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THEOLOGICAL ROUNDTABLE

A Retrospective and Prospective Roundtable on
the Fiftieth Anniversary of Horizons

Editor’s Introduction

In addition to six peer-reviewedarticles, the “creative teaching” feature,
and an editorial essay, the Fall 1986 issue of Horizons featured an editorial
symposium titled “CatholicismandModernity” andabook reviewsymposium
onW.W.Meissner’sPsychoanalysis andReligiousExperience.WalterConnwas
in his sixth year as editor, and he consistently crafted issues with challenging
features and ground-breaking articles.

In our third golden anniversary roundtable, the editors have chosen
to feature Sandra Schneiders’s Fall 1986 article, “Theology and Spirituality:
Strangers, Rivals, or Partners?.” It has become a classic and is the most cited
article of the Horizons corpus. A decade before the Pew Charitable Trusts
sponsored the Pew Research Center for the People & the Press, and decades
before that center surveyed Americans on questions about practices they
would call spiritual, Schneiders was trying to identify trends and map defini-
tions about spirituality, especially about spirituality as a field of study.*

To be sure, multiple factors affect what eventually gets published in any
particular issue, and so I do not know if well-planned timing on editor Conn’s
part played a role or if it was simply serendipity that put the two symposia and
Schneiders’s article in the same issue. Nonetheless, the symposia offer robust
reflections that open a window on some aspects of practicing Catholic theol-
ogy and the development of religious studies in themid-1980s; it is interesting
to read these features alongside Schneiders’s article, and I encourage readers
to revisit those works.

Professor Min-Ah Cho of Georgetown University generously agreed
to guide us through a consideration of Schneiders’s 1986 article and its

* For the origins of the PewResearchCenter, see https://www.pewresearch.org/about/our-
history/. For the report on the August 2023 survey of Americans and spirituality, see
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2023/12/07/spirituality-among-americans/. 163
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164 T H E O L O G I C A L R O U N D T A B L E

continuing importance. Among other insights, Cho challenges us to rethink
what interconnections and union with God, one another, and self mean in a
human landscape reshapedbyartificial intelligence, a pandemic, andongoing
social, political, and economic polarizations.

THEOLOGY AND SPIRITUALITY: STRANGERS, RIVALS,
OR PARTNERS?

ABSTRACT
After tracing the history of the term “spirituality” and the discipline of

spirituality up to themid-twentieth century, this article describes the contem-
porary understanding of spirituality as lived religious experience and of the
academic discipline which studies this subject. This phenomenology of the
discipline grounds a position on the relationship between lived spirituality
and theology on the onehand, and the academic disciplines of spirituality and
theology on the other.

I. Introduction: The Present Situation
The “Spirituality Phenomenon”

Just as thebiblical and liturgical renewalsdominated theCatholic scene
in the 1950’s and1960’s, spirituality has dominated theCatholic consciousness
since the 1970’s and shows little sign of disappearing from the center of con-
cern in the foreseeable future. The grip of spirituality on the imagination and
energies of Christians in general and Catholics in particular is baffling, from
a logical point of view, because of the widespread confusion about the very
meaning of the term, not to mention the more complicated question of its
relationship to other activities and fields of study. Spirituality is, in a sense, a
phenomenonwhichhas not yet beendefined, analyzed, or categorized to any-
one’s satisfaction.Nodoubt this essaywill not rectify that situationbutperhaps
it canmake amodest contribution toward sorting out the problems, marshal-
ing the available resources, and suggesting some working hypotheses which
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Studies and Christian Spirituality at the Jesuit School of Theology/Graduate
Theological Union (Berkeley, CA 94709). She serves on the editorial boards
of Horizons, Catholic Biblical Quarterly, Biblical Theology Bulletin, and
the Paulist “Classics of Western Spirituality.” Her articles have appeared in
Theological Studies, Catholic Biblical Quarterly, Chicago Studies, Spirituality
Today, and elsewhere. She currently serves on the staff of the Institute for
Spirituality and Worship at JSTB and is facilitator of the doctoral program in
Christian Spirituality at the GTU.
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Horizons 165

can be tested against the experience of both believers interested in spiritual-
ity as personal experience and scholars working in the academic discipline of
spirituality.

Spirituality, as the term is used today, did not begin its career in the
classroom but among practicing Christians, mostly Catholics, whose religious
experience intensified in the wake of Vatican II. For some, spirituality had
to do primarily with prayer. Those who became involved in the Charismatic
Renewal, in the retreatmovement, and in theHouseofPrayermovement typify
this focus in spirituality.

For a second group of people spirituality had a slightly wider connota-
tion, having to do not just with prayer but with an intensified faith life which
embraced the whole of one’s daily experience. The Cursillo and Marriage
Encounter, among others, were intense, short-term experiences designed to
launch their participants on faith-filled journeys in the context of their every-
day lives. Many of these people, like those who had made directed retreats,
sought ongoing spiritual direction in order to foster the deepened spiritual
lives inaugurated by these intense religious awakenings.

A third group of people took an even wider approach to spirituality. For
these, spirituality was concerned not just with prayer and the intensification
of the faith dimension of daily life, but with the whole of personal experience,
especially those elements of experiencewhich Catholic theology andmorality
had tended to denigrate, i.e., the body and the emotions. Such people talked
of holistic spirituality or bodily spirituality and emphasized the integration of
the material dimensions of humanity into one’s approach to Christian living.

Finally, there were those who focused on the implications of Christian
commitment for social andpolitical life. These people understood the positive
alignment of self with the purposes and processes of creation, the protection
of the environment, the struggle for justice, and the building of a better world
to be the proper sphere of spirituality.

Although these four approaches to spirituality did not develop in strict
chronological order it does seem to have been the case that the term was first
used in a rather restricted way to talk about personal religious experience in
prayer and was gradually widened in scope to include the entirety of the indi-
vidual’s life and eventually the societal and global setting which influenced
and was influenced by that personal experience. It is important for our pur-
poses, however, to be aware that all four of these connotations are operative
when the term spirituality is used today and it is not always clear which is in
the forefront, nor are all in agreement that the term is properly used in each
and all of these ways.
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166 T H E O L O G I C A L R O U N D T A B L E

Widening the Horizons of Spirituality

The situation has been further complicated by the fact that spirituality
has ceased to be an exclusively Catholic term. Protestants, who had long been
suspicious of the term“spirituality” because of its connectionwith enthusiasm
and mysticism, and who had preferred such terms as “devotion,” “piety,” and
“perfection” for speaking of the interior life,1 began, in the context of the ecu-
menical exchanges inaugurated by Vatican II, to use the heretofore Catholic
term. Not only did they learn Catholic meanings, but they contributed from
their own traditions to Catholic understanding of the interior life and its exte-
rior ramifications. But the dialogue has not remained intra- or inter-Christian.
Jews, who have long used the term mysticism for the more intense pursuit of
the interior life, have begun to use themore comprehensive term “spirituality”
and to apply it to the ordinary but serious pursuit of holiness according to the
Law as well as to the more strictly contemplative experience. Thus, they have
borrowed not only a term but an approach to religious experience and, at the
same time, facilitated their participation in the conversation about religious
growth that is developing in Christian circles. And, of course, the interest of
Christians in eastern religions, particularly in Buddhism, has been essentially
a fascinationwith eastern spirituality. Finally, the term“spirituality”hasbegun
to be used for life orientations which are non-religious or even anti-religious.
One hears talk of feminist spirituality, Black spirituality, andMarxist spiritual-
ity. Again, we are witnessing an expansion of the term from a strictly Roman
Catholic usage in which most of the terminology was fairly standardized, to
an ecumenical but still Christian usage in which some terms are unfamiliar
or are used in unfamiliar ways, to a usage which includes non-Christian reli-
gious experiencewhichmust be grasped by analogy through serious and open
dialogue, and even to a non-religious usage whose meaning is anything but
clear.

Academia Enters the Picture

As might have been expected, this burgeoning interest in spirituality
has provoked intense interest in the academy. Religious colleges and univer-
sities, mostly Catholic at the beginning, tried tomeet the needs of these newly
committed believers who were searching for resources to nourish and foster
their spirituality. One such resource was the “renewal program” which usu-
ally had a directly practical aim of supplying theological updating, nourishing
liturgical and community experience, workshops on issues and problems of
the spiritual life such as prayer, emotional growth, and personal relationships,

1 See Jon Alexander, “What do Recent Writers Mean by Spirituality?” Spirituality Today 32
(1980), 247–48.
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Horizons 167

and some form of individual spiritual guidance such as directed retreats and
spiritual direction.

A second contribution of the academy was programs designed to form
people who could assist others in the spiritual life, notably formation person-
nel for religious orders and seminaries and spiritual directors. Such programs
usually included courses on the history of spirituality, theology, psychology,
spiritual direction, religious and priestly spirituality, prayer, and ministry. In
other words, there was a felt sense for the “content” of spirituality, what it was
about, even though there was little recourse to the classical textbooks on spir-
ituality of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. People seem to know,
intuitively, that whatever spirituality means to the twentieth-century Catholic
it is something different from what most religious had studied in the novitiate
in the works of Tanquerey, de Guibert, Rodriguez, or even Gustave Thils and
ColumbaMarmion.

Finally, and most recently, we are witnessing the prolonged and difficult
birth, within the halls of the academy, of a new scholarly discipline called spir-
ituality. A few major centers of theological learning have doctoral programs
in spirituality, programs which are neither renewal programs nor practical
masters, but genuine academic research programs whose purpose is to study
spirituality itself and to prepare those who will carry the discipline into the
future.2

Needless to say, one of the most urgent and difficult problems facing this
new discipline is the delineating of its own contours within the geography of
academic theology and the defining of its subject matter and methodology.
Those involved in the field have no doubt about the validity of their enterprise
nor about its future but their enthusiasm is not universally shared, especially
by the guardians of the academic status quo. In this respect, spirituality is, in
the theological world, where sociology was among the human sciences half
a century ago. The number and quality of scholars in the field is increasing,
not only by the “conversion” of scholars from other branches of theology and
religious studies who have discovered that the interests which brought them
into their fields are beingmore directly addressed in this new field called spir-
ituality, but also by the graduation each year of young scholars with Ph.D.s in
spirituality.

2 Besides the program at Institut Catholique in Paris and the Instituto di Spiritualità at the
Gregorian University in Rome there are several doctoral programs in the United States,
notably at Fordham University in New York City and at the Graduate Theological Union
in Berkeley, California.
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168 T H E O L O G I C A L R O U N D T A B L E

The number of scholarly publications is increasing rapidly. In the original
edition of The Catholic Encyclopedia (1913-22)3 there were no articles
under the heading “spirituality.” In the current edition of The New Catholic
Encyclopedia4 there are eight articles with “spirituality” in their titles and thir-
teen references to spirituality in the index. The monumental Dictionnaire
de Spiritualité begun in 1937 continues its slow journey toward comple-
tion, the volume covering the letter “P” having appeared in 1984.5 The
sixty-volume Paulist Press project entitled “Classics of Western Spirituality”
begun in 1978 is well advanced and is making the major texts in spiritual-
ity of the Roman Catholic, Orthodox, Protestant, Jewish, Muslim, and Native
American traditions available in excellent critical English-language editions.6

The Westminster Dictionary of Christian Spirituality7 appeared in 1983. This
year Crossroad will bring out the first volumes, those dealing with Christian
spirituality, of its twenty-five volume Encyclopeida of World Spiritualities. The
appearance of thesemajor research and reference tools aswell as of numerous
scholarly monographs, much middle-level writing, and the ongoing publica-
tion of a number of scholarly and popular journals in the field testifies to the
growth of a new discipline while pointing directions to answers to some of the
questions with which any emerging discipline must deal.

Beforewe can address some of those questions, and in particular the ques-
tionof the relationshipof spirituality to theology, itwill beuseful to tracebriefly
two historical trajectories. First, we will look at the word “spirituality” in order
to discern, if possible, to what the word has referred throughout Christian his-
tory. Inotherwords, our concernwill bewith the reality designatedby the term
and thecontinuityordiscontinuityof that realitywithwhat the termdesignates
today. Secondly, we will trace the history of the discipline of spirituality to see
whether the study of this reality as it has been carried on in the past bears any
relationship to the newly developing discipline. Throughout our investigation
we will have to bear constantly in mind the distinction between spirituality as
lived experience and spirituality as the academic disciplinewhich studies that
experience.

3 The Catholic Encyclopedia, ed. C. G. Herbermann et al. (New York: Encyclopedia Press,
1913–22).

4 New Catholic Encyclopedia, ed. Catholic University of America staff (New York: McGraw-
Hill, 1967–79).

5 Dictionnaire de Spiritualité Ascétique et Mystique, ed. M. Viller (Paris: Beauchesne,
1937-84).

6 The series began under the general editorship of Richard Payne and is being carried
forward by John Farina.

7 Westminster Dictionary of Christian Spirituality, ed. Gordon Wakefield (Philadelphia:
Westminster, 1983).
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II. History of the Term “Spirituality”8

The Christian Etymology of the Term9

The adjective “spiritual” from which the substantive “spirituality” is
derived is aChristian neologism, coined apparently by St. Paul to describe that
which pertained to the Holy Spirit of God. The theology of the Spirit began to
develop in Old Testament reflection on the breath or ruah of Yahweh and was
further developed in New Testament reflection on the pneuma or Spirit which
almost immediately came to be understood as the Spirit of the risen Christ.10

Paul used the adjective “spiritual” for objects which were somehow under the
influenceof orweremanifestationsof theSpirit ofGod, theHolySpirit. Thushe
spoke of the Law (Rom 7:14), truth (1 Car 2:13), gifts or charisms (1 Cor 12:1),
blessings (Eph 1:3), hymns or songs (Eph 5:19), and understanding (Col 1:9)
as spiritual. But most interestingly, in 1 Car 2:14-15, he contrasted the “spir-
itual person” (pneumatikos anthrōpos) with the “natural person” (psychikos
anthrōpos). His usage makes it clear that he is not contrasting a person with a
human spirit in the sense of soul, that is, a living person, with one who lacks a
soul, that is, a dead person. Both the spiritual and the unspiritual person are
alive, possessed of body and soul. The spiritual person is onewho is indwelt by
theHoly Spirit of God. Theuse of spirit/spiritual in contrast tomatter/material
did not develop until many centuries later. So far we have ascertained that the
word “spirituality” has its origin in Christian usage and that its root reference
is to the presence and influence of theHoly Spirit.

Development of the Word up to the Twentieth Century

From the patristic period through the eleventh century the meaning
of the word “spirituality” changed little. It referred quite consistently to life
according to the Holy Spirit and all the activities of that life.11 In the period
of the desert fathers and mothers the term was sometimes used in a kind of
superlative sense to speak of the striking holiness of those in whom the life
of the Spirit was especially vividly manifested, particularly by the gift of intu-
itive penetration of the scriptures and the capacity to search and guide the

8 Thehistoryof the term“spirituality”was studied ingreatdetail byLucyTinsely,TheFrench
Expression for Spirituality andDevotion:ASemantic Study Studies inRomanceLanguages
and Literatures, 47 (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1953).

9 See Jean Leclercq, augmenting Tinsley’s work, in an article entitled “‘Spiritualitas’,” Studi
Medievali 3 (1963), Ser. 3, 279–96. In this section of the paper I am much indebted to
Leclercq.

10 For a brief summary of the relevant biblical material, see Josel Sudbrack, “Spirituality,”
SacramentumMundi (New York: Herder and Herder, 1970), 6:148–49.

11 See Jean Leclercq, “Introduction,” tr. Monique Coyne, The Spirituality of Western
Christendom, ed. E. Rozanne Elder (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian Publications, 1976).
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170 T H E O L O G I C A L R O U N D T A B L E

human heart. But, in general, the termbasically referred to that whichwas not
due to nature but to grace, that which was characterized by the presence and
activity of the Holy Spirit.

By the twelfth century, under the influence of philosophical developments
in theology, we see the first use of the term “spiritual” to designate the intel-
lectual creature in contrast to non-rational creation. In other words, spiritual
is here contrasted to material. By the thirteenth century this profane, philo-
sophical meaning stood side by side with the older religious meaning. They
were joined by a third meaning, a purely juridical one, according to which
spirituality was the contrary of temporality and designated the clergy and/or
ecclesiastical goods. From the thirteenth to the sixteenth century the juridical
usage seems tohavebeen themost common.The term in its philosophical and
theological senses was seldom used.

In the seventeenth century the religious term suddenly reappeared and
became the focus of much controversy. Spirituality in its positive sense
referred to the interior life, especially to the affective relationship with God.
The seventeenth century was the golden age, so to speak, of spirituality
but alongside the orthodox and healthy developments there were numer-
ous less than orthodox developments of an enthusiastic and quietistic nature.
Sometimes, therefore, the term “spirituality” was used pejoratively in contrast
to the term “devotion” which placed a proper emphasis on human effort in
the spiritual life. But, in general, the word “spirituality” was used to denote
everything that pertained to the interior life, especially to the quest for per-
fection above and beyond the requirements of ordinary Christian life whether
that quest was orthodox or suspect.

By the eighteenth century the distinction between the ordinary Christian
life and the life of perfection had given rise to a lively debate which itself fur-
thered the development of the discipline of spirituality as we shall see later.
Thedebate centeredon thecontinuityordiscontinuitybetween the life of ordi-
nary virtue and the mystical life, and was especially concerned over whether
all Christians or only some are called to the mystical life. This debate was still
being pursued in the first decades of our own century until it was finally, it
would seem, settled by Vatican II which declared that all Christians are called
to one and the same holiness.12 However, the sharp distinction that for cen-
turies has been drawn between the ascetical life and the mystical life has
encouraged the use of the more comprehensive term “spirituality” to refer
to the spiritual life as a whole in all of its stages beyond the most rudimen-
tary observance of the commandments. In other words, the term tended to

12 Cf. Lumen Gentium V:40-41.
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include all stages of the pursuit of perfection in the interior life through spiri-
tual exercises and the practice of virtue above and beyond what is required by
the commandments as well as the mystical life which crowned this pursuit in
the case of some people.

In thenineteenth century, while the basic denotation of the term remained
substantially the same as it had been since its revival in the seventeenth cen-
tury, the emphasis fellmore clearly upon the spiritual life as lived, that is, upon
the experiential and practical implications of the word. Authors such as Pierre
Pourrat who wrote the first comprehensive history of spirituality,13 stressed
this aspect of spirituality and the consequent need for the study of the spir-
itual life, especially by the clergy whose task was to guide the faithful in the
ways of perfection. The academic discipline of spirituality in the formal sense
was born in the nineteenth century.

To summarize our findings from this rapid historical surveywe can say that
the word “spirituality” is originally a Christian term. Until the late nineteenth
century when it was occasionally used by some of the free churches it was an
exclusively Roman Catholic term more current in France than elsewhere. For
all intents and purposes the term retained its original reference to life accord-
ing to the Holy Spirit but this life tended to be understood less as the common
pursuit of allChristiansandmoreas the special enterpriseof souls seekingper-
fection. The seeking of perfectionwas understood as evermore individualized
and interiorized and centered more exclusively in the practice of specialized
spiritual exercises thus requiringmore intensive spiritual guidance by trained
directors. The emphasis was on affectivity and thus the word took on a highly
experiential tone. The juridical use of the word disappeared completely while
the philosophical meaning remained current in Scholastic circles but had lit-
tle influence elsewhere. As we will see, this juxtaposition of the philosophical
and the religious meanings is helpful for understanding our own situation in
which the term “spirituality” is by nomeans an exclusively Roman Catholic or
even Christian term and by no means always involves reference to the Holy
Spirit or to life according to the Spirit.

III. History of the Discipline of Spirituality
From the First to the Nineteenth Century

Until thehighMiddleAges the studyof theologywas aunitary endeavor
to which the modern divisions into dogmatics (with its subdivisions of

13 Pierre Pourrat, Christian Spirituality, 4 vols., tr. W. H. Mitchell and S. P. Jacques
(Westminster: Newman, 1953–55 [1927]).

, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/hor.2024.4
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.143.7.232, on 07 Oct 2024 at 11:14:37, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/hor.2024.4
https://www.cambridge.org/core


172 T H E O L O G I C A L R O U N D T A B L E

theology, christology, and ecclesiology), moral theology (with its special-
izations into general and special, personal and social), church history, and
biblical studies was entirely foreign. Much of what was called theology at
that time would today be called biblical theology and/or biblical spirituality,
that is, it was exegetically based interpretation of scripture for the purpose of
understanding the faith and living the Christian life.

In the thirteenth century Thomas Aquinas divided his great theological
synthesis, the Summa Theologiae, into three parts: Part I dealing with God
as first principle; Part II dealing with God as last end of creation including
humans; and Part III on the Incarnate Word as the way to the end. In effect,
he established the divisions of theology as they would be understood until
Vatican II: dogma,moral, and christology. Thomas putmost of what he had to
say about the Christian life in Part II of the Summa, thus effectively establish-
ingwhatwould later be called spiritual theology or spirituality as a subdivision
ofmoral theology. And thus the situationhas remaineduntil very recent times.

It must be remembered that throughout this long period, and after it until
the early twentieth century, a great deal of highly valuable writing on the spir-
itual life was produced. Sometimes these were works of formal theology, but
more often theywerenot. The literature of spiritualitywaswritten in extremely
diverse genres. There were monastic and religious rules, commentaries on
scripture, sermons and conferences, poems and hymns, spiritual treatises,
biography and autobiography. Some of this writing was done by professional
theologians such as Augustine, Bernard, and John of the Cross. But much of
it was also done by people who were not, or could not be, theologians in the
professional sense of the word, people like the desert fathers and mothers,
Benedict, Francis ofAssisi, the authorofTheCloudofUnknowing, Catherineof
Siena, Julian of Norwich, Teresa of Avila, Thérèse of Lisieux, Thomas Merton,
and Dorothy Day. And, of course, many of the great classics were written
by Orthodox theologians and non-theologians such as Gregory Palamas and
Symeon the New Theologian as well as by Protestants such as Jacob Boehme,
William Law, John Wesley, and Jonathan Edwards. Some of these writers, at
least among the Catholics, referred to their works as “spiritual theology” or
“mystical theology” but often enough they gave no such designations. In any
case, what these great masters and mistresses of the spiritual life wrote was
not part of what was taught in the schools under the heading of “theology.”
Andwhen spiritual writers didmake explicit their theological presuppositions
they invariably did so in Scholastic terms even though they sometimes pro-
ceeded to write in quite other terms, usually derived from their own mystical
experience.

In summary, then, the real history of spirituality as the subject of disci-
plined reflection and exposition has yet to be written because the classics of
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this tradition developed largely outside the schools while what was taught in
the schools concerning the spiritual life wasmeager and highly formalized. In
fact, the discipline whose subject matter was the spiritual life was first named
in 1655 by a Polish Franciscan named Dobrosielski who called the branch of
dogma dealing with the spiritual life “ascetical theology.”

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, because of the intense interest
in the life of perfection that had developed in the preceding century and the
debates that it had generated, the spiritual life became an object of study and
teaching. By this time the vocabulary of this science, described as the “science
of the life of perfection,” became stabilized. The field was called “spiritual the-
ology,” the science which studied the spiritual life as it was lived by those who
had progressed beyond themere keeping of the commandments. This science
has two subdivisions: “ascetical theology” which studied the life of perfection
up to the beginning of passive mystical experience; and “mystical theology”
which studied that life from the beginning of passivemystical experience to its
culmination in themost perfect union possible this side of the Beatific Vision.

The Early Twentieth Century

The textbooks in use in seminaries during the first decades of the twen-
tieth century represent the final development of the discipline prior to our
own era. A typical and widely used text was that of Adolphe Tanquerey pub-
lished in 1930.14 In it the author states clearly his conviction that “Dogma
is the foundation of Ascetical Theology. . .. This treatise then is first of all
doctrinal in character and aims at bringing out the fact that Christian perfec-
tion is the logical outcome of dogma, especially of the central dogma of the
Incarnation.”15

Tanquereywas equally clear about the proper object of this discipline. “It is
the perfection of the Christian life that constitutes the proper object of ascetical
andmystical theology.”16 He situated spiritual theology in relationship to dog-
matic and moral theology as a branch of theology distinct from both whose
proper object was the perfection of Christian life. Founded in dogma, spir-
itual theology directs the truths of dogma toward practice. It is comprised
of three parts: the speculative which consists in the dogmatic explanation of
Christian life; the practical which seeks out the means to develop this life;
and the art which consists in applying the principles to individual souls.17

14 Adolphe Tanquerey, The Spiritual Life: A Treatise on Ascetical and Mystical Theology, tr.
H. Branderis (2nd rev. ed.; Tournai: Desclee, 1930).

15 Ibid., p. vii.
16 Ibid., p. 1.
17 Ibid., p. 5.
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As would be expected Tanquerey considered revelation (scripture and
Tradition) and rational knowledge (faith and experience) to be the sources
of this branch of theology. The method proper to spiritual theology was both
deductive and inductive, although it is clear that Tanquerey considered the
deductive moment the most important, for unless universal principles gov-
erned the study it could not pretend to be a true science, a genuine branch of
the science of theology. Thus, he divided his classic work on the spiritual life
into two parts: principles (the doctrinal section) and application of principles
(the psychological and descriptive section).18

Pierre Pourrat, who authored the first modern history of spirituality,
expressed basically the same conception of the discipline of spirituality:

Spirituality is that part of theology which deals with Christian perfec-
tion and the ways that lead to it. Dogmatic Theology teaches what we
should believe,Moral Theology what we should do or not do . . . and above
them both, though based upon them both, comes Spirituality or Spiritual
Theology.

This, again, is divided into Ascetic Theology andMystical Theology.”19

Although Pourrat claimed that spiritual theology (note, he used this term
interchangeably with spirituality) was superior to both dogma and moral the
“superiority” was somewhat akin to that of the Victorian wife. Placed on a
pedestal and extolled for her superior worth she was, nevertheless, not taken
seriously in the affairs of theworld nor allowed to participate even as an equal,
much less a superior, in the important business of life. So with spiritual theol-
ogy. Although extolled for its supreme importance as the science of the saints,
spiritualitywas seldomconsidered an important,much less essential, element
in the seminary curriculum. “Real” theology was dogma and moral just as
“real” humans in the Victorian era were men.

In summary, the first half of the twentieth century was a period of theo-
retical stability in regard to the discipline of spirituality. The field was usually
called “spiritual theology” andwasunderstood tobe adistinct branchof theol-
ogy. Itwas, inpractice, subordinate todogmatic theology fromwhich it derived
its principles and a subdivision of moral theology which dealt with what was
of obligation in the Christian life while spiritual theology dealt with what was
supererogatory. Spiritual theology itself was further subdivided into two parts:
ascetical theology which dealt with the stages of the life of perfection prior to
infused contemplation andmystical theology which dealt with the final stages
of the contemplative life.Whilemost scholars in the field agreedon the general

18 Ibid., pp. 5–26.
19 Pourrat, Christian Spirituality, 1:v.
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outline, basic content, and method of the discipline, they were divided by the
question of the place ofmysticism in the subject matter. The debate, inherited
from the seventeenth century, centered on the subject of the continuity or dis-
continuity of the mystical state with previous states and with the universality
of the call to the highest states of contemplation. Tanquerey was a proponent
of the discontinuity position and Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange of the continu-
ity position.20 One of the consequences of the perspective which saw all states
of the spiritual life as parts of a continuous whole was the growing preference
for the more comprehensive term “spirituality” as the name for the discipline
which studied thewhole of this life, and a tendency to considermorality a pre-
disposition for the life of perfection rather than the latter as a non-necessary
development of the former.

During this same period there was an interesting reflection of this more
comprehensive approach in the literature of the field. In the Elenchus
Bibliographicus of the Ephemerides Theologicae Lovanienses in 1924 there
was a subheading: “Theologica Ascetica et Mystica” under the main heading
“Theologia Moralis.” By 1951 “Theologica Ascetica et Mystica” had become a
section in its own right. And in 1968 this section had, at its head, a subheading
“De Spiritualitate in Genere.” During the same period various periodicals on
the spiritual life began to change their titles to include the term “spirituality”21

and toupgrade theacademicquality of their articles.Anumberofnew journals
in spirituality appeared, such as StudioMystica in 1978, andmajor theological
journals suchasHorizons andDownsideReview began topublish serious stud-
ies in spirituality. Thus, by the 1950’s a major change had begun in the field of
spiritual theology.Within the twenty years that followed, a periodwhich coin-
cided with Vatican Council II and the rapid transformation of theology from a
dogmatic to a critical sense, spiritual theologywould be transformed into spir-
ituality, a new discipline clearly distinct from its seminary predecessor. Our
concern now is with the character of this new discipline and its relationship
with theology.

IV. Phenomenology of the Contemporary Discipline of Spirituality
The Contours of the Problem

The attempt to describe or define the contemporary academic disci-
pline of spirituality so as to discern its relationship with theology involves us

20 Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange, The Three Ages of the Interior Life, 2 vols., tr. T. Doyle (New
York: B. Herder, 1948).

21 Most notably,Revue d’ascétique et demystiquewhichbeganpublication in 1920 changed
its name to Revue d’Histoire de la spiritualité in 1972.
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in two distinct but related questions. The first has to dowith the subject matter
of spirituality, with that which is the object of study of the discipline. In other
words, our first question is “What is spirituality?” as a human phenomenon?
What are people speaking aboutwhen they talk about spirituality? The second
questionhas todowith the kindofacademic disciplinewhich studieswhatever
it is that spirituality is.

Perhaps a good starting point for arriving at a working definition of spiritu-
ality as human phenomenon is to say what spirituality is not.

First, as noted earlier, and in contradistinction to what we have seen to be
the case historically, spirituality is no longer an exclusively Roman Catholic
phenomenon. In fact, it is not even an exclusively Christian phenomenon.
People speak intelligibly of Buddhist, Native American, or African spiritual-
ity. Some would maintain that spirituality is not even necessarily theistic or
religious.

Second, spirituality today is neither dogmatic nor prescriptive. It does not
consist in the application to concrete life of principles derived from theology.
Spirituality is understood as the unique and personal response of individuals
to all that calls them to integrity and transcendence.

Third, spirituality is not concerned with “perfection” but with growth,
and consequently it is not the concern of a select few but of everyone who
experiences him or herself drawn toward the fullness of humanity.

Fourth, spirituality is not concerned solely with the “interior life” as distin-
guished from or in opposition to bodily, social, political, or secular life. On the
contrary, spirituality has something to do with the integration of all aspects of
human life and experience.

In short, people speaking of spirituality today are talking about some-
thing quite different from that which was under discussion in the volumes of
Tanquerey and Pourrat. No doubt the subject matter of earlier usages of the
term would be included in the subject matter of today’s term but the latter is
much broader in every sense of the term.

However, stating what spirituality is not is much easier than saying what
it is and this precisely because the boundaries of the term have expanded
so much. Jon Alexander, in a recent article, after surveying the definitions
of spirituality offered by such writers as Carolyn Osiek, Raymundo Panikkar,
HansUrs vonBalthasar, JohnMacquarrie, and ShirleyGuthrie, concluded that
the term is being used today in an experiential and generic sense.22 While I
have some reservations about the accuracy of the second characterization I

22 Alexander, “What do Recent Writers Mean?” pp. 251–52.
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am in complete agreement that, whatever the term means today, it denotes
experience. The question is, what kind of experience is spirituality?

The Subject Matter of the Discipline

Perhaps a useful way to begin our investigation of this question is to list
a few of the definitions of spirituality offered bymodern authors, Catholic and
Protestant:

Panikkar: “one typical way of handling the human condition”23

Macquarrie: “fundamentally spirituality has to do with becoming a person
in the fullest sense”24

Wakefield: “a word . . . to describe those attitudes, beliefs, practices which
animate people’s lives and help them to reach out towards
super-sensible realities”25

Hardy: “spirituality is that attitude, that frame of mind which breaks
the human person out of the isolating self. As it does that, it
directs him or her to another in relationship to whom one’s
growth takes root and sustenance”26

Williams: “And if ‘spirituality’ can be given any coherent meaning,
perhaps it is to be understood in terms of this task: each
believer making his or her own that engagement with the
questioning at the heart of faith which is so evident in the
classical documents of Christian belief”27

Duquoc: “the lived unity of human existence in faith.”28

All of these definitions, nomatter how vague and general theymay sound,
suggest that spirituality has something to do with the unification of life by ref-
erence to something beyond the individual person. While striving, perhaps
in an exaggerated way, to avoid Christian exclusiveness and denominational
narrowness, virtually everyone talking about spirituality today is talking about

23 Raymundo Panikkar, The Trinity and the Religious Experience of Man: Icon-Person-
Mystery (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1973), p. 9.

24 JohnMacquarrie, Paths in Spirituality (New York: Harper & Row, 1972), p. 40.
25 Gordon Wakefield, “Spirituality,” Westminster Dictionary of Christian Spirituality, ed.

G. Wakefield (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1983), p. 361.
26 Richard P. Hardy, “Christian Spirituality Today: Notes on its Meaning,” Spiritual Life 28

(1982), 154.
27 RowanWilliams,Christian Spirituality: A Theological History from the New Testament to

Luther and St. John of the Cross (Atlanta: John Knox, 1979), p. 1.
28 ChristianDuquoc, “Theology andCulture: ReligiousCulture, Critical Spirit, theHumility

of Faith, andEcclesiasticalObedience,” tr. J. R. Foster, inConcilium 19 (NewYork: Paulist,
1966), 89.

, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/hor.2024.4
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.143.7.232, on 07 Oct 2024 at 11:14:37, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/hor.2024.4
https://www.cambridge.org/core


178 T H E O L O G I C A L R O U N D T A B L E

self-transcendence which gives integrity andmeaning to the whole of life and
to life in itswholeness by situating andorienting the personwithin the horizon
of ultimacy in some ongoing and transforming way.

At this point we can perhaps be aided by that distinction made in the
MiddleAgesbetween thephilosophical and the religiousmeaningsof the term
“spirituality.” The philosophical meaning is based on the distinction between
the material and the spiritual, the spiritual being understood as that capac-
ity for self-transcendence through knowledge and love which characterizes
the human being as a person. Thus, in the philosophical sense of the term,
all humans are essentially “spiritual” and spirituality would be the actualiza-
tion of that dimension of selfhood, that capacity for self-transcendence, in
and through the establishment of personal relationships. The religious mean-
ing of spirituality is based on the conception of what constitutes the proper
and highest actualization of the human capacity for self-transcendence in
personal relationship, namely, relationship with God. Spirituality, then, in its
religious or theological sense, refers to the relationship between the individual
and God pursued in the life of faith, hope, and love. The Christian mean-
ing is a particular specification of the religious meaning. We might define
Christian spirituality as that particular actualization of the capacity for self-
transcendence that is constituted by the substantial gift of the Holy Spirit
establishing a life-giving relationship with God in Christ within the believ-
ing community. Thus, Christian spirituality is trinitarian, christological, and
ecclesial religious experience.

In short, spirituality refers to the experience of consciously striving to
integrate one’s life in terms not of isolation and self-absorption but of self-
transcendence toward the ultimate value one perceives. If the ultimate value
is the Transcendent itself, the Deity, the spirituality is explicitly religious. But
the avoidance of specifically religious language in many discussions of spiri-
tuality is an attempt to recognize that there are people whose lives are lived
consciously within the horizon of ultimate concern but who do not recognize
that ultimate value as God. In this sense, I do not think that the avoidance of
specifically theological language necessarily involves the effort to develop a
“generic”definitionof spirituality. There is no such thingas generic spirituality
or spirituality in general. Every spirituality is necessarily historically concrete
and therefore involves some thematically explicit commitments, some actual
and distinct symbol system, some traditional language, in short, a theoretical-
linguistic framework which is integral to it and without which it cannot be
meaningfully discussed at all. But by focusing on the common experience of
integrating self-transcendence within the horizon of ultimacy one keeps open
the possibility of dialogue among people of very different world views.
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Among Christians, however, it seems to me that we could simplify the dis-
cussion by agreeing that the referent of the term “spirituality” is Christian
religious experience as such. What thismeans is that spirituality, for Christians,
is Christian and therefore theological considerations are relevant at every
point; it is also religious, which means that it is affective as well as cognitive,
social as well as personal, God-centered and other-directed all at the same
time; and it is experience, which means that whatever enters into the actual
living of this ongoing integrating self-transcendence is relevant, whether it
be mystical, theological, ethical, psychological, political, or physical. The
Transcendent who is the horizon, the focus, and the energizing source of
Christian spirituality is an Other who is personal, living, and loving and is
fully revealed in a human being, Jesus of Nazareth. This cannot fail to have
a profound and distinguishing effect on the shape and dynamics of Christian
spirituality but it is not impossible for Christians to recognize thatwithin other
religious, cultural, and historical frameworks analogous experiences of ulti-
mate value have given rise to analogous life-integrating dynamics which can
legitimately be called spiritualities.

The Discipline which Studies Spirituality

If spirituality is understood as we have suggested, certain notes will
characterize the emerging discipline which purports to study spirituality.
First, this discipline will be descriptive and analytic rather than prescriptive
and evaluative. Whether the researcher is studying mysticism, the relation of
prayer to social justice involvement, discernmentof spirits, ritual, feminist reli-
gious experience, God images or any of the hundreds of other topicswhich are
attracting the attention of students of spirituality today, the first task will be to
try to understand the phenomenon on its own terms, that is, as it is or was
actually experienced by Christians.

This leads immediately to the second characteristic, namely, the inter-
disciplinary approach of spirituality. Very diverse phenomena fall within the
purview of spirituality and each of these presents a variety of facets. At times
the appropriate methods will be historical, at other times aesthetic, at oth-
ers psychological, sociological, or anthropological. And, of course, the biblical
and theological questions will always need to be raised. But the time is gone
when a single discipline, namely, theology, can be considered to supply the
sole or even the determining approach to a given research project in the field
of spirituality.

Third, spirituality seems irrevocably committed to an ecumenical and even
cross-cultural approach. This greatly complicates the work of the specialist in
Christian spirituality but we live in a global village which is both irreducibly
pluralistic and intimately interrelated. Part of understanding any significant
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phenomenon is seeing how it fits into the larger picture, and for those in
spirituality the larger picture is the human quest for meaning and integration
of which the Christian quest is one actualization.

Fourth, spirituality is inclusive or holistic in its approach. It is not the “inte-
rior man” who seeks integration in holiness of life but the whole person, body
and spirit, mind and will and emotions, individual and social, masculine and
feminine. It is not only our activities but also our passivities which must be
integrated, not only our achievements but also our sufferings, not only our
prayer but also our struggles for justice. Again, the holistic approach makes
the study of spirituality infinitely more complex than its nineteenth-century
forebear but it is no longer possible for us to fragment the human person into
parts and faculties, into inner and outer, into personal and social. We are all of
these things at once andmuch of the spiritual task consists precisely in bring-
ing this richmulti-facetedness into unity.What spirituality as life processmust
bring together spirituality as academic discipline must not split asunder.

Fifth, spirituality seems to be a necessarily “participant” discipline. The
researcher must know the spiritual quest by personal experience if he or
she is to be able to understand the phenomena of spirituality. One might
be studying a spirituality quite different from one’s own, but without anal-
ogous experience it is difficult to imagine how the student could come to
comprehend the activities and passivities of the spiritual life. The purely dis-
interested phenomenological approach seems, in the very nature of the case,
to be inappropriate if not impossible for spirituality.

Sixth, and as has already been suggested, spirituality studies not princi-
ples to be applied nor general classes or typical cases but concrete individuals:
persons, works, events. Consequently, the student of spirituality is necessarily
involved in what Ricoeur has called the “science of the individual” in which
interpretation plays the key role and validation of interpretation through a
dialectic of explanation and understanding rather than verification of repeat-
able scientific results is the objective.29 There can, then, be no avoiding of the
truth questions about revelation, theology, creed, code, and cult. These ques-
tions can be suppressed when talking about spirituality in general, but not
when the actual practice of the discipline is underway.

Seventh, spirituality, like psychology,will always have a triple objective that
cannot beneatly simplified.One studies spirituality to understand spirituality;
but one also studies it in order to foster one’s own spirituality; and finally, one
studies it in order to foster the spirituality of others. The relative importance of
each of these objectives varies from student to student and from one research

29 See Paul Ricoeur, Interpretation Theory: Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning (Fort
Worth: Texas Christian University Press, 1976), p. 79.
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project to another but it is not really possible to answer once and for all the
question about whether spirituality is a theoretical or a practical discipline, an
objective-or a subjective pursuit. It is all of these, although the emphasis varies
at different moments in each project.

A final point regarding the discipline of spirituality will bring this descrip-
tion to a close. Spirituality is, at this point, an immature discipline. No doubt
it is well past the initial stage of an emerging field during which there is little
more than a felt affinity among certain scholars who sense a common inter-
est but who are all engaged in unrelated research the results of which cannot
be cumulative because they lack common vocabulary, common categories,
and even organs of publication. But spirituality has not reached the point at
which it is equipped with the kind of generalized theory which would con-
stitute it a fully developed discipline recognizable as such in the halls of the
academy. It is in that intermediate stage which is as awkward, but as exciting,
as adolescence. People in the field today recognize each other; vocabulary is
developing; the primary resources and research tools are becoming available;
research and publications are increasing in quantity and quality; meetings are
bringing scholars together; good students are entering the field, and, almost as
important, are finding goodpositionswhen they finish their studies. Theques-
tion of methodology is becoming urgent and that would seem to indicate that
maturity is rapidly approaching. It is partly the issue of methodology which
raised thequestionwithwhich this essay is concerned:what is the relationship
between spirituality and theology?

V. Relationship of Spirituality to Theology
On the basis of the foregoing we are in a position to suggest at least a

tentative answer to the questionwithwhichwe began: what is the relationship
between spirituality and theology. For our purposes, I am presupposing that
we are talking about Christian spirituality and Christian theology. It should be
clear by now that this question actually has two foci which must be consid-
ered separately. Wemust inquire, first, into the relationship between theology
and spirituality as lived Christian experience, and, second, into the relation-
ship between spirituality as an academic discipline and theologywhich is also
an academic discipline.

Lived Spirituality and Theology

As the history of the Church makes abundantly clear, spirituality as
lived religious experience is prior to theology, both ontologically and psy-
chologically. The New Testament itself bears witness to this fact. Christians,
because of the experience they had with the historical Jesus and especially
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because of the resurrection experience, began to reflect theologically, in light
of both Old Testament revelation and available philosophical frameworks,
on his identity and mission. Later experience of conflicting interpretations
of the Christ-event led to theological refinements, while subsequent experi-
ence of Christians interacting with diverse historical-cultural circumstances
raised new problems and suggested new answers which required to be inte-
grated into the already elaborated synthesis. Over the span of centuries the
intellectual edifice of Christian theology came into being and reached a peak
of integration and clarity in the thirteenth century.

Themedieval synthesis held well until themiddle of the twentieth century
when theworld-shattering events of twoworldwars, the technological revolu-
tion, liberation movements of all kinds, an explosion of knowledge, and rapid
developments in philosophy, the humanities, the personality and social sci-
ences brought its comprehensive hold on the Christianmind and imagination
to an end. Theology today is both critical and pluralistic and it seems unlikely
that it will settle into anew “perennial” formany time in the foreseeable future.
But this thumbnail sketch suffices to illustrate our point, namely, that it is spir-
ituality, that is, Christian experience of living the faith in various times, places,
cultures and in the midst of various issues, problems, and triumphs that gen-
erates theology, not, as the nineteenth-century theologians thought, theology
which generates spirituality.

However, by that curious dialectic observable in other fields as well, once
theology has arisen in response to and as an explicit articulation of Christian
religious experience, it comes to have both the ability and the responsibility
to criticize spirituality. Just as it is literature which generates literary criti-
cism but the latter which then operates to sift the good from the bad, to
analyze and explicate the good, and even to stimulate artists in their work,
so theology generated by spirituality is the primary evaluator and critic of
spirituality. It is theology which renders judgment on the adequacy of a par-
ticular spirituality to the Gospel and Tradition; theology which challenges
partial or one-sided approaches; theology which defends the prophetic and
charismatic; theology which finally helps the believer to understand his or
her experience and by understanding to appropriate it more deeply and live
it more fully. It must never be forgotten that, despite this important role, the-
ology is a servant of Christian experience, not its master. Just as the biblical
scholar must never presume to fetter the Word of God with the human bonds
of exegesis, so the theologian must not presume to manufacture or to control
the work of the Spirit in the churches. But without the service of the biblical
scholar much in scripture would remain unintelligible, and without the ser-
vice of the theologian spirituality could degenerate into enthusiastic chaos,
dangerous aberrations, or anemia.
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It must also be kept in mind that, while theology is the most important
single discipline at the service of spirituality, it is by no means the only one.
The spiritual life, as has been said, embraces the whole of human experi-
ence within the horizon of ultimate concern. Consequently, the personality
sciences, the social sciences, literary and aesthetic disciplines, history, com-
parative religion, and a variety of other fields of study are important to the
understanding and to the living of Christian religious experience.

The Academic Disciplines of Spirituality and Theology

The second question, that of the place of this new field of study,
Christian spirituality, in the academic world is receiving a good deal of atten-
tion today, and necessarily so. Does this field, because of its interdisciplinary,
humanistic, and cross-cultural character, belong in the university; or, because
of its necessarily concrete confessional character, in the theological school; or,
because of its orientation toward practice, in theministerial school? And even
if it is placed in the theology department should it be accorded autonomous
status as a distinct discipline, an equal partner alongside biblical studies and
systematic theology, or should it bediffused among theolder disciplines as the
proper horizon for or a focus of interest in the study of all theology?

First of all, wemust clarify the term “theology” as it is used in the academy.
Often “theology” is used as an umbrella term for all of the sacred sciences,
that is, for all religious studies carried out in the context of explicit refer-
ence to revelation and explicitly affirmed confessional commitment. Thus,
under the heading of theology one finds systematic theology including foun-
dational theology, theology ofGod, ecclesiology, christology, and eschatology;
moral theology including both general and special, personal and social ethics;
and, finally, church history and biblical studies. A theology department or
schoolmight also include practical and/ormixed disciplines such as religious
education, pastoral counseling, liturgy, homiletics, andministry.

When theology is understood in this manner the discipline of Christian
spirituality belongs under the heading of theology as one field of revelation-
related, confessionally committed scholarly endeavor, namely, the field that
studiesChristian religious experienceas such inan interdisciplinaryway.As in
other theological disciplines today theedgesof the field areoften “soft.” Several
of the once-designated “secular” disciplines are an integral part of the studies
carried out in the field of spirituality. But this does not cancel the central fact
that the essential work of spirituality as a field of study is theological in this
broad sense of the term.

However, there is a secondandnarrowerunderstandingof theology. In this
second sense theology denotes systematic theology and moral theology, the
two major fields which have, since the Middle Ages, organized the scientific
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study of the faith. Taken in this restricted sense, theology does not include bib-
lical studies, church history, or the practical andmixed disciplines. And by the
same token it also does not include spirituality. This amounts to a denial of the
classical position that spirituality is a dependent of dogmatic theology and/or
a subdivision of moral theology. Although spirituality as the lived experience
of the faith is indeed the horizon within which all theological work must be
done since theology arises from and is oriented toward that lived experience
of the Christian community, spirituality as an academic discipline has its own
subjects of study, its ownmethods andapproaches, and its ownobjectives, just
as do biblical studies, church history, and the practical theological disciplines.

It suffices to list the subjects of some recent doctoral dissertations in spir-
ituality to be convinced that the subject matter of spirituality is distinct from,
however intimately related to, that of systematic andmoral theology. Subjects
such as mysticism, prayer, discernment, spiritual friendship, spiritual direc-
tion, the relation of prayer to social justice, schools of spirituality, the spiri-
tuality of certain great figures, the relation of analogous spiritual phenomena
and/or practices across confessional or cultural boundaries, the body/spirit
dialectic in the spiritual life, the patterns and dynamics of spiritual growth,
the interaction of culture and faith in the development of the spiritual life,
themeaning of sanctity, the relationship of psychological maturity to spiritual
development, biblical spirituality, liturgical spirituality, the distinctiveness of
feminine religious experience, and the like are all subjects the study of which
has an important theological moment but which cannot be adequately inves-
tigated as purely theological problems in the narrower sense of the term
“theology.”

Because of the very nature of the phenomena which spirituality studies its
methods and approaches are irreducibly pluralistic and thoroughly interdis-
ciplinary. Most research projects in spirituality will involve biblical, historical,
theological, social, psychological, aesthetic, andcomparative approaches. The
use of these disciplines will be governed by the methods appropriate to these
disciplines themselves but the underlying and guiding philosophical pre-
suppositions are usually hermeneutical since the fundamental problem in
spirituality is always that of interpretationof particulars in order tounderstand
the experience which comes to expression therein.

Finally, the objectives of the discipline of spirituality are distinct and pecu-
liar to the field. As has been mentioned, the objectives are always simul-
taneously theoretical and practical in a way analogous to the objectives of
psychology or art. The objective is not so much double as dual, the theo-
retical and practical dimensions being in a constant dialectical relationship
throughout the study. It may well be that spirituality as a discipline will have
to address in a self-conscious way, in the not too distant future, the question
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of what effect this dual character has on the nature and quality of research in
the field. Students in the field of spirituality neither want to nor can be “objec-
tive” in the sense of personally uninvolved in their subject matter (if, indeed,
any researcher is purely “objective” in any field!). There is no “factoring out”
of personal questions and ultimate self-implication in results. In this sense,
the field resembles the artsmore than the sciences. It is certainly a humanistic
rather than an exact or “hard” science. In any case, there seems to me to be
little question that the objectives of the study of spirituality are distinct from,
although not unrelated to, those of the classical theological disciplines.

VI. Conclusion
By a long and tortuous path we have come to a tentative response to

our original question: what is the relationship between spirituality and theol-
ogy? We have traced the trajectory of a long and troubled relationship which
began serenely in a peaceful unity. But, as so often happens, the two partners
in the relationship matured, each at a different rate of speed and in different
ways. This resulted in a domination, within the relationship, of spirituality by
theology. But in recent decades this well-behaved and subordinate partner
has emerged as an autonomous dialogue partner demanding independence
for the sake of mature interdependence. Some will say, not entirely without
basis, that spirituality, freed from its subordination to theology, is wander-
ing abroad in strange places and experimenting with strange relationships.
Some think the solution is to restore the order of the theological household by
either reasserting theology’s proper headship or expelling the wanderer from
the house altogether. Those who know the field of spirituality are certain that
neither solution is appropriate. Spirituality has grown up and is here to stay.
It must make its own alliances, and its own mistakes, but it belongs in the
household of theology in the broad sense of that term. It is no longer a mind-
less subordinate controlled by theology nor a pedestaled idol, lovely to look at
but useless in discussion. Spirituality is that field-encompassing field30 which
studies Christian religious experience as such. And there is, when all is said
and done, almost nothing whose study is more important than spirituality for
us who are called to integrate our lives in self-transcending faith, hope, and
love through and in the Spirit of Jesus the Christ.

SANDRAM. SCHNEIDERS, I.H.M.
Santa Clara University, USA

30 See, on the nature of the field-encompassing field, Van A. Harvey, The Historian and
the Believer: The Morality of Historical Knowledge and Christian Belief (Philadelphia:
Westminster, 1966), pp. 38–67, esp. 54–59.
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Revisiting Sandra Schneiders’s Insights in the Evolving Spiritual
Landscape

Before responding to Sandra Schneiders’s article, “Theology and
Spirituality: Strangers,Rivals, orPartners,”31 Iwould like toextendmygratitude
to her, as well as tomy teachers and colleagues, all of whom have been deeply
influenced by her insights and scholarship and whose works have enriched
her contributions. The inspiration for this article is greatly indebted to their
scholarship.

Though written in the nascent phase of Christian spirituality scholarship,
the article already reveals what Bruce H. Lescher and Elizabeth Liebert have
identified as Schneiders’s distinctive contributions to the field, particularly in
five key areas: (1) defining spirituality as an independent academic discipline
rather than a subset of theology; (2) emphasizing its focus on lived human
experiences; (3) building its methodological foundation in hermeneutic anal-
ysis of religious experiences; (4) highlighting its interdisciplinary nature; and
(5) outlining its objectives, which include advancing research in religious
experience, fostering personal spiritual growth, and supporting others’ spir-
itual journeys.32 Thanks to her initial endeavors, the emerging field began
establishing itself, and Schneiders authored several foundational articles out-
lining her vision for its framework.

Nearly forty years since its establishment, the field of Christian spiritu-
ality has experienced notable development due to the concerted efforts of
many prominent scholars. Alongside academic advancements, a significant
shift has beenmarked by a rising popularity in the general perception of spiri-
tuality. Spirituality has increasingly grown to transcend traditional boundaries
of religion and academia, resonating across various cultural, societal, and dis-
ciplinary contexts. Today, the desire for spirituality appears to be a universal
longing, actively sought and nurtured by individuals living in fragmented and
insular societies. Furthermore, the praxis of expansive spirituality actively cuts
across political and religious divides. This widespread appeal, however, has
also sometimes led to the trivialization of spirituality. In the current context,
there is now a “generic” description of spirituality,33 which is increasingly dis-
tant from its historical contexts aswell as its roots in religious traditions. Rather
than grappling with profound existential questions and human suffering, as
many spiritual traditions havedone, it often servesmore as a temporary solace

31 Sandra M. Schneiders, “Theology and Spirituality: Strangers, Rivals, or Partners?”
Horizons 13 (1986): 253–74.

32 BruceH. Lescher and Elizabeth Liebert, “Introduction,” Exploring Christian Spirituality:
Essays in Honor of Sandra M. Schneiders (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 2006).

33 Schneiders, “Theology and Spirituality,” 267.

, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/hor.2024.4
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.143.7.232, on 07 Oct 2024 at 11:14:37, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/hor.2024.4
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Horizons 187

or emotional detox. This shift risks a reduction of spirituality to a commercial
buzzword and has the potential to dissolve the true depth of spirituality into a
mainstream trend.

Hence, it becomes vital to revisit Schneiders’s insights as presented in the
article and to reassess the roles and relevanceof spirituality and theology in the
contemporary context. The first part ofmy response isdedicated to responding
to such demands. Following this, I will propose a starting point for integrating
the insights of the article into our contemporary context.

Sandra Schneiders Today: Three Key Perspectives on Revisiting
Her Vision

“Theology and Spirituality: Strangers, Rivals, or Partners” still stands
as a pivotal work, masterfully defining the unique contours and methodolo-
gies of spirituality, distinct from yet intertwined with theology. The enduring
relevance of this article is a clear indication of its adeptness in uncovering
the collaborative dynamics between these two critical fields. My aim is to
accentuate three aspects of Schneiders’s approach, which serve as compelling
incentives to revisit and reinvigorate both this seminal article and the wider
oeuvre of its author. I will focus on Schneiders’s insights into the “theo-poetic”
mode of spirituality, her attempt to free spirituality and theology from the
confines of elitism, and the significance of her interdisciplinary approaches.

Theo-poetic Mode of Spirituality
The article illustrates the study of spirituality’s unique fusion of expe-

riential knowledge with theoretical frameworks, effectively integrating the-
ory and praxis, a crucial aspect of contemporary theological and religious
scholarship.34 Schneiders’s portrayal of the balance in spirituality surpasses
simple ethnographic descriptions or extraction of mechanical theories, offer-
ing a deeper, more nuanced view. She compares “spirituality as lived religious
experience” to literature and the arts, noting it is open to theological analysis
and criticism.35 While theology evaluates spirituality as human experiences,
helpsone tounderstand it, andmakes it relevant toa certain context, “theology
is a servant of Christian experience, not its master.”36

Such a comparison places the discoveries of spirituality study along-
side classics, as per David Tracy’s Analogical Imagination, where concepts
continue to resonate across various contexts despite their historical and

34 Schneiders, “Theology and Spirituality,” 273.
35 Schneiders, “Theology and Spirituality,” 270–71.
36 Schneiders, “Theology and Spirituality,” 271.
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cultural origins.37 Similarly,while spirituality transcends religious andcultural
confines, it maintains its connection to historical and local contexts, allowing
for continual reinterpretation, dialogue, and critical examination.38 The study
of spirituality exemplifies how “situated knowledge”39 can be effectively gath-
ered to create a foundation for new discourse, necessitating the integration
of “self-transcendence within the horizon of ultimacy in some ongoing and
transforming way.”40 Such an approach not only aids in exploring existential
humanexperiences and finding commongroundacross different perspectives
but also enriches academic research by encouraging unrestricted creativity
and real-world applicability.

In this respect, Schneiders’s insights encourage a “theo-poetic” mode of
studying spirituality, urging theologians and laypersons alike to encounter
the divine in their lived experiences, thereby viewing reality as a vital source
of revelation.41 This perspective resists reductions to simplistic dogmas, sci-
entific evidence, or commercial appeal by emphasizing the mysterious and
apophatic nature of both the divine and the ordinary.42 Thus, it ensures that
the role of spirituality in Christian lives is not confined or controlled but
experienced in its full, rich complexity.43

Freeing Spirituality and Theology from the Elitist Confines
The article makes another significant contribution by unshackling

spirituality and theology from the confines of spiritual elitism and moral

37 David Tracy, Analogical Imagination: Christian Theology and the Culture of Pluralism
(Chestnut Ridge, PA: Crossroad Publishing, 1981).

38 Schneiders, “Theology and Spirituality,” 267, 269.
39 This refers to knowledge that is ingrained in, and consequently influenced by, the spe-

cific historical, cultural, linguistic, and value context surrounding the individual with
the knowledge. I have adopted this term from Donna Haraway, as detailed in her arti-
cle, DonnaHaraway, “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the
Privilege of Partial Perspective,” Feminist Studies 14, no. 3 (Autumn 1988): 575–99.

40 Schneiders, “Theology and Spirituality,” 267; emphasis in the original.
41 I was inspired by Amanda Kaminski’s presentation, “The Transfigurative Hermeneutics

of Sandra Schneiders: A Strategy for Transformative Knowing in an Age of
Deconstruction and Despair.” This paper was delivered at the “RESURRECTION
IN THE AGE OF UNCERTAINTY: A Conference in Honor of Sandra Schneiders, IHM,”
held from November 15-17, 2023, at the Oblate School of Theology in San Antonio, TX,
organizedbyThe Institute for the Study ofContemporary Spirituality.Myunderstanding
of the theo-poetic dimension in spirituality studies was significantly enriched through
this engagement. Kaminski’s presentation effectively underscored the theo-poetic
methodologies that Schneiders has woven into her academic endeavors.

42 Schneiders, “Theology and Spirituality,” 264.
43 Schneiders, “Theology and Spirituality,” 270.
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perfection. Described as a “necessarily participant discipline,” the study of
spirituality thrives through active engagement in all aspects of life.44 In her
words, spirituality is “experience, which means that whatever enters into
the actual living of this ongoing integrating self-transcendence is relevant,
whether it be mystical, theological, ethical, psychological, political, or phys-
ical.”45 In this respect, Schneiders firmly maintains that spirituality is “not
concerned solely with the ‘interior life’ as distinguished from or in opposi-
tion to bodily, social, political, or secular life.” 46 She grounds it in the tangible
weave of daily existence, encapsulating common human experiences such as
joy, sorrow, laughter, pain, trials, and personal evolution.

In her view, spirituality is less about attaining “perfection” andmore about
continuous growth. Therefore, it is a journey accessible to everyone drawn
toward embracing the richness of their humanity, not merely a path for a
select few.47 In this respect, the article advances the studyof spirituality into an
“inclusive or holistic” model, integrating individual and communal aspects,
including personal prayer and societal justice efforts.48 Echoing Dorothee
Soelle’s “democratization of mysticism,” Schneiders’s framework demystifies
the esoteric aspects of interiority, making spiritual experiences more broadly
accessible.

Yet, in concert with Soelle’s insights, the article also cautions against over-
simplifying the ultimate goal of Christian spirituality—union with the divine,
others, andoneself. Engaging in the studyofChristian spirituality shouldeven-
tually offer an invitation to see all through God’s eyes and grow in God. At its
core, Schneiders’s approach, rooted in one’s profound spiritual experiences,
channels readers back into a life interconnected with others and the divine,
moving beyond elitist confines. This perspective fosters deep introspection,
intellectual growth, and a transformative lifestyle while underscoring the
symbiotic relationships among academic study, personal development, and
community involvement.

The InterdisciplinaryMethod of Spirituality
The all-encompassing nature of spirituality inherently transcends sin-

gular disciplinary, religious, and cultural boundaries. It necessitates the inte-
grationof interdisciplinary, interfaith, trans-religious, cross-cultural, and even

44 Schneiders, “Theology and Spirituality,” 268.
45 Schneiders, “Theology and Spirituality,” 267.
46 Schneiders, “Theology and Spirituality,” 265.
47 Schneiders, “Theology and Spirituality,” 264.
48 Schneiders, “Theology and Spirituality,” 268.
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nonreligious approaches.49 By embracing various methods and perspec-
tives, scholars and practitioners are able to explore spirituality in a way that
acknowledges its layered and often paradoxical aspects, leading to a more
nuanced insight into the spiritual realm. This approach enhances its relevance
and practicality in addressing the intricate aspects of human experience as
well as the multifaceted crises of our time, including ecological degradation
and threats to democracy.

The study of spirituality, serving as a platform for diverse paths in the
search for meaning, plays a pivotal role in uniting those dedicated to improv-
ing the world. While acknowledging her Christian perspective, Schneiders
notes that “for those in spirituality, the larger picture [of any significant phe-
nomenon] is the human quest for meaning and integration of which the
Christian quest is one actualization.”50 This suggests that individual religious
paths, such as Christianity, represent specific manifestations of a more fun-
damental human pursuit within the broad spectrum of spiritual exploration.
This endeavor involves the quest for understanding, connection, and the
integration of our experiences into a coherent whole.

By recognizing and bridging differences, the study of spirituality fosters a
collective effort toward bettering ourworld and deepening our understanding
ofourplacewithin it. Particularly in situations that require collaborativeefforts
from diverse fields, the field and praxis of spirituality offer a foundation for
unexpected insights and imaginative perspectives, effectively disrupting tra-
ditional thought patterns by shifting the focus to lived experiences rather than
agendas and rules.

Schneiders’s Insights: Exploring NewQuestions in the Evolving
Landscape

Delving into Schneiders’s work anew, I was struck by a reflective
inquiry: How can we effectively recontextualize her insights for our contem-
porary era? Schneiders emphasizes that the essence of spirituality is rooted in
the rich and universally inclusive tapestry of human experiences. In our cur-
rent age, the concepts of interconnectedness and inclusiveness are expanding
in scope, demanding a more multifaceted understanding.

For example, social media and digital tools adeptly blend our personal
lives into shared experiences while also prompting us to consider the balance
between connectivity and the indiscreet and ostentatious display of personal
life. The COVID-19 pandemic has sharply highlighted our crucial connections

49 Schneiders, “Theology and Spirituality,” 265, 268.
50 Schneiders, “Theology and Spirituality,” 268.
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not only with fellow humans but also with nonhuman lives, emphasizing the
significance of ecological ties. Simultaneously, our era has propelled artificial
intelligence (AI) into a role of unprecedented significance, profoundly reshap-
ing our interactions with technology and blurring the lines between human
intelligence and artificial prowess.

As I ponder the landscape of spirituality studies nowadays, it is appar-
ent that truly holistic spiritual integration can be achieved only by embracing
thismultifacetedwebofnewly established interconnectedness. This reflection
leads me to two key questions: What crucial experiences might we overlook
in our inclusive approach to spirituality? And how should spirituality, in col-
laboration with theology, evolve its roles and methodologies for the holistic
integration of all experiences in our times? To explore these questions, I sug-
gest three crucial experiences that the field of spirituality needs to ponder and
respond to as a startingpoint for recontextualizing Schneiders’s insights: going
to themargins; interacting with non-human animals and climate change; and
the interplay between AI evolution and spiritual experience.

Embracing the Experiences at the Obscured Peripheries of Society
I would like to start by highlighting the presence of people on the very

margins of our world, both locally and globally. In our interconnected society,
where social media appears to expose every aspect of life and shared experi-
ences, there is an ironic contradiction: the people on the outskirts of society
are becoming increasingly invisible.

Locally, we face the severe yet frequently unseen realities of urban home-
lessness, rural poverty, mental health issues, elderly isolation, undocumented
immigrants, Indigenous communities, and disabled individuals. Globally, the
plight of refugees, uprootedbyconflict andcrisis, is another concern that tends
to elude our collective attention. Certainly, these realities intersect with the
longstanding yet ever-evolving ideological constructs of racism, sexism, and
classism, each adapting over time while retaining their deep historical roots.
These groups, facing a wide range of difficulties, often end up overlooked on
the fringes of society.

Although certain media outlets consistently cover these issues, the nature
of social media allows individuals to construct their own informational bub-
bles, where they can selectively filter content to interact only with what res-
onates with their personal interests. Although social media can connect and
uncover, it also has the ability to conceal and create distance, shaping our
perception of the world and its varied challenges in a curated way.

Reflecting on this elusive reality, a thoughtful reassessment of the study of
spirituality to engage with the rights and dignity of the unseen is necessary.
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Schneiders’s focus on the radical inclusiveness of spirituality amplifies this
need. A deep, introspective journey into the realities of poverty and exclu-
sion, delving into their spiritual dimensions, aligns with Schneiders’s original
proposal. The investigation could then reveal if studying spirituality, espe-
cially when grounded in the subversive mystical tradition, can cultivate an
awareness of the unseen and attention to human suffering, therebymotivating
individuals toward transformative social actions. This journey, transcending
academic confines, has the potential to become a vibrant exploration of trans-
formative experiences, fostering commitment that reshapes both society and
our own perspectives.

Interacting with Nonhuman Lives amid Climate Change
Thepandemic,which likely originated frombats, underscores the com-

plex interplay between human and nonhuman life, shedding light on the
detrimental effects of human activities on ecosystems. These developments
necessitate a fresh look at the spiritual dimensions of nonhuman life, calling
for a deeper theological understanding and a commitment to ethical respon-
sibility. Schneiders’s emphasis on the experiential dimension in the study of
spirituality prompts a rethinking of spirituality as encompassing the entire
ecosystem.

Her approach acknowledges the vulnerability of all beings to environmen-
tal threats, including not just human concerns but also the broader natural
world impacted by human-induced challenges. The interdisciplinarymethod
of spirituality underscores the consideration of how to approach nonhu-
man beings, probing their potential for spiritual experiences and addressing
the complexities in defining and studying these phenomena beyond anthro-
pocentric perspectives. A critical examination of consumer practices, par-
ticularly the extensive consumption of meat and fossil fuels, also becomes
imperative under this framework. It encourages a reconsideration of our
interactions with animals and the environment, emphasizing the need for a
sustainable biocultural ethos.

In particular, Schneiders’s insights into the spirituality of daily life pave
the way for eco-spirituality, which reveres nature as sacred. Such an approach
calls for practices that deepen our connection with the environment, foster-
ing a sense of responsibility and reverence. This paradigm shift in spiritu-
ality, extending beyond traditional boundaries, invites us to reevaluate our
relationships with nature and advocate for substantial transformations in our
economic and social structures. This could disrupt established industries
and lifestyles. Ultimately, Schneiders’s focus on varied experiential realms—
spiritual, physical, social, political, or secular—urges a profound integration of
environmental concerns into our spiritual practices and societal frameworks.
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The Dynamic Interplay between AI Evolution and Spiritual
Experience
Since the publication of the original article, a significant societal shift

has been the remarkable advancement in AI, which has become closely inter-
woven with discussions on post-humanism and trans-humanism. Since the
1990s, experts have debated how a technologically driven future might dis-
mantle the long-held moral hierarchy that places humans at its apex. This
advancement in AI, coupled with strides in bio-hacking, cognitive enhance-
ment, andbiomedical technologies, points to apotential futurewherehuman-
ity transcends its current form and limitations.

This shift is not just about a technologically enhanced human future but
also involves a moral reorientation toward nonliving entities. In this evolv-
ing landscape, AI provokes deep reflections onmoral consciousness, identity,
and spirituality. Considering humanoid robots, for instance, raises questions
about AI’s personhood and rights. AI’s increasing role in critical sectors like
health care and justice further complicates notions of responsibility andmoral
judgment. Moreover, the integration of AI into our daily lives, through means
ranging from virtual assistants to robotic companions, is poised to radically
alter our notions of connection, community, and spirituality.

Whatwill happenwhenSchneiders’s insights, profoundly rooted inhuman
experiences, are faced with the possibility of extending to artificial conscious-
ness and the spiritual nuances of coexisting with sentient AI? This prompts
vital questions: What new boundaries of consciousness and identity are
emerging? Can AI develop a spiritual dimension, and if so, how does this
reshape human spirituality? When considering the rights of sentient AI, how
do spirituality andmoral responsibility intertwine? Schneiders’s insights addi-
tionally encourage us to examine the implications of religious and spiritual
practices in the context of AI utilization. How might AI reshape or influence
traditional spiritual rituals and beliefs?

In time, these developments necessitate an eventual reexamination of
what it means to be human in an age of advanced technology. I believe
Schneiders’s exploration of spirituality in the article, with its poetic engage-
ment with reality, imaginative approach beyond elitism and dogmatism, and
interdisciplinary methods, offers a profound foundation for further insights.

Exploration Continues

Decades followingSchneiders’s article, the studyof spirituality encoun-
ters fresh opportunities and challenges. To recontextualize her thoughts, we
need a nuanced approach, envisioning how spirituality can address contem-
porary issues while adhering to its core values. It demands the creation of
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new metaphors and language that reflect current societal shifts while still
upholding the foundation of spirituality to facilitate transcendence and intro-
spection. Commencing this process, above all, requires a sincere appraisal of
both societal realities and our inner selves.

In a world rife with fragmentation and polarization, we are called to rec-
ognize shared vulnerabilities amid widespread suffering. While we frequently
expressworries andanxiety regarding societal issues,weoften struggle toheed
these concerns genuinely. Personal interests tend to take precedence over col-
lective needs, creating a hesitancy to embark on transformative self-reflection
and actions that necessitate stepping out of our comfort zones.

To remain relevant to the challenges of our time, the study of spiritual-
ity must evolve to address such inner contradictions, which is essential for
authentic engagement. I believe that Schneiders directs us toward embarking
on our journeywith a humble recognition of the intricacies of the human con-
dition inside and out. For she says, spirituality must integrate “not only our
activities but also our passivity . . . not only our achievements but also our suf-
ferings.”51 Rather than providing clear answers, Schneiders’s work urges us to
engage in deeper listening and reflection. In recognizing the paradoxes that
remain and the shared vulnerability that unites, I believe spirituality finds its
true calling for our time, as Schneiders did back then and continues today.

MIN-AH CHO
Georgetown University, USA

10.1017/hor.2024.4

51 Schneiders, “Theology and Spirituality,” 268.
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