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ABSTRACT
In his book Divine Conspiracy Dallas Willard calls for a “Curriculum of
Christlikeness.” Never has this been more needed than at this juncture. Recent studies
like REVEAL demonstrate the character of Christians is not unlike those who profess
no faith in Christ at all. Discipleship has often been reduced to ad hoc programs or
relegated to small group ministries of the church or handed off to para-church
organizations.
This paper explores historical solutions like the rise of monasticism, especially
Benedict and his rule as a manual for transformation and Jesuit formation via deep
retreats for self-awareness. Modern solutions are explored like new monasticism and
the rise of new religious orders especially among Evangelicals. The direction of this
paper and project is on developing a ten-month, immersive discipleship experience
that is rooted in shared-living environments that engage several practices that deepen
holiness and prepares followers of Christ for mission.
A community-based, immersive, shared living experience that is centered in
Christ and oriented toward both deep transformation and mission is a useful tool for
discipleship. However for these communities to flourish a new tool is needed that aids
the orientation of new and prospective members, the formation of those already
committed and the replication of new communities in new locales. In short what is
needed is curriculum for Christlikeness that is experiential, communal and missional.
This ten month immersive experience will be built around 12 vows including
simplicity, community, prayer, hospitality and justice among others. The learning will
be embedded in a shared living context that includes a daily rhythm of prayer, meals,
reflection and mission.
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CHAPTER 1
THE PROBLEM
In the present-day church at large and, more specifically, in our own personal
context (the Brownhouse, a communal household in Norwood, Ohio), spiritual
formation typically happens accidentally rather than intentionally. It is rare that one
finds a clearly defined, biblically consistent, considered, holistic, and consistent
approach that orients people to the way of Christ upon entry into the community of
faith. It is also rare to find an approach that guides them through deep spiritual
transformation and shows them how to replicate the experience for others.
The anemic state of spiritual formation and maturity in the American church has been
routinely noted over the last two decades. In his book, The Second Coming of the
Church, sociologist George Barna stated that across a broad spectrum of behaviors
and attitudes there is no significant difference between the morals and behavior of
Christians and non-Christians.1 Christians are, apparently, no more benevolent or
satisfied with their lives than are non-Christians; they are as indebted; they take as
much medication for depression; and their divorce rate is higher. Barna concludes,
“We think and behave no differently from anyone else.”2
In 2007, Willow Creek made public the results of a multiyear quantitative
analysis of its church.3 One of the major conclusions was that, although they were
good at getting people in the door and active in the church’s many programs, a
relatively small percentage of their membership actually considered themselves “close
to Christ” or “Christ-centered.” A large part of their membership described
1. George Barna, The Second Coming of the Church (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1998), 6-7,
121.
2. Barna, Second Coming, 7.
3. Greg L. Hawkins and Cally Parkinson, Reveal: Where Are You? (Chicago: Willow Creek
Association, 2007), passim.

1

2

themselves as “stalled out” in their spiritual development. Following their study, the
church leadership espoused the need for a four-component track for spiritual
formation: (1) acquiring spiritual beliefs and attitudes; (2) participating in church
activities; (3) observing personal spiritual practices; and (4) participating in spiritual
activities with others. It is important to note that the third and fourth components were
the new elements that Willow Creek identified as lacking and recommended adding.
Prior to Willow Creek’s admission, Dallas Willard lamented, “… at the present time
intentional, effective training in Christ-likeness — within the framework of a cleareyed apprenticeship commitment and a spiritual ‘engulfment’ in the Trinitarian reality
— is just not there for us” (italics his). He adds that “nondiscipleship is the ‘elephant
in the church’ ” that is fed and kept strong by the “lack of effectual programs of
training that enable [God’s] people to do what Jesus said in a regular and efficient
manner.”4
More recently, Reggie McNeal has noted that the church has, for a long time,
given itself to running programs and ministries rather than engaging in its core
activity of developing people spiritually, a fact that has contributed to a church culture
which is distinctly nonmissional.5 Frost and Hirsch would agree, “The church is in
decline in almost every context in the First World. The church is worse off precisely
because of Christendom’s failure to evangelize its own context and establish gospel
communities that transform the culture.”6
4 Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy: Rediscovering Our Hidden Life in God (New York:
HarperOne, 1998), 313.
5 Reggie McNeal, Missional Renaissance: Changing the Scorecard for the Church (San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2009), 6-8.
6 Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch, The Shaping of Things to Come: Innovation and Mission
for the 21st Century Church (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 2003), 14.
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This sounding of the alarm is nothing new. It is a persistent and common motif
throughout religious history for leaders to decry the current state of spiritual maturity
and sound the call for return to the more rigorous and devoted practices of earlier
generations. This naturally begs the question whether there is anything distinctly
different about the time in which we now find ourselves, and many observers and
researchers in a variety of fields — e.g., sociology, anthropology, and neuroscience to
name three — have concluded that we have entered and are entering a period of
human history that is qualitatively different from all others. Three features of this
liminal moment in human history are postmodernism, consumerism, and the transition
to a digital information-entertainment age.
In the West, we have entered a postmodern culture where traditions, moral
norms and any sense of absolute truth have been replaced by a pronounced relativism
and a pluralism of truths that are tied not to philosophical schools but to an
individual’s personal experience. Marketers, psychologists, neuroscientists, all
working within an economy built on the need to increase levels of acquisition, have
contributed to the formation of a systemic and rampant consumer culture where the
distinction between need and want has blurred considerably.7 As complicit actors in
this unfolding drama, we now see it as normal to express ourselves and establish our
identities through what we buy, ascribing a kind of magic power to brands and the
“statement” attached to them. Add to this the digital-information age: never before in
7

For a fascinating overview of the escalation of desire in consumerist culture, see sociologist
Juliet B. Schor’s The Overspent American: Upscaling, Downshifting, and the New Consumer (New
York: Basic Books, 1998), 3-109. For how psychology and neuroscience are intersecting with
marketing in new and powerful ways, see the following sampling: Gordon R. Foxall, Ronald E.
Goldsmith, Stephen Brown, Consumer Psychology for Marketing, 2nd ed. (Andover, Hampshire,
England: Cengage Learning EMEA 1998); Curtis P. Haugtvedt, Paul M. Herr, Frank R. Kardes, eds.,
Handbook of Consumer Psychology (New York: Psychology Press, 2008); Leon Zurawicki,
Neuromarketing: Exploring the Brain of the Consumer, (Berlin: Springer-Verlag, 2010); Patrick
Renvoisé and Christophe Morin, Neuromarketing: Understanding the “Buy Buttons” in Your
Customer’s Brain (New York: Thomas Nelson, 2007); Aradhna Krishna, ed., Sensory Marketing:
Research on the Sensuality of Products (New York: Routledge Academic, 2009).
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human history has the general population had the capability to instantaneously access
vast databanks of information on all variety of topics, to connect visually and verbally
in real time with both friends and strangers who may be physically present on the
other side of the planet, or to enjoy an endless stream of diversion and entertainment
— all via the power of the internet.8 Radical individualism, amped up significantly by
a consumer culture and the internet but born in the cradle of (European) American
civilization, is a fourth feature of our culture that needs to be considered, because it
challenges our ability to form missional communities. It would be useful at this point
to discuss each of these in more detail, particularly as they relate to the topic of
catechesis in the Christian tradition.
One of the central tenets of postmodernity is the rejection of any centralizing
myth or grand narrative that attempts to present truth. One can make a claim for a
story, but that claim is limited and, consequently, weak. What one cannot claim is a
Story, since there are no claims that have universal weight to them. What this means
for “curricula of Christlikeness” is that they can no longer be created from data and
information imposed by an authority figure or “information dispenser” offering a
worldview or moral philosophy that trumps the experience of others. Postmodernism
pushes curricula (of the kind envisioned in this dissertation) first toward unpacking
individual stories via relationships, then grouping these “storied relationships” into
communities, and, finally, exploring communally the nature of Trinitarian reality. It is
8

It is commonly acknowledged that the Internet is a new sociological phenomenon that is
global in scope. That uniqueness is not seen in any particular feature. After all, distance communication
has existed for a long time, sharing and acquiring information, forming communities, and finding
entertainment, etc. What is unique about the Internet is that it provides a single conduit for these
activities with unprecedented speed, ease, and scale, and that it allows large groups the ability to form
virtual communities using real-time, translocal communication. How this innovation is shaping us is
hotly debated. For an inquisitive and cautionary perspective, see Nicholas Carr, The Shallows: What
the Internet is Doing to Our Brains (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2010). This book followed Carr’s
controversial essay, “Is Google Making us Stupid?” in The Atlantic Monthly, July/August, 2008,
accessed 21 January 2011; available from http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2008/07/isgoogle-making-us-stupid/6868; Internet.
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a slow movement toward the adoption of the metanarrative embodied in scripture. It
is the movement from story to theology. Consequently, current attempts to create new
curricula will have to acknowledge and promote this slow and painstaking relational
work.9
Consumerism, as a distinct social-economic phenomenon in human
civilization, has existed for only three hundred years, originating in Western Europe
in the 1700s.10 However, its ascendancy in modern American life has been swift,
pronounced, and disturbing, sparking numerous books, articles, and documentaries
exploring how our lives are being shaped by it.11 As economist Victor Lebow noted
(albeit in different language) over fifty years ago, consumerism is its own spiritual
formation curriculum, replete with its own special disciplines:
Our enormously productive economy demands that we make consumption
our way of life, that we convert the buying and use of goods into rituals,
that we seek our spiritual satisfactions, our ego satisfactions, in
consumption. The measure of social status, of social acceptance, of
prestige, is now to be found in our consumption patterns. The very
meaning and significance of our lives is now expressed in consumption
terms. The greater the pressures upon the individual to conform to safe
and accepted social standards, the more does he tend to express his
aspirations and individuality in terms of what he wears, drives, eats — his
home, his car, his patterns of food serving, his hobbies.12

9

The popular Alpha discipleship method is a step in the right direction — away from usual
Western didactic models — since it unfolds over a ten-week period, is typically conducted in the
context of shared meals, and involves a communal weekend retreat.
10

Peter N. Stearns, Consumerism in World History: The Global Transformation of Desire, 2d
ed. (New York: Routledge, 2006), 14-60.
11

Juliet B. Schor, The Overspent American: Why We Want What We Don’t Need (New
York: HarperPerennial, 1998), Benjamin R. Barber, Consumed: How Markets Corrupt Children,
Infantilize Adults, and Swallow Citizens Whole (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2007); Andy
Coghlan, “Consumerism is ‘eating the future,’ ” New Scientist, Aug. 7, 2009, accessed March 1, 2011;
available from http://www.newscientist.com/article/dn17569-consumerism-is-eating-thefuture.html?full=true; Internet. “The Persuaders,” Public Broadcasting System’s Nova, November 9,
2003.
12

Victor Lebow, “Price Competition in 1955,” Journal of Retailing 31 (Spring 1955): 7.
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Lebow further states that these commodities and services must be offered with
ever greater urgency, that “we need things consumed, burned up, worn out, replaced
and discarded at an ever increasing pace” so that we can “maintain the multiplicity
and intensity of wants” that keep this new spiritual-economic engine moving.13
Eleven years earlier, Aldous Huxley offered a similar and very prescient
evaluation: “The condition of an expanding and technologically progressive system of
mass production is universal craving. Advertising is the organized effort to extend and
intensify craving.”14
Huxley added that “all … advertising has but one purpose — to prevent the
will from ever achieving silence.”15 In other words, the onslaught of media creates, as
Lebow noted, a multiplicity of desires that prevent one from achieving the unity of
mind-heart that is core to discipleship.16 We have been reared through consumerism
not only to be double-minded but to be Legion-minded.
There are, however, additional features of consumerism that are a challenge to
the gospel. If Lebow can speak of a “multiplicity of wants,” it is only because there
exist a multiplicity of tangible objects to be wanted, which translates into an
abundance of choices. And when abundant choice is present, we can afford to be
picky and fussy. If we are unhappy with a product we have other choices — and we
can return the original with no questions asked. In a consumer society, the clientconsumer rules and must be placated at all costs. In a consumerist culture, companies

13

Lebow, “Price Competition,” 7-8.

14

Aldous Huxley, The Perennial Philosophy (New York: Harper & Collins, 1944), 219.

15

Ibid.

16

“You are to love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all
your strength.” Deut. 6:5 (cf. Mark 12:30).
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try to promote brand loyalty just as churches try to promote church loyalty. Having
been treated as quasi royalty and indulged from our youngest years, the clientconsumers develop an exquisitely sharpened sense of entitlement and self-importance,
resulting in a narcissism and entitlement.17 Another practical outcome of
consumerism is that we have become care-laden: with many possessions come many
cares. “Stuff” requires attention, and the more “stuff” we have the more time and
attention is required of us: to clean it, repair it, arrange it, and store it. Although the
goal of individual companies within a consumerist culture is to create monopolies or
hegemonies of taste-preference and life-style, they are unable to speak at all to real
communities. They appeal to individual rather than collective tastes. We have iPods®
and iMacs® and iPhones® rather than we-Pods, we-Macs and such.18
Consumerism, then, presents a strong challenge to the formation of any
curriculum of Christlikeness. Nothing less than a full-scale deconstruction will
suffice.19 A modern curriculum for spiritual development would need to ground the
17

A recent study by researchers at the University of California, Irvine, found that a third of
students surveyed said that they expected Bs simply for attending lectures, and 40 percent said they
deserved a B for completing the required reading. Ellen Greenberger, Jared Lessard, Chuansheng
Chen, Susan P. Farruggia, “Self Entitled College Students: Contributions of Personality, Parenting, and
Motivational Factors,” Journal of Youth and Adolescence 37, no. 10 (2008): 1193-1204. See also Jean
M. Twenge, W. Keith Campbell, The Narcissism Epidemic: Living in the Age of Entitlement (New
York: Free Press, 2009).
18

Although Apple has said that the “i” in these product names is short for “internet,” it is
unavoidably linked in our minds with the first person singular pronoun.
19

It is critical to recognize that the entire edifice of consumerism is built upon a perspective
that sees the world’s resources as unlimited. Therefore, some necessary deconstruction involves a
biblical motif that has been wrongly interpreted for our time. The commands to “be fruitful and
multiply,” (i.e., to have many children) and to “subdue / harness the earth” (extract her resources) has
been interpreted as an affirmation of the American dream, and some religious groups have seen
aggressive procreation as God-given method of evangelization. Large families were desirable in the
past when they and the tribes to which they belonged constituted a kind of insurance, and the earth was
believed to exist for humans to subdue in order to benefit from its abundant resources. Currently,
however, humanity is fast becoming aware of the unsustainable nature of these previously unexamined
assumptions. The biblical injunctions were not intended for a population that is predicted to surpass 9
billion by the year 2050. UN News Centre, February 24, 2005, accessed 1 March 2011; available from
http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=13451&Cr=population&Cr1; Internet.
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individual’s identity — and, more importantly, the group’s identity — in the love of
Christ rather than the world’s goods. It will require being content with less and
discovering greater satisfaction in the richness of relationships. Distraction,
discontentment, fussiness, narcissism, entitlement, and greed, all normalized and
sanctified through consumerism, will have to be replaced with single-mindedness,
contentment, true humility, sharing, frugality, and generosity. And, in most cases, this
same curriculum would need to challenge disciples to simplify their lives through the
reduction of goods, to live with less.
The digital information-entertainment age is a third feature of our time that is
both qualitatively different from all previous times, and one that presents a challenge
to past models of discipleship. We are witnessing something unprecedented in human
history and are only on the cusp of understanding the ways in which this culture is
shaping us for both good and bad. Only a few of those characteristics can be named
here.
First, the digital revolution has led to a democratization of information and
access. Anyone with internet access and basic search skills can access virtually any
information deemed important. It is assumed, in fact, that we should be able to access
the same information as well as create it or contribute to it. Second, we expect to be
able to access most of this information for free.20 Third, we assume that we should be
able to access this data not just quickly but instantly.21 A requirement to wait for

20

The IFPI (International Federation of the Phonographic Industry) Digital Music Report
2009 stated that 95% of all music downloads worldwide are “unauthorized, with no payment to artists
and producers.” This remarkable percentage suggests that the average person believes it is his/her right
to have something for nothing. International Federation of the Phonographic Industry, January 16,
2009, accessed March 2, 2011; available from
http://www.ifpi.org/content/section_resources/dmr2009.html; Internet
21

A fundamental drive of technology has always been to reduce or “save” time. Segei
Krupenin, an executive director of marketing for a company that makes quick-boot programs for PC
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anything is becoming a foreign notion. Fourth, multitasking has become a ubiquitous
feature of this new world.22 The constant shifting of attention has become routine and
expected. Fifth, the digital information age has ratcheted up the perceived speed of
life; our sense of time is changing. The daily outpouring of visual images, the speed
of cinematic scene changes, the speed of innovation, production, getting products into
the market, microwaves, speed dialing — all of these and more coalesce to create a
fast-moving stream that carries us in its swift current.23 Sixth, our sense of place is
shifting. Technological advances have opened the door to experiencing relationships
and realities beyond the locale that binds us physically.24 Seventh, our digital social
networks have grown to “unhuman” proportions.25 Last, we are inundated with
information.26

makers, is quoted as saying, “It’s ridiculous to ask people to wait a couple minutes [for something to
boot up]. We want instant on.” Matt Richtel and Ashlee Vance, “In Age of Impatience, Cutting PC
Start Time,” New York Times, 25 October 2008, accessed 3 March, 2011; available from
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/10/26/technology/26boot.html; InternetInterestingly one week later the
New York Times ran an article entitled, “30 Seconds to Boot Up? That’s 29 Too Many,” in which the
author states, “I’ve come to believe that unhappiness does not illustrate impatience. Rather, it reflects
an important shift in computing …. We don’t tolerate, and have never tolerated, long wait times that
are disproportionate to the activity that follows them. If we need to spend only a few seconds looking
up something on the Web, it’s only natural that we want the preparatory time to be as close to zero as
possible. It’s not impatience, just proportionality.” Randall Stross, 1 November 2008, accessed 3
March 2011; available from http://www.nytimes.com/2008/11/02/business/02digi.html; Internet.
22

Many neuroscientists believe that the meteoric rise of ADD/ADHD is the result of natural
adaptation to our environment. We are “selecting” for a chaotic, arrhythmic, multisensory environment,
e.g., Richard Restak, M.D., The New Brain: How the Modern Age is Rewiring Your Mind (Emmaus,
PA: Rodale Press, 2003), 41-59.
23

James Gleick, Faster: The Acceleration of Just About Everything (New York: Pantheon,
1999), passim.
24

This substantial change affects our experience of time as well. E.g., we can watch and
experience in the present moment things that occurred days, weeks or years ago.
25

Dunbar, R.I.M., “Neocortex Size as a Constraint on Group Size in Primates,” Journal of
Human Evolution 20 (1992): 469-93; “Coevolution of Neocortical Size, Group Size, and Language in
Humans,” Journal of Human Evolution 22 (1993): 681-735. Dunbar established that the tribal size of
primates was linked to the size of their neocortices in relation to the overall size of their brains: the
larger the neocortex, the larger the size of the tribe for that species. From this he extrapolated that the
upper limit of a human tribe is approximately 148 (a number which has been rounded to 150 and called
“Dunbar’s Number”). A tribe is a cohesive social unit in which one can know the “names and faces” of

10

The digital information age is a “game-changer” in terms of discipleship. It is
exceptionally difficult in modern catechesis to provide the kind of insular, immersive,
focused, dialed-down, relational, and extended experience that would have been
routine in past ages. We are not, however, going back to a previous time. What has
come has come, and it will be important to discern how technology can be leveraged
in life-giving ways for spiritual formation and how it cannot. Church leaders of all
types, but particularly pastors, will have to settle in their minds whether significant
pause and reflection are not simply good ideas but essential parts of inner formation.
It will be critical to settle the importance of an enfleshed, local, and appropriatelysized community to spiritual development and whether real community, as it has been
known until recently, can be replaced by a virtual community. The church is being
pushed to consider whether the boundary lines of patience, a biblical virtue rooted in
agrarian cultures, must be redrawn in a culture where nanoseconds count. Are
qualities like character, virtue, and wisdom — which are cultivated over years —
necessarily devalued in a culture that both expects and esteems instant gratification?
Radical Individualism is the fourth new feature of our time. Some would argue
that the sustained ability to think collectively has been lost, by virtue of the cultural
air we have breathed for so long.27 The authors of the landmark book, Habits of the

all members as well as their relationships to others in the group. Malcolm Gladwell popularized
“Dunbar’s Number” in his book, The Tipping Point (New York: Back Bay Books, 2002), 177-86.
26

This point was driven home dramatically by the viral video, “Did You Know,” in which it
was stated that one week of New York Times issues contains more information than a person in the
18th century was likely to have come across in a lifetime.
27

Holland Cotter, “Scaling a Minimalist Wall with Bright Shiny Colors,” New York Times,
15 January 2008, accessed 4 March 2011; available from
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/01/15/arts/design/15patt.html; Internet. Cotter writes on the “Pattern
and Decoration,” the first and only true art movement of the postmodern era. He concludes, “We don’t
do art movements anymore. We do brand names (Neo-Geo); we do promotional drives (“Painting is
back!”); we do industry trends (art fairs, M.F.A students at Chelsea galleries, etc.). But now the market
is too large, its mechanism too corporate, its dependence on instant stars and products too strong to
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Heart, meticulously document the rise of individualism within the United States,
pondering:
… whether an individualism in which the self has become the main form
of reality can really be sustained. What is at issue is not simply whether
self-contained individuals might withdraw from the public sphere to
pursue purely private ends, but whether such individuals are capable of
sustaining either a public or private life. If this is the danger, perhaps only
the civic and biblical forms of individualism — forms that see the
individual in relation to a larger whole, a community and a tradition — are
capable of sustaining genuine individuality and nurturing both public and
private life.28
In Bowling Alone, Harvard sociologist Robert Putnam argues that “social
capital,” a kind of glue that holds society together, has progressively eroded since the
early 1960s.29 Putnam attributes this to a variety of factors, including the rise of
suburbs, back porch rather than front porch neighborhoods, the increase in housing
sizes, the number of TVs within the home, and the vacuum created within
neighborhoods with the advent of double-income families. New and disturbing
research has confirmed that the slide continues at an alarming rate.30 Yet recent and
growing research from the fields of social science and neuroscience continue to

support the kind of collective thinking and sustained application of thought that have defined
movements as such.” (emphasis mine).
28

Robert N. Bellah, Richard Madsen, William M. Sullivan, Ann Swidler and Steven M.
Tipton, Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life, rev. ed. (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1993), 143.
29

Robert Putnam, Bowling Alone: the Collapse and Revival of American Community (New
York: Schuster, 2001), 183-246, 277-84. His intriguing title comes from the decline in league bowling
over a 40-year period during which individual bowling went up. A newer cataloging of this social
phenomenon can be found in Jacqueline Olds and Richard S. Schwartz, The Lonely American: Drifting
Apart in the 21st Century (Boston: Beacon Press, 2009).
30

Miller McPherson, Lynn Smith-Lovin, “Social Isolation in America: Changes in Core
Discussion Networks Over Two Decades,” American Sociological Review 71 (June 2006): 353-75.
Using comprehensive data from the General Social Survey, these researchers found that between 19852004, the number of people with whom the average American could discuss important matters dropped
from three to two, and the number of those who had no one in whom they could confide tripled. One of
the stunning facts to emerge from the 2000 census was that one in four adults in the U.S. now lives
alone. We are undergoing an unprecedented social (or rather non-social) experiment!
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highlight the ways in which humans are hardwired to live in intimate connections
with others.31
A historically protracted and deeply entrenched individualism creates a kind
of relational poverty in which it is difficult to imagine what healthy community might
be like, and even when it can actually be found, it may prove difficult to receive since
no strong receptors for it were developed during childhood. One might compare this
to a special type of attachment disorder.32 Yet the understanding of ourselves as the
people of God, a kind of contrast community, is a crucial aspect of God’s redemptive
work. We are saved together. Any curriculum of Christlikeness will have to confront
head-on this individualism and relational poverty, patiently wooing people toward
God’s vision for the Society of Jesus and helping them acquire the relational tools
necessary to enable them to become healthy members of that community.33
At this point it is worth returning to Willow Creek’s REVEAL study and
focusing on their fourth category, the list of Personal Spiritual Practices. As a
31

Daniel Goleman, Social Intelligence: The New Science of Human Relationships (New
York: Bantam, 2006), 3-12, 190-263. Goleman’s book is littered with references to newer research on
this topic. See also Thomas Lewis, M.D., Fari Amini, M.D., Richard Lannon, M.D., A General Theory
of Love (New York: Vintage Books, 2001).
32

Attachment Disorder refers to a complex of behaviors and moods in children who seem
unable to bond to their adoptive parents. The hypothesis for this inability to bond is that because they
lacked the experience of being nurtured, held, and loved during their earliest years, they are not
neurologically wired to connect to their new caregivers. If children have not been neurologically
“imprinted” by the experience of loving parents, then concepts such as “God-the-Father” tend to
remain abstracted in adulthood. There are simply no early, emotionally significant “sticky points” on
which to hang the concept. Likewise, if one has not had the experience of community in early years,
learning how to embrace community in grace will be challenging. It is challenging enough for those
with receptors for community.
33

Our default understanding of prayer as a largely solitary practice is a clear example of what
a curriculum of Christlikeness must address. Eugene Peterson asserts, “The community in prayer, not
the individual at prayer, is basic and primary. The Americanization of prayer has reversed this clear
biblical (and human!) order. Individuals don’t ‘make up’ the community, they are produced by it.”
Eugene Peterson, Answering God: The Psalms as Tools for Prayer (San Francisco:
HarperSanFrancisco, 1989), 84. We would go further and speak of the Americanization of spiritual
disciplines in general and, consequently, spiritual formation is a pandemic feature of western
Christianity. We are losing the ability, imagination, and desire to think and act collectively.
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church, Willow Creek identified a need to encourage practice of the following
spiritual disciplines in order to lead their church members out of their “stalled” stage
and into deeper discipleship: (1) reflection on scripture; (2) solitude; (3) bible reading;
(4) prayer for guidance and confession; (5) tithing. Most would agree that these
practices do grow and strengthen a believer’s faith, but the list leads one to wonder
why these particular practices are mentioned and not others. There are some striking
omissions.34 Furthermore, the practices are referred to as “personal”. Although the
individual practice of disciplines is desirable, and although one can imagine
“personal” practices also taking place in a communal setting, it is striking here that
there is no explicit call for a regular and communal practice of these activities.35 There
appears to be no imagination for how these might be practiced together on a broad
scale, no biblical articulation of spiritual formation as a family-of-God activity, and
no suspicion that the lack of spiritual formation in Western society is due partly to this
noncommunal stance. One suspects that a norm of our culture (i.e., radical
individualism) has influenced how Willow Creek understands moving deeper into
Christ. A point of this dissertation, however, is that Willow Creek’s paradigm for
spiritual formation is a given in the Western church.

34

For instance, the biblical mandates to promote justice and exercise compassion (Mic. 6:8)
are absent. The practice of solitude is delinked from its companion practices of silence, prayer, and
fasting. One could conclude that the encouragement here is simply to follow the expected evangelical
mantra for spiritual development: have a regular “quiet time” (solitude), read your bible and think
about what it says (reflection), ask God to lead you (guidance), name any sins you’re aware of
(confession), and when you “go to church,” don’t forget to give 10% (tithing).
35

Our current climate of radical individualism leads us very naturally — almost automatically
— to elevate private practice and downplay or dismiss the value of public practice. As will be argued
later, the rut of individualistic thinking is so deep that where we can imagine doing something alone we
almost certainly will. Chap. 3 will develop more fully the biblical understanding of sanctification as a
communal enterprise. Chap. 4 will include a historical look at groups who have shaped themselves in
order to accent “communal sanctification.”
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This chapter began by pointing out that Christian spiritual formation is at a
crossroads, that there is a broad and deep discontent with both the current methods of
discipleship and the outcomes of discipleship. It was then noted that sounding the
alarm, lamenting the current state of the church, and summoning the church to the
fervor and allegedly higher standards of former times is a common motif in religious
and human history.36 Yet it was further argued that there are valid reasons for the
anemic state of discipleship and the perplexing crossroads at which we find ourselves.
In fact, this is a watershed religious moment, a time in the West that is qualitatively
different from anything we have experienced before.37 The currents of postmodernity,
marketing, digital information, and radical individualism have merged to form a river
that has drastically altered the landscape of our time, and a different landscape
requires a different way of “doing business,” one that is faithful to the biblical and
historical witness of the church while taking into account the realities of our day.
In light of this pressing need for spiritual formation in the context of a very
different world, this dissertation proposes an immersive curriculum for Christlikeness,
one that is rooted in an environment of shared rhythms and rituals (prayers, meals)
set in the context of a communal household functioning under a rule of life that
promotes mission. The curriculum will be grounded in an understanding of spiritual
formation as a largely communal enterprise. This written, immersive curriculum and
well-defined communal living environment will form young adults spiritually and
provide them with tools to engage the world missionally. In short, it will equip them
to love God and the whole created order: others, self, and creation.
36

Even in Homer’s Iliad the older Greek captains routinely upbraid the younger warriors for
how they fail to measure up to their ancestors.
37

This is the main contention of Phyllis Tickle in The Great Emergence (North Dartmouth,
MA: Baker Books, 2008).

CHAPTER 2
SPIRITUAL FORMATION: RADICAL REORIENTATION AND MISSION
… until Christ be formed in you.
Gal. 4:19
In the previous chapter, features of the postmodern landscape were identified.
They constitute the very real patterns of this world.1 In the absence of countervailing
schemas to overwrite them, they actively and quietly shape us from infancy forward.
In light of this, conversion — which is here understood as both event and process —
is no simple task.
Those at the beginning of this journey will bear the stigmata of postmodernity
as described in the previous chapter. They will, among other things, be marked deeply
by consumerism, entitlement, radical individualism, hurried and unreflective living,
and addiction to technology. They will be far from understanding, and even farther
from experiencing or practicing, simplicity, contentment, servanthood, community,
prayer, and justice.
Facilitating this journey, the journey to live in Christ, is central to pastoral
work. This journey is spiritual formation. As Paul reminds us in his letter to the
church in Galatia, seeing Christ formed in the lives of followers is the only worthy
goal of spiritual leadership. Whatever other goals church leaders may be tempted or
told to chase, they are either ancillary to or incompatible with the task of forming
people in the image of Jesus. Typical metrics of church success — congregational
size, amount of money given or raised, variety of programs, the nature and
atmosphere of the public assembly, mission efforts — all are either subsidiary to the
supremely important goal of authentic spiritual transformation. Consequently, the
1

Rom. 12:2, “Don’t conform to the ways of thinking and acting that dominate a culture cut
off from God. Instead, be transformed by a complete overhaul of both perspective and behavior. If you
do this, you’ll know how God wants you to act. You’ll also know by experience that what God wants
for you is good, satisfying, and perfect.” (David Nixon. trans.)
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question of the core nature of spiritual leadership can be answered simply: spiritual
leadership is leading people into spiritual transformation, into both the Way and the
Work of Jesus. The pastoral vocation, then, is a type of spiritual mothering or
fathering that frames, actively guides, and oversees the process of spiritual
transformation.2
This understanding of pastoral work, however, has been routinely displaced by
other prevalent understandings. Roxburgh speaks of the shift toward “pastor as priest”
that occurred in the Constantinian church, then of the shift toward “pastor as
pedagogue” in the Reformation church, and finally the shift toward “pastor as
professional” in the postEnlightenment church. Variations on this latest professional
motif are “leader as counselor” (pastor as therapist), “leader as manager” (pastor as
CEO), and “leader as technician” (pastor as “how-to expert”).3
These widely held understandings are theologically faulty because they
dismiss the central role of spiritual formation at the individual and communal level. A
leader playing the role of mediator-priest, counselor-therapist, or pedagogue-teacher
will likely not facilitate the kind of radical reorientation required for gospel life to
take hold. Authentic spiritual formation reorients the individual and community to a
new way of life, one that is also missional in nature. In other words, it creates the
understanding that we, the people of God, are sent. The meaning and significance of
2

Throughout the remainder of this paper, phrases like spiritual mothers and fathers (or
spiritual mothers or spiritual fathers) will be used when addressing leadership in spiritual communities.
This use better captures the hands-on nature of spiritual parenting and is in greater alignment with both
the radical, reorienting, and reparenting work of the abbot or abbess within monastic communities.
Although the term captures the nature and essence of pastoral work, the writer understands that its
public use can be problematic in an age where unhealthy models of parenting seem to abound.
3

“Missional Leadership: Equipping God’s People for Mission,” Missional Church, Darrell L.
Guder, ed., (Grand Rapids, MI: Erdmans, 1998), 183-198. Roxburgh argues for missional leadership
that is (1) Christocentric; (2) charismatic; (3) eschatological; (4) and proclamatory. Such leadership
teaches the community to be patterned after Christ, be led by the Spirit, bear witness to the current
inbreaking of the kingdom, and announce God’s intention for all creation.
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the Christian life is to be found in its capacity to reflect God’s goodness and offer it to
others.
Christ calls us to become disciples, which means to become learners,
adherents, followers.4 Being a follower was taken literally in many instances;
devotees quite literally walked behind the teacher and followed him through the
course of his day. In fact, the term follower becomes interchangeable with disciple in
the New Testament.
Becoming a disciple, at least in the perspective of Jesus, involves denying
oneself, taking up one’s cross, and following.5 Self-denial is not to be understood as
self-hatred. In gospel language, as will be seen shortly, it simply means shedding
personal agendas and false loyalties and assuming a posture of humility and learning.
It is emptying oneself (kenosis) so that one is prepared to receive. This about-face is
the first step in the dance of repentance.
To pick up one’s cross is the second step in the dance. In the language of
Jesus, “picking up one’s cross” is not nearly as much a call to embrace physical
suffering as it is an invitation to embrace God’s agenda. For Jesus, of course, that
meant embracing a literal cross with an understanding that avoiding that cross would

4

The word disciple is the dominant word used in the Gospels to describe the twelve apostles
and adherents of Jesus in general. It is the most common translation of the Greek maqhthv√V (mathetes),
which is derived from the verb manqavnein (manthanein), meaning “to learn.” A disciple, in the more
specific sense in which is used in the Gospels, refers to someone who places himself or herself (Mary
of Bethany is one example, and Paul commands women to learn in this way in 1 Tim. 2) as a learner or
student in a specialized relationship with a teacher who is respected for his pedagogy and way of life.
In modern day terms the word apprentice captures better than student the sense of the term disciple.
Whereas student connotes a classroom setting, apprentice connotes working under an artisan-expert in
order to learn a skill.
5

Mk. 8:34.
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have meant rejecting God’s purposes for his life.6 Repentance, then, is a turning away
and a turning toward.7
The invitation to follow, as expressed in Mk. 8:34, is more than a third and
discrete part of repentance. It is, rather, a portal, or means, through which discipleship
is realized. It is an invitation to walk closely behind Jesus in order to observe in real
time what it looks like to reject false loyalties and embrace the purposes of God. It is
an invitation to practice the will of God, one that is accomplished by being with him.8
Followers are invited into an intimate, specialized, longitudinal “living arrangement.”
It is immersive in nature.
Discipleship, however, is more than immersive. It is communal. It is
incomplete to conclude that Jesus forms a band of twelve apostles simply as a
political or religious statement: that he is building a new and truer version of the
twelve tribes of Israel. His choice to create a “learning cohort” is based in the deeper

6

This explains the harsh response of Jesus to Peter when the latter tries to contradict what
Jesus sees as God’s path (Mk. 8:33).
7

This call to turn away from and turn toward, captured succinctly in the words repent and
repentance, is ubiquitous in the both the Old and New Testaments, e.g., it is found in the clothing
imagery of Paul, to “take off the old self” and “put on the new self” (Eph. 4:22-24; Rom. 13:12-14). It
also is found in the Lord’s prayer, “May your kingdom come; may your will be done.” As Huxley
reminds us, the corollary of “thy kingdom come” is “my kingdom go.”
8

Mk. 3:14 notes that Jesus called the Twelve “to be with him.” The force of this short phrase
is often overlooked. David Nixon, a colleague and founding pastor of Vineyard Central in Norwood,
Ohio, noted in a private conversation that if one assumes the call of Jesus for the disciples to be “with
him” was literal, and if they spent, as is likely, the better part of each day (approximately twelve
waking hours) with Jesus over the course of three years, then even with occasional breaks, they spent
well in excess of 10,000 hours with him. According to writers and researchers in the Expert Human
Performance movement, 10,000 hours of dedicated and intelligent practice is the benchmark for
achieving mastery in any discipline or skill. K. Anders Ericsson, Neil Charness, Rober R. Hoffman,
Paul J. Feltovich, eds., The Cambridge Handbook of Expertise and Expert Performance (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2006), 561-62. The studies of Ericsson, in particular, were present to a
non-academic audience through the following two books: Malcolm Gladwell, Outliers: The Story of
Success (New York: Little, Brown and Co., 2008), 35-68; and Daniel Coyle, The Talent Code (New
York: Bantam Dell, 2009), 51-53.
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tribal-nation theology of the Jewish people, a theology that carries over into the early
Christian community.9
Although motifs of tribe and people-group cross over into the New Testament,
intimate metaphors for the community figure more prominently. The disciples are
referred to on multiple occasions as a body,10 a family or household,11 a flock,12 as
slaves and servants,13 and as a living structure inhabited by God.14 The members of
the community address one another as brothers and sisters.15 They regard their
individual possessions and property as available for liquidation in order to meet
community needs.16 It is instructive that we have so many “one another passages” in
the New Testament.17

9

Beginning with Gen. 12 and God’s promise to make Abram, via his descendants, into a
nation / a people-group. Deut. 7:6 reiterates the initiative of God and the choice of a people. “You are a
holy people, who belong to the LORD your God. Of all the people on earth, the LORD your God has
chosen you to be his own special treasure. 1 Peter co-opts and modifies this passage, applying it to the
Christian community: “You are a chosen people. You are a kingdom of priests, God's holy nation, his
very own possession. (1 Peter 2:9). Note, too, Colossians 3:12: “Therefore, as God's chosen people,
holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and
patience.” Members of this God-tribe are citizens (Eph. 2:19; Phil. 3:20).
10

This is the most prominent image in Paul's letters and the only one with no Old Testament
equivalent. There is a strong emphasis on the relationship of all the members of the body and on
diversity and equality within unity. Every member is a functioning member (Eph. 2:22-23; 4:4, 15-16;
1 Cor. 9, 12, 14).
11

The Fatherhood of God is constantly in view in this metaphor. (Rom. 8:29; Heb. 2:10-18).

12

In the foreground is the understanding of Jesus as the Good Shepherd (Jn. 10:11), the Great
Shepherd (Heb. 13:20), and Chief Shepherd (1 Pet. 5:4). His flock know his voice and follow him (Lk.
12:32; Jn. 10:1-16, 27,28; Acts 20:28, 29; 1 Pet. 5:2-4) as a flock.
13

Lk. 17:10; Rev. 22:3. God as master of the household is in view here. The accent here is
upon our servant posture within the same household.
14

Temple imagery is dynamic rather than static. God's people are a building "not built by
human hands" (2 Cor. 5:1). Whereas God’s presence was, in times past, associated with, first, the
tabernacle, and subsequently the Jewish temple, God now inhabits his people through the Spirit (1 Cor.
3:16; Eph 2:21).
15
16

See in particular Paul’s letters, passim.

Acts 2:45 and 4:32 show that the earliest Christian community regarded their possessions
and property as koinav (koina), understood as “common” or “shared.” These two passages also
elucidate the primary meaning of Acts 2:42, where Luke speaks of the community giving great
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This movement away from an old way of life toward a new one is radical. Its
extreme nature leads Jesus to speak of it as “losing one’s life” in order to “save it.”
Examples of these extreme breaks occur as people leave behind wealth, family, and
vocation.18 On the other hand, we have examples of people who were unwilling to
walk away from what they had known and come to love.19 For them the invitation
was too radical.
When one considers how pervasive this sense of family was in the early
church, the natural conclusion is that it could only have come from the vision and
practice of Jesus. It appears he had no place in his imagination or practice for
discipleship as a purely private endeavor.
Beyond its immersive and communal features, discipleship is radical. The
reorientation that takes place in discipleship — i.e., the application of a countervailing
schema which overwrites a false and entrenched one — is captured sharply in Mark’s
gospel when Jesus launches his public ministry with the words, “Repent and believe,
for the kingdom of God is near.”20 And as we will see shortly, the missional nature of

attention to the koinwniva (koinonia), understood as fellowship. Among evangelicals the word
fellowship more typically brings to mind potlucks, “fellowship halls” and time spent together. The
earliest Christians understood it differently, as will be seen in the following chapter. Christian
fellowship had deep economic implications grounded in their belief that in Christ God had created a
new kind of family. They took quite seriously the charge of Jesus to love one another (Jn. 13:34-35,
15:12) and his statement that mutual care would be the primary marker that of their allegiance to him.
17

Numbering over 60 in all, these passages assume that intimate family-like connections
between the various members are de rigueur. To note just a few: Rom. 12:10; 1 Cor. 16:20; Gal. 5:13;
Eph. 4:2; Col. 3:16; 1 Thess. 5:11.
18

The two sets of siblings, Peter and Andrew, James and John, abandon the vocation of
fishing (Mk. 1:16-20). Levi quits his job as a tax-collector (Mk. 2:14). Jesus challenges a would-be
follower to relinquish his sense of duty toward his elderly father, presumably near the point of death
(Mt. 8:21-22). Note in particular the pertinent cost for this discussion: division in families (Mt. 10:3439).
19

Mk. 10:17-24 tells the story of the wealthy young man who was invited to follow Jesus but
could not part with his riches.
20

Mk. 1:15.
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spiritual formation is captured with equal clarity in Luke’s gospel when Jesus, back in
his hometown as a newly minted rabbi, reads from the scroll of Isaiah in the Sabbath
assembly.21 In order to develop further our idea of spiritual formation, it will be
helpful first to speak about these two passages.
The significance of these words from Mark — repent and believe, for the
kingdom of God is near — cannot be underestimated. In a nutshell, they give us a lens
through which Jesus saw and understood his work. Through them, both the
importance and urgency of the gospel come into view. Examining the five words of
this ultraconcise proclamation — kingdom, repent, believe, good news, and near —
shows that the understanding of the gospel in Protestant evangelical circles is still
mired in a reductionist gospel, one where conversion is centered on a quasimagical
act in which one recites a “sinner’s prayer,” guaranteeing that the pray-er can “go to
heaven when I die,” rather than on a challenging invitation for the deconstruction and
reconstruction of one’s life.
The term kingdom is a highly charged political term. In saying that his
kingdom was “not of this world,” Jesus never intended to imply that he did not view
himself as a political leader, as the king of a very real domain. Jesus was not saying
what so many people have taught: that since his kingdom was “not of this world” it
was spiritual and nonphysical in nature. The point is that his kingdom is more
powerful and significant, that it intentionally undermines and ultimately overthrows
all pseudokingdoms. Dallas Willard writes:
… his kingdom is not something confined to their hearts or to the ‘inner
world’ of human consciousness. It is not some matter of inner attitude or
faith that might be totally disconnected from the public, behavioral, visible

21

Lk. 4:14-30.
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world. It always pervades and governs the whole of the physical
universe....22
So we are pushed to understand the kingdom of God as a tangible kingdom, a
“here and now” kingdom, with a concrete ethic and set of practices that can be
embodied by a community which engages the world around it. We are equally pushed
to understand the kingdom’s primacy, a primacy that drives the urgency of the call to
“repent and believe.” Ambivalence is not an option. Consequently, spiritual mothers
and fathers would consistently highlight the primacy of this kingdom. They would
make clear the ethic, attitude, and practices of this new kingdom and how, through
these elements, its members engage this world.23
The term repent conjures up largely negative images today, along with a long
catalog of personal sins and vices to be shunned. Yet, as has already been argued,
repentance is essentially about changing direction. A first-century Jewish audience
would have perceived Jesus through a different lens. Repentance from personal sins
comes in the wake of the primary act of abandoning agendas, allegiances or loyalties
that are not fully aligned with God’s kingdom. Conversion, then, is the progressive
relinquishment of personal programs alongside a concomitant adoption of specific
practices that reflect the Way of Christ. Consequently, spiritual mothers and fathers
would consistently facilitate a communal noticing of personal agendas and allegiances
that conflict with the kingdom and then help that community realign its values in
harmony with those of the transcendent kingdom. They would name, among others,
22
23

Willard, Divine Conspiracy, 25-26.

A concrete example of this, to be explored more fully in Chap. 4, would be giving attention
to the earliest practices of the community of Jesus as recorded in Acts. Here the community gave great
attention to: (1) the teaching of the apostles; (2) the fellowship; (2) sharing meals, and (4) engaging in
public, communal, and liturgical prayer. So we see rhythms of (Christocentric) learning, rhythms of
sharing meals (along with the Eurcharis), and rhythms of communal prayer. But we also see the less
rhythmic practice of mutual care expressed by periodic (and voluntary) liquidation of assets by
wealthier members) in order to help the needier members of the community.
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the postmodern idols of individualism, consumerism, greed. They would, for
example, lead their communities to live interdependently, simply, and gratefully.
The third term, believe, has also lost much of its original potency. Believing
has come to mean “intellectual assent to propositions.” Yet a more accurate way to
understand this word is to reflect on current usage of the word ‘trust’ or the phrase
‘put our confidence in.” One exhibits trust and confidence when a broken care in
entrusted to a mechanic or when confidence is placed in a dentist when a tooth needs
fixing. In a similar way, disciples trust Jesus and experience confidence that he alone
knows and can lead another into the abundant life. Belief, then, is not intellectual
assent to propositional truth (e.g., doctrinal statements). Rather, it involves allowing
wiser, more qualified others to inform and guide aspects of our lives. Consequently,
spiritual mothers and fathers would consistently help those in their care to
experientially test, or “try on,” the faithfulness of God. They would urge their
communities to test the reliability of Jesus’ teaching through the ways in which they
choose to live.
Concerning the fourth term, gospel / good news, Yoder writes:
It hardly needs to be argued that ‘kingdom’ is a political term; the
common Bible reader is less aware that ‘gospel’ as well means not just
any old welcome report but the kind of publicly important proclamation
that is worth sending with a runner and holding a celebration for when it is
received.24
Consequently, spiritual mothers and fathers would consistently guide their
communities in highlighting the good things about the good news: to speak of what it
means not only to their communities, but what it also may mean to others.
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John Howard Yoder, Politics of Jesus (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing
Co., 1972), 34.
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The fifth and final term is near (or at hand). The kingdom of God is near in
two respects. First, it has arrived not as an abstract idea but in the person of Jesus who
is now imminently present, both proclaiming and demonstrating the kingdom. That is,
he not only announces the kingdom but embodies it. Second, the kingdom is available
and accessible to all who would follow Jesus.25 Consequently, spiritual mothers and
fathers would consistently demonstrate to their communities and others incarnational,
concrete ways in which the life of the kingdom may be accessed. They would provide
tools and pathways.
The Lukan image of Jesus reading from the scroll of Isaiah during the
synagogue service might be viewed as an unabridged version of Mark’s shorthand
description of this scene. It captures the nearness (availability and accessibility) of the
gospel, its decisive inbreaking (“fulfilled this very day”), and what kingdom work
looks like (bring, proclaim, free, release, heal, and proclaim). That is, it captures the
missional aspect:
The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, for he has anointed me to bring
Good News to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim that captives
will be released, that the blind will see, that the oppressed will be
set free, and that the time of the Lord’s favor has come. He rolled
up the scroll, handed it back to the attendant, and sat down. All
eyes in the synagogue looked at him intently. Then he began to
speak to them. “The Scripture you’ve just heard has been fulfilled
this very day!”26
In this quotation Jesus identifies himself, present before the villagers in that
hour, as bearer of the message, as the one elected and sent by God to bring the gospel,
25

Willard accents this idea of accessibility repeatedly in The Divine Conspiracy, 27-31. “The
gospel of the kingdom is that no one is beyond beatitude, because the rule of God from the heavens is
available to all. Everyone can reach it, and it can reach everyone. We respond appropriately to the
Beatitudes of Jesus by living as if this were so, as it concerns others and as it concerns ourselves”
(p.122.) This accessibility is for those outside Israel as well, a point illustrated by Luke-Acts and the
mission of Paul.
26

Luke 4:18-21.
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the Good News. So the gospel is near because Jesus is near, and God is acting through
him. The mission is underway and Jubilee has been inaugurated.27
Jesus announces that his sending involves: (1) bringing good news to the poor;
(2) proclaiming liberty to the captives and sight to the blind; (3) freeing the
oppressed; and (4) proclaiming Jubilee.28 But another key element of this Lukan
pericope, more implicit than explicit, is radical inclusion.
Luke highlights two divergent reactions to Christ’s teaching that appear to
have occurred within the same set of people. At first the hometown crowd is amazed
by this preacher and the gracious words that flowed from his lips. By the end of the
passage, however, some of these same people are ready to throw him over a cliff! The
quick descent into animosity was catalyzed by the challenge Jesus presented to their
notion of exclusivity. Jesus was utterly convinced that God’s blessings were not
entitlement and that he was called to bless all people groups, not the Jews alone. This
is seen again later in his ministry when he creates a furor by forcefully clearing out a
portion of the temple grounds (the Court of the Gentiles) encroached on by Jewish
merchants, declaring, “My father’s house will be a house of prayer for all nations.”29
The Jews were expecting liberation for themselves and their nation alone, not
liberation for their enemies. Jesus’ spiritual bipartisanship was deeply unsettling. His
politic was theocentric, highlighting the God who “makes his sun shine on the just
27

Many scholars posit that Isa. 61 and 58, quoted here in Lk. 4, are based upon Lev. 25, a
section of the Holiness Code that lays out the stipulations for Jubilee. Jesus (according to Luke) is
inaugurating a Jubilee: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, he has sent me … to proclaim . … the year
of God’s favor” (emphasis mine). For a summary of research on this pericope and the scholars who line
up with this view, see Christopher Bruno, “ ‘Jesus is Our Jubilee’ … But How? The OT Background
and Lukan Fulfillment of the Ethics of Jubilee,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 53 no.
1 (March 2010): 81-101.
28

The Greek verb ajfivhmi (aphiemi), meaning “loose, release, set free“ and its noun a[fesiV
(aphesis), meaning “loosing, release, freedom,“ underlie the second and fourth parts of Jesus’
announcement in Lk. 4:18.
29

Mk. 11:17.
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and the unjust” (Mt. 5). Spiritual formation consistent with Jesus’ understanding of
mission would train people away from entitlement, from an “us versus them” or “us
and not them” mentality, and train instead toward a radical inclusion.
Helpful in this process is an understanding that God is active not only inside
the church, handing over mission to her and hoping she gets it right, but also very
active outside her. It is a tandem movement of the Spirit; God is already at work
among others. Spiritual formation would, then, ask us to discern the ways in which
the missio Dei is unfolding around us and enfolding others. We are invited to bear
witness to and be involved in the mission of the inclusion.
All of Scripture breathes with God’s mission, resounds with God’s love for his
creation. The missio Dei — God the Father sending the Son, then the Father and Son
sending the Spirit, then the Father, Son and Spirit sending the church — provides the
larger orienting framework for the Church’s self-understanding and for pastoral
work.30 Spiritual transformation orients people outward to the world beyond the
church in which God is already active. Spiritual mothers and fathers move “children”
into the stream of this missio Dei. Consequently, spiritual formation and mission are
necessarily bound together. Without an understanding of mission, spiritual
transformation devolves into merely another form of self-actualization or self-help.31

30

Hirsch explains that a correct understanding of the term missional depends on recovering
what he calls a missionary understanding of God: “By his very nature God is a "sent one" who takes
the initiative to redeem his creation. This doctrine, known as missio Dei — the sending of God — is
causing many to redefine their understanding of the church. Because we are the ‘sent’ people of God,
the church is the instrument of God's mission in the world. As things stand, many people see it the
other way around. They believe mission is an instrument of the church; a means by which the church is
grown. Although we frequently say ‘the church has a mission,’ according to missional theology a more
correct statement would be ‘the mission has a church.’“ Alan Hirsch, “Defining Missional,” Leadership
Journal, (Fall 2008), accessed 12 October 2011; available from
http://www.christianitytoday.com/le/communitylife/evangelism/17.20.html; Internet.
31

In order to bring this discussion full circle, note that Christ invites his disciples to bring
others into the same discipleship process that they had/have undergone (Mt. 28:19), He speaks of
“making disciples,” which reflects the dynamic process of the Greek verb maqhteuvein (mathetuein).
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In summary, I believe that spiritual formation involves a radical reorientation
of one’s life. This mental and behavioral restructuring of the individual and
community is a slow process that requires the mature and persistent oversight of
spiritual mothers and fathers who understand the primacy of God’s kingdom as well
as its tangible nature. They work out of a desire and urgency to see kingdom behavior
and attitudes take root in the lives of their spiritual children. They know very well that
being formed in the image of Christ is more deeply communal than it is private, that it
is relationally and experientially acquired. Furthermore, they will be convinced that
immersive experiences are required in order for relational wisdom to go deep.
They understand clearly what features of postmodernity need to be left behind
and what values and practices need to be inculcated.32 Consequently, they will
encourage their communities to abandon the self-centric and noncommunal
perspectives encouraged by consumerism, radical individualism, addiction to
technology, and postmodern values. They will work and pray for new regulae
emanating from heart changes. Additionally, they will show by their lives and
teaching the pathways to this new life. That is, they will work to make gospel life
accessible. Perhaps most importantly, they will work to help their spiritual children
understand that they exist not “to be served but to serve and give [their lives] for the
sake of others.”33 They will help the individual and community understand what it
means to be sent and offered up on behalf of others, bringing healing, liberation,
justice, inclusion, and, ultimately, the kind of community that testifies to the glory of
God.
32

That is to say, they are midwives for repentance. The Hebrew word for “repentance,” as it is
found in the Old Testament, is shuv. Quite simply it means “to turn”: to turn one’s back on something
and move in a different direction.
33

Mk. 10:45.
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The following chapter examines several models, ancient and contemporary, of
spiritual formation. We could conveniently call these “schools.” The focus will be on
the radical, intentional, communal, immersive, and missional aspects of these
communities and how they might inform spiritual formation in a postmodern culture.

CHAPTER 3
THREE ANCIENT SCHOOLS OF SPIRITUAL FORMATION
Introduction
The goal of this chapter is to examine briefly three ancient schools1 of spiritual
formation for the purpose of distinguishing important features and practices of each
one and how they align with the conclusions of the previous chapter. The three
paideia were singled out for two reasons. First, they embodied features of spiritual
formation that were shown in chapter 1 as being critical. Second, they are
representative of different eras. The shared characteristics among these three schools
(the earliest Christian community,2 Desert Monasticism,3 and the Society of Jesus4)
contributes to the dynamism and success of each.

The Earliest Christian Community
Acts 2:42 provides the earliest portrait of the post-Pentecost Church. It is
succinct and fascinating: They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to
fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. Luke identified and highlighted
four hallmark practices of the nascent Church. One can assume that Luke viewed
1

Applying the term school to the earliest Christian community may initially seem strange or
inappropriate. However, the term school is here understood not as a kind of academy or institution
promoting a distinct philosophical or theological point of view that one could learn in a classroom.
Rather, it is used in keeping with the more ancient and classical understanding of schools: that they
promote a way of life that leads to the betterment of one’s person, and that this is acquired through
askesis (training) which is attached to a wise founder who knows the way. See Pierre Hadot,
Philosophy as a Way of Life: Spiritual Exercises from Socrates to Foucault, trans. Michael Chase
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1991), 49-77.
2

Our study will focus in particular on Acts 2-4.

3

The greatest attention will be given to the Benedictine order. Although the Benedictine order
emerged in Europe some two centuries after the earliest Christian eremitics in North Africa, it roots go
back to desert monasticism.
4

Also known as the Jesuits.
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these as distinguishing marks of the earliest Church. It would be instructive, then, to
look more closely at this verse and its various elements.
Immediately noteworthy is the phrase “they devoted themselves to.” The
antecedent to the pronoun “they” is the large group of Jewish converts — over three
thousand — mentioned in the previous verse. These persons had accepted Peter’s
message regarding Jesus and then yielded to the rite of baptism as a demonstration of
repentance and the adoption of a new way of life.5
The Greek original translated as “they devoted themselves to” is h\san de;
proskarterouænteß . Rather than the expected imperfect tense of the verb
proskarterei:n, Luke uses a periphrastic construction: i.e., the imperfect tense of the
verb ei\nai (to be) with the present active participle of proskarterei:n. This
periphrastic construction has the effect of giving greater force to the verb
proskarterei:n (to devote oneself to).6
In other words there is a sense of focus, persistence, and continuity wrapped
up in this verb. Luke underscores that these four practices were not casual but
mattered intensely to the earliest believers, and that they constituted a kind of core
curriculum of their new life and spiritual formation.7 One might even say that they

5

Luke’s account suggests that the baptism undergone in Acts 2:41 is a response to Peter’s call
in Acts 2:38: “repent and be baptized in the name of Jesus for the removal of their sins.” As presented
in Chap. 2 of this dissertation, the biblical understanding of repentance involved a significant break
from old allegiances and the establishment of a new one. The participation of about 3,000 Jews in a
baptismal rite signified that they were now embarking on a different path, one that came with its own
spiritual observances and practices.
6

For a detailed treatment of verbal periphrastic constructions, see Friedrich Blass and Alfred
Debrunner, A Greek Grammar of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, trans. and
rev. Robert W. Funk (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961), 179. Translators have tried to
capture the sense of this verbal construction in various ways: “they were continuously devoting
themselves to ….” (NASV), “they spent their time” (CEV), “they continued steadfastly in” (NKJV),
and “they committed themselves to” (Message).
7

In agreement would be, among others, the German scholar Ernst Haenchen, “The summaries
of Acts attempt to depict the whole of the Christians’ way of life, hence the activities … probably
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make up the earliest Christian regula. Consequently, these four practices warrant a
closer look.
First in this list is “the teaching of the apostles,” which raises the question of
content.8 Luke’s instruction to new believers clarified three things: who Jesus was and
how he lived9; the nature and significance of his life, death, and resurrection in the
scope of God’s saving action10; and the implication of these first two for the life of the
new community being formed in his name.11
Luke paints a consistent picture: after his death and resurrection, Jesus was
busy interpreting Scripture for his inner core of disciples, helping them to understand
why he had to suffer, what his postresurrection life meant, how this marked him as
God’s Messiah, and what life looked like in this Kingdom of God. In reading the
sermons given by Peter and others in Acts, one reaches the conclusion that Luke
represent self-contained units” (The Acts of the Apostles: A Commentary (London: Westminster Press,
1971), 191).
8

Richard I. Pervo states, “The phrase [the teaching of the apostles] might refer to the content
of apostolic teaching … or to the activity of teaching” (“Acts,” Hermeneia: A Critical and Historical
Commentary on the Bible, ed. Harold W. Attridge (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2009), 92). Given,
however, that the four elements of Acts 2:42 are things that the whole church was said to pursue, it is
hard to see that the focus is on content.
9

This is essentially the purpose of the written gospels, and Luke is especially careful to point
this out in the opening lines of his own gospel writing and Acts, the companion work. We might
assume that a part of their teaching was simply sharing the stories of their life with him. The listeners
were getting, as it were, the pre-gospel gospel.
10

This picture of Jesus’ role in God’s greater plan can be seen in Peter’s inaugural sermon in
Acts 2:14-40. Since Acts is a continuation of Luke (the gospel), and since Luke (the author) references
his former work at the beginning of Acts, Luke would expect his readership – Theophilus at the very
least! – to remember the story at the conclusion of his Gospel. In that story Jesus speaks to the two
disciples on the road to Emmaus: “You don’t get it at all! What’s more, you’re so reluctant to believe
everything the prophets said! Isn’t it obvious? The Chosen One had to suffer what he did and then enter
into his true reign. And starting with the five books of Moses and the prophets, he explained to them
what was said about himself throughout scripture” (Lk. 24:13-27). A few verses later: “Wow! Our
hearts were on fire when he spoke to us on the trip and helped us understand the Scriptures!” (emphasis
mine). (Lk. 24:32, original trans. provided by David Nixon.)
11

In Luke’s second work, The Acts of the Apostles, there is another short but significant
passage: “… after his suffering, he showed the apostles in many different ways that he was alive. And
over the course of 4o days he appeared to them and spoke about the Kingdom of God” (emphasis
mine). (Acts 1:3, original trans. provided by David Nixon.)
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intends his readers to understand that they reflect in substance what Jesus revealed
about himself and the Kingdom during these postresurrection appearances. The new
believers are in a posture of devoting themselves to learning as much about Jesus as
they can. They have a Christocentric focus.12
The second practice of this fledgling Church is their attention to “the
fellowship.” Although koinwniva, the Greek noun translated “fellowship,” is not used
again in Acts 2:42, the adjectival form koinovV is used two verses later:
pavnteV dev oiJ pisteuvonteV h\san ejpi; to; aujto; kai; ei\con a}panta
koinav
All the believers were together and had everything in common.
A clear example of what it looked like to have “everything in common” is
seen in Acts 2:45, the next verse:
kai; ta; kthvmata kai; ta;V uJpavrxeiV ejpivpraskon kai; diemevrizon aujta;
pa:sin kaqovti a[n tiV creivan ei\cen
Selling their goods and possessions, they gave to anyone as he had need. They
sold property and to give to anyone who had need.
Unfortunately, both translations are inadequate. They suggest that all the early
believers renounced their possessions wholesale, selling them off, forming a
common-purse community, and giving the money indiscriminately to people in need.
The Greek imperfect tense, however, makes it quite clear that selling assets was a
normal but irregular occurrence. A more accurate translation would read: “They

12

“The ‘apostles’ teaching’ refers to a body of material considered authoritative because it
was the message about Jesus of Nazareth proclaimed by accredited apostles. It undoubtedly included a
compilation of the words of Jesus (cf. Acts 20:35), some account of his earthly ministry, passion and
resurrection (cf. Acts 2:22-24), and a declaration of what this meant for humanity’s redemption (cf. 1
Cor. 15:3-5) — all of which was thought of in terms of a Christian ‘tradition’ (paradosis) that could be
passed on to others (Richard Longnecker, “Acts,” The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, ed. Frank
Gebelein (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1995), 85). Longnecker decidedly focuses on the content of
the teaching rather than the activity per se. See also James D. G. Dunn, The Acts of the Apostles
(Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 1996), 35.
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would, as occasion warranted, sell their properties and belongings and then share the
proceeds whenever individual needs arose in the community of believers.”
In other words, liquidating possessions was periodic, not a once-and-for-all act
of every Christian. Second, the giving was ad hoc, always in response to a specific
need in the community of believers. Third, the money was distributed for needs within
the Christian community. When the NIV states that “they gave to anyone as he had
need,” and when the NLT states that “they … shared the proceeds with those in
need,” both translations give the false impression that giving was directed to both
believers and unbelievers. Although there is an extensive record of the Christian
practice of giving monetary relief to those outside the Church, this passage and Acts
2:42 refer specifically to sharing goods within the Christian community. Driving this
radical practice was the conviction that God was creating a new family in Christ that
was mandated to love one another.13
Acts 4:32 also speaks to this practice:
oujde; ei|V ti tw:n uJparcovntwn aujtw:/ e[legen i[dion ei\nai ajll= h\n aujtoi:V
a]panta koinav
No one claimed that any of his possessions was his own, but they shared
everything they had. … they felt that what they owned was not their own; they shared
everything they had. (NLT)
The forceful contrast here is between the antonyms i[dion (private) and koinav
(common). Consequently, a more apt translation of Acts 2:42 would read, “None of
the believers called their possessions private; to the contrary, for them everything was
common.”
13

One thinks here of Gal. 6:10, “Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all
people, especially to those who belong to the family of believers.” (emphasis mine).
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These same two adjectives were used in ancient Greece to distinguish between
public altars (open to all) and private altars (available only to the owner), between
private property and public or common property.14 This distinction is crucial for
understanding the radical shift in the thinking of early Christians. Members of this
new “Society of Jesus” were challenged to reconsider their perspective on possessions
and private ownership. They were invited to bring it into alignment with new
kingdom values. Christians retained legal ownership of their property and
possessions, but in the new community of Jesus these things were always potentially
available and periodically actually utilized for the benefit of brothers and sisters
within the Church who encountered great need.15
One sees here a tangible expression of faith that challenged economic
practices of their day. They began living in ways that contrasted sharply with society
at large, and their mode of life was a graphic witness to what “thy kingdom come”
meant.16
The third practice of this emergent Christian community was hJ klavsiV tou:
a[rtou (the breaking of bread). This can, of course, refer to ordinary meals.17 But

14

Henry George Liddell and Robert Scott, A Greek-English Lexicon, rev, Henry Stuart Jones
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968), 818, 968.
15

Although the early church’s belief in an imminent eschaton certainly aided their practice of
liquidation and sharing, one cannot minimize or discount the contribution of their understanding of
themselves as a new kind of family united in their belief in Jesus as the Messiah.
16

Further examples that economic sharing was expected and taught within the earliest
Christian community are numerous: Rom. 12:9; 2 Cor. 8:13; 2 Cor. 9:12; Phil. 4:16; James 2:15-17; 1
Tim. 5:3; 1 Tim. 6:17-19.
17

When the head of a household gave thanks and broke the loaf of bread in two, it was a
signal to begin eating. Jesus himself observed this practice: “… when he had given thanks, he broke the
loaves and gave them to his disciples, and they in turn to the people” (Mt. 15:36). “When he was at the
table with them, he took bread, gave thanks, broke it and began to give it to them” (Lk. 24.30).
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exactly the same language is also used in connection with the Lord’s Supper.18 The
application of identical language to two different activities could naturally lead one to
wonder if, by this phrase, one understanding is meant to the exclusion of the other.
However, the practice of early Christians was to observe the Eucharist as part of a
common meal, imitating Jesus’ reframing of bread and a cup of wine, traditional
elements of the Passover meal, as symbolic representations of himself.19 This early
observance of the Lord’s Supper was, like the Seder meal, celebrated in the evening.20
Yet because the practice of “breaking bread” is noted in Acts 2 as a daily
occurrence,21 one concludes that a normal meal is what Luke had in mind.
The final practice highlighted by Luke is close attention to “the prayers.”
Some scholars have interpreted this as a reference to the Jewish congregational
prayers offered daily in the temple, suggesting there was a renewed passion for
corporate liturgy,22 but the phrase “the prayers” is too vague for this limitation.
Besides, Luke often shows these earliest believers gathered for prayer outside the
temple setting as well, in both spontaneous and planned observances, ecstatic and

18

“And he took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to them, saying, ‘This is my body
given for you; do this in remembrance of me’ “ (Lk. 22.19). cf. Acts 20:7.
19

Joachim Jeremias, The Eucharistic Words of Jesus, trans. Norman Perrin (London: SCM
Press, 1966), 218-37.
20

Acts 20:7, 11. A.N. Sherwin-White, The Letters of Pliny: A History and Social
Commentary (Oxford: Oxford University Press,1966), 706-08.
21
22

Acts 2:46.

Haenchen, Acts of the Apostles, 191. There are, of course, clear examples in Acts of
observing the ritual of the morning, midday, and afternoon prayers: Acts 2:15 (morning, or the third
hour); Acts 10:9 (midday, or the sixth hour); Acts 3:1 (afternoon, or the ninth hour).
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non-ecstatic forms, so it is reasonable to conclude that he had this panoply of prayer
in mind as well.23
One additional point pertains to the primary locus of their observance, that is,
the home. For nearly three hundred years after Pentecost, no dedicated public
facilities existed for Christian assemblies. Small Church buildings (basilicas)
appeared in the mid-fourth century. Prior to this, Christians gathered in the homes of
affluent members. Archeological evidence indicates that some homes were actually
remodeled in order to provide more cooking, dining, and meeting space.24 Some have
suggested that these were the places where believers received “the teaching of the
Apostles” (i.e., where instruction in the faith was given, where “the fellowship” was
practiced, where “the breaking of bread” occurred, and where most of “the prayers”
were offered.) If so, spiritual formation routinely occurred in this type of familial
setting.
In summary, the early record of Acts gives witness to a radical repentance
evidenced by baptism and the embrace of a spiritual formation “program.” This
curriculum of Christlikeness was marked by Christocentric instruction, reformed
economic practices based on a new understanding of family, shared meals (normal
and eucharistic), and regular prayer. Structurally it was communal learning in that it
took place largely within the intimate setting of homes. Because it took place on a

23

Acts 1:14, 24; 2:4; 2:42; 4:24; 8:15-17; 10:44-46; 12:5; 13:2-3; 19:1-7; 20:36. One could
surmise that the Lord’s Prayer, a distinctive prayer of the disciples of Jesus, figured prominently in the
prayer life of the community. See Jeremias, Eucharistic Words of Jesus, 77.
24

From Bradley Blue, “Acts and the House Church,” in The Book of Acts in Its GraecoRoman Setting, ed. David W. J. Gill and Conrad Gempf, vol. 2, The Book of Acts in Its First Century
Setting, ed. Bruce W. Winter (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1994), 119-222.
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daily basis it was also immersive in nature.25 Furthermore it was guided by spiritual
fathers26, namely the apostles. All that is lacking is a specific document of the kind
seen in later monastic orders. However, a cohesive and consistently repeated oral
tradition would make up for this.27

Desert Monasticism
As the early church spread throughout the Roman empire in its first three
centuries of existence, it grew both in size and complexity, morphing from a small
and periodically persecuted religious sect to an accepted, mainstream religious group.
The culmination of acceptance came when emperors Constantine I and Licinius
issued the Edict of Milan, making the practice of Christianity legal (and not just
tolerated) in the Roman empire. Furthermore, a tremendous boost to the popularity of
Christianity came when Constantine himself adopted the Christian religion as his
own.
The blending of church and state, the growth of the church’s influence and
power in the political arena, the influx of non-Christian practices into Christian
observances, sharp hierarchical distinctions, and the apparent waning of fervor were
deeply disturbing to some in the church. For them it no longer cost anything to be a

25

It is easy to underestimate the amount of time that our ancestors gave to this rescripting of
their lives. Living in close proximity and lacking evening diversion of the kind our culture is used to,
they could easily spend three to four hours of time together at the end of the work day, and much more
on the Sabbath. This would go a long way towards explaining how Paul could plant a church in the
course of two weeks. Modern Christians in the West might consider a few hours per week as a
sacrifice.
26
27

Rom. 16:1 gives evidence of women (here Phoebe) participating in guidance as well.

Pauline and Petrine Haustafeln are good examples of an early Christian regula, naming
concrete expectations for relations and behavior within the Christian community: Col. 3:18-4:1; Eph.
5:21-6:9; 1 Pet. 2:13-3:12. These prescriptions for the church of Paul’s and Peter’s day, because of
their homogeneity, may well reflect an earlier tradition.
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Christian. It was a way of identifying with the Roman empire rather than with Christ.
Some of religious dissidents, much like the Essenes in the time of Jesus, withdrew
from society and moved out into remote areas to recapture the purity and fervor of
faith that they saw depicted in the story of the early church.
In the early fifth century John Cassian, theologian, mystic and monk, wrote:
The discipline of the cenobites [communities of monks] took its rise at the
time of the apostolic preaching. For such was the whole multitude of
believers in Jerusalem, which is described thus in the Acts of the Apostles:
“The multitude of believers had one heart and soul, and none of them said
that what he possessed was his own, but all things were common to them.
They sold their possessions and their belongings and distributed them to
all as each had need.” And again: “Nor was there anyone needy among
them, for as many as owned fields or houses sold them and brought the
price of what they sold and laid it at the feet of the apostles, and this was
distributed to each just as each had need.”
Such, I say, was the whole Church then, whereas now it is difficult to
find even a few like that in the cenobia …. Those in whom the apostolic
fervor still existed, however, were mindful of that earlier perfection.
Abandoning their towns and the company of those who believed that the
negligence of a more careless life was lawful for both themselves and the
Church of God, they began to live in rural and more secluded places and
to practice privately and individually what they remembered had been
taught by the apostles in a general way throughout the body of the Church.
As time went on they gradually separated themselves from the crowds
of believers … and were called monks … because of the strictness of their
individual and solitary lives. Consequently they are called cenobites from
their common fellowship, and their cells and dwelling places are called
cenobia. This alone, then, was the most ancient kind of monks, which is
first not only in time but also in grace, and which remained inviolable
throughout the years, up until the era of Abba Paul and Abba Antony.28
One of the remarkable observations about this passage is that Cassian — and
certainly this opinion was shared by many in early monasticism — believed strongly
that the eremitic monasticism of the desert fathers and mothers was a faithful attempt
to restore the discipline and fervor (and eventually the common life) of the earliest

28

John Cassian, Conferences 18.5.1-4. The translation comes from John Cassian: The
Conferences, trans. and ann. Boniface Ramsey, O.P. (New Jersey: Newman Press, 1997.
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Christian community.29 Those who practiced it represented “the most ancient kind of
monks” and were held up alongside the apostles.30
Despite a certain overidealism, Cassian is correct in painting desert
monasticism as an attempt to recapture something that was lost. George
Demacopoulos writes: “The rise of monasticism is seen as an attempt by a rigorous
faction within the religion to return to the challenge that early Christians faced ….
What most distinguished monks from lay Christians in late antiquity was the extent of
their askesis ….”31
Demacopoulos further notes:
We can contrast the intense life of the professed ascetics, many of whom
isolated themselves from society, with the progressively institutionalized,
imperial, and less rigorous practice of married Christians who continued
their various urban and rural lifestyles. To accommodate the increasingly
differentiated pastoral needs of these communities, patterns of spiritual
direction evolved along two distinct trajectories. The first focusing on the
lay community and directed by the clergy, emphasized doctrinal
instruction, the distribution of charity, and the celebration of sacraments.
In contrast, the second, which developed in a monastic setting, took a
more personal and interactive approach through the spiritual father /
spiritual disciple relationship, typically stressing the specific activities of
one’s renunciation.32
29

Monasticism is broadly defined as either eremitic or cenobitic. The former, derived from the
Greek e[rhmoV (desert) refers to the tradition of individuals withdrawing to deserted areas outside
cities in order to achieve Christian perfection. The latter, derived from a combination of the Greek
terms koinovV (common) and bivoV (life), refers to the tradition of forming groups around a common
way of life in order to achieve the same goal. Interestingly, Cassian seems to refer to the collective of
solitaries as cenobites.
30

From our present vantage point it is surprising to see in the passage quoted above how the
urban- and theologically-grounded communal life of the early church was glossed over by Cassian (and
so many others of his day). Eye-catching, too, is his eisegesis in portraying the church in Acts as a
common-purse community whose members renounced worldly goods and took vows of poverty. He
has done the very common thing of taking models of this own day and reading them back into
Scripture.
31

George E. Demacopoulos, Five Models of Spiritual Direction in the Early Church (Notre
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2007), 1.
32

Demacopoulos, Five Models, 3. It is worth noting that the “school” in the early church in
Acts contains elements from both trajectories named by Demacopoulos. One finds theological
instruction and celebration of the Eucharist alongside shared economics, common meals, and group
prayers.
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Over time the eremitic movement was almost completely swallowed up by the
cenobitic as these “spiritual celebrities” of the day attracted followers and then had to
grapple with the realities of communal living. The emergence of Benedictine
monasticism and the Rule of Benedict marks the culmination of this shift.33
This religious order began in Italy in the early sixth century when Benedict,
the founder, created a dozen monastic communities near Rome. Motivated partly at
least partly motivated by the lack of order, cohesion and guidance in the monastic
world and partly by the need to create a working document for his own communities,
he wrote his now famous regula. The Benedictine expression of monasticism and
spiritual formation has been chosen for examination in this chapter for five principle
reasons. First, it is the first cohesive and widespread monastic order; second, it has
firm antecedents in the desert monasticism; third, Benedict used the metaphor of
“school” (schola), which is also employed here; fourth, it has shown remarkable
longevity and adaptability; and fifth, sectors of the modern church are again looking
to monasticism for guidance and inspiration in the areas of soul care and spiritual
formation.
Perhaps the most important contribution of Benedict is that he saw community
as necessary for spiritual progress, not as an inconvenience to the solitary life. He

33

There was no major monastic order prior to Benedict that endured beyond him that survived
in the Roman church – this would not be true for the Eastern Orthodox Church – nor was there another
major movement after the rise of the Benedictines for roughly another half millennium. Benedict wrote
his Rule toward the end of his life. In composing it he almost certainly borrowed from the anonymous
Rule of the Master (Regula Magistri). He was also aware of the Rule of Basil and others, according to
Carolinne White, The Rule of Benedict (New York: Penguine Books, 2008), 73. The writings and
Rules of Cassian and Pachomius would not have been unknown to him either.
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refers to the cenobites as “the most effective kind of monks” because of his high value
on the role of a community under the eye of a wise and loving abbot.34
Another sine qua non of Benedict was the loving presence of the abbot, the
spiritual father to those entrusted to his care.35 He was encouraged to remember “what
he is and what his title signifies.”36 He was reminded that his ultimate goal was “to
work into the minds of his disciples the Lord’s commands and his teaching.” He was
admonished to teach the monks “all that is good and holy in actions as much as in his
words.” He was to keep in mind that guiding souls was “a difficult and demanding
task.” The abbot was the “Christ’s representative in the monastery,” the “superior” of
the abbey.37 Although he is enjoined to exercise great humility and to rely as needed
on the wisdom of the community, “it is up to the abbot to decide what he thinks is the
best course, and then the others must accept this.”38
In this cenobitic monastic setting the immersive nature of spiritual formation
is obvious. All the hours of the brothers were ordered, and the Rule addressed every
aspect of the monks’s lives, structuring their coming and going, their prayers, reading,
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White, Rule of Benedict, 1. Here in the prologue even the anchoritic monks (hermits)
whom he praises are those who “have been trained by a lengthy period of probation in the monastery
with the support of many others.”
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With the rise of female religious orders the abbess served this role.
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This is a reminder that the title abbot comes from “Abba,” the more intimate Aramaic term

for father.
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White, Rule of Benedict, 2.

White, Rule of Benedict, 3. Statements such as this, where strong authority is given to the
leader and unquestioning acceptance is demanded of those being led, never fail to challenge modern
Western sensibilities. One must note here that the Rule of Benedict itself guards against the potential
abuse of authority by spelling out the character demanded of the abbot and by choreographing the ways
in which he guides and interacts with the community under his care.
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manual labor, leisure time, meals, sleeping arrangements, and relationships. It was
required that faithful monks would remain “within the monastery until death.”39
Entrance into the monastery thus required a decisive break with one’s past
way of life and the adoption of a radically different life. This was an all-or-nothing
decision:
If he possesses any property, he should first distribute it to the poor or
make a formal donation granting it to the monastery, keeping absolutely
nothing for himself, for he should be aware that from that day on he will
not even have jurisdiction over his own body. That is why he will be
stripped of his own clothes in the oratory and dressed in the clothes of the
monastery.40
The language of repentance in the prologue in Benedict’s Rule (and
elsewhere) is strong but not surprising, but those entering the monastery a new and
demanding way of life. Nevertheless, one can imagine how bracing the experience
must have been to novitiates in the days, weeks and months after entry.41
The spiritual disciplines that were normalized in this setting were obedience,42
moderation in speech and the observance of silence,43 the practice of humility,44 the
observance of communal prayer via multiple offices,45 private prayer,46 holy
reading,47 moderation in food and drink,48 fasting,49 manual labor,50 and simplicity.51

39

Benedict’s insistence on stability was in part a strong reaction to a class of transient monks
(gyrovagues) who spent their lives “always moving from one place to another and never remaining in
the same place, indulging their own desires ….” White, Rule of Benedict, 1.
40

White, Rule of Benedict, 58.
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Quoting from Ps. 34:13-14, Benedict encourages the community to “turn away from evil
and do good,” to “seek peace [with God] and pursue it.” White, Rule of Benedict, Prologue.
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White, Rule of Benedict, 5.
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In the Benedictine tradition we see many of the same features and practices
that were seen in the early part of Acts: a decisive break with former ways of life,
entry into an immersive and communal environment, adoption of an alternative
economic model, a Christocentric reading of scripture, heavy emphasis on prayer, and
the daily sharing of meals. Differences between Benedictine monasticism and what
was observed in Acts are as follows: (1) In the Benedictine tradition the Rule served
as an overarching spiritual guide; (2) the monastery walls provided a profoundly
insular environment and monoculture; (3) the experience of prayer was mostly
liturgical; (4) the number of spiritual practices had increased; (5) there was a
heightened emphasis on personal spiritual formation; and (6) the celibate nature of
these communities had profound implications for their own self-identity in contrast to
the extended families of the earliest church.

Ignatius of Loyola and the Society of Jesus
The reasons for choosing to examine features of the Society of Jesus are as
follows: first, it constitutes the largest cohesive monastic order in the world52;
second, like the Benedictine order it has shown great longevity; third, the Jesuits have
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“Society of Jesus,” Wikipedia, accessed 13 August 2011; available from
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Society_of_Jesus; Internet.
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a well-defined curriculum for entry into their order; fourth, both calling and mission
are seen as part of the spiritual formation process.
If the Benedictines are about spiritual formation in and for community, the
Society of Jesus is about spiritual formation for mission.53 Its founder, Ignatius of
Loyola,54 was, prior to his conversion, a military man thoroughly versed in a culture
of honor, glory, duty, obedience, and hierarchical authority. The shared ethos between
this military culture and Jesuit culture is notable. Furthermore, the Catholic Church
was challenged by the new Protestant reformers, and Ignatius no doubt saw this as an
opportunity for the Catholic Church to reassert her mission. The no-nonsense, hardedged, loyalty-driven mission statement of the Society reflects some of this culture:
Whoever desires to serve as a soldier of God beneath the banner of the
Cross in our Society … and to serve the Lord alone and the Church, his
spouse, under the Roman Pontiff, the Vicar of Christ on earth, should,
after a solemn vow of perpetual chastity, poverty and obedience, keep
what follows in mind. He is a member of a Society founded chiefly for
this purpose: to strive especially for the defense and propagation of the
faith and for the progress of souls in Christian life and doctrine, by means
of public preaching, lectures and any other ministration whatsoever of the
Word of God, and further by means of retreats, the education of children
and unlettered persons in Christianity, and the spiritual consolation of
Christ's faithful through hearing confessions and administering the other
sacraments. Moreover, he should show himself ready to reconcile the
estranged, compassionately assist and serve those who are in prisons or
hospitals, and indeed, to perform any other works of charity, according to
what will seem expedient for the glory of God and the common good.55
Of special interest for the purpose of this chapter is the mention of
conducting retreats. This is, of course, a reference to the Ignatian Retreat, otherwise
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Mission among the Jesuits is to be understood, of course, as the propagation of the Catholic
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These are the opening lines of the Formula of the Institute of the Society of Jesus. “Society
of Jesus,” Wikipedia, accessed 13 August 2011; available from
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Society_of_Jesus; Internet.
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known as the Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius. This retreat forms the cornerstone of
every Jesuit’s spiritual formation. It spans a 30-day period divided loosely by week,
with four “movements” to the month.56 The Spiritual Exercises set out a clear and
sequential set of meditations on Scripture and imaginative reflections that build on
one another and require a retreatant to examine, in the light of Scripture and prayer,
one’s motivations, ambitions, vocation, and personal responses to the Spirit of God.
This purgative-illuminative retreat is conducted under the supervision of an
experienced spiritual director who discerns the pace of the retreat experience through
conversation with the directee.
The overall goal of the retreat is to produce a deep spiritual awareness and
discernment in the directee’s life. This new awareness encompasses knowledge of
one’s particular brokenness as well as one’s special gifts. There also comes a clearer
vision of what it looks like to respond to God with one’s life. In short, one typically
acquires via the retreat a deeper sense of calling. And if not, one cultivates a capacity
to more clearly discern calling and movements of the Spirit.57 Ignatius understood that
good spiritual work arose out of authentic conversion experiences, and it was his own
conversion experience that convinced him of this.
After completing the Spiritual Exercises, Jesuits were expected to continue
using twice daily for the rest of their lives a prayer form called the Examen.58 This
56

In his 19th annotation to the text of the Exercises, Ignatius also made a provision for
nonreligious to go through them over the course of 28-30 weeks. It has become known as “The 19th
Annotation.” Yet because this form of the exercises is not conducted in a retreat setting, it is also
referred to as “The Retreat in Everyday Life.”
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Chris Lowney, Heroic Leadership (Chicago: Loyola Press, 2003), 113-26. Lowney’s is a
popular book marketed primarily to business leaders, but as a former Jesuit priest he provides an
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can be seen as strategic way of anchoring them to the fruit of the retreat in an ongoing
way.
In considering the mission statement of the Society of Jesus, the Spiritual
Exercises and the examen, one notes again several of the features already encountered
in the “schools” of the early church and Benedictine monasticism. Those entering the
order broke radically with their past. Yet unlike the early church, they embraced
poverty, chastity, and obedience.59 We could say that the poverty enjoined on
members of the order also represented, like that of the earliest church, an alternate
economic model. This conversion was amplified further by the immersive experience
of the Spiritual Exercises, which are a kind of soaking prayer with a strong
Christocentric focus. This initial immersion in prayer was supplemented at the end by
a twice daily, lifelong observance of prayer via the examen. Finally, it was assumed
that they would, as they were able and it was appropriate, engage in “works of
charity” such as assisting those in prisons or hospitals.
The essential differences between the Jesuits and the first two — the
primitive Church and the Benedictines — are the absence of a rooted community, of
shared meals and prayers, and of enduring spiritual guides.60 It was presumed that the
Ignatian Retreat experience would produce a spiritually aware and discerning people
the loving presence of God, to consider the divine gifts received that day, to review how you have lived
and where you have fallen short, to ask for forgiveness, and to recommit. This was primarily a time of
prayer, communion, and moral inventory. Although it was structured, room was given to God where
God led. This might mean spending much of the time on simply resting in the presence of God.
59

Obedience is understood first and foremost as obedience to Christ, but this same obedience
was demonstrated by obedience to the Pope (the “Vicar of Christ”) and to the Catholic Church, Christ’s
visible body on earth. Unlike the Benedictines, Jesuits were expected to find their source of income
outside the community.
60

Although there are and have been through history examples of Jesuits living in community,
these communities are and were exceptional rather than the norm. The cloistered, rooted community is
the norm of Benedictine monasticism. For Jesuits it might be said that the exercises themselves served
as a type of spiritual mother or father that accompanied them in their more itinerant life in society.

47

who could hear from and respond to God properly. They would be trustworthy even if
isolated at times.61 Last, it should be noted that whereas the earliest Jerusalem Church
and the Benedictines drew heavily from the ranks of ordinary and unlettered people,
the Jesuits drew from well-educated and articulate clergy (aptissimi). If education was
lacking they took pains to provide them with the classical training that was
expected.62
Even though they were what would today be called parachurch movements,
monastics regarded themselves as working in line with the mission of the Church. In
fact, as Cassian made clear, they viewed themselves (like most reform movments) as
a part of a tradition rooted in the earliest Church. Their goal, through the creation of
structured, well-defined communities, was to preserve and propagate the essence of
the gospel. The questions they asked themselves are essentially questions that can be
culled from Acts 2:42: “To what practices do we give ourselves?” and “What defines
us a distinctive community?” and “What matters most?” and “What gets passed on to
others?” These are the same questions that are being asked in the modern emergence
of intentional, quasimonastic, Protestant Christian communities: the focus of the
following chapter.
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To say that the exercises created “free agents” would be going too far. The culture of
obedience to the Pope and superiors within the order would create the necessary checks and balances.
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Jesuits, of course, have understood teaching to be a particular charism of their Order.

CHAPTER 4
THE FUTURE OF NEW MONASTICISM
In a prescient, late-1980s article entitled "Remonking the Church," Rodney
Clapp proposed that a Protestant form of monasticism held the possibility of
liberating evangelicalism from its cultural captivity and its surrender to an American
mass culture "dominated by the mechanisms and mentality of consumerism, and
facilitated by mass media...."1 In this piece Clapp mentioned that he was not alone in
this thinking, that people such as British evangelical John R.W. Stott, Senate chaplain
Richard Halverson, and Wheaton philosopher Richard Mouw had all voiced similar
opinions. He further speculated that this newer monasticism "would not be as tightly
defined as traditional monasticism" but "might take several forms, all oriented toward
service in and to the world."2 He imagined that some future examples of this might be
groups intentionally buying homes and properties in poorer neighborhoods in order to
share communal life, mutual discipleship, and common worship. He concluded by
stating that the primary work of these "remonks" would be to "learn and then teach
others how to live our world into line with that of the Bible" and to "recover the life
of prayer."3 One already sees here the hope for a more radical expression of faith that
is rooted in communalism, incarnational living, common worship, mutual
discipleship, prayer, and mission.
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Rodney Clapp, “Remonking the Church,” Christianity Today, 2 September 2005, accessed
15 November 2011; available from http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2005/septemberwebonly/52.0.html; Internet.
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Within ten years of Rodney Clapp's article a number of Protestant-based, neomonastic communities did, in fact, emerge.4 In his 1998 book, Living Faithfully in a
Fragmented World, Jonathan Wilson described this growing movement as "New
Monasticism," a term that has stuck.5 In 2004, Rutba House, a neo-monastic
community in North Carolina, invited leaders of other quasimonastic, alternative
Christian communities to a conference set up to discern commonalities between local
expressions.
From this meeting emerged what has become known as "the twelve marks of
new monasticism," eventually made more broadly known in book form.6 These
twelve marks are: (1) relocation to abandoned places of empire; (2) sharing economic
resources with fellow community members; (3) hospitality to the stranger; (4) lament
for racial divisions within the church and our communities combined with the active
pursuit of a just reconciliation; (5) humble submission to Christ's body, the church;
(6) intentional formation in the Way of Christ and the Rule of the Community along
the lines of the old novitiate; (7) nurturing common life among members of
intentional community; (8) support for celibate singles alongside monogamous
married couples and their children; (9) geographical proximity to community
members who share a common Rule of Life; (10) care for the plot of God's earth
given to us along with support of our local economies; (11) peacemaking in the midst

4

Several of these, most prominently the Simple Way, located in Philadelphia, were profiled
by Rob Moll, “The New Monasticism,” Christianity Today (2 September 2005), accessed 14
November 2011; available from http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2005/september/16.38.html;
Internet. This article effectively brought the grassroots, Protestant neo-monastic movement to the
attention of a broader evangelical audience.
5

Jonathan R. Wilson, Living Faithfully in a Fragmented World (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity
Press International, 1998), 68-78.
6

The Rutba House, ed. School(s) of Conversion: Twelve Marks of a New Monasticism
(Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2005). Each of the twelve marks is given a single chapter of the book.
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of violence and conflict resolution; and (12) commitment to a disciplined
contemplative life.
The online directory Community of Communities, launched in October 2008,
was an attempt to identify many of these intentional Christian communities that
seemed to be coming out of a "new monastic" ethos.7
Similar communities were also forming in the United Kingdom at roughly the
same time. Many would see these newer communities as a subset of a larger UK
movement called Fresh Expressions, a term coined by Bishop Graham Cray, who was
tasked by the Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan Williams, to investigate these nontraditional expressions of church life that were emerging in the UK. Many of these
newer churches were informed by the emerging church and missional church ethos.
Bishop Cray’s paper became the basis for his book, The Mission Shaped Church.8
Cray defines any fresh expression as “a form of church for our changing culture
established primarily for the benefit of people who are not yet members of any
church.” 9 One immediately noticeable difference between American expressions of
new monasticism and those rooted in the UK is that American versions have sprung
up from evangelicals and the UK versions have been birthed from liturgical traditions,
in particular the Anglican communion.10 This was noted by Archbishop Rowan
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Community of Communities is solely an online resource that is periodically updated.
Accessed 14 November 2011; available from http://communityofcommunities.info; Internet. The
website states that its purpose is “to give exposure to the growing number of intentional Christian
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evangelicalism in America and Anglicanism in the UK are the dominant expression of faith in their
respective cultures.
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Williams in his opening address to a gathering of Fresh Expressions practitioners in
2008 at Conventry Cathedral.11
One of the more visible leaders, practitioners, and writers about the new
monasticism in the UK, Ian Mobsby, writes, “New Monasticism is an outward facing,
missional movement that, in common with early eremitical (hermit-alone)
monasteries, emerged from the common source and ancient impulse to seek after and
to serve God with wholehearted devotion.”12 One of the key traits of New Monastics
is a desire to hold together both the contemplative tradition of the Benedictines, with
the missional focus of the early Jesuits. This is seen in both the North American
communities, where contemplative prayer and social justice are held with equal
prominence and in the UK where a sacramental relationship to time and
contemplative prayer exists alongside a deep impulse for mission and earth care.13
Citing examples from Seattle (Church of the Apostles) and London (Moot),
Mobsby describes shared living households with patterns of work and worship,
service and rest, as the “relational powerhouses of loving action and mission — what
the friaries and monasteries were to traditional monastics.”14 These are also places of
formation and conversion, in line with Benedict’s understanding of the purpose of his
own monastery as “a school of conversion.”
Several questions surface when looking at New Monasticism in both the North
American and United Kingdom contexts:
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1. What will help them become sustainable, that is, to have stability and
longevity?
2. How can they be replicated into new contexts in a healthy manner?
3. How will new members be oriented to this movement and to individual
communities?
4. How will committed members be formed in the way of Christ?
5. How can the new communities stay missional at their core while also
drawing on the deep wells of ancient practices like solitude, Sabbath, and
contemplation so as not to burn out?
Perhaps another approach to answering these questions is to ask how
Benedict, Ignatius and others in the historical stream of missionaries, monks and
friars dealt these questions. What can be learned (or even more blatantly, borrowed)
from these older traditions?
From Benedict one learns to practice a rule of life. His Rule was and is read to
novitiates aloud as a way of orienting them and clarifying their vision. His Rule also
functioned as a template by which new communities could organize themselves.
There was no “reinvention of the wheel” for Benedictines. They were given job
descriptions for all the necessary functions, from abbot (abbess) to prior (prioress) to
novice director, and they were expected to follow them fully. The two distinct
differences from monastery to monastery were the actual physical spaces (size and
shape of the monasteries) and the personality of the abbot or abbess. The Rule also
provided for formation of new and old members by having clearly defined spiritual
practices like praying the Psalms, reading Scripture in solitude (using lectio divina),
and working. This is captured in their motto: ora et labora (“pray and work”). The
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Rule itself, independent of leadership or moods or cultural context, provided a clear
plan for orientation, formation, and replication.
For Ignatius these questions were largely answered by his 30-day retreat,
during which the novice or aspiring member of his order would, apart from others,
engage in the practices of imaginative prayer and scripture meditation for up to seven
hours daily, coupled with spiritual direction by an experienced member of the order. It
was expected that individual priests would gain a deep awareness of their strengths
and faults, gifts and patterns of sin. The members were also given the powerful tool of
the Examen of Conscience to deepen their self-awareness and prayer life. Jesuits are
often considered “contemplatives in action.” Centered between the poles of
contemplation and mission, of loving God through prayer and obedience and loving
neighbor in acts of service, the Jesuits have made deep contributions to the world at
large.
New Monastics are attempting to answer these questions in similar ways by
developing local rules of life and taking on the many practices of their monastic
forebears.
Most of the literature describing New Monastics in North America has
attempted to define the movement for its insiders (e.g., the twelve marks) or for the
Church at large.15 But there have been few resources dedicated to taking the common
values of this movement and putting them into a cohesive curriculum. Such a
curriculum could orient prospective and new members, form those who are actively
engaged in the communities, and provide a template for the replication of new
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As a case in point, note in particular the subtitle of the following work: Jonathan WilsonHartgrove, New Monasticism: What It Has to Say to Today's Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press,
2008), passim.
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communities in distinct geographies. One small exception to this are “the schools of
conversion” led by some of the finest practitioners in the movement.16 However these
schools are limited to a two-day weekend and serve only as an introduction to New
Monasticism. They are not intended to be an immersive and radical formation in
community.17
Another resource, produced by spokespersons of the New Monasticism, is the
recently released Common Prayer: A Liturgy for Ordinary Radicals.18 This book
contains daily readings from Scripture and Church history as well as time-tested
prayers and songs. While this resource is outstanding as a stand-alone prayer book,
there is no overt connection to the twelve marks or any other ideas that come uniquely
from the New Monasticism. It seems to serve as a resource for a more general
audience rather than for those self-identifying with New Monasticism.
In the UK, there are many opportunities for training and formation within
Fresh Expressions movement. Several of these are listed on the Fresh Expressions
website: (1) Vision Days are basic introductions to fresh expressions and missionshaped thinking; (2) Mission Shaped Intro is a six-session freely-downloadable
course; (3) Mission Shaped Ministry is a one-year part-time course for those leading
or thinking of starting a fresh expression of church.19
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While these programs range from one-day events to a more immersive oneyear course, nothing yet directly relates to the new monasticism stream within Fresh
Expressions, nor are any of these practiced in a communal setting.20 What it seems is
missing is an immersive, whole life formation in community for mission as a
repeatable curriculum — the very thing that this author wishes to provide through the
following artifact.
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CHAPTER 5
ARTIFACT DESCRIPTION
The project was initiated as the outgrowth of several friends working together
under my leadership to flesh out a new “curriculum for Christlikeness,” a description
derived from Dallas Willard’s book The Divine Conspiracy. In early 2009, after
several discussions with various individuals who seemed interested in the project, I
called for a weekly meeting at a local coffee shop to work on a prayer book that
would lead communities to explore twelve vows.1 The team also planned monthly
learning events with in-depth presentations from seasoned writers and practitioners.
The development team that gathered weekly during that first year included
me; Andrea Bartelmeier, a member of Brownhouse2 and campus minister at nearby
Xavier University; Chris Bean, a Church of the Nazarene campus minister at
University of Cincinnati; D.G. Hollums, a United Methodist Church pastor and
church planter; Aaron Klinefelter, a former member of my community house and
currently a United Methodist Church campus minister at Northern Kentucky
University; Mandy McLaughlin, a current member of my community house; and
Aaron Wright, a Vineyard church planter near the campus of University of Cincinnati,
also leading a community house similar to mine.
During these weekly meetings we developed a year-long curriculum with
prayer books for each month structured around the vows of soul-keeping, simplicity,
community, prayer, study, hospitality, work, service, justice, Sabbath, and
celebration. Our primary audience at the time was young adults and new monastic
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These twelve vows are not simply revisions of the New Monasticism’s “twelve marks.”
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Brownhouse is the informal name given to the communal household that lives in the former
rectory of the parish property (St. Elizabeth) that our local church bought from the Cincinnati Diocese
in 1995. In addition to my wife and three children, there are six singles who make up Brownhouse.
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communities. However, there have been some surprising applications among campus
ministries, discussed in the paragraphs that follow, and individuals who want to be
meaningfully connected with communal group but cannot for various reasons relocate
to one.
After several months of reading, learning and discussion at our weekly
meetings we began the process of writing the vows and prayers that would be the
basis of the monthly learning modules. An example of our work, taken from the first
module on “Soul-keeping,” is as follows: “In a world of shallow living we'll develop
habits and rhythms that sustain us in the way of Christ.” I decided that all the vows
would begin with the words, “In a world,” and then highlight how certain aspects of
our culture wrongly shape us against the kingdom of God. Eugene Peterson states in
his translation of Romans of 12.2, “Unlike the culture around you always dragging
you down to its level of immaturity, God brings the best out of you, develops wellformed maturity in you.” This soul-keeping vow trains us away from “shallow living”
toward a deeper life rooted in the character and kingdom of God. The second halves
of all the vows highlight how the disciple will develop a new practice to overthrow
the ungodly formation offered by our culture and replace it with godly transformation.
In this case the vow tethers us to habits and rhythms that sustain us in the way of
Christ. In other words, with this vow we focus our intention and will on developing
sustainable patterns of living (habits) and work those habits into our schedules as
repeatable practices (rhythms).
Following the reciting of the monthly vow, a scripture related to the vow is
read. These scriptures are intended to highlight how select scriptures have informed
the vow. For “Soul-keeping,” one of the scripture readings is Jn. 15:1-4:
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I am the true grapevine, and my Father is the gardener. He cuts off every
branch of mine that doesn’t produce fruit, and he prunes the branches that
do bear fruit so they will produce even more. You have already been
pruned and purified by the message I have given you. Remain in me, and I
will remain in you. For a branch cannot produce fruit if it is severed from
the vine, and you cannot be fruitful unless you remain in me. (NLT)
Next is the vow prayer: “Lord, you are the reservoir of abundant life. Yet we
live in a shallow world. Our lives are often drained and dried out. Please fill us as we
develop daily practices that keep us connected to you, our Source. Amen.” These
prayers, written for each module by the team of people mentioned earlier open with a
simple pattern of address, such as, “Lord,” “Father,” “Redeemer,” “Sustainer,” etc.,
followed by an attribute of God related to the vow. For example, in “Soul-keeping,”
we start with the address of “Lord,” followed by, “You are the reservoir of abundant
life.” Next, we lament the fallen state of the world which tempts us to a counterKingdom formation: “...Yet we live in a shallow world” and “our lives are often
drained and dried out.” The prayer then concludes by petitioning God’s help in
acquiring new habits that will lead toward holiness: “...Please fill us as we develop
daily practices that keep us connected to you, our Source. Amen.” We pray this three
times a day: morning, noon, and evening.
As we were writing these original vows and prayers, we also began collecting
quotes and short readings for each vow, with a special emphasis on classic Christian
devotional literature like Thomas a’Kempis’s Imitation of Christ, and Brother
Lawrence’s Practicing the Presence of God. These short readings remind us of the
“great cloud of witnesses” who have preceded us in these practices and keep us
mindful and humbly attuned to the fact that these are not novel ideas or innovative
practices but simply a recalling of what has been a part of our historical tradition and
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heritage as followers of Jesus. The short readings vary in length from a few sentences
to a couple of paragraphs and follow the reading of the scripture related to the vow.
We also decided to embrace the long tradition of lectio continua and have the
next section of the daily prayers follow an immersive pattern of reading through one
gospel each month. Part of our labor during this time was the tedious work of
assigning each day of the month a particular gospel reading. Another practice we
wanted to immerse the participant in was reading the Psalms as the “prayer book of
the bible,” following the pattern set for us by Benedictines, among others, of regularly
praying through the Psalms. As Eugene Peterson says,
The practice of Christians in praying the Psalms is straightforward: simply
pray through the Psalms, psalm by psalm, regularly… That’s it. Open our
bibles to the book of Psalms and pray them – sequentially, regularly,
faithfully across a lifetime. This is how most Christians for most of the
Christian centuries matured in prayer.3
With that we set about the task of breaking the Psalms into “pray-able”
portions so that we could pray through the Psalter once every four months.
Having been instructed by the Psalms in how to pray, we then decided that a
time of general intercession was appropriate. During this time participants lift up,
either verbally or silently, any prayers that arise from the context of their lives, the
lives of the members of their immediate faith community, and the neighborhoods and
other contexts in which they find themselves living. After that a concluding prayer
appropriate to the time of day is said together.
These prayers have been the basis of my community’s prayer life in the
Brownhouse since the fall of 2010. In addition to my family of five, we regularly have
two to six others from our household, along with any guests who might be with us at
the table each morning praying together. One of the unexpected delights has been to
3

Peterson, Answering God, 7.
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watch my kids develop the habit of daily community prayer and gain confidence to
pray aloud the concerns of their hearts in the presence of their parents and other
adults. Though we have struggled to maintain consistency with evening prayers as a
community, we have been very successful in implementing the morning prayers as
part of our collective, daily practice for nearly two years.
In summary, for my artifact I developed twelve prayer books, each covering
one month, that focus on the marks, vows, and values of the new monasticism to be
used by communities (starting with mine) as a tool for deepening life together. The
prayer books contain an original vow and “vow prayer” along with readings drawn
from classic writings about each topic. The prayer books allow practitioners to read
through one gospel each month and pray through the Psalms every four months.
Space is provided for the spontaneous prayers of the people gathered as they lift up
concerns specific to their context. There are morning and evening prayers along these
lines with a noonday prayer that is a simple recollection of the vow and vow prayer.
The morning and evening prayers usually take about 20 minutes each and are
recommended for use before breakfast and dinner as a way to seed further
conversation during those shared meals. The project is named “Formed,” and more
information can be found at http://www.formed.cc.
We are now in the second year of using the prayer books. I have now hired an
editor, and we are working on refining the monthly prayer books. A current focus in
the editorial process is to use more ancient sources for the daily short readings. Three
reasons have driven this: (1) my own personal love for the classics; (2) the great value
in using trusted resources with a centuries-old track record; and (3) their inclusion in
the public domain. We have been preparing for publication with Forward Movement
Publishers. I have been in conversation recently with Scott Gunn, CEO of Forward
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Movement Publishers, who is currently working on a proposal to promote this
resource to thousands of people through Forward Movement’s distribution channels.
For instance, Forward Movement delivers a daily devotional to 300,000 people via
email.
These monthly prayer books are currently downloadable gratis in .pdf format
at http://formed.cc/prayers/. There one can also find mobile versions suitable for
iPhone and iPad.
In addition to the prayer books, a second major component of “Formed” is a
monthly learning event. During the first year I hosted monthly learning events to kick
off many of the monthly modules. The events were all posted to our Facebook page,
which can be found at http://www.facebook.com/formed. By scrolling back to
September 2010, the reader will gain a sense of the events. Scrolling back is
necessary because the “Formed” Facebook page is updated several times per week,
and the earlier events are buried in the flow of these regular updates. A screen shot
sampling these older events is available in the appendix of this dissertation.
In year one I hosted approximately eight events, which involved getting an
expert speaker/author each month and rotating the venue to different places around
Cincinnati. A lot of energy was expended and this became hard to sustain on a
shoestring budget and a dozen volunteers. However, based on verbal feedback from
attendees, the events were good learning experiences for those who attended. I do
have plans to restart the monthly gatherings in the future. Many of the Year One
attendees have recently requested it.
For our second year of “Formed,” (2011-12) we have temporarily let go of the
learning events. Instead I am focused on deepening the prayer book and developing
curriculum for campus ministers. “Formed” is currently being used as the basis for the
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formation of college students at three area campuses: University of Cincinnati (led by
Chris Bean, Nazarene campus minister, and Alice Conner, Episcopal priest and
Lutheran campus minister), Xavier University (Andrea Bartelmeier, Ecumenical
campus minister and former member of my community, the Brownhouse) and
Northern Kentucky University (Aaron Klinefelter, also a former member of my
community house and a United Methodist Church campus minister). So at the time of
this writing four campus ministers representing Episcopalians, Lutherans, Methodists,
and Nazarenes, are using “Formed” as the basis for their students’ formation. All of
these campus ministers have been on the development team from the beginning. It
should also be noted that the editor whom I hired is Catholic. It has been such an
honor and source of joy to me that this project has become an ecumenical endeavor.
The overall schema of “Formed” is a twelve-month curriculum based around
twelve vows. Attention to each vow is focused through praying, reading, teaching,
discussion, and reflection on themes related to an individual’s formation in
community for mission. The thematic sequence followed monthly over a year is as
follows:
1. Soul Keeping (September)
2. Simplicity (October)
3. Community (November)
4. Prayer (December)
5. Study (January)
6. Work (February)
7. Service (March)
8. Hospitality (April)
9. Justice (May)
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10. Holiness (June)
11. Sabbath Keeping (July)
12. Celebration (August)
A close friend (and doctoral student in another George Fox University cohort),
Mary Laymon, developed a “pilgrimage” module using the structure I developed for
this curriculum and used it on a spiritual journey she led to Ireland.
For the next iteration of “Formed” (Year Two), I decided to revise the
ordering of the modules. To be more in line with the historic monastic vows of
poverty, chastity, and obedience, we moved the modules related to those topics to the
beginning, reworking them for a wider audience as simplicity, purity, and service. I
also wanted the year to flow from the outline of the ancient three-fold way of
formation: purgation, illumination, and union. The first four monthly modules are
designed to take the individuals in community more deeply into the purgative way of
repentance and laying aside worldly habits related to money, sex, and power. I
decided to keep “Soul-keeping” as the first module since it provides a foundation and
overview of all the others. The first four recently completed months now flow in this
order:
1. Soul-keeping (September)
2. Simplicity (October)
3. Purity (November)4
4. Service (December)
This “Formed” blog post further explains the modifications to the second
iteration:

4

This is a renaming of the vow of holiness from Year One.
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Ancient Christian tradition (back to Pseudo-Dionysius of the 5th and 6th
centuries) divides the journey to Christlikeness, the journey to God, into
three stages which some call the purgative, illuminative and unitive. The
purgative stage is the start; it’s a purging of whatever is in the way of
going forward. In the illuminative stage, those on the journey have more
“light” from God on their path—which is helpful because it can take years
to go through it; it calls for a lot of patience. The unitive stage is the stage
of being united to God, of being aware of him always or almost always, of
knowing He is what you are longing for most.
Keep in mind that I am not going to say that you will travel through
these stages in the course of one year of Formed! These stages, however,
provide a framework for the vows; they helped us set the order of the
vows. After soul-keeping come vows of simplicity, purity and service,
ways to combat the great temptations of money, sex and power (as
monastics will take vows of poverty, chastity and obedience). These are
our “purgative” vows leading us away from distractions and detours.
“Illuminative” vows come next—prayer, then work (like the principle of
“ora et labora” which governs the lives of Benedictine monks), study,
community, and justice. These are all vows having to do with keeping on
the road. They are also arranged with an eye toward balance—prayer
balanced with work, a focus on the local (community) balanced with a
focus on the global (justice). Finally come the “unitive” vows, eyeing
Heaven more directly: hospitality (being in the Kingdom means getting
along), Sabbath (radical trust in God to take care of you) and celebration
(the life of a Christian should be all alleluia, paraphrasing St. Augustine.)5
“Formed” began in September, 2010, with the “Soul-keeping” module. Our
guest speaker for the kickoff event was Dave Nixon, Founder and Director of
Sustainable Faith.6 Nixon is a seasoned spiritual director to pastors and a coach to
many church planters. He knows firsthand and from his work with hundreds of
pastors across the country the pain and trauma of burnout, not to mention the
relational and vocational fallout that can ensue. So we began the year by reminding
ourselves that we are holistic beings with a body and a soul, and we must tend to both
the physical and spiritual aspects of our beings. The overall goal of this module is to

5

Formed, “2011-12,” 12 August 2011; available from http://formed.cc/blog/2011/08/formed2011-12; Internet.
6

Sustainable Faith is a non-profit ministry based in Norwood, Ohio. It’s mission is to
introduce ministry leaders to the contemplative dimension of the gospel and to provide them with
physical space (the Convent) and opportunity to engage in conversations on the topic of personal
sustainability in ministry. More information is available from the URL: http://sustainablefaith.com.
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help the individual and the community to acquire a better theology of self-care and to
develop habits and practices that sustain us a whole being. These categories are
reflected in Lk. 2:52 where Jesus is described as growing in wisdom, stature, and
favor. Nixon taught over forty people about the need to establish healthy rhythms of
work, rest, and prayer in the matrix of community. He focused especially on the
body’s fundamental need for real food7, frequent physical activity, and adequate
sleep, making the point that in an age of industrialized food culture, sedentary living,
and pandemic sleep deprivation proper attention to these matters is both an act of
worship and a confession of our creatureliness. It is an act of humility.
Other speakers we were honored to host in Year One included Will Samson on
“Simplicity.” Samson is the author of Enough: Contentment in an Age of Excess and
founding member of “Communality,” a new monastic community near Lexington,
Kentucky. For hospitality we welcomed Christine Pohl, a seminary professor from
Asbury Seminary and author of Making Room: Recovering Hospitality as a Christian
Tradition. Mary Laymon, a Lutheran pastor and George Fox University doctoral
student, spoke on “Prayer.” Bart Campolo, founder of Mission Year, taught on
“Service.” Troy Jackson, a Cincinnati pastor with a Ph.D. on the life of Martin Luther
King, Jr., led a discussion on “Justice.”
For the “Work” module we did something a bit different. We invited three
guest speakers with very different backgrounds (urban farming, multinational
corporate finance, and business consulting). The presentations were superb but the
event was even more remarkable for where it was hosted: n my family-owned body

7

A distinction was made between “real food” and “edible, foodlike substances,” and the
reasons why this distinction matters were discussed.

66

shop. Here are some reflections from a guest blog I was asked to write for Clayfire
Curator:
My worlds collided and united on February 5th, 2011. I have owned an
auto body shop in Cincinnati for the past 8 years and during most of that
time I was also the pastor of a network of house churches and an
intentional community. No matter how much I’ve learned or even taught
that “all work is sacred” and “we’re all ministers” the world of the body
shop and the world of ministry have remained apart. I had no embodied
experience to bring them together. Until that day in February.
As part of my doctoral studies I’ve been working on a curriculum for
spiritual formation for our communities called FORMED. One of the
monthly modules of the FORMED curriculum is on work. This module
coincided with the body shop buying another building (that used to be a
transmission shop) for expansion so we decided to host the FORMED
gathering in this new space… this chaotic, greasy, dirty, space.
We went about the business of planning for the 40 or so people who
were coming. Setting up chairs, hanging cloth from the rafters to soften
the space, converting an old office space into a child care room and just
generally getting all the old transmission parts moved out of our way. But
right in the middle of all this was a frame rack that we had recently
purchased for the expansion. A frame rack is typically the largest tool in a
body shop. It took up almost 300 square feet of floor space and weighs in
at several tons. And it was right in the middle of the space we were
creating for this gathering. It was completely in the way.
And then someone had the idea. “What if we made this our table?
What if this became the gathering place for our meal?” One of the
presenters that day was a local urban farmer and he had already
volunteered to design a meal of locally grown food as part of the
gathering. So the frame rack that was “in the way” now became the
centerpiece of our gathering. With some beautiful fabric, string lights all
around and candles adorning both sides it became the locus of a shared
meal, hospitality, gathering, prayer, learning, nourishment and worship. In
short it went from a grimy tool that untwists and straightens metal to the
Lord’s table, a place of communion and community. And for me it became
an icon of the intersection of my work and my worship.
I once heard Tim Keller say that all work is bringing order out of
chaos and that is one of the primary ways we reflect the image of God
who did just that at creation. (see Genesis 1:1-2) In the body shop I’m
daily reminded of the chaos that still surrounds us as cars are towed in
with leaking fluids, bent metal, broken plastic and shattered glass. And it’s
amazing to watch the transformations that occur! Frames are straightened,
new panels are welded on, plastic is repaired, glass is replaced, and cars
are painted and buffed to look better than they did before the accident.
This is true of your job as well. From dentists who fill damaged teeth,
to plumbers who get leaky pipes in order, to educators who transform the
chaos of teenage minds into ordered learning of biology, to administrative
assistants who take the chaos of their boss’s email inbox and calendar and
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wrangle it into something manageable and meaningful. And you do it too
wherever you work!8
In reflecting on the financial commitment to pull of this project most of the
costs were tied up in printing the hard copies of the prayer book and paying the guest
speakers for the monthly workshop. For the prayer book printing we had several
months printed for free through the generosity of the Nazarene church thanks to our
connection through Chris Bean who was part of the Formed team from the beginning.
Since that stopped after the fourth month, we have simply made the prayer books
available as a free downloadable pdf from our website, including a mobile version for
iPhone and iPad. Those who want a hard copy must pay the printing costs. The events
were hosted in spaces throughout the city that were donated by various groups so the
only hard costs for those events were the speakers’ honoraria. We asked everyone
who came to contribute five dollars each, which was given to the presenter at the
conclusion. When we were not able to pay the $300 minimum we had committed to, I
made up the small difference from my personal budget.
My desire going forward is to: (1) publish the prayer books and use them as
the core curriculum in several new monastic communities and campus ministries; (2)
relaunch an improved version of the monthly learning events in Fall, 2012; and (3)
greatly expand our website and reach to include more social media, virtual
community, and podcasts of the events.
Looking even further out, I see the “Formed” curriculum as a kind of
"software" that can be loaded into the "hardware" of an already existing community
or be the very template on which new communities can be started. I have many hopes
that this curriculum will find a wide acceptance among the new monastic
8

Kevin Rains, “Holy Meals and Mangled Metal,” 6 September 2011; available from
http://formed.cc/blog/2011/08/formed-2011-12; Internet.
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communities that are springing up in city after city. Through my contact with several
of the leaders of this movement, including Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove, David Janzen
and Ian Mobsby, I believe “Formed” fills a gaping void for a fully-orbed curriculum
that can resource this movement. And, by God’s grace, it will.

POSTSCRIPT
I recently asked about a dozen people who have been actively engaged with
“Formed” to reflect with me on how it has shaped them and offer suggestions and
critiques to improve it going forward. Several of the people who worked on the
project said that what drew them to the project in the first place was the opportunity to
work on something related to spiritual formation in a community of peers. Andrea B
wrote,
I thought the best part was the support of colleagues, and the fact that we
were all focusing on, praying about, and thinking through the same
"vows" together… at the time I was new to the Brownhouse community,
and new to my position as the chaplain at Xavier University, and hoped to
be part of developing resources to use for my college ministry and bible
studies, it also served as a sort of support group as we processed the needs
and movements of the spirit in our respective communities.
Similarly Amanda M said, “The respect for, and the idea of spending time
developing friendships with the other creative Jesus seeking people who initiated,
developed and supported the project.”
A couple people, notably Tracy R and Steve R, both current members of the
Brownhouse who came from non-liturgical backgrounds, commented on how much
they appreciated the repetitive parts. They especially liked how each day as a
household we would pray some of the same prayers (e.g., the vow prayer and the
concluding prayer) and how that brought a sense of consistency to their prayer life.
This experience of fixed hour prayer differed, of course, from their own upbringing
where spontaneous prayers were valued but repetition in the life of prayer was
cautioned. Steve quipped, “This is not how my grandmother taught me to pray!”
When asked how “Formed” compared to other prayer books they were
familiar with, many responded that they appreciated how they did not have to jump
around to different sections of a book but that everything was contained on one or two
69
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pages. In particular this was noted when compared to Celtic Daily Prayer1 and The
Book of Common Prayer. Most seemed to appreciate the simplicity of “Formed”’s
format. This simplicity, however, did not cause “Formed” to lose depth. A couple of
people commented that they enjoyed the longer portions of scripture, both the Psalms
and Gospel readings that Formed incorporated. This was contrasted with a recent and
popular Protestant prayer book, The Divine Hours2, which only incorporates small
sections of the Psalms and a few very short gospel readings.
A couple of shortcomings were also noted. First, Formed is not tied in any
way to the liturgical year. The prayers and readings are continuous, so one may be
reading something from Christ’s birth narrative during Lent or reading about the
crucifixion during the season of Pentecost. I am unclear at this point how to correct
this but I am hopeful that a solution will present itself in the years ahead as the
potential for connecting with the liturgical year related to formation seems worth
working toward. Another shortcoming noted was the short readings. One person in
particular believed that there were too few authors represented and we needed greater
diversity of traditions and races represented.
Overall the feedback was overwhelmingly positive and there is momentum to
keep refining the prayer books to get them ready for publication and a wider
distribution. The team is also excited to reengage the monthly events later this year
although we realized that much of the work we did in hosting them was moving them
from place to place each month. We have decided to hold the events at a centralized
venue, our local café – The Speckled Bird – where we will not have to prepare a new

1
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The Northumbria Community Trust Ltd., Celtic Daily Prayer (New York: HarperOne), 2002.

Phyllis Tickle, The Divine Hours: Prayers for Springtime; The Divine Hours: Prayers for
Summertime; The Divine Hours: Prayers for Wintertime (New York: Doubleday), 2006.
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venue each month. My editor, Angela Pancella, is also working on a story for each
module that will illustrate how the vow is wrestled with in a fictional person’s life.
She has been interviewing spiritual directors to find out how the themes of “Formed”
have been a part of their work over the years.
Going forward I must admit that I am most energized by the possibility of
partnering with a publisher. After talking to Scott Gunn of Forward Movement I
realized that I have developed a significant resource that currently has a small reach. I
also realized how publishers can open ideas and resources up to a much larger
audience very quickly. My hope and my prayer for this project is that it will serve the
widest possible audience and be a useful tool for individuals, of course, but especially
for neomonastic communities to be formed in the way of Christ and prepared for the
mission he sets before them.
+++++++
Lord Jesus, please take this small offering of words on a page and do what you
will. I ask that you multiply this small effort and allow many to be shaped into the
kind of people you dream of – people with a depth of character who foster healthy
relationships among family, friends and neighbors and are fully prepared for your
work of reconciliation. And if you choose to do nothing with this small offering, I ask
for the grace to move on quickly and follow you into whatever is next. Either way I’m
confident of your presence to guide and lead me in a way that pleases you and brings
joy to me, all for the benefit of others and your glory! Amen.
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APPENDIX

There are twelve prayer books, one for each month, that are designed to do the
following: (1) focus a community on one practice each month; (2) keep the community
immersed in the gospels; and (3) guide the community in praying the Psalms.
One Practice Each Month
This focus is evident in the first part of each prayer time in that there is a reciting
of the vow related to the practice, a prayer related to the vow and a weekly scripture that
is deeply connected to the vow/ practice of the month, and finally a short reading
typically from a recognized author / expert on each particular topic. Another opportunity
to deepen the learning and practice of the various vows is a monthly lecture from
someone outside our community who is invited in to address the topic of the month. We
also have a list of resources for those desiring a more in depth look into the topics.
Immersion in the Gospels
The gospel readings are laid out for a community to read one gospel each month
beginning with Matthew in September, Mark in October, Luke in November, John in
December. This cycle is repeated two more times, leading participants to read each
gospel three times during the course of a year.
Praying the Psalms in Community
The Psalms follow a similar pattern of repetitious reading / praying where the
entire Psalter is read and prayed three times over the course of the year. This repetitious
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reading is modeled after the Book of Common Prayer, in which the Psalter is prayed
monthly, and the Benedictine tradition of praying the entire Psalter every two weeks.
A blog post on the FORMED website, written August 12, 2011 at the start of our
second year, speaks to what has informed the choices in this curriculum:
A new season of Formed has begun. For many of us, it’s the beginning of a
new year. If your life is like mine, it’s tuned to the rhythm of the school year,
so every September is a new beginning. Formed is a type of school; it’s a
school of the spirit with many things in common with the schools of
classrooms and academic achievements. There are concepts to learn or relearn
here, skills to acquire or practice, and fellow learners walking alongside you.
I’d like to talk a little about the groundwork laid for this year’s
“curriculum for Christlikeness.” As with last year, every month we’ll focus on
a different vow—soul-keeping, prayer, hospitality, and celebration, to name a
few. Twelve vows in all, starting with soul-keeping because it’s vitally
important to remember we have a soul as we venture into the spiritual life.
But then what comes next?
Think about the stages of a journey, or a school career. A quote from
Alice in Wonderland may serve well here: “Begin at the beginning and go on
until you come to the end; then stop.” Lewis Carroll was making a joke, but
he’s also got a point. “Begin at the beginning”: you have to start, and you
shouldn’t just start somewhere; you should start with the first actions that
need to be taken. “Go on”: a journey of a thousand miles may begin with a
single step, but there are a whole lot of steps that follow. “Then stop”: life
may be a journey, not a destination, but as Christians we do believe there is a
destination—the Kingdom of God. We are doing this because we are seeking
Christlikeness; we have a goal we want to reach.
Ancient Christian tradition (back to Pseudo-Dionysius of the 5th and 6th
centuries) divides the journey to Christlikeness, the journey to God, into three
stages which some call the purgative, illuminative and unitive. The purgative
stage is the start; it’s a purging of whatever is in the way of going forward. In
the illuminative stage, those on the journey have more “light” from God on
their path—which is helpful because it can take years to go through it; it calls
for a lot of patience. The unitive stage is the stage of being united to God, of
being aware of him always or almost always, of knowing He is what you are
longing for most.
Keep in mind that I am not going to say that you will travel through these
stages in the course of one year of Formed! These stages, however, provide a
framework for the vows; they helped us set the order of the vows. After soulkeeping come vows of simplicity, purity and service, ways to combat the
great temptations of money, sex and power (as monastics will take vows of
poverty, chastity and obedience). These are our “purgative” vows leading us
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away from distractions and detours. “Illuminative” vows come next – prayer,
then work (like the principle of ora et labora which governs the lives of
Benedictine monks), study, community, and justice. These are all vows
having to do with keeping on the road. They are also arranged with an eye
toward balance – prayer balanced with work, a focus on the local
(community) balanced with a focus on the global (justice). Finally come the
“unitive” vows, eyeing Heaven more directly: hospitality (being in the
Kingdom means getting along), Sabbath (radical trust in God to take care of
you) and celebration (the life of a Christian should be all alleluia,
paraphrasing St. Augustine.) This, then, is the order we’ll follow. Welcome to
a new school year.
Immediately below is an outline of the main elements of the first three modules
(months).
Soul Keeping: The Examined Life (September)
1.

Gospel: Matthew (to be read in full over the month)

2.

Psalms: 1-46

3.

Vow: In a world of shallow living we'll develop habits and rhythms that
sustain us in the way of Christ.

4.

Vow Prayer: Lord, you are the reservoir of abundant life. Yet we live in a shallow
world. Our lives are often drained and dried out. Please fill us as we develop daily
practices that keep us connected to you, our Source. Amen.

5.

Vow-related Scriptures:
John 15.1-4
Psalm 1
I Corinthians 13.4-6
Luke 4.16-19

6.

Vow practice: G.P.S.: a Prayer of Examen
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The vow practice involves the three simple steps of reflecting on goodness
experienced, progress made, and setbacks incurred over a day or part of a day. It can be
used upon rising, at noon, and at the end of a day.
Part 1: Gratitude for goodness
Directions: Think back over your day and see if there are clearly places where God was at
work. The evidence for this would be signs of goodness, beauty or truth – what
philosophers call the "transcendentals." Offer prayers of thanks for these signs of God
that punctuate your day with light. Write them down if you keep a journal or just list
them in your mind. The point is to feel and express gratitude for God's manifest presence.
Some categories to get you going might be nature (the wonder of the natural order of sky,
trees, birds, and flowers) and relationships (conversations and contact with friends,
family, acquaintances, strangers and even enemies). Gratitude will naturally lead you to
having a sense of confidence that God is working in your life and the world around you.
Part 2: Progress
Directions: Next, spend a few minutes reflecting on progress you've made on goals you
have set. This can be anything from a project you are working on to a personal trait you
are trying to develop (like patience or love) or to an idea you had that will help you
further an invitation from God. Maybe there is some specific habit you are working to
acquire and you want to note some progress, however small. It takes about twenty-one
days to develop a new habit. Perhaps you want to develop a habit for something simple
but potentially life-changing like eating more fresh fruit and vegetables. Note it.
Celebrate it. (And do it for twenty more days so that you internalize it!)
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Part 3: Setbacks
Directions: Finally we end with repentance for any area in which you failed or fumbled in
your attempt to love God and love others. We don't need to beat ourselves up though.
This is for our learning and formation! We ask forgiveness and then make plans to do
better (1 John 1:9). We envision doing better at the next opportunity. We listen to our
conscience and see if it is clear. We listen for the still small voice of the Spirit and see if
God shines light on an area we might not have realized.
Bonus: Sometimes ending on setbacks can seem pretty negative. It can be good to
complete the loop and return to gratitude by writing an encouraging note or expressing
thanks to someone who crossed your path during the day and was an agent of God's
presence – whether they knew it or not!
Simplicity: The Focused Life (October)
1.

Gospel: Mark

2.

Psalms: 47-89

3.

Vow: In a world that is frantic and over committed we’ll life simple, purposeful
lives.

4.

Vow Prayer: Jesus, your burden is light and your yoke is easy. Yet we
live in a world of increasing complexity and burden. Please help us to
depend only on you. Give us grace to extend the freedom and
simplicity of childlike trust to those around us. Amen.
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5.

Vow related Scriptures:
Matthew 6.33
Matthew 11.28-30
Philippians 4.12
Luke 10.41-42
Purity: The Faithful Life (November)

1.

Gospel: Luke

2.

Psalms: 90-119.56

3.

Vow: In a world where anything goes, we’ll live faithfully toward God, others,
and ourselves.

4.

Vow Prayer: Lord, you alone are holy and worthy of all praise. Increase in us a
sense of awe in your presence. Let the light of your holiness shine through us that
all may glorify you. Amen.

5.

Vow related Scripture:
Exodus 3.5-6
Psalm 19.1-4
Mark 9.2-4,7
Acts 2.1-4
Service: The Generous Life (December)

1.

Gospel: John

2.

Psalms: 119.57-150
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3.

Vow: In a world that idolizes power, individualism, and ego we’ll demonstrate
Christ’s way of serving through practical acts of love.

4.

Vow Prayer: Lord, in calling us to follow you, you call us to lives of
serving others, even to the point of laying down our lives. Pour out
your grace on us so we may live more and more out of your self-giving
love and less and less out of our selfishness. May we rejoice to be
called your good and faithful servants. Amen.

5.

Vow related Scripture:
Isaiah 58.5-7
Micah 6.6-8
Luke 10.25-29
Matthew 25.41-45
What follows are screen images captured from the Formed website and from

Facebook.
The screen image below captures a portion of the Facebook page for our first
event, held in September 2010 on the topic Soulkeeping. The entire page is available from
the URL: http://www.facebook.com/events/110903032296974/
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The next screen image captures a portion of the Facebook page for our second
event, held in October 2010 on the topic Simplicity. The entire page is available from the
URL: http://www.facebook.com/events/156761277677208/

The screen image below, which can be accessed at http://formed.cc, captures the
opening page of the “Formed” website:
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The screen image below, which can be accessed at http:formed.cc/prayers,
captures the current prayerbooks and workbooks that can be downloaded in a variety of
forms:
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The four PDFs below capture the Soulkeeping Prayer Book content for the entire
day of 2 September 2010:
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Soul Keeping - A Way of Life
September 2, 2010
Morning
Call To Prayer: In the morning, O Lord, you hear my voice,* In the morning I lay my requests
before you and wait in expectation.
Vow: In a world of shallow living we'll develop habits and rhythms that sustain us in the way of
Christ.
Scripture Related to the Vow: John 15:1-4
“I am the true grapevine, and my Father is the gardener. He cuts off every branch of mine that
doesn’t produce fruit, and he prunes the branches that do bear fruit so they will produce even
more. You have already been pruned and purified by the message I have given you. Remain in
me, and I will remain in you. For a branch cannot produce fruit if it is severed from the vine,
and you cannot be fruitful unless you remain in me. "
Morning Short Reading:
“If we are honest, most of us would admit that our ability to sense and stay close to God is still
relatively immature. How often do we sense that we are cut off, in one way or another, from
the ability to hear God and know His guiding hand in our lives? And why is it so hard for some
of us to admit that we have lived with this disconnected-from-God feeling for too long?”
- Howard Baker, Soul Keeping: Ancient Paths of Spiritual Direction
Vow Prayer: Lord, you are the reservoir of abundant life. Yet we live in a shallow world. Our
lives are often drained and dried out. Please fill us as we develop daily practices that keep us
connected to you, our Source. Amen
Morning Gospel: Matthew 2:1-12
Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the reign of King Herod. About that time
some wise men from eastern lands arrived in Jerusalem, asking, “Where is the newborn king
of the Jews? We saw his star as it rose, and we have come to worship him.”
King Herod was deeply disturbed when he heard this, as was everyone in Jerusalem. He
called a meeting of the leading priests and teachers of religious law and asked, “Where is the
Messiah supposed to be born?”
“In Bethlehem in Judea,” they said, “for this is what the prophet wrote
‘And you, O Bethlehem in the land of Judah,
are not least among the ruling cities of Judah,
for a ruler will come from you
who will be the shepherd for my people Israel.’”
Then Herod called for a private meeting with the wise men, and he learned from them the
time when the star first appeared. Then he told them, “Go to Bethlehem and search carefully
for the child. And when you find him, come back and tell me so that I can go and worship him,
too!”
After this interview the wise men went their way. And the star they had seen in the east
guided them to Bethlehem. It went ahead of them and stopped over the place where the child
was. When they saw the star, they were filled with joy! They entered the house and saw the
child with his mother, Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped him. Then they opened their
treasure chests and gave him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh.
When it was time to leave, they returned to their own country by another route, for God had
warned them in a dream not to return to Herod.
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Soul Keeping - A Way of Life
Lord’s Prayer:
Our Father in heaven. Let your holiness be revealed
Let your kingdom come. Let your will be done on earth as in heaven
Give us today our daily bread. Erase our debts as we erase the debts of others.
Keep us from temptation and Rescue us from evil.
For kingdom, power and glory belong to you for ever and ever.
Amen.
Morning Psalm: Psalm 3
A psalm of David, regarding the time David fled from his son Absalom.
O Lord, I have so many enemies;
so many are against me.
So many are saying,
“God will never rescue him!”
Interlude
But you, O Lord, are a shield around me;
you are my glory, the one who holds my head high.
I cried out to the Lord,
and he answered me from his holy mountain.
Interlude
I lay down and slept,
yet I woke up in safety,
for the Lord was watching over me.
I am not afraid of ten thousand enemies
who surround me on every side.
Arise, O Lord!
Rescue me, my God!
Slap all my enemies in the face!
Shatter the teeth of the wicked!
Victory comes from you, O Lord.
May you bless your people.
Interlude
Intercession:

Concluding Prayer: Lord God, Almighty and Everlasting Father, you have brought me in safety
to this new day. Preserve me with your mighty power that I may not fall into sin nor be
overcome by adversity and in all I do direct me to the fulfilling of your purpose through Jesus
Christ my Lord. Amen

Midday
Vow: In a world of shallow living we'll develop habits and rhythms that sustain us in the way of
Christ.
Vow Prayer: Lord, you are the reservoir of abundant life. Yet we live in a shallow world. Our
lives are often drained and dried out. Please fill us as we develop daily practices that keep us
connected to you, our Source. Amen
7
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Soul Keeping - A Way of Life

Evening
Call To Prayer: Our help is in the name of the Lord* The Maker of heaven and earth
Vow: In a world of shallow living we'll develop habits and rhythms that sustain us in the way of
Christ.
Scripture Related to the Vow: John 15:1-4
“I am the true grapevine, and my Father is the gardener. He cuts off every branch of mine that
doesn’t produce fruit, and he prunes the branches that do bear fruit so they will produce even
more. You have already been pruned and purified by the message I have given you. Remain in
me, and I will remain in you. For a branch cannot produce fruit if it is severed from the vine,
and you cannot be fruitful unless you remain in me. "
Evening Short Reading:
“The ultimate goal of soul keeping is to move us beyond ourselves and our focus on personal
interests so that we become people who are living life “in Christ,” not merely in our own
natural human spirit. ... To be “in Christ” means to have our will and energies given to the
service of God, whatever that means in our individual lives.”
- Howard Baker, Soul Keeping: Ancient Paths of Spiritual Direction
Vow Prayer: Lord, you are the reservoir of abundant life. Yet we live in a shallow world. Our
lives are often drained and dried out. Please fill us as we develop daily practices that keep us
connected to you, our Source. Amen
Evening Gospel: Matthew 2:13-23
After the wise men were gone, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream. “Get up!
Flee to Egypt with the child and his mother,” the angel said. “Stay there until I tell you to
return, because Herod is going to search for the child to kill him.”
That night Joseph left for Egypt with the child and Mary, his mother, and they stayed there
until Herod’s death. This fulfilled what the Lord had spoken through the prophet “I called my
Son out of Egypt.”
Herod was furious when he realized that the wise men had outwitted him. He sent soldiers to
kill all the boys in and around Bethlehem who were two years old and under, based on the
wise men’s report of the star’s first appearance. Herod’s brutal action fulfilled what God had
spoken through the prophet Jeremiah
“A cry was heard in Ramah—
weeping and great mourning.
Rachel weeps for her children,
refusing to be comforted,
for they are dead.”
When Herod died, an angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt. “Get up!”
the angel said. “Take the child and his mother back to the land of Israel, because those who
were trying to kill the child are dead.”
So Joseph got up and returned to the land of Israel with Jesus and his mother. But when he
learned that the new ruler of Judea was Herod’s son Archelaus, he was afraid to go there.
Then, after being warned in a dream, he left for the region of Galilee. So the family went and
lived in a town called Nazareth. This fulfilled what the prophets had said “He will be called a
Nazarene.”
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Soul Keeping - A Way of Life
Lord’s Prayer:
Our Father in heaven. Let your holiness be revealed
Let your kingdom come. Let your will be done on earth as in heaven
Give us today our daily bread. Erase our debts as we erase the debts of others.
Keep us from temptation and Rescue us from evil.
For kingdom, power and glory belong to you for ever and ever.
Amen.
Evening Psalm: Psalm 4
For the choir director: A psalm of David, to be accompanied by stringed instruments.
Answer me when I call to you,
O God who declares me innocent.
Free me from my troubles.
Have mercy on me and hear my prayer.
How long will you people ruin my reputation?
How long will you make groundless accusations?
How long will you continue your lies?
Interlude
You can be sure of this:
The Lord set apart the godly for himself.
The Lord will answer when I call to him.
Don’t sin by letting anger control you.
Think about it overnight and remain silent.
Interlude
Offer sacrifices in the right spirit,
and trust the Lord.
Many people say, “Who will show us better times?”
Let your face smile on us, Lord.
You have given me greater joy
than those who have abundant harvests of grain and new wine.
In peace I will lie down and sleep,
for you alone, O Lord, will keep me safe.
Intercession:

Concluding Prayer: Lord Jesus stay with me, for evening is at hand and the day is past. Be my
companion in the way, kindle my heart and awaken hope, that I may know you as you are
revealed in Scripture and the breaking of bread. Grant this for the sake of your love. Amen.
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