spirit’s 
direction (Rom 8:11, 23; 1 Cor 15:44-49).”19 As to the 
difference of spirit and soul (psyche), New Testament 
scholars detect a subtle yet significant distinction. 
George Ladd comments: “Spirit is often used of God; 
soul is never so used. This suggests that pneuma 
represents man in his Godward side, while psyche 
represents man in his human side.”20 Moises Silva 
concludes his analysis of pneuma with these words: 
“Thus the spirit is that aspect of our human nature 
through which God most immediately encounters us ... 
that dimension whereby we are most directly open and 
responsive to God.” 21 
 
Susan Eastman’s Paul and the Person: Reframing 
Paul’s Anthropology deserves special mention in 
connection with this last point, particularly as it relates 
to Paul’s claim that “the Spirit himself bears witness 
with our spirit that we are children of God” (Rom 8:16). 
To this point, the concept “person” has been 
conspicuous by its absence. Eastman argues that Paul 
did indeed think about persons, not as individualized 
thinking subjects, but “as relationally constituted agents 
who are both embodied and embedded in their world.”22 
 She is particularly struck by expressions that take the 
form “I no longer [verb] but [subject plus verb] in me,” 
as in “It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in 
me” (Gal 2:20).23 Such expressions suggest that a person 
is never on his or her own “but always socially and 
cosmically constructed in relation to external realities 
that operate internally as well.”24 Eastman self-
consciously adopts a “second-person hermeneutics,” 
that is, an approach based on second-person encounters 
rather than first-person (i.e., self-referential) or third-
person (i.e., objectifying) accounts. Her key insight: if 

we want to understand persons, we must begin with the 
self in relationship to another. This will prove to be a 
key point when below I present spiritual formation as a 
dialogical relationship that gives pride of place to the 
Holy Spirit’s witness to our spirit. 25 
 
Is spirit a part or aspect of a person? Monism, 
dualism, and trichotomy 
Thinking of the human spirit in terms of an immaterial 
substance raises the pastoral concern of dualism, which 
distinguishes the spiritual from the secular and relegates 
the body to the latter, making one’s interior life the 
exclusive focus of spiritual formation. Nancey Murphy, 
a critic of such dualism, wonders whether church history 
would have gone differently if a physicalist anthro-
pology had prevailed instead. At the very least, spiritual 
formation would not have been reduced to soul care.26 
What conclusions, then, should we draw from the 
biblical discourse about the human constitution? What 
exactly does spiritual formation form? 

 
Spirit as part of human being 
Monists like Nancey Murphy reject the picture of 
immortal souls temporarily housed in physical bodies, 
insisting instead that we are our bodies: complex 
physical organisms in relationship to other humans and 
to God. She claims that Scripture teaches a holistic view 
and that dualism came later, with Plato, and citing James 
Dunn in support: “while Greek thought tended to regard 
the human being as made up of distinct parts, Hebraic 
thought saw the human being more as a whole person 
existing on different dimensions.”27 
 
Dualists view soul and spirit as roughly synonymous, 
insisting they denote an immaterial part of human being 
that lives on after the death of the body. It is noteworthy 
for present purposes that dualists tend to speak of the 
two parts as body and soul (rarely spirit). Dualists are 
on strongest biblical ground with regard to post-mortem, 
pre-resurrection existence, arguing that the soul exists in 
an intermediate state after death until it is reunited with 
a resurrection body. A key text here is 2 Corinthians 5:8: 
“we would rather be away from the body and at home 
with the Lord.”   
 
Trichotomists maintain that spirit, soul, and body, 
mentioned together in 1 Thessalonians 5:23, refer to 
three separate human elements. Franz Delitzsch quotes 
Luther: “Scripture divides man into three parts .... The 
spirit is the highest, noblest part of man, wherewith he 
is fitted to apprehend intangible, invisible, eternal 
things; and it is briefly the house within which the faith 
and word of God dwells.”28 Witness Lee similarly 
distinguishes soul/mind from spirit: “When you go to 
school to study, you have to use your mind. But when 
you come to the church to contact God, you have to use 
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your human spirit.”29 Such sharp distinctions provoke 
concerns about dualism in the Christian life, where only 
certain experiences or activities are deemed spiritual–– 
apparently to the detriment of thinking, which is not one 
of them. 
 
There is conclusive biblical evidence against 
trichotomy. Scripture often uses “soul” and “spirit” 
interchangeably.30 Sometimes body is linked to soul 
(Matt 10:28), at other times to spirit (1 Cor 7:34). 
Human emotions like grief can be ascribed either to soul 
or spirit (e.g., John 12:27; 13:21). Finally, Scripture 
describes dying as the departure either of the soul or 
spirit (Gen 35:18; Eccl 12:7).  
 
Spirit as aspect of human being 
I am less interested in taking side in these debates than 
in articulating some common concerns and finding 
common ground.31 First, almost everyone affirms the 
unity of human being: “Monists and dualists agree that 
body, soul, spirit, heart, mind, and will––whatever their 
metaphysical nature and relation––are diverse but 
interdependent, interactive, and integrated aspects or 
parts of living, active humans.”32 Biblical scholars agree 
that “such terms as body, soul, and spirit are not 
different separable faculties of man but different ways 
of viewing the whole man.”33 John Cooper draws an 
important practical implication: “all of life images God, 
is a gift from him, and should be lived for God ... All of 
life is religious or spiritual.”34 
 
Second, everyone affirms the diversity of human being, 
as Cooper notes: “Dualists hold that God has integrated 
metaphysically distinct ingredients .... Monists counter 
that God has elicited the interconnected diversity from a 
single primordial ingredient. But neither group can 
declare victory or disqualify the other on the basis of the 
biblical data.”35 Cooper grants this as a convinced 
“holistic dualist” who has written a book defending his 
position.  
 
In sum: we can affirm the unity of human being without 
falling into monism and the diversity of our constitution 
without succumbing to dualism: “Man is one person 
who can ... be looked at from two sides,” as a 
“psychosomatic duality.” Some prefer to speak of 
“psychosomatic holism” out of a concern that duality 
“implies that the distinction between soul and body is 
more basic than its unity. The important point is ... the 
‘real self’ is the whole self––body and soul.”36 
 
What is noteworthy is how these developments enable 
monists and dualists to become positively chummy. 
They still disagree over the basic constitution of human 
nature––one lump or two?––yet both affirm holism. 
Nancey Murphy, a leading nonreductive physicalist, 

speaks of humans as psycho-physical unities, and John 
Cooper, a dualist, now concedes that “dualistic holism” 
is an equally acceptable expression of the biblical 
picture of the human constitution as “holistic 
dualism.”37 Even the Eastern Orthodox want to get in on 
the diplomatic action. Kallistos Ware notes that the 
Greek Fathers use “heart” to designate “the human being 
as a psycho-somatic whole.”38 Such holism also coheres 
with the consensus outside biblical studies: 
“Developments in biology, psychology, and the 
neurosciences all tend toward the conclusion that 
humans are much more of an organic unit of soul/spirit 
and body than has been traditionally thought.”39 
 
I usually find myself on the side of the peacemakers, 
happy to help theologians resolve longstanding disputes. 
Yet, in this case, where the lion of monism can lie down 
with the dualist lamb, I’m not so sure. The good we have 
gained is our embodied souls, yet we appear to have 
forfeited our spirits. Whichever way one cuts holism, the 
privileged terms are “soul” and “body,” leaving no place 
for pneuma in the psychosomatic inn. 
 
“General” vs. “Special” human pneumatology 
I am not yet ready to give up the ghost (i.e., the human 
spirit). I here examine what for lack of a better term we 
could call “general” human pneumatology––what 
people in the humanities and human sciences are saying 
about the human spirit on grounds other than explicit 
Christian faith. This detour into the humanities 
unexpectedly yields a precious insight into what 
spiritual formation forms.    
 
“General” human pneumatology:        
What culture cultivates 
“Generic” as opposed to Christian spirituality pertains 
to how human thinking and behavior are partially 
formed through a person’s social relationships. If 
proverbial wisdom is correct––that we can know a 
person by the company she keeps––then it is equally 
true that we can know a person by the culture she 
inhabits. Culture is that complex whole whose values 
and practices inform the shape of social life, indeed, the 
very atmosphere one virtually breathes. Whatever else 
we say about spirit, it is that in a person which gets 
partially formed and informed by culture. We can 
therefore get a better handle on what spiritual formation 
forms by asking, what does culture cultivate? 
 
Beyond the nature/nurture divide:  
Evolutionary cultural studies 
Human development involves nature and nurture. 
However, according to the new academic discipline of 
cultural evolutionary studies, evolutionary processes are 
at work in culture and biology alike.40 Humans are a 
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combination of biological genes and cultural memes 
(i.e., inherited packets of culture), and the ability to 
transmit culture is one of the most distinctive things 
about the human species. We learn to think and act in 
large part from the communities of which we are 
members. And, just as certain genetic pathologies can 
adversely affect our bodies, so some culturally 
transmitted diseases can have a deleterious effect on our 
souls, especially when they go viral (e.g., the ice bucket 
challenge, dancing babies, or “the most interesting man 
in the world”).41 
 
Warren S. Brown and Brad D. Strawn critique dualism 
precisely for overlooking the role of social relations in 
spiritual formation: “We are formed into mature, 
virtuous, and wise persons, but by some disembodied 
mystical process, but by life together in a body of 
persons.”42 The cultural company we keep is perhaps the 
single most important formative factor in what I am 
calling general human pneumatology. 
 
Shapes of freedom 
Culture cultivates, grows things, and what culture grows 
is the “spirit of an age” or Zeitgeist. Think of culture as 
the petri dish of the human spirit. The philosopher Hegel 
examines the development of civilization as Geist’s 
progressive realization of freedom in the laboratory of 
human history. Shapes of freedom is the operative 
concept.43 Hegel says why: “Just as gravity is the 
substance of matter, so ... freedom is the substance of 
spirit.”44 The natural sciences explain physical events by 
causal laws; the human sciences strive to understand 
shapes of freedom. Hegel views the history of human 
civilization as evidence of Spirit’s progress: ancient 
civilizations had limited notions of freedom, whereas 
democracy only flowered in modern times. We don’t 
need to buy into either cultural evolution or Hegel, 
however, to appreciate the central point that 
communities and civilizations cultivate spirits, that is, 
specific shapes of individual and communal freedom.45 
 
To the extent we are modern, we have probably been 
formed, at least to some extent, by the prevailing secular 
Zeitgeist. Modern culture trades on a particular “coming 
of age” story. The spirit of modernity throws off the 
shackles of tradition and authority in order to reason for 
itself. If modernity had a bio, it would surely be an 
emancipation narrative. To be modern is to have a 
liberated spirit whose aim is to liberate those who are 
still captive to various forms of oppression. Modern 
culture forms autonomous individuals: consumerist, 
self-entitled shapes of freedom. This, too, is spiritual 
formation. 
 
 

“Special” human pneumatology: Christian 
psychology and spiritual formation 
What do Christian counselors and spiritual directors 
assume about the human spirit? Is it significant that the 
term psychology derives from psyche (“soul”), not 
spirit? Assuming both groups accept some form of 
dualistic holism, what place, if any, does the notion of 
the human spirit play in their respective theological 
anthropologies? 
 
Christian psychology 
John Coe builds on Kierkegaard’s understanding of 
human being as spirit (“a relation that relates itself to 
itself”46) and calls for a retrieval of “a psychology that is 
grounded in the [Holy] Spirit and a radically relational 
view of the person.”47 The Christian’s most important 
relation is with the Holy Spirit: “the ultimate end of 
human existence is union of the human spirit with God’s 
Spirit.”48 
 
Coe highlights the Bible’s use of spirit “to represent the 
core or innermost elements of the person.”49 He 
describes human persons as “subsisting spirits ... which 
are embodied or joined as spirit-body holistic organisms 
and centers of motion.”50 The human spirit has a nature 
that is common to other human persons (Coe calls this 
“spirit-as-nature”), but is also a unique entity as the core 
of personal identity (“spirit-as-agent”). Spirit is a 
relation because there is a dialectic between the 
observed–I (spirit-nature) and the observing–I (spirit-
agent). The self is only fully itself, however, “when in 
absolute union with God in the core of the self.”51 Coe 
goes so far as to say that a self that is not indwelt by God 
is “not a fully realized self, but a sort of half-person.”52 
 
Spiritual formation 
Dallas Willard defines spiritual formation as “the 
process of transforming the person into Christlikeness 
through transforming the essential parts of the 
person.”53 What are these parts? The body is one of 
them: “You are a nonphysical reality with a physical 
body.”54 As to the nonphysical part, Willard defines the 
heart as “the will or the spirit ... the executive center of 
the self”55 and the soul as “the deepest part of the self.”56  
Christian spiritual formation “is the process through 
which the embodied/reflective will or ‘spirit’ of the 
human being takes on the character of Christ’s will.”57 
The main reason that spiritual transformation does not 
automatically accompany preaching and teaching is that 
these means do not involve the body in the process of 
transformation: “Spiritual formation is never merely 
inward.”58 
 
J. P. Moreland is broadly sympathetic with Willard’s 
approach but wants to “tweak” his understanding of the 
human person. When Willard speaks of “parts” of 
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persons, he doesn’t really mean it. He sees the body and 
soul as internally related, such that the soul could exist 
without a body, while a body without the soul is just a 
corpse. Although Willard is technically a substance 
dualist, he takes the person as “the fundamental unit of 
analysis in that the person is a substance and the other 
[faculties] are seated in or dependent upon the person.”59 
Accordingly, spirit is not a part but an aspect of a person, 
as is the body. This is crucial because, for Moreland, 
Willard’s “treatment of the nature of the body and its 
role in spiritual formation may well have been his most 
important contribution.”60 Willard states that “a person 
is his or her body,”61 and goes on to compare ingrained 
personal habits to “grooves” in one’s body. 
 
Evan Howard helpfully distinguishes the aims of 
spiritual formation (Paul’s “until Christ is formed in 
you”––Gal 4:19) from its principal agents: the Holy 
Spirit, ourselves, and those who provide spiritual 
direction. As to human spirit, it refers to our heart, “the 
core of our own human personality,” which implies that 
“a transformation of spirit is not merely a change of a 
few habits but a renovation of our character.”62 We 
experience ourselves as embodied souls, and we play an 
active role in our own formation, enabled by the Holy 
Spirit to form our lives into shapes of finite freedom that 
display the mind of Christ.63 

 
Christian spiritual formation ultimately concerns the 
human spirit’s participation in the Holy Spirit’s work of 
cultivating finite shapes of freedom that display the 
mind of Christ and thereby glorify God. It is the process 
of being formed into the particular freedom for which 
Christ has set us free: free to be mature in Christ (Col 
1:28) and more like Christ (Phil 2:5).64 The Holy Spirit 
is the primary agent of new life in Christ, a 
communicative agent able to share or “make common” 
God’s own light and life, which is to say, Jesus Christ 
(John 8:12; 11:25).  
 
A dogmatic proposal: human spirit as agent, center, and 
pattern of communication 
To this point, we have established that Scripture speaks 
of human persons as ensouled bodies or embodied souls 
in a variety of ways, so much so that we had to ask, in 
connection with biblical studies and Christian 
psychology alike, whatever happened to the human 
spirit? We now move from exegetical to dogmatic 
reasoning in our attempt to provide a conceptual 
representation of what we have learned from following 
the way the biblical words go.65 
 
The human spirit and the Holy Spirit 
Spiritual formation involves the testimony of the Holy 
Spirit to our spirit, “that aspect of the human person that 
relates directly to God.”66 Spirit is that aspect of the 

human person with which the Holy Spirit 
communicates: “the Spirit himself bears witness with 
our spirit that we are children of God” (Rom 8:16).  
 
While generic spirituality may indeed be a matter of the 
cultural company we keep––the other persons to whom 
we are in close relation––genuine Christian spirituality 
is a matter of our relationship to one person, even Jesus 
Christ, a relation enabled and deepened by the Holy 
Spirit. Christian spirituality as “the study and experience 
of what happens when the Holy Spirit meets the human 
spirit.”67 The Holy Spirit lives for this: to witness to 
Christ, conform people to Christ, and in all things to 
glorify Jesus Christ. Today, however, many confuse true 
spirituality––conformity to Christ by the Holy Spirit–– 
with “excited” religious experience. 
 
What spiritual formation forms: Four theses 
on human spirituality 
Spiritual formation forms human not parts but aspects of 
human persons. Can we be more precise? The following 
four theses set out exactly what spiritual formation 
forms. The first two specify the nature of human 
persons, the third defines human spirit, and the fourth 
draws out implications for spiritual formation. 
 
1. A human person is a subject of communication, one 
able to call (upon) others and to be called (upon) by 
others. To be in personal relation is to enjoy “the gift 
and return of dialogue.” 68 In Hans Urs von Balthasar’s 
words: “Man was created to be a hearer of the word, and 
it is in responding to the word that he attains his true 
dignity. His innermost constitution has been designed 
for dialogue”69––especially dialogue with the triune 
God. God’s address to human beings “determines the 
structure of human being as response.”70 Our 
“personhood is fostered ... through relations which take 
dialogical form.”71 
 
2. A human person is neither an autonomous individual 
not a cog in a collectivist system but a center of 
communication, a psychosomatic unity where dialogues 
unfold and about whom a story may be told. Personhood 
is dialogical and narratival: “We are called into being 
persons by the expectations others have of us.”72 Our 
identity is a function of our relations to others; the shape 
of our freedom is a function of the history of our 
responding to them. The human body is on this view “a 
field of communication.” Of course, the communicative 
relation that constitutes our identity is the one we have 
is with God: human persons are beings “addressed as 
Thou by God’s I.”73 
 
3. The human spirit is a person’s characteristic 
communicative posture and pattern. Everything we say 
and do with our bodies communicates something about 
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us, bears witness to the relations that constitute us, to the 
way we are with others, to our loves. The human spirit 
is the core character of a person’s psychosomatic unity, 
the shape a person’s freedom takes in its communicative 
relations towards others, especially God. If a person 
were a ship, the spirit would be the trim of the sail, either 
open to receiving the wind of the Holy Spirit or not. If 
persons in their psychosomatic unity continue to 
respond defiantly to God’s communicative overtures, 
they eventually display a “fleshly” spirit. Character is 
course: “We carry the effects of the communication we 
have received and the response we have made in the past 
forward with us into every new situation and 
relationship.”74 It follows that every human being is 
spiritual and has been spiritually formed. The question 
is: how have they trimmed their sails? What form does 
their spirit––their pattern of responding to 
communications from God and others; the narrative 
shape of finite freedom––take?  
 
4. Spiritual formation is the process of the Holy Spirit 
testifying to and transforming our “spirit.” John 
Webster describes spiritual formation as the process by 
which the Holy Spirit works on our spirits to put on 
Christ and put to death anything that does not belong to 
Christ’s new humanity.75 The opposite of fleshly 
existence is not disembodied spirituality, but rather an 
orientation of our human spirit––the characteristic way 
we communicate to God and others as ensouled bodies 
––toward the Holy Spirit (Rom 8:6). Christian 
spirituality is a matter of participating in the body of 
Christ, and progressively embodying the mind of Christ: 
“To be ‘spiritual’ is not to draw upon an innate ‘higher’ 
capacity of the human soul; it is to be moved, activated, 
and transformed by the Holy Spirit of God.”76 Christ is 
the form and content of God’s call to us. Christ’s life and 
light is what the Holy Spirit communicates to human 
spirits, particularly in and through Holy Scripture. The 
Holy Spirit speaks Christ, the whole Christ, and nothing 
but the Christ.  
 
Conclusion: Whose citizenship? Which shape of 
freedom? What does formation form? Christians are not 
the only ones asking this question.  
 
Cultivating humanity: Moral formation 
Martha Nussbaum does philosophy for the sake of moral 
formation, and has for years looked both to the ancient 
Greeks, and imaginative fiction, as resources for her 
pleas to contemporary society to strive for greater virtue, 
justice, and human flourishing. All her gifts are on 
display in her book, Cultivating Humanity: A Classical 
Defense of Reform in Liberal Education. 77 
 
Liberal education shapes and informs human freedom, 
and Nussbaum believes that education has the power to 

form adults who can function as citizens not just of their 
own region or group but “as citizens of a complex 
interlocking world.”78 It’s an admirable vision: to use 
the humanities––especially literary works that, in 
stretching our imagination, helps us to identify with and 
relate to others who are different from ourselves––to 
cultivate humanity.  
 
Cultivating new humanity:         
Spiritual formation 
While the university may be a good place to pursue the 
liberal arts and cultivate liberal humanity, the local 
church is the best place to cultivate the new humanity 
that is in Jesus Christ. James Loder describes the Spirit’s 
work as “humanizing humanity according to the nature 
of Christ.”79 Narrative fiction may be helpful in 
sensitizing world citizens to those who are culturally 
different, but Christian spiritual formation relies on one 
narrative in particular, the gospel of Jesus Christ. As the 
truth about how things are in Christ, the gospel is “the 
fundamental context of formation.”80 The Spirit bears 
witness to our spirit that Jesus’ story is the template for 
our own formation. It is to this story about being made 
new in Christ that the word-ministering Holy Spirit 
conforms Christian spirits, forming them into citizens 
not of the world, but into citizens of the gospel.   
 
Spiritual formation is the process of aligning our 
everyday life and experience to the reality of who and 
what we are in Jesus Christ: members of his new 
humanity. It is the process of coming to live in 
conformity to the truth of the gospel: “I have been 
crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but 
Christ who lives in me” (Gal 2:20). The gospel is 
essentially “a story of formation”81––the formation, in 
Christ, of a new humanity and holy nation. Spiritual 
formation is the Holy Spirit’s work to conform our 
spirits to that of Jesus Christ. The result is a series of 
shapes of evangelical freedom––the disciple’s freedom 
to live out the life of Christ everywhere, always, and in 
relation to all persons. It is for cultivating such shapes 
of Christian freedom that Christ has set us free (Gal 5:1).  
 
The practices of spiritual formation (call them core 
exercises) reinforce who and what God says we are in 
Christ––who and what the Spirit is conforming our 
spirits to be. They’re bodily exercises too, for as have 
seen, persons are psychosomatic unities. Even the 
Desert Fathers never bracketed out the body in their 
quest to become more spiritual. Rather, as Peter Brown 
says, “[The body] was, rather, grippingly present to the 
monk: he was to speak of it as ‘this body, that God has 
afforded me, as a field to cultivate, where I might work 
and become rich.’ ... In the desert tradition, the body was 
allowed to become the discreet mentor of the proud 
soul.”82 Our bodies are themselves “spiritualized”––
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permeated by and in perfect harmony with the Holy 
Spirit––to the extent we live in sync with Christ (1 Cor 
15:42–44). The concentration required for both prayer 
and fasting, for example, involve the whole person: will, 
beliefs, emotions, attitudes, and physical discipline. 
 
Our spirituality is that particular shape of freedom that 
communicates who we are at our core. Spiritual 
formation is the process of becoming more like Christ in 
our human spirits. It is the great privilege and 
responsibility of pastors to form human spirits: finite 
shapes of freedom that display the light and life of God 
in everyday experience. Theology without spiritual 
formation and discipleship is empty; spiritual formation 
without theology and the gospel is blind. Pastor-
theologians preach and teach our new humanity in 
Christ. That’s theology, and it’s good, but it’s not 
enough. The goal is not simply to fill heads––that is, to 
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                       Spirituality Old & New: Testing the Spirits Today, Yesterday, and Tomorrow  
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Way of Life: On Teaching and Learning the Christian Faith and Participation in Christ: An Entry Into Karl 
Barth's Church Dogmatics. He is currently editing a book for Baylor University Press in which many of the world’s best 
theologians and biblical scholars offer theological reflections on the art of teaching theology. Professor Neder teaches a 
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Adam Tietje is a U.S. Army chaplain, an Operations Officer at the U.S. Army Chaplain School, Fort Jackson, South 
Carolina and, a Th.D. Candidate in Theology and Ethics at Duke University Divinity School. He is a graduate of Princeton 
Seminary and has served for more than a decade as an Army chaplain, including a deployment to Afghanistan. He is the 
author of Toward a Pastoral Theology of Holy Saturday: Providing Spiritual Care for War Wounded Souls and other 
several publications, including articles in the Journal of Church and State, Pastoral Psychology, and Pro Ecclesia.  
 
Samuel Thielman, M.D., Ph.D., is adjunct Associate Professor of Psychiatry at Duke University School of Medicine 
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 Save the Date! 
 

   March 7–9, 2023 
 

       Theology Matters 
                    invites you to a        
                     Theology Conference: 
 

          “Spirituality Old & New”
 

Hilton Head Island, South Carolina 
   Providence Presbyterian Church

Fantastic rates for hotels on beautiful beachfront. 

Reflect on the Faith. Relax with Friends. Rekindle the Flame! 

To register online, go to www.theologymatters.com

Dr. Randal Working is President of    
Theology Matters. Dr. Richard Burnett is 
Executive Director and Managing Editor. 
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and teaching elders in various Presbyterian 
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the Presbyterian family and the wider 
Christian community through the clear and 
coherent articulation of theology that is 
reformed according to God’s Word. It is 
sent free to anyone who requests it. You can 
reach us at 864-378-5416, at this email 
address, admin@theologymatters.com or at 
our website: www.theologymatters.com 
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