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Education, Discipleship and
Community Formation
Mark Wakelin
Introduction
Alan Kreider's essay explores directly Christian initiation or
discipleship training, surveying different approaches to catechesis. By contrast, this essay is a reflection on the importance
of love in Christian formation; love as a theological reality of
Christian community where Christ is the centre of relation
ships; love as an educational necessity where our embrace of
the other is the context and purpose of formation as we
become formed in the image of Christ.
I start the essay with a discussion of some aspects of Dietrich
Bonhoeffer's Life Together.’ In his previous theological projects
Bonhoeffer was concerned with the reality of God, a search for
a real God revealed in concrete ways. In his doctorial thesis,
Sanctorum Communio he was particularly interested in the God
given reality of the church.2 In Life Together we see that theory
applied in the practice of a particular com munity at
Finkenwalde of trainee pastors of the breakaway Confessing
Church of 1930s Germany. I then suggest that Bonhoeffer has
offered in a general way some solutions to what I understand to
be some of our present challenges as church both in theological
terms and in the terms of adult education and formation. These
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problems are essentially concerned with epistemology on the
one hand (what and how we know things and the status of that
knowledge) and ontology on the other (how we are formed and
become disciples of Christ). Finally I reflect on the implications
of this for how we grow both as individuals and as communi
ties into maturity in Christ.
In contrast to the other essays in this volume, this contribu
tion is focused on a particular theologian and his context. The
focus on Bonhoeffer provides a case study in how a deep
church vision was articulated and developed in one particular
time and place. Given its particular focus, I point out the limi
tations of trying to apply Bonhoeffer's approach to our own
particular, contemporary contexts.

Love is the Great Christian Reality for God is
Love
Before looking at Life Together I want to say a few words about
love for I believe this is the key to all our understanding of
Christian catechesis, discipleship and nurture. John tells us
that 'God is love' (1 Jn. 4:8, 16). Indeed a Christian Trinitarian
understanding of God is fundamentally about the loving rela
tionship that defines God's being, self-sending and giving, dis
tinguishing us from the more straightforward monotheistic
theologies, or what Jurgen Moltmann describes as 'radical
monotheism'.3 We talk of the relationship we are invited into
with and through the triune God in terms of love.
It is the triune God who is the driving force of creation, and
who sustains creation. Each quantum particle comes into
being and continues in being only because God acts lovingly.
The loving action that sustains creation is the same loving
action, given with the same energy and power that brought all
things from nothing in the first place. It is incomprehensible to
believe that God has finished with creation, for creation with
out God returns from where it came. All is held in God's hand,
a continual intense outpouring of love that holds back the
emptiness of before from reclaiming all that is. Thus the state
ment: 'for God so loved the world' (Jn. 3:16) must not be
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rewritten by worried Christians as, 'for God was so upset with,
angry with, desperate about, distressed, or embarrassed by the
world'. It was love alone that lies behind this mystery that the
one who made all and sustains all has become part of it and
subject to the aching and longing of the creation itself. The pur
pose of that self-sending is not to condemn but to restore and
to heal.
It is, of course, loving relationship that is the final destiny
of creation when all our aching and longing, our desperate
needs for restoration and healing are brought into a com 
munion of love in w orship of God. It is in com munion with
others that we can be fully ourselves. Our individuality is not
lost in relationship but fulfilled. Our true selves found, not by
a journey inwards of selfish introspection, but by the m ove
ment outwards towards the other; towards God the Father
who as creator made all, as Spirit sustains all, as Christ
restores all and calls all to become fully alive. Our com mun
ity now is a foretaste of what w ill be. As Charles Wesley
wrote:
And if our fellowship below in Jesus be so sweet,
what heights of rapture shall we know
when round his throne we meet.
Formation in Christ is thus first and foremost, beginning middle
and end about relationship and the central relationship is our
relationship with the triune God. This relationship cannot be
understood only in individualistic terms. Even on a desert
island, a thousand miles from the next person, our relationship
with God is about community with others. The discovery of
God in us is the discovery of God in the other; of God in relation
to all things. Augustine's discovery of 'the united testimony of
thy whole creation' persuaded him of not only an individualis
tic assent to a theistic proposition, but a communion of belief in
a loving God.4 It may indeed happen the other way around. The
discovery of God in relation to all things or God in the face of
the other may become the moment when you realise that in a
lonely world you are not alone. Either way, the one is impossi
ble without the other; Christ is known in and for community.
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Catechesis and discipleship must always be seen as part of
the bigger picture of God's work of creation and salvation. It is
God's purpose that we have, 'life in all its fullness' (Jn. 10:10);
the glory of God as Irenaeus expressed it, is the 'human being
fully alive!' Discipleship is bound up in God's generous, gra
cious, limitless love reaching out to a loved and precious cre
ation that it may be healed and fulfil its destiny and purpose of
creation in the image of the God restored, healed and forgiven.
It follows then that it is important to avoid notions of disciple
ship that are simply functional, a means to an end; strategies
that are focused on outcomes and light on process. As George
Morris argues, love is the motive, the message and the method
of our mission.5

Life Together Under the Word
Bonhoeffer's short book, Life Together, offers a practical exam
ple of a Christian community for a particular time in the
Western church's history. While I believe it helpful from both
an adult learning and a theological point of view, it is impor
tant to note that it is what it is. He is writing for a particular
place and time, with particular issues; what he says is neces
sarily provisional, partial and positioned. Bonhoeffer is in any
case not offering a blueprint for discipleship training even for
his time (on this see also Luke Bretherton's first essay for a cri
tique of blueprint ecclesiologies). His concern is greater than
that; it is with the concrete reality of God's involvement with
the world through Christ. While this is not a simple 'how to'
book it is also not a philosophical book speculating about the
possibilities of Christianity, it is a book grounded in the living
reality of God who is reconciling the world and calling disci
ples to follow. His concern for truth as a reality is also a concern
with the location of knowledge; of where truth can be known.
Here his interest in the concrete gets expressed in the practical,
his high Christology argued out in terms of whether hymns
should have a harmony line. It is his interest in general terms
about the concrete nature of God's revelation and his sense of
grounded practicality that draws my attention. While he does
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not offer simple answers to our questions about the nature or
process of Christian formation, he challenges us to take seri
ously the struggle for truth and to work out what it means in
real places and with real people.

A Struggle for Truth Over Fantasy
You can never read Bonhoeffer without realising that he is inter
ested in the reality of God and not in abstractions. I found this
hard to understand when I first read Sanctorum Communio, his
doctoral thesis. I was used to reading theological books that
seemed speculative, philosophical; they asked questions about
the reasonableness of God's existence, or the logical basis of
Christian theology. Like Anselm, they seemed to start with the
phrase, 'putting God aside', and then proceeded to make what
sense they could in the apparently neutral world of philosophi
cal reflection. Bonhoeffer comes as a shock, he is not asking, 'is
there a God?', or 'is the incarnation logical given what we know
of God?' He is not arguing from first principles at all. He owns
up to his faith and seems to be saying, 'Given that Christ is
really in the world, what does that mean for us?' Thus in
Sanctorum Communio he asks sociological questions of the theo
logical construct, 'church', and theological questions of the soci
ological phenomena of the church. We may question both his
sociological skills and his theological ones, but his project is
fascinating. The initiative for knowing about God does not lie
with human reflection but divine revelation. Theology has pri
macy over philosophy. The task of the theologian is not to spec
ulate about the nature of God, but to engage with God who
reveals himself in time and place. In discovering sanctorum com
munio (community of saints) through, in and despite the pectorum communio (community of sinners); the truth of God's church
despite the sinfulness of human beings, Bonhoeffer is pointing a
way forwards for us in our own struggle after truth. Life Together,
as a practical expression of his ecclesiology, is thus about truth;
the truth of God revealed in Christ calling us to community.
The enemy of truth is fantasy, the human made fantasies
about what community should be. We have to be rid of
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fantasies about community before we can really begin to dis
cover what God has given us in Christian community.
Christian community means community through Jesus
Christ and in Jesus Christ. There is no Christian community
that is more than this, and none that is less than this.6
Belonging is not therefore about the effort to shape our fantasy
and make it a reality; it is about letting go of unrealistic human
made ideals of community and discovering relationships in
Christ and Christ in relationships. The hope for the new disci
ple is that sooner rather than later we become disillusioned
with our own expectations of community and can begin to
grasp the realities of the community that God is calling into
being. Warm feelings, emotions, idealised expectations of
human relationships, natural kinships and agreements are all
barriers to the only true form of Christian community which
exists only in what Christ has done for all of us.
Community is therefore not a technique for Christian disci
pleship; it is the gracious gift of God which we are called to
receive. The church is part of God's revelation, his gift to us, and
it is our business to engage with that revelation and struggle to
find the truth of it. Bonhoeffer qualifies the simple description of
'common life', or 'life together' with 'life together under the
word'. Community arises where the word of God is present,
and where it is not, the church has ceased to be. The boundary
between church and the world is thus drawn around notions of
truth and fantasy or falsehood.
Given the peril of the church at the time Bonhoeffer was
writing such theological clarity carries huge significance. The
Barm en declaration of 19347 and the setting up of the
Confessing Church in Germany in response to Nazism offer a
context that makes it clear that Bonhoeffer is very far from
engaging in theological abstraction. The Lutheran Church in
confessing mode, defining its boundaries in the clearest possi
ble terms, declares the ancient warning, 'extra ecclesiam nulla
salus'; outside the church there is no salvation. The task of dis
tinguishing between truth and fantasy is the task of choosing
between salvation and damnation.
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Objectivity or Subjectivity
It helps, I think, to remember in broad terms the philosophical
choices that Bonhoeffer is faced with as he emphasises the
place of God's revelation in the human concern for knowledge.
As National Socialism increasingly dominated the post-World
War I Germany, what was true and what was fantasy became
increasingly important. The choice was between existentialism
and German philosophical idealism. The first located knowl
edge as personal experience, 'subjectivity is truth'. In this the
other person is ultim ately unknow able, the boundaries
between individuals insurmountable. The second defined
truth in objective terms where knowledge existed wholly out
side and transcendent to the individual. Truth was a form to
which all more or less conformed, and boundaries between
individuals were absorbed into the whole. Neither of these
philosophical positions are totally helpful in the pursuit of
truth or community so vital in the face of the growing horror
of Nazism. In the former, nothing is really true and the
absolute nature of individuality prevents any form of commu
nity. In the latter, truth is set in such hard idealistic terms that
there is no room left for individuality at all because all must
conform to the one true way of being human and so commun
ion is thus equally impossible because communion involves
distinct persons being in relation rather than all being part of
an undifferentiated mass.
Bonhoeffer is neither an idealist nor an existentialist; he is a
Christian who believes that God has revealed the truth
through his self-sending in Jesus Christ. The question is to find
in what real and concrete ways we can engage with that truth.
Relationships play a crucial role in this for he locates Christ at
the boundaries of the human self-preserving individual reality
and mediating those relationships. The other person becomes
knowable because Christ makes it so. Christ becomes knowable as we reach out to the other person and find Christ there.
This is not subjective for it is 'really out there', God is, for God
is in Christ. It is however not simply objective, a truth existing
all by itself in some ideal form, God is revealed in relationship.
Truth is thus found within community and it is our business
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not to invent community but to accept the gift and let go of the
fantasies.

Parallel Issues for Today
Our philosophical choices today offer some parallels. On the
one hand, the postmodern battle cry is 'truth is discourse': all
knowledge claims are lost in the language and culture of those
who speak of it, if they are there at all. On the other hand, the
positivist argues that such claims are unproblematic: what is
true for me must be true for you in uncomplicated ways.
Postmodernism is mirrored by fundamentalism, the complaint
that language is 'violence to truth' matched by the equally
dogmatic, 'only literal truth will do'. Though we may not
always express it in this way, epistemology is the great divider
of our church and indeed our world. It is not that we hold dif
ferent views about what is true, though we do; it is that we
hold different views about the status of truth itself. It is this
that makes dialogue so challenging. We have nowhere to
engage with others to discover truth and can only fall back on
a respectful but resentful 'agree to differ'.
I find that Bonhoeffer's general direction in how we may
understand knowledge and locate truth profoundly helpful. He
suggests a direction in which the choice between the two
extremes may be resolved. For him it was between subjectivism
and objectivism, for us between the postmodern and positivist
epistemologies. Bonhoeffer's belief that God is and God reveals,
leads him to assume that God reveals himself in concrete ways
such as the church. Knowledge is thus located in community
and engaged with through relationship in that community. It is
neither a subjective reality in which what is true is simply a pri
vate matter and the other person is unknowable and other, nor
simply an objective reality that exists in some unproblematic
way, as static truth in itself. Truth is found in Christ who medi
ates relationships; that is Christ makes our relationships possi
ble. The movement towards the other person, the 'alien thou', is
a movement made viable only by the Christ who mediates rela
tionships. Without Christ the relationships are doomed, the
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other person remains alien, the community a human structure
and fantasy. As we engage in such relationships not only do we
discover the other through Christ, we find Christ, and we
become ourselves. The movement towards the other may be
understood in ethical terms for it is essentially a movement of
love in which we become formed in the image of Christ who
stands at the boundary of self and the other. His theory of
knowledge - his epistemology - is expressed in fundamentally
ethical terms, and the outcome of knowing and discovery is seen
in the formation of disciples, in their ontology - i.e. their being in
and through relationship with others. Act, being and know
ledge come together in the dynamic of Christ-mediated rela
tionships of the Christian community. In losing ourselves, we
find Christ, and find our new selves.
For us to learn from this approach is not to slavishly adopt his
philosophical solutions let alone the more detailed outworking
within Life Together. Rather, we are left with a challenge: if we
instead saw truth located within relationships, mediated by
Christ, then our approach to catechesis and discipleship would
be shaped by love rather than correct dogma. This is not to say
that all truths are equal. Rather, it is to hold that truth exists
within communion and not in an abstract way. Christian forma
tion, salvation even, would thus not be a process of assent to a
series of theological propositions, but rather an act of faith in
Christ the mediator in which we reach out to the other and
claim the fellowship that he has won for us. Our search for what
is really true would become the source of our unity rather than
our division, for the direction of the search would be the con
crete reality of a communion made possible by the risen Christ.
To paraphrase John Wesley's sermon on the Catholic Spirit: 'I
don't need to know at the moment what divides us as Christians
(we'll come to that soon enough), but if your heart is right with
my heart, give me your hand.'
This helps us, I believe, because it takes seriously both the
postmodern criticism of the problematical nature of truth
claims, and the positivist longing for truth to be more than
simply an individual's opinion. By locating the struggle for
knowledge within human community, relationship precedes
and forms the context for our endeavour.
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o The recognition that our search for truth is located within
such relationships encourages caution from naive and sim
plistic knowledge claims. The partiality of one person's
view is a given, but one person's view is set within the
wider community. We need each other with our different
stories, backgrounds, assumptions and viewpoints in order
to overcome the inherent difficulty of knowledge expressed
from one person's point of view and not another. Catechesis
and discipleship thus involves reaching out to others and
understanding their position in order to contest our own
limited and fallen perspectives. Our learning together
becomes an adventure of broadening horizons and relation
ships as we discover the reality of what Christ has won for
us and not simply defining church as what we think it is by
where we are at a particular moment,
o The recognition that such relationships are only possible
because of Christ who really stands at the boundaries of
self-mediating that love, offers a notion of truth that is far
more than simply subjective. Life together is to be under
stood as 'life together under the word', where the word is
not just words about God, but the living word of the cruci
fied and risen Christ. Our formation as Christians is thus a
serious engagement not with abstract philosophical notions,
but with the concrete reality of what God reveals to us in
Scripture. For all flavour of Christian the gracious act of God
to reveal can be taken seriously within the context of rela
tionships defined by God's love.

Signs of True Community
The community for which Bonhoeffer wrote Life Together was a
real one really struggling to cope with the difficulties of the
rise of National Socialism. It was a breakaway church, split
from the mainstream Lutheran Church because it believed that
the Lutheran Church had become hopelessly compromised by
state intervention. It is easy to see such a breakaway as a polit
ical gesture, but it was in fact a profoundly theological reaction
to the loss of integrity. God's word was compromised by the
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state's words, and the church had to say, 'here we stand' and
draw new boundaries. Integrity matters to such community
under the word, expressing in a real time and place the decla
ration made at Barmen in 1932. As you read the text you
become aware of some of the signs which mark its integrity, its
longing for reality and willingness to let go of its longing for a
human idealised community. It is still not a blueprint of what
community should be, but rather an example of the features of
what one community was, and what they struggled about.
Formation is a process in which knowledge, attitudes, char
acter and habits are formed that express a new self. Christian
community - that is, relationships not based upon fantasy or
idealistic notions of how we might get on, but on the action of
a risen Christ who mediates those relationships - is thus the
centre of formation. Consequently, the fundamental aspect of
such community is forgiveness. Bonhoeffer, for example, talks
of the inevitable disillusionment that is felt by those who
really seek to explore true community. The disillusionment
occurs because their sentimental fantasy about what church is
quickly comes up against the reality of imperfect human
beings. Our business is to seek Christ in the other. Bonhoeffer
encouraged his students to have public group confession. He
felt that it was only through such vulnerability that they could
cut through the sentimental attachments and human affections
and get to the realty where Christ was. Forgiveness of each
other makes real the forgiveness that we can so easily assume
we have from God. Our formation as Christians is a real and
concrete journey into communion with others and is marked
in Life Together by a number of features which are helpful to
note:
c It was a community under the word and he gives to the
reading of Scripture and the preaching of sermons a sacra
mental distinction. Something real is happening as the word
is read and preached, even when a student is practicing the
skills of preaching, that is far beyond merely human inter
pretation. It would be easy to see this as simply a form of
German piety or even tapping into older traditions of mys
ticism. I believe, however, that he is suggesting something
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far more concrete than this. God's word is alive and speaks
into the reality of the community's life.
® It is a community of worship and thankfulness that arises
out of gratitude for what God is and has done, where
singing together expresses the hope of a community under
huge pressure. Pastors must not even complain about their
congregations, for they are God's gift and something for
which to be thankful,
o It is a community of costly discipleship, not because grace is
earned, Bonhoeffer is too much of a Lutheran to go down
that path, but because grace costs God much and our
response is always going to be serious or it is no response at
all.
o It is a community of bread and wine for which confession is
a necessary preparation, and the Lord's Supper is a fulfil
ment of all.
The community of the Lord's Supper is above all the fulfilment
of Christian community. Just as the members of the commun
ity of faith are united in body and blood at the table of the
Lord, so they will be together in eternity. Here the community
has reached it goal. Here joy in Christ and Christ's commun
ity is complete. The life together of Christians under the word
has reached its fulfilment in the sacrament.8
I am sure that the experience of the students in this commu
nity with Bonhoeffer was in no way ideal. No doubt the vision
of a group of serious minded men meekly following the guru
like teaching of this extraordinary theologian would have been
confounded w ithin days of spending tim e w ith them.
However, I believe you get a glimpse of something hugely
important when you read this story. A glimpse of a commu
nity that really believed in the reality of God among them; who
expected 'his fullness to receive and grace to answer grace'. They
did not meet to study theology simply as an abstract aca
demic exercise but neither did they sit around dewy eyed and
think warm thoughts of fellowship with their heads empty of
all but naive piety. The deep learning of theology involved
particular patterns of relationship. The struggle for truth
involved reaching out in love to each other. They believed that
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in loving each other they were really encountering Christ who
made their loving safe and possible. They believed that in the
Christ mediated relationships community was formed and
that community was a concrete expression of Christ in and for
the world.
For our purpose there is again a clear and explicit challenge
for catechises - that is, a serious and real journey into church,
not simply as a human institution, but as objective expression
of God's revelation. To learn not simply about our faith in our
Christian formation, or simply develop as God centred and
moral individuals, but rather to be formed as part of the
Christian community, far broader than our own denomination.

Situated Learning
We cannot and should not develop an approach to Christian
formation and discipleship that copies the student experience
in Finkenwalde. However, the emphasis on truth and commu
nity do give us, I believe, a real challenge in developing
approaches for today as we seek to 'disciple all nations'. First,
it emphasises that truth matters. We cannot therefore hunt
around for forms of community and church that are simply
effective tools of evangelism or discipleship as if they were
theologically or morally neutral technologies. True commu
nity is not of our making but of God's and our response is to
ask 'what is God blessing?' and do it, and not do something
that we hope will work and ask God to bless it. Church is not
a technique for making disciples: it is a reality for disciples to
receive. Second, the emphasis on community as the place
where knowledge and truth are known. Here, I believe, lies
hope for real dialogue in the church between our different fac
tions. We cannot, I suggest, adopt the secular patterns of either
positivism or postmodernism, of dogmatism or relativism and
hide in our separate corners shouting at each other. Such frac
tured communities are clearly formational of Christians, but
not into Christlike maturity. That 'Christ is our peace' (Eph.
2:14) needs to be taken seriously: he is the one who breaks
down walls of enmity. It is something that he does for us and
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that we receive, and not something we strive for as a prelude
to Christian community. If knowledge is located within rela
tionships, expressed in Christ-given community under the
word, then welcome and hospitality precede all else.
This emphasis on belonging to a community as a key aspect
of formation is described in Lave and W enger's book on situ
ated learning.9 Here they describe how the context of learning,
a community of practice, is a key aspect of that learning. To
some extent Lave and Wenger are simply restating a form of
apprenticeship, where the values and attitudes as well as the
practice and knowledge of a particular craft are gained
through relationships. The learner becomes a legitimate but
peripheral participant in a particular community. However,
the importance of relationships, of acceptance, are emphasised
more than a simple restatement of apprenticeship might imply.
They explore, for example, the experience of learning for
someone within an Alcoholics Anonymous group. An A A
group is a useful model for church in any case, a gathering of
those with a particular need rather than a club for people who
have passed their qualifications in being good. The fellowship
of the AA is all about the sharing of the strength of the com
munity as they face together a day by day journey of sobriety;
developing a trust within those relationships that enables new
ways of understanding and living to become possible.
Post-Enlightenment thinking has played down the place of
trust in learning. Empiricism demands that truth claims are
legitimised entirely from observation, that truth is extracted
from human relationship into an independent generalisable
claim that exists all by itself. The postmodern critique of such
claims tends to undermine the possibility of any form of gen
eralisable claim, of the grand narrative. Truth existing inde
pendently of relationship is questioned because of the posi
tioned nature of knowledge. It is time, I suggest, to question
both the legitimacy of the Enlightenment's division of faith
and reason, and the postm odern despair of knowledge
trapped forever within a particular discourse. Ellen Charry
makes a good case for such, arguing from the tradition of the
church against the philosophical division of faith and reason.10
She defends the legitimacy of trust as a reasonable part of
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human knowing. In doing so she also challenges the postmod
ern despair of true knowledge ever being known. Trust is a
product of relationship, a proper and reasonable thing for
human beings to have, a natural outcome of belonging and
thus an important aspect of community. Trust, however, has to
be built on truth, real relationships and mutual pastoral care; it
is not a technique of Christian teaching or evangelism.

Some Practical Suggestions
Where does all this take us? Life Together is the working out of
a particular approach to training at an extraordinary time in
the church's life. The details of such a community cannot be
applied directly, but I think we can learn much from some of
the patterns, and indeed they have a contemporary feel.
First, it is important to keep it real. We are not to 'sell church'
to people and allow Christian formation to become simply an
aspect of Christian marketing. Our business is not to present
the Gospel in the most favourable light in case those we teach
are put off. The usual reason we give for struggling to have
integrity as a church is that if you do not people will soon find
you out. This is simply not true - people can and do believe the
most awful lies (e.g. Nazi Germany) - but neither is it the point
because integrity is not a methodology for Christian forma
tion, a way of attracting people to our cause. The reason we
must keep it real in our faith communities is because truth
matters. It matters because falsehood destroys people's lives,
bodies and souls. This, of course, begs the question, 'what is
true?' and of all the things that keeping it real might imply, it
certainly does not imply groups of Christians, high on integ
rity, shouting at each other with their fingers stuffed in their
ears in case they get corrupted by the opposition.
It is neither enough to say, 'we will agree to differ', or 'I am
right and you are wrong'. Keeping it real, is being honest
about the fact that, we see through a glass darkly (1 Cor. 13:12),
but we do see. We cannot avoid the postmodern criticism of
the provisional and partial nature of what we can know, but
neither can we surrender to their despair and say all truth is
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equal or non-existent. Keeping it real is about the gospel with
out spin; it is about preaching what we know, not what we
would like to know; it is about loving real people in their com
plicated reality, not about projected fantasies of what they
ought to be like and trying to love that. As we teach our faith
we are not offering a mild 'lifestyle choice', yet another in a
consumer age. We are offering a choice between life and death.
The urgency of the gospel, of the hard decision that following
Christ must mean is the heart of keeping it real, it is making
the age-old choice between idolatry and YHWH, between
blessings and curses, life and death (Dt. 13:15).
Second, it is about including and not excluding. Christian
formation is not a journey into a smaller and select group of
the pure, doctrinally or morally. Rather, it is an introduction
into a new Christ-mediated communion of real people. There
is a bit of a stretch here when thinking about the Confessing
Church and the church today. The Confessing Church was pre
cisely about excluding, about drawing boundaries. This how
ever, I believe, is the point. The Confessing Church is not the
church as it should normally be. The normal function of
church in the Lutheran tradition is proclamation not demarca
tion. It is the extraordinary circumstance of National Socialist
intervention in church life that gave rise to the extreme meas
ure of confession. This is the point; exclusion is an extreme
form of church, not its starting point. Jesus' approach to peo
ple, his capacity to include-in needs to be taken seriously.
However, we need to be careful here, too. Our motives need to
be open to constant reflection under God's word. Befriending,
creating relationships, is not a technique either. How humiliat
ing it would be to be befriended in order to be evangelised:
friendship and welcome can be relegated to a missiological
method or a device for Christian nurture and discipleship. Our
including-in has to be grounded in the reality that Christ is in
the other, not a process of pushing Christ at the other. We love
because God first loves us (1 Jn. 4:19). In such friendship we
find what God has already been doing in this other person's
precious, unique and God-loved life. We do not take God to
them; in reaching out we find Christ and the Spirit there
already. Our ministry of faith sharing is exactly that; not faith
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giving or imposing, but of discovery and mutual learning.
Relationships that have such integrity take time and are costly,
both sides are vulnerable to change, and so the love requires
courage.
Third, it is about discovering communion not creating it. As
we are formed as Christians we are not called to support the
local church and be part of its survival. Our formation, our
learning as Christians is the discovery that the church as a God
given reality is. Church as God given is there to find, and in
finding it, find the Christ who loves the church and gave him
self for it (Eph. 5:25) and in finding the Christ, find ourselves.
The integrity of Christian community is about being real with
each other about who we are and what we really do know and
believe. The inclusiveness of community is about the discov
ery of the real Christ in the other; Christ who came into the
world to save and not condemn (Jn. 3:17). Our longing for
truth and clarity becomes tied into the challenge of discover
ing community under the word. Our individual vision seen
only through a glass darkly enhanced by the other's similarly
partial, provisional and positioned understanding. Knowledge
is located in the community of Christ, the body of Christ, the
living Word. Our business in accom panying others in
Christian formation is thus not indoctrination, but exploration
together; seeking the reality of Christ revealed as the living
Word. To accompany others is a model of teaching that I
believe is important. It implies a particular respect for the
other, their existing learning and knowledge. It suggests a rela
tionship in which the adult, rather than the child is elicited in
them. It allows for the remarkable fact that as the church seeks
to teach others we find we learn much in our place.
Fourth, it is about worship and thanksgiving. To be wholly in
love with God is to be fully formed as a human being for thus
we were made. Love is the great reality, the basis and only basis
by which we can keep things real, include people in rather than
exclude them out, and engage with the God-given reality of
Christ's community under the word. The first command, how
ever, is not, 'love your neighbour', or 'include in the outcast
and difficult', it isn't even, 'love your enemy and do good to
those that despitefully use you'. The first command is, 'Hear, O
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Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one. Love the Lord your
God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all
your mind and with all your strength' (Mk. 12:29-30 Niv).
A loving relationship with God is the central relationship of
Christian community. It is only through this love that all else
becomes possible and we are invited as guests into the dance of
the Trinity. Worship as an expression of the community's love
becomes the distinctive feature of the church, it is evidence of
the Spirit filling and inspiring a Christ-mediated community,
the Spirit which allows us to call out 'abba'. It is all too easy to
lose this because we have become a didactic community seek
ing to accompany people in their own self-discovery or a mut
ual desire to change the world. It is all too easy to abuse this
because worship becomes something we do in order to please
the congregation and encourage people into our church.
Church is not another organisation primarily committed to
individual or community development. It is a community of
worship who express their love and gratitude to God. Worship
is not a method for evangelism it is the sacrificial offering of the
community in love with their redeemer and their creator; it is
the spirit-filled response to a gracious invitation.

Conclusion
There are positive and effective consequences for discipleship
and Christian formation if we keep it real, are inclusive, and
discover community, worship and thanksgiving. The impor
tant thing, however, is to understand that this is because God is
real and constantly gracious in love towards us, they are not in
themselves methods for formation. The challenge that I believe
Bonhoeffer offers is that the truth and reality of God are what
matters above all else, that we are called to faithfulness not to
success. We are therefore called to love others, seeking Christ in
them; to do so for the sake of Christ and out of genuine real
love for the other. This love is disinterested in that it is not
dependent on our success in shaping them into the image we
might have of them. We are called to love God, first and fore
most, and thus to know and understand. As Paul writes:
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And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love,
may have power, together with all the saints, to grasp how
wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and
to know this love that surpasses knowledge - that you may
be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God.
(Eph. 3:17-19 n iv )
There is not going to be one community of the church in a sim
ple idealistic form in the foreseeable future. As Luke
Bretherton argues, we cannot develop blueprint ecclesiologies.
The future holds out an emerging church where there is
greater variety, not less, more different ways of understanding
and grasping the immeasurable love of Christ that surpasses
knowledge. Our hope lies in love made possible in Christ, not
in ecum enical com prom ise or theological conquest. The
church is not just the proclaimer of good news; it is part of the
good news. It is a place where we can find Christ as we find
each other. In all our diversity in the future this love alone can
be our unity. Before we can tolerate each other's viewpoints, or
agree about the essentials, we need to show each other wel
come. We need to eat together more, listen to each other more,
sing together more; that is enjoy the precious gift of our Christgiven community before we find agreement. Such community
is not something we must strive for, it is something that Christ
has already won for us.
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Mundane Holiness: The Theology
and Spirituality of Everyday Life'
Luke Bretherton
Introduction
This essay is a response to three dynamics within contempo
rary Christian spirituality. The first of these concerns is that the
predominant Christian approaches to spirituality are either
rural or monastic in origin and seem to have little purchase
upon the reality of contemporary life which is urban in charac
ter. This is not to say that there have been no urban spirituali
ties: the early church was a predominantly urban movement,
the mendicant orders, for example, the Franciscans, were
focused around the urban centres of medieval Europe, the
Protestant Reformation originated in and found its most devel
oped expression in cities, and Methodism, the Salvation Army
and Pentecostalism have all been urban-based renewal move
ments. However, it seems the urban context of much Christian
spirituality is marginal to the current fashions which prefer, for
example, the desert fathers, the Celts, Benedict or even the
poetry of George Herbert over those resources that map more
closely onto how the majority of the world's population actu
ally live.
Secondly, there seems to be an ever increasing array of
approaches to spirituality that denigrate bodily life, either by
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seeing spirituality as an attempt to transcend the body to reach
some higher realm or by paying no heed to the ordinary and
mundane aspects of the embodied life (i.e. spirituality is
thought to concern itself with practices that are exceptions to
or set apart from the ordinary fabric of human life and rela
tionships). Among Christians, such an approach to spirituality
seems to be coupled with a Docetic Christology: that is, it goes
along with a vision of Jesus Christ as a kind of Superman fig
ure, whose human nature, like Superman's alter ego, Clark
Kent, is merely a disguise that Jesus can whip off at a
m oment's notice, and not something that is basic to Jesus' very
being. Yet, as Kathryn Tanner notes: 'The human shape of
Jesus' life is not something alongside Jesus' divinity but the
manifestation of that divinity as a human w hole.'2 A Docetic
Christology inevitably downplays the incarnation and thereby
diminishes the questions Jesus' life and ministry raise about
our daily pattern of life and the social, economic and political
conditions in which we live.3
Thirdly, much that passes for Christian spirituality seems to
offer a series of techniques divorced from any theological con
tent.4 As such, it is shaped more by the instrumental rationality
of the prevailing bureaucratic and capitalist context of late
modernity than by the gospel of Jesus Christ. In short, practice
has been decoupled from Christian belief so that effectiveness
(rather than theology or the Bible) becomes the primary criter
ion for determining whether something is good or not. The
result of this decoupling is that Christian spirituality comes to be
viewed as one more consumer choice among the smorgasbord
of contemporary spiritualities. As Gregory Jones summarises it:
Much contemporary spirituality is shaped by consumer
impulses and captive to a therapeutic culture. It systematically
avoids the disciplined practices necessary for engagement
with God. Further, this literature separates spirituality both
from theological convictions and practice on the one hand, and
social and political realities and commitments on the other.5
To address these concerns I aim to set out a vision for a 'm un
dane holiness': that is, a constructive account of how the Spirit
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enables true materiality, how spirituality is about regimes or
patterns of life and how our transformative encounter with
God occurs through the ordinary, ambiguous contingency of
our everyday lives. Running through this constructive account
of a mundane holiness is a critique of all attempts to describe
Christian spirituality apart from Christian theology. W hether it
is chanting with drums, bathing in mud, having an aro
matherapy massage or simply walking on the Yorkshire
Moors, it appears as if, in Western culture at least, anything
can be a spiritual experience. However, for Christians, spiritu
ality should have a particular shape. For Christians there can
be no spirituality apart from the Holy Spirit, thus any defini
tion of the term must take account of the particular role of the
Spirit in relation to the shaping of human life.
It is the Holy Spirit who enables us to enjoy a new and good
life. We do not have the power, skill, or ability to create for our
selves a genuinely new, good or eternal life. However ingenious
and well intentioned, humans cannot save themselves from
monstrous chaos and nothingness. Instead, our salvation must
be received as a gratuitous, overabundant gift from God given
in and through Jesus Christ. And it is the Spirit who makes it
possible for us to receive and participate in this gift. It is the
Spirit who draws us on in our journey into communion with
God, and in communion with God enables us to live lives of lov
ing servanthood towards our neighbour. Thus, spirituality,
within a Trinitarian, Christian frame of reference, is the attempt
to describe the shape and pattern of the Spirit-empowered,
Christlike life.
This paper will seek to address some of the root causes of
the three concerns outlined above and set out a theological
vision that can act as a basis for developing a mundane holi
ness. In many ways it builds on and extends what was said in
Alan Kreider's essay about catechesis. At the end I will not
prescribe a one size fits all approach to spirituality, but set out
some criteria of discernment or evaluation that may be used
when making decisions about how to live out a Christian spir
ituality.
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Spirituality as True Materiality
Many contemporary theologians have noted the problematic
influence of various dualistic visions of reality upon Christian
belief and practice - notably those of Plato and the Gnostics. I
use the term Gnostic to refer to those visions of reality that see
the material world as bad.6 Early Christian Gnostics seem to
have thought the material world was created by a lesser god or
evil demiurge (this god was understood to be the god of the
Old Testament). A second god (the god of Christ and the New
Testament) enables those who are truly spiritual or enlight
ened to escape the material world into a higher realm. Not
everyone is capable of salvation, only an elect who possess a
divine spark. By implication there is a hierarchy of humans,
with the elect at its tip and the unspiritual, beastly mass at its
base.7To the Gnostics, the earthly life was a prison from which
we needed to escape or a dream we needed to wake up from.
This release was achieved either through possession of secret
or true knowledge (gnosis) or through rigorous spiritual exer
cises or asceticism.8 Thus salvation was not by faith and not
available to everyone; instead, it was revealed by esoteric
knowledge or magical rites, both of which required special
instruction and initiation.9
In the patristic period the influence of this view can been
seen most negatively in Origen. In his arguments against var
ious Gnostic groups, Origen drew on the work of Plato and
taught that creation involved a two-stage process.10 First God
created a higher world of spiritual beings (angels and the like)
whose fall provided the occasion for the second, material cre
ation. This second creation was not good in and of itself, but
only in so far as it enabled a return to an original spirit
ual, non-material state of being. Thus the material creation
becomes merely a means to a non-material, ethereal end.
Origen was very influential on the development of monasticism and we can see his influence in all spiritualities that view
the body as means to a 'higher' goal or that place the ordinary
and mundane bodily life as secondary to the 'religious' or
'spiritual' life. In effect, Origen's view of creation gave too
much ground to the Gnostics and sanctioned a dualistic
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account of reality whereby the material world of finitude,
change and experience could not be trusted or valued as good
in itself.
Origen's response to Gnosticism contrasts sharply with that
of Irenaeus. Irenaeus taught that there was a single creation
that was good in and of itself. For Irenaeus creation is imper
fect, that is to say, it does not arrive in full bloom, but must
grow up and mature in order that it might then receive its per
fection in Christ. The fall constitutes a turn away from the path
to maturity and results in humans walking backwards into
chaos and nothingness. As Douglas Farrow puts it: 'In the fall
man is "turned backwards". He does not grow up in the love
of God as he is intended to. The course of his time, his socalled progress, is set in the wrong direction.'11 Jesus Christ
redeems creation by restoring creation to its original goodness
and enabling creation, through the perfecting actions of the
Spirit, to once more move into its fulfilment. Unlike Origen,
there is no movement back to an original state, but a move
ment forw ard to perfection; a perfection that is inaugurated by
Christ at the ascension wherein the material creation is taken
into the life of God. In Irenaeus' eschatology the emphasis is
not on space (that is, a move out and beyond creation) but on
time: the advent of the kingdom of God involves a movement
to a new time through the existing creation. Based on this the
ological vision Irenaeus understood asceticism, or the spirit
ual life, not as an escape from or overcoming of the bodily life,
but as the life of God lived in all dimensions of the body.12 The
holy spiritual life for Irenaeus is the healed human life that
anticipates its perfection now. As Olivier Clement notes, com
menting on Cyril of Alexandria and Irenaeus' understanding
of deification:
To be deified is therefore to become someone living with a
life stronger than death, since the Word is life itself and the
Spirit is the one who brings life. All human possibilities are
brought into play. The structures of thought, feeling, friend
ship, creativity, while remaining only human structures,
receive an infinite capacity for light and joy . . . Thus holiness
is life in its fullness.13
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As Clement points out, the implication of this is that it is not
only great ascetics who are holy, but also those who are loving
husbands or wives. On this account, the mother who knows
how to console her child and how to bring them to spiritual
birth is as holy as the monk who prays all night.
Irenaeus' approach is consistent with Scripture. The human
body is part of God's good creation and has a future in the in
breaking new creation. Genesis holds that God beheld the
work of his hands and it was good (Gen. 1:31). Consequently,
as Kevin Vanhoozer notes:
The limitations and givens of human existence and the cre
ated order should not be rejected as constraints but accepted
as enabling conditions for individual and social being. If
human beings no longer feel at home in the world, it is not
because the world is an inappropriate environment, but
rather because they have polluted it, and themselves, by
refusing the divine intention behind the created order.14
If the people of God, from Abraham onwards, are to bear wit
ness to a pattern of human existence within the created order
that lives out the vocation of being a person in communion
with God and others, then it is in Jesus Christ that such a pat
tern is fulfilled.
In the life and ministry of Jesus we see the true pattern for
created human life, a life that has been healed and reopened to
its perfection. Jesus is the one who re-shapes the very fabric of
social, economic and political life, healing that which is mis
shapen and re-directing to its perfection that which was orien
ted to death. This new pattern of life neither erases nor destroys
nor abandons all previous patterns of life. Rather, existing
patterns of Jewish life under Roman rule in first-century
Palestine are transfigured through the actions of Jesus, empow
ered by the Spirit, so that they bear witness to the Kingdom or
Shalom or Sabbath or Jubilee of God. The water from stone jars
becomes the wine at the wedding feast through the transfigur
ing actions of Jesus Christ acting in the power of the Spirit,
directing all things to the Father. It is just this dynamic that lies
at the heart of the doctrine of the incarnation: the matter from
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which the Spirit fashions a body for the Son is that same matter
as that which constitutes the persons of other, fallen, human
beings. And the perfect life of obedience to the Father that the
Spirit enables the Son to live is a life lived within and through
the fallen society of a particular social, political and economic
context and the sinful relations therein. But this perfect life is
not overcome by sin or the principalities and powers of this
age; instead, Jesus redeems all that opposes or excludes true,
good and beautiful life and enables, once more, the life direc
ted to perfection to be lived again. Tanner points out that: 'The
fully human life of Jesus exhibits the usual historical conflicts
and historical processes of human life . . ,'15 The events, rela
tionships and conflicts of Jesus' life, death and resurrection are
part of the purifying, healing and perfecting way in which God
assumes our humanity. Thus, the assumption of our humanity
involves time, contingency and struggle with the sinful condi
tions of human existence. As Tanner puts it: 'The purification
and elevation of the human in Christ is a historical process
because the humanity assumed by the word is historical.'16
Thus, the call to follow Jesus Christ, to become his disciples, is
an invitation to become what Christ was; that is, we are to
become truly human.17
Some snapshots from the gospels will, I hope, illustrate the
point I am making. The birth narratives in Luke's Gospel are
full of contingent, seemingly random human arrangements
acting as the basis of God's self-disclosure and redemption of
creation. For example, it is the repressive legislation of the
Roman superpower that leads to Israel's Messiah being born
in David's city: Bethlehem. Moreover, while virgin births and
angelic hosts tend to occupy centre stage in our readings of the
story, what is more extraordinary is the way in which God's
glory is made manifest through the earthly and the mundane.
In the midst of an obscure village, as they buy and sell, go out
and return from work, meet for a drink, do the cleaning and
prepare for a wedding, in the midst of this ordinary, unspec
tacular life the apocalypse is made manifest. We witness the
cosmos being turned upside down as a young girl sits quietly.
Where do you look if you want to see the healing of the
nations? To a domestic drama played out between Mary and
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Joseph. She obeys and he trusts and history is overturned. As
Brendan Byrne notes:
These two threads - the marvellous and the ordinary - are
woven together in the narrative in a way that is surely inten
tional on Luke's part. The divine intervention, in fulfilment
of the promise, comes about in the ordinary dilemmas of life.
But it does so in surprising and unexpected ways. The mis
takes, the failures (Zechariah's unbelief, no room in
Bethlehem) - the dropped stitches, so to speak - are eventu
ally picked up and sewn back into a broader divine
purpose.18
We find a similar pattern repeated throughout Jesus' ministry.
A chance meeting with a women at a well becomes the context
of God's self-disclosure, a meal becomes the kingdom of God
made manifest, folk tales become harbingers of revelation, an
encounter with lepers signals the renewal of creation, and the
death of a criminal initiates the redemption of the cosmos.
Paul develops the implications of the incarnation for the life
of Christ's disciples. The Spirit-empowered Christlikeness that
Paul speaks of in Galatians does not refer to a life lived apart
from the ordinary concerns and trials of everyday bodily exis
tence. Paul's advocacy of the spiritual life points to neither an
ethereal, otherworldly life nor an interior realm of conscious
ness, but to a whole pattern of life which is truly material, truly
itself, human life as part of creation healed and fulfilled. The
Spirit is the One who brings creation into being, who enables
God to be incarnate: that is to say, it is the Spirit who enables
true materiality. For Paul, the fleshly life refers to that pattern of
life which is oriented towards the death and disintegration of
life because it is moving away from relationship with God. To
borrow an analogy used by Tom Wright, for Paul, the difference
between life in the flesh and life in the Spirit is the difference
not between a wooden ship and a steel ship (i.e. two different
kinds of vessels), but between a boat that is powered by wind
rather than steam. Moreover, in Galatians 5 Paul's use of the
term flesh unites both flesh as 'desire' (epithymia) and flesh as
'law' (nomos). Thus, the paradox is that legalism (ascetic, moral
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or otherwise) and licence are two sides of the same coin. Both
constitute a false valorisation of one's own flesh and a denial of
the work of the Spirit. Both constitute a pattern of life directed
to death and nothingness. By contrast, it is the Holy Spirit who
empowers us to be Christlike by giving to men and women
those gifts, and building up those character traits - the fruits of
the Spirit - necessary to live out the generative and truly
human life.
The converse of Paul's division between the fleshly life and
the Spirit empowered life is that the bodily life can either be a
witness to or a witness against God. For Paul, there is a battle
over the shape and pattern of bodily life. It is a battle fought
between the false authorities or principalities and powers of
this age and the true and good lordship of Jesus Christ. Paul
gives the Romans a choice between two forms of slavery: that
is, a form of life they do not have the power to control (the dis
ciplines and practices of which will determine what they do,
whether they like or not). He asks them: 'Do you not know that
if you present yourselves to anyone as obedient slaves, you are
slaves of the one whom you obey, either of sin, which leads to
death, or of obedience, which leads to righteousness?' (Rom.
6:16). Every aspect of the bodily life, eating, drinking, thinking,
sexual, economic and political relations etc., are all to be con
formed to Christ because, for Paul, our bodies are members of
Christ (1 Cor. 6:15) and so, if we are to live according to the
truth about ourselves, we must become Christlike. It is the
structure of human life and not some architectural structure
that is the temple of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 6:19). Conversely, it
is other patterns of life, and not pagan temples, that constitute
the real threat to the Christian life. Thus for Paul, the spiritual
battle is fought not in some ethereal, other worldly realm, but
in the shaping and actions of our everyday life. Who eats at
our table, what we eat, where our money is invested, how we
conduct ourselves in relation to our spouse, or children or
neighbour or enemy: this is the cosmic arena in which we play
our part in God's will being done and the birthing of God's
kingdom come. Likewise, it is in the mundane practicalities of
life that the apocalypse is made manifest. For the most part,
encounter with God and the bursting out of the new creation
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occur not in some special spiritual time or zone but through
and amid the vicissitudes, conflicts and contingency of our
everyday life.
In emphasising the mundane and the ordinary as the pri
mary arena of our transforming encounter with God I am not
denigrating the importance of the ecstatic and euphoric inten
sity of God's presence that can be experienced in worship. I am
seeking to locate such intense moments of corporate and per
sonal encounter with God in their proper place. Such moments
are only part (albeit a vital part) of the rhythm of the Christian
life that, as the liturgical year teaches us, has three basic
modes. There are the major seasons of fasting (notably, Advent
and Lent) when we embody the cruciform pattern of disciple
ship as those who hunger and thirst for righteousness and
who cry out with John of Patmos, 'Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!'
(Rev. 22:20). These are seasons of lament for the continued suf
fering and pain we see around us and longing for our Lord's
return. But the Christian life also involves times of feasting. In
the liturgical year this is marked by Sunday and feast days,
notably the major feasts of Christmas Day and Easter Sunday.
Such moments are wonderful anticipations of the messianic
banquet or wedding feast. They are times when we are over
whelmed by the presence of the glory of God and find our
selves caught up in the heavenly realms. It is at the Eucharist
that we celebrate and liturgically em body such times.
However, a wisdom we would do well to contemplate is the
temporal weighting given to fasting over feasting in the litur
gical year: fasting is given months at a time, whereas feasting
is given a day.
The third mode of the Christian life is ordinary time. In the
liturgical year the period between the Lord's baptism and Ash
Wednesday and between Pentecost and the beginning of
Advent is 'ordinary tim e'; that is, it is time when we simply
and faithfully embody and live out the Christian life. It is this
ordinary time that is the focus of a mundane holiness and it is
ordinary time that is, perhaps, the major key or predominant
mode of the Christian life. Those, like Peter, who followed
Jesus, experienced times of feasting and intimacy as well as
times of trial and suffering, but for the most part, life with
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Jesus, and the transformation of their life this involved, took
place within the everyday and mundane context of their rela
tions with each other, with their families, and how they lived
the practicalities of life within the prevailing social, economic
and political realities of the day. To refuse to live faithfully in
ordinary time and constantly seek times of ecstasy (as some
mystic, ritualistic, charismatic and Pentecostal Christians do)19
or insist that all of life is a fast (as some over-ascetic and legal
istic Christians do) is to refuse, as I have argued above, a defin
itive part of Christian discipleship.

A Life Together
Since Cain, the founder of the city, humans have always
attempted to create for themselves a form of life that ceases to
respond to creation as creation and makes of it a means to live
apart from God. Such forms of life are inherently alienated
from creation as God's good gift: they are thus inherently at
war with the created pattern of bodily life. Creation becomes
both an object to be manipulated and controlled and an object
of idolatry that distracts humans from their alienated relation
ship with God. Western modernity is a particularly intense
form of such idolatrous patterns of life. However, like Israel in
the midst of the nations, the church is called into a new rela
tionship with the land and creation as a whole. We are to be
priests and vice-regents of creation, enabling creation to flour
ish and voice its praise. How we live, praise and pray is central
to this vocation. Fulfilling this vocation has a twofold aspect.
Firstly, it will involve denouncing all attempts at self-salvation
whether it be through economic, political or social techniques
or through pseudo-spiritual techniques that merely accommo
date us to our own oppression rather than truly healing and
transforming us. But we must not stop at critique - we must
also model a pattern of life that takes account of why people
live as they do, does not seek to destroy or flee from modern
ity, but does seek to transfigure it so that modern (or postmod
ern) life ceases to be a pattern of life initiated by Cain and
begins to echo one inaugurated by Christ.
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It is at this point we must recover the place of ecclesiology in
spirituality. The transfigured life, the life of the city of God, is
necessarily a life lived in community with others.20 If Christian
spirituality is that pattern of bodily life animated by the Holy
Spirit then it will be characterised by a particular kind of com
munity. Christians may be pilgrims or sojourners, but we are
not one of Baudelaire's flaneur's, wandering the city without
aim, taking shelter in the solitude of the crowd. Nor are we
tourists merely gazing upon the spectacle of late-modern life in
either disgust or delight while we wait to be whisked off to a
home above the clouds. Nor are we shoppers buying whatever
takes our fancy or stimulates our desire.21No. We are part of a
particular body, members of a household, and citizens of the
New Jerusalem. As Ephesians 2:19-22 puts it:
So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are
citizens with the saints and also members of the household
of God, built upon the foundation of the apostles and
prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the cornerstone. In
him the whole structure is joined together and grows into
a holy temple in the Lord; in whom you also are built
together spiritually into a dwelling-place for God.
In Ephesians and elsewhere, the church is envisaged as a new
kind of community; one that includes aspects of both the house
hold (oikos) and the political realm (polis). The church or ekklesia
is a hybrid of both: an oikos-polis. Being this kind of hybrid com
munity had enormous implications: women, slaves and chil
dren, who were previously excluded from the political realm,
are now addressed as citizens. Men, the only ones who had a
political voice, and who in their homes were the paterfamilias,
are now asked to identify themselves as brothers to slaves,
women and children. As Galatians 3 suggests, ethnic, sexual,
political and economic differences do not count when it comes
to being included as a citizen in the city of God. And, as the
Gospel of Matthew puts it, it is 'whoever does the will of my
Father in heaven [who] is my brother and sister and mother'
(Mt. 12:50). The re-arranging of social relations in this way was
bound to cause problems. Bernd Wannenwetsch states:
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The inevitable public claim of Christian worship was soon
recognized by the powers of the Roman empire. They
clearly realized that the Christ worshipped by these new reli
gious groups should not be seen alongside the various
house-gods (and in that respect the Romans were extremely
tolerant), but in an irreconcilable opposition to the civil gods
of the empire.22
Thus, the pattern of social life that Christians embodied posed
a direct challenge to the Greco-Roman pattern of life.23 To
reduce Christian spirituality and worship to the realm of pri
vate or individual interior experience is to deny the witness of
the early Christian martyrs who died precisely because who
they prayed to and how they met together to worship posed a
threat to the prevailing status quo.
The Christian spiritual life is one in which drawing close to
God simultaneously involves being drawn into just and gen
erous fellowship with other humans (Acts 2:44; 2 Cor:13 - 14).
Indeed, a central feature of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit in
the early church is the establishment of koinonia or fellowship.
However, the pattern of this koinonia is different to other forms
of human fellowship. It is not homogeneous or monolithic.
Each member is given a gift to bring. All will contribute to the
ongoing work of Christ. There are, therefore, no grounds for
certain members of the community - ordained or otherwise to act as autocrats or claim superiority of status. All are equal
in the Spirit and all are equipped to take a part in the pur
poses of God. But we should not mistake this equality for a
homogenising egalitarianism. As at Pentecost, the Spirit acts
precisely not to erase differences and make everyone the same,
but to enable unique and particular persons to build up each
other through sharing their particular gifts. Furthermore, the
fellowship which the Spirit creates is not a club, network, vol
untary society, or special interest group. According to the New
Testament, the Spirit of God breaks down the barriers that
have divided people and establishes a reconciled people: a pat
tern and gift we celebrate and mark in our Eucharistic
communion. When the church falls short of this pattern of for
giveness and mutual hospitality, the kiss of peace we share
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before the Eucharist becomes the kiss of Judas. As Michael
Welker puts it:
The Spirit gives rise to a unity in which the prophetic wit
ness of women is no less important than that of men, that of
the young is no less significant that that of the old, that of
the socially disadvantaged is no less relevant than that of
the privileged. The promised Spirit of God is effective in
that differentiated community which is sensitive to differ
ences, and in which the differences that stand in opposition
to justice, mercy, and knowledge of God are being steadily
reduced.24
A dramatic example of this is witnessed in the origin of the
Pentecostal movement. Harvey Cox notes that one of the 'm ir
acles' about what happened at Azusa Street was the interracial
character of the congregation:
It was, after all, 1906, a time of growing, not diminishing,
racial separation everywhere else. But many visitors repor
ted that in the Azusa Street revival blacks and whites and
Asians and Mexicans sang and prayed together . . . There
were both black and white deacons, and both black and
white women . . . were exhorters and healers. What seemed
to impress - or disgust - visitors most, however, was not the
interracial leadership but the fact that blacks and whites,
men and women, embraced each other at the tiny altar as
they wept and prayed. A southern white preacher later jot
ted in his diary that he was first offended and startled, then
inspired, by the fact that, as he put it, 'the color line was
washed away by the blood'.25
A Christian spirituality must be one that can encompass this
kind of reconciled and differentiated community in which
young and old, black and white, able and disabled, men and
women can gather together in koinoinia in anticipation of that
day when all peoples and nations will gather together in wor
ship around the Lamb of God (Rev. 7:9-12).
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Regimes of Life: Theological Anthropology
and Christian Asceticism
Where, but in worship, do we receive the Spirit that empowers
the truly human life and see, set out for us, patterns of what
such a life should consist of? Let me illustrate this in relation to
the Sabbath.
We live in a culture in which time is increasingly organised
around the demands of the business cycle and the possibilities
opened up by technology. This has led to the development of
the 2 4 /7 society, with, for example, twenty-four hour super
markets open seven days a week. The way we think about
time and space has changed profoundly: they are now viewed
as either commodities to be bought and sold, or limits to be
overcome by faster travel and communication.26 However, the
conflict over time spent or invested with God and on the
things of God and time spent on mammon is not new. Most
obviously, Christ draws a sharp conflict between serving God
and mammon. In contrast to the 2 4 /7 society, keeping the
Sabbath gives rise to a pattern of life not determined by the
business cycle, the need for greater productivity, or the possi
bilities of technology (especially telecom m unications).
Keeping the Sabbath reminds us that we are not in control of
time, rather, time is part of God's good creation and already
fulfilled in Christ, the Lord of time. Observing the Sabbath itself an act of worship - interrupts our attempts to control our
destinies, our anxieties about not having enough time, and our
worries about how to spend our time usefully and calls us to
participate in activities that appear useless to the world but are
timely if creation is a gift whose time is fulfilled. These are
activities which are acts of trust that time and space are ful
filled in Christ. Such kingdom-timely activities teach us to see
the time-rich - the unemployed, the retired - and the timedemanding - the physically and mentally disabled, children,
addicts, refugees etc. - not as useless or unproductive or a
drain on our time but as God's children in need of as much
care and attention as the time-poor - the overworked elites.27
In keeping the Sabbath we learn that time is a gift and a gift we
can enjoy with those who do not promise to make the world a
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better place or with people who do not contribute to conven
tional ideas of status. As Sam Wells puts it: 'It is easy to slip
into old ways, and treat time and people as commodities for
one's own advancement. But gathering together in worship,
Sunday by Sunday and many times besides, is a constant
reminder to the Church that it is living in God's time, not its
ow n.'28
What I hope the example of the Sabbath has demonstrated
is that worship and liturgy are about enacting patterns of life
transformed by being properly ordered in relation to God and
that such patterns of life bring into being new social realities:
that is, new ways of being human that image Christ and are
not shaped by death and sin.291 could have used the dynamics
of gathering to worship, feasting and fasting, Baptism, or the
Eucharist just as well. Each of these encapsulates a vision of
the transfigured life in its Christlike shape.30 The point at issue
here is that in this age, before the Lord's return, it is practices
such as Baptism and the Eucharist that provide Christians
with a map or paradigm of what faithful witness to Jesus
Christ is like. Yet we await that time when such practices will
no longer be necessary because, as the vision of Revelation
portrays it, there will be no need of a temple or consecrated
times and spaces since God will be all in all (Rev. 21:22-27). In
this age, however, the map for the good life is given in times of
gathered worship and their liturgical ordering. It is in such
times of worship and the sacraments that we learn how the
ordinary life may be ordered so that it can echo its healed and
fulfilled condition, a condition that is already established in
the risen and ascended Lord, a condition that may be antici
pated now in the power of the Spirit. One of the fruits of going
to church should be that we learn how to be truly human, that
is human in a Christlike way. In doing so, we have what we
conceive of as reality re-framed in relation to God so that we
may be sent out in the power of the Spirit to live and work to
God's praise and glory. Or as Mark McIntosh puts it:
The believing community comes to know God precisely by
being baptismally re-created and eucharistically re-membered
as the Body of Christ. This is not an isolated liturgical event
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but a daily struggle sacramentalised in the liturgy; it is the
discovery of one's personhood in living out the concrete mani
festations of the paschal mystery in the daily details of one's
existence.31
While worship and liturgy may provide the paradigm for the
Spirit-empowered, Christlike life, people need to be able to
understand how and why they do. As Alan Kreider has already
outlined in his essay, catechesis, or training in discipleship, is a
key task that churches, for the most part, have ignored at their
peril. As Jones comments: 'Too many churches have failed to
help shape a specifically Christian understanding of God, and
in particular to recognise that learning to know God involves
the transformation of desires as well as struggles to unlearn
patterns of sin and self-deception.'32 The result is that many
who claim Christ is their Lord have little understanding of who
Jesus Christ is and what, in practice, Christ's Lordship might
mean. Consequently they lead lives shaped by death and sin:
that is, their lives are riddled with anxiety about the future
(such as the need to ensure financial security) and the need to
justify oneself here and now (such as the need to achieve
celebrity or distinction or secure one's identity through the
work of one's hands). By contrast, a truly Christian spirituality
is shaped by the reception of one's life, work, future and iden
tity as a gift and habitation already established in and through
the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ: that is, we are
already justified in Christ and do not have to justify our exis
tence to either God, our peers, or the political, economic or
social authorities of the day. Thus, all that one does should be a
free response to a prior gift and not born out of necessity or fear
(Mt. 6:24-33). Teaching congregations what it means to inhabit
God's economy of blessing and leave behind Mammon's econ
omy of works, debt and self-interest is a vital task in education
for discipleship.33
The church - in its worship and practices - must act as an
arena in which bodily life is shaped and disciplined so as to
show forth the glory of God. In the early church such discipline
meant training people to obey, first and foremost, the Lordship
of Christ as opposed to the lordship of Caesar. Debates in the
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first centuries of Christianity about the kinds of occupations
suitable for a Christian to undertake,34 or about whether
Christians should make sacrifices to celebrate Rome's millen
nium, or the nature of Christian hospitality,35 were all debates
about the proper shape of the Christian life in relation to
worldly powers that would seek to use a Christian's body for
their own purposes. As William Cavanaugh notes in relation to
Cyprian: 'For Cyprian the body of the Christian is a microcosm
of the church body which is under constant threat from the
saeculum. Christian discipline is the antidote to the world's
attempt to discipline the body.'36 How one's personhood is
shaped at the inter-personal, structural/institutional and his
torical/cultural level is the battleground of faithful witness
and the arena of engagement with the principalities and pow
ers opposed to the Lordship of Christ. In our day, Christian
disciplines and practices must act as antidotes to the attempt to
shape our personhood through consumerism, technology
(whether it be genetics or IT), and the myriad of Panopticanlike institutions of the corporation-state. In the contemporary
context there is no desert or rocky outcrop to retreat to in order
to mount a counter-regime of life as the desert fathers and
Celtic monks did. Today, the Christian life is always-already
situated within a social, political and economic power nexus
that, as Michel Foucault argues, reaches into 'the very grain of
individuals, touches their bodies and inserts itself into their
actions and attitudes, their discourses, their learning processes
and everyday lives'.37 The all pervasiveness of this modern
nexus of power relations is such that it constitutes 'a synaptic
regime of pow er' exercised 'from within the social body, rather
than from above it'.38 In other words, a trip to Ikea or Wal-Mart
or the hospital - all of which seek to shape and determine the
pattern of our life and which we willingly participate in as
somehow necessary to our flourishing - may be as problem
atic spiritually as living under a dictatorship or participating in
a seance. The challenge is to develop patterns of ascesis,
whether it be pilgrimages, cycles of feasting and fasting,
observing the liturgical year, or whatever, that train us to live
as faithful witnesses to the truly human Christlike life and
inoculate us against those lifestyles that lay a false claim to our
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humanity. As in 1 Timothy 4, we are to avoid a false asceticism
that denies the goodness of creation while at the same time
undertaking training in righteousness in order that we might
be faithful witnesses to the truth we have received.

Conclusions: What Does a Christian
Spirituality Look Like?
Following on the points made in my first essay in this volume,
there is no blueprint or one-size-fits-all ecclesiology or spiritu
ality. We can, however, try to discern the marks or notes that
should be present - tacitly or explicitly - in order for a partic
ular pattern or regime of life to be considered Christian.
Hence, by way of conclusion, I set out a series of annotated
questions. These questions both summarise the points made so
far and suggest criteria for evaluating whether the patterns of
devotional and spiritual life we practice constitutes a pattern
of Spirit-empowered Christlikeness.
First we must ask whether what we are doing is consistent with a
Trinitarian understanding o f divine-human relations. Any spiritu
ality can only be defined in relation to that spirit which
informs or inspires it. Christian spirituality must be primarily
focused not on spiritual exercises or experiences or techniques,
but on relationship with the Father, through Christ, in the
power of the Holy Spirit. In short, Christian spirituality is first
and foremost about responding, in praise and worship, to the
prior gifting of God received as and in the Holy Spirit. Basil of
Caesarea explains in his treatise On the Holy Spirit all God's
gifts reach us from the Father through the Son in the Holy
Spirit, and correspondingly our thanks are addressed in the
Spirit through the Son to the Father. Thus Christian spiritual
ity should have a Trinitarian and doxological dynamic.39
Second, we must ask whether our spirituality has an ecclesial
dimension. A Christian spirituality can never be either individ
ualistic or simply therapeutic. Instead, its fruit should be peo
ple drawn into communion with God and others who are not
like them. Thus a mark of Christian spirituality is the turn
away from prideful self-concern to loving concern for others.
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Third, we must ask how time, place and the created order are
responded to. While it is not possible to be prescriptive about the
exact form of the Christian community, being followers of the
triune Creator who was incarnate in Jesus Christ, the cate
gories of time and place (and thus the particularities of culture
and history) must not be seen as enemies to overcome or
escape or transcend. Any culture may direct us to sin and idol
atry; however, that we are geographically, historical and cul
turally located persons is not a problem, but a created and
providential limit that, while not being determinative of,
should properly inform the Christian life. Thus, what was
appropriate for a rural pre-industrial context might not be
appropriate for an urbanised late-modern one.
The fourth question follow s on from the third: we must ask
whether the healing and renewal o f Creation is shown forth.
According to John's Gospel the Spirit bears witness to Christ
and enables his disciples to continue Christ's work. Christian
spirituality should echo the pattern of Christ's life and min
istry, a pattern set out in his 'declaration of intent' in Luke
4:18-19, a pattern that manifests itself in solidarity with the
oppressed, telling truth to power, healing the afflicted, exorcis
ing creation and breaking forth God's hospitality to sinners
and the socially, politically and economically excluded. Where
this pattern is continued, we witness the presence of the Spirit
of God. A spirituality that involves no concern for ecological,
political, economic and social justice can hardly be said to be
Christian.
Fifth, we must ask ivhether the eschatological tension is main
tained. Before the eschaton humans are always on the way
towards finding their fulfilment in communion with God.
Humans are on the way towards a goal which they cannot
bring about by their own powers. We are therefore incapable
of perfecting ourselves but must wait for the perfecting Spirit
to enable our fulfilment in communion with God in the com
ing kingdom. Moreover, while God's kingdom has been inau
gurated through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus
Christ, it has yet to be fulfilled.40 Between this age and the age
to come human fulfilment is necessarily limited and finite. We
can anticipate the joys of heaven on earth, but we cannot
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expect such joy to be a permanent condition until Christ's
return. All claims to offer ultimate enlightenment, or health
and wealth, or satisfaction right here, right now should be
treated with great suspicion. Longing is a necessary part of the
human condition prior to Christ's return. A truly Christian
spirituality encompasses celebration, lament and the hallow
ing of ordinary time.
These questions are not exhaustive. However, they are
basic to what a Christian spirituality that encompasses a
mundane holiness, or transfigured fleshiness, or apocalyptic
ordinariness or whatever we call that pattern or regime of life
that is seeking to embody the Spirit-empowered, Christlike
shape of the truly human life within our contemporary con
text.
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