Spiritual Formation

Contemplative Spirituality

Spiritual Disciplines

Spiritual Something or Other

What has come to be referred to as Spiritual Formation (SF), or Contemplative Spirituality, or Spiritual Disciplines has roots from centuries ago, but in recent decades has been propagated into evangelical Christian seminaries, colleges, bookstores, churches and parachurch ministries.  In summary, it is eastern and Roman Catholic mystic meditation that is cloaked in Christian verbiage, but which bypasses the role and authority of Scripture and the intimacy of the identification truths. 
Some of the names that originated SF or were instrumental in promoting SF into Evangelical Christian circles include:

· St. John of the Cross (1542-1591) - Roman Catholic friar, priest, and saint

· St Teresa of Avila (1515-1582) – Roman Catholic Carmelite nun, author and saint

· Henri Nouwen (1932-1996) - Dutch-born Roman Catholic priest and prolific author

· Thomas Merton (1915-1968) – American Roman Catholic Trappist monk, trained by Hindu Dr. Mahanambrata Brahmachari
· Dallas Willard (1935-2013) – Professor and author    
· Eugene H. Peterson (1932-) – Pastor and prolific author
· Richard Foster (1942-) – Author and founder, Renovaré Institute, Denver, CO; Quaker
· Sue Monk Kidd (1948-) – Author; her Invention of Wings was recommended by Oprah

SF has been embraced by a large number of Christian schools and seminaries, including:

· Biola University & Talbot School of Theology

· Dallas Theological Seminary

· Grace Theological Seminary

· Moody Bible Institute

· Denver Seminary

SF has also been embraced by these notable Christian personalities:

· Chuck Swindoll

· David Jeremiah

· Ravi Zacharias

· Priscilla Shirer

· Dave Ramsey

· Rick Warren

· Larry Crabb

· Beth Moore
Exactly how is SF done? 
The “how” is done through spiritual disciplines, primarily through the discipline of the silence. The silence is an altered state that is reached through a mantra-like meditation, breath prayers, or some other meditative practice. The idea behind it is that if you go into this silent state, you will eliminate distractions (thoughts) and be able to hear God’s voice. He in turn will transform you to be like Christ. The “who” (who can practice these disciplines and become like Christ) is anyone (according to Spiritual Formation pioneer Richard Foster and other proponents of Spiritual Formation). A Christian, a Buddhist, a Muslim, even an atheist—anyone at all can benefit from the spiritual disciplines and ‘become like Christ’.

Polemicist Roger Oakland wrote about Christianity and SF:

As the Word of God becomes less and less important, the rise in mystical experiences escalates, and these experiences are presented to convince the unsuspecting that Christianity is about feeling, touching, smelling, and seeing God. The postmodern mindset is the perfect environment for fostering Spiritual Formation. This term suggests there are various ways and means to get closer to God and to emulate him.

The late SF promoter Thomas Merton wrote:

I intend to become as good a Buddhist as I can.
 
It is a glorious destiny to be a member of the human race . . . now I realize what we all are. . . . If only they [people] could all see themselves as they really are . . . I suppose the big problem would be that we would fall down and worship each other. . . . At the center of our being is a point of nothingness which is untouched by sin and by illusions, a point of pure truth. . . . This little point . . . is the pure glory of God in us. It is in everybody.

I believe that by openness to Buddhism, to Hinduism, and to these great Asian [mystical] traditions, we stand a wonderful chance of learning more about the potentiality of our own Christian traditions.

Let’s compare the above quotes to the word of God:
Romans 8:28-29
And we know that God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God, to those who are called according to His purpose. 29 For those whom He foreknew, He also predestined to become conformed to the image of His Son…
2 Corinthians 3:18 Expanded & Explained

But all of us who are in Christ, with a face that is not veiled by the Law, having died in relationship to the Law and living by God’s amazing grace, are right now continuing to behold as we read and hear the written word of God, seeing as one who looks into a mirror, the glory – the radiant essence of who Christ is – the glory that comes from Christ Himself, and we are in fact in the very the process of being changed and transformed into the same spiritual character, growing from one level of Christ’s glory to the next, and every part of this beholding and transformation is from the God-given ministries of the Holy Spirit.
Colossians 2:1-4

For I want you to know how great a struggle I have on your behalf and for those who are at Laodicea, and for all those who have not personally seen my face, 2 that their hearts may be encouraged, having been knit together in love, and attaining to all the wealth that comes from the full assurance of understanding, resulting in a true knowledge of God's mystery, that is, Christ Himself, 3 in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge. 4 I say this so that no one will delude you with persuasive argument.

Colossians 2:8

See to it that no one takes you captive [as by pirates or thugs] through philosophy and empty deception, according to the tradition of men [Buddhist, Hindu, Roman Catholic mystic, SF], according to the elementary principles of the world, rather than according to Christ.
Colossians 3:16

Let the word [message] of Christ richly dwell within you, with all wisdom teaching and admonishing one another with psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with thankfulness in your hearts to God.

Hebrews 4:12

For the word of God is living and active and sharper than any two-edged sword, and piercing as far as the division of soul and spirit, of both joints and marrow, and able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart.

1 Peter 2:2

…like newborn babies, long for the pure milk of the word, so that by it you may grow in respect to salvation

2 Peter 3:17-18

You therefore, beloved, knowing this beforehand, be on your guard so that you are not carried away by the error of unprincipled men and fall from your own steadfastness, 18 but grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. To Him be the glory, both now and to the day of eternity. Amen.
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SF pursues feelings, altered states of consciousness, and experiences, placing faith in the emptiness of the believer’s mind from facts.  That is the exact opposite of faith in the biblical facts.  And our intimacy of position with Christ is accomplished by our identification with His death, burial, resurrection, ascension and seating.  The believer has a basis in His position for intimacy with Christ in His condition.
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