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ABSTRACT
Current research indicates that well-intentioned practices and programs aimed at
forming people into the image of Christ are not producing the intended results. One
roadblock is the misunderstanding and lack of value placed on the role of emotion in the
transformation process. The purpose of this dissertation is to present neuroscience
research about the integral role of emotion in one’s life, and suggest practical ways to
capitalize on emotion to effect transformation.
Chapter one describes the goals of spiritual formation, in contrast to current
attitudes and practices of those inside and outside the church. It provides a basic
introduction to the brain’s emotional system and its significance for transformation.
Chapter two reviews the biblical narrative to demonstrate God’s plan for personal
transformation and the restoration of all creation, as well as the holistic role that
embodied humans have in the process.
Chapter three explores historical trends, from the early church to
contemporary times, for approaches to spiritual transformation. The ongoing shift in
emphasis between head and heart is highlighted, as well as a review of individual
and communal practices.
Chapter four examines neuroscience research that demonstrates how one’s
individual emotions can be tapped into to capture one’s attention, improve memory
and decision-making, and motivate one toward action.
Chapter five explains attachment theory, the foundation of all emotional
connection, including one’s capacity for emotional contagion and emotional
regulation.

vi

Chapter six explains neural plasticity, emotional revision, and the power that
relationships have to effect change in oneself, others, and one’s relationship with God.
Chapter seven synthesizes information in prior chapters, and suggests
approaches to spiritual formation—from the ancient to the newly fashioned—that are
informed by the neuroscience of emotion. The ultimate goal is to describe a practical
way forward for those striving to follow Jesus in a long-lasting, life-impacting way.
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CHAPTER ONE:
INTRODUCTION TO SUSTAINABLE FAITH:
HOW THE NEUROSCIENCE OF EMOTION
CAN PROMOTE LONG-TERM TRANSFORMATION
“What if emotion…is an essential element of who God is? What if emotion, as we
understand it, is a reflection of what God experiences in his heart? Wouldn’t we
do well to attend to this aspect of our minds, since doing so would mean paying
attention to a part of us that reflects God’s being?”1
“For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his
Son…” (Romans 8:29)
“I had nine fingers up,” he said wistfully, both his voice and eyes betraying his
sadness and disappointment. This twenty-something young man had waited in line to talk
to the university chapel speaker after a sermon that emphasized moving from knowing
about Jesus, to truly knowing Jesus in a more rich and experiential way, deep in one’s
soul. The speaker had asked the audience do a finger tally of all the different inputs of
Christian influence they had been exposed to during their lives: from Christian homes to
Christian schools, children’s programs like AWANA to high school youth groups, and
now a Christian university with required Bible classes. He continued, “I feel numb,
confused and alone. I don’t know what to think or to do anymore, but I knew I couldn’t
leave one more time without talking to someone.” How many persons like him have tried
everything the church has to offer and still do not feel a deep, experiential connection to
Christ?
As will be demonstrated in further detail below, the church is not as effective at
forming disciples as it both desires and needs to be. Those truly concerned with personal

1

Curt Thompson, Anatomy of the Soul: Surprising Connections Between Neuroscience and
Spirituality That Can Transform Your Life and Relationships (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers,
2010), 90.

1

2
or corporate spiritual formation must ask, what can be done to change this? How can
others be helped to experience Jesus in a life-transforming way? This dissertation seeks
to demonstrate that some answers to these questions—a way forward—have surfaced in
the most unlikely of places: the human brain. In order for people to be transformed into
the image of Christ in a deeply personal and sustainable way, practitioners must
intentionally capitalize on the brain’s emotional system, the powerful network which
drives attention, memory, motivation, and decision-making, as well as one’s ability to
engage in transformational relationships with others and with God. To explore this
possibility most effectively, one must first have a clear picture of the goals of spiritual
formation, consider some significant challenges facing the church, and garner a general
understanding of the brain’s tripartite landscape and what the neuroscience of emotion
has to offer the church.

The Goal: Spiritual Formation
There are a multitude of approaches available to help care for people such as the
young man in this story. Before diving deeper into the efficacy of these approaches,
however, it is important to first address the various terms used to describe the
“transformation experience.” Nomenclature such as Christian formation, spiritual
formation, discipleship, Christian education, spiritual direction, mentoring, and
shepherding are common, but for the purposes of this dissertation, the primary terms used
will be variants of the word “formation” such as spiritual formation, transformation, and
the like.

3
In Teaching the Faith, Forming the Faithful: A Biblical Vision for Education in
the Church, Christian educator Dr. Gary Parrett explains, “The word formation derives
from the Greek root morphē. Paul uses variations of the word in several places, often in
verbal forms and making use of a prefix appropriate to the sense of the term he has in
mind.”2 For example, Paul teaches that every believer be conformed (symmorphous) to
the likeness of God’s Son (Rom. 8:29), he calls for followers of Jesus to be transformed
(metamorphousthe) by the renewal of their minds (Rom. 12:2), and he languishes over
the Galatian church, praying for Christ to be formed (morphōthē) in them (Gal. 4:19).3 “It
is clear,” summarizes Parrett, “that Paul had made, as one of his chief goals in working
with the churches, the very goal that God has established for his people: conformity to the
likeness of Jesus Christ.”4 Formation, then, is both an individual and corporate goal.
Many people refer to this process of becoming like Jesus as “spiritual formation.”
It is a phrase that has been described in various ways. M. Robert Mulholland Jr., New
Testament professor at Asbury Theological Seminary, defines it as “a process of being
conformed to the image of Christ for the sake of others.”5 Dallas Willard, philosopher
and author of numerous books on spiritual formation, fleshes this out further by stating
that spiritual transformation into Christ’s likeness “refers to the Spirit-driven process of
forming the inner world of the human self in such a way that it becomes like the inner
being of Christ himself…. the outer life of the individual becomes a natural expression or
2

Gary A. Parrett and S. Steve Kang, Teaching the Faith, Forming the Faithful: A Biblical Vision
for Education in the Church (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2009), 53.
3

Ibid.

4

Ibid., 53-54.

5

M. Robert Mulholland, Jr., Invitation to a Journey: A Road Map for Spiritual Formation
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 15.
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outflow of the character and teachings of Jesus.”6 Richard Averbeck, professor of Old
Testament and Semitic languages from Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, defines
spiritual formation as “the ministry through which we seek to stimulate and support the
ongoing spiritually transforming work of the Holy Spirit in and through the personal
lives, relationships, and ministries of genuine believers so that we all progressively
become more conformed to the image of Christ according to the will of God the Father
(Romans 8:26-30).”7 For the purposes of this discussion, Averbeck’s definition of
spiritual formation will be used with the intent of seeing spiritual formation as more
broadly encompassing the work of the Holy Spirit, the individual, and the community,
and taking place in myriad practices and programs. It is through all of these “means” that
true discipleship—becoming more like Christ, being about the things that he is about in
the world—will take place.
N.T. Wright, the Bishop of Durham, England, and a brilliant scholar who speaks
meaningfully both to the academic community as well as the masses, affirms the above
concept using different terminology. In his book Simply Christian, written “for anyone
who wants to travel beyond the controversies that can obscure what the Christian faith
really stands for,”8 he emphasizes both personal transformation and, more broadly, the
transformation of all creation. He states: “We’re called, here and now, to be instruments
of God’s new creation, the world-put-to-rights which has already been launched in Jesus

6

Dallas Willard, Renovation of the Heart: Putting on the Character of Christ (Colorado Springs,
CO: NavPress, 2002), 22.
7

Richard E. Averbeck, “Spirit, Community, and Mission: A Biblical Theology for Spiritual
Formation,” Journal of Spiritual Formation & Soul Care 1, No. 1 (2008): 27-53.
8

N.T. Wright, Simply Christian: Why Christianity Makes Sense (San Francisco: Harper, 2006),
front dust jacket.

5
and of which Jesus’s followers are supposed to be not simply beneficiaries but also
agents.”9 To Wright, “that, quite simply, is what it means to be Christian: to follow Jesus
Christ into the new world, God’s new world, which he has thrown open before us.”10

The Current State of Affairs: Some Challenges Facing the Church
In order to pursue the role of redemptive agent most effectively, practitioners
should first consider some of the contemporary challenges facing Christianity. One need
only browse through a local Christian bookstore, attend a smattering of churches in one’s
geographic region, peruse Amazon’s website, or spend some time in the blogosphere to
see that there are a variety of spiritual formation approaches, philosophies, and strategies
available today. There are books that emphasize personal transformation, many written
specifically to each gender; various emphases such as evangelism, social justice,
apologetics, narrative theology, or understanding the Ancient Near Eastern context of the
Bible; and strategies such as small group ministries, personal spiritual disciplines, or
taking part in the practices of the historic church such as fixed-hour prayer, to name a
few.11 The sample list in the footnote does little justice to the practices emphasized over

9

Ibid., xi.

10
11

Ibid., 237.

Below is a sample list from each of the categories above: Joel Osteen, Your Best Life Now: 7
Steps to Your Full Potential (New York: Hachette Book Group, 2004); John Ortberg, Becoming the Me I
Want to Be: Becoming God’s Best Version of You (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2010); Rick Warren, The
Purpose-Driven Life: What On Earth Am I Here For? (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2012); R. Kent
Hughes, Disciplines of a Godly Man (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2001); Nancy Leigh DeMoss, ed., Becoming
God’s True Woman (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2008); Nicky Gumbel, Questions of Life (Deerfield, IL:
Alpha North America, 2003); Bill Hybels, Just Walk Across the Room (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan,
2006); Shane Claiborne, The Irresistible Revolution: Living As An Ordinary Radical (Grand Rapids, MI:
2006); Richard Stearns, A Hole in the Gospel: What Does God Expect of Us? The Answer that Changed My
Life and Might Just Change the World (Nashville, TN: World Vision, 2009); Norman Geisler, The Big
Book of Apologetics: An A to Z Guide (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2012); Lee Strobel, The Case for Faith: A
Journalist Investigates the Toughest Objections to Christianity (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2000);
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the past 2,000 years of church history, or the myriad approaches found among the 41,000
denominations and 2.18 billion believers that exist across the globe.12 Kenneth Boa, who
authored Conformed to His Image: Biblical and Practical Approaches to Spiritual
Formation, writes, “There are a variety of approaches to the spiritual life, but these are
facets of a large gem that is greater than the sum of its parts. The diversity and
complexity of the spiritual paths that have been taken by godly pilgrims of previous
centuries is rich and impressive.”13
Regardless of what approaches are chosen for either personal or corporate use,
today’s practitioners—from professionals to lay people who long for transformation in
their own lives and the lives of others —must consider the same questions that were
asked by Willow Creek in their published self-assessment entitled Reveal. Designed to
identify spiritual growth in their attendees, as well as what types of activities or
circumstances triggered that spiritual growth, the books asks, “Are you really making a
difference? How do you know? Do you ever lie awake at night wondering…Do our
programs really help people grow? Are we putting our resources into ministries that
genuinely change lives? Are we helping people to become more like Christ, or just
Walter Kaiser, Jr., Rediscovering the Unity of The Bible: One Continuous Story, Plan, and Purpose (Grand
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2009); Ray VanderLaan, In the Dust of the Rabbi Discovery Guide (Grand Rapids,
MI: Zondervan, 2006); Bill Donahue and Russ Robinson, Building a Church of Small Groups: A Place
Where Nobody Stands Alone (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2001); Richard Foster, Celebration of
Discipline: The Path to Spiritual Growth (New York: Harper Collins, 1998); Ruth Haley Barton, Sacred
Rhythms: Arranging our Lives for Spiritual Transformation (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2006);
Henry Blackaby, Richard Blackaby, and Claude King, Experiencing God: Knowing and Doing the Will of
God (Nashville, TN: LifeWay Press, 2007); Phyllis Tickle, The Divine Hours: Pocket Edition (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2007).
12

The Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, Global Christianity: A Report on the Size and
Distribution of the World’s Christian Population (December 2011), 9, 95,
http://www.pewforum.org/uploadedFiles/Topics/Religious_Affiliation/Christian/Christianity-fullreportweb.pdf (accessed July 1, 2013).
13

Kenneth Boa, Conformed to His Image: Biblical and Practical Approaches to Spiritual
Formation (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2001), 20.
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keeping them busy?”14 Unfortunately, the following research suggests that wellintentioned leaders, programs, and practices aimed at forming people into the image of
Christ are not producing the intended results.
Willow Creek’s 2004 Reveal self-study was expanded, beginning in 2007, to
encompass 1,000 churches and 250,000 parishioners over a four-year period of time.15
After several years of both qualitative and quantitative research, they made the surprising
conclusion that increased involvement in church activities (e.g., small groups, weekend
services, volunteering) does not predict or drive long-term spiritual growth.16 The
researchers were quick to point out that people involved in church activities may love
God, but these people did not express a greater love for God than those who were less
involved in church activities; their church involvement was not predictive of spiritual
growth.17 In fact, they also found that one out of four church congregants surveyed
described themselves as “spiritually stalled” (13 percent) or “dissatisfied” (18 percent). In
some churches, the latter number was a high as 50 percent.18
Dan Kimball, author of They Like Jesus But Not the Church: Insights from
Emerging Generations, and pastor of Vintage Faith Church in Santa Cruz, CA, goes even
further. Having spent his career primarily ministering to those on the fringe of church and
faith, he observes that some believers are no longer even comfortable calling themselves

14

Greg L Hawkins and Cally Parkinson, Reveal (Barrington, IL: Willow Creek Resources, 2007),
back cover.
15

Greg L. Hawkins and Cally Parkinson, Move: What 1,000 Churches Reveal about Spiritual
Growth (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2011), 10.
16

Ibid., 278-282, 16.

17

Hawkins and Parkinson, Reveal, 29, 31, 33, 35.

18

Hawkins and Parkinson, Move, 19-20.
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Christians; rather, many people are “com[ing] up with new terms such as ‘Christ
follower’ to avoid negative and distorted associations.”19 Likewise, he notes, many
church leaders now actually feel embarrassed to tell others that they are pastors; some of
them even choose creative titles so they are not dismissed by those who have unfavorable
views of anything church-related.20
This reality is demonstrated in research from The Barna Group. First cited in
unChristian: What A New Generation Really Thinks about Christianity…And Why It
Matters, author David Kinnaman demonstrates that many Christians have a negative
perception of Christianity as well as a lack of adherence to some of its foundational
beliefs and practices. A sample list of research findings from those sixteen- to twentynine-year-olds who identified themselves as “Christian” reveals the following:


Four out of five young churchgoers say that Christianity is antihomosexual;
half describe it as judgmental, too involved in politics, hypocritical, and
confusing; one-third believe their faith is too old fashioned and out of touch
with reality; and one-quarter of young Christians believe it is boring and
insensitive to others.



Two-thirds of young born-again Christians say they believe that most
outsiders have a negative image of Christianity. Another one-third admit that
the way Christians act and the things they say make them embarrassed to be a
Christian.



Overall 30 percent of born-again Christians admitted to at least one type of
sexually inappropriate behavior in the past thirty days, including online
pornography, viewing sexually explicit magazines or movies, or having sex
outside of marriage, compared with 35 percent of other Americans.



The most common response [by born again Christians when asked to identify
the priorities Christians pursue in terms of their personal faith] was lifestyle—
being good, doing the right thing, not sinning, a response mentioned by 37%
of believers….The “lifestyle” priority was more frequently mentioned than

19

Dan Kimball, They Like Jesus But Not the Church: Insights from Emerging Generations (Grand
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2007), 15.
20

Ibid.
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discipleship—learning about the Bible and about Christ. It was more often
included in the definition of being a Christian than were evangelism, worship,
or relationships. Serving others and the poor was identified as a main concern
by just one-fifth of believers. Thoughts of stewardship or nurturing family
faith were almost nonexistent as faith priorities.


Young Christians currently embrace the acceptability of many behaviors older
believers staunchly reject. A majority of born-again adults in their twenties
and thirties currently believe that gambling, cohabitation, and sexual fantasies
are morally acceptable. There are also huge gaps between young believers and
older Christians when it comes to the acceptability of sex outside of marriage,
profanity, drunkenness, pornography, homosexual sex, and illegal drug use.
The only two areas of statistical similarity between older and younger bornagain Christians are views on abortion and using the f-word on television.



Young Christians are less likely than older adults to feel compelled to share
their faith in Christ with others. Young people are also more likely to believe
one can live a meaningful life without accepting Jesus Christ.



One out of seven [Mosaics and Busters] admits to dealing with an addiction.
One-third describe themselves as overweight. One-sixth recognize they are
already in serious debt. Almost one out of every four Busters who have been
married has already experienced a divorce.21

Willard names this reality “the Great Disparity,” describing, “on the one hand, the hope
for life expressed in Jesus—found real in the Bible and in many shining examples from
among his followers—and, on the other hand, the actual day-to-day behavior, inner life,
and social presence of most of those who now profess adherence to him.”22
With this kind of disconnect, perhaps it should be no surprise that Kinnaman and
The Barna Group again uncovered the findings detailed in You Lost Me: Why Young
Christians are Leaving Church…And Rethinking Faith. Nearly three out of every five
young Christians (59%) disconnect either permanently or for an extended period of time
21

David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons, “unChristian Data Summary,”
www.unchristian.com/church/church.asp (accessed September 29, 2009). To see statistics in context, see
David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons, unChristian: What A New Generation Really Thinks about
Christianity…And Why It Matters (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2007).
22

Dallas Willard, The Great Omission: Reclaiming Jesus’s Essential Teachings on Discipleship
(San Francisco: Harper, 2006), x.
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from church life after age 15.23
The reality is that it is not just young adults who are leaving the church. The most
recent research from the Pew Research Center’s Forum on Religion & Public Life shows
that one in five adults do not identify themselves with any religion. While this number is
as high as one out of three for adults under the age of 30, the findings show that older
generations are also increasingly religiously unaffiliated, with 21% of Generation Xers
and 15% of Baby Boomers leaving the faith or Christian communities as well. The
overall decline is concentrated among both evangelical and mainline white Protestants.
The overwhelming majority of those who are no longer religiously affiliated—referred to
as the “nones” in many circles—were actually brought up in a religious tradition. In fact,
the Pew survey found that nearly three-quarters of unaffiliated adults were raised with
some affiliation (74%).24
In addition to statistics about Christians, The Barna Group uncovered some
important findings from “outsiders” (i.e., those who are outside of the Christian faith,
whether agnostics, atheists, affiliates of other religions, or unchurched adults who are not
“born again” Christians) which show that many of them are neither impressed nor
motivated by most Christians. For many, it is just the opposite: Again, from Kinnaman in
unChristian:
23

The Barna Group, “Six Reasons Young Christians Leave Church,” (Published September 28,
2011), https://www.barna.org/barna-update/teens-nextgen/528-six-reasons-young-christians-leavechurch#.Ud2Kkhbvz-Y (accessed July 10, 2013). Barna’s research consisted of eight national studies over
a five-year timeframe, and included interviews with teenagers, young adults, parents, youth workers and
senior pastors to ascertain why these once regular churchgoers eventually disconnected from church life.
Ultimately the research does not point to one single reason, but rather suggests six themes that rose to the
top. See David Kinnaman, You Lost Me; Why Young Christians Are Leaving Church…And Rethinking
Faith (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2011) for a full explanation.
24

The Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life, “‘Nones’ on the Rise: One-in-Five Adults Have No
Religious Affiliation (Published October 9, 2012), http://www.pewforum.org/Unaffiliated/nones-on-therise.aspx#growth (accessed June 24, 2013).
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The number and influence of outsiders is growing with each generation.
Outsiders make up about one-quarter of Boomers (ages forty-two to sixty) and
Elders (ages sixty-one-plus). Among adult Mosaics (born between 1984 and
2002) and Busters (born between 1965 and 1983), more than one-third are
part of this category, a number that increases to two-fifths of sixteen-totwenty-nine-year olds.



One-fifth of all outsiders, regardless of age, admitted they “have had a bad
experience in a church or with a Christian that gave them a negative image of
Jesus Christ.”



In 1996, 85 percent of outsiders of all ages were favorable toward
Christianity’s role in society. Now, however, nearly two out of every five
young outsiders (38 percent) claim to have a “bad impression of present-day
Christianity.” One-third of young outsiders said that Christianity represents a
negative image with which they would not want to be associated….This group
is at least three times larger than it was just ten years ago.



Eighty-five percent of young outsiders conclude that present-day Christianity
is hypocritical.



Nearly nine out of ten young outsiders (87%) said that the term judgmental
accurately describes present-day Christianity.



Among non-Christians ages sixteen to twenty-nine, more than four out of
every five have gone to a Christian church at some time in their life (82
percent). Most of these attended for at least three months.



The majority of outsiders in this country, particularly among young
generations, are actually de-churched individuals.



Most of those who made a decision for Christ were no longer connected to a
Christian church within a short period, usually eight to twelve weeks, after
their initial decision.



Only one-fifth of young outsiders believe that an active faith helps people live
a better, more fulfilling life. Three-quarters of Mosaics and Busters outside
the church said that present-day Christianity could accurately be described as
old-fashioned, and seven out of ten believe the faith is out of touch with
reality.25

The Pew Study found that the vast majority of the religiously unaffiliated say they are not
looking for a religious home, citing that they find religious organizations to be too
25

Kinnaman and Lyons, unChristian Data Summary.

12
concerned with money, power, rules, and politics.26
Many practitioners have witnessed the reality of these statistics in person. As
Kimball has interacted with “outsiders” such these, he has observed that when nonChristians are asked, “What do you think of when you hear the name Jesus?” their
response is usually remarkably favorable. By contrast, when the same people are asked,
“What comes to mind when you hear the word Christian?” the responses are noticeably
negative.27 Kimball summarizes this noteworthy contrast with a popular quote from
Mahatma Gandhi, “I like your Christ. I do not like your Christians. Your Christians are so
unlike your Christ.”28 Similarly, Pastor John Burke, a kindred spirit of Kimball, and
author of No Perfect People Allowed: Creating a Come as You Are Culture in the
Church, wisely observes,
Generally, emerging generations do not ask, ‘What is true?’ They are primarily
asking, ‘Do I want to be like you?’ In other words, they see truth as relational. If I
want to be like you, then I want to consider what you believe. If I don’t see
anything real or attractive in you or your friends as Christ-followers, I don’t care
how ‘true’ you think it is I’m not interested.29
Unfortunately, all too often Christians do not look like Christ, and those watching are
actually de-motivated by the church. The church is simply not meeting its formational
goals as well as it could or should be.

26

Pew Forum, “Nones”.

27

Kimball, 36-37. In They Like Jesus But Not the Church, Kimball elucidates more specifically six
common misperceptions of the church, devoting a chapter to each (i.e., The church is an organized religion
with a political agenda; is judgmental and negative; is dominated by males and oppressive of females; is
homophobic; arrogantly claims all other religions are wrong; is full of fundamentalists who take the whole
Bible literally).
28
29

Ibid., 37.
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A Way Forward: The Neuroscience of Emotion
In order to rectify this state of affairs and promote a more meaningful and
sustainable faith, spiritual formation practitioners must learn how to tap into the brain’s
emotional system.
While neuroscience may seem like an unusual place for spiritual formation
practitioners to attend to, theologian Joel Green minces no words in his book Body, Soul,
and Human Life: The Nature of Humanity in the Bible, when he states:
Well-known in the annals of the relationship between scientific innovation and
theology are the revolutionary proposals of Copernicus and Darwin. Today, some
theologians have rightly seen that the encounter of long-held theological tenets
regarding the human person with principled reflection on neuroscientific
innovation is a major storm brewing on the horizon, one with the potential to be
just as sweeping (if not more so) in its effects among theologians and within the
church.30
Equally emphatic is Norman Doidge, psychiatrist, research analyst, and author of The
Brain That Changes Itself: Stories of Personal Triumph from the Frontiers of Brain
Science:
The neuroplastic revolution has implications for, among other things, our
understanding of how love, sex, grief, relationships, learning, addictions, culture,
technology, and psychotherapies change our brains. All of the humanities, social
sciences, and physical sciences, insofar as they deal with human nature, are
affected, as are all forms of training. All of these disciplines will have to come to
terms with the fact of the self-changing brain and with the realization that the
architecture of the brain differs from one person to the next and that it changes in
the course of our individual lives [emphasis added].31
Theologians and scientists alike are beginning to understand the important intersection of
spiritual formation and brain research. While the application points are many, the focus in
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this dissertation will be to tap into findings about the specific role emotion plays in one’s
spirituality.
In order to further explore this possibility, one must have a general
understanding of the brain’s tripartite landscape. The brain has three distinct
sections: the reptilian brain or brain stem, the limbic brain, and the neocortex. The
reptilian brain automatically, without conscious human thought, regulates basic life
functions such as breathing and organ function. 32 The limbic brain was named after
the Latin word “limbus,” which can mean “ring,” for the way it rings and borders the
brainstem, 33 or “edge, margin, or border,” because it shows a line of demarcation
between this and the other parts of the brain. 34 As its name implies, the limbic brain
is sandwiched between the two other parts of the brain. The chief function of the
limbic system is to handle advanced emotionality. 35 The top layer of the brain is the
neocortex, and its job is to handle tasks such as reasoning and planning, spoken and
written language, awareness and actual experience of one’s senses, and conscious
motor control, or will. 36
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Dr. Todd Hall, Professor of Psychology at Biola University and Director of the
Institute for Research on Psychology and Spirituality, emphasizes the importance of the
limbic center of the brain, in particular, by explaining that there are two different
ways of processing information and knowing something or someone. Explicit
knowledge—“head knowledge” and that which is based in the pre-frontal cortex—is
conscious, linear, exists in images and words, and assists with analytical and abstract
reasoning. 37 By contrast, implicit knowledge—“gut level” or “heart” knowledge,”
housed in the limbic center—makes meaning based on the internal, non-verbal, often
sub-conscious, world of emotions. 38 This distinction is vitally important because
when there is a disconnection between these two ways of knowing something, then
the gut level analysis—what one knows in the depth of his or her soul—wins out. It
is one’s emotions that make meaning or, more specifically, help to process and
determine the meaning of information, events, and relationships. 39
In less technical terms, Willard affirms this sort of implicit knowing:
The hidden dimension of each human life is not visible to others, nor is it fully
graspable even by ourselves. We usually know very little about the things that
move in our own soul, the deepest level of our life, or what is driving it. Our
“within” is astonishingly complex and subtle—even devious. It takes on a life of
its own. Only God knows our depths, who we are, and what we would do
[emphasis added].40
Similarly, a century ago when the inner landscape of humanity was just being uncovered,
named, and studied, Harvard psychologist William James observed,
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The world consists at all times of two parts, an objective and a subjective part, of
which the former may be incalculably more extensive than the latter, and yet the
latter can never be omitted or suppressed. The objective part is the sum total of
whatsoever at any given time we may be thinking of, the subjective part is the
inner ‘state’ in which the thinking comes to pass. What we think of may be
enormous—the cosmic times and spaces, for example—whereas the inner state
may be the most fugitive and paltry activity of mind. Yet the cosmic objects [i.e.,
that which is objective], so far as the experience yields them, are but ideal pictures
of something whose existence we do not inwardly possess but only point at
outwardly, while the inner state is our very experience itself; its reality and that of
our experience are one [emphasis added].41
James goes on to state, “when, however, a positive intellectual content is
associated with a faith-state [i.e., an emotion], it gets invincibly stamped in upon belief,
and this explains the passionate loyalty of religious persons everywhere to the minutest
sets of details of their so widely differing creeds [emphasis added].”42 Or, in more
common parlance, James explains that people instinctively recoil, feeling a sense of
outrage and hurt, when their emotions are discredited, judged, or overlooked; for these
feelings are “revelations of the living truth.” [emphasis added]43 Contemporary
emotional intelligence specialist Dr. Daniel Goleman corroborates this by explaining,
“In a very real sense we have two minds, one that thinks and one that feels.” 44 They
typically “operate in tight harmony…with emotion feeding into and informing the
operations of the rational mind, and the rational mind refining and sometimes
vetoing the inputs of the emotions…But when passions surge the balance tips: it is
the emotional mind that captures the upper hand, swamping the rational mind.” 45 A
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common example illustrates this. Consider someone who can state all the “right”
doctrinal belief statements about God but who deep inside feels a sense of rejection and
abandonment. When this person bumps into the difficulties of life—illness, loss,
relational challenges—her or his “right” view of God will go out the window, replaced by
an implicit belief that God has rejected and abandoned her or him. Implicit “gut”
knowledge typically trumps explicit “head” knowledge.46
Christianity, then, cannot be promoted as merely a belief system to follow. While
most Christians would agree with this statement, the reality is that all too often
Christianity has been reduced to “a set of ideas, principles, claims and propositions that
are [to be] known and believed,” with the goal of “correct thinking.”47 Jamie Smith
explains in his book, Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural
Formation, that Christian education has been for too long more concerned with
information than formation.48 He argues that the human person has continued to be
reduced to a thinking thing—circa Plato, and rebirthed by Descartes—and that the
church’s attempts to offer a Christian worldview are just as dualistic as its view of
humanity49:
It is just this adoption of a rationalist, cognitivist anthropology that accounts for
the shape of so much Protestant worship as a heady affair fixed on ‘messages’ that
disseminate Christian ideas and abstract values (easily summarized on
PowerPoint slides). The result is a talking-head version of Christianity that is
fixated on doctrines and ideas, even if it is also paradoxically allied with a certain
kind of anti-intellectualism. We could describe this as ‘bobble head’ Christianity,
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so fixated on the cognitive that it assumes a picture of human beings that look like
bobble heads: mammoth head that dwarf an almost nonexistent body. In sum,
because the church buys into a cognitivist anthropology, it adopts a stunted
pedagogy that is fixated on the mind.50
Instead, speaking to both the church and the university, Smith offers a more compelling,
holistic alternative:
What if education…is not primarily about the absorption of ideas and
information, but about the formation of hearts and desires? What if we began by
appreciating how education not only gets into our head but also (and more
fundamentally) grabs us by the gut—what the New Testament refers to as kardia,
“the heart”? What if education was primarily concerned with shaping our hopes
and passions—our visions of the “the good life”—and not merely about the
dissemination of data and information as inputs to our thinking? What if the
primary work of education was the transforming of our imagination rather than
the saturation our intellect? And what if this had as much to do with our bodies as
with our minds? What if education wasn’t first and foremost about what we know,
but about what we love?51
Smith is quick to point out that he is not suggesting a false dichotomy, forcing a choice
between either the heart or the mind, but rather he calls for “the priority of affectivity that
undergirds and makes possible the work of the intellect. In short, I’m not arguing that we
love, and therefore we need not know; rather, we love in order to know.”52 Willard refers
to this as a “renovation of the heart,” explaining:
Our life and how we find the world now and in the future is, almost totally, a
simple result of what we have become in the depths of our being—our spirit, will,
or heart. From there we see our world and interpret reality. From there we make
our choices, break forth into action, try to change our world. We live from our
depths—most of which we do not understand…. Accordingly, the greatest need
you and I have—the greatest need of collective humanity—is renovation of our
heart. That spiritual place within us from which outlook, choices, and actions
come has been formed by a world away from God. Now it must be transformed.53
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The emotional system of the brain was created in such a way that it inherently possesses
the tools to promote this renovation of the heart.
On an intrapersonal level, emotions capture one’s attention, readily bumping
mundane events or non-emotional thoughts out of the spotlight.54 Emotions not only
guide one’s actions in the present, but also serve as powerful motivators of future
behaviors.55 Lewis and his colleagues state, “Emotions are humanity’s motivator and
its omnipresent guide.”56 And rather than confounding one’s decision-making,
neuroscience shows that emotions are imperative to making choices which take into
account a personal future, social convention, and moral principle. 57 Further, what a
person ultimately remembers for the long-haul is also intricately tied to his or her
emotions.58 This is, in part, because the explicit memories that are created during
emotional situations are “particularly vivid and enduring.”59 One author describes such
emotional memories as “fiendishly difficult to eradicate.”60 However, beyond
cataclysmic events, it is also true that in one’s everyday experience, those things that are
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most important are likewise the things that rouse one’s emotions, and thus are more likely
to be remembered.61 Clearly, on an intrapersonal level, one could not function without
emotions.
Emotionality is also an imperative part of one’s interpersonal relationships, both
with others and with God. Goleman explains that whenever one connects with another
person there is an actual neural connection that is formed which serves as a “modulator”
or “interpersonal thermostat” that literally impacts one’s brain functioning.62 Hall argues
that it is one’s gut-level, emotionally-driven knowledge that ultimately drives how one
relates to others and to God.63 Likewise, Dr. Curt Thompson, a psychiatrist who
specializes in the connection between neuroscience and transformation, believes, “we
cannot separate what we do with our brains and our relationships from what we do with
God. God has designed our minds, part of his good creation, to invite us into deeper,
more secure, more courageous relationships with him and with one another.”64 He goes
on to emphasize, “Without emotion, life would come to a standstill. It is the means by
which we experience and connect with God, others, and ourselves in the most basic way
possible.”65 Indeed, one’s emotions are the good gift of the Creator God that enable a
person to relate to oneself, others, and Himself in a healthy, engaged, and meaningful
way.
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Therefore, this dissertation will demonstrate how spiritual formation
practitioners can capitalize on the neuroscience of emotion—including aspects of
attention, motivation, decision-making, and memory—and ultimately impact the way
people love and receive love from others and from God in a meaningful and
sustainable way.
Chapter two will explore the Bible to establish the goals of transformation as well
as some means of moving towards them. The central plotline running throughout the
Bible—creation, fall, redemption, and new creation—reveals a plan by which personal
transformation and the restoration of all creation to God’s original intent is to be set in
motion. The means by which this transformation process may be accomplished will be
explored, including the significant roles played by ordinary, embodied humans, Jesus’
own Spirit-filled humanity, and the Christian community.
Chapter three will mine historical trends, from the early church to
contemporary times, for approaches to promote spiritual transformation. A focus on
the ongoing shift in emphasis between head and heart will be highlighted as well as a
review of individual and communal practices and the role of the local church.
Chapter four will examine neuroscience to demonstrate the role of emotion on
the intrapersonal level. The chapter will explain how one’s individual emotions can
be tapped to capture one’s attention, retain memories of knowledge and experience
long term, and motivate one toward decision-making and action.
Chapter five and chapter six will include pertinent brain research regarding
the transformative role emotion plays on the interpersonal level. Chapter five will
begin with an explanation of attachment theory, the foundation for human survival as
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well as all future emotional connection. One’s unconscious yet automatic ability to
emotionally connect with others as well as regulate another’s emotional world will be
unveiled. These foundational concepts will pave the way for the findings in chapter six,
which explains neural plasticity, emotional revision, and the power that relationships
have to effect change in oneself, others, and one’s relationship with God.
Chapter seven will synthesize the information in the prior chapters, and then
show how current models—which may have biblical goals and historical roots—can
be enhanced or replaced by approaches that are informed by the neuroscience of
emotion. The ultimate goal is to describe a practical way forward for those striving to
follow Jesus in a long-lasting, life-impacting way.

CHAPTER TWO:
BIBLICAL & THEOLOGICAL UNDERPINNINGS FOR SUSTAINABLE FAITH
Christianity is all about the belief that the living God, in fulfillment of his
promises and as the climax of the story of Israel, has accomplished all this—the
finding, the saving, the giving of new life—in Jesus. He has done it… In
particular, we are all invited—summoned, actually—to discover, through
following Jesus, that this new world is indeed a place of justice, spirituality,
relationship, and beauty, and that we are not only to enjoy it as such but to work
at bringing it to birth on earth as in heaven.1
We must make no mistake about it. In thus sending out his trainees, [God] set
afoot a perpetual world revolution: one that is still in process and will continue
until God’s will is done on earth as it is in heaven. As this revolution culminates,
all the forces of evil known to mankind will be defeated and the goodness of God
will be known, accepted, and joyously conformed to in every aspect of human life.
He has chosen to accomplish this with, and in part, through his students.2
“The supreme reformation project.”3 A “rescue operation.”4 “A love story in
which we are invited to take part.”5 “The promise-plan of God.”6 Different phrases, yet
similar themes have been used by contemporary theologians to capture the central
plotline that runs throughout the pages of the Bible. This second chapter seeks to show
that the Bible indicates a plan by which personal transformation and, as follows, the
restoration of all creation to God’s original intent, was to be set in motion. The broad
strokes of the biblical plotline will be explained first, followed by an explanation of each
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main plot point in turn, and then, briefly, a shift toward dissecting some of the means by
which the restoration of all persons and the world in which they live may be
accomplished. In short, the Bible includes not only the goal of spiritual transformation,
but the holistic role that humans have in the process as well.

The Basic Biblical Plotline…And Why It Matters Today
The Bible is far from being 66 unrelated stories conveniently housed in one
binding. Rather, from front to back, all throughout its pages one sees a God who desires
to overcome the evil in the world and restore every person and part of it back to the way
He originally made it. In the Old Testament, the word for this restoration of peace,
justice, and harmony is “shalom,” while the New Testament refers to this as “the coming
of the kingdom.”7 N.T. Wright describes this new world as “a rescued world, a world
blessed by the Creator once more, a world of justice, where God and his people would
live in harmony, where human relationships would flourish, where beauty would triumph
over ugliness.”8 Creation will be made new once again.
It is not uncommon, especially in Reformed circles, to see the storyline of the
Bible divided into four major plot points, namely, creation, fall, redemption, and
consummation.9 Such a Christian worldview opens with creation in Gen. 1-2, revealing
humans who enjoy a deep intimacy with God and others while savoring the good earth.
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This is followed by the fall of Adam (Gen. 3-11), which damaged not only himself but
also the rest of creation. But God fights back with His plan of redemption (Gen. 12—
Rev. 22), intent on redeeming every last corner of creation from evil’s grasp.10 Such
redemption involves society, the animal kingdom, and even the earth itself. As Abraham
Kuyper famously proclaimed, “There is not a square inch in the whole domain of our
human existence over which Christ, who is Sovereign over all, does not cry: ‘Mine!’”11
And as if that were not enough, “God is not content to merely redeem creation, restoring
it to its original condition. He also intends to consummate it, or bring this world to that
higher state it would have eventually reached if it had not fallen into sin.”12
Perhaps more compelling than the four themes listed above—simply because of
its personal implications for present-day Christians—Wright explains the Bible’s
storyline by way of analogy to the traditional five-act play that was popularized in Rome
as early as the second century BC. Act One typically gives the background information,
setting, and characters, and in the Bible it is no different: readers meet God, humanity,
and creation, and see that all is well. Act Two, typically introducing conflict, shows the
dreadful enemy of God and how this fundamentally impacts the whole world. Act Three,
the main action of the drama where the conflict intensifies, shows constant battle between
sinful humans and God’s good purposes for creation. Act Four, where the climax of the
story unfolds, shows God’s grace to a rebellious creation through the death and
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resurrection of Jesus Christ. Act Five, the resolution, shows the implications of Christ’s
act of redemption worked out in the lives of his followers. Wright suggests that a large
part of the fifth act is missing, and it is for the actors (i.e., present-day Christians) to
improvise their role in bringing about God’s final conclusion.13 In Wright’s view,
“though the scene is set, the plot well developed, and the ending planned and in sight,
there is still some way to go, and we are invited to become living, participating,
intelligent, and decision-making characters within the story as it moves toward its
destination.”14 Indeed, humankind’s stories matter in God’s story.
It bears emphasizing that the redemption of oneself and one’s world is not meant
to be a spectator sport. Yes, God inaugurated his restoration operation through Christ, and
He will come again to ultimately finish the job. But until then, “God’s Spirit inspires a
worldwide body of people to join this mission of God.”15 Again, Wright does not mince
words:
The point of following Jesus isn’t simply so that we can be sure of going to a
better place than this after we die. Our future beyond death is enormously
important, but the nature of the Christian hope is such that it plays back into the
present life. We’re called, here and now, to be instruments of God’s new creation,
the world-put-to-rights which has already been launched in Jesus and of which
Jesus’ followers are supposed to be not simply beneficiaries but also agents.16
For Wright this specifically means, among other things, discovering the purposes of God
and ways of the Kingdom and making them one’s own, uncovering the mind of Christ
and working to become like-minded, looking not only to one’s own interests but also to
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the interests of others, as well as modeling and displaying new creation in symphonies
and family life, in acts of justice and the writing of poetry, in holy living and service to
the poor, in politics and in painting.17 In short, believers are to help bring heaven to earth.
Given this important, yea even personal role in God’s story, Christians today would do
well to look at some of its plot points more closely to find their own sense of identity,
belonging, and purpose.

Creation: In God’s Image
Most Christians don’t argue that God created, but they may wonder why. Why did
God create human beings? The world in which they live? Plantinga almost comically
reminds his readers that God was not bored, He was not looking for some risky
investment (i.e., the human race), He was not lonely, and creation surely was not some
big cosmic accident. Rather, God’s acts of creation were simply “fitting” for who God is;
it is something God would do “to create, to imagine possible worlds and then to actualize
one of them.”18 More than that, creation itself is “an act of imaginative love”19—an
embodiment of the very character of God. As the British author G.K. Chesterton
beautifully points out, “the whole difference between construction and creation is…that a
thing constructed can only be loved after it is constructed; but a thing created is loved
before it exists.”20
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Such love is at the heart of who the Trinitarian God is. Amongst the members of
the Trinity is a self-giving love where each person exalts one another, communes with
each other, and defers to the other. “Each person, so to speak, makes room for the other
two,” “harbors the others at the center of his being,” and “in a constant movement of
overture and acceptance, each person envelops and encircles the others.”21 This
Trinitarian relationship was referred to by the fathers of the Greek church as the mystery
of the “perichoresis.”22 If such a community sounds appealing, the good news is that such
relationships are available to humans—because all people are created in the very image
of this perichoretic God.
In fact, humans are unlike anything else in creation because only humanity was
created in God’s own likeness, in God’s own image—the “imago Dei.”23 As written in
the creation account of Gen. 1:26-28 (NRSV),
Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness;
and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air,
and over the cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every
creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.” So God created humankind in his
image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them.
God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the
earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds
of the air and over every living thing that moves upon the earth.”
According to New Testament theologian Scot McKnight, although the Bible uses myriad
terminology for humans, the ancient Israelites’ preeminent understanding of their identity
as humans came from their understanding that they were made in the image of God.24
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Wright explains such self-identity in context: In the ancient world, powerful rulers
often placed statues—or images—of themselves in prominent places in order to remind
their subjects of their authority, and that such people should conduct themselves
accordingly. The creation of humanity in God’s image, then, was God’s way of placing
within His world “a looking-after creature, a creature who would demonstrate to the
creation who he, the Creator, really was.…”25 Given this intention, it is no wonder that
being made in God’s image has massive implications. As C.S. Lewis famously said,
It is a serious thing to live in a society of possible gods and goddesses, to
remember that the dullest and most uninteresting person you can talk to may one
day be a creature which, if you saw it now, you would be strongly tempted to
worship, or else a horror or a corruption such as you now meet, if at all, only in a
nightmare. All day long we are, in some degree, helping each other to one or other
of these destinations. There are no ordinary people. You have never talked to a
mere mortal.26
Scholars commonly point to two major roles for God’s image-bearing humans: to
love others and to have dominion. For example, McKnight summarizes, “As God’s
Eikons, we represent God on earth and govern this world for God. In addition, we engage
in relationships with God, self, others, and the entire world. These roles of governing and
relating are what it means to be an Eikon.27
First, the role of human love. According to Joel Green, “human beings in
themselves (and not merely in what they do) reflect the divine image.” He goes on to
explain, “God’s words affirm the creation of the human family in its relation to himself,
as his counterpart, so that the nature of humanity derives from the human family’s
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relatedness to God. The concept of the imago Dei, then, is fundamentally relational, or
covenantal, and takes as its ground and focus the graciousness of God’s own covenantal
relations with humanity and the rest of creation.”28 Wright agrees with this relational
emphasis: “This looking-after creature (or rather, this family of creatures: the human
race) would model and embody that interrelatedness, that mutual and fruitful knowing,
trusting and loving, which was the Creator’s intention. Relationship was part of the way
in which we were meant to be fully human, not for our own sake, but as part of a much
larger scheme of things.”29 Plantinga simply says, “We image God when we live in
loving communion with each other.”30 More practically, “It’s an awesome thing to
consider that every time you act kindly toward an irritating person, you are imaging God.
‘Image’ is a verb as well as a noun. It’s something we do as well as something we
have.”31 According to Jesus’ prayer recorded in John 17:22 for the community of
believers to “be one as we [Father and Son] are one,” it is this depth of unity and
harmony in relationships that reveals the very image of God.32
God’s image is also revealed when humans exercise authority or “responsible
dominion.”33 Every human being has a little kingdom or sphere of influence over which
he or she presides.34 Willard describes this as “the human job description,” namely that in

28

Green, 63.

29

Wright, Simply Christian, 37.

30

Plantinga, Engaging God’s World, 22.

31

Ibid., 34.

32

Ibid., 33.

33

Ibid., 30.

34

Ibid., 105.

31
Genesis 1 “God assigned us to collectively rule over all living things on earth, animal and
plant. We are responsible before God for life on the earth (v. 28-30).”35 Plantinga
reframes humans exercising dominion as “stewardship” or “lording under,” as opposed to
“lording over,” and sees this happening in both the physical and cultural realms of
society. First, one will respect, care for, and empower the physical earth and its creatures.
But, secondly, Plantinga states that it is widely believed that the Gen. 1:28 mandate to
“be fruitful and multiply,” to “fill the earth and subdue it” is a cultural mandate to create
culture, that is, to produce cultural gifts such as marriage, family, art, language,
commerce, government, urban development, music, and so on.36 As follows, Gen. 1:2628 can be understood as “a cue to go to work.”37

The Fall
The first humans, however, missed that cue. In Act Two of the great drama of
redemptive history, Adam and Eve missed the mark. Simply put, as Plantinga’s welltitled breviary on sin names, the world is “Not the Way It’s Supposed to Be” any
longer.38 Although much could be said about the Fall, for the purposes herein it is
important to emphasize that post-Fall, humans no longer had the capacity to be the
conduits of love and dominion God had created them to be. They no longer reflected
God’s image to the world, and thereby failed “to hit the target of complete, genuine,
35
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glorious humanness.”39 They were “lost souls”—lost to God, that is, not where they were
supposed to be in God’s world and not caught up into His life.40 Adam and Eve’s sin led
to a whole race of people who “attack or evade or neglect their divine calling.”41 The
implications of this are readily noticed on both the personal and societal levels.
On the personal level, every person now not only takes part in sinful acts, but has
a sinful disposition.42 According to Gen. 3 and Rom. 5, every person has a nearcompulsion toward sin.43 This is original sin, and it leaves each person with tendencies,
habits, practices, and patterns that are bent toward sin.44 Such sin “has first and finally a
Godward force.…Sin is a culpable and personal affront to God.”45
This is because sin, at its root, tells God that He and His services are no longer
needed. Adam and Eve’s temptation, then, was to assert their autonomy and become a
law unto themselves. Such autonomy means “choosing oneself as the source for
determining what is right and wrong, rather than relying on God’s word for direction.”46
According to Wittmer, “It is this move toward autonomy that is the nub of the fall. Once
Eve sets herself up as judge over God and his explanation of the tree, eating the fruit
becomes a foregone conclusion.…In her autonomy Eve’s highest goal is to actualize
herself—to be all she can be and grab all the power and happiness she can get. She will
39

Wright, Simply Christian, 209.

40

Willard, Renovation of the Heart, 55.

41

Plantinga, Not the Way, 5.

42

Ibid., 15.

43

Plantinga, Engaging God’s World, 50.

44

Ibid., 54.

45

Plantinga, Not the Way, 13.

46

Bartholomew, 43.

33
oppose anyone, even God, who gets in her way.”47 Generations later, the apostle Paul
gets to the core of this human condition in Rom. 3:18 by stating, “There is no fear of God
before their eyes.”48
Rather, humans begin to confuse their own person for God Himself, actually
thinking they are in charge of their own lives. Ultimately this is self-idolatry, the
“fundamental pride of putting oneself at the center of the universe.”49 John Calvin wisely
stated that that “the surest source of destruction to men is to obey themselves.”50 The fact
is, “We are our own god, and our god doesn’t amount to much.”51
The reverberations of personal sin—of being a god to oneself—impact the whole
of the created order. Adam’s sin has become a cancer on the whole human race.52 The
accounts in Gen. 3-11 show the deep and immediate fallout of Adam and Eve’s sin: a
wedge was driven between the two of them, and between both of them and God; God
went from delighting in his creation as “very good,” to Gen. 6:6 where “the Lord was
grieved that he had made man on the earth, and his heart was filled with pain.”53 Sin’s
swath of destruction began with individuals but then rippled like a stone tossed into a
pond out to society, animals, and the earth itself.54 No person or thing can escape this
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ripple effect. Every new generation “reaps what others have sown and then sows what
others will reap.”55
The situation is dire enough that even people who do not subscribe to the truth of
the biblical narrative described herein agree that all is not well. “There are some things in
our world, on our planet, which make us say, ‘That’s not right!’ even when there’s
nobody to blame… [These things] just happened. And in that happening we see a world
in pain, a world out of joint, a world where things occur which we seem powerless to
make right,”56 suggests Wright. Even philosophers who reject God point out that evil is
the main problem of the human condition, and recognize that not only has the world gone
awry, but human beings themselves are “alienated,” “divided,” or “repressed.”57
Conversely, argues Wright, all people also have an internal sense of justice, and a
longing for everything to be put to right.58 Wright points to an easy litmus test for this:
Simply go to any place where children are gathered and are old enough to talk, and soon
one child can be overheard saying, “That’s not fair!” “You don’t have to teach children
about fairness and unfairness. A sense of justice comes with the kit of being human. We
know about it…in our bones.”59
The good news for all, whether Christ-followers or not, is that there is still hope.
Creation is not doomed, and God’s agents have not been fired. Although creation
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hemorrhages from the tragedy of the fall, it still continues to declare the glory of God. 60 It
has been deeply shadowed by the fall, but it has not been obliterated.61 Essentially,
“creation speaks out of both sides of its mouth now. It still sings and rings, but is also
groans”—waiting, as Rom. 8:21-22 declares, for its release from bondage to decay.62 In
other words, Christians have their work cut out for them.

Redemption: God’s Promise-Plan to Make Things Right….Through Israel
Fortunately, God’s love and purposes cannot be thwarted. God had, and continues
to have, a plan to make things right again. His plan to bring things back to their creation
intent was to occur through the Israelites (a people set apart for Himself), through Jesus,
and ultimately through the church—extending to present-day Christians—until God’s
new creation is realized.
God’s redemptive plan, his rescue operation, began with one man named Abram
and extended to and through his descendants, who became known as the Israelites—the
“people of God.”63 The plan’s recorded beginning is in Gen. 12:1-3, where Abram was
summoned to leave all he knew to follow God: “The LORD had said to Abram, ‘Go from
your country, your people and your father’s household to the land I will show you. I will
make you into a great nation, and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you
will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse;

60

Plantinga, Engaging God’s World, 47.

61

Ibid., 53.

62

Ibid., 48.

63

Walter Kaiser, Jr., Rediscovering the Unity of The Bible: One Continuous Story, Plan, and
Purpose (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2009), 111.

36
and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.’” This call is actually a promise, not
only to Abram, but also the whole world. Through Abram’s family line, God was going
to make “a great nation,” who would bless “all the families of the earth.”64 God not only
makes this promise, He then seals it with a covenant, promising to faithfully be a present
and personal God to Abram and all his descendants (Gen 17:7).65 This covenant is “a
rock-solid commitment on the part of the world’s Creator that he will be the God of
Abraham and his family. Through Abraham and his family, God will bless the whole
world.”66 God will act from within his covenant people themselves to complete the rescue
operation.67
The covenant, then, was to be an instrument of revelation: through Abraham and
his family, God would reveal himself to the whole world.68 Part of this revelation was
through the very type of relationship that God would have with His people. Essentially
God promised, “I will be your God, you shall be my people, and I will dwell in the midst
of you.”69 In fact, this theme begins in Gen. 17:7 and continues all the way to the end of
Revelation (Rev. 21:3). In Exodus 6:5, for instance, God asks Moses to tell the people of
Israel, “Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all the nations you
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will be my treasured possession.”70 The very nature of the relationship between God and
his chosen people was significant.
But God also intended for his people to “be his very own in a very distinctive
way.”71 In Exodus 6:5, God went on to tell the Israelites, via Moses, “…you will be for
me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” God’s original plan was that every Israelite
was to serve as a ministering priest. And it was to all the nations of the earth that they
were to serve in this priestly capacity. It was not until the Israelites shirked from hearing
directly from God that He appointed the tribe of Levi to fulfill the priestly role instead
(cf. Exod. 32:39).72 However, regardless of who served in the priestly role officially,
God’s intention was still that every Israelite would live a holy life. The standard set by
God was simple: “Be holy because I, the Lord your God, am holy.” (Lev. 19:2). God’s
people were meant to be set apart in their personhood and character just as their God was.
In reality, “No higher definition of holiness or sanctification could be given than the one
that used the very character and nature of God as its mark of their high calling in God
their Lord. The mark of excellence, then, was the person of the living God; the Law
served only as a guide for promoting that type of holiness.”73 Thus, an integral
mechanism of God’s self-revelation was meant to be through the very way God’s chosen
people would live.
Nonetheless, God was very clear that His people’s level of obedience to this call
to holy living would not impact His covenant promises. Obedience was meant to be an
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expression of their faith, the way the people gave evidence they were fulfilling their role
as the people of God.74 In fact, God gave the Ten Commandments and other laws in order
to help His people live a free and flourishing life.75 Again, Israel does not become God’s
people by obeying his commandments, and conversely, their disobedience does not
hinder the overarching covenant promises that God had made.76 Such disobedience
simply meant that participation in the covenant on a personal level would be revoked
(e.g., Deut. 4:40; 12:28). The promise itself, however, was and has always been
irrevocable.77
The Old Testament is, of course, full of stories where God’s people failed to play
the part God intended for them. Yet through the entire Old Testament narrative, “we hear,
as if in the beating of a bass drum, the sound of God’s steady commitment to keep
covenant with people who break covenant.”78 And the chief way God was able to do this
was by becoming flesh himself: through the work of Jesus.

Redemption: God’s Promise-Plan to Make Things Right….Through Jesus
God’s covenant promises and overall plan to rescue all creation from the Fall can
be traced through the stories of Eve, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, David and his
whole reigning line, but it was the Messiah who was at the heart of the promise-plan of
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God.79 Jesus was “the representative Israelite,” living the holy, priestly life that the
Israelites repeatedly tried yet ultimately failed to live.80 It was Jesus who “represent[ed]
God to the creation in the way that the first human beings were called, but failed, to do;
and…enable[ed] other human beings to achieve the directedness to God of which their
fallenness had deprived them.”81 Jesus was the model citizen in God’s nation.
But even more than this, he was able to begin taking care of the mess that God’s
people had gotten themselves into the first place. Amongst other things, he came “to deal
with sin” and fulfill the law (Rom. 8:3-4), “to seek and to save the lost” (Luke 19:10),
and “to reconcile to himself all things” (Col. 1:20).82 “The Scriptures,” summarizes
Plantinga, “use a riot of terms and images to describe the force of Jesus’ work, but one
way or another they all say that Jesus Christ came to put right what we human beings had
put wrong by our sin.”83 Through Jesus, God’s rescue operation actually started getting
traction.
The apostle Paul believed that Jesus Christ gave the Israelites, indeed the whole
human race, a new way—in fact, the truest way—of being human. Wright describes
Paul’s conviction as follows:
[Paul] believed that humanity renewed in Christ was the fulfillment of the
vocation of Israel, which unbelieving Israel was failing to attain. Paul was now
zealous to promote this genuine humanity as the God-given answer to paganism,
and to urge Jews who were missing out on it that this was in fact the true
79
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fulfillment of their history and tradition….Paul articulated, in other words, a way
of being human which he saw as the true way….And he saw this as the way of life
to which Judaism had been called, but to which, without the Messiah, Judaism
had not attained and could not attain.84
God’s chosen people, renewed in their identity in Christ, also were renewed in their
vocation: they were once again able to carry out their role both as God’s image bearers,
and God’s partners in His grand rescue operation.

Redemption: God’s Promise-Plan to Make Things Right….Through The Church
The way of Jesus, and the reality of being renewed in Christ, was not meant to be
just for the Israelites, but rather for the entire human race. God had made it clear to
Abraham from the beginning that the promise made to him would not be limited to him
or his people, but that its benefits would extend to all nations. Paul explains in Gal. 3:6-8
that just as Abraham’s faith was credited to him as righteousness, so then all those who
believe are likewise considered children of Abraham. “Understand, then,” emphasizes
Kaiser, “that those who believe are children of Abraham. Scripture foresaw that God
would justify the Gentiles by faith, and announced the gospel in advance to Abraham:
‘All nations will be blessed through you.’”85 In Eph. 3:6, Paul explains that the Gentiles
were now heirs of God’s promises together with Israel: “Heirs together with Israel,
members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise in Christ Jesus.”86 The
Gentiles were to partake with the Jewish people in the blessing given to Abraham (cf.
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Eph. 3:1-6, 11-16).87 Again, from the beginning, God intended that all humanity would
share in the spiritual benefits first offered to the Israelites.88
Both Jews and Gentiles, in fact, “were incorporated into one single, continuous
body and family called “the church.”89 Likewise, the identifying label “people of God” is
used of both Israel and the church, unifying God’s people across both testaments.90
Kaiser argues that “the contemporary doctrine of the church must be anchored in the
unity and singularity of the people of God of all ages…..all attempts to isolate Israel from
the church in every sense runs counter to the direct challenge of Scripture.”91 There is one
people of God.
It is to this unified people that God once again reminds them of their call to be a
holy nation and a royal priesthood (cf. 1 Pet. 2:9-10; Rev 1:6, 5:10), the first recorded
times since Exodus 19:6. All who accepted Christ the Savior were to be part of “the
priesthood of all believers.”92 In order to live out this role, those in the priesthood were
meant to be both personally transformed as well as to be agents of transformation in the
world.
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Redemption: God’s Promise-Plan to Make Things Right….Personal Transformation
The New Testament is clear that personal transformation was to begin in the here
and now. Paul makes this evident in his classic text, stating in Rom. 12:1-2, “Therefore, I
urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a living
sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship. Do not
conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.
Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and
perfect will.”93 Elsewhere in Romans, Paul explains that Christians are to be “conformed
to the image of the Son, so that he might be the firstborn among many brothers and
sisters” (Rom. 8:29).94 The end game, according to Paul, is that “God’s renewed humans
will share a resurrection like that of Jesus Christ.”95 Wright reminds his audience that
resurrection is not merely resuscitation, but a total transformation.96
Such a transformation is characterized by wisdom and holiness. According to
Paul, such holy living is not seen as an option reserved for a special category of
Christians, but something that is necessary for every person who is renewed in Christ.97
Importantly, living this type of holy life is the joint effort of the Holy Spirit and the
believer in whom the Spirit dwells. Plantinga explains this well: “A Christian life needs a
Holy ghost miracle, but also our own hard work. The reforming of our lives is both God’s
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grace and our calling” (cf. Phil 2:12-13).98 Further, “Nobody makes any headway in the
Christian life without surrender to the grace of God. And nobody makes any headway
without also striving to obey God’s gracious direction for covenant life. These include
not only the famous ten commandments of the Old Testament, but also a range of glad
instruction for people who would follow Jesus.”99 Wright agrees: it is not enough for the
believer just to try harder to follow the law. Paul knew this from personal experience. On
its own, the Torah could not give the type of holy life one sought (cf. Rom. 7, Gal. 5).
Rather, it is only when individuals deal with their Adamic humanness through personal
identification with the death and resurrection of Jesus that the “law of the Spirit of life
[can] set you free from the law of sin and death” (Rom. 8:2).100
Paul was, however, also aware of the tensions and difficulties that came with
living life like Christ. He understood that sharing in Christ’s resurrection also meant
sharing in his suffering. He knew, perhaps more than many, that “Genuine humanness
does not come cheap.”101 And he also knew that this side of new creation, the fight to live
as a renewed human would be a constant battle. Many of his letters explore the tension of
living in the “now” and the “not yet” (cf. 1 Corinthians and Col. 3). For instance, in Phil.
3:12-14 he admitted, “Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already arrived at
my goal, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me.
98
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Brothers and sisters, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I
do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the
goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.”102
It is important to note that such striving, the whole pursuit of living a holy life like
Christ, was not simply meant to please God, or even solely for one’s own benefit—no
matter how important those things might be. Even the doctrine of humans being made in
God’s image was not for the purpose of their reflecting God back to Himself; rather,
humans were meant to reveal or reflect God out into the world. Similarly, it is true and
significant that Paul challenged every single individual hearer of the gospel “to submit in
obedient faith to the lordship of Jesus Christ,” and that to those who did so he assured
them of their present membership in God’s family, along with their future vindication,
resurrection, and sharing in the new creation.103 However, Paul’s vision and mission were
much broader than such individual benefits. Rather, he saw that the gospel was to be
announced to every creature under heaven (Col. 1:23), and he was crystal clear that his
actions were “simply part of a cosmic movement, beginning with the resurrection of
Jesus and ending with the renewal of all things.”104 In fact, every Christian is summoned
to join with the likes of Abraham, Jesus, and Paul in this global renewal project.

Redemption: God’s Promise-Plan to Make Things Right….Redemptive Agents
The truth is, the stories of Abraham, Jesus, and Paul are not mere stories of a
bygone era. The drama of creation, fall, redemption, and ultimately consummation is still
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underway. It is a drama that continues to evolve, and it is a drama that incorporates
humankind “as characters in its unfolding plot.”105 Christians—past, present, and
future—are “partners in the covenant and therefore contribute meaningfully to its
development.”106 This important role, believes Green, was already made evident in Gen.
1 and 2, where the significance of human creation was in their very capacity to relate to
God as a covenant partner, “and to join in companionship within the human family and in
relation to the whole cosmos in ways that reflect the covenant love of God.”107
It is true that God has dramatically launched his renewal project through Jesus,
but it is equally clear that God intended all along for those who belong to Jesus to be
God’s agents of healing love.108 For instance, the phrase “the body of Christ” is not
meant to be merely a metaphor or image of unity-in-diversity, but rather a means of
declaring that the church is summoned to do the work of Christ, to take action in the
world.109 In fact, Wright defines the church as “the single, multiethnic family promised
by the creator God to Abraham. It was brought into being through Israel’s Messiah,
Jesus; it was energized by God’s Spirit; and it was called to bring the transformative
news of God’s rescuing justice to the whole creation.” [emphasis added]110 He elaborates
further as follows:
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According to the early Christians, the church doesn’t exist in order to provide a
place where people can pursue their private spiritual agendas and develop their
own spiritual potential. Nor does it exist in order to provide a safe haven in which
people can hide from the wicked world and ensure that they themselves arrive
safely at an otherworldly destination. Private spiritual growth and ultimate
salvation come rather as the by-products of the main, central, overarching purpose
for which God has called and is calling us. This purpose [of the church] is clearly
stated in various places in the New Testament: that through the church God will
announce to the wider world that he is indeed its wise, loving, and just creator;
that through Jesus he has defeated the powers that corrupt and enslave it; and that
by his Spirit he is at work to heal and renew it.111
Plantinga summarizes likewise: “In short, Jesus invited all of his followers, including any
of us today who believe in him, to participate in the kingdom as its agents, witnesses, and
models.”112
Questions remain as to just how on earth (literally) God wanted his followers to
carry out this massive task. Jesus left his followers with a variety of instructions, such as
seeking first God’s kingdom and righteousness (Matt. 6:33), letting one’s light shine to
point others to God (Matt. 5:16), and, perhaps as the climax, commanding his disciples—
and those who follow Jesus in the present day—to make disciples of all nations (Matt.
28:19-20).113 But can anything else be garnered from the biblical witness? Must anything
else be emphasized?
The reality is that God’s mission of rescuing all creation from all the causes and
effects of the Fall was meant to happen through the likes of ordinary humans who were
empowered by the Holy Spirit, and who together—i.e., both with God, and one another—
would work to bring about new creation. It has already been mentioned that this rescue
operation was dramatically launched through Jesus. However, as will be explained below,
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it is worth emphasizing that this Christ was made in the very image of God, and yet was
also fully human—that is, a physical and emotional being—who had to rely on the Holy
Spirit. It is no different for those to whom he has passed the baton: physical and
emotional human beings, created in the image of God, who must both rely on the power
of the Holy Spirit and join forces together to effect such personal and global
transformation. In short, it was a fully human, fully Spirit-filled, fully communal
endeavor.

How to be a Redemptive Agent: Fully Human
Jesus is the model for the rest of humanity as to what a true redemptive agent is
meant to be. He was made in God’s image—according to Heb.1:3, the reflection of God’s
glory and an exact representation of His being—and yet he was fully human.114 The latter
was perhaps the most unlikely linchpin to God’s plan. People were looking for a man
who would rise to become their King, but what they found, instead, was a King who
became a man: “God incarnate, God with a thumbprint, and, for all we know,” half-jokes
Plantinga, “seasonal hay fever.”115 Thus, the author of Hebrews goes on to remind
readers (cf. Heb. 2:6-9, quoting Ps. 8) that Jesus was also fully and representatively
human.116 Today’s readers need a similar reminder, if not a first-time lesson, about
Christ’s humanity.
The biblical accounts which most evidently portray Jesus’ humanity are those that
describe his emotional milieu. In a thorough and thought-provoking chapter of The
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Person and Work of Christ entitled “The Emotional Life of Our Lord,” B.B. Warfield
points to Jesus’ full range of human emotion. The gospel writers most frequently attribute
the emotion of compassion to him; more specifically, he is consistently described as
being “moved with compassion”—that is, both internally moved by a sense of pity, and
externally acting in kindness—in response to physical ailments as well as, even more
strongly, to the spiritual destitution around him.117 Of course, the climax of Jesus’
compassion, his death on the cross, was an act of self-sacrificial love.118 This act involved
his whole person; it was a physical, spiritual, and emotional experience.
Though less climactic, Warfield points to a variety of ways that Jesus’ internal
emotional states expressed themselves in external physical reactions:
He who hungered (Matt. 4: 2), thirsted (John 19: 20), was weary (John 4:6), who
knew both physical pain and pleasure, expressed also in bodily affections the
emotions that stirred his soul. That he did so is sufficiently evinced by the simple
circumstance that these emotions were observed and recorded. But the bodily
expression of the emotions is also frequently expressly attested. Not only do we
read that he wept (John 11:35) and wailed (Luke 19:41), sighed (Mark 7: 34) and
groaned (Mark 8:12); but we read also of his angry glare (Mark. 3:5), his annoyed
speech (Mark 10:14), his chiding words (Mark 3:2), the outbreaking ebullition of
his rage (John 11:33, 38); of the agitation of his bearing when under strong
feeling (John 11:35), the open exultation of his joy (Luke 10:21), the unrest of his
movements in the face of anticipated evils (Matt. 27:37), the loud cry which was
wrung from him in his moment of desolation (Matt. 27:46). Nothing is lacking to
make the impression strong that we have before us in Jesus a human being like
ourselves. [emphasis added]119
Warfield goes on to remind his readers that when they see Jesus exhibiting his
emotions,120 they are actually seeing the very process of their own personal salvation:
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through Jesus’ sorrow, humans see the person who bore their sorrow and infirmities, and
through his emotional yet sinless life humans see the reality of what their own redeemed
lives could look like.121 Similarly, Calvin points to Jesus’ emotional life not only as proof
of his humanity but as a charge for his followers to live a holy life in like manner until
they are transformed into the same image.122 Humans are meant to live fully human lives
in the same manner Jesus did.
This means that if people are to follow in Jesus’ footsteps, they must fully
understand and embrace what it means to be human. The Bible, of course, is an integral
source of this self-understanding. While it is true that the overarching narrative of the
Bible is first and foremost about God, and only secondarily about humans, Green argues
that the study of the human person in the Bible, also known as theological anthropology,
is nonetheless “crucial” because it “struggles with the character of humans in relation to
God and with respect to the vocation given humanity by God.” Green goes on to argue,
“We are concerned, then, with how the Bible portrays the human person, the basis and
telos of human life, what it means for humanity, in the words of Irenaeus, to be ‘fully
alive.’”123 To that end, McKnight reminds his readership that already at creation humans
were created in God’s image in order to show His love and to exercise His dominion, and
that God has called them to do that in a physical body—with heart, mind, soul, spirit, and
body all at work. He goes on to say that, “As a diamond refracts light only when all the
sides are working, so we need every dimension of who we are to be at work.”124 Former
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Pope John Paul II follows a similar line of thought, arguing that one’s body reflects the
giving and receiving life of the Trinity. Essentially, human bodies have the capacity to
visibly demonstrate their original purpose: loving God and loving others.125 With all of
this in mind it makes sense that a Christian conception of human transformation, whether
in regard to oneself or those in one’s midst, cannot categorize or separate either a person
or his salvation into “parts,” as though one’s inner and outer life, material and spiritual
lives, can be separated.126 The whole of human existence matters—for transformation, for
vocation.
A brief sampling of the biblical text is important. Both the Old and New
Testaments give witness to the embodied existence of human beings.127 To be human is
to be a physical, biological creature, part of God’s good creation.128 And, as already
mentioned, a biblical theology of humanity must also both begin and be oriented by the
creation account: goodly created humans in partnership with God.129 As partners, the
ancient Israelites and early Christians all fulfilled their partnership in bodily form—they
“did spirituality” in the body and with the body.130
The Psalms provide some rich sample material. Psalm 42, for example, describes
a deep physical and emotional longing for God’s presence: panting, thirsting, crying out,
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feeling pain in one’s bones. This is not a mere intellectual observation about God’s
proximity, but a bodily longing.131 In fact, the primary means by which David, noted
author of many Psalms, connected to God was through emotion.132
In the New Testament, one of the main characters—the apostle Paul—likewise
exemplifies and exhorts a holistic bodily existence. He often speaks about his affection
for the individuals and churches to whom he ministered (cf. Phil. 1:8, 2:1; Col. 3:12,
Phm. 1:7, 12, 20).133 Theologian John Frame observes: “Again and again, Paul pours out
his heart, expresses his own emotions and expresses his deep care for the emotions of the
people. Surely this is a model for us…. He feels deeply for his people and wants them to
feel deeply for one another.”134 But Paul’s goal for Christ-followers is more than just
emotional expression or even tangibly acting on one’s feelings, though he would
certainly uphold those things.
Paul is calling for an overhaul, for total transformation, for a re-integrated
humanity where mind, body, and will are fully engaged, where worship and holiness join
together.135 Paul longs to reverse all that has gone wrong in the Fall, as described in Rom.
1:18-32, and implores his audience to “offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and
pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship. Do not conform to the pattern of
this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to
test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will” (Rom. 12:1131
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2).136 In 2 Corinthians 5:16-17, Paul describes this bodily transformation as a “new
creation” where the old has gone and the new has come.137
The goodness of embodiment is further grounded in the New Testament in two
foundational doctrines of Christianity: the incarnation and the resurrection of the body.
As mentioned, if God can become fully human, then bodily existence must not be
intrinsically evil or somehow incompatible with God’s perfect will. Secondly, the fact
that the final state of humanity in the new creation will be as resurrected and perfected
bodies that will last forever gives further affirmation to embodiment as well.138
Given the subject matter at hand, it is worth emphasizing the role of emotions in
one’s embodiment, and ultimately one’s internal transformation and external vocation.
On the broadest level, if believers are to love the Lord with all their heart, mind, soul, and
strength, this commitment will involve not only their intellectual commitment and will,
but also their greatest passion and emotion. Frame posits: “If our faith embraces all of life
(“Whether you eat, or drink, or whatever you do,” 1 Cor. 10:31), then it embraces the
emotions as well.”139 John Calvin would agree, arguing that just as Christ did not disdain
feelings, neither should humans feel the need to eradicate their affection, “seeking after
that inhuman apatheia commended by the Stoics,” but rather should imitate Jesus who
was able to live an emotional life without sin.140 In fact, it is Jesus who enables his
followers to do just that. Frame suggests that Christ grants to each person what John
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Murray calls a new “dispositional complex,” where one begins to love righteousness and
hate wickedness, comes to delight in God’s law and pant for God like a thirsty deer at the
water’s edge. In other words, believers gain new affections and emotions as part of their
transformation.141 This, too, is a gift of God to His good creation, for it is through the
brain’s medium of emotion that God most commonly addresses his people: “If we ignore,
deny, or debate these feelings, we are ignoring God’s messengers.”142 Indeed, it is true
that emotions are a window to the soul, and a sure sign of the goodness and beauty of
one’s humanity.

How to be a Redemptive Agent: Fully Spirit-filled
Having said all of this, it is nonetheless still easy to think that the saints of old
such as David or Paul were some special breed of super-Christian, or that Jesus managed
to live his human life by simply pulling out his “divine credit card”143 when the going got
rough. The biblical witness, however, demonstrates that the likes of David, Paul, and
even Jesus had to rely on the power of the Holy Spirit.
An eye-opening book by New Testament theologian Gerald F. Hawthorne,
entitled The Presence and the Power: The Significance of the Holy Spirit in the Life and
Ministry of Jesus, brings great clarity to this idea. Jesus was truly human in every respect
(Heb. 2:17), with the exception of sin (Heb. 4:15). This means there were things he did
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not know (Matt. 24:36) and things he could not do (Mark 6:5).144 Essentially, Jesus chose
to renounce his divine power, attributes, and prerogatives so he could fully live within
human limitations; such realities were still present in Jesus, just not in use.145 Hawthorne
believes that all of this was possible through the Holy Spirit, who was not just some “sort
of divine traffic officer to direct the flow of Christ’s power,” or simply there to give him
permission to use that power, but rather the very source of the power itself.146 Hawthorne
admits this reality is hard to understand: “In whatever way the mystery of the incarnation
is finally to be explained, in whatever way one is finally to understand and explain how
the divine and human relate to each other in the person of Jesus, one must ultimately take
into account the role of the Holy Spirit in resolving this riddle.”147
Everything Jesus did, then, was accomplished in the power of the Holy Spirit: his
miracles, his foreknowledge, his wisdom and knowledge, signs and wonders,148 and, of
course, his death at the cross.149 Indeed, the Son of Man is able to fulfill his Father’s will
(cf. John 5:19, 26-27, 30, 36) not on his own accord but in the power of the Holy
Spirit.150 Understandably, Jesus’ Spirit-filled life serves as a powerful object lesson,
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source of encouragement, and beacon of hope for every believer who desires to follow
him.151
In reality, in order to “get in on” the same work of Christ, believers must likewise
rely on “the secret energy of the Holy Spirit.”152 Willard reminds his readers that the
Christian life is not a matter of just mustering up one’s own strength, or better selfmanagement—though spiritual formation is certainly not a passive process. Rather, he
says, the resources for spiritual formation extend far beyond the human realm to the
interactive presence of the Holy Spirit who is at work in the lives of those who have
placed their confidence in Christ.153 In Gal. 5, Paul reminds his readers of the same truth:
it is not through embracing the Torah that they will live a life of righteousness and
freedom, but through the Spirit, whose fruit is love, joy, peace, and the like.154 Human
effort is not the main point. But neither is personal happiness or self-actualization.
N.T. Wright does not mince words on this subject: “God doesn’t give people the
Holy Spirit in order to let them enjoy the spiritual equivalent of a day at Disneyland….the
point of the Spirit is to enable those who follow Jesus to take into all the world the news
that he is Lord, that he has won the victory over the forces of evil, that a new world has
opened up, and that we are to help make it happen.”155 It all comes back to the vocation
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given to humanity at the beginning of creation. Humans are to bring heaven to earth once
again.156 Of course, individuals are not meant to—and truly cannot—do this alone.

How to be a Redemptive Agent: Fully Communal
While it is true that every individual is a unique image bearer of God, not one
person is an independent person; all people live in an intricate web of dependencies upon
God and upon other people, both past and present.157 In New Testament understanding,
nobody becomes united with Christ by oneself. Certainly an individual may experience
communion with Christ through private experiences, but the classic events by which a
person unites with Jesus—for example, baptism, Eucharist, the preaching of the Word are corporate.158 Wright comments, “It is as impossible, unnecessary, and undesirable to
be a Christian all by yourself as it is to be a newborn baby all by yourself.”159 Stanley
Hauerwas, theologian and ethicist, affirms this idea, stating, “Becoming a disciple is not a
matter of a new or changed self-understanding but of becoming part of a different
community with a different set of practices.”160 This community is none other than the
church.
The church is needed in order for God’s people, together, to bring heaven to
earth. Wright highlights three purposes for which the church exists: (1) to worship God,
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(2) to work for His kingdom in the world, and (3) to encourage and build one another up
in the life of faith.161 An important part of the Lukan-Acts narrative affirms this purpose:
conversion is actually an ongoing process of socialization, where one deconstructs past
understandings and experiences, and reconstructs oneself in accordance with a new set of
relationships, allegiances, and dispositions.162 Of course, a prime example of this within
Luke’s writing is the story of the Apostle Paul’s conversion.163 Perhaps it is no wonder
that his words provide some of the best teachings in the canon on the vital role of
community.
Paul is hell-bent on building a community of worshippers where every person is
accepted as an equal, regardless of social, cultural, or moral background (cf. Eph. 3:10;
Col. 1:8). In his mind, all such distinctions have been defeated in Christ, and that is why
he insists in Gal. 3:28 that “There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is
there male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” Certainly Paul still
acknowledges the necessary distinctions and contributions amongst every member of the
community.164 First Corinthians 12 is a classic text that compares the church to a body
consisting of many parts or members which must all do their unique part in order for the
body to do its work.165 However, this section of Corinthians culminates in a body of
people that is focused on loving one another (cf. 1 Cor. 13). For Paul, the defining
characteristic of the renewed humanity is love. It is this type of community that is best
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able to show the principalities of the underworld as well as the pagan people in their
midst, that God has indeed won the victory, that the gospel of Jesus Christ is what is
claims to be, and that there is a new way of life to be lived.166
It seems true, then, as John Calvin is famous for stating: “If God is our father, the
church is our mother.”167 In fact, the coming together of this Jew-plus-Gentile family is
what God the Father had in mind from the moment he summoned Abraham (cf. Rom. 4,
Gal. 3-4). God’s purpose for Israel was to transcend their boundaries to a new, renewed
humanity from every nation, tribe, and tongue.168 Indeed, it is through the church that
believers are able to live as they were created to live—as image bearers who show God’s
love and exercise dominion—as well as to take part in God’s rescue operation by
working to usher in creation made new once again.

New Creation
Although hard to conceive of from a human standpoint, God will not merely
redeem creation, bringing it back to its original glory days. He also intends to
“consummate” it, that is, to bring it to an even higher state than it would have eventually
reached if it had not fallen into sin in the first place (cf. Rev. 21:1-4, 1 Cor. 15:35-58; 1
Pet. 1:10-12; Jude 24).169 Such a world is indeed difficult to imagine. For that reason, it
seems fitting to end this foray into redemptive history with a description by Dallas
Willard of just what this new creation will be like. Imagine this:
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An immense community of people from “every nation and tribe and tongue and
people” (Rev 14:6)….will reign with [God] in the eternal future of the cosmos,
forever and ever (Rev. 22:5). These people will, together as a living community,
form a special dwelling place for God. It will be one that allows his magnificence
to be known and “gratefully accepted by all of creation through all of the ages
(Eph. 2:7, 10; Phil. 2:9-11). What the human heart now vaguely senses should be,
eventually will be, in the cosmic triumph of Christ and his people. And those who
have fully taken on the character of Christ—those “children of light” in Paul’s
language—will in eternity be empowered by God to do what they want, as free
creative agents. And it will always harmonize perfectly with God’s own
purposes.170
Such a world seems both worth the effort and worth the wait.

Conclusion
It should be clear by now that anyone interested in spiritual formation would do
well to pay attention to the broad themes, goals, and roles found throughout redemptive
history. Indeed, even Augustine, hundreds of years ago, suggested in On Catechizing of
the Uninstructed that one should focus on the overarching narrative of the Bible when
teaching uneducated believers:
The narration is full when each person is catechized in the first instance from
what is written in the text. ‘In the beginning God created the heaven and the
earth,’ on to the present times of the Church. This does not imply, however, either
that we ought to repeat by memory the entire Pentateuch, and the entire Books of
Judges, and Kings, and Esdras, and the entire Gospel and Acts of the Apostles, if
we have learned all these word for word, or that we should put all the matters
which are contained in these volumes into our own words, and in that manner
unfold and expound them as a whole. For neither does the time admit of that, nor
does any necessity demand it. But what we ought to do is, to give a
comprehensive statement of all things, summarily and generally, so that certain of
the more wonderful facts may be selected which are listened to with superior
gratification, and which have been ranked so remarkably among the exact turning-
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points (of the history).... But as for all other details, these should be passed over
rapidly, and thus far introduced and woven into the narrative. (1912:3.6)171
Years later, Lesslie Newbigin, well-known twentieth-century theologian, missiologist,
and author, explains the importance of such overarching metanarratives to the way people
process their own lives: “The way we understand human life depends on what conception
we have of the human story. What is the real story of which my life story is part?”172
Philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre similarly posits: “I can only answer the question, ‘What
am I to do?’ if I can answer the prior question, ‘Of what story do I find myself a
part?’”173 The good news for Christians and non-Christians alike is that they have the
opportunity to take part in the best of all stories. As follows, chapter three of this
dissertation will next explore the myriad viewpoints and practices that believers have
upheld as they have attempted to faithfully take part in God’s story throughout church
history.
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CHAPTER THREE:
SPIRITUAL FORMATION THROUGH THE AGES:
HOW CHURCH HISTORY CAN INFORM CURRENT PRACTICE
History will show us that there is more to the Christian faith than what we think
and have experienced. It will teach us truths that our contemporary religious
blind spots prevent us from seeing, challenge us to read Scripture with new eyes,
beckon us to practice spiritual disciplines we never tried before, and enable us to
view our own time and place from a fresh perspective. The Holy Spirit will use the
knowledge of history to send us on a journey that could lead us into the depths of
God.1
Building on the heels of chapter two’s explanation of what the biblical text
has to say about the goals and means of spiritual formation, chapter three will now
journey from the early church to the present day in order to explore approaches used
throughout the ages to aid in spiritual transformation. Given the historical context
out of which such perspectives and practices emerged, it has been an ongoing
challenge to offer a holistic approach to spiritual formation that includes not only
both personal and global transformation, but also both reason and emotion.
Regardless of where the pendulum has swung throughout the centuries, emotion has
always played an important role in both the personal and corporate spiritual
formation process.
According to church historian Philip Sheldrake,
History [is] not incidental to, but the context for, God’s work. Faith is not
opposed to history, and no separation is possible between religious history and
world history. Spiritual traditions do not exist on some ideal plane above and
beyond history. The origins and development of spiritual traditions reflect the
circumstances of time and place as well as the psychological state of the people
involved. They consequently embody values that are socially conditioned.”2
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Sheldrake goes on to say, “while all Christian spiritual traditions are rooted in the
Hebrew and Christian scriptures and particularly in the gospels, they are also attempts to
reinterpret these scriptural values for specific historical and cultural circumstances.”3
With this in mind, the following chapter will explain some of the historical contexts out
of which various perspectives and practices emerged. The goal is to provide greater
understanding as to why such views may have emerged or approaches may have been
emphasized.
Even though historical contexts are always changing, the wise practitioner
will learn from the past, assimilating and accommodating for beliefs and practices of
old into one’s own life and practice. The theologian Gerald Sittser states, “No
tradition has it all right or all wrong.” But, as he goes on to say, contemporary Christians
have the advantage of learning from the saints and traditions of yesteryear because they
themselves come later in the story: “Chronology works in our favor. The saints could not
see us, but we can see them, study the past they helped to create and learn from their feats
and errors. We will be the better for it if we do, for they have much to teach us.”4 As has
been wisely said, those who do not learn from the past are destined to repeat it.

Scriptural Foundations
Three emphases from chapter two are worth repeating because they are central
themes interwoven throughout church history. First, the biblical path for spiritual
formation involves both personal formation into the image of Christ and the central role
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God’s image bearers have in reconciling all things back to God in the new creation.
Secondly, the scriptural foundations also teach that this dual process is meant to be a fully
embodied process that involves one’s whole person: body, mind, and emotion. Finally,
this embodied process of transformation and mission is not a purely individual pursuit,
but one that is best accomplished as a member of a family, a community, a “body” (cf. 1
Cor. 12:12-13).5 Although these themes may be emphasized in varying degrees over the
centuries, each remains important throughout church history, and essential to
contemporary Christianity and the future of the Christian faith.

The Early Church (AD 100-400): The Community-Builders, Martyrs, Ascetics, and
Doctrinal Watchdogs
The early church modeled a faith that involved the whole of one’s person, the
whole of one’s life, and the whole of one’s social sphere. At the beginning of the second
century, the population of the Roman Empire numbered some sixty million people, while
the number of Christians totaled about 50,000 people. And yet, pagan leaders expressed
concern that Christians were a growing movement of people to be reckoned with.6 Given
the complexity of the role of Christians in first century Roman culture, a few examples
must suffice: First, Christians were a significant nuisance to the Roman economy. For
example, their abandonment of temple worship posed a threat to those who sold
sacrificial animals and temple merchandise.7 Secondly, Christians departed from Roman
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social norms by welcoming anyone regardless of background, gender, ethnicity, or class.8
Women, for example, were placed in positions of leadership within the early church.9
Finally, Christians were noted for their simple, yet profound, acts of love and obedience.
While “Roman culture emphasized reciprocity…Christians emphasized stewardship and
charity, based on an ethic of love.”10 The Christian community was against the
infanticide, abortion, incest, marital infidelity, divorce, and polygamy that were to be
found in Rome’s culture. Giving of their own money and time, Christians also provided
tangible care for widows, orphans, prisoners, the poor and the sick, and even buried the
dead. Given how counter-cultural all this was at the time, such a group could not help
attracting pagans through their natural networks of relationships.11
This early Christian community also emphasized meeting together as a group for
liturgy and Eucharist. Such gatherings involved celebrating baptism, the Eucharist,
praying the psalms, and hearing an instruction of some sort. This liturgy was an important
means of instruction and discipleship for an audience that was typically illiterate or who
did not have books readily available to them.12 Beyond this, though, the Eucharist was
understood as “the spiritual event par excellence” for the way it brought together the
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dispersed people of God, offering a foretaste of what was to come in the eschaton.13
Then, as now, “the Eucharist is the place where all divisions, whether of a natural or a
social kind, are transcended in the unity of Christ, in whose kingdom such divisions
amounting to death will disappear.”14 Moreover, and important to the discussion at hand,
the Eucharist involved a meal of eating and drinking, material elements that were
sanctified in the Eucharist. Christian spirituality in the early patristic era did not have a
contempt for or depreciation of matter, but rather “based on a Eucharistic approach to
life, stressed that being ‘spiritual’ meant accepting and sanctifying the material world and
not undermining its importance in any way.”15
Fortunately, there were pastors for these gathered communities who not only
provided pastoral care—attending to the tangible needs of everyday life—but also sought
to help their sheep have consistency between their conduct and their creeds.16 In fact, as
early as the late second century, new believers could be baptized only after two to three
years of instruction in the Christian faith.17 Eventually, many of the church fathers,
including Origen, John Chrysostom, and Augustine of Hippo, taught such classes, thus
emphasizing the importance of synthesizing both belief and practice in Christian
community.18

13

John D. Zizioulas, “The Early Christian Community,” in Christian Spirituality: Origins to the
Twelfth Century, eds. Bernard McGinn, John Meyendorff, and Jean Leclercq (New York: Crossroad, 1987),
29.
14

Ibid., 34.

15

Ibid., 35.

16

Sittser, 65.

17

Ramsey, 32.

18

Sittser, 66.

66
Given the counter-cultural nature of both the words and deeds of the Christian
community, it is no wonder that such a group would begin to concern Rome. The apostle
Paul was wise to warn believers that discipleship would involve persecution,19 for history
certainly proves this to be true: Christians faced hostility and persecution in the public
forum until Emperor Constantine’s edict of toleration in AD 313.20 No matter the cost,
Christians sought to adhere to the lordship of Christ in all aspects of their lives.21 In
addition to their counter-cultural lifestyle, believers were so taken by the message of the
incarnation, death, and resurrection of Jesus that they simply could not keep quiet about
it. In fact, in the Greek language, the word for “witness”—martyria—is the root word for
“martyr” in the English language; over time, witness and martyrdom became
synonymous.22 Early Christians modeled a faith that involved their whole person and
whole life, but many of them paid for it with their whole lives too.
Over time a spirituality of martyrdom developed, a spirituality that impacted
one’s whole self and life. It was characterized by an emphasis on the passion of Christ,
virtue in sacrifice, the importance of imitating Christ, the cost of allegiance to Christ, and
resistance to cultural norms.23 The martyrs were seen by the early church as those who
were closest to the Lord, “the standard by which all other attempts to imitate Christ and
all other forms of holiness were judged.”24 According to Origen in his work Exhortation
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to Martyrdom, “the true and perfect disciple of Christ [is] the one who is ready to go with
him to the cross.”25 Ironically, to the dismay of the pagan world, the number of believers
who went to the cross, so to speak, actually increased the strength and numbers of the
church rather than having the opposite, intended effect.26
Eventually martyrdom faded to the background. Constantine assumed the throne
and shortly thereafter issued the Edict of Milan in AD 313, making Christianity legal in
the Roman Empire. Moreover, Christianity was shown so much favoritism by
Constantine that the church of the martyrs became synonymous with the church of
Rome.27 It was during this timeframe that the “bloodless martyrs” came to the forefront.28
Also known as “desert saints,” these people moved to the desert in order to protest what
had become an overly institutionalized church, as well as to reclaim previous standards of
discipleship.29
The desert saints practiced spiritual disciplines, called “ascesis,” which required
daily self-denial and obedience to God in all things.30 Also known as “the discipline,” the
ascesis involved practices such as vigils, fasting, celibacy, poverty, and solitude.31 It is
worth pointing out that discipline of the body was not the goal, but rather a means of
mastering passion, which was viewed as the real enemy.32 “Asceticism in its proper sense
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does not imply an anti-body attitude. On the contrary, asceticism takes the body with
great seriousness, understanding it to be a vital element of spiritual progress in need of
proper ordering.”33 Beyond this, the real point of asceticism was inner transformation,
especially the cultivation of charity and humility,34 and following the example of Jesus,
who had made suffering redemptive.35
As an undercurrent throughout this time period, the Christian community was
pursuing integrity and consistency of belief from within. As Christianity expanded, the
community increasingly faced internal controversies, forcing a push for greater doctrinal
precision.36 As a community grows and become more complex, the need for clarity about
core beliefs is natural. It also stands to reason that a community that was open to anyone,
as well as a faith that people were willing to die for, needed to be clear about what it
believed and lived out. In fact, in matters of orthodoxy, the church’s very identity and
reason for being were at stake.37 The church needed greater clarity about who Jesus was,
for “Christ was the measure, the model, and the goal of the spiritual life.”38
Scholars point to very practical and experiential reasons debate would ensue.
Understandably, says Sheldrake,
Early Christians were concerned to preserve the fullness of a relationship with
Christ and with God in Christ that they had come to understand to be the very
heart of their identity as Christians.…it is not surprising that clarity concerning
33
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the nature of Jesus Christ, and his relationship to God, was one of the most critical
theological issues of the early Christian period. The doctrine of Incarnation, that
in the person of Jesus of Nazareth there was a true union of the divine and the
human, not only governs all other Christian beliefs but is also the fundamental
bedrock of Christian spirituality.39
“In the end,” reminds historian Phyllis Tickle, “the origin of all this debate was
practical—the nature of human life—and its purpose was to affirm that God in Christ
truly assumed human bodily nature and thus raised humanity into the divine life.”40
Because the identity of Christ was the center of Christian spirituality, it is
expected that the major heresies of the early church were concerned with this, such as:
Docetism, which denied that Christ had a real body; adoptionism, which asserted
that he was the adopted and not the natural son of God; Arianism, which made
Christ at best a minor divinity, inferior to the Father; Apollinarianism, which
negated Christ’s human soul or mind; Nestorianism, which drastically divided the
human and the divine natures in Christ; monophysitism, which denied Christ’s
human nature; and monothelitism, which claimed that Christ had only one will.
Even heresies not specifically Christological, like Pelagianism and iconoclasm,
had in them significant aspects touching upon the person of Christ.41
As each belief system infiltrated the Christian community, the church rallied together to
respond and chart an orthodox way forward. According to Anglican theologian Richard
Hooker (AD 1554-1600),
Against these [i.e., specifically the first four Christological heresies of the early
church] there have been four most famous ancient general councils: the council of
Nicea to define against Arians, against Apollinarians the council of
Constantinople, the council of Ephesus against Nestorians, against Eutychians the
Chalcedon council. In four words…truly, perfectly, indivisibly, distinctly, the first
applied to His being God [versus Arianism], and the second to His being Man
[versus Apollinarianism], the third to His being of both One [versus
Nestorianism], and the fourth to His still continuing that one Both [versus
Eutychianism], we may fully by way of abridgment comprise whatsoever
39
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antiquity hath at large handled either in declaration of Christian belief, or in
refutation of the foresaid heresies.42
One stream of thought especially prominent in the second century was
Gnosticism.43 This belief system upheld an inherent dualism between spiritual and
material, between body and soul, and it continued to surface throughout church history.44
Gnosticism can be summarized as follows:
Gnosticism was a movement both within and outside of the Christianc, which
represented its own spirituality. Two aspects of Gnosticism, in particular,
challenged the church in the patristic age. The first was its tendency to undermine
the material world and to attribute creation not to God but to a demiurge, who is
to be held responsible also for the evil that humanity experiences, and whose
domain is principally in matter. Spirituality in this approach consists in an escape
from matter and time, which would involve asceticism or its opposite, that is, a
contempt for all ethical considerations. The second major aspect of the Gnostic
approach to salvation and spiritual life consisted in knowledge (Greek gnosis,
hence Gnosticism); those who have knowledge of the secret mysteries, which are
revealed usually in the form of myths to a few privileged “Gnostics,” can claim
salvation and eternal life.45
Both of these beliefs undermined the orthodox view that God was the creator of all
things, including matter, as well as the doctrine of the incarnation.46
The church’s response to Gnosticism went in several directions, under the
leadership of Ireneaus. In regard to Gnostic dualism, Ireneaus argued that the material
world is part of God’s good creation, and that the human body helped to link the material
world and immaterial beings, namely angels and God. Although a mysterious concept,
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Christian spirituality thus continued to uphold the centrality of the resurrection of the
body.47 In regard to the Gnostic emphasis on knowledge for salvation, Irenaues argued
that the incarnation and the church offered a knowledge of God based on personal
communion with God and others, rather than special knowledge known only by a few.
Unfortunately, a sort of Christian Gnosticism also cropped up: “The tendency to
approach spirituality through the intellect and to treat salvation primarily as a matter of
revelation did not disappear altogether from the life of the early church.”48 Such an
approach was developed further in the catechetical school of Alexandria, where Greek
philosophy was influential.49 According to theologian John Frame,
Christian theologians, following Plato and other Greek philosophers, often saw
emotions as something dangerous…. But the one thing all the Greeks agreed on
was that the good life is the life of reason. Reason should dominate human life,
including the emotions. When the emotions rule, all goes askew. When reason
rules the emotions (in some views, virtually extinguishing them), human life gets
back on an even keel.50
Stanley Jones and Mark Yarhouse, in the book Personal Identity in Theological
Perspective, explain how these views have continued throughout history:
At various points in history, Christian theology has leaned dangerously in the
direction of an incipient dualism that bordered on a gnostic denial of or
minimization of the physical. In ancient times this seemed to result from the
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engagement of Christian theology with Platonic or Stoic philosophy, or to be in
response to Gnostic understandings of spirit-physical dualism. In the
Enlightenment, the temptation may have been to exalt human reason and to
distance human experience from its grounding in “lower” faculties. In recent
times, reaction against aggressively reductionistic understandings of human
nature may feed the same dynamic. The proper balance, it seems to us, is to affirm
that to be fully human is necessarily to be embodied, but also to affirm that while
we are irreducibly and necessarily physical, we are never merely physical.51
The roots to the contemporary discussion on theological anthropology run very deep.
Before moving further, two observations about heresies in general are needed.
First, those who fought for these heresies actually took the role of Christ and his impact
on humankind very seriously.52 Likewise, most heretics were striving to be scrupulous in
their usage of scripture to support their arguments.53 Secondly, in contemporary times it
is also easy to assume that the church’s creeds simply came neatly down from On High,
when in reality there was great drama and intense conflict with each heresy, church
council, and eventual official creed.54 In fact, although the Council of Chalcedon
“officially” affirmed in AD 451 that Jesus was both completely human and completely
divine55 and, as a corollary, affirmed that the true nature of the human life included “a
positive understanding of the world and of material, bodily existence,”56 there continued
to be sharp disagreement about these matters. Rather than unifying Christians, the
Council of Chalcedon marks the beginning of the three distinct arms of the Christian
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faith: Western Christianity, Eastern or Greek Orthodoxy, and Oriental Orthodoxy.57 As
expected, in the years to come, there would continue to be areas of agreement as well as
disagreement amongst these strands of Christianity. However, for the purposes of this
dissertation, and for the sake of brevity, the discussion will follow the path of Western
Christianity, with a greater emphasis on the Protestant arm than its Catholic counterpart.

The Medieval Period: The Middle Ages of Monasticism, Mysticism, Scholasticism,
Sacramentalism and Devotionalism (AD 400-1450)
According to church historian and theologian John Zizioulas, the early patristic
period led to two fundamental principles of spirituality that would become normative
throughout church history to the present day: one, a Eucharistic, eschatologically focused,
communal approach, and two, an individual approach which was based on overcoming
passions, achieving moral perfection, and experiencing a mystical union of oneself with
God.58 While each of these approaches is evident throughout the Middle Ages, perhaps
no movement involves both of these pursuits as well as monasticism.
Monasticism’s origins actually go back to the Egyptian desert saints in the late
third and early fourth centuries with their ascetical and counter-cultural ways of living.59
However, it was not until the fall of the Roman Empire that monasticism would take
center stage. In AD 476, the last Roman emperor abandoned the throne, and by AD 480,
the Roman Senate officially disbanded itself because there was no longer an empire to
57
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govern.60 During these “Dark Ages” of Western Europe, population declined, trade routes
were cut off, the economy suffered, and agricultural production decreased; however,
hundreds of monasteries also emerged “as a force for good in a world that seemed to be
falling apart.”61 According to Tickle, monasticism “functioned not only as a way of
private holiness but also as a way of societal and political stability.”62 Such was the case
in both Eastern and Western spirituality, where monasticism was dominant for 700
years.63 The movement peaked in the twelfth century, with several thousand monasteries
in place across Europe.
Towns grew up around [monasteries…which] once owned large tracts of land.
Monks became masters of skilled trades. Monks copied, illuminated, cataloged
and stored manuscripts in large libraries. They collected paintings, established
schools, deployed missionaries. In short, monasteries preserved and spread the
cultural heritage of Western civilization.64
Sheldrake described monastic communities as a “survival capsule” in a very turbulent
world.65
It was not just what happened outside the monastery that preserved and carried on
Christian spirituality; it was also the ethos, beliefs, and practices within that helped shape
what was going on externally. The monastic way of life was based on a written Rule, a
document that explained the spiritual principles and procedures that would guide each
community. The first known monastic Rule was written by Pachomius in the fourth
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century, and it significantly influenced the later sixth-century Rule of Saint Benedict that
has dominated Western monasticism since the inception of the Benedictines.66
Monasteries adapted the Rule as they saw fit, but typically established a daily, weekly,
and yearly rhythm or schedule, with the two principal duties being prayer and work.67
Solitude, silence, and contemplation were all part of the monastic rhythm.
Contemplation, in particular, was a central value, demanding an attentiveness to God, to
the way God “speaks” through people and events, and ultimately developing a language
of the heart, discernment, and wisdom.68
The monastics had a great awareness of those in need. Rather than being
spiritually self-preoccupied, the biblical mandate to love God and neighbor was always in
mind.69 The importance of loving others was emphasized from the beginning of the
movement when Basil the Great, who laid the foundation for Eastern Orthodox
monasticism in the late fourth century, instructed the monks under his direction to care
for the needy in their midst, obeying God’s command to feed the hungry, give drink to
the thirsty, and clothe the naked.70
This external focus was upheld through many generations of monastics. For
example, the Cistercian Order of the twelfth century was what Sheldrake calls “perhaps
one of the most important medieval traditions of spirituality.”71 Cistercian spirituality
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emphasized simplicity, specifically a desire to follow Christ’s life of poverty and take
part in manual work, as well as love. The latter emphasis on affectivity conceived of the
spiritual journey “as a movement of the human heart into the heart of God.”72 This focus
also led to an emphasis on the powerful role of community.73 Likewise, the mendicant
movement of the thirteenth century, including the Franciscans and Dominicans, also
sought to follow the way of Jesus by pursing a life of asceticism, poverty, generosity, and
preaching the gospel.74 For monastics, following Jesus was a call that involved the whole
of one’s self and life.
Importantly, each of these movements made monastic spirituality available to
those beyond the cloister. The Cistercians opened themselves to a new class of monk,
namely, uneducated lay brothers.75 Mendicants were significant in that they invited
laypeople to follow the example of Jesus along with them.76 And by the end of the
Middle Ages other lay fellowships, such as the Brethren of the Common Life and the
Beguines, worked to bring the spirituality and practices of monasticism to the laity. It
was, in fact, this movement from the monastery to the world, the monk to the layperson,
that helped bring about a re-emergence of mystic spirituality, for many medieval mystics
were also members of the new or renewed religious orders described above.77
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Mysticism reached its pinnacle in the Middle Ages. “It was during this period,”
explains Sittser, “that many of the greatest Christian mystics lived, the most formative
ideas of mystical spirituality emerged and the various ‘schools’ of mystical thought
developed. Of course the early church had mystics; so did the Reformation church. [The
voice of Christian mysticism] spoke with greatest authority and clarity during the
medieval period.”78
The goal of mysticism is a mysterious union with God.79 Mystics emphasized
personal, immediate religious experience or encounter with God as a spiritual resource.80
According to William James in his classic treatise The Varieties of Religious Experience:
A Study in Human Nature, “[The] overcoming of all the usual barriers between the
individual and the Absolute is the great mystic achievement. In mystic states we both
become one with the Absolute and we become aware of our oneness.”81 That being said,
Sheldrake reminds readers,
While ‘experience’ appears in medieval mystics, for example as the basis for
teaching or authority, a preoccupation with subjective experience in itself was
most noticeably reinforced by modern psychology in the late nineteenth century
and its application to religious experience in such influential works as William
James’ Varieties of Religious Experience (1902). This later emphasis on
‘experience’ in isolation served to separate mysticism from systems of belief and
religious practice. This would have been completely alien to medieval people.82
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In reality, “the word ‘mysticism’ only appeared in France during the seventeenth
century.”83 Such experience for experience’s sake was contrary to its roots.
In fact, the roots of Christian mysticism begin long before the Middle Ages. The
word “mystical” comes from the Greek work mustikos, derived from the verb muo
meaning “to close,” especially one’s eyes. It refers to that which is secret or hidden. In
pre-Christian terms it referred to the secret rituals of cults, but when Christians adopted
the term in the early church, it was used to refer to the hidden depth of meaning in the
Scriptures. “In effect the exegetical process itself becomes the mystical journey in which
communion with the living Christ (encountered through scriptural meditation) leads the
Christian towards God.”84 Of course, in the Bible the apostle Paul refers to mystery, or
‘musterion,’ in passages such as Romans 16:26 and Ephesians 1:9-10, citing God’s
infinite love for all creation, and God’s desire to unite all things in Christ.85 He also
speaks of his own union with Christ in Galatians 2:20: “I no longer live, but Christ lives
in me.”86 Furthermore, for Paul and for the early church, mystery and union were
experienced and discerned in the context of Christian community:87 “In its formative
period at least, mystical theology was far from a peripheral aspect of ecclesial life; ‘it is
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the fruit of participation in the mystery of Christ, which is inseparable from the mystery
of the Church.”88
As the Middle Ages progressed, however, the divisions at Chalcedon, the fall of
the Holy Roman Empire, and the Great Schism contributed to the breakdown of the
ecclesial structure; the church could not provide integrity and public meaning for such
personal experience in the same way, and spirituality swung toward private, internal
experience.89 During this timeframe there was also a resurgence of interest in the writing
of Dionysius, a writer who has been called “perhaps the single greatest influence on the
development of Christian mysticism, Eastern and Western,” “the fountain-head of
Christian mysticism,” and one who plays “a key role in shaping mystical thought during
the entire medieval period.”90 While it is beyond the scope of this dissertation to explore
the depths of this late-fifth-century monk and his writings, Dionysius believed that all
people long to know and experience union with God.91
The late Middle Ages followed suit with writers exploring and describing such
union with God in rich detail.92 Such works often used a more flowery language of love
and marriage in their spiritual writings. “What the mystical tradition undoubtedly does is
to remind us of the powerful potential of human desire in our relationship with God. This,
in turn, invites us to allow that relationship to move from a more intellectual faith to
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connect with our deepest self,”93 argues Sheldrake. Such an emphasis on a more affective
versus intellectual spirituality was particularly important given the backdrop of
scholasticism that was emerging at the same time.
“The vitality of scholasticism,” explains historian and theologian John R. Tyson,
“contributed to the flowering of mysticism.”94 In other words, reactionaries to the
intellectual tenor of scholasticism pursued a more affective, experiential spirituality.
Nonetheless, scholasticism grew in popularity. Scholasticism was a summary term used
to describe the intellectual tone of the era.95 By the twelfth century, theology was
transitioning from rural monasteries to urban cathedral schools and eventually to city
universities.96 These schools were developing a “highly abstract, rational, logic-oriented
theology” that was in marked contrast to the “deeply emotional religious commitment
associated with the monastic spirituality or the various forms of lay piety.”97 This
theology believed that the discipline of the mind could be separated from the discipline of
an ordered lifestyle, ascesis, or “spirituality.”98 Unfortunately, by the later Middle Ages,
the general assumption was that knowing was the task of theologians, while loving was
the role of mystics.99 The split between head and heart had cut deep.
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Regardless of where one stood on the head-versus-heart spectrum, and regardless
if one identified with monks or mystics, it is likely that he or she still took part in
corporate sacraments. According to Sittser, during the medieval period one of the primary
ways Christians came to know and experience God was through the sacraments, which,
according to the Roman Catholic Church, included baptism, penance, confirmation,
ordination, marriage, the Eucharist, and extreme unction.100 Since medieval church
services were in Latin and the clergy were the primary participants, it was mainly through
the sacraments that parishioners experienced God’s grace.101 The sacraments were
viewed as “means of grace,” or “divinely designated places for meeting God.”102 It was
through the sacraments that faith—and God—became tangible in the midst of a chaotic
and ever-changing world. It was through the sacraments that the material and spiritual
worlds were joined together.103
Another way medieval laity were spiritually formed through the formal church
was by following the church calendar. Largely illiterate peasants came to know the
biblical story of salvation history through annually taking part in Advent and Lent, as
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well as religious holidays, festivals, and saint days.104 In late medieval Christianity there
was also a rise in devotionalism. Richard Kieckhefer, a religious historian, writes,
“Perhaps the most significant development in late medieval Christianity was the rise of
devotionalism. In the last centuries of the Middle Ages, devotions of all kinds flourished
in unprecedented profusion.”105 Kieckefer lists pilgrimages, veneration of relics, Marian
devotions, meditations on the passion of Christ, penitential exercises, the development of
the Rosary, and the Stations of the Cross, to name a few, and then goes on to say, “This
explosion of devotional forms unmistakably changed the tenor of Christian life.106
However, of concern in the upcoming reformation years was that “the thrust of
medieval devotional concern was largely penitential—a concern for one’s own soul,
either for its salvation or for shortening its travail in purgatory.”107 Nonetheless,
especially during the late Middle Ages, such devotions were particularly important.
Increased urbanization had led to a growing group of people who were increasingly
educated and prosperous.108 These persons were increasingly interested in developing a
meaningful spirituality for their daily life that went beyond the cloister or the church.109
They longed for a holistic approach to their faith.
Much more could be said about the context for later medieval spirituality (AD
1350—1500) including details of the Black Death, the Hundred Years’ War, the
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breakdown of the feudal system, the decline of the Holy Roman Empire, the Great
Schism, and so on. In such a climate it is not surprising that spirituality became both
increasingly laicized and that it favored personal interior experience over ecclesiastical
authority systems.110 What is surprising is that people called for reform in the church at
all. However, people across Europe were increasingly upset about the church’s failures,
and there was widespread agreement that the church needed some kind of reform. As will
be demonstrated, though, there was not full agreement on what those reforms should
be.111

The Age of Reformation (AD 1450-1700)
“The Reformation refers to a broad movement of religious reform that flourished
in sixteenth-century Europe”112 notes Sheldrake. Both Catholic and Protestant reformers
sought to reestablish Christianity in a way that was meaningful to the cultural milieu at
hand.113 The reforms tended to push in two directions: First, originally led by Martin
Luther, there was a movement forward and outward toward a vision of what the church
could become. Simultaneously, there was a push inward by Catholic reformers to clean
up what was already there. The net result was the formation of Protestantism, on the one
hand, and a renewed Catholicism on the other.114 For this reason, contemporary historians
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typically “talk less about a ‘Reformation’ and a ‘counter Reformation’ and more about
Protestant and Catholic Reformations. This reminds us that the reform movement
predates Luther and that both Catholic and Protestant Christianity inherited this
impulse.”115 These “branches” simply emphasized different things, sometimes even
within themselves. In fact, by the time the reformation was over, Protestantism had
splintered into Lutheran, Reformed/Calvinist/Presbyterian, Anglican, and Anabaptist
segments, with often warring sects within them.116
That being said, there were a number of common emphases by Protestant
reformers. First, there was an emphasis on God’s grace for salvation rather than good
works. For instance, the Reformers rejected nearly everything that was associated with
the popular devotionalism described above, given its leaning toward a works-oriented
salvation.117 Such good works were to be seen, rather, as “as an expression of gratitude
for God’s freely given forgiveness.”118
The Protestants also objected to the traditional hierarchy between priest and laity.
They believed there was still a particular role or function for priests to fill with Word and
Sacrament, but priests were no longer to be seen as higher in status than the laity.119
Rather, all Christians had a common vocation or call to minister to others. This
priesthood of all believers emphasized the holiness of everyday life for every person.120
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Next, some reformers took a cue from late medieval Renaissance humanism in
affirming “an absolutely transcendent God, inaccessible to human understanding or direct
human experience.”121 According to Luther, “Faith born of this [divine word of promise]
will bring peace of conscience…Whoever seeks peace in another way, for example
inwardly through experience, certainly seems to tempt God and desires to have peace in
fact, rather than in faith.”122 Contemporary historian Otto Grundler comments on
Luther’s position as follows:
With the assertion of this notion of faith, the monastic fusion and identification of
subject and object, knower and known, believer and believed have been broken,
and the spirituality of imitation Christi has been transformed into a dialectic of
word and faith. With the adoption of this dialectic as its basis, the theology of the
Protestant Reformation marks a clear break with the spirituality of the monastic
tradition.123
Not all reformers took such a stark stance against personal experience. John
Calvin “had a positive view of human emotions and taught a heart-felt religiosity,” and in
some ways shared medieval mysticism’s skepticism regarding one’s ability to grasp the
transcendence of God on a mere intellectual level.124 Perhaps both men would agree with
Hartlet Hall’s statement that “Reformed piety...is inherently skeptical of any individual
religious experiences of a ‘mystical’ or ecstatic sort…that cannot be subjected to scrutiny
and authentication on the basis of more normative community experience grounded in
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Scripture.”[emphasis added]125 The centrality of scripture is most central to Protestant
Reformation thought and practice.
The reformers placed the authority of scripture over and above the authority of
church tradition.126 “Sola scriptura, scriptura sola—only the Scripture and Scriptures
only. Luther and the reformers who followed after him would build up their reformed
Church on that principle…. No more Pope, no more magisterium, no more human
confessor between humanity and Christian God, only the Good Book.”127 But this
emphasis on the Bible was not merely about what the reformers were protesting against;
it was also about what and Whom they were for: “The reformers believed that God, out
of his infinite love and mercy, chose to reveal himself to us—for the sake of his glory in
our salvation. The content of this self-revelation is known as the Word of God. The
ultimate manifestation of the Word is Jesus Christ, God’s son, who is the Word made
flesh, God’s perfect self-portrait.”128
Of course, such an emphasis on the Bible had more than a few consequences. For
instance, in the short term, there was an emphasis on preaching the Word of God,
whether from the traditional pulpit, in the university classroom, or to children. Reformers
wanted everyone to have contact with the word of God, but in AD 1535 Germany, for
example, estimates are that only one out of 70 people had a New Testament, and not
everyone knew how to read.129 Understandably, a long-term consequence, then, was the
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movement’s push toward literacy so that every believer was able to read the Bible for
oneself. This in turn led to a further emphasis on rationalism.130 Frame similarly posits
that “The Reformation in general was a movement of scholars,” emphasizing not only
preaching, but preaching of a rather academic sort.131 The split between a spirituality of
the head versus the heart continued.
Catholic reformers, for their part, emphasized two main aspects: the founding of
new religious orders, and the spiritual development of the laity. Some new orders, such as
the Society of Jesus founded by Ignatius Loyola in 1540, aspired to return to their roots
of more radical discipleship, while others sought to create new groups that would meet
the needs of more educated and wealthy lay Christians.132 To further cater to lay people,
there was an emphasis on preaching for both conversion and instruction.133 At the end of
the day, like its Protestant counterpart, Catholic spirituality emphasized a spirituality that
was moral, ascetical, and intellectual rather than mystical.134
Clearly, the age of reformation was filled with conflict and disunity. “In a sense,”
summarizes Sheldrake,
Europe was exhausted by a century of religious conflict, factionalism, and, in the
opinion of many, dangerous fanaticism. There was a growing sense of detachment
from a long stream of tradition and authority that made space for doubt and even
unbelief. So, the dominant intellectual climate retreated from the experiential into
rationalism and objectivity. Religion was increasingly described in terms of moral
obligations and was fearful of the irrational.135
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All of this paved the way for modernity where human reason rather than religion
dominated political, social, and intellectual spheres.136 More specifically, theology, faith,
and spirituality were on one side and human knowledge, particularly philosophy and
reason, were on the opposing side.137

The Age of Reason: (AD 1700-1900)
This opposition continued into modernity, receiving a boost from the
Enlightenment of the mid-seventeenth century.138 The Enlightenment was not so much a
single body of thought as it was a reorientation of attitudes.139 An “enlightened” person
had a very positive assessment of human beings, their talents, intellect, and their
potential. Humans were aided in achieving autonomy and perfection through science and
technology.140 As a corollary, there was a revolt against authoritarianism in both church
and civil society, with the Christian tradition of Western civilization a chief target. 141
Objective scientific explanations and progress trumped mystery, wonder, or religious
“superstitions.” In fact, anything “new” was deemed “better,” leaving little room for
traditionalism or the old order. Faith and reason continued to be at odds with one
another.142
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As in centuries past, various groups of Christians sought to respond to the
intellectual tenor and overall principles of the age, most of them trying to swing the
pendulum back toward a more personally experiential and affective faith, a spirituality of
the heart.143 Pietism was one such group flourishing in late seventeenth- and eighteenthcentury Germany.144 One scholar goes so far as to say that Pietism, more than any other
resource, served to conserve the traditions of biblical and patristic Christianity against the
tide of the Enlightenment.145 Another believes that without Pietism, one cannot
understand the growth of evangelical Christianity in Europe and America.146 The
movement’s original impetus was to encourage the experiential dimension of faith in
everyday life. Genuine conversion was to be heartfelt and meant inner transformation and
personal holiness more than mere affirmation of orthodox doctrine. To aid in such
transformation and also combat spiritual apathy, the Pietists developed small groups for
prayer, Bible study, and spiritual guidance.147
Wesleyan Methodism, founded by John and Charles Wesley, was deeply
impacted by the Pietist movement.148 The Wesley brothers were priests in the church of
England who “represented an evangelical and devotional reaction against the formalism
and growing rationalism prevalent in the Church of their day”149 according to Sheldrake.
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Wesleyan spirituality had five elements, including personal and corporate prayer,
scripture reading and mediation, communion, weekly fasting, and spiritual
conversation.150 Similar to the Pietists, the Wesleys encouraged holiness and fostered
religious identity and spiritual support through the development of small groups.151
Wesley’s “method,” which became known as Methodism, was to select and train
laypeople to lead these groups, or “classes,” promoting large-scale evangelism through
small-scale discipleship. Such groups were taught a theology of holiness to help converts
mature in their faith. These converts then often took part in various social reforms,
including evangelism, foreign missions, Bible distribution, abolitionism, temperance,
prison reform, suffrage, care of widows and orphans and the like.152 It was only after
Wesley’s death that the Methodist movement definitively separated from Anglicanism.153
Across the pond in America, the Great Awakening was under way, one of the
most significant spiritual movements of the eighteenth century. This movement was also
marked by conflict between a spirituality of the head versus a spirituality of the heart.
“The Great Awakening,” explains Sheldrake, “was the first of many revivals in America
and set in train a revivalist tendency in American Protestant spirituality that not only
emphasized conversion but a robust individualism.”154 Although there was an emphasis
on visible evidence of conversion, there was also sharp disagreement about the
importance of religious experience and orthodox doctrine. Jonathan Edwards, a Calvinist
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theologian, Congregationalist pastor, and evangelical preacher, worked diligently to wed
these aspects together in a more unified way.155
Critics of the Great Awakening argued that such conversions were merely a result
of religious “enthusiasm” rather than genuine, rational faith. Edwards also pondered why
some people, who seemed to experience genuine conversion at the time of a revival,
showed little evidence of change as time passed. He wondered if they were actually
converts or if they merely had the appearance of being converted.156 In 1746, Edwards
wrote the classic book Religious Affections to help discern the presence and work of the
Holy Spirit, as well as to clarify the role of “holy affections,” the emotions, passions, and
inward experience of conversion.157
Edwards argued that true religion in large part consists of such holy affections.
Sittser summarizes Edwards’ definition of the affections as
a natural and intense reaction—whether positive or negative—to things of real
consequence to us. We are thus strongly attracted to those things that are valuable
to us; we are strongly repulsed by those things that are odious to us. By its very
nature religion involves things that are profoundly significant and supremely
consequential, for religion is concerned with the being of God, who is ineffably
glorious, beautiful and holy. It is impossible to claim to know such a being and
not be overcome with delight, longing and love. Thus the only appropriate
response is, as Edwards argues, ‘holy affections’ - the intense inclination of the
soul toward God. Such is the nature of true religion or conversion.158
Edwards went on to speak against excessive emotionalism such as fainting or excessive
weeping. Though he believed these might be occasionally legitimate, he argued for more
acceptable emotions such as sorrow over sin, delight in God, joy in daily life, and faith in
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the midst of adversity. In summary, Edwards pointed to the consistent practice of faith,
including holy living along with love for God and neighbor, as the ultimate proof of one’s
conversion.159 “Christian practice,” stated Edwards, “is much more to be preferred as
evidence of salvation than sudden conversion, mystical enlightenment, or the mere
experience of emotional comfort.”160 Over a century later, William James agreed:
In the end it had to come to our empiricist criterion: By their fruits ye shall know
them not by their roots. Jonathan Edwards’ Treatise on Religious Affections is an
elaborate working out of this thesis. The roots of a man’s virtue are inaccessible
to us. No appearances whatever are infallible proofs of grace. Our practice is the
only sure evidence, even to ourselves, that we are genuinely Christians.161
Or, as Jesus said, you shall know them by their fruit.162
Both the writing of Edwards and the leadership of Wesley had a wide impact
within the Thirteen Colonies as well as back in England where the Protestant awakening,
also known as the Evangelical Revival,163 was particularly marked.164 The people in the
Church of England who were the most committed to revival became known as
Evangelicals.165 In addition to receiving inspiration from Puritanism, Pietism, and the
Wesleyan movement, this mid-eighteenth-century revival was a reaction against
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Enlightenment rationalism as well as a religious response to the negative social effects of
the new industrial revolution. Generally speaking, the theological basis for the movement
was Calvinist, and the spirituality emphasized the centrality of the Bible for preaching
and moral conduct, the necessity of conversion marked by inner transformation, the
centrality of the cross of Christ for salvation, strict moral responsibility, prayer and Bible
reading, and a life of service.166
While the Evangelical Revival provided some strong mooring for its adherents,
the shifting tides of the era provided a number of challenges to Western Christianity. The
nineteenth century featured three key intellectual developments—Darwin’s evolutionary
theory, Marxist social analysis, and the birth of modern psychology. Each of these
challenged longstanding views of what it meant to be human as well as how one should
think about spirituality167 Additionally, there were changes in America that challenged
Christian belief and practice. For instance, the American Revolution and the birth of the
United States (1776-1781) led to freedom of religion and the separation of Church and
State. These new realities led the way for religious pluralism, increased diversity of belief
and worship within Christianity itself, and, as follows, “a stress on personal experience of
God as normative and authoritative.”168
With these new viewpoints and realities, it is no wonder that scholars speak of a
transition from a “modern” to a “postmodern” view of the world. Generally speaking,
“‘modernity’ implies the dominance of a worldview born during the Enlightenment and
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consolidated by the technological advances of the Industrial Revolution. ‘Modernity’
implies confidence in the power of human reason to address any question. With this went
an ordered view of the world, a belief in the inevitability of progress and a spirit of
optimism.”169 “Postmodernity,” on the other hand, is characterized by a culture that
eschews fixed or normative systems of thought and behavior, and instead acknowledges
the complexity of living in a diverse world.170 Human reason was no longer a central
value or adequate tool.

The Postmodern Turn (1900 to Present)
This “postmodern” nomenclature is entirely appropriate for this era given the
immense changes that occurred during the twentieth century culturally, socially, and
religiously:
During the twentieth century, two world wars, mid-century totalitarianism, the
Holocaust, Hiroshima, and the birth of the atomic age all revealed that human
technology was capable of catastrophic destruction and was not purely benign.
…The century also witnessed the development of rapid international travel and a
communications revolution (radio, television, and latterly information
technology). A tide of social change also swept the Northern Hemisphere
regarding the equality of women and the status of social and ethnic minorities.171
As already mentioned, advancements in the field of science were a major catalyst
for this change of worldview. In fact, Tickle argues, “Few if any religion scholars and
analysts have trouble naming Science as the principal agent of successful challenge to a
story and an imagination that had been in place, more or less securely, from the post-

169

Ibid., 172.

170

Ibid., 173.

171

Ibid.

95
Reformation right up until the middle of the nineteenth century.”172 Tickle points to a
number of advancements in this regard: Darwin’s evolutionary theory, Michael Faraday’s
work on field theory, the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle, the work of Sigmund Freud
and Carl Jung which opened people up to the role of the unconscious and one’s
subjective life, and the development of radio, television, and the internet.173
Scientific advancement also added fuel to the pluralistic fires that had been lit
during America’s birth. The Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle of 1927 underscored
“uncertainty” not only in science, but soon in many segments of academia as well.
Literary deconstruction, in particular, claimed that “there is no absolute truth, only truth
relative to the perceivers.”174 Some Protestants began to question the idea of scriptura
sola, seeing it as “little more than the creation of a paper pope in place of a flesh and
blood one.”175 Today it is not uncommon for people to identify themselves as “spiritual
but not religious,” and the number of people involved with institutional religion has
declined noticeably.176 Somewhat ironically, while human reason and absolute truth are
no longer upheld, scientific advancement remains a chief player in the postmodern world.
This postmodern, “spiritual but not religious,” pluralistic environment does make
room for personal experience and emotion in one’s spirituality. Again from Varieties of
Religious Experience—what has been hailed as “one of the early twentieth century’s
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most seminal books”177—James argues for the priority of personal experience,
particularly an emotional or mystical personal experience. He calls such occurrences “the
sine qua non of moral perception,” a legitimate source of authority for the individuals to
whom they come, and a means of bringing to life the objective data of one’s faith.178
James believes that feelings are a deeper, more primary source of religion than are
objective theological formulas. He calls the latter secondary products, or “translations of
a text into another tongue,” arguing that theological beliefs would never have come into
existence if it were not for feelings:
When I called theological formulas secondary product, I mean that in a world in
which no religious feeling had ever existed, I doubt whether any philosophic
theology could ever have been framed. I doubt if dispassionate intellectual
contemplation of the universe, apart from inner unhappiness and need of
deliverance on the one hand and mystical emotion on the other, would have ever
resulted in religious philosophies such as we now possess….These dogmatic
speculations must, it seems to me, be classed as over-beliefs, building-out
performed by the intellect into direction of which feeling originally supplied the
hint.179
James explains that the more objective and scientific explanations of God are merely “the
symbols of reality,” whereas personal experiences of God are “realities in the completest
sense of the term.”180 James finishes his book in true postmodern form by explaining that
no two mystical experiences will be the same nor will all people have these sorts of
experiences. Rather, people should “exercise…our individual freedom, and build out our
religion in the way most congruous with our personal susceptibilities.”181
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Apparently such personal experiences of God were striking a chord during the
same period in which James penned his book, for it was in 1906 that Pentecostalism and
the modern charismatic movements were born at an Azusa Street gathering in Los
Angeles. By the early twenty-first century, Pentecostal Christians became the fastest
growing body in the Southern Hemisphere, second in size only to Roman Catholicism.
This movement was a reaction against overly formalized worship and a dry intellectual
faith, emphasizing instead a direct, personal experience of God as normative and
authoritative. The movement emphasized the reality of God’s love, the guidance and
comfort of the Spirit, participatory worship, egalitarianism, and the incorporation of the
African-American spiritual experience, and it appealed to poor and dispossessed
people.182 Further, the charismatic movement infiltrated Catholic, Anglican, and
Protestant churches.183
With openness to diverse forms of religious experience, as well as continual
scientific advancement, postmodern spirituality is increasingly both ecumenical and
interfaith oriented. In general, postmodernity values a communal and corporate
spirituality. One event that impacted not only Roman Catholicism but the wider Christian
community was the Second Vatican Council from 1962-1965. Among other things it
served as a catalyst for ecumenism and interreligious dialogue.184 Another occurrence
that contributed to the inter-faith orientation in America around the same time was the
1965 Service Act. This statute opened up America to Asian immigrants who, among
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other things, brought with them Buddhism.185 In contrast to American Christianity, which
was generally “word based, rationally argued, and singularly lacking in aesthetic
experience,” Buddhism brought the tools and experiences needed “to enter the subjective
experience fully and fearlessly.”186 “What happened,” describes Tickle, “was that
American Christians…rushed like the subjectively starving people that they were toward
the feast of Asian spiritual expertise and experience.”187 While this stream had never run
dry, the pendulum swung back to a more experiential and contemplative faith.
In fact, the dialogue occurring between various faiths has had a strongly
experiential, or mystical-contemplative, dimension to it.188 McKnight observes that he
sees a renewed interest in a fully embodied spirituality within Christianity, with less
focus on viewing desires and the body as the enemy, as in years past.189 Smith similarly
explains that, “the way we inhabit the world is not primarily as thinkers, or even
believers, but as more affective, embodied creatures who make our way in the world
more by feeling our way around it.”190 The church of today values a holistic spirituality
that accounts for body, mind, and emotion.
But far from being self-consumed, today’s Christians continue to be globally
minded and mission-driven. During the twentieth century, the center of Christianity
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moved from Europe and North America to the Southern Hemisphere.191 This shift was
the result of both major missionary expansion as well as the birth of truly African, Asian,
and Latin American churches.192 The digital age also contributes to a global faith, as
people are connected almost immediately with the pain and injustice experienced
worldwide, giving the opportunity for Christians to function as “the priesthood of
believers in ways the Reformation could never have envisioned.”193 The twenty-firstcentury church is particularly concerned with overcoming systemic issues that inhibit
individuals and groups from becoming all that God intends for them. According to
Sheldrake, “Injustice and oppression are hardly new, but spirituality concerned explicitly
with social justice is certainly the product of the twentieth century.”194 He goes on to
describe liberation spirituality in more detail:
Theologies and spiritualities of liberation embrace a wide spectrum of reflection
and practice based on a critique of all forms of unjust structures and the struggle
to overcome them. It is characteristic of these spiritualities that they promote
social justice as integral to Christian faith. This implies an attention to justice will
radically question the ways in which spirituality has been traditionally practiced.
Liberation theory, in whatever form, also questions the ways in which society and
the Church have created structures that undermine the full human dignities of
certain categories of people. Spiritualities of liberation now exist on every
continent and focus on issues of economic poverty, racial exclusions, gender
inequality and, more recently, issues of planetary environmental responsibility.
[emphasis added]195
The postmodern Christian is more apt to do something about these systemic issues than
simply construct an airtight rational or theological argument about them.
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A critique of this type of spirituality is that it emphasizes social justice over and
above discipleship and evangelism. While many justice-minded people are able to
integrate these aspects well, Willard suggests that it is not uncommon for justice-oriented
people to believe that being committed to the oppressed, to liberation, equality, and
community is the essence of the gospel and what Jesus stood for.196 The Social Gospel,
emphasized by Walter Rauschenbush, for example, cautioned against a revivalism that
tends to stress the individual and personal aspects of the gospel at the expense of its
corporate dimensions; he argued, instead, that all Christians must work together to bring
about the Kingdom of God here on earth, if indeed it is to happen.197 By contrast,
according to Willard, conservative Christians historically have emphasized the
importance of dealing with one’s sin, justification, and preparing to die.198 Willard calls
this “the gospel of sin management,” and acknowledges that this Modernist—
Fundamentalist controversy of decades past still rears its head today.199
However, some paths forward are being forged. For example, Green reminds his
readers that the social justice-versus-evangelism debate is just a modern form of bodysoul or material-spiritual dualism. He argues that just as human transformation cannot
allow for a person to be bifurcated into various “parts,” so also the very heart of the
gospel must be concerned with the human need in all its aspects.200 Liberation
spiritualities, for their part, generally seek to identify fundamental ways that people’s
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humanity is undermined, and then work toward “reconstruct[ing] alternative ways of
talking about God, of understanding the human relationship with God, and of practicing
Christian discipleship.”201 In so doing, experience is viewed as foundational to theology,
and is reflected upon in light of scripture and tradition.202 Finally, Sheldrake believes that
people who are able to meld both the mystical and prophetical-political approaches to
spirituality in a creative tension will be most respected and emulated in the days to
come.203 Christians today value, long for, and are compelled to practice a holistic faith
that unites body, mind, and emotion, as well as individual and communal spirituality.

Conclusion
Rather than dismissing the debates, worldviews, and practices of the saints of old,
one must be cautious of being myopic or prideful about one’s own understanding and
practice of the Christian faith.204 Over the centuries, Christian have worked diligently to
live out a faith that has not only intellectual integrity but which also impacts a person
deep in one’s soul. Christ-followers of yesteryear have sought this not only for
themselves, but in order to be redemptive agents in the world. Today’s Christians would
do well to follow in these footsteps.
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While it is true that such believers will find themselves in a Christian religion that
is more “varied, eclectic, global, ecumenical, and radically plural than at almost any point
in the history of Christianity,”205 Tickle offers some encouraging observations:
When that mighty upheaval happens, history shows us, there are always at least
three consistent results or corollary events. First, a new, more vital form of
Christianity does indeed emerge. Second, the organized expression of Christianity
which up until then had been the dominant one is reconstituted into a more pure
and less ossified expression of its former self.…The third result is of equal, if not
greater, significance, though. That is, every time the incrustations of an overly
established Christianity have been broken open, the faith has spread—and been
spread—dramatically into new geographic and demographic areas, thereby
increasing exponentially the range and depth of Christianity’s reach as a result of
its time of unease and distress.206
Again, the patterns of church history are in favor of the present and future church.
Therefore, as membership in mainline and evangelical denominations declines,
and people are increasingly dissatisfied with “institutional structure, rationalistic styles of
teaching, and an apparent preoccupation with moralistic approaches to religion,” there is
hope, even spiritual hunger: “In a world of accelerated and confusing change, people
increasingly seek not only practical wisdom to live by but also the possibility of deep,
even mystical experiences of interconnectedness with other people, with nature, and with
the divine.”207 People continue to hunger for a holistic and meaningful experience of
God.
Moreover, Sheldrake predicts that new developments and integrations between
spirituality and science will have a role to play, “For scientific exploration touches
directly on identity and human purpose and at the same time opens up different and
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unexpected ways of encounter with the numinous.”208 With this in mind, chapter four will
explain how the neuroscience of emotion—specifically the ways it taps into one’s
attention, memory, motivation, and decision-making capacity—provides the groundwork
for meaningful connection with God.
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CHAPTER FOUR:

EMOTION AND SELF

“Emotional arousal has powerful influences over cognitive processing. Attention,
perception, memory, decision-making, and the conscious concomitants of each
are all swayed in emotional states. The reason for this is simple: emotional
arousal organizes and coordinates brain activity.”1

Having established the important role of both reason and emotion throughout
church history in chapter three, this section will now plunge into neuroscience involving
the inner workings of emotion. This chapter will examine how an individual’s personal
emotions can be tapped into to capture one’s attention, retain memories of
knowledge and experience long term, and ultimately motivate that person toward
decision-making and action. This chapter’s content about emotion and self, in
combination with the following two chapters on emotion and others, will serve to
direct chapter seven’s explanation about emotions and God, specifically the ways
that spiritual formation practitioners can tap into the neuroscience of emotion to
transform people into deeply devoted followers of Christ.

Emotion and Feelings: Definition of Terms
Before further elucidation of the impact of emotions on the particulars of one’s
life, it will be helpful to identify some basic terminology involved in the emotional
system, specifically emotions and feelings. Dr. Erika Rosenberg defines emotions as
“acute, intense, and typically brief psychophysiological changes that result from a
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response to a meaningful situation in one’s environment.”2 LeDoux describes these
psychophysiological changes, what he terms “bodily feedback,” in more detail:
…activation of the amygdala3 results in the automatic activation of networks that
control the expression of a variety of responses: species-specific behaviors
(freezing, fleeing, fighting, facial expression), autonomic nervous system (ANS)
responses (changes in blood pressure and heart rate, piloerection, sweating), and
hormonal responses (release of stress hormones, like adrenaline and adrenal
steroids, as well as a host of peptides, into the bloodstream). The ANS and
hormonal responses can be considered together as visceral response—responses
of the internal organs and glands (the viscera). When these behaviors and visceral
responses are expressed, they created signals in the body that return to the brain.4
In layperson’s terms, “…most of us feel our emotions in our body, which is why we have
such expressions as ‘an aching heart’ and a ‘gut-wrenching’ experience.”5 Antonio
Damasio, a neuroscientist who specializes in emotions, describes emotion as “the
combination of a mental evaluative process, simple or complex, with dispositional
responses to that process, mostly toward the body proper, resulting in an emotional body
state, but also toward the brain itself (neurotransmitter nuclei in brain stem), resulting in
additional mental changes.”6 Or, more simply, “an emotion is a collection of changes in
body state connected to particular mental images that have activated a specific brain
system.”7
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Remarkably, at the turn of the century long before fMRI or PET scans came into
being, James gave voice to the powerful impact of emotions on one’s physical body as
well:
If we fancy some strong emotion and then try to abstract from our consciousness
of it all the feelings of its bodily symptoms, we find we have nothing left behind,
no ‘mind-stuff’ out of which the emotion can be constituted, and that cold and
neutral state of intellectual perception is all that remains….Can one fancy the
state of rage and picture no ebullition in the chest, no flushing of the face, no
dilation of the nostrils, no clenching of the teeth, no impulse to vigorous action,
but in their stead limp muscles, calm breathing, and a placid face?8
James, trained in physiology, psychology, and philosophy, simply would not entertain the
idea of disembodied emotion.9
One may wonder how typical feelings such as love or fear or anger fit within
neuroscience. LeDoux warns that these feelings are actually detours in the scientific
study of emotion, for there is much to any emotional experience than meets the eye.10 For
example, during the course of life most people have narrowly jumped out of the way of
something approaching rapidly—whether a toddler throwing something or oncoming
traffic—only to notice later their racing hearts. LeDoux points out that the feeling of fear
did not come first, but rather after jumping to safety.11 “What we need to elucidate is not
so much the conscious state of fear or the accompanying responses, but the system that
detects the danger in the first place. Fear feelings and pounding hearts are both effects
caused by the activity of this system, which does its job unconsciously—literally, before
8
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we actually know we are in danger.”12 Damasio corroborates this distinction, describing
feeling as “the perception of all the changes that constitute the emotional response….[It is
the] experience of those changes.”13 In other words, “Feelings let us mind the body….”14
Such “minding” of the body, or awareness of the relationship between emotion
and feeling, has pragmatic effects for daily life. Damasio believes consciousness of one’s
feelings “buys an enlarged protection policy.” For example,
If you come to know that animal or object or situation X causes fear, you will
have two ways of behaving toward X. The first is innate; you do not control
it….the second way is based on your own experience and is specific to X.
Knowing about X allows you to think ahead and predict the probability of its
being present in a given environment, so that you can voice X, preemptively,
rather than just have to react to its presence in an emergency….In short, feeling
your emotional states, which is to say being conscious of emotions, offers you
flexibility of response based on the particular history of your interactions with the
environment.”15
This example begins to describe the reality that some emotions are innate, while
others are learned. Medina, who self-describes as a developmental molecular biologist
with a lifelong fascination with how the mind reacts to and organizes information,16
explains, “Emotionally charged events can be divided into two categories: those that no
two people experience identically, and those that everybody experiences identically.”17
The former are learned based on personal experience, and the latter are inherited from
“universally experienced stimuli [that] come directly from our evolutionary
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heritage….”18 Damasio calls these inherited emotions “primary,” for they are experienced
early in life and are “innate, preorganized.”19 LeDoux and a number of modern theorists
refer to them as “basic” emotions, following Darwin, who observed the remarkable fact
that people from myriad cultures around the world, regardless of racial origins or cultural
heritage, share universal facial expressions. Darwin also noticed that these same facial
expressions are present in very young children as well as people who were born blind—a
remarkable fact since they have had little or no opportunity to mimic or learn them from
watching others.20 Such emotions, it seems, just come naturally.
“Secondary” or “nonbasic” emotions, in contrast to those above, are cognitively
constructed and more distinct in humans than in other species. For example, humans’
four-legged friends are not likely to show pride, shame, or gratitude.21 Damasio explains
that secondary emotions are those “we experience as adults, whose scaffolding has been
built gradually on the foundation of those ‘early’ [primary] emotions.”22 Secondary
emotions typically come from “acquired [learned] rather than innate dispositional
representations, although, as discussed previously, the acquired dispositions [secondary
emotions] are obtained under the influence of dispositions that are innate [primary
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emotions].”23 Although “typical” situations often produce “typical” emotional responses,
“unique, personal experience customizes the process for every individual.”24
Perhaps as expected, there is some discrepancy about how many emotions there
are, and what to include on each list. Sylvan Tomkins lists eight basic emotions,
including surprise, interest, joy, rage, fear, disgust, shame, and anguish.25 Paul Ekman
incorporates six basic emotions, all which have universal facial expressions: surprise,
happiness, anger, fear, disgust, and sadness.26 Admittedly, some of the differences
between lists of basic emotions may have more to do with semantics than with the
emotions implied by the words—for example, joy and happiness may refer to the same
emotion.27 Nonetheless, lists of emotions abound, literally. The “Reading the Mind in the
Eyes” test has 93 emotions, and Baron-Cohen and his team collected 412 unique
emotions.28 Discrepancy aside, confirmation of at least the distinction between the innate
versus learned qualities/categories of emotions is found in the fact that damage to the
limbic center compromises the processing of primary emotions, while damage to the
prefrontal cortices hinders the processing of secondary emotions.29
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Emotion and Attention
With this introductory material about the emotional system in mind, the following
sections will move toward demonstrating the powerful impact of all manner of emotions
on one’s attention, memory, and decision-making. First, simply put: “Emotions get our
attention.”30 Medina elaborates, “The more attention the brain pays to a given stimulus,
the more elaborately the information will be encoded—and retained…. Better attention
always equals better learning.”31 Not surprisingly, he accurately observes what marketing
professionals have been capitalizing on for years: “novel stimuli—the unusual,
unpredictable, or distinctive—are powerful ways to harness attention in the service of
interest.”32 In fact, the messages that are most likely to grab one’s attention are related to
interest (i.e., what interests or arouses a person), awareness (i.e., what someone is
conscious of), and memory (i.e., a person uses previous experience to discern when to
pay attention).33 But how does this work?
Attention and working memory are close cousins. Working memory, also known
as short-term memory, is a mental workspace of limited capacity, “a temporary storage
mechanism that allows several pieces of information to be held in mind at the same time
and compared, contrasted, and otherwise interrelated.”34 Because of this workspace’s
limited capacity, normally if a person is focusing on one stimulus, he or she ignores
others. This is what is called selective attention. However, “if a second stimulus is
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emotionally significant, it can override the selection process and slip into working
memory. Damage to the amygdala, though, prevents this from occurring. The amygdala,
in other words, makes it possible for implicitly processed (unattended) emotional stimuli
to make their way into working memory and consciousness.”35
Without the arousal of the amygdala, people fail to notice the details of what is
going on around them. Arousal actually occurs in response to any novel stimulus one
encounters, not just those of emotional significance. However, if a novel stimulus is in
fact not significant, one’s arousal dissipates almost immediately. It is in the presence of
emotional stimuli that arousal is prolonged. This response system is mandatory for
human survival; if a person faces a predator, it is imperative that he or she not lose
interest in what is going on or become distracted by some other happening. Admittedly,
this type of arousal can also be an annoyance; “once the fear system is turned on, it’s hard
to turn it off—this is the nature of anxiety.”36
Scholarly research supports the important impact of emotion on attention. One
study used fMRI to measure brain activity when subjects viewed pictures of fearful,
neutral, or happy faces. The faces, however, had peripherally placed bars alongside them.
Participants had to attend either to the face or to the bars. The amygdala was found to be
active only when attending to the emotionally charged faces (with stronger effects on the
amygdala occurring from fearful than happy faces), with nothing taking place in response
to the neutral faces.37 “The overall conclusion [of this study] is that it is not possible to
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consider emotion processing without inclusion of attention, and conversely that emotion
functions importantly to help guide attention to emotionally valuable stimuli.”38
Another study affirmed previous research which demonstrated that, compared to
neutral pictures, subjects view both pleasant and unpleasant pictures for a longer
duration. The researchers sought to find out if this increased attention would be extended
even after the pictures were finished being viewed. Participants in the study viewed
pleasant, neutral, and unpleasant images to examine how long each participant attended
to emotional stimuli. Results were as hoped: participants gave increased attention to
emotional versus neutral images, and such increased attention persisted for an even
longer period of time after viewing unpleasant versus pleasant images. “Overall, these
results indicate that attentional capture of emotion continues well beyond picture
presentation.”39
Another study, based in a live college classroom as opposed to a research
laboratory, sought to understand the role of affect in classroom discussion by observing a
three-hour seminar over the course of one semester. This occurred through coded
classroom observations, interviews with participants, and self-ratings from each class
meeting. Four main actions surfaced in discussion—attending, listening, talking, and
tuning out. Researchers found that affect played a key role. “The consequences of this
dynamic system of affect, cognition, and action in discussion were that students learned
content, became more aware of social aspects, experienced different affective states, and
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changed their motivation to talk in future discussions.”40 More specifically, “when
students’ general affective response to the current context was positive, they paid more
attention to what was occurring in class at that moment, moving immediately to deep
listening and to talking…. However, if students were in the throes of some sort of
negative affect, their tendency was to go from attending to tuning out, sliding quickly out
of listening or talking into tuning out.”41 As expected, the causes of the positive and
negative affect varied. Although the content had some impact, the social aspects of the
class seemed to impact individuals the most. In fact, if the content at hand was not
challenging enough, students would tune it out and begin analyzing the social dynamics
of the classroom. Students were emotionally impacted by who was talking, how often the
person talking had made comments in the past, the non-verbal cues of the speaker, and
whether the speaker seemed considerate of others. For example, students were quick to
lend an ear to students who did not typically speak up much, but were quick to tune out
when one of the more opinionated and overly talkative members of the class spoke up.42
Fortunately, and supportive of the above research about attention, when students tuned
out, they were easily swayed back into the discussion “if something interesting, either in
terms of content or social aspect, caught their attention.”43
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Emotion and Memory
The above research lends itself well to Medina’s findings that “emotionally
charged events persist much longer in our memories and are recalled with greater
accuracy than neutral memories.”44 The following section will further demonstrate the
synergistic relationship between emotion and memory, first explaining more of the
physiology of this relationship and then describing pertinent scholarly research.
First, some basics. There are two different kinds of memories which function out
of different brain systems.45 “Declarative memory” processes explicit or conscious
recollections of some past experience.46 This is the memory bank for ordinary facts.47
Flowing out of the cortex, this is the type of memory one draws from when taking an
exam or when telling someone a story about an emotional experience.48 But no matter
how traumatic some of these declarative memories might be, they typically fade away
over time.49 For example, consider how glued to the television people are when a major
disaster happens, but over time, it is forgotten.50
By contrast, flowing out of the amygdala, nondeclarative (i.e., memories one
cannot declare), or implicit memories, are emotionally charged memories51 that are
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outside one’s conscious awareness, such as the motor skills needed to ride a bike.52
Implicit memories are emotional memories in and of themselves, rather than a memory
about an emotional experience.53 They are learned from experience and then held onto
tenaciously.54 Contrary to what one might expect, the learning of emotional memories
does not necessarily happen consciously. The stimulus for a given emotional memory (for
example, an approaching bear) does not have to be consciously remembered in order for
a particular emotional response (for example, freezing in place) to be triggered in a
similar situation down the road.55 In fact, the more intensely the amygdala is aroused, the
stronger the imprint or memory will be.56 The amygdala stores these intense memories
very efficiently, with survival as the main priority.57
A classic example illustrating the difference between emotional memory and
memories about emotional experiences comes from Edouard Claparede, a French
physician who tells of a brain-damaged female patient who had lost all ability to create
new memories—or so it seemed. Every time they met, the doctor had to reintroduce
himself to his patient, even if he left the room and walked back in a few minutes later.
One day he decided to discretely hold a sharp tack in his hand when he shook her hand to
greet her. She quickly pulled back her hand, and the following time he tried to greet her
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with a handshake, she refused to do so—even though she still had no recognition of him.
In fact, she could not even tell him why she refused to shake his hand.58
To understand the inner workings of emotional memories such as this, one needs
to look no further than a stack of Post-It notes. Medina explains the metaphor in detail:
The amygdala is chock-full of the neurotransmitter dopamine, and it uses
dopamine the way an office assistant uses Post-It notes. When the brain detects an
emotionally charged event, the amygdala releases dopamine into the system.
Because dopamine greatly aids memory and information-processing, you could
say the Post-It note reads “Remember this!” Getting the brain to put a chemical
Post-It note on a given piece of information means that information is going to be
more robustly processed. It is what every teacher, parent, and ad executive
wants.59
The power of emotion cannot be overstated when it comes to memory formation.
James McGaugh, a neurobiologist who specializes in memory, provides a similar
practical metaphor to help understand the roles of the cortex and the amygdala in regards
to memory, namely underlining. The amygdala sends messages to the areas of the cortex
where information is being stored and says, “‘You know this memory you’re storing?
Well, it turns out to be a very important one, so make it a little stronger, please.’ It
provides selectivity in our lives. You don’t need to know where you parked the car three
weeks ago, unless it was broken into that day. You can think of this selectivity as the
brain’s way of underlining.”60 The cortex does not care whether or not the amygdala calls
for underlining the memory because of the actual event itself, or merely its recollection.
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The fight-or-flight response is locked and loaded either way, and each time this happens,
the memory grows more pronounced.61
These emotional reminders continue to surface, and remain useful, in one’s daily
life. Like Post-It notes on a bare kitchen countertop, or underlined words on a page full of
text, one’s mental energy is more likely to be drawn toward emotion-laden thoughts.
Our emotions and our memory are locked in a deep embrace: memories
experienced under the influence of strong emotion are more easily recalled.
Emotions affect the way we feel, but they also affect the way we remember. On
the whole, we’re more likely to remember emotionally charged memories than we
are emotionally neutral ones. This tips the scale in the free-association game—in
our dreams and our waking states—toward the more powerful thoughts: thoughts
of sexual pleasure or frustration, sudden fear, social camaraderie, parental love
and parental anxiety. The big issues, in other words.62
Which particular memories are drawn to mind may depend on what mood a
person is already experiencing. According to the mood congruity hypothesis, for
example, memories are more easily retrieved when the emotional state at the time a
memory was formed matches one’s emotional state when a memory is being retrieved.
That means a person is more apt to recall a sad event than a jovial occurrence when
already feeling depressed.63
The hippocampus helps the amygdala sort through the application of emotional
learning based on the context at hand. This way, one’s emotional response can be
adjusted from, say, fascination when encountering a wild beast at the zoo, to fear when
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seeing the same animal in one’s own back yard. Of course, beneath it all, one’s fear
response has learned that it must still be prepared to respond at any moment.64
LeDoux sums up his overall theory of how emotional memory works as follows:
working memory integrates sensory information about immediately present stimuli, with
memories from past experiences with the same stimuli, along with current emotional
consequences of those stimuli, in order to take the next appropriate step. Although his
own research has honed in on the experience of fear, he believes his ideas can serve as “a
general-purpose theory that is applicable to all kinds of emotional experiences…from
fear to anger to joy and dread, and even love.”65 The powerful impact of emotion on
one’s implicit, non-declarative memories cuts across the entire emotional spectrum.
Emotions play an important role in the long-term memory of fact-based (i.e.,
declarative, non-emotional) memories in addition to emotional memories. First, some
background information about the process in which these memories form. Declarative
memory formation involves several steps, including encoding, storing or consolidation,66
retrieving or reconsolidation, and forgetting, that is, of those memories that do not make
the cut.67 “Encoding describes what happens at the initial moment of learning…a new
piece of declarative information.”68 Information is converted into a code for further
processing. Physiologically, the information, or external stimulus, is converted into
electrical patterns that the brain can understand, while psychologically, the information is
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converted in such a way that helps us “apprehend, pay attention to, and ultimately
organize information for storage purposes.”69 Some encoding happens automatically,
while other times it takes great conscious attention. 70 It is critical that one understand the
inner workings of encoding, because the more elaborately information is initially encoded
at the moment of learning, the stronger the memory will be.71 Medina goes so far as to
say that, “The quality of the encoding stage—those earliest moments of learning—is one
of the single greatest predictors of later learning success.”72 This also hearkens back to
the earlier section, further explaining why grabbing a person’s attention is so critical. One
could go so far as to say, no emotion means no encoding.
Consolidation, the next step in memory formation, is the process of converting
short-term memory to longer-lasting memories. All the information one encounters and
encodes in a given day is not remembered for the long haul. It is first processed in one’s
short-term or “working” memory, a temporary workspace used by the brain to process
new information.73 As mentioned, the more vigorously and deeply that information is
encoded, the more likely it is to get sent to long-term memory.74
The information that does, in fact, make the cut and get stored in long-term
storage through consolidation can be recalled days, months, or years later through the
process of reconsolidation, as described next. When memories are retrieved they revert
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back to their previously fragile state, on the chopping block of working memory, so to
speak. In order for these memories to be put back into the more durable safety zone of
long-term storage, they need to be consolidated all over again. This is called
reconsolidation, and it must happen every single time a memory is retrieved.75 Of course,
some declarative memories are simply forgotten over time. This is actually beneficial to
one’s overall well-being, allowing for the prioritization of events and the creation of
cognitive space for information most crucial to one’s survival.76
Salient to the topic at hand, numerous studies demonstrate that emotion is an
integral partner in each of these steps of declarative memory formation. For example,
Nature Reviews Neuroscience notes that PET scans reveal that the amount of amygdala
activation during encoding is positively correlated with more accurate delayed recall for
aversive film clips than for neutral film clips, as well as more accurate delayed
recognition for emotionally arousing pictures, whether positive or negative.77
After the initial encoding of memories, studies show that emotion also aids in the
consolidation or long-term storage of memories. For example, “retention advantages for
emotionally arousing words relative to neutral words are greater when memory is tested
after long (1 hour to 1 day) than after short (immediate) delay intervals. Such
observations provide evidence that emotional arousal benefits memory in part by
facilitating consolidation processes, which take time to emerge.”78 In fact, McGaugh
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explains there is actually a correlation between the degree of amygdala reaction during
the encoding of emotionally arousing information, to subsequent recall of that material.79
He goes on to demonstrate that such memory consolidation is enacted by stress hormones
that are released during emotionally arousing situations. These hormones, especially
Norepinephrine,80 activate the amygdala, which in turn activates other regions of the
brain involved with memory processing.81 In McGaugh’s own words, “Through the
activation of these interacting systems, our emotionally exciting experiences become well
remembered.”82
Since the reality that emotional items are better remembered than neutral items is
widely accepted,83 the following study set out to examine some specific distinctions
between one’s memory of positive versus negative pictures. The study revealed that
emotionally enhanced memory (EEM) for positive pictures was mediated by the
increased attention given to these pictures at encoding.84 In other words, positive
emotional things are remembered because they arouse one’s attention. However, it also
showed that negative emotion affects memory directly and independently of attention.85
That is, “there is a direct memory enhancement associated with negative emotion that is
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not dependent on the differences in attention allocation or semantic relatedness.”86 Stated
another way, negative emotions are “purists,” so to speak, when it comes to their
powerful impact on memory.
Not only are emotionally arousing memories recalled better, they are actually
more accurate memories as well, say Kensinger and Schacter. An example of this
phenomenon is illustrated through the study of seventeen Harvard undergraduate students
who viewed a list of 150 emotional words and pictures (e.g., the word “tarantula” along
with a picture of the furry spider) and 150 neutral words and pictures. Participants were
told that they were being examined for mental imagery performance (not memory) and
were thus asked to press a button to indicate whether each word named an object that was
bigger or smaller than a shoebox. After one to two days, students were brought back in,
and asked to take a surprise recognition test (while being scanned by an fMRI) in order to
recall what was viewed prior. Findings showed that students’ memory was significantly
more accurate for emotional items than for neutral items.87 Notably, different parts of the
brain were involved with the memory of emotional versus neutral items. The
amygdala/periamygdaloid cortex and orbitofrontal cortex were activated during memory
retrieval of emotional items, while the inferior prefrontal cortex and the right posterior
hippocampus were associated with retrieval accuracy specifically for the neutral items.
The findings show that amygdala activation does not merely impact a memory’s
encoding, or inflate one’s confidence in a memory, or the vividness with which it is
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recalled, but it also increases the probability that the memory will be recalled
accurately.88
Harvard psychologist Kevin Ochsner points out that not only are memories of
emotional images recalled more accurately, but the negative images in particular are
recalled in much more detail. For happy images, his subjects seemed to record a more
general sense of the scene, but for negative images, subjects “recorded specifics…as
though they were forensic pathologists examining a crime scene.”89 Such “flashbulb
memories” may be recorded in such detail in case those particulars prove important for
future recall or survival.90
Having such detailed memories of negative experiences may be one reason that
negative memories are more likely to haunt a person than positive memories. If negative
memories are built out of multiple details, then that means there are more triggers than
can pull a person back to the original disturbing event. More specifically, memories
involve multiple neurons firing altogether. At times, overlapping clusters of these
neurons get triggered, and an undesirable memory gets triggered along with a memory
which a person actually meant to recall. In sum, “Bad memories simply give you more
details to remember.”91 It is no wonder that when a person is grieving, for example,
waves of emotion can show up so unexpectedly.
This may be why it has been found that memory consolidation is even improved
when the emotional arousal is semantically unrelated to the information to be
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remembered. Participants in one study were asked to learn a list of common nouns and
immediately afterward view a semantically unrelated videotape that was either
emotionally neutral or emotionally arousing. Heart rate was significantly higher in the
emotionally aroused group, and negative affect was much less reported in the non-arousal
group. Most importantly, the group of participants that were emotionally aroused also
remembered significantly more words than their counterparts at both 30-minute and 24hour delays.92
Given the powerful effects of emotion on memory discussed so far, it makes sense
to tap into one’s emotions early on in life. A Cornell University study, led by Qi Wang,
conducted a cross-cultural, longitudinal investigation of the relationship between a
child’s autobiographical memory and emotional knowledge (EK).93 Researchers
hypothesized that young native Chinese participants would be less emotionally intelligent
than their Euro-American counterparts given cultural views about the role and impact of
emotion. More specifically, Euro-American culture tends to emphasize autonomy and
views the discussion of personal feeling states as an indication of individuality, whereas
in Chinese households, emotions may be viewed as antithetical to interpersonal harmony;
instead more emphasis is given to psychological discipline and meeting behavioral
standards based on social norms than to how a child feels about a situation.94 As
predicted, “Children’s EK facilitated their memory specificity and their use of internal
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states language across all time points, independent of culture and language skills. Thus,
children who showed greater understanding of emotions recalled memories with more
event-specific details and emotional-evaluative information than children who had less
emotion knowledge, regardless of culture and language skills.”95 Importantly, these
findings persist into adulthood: Compared with native Chinese and Asian Americans,
Euro-American adults more commonly recall specific autobiographic memories, in more
detail, and with more emotional information.96 Wang postulates that these differences
may be specifically linked to a deeper and more detailed encoding of the memories at
their outset, a theory that corroborates research about how the encoding process works as
discussed above.97
It is worth noting that adults who try to regulate or disengage their emotions
actually have impaired memory. Such emotional regulation may happen in two ways.
First, one might try to appear unemotional by suppressing one’s emotions and keeping a
steady tone of voice or a straight face. Or one might try to feel unemotional through selfdistraction, focusing on anything but the difficult or emotional situation at hand. Either
way, those who disengaged emotionally had notably worse recall of emotional events.98
Naysayers researching emotional memory point out that emotional memories are
not always accurate. Studies have shown that “memories of emotional experiences are
often significantly different from what actually happened during them.”99 This is because
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memories essentially get rewritten every time they are re-activated. As mentioned above,
such “reconsolidation,” as it is called, involves reconstructing a memory with the
contribution of new experiences and information acquired since the initial memory.100 “In
a sense, when we remember something, we create a new memory, one shaped by the
changes that have happened to our brain since the memory last occurred to us.”101 In
other words, “the brain that does the remembering is not the same brain that formed the
initial memory.”102
Behind the scenes, it has been discovered that protein synthesis in the amygdala is
necessary for a recently activated memory to be kept for the long haul. More specifically,
if a memory is taken out of storage, new proteins must be made to restore or
reconsolidate that memory.103 It seems that without this reconsolidation process, longterm memory would not be possible. Neither would be new learning. Over time, longterm memories shift from their detailed nature to being more general and abstract; the
purpose is not only to take in and make sense of new information, but also to make space
for that information.104
Beyond research, many people can personally attest to the down side of emotional
memory. While the speedy (i.e., one meeting between a neutral and aversive stimulus
often does the trick) and enduring (i.e., sometimes for a lifetime) nature of emotional
memory are beneficial for survival (after all, the brain needs to store as much information
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as possible about dangerous mishaps to aid in future experience), such memories can be
difficult to get rid of when no longer applicable to one’s life. In short, “Evolution’s
wisdom sometimes comes at a cost.”105
In Dan Schacter’s treatise, The Seven Sins of Memory, this is referred to as
“persistence,” and it is included in his list of down sides to memory because strong and
persistent emotional memories of traumatic events can be extremely debilitating.106 The
problem is not just the fact that the memory itself is reoccurring, it is that one will
experience the whole autonomic response one originally had right along with the
memory, for example a racing heartbeat, sweaty palms, feelings of anxiety or fear. So, it
is not just that one remembers being mugged, one will get very emotionally, and thus
physiologically, excited again as well. “That emotional excitement triggers the memoryenhancing cycle all over again, making the traumatic memory even stronger, like a
spinning tire deepening the muck hole it’s stuck in with each jab to the accelerator.”107
Overall, the benefits of emotional memory seem to outweigh the limitations. As
described, without emotion’s impact on memory, one’s basic survival is endangered. And
without emotion, memory and new learning would not even be possible. Further, it is
important to note that “the rules of engagement,” so to speak, that apply to negative
emotional memories apply to positive memories as well. In other words, if one wants to
lessen the power of a traumatic memory, one should avoid digging a deeper hole by
conjuring it up again and again. Conversely, recalling positive emotional memories can
have significant impact on one’s life as well. “Think of this as the neurochemical
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argument for savoring,” explains Johnson.108 Similarly, Restak encourages readers of the
importance of actively countering negative information, which “weighs more heavily on
the brain,” with a more positive interpretation of one’s circumstances.109 Another
researcher found that he could influence a person’s mood just by having him move
certain muscles. Unbeknownst to the participant, these were the same muscles moved
when making certain facial expressions. “Turns out that the way the subjects felt was
significantly influenced by whether they had been wearing positive or negative emotion
expressions. Putting on a happy face may not be such a bad idea when you are feeling
blue.”110
Regardless of what end of the emotional spectrum one savors or feels most,
“Emotions typically motivate a particular course of action; each discrete emotion triggers
a particular action tendency.”111 But how does this work?

Emotion, Motivation, and Decision-Making
Far from being a purely personal or subjective experience, the interaction between
one’s emotions and the decisions he or she makes is a physiological process that can be
understood rather objectively through the lens of neuroscience. As already discussed,
humans naturally pay attention to and remember things that are emotionally significant to
them. Emotional processing involves translating external events and information into
108
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specific responses, first internally (i.e., physiologically), then externally (i.e., a particular
decision or course of action). More specifically, the brain first determines the value of
these external stimuli, discerning whether the stimulus is positive or negative, helpful or
hurtful; this then causes emotional reactions to follow such as increased heart rate and the
like. This detection and reaction process takes place automatically and outside one’s
conscious awareness.112 In other words, it is not a subjective experience. Subsequently,
one becomes aware that something important is happening that needs to be reacted to;
one can then do things to either “cope with or capitalize on the event that is causing us to
be emotionally aroused.”113 Medina refers to the decision-making process aroused by
emotion as the “oh my gosh what should I do now?” behaviors such as “setting priorities,
planning on the fly, controlling impulses, weighing the consequences of our actions, or
shifting attention.”114
Studies demonstrate emotions’ catalyst toward action. The feeling of curiosity, for
instance, is believed to be based on a drive to either eliminate an information deficit,
known as “curiosity as a feeling-of-deprivation” (CFD), or a desire to learn something
new, known as “curiosity as a feeling-of-interest” (CFI).115 These feelings are aptly
described as “emotional-motivational” states, for whether one sincerely feels the need to
learn or merely likes acquiring new information, such desires involve activity in the inner
workings of the brain. Wanting new information involves mesolimbic dopamine
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activation, which is theorized to motivate certain behaviors, and liking new information
involves opioid activity in the nucleus accumbens, which aids in evaluating stimuli in
terms of their immediate reward.116
Even boredom, which is so often viewed as a neutral or silent emotive state, has
been shown to be anything but benign. Whereas a lack of interest implies ambivalence,
that is, neither the desire to engage or avoid an activity, boredom actually triggers
impulses to escape a situation. The activity acquires negative value, which induces an
intrinsic motivation to avoid it.117 Moreover, studies link such boredom to impaired
attention, motivation, behavioral strategies, and ultimately impaired performance in
achievement settings.118
LeDoux admits that it is debatable that all motivated actions are based on
emotional arousal, but he emphatically states, “[the fact] that emotions are powerful
motivators seems indisputable.”119 Emotional systems are activated by one of two types
of motivations: some incentives to act are intrinsically motivating, for instance the drive
for food and water, or to avoid pain, while other times motivation to pursue an incentive
is learned based on experience.120 Either way, the body is primed to act. In brain-speak,
“When the brain is activated by either an unconditioned [e.g., internally motivated] or a
conditioned [e.g., learned] incentive, animals, including people, are motivated to perform
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instrumental responses [i.e., to act]. These emotionally primed instrumental responses
have as their goal, their motive, the alteration of the brain state, the emotional state, that
the organism is in.”121
Typically, intrinsic and extrinsic motivation will be like-minded, and lead to the
same decisions and behaviors. However, sometimes intrinsic motivators act as a trump
card. For example, if a bomb explodes, one’s intrinsic and extrinsic motivation will likely
both guide one to get as far away from the explosion as possible. But if one’s spouse
happens to be closer to the source of explosion, one may make an executive decision and
instead run toward the explosion rather than away from it.122 Although studies suggest
that it is the prefrontal cortex which helps one resolve the type of motivational conflict
described here,123 at times even the cortex is bypassed in this sort of decision-making.124
In fact, emotional responses can be facilitated without involving higher-level
thinking, reasoning, or even consciousness.125 Information about external stimuli travels
to the amygdala in one of two ways: the low road (i.e., direct pathways from the sensory
thalamus to the amygdala), or the high road (i.e., an indirect route through the cortex).
The low road is shorter but faster, providing the amygdala with a less complete snapshot
of the stimulus. The high road passes through the cortex, so it can more accurately
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apprehend the stimulus—albeit sometimes unconsciously—but this path takes more time
since more connections take part in the process.126
The path of the low road, although not as accurate, is essential because of the
critical time advantage it gives as people process external stimuli. For example, when a
person is walking in the woods and hears a crackling sound, before one uses the high
road to register whether the sound was made by a chipmunk or a bear, the amygdala has
already primed the body to defend against whatever the noise is.127 And critical to the
topic at hand, the information received from the thalamic low road is biased toward
evoking responses. By contrast, the cortex’s job is to thoughtfully and methodically
prevent an inappropriate response rather than produce an appropriate one.128 The
functioning of the low road again shows the powerful role of emotions in jump-starting
action. It seems that seventeenth-century Frenchman Blaise Pascal was ahead of his time
when he famously proclaimed, “The heart has its reasons whereof Reason knows
nothing.”129
Such emotive instances aside, research continues to show that in everyday life
both reason and emotion are necessary to make decisions. According to Damasio,
“…certain aspects of the process of emotion and feeling are indispensable for rationality.
At their best, feelings point a person in the proper direction, taking her or him to the
appropriate place in a decision-making space, where the instruments of logic may be put
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to good use.130 In fact, Damasio believes that one simply cannot make decisions without
the role of emotions. A more traditional view of decision-making, which Damasio
believes would be the pride and joy of Plato, Descartes, and Kant, assumes that one must
keep emotions at bay by simply taking into consideration all of the variables and
performing a basic cost/benefit analysis in order to come up with the best available
solution. Damasio emphatically states that this means of decision-making is patently “not
going to work…. At best, your decision will take an inordinately long time, far more than
acceptable if you are to get anything else done that day.”131 After all, one’s attention and
working memory have only so much space for such mental gymnastics.132
As an alternative, consider Damasio’s Somatic Marker theory of decision-making.
The concept is so named because it involves gut feelings which impact or involve the
body, or “soma” in Greek, and “mark” an image of what may happen.133 Damasio further
explains as follows:
[The somatic marker] forces attention on the negative outcome to which a given
action may lead, and functions as an automated alarm signal ….The signal may
lead you to reject, immediately, the negative course of action ….The automated
signal protects you against future losses, without further ado, and then allows you
to choose from among fewer alternatives. There is still room for using a
cost/benefit analysis and proper deductive competence, but only after the
automated step drastically reduces the number of options. …Somatic markers
probably increase the accuracy and efficiency of the decision process. Their
absence reduces them.134
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LeDoux affirms the necessary integration of emotions and reason in decision-making,
explaining:
Decision-making compresses trial-and-error learning experiences into an
instantaneous mental evaluation about what the consequence of a particular action
will be for a given situation. It requires the on-line integration of information from
diverse sources: perceptual information about the stimulus and situation, relevant
facts and experiences stored in memory, feedback from emotional systems and the
physiological consequences of emotional arousal, expectations about the
consequences of different courses of action, and the like. This sort of integrative
processing, as we’ve seen, is the business of working memory circuits in the
prefrontal cortex.135
Damasio likewise corroborates the location for the interface between cognitive and
emotional systems: the prefrontal cortices provide the location where both somatic
markers and secondary emotions are processed.136 Since the prefrontal cortex is more
typically thought to be a place of reason rather than the home to emotion, this location is
significant to the marriage of the two as well.
Numerous studies demonstrate this emotional-rational partnership in decisionmaking. For example, the brain’s limbic area is remarkably active even when someone is
making a “cold” calculation such as the possibility of financial gains or losses. In fact, if
such a decision involves interpersonal aspects such as trust, the limbic involvement is
even more intense.137
Another study shows the powerful role of the emotion of regret on one’s decisionmaking. Subjects with damage to the orbitofrontal cortex (OFC) as well as those with
“normal” brain functioning were hooked up to fMRI machines while gambling. Those
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with brain damage to this area did not make decisions based on previous gains or
regrettable losses, while those with healthy functioning took into account previous
learning—specifically feelings of regret from having missed out on a win, or suffering a
heavy loss—to make decisions and, more specifically, to avoid the likelihood of more
regret.138 Further, both the OFC and the amygdala were activated during this decisionmaking process, leading researchers to believe that both are involved with this type of
higher-level learning based on past emotional experience.139 In fact, the authors point out
the following:
People, including those with a deep knowledge of optimal strategies…often try to
avoid the likelihood of future regret, even when this conflicts with the
prescription of decisions based on rational choice; according to the latter,
individuals faced with a decision between multiple alternatives under uncertainty
will opt for the course of action with maximum expected utility, a function of
both the probability and the magnitude of the expected payoff.140
In other words, emotions play an integral part in decision-making, at times even serving
as a trump card over the traditional pro-con list.
A recent literature review explains the necessity of emotion in decision-making
by describing the amygdala’s role in answering both “what is it?” and “what can be
done?” questions. The amygdala, according to the Luiz Pessoa, often gets pigeon-holed
into being an organ designed to help one attend to important, typically dangerous, stimuli
by asking “what is it?” But the author posits that the amygdala is also crucially involved

138

Giorgio Coricelli, Raymond J. Dolan and Angela Sirigu, “Brain, Emotion and Decision
Making: The Paradigmatic Example of Regret,” Trends in Cognitive Sciences 11, no. 6 (2007): 258, 260.
139

Ibid., 262.

140

Ibid., 258.

136
in the answering the next pertinent question, namely “what can be done?”141 More
specifically, the amygdala serves not only to alert a person to a given stimulus, but also to
link that stimulus with an estimation of its biological value (e.g., specific costs or
rewards).142 And taking it a step further, this information is then used to make decisions,
typically those that will produce greater long-term payoffs.143 Conversely, people who
have brain lesions in the basolateral amygdala tend toward impulsivity, laziness, and riskaversive behavior. This leads the author to conclude that signals in the prefrontal cortex
used to make decisions “depend on input from the amygdale for their integrity.”144
Emotion is a powerful partner in decision-making.145
Conversely, examples abound which show what can happen when emotions in all
of their complexity are left out of the decision-making process. The classic and bestknown example of this is demonstrated in the life of Phineas Gage. In 1848, this 25-yearold construction foreman was viewed as “the most efficient and capable” man on his
team, a team that was in charge of blasting through the mountains of Vermont to expand
the railroad system. Tragically, an explosion sent a 3½ foot, 1¼ inch diameter iron rod
through his cheek, through a portion of his brain, and then out through the top of his
head. Although he was able to walk away from the accident, his personality completely
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changed.146 In short, damage to his orbito frontal cortex147 changed Gage “from being a
reliable industrious pillar of society,” to “dissolute, capricious, and irresponsible.”148 In
like form, Jeeves describes a contemporary story involving a schoolteacher who
developed pedophilic and over-sexualized behavior due to a tumor on his right frontal
lobe. Such erratic behavior went away when the tumor was removed, and then returned
when the tumor resurfaced.149 Similarly, the erratic behavior of developmental sociopaths
and psychopaths often involves bright people who nonetheless lack emotion and thus
commit heinous acts of theft, rape, or murder without feeling of caring. Such people,
points out Damasio, “are the very picture of the cool head we were told to keep in order
to do the right thing.”150
Pathology aside, more common examples exist which show that a lack of balance
between reason and emotion in decision-making can have deleterious effects on one’s
everyday life. Damasio acknowledges that one’s emotional involvement in the process of
decision-making can at times impair one’s reasoning. Many people, for example, are
intensely phobic of flying, even though the fact is that more people die in car accidents
than airplane crashes.151 LeDoux also concedes that stress hormones can adversely
impact the prefrontal cortex and thus contribute to “the fact that people often make bad
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decisions under stress.”152 Nonetheless, a balance between reason and emotion remains
the goal: “While biological drives and emotion may give rise to irrationality in some
circumstances, they are indispensable in others.”153

Conclusion
In sum, emotions capture one’s attention, help a person learn new information
by moving it from short-term working memory to long-term storage, and utilize this
information to help motivate a person toward particular courses of decision-making
and action. Although much of this process involves the whole body, it often occurs
outside of one’s conscious awareness or effort. It is as powerful as it is covert. And
many people outside the fold of neuroscience are both catching onto and capitalizing
on this undercover power.
Examples abound. Marketing professionals have long used novel stimuli in
order to powerfully harness consumers’ attention and, ultimately, their credit
cards. 154 Business executives have learned that smell, which impacts one’s emotion,
memories, and motivation, can also impact their bottom line. One company, for
example, found that emitting the scent of chocolate from a vending machine
increased chocolate sales by sixty percent. 155 Similarly, a notorious chef in Italy
works with a master perfumer to create oils to spray on anything from pastas to
cocktails. The learned chef argues, “We eat with our nose. Smelling goes straight to
152
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the brain’s center of long-term memory; it connects us to past emotions.” 156 The
world of politics may also get into the game: one reputable neurologist and author
predicts that political consultants will increasingly look to brain science to help win
campaigns. 157 And educators have recognized the essential role of emotions in
education: “Emotions are intimately involved in virtually every aspect of the teaching
and learning process and, therefore, an understanding of the nature of emotions within the
school context is essential.”158
With the noble goal of transforming individuals and reconciling all creation back
to God, spiritual formation practitioners must consider how they too can make use of
the body’s intricate emotional system with integrity and purpose. This transformation
process, however, does not and cannot occur only on the individual or intrapersonal
level. Chapters five and six will demonstrate the transformational power of emotions
on the interpersonal level as well.
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CHAPTER FIVE:

EMOTION AND OTHERS (PART I)

“All emotions are social…. You can’t separate the cause of an emotion from the
world of relationships—our social interactions are what drive our emotions.”1
With the integral role that emotions play on the intrapersonal level firmly in mind
from chapter four, the following two chapters will focus on emotions at the interpersonal
level. Chapter five will begin with an explanation of attachment theory, the foundation
for human survival as well as all future emotional connection. One’s unconscious yet
automatic ability to emotionally connect with others as well as regulate another’s
emotional world will be unveiled. These foundational concepts will pave the way for the
findings in chapter six, which explains neural plasticity, emotional revision, and the
power relationships have to effect change in oneself, others, and one’s relationship with
God.

The Power of Another
While self-help books abound, it is the powerful role of relationships that
impact nearly every aspect of one’s life. As Kathleen Brehony states so strongly in
her book Living a Connected Life: Creating and Maintaining Relationships That Last:
…belongingness—the sense of being accepted and embraced by others—is not a
luxury in life. It’s our lifeblood. It’s like air. We need it to live. An abundance of
scientific research shows how we are born biologically predisposed to seek
connection with others. The physiological systems of our bodies—brain and
nervous system, our hearts, and breathing—regulate in close proximity to others.
There is also much scientific data to show how we suffer in body, mind, and spirit
when we are unable to feel a solid sense of connection to other human beings….
If you could do just one thing that would lengthen your life, help you stay
psychologically and physically healthy, and support your healing when you did
1
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become ill, you would maintain strong connections to other people. The effects of
belongingness are so potent that if they could be bottled, they would need FDA
approval.2
Common phrases abound which link social pain with physical pain. For example, one
may experience “hurt feelings” or a “broken heart.”3 Metaphors aside, research
confirms the importance of relationships to help all people not only survive but
thrive. Studies show that relationships promote physical healing, extend life span,
improve cognitive abilities, and increase overall levels of happiness and well-being,
regardless of gender. 4 Social connection truly is “as basic as air, water or food.” 5
Although he was not a neuroscientist, it seems that psychologist Abraham
Maslow was spot on in his theory regarding humankind’s hierarchy of needs: that just
behind one’s basic physiological needs for air, food, water, and sleep, and safety needs
for survival and stability in a chaotic world, is one’s need for love and belonging; and
only when these needs are met can one gain a sense of self-confidence (esteem need) and
become all that a person was made to be (self-actualization).6 Maslow was aware that this
process was not very scientific, but he believed he was just “pointing the way” and that

2

Kathleen Brehony, Living a Connected Life: Creating and Maintaining Relationships That Last
(New York: Henry Holt & Co., 2003), 6, 45.
3

Restak, 131-132. Restak cites Naomi Eisenberg’s work that chronicles what happens
neurologically during social rejection. She demonstrates that social pain and physical pain actually show up
in the same brain regions, namely the anterior cingulate cortex (ACC).
4

See the following resources for specific studies: Daniel Spiegel et al., “Effect of Psychosocial
Treatment on Survival of Patients with Metastic Breast Cancer,” The Lancet 2 (1989): 888-891, quoted in
Kathleen Brehony, Living a Connected Life, 49; Goleman, Social Intelligence, 229-230, 247, 239, 282,
312; The Huffington Post, “The 75-Year Study That Found The Secrets To A Fulfilling Life” (Posted
August 11, 2013), http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/08/11/how-this-harvard-psycholo_n_3727229.html
(accessed December 17, 2013).
5

Restak, 131.

6

Brehony, 40-41.

142
other scientists could confirm his theory of human development through more empirical
means.7
The field of neuroscience is doing just that. “We are wired to connect,”
summarizes Daniel Goleman, Social Intelligence expert. “Neuroscience has discovered
that our brain’s very design makes it sociable, inexorably drawn into an intimate brain-tobrain linkup whenever we engage with another person. That neural bridge lets us affect
the brain—and so the body—of everyone we interact with, just as they do us.”8 Indeed it
is one’s emotional connection with others that makes their role so integral in a person’s
overall health and well-being. Having traditionally, and intentionally, put emotions out of
sight and out of mind, scientist Jaak Panksepp concedes that, “Now cognitive science
must relearn that ancient emotional systems have a power that is quite independent of
neocortical cognitive processes.”9 Thomas Lewis and his psychiatrist colleagues affirm
this notion, concluding: “Because our minds seek one another through limbic
resonance, because our physiological rhythms answer to the call of limbic regulation,
because we change one another’s brains through limbic revision—what we do inside
relationships matters more than any other aspect of human life.” 10 One’s earliest
relationships provide the foundation for all future relationships.
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The Foundation of Attachment
The “Father of Attachment Theory,” John Bowlby, recognized the complexity
of a baby’s relationship with his or her mother, observing that babies require much
more from their mothers than simply food. 11 In the late 1950s, Bowlby stated: “What is
believed to be essential for mental health is that the infant and young child should
experience a warm, intimate and continuous relationship with his mother (or
permanent mother-substitute) in which both find satisfaction and enjoyment.” 12 Prior
to this, newborn infants were seen as helpless and ready to be shaped by their
environment, rather than as powerful communicators and partners in the early parentinfant interaction. Research over the next several decades led to the commonly
accepted belief that infants were in fact “persons, instinctively endowed with
emotions, seeking companionship in knowledge and skills.” 13 In fact, babies emerge
into the world fully equipped with emotional and relational abilities, expressing
disgust, distress, interest, and contentment at birth; within six months experiencing
anger, fear, sadness, surprise, and joy; and within another year demonstrating
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embarrassment, jealousy, guilt, and pride. 14 Infants are complex emotional
participants in the world around them.
How does this attachment relationship develop? Attachment essentially
describes a reciprocating emotional relationship between mother, or primary
caregiver, and child.15 “Babies love to gaze at human faces,” essentially scanning
them for emotional information. 16 Those parents who form a secure attachment with
their baby are those who attune to her physiological and affective states, and respond
sensitively and fully. 17 These interactions have been described as “a finely
orchestrated emotional dance, one in which the partners switch taking the lead” ; as a
“primal emotional highway” that operates in both directions; 18 as “Interaction
Synchrony;”19 and as a “protoconversation”—communication at its most basic level
that centers on emotions. 20
Nomenclature aside, attachment is more than the overt behavior described
above. It is internal, “being built into the nervous system.” 21 More specifically, the
infant’s early maturing right hemisphere is psychobiologically attuned to the output
14
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of the mother’s right hemisphere. The child uses this emotional output to help
imprint or hard-wire circuits into his own right cortex, which will eventually help
mediate his own affective abilities. 22 What is more, this relationship is symbiotic in
that the adult and infant’s vital endocrine, autonomic, and central nervous systems
are mutually regulated by their interactions with one another. 23
Studies show that these interactions impact infants’ well-being on every level.
The landmark study pointing toward attachment occurred in the 1950s. Led by Harry
Harlow, the study involved rhesus monkeys and showed that physical contact was even
more important than food in strengthening mother-infant attachment.24 Monkeys were
separated from their mothers within hours of birth and instead raised with two surrogate
mothers, one made out of wire mesh and another made out of terry cloth. The babies
preferred the softer mother, clinging to it, even if the bottle (i.e., source of food) was
attached to the wire mother. Without their natural mothers, however, all of the monkeys
demonstrated behaviors such as hyperagitation, aggressiveness, violence, social ineptness
and fear, an inability to interact normally with others, and rocking like an autistic child.25
Human contact is no less pivotal for both attachment and survival. In fact,
children who are rarely touched—and thus fail to attach to caregivers—have brains
that are 20 to 30 percent smaller than securely attached children, and are found to be
smaller in weight and height. One study in the 1940s observed a group of infants who
were removed from their mothers in prison in order to put them in a state-of-the-art
22
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orphanage—one which was spotless and clean and the babies were fed regularly, but
where they were not cuddled or played with for fear of passing infection. Remarkably,
none of the children who stayed with their mothers in prison died, and all of them
exhibited typical childhood skills. Tragically, the quarantined infants were withdrawn,
sick, and failed to gain weight. Within one year, 25 percent of these children died; within
two years, 37 percent died; and by age two, of the 21 children studied, only five walked
unassisted, only nine could eat with a spoon, only one could speak more than a dozen
words, and only three were of typical height and weight.26
Although not as jarring, other studies show the important role of emotional
regulation, or lack thereof, in the life of a developing child. One study observed more
than 200 mothers interacting with their children at 8, 14, and 24 months. The children
whose mothers were most adept at reading their emotions advanced most quickly in
language and play skills.27 By contrast, other studies have shown that infants of mothers
struggling with postpartum depression appear withdrawn and depressed themselves. For
example, one study required a mother to stop an enjoyable protoconversation with a twomonth-old and change to a neutral facial expression for one minute. The baby responded
immediately, first trying to stimulate a response from the mother via a smile, gesture, or
vocalization, but then ultimately becoming withdrawn and distressed.28 Dr. Allan Schore,
one of the today’s leading experts on the integration of neuroscience with attachment
theory, summarizes:
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…an extremely large body of interdisciplinary data…suggests that the selforganization of the developing brain occurs in the context of a relationship with
another self, another brain. This relational context can be growth-facilitating or
growth-inhibiting, and so it imprints into the developing right brain either
resilience against or a vulnerability to later forming psychiatric disorders.29
This comment helps explain why different depths of attachment lead to different
types of behavioral patterns that persist into adulthood. Developmental psychologist
Mary Ainswoth built on Bowlby’s theory of attachment in the 1970s by describing three
different types of attachment which thus predict how individuals will experience love,
loneliness, grief, and relationships in general as adults. The “secure” pattern of
attachment involved mothers who responded quickly and caringly to their babies’ cries,
met their needs, and were sensitive to their signals. The babies, for their part, showed an
ability to develop healthy relationships, and a strong sense of safety in the world; they
used their parents as a secure base from which they felt empowered and safe in exploring
the world. Though they were upset at the mother’s departure, they were easily soothed
when she returned. By contrast, the “insecure-avoidant” and “insecure-ambivalent”
patterns of attachment correlated with mothers who demonstrated little maternal
sensitivity, more often focused on their own needs rather than their babies. The avoidant
infants may or may not have been upset when their mothers departed, and avoided or
turned away from the mother upon return. The ambivalent children showed hostility
toward their mothers, either passively or actively, became very distressed when they
departed, but upon their return, showed both a desire to be comforted as well as an
attempt to get away once picked up.30 Goleman summarizes, “In short, well-empathized
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children tend to become secure; anxious parenting produces anxious children; and aloof
parents produce avoidant children who withdraw from emotion and from people. In
adulthood, these patterns will manifest as secure, anxious, or avoidant styles of
attachment in relationships.”31
The different social-emotional effects of these attachment patterns are extreme.
The insecurely attached people score almost two-thirds lower on social responsiveness
tests than the securely attached, they demonstrate more than twice as much emotional
conflict in their relationships, they show less empathy, tend to be more irritable, and also
get the poorest grades.32 More specifically, those with avoidant attachment styles are
more likely to be critical, aloof, and uncomfortable in close relationships, and they can
easily suppress negative thoughts of rejection or loss.33 Those with anxious attachment
styles, on the other hand, are preoccupied with closeness in relationships, tend to be
concerned that their affection will not be reciprocated, and have a difficult time letting go
of negative thoughts surrounding rejection or loss.34 By contrast, securely attached
persons seem to find it relatively easy to develop close relationships with others, are
happy, socially competent, are not worried about being abandoned by those close to
them, are emotionally intelligent, empathetic, are unafraid either to solve problems on
their own or to ask for help, and they maintain intimate connections with others.35
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There are neurological effects of early attachment that undergird the differences
above and also endure for a lifetime. More specifically,
Affect-regulating attachment experiences specifically impact cortical and limbicautonomic circuits of the developing right cerebral hemisphere. For the rest of the
lifespan, internal working models of the attachment relationship with the primary
caregiver, stored in the right brain, encode strategies of affect regulations that
nonconsciously guide the individual through interpersonal contexts.36
This includes not only one’s ability to self-regulate her or his own emotions, but also
one’s ability for interactive regulation whereby one can regulate or be regulated by the
psychobiological emotional states of others.37 In short, one’s brain is impacted by
attachment, or lack thereof, and this impacts one’s relational ability, or lack thereof.
This becomes especially apparent when attachments have not been secure. “A
significant body of research now confirms Freud’s basic insight that early patterns of
relating and attaching, if problematic, can get ‘wired’ into our brains in childhood and
repeated in adulthood.”38 Stated another way, “Each relationship throughout life carries
the remnants of earlier interactions.”39 This means that any interaction between two
people can “recreate…a spark of neuronal activation, which serves as a reminder of
memories that remain unthought and of separation and loss in times of emotional need.”40
More direly, when there is early relationship trauma such as childhood abuse, the
maturation of the brain’s limbic system is impeded, producing neurobiological
36
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consequences such as affective instability, inability to handle stress, memory impairment,
psychosomatic disorders, and dissociative disturbances.41
When attachment has been secure, one learns—albeit unconsciously—emotional
regulation. Research suggests that this unconscious regulation is more essential to
survival than one’s conscious ability to emotionally regulate.42 Further, this internal and
unconscious ability for emotional regulation then naturally leads to the possibility of
“further successful negotiation of interpersonal transactions at increasingly higher levels
of self-development and interpersonal maturity.”43 The rewards of secure attachment,
then, are both internal and external, unconscious and conscious, personal and
interpersonal. It seems that Schore did not overstate reality when he claimed, “The
beginnings of living systems set the stage for every aspect of an organism’s internal and
external functioning throughout the lifespan.”44

The Many Faces of Emotional Contagion
Human beings clearly possess the unique ability to impact and be impacted by the
emotional states of others. This emotional connection has been described over the years
in myriad ways, from the simple to the poetic to the most complex. In the eighteenth
century tome, Treatise of Human Nature, philosopher David Hume speaks of an inborn
sympathy or propensity that most people have to pick up on the inclinations and
sentiments of others, and that people’s minds are mirrors that reflect another’s passions
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and sentiments, regardless of how different from or even contrary they may be to one’s
own.45 Recently this process has been more poignantly described as follows: “Our
emotions create and reflect the ebbs and flows, the peaks and valleys of our life’s
journeys. And our emotions, being as ‘contagious’ as they are invite others to join us on
our journeys.”46 Goleman agrees, “Emotions are contagious. We can ‘catch’ strong
emotions much as we do a rhinovirus—and so can come down with the emotional
equivalent of a cold.”47 Daniel Siegel simply describes this reality as “feeling felt.”48
In common parlance, emotional contagion is known as “empathy,” a German
word which was brought into the English language in 1909, and which can be more
translated as “feeling into.”49 According to Restak, “At its most basic, empathy involves
experiencing something that is happening to another person as if you were experiencing it
yourself.”50 More specifically, Jeeves explains, “…empathy represents an attunement of
one’s own emotional systems with the perceived emotional experiences of the other
person.”51
“Theory of mind” can fit under the category of emotional contagion as well.
Again, Jeeves expounds, “Critical to personal relatedness is the capacity to infer
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accurately and understand the mental states of other persons…. This ability involves
knowing and understanding what the other person knows, intends, feels, and is likely to
do.”52 Although it is referred to as a “theory,” which often denotes a rational, conscious
process, Ramachandran is quick to point out that one’s theory of mind is “an innate,
intuitive mental faculty,” and that “most people do not appreciate just how complex and,
frankly, miraculous it is that they possess a theory of mind. It seems as natural, as
immediate and as simple as looking and seeing.”53
Finally, emphasizing the physiological connection that also takes place between
people, some scientists refer to this connection as “limbic resonance,” describing it as “a
symphony of mutual exchange and internal adaptation whereby two mammals
become attuned to each other’s inner states.” 54 Indeed, during limbic resonance,
one’s very brains and bodies become connected.
It is worth emphasizing that it is one’s feelings that are contagious, not one’s
innermost thoughts or beliefs. “If one person germinates an ingenious idea, it’s no
surprise that those in the vicinity fail to develop the same concept spontaneously. But
the limbic activity of those around us draws our emotions into almost immediate
congruence.” Goleman goes so far as to say, “When it comes to emotions, we cannot
not communicate,”55 and “Every interaction has an emotional subtext [emphasis
added].”56 More specifically, any interaction among people operates on two levels,
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often referred to as the high road and the low road. The high road is the actual
content of the conversation, taking place consciously, rationally, and with words.
The low road is what is taking place beneath the words in the world of feelings.
Remarkably, one’s sense of connection with others “hinges less on what’s said than
on the more direct and intimate, unspoken emotional link.” 57 This may be because
regardless of the content of a particular dialogue, one can trigger any emotion at all
in someone else, making people feel better or worse while being spoken to, even
long after the conversation ends—an “emotional afterglow,” so to speak.58 Emotional
contagion, according to Goleman, acts like an ongoing emotional economy between
two parties where there is a give and take of feelings that occurs between them . 59
This type of emotional resonance can also be found at the group level. The
book Crowds and Power observes that what conjoins a mass of individuals into a
collective group is “their domination by a ‘single passion’ everyone shares—a common
emotion that leads to a united action: collective contagion.”60 For example, those who
have studied the emotional underpinnings of mobs have shown that if the people
surrounding oneself in a group are fearful, angry, or violent, one often catches those
same feelings. 61 More positively, this is also why television sitcoms often add laugh
tracks: they are tapping into the emotional contagion of humor in the group setting. 62
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Indeed group contagion can be observed at plays, concerts, movies, or any event that
allows one to share emotions with strangers.63 Whether amongst the most intimate of
friends, or the largest of groups, emotions are contagious.
But how and why does all of this occur? Technically speaking:
Moments of contagion represent a remarkable neural event: the formation
between two brains of a functional link, a feedback loop that crosses the skin-andskull barrier between bodies. In systems terms, during this linkup brains “couple,”
with the output of one becoming input to drive the workings of the other, for the
time being forming what amounts to an interbrain circuit. When two entities are
connected in a feedback loop, as the first changes, so does the second.64
Perhaps not surprisingly, one way this feedback loop can begin is via eye contact. While
people may know by experience that a powerful connection can occur when two people
connect visually, it is the biological underpinnings which are the source of this power: as
it turns out, the eyes contain nerve projections that lead to the orbitofrontal cortex (OFC)
area of the prefrontal cortex, a key brain structure for empathy and matching emotion.65
Beyond this, it is interesting to note that the location where a person generates an emotion
within oneself is the same area that is activated when one perceives an emotion in
others.66
More specific than the brain region where much of this occurs is a particular
class of neurons called “mirror neurons.” Though these neurons pepper the brain, 67
they were first discovered in the late 1990s by Giacomo Rizzolatti and some
colleagues at the University of Parma in Italy when they noticed that certain neurons
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fired in a monkey’s brain not only when the monkey performed an action, but also
when watching another monkey perform the same action. 68 It is not yet clear
precisely how these neurons contain such predictive power or mind-reading ability,
but some scientists believe humans possess this ability innately, citing the likelihood
that it is mirror neurons which even make it possible for an infant just a few hours
old to imitate facial expressions made by his mother. 69
Whether innate or acquired, however, these busy neurons play a variety of
important roles. It is this class of neurons which “make emotions contagious, letting
the feelings we witness flow through us, helping us get in synch and follow what’s
going on.” 70 As Rizzolatti explains, these neurons “allow us to grasp the minds of
others not through conceptual reasoning but through direct simulation; by feeling,
not by thinking.” Medina believes mirror neurons provide the neurobiology behind
empathy, and Ramachandran enjoys calling these cells “Gandhi neurons” because
“they blur the boundary between self and others—not just metaphorically, but quite
literally, since the neuron can’t tell the difference.”71 Beyond feelings, mirror neurons
also allow one to discern another person’s most complex intentions, to see things
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from another person’s point of view, and to imitate another person’s actions.72 It is
no wonder Goleman has referred to them as “do-as-she-does neurons.”73
It is worth emphasizing that most of this emotional connection happens
unconsciously, on the aforementioned low road. For instance, when one senses
sarcasm in a person’s comment, it is because of the low road, whereas it is the high
road that helps one consider a thoughtful response to said comment.74 Or as it relates
to empathy, the low road offers a quick connection to another person and the ability
to mimic her feelings, while the high road “offers a more considered empathy, one that
holds the possibility of shutting down our attunement if we choose to.”75 In reality, of
course, the high and low road must work together. These areas converge at the OFC ,
which is responsible for helping one make sense of the social world, putting together
one’s inner and outer experiences and feelings. “The OFC performs an instant social
calculus, one that tells us how we feel about the person we are with, how she feels about
us, and what to do next in accord with how she responds.”76
Although the neural underpinnings of emotional contagion are intricate and
complex, many studies demonstrate the ease and automaticity with which it occurs. In
fact, one’s personal experience can lead the way. According to Restak, one can at any
time mime another person’s facial expression and induce in oneself the inner experience
which corresponds to what the other person is experiencing. In the process one not only
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makes himself or herself look angry or sad or surprised externally, one’s internal
autonomic experiences will be impacted as well, including heart rate, temperature, and
skin response.77 Edgar Allen Poe seemed to intuitively understand this concept when he
wrote in The Purloined Letter:
When I wish to find out how good or how wicked anyone is, or what are his
thoughts at the moment, I fashion the expression of my face, as accurately as
possible, in accordance with the expression of his, and then wait to see what
thoughts or sentiments arise in my own mind or heart, as if to match or
correspond with the expression.78
Researchers have repeatedly shown that when one merely sees a photograph of
someone with a strong emotional expression or observes another person, even from afar,
one’s own facial expressions and internal neurological and physiological states will
match those being observed.79 Functional MRI studies by Tania Singer show that when a
person empathizes with the pain of a friend or spouse, the same areas of the brain are
activated as when the subject herself experiences that pain.80 Another study via the
University of Toronto focused on the anterior cingulate portion of the brain in conscious
patients who were undergoing neurosurgery. The neurons in this area of the brain
responded just as vigorously when the patient was experiencing pain as when he
observed another patient being poked.81
It is no surprise that the impact of one person’s emotional state on another is the
strongest amongst those within close and personal relationships. As follows, it is
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understandable that when a married couple argues, each partner mimics the emotional
and physiological disturbances in the other, and as the conflict grows, the emotional
states of anger, hurt, or sadness escalate as well.82 One study contrasted observers’
empathic responses, both physiological and verbal, to people in pain: either a stranger, or
a boyfriend or spouse. In the former, although there was some physiological change, the
observer did not fully identify with the person in pain, whereas when the observers’ loved
one experienced the pain, their neurological responses were almost as if they themselves
were experiencing the pain.83 These findings hold true outside of romantic or family
relationships. One study which observed a psychiatrist and her patients showed that when
the psychiatrist externally matched the emotion, posture and movements of the client,
their sweat responses were the same. By contrast, when the psychiatrist interrupted, did
not listen well, and did not match the posture of the patient, their sweat responses did not
match one another.84 Carl Marci, the psychologist at Harvard Medical School who
performed the study, believes it demonstrates an “algorithm of empathy.”85 Indeed,
“when two people feel rapport…their very physiology attunes.”86 This type of emotional
connection between people is also observable when people cannot see one another, or
when there is a larger group of people who are not close in relationship or proximity.87
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By contrast, studies of people with autism suggest deficiencies in emotional
contagion and its neurological underpinnings. Autism, discovered in the 1940s, comes
from the Greek word “autos” meaning “self,” so named because those with this syndrome
tend to, among other things, withdraw from the social world, show a marked reluctance
or inability to interact with others, and have an absence of emotional empathy for others.
Many autistic children find it difficult to imitate other people’s actions, an observation
that leads Ramachandran to believe they may have a deficiency in the mirror-neuron
system. In fact, one fMRI study of young teens revealed that, in contrast to “normal”
children, the autistic group demonstrated a deficiency in prefrontal cortex mirror neuron
activity while reading and imitating the facial expressions of others. Simon Baron-Cohen,
a leading expert on autism studies, postulates that autistic children have a deficient theory
of other minds.88
The above findings show that whether amongst close friends or perfect strangers,
the significance of emotional contagion cannot be understated. Though many people like
to think of themselves as independent, one’s thoughts and behaviors are powerfully
influenced by others.89 The truth is, no one is an island. Today’s neuroscientists strongly
agree. Daniel Stern, a psychologist who specializes in observing the mother-infant
relationship, concludes:
our nervous systems ‘are constructed to be captured by the nervous systems of
others, so that we can experience others as if from within their skin.’ At such
moments we resonate with their experience, and they with ours…. We can no
longer ‘see our minds as so independent, separated and isolated,’ but instead we
must view them as ‘permeable’ continually interacting as though joined by an
invisible link. At an unconscious level, we are in constant dialogue with anyone
88
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we interact with, our every feeling and very way of moving attuned to theirs. At
least for the moment our mental life is cocreated, in an interconnected two-person
matrix.90
Restak observes, “Our thoughts and feelings about ourselves and other people are
processed in the same areas. This confirms what sages and religious leaders have been
saying throughout the ages: We shouldn’t think of ourselves only as isolated components
in an impersonal social network. Rather, like it or not, we are deeply social creatures.”91
And Steven Johnson, simply yet astutely states, “Deep down, we’re all extroverts.”92

Emotional Regulation
Such extraversion is a biological non-negotiable. People not only attune to one
another’s emotional—and thereby physiological—states naturally and automatically, they
literally could not survive without this ability. “The mammalian nervous system
depends for its neurophysiologic stability on a system of interaction coordination,
wherein steadiness comes from synchronization with a nearby attachment figure
[emphasis added].”93 Although infants are almost totally dependent on caregivers for
stabilization, “Adults continue to require a source of stabilization outside
themselves. That open-loop design means that in some important ways, people
cannot be stable on their own—not should or shouldn’t be, but can’t be [emphasis
added].”94 This is no surprise given that such limbic regulation involves so many
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aspects: heart rate, blood pressure, body temperature, immune functioning, sleep
rhythms, oxygen saturation, levels of sugars, hormones, salts, ions, and
metabolites.95 It is a telling statement when a group of psychiatrists state the
following:
Our neural architecture places relationships at the crux of our lives, where,
blazing and warm, they have the power to stabilize. When people are hurting
and out of balance, they turn to regulation affiliations: groups, clubs, pets,
marriages, friendships, masseuses, chiropractors, the Internet. All carry at
least the potential for emotional connection. Together, those bonds do more
good than all the psychotherapists on the planet. 96
These emotionally regulating connections occur in the throes of myriad
relationships, but especially with those people to whom one is closest. “The more
strongly connected we are with someone emotionally, the greater the mutual force. Our
most potent exchanges occur with those people with whom we spend the greatest amount
of time day in and day out, year after year—particularly those we care about the most,”97
Goleman observes. One study by Richard Davidson, for example, highlights the powerful
role one’s loved ones play in times of stress and anxiety. Female participants received an
electric shock whenever a certain shape and color came across a screen. This pain was
either faced alone, with a stranger holding the woman’s hand, or with her husband
holding her hand. Analysis of the fMRI screening throughout this exercise showed that
the women had near emergency-levels of stress hormones pummeling through their
bodies when facing the shock alone. The stress was alleviated somewhat when holding a
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stranger’s hand, but anxiety levels were far less when holding their husband’s hand.98
Schore points out that the capacity to “create and maintain an internal sense of emotional
security comes from the inner (but not necessarily conscious) knowledge that during
times of stress, one can cope.”99 And such coping can occur either by self-regulation or
by going to others for interactive regulation.100 “Moral support,” it turns out, is a real
thing.
Therapeutic relationships can provide the same type of emotional regulation when
a patient’s emotional vulnerability interacts with a therapist’s emotional availability.
Such relationships can help dissuade the client’s fight-or-flight response, reduce the
secretion of stress hormones, and shift the neuroendocrine system toward homeostasis.101
Schore’s clinical analysis is that the therapeutic alliance itself accounts for more variance
in treatment outcomes than the type of method being employed. Further, he believes that
affect dysregulation is a fundamental player in all psychiatric disorders, and that all types
of psychotherapies show similar promise in promoting affect regulation.102 Similarly, a
more recent editorial in the journal Motivation and Emotion boldly states, “cognitive
interventions that do not address motivation and emotion are increasingly proving to be
short-lived in their efficacy, and limited in the problems to which they can be applied.”103
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Family therapy melds the two relational dynamics above, bringing together both
one’s loved ones and a therapist. At the core of successful family communication and
relationships is “intersubjectivity”—whereby family members impact one another
through the sharing of their emotional thoughts and experiences. More specifically,
according to Dan Hughes, a leading expert in attachment-focused parenting, this means
the subjective experience of one family member has an ongoing impact on the subjective
experience of another family member, and vice versa.104 When this relationship involves
unconditional acceptance, curiosity, and empathy, it fosters increased understanding and
empathy for one another and oneself. However, when emotional communication is
characterized by a judgmental, closed, and defensive stance, it typically leads to further
emotional dysregulation and greater conflict. The role of the therapist in the latter
situation is to bring an intersubjective stance to the dysfunctional emotional
communication between family members. This involves explaining and demonstrating
that the emotional experience of every family member must be acknowledged and
accepted nonjudgmentally, both cognitively via open, reflective questioning, and
emotionally through empathy.105 This emotional sharing and caring can be a healing balm
to emotionally complex family dynamics.
The power of relationships, for good and for ill, cannot be mistaken. These
relationships possess their most enduring consequences at the emotional, and
subsequently biological, level of one’s being. Dr. Diana Fosha, a clinical psychologist
who specializes in the transformative power of emotions, asserts:
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Positive, attuned, dyadic interactions are the constituents of healthy, secure
attachments and the correlates of neurochemical environments conducive to
optimal brain growth. Positive affects are the constituent phenomena of physical
health, mental health, resilience, and well-being.106
The emotional system is greater than the sum of its parts in every way.

Conclusion
The power of attachment in current and future relationships is inescapable. This
emotional bonding paves the way for future emotional contagion and emotional
regulation, which likewise occur unconsciously and undeterredly. The effects of such
emotional connection are far reaching. This being the case, Goleman is correct to suggest,
“In short, the emotions we catch have consequences. And this gives us a good reason to
understand how to shift them for the better.”107 Chapter six seeks to do just that by
explaining the power that relationships have to effect emotional revision, and ultimately
promote transformation in oneself, others, and one’s relationship with God.
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CHAPTER SIX:

EMOTION AND OTHERS (PART II)

“Because our minds seek one another through limbic resonance, because our
physiological rhythms answer to the call of limbic regulation, because we
change one another’s brains through limbic revision—what we do inside
relationships matters more than any other aspect of human life.” 1
Building on chapter five’s explanation about the importance of attachment as well
as one’s capacity for both emotional contagion and regulation, this chapter will further
explore emotion on the interpersonal level. Building on the brain’s neural plasticity,
one’s capacity for emotional revision will be explored. Finally, the implications of
the powerful emotional interconnections from chapter five and six will be addressed,
with an eye toward how interpersonal relationships likewise impact how one relates
to God.

Neural Plasticity
While early emotional attachment relationships have a significant impact on one’s
future emotional and relational capacity, and emotional contagion and regulation are
nearly unstoppable between persons, all is not lost if these relationships have not been
ideal, thanks to neural plasticity. Neural plasticity is aptly named: neuro stands for
“neuron,” the nerve cells in one’s brain and nervous system, and plastic, here, refers to
that which is “changeable, malleable, modifiable.”2 In its simplest form this phrase means
that repeated experiences sculpt, or change, the brain’s shape, size, and number of
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neurons and their synaptic connections.3 The implications of such plasticity are discussed
below.
As early as the seventeenth century, the brain was thought of as a complex
machine or a powerful computer with certain limits on things such as memory,
processing speed, and intelligence.4 The belief was that the brain’s anatomy and
capacities were fixed and static, with the exception of when one’s brain cells began to
decline with age or were injured.5 Each part of the brain, like a machine, was viewed as
having particular parts with a particular function, and if one of those parts was damaged,
there was no hope of replacing or fixing the part.6
By contrast, Norman Doidge has recently compiled research and stories from
international experts into The Brain That Changes Itself: Stories of Personal Triumph
from the Frontiers of Brain Science, stating in its early pages, “This book is about the
revolutionary discovery that the human brain can change itself….”7 He believes that
neuroplasticity is the most important discovery in brain science since the discovery of the
neuron. While many people agree with the basic fact that the brain can learn, Doidge
shows in more detail what that looks like, namely the reality that the brain actually
changes its very structure with every different activity it performs. This means, among
other things, if certain “parts” of the brain fail or are damaged, another part can often
substitute or take over, and that many aspects of one’s brain functioning that were once
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thought to be hardwired into people’s brains are not necessarily permanent.8 In reality,
the brain really is like a muscle that strengthens with exercise, an adaptable living
creature that can grow and change with the proper nourishment and use.9
Such plasticity is found throughout the three main regions of the brain: in the
hypothalamus, which regulates instinctive behaviors; in the amygdala, which processes
emotion; and in the cortex, which is known for rational processing. Although some areas
of the brain, such as the cortex, have more plastic capacity because there are simply more
neurons and connections to be altered, even noncortical areas—which include some
important areas of emotional processing—show plasticity. Michael Merzenich of the
University of California at Berkeley, one of the big names in the field of neural plasticity,
believes the same basic rules of plasticity which impact the sensory, motor, and language
cortices apply to more complex relational maps.10 Panksepp agrees, stating, “It is…useful
to remember that all basic emotional systems are plastic, getting sensitized (stronger)
with use and desensitized (weaker) with lack of use.”11 Neural plasticity, then, has the
capacity to be a significant ally as it relates to emotional processing, regulation, and
ultimately growth and change.
There are two key laws of neural plasticity that make it possible. In order to
understand them, one must first understand the way that something perceived by the five
senses is translated into the “language” of the brain:
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…all our sense receptors translate different kinds of energy from the external
world, no matter what the source, into electrical patterns that are sent down our
nerves. These electrical patterns are the universal language “spoken” inside the
brain—there are no visual images, sounds, smells, or feelings moving inside our
neurons.12
Once this translation into electrical patterns occurs at the neuronal level, the two laws of
plasticity come into play and make more sense. First, neurons that fire together, wire
together. In 1949, behavioral psychologist Donald Hebb suggested that learning links
neurons in new ways such that when two neurons fire together repeatedly, a chemical
change occurs in both so that the two neurons connect together more strongly.13
Merzenich took Hebb’s theory and suggested that neurons found in specific processing
areas called “brain maps” develop stronger connections to one another when they are
activated at the same moment in time.14 Further, he believes that if brain maps can indeed
change, then there is reason to believe that people with impaired brain map-processing
areas (e.g., learning problems, psychological issues, strokes, brain injuries) can form new
maps if they form new neuronal connections—that is, by getting healthy neurons to fire
and wire together.15 For example, if someone with obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD)
does something pleasurable in place of something compulsive, the person begins to form
a new circuit that is slowly reinforced instead of the compulsive behavior. This leads to
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the second law of plasticity: neurons that fire apart wire apart. Thus, for instance, OCD
patients can weaken the link between their compulsion and the idea that it will ease their
anxiety by simply not acting on their compulsion.16 In sum, one’s very brain structure and
the neurons therein can be altered by experience.
In addition to the powerful role of experience and learning in altering brain maps,
when one learns or experiences something new, it impacts which genes in one’s neurons
are “expressed,” or turned on. Doidge explains, “Each cell in our body contains all our
genes, but not all those genes are turned on, or expressed. When a gene is turned on, it
makes a new protein that alters the structure and function of the cell.”17 So, it is true that
some genes simply replicate themselves and are passed along from generation to
generation beyond one’s control. This is nature at its finest. However, through new
learning, one’s genes are reshaped, demonstrating that the nurture, or experiential, side of
the nature-nurture equation is very much at work in one’s life as well.
Some commonplace illustrations are helpful in shedding light on these neural
processes. Paul Bach-y-Rita, one of the pioneers in understanding brain plasticity in the
late 1960s through his combined background as a scientist and a rehabilitation physician,
explains that one’s brain system is made of many different neuronal pathways that are
connected to one another and work together. 18 If any of these pathways get blocked, then
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the brain uses alternative routes to get around them. For example, if one is driving along a
road trying to get from Point A to Point B, and a bridge along the normal route goes out,
one then typically takes an old secondary route through the farmland, ultimately finding
the shortest route over time. In the neural realm, the more these alternate roads are used,
the more the pathways are strengthened. This is one of the main ways that the plastic
brain reorganizes itself.19
Similarly, Dr. Alvaro Pascual-Leone, from Harvard Medical School, compares a
plastic brain to a snowy hill in the middle of winter. Like one’s genes, some aspects of
the hill are a given, for example the degree of the slope. Nonetheless, when one sleds
down the hill the first time, it is hard to determine where exactly one will end up because
there are so many factors at play in one’s experience, such as the weather, the weight of
the sled, and the rider. However, the more trips one takes down the hill, the sled is
increasingly likely to end up going down a similar path, eventually wearing a new and
deep path into the hill. Once these neural tracks have been laid down, Pascual-Leone
admits that it is difficult to get out of them because they have become so efficient and
speedy. However, it is possible. The tracks are no longer genetically determined, but
experientially determined.20 And new experience is the bread of life.
That being said, Pascual-Leone reminds those he teaches about the distinction
between the brain being plastic as opposed to being elastic. He likens brain activity to
continuously playing with Play-Doh. Everything one does shapes it. One can, for
instance, start out with a square, roll it into a circle, and then sculpt it back into a square;
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however, he emphasizes, the square will not be the same square one had originally
because the molecules have been rearranged. Unlike an elastic rubber band that can go
from one shape to another and then back to its original form, the brain is plastic, and this
means that it is literally changed by every encounter or interaction one has.21
The significance of this last statement hints at the relevance of neural plasticity
for every person on the planet, whether one is cognizant of it or not. Neural plasticity can
benefit myriad people in a variety of situations: those with mental illness such as
schizophrenia or OCD may find brain exercises as useful as drugs in treating their illness;
those with speech issues, learning disabilities, or spatial issues can find resolution; those
blind can learn to see, those deaf may learn to hear; those who have had strokes can
recover; those who are elderly can in fact improve their memory over time; and those
with everyday worries can overcome their anxiety.22
A few specific examples further exemplify the point. Most therapeutic patients
addicted to pornography were able to “go cold turkey” once they learned how they were
plastically reinforcing the addiction. By simply stopping from using their computers for a
period of time to weaken the neural networks, their appetites for porn slowed over time.
Similarly, in some cases, patients were also able to change their sexual types via intensive
treatment. Both of these examples demonstrate the “use-it-or-lose it” feature of neural
plasticity, particularly in the areas of sexual desire.23
In fact, neural change is even made possible by using one’s imagination. PascualLeone conducted one experiment that taught two groups of people, none of whom had
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studied the piano before, a series of notes by showing them what fingers to move as well
as having them hear the notes as they were playing. One group just imagined playing the
piano and hearing it played, while the second group actually played the music. Results
showed that both groups learned to play the music, and both groups showed very similar
changes to their brain maps. More specifically, although it took a couple days longer,
mental practice produced the same physical changes in the motor system as actually
playing the piano.24 It seems that harnessing one’s thought life has more power than most
people realize.
Regardless of one’s “issues,” generally speaking, “We all have some weak brain
functions, and such neuroplasticity-based techniques have great potential to help almost
everyone.”25 Further, “When ‘weak links in the chain’ are strengthened, people gain
access to skills whose development was formerly blocked.”26 This is especially good
news for adults, given the significant effect that early emotional experiences and
attachment relationships have on one’s future emotional and relational capacity.
According to Merzenich, “everything that you can see happen in a young brain can
happen in an older brain.”27 The only requirement is that a person must have enough of a
reward, or punishment, to keep paying attention to a given stimulus.28 Relatedly, Doidge
explains there is an ongoing battle of nerves going on inside each person’s brain. If one
stops exercising one’s mental skills, those skills are not just forgotten, the brain-map
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space for those skills is turned over to other skills one practices instead.29 On the other
hand, with continued focus, Merzenich insists that “the changes [in one’s brain] can be
every bit as great as the changes in a newborn.”30
The correlation between what one attends to mentally, emotionally, and
behaviorally, and one’s capacity for change, may help explain the power one’s
relationships can have on one’s brain and, ultimately, one’s entire way of being in the
world. According to Goleman,
By repeatedly driving our brain into a given register, our key relationships can
gradually mold certain neural circuitry. In effect, being chronically hurt and
angered, or being emotionally nourished, by someone we spend time with daily
over the course of years can refashion our brain…. These new discoveries reveal
that our relationships have subtle, yet powerful, lifelong impact on us. That news
may be unwelcome for someone whose relationships tend toward the negative.
But this finding also points to reparative possibilities from our personal
connections at any point in life [emphasis added].31
Tronick powerfully describes these personal connections at the emotional level, as
follows:
For me, emotions have meaning…being perhaps even the foremost and principal
elements assembled in humans’ state of consciousness…. I believe that they are
both internally created in new emergent forms, as well as dyadically
cocreated….Thus, emotions are not fixed elements. They evolve over moments.
Old ones change, new ones emerge, nuanced forms abound…. Further, when
emotional meanings are self-created or cocreated in a state of consciousness, their
creation has consequences for the formation of relationships, ongoing emotional
experience, and the growth of the individual: how the individual thrusts him- or
herself into the world.32
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It is to these “reparative possibilities” and “cocreated emotions” that this work shall now
turn.

Emotional Revision
It is hard to overestimate the power of another in one’s life, particularly as it
relates to neural change, and more specifically, emotional revision. As the authors of
A General Theory of Love so poetically explain,
Long-standing togetherness writes permanent changes in to a brain’s open
book…. In a relationship, one mind revises another; one heart changes its
partner. This astounding legacy of our combined status as mammals and
neural beings is limbic revision: the power to remodel the emotional parts of
the people we love…. Who we are and who we become depends, in part, on
whom we love. 33
Again, this is in part because mirror neurons help to link two brains together in such
a way that “thoughts go down the same road, and emotions run along the same
lines,” and ultimately, subtle but powerful transactions are then made possible.34
Positive relationships also serve as a catalyst for neuroplastic change by “triggering
unlearning and dissolving existing neuronal networks.”35 It is no wonder that
Solomon goes so far as to say that unless attachment disturbances are recognized and
resolved through a reparative relationship, one’s way of living and relating will be
wired in throughout one’s lifetime. 36
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The strength of reparative relationships comes in at the emotional level,
where one’s neural connections to another run deepest, and where the capacity for
change emerges so strongly. This is why Johnson points out, for example, that when
one has emotionally charged memories, one needs to do more than understand their
origins to shake them off; one needs to make new emotional associations. [emphasis
added] 37 Likewise, in The Healing Power of Emotion, scholars throughout point to
the powerful role of emotion: “Emotions bring a piece of the world to us and into us,
providing unprecedented opportunities for growth.” 38 Further, “Emotions are
deepened in intensity and sustained in time when they are intersubjectively shared. This
occurs at moments of deep contact.”39 Such moments of deep relational contact provide
opportunities for one to make meaning of past and present experiences together with
another person. Emotional togetherness such as this facilitates new co-created meanings
that can then be appropriated into each individual’s state of consciousness.40 This
emotional connectedness also serves to help one change his or her emotions and generate
new ones. Thus, the co-creation of new meanings leads to an “an emotional experience of
expansion, wholeness, and growth, and it is marked by positive affect.”41 It seems true,
as stated earlier, that “Who we are and who we become depends, in part, on whom
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we love.” 42 But it is also follows that who we are and will become depends a great
deal on who loves us. Research shows that a host of people can fill this life-changing
role effectively.
A good therapist may be the first person who comes to mind when one thinks
of people who have the capacity to help another heal or grow. Allan Schore, a UCLA
psychologist who has substantively reviewed neuroscience studies focused on the
patient-therapist relationship, has been at the forefront of promoting the healing
power of the therapeutic alliance. 43 According to Schore, research shows that among
the common aspects found in psychotherapy from therapist to therapist, the
collaborative relationship between a patient and therapist is the most important
component in effecting a positive therapeutic outcome. Further, the most integral
part of such relationships is the emotional bond the therapist and client forge
together. Schore also points out that the interpersonal relationship which occurs in
therapy provides a powerful arena for each person to subjectively experience the
need to know and the need to feel known—two primary needs of all human beings—
in a safe, emotionally responsive context.44
Other neuro- and social-scientists readily agree with Schore’s assessment. Jaak
Panksepp, both a psychologist and neuroscientist who literally wrote a textbook on
Affective Neuroscience,45 states that therapists with the ability to deeply and empathically
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engage clients, “gradually reflecting on the deeper and fluctuating emotional feelings of
clients and drawing out and reframing the associated cognitions,” are more likely to help
their clients than those less experienced in working on the emotional level.46 Goleman
affirms the following:
The best therapists create a secure emotional atmosphere, a safe container for
whatever feelings the client may need to feel and express—from murderous rage
to sullen sadness. The very act of looping with the therapist, then passing feelings
back and forth, helps the client learn to handle those same emotions on her own.47
Similarly, Hall, a psychologist who specializes in the connections between attachment
and spirituality, calls such looping “a therapeutic brain circuit,” and states that it is the
primary mechanism not only for suffering with one’s clients but then also helping to
transform their suffering.48 Doidge simply helpfully states, “Psychoanalysis is in fact a
neuroplastic therapy.”49
As necessary and important as a good therapist can be, one’s everyday
relationships hold power to promote emotional revision as well. In fact, several
prominent psychotherapists prove this point well. According to Dr. Colwyn
Trevarthen, a specialist in emotions during infancy:
Emotions have healing power because they are…the primary mediators of
social life. From infancy, emotions protect and sustain the mobile embodied
spirit and oppose stress. And they do so in relationships between persons who
share purposes and interests intimately.” [emphasis added] 50
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Further, “healing practices” for those struggling with anger, fear, anxiety, or
confusion do not depend primarily on instruction or training of behaviors, but on the
“sympathetic encouragement of the innate tendencies of all human beings—even the
youngest or most debilitated—to share pleasures and to learn new meanings in nurturing
company.” [emphasis added]51 Finally, after years of primarily focusing on individual
psychotherapy, Dr. Larry Crabb began to realize the transformative power of healing
communities, pointing out, “Beneath what our culture calls psychological disorder is a
soul crying out for what only community can provide…. Beneath all our problems, there
are desperately hurting souls that must find the nourishment only community can
provide—or die.”52 He goes on to say,
The power to meaningfully change lives depends not on advice, though counsel
and rebuke play a part; not on insight, though self-awareness that disrupts
complacency and points toward new understanding is important; but on
connecting, on bringing two people into an experience of shared life.53
Even professional therapists realize that they cannot and need not stand alone as care
givers and agents of change.
The same type of reparative effects that can be experienced in a relationship
with one’s therapist can likewise occur as a result of a nurturing relationship with a
good friend or romantic partner, for example; such deep connections have healing
properties in and of themselves. 54 Typically, emotions flow more strongly from the
more socially dominant person’s brain to the latter—such as teacher-student, doctor51
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patient, or parent-child. 55 However, in the absence of a power hierarchy, say amongst
friends or spouses, the person with the most emotionally expressive face will set the
emotional tone. 56
What is it about these relationships that can be so transformative? More to the
point, are there specific strategies or stances that a friend or therapist could employ
when coming alongside a loved one? Of course there is no instruction manual or
step-by-step guide, but some guiding principles can help lead the way.
The most powerful emotional transactions occur when both people feel a strong
sense of rapport and safety.57 Goleman suggests rapport can be built through both parties
mutually attending to one other’s communication through feelings, content, and body
language; through shared positive feelings which are “evoked largely through tone of
voice and facial expressions;” and through coordinating non-verbal communication such
as the pace, timing, and body movements in the conversation—all of which send the
message, “I’m with you.”58
More specifically, Dan Hughes, an expert in attachment-focused family therapy,
suggests that the caregiver should strive to “PACE” the dialogue, that is, “to maintain an
attitudinal stance of playfulness, acceptance, curiosity, and empathy.”59 Playfulness does
not refer to a lack of seriousness, but to a sense of lightness as one explores the issues at
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hand, helping those involved to gain a sense of confidence that the matters can in fact be
resolved and need not be a threat to those involved. Acceptance refers to communicating
that the dialogue at hand will serve to explore and communicate experiences rather than
evaluate them. Curiosity refers to an open-minded stance where one person is helped to
explore his or her inner life more fully and openly. There are no “shoulds” in regards to
what that person should think, feel, want, or perceive, and he or she may also begin to
uncover the reasons behind one’s experiences and feelings.60 Finally, empathy helps the
caregiver deepen his understanding of another by “affectively joining with the person in
the experiences that are being uncovered,” which in turn helps that person more fully
reflect on and deeply experience the event at hand as well.61
The importance of empathy, of “feeling felt,” in such relationships is worth
emphasizing. As the authors of A General Theory of Love explain, “The first part of
emotional healing is being limbically known—having someone with a keen ear catch
your melodic essence.” 62 Sander insists that this empathic environment must be
created right off the bat. The way in which one person experiences another at the
first encounter will set the tone for whether feelings of resistance or a willingness to
change will be the driving force.63 Thus Fosha suggests that the caregiver must meet
all signs of pain, suffering, or fear with empathy and a strong communication of a
willingness to help. Further, one must focus on and delight in “the quintessential
60

Ibid, 298-299.

61

Ibid., 298, 300.

62

Lewis et al., 170.

63

L.W. Sander, “Thinking Differently: Principles in Process in Living Systems and the Specificity
of Being Known” Psychoanalytic Dialogues 12, no. 1 (2002): 16, quoted in Fosha et al., Healing Power of
Emotion, 181.

181
qualities of the self” of the person being cared for, all of which serve as a powerful
antidote to shame. An ongoing goal is that the person in need never feels left alone in
their overwhelming states of emotion. 64 This goal is pursued as the caregiver
provides emotional regulation for the person in need.
The concept of mutual regulation can also be taught explicitly to couples or
family members during therapy, helping them to “feel felt” and ultimately develop a
more secure sense of attachment and safety among one another.65 Such interpersonal
psychobiological regulation then provides the relational context in which the person
in need “can safely contact, describe, and eventually regulate inner experience”—and
ultimately effect change.66 For example, in distressed couples who undergo EmotionallyFocused Therapy (EFT) where partners are taught how to feel the emotion of the other,
studies show a recovery rate of 70-73% and an 86% significant improvement rate, even
amongst high-risk couples.67 Further, there is evidence of the effectiveness of EFT among
traumatized and depressed partners, and it is also being “used with many different kinds
of couples (e.g., working class, less educated and executive couples, gay and ‘straight’
couples) and across cultures (e.g., with Asian, Latino, Northern European, Japanese, and
North American couples).”68
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Also worth highlighting is the motivational and neural power of a positive
emotional stance within transforming relationships. The most resilient duos minimize the
amount of time spent in negative emotions associated with stress or emotional
misalignment, and maximize the amount of time spent coordinating emotionally with the
other. The positive emotions characterized by being in tune with another “correlate with
neurochemical brain environments most conducive to growth and learning.”69 Social
psychologist Dr. Barbara Fredrickson differentiates between negative emotions, which
focus on survival, and positive emotions, which lead toward expansion and growth.70
Positive emotions:
broaden one’s focus, lead to the enhancement and expansion of our repertoires,
which in turn, motivate and fuel explorations, new thoughts, choices, and, most
importantly, new capacities arise spontaneously and lead to new pursuits and
experiences, which, accompanied by positive affect, bring more energy into the
system and recharge the spiral yet again.71
This whole process is a “plastic” process; that is, the brain takes note of the positive
nature of the experience and seeks to reengage it, and in the process, the brain—and the
person—change.72
All of the above attitudes and activities help provide a secure base from which a
person can both feel protected, as well as a safe haven from which a person can take on
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the world.73 Solomon reminds caregivers that building this kind of environment takes
time:
Only after a sufficient number of interactions in which security of attachment is
tested, and in which the signal for comfort and safety is met positively, do mental
representations develop for the other as loving, responsive, and sensitive, and of
the self as loveable and worthy. 74
Once this sense of safety is developed, however, the more a person feels the freedom and
capacity to tackle deeper emotional challenges.75
Caregivers can help others do just that by joining them in their emotional milieu,
helping them to truly experience, understand, and name their past or present emotions,
and then helping to reframe the emotions or create new emotional responses. First and
foremost, “emotions have to be experienced, not avoided.”76 A therapist or caregiver can
help promote this by attending to the affective and physiological reactions that bubble up.
For example, she can note tears that are being held back, name the pain on another’s face,
or the emotion in one’s voice.77 This can help lead a person to an “aha!” moment of
recognition where something clicks inside. Such a recognition process typically includes
some type of positive affective sign such as a deep sigh, fleeting smile, or head nod—
signs that indicate the transformational process is on its way.78 Ideally, the caregiver will
help the person re-experience dysregulating or negative emotions in tolerable doses so
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that he or she is not completely overwhelmed.79 However, such relationships cannot feel
completely safe, because persons then tend to neglect dealing with unresolved emotions
and conflicts.80 This means the most effective emotion-focused work occurs at “the edge
of the regulatory boundaries of affect tolerance.”81 The goal is for a person to be able to
handle a wide range of affect, overcome the need to dissociate emotionally or
relationally, and better integrate a wide range of emotions and feelings into one’s
emotional life.82
A helpful part of this work is not only experiencing one’s emotions, but naming
them. Many emotions operate on the low road, that is, very quickly and with little if any
conscious awareness. But, “when the high road speaks up, it takes away the low road’s
microphone.”83 In other words, just naming one’s emotions can help to calm the
amygdala.84 Reappraising an emotional situation can help change both its emotional
impact on oneself personally, but also how one emotionally responds to others. For
instance, rather than becoming overwhelmed with fear when in the presence of someone
else who is terrified, a person can remain calm and clearheaded.85 Such emotional
naming and reframing also helps re-encode past emotional memories in such a way that
79
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they hold less power over oneself. This means, for example, that one can gradually bring
a once-feared memory to mind again without feeling the same rush of distress all over
again.86
Caregivers who help their loved ones see things from a different perspective can
help with this entire process.87 When a person is feeling distress, a caregiver can help him
or her rethink what is causing the distress, ponder ways to respond differently, or simply
help to put the situation in perspective—all of which help to short-circuit the negative
neuroendocrine cascade that occurs internally during such emotional experience.88 At
other times, the caregiver may find it helpful to risk sharing some of his or her own
emotional feelings and reactions as the person in need shares her experiences. This may
help the person in need to name or understand his or her own emotions and experiences
better.89 Similarly, if there is a relationship needing healing, the caregiver can help
partners or family members learn to take note of the emotional undercurrents of the
relationship or situation, thus helping them to make sense of surface-level explanations or
ways of reacting that otherwise might seem baffling.90
Once emotions have been (re-)experienced and better understood, emotional
healing and personal change are made possible. There are many repercussions of this.
Johnson notes that key insights are often only accessible when a person is deeply engaged
emotionally. It is then that the thought processes behind various aspects of experience are
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interconnected. It is also while being emotionally engaged that new emotions come online, such as grief for a need that has never been met. Further, this emotional milieu
creates a new sense of motivation as persons become more aware of the ways in which
they have been creating their own inner reality. These emotions, insights, and motivations
are then integrated into a new sense of self, including the possibility of new emotional
responses.91 In other words, emotional revision at its finest is underway.
It must not be overlooked that as these new responses and experiences occur,
much is happening at the neural level. Importantly, the brain is forging new neural and
synaptic pathways.92 According to Eric Kandel, both a physician and a psychiatrist, when
psychotherapy effects change in others it does so by learning, and more specifically, “by
producing changes in gene expression that alter the strength of synaptic connections, and
structural changes that alter the anatomical pattern of interconnection between nerve cells
of the brain.”93 Psychiatrist Dr. Susan Vaughan likewise argues that the so-called “talking
cure” actually works by “talking to neurons” and that an effective therapist is actually a
“microsurgeon of the mind” who helps people make necessary changes in their neuronal
networks.94 Siegel refers to the process of altering the synaptic connections in the brain as
“SNAGing” the brain: stimulat[ing] neuronal activation and growth. When a patient and
therapist join together during a session, their shared focus of attention alters neuronal
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firing. As discussed earlier, neurons that fire together wire together. Again, the result is
ultimately neural change.95
The right hemisphere of the brain seems to be particularly involved with
emotional revision. It is the area that is most dominant for subjective-emotional
experiences and for the transfer of affect from one brain to another.96 Both secure
attachment experiences as well as effective psychotherapy can increase the complexity of
the right brain’s affective regulating system. Further, the right hemisphere has growth
spurts throughout the stages of one’s lifespan, thereby allowing for continued plasticity,
learning, and growth throughout one’s lifetime.97
The brain’s neurochemicals—specifically dopamine and oxytocin—play a
significant role in emotional revision as well. Dopamine helps to consolidate and
strengthen plastic change.98 It is released not only when a drug addict takes a hit, but
when one experiences romantic love, the latter of which can then become an addiction in
itself. Thanks to the powerful role of dopamine, any pleasurable experience and
emotional associations one has in relationship to another are wired into one’s brain.99
Thanks to oxytocin, one’s most loving relationships can also help a person
unlearn powerful emotional associations that are not serving one well. First, oxytocin,
sometimes referred to as the “amnestic hormone” because of its ability to wipe out
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learned behavior, can help to melt away existing neuronal connections and create space
for new connections—that is, make room for change.100 According to Doidge,
“unlearning and weakening connections between neurons is just as plastic a process, and
just as important, as learning and strengthening them.”101 When a person commits to a
loving relationship, oxytocin is released, the very thing that can melt existing neuronal
connections that underlie existing attachments, and then pave the way for new
attachments to be formed.102 Oxytocin “provides the ability for two brains in love to go
through a period of heightened plasticity, allowing them to mold to each other and shape
each other’s intentions and perceptions.”103
Oxytocin is also referred to as the “commitment” neuromodulator because it
builds trust and reinforces bonding in animals. By way of negative example, children
reared in orphanages without close loving contact often have difficulty bonding with
others when they get older, and their oxytocin levels typically remain lower than average
for a number of years after having been adopted into loving homes.104 On the other hand,
one study shows that when participants sniff oxytocin and then participate in a financial
game, they are more likely to trust others with their money.105 Unsurprisingly, oxytocin is

100

Ibid., 119.

101

Ibid., 117.

102

Ibid., 119-120.

103

Ibid., 120. Doidge goes on to point out that such relationships can also shape one’s image of
oneself in a more negative way: “Unlearning in love… also helps account for our vulnerability when we
fall in love and explains why so many self-possessed young men and women, who fall in love with a
manipulative, undermining, or devaluing person, often lose all sense of self and become plagued with selfdoubt, from which it may take years to recover.” Doidge, 121.
104

M. Kosfeld et al., “Oxytocin Increases Trust in Humans,” Nature, 435 (7042) (2005): 673-76,
quoted in Doidge, 119.
105

Doidge, 199.

189
released when couples nurture their children and when two people make love.106 It is
released when one is with those to whom he or she feels the closest social bonds. In fact,
repeated exposure can condition its release such that even just thinking about a loved one
may trigger a pleasant dose of oxytocin.107 In addition to neural change, the pleasantries
of this neurochemical are far-reaching—lower blood pressure, a metabolic shift from
stress to a restorative mode, lower cortisol, higher pain threshold, and faster healing of
wounds.108 It is no wonder that Goleman concludes:
…close, positive long-term relationships may offer us a relatively steady source
of oxytocin release; every hug, friendly touch, and affectionate moment may
prime this neurochemical balm a bit. When oxytocin releases again and again—as
happens when we spend good time with people who love us—we seem to reap the
long-term health benefits of human affection.109
As it turns out, emotional revision is just one of the powerful effects of a healthy
community.

Implications: The Intermingling of Self, Others, and God
“All real living is meeting,” summarizes philosopher Martin Buber.110 Given the
powerful way that others can impact one on the social-emotional and neural levels, Buber
is correct to assert that life is most fully lived in the throes of relationship. Bowlby, the
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father of the attachment theory, affirms the same notion and summarizes decades of
research by saying,
Intimate attachments to other human beings are the hub around which a person’s
life revolves, not only when he is an infant or a toddler or a school child but
throughout his adolescence and his years of maturity as well, and on into old age.
From these intimate attachments a person draws his strength and enjoyment of
life, and through what he contributes, he gives strength and enjoyment to others.
These are matters about which current science and traditional wisdom are at
one.111
Over the years, science has, of course, revealed that these important relationships have
their most significant interactions at the emotional level. “Emotions are, par excellence,
vehicles of change; when regulated and processed to completion, they can bring about
healing and lasting transformations.”112 Such significant change can be found in oneself,
in the way one lives in relationship to others, and ultimately in how one relates to God.
Other people play prominent roles in effecting change in oneself. Experts in a
variety of disciplines agree. According to Medina, a neuroscientist, “Human learning
in its most native state is primarily a relational exercise.”113 Fosha, a psychotherapist,
explains that the emotional connections between people not only exist in the present
moment, but also influence how they reconstruct their past and imagine or anticipate their
future. This reality suggests that, “emotions give the individuals we meet and interact
with roles on our ‘personal narrative history.’”114 Green, a theologian, likewise sees
conversion as “an ongoing process of socialization.”115 With particular emphasis on the
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narrative in Luke-Acts, Green notes that “conversion entails autobiographical
construction.” 116 Conversion “shatters one’s past and reassembles it in accordance with
the new life of the converted; former understandings of one’s self and one’s experiences
are regarded as erroneous and are provided new meaning.”117 Green suggests that this
reconstruction of oneself is not a static event or occurrence, but rather a process that
happens within “a new web of relationships” and in the “embodiment within a
community.”118 Thus, “Converts require a community of reference and formation as they
(re-)learn how to think, believe, feel, and behave—that is, as they embrace and embody
fresh patterns for ordering life.”119 Again, Fosha agrees, emphasizing that emotional
healing does not mean one is restored to baseline but actually discovers new ways of
seeing, making meaning, and being in the world, new goals, new resources and new
capacities to live one’s life.120
Such personal transformation can then reciprocally flow outward to others. People
who have healthy relationships, specifically those who are securely attached to significant
others, are in turn most able to attune to and care for those in distress.121 By contrast,
those who are anxious or preoccupied often fail to register emotional and non-verbal
communication from others.122 This inhibits both empathy—which is strongest when one
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is able to fully focus on another and connect emotionally—and ultimately altruism.123
This is because emotional contagion does more than just spread one’s feelings; it
automatically serves to prime the brain for appropriate action.124 Thus, it follows that
“self-absorption in all its forms kills empathy, let alone compassion.”125
Keeping others at an emotional distance also impedes compassion. This is one
reason why one does not always help another in distress—he or she experiences
“cognitive empathy” rather than direct emotional contagion.126 It is true that “no animal
can afford to feel pity for all living things all the time.”127 However, one must be cautious
of such distance so as not to remain idle. For example, after the dreadful tsunami in
Southeast Asia in December 2004, outsiders watched the coverage in horror but did not
increase their giving until reports surfaced of the thousands of victims from Western
countries who had been on vacation. The most intense empathy, that which leads to
action, “requires some sense of closeness, even identity with the victim.”128 Antithetical,
then, to being emotionally distant, is being “moved by compassion.” In fact, the
etymology of “compassion” is “to suffer with”—an apt description of one who is both
emotionally healthy and emotionally engaged.129
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Finally, it follows that if one’s emotional connections can bring personal
transformation as well as deeply impact one’s relationships with others, then they also
have great power to impact one’s relationship with God. Hall is a strong proponent of the
correlation between one’s relationship with emotionally significant others and one’s
relationship with God. More specifically, he suggests that the emotional tone and various
patterns of communication one has with those in prominent roles in one’s life form a
filter through which one’s relationship with God is then experienced. Hall believes that
one’s subjective experience of God in the present actually provides a mirror into one’s
past emotional experiences in early relationships.130
More specifically, Hall draws connections between the way one has attached to
past significant others—that is, securely, preoccupied, dismissing, or fearfully—with the
way one then attaches to God.131 God, after all, is “the attachment figure, par excellence,”
and one’s “relationships with God is not just any attachment relationship—it is the
Attachment Relationship…the source, in some ontological and experiential sense, of all
emotional security, even if indirectly.”132
As follows, people who have secure attachments expect, at an implicit level,
that emotionally significant others will be available and responsive when in need.
They tend to be most closely connected with a spiritual community compared with
those with other attachment experiences. Such people also experience God with a
sense of security, expecting Him to be available, responsive, caring, and receptive of
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the full spectrum of emotion. Such individuals are then able to process and stay
connected to God during the darkest of times. 133
People with previous attachments that were preoccupied continue to expect
other people to be unreliable, so they work hard to overcompensate and minimize
distance by being more clingy and controlling in relationships. They tend to be less
connected to a spiritual community, and in relationship to God, they tend to be more
likely to feel abandoned and anxious, to see the relationship as unstable, and
ultimately to see God as less loving than those with secure attachments. 134
People with a dismissing attachment filter simply do not expect that others
will be available or responsive to them, so they deactivate their need for others and
for God. They tend to be less aware of their own feelings, lack a sense of belonging
to a spiritual community, and less attendant to the needs of others. In relationship to
God, they tend to be self-reliant, living out of their explicit knowledge of Him in
contrast to actually relying on Him during times of difficulty. Such people have a
hard time believing in having a personal relationship with God and thus keep Him at
arm’s length—relating to Him cognitively rather than emotionally. 135
Finally, those prone to fearful attachments combine facets of relating from both
the preoccupied as well as dismissive attachment styles mentioned above. That is, they
desire close relationships, seeking comfort and reassurance from others, but yet they
avoid such relationships for fear of rejection or hostility. Similarly, although they desire a
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deep connection with God, they tend to safely avoid it and keep God at arm’s length.136
One’s relationships with others and with God are indeed difficult to separate.
In summary, chapters five and six have demonstrated that although one’s previous
attachments with significant others impact the way a person handles relationships with
others and with God, the good news is that by capitalizing on emotional contagion and
emotional regulation, neural plasticity and emotional revision, transformation is possible.
One’s relationships have the power to facilitate a new way of being in relationship with
others and with God. The final chapter, then, will explore practical ways that spiritual
formation practitioners can intentionally apply the neuroscientific findings about emotion
to promote a more meaningful and sustainable faith experience for all.
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CHAPTER SEVEN: EMOTION AND GOD:
PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS TO PROMOTE TRANSFORMATION
“Return to thy heart: see there what, it may be, thou canst perceive of God, for in
it is the image of God. In the inner man dwelleth Christ, in the inner man art thou
renewed after the image of God.”1
The field of neuroscience is booming, and its applications to daily life are
endless. However, it is not the job of the neuroscientist to make these applications.
This important role is left for others to play; scholars, practitioners, and lay people
must learn and glean and apply what they can to their own fields of expertise and
domains of life. A brief glance at the shelves of Barnes & Noble reveals that the
business sector is doing this at lightning speed. 2 The church must follow suit if it is
going to meet its mandates of personal spiritual transformation and global
restoration. The goal of this dissertation is to further this cause by explaining how
neuroscience offers some necessary tools to do a more effective job at the formation
process. This chapter, in particular, will synthesize information in prior chapters, and
then suggest approaches to spiritual formation—from the ancient to the newly
fashioned—that are informed by the neuroscience of emotion. The ultimate goal is to
describe a practical way forward for those striving to follow Jesus in a long-lasting,
life-impacting way.
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A Look Back: Summary of Previous Chapters
Before moving toward the specific application points of neuroscience for spiritual
formation, a brief recap of the material covered thus far is in order. Chapter one first
described the individual and corporate goal of “spiritual formation,” in short, forming all
persons into the image of Jesus and restoring all creation back to God. This ultimate goal
was set in contrast to the current attitudes and practices of those both inside and outside
the church. Given the marked inconsistency between the church’s goals and its current
track record, the chapter then provided a basic introduction to the brain’s emotional
system and its potential for effecting long-term transformation.
Chapter two explained the central plotline running throughout the Bible, from
Creation to the Fall, onto Redemption and New Creation. Throughout the narrative,
God’s plan was for humans to be transformed into the image of Christ and then for these
persons to themselves become redemptive agents in the world, bringing about God’s new
creation. The chapter concluded by identifying some means by which this transformation
process can be fulfilled, namely through ordinary humans who are created in the image
of God, who emulate Jesus’ own Spirit-filled humanity, and who join forces to
communally bring about the restoration of all creation. In short, the Bible includes not
only the goal of spiritual transformation, but the holistic role that ordinary, embodied
humans have in the process as well.
With the biblical foundation in mind, chapter three traveled from the early
church to the present day to explore common perspectives and practices that the
church has used to promote individual and corporate transformation. The ongoing
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shift in emphasis between a spirituality of head versus the heart, reason versus
intellect, right belief versus right experience was noted.
The first of three chapters involving neuroscience, chapter four focused on the
role of emotion intrapersonally. Included research demonstrated the myriad ways
one’s individual emotions can be tapped into to capture one’s attention, retain
memories of knowledge and experience long term, motivate that person toward
action, and improve decision-making. Chapters five and six then focused on the
interpersonal role of emotion. Attachment theory and neuroplasticity were described
in order to explain why and how it is possible for humans to connect emotionally in
such transformative ways. The brain’s capacity for emotional contagion, emotional
regulation, and emotional revision was explained, all of which lend themselves
toward transformational relationships with others and with God.
This final chapter aims not only to synthesize information in prior chapters,
but to suggest approaches to spiritual formation—from the ancient to the newly
fashioned—that are informed and buttressed by the neuroscience of emotion.
Although theologians and neuroscientists alike are beginning to understand the important
intersection of spiritual formation and neuroscience, this may be a tough sell to some
people, particularly those in “church world.”
From a young age, many Christians are taught to disregard their emotions. For
example, this author noted that a video her four-year-old was watching included a song
called “My Loyalty to You” with the following lyrics: “Sometimes I get confused by
what I feel, but I know my emotions are not necessarily real. Jesus, you are faithful and
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true….”3 Similarly, anyone discipled by Campus Crusade For Christ can present the FactFaith-Feeling train diagram, where the engine to Christianity is the “facts” that are found
in God’s Word, the middle fuel car acts as one’s “faith,” or trust in God and His Word,
and the final caboose represents the “feeling” car. Bill Bright, founder of Campus
Crusade for Christ, now known as Cru, reminds people:
Do not depend upon feelings. Tied as they are to your ever-changing
circumstances, feelings are unreliable in evaluating your relationship with God.
The unchanging promises of God's Word, not your feelings, are your authority.
The Christian is to live by faith, trusting in the trustworthiness of God Himself
and His Word…. As fuel flows into the engine, the train runs. It would be futile
and, of course, ridiculous to attempt to pull the train by the caboose. In the same
way you, as a Christian, should not depend upon feelings or emotion to live a
Spirit-filled life. Rather, God wants you to simply place your faith in his
trustworthiness and the promises of His Word.
Feelings are like the caboose—they are important but are designed to follow a
life of faith and obedience…. So, you can expect to have a valid emotional
relationship with our Lord when you trust and obey Him. But you should never
depend on feelings or seek after an emotional experience. The very act of looking
for an emotional experience is a denial of the concept of faith, and whatever is not
of faith is sin. [emphasis added]4
Bright’s contemporary, Dallas Willard, “had a deep aversion for Christian speakers or
writers who use emotion to manipulate a temporary response from their listeners—a
response that bypasses their ‘mental maps’ and leaves the audience in worse shape than
when they started. He said at one conference that speakers should never tell stories.”5
Some Reformed theologians teach about “the primacy of the intellect,” believing that
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God’s revelation first addressed one’s intellect, which then is to be applied to the will and
the emotions. As follows in this line of thinking, one aspect of the Fall is that the
hierarchy of the intellect was overturned, and now the intellect is dominated by the
emotions and the will.6 Such teaching is not new. As detailed in chapter three, throughout
church history, emotions, desires, and feelings—anything thought to be affective,
experiential, or non-rational—have been deeply polarizing.
As a result, even today, emotions are viewed with suspicion. Many Christians still
operate with a dualist mindset, viewing the body as the not-so-good part, and the soul as
the good, eternal part of oneself.7 Sheldrake correctly points out, “Conventional images
of holiness do not encourage us to befriend our desires. Indeed, they usually suggest that
saints, if they ever showed signs of having personal desires at all, soon lose them in some
overwhelming conversion experience.”8 While the average Christian may not consciously
think about these things, he or she would likely agree with Christian psychiatrist Curt
Thompson’s assessment that many people either are unable to identify their emotions or
“see them as a nuisance, an obstacle to clear thinking that needs to be tamed by rational
processes.” He observes that people often think, “If we could just dispense with all
these…feelings, the world would be a better place.”9 Emotions are usually suspect.
The above cautions and complaints about the world of emotions are
understandable. As a theologian who is very pro-emotion, John Frame nonetheless
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reminds believers that the Bible warns against being driven back and forth by waves of
immediate emotion. Paul teaches not to be anxious about anything but rather to pray
(Phil. 4:6-7). Psalm 1 tells people to meditate on God’s Word rather than being blown
around like chaff.10 Texts such as these are not being disputed here. Rather, the point is
that the views about emotion described above tend toward a more dualistic view of
humanity, one that esteems the rational parts of oneself over and against—if not instead
of—one’s emotionality. Such a view is unhelpful and unhealthy. Frame would agree;
while offering a slice of caution, he also points out that one’s intellectual capacity is just
as depraved as one’s emotional capacity, and that either aspect of oneself can lead a
person to sin. Likewise, just as a person may be wise not to act on every feeling one
experiences, so also he or she should not act on every idea that pops into mind.11
The Bible is actually pro-emotion. It is full of themes of desire, yearning, and
longing. The psalmists, in particular, are known to express a wide range of emotions in
relation to God (cf. Ps. 42:12, Ps. 103: 8, 13).12 Further, as those made in God’s image, it
is noteworthy that even God is depicted as being emotional (cf. Gen. 6:6; Is. 54:10,
Hosea 11:8-9).13 In Befriending Our Desires, Sheldrake firmly states, “Only by attending
to our desires are we able to encounter our deepest self—the image of God within us.”14
He goes on to say that desire is “intimately associated with our capacity to love truly—
ourselves, other people, God and even more abstract things such as ideals or causes,” and
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that it can actually generate power, physical energy and serve to galvanize one’s
spirituality.15 Emotions are not only a window to the soul, but also a catalyst for growth
and action. Therefore, the remainder of this dissertation will focus on specific ways that
one’s emotions can be tapped into and included in the spiritual formation process.

A Way Forward: Where Emotion Meets Spirituality
While the application points between neuroscience and spirituality are many, the
following perspectives and practices—namely the Spirit, Somatic Experiences, Speaking,
Spiritual Practices, Stories, Suffering, and Sojourners—offer a practical starting point to
achieve personal transformation, and along the way, the transformation of the whole
world.

Spirit
Let us be clear from the outset: the renovation of the heart is ultimately the work
of the Holy Spirit. As N.T. Wright reminds believers, new and seasoned, in his
foundational book Simply Christian, it is only through the Spirit that humans can become
like Jesus, taking part in bringing heaven to earth in the here and now: “the story of the
church, led and energized by the power of the Spirit, is the story of Jesus continuing to do
and to teach—through his Spirit-led people.”16 Likewise, at the end of his brilliant appeal
for the application of neuroscience to one’s spirituality, Thompson acknowledges:
There is nothing magic here. There is nothing contained within these pages that
does not boil down to really hard work empowered by the Holy Spirit….
15
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Anything good that comes to pass on the earth is of God, energized by his Spirit,
no matter the agent. However, trying to capture and delineate what constitutes the
power of the Holy Spirit as opposed to my own volition, or understanding where I
stop and the Spirit starts—or vice versa—is rather like, as folk-rock singer David
Wilcox poetically describes it, trying to catch the wind in my fist. Not to mention
an exercise that when pursued too intently becomes limited to a disconnecting
left-mode pursuit that is isolated from the right mode of operation.17
Willard agrees, teaching that transformation into Christlikeness comes as people interact
with the Holy Spirit, but that it also comes through “well-informed human effort” along
with what he calls “spiritual treasures,” or “people, events, traditions, teaching—stored in
the body of Christ’s people on earth, past and present.”18 As one of the pastors surveyed
in Willow Creek’s Reveal study said, “when human intentionality combines with the
power of the Holy Spirit, that’s when transformation happens.”19 So just as a doctor may
rely both on God’s Spirit-led strength and wisdom and the best tools and practices
available to him or her, so too must spiritual formation practitioners rely on both the
power of the Holy Spirit and the best practices available to them. To those practices we
now turn.

Somatic Experiences20
Experiences, by nature, are embodied; that is, they involve the whole of a person,
including emotion. Based on the research in chapter four, which demonstrates that when
one’s emotionality is tapped into, one’s attention span, memory, motivation, and
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decision-making capacity are also being tapped into, it is no wonder that experiences are
so powerful. Likewise, as detailed in chapter five, one’s experiences with other people
are exceptionally powerful, if not transformational. It follows, as will be argued further
below, that experiences would also be powerful catalysts in one’s relationship with God.
As demonstrated in chapter five, neuroscientists now understand that the brain is
“plastic,” actually changeable or moldable over the course of one’s entire life, not just in
childhood. What molds one’s brain is experience. “Everything that happens to us—the
music we hear, the people we love, the books we read, the kind of discipline we receive,
the emotions we feel—profoundly affects the way our brain develops.”21 Although the
brain is more plastic during childhood,
even into old age, our experiences actually change the physical structure of the
brain. When we undergo an experience, our brain cells—called neurons—become
active, or ‘fire.’…When neurons fire together, they grow new connections
between them. Over time, the connections that result from firing lead to
‘rewiring’ in the brain. This is incredibly exciting news. It means that we aren’t
held captive for the rest of our lives by the way our brain works at this moment—
we can actually rewire it so that we can be healthier and happier [emphasis
added].22
In short, this is what it means to learn, grow, change. In other words, when we live, we
learn.23
The powerful role of experience is not foreign to spiritual formation practitioners.
As Wright explains,
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Rich and deep experiences of the type we call ‘spiritual’ often—indeed,
normally—engage the emotions in very profound ways. Sometimes such
experiences produce such a deep sense of inner peace and happiness that people
speak of having been for a while in that they can only call “heaven.” Sometimes
they even laugh out loud for sheer happiness. Sometimes the experience is of a
sharing in the suffering of the world which is so painful and raw that the only
possible response is to weep bitterly…. Such experiences, as every seasoned
pastor or spiritual guide knows, can have a lasting and profound effect on one’s
life. [emphasis added]24
Oftentimes, it is simply one’s everyday life experiences that are formational. Sheldrake
explains this by saying, “Christian spirituality, when it is true to its foundations, has a
positive view of the material world and of the body. Such an approach to spirituality is
said to be ‘sacramental’ in the sense that material reality (including our embodied selves
and everyday experience and action) is a medium for God’s self-revelation and human
encounters with the sacred.”25 McKnight similarly observes a rise in the value of
embodied spirituality, a longing to “do spirituality” in one’s body in concrete, tangible,
palpable ways.26
But as mentioned above, people are experiencing formative experiences all the
time—not just in traditional ways or as part of the local church. Smith is correct in his
assessment that practitioners must broaden their sense about what constitutes an
educational space, because formation is happening all over the place—for good and for
ill. In fact, he suggests that counter-formation is also occurring, whether that be
somewhere as seemingly innocuous as the mall or one’s dormitory.27 Smith believes that
the only way to counteract such counter-formation is to aim for one’s heart, or biblically
24
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speaking, one’s kardia or guts, the depths of who one is.28 He believes that in order to do
so, one must develop “a set of habits or dispositions that are formed in us through
affective, bodily means, especially bodily practices, routines, or rituals that grab hold of
our hearts through our imagination, which is closely linked to our bodily senses.”29 In
other words, we are formed through repeated, embodied practices that aim our hearts
toward God.
The repetition required for such formation is important. New neural connections
formed in the plastic brain are deepened through repetition. This happens when one pays
attention to something again and again, ultimately rewiring the brain and altering the way
one responds to and interacts with the world. “This,” teaches Siegel, “is how practice can
become a skill and how a state can become a trait, for good for bad.”30 Smith understands
this, stating,
One of the most crucial things to appreciate about Christian formation is that it
happens over time. It is not fostered by events or experiences; real formation
cannot be effected by actions that are merely episodic. There must be a rhythm
and a regularity to formative practices in order for them to sink in—in order for
them to seep into our kardia and begin to be effectively inscribed in who we are,
directing our passion to the kingdom of God and thus disposing us to action that
reflects such a desire.31
So, practice makes perfect? Not quite—at least not this side of the new heaven and new
earth. But it moves one closer toward that goal.
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With all of this in mind, the remainder of the intersections between neuroscience
and spiritual formation described below are also experiential in varying degrees. They are
experiences or practices that naturally tap into one’s emotions, but it is the ongoing
practice of each one that will be the most beneficial in rewiring one’s brain and pursuing
personal transformation.

Speaking
One experience the church has been offering since its inception is a weekly
worship gathering that includes some form of teaching or preaching. While there may be
some variation on emphasis as well as experimentation with the format, preaching and
teaching is a standard feature of the worship gathering. If the average American’s life
expectancy is 78 years old,32 and 64% of born-again Christians make a commitment to
Christ by the age of 18,33 the average Christian—who remains Christian and continues to
be part of the local church—will hear a lot of sermons. Even if that person only attends
church every other week, on average, that would be more than 1,500 sermons.
Remarkably, Willow Creek’s Reveal study of 1,000 churches and 250,000 parishioners
found that weekend services—admittedly “the activity that commands most of the
church’s resources”—are an important springboard for growth early in one’s relationship
with Christ when he or she is learning the basics about who Jesus is and what Christianity
is about. However, after that, weekly worship gatherings “are far less likely to prompt
32
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significant in-depth spiritual insight for those who are farther along in faith.”34 If this is
the case, and it is also true that neither these services, nor the sermon that is the
centerpiece for so many of them, are transforming people’s lives, then what can be done
to change this picture? Again, reminds Smith, “It will not be sufficient (or effective) to
deliver Christian content in pedagogies that are designed for thinking things. If the
practices of Christian worship attest to the fact that we are embodied, liturgical animals
whose desire is shaped by material practices, how odd it would be to think a distinctly
Christian education could be effected by what Bradford Hadaway calls “read and talk”
courses.”35 Or sermons and services, we might add.
The church must look outside itself and its “discipline” for some answers. For
example, in Deep Ministry in a Shallow World: Not-So-Secret Findings About Youth
Ministry, youth ministry experts Chap Clark and Kara Powell explore Social Judgment
Theory (SJT) to better understand why the teaching of youth pastors does not often
change kids’ lives. Everybody, whether adolescent or adult, comes to any discussion,
small group, class, service, or program with a developed and embedded system of beliefs,
attitude, and values. Therefore, the more strongly a person holds onto these ideas, the
harder it is to challenge or change them. The goal of Social Judgment Theory is to
discern the initial perspective(s) of an audience so that the likelihood of persuading them
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to think differently is more possible.36 Clark and Powell’s application points are relevant
here as well:
In youth ministry most of our students resist engaging in our messages either
because they don’t see a need to care about the topic at hand, or they think what
we say may go against what they already feel strongly about…. For those
‘neutral’ listeners, our job as communicators, according to SJT, is to get [them]
‘off the fence” and away from a middle, non-ego-involved position. In other
words, our task is to get [them] to care, one way or another…. When students
seem apathetic toward our teaching and talks, we have to help them see a need to
engage. Once they realize the issue matters to them, then they can be motivated to
move down the road toward growth and change.37
As explained in chapter four, by tapping into one’s emotions one can tap into what a
person pays attention to and cares about. John Medina’s Brain Rules is especially geared
to help preachers and teachers to do just that.
Although Medina’s book is subtitled “12 Principles for Surviving and Thriving at
Work, Home, and School,” one could easily add “Church” to the mix as well. For the
purpose of this dissertation, just a few highlights follow. First, the more attention one
pays to something, the better it will be learned; that is, retention, accuracy, and clarity
increase.38 Attention can be aroused by drawing on memories, previous experiences, and
personal interests, but it is emotionally arousing stimuli that are remembered best. Some
of these stimuli are universal to all people (e.g., seeing a bear), while some are more
individual (e.g., a familiar song).39 Importantly, people’s attention begins to drift after ten
minutes, so Medina recommends employing “the 10-minute rule”: recapture an
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audience’s attention every ten minutes by “hooking” them with an emotionally charged
stimulus to draw their attention back to the teaching at hand.40 To do this, one can draw
on some of the ideas above, and narratives are especially helpful in this regard as well.41
Teachers hope their audience will not just pay attention to what is being said, but
also remember it. To this end, Medina suggests that a compelling introduction of content
is imperative, because the more deeply something is encoded during its initial moments,
the stronger one’s memory of it will be down the road.42 While filmmakers may have
three minutes to hook an audience, public-speaking professionals know that the battle to
hold one’s audience is won or lost in the first 30 seconds of a presentation.43 Using some
of the “hooks” above can help in this regard as well. Finally, Medina points out that the
best learning is multi-sensory in nature.44 While the average worship service is not likely
to tap into all five of the senses, such information can even help a multi-media
presentation. For example, students learn better from words and pictures than from words
alone, particularly if they are presented simultaneously rather than successively, and if
they are near to one another on a screen. Students also learn better “when extraneous
material is excluded rather than included,” and from “animation and narration rather than
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animation and on-screen text.”45 Small changes can add up to big differences—and big
transformation—especially over the course of 1,500 sermons.
Of course, the sermon is not the only platform for teaching. Many of the most
“successful” churches surveyed in the Reveal study, for example, offered some form of
Rick Warren’s intentional formation classes, as described in The Purpose-Driven Church,
to teach about the vision and beliefs of the church, serving and community connection
opportunities, and basic spiritual practices.46 These classes offer another opportunity to
apply some of Medina’s findings, with the possibility of even greater impact.
However, the greatest value these teaching opportunities provide for audience
members comes in their repetition. Medina points out that learning happens best when
new information is incorporated gradually over time, and old information is repeated at
regular intervals.47 The weekly Sunday gathering or mid-week teaching have immense
value as a means of re-centering, of reminding the participants week after week after
week of what is true—about God, themselves, and the big Story in which they find
themselves.

Spiritual Practices
For most Christians, the importance of taking part in spiritual disciplines is not a
new idea. Chances are, however, that there are at least some feelings of guilt, shame,
confusion, and boredom surrounding this idea: Guilt over not doing “enough,” shame for
not being a “good Christian,” confusion over how to do them, boredom when they are not
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found to be meaningful. Further, many Christians also have not unearthed the formative
influence of such practices on a neurological level. Christians may find it beneficial to
learn that, from a neuroscience perspective, practices are formative, but it does take
practice, time. Further, one size does not fit all. But there are myriad options, along with
some common moorings, to pursue in one’s journey toward Christlikeness.
As mentioned above, Smith argues extensively that the way to form one’s heart is
through embodied practices and rituals, practiced over time, until they become second
nature and ultimately “aim our love toward the kingdom of God.”48 Others agree.
Catholic priest and author Ronald Rolheiser, in his book Holy Longing: The Search for a
Christian Spirituality, speaks similarly: “Spirituality is about what we do with the fire
inside of us, about how we channel our eros. And how we do channel it, the disciplines
and habits we choose to live by, will either lead to a greater integration or disintegration
within our bodies, minds, and souls, and to a greater integration or disintegration in the
way we are related to God, other, and the cosmic world.”49 More practically, Rob Bell
explains how when a person tries something new it can feel quite foreign, but over time it
becomes normal, and after longer still, it becomes natural or second nature.50 This is a
down-to-earth reminder: one might expect this type of new-normal-natural timeframe or
progression when, say, learning to play a sport or picking up a new instrument, but not
give oneself the same grace or time when taking part in a “spiritual” practice. Repetition
matters.
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Even so, there are “problems” with spiritual practices, as already mentioned. In
addition to the negative emotions and experiences described above, many people question
if they “work.” Are they truly formative? Do they really help a person connect with God?
Pastor and author Peter Scazzero anecdotally ponders these questions in his book The
Emotionally Healthy Church: A Strategy for Discipleship that Actually Changes Lives. In
it, he observes the following:
The sad truth is that too little difference exists, in terms of emotional and
relational maturity, between God’s people inside the church and those outside
who claim no relationship to Jesus Christ. Even more alarming, when you go
beyond the praise and worship of our large meetings and conventions into homes
and small-group meetings of God’s people, you often find a valley littered by
broken and failed relationships.…The sad reality is that too many people in our
churches are fixated at a stage of spiritual immaturity that current models of
discipleship have not addressed….Many are supposedly “spiritually mature” but
remain infants, children, or teenagers emotionally. They demonstrate little ability
to process anger, sadness, or hurt. They whine, complain, distance themselves,
blame, and use sarcasm—like little children when they don’t get their way.
Highly defensive to criticism or differences of opinion, they expect to be taken
care of and often treat people as objects to meet their needs.51
Scazzero goes on to explain that many such people are actually engaged in “spiritual”
activities, for example, those who have memorized entire books of the Bible and who still
struggle with depression and anger; those who fast and pray, and then justify their critical
spirit as discernment; those who pray against the demonic realm, when in reality they are
simply avoiding conflict; those who are gifted speakers in public, but unloving spouses
and parents at home. On a personal level, Scazzero even acknowledges, “It was
demoralizing to admit, finally, that the intensity of my engagement in spiritual disciplines
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had not worked spiritual maturity into my life.”52 There is not a magic formula that
spiritual practices = spiritual maturity.
Willow Creek’s Reveal study unveiled some mixed results with spiritual activities
as well. After completing the research phase, they compiled a list of 25 things that were
found to be the most catalytic to growth in loving God and loving others. The list
included 25 things, divided into four categories: (1) Spiritual Beliefs and Attitudes, core
Christian beliefs such as salvation by grace and the authority of Scripture; (2) Organized
Church Activities, including weekend worship services and serving in a ministry; (3)
Personal Spiritual Practices, such as prayer and reflection on Scripture; and (4) Spiritual
Activities with Others, particularly those outside the organized church, such as
evangelism, serving those in need, and spiritual friendships.53
While these findings may seem fairly predictable, a few things are worth pointing
out. First, and in contrast to Scazzero’s anecdotes above, the Reveal study confirmed the
integral role of personal spiritual disciplines as a catalyst for spiritual growth: “Personal
spiritual practices are the secret to a fully engaged Christ-centered identity. If we could
recommend only one spiritual growth pathway for people to follow, personal spiritual
practices would be it.”54 Reflection on Scripture, in particular, was found to be the most
significant practice throughout all seasons of one’s journey with Christ.55 Secondly,
serving experiences— particularly serving those in need outside the church—were also
found to stimulate spiritual growth all throughout one’s spiritual journey. In fact,
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although small groups are catalytic in the earlier phases of one’s journey, serving
opportunities were found to be more formational than organized small groups throughout
one’s journey. Reveal’s authors go so far as to say that “Serving should be a high priority
for our churches, since such experiences appear to be more conducive to spiritual growth
than blockbuster weekend services.”56 Third, for the purposes of this dissertation it is
worth pointing out that all of the catalysts for growth listed are experiential in nature, no
doubt tapping into the powerful role of experience to one’s transformation neurologically
and, as follows, spiritually.57 Last but not least, however, the results from Reveal show
that taking part in these spiritual practices was not all positive. In fact, what seemed to be
most significant and surprising to the researchers—not to mention Bill Hybels himself—
was the finding that church activities in and of themselves “do not predict or drive longterm growth.”58 More precisely, “increasing church attendance and participation in
organized ministry activities do not predict or drive spiritual growth for people who are in
the more advanced stages of spiritual development. Church activities have the greatest
influence in the early stages of spiritual growth, but things like personal spiritual
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practices, including prayer and Bible reading, have far more influence later in the
spiritual journey.”59 Again, spiritual practices do not equal spiritual maturity.
How should practitioners make sense of these disconnections? Both
neuroscientists and theologians agree that repetitive (spiritual) practices are indeed
formational. However, based on the findings throughout this dissertation, it is arguable
that the “menu” of spiritual practices that are offered, encouraged, tried out, even
legitimized, in Christian circles needs to be broadened. In order for such practices to
stimulate transformation, differences in personality, passions and interests, spiritual type,
season of life, stage of faith, and the like must be accounted for. In Brain Rules, Medina
states Rule #3: “Every brain is wired differently.”60 Medina affirms the neuroplastic
brain, stating, “Learning results in physical changes in the brain, and these changes are
unique to each individual.”61 Given this reality, Medina asks, “does it makes any sense to
have school systems that expect every brain to learn like every other? Does it make sense
to treat everybody the same in business, especially in a global economy replete with
various cultural experiences?”62 He suggests, instead, individualized assessment and
instruction, and explains by way of analogy: “I bet many would discover that they have a
great basketball player in their organization, and they’re asking him or her to play
baseball.”63 The application points for the church are obvious.
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Fortunately, some practitioners understand this reality and are providing a way
forward. For the purposes of this dissertation some highlights follow. In Sacred
Pathways: Discover Your Soul’s Path To God, Gary Thomas explains that every person
has a different spiritual temperament, and as follows, will relate to, draw near to, love,
and experience God in a different way.64 He then outlines nine different spiritual
pathways, alternative ways of drawing near to God for each temperament, namely
Naturalists, Sensates, Traditionalists, Ascetics, Activists, Caregivers, Enthusiasts,
Contemplatives, and Intellectuals.65 In the same vein, Corinne Ware’s Discover Your
Spiritual Type: A Guide to Individual and Congregational Growth, offers an assessment
for individuals or groups to take to help identify their Spiritual Type—specifically a
Head, Heart, Mystic, or Kingdom Spirituality—and then develop a personal or
congregational plan for growth.66 Another approach, more akin to Willow Creek’s Reveal
study, is to help ascertain a person’s level or stage of spiritual maturity. James Fowler’s
classic, Stages of Faith: The Psychology of Human Development and the Quest for
Meaning, is but one example of this.67 Yet another angle to consider is what stage or
season of one’s spiritual journey a person is in. In Naked Spirituality: A Life With God in
12 Simple Words, Brian McLaren outlines a four-stage framework of Simplicity,
Complexity, Perplexity, and Harmony, along with spiritual practices that may be helpful
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in each stage.68 Similarly, albeit in a less systematic way, in Falling Upward: A
Spirituality for the Two Halves of Life, Richard Rohr talks about the two halves of life,
whereby the first half of life is about creating a proper container for one’s life and faith,
and the second half of life—usually entered through suffering—is about the actual
contents that this container was meant to hold and deliver.69 The above books and
approaches demonstrate the wide variety of doorways to spiritual formation that are
available. Of course, obvious differences such as passions and spiritual gifts, family
background (to be explored in the Sojourners section below), season of life (e.g., small
children), circumstances (e.g., physical illness, death of a loved one), and other unique
elements must be considered as well.
Regardless of approach, one’s emotions must be properly tapped into along the
way. For instance, the Reveal study found that the most spiritually mature participants
not only took part in spiritual practices more often, but that there was an important shift
in why they did so—rather than information accumulation, a desire “to know God, to
understand and connect with the heart of God.”70 This is a different motivation than the
“oughts,” the shame, the guilt that so many Christians feel about spiritual disciplines.
Nonetheless, recall that emotional resonance is important for motivation. For instance,
while this author was thrilled with the concepts of Emotionally Healthy Spirituality,
Scazzero’s follow-up book to The Emotionally Health Church, one of his solutions was
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the Daily Office—a practice which did not strike a personal chord at all.71 Needless to
say, that practice did not ensue. However, it may work for some people. If not, there are a
multitude of specific practices that may help people tap into their emotions. For instance,
the Jesus’ Prayer from the Eastern Orthodox tradition—“Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God,
have mercy on me, a sinner”—is thought to be “a way to help people ‘descend with the
mind into the heart of God.’”72 One might further explore church history, trying out some
mystic practices such as contemplative prayer. Or, for a different, more embodied
experience of prayer, one might try one of the thirty prayer postures explained in Body
Prayer: The Posture of Intimacy With God.73 Or consider music. Tickle points out that
“much of the passion as well as the theological underpinnings of the Reformation was
disseminated by means of popular music. With the Great Reformation… music was often
a more effectual vehicle of transmittal then was the learned treatise or the well-known
sermon [emphasis added].”74 Tickles believes that the same observation could be made of
contemporary Christians. Again, all of these ideas should be offered as an option to try
out, not a prescription for all people. Spiritual formation is not one-size-fits-all.
In response to this, some people argue that the church is already consumer-driven
enough; it does not need to cater to personal needs and desires any more than it already
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does. In some ways this is true. Three responses are salient. First, as any true mystic
acknowledges, these practices are not about any given person alone and what makes him
or her feel good, or merely connected to God for experience’s sake; rather, they are about
forming a person into a contributing Kingdom-citizen. This point must be explicitly and
regularly emphasized. Second, just because some churches offer a menu of options does
not mean that they have full clarity on why they are doing so—other than to keep
consumers happy. Keeping the findings of neuroscience in mind as well as parishioners’
potential roles in the big picture of redemptive history, as outlined in chapter two, may
help. Likewise, in an effort to move parishioners from consumers to Kingdom-citizens,
they must be taught and assisted in discerning what sorts of practices might be most
formative to their own hearts, as well as what practices or experiences they are best
equipped to participate in for the sake of redeeming all creation.

Story
The power of story is immense—hard to overstate, really. One storyteller and
advertising expert put it this way in the title of a recent book: Winning the Story Wars:
Why Those Who Tell—and Live—the Best Stories Will Rule the Future.75 Many spiritual
formation practitioners agree. In addition to spiritual practices, Smith argues that stories
remain one of the best ways at forming one’s heart. Rather than trying to push, or even
condemn, someone into formation via a set of beliefs, stories have the capacity to compel
or draw a person in: “It’s not so much that we’re intellectually convinced and then muster
the willpower to pursue what we ought; rather, at a precognitive level, we are attracted to
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a vision of the good life that has been painted for us in stories and myths, images and
icons.”76 He explains:
The reason that this vision of the good life moves us is because it is a more
affective, sensible, even aesthetic picture of what the good life looks like. A
vision of the good life captures our hearts and imaginations not by providing a set
of rules or ideas, but by painting a picture of what it looks like for us to flourish
and live well. This is why such pictures are communicated most powerfully in
stories, legends, myths, plays, novels, and films rather than dissertations,
messages, and monographs.77
Stories, argues Smith, “seep into us—and stay there and haunt us—more than a report on
the facts.”78 Tickle agrees, pointing out that, “Narrative circumvents logic, speaking the
truth of the people who have been and of whom we are. Narrative speaks to the heart in
order that the heart, so tutored, may direct and inform the mind.”79 Likewise, Thompson
remarks: “…the power of storytelling goes beyond the border of the story itself. It moves
into the nooks and crannies of our memories and emotions, sometimes gently, sometimes
explosively, revealing, awakening, shocking, calling.”80 Theologian Graham Ward
describes the power of story using the phrase “narrative economy,” explaining that all
narratives “structure emotions, desires and hopes that impact upon what we believe and
how we come to value certain acts” and that “the narrative economy, in engaging our
expectant emotions, opens up a transcendent horizon that confirms our sense of what is
real and what is valuable.”81 Green refers to this power as “narrative hermeneutics”:
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So pivotal is narrative to the formation of identity, including the formation and
articulation of beliefs, that in the absence of memory humans will create stories
by which to make sense of their present situation…. For good reason, scientisttheologian Anne Foeret refers to humans as “Homo Narrans Narrandus—the
storytelling person whose story has to be told,” who tells stories to make sense of
the world and to form personal identity and community…. From neurobiology
and its interactions with cultural anthropology and philosophy, then, we have a
heightened interest in and recognition of narrativity as a human-forming,
meaning-making enterprise.82
Or, just ask a church-goer what was most meaningful or memorable about last week’s
sermon or church service, and what will be the likely answer? A story.
Fortunately, stories are accessible to nearly everyone interested in spiritual
formation.83 The first story to evaluate is one’s personal story. Hall explains how stories
can help integrate all the doctrines a person claims to believe about God (explicit
knowledge) with what is actually believed deep in one’s heart (implicit knowledge). For
example, one can tease out one’s implicit beliefs, or “unthought knowns,” through the
practices of telling one’s story as well as journaling. Connecting or translating one’s
experiences and emotions into words in this way (either to oneself or others), helps a
person make meaning, work through one’s emotions, and, as follows, aids one’s
relationship with self, others, and God. Likewise, one can “back-translate” head
knowledge about God into emotions and gut-level knowledge through the act of storytelling.84 Both types of knowledge are needed, and need to work together, in one’s
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relationship with both God and others in order to make such relationships both logical
and emotionally meaningful.85 Indeed, head and heart are reconciled in stories.
Stories also help a person make sense of the past, and have deep potential to
impact one’s present and take hold of one’s future. Siegel explains from a
neuroscientist’s perspective:
It all comes down to our life narrative, the story we tell when we look at who we
are and how we’ve become the person that we are. Our life narrative determines
our feelings about our past, our understanding of why people (like our parents)
behaved as they did, and our awareness of the way those events have impacted
our development into adulthood. When we have a coherent life narrative, we have
made sense of how the past has contributed to who we are and what we do.86
He goes on to explain the impact one’s past life narrative can have both on one’s present
and future. In To Be Told: Know Your Story. Shape Your Future, psychologist Dr. Dan
Allender writes a whole book in support of this notion, stating, “our own life is the thing
that most influences and shapes our outlook, our tendencies, our choices, and our
decisions. It is the force that orients us toward the future, and yet we don’t give it a
second thought, much less a careful examination. It’s time to listen to our own story.”87
One of the many values of storytelling is to unearth one’s emotions, desires, and
passions. “God writes our story,” writes Allender, “with great passion and desire, and he
reveals our own passions and desires as we read and listen to our story.”88 Along the
same lines, Sheldrake argues that one’s most authentic desires “tend to reach into the
very heart of our identities. At this level the questions ‘Who am I?’ and ‘What do I
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want?’ touch intimately upon each other.”89 He goes on to say, “We can think of our
authentic desires as vocational in orientation. They can be guides to what we are called to
become, to live, and to do.” More important still, by attending to one’s desires, it is
possible to take off one’s masks, acknowledge one’s true self, and ultimately become the
person God created a person to be.90 In other words, one does not unearth passions just as
an informational self-awareness exercise—though there is value to such a process—but
to better live into the role God has for oneself in the future.
Moreover, God invites humans into the process of co-authoring one’s future
together: “When I study and understand my life story, I can then join God as a coauthor. I
don’t have to settle for merely being a reader of my life; God calls me to be a writer of
my future. He asks me to take the only life I will ever be given and shape it in the
direction he outlines for me. I am to keep writing, moving forward into the plot that God
has woven into the sinews of my soul.”91 This also means, among other things, that one’s
past story does not determine one’s future story. As theologian Richard Lints explains,
The story of the self is a developing story, a story subject to a creative advance,
wherein the past is never simply a series of nows that have lapsed into nonbeing,
but a text, an inscription of events and experiences, that stands open to new
interpretations and new perspectives of meaning. Correspondingly, the future is
not a series of nows that has not yet come into being. The future of narrative time
is the self as possibility, as the power to be able to provide new readings of the
script that has already been inscribed and to mark out new inscriptions of a script
in the making. [emphasis added]92
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The future potential of one’s narrative is made possible by God’s co-authorship.
It makes a great deal of sense, then, to orient one’s own personal story within the
context of God’s Big Story. Allender captures this as follows: “Your story helps reveal
the Greatest Story, the story that God is telling about himself. God intends for each of us
to live for a greater glory, and a greater story, than our own.”93 To this Big Story we now
turn.
As detailed in chapter two, God’s story of redemptive history encompasses the
whole of the Bible and the whole of creation. Allender describes the Bible as “the Book
that grips our heart and captures our soul,”94 and while this is possible, it seems that all
too often today it is a book that is unfamiliar, misunderstood, or irrelevant. Teaching the
Bible as one Big Story—with a sweeping meta-narrative of God extending relationship
and partnership through Creation, Fall, Redemption, and Restoration—has the capacity to
change this reality in powerful ways.
Sadly, biblical illiteracy is rampant today—even among Christians. As explained
by Tickle:
America’s younger generations became more and more untethered from the
parables and prophecies, interpretations and principles that supported both the
story itself and the consensual illusion that was based on it. The result,
theologically, for both emergent Christianity and the reactive bodies of American
Protestantism and American Roman Catholicism is stark. Each one of them, in
dealing with Americans under fifty, is dealing in large measure with scriptural
innocents whose very ignorance is pushing them in one of two directions. Either
innocence of scriptural experience is propelling them to seek ever more eagerly
for structured engagement with it, or else a total lack of prior exposure is
propelling scripture itself father and father into the attics of life where all antiques
are stored for a respectful period of time before being thrown completely away.95
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This is a stark reality, but there is hope.
Teaching the Bible as one Big Story makes the Bible much more accessible,
whether that be for the teacher, the learner, or the average reader. Without an
understanding of the overarching metanarrative of Scripture, the average person may
have no idea where within the 66 books to begin or how to make sense of what one is
reading. It is no wonder that it has been relegated to the attic, or, for those who stick with
it, a source of shame, guilt, boredom, and confusion. In recent years, Zondervan has
published a condensed, chronological version of the Bible called The Story: The Bible As
One Continuing Story of God and His People in hopes of changing this picture.96
Testimonies of those who are reading it are remarkable: Non-believers, believers on the
fringe of faith, and long-time readers of the Bible attest to greater motivation to read,
better understanding, and more meaningful application when the Bible is presented in
“story” form.97
If Medina’s Brain Rules are correct, then such an over-arching reading of the
Bible should also make it more memorable. Medina points out that memory works by
recording the gist of a concept or experience, not the minute details: “With the passage of
time, our retrieval of gist always trumps our recall of details. This means our heads tend
to be filled with generalized pictures of concepts or events, not with slowly fading
minutiae.”98 Interestingly, it is this recall of the big picture that helps a person remember
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the details, since “memory is enhanced by creating associations between concepts.”99 So,
for example, as explained in How People Learn, what sets apart novices from experts in a
given discipline is that experts do not simply know a list of facts or formulas, but rather
their knowledge is organized around core concepts or big ideas that guide their work.100
Medina concludes, “Whether you are a waiter or a brain scientist, if you want to get the
particulars correct, don’t start with the details. Start with the key ideas and, in a
hierarchical fashion, form the details around these larger notions.”101 God’s Story, seen in
this light, should be memorable.
The people of God, of course, were often commanded to remember their Story.
Examples abound:
The core of the biblical witness revolves around memory. ‘Remember’ is the
recurrent theme, from the Sabbath commandment (Ex.20:8), to the escape from
Egypt, to Jesus’ ‘Do this in remembrance of me’ (Luke 22:19; 1 Cor. 11:24), to
the Book of Revelation’s injunction to have one’s name ‘found [remembered]…in
the book of life’ (20:15). Imagining a future requires remembering a past;
remembering a past creates a future.102
It is no wonder that God is often referred to as the “God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob,”
beckoning God’s followers to remember His work in the midst of their ancestors as a
means of guiding and encouraging them in the present day. Likewise, the New
Testament’s authors remind their audiences of the story of redemptive history at various
junctures. For instance, Green explains, “…it is clear that the speeches in Acts directed at
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Jewish audiences (e.g., in Acts 2:14-36; 7; 13:16-41), as well the Lukan narrative as a
whole, renarrate the story of Israel as to demonstrate that the narrative of God’s promises
to Abraham comes to fruition in the advent of Jesus and continues in the life of the
community of Jesus’ followers.”103 In other words, there is a “fundamental continuity
between the ancient story Israel, the story of Jesus, and the story of the Way.”104 There is
strength, identity, and meaning in regularly recalling the Story.
Knowing the big picture of the Bible also gives context to commands for moral
living, or calls to spiritual practices. So rather than seeing the Bible as a book full of do’s
and don’ts, one might see the call to holy living in the context of God’s story of personal
and global transformation. N.T. Wright describes the following proposal as “the heart” of
his book, After You Believe: Why Christian Character Matters, and as a “gateway to a
fresh reading of the moral thrust of the New Testament”:
1. The goal is the new heaven and new earth, with human beings raised from the
dead to be the renewed world’s rulers and priests.
2. This goal is achieved through the kingdom-establishing work of Jesus and the
Spirit, which we grasp by faith, participate in by baptism, and live out in love.
3. Christian living in the present consists of anticipating this ultimate reality
through the Spirit-led, habit-forming, truly human practice of faith, hope, and
love, sustaining Christians in their calling to worship God and reflect his glory
into the world.105
From a neuroscience perspective, Thompson explains—like Hall above—that calls for
moral living must be situated in a broader context in order to integrate one’s left and right
modes of processing information: “This is why simply reading the Ten Commandments
as a list of do’s and don’ts has so little efficacy. The same can be said for Jesus’
103

Green, 135.

104

Ibid., 127.

105

N.T. Wright, After you Believe: Why Christian Character Matters (New York: Harper One,

2010), 67.

229
admonitions during the Sermon on the Mount or the apostle Paul’s instruction to the early
church communities. Isolating commands for right living apart from their storied context
is at best neurologically nonintegrating and, at worst, disintegrating. This is why telling
our stories is so vitally important.”106 God’s Big Story provides essential context.
Of course, in addition to the Ten Commandments or the Sermon on the Mount,
most Christians have another running list of “shoulds,” including going to church, prayer,
Bible reading, and the like. Smith, who is very obviously in favor of the formational role
of ongoing practices, was asked by scholars who reviewed Desiring the Kingdom, “what
makes ‘Christian practices’ Christian?” After all, Smith argued that all practices are
formative—for good or for ill. In a brief response on his personal blog he suggests that
“Christian practices will be those practices that intentionally ‘carry’ the Christian story—
so they are teleologically defined.” He suggests this provides Christian practices with a
“narrative logic.”107 Smith then directs readers to his follow-up book, Imagining the
Kingdom: How Worship Works for further explanation. In the latter book he describes the
centrality of story as a “bodily basis of meaning” and “a kind of pretheoretical compass
that guides and generates human action.”108 In short, explains Smith,
the way to the heart is through the body, and the way into the body is through
story. And this is how worship works: Christian formation is a conversion of the
imagination effected by the Spirit, who recruits our most fundamental desires by a
kind of narrative enchantment—by inviting us narrative animals into a story that
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seeps into our bones and becomes the orienting background of our being-in-theworld.109
Christian practices, then, are distinguished from secular practices by “the presence of the
Spirit and a very different story.”110 They are not an exercise in “spiritual selfmanagement” but a way that the Spirit raises one up into union with Christ.111 The Story
provides meaning and motivation.
Knowing the overarching narrative of the Bible also makes it more relevant today.
Gabe Lyons argues in The Next Christians: The Good News About the End of Christian
America, that the future of Western Christianity will be carried forward by what he calls
“the Restorers,” those Christians to whom the Big Story is central to their understanding,
identity, and vocation as a Christian.112 Based on their knowledge and understanding of
the whole story of the Bible—versus a truncated version of the Gospel that focuses on
Christ’s death and resurrection as a ticket to heaven—restorers “envision the world as it
was meant to be and they work toward that vision.”113 This understanding has the
capacity to change everything, as summarized here:
It starts with rediscovering the full story of the gospel, which leads them to
recalibrate their conscience to allow them to be in the world, which forces them
to rethink their commitment to one another and their neighbors, which inspires
them to reimagine a renaissance of creativity, beauty, and art that the world hasn’t
seen in centuries, which culminates in redeploying the church where the world
needs it most. You can see how embracing restoration as part of God’s story sets
off a chain reaction that can revitalize our faith in the post-Christian century.114
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In sum, it is not an exaggeration to state that the ongoing practice of examining one’s
personal story in light of God’s ultimate Story has transformative power for oneself and
the whole world.

Suffering
A significant part of one’s personal story and the biblical story involves suffering.
This is comically explained by the following exchange: When Dallas Willard was asked
to define reality, he responded, “Reality is what you can count on.” And pain? “Pain is
what you experience when you bump into reality.”115 Likewise, Wright explains that
“Christian spirituality normally involves a measure of suffering.”116 Since “those who
follow Jesus are called to live by the rules of the new world rather than the old one, and
the old one won’t like it,” suffering may, then, involve actual persecution.117 However, he
acknowledges,
suffering comes in many other forms, too: illness, depression, bereavement, moral
dilemmas, poverty, tragedy, accidents, and death. Nobody reading the New
Testament or any of the other Christian literature from the first two or three
centuries could have accused the early Christians of painting too rosy a picture of
what life would be like for those who follow Jesus.118
In Jesus’ own words, “In this world you will have trouble….” (John 16:33; cf. 2 Cor. 4).
Indeed it happens.
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But the truth is, suffering has transformative power, admittedly for good or for ill.
Observation and experience alike show that trials can make a person bitter or better.
Christians, though, have long since explained the benefits of suffering. Consider, for
example, Augustine of Hippo’s words: “Our pilgrimage on earth cannot be exempt from
trial. We actually progress by means of trial. We do not know ourselves except through
trial, or receive a crown except after victory.”119 Or from a more contemporary saint,
Henri Nouwen:
Suffering and death belong to the narrow road of Jesus. Jesus does not glorify
them, or call them beautiful, good, or something to be desired. Jesus does not call
for heroism or suicidal self-sacrifice. No, Jesus invites us to look at the reality of
our existence and reveals this harsh reality as the way to new life. The core
message of Jesus is that real joy and peace can never be reached while by passing
suffering and death, but only by going right through them.120
Richard Rohr follows suit:
It is not that suffering or failure might happen, or that it will only happen to you if
you are bad (which is what religious people often think), or that it will happen to
the unfortunate, or to a few in other places, or that you can somehow by
cleverness or righteousness avoid it. No, it will happen, and to you! Losing,
failing, falling, sin, and the suffering that comes from those experiences—all of
this is a necessary and even good part of the human journey. 121
Studies likewise point to the power of suffering to change a person for the better.
For example, the Faithful Change Project, a longitudinal study (1998-2006) of the
spiritual development of undergraduate students within the Council for Christian
Colleges, found that the prolonged experience of crises or emotional upheavals such as
mental or physical illness, divorce, death, family difficulties, and the like were one of the
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main catalysts to students’ spiritual growth.122 Hall has found similar results in his
research with Christian college students, citing peer relationships, working through
suffering, and Bible/theology classes as the top three growth facilitators of spiritual
development. In Hall’s words, “Processing suffering is another catalyst of spiritual
growth, because it often gives us access to deep places in our soul that move us away
from God — places we would not otherwise know existed. Trials shake up our negative
gut-level expectations of God and other important people in our lives.”123 Fosha has
found that crisis and emotional suffering, particularly when experienced in conditions of
safety, can be a powerful motivator: “The alchemy of transformance strivings together
with the drive to relieve distress is an unbeatable mix for change.” [emphasis added]124
Likewise, from Richard Davidson, a specialist in affective neuroscience, “We can learn
to be resilient being exposed to a threat or stress at a level that allows us to manage it. If
we are exposed to too little stress, nothing will be learned; too much, and the wrong
lesson might come embedded in the neural circuitry for fear.”125
Although people do not get to choose the level of stress, crisis or emotional
upheaval that come into their lives, Jesus provides an important model for handling
suffering. God is “the great companion, the fellow-sufferer, who understands,” explains
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Alfred North Whitehead, nineteenth-century British philosopher.126 Plantinga believes
that humans image God “by conforming to Jesus Christ in suffering and death, the
ultimate example of self-giving love.”127 Jesus was quite literally, says Isaiah 53:3, “a
man of suffering,” ultimately facing death. It follows that his disciples would face a
similar fate. The good news is that Jesus’ followers also have the hope of being raised to
new life, of being exalted in their humility along with Jesus.128 It is one’s union with
Christ through suffering into resurrection and new life that is so transformational. One
certainly does not need to court or seek out suffering,129 but one also should be cautious
about glossing over it or trying to alleviate it too quickly. It seems that going through
suffering, rather than around it, is one sure road to transformation.

Sojourners
Sojourners are essential to Christians and the future of Christianity. In today’s
transient world, one may not have the same people remaining constant in her or his life
for its duration; nonetheless, relationships are critical to spiritual transformation no matter
the length of season. Chapter two offered biblical support for the role that community
plays in one’s own personal transformation as well in one’s role as a redemptive agent in
the world. Chapter five provided neuroscientific support for the integral role of
community by explaining emotional contagion, emotional regulation, and, most
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importantly, emotional revision—a transformation that impacts the way one relates to
oneself, others, and God. This section provides concrete suggestions on how to create an
environment where life-changing community can occur.
In recent years, some people within the church have elevated the role and power
of community to a level above right doctrine, or conversely, belonging is seen as
foundational to belief. Tickle explains:
Emergence leaders speak about the difference between ‘believe-behave-belong”
and “belong-behave-believe”….The first triad requires adherence to certain rules
of doctrinal believe and human conduct as prerequisites to membership in their
ranks. The second trial…reverses the process. In center-set Christianity, one
simply belongs to a gathering of Christians by virtues of a shared humanity and an
affinity with the individuals involved in whatever the group as a whole is
doing….Should he or she, however become desirous of more, or be led to more,
or be convinced by association that there is more, then he or she will begin to
behave in an un-superimposed iteration of the conduct and mode of thinking that
informs the group as a whole. As behavior begins to condition living, it also
begins to shape belief until the two become one.130
This echoes ancient Augustinian wisdom where loving is pre-eminent to and prior to
knowing.131 Given the biblical and scientific support for the importance of belonging, the
church must provide avenues and opportunities where such belonging might occur.
Several points from neuroscience research must be kept in mind. First, emotional
contagion, regulation, and revision are strongest amongst those to whom one is closest
relationally. The Reveal study supports this, explaining: “Spiritual community shows up
as a growth catalysts in all three movements [i.e., from seeker to believer to mature
Christian], though the specific form of that community shifts as people grow in faith from
more casual friendships to mentor relationships, relationships that typically involve
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greater accountability and intimacy.” [emphasis added]132 In other words, more intimate
relationships with other Christians are correlated with a deeper relationship with God.
However, the second point to keep in mind from neuroscience is that emotional safety is
a critical prerequisite if any such growth or transformation is to occur. The church, then,
must create opportunities for belonging where people feel safe. It takes a great deal of
time to build this kind of trust. Finally, all relational experiences are transformative,
regardless of context. Rather than feeling a sense of competition or fear because of this,
the church needs to acknowledge, validate, and celebrate transformative relationships
wherever they are happening.
One framework that seems to inherently recognize these points is presented by
Joseph Myers in The Search to Belong: Rethinking Intimacy, Community, and Small
Groups. Myers wrote the book in hopes of answering the questions, what does it really
mean to “belong before we believe?” and “what might this look like in actual
practice?”133 Myers bases his model on Edward Hall’s theory of proxemics, which
identifies four spaces of human interaction—public, social, personal, and intimate—and
then explains how these physical spaces influence culture and communication. Myers
argues that people experience significant belonging and meaningful connection in each of
these four spaces as well.134 Because Myers’ framework is so applicable, the basic ideas
are briefly explained here before moving on to the applications.
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The four spaces of belonging are public, social, personal, and intimate, as
explained below. “Public belonging,” says Myers, “happens when we connect through
outside influences. It isn’t about connecting person to person; it is about sharing a
common experience…They connect because of the outside influence, not because of
shared personal information.”135 Examples of public spaces people belong to may be fans
of a particular football team, Apple users, the Republican Party, and even the local
church.136 People may be anonymous to one another, but they are not outsiders or
strangers. There is a meaningful connection felt in public space. Myers argues, “Public
space is not mere togetherness; it is connectedness. It is family.”137 And when people feel
connected, “they explore the possibilities of significant, committed participation.” Next,
social belonging “is the space where we connect through sharing ‘snapshots’ of who we
are.”138 The people are more acquaintances than friends, the conversation is typically
“small talk,” and yet there is a sense of connectedness, care, and meaning in these
relationships. Social space is also a safe place to discern who to develop a deeper
relationship with as well as to do some experimenting with relationships. Third, personal
space “is where we connect through sharing private—although not ‘naked’—experiences,
feelings, and thoughts.”139 These are one’s “close friends…who know more about us than
an acquaintance would know and yet not so much that they feel uncomfortable.”140
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Finally, intimate space is where one shares “naked” experiences, feelings, and thoughts
and yet is “not ashamed.”141 Myers argues that a person can only adequately sustain a few
of these types of relationships. And, further, he believes that any given person should
have more personal relationships than intimate, more social than personal relationships,
and more public than social belongings.142
Since each of these spaces provide meaningful connection and a significant sense
of belonging, Myers suggests that true community is built when all four spaces are
operating in harmony: “A healthy strategy for those working to build community entails
allowing people to grow significant relationships in all four spaces—all four. It means
permitting people to belong in the space they want or need to belong....”143 Myers goes
on to state:
We can encourage them to belong in the space that is comfortable for them at the
time, treating them as a significant part of the ‘family’ in which space they
choose. …Be at peace. People connect and are motivated to connect in all four
spaces. It is our charge to invite the stranger in. We do not invite strangers in for
intimacy. We invite them in so they will no longer be strangers. We give space
and they find family, belonging, and community. So gently knock and wait for
them to invite you into the space where they are.144
This, he observes, is in stark contrast to the viewpoint that many churches implicitly or
explicitly teach: true community only happens when people get “close.”145 He is wary of
churches, for example, that see small groups as “the end-all solution” for community,
arguing that “announcing programs that promise intimacy to everyone within reach
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creates unrealistic expectations. Worse, it actually pushes those who are not ready for
such relationships farther away.”146 In other words, the goal should not be to move
everyone from the public space of the Sunday services to the personal space of a small
group. Such “forced belonging” is most likely to backfire.147
Rather, Myers suggests that pastors, in particular, see themselves as
“environmentalists” rather than “programmers.” Environmentalists work to create a
healthy climate in which growth happens naturally and spontaneously. Programmers,
however, take control.148 Myers suggests creating an environment in each type of space
where connection can happen more naturally. For example, rather than offering an
icebreaker game, consider what helps people naturally connect in a social space.149
Because Myers work is interested in belonging more than transformation, it does
not take into consideration the neuroscientific evidence that suggests the deepest
transformation occurs in the contexts of “personal” and “intimate” space. Nonetheless,
the framework does take into account people’s emotional safety needs, allowing someone
to try out the shallow end before jumping into the deep end of the community pool.
Practically speaking, the framework also provides a helpful starting point for practitioners
in assessing current programming as well as brainstorming and implementing new
opportunities, such as those below.
The most obvious place to provide public space is through the weekly worship
gathering. Given the findings about the effectiveness of such a gathering when it comes
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to transformation, leaders may need to rethink and reprioritize the current amount of time
and money being allotted to such a gathering. For example, in today’s culture, public
belonging is found online. As Tickle points out, much of religious experience,
instruction, and worship has moved from sacred space to secular space into electronic
space.150 The church can certainly tap into this reality by making use of Twitter,
Facebook, and thoughtfully entering the blogosphere. However, such things, if done well,
take precious time.
In the meantime, leaders can work to make sure that people feel a sense of
belonging even if the weekly service is the only available public space option made
available by the church, or the only space a person chooses to participate in. This means,
for example, that the implicit and explicit communication which leaders use should make
all people feel like they belong, even if they “only” attend the weekly service.151
Likewise, one can explicitly legitimize and affirm the public spaces parishioners are
involved in outside of church (e.g., the arts, civic life, community service). These are
meaningful places of connection, not to mention opportunities for missional engagement.
There are endless ways to offer social space. Contrary to common perceptions,
traditional small groups typically function as social space, with some of the members
going deeper into personal space over time. Another option to consider is a short-term
small group designed to terminate after, say, 6-12 weeks when a particular sermon series
wraps up. This is a great way for people to try on a particular community for size and
then have a natural exit-ramp if needed. If deeper connections are made, people naturally
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will continue to meet together. It is recommended that leaders of both traditional as well
as short-term small groups go through some training that includes the four spaces of
community in order to help them have appropriate expectations for their group. One
might also include concepts from Larry Crabb’s book, Connecting: Healing for
Ourselves and Our Relationships. A Radical New Vision, which explains some practical
ways that such a community can provide healing over the course of time.152 Again, these
groups will provide both social and personal space, so giving some understanding of and
preparation for both spaces is wise.
Beyond this, many of the church’s traditional options for spiritual growth,
fellowship, and service fall under the “social space” heading. Opportunities may include
serving or volunteer options such as those involved with a worship team, meals ministry,
facilitating the youth group, or local service. Mission trips and retreats also offer social
space. Many typical “Christian education” options also function as social space, whether
that be an ongoing Sunday School class, a six-week evening class, or stand-alone
workshops or gatherings about theology, spiritual disciplines, and the like.
Perhaps less traditionally, the church could also facilitate “common interest
groups,” or gatherings of like-minded people around activities, issues, causes, or hobbies
of shared interest. Ideas may include justice-related issues such as human trafficking, the
world water crisis, or AIDS, local needs such as hunger or homelessness, personal
interests or hobbies such as gardening, local food, craft beer, games, literature, sports, or
games. For those with less time or with some inhibitions surrounding the ongoing nature
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of the above groups, the church could also offer one-time opportunities such as a social
gathering or class about a topic of interest.
It typically takes time to build the trust required to build personal space.
However, some opportunities the church offers build in an environment of safety that
allows participants to share at a more personal level. For example, a church might train
facilitators through Open Hearts Ministry to lead Journey Groups which help people
process various forms of abuse, negative self-talk, and other life difficulties.153 Other
group options might include Divorce Care or Alcoholics Anonymous.154 Stephen
Ministry can provide a similar level of support and processing by offering a one-on-one
relationship between a parishioner trained as a Stephen Minister and a parishioner in need
of lay counseling.155 All of these opportunities also provide a place for people to process
their personal stories and experiences of suffering, two of the formational experiences
described earlier in this dissertation.
Intimate space relationships are not something that a church can program, even if
so desired. These sorts of relationships will happen naturally and spontaneously. In
general, public and social spaces can be programmed, but personal and intimate
connections happen more organically. It is arguable, then, that the church should focus
the bulk of its efforts on providing meaningful ways to belong publically and socially in
order to set people up to develop personal and intimate connections in a natural way.
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In summary, each of the four spaces provides an emotionally safe and personally
meaningful way for people to experience community. Without this feeling of safety, the
possibility for connection and, more importantly, transformation decreases. Also, given
that practices and experiences are most transformative when done repetitively, the
likelihood of any one of these communal spaces leading to transformation arguably
comes through repeated experience. Nonetheless, each communal experience, in concert
with the rest of the practices and experiences described here, may lead a person one step
closer to God and personal transformation.

Conclusion
More and more people today are describing themselves as “spiritual but not
religious.” Research affirms this trend. Nonetheless, Lyons reminds us that there is
actually hope in such a description. As Lyons explains, “Most people are seeking truth.
Americans may not be convinced that there is only one way to God, and they may be
more skeptical toward Christianity than any other organized religion, but today they are
compelled to experiment. They are open to new paths of spirituality; they are seeking
approaches to faith that connect with the inner longings of their soul.” [emphasis
added]156 This dissertation has demonstrated that the neuroscience of emotion must be
one of these “new paths.”
To recap, in chapter one, the power of one’s emotional or gut-level knowledge
was demonstrated as well as the importance of promoting formation on the affective
level. In chapter two, the biblical narrative provided a goal and a role for those who are
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“spiritual but not religious,” namely personal transformation and the restoration of all
creation back to God’s original intent. Both processes necessarily involve the whole of
one’s person. Chapter three explained that throughout church history, this holistic
approach—involving body, mind, and emotion—has been important in personal and
corporate transformation. Chapter four demonstrated that by tapping into someone’s
emotional milieu, that person’s attention, memory, motivation, and decision-making
capacity can be capitalized upon. Chapters five and six captured the important role of
emotion on the interpersonal level, climaxing in the transformation of oneself, one’s
relationships with others, and one’s relationship with God. Chapter seven then provided
six practical approaches that spiritual formation practitioners can utilize to promote a
more meaningful and sustainable faith. Supported in Scripture, upheld throughout church
history, capturing attention and motivation, aiding decision-making and memory,
transforming relationships with others and with God, the neuroscience of emotion indeed
has the powerful capacity to effect transformation in the lives of all humankind and the
world in which they live.
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