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Chapter One: Orientation To Research
“Mystery is the lifeblood of theological reflection. From the start of its labors, dogmatic
theology is shrouded in mystery; it stands before God the incomprehensible one. This
knowledge leads to adoration and worship; to know God is to live. Knowing God is
possible for us because God is personal, exalted about the earth and yet in fellowship
with human beings on earth.” 1
—Herman Bavinck
“My sense of self is called into being and formed through interaction with other persons
within my particular set of overlapping communities. This mutual confrontation evokes
an ambiguous transactional drama in which the boundaries of self and other are explored,
negotiated, transgressed, or reified.” 2
— F. LeRon Shults

Prayer as Spiritually Formative
As a lover of theology and theological reflection, I am deeply convicted that
theology not only articulates the foundation of our world and live view but is both
spiritually formative and life-giving. Herman Bavinck shares this deep conviction as he
writes, “Good theology puts this knowledge of God on public display. It resists allowing
theology to degenerate into rhetoric, a theology merely of words; it seeks the heart of the
matter, knowing God in order to worship him, love him, and serve him.” 3 He continues by
writing, “Such theology is never a dry and academic exercise; it is eminently practical and
superlatively fruitful for life.” 4 As he eloquently suggests, good theology is always both
Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, ed. John Bolt (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011),
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practical and fruitful. That means that good theology is always given expression in
practices that foster a deep love for God and a meaningful experience of his love and grace.
One practice that is both deeply theological and spiritually formative is prayer. The practice
of prayer is one of the primary expressions of the spiritual life, and prayer is also an integral
component of our spiritual formation and our transformation. When reflecting on prayer,
David Benner writes, “Prayer would not be worthy of being called a spiritual practice if it
did not play a central role in this deep inner work of transformation.” 5 As he makes clear,
prayer is an integral component of our spiritual transformation. This leads me to the
conclusion that a vibrant spirit life includes the practice of prayer in its many forms.
Despite recognizing the importance and the centrality of prayer in the spiritual life,
there are many in the church today who long for a deeper and more meaningful practice of
prayer. This longing is rooted in the recognition that prayer is an intrinsically
transformational practice. When reflecting on the practice of prayer, Richard Foster writes,
“To pray is to change. Prayer is the central avenue God uses to transform us. If we are
unwilling to change, we will abandon prayer as a noticeable characteristic of our lives.” 6
While there are many spiritual practices that lead to transformation, the practice of prayer
is perhaps the most central means of transformation. If we are unwilling to change, as
Foster suggests, then prayer will be absent from our lives. However, if our desire is to
experience the transformation of the self in relation to God, then the pathway is through
the practice of prayer. Prayer that has the potential for transformation adopts the posture of
openness. David Benner writes, “I am convinced that truly opening our self to God has
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enormous potential for the transformation of our inner life, changes that can then ripple out
through our body into our behavior and the world.” 7 Prayer that is transformational is
prayer that increases our capacity to be open with God, and as we open ourselves to God
we will begin to experience spiritual formation and spiritual transformation.
The practice of prayer is one of many spiritual practices, and within the spiritual
practices broadly and generally is a group of practices known as the contemplative
practices. These are practices that are personal and reflective in nature. Through these
practices, we are invited into a deeper and more meaningful experience of God and of
ourselves. When our practice of prayer becomes more contemplative we begin to
experience it as a mutual confrontation. The setting in which this confrontation takes place
is in silence and solitude with God. This is what David Benner suggests when he writes,
“Most people are surprised when they offer whatever stillness they have to God in a prayer
of openness and discover that the resulting encounter is not simply an encounter with God.
It is also an encounter with their self.” 8 Benner continues by arguing that when we open
ourselves to the experience of God and his grace, it is then that we begin to experience the
fullness of life that is in God. This experience is spiritually transformative in that our
experience of God’s grace acts as an invitation to confront our woundedness and
brokenness. As God’s grace reaches those places of woundedness and brokenness in our
lives and in our communities, then we will begin to experience healing and transformation.
The more we accept God’s invitation to be with him through prayer, the more we will
experience life with him as it was intended to be.
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If our desire is to have a prayer life that is both theologically and spiritually
formative, then there is no better place to begin than with the Psalms. Authors such as N.T
Wright are advocates for praying through the Psalms. 9 Wright argues that the book of
Psalms gives voice to human emotion and experience in relation to God in profoundly
meaningful ways. He also shows that the book of Psalms was the prayerbook of the early
church. In fact, many of the Psalms are prayers, and they were written to shape our hearts
and minds in relation to God. One example of a Psalm that shapes our heart and mind is
the first Psalm. This Psalm not only functions as the introduction to the book of Psalms, it
provides the reader with an introduction to the spiritual life and its purpose. The underlying
purpose of the Psalm is to move the reader toward a genuine delight in God’s law and in
God himself. The author accomplishes this by comparing a person who meditates on God’s
law to a tree that is planted by streams of water. As shown in the Psalm, the tree bears fruit
because it is connected to the steam of life-giving water. Those who meditate on God’s law
bear fruit because they are connected to the source of their spiritual life. There is a principle
contained in this Psalm that can be applied to the spiritual practices. The underlying
purpose of the spiritual practices is to connect us to the source of our spiritual life, which
then leads to the transformation of ourselves in relation to God.
I have experienced transformation through the practice of prayer. Through a
rhythmic practice of prayer God has allowed his grace to shape my experience of him and
of myself. This transformation has come through God’s invitation to confront some of the

In his book The Case for the Psalms, N.T Wright pleads with the church to turn to the Psalms for
spiritual nourishment and encouragement. The Case for the Psalms is not so much an exploration of the
theology of the Psalms nor is it an exegetical exploration of particular Psalms. Rather, this book explores
the transformational power of praying though the Psalms and learning the language of the Psalms.
9
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deep wounds in my life, wounds that have diminished my sense of joy and purpose. At the
core of those wounds is the existence of shame. According to Curt Thompson, “Shame is
not only something that we weave in and out of our stories, describing it as we experience
it, but something that actively, intentionally attempts to shape the stories we are telling.” 10
The more that I reflect on my own sense of woundedness, the more I become aware of the
way that shame shapes the stories that I tell. For as long as I can remember, I pictured God
as a father who is deeply disappointed in me. When I pictured God, the image that I saw
was a father whose face was buried in his hands in disappointment. The more that I saw
this image, the more ashamed I felt. Through the practice of prayer, and through experience
of God’s grace, I have begun to experience transformation. What I mean by transformation
is that slowly, and through the work of the Holy Spirit, that image I saw is beginning to
change. Through a rhythmic practice of prayer and reflection, I have begun experiencing a
renewed sense of joy and delight in God’s Word and in God himself. More importantly, I
have begun experiencing God’s joy and delight in me.

Introduction to the Research Problem
In the Christian Reformed Church, there are two kinds of offices to which the
members of the church are called. The first is referred to as the general office of the church,
which is also known as the priesthood of all believers. This is the office to which all
believers are called, and to which all believers are ordained through the sacrament of
baptism. The second is referred to as the special offices of the church. The Christian
Reformed Church defines the special offices of the church as Minister of the Word, Elder,
10
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Deacon, and Commissioned Pastor. According to the Manual for Church Government,
these offices are equal in authority but differ only with regard to their specific mandate and
tasks. The church is edified, and the kingdom is built when every member carries out their
role within the ministry of the church. The task of the church is to equip the members to
participate meaningfully in the life of the church. Patrick Franklin conveys this when he
writes, “Its task is to form and equip Christian believers to be people who bear witness to
the reality and reign of God by seeking first Christ’s kingdom, by embodying its values
and priorities, and by participating in its expansion in the world.” 11 This understanding is
foundational to the church’s understanding of its identity and purpose as it participates in
the mission of God.
Despite being invited into the mission of God, the Christian Reformed Church has
been experiencing an increase in the number of ministers leaving their positions of
leadership within the local church and denomination. As study conducted by the Yearbook
office of the CRCNA 12 shows the trends regarding Church Order Article 17 13 occurrences
in the past fifty years. As the study shows, the number of ministers leaving office through
Article 17 has increased with time. In Christian Reformed Church Order, there are two
primary articles that concern a minister’s release from their position of leadership. Church
Order Article 14 permits a minister to be released in order to serve another church
community, to serve a church within a different denomination, and to pursue a nonministerial vocation. Within the regular functioning of the church, being released through
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Article 14 is a decision made by the minister and the church community’s council together.
As council is instrumental in the process of calling a minister, council is also instrumental
in releasing a minister from leadership. The other article that concerns a minister’s release
from leadership is Church Order Article 17. Releasing a minister through Article 17 is a
decision that made through the initiative of the minster, the initiative of council, or through
the initiative of the minister and council jointly. When a minister is released through Article
17, it is often the case that there has been conflict or a breakdown in relationship between
the minister and the community they have been called to serve. As this trend continues
throughout the denomination, there is need for reflection regarding how to prevent this
from occurring and how to support ministers and church communities as they heal.
Having considered the study put together by the denomination, and recognizing the
increasing trend of ministers being released from leadership, I have shaped my research
project around this phenomenon. When a Minister of the Word is released from leadership
through Article 17, there is a journey of healing that follows. It is important to recognize
that both the Minister and the church community are left with the need to heal. Ministers
are often left deeply wounded, questioning their sense of call to serve the church.
According to the study, there are Minister who are able to continue serving in pastoral
ministry within the denomination, there are Ministers who leave the denomination, and
there are Ministers who leave pastoral ministry altogether. Each of these are becoming
more prevalent with time. In each case, there is a journey of healing that follows for both
the Minister and their family. On the other hand, church communities are also left with the
need to heal following the release of their minister. The community is often left
experiencing internal conflict, broken relationships, trust breaking down between the

7

community and leadership, increasing reluctance to serve in leadership, and families
leaving the community. These experiences leave the community, like a minister and their
family, needing to heal. My research project seeks to facilitate healing and spiritual
formation.
The Primary Research Question
As this phenomenon continues to occur within the denomination, God has placed
within me a deep concern for both Ministers and church communities who go through this
process. I have a longing to attend to Ministers and their families, knowing the importance
of healing and reconciliation. Recognizing the limitations of qualitative research, however,
I am seeking to attend to the healing process within a church community following the
release of their Minister. This phenomenon is personal to me, as I am pastoring within a
church community that has been through this process within the past six years. I have been
in leadership within the community for two years, and I recognize that the community
continues to face the need for healing. My interest in this project is in understanding the
role of the contemplative prayer practices in the process of healing and spiritual formation.
I recognize that limiting myself to these parameters will provide more information than I
will be able to synthesize in this project. However, for the purpose of this particular study,
there is one primary question that I will be seeking to provide a response to. That question
is: How might a rhythmic practice of the contemplative prayer practices facilitate healing
and spiritual formation within the context of community? It is my primary contention that
providing an answer to this question will provide the church with a biblical and theological
framework for spiritual formation, and it will provide practical wisdom for healing from a
wide variety of experiences.

8

Overview Qualitative Research Project
My approach to providing a response to the primary research question is framed
within a practical theological approach, conducting qualitative research within the context
of community. John Swinton and Harriet Mowat have been instrumental in shaping my
understanding of practical theology. They provide a definition for practical theology as
they write, “Practical Theology is critical, theological reflection on the practices of the
Church as they interact with the practices of the world, with a view to ensuring and enabling
faithful participation in God’s redemptive practices, to and for the world.” 14 Practical
theology assumes that the practices of the church are both meaningful and transformative,
which requires critical thinking and reflection. In this study, I am making this assumption
about the contemplative prayer practices, that they are intrinsically transformative.
Practical theology is also rooted in sound, biblical and systematic theology. With this
understanding as my guide, I am building a response to the primary research question on
the foundation of biblical truth. This foundation of biblical truth is then applied through
practices that are rooted in biblical truth. As Swinton and Mowat argue, all practical
theology has one goal in mind, which is faithful and authentic Christian living. As my
approach to the primary research question is framed within a practical theological
approach, this project will integrate sound biblical and systematic theological reflection
with reflection on the human response to God’s action in the world.
In this study, I begin responding to the primary research question by surveying and
evaluating scholarly literature that pertains to the project. In my survey, I identified and

John Swinton and Harriet Mowat, Practical Theology and Qualitative Research (London: SCM
Press, 2006), 6.
14
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focused on three primary themes that guided my work. The first theme was theological
anthropology, which seeks to understand human identity and purpose in relation to God.
In my survey, I discovered a wealth of literature written from a wide range of perspectives.
With that said, my theological commitment is to the Reformed theological tradition, which
places emphasizes the sovereignty of God, covenant theology, and the kingdom of God.
The second theme that I identified was spiritual transformation, which seeks to understand
the work of the Holy Spirit in human persons, guiding them toward God’s intended
purposes. I sought out to understand the spiritual formation and spiritual transformation
conceptually in order to carry out faithful practices within the church. When surveying
scholarly literature, I discovered the richness of interdisciplinary dialogue, especially and
theology interacts with psychology. The third theme that I identified was spiritual practices,
which are the disciplines of the spiritual life aimed at the transformation of the self in
relation to God. With the primary research question in mind, I limited my focus to
understanding the practice of prayer and the ways in which the practice of prayer
transforms. These themes have been instrumental in shaping my understanding of spiritual
formation and spiritual transformation, and they have guided me forward in responding to
the primary research question.
As I continue in my study, I present a biblical and theological framework for
understanding spiritual formation and spiritual transformation. To do that, I began by
seeking to understand the doctrine of the imago dei and how it informs and transforms our
relation to God as created persons. I examine the creation narrative in the book of Genesis
in order to understand God’s intended design for human persons. I then continue by seeking
to understand the way in which sin distorts God’s design, especially the impact of sin on
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human persons. It is my contention that the imago dei is not lost with the fall, rather the
imago dei requires restoration. From there I examine God’s redemptive work in human
beings, restoring the imago dei within them and shaping them to reflect Jesus Christ, who
is the image of God. It also my contention that the imago dei is displayed most fully in the
church as the gathered people of God. Lastly, I examine the role of the practice of prayer
within the process of restoring the imago dei in human persons and in community. In this
part of my work I argue that prayer is an eschatological activity, in that prayer actively
guides and directs human persons to their telos. The biblical and theological framework in
this part of the study is a product of reviewing and evaluation scholarly literature, and it is
the product of conducting a theological study on the imago dei, spiritual formation, and
prayer.
Following the presentation of a biblical and theological framework for
understanding spiritual formation and spiritual transformation, I present the research
methodology used in this particular study. The primary method of research employed in
this study was a combination of practical theology and qualitative research. This approach
to research combines insight gained through biblical and theological research with the
experience of the participants of the study. In the scope of this particular study, I gathered
research and synthesized data from three primary sources. The first source of data was two
interviews. The first interview was conducted before the research period began, and the
second was conducted after the research period had concluded. The second source of data
was the interactions that were had in small group settings. This study broke participants
into two small groups, which then met every other week for discussion and reflection. The
third source of data was the journals that were kept by each of the participants for the
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duration of the research period. Each participant journaled twice each day for the threemonth period of research. After synthesizing the data, share what I have learned about the
practice of prayer, about spiritual formation, and about community.
After surveying scholarly literature, presenting a biblical and theological
framework for spiritual formation, and sharing my learning from the data gathered in the
research project, I hope to offer a compelling response to the primary research question.
This study concludes by offering practical wisdom for facilitating healing and spiritual
formation within the context of community. Furthermore, I provide practical guidance for
church communities to be and become spiritually vibrant communities. As I will show, the
spiritual vibrancy of a given community depends on the spiritual vibrancy of its leadership.
To that end, I will offer practical guidance for leaders within the church for growing in
their own spiritual formation. Furthermore, I will share some of the characteristics that are
present in church communities that are spiritually vibrant communities. My interest ins not
only in guiding church communities through the process of healing, but my interest is also
in providing support to the church to prevent an Article 17 from taking place. As this is a
phenomenon that is taking place within the church, I would like to be part of the
transformation within the church.
Key Terms and Concepts
In my survey of scholarly literature, and in the course of conducting research in the
context of community, I encountered several terms and concepts that emerged as integral
to the project and its focus. Along the way, I began discovering that many of these terms
and concepts are often used without much explanation. Furthermore, I began discovering
that the lack of clarity created confusion within the participants of the study. Based on the
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lack of clarity and the confusion this created, I worked to provide working definitions for
these terms and concepts based on what I was learning.
Faith formation. Based on my research, I have come to define faith formation as
the growth and development of a particular gifting of the Holy Spirit, which is the gift of
faith. The faith formation process is a participatory process, as faith is formed through the
work of the Holy Spirit and our participation in the spirit through the spiritual practices.
This definition recognizes that the Holy Spirit works in human persons in many different
ways, and it recognizes that there are many different gifts of the Spirit.
Spiritual formation. Closely related to faith formation is spiritual formation. I have
come to define spiritual formation as the process of the imago dei being restored in human
persons through the work of Spirit, and through participation with the Spirit through the
spiritual disciplines. This understanding of spiritual formation is rooted in the doctrine of
the imago dei, which is the doctrine of the image and likeness of God.
Spiritual transformation. Part of the process of being formed spiritually is
experiencing spiritual transformation. Based on my survey of literature and research, I have
come to define spiritual transformation as an experience within the life-long journey of
spiritual formation through which our relationship to God, ourselves, and others is
significantly altered. One of the primary sources of influence for this definition was LeRon
Shults, who argues that all transformation includes a relational dynamic.
Healing. As this project is focused on facilitating both spiritual formation and
healing within the context of community, I thought it was important to clarify how I am
using the word healing. For the purposes of this project, I am defining healing as the
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restoration of the self-image. That means that healing allows us to see and understand
ourselves and our communities as God sees us and describes us in his Word.
Prayer. As one of the primary disciplines of the spiritual life, the practice of prayer
is integral to the journey of spiritual formation and spiritual transformation. The qualitative
research in this project includes a rhythm of practicing prayer. One of the outcomes of my
research has been defining prayer as an eschatological activity. The word eschatological
comes from the Greek word eschatos, which means last, or end. I define eschatological
activity as activity that guides and directs human persons to their telos, or their end. The
practice of prayer is one of those activities. One of the primary sources of influence for this
understanding was the Westminster Shorter Catechism.
Contemplative practices. Within the spiritual disciplines themselves is a group of
disciplines known as the contemplative practices. Based on my understanding of these
practices, I have come to define them as the practices of the spiritual life that are reflective
in nature. I recognize that all spiritual practices cultivate reflection, but it is my contention
that this is especially true of those practices that are referred to as contemplative practices.
Lectio divina. One of the contemplative prayer practices that was integral to my
research was the practice of lectio divina. The term lectio divina, translated from Latin,
means divine reading. I have come to understand lectio divina as a contemplative practice
of the spiritual life that cultivates our ability to listen to God through meditating on His
Word. David Benner writes, “Lectio divina treats Scriptures not as a text to be studied or a
set of truths to be grasped, but as the living Word—always alive and active, always fresh
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and new.” 15 This practice cultivates in us the ability to dwell with God and his Word in a
way that is both reflective and transformative.
Centering prayer. Centering prayer was another contemplative prayer practice that
was integral to my research project. I have come to describe centering prayer as embracing
silence and solitude with God as a means of cultivating awareness of the presence of God,
and cultivating the ability to listen to God. As our practice of centering prayer deepens, our
awareness of God’s abiding presence will increase as will our ability to listen to God. David
Frenette writes, “God is not just a transcendent truth outside you, but a living reality within
you, a mystery, a hidden ground from which everything in life is born, in every moment of
time.” 16 When guided by this understanding of centering prayer, we increasingly become
open to the possibility of being transformed in relation to God.
Research Context
After graduating from Calvin Theological Seminary, I received my first call to
serve in pastoral ministry. My first call was to Covenant Christian Reformed Church in St.
Catharines Ontario. Covenant is a fairly large congregation that operates on a staff ministry
model. At the time, Covenant had a lead pastor, they had a pastor of worship, and they
were looking to add a pastor of community. This is position that I occupied for the first
three years of ministry. As the pastor of community, my role was focused primarily on
youth and family ministry and pastoral care. All aspects of our work together were
meaningful, but the most meaningful aspect of our work was our participation in church
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renewal. 17 I was invited to participate in church renewal early on in my time at Covenant
and I am grateful that I did. My experience in church renewal was in many ways the catalyst
for my interest in studying spiritual formation and transformation. Our time in church
renewal began with a focus on personal transformation and it concluded with a process of
gathering and equipping a team of key leaders within the community. After two years in
church renewal our team was unsure whether or not we were going to continue on in the
program together. This led me to explore Doctor of Ministry programs to continue learning
about spiritual formation and transformation. With the help of Chris DeVos, who was my
mentor and coach through church renewal, I was led to Western theological Seminary’s
program. One of the primary reasons for choosing Western was its emphasis on cohort
learning and the theme chosen for the fall Cohort, which was deepening soul care and
spiritual transformation for mission.
Around the same time that I applied for the Doctor of Ministry program I began to
sense a call from God to a transition in ministry. This was not something that I expected to
feel after only three years on staff. I had planned to be at Covenant long-term, and I even
had a plan in place for continuing to learn about spiritual formation and renewal with the
community. Yet, the more that I listened to the prompting that I was receiving from God
the more I felt compelled to explore opportunities elsewhere. Within a short time my wife
and I began to interview with church communities looking for leadership. One community
that emerged from the beginning was Duncan Christian Reformed Church. After reaching
out to them, we had two separate interviews and a visit with the community. From the

With the lead pastor, and the pastor of worship, I participated in the Ridder Church Renewal.
The Ridder Church Renewal has since become Churches Learning Change, which is a journey of personal
and congregational transformation and renewal.
17

16

beginning we felt an alignment with our vision for ministry and our desire to partner
together. As we took time to pray and discern, it became clear that God was calling us to
partner together. Making the decision to accept their call was one of the most difficult
decisions that we have had to make. Deep down we knew that both communities would be
impacted by our decision. Looking back, I am grateful for the time that I had on staff at
Covenant. My time on staff there was spiritually formative and was a time where I was
being prepared so that I could serve in my current context well.
The context in which I am setting this research project is Duncan Christian
Reformed church, which is the community that I have been served for just over a year and
a half. The city of Duncan is located on Vancouver Island, in the Province of British
Colombia. On the island, Duncan is part of the region known as the Cowichan Valley. The
valley is a region on the island that is surrounded by mountains, full of forests, orchards,
and vineyards. For many, the valley is a place to come for vacation in order to enjoy a wide
array of outdoor activities. The city of Duncan itself is a hub for the valley, providing most
of its healthcare, retail, and tourism. The city is known for its heritage buildings, its locally
owned and operated businesses, its market held downtown each week, and its large
collection of outdoor Totem poles dispersed throughout the city. Our congregation is the
only Christian Reformed Church in the city, and it’s one of only five Christian Reformed
Church congregations on the island. With that said, there are several other church
communities in Duncan. This has made Duncan a competitive market for the church and
for ministry within the broader community.
Our congregation has a long and storied history of ministry in Duncan; however,
the last ten years have not been easy. Before beginning ministry with the congregation,
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they experienced a difficult season of ministry together. The relationship between the
community and their former pastors began to break down and some members of the
community began advocating for new leadership. Wanting to move forward in a Godhonoring way, the leadership invited the support of Pastor Church Resources (PCR). This
is a ministry within the denomination that seeks to provide church communities with
support in times such as these. After contacting PCR, a representative was sent to lead the
community through a series of listening and sharing sessions. These sessions were
conducted without the presence of council in order to promote open and honest
conversation. When the sessions had been completed, a report based on these sessions was
put together. That report was then presented to council as a resource for their benefit. The
report was not received well. After meeting with the consultant, council responded by
putting together their own report which was then given to the community. This report
described the report from the consultant as generic in nature and lacking in specificity.
When the consultant’s work was complete, council planned and led a series of their own
round table discussions. This series was referred to as Going Forward.
In the discussions led by council, the church considered many topics such as youth
and family ministry, worship ministry, missional ministry, faith formation, and leadership.
As each of these topics were discussed, feedback was gathered, and council noted what
was going well and areas where changes needed to be made. The changes that council
identified were compiled into lists based on the urgency of each item. The desired changes
were grouped around three primary themes. The first theme was the desire for more vibrant
and engaging worship. For the church, this meant incorporating modern music and having
preaching that offered more theological depth and practical application. The second theme

18

was a desire for more meaningful connection within the community. The community itself
was longing to become a more vibrant and welcoming church which meant offering small
group opportunities. The third theme was leadership. There were many in the community
who raised concerns regarding the pastoral leadership. They were looking for pastoral
leadership that was more dynamic and engaging in nature. For some in the community,
dynamic and engaging were not words that described their current pastor. In addition to
seeking new pastoral leadership, they were interested in finding ways to adequately equip
members of the community for volunteer roles. As council reviewed and sifted through the
data that they had gathered, they determined that some important changes had to be made
and that their current pastor was not the right leader to guide them forward.
In less than a year’s timeframe, Duncan Christian Reformed Church was without
pastoral leadership. Following the series of conversations led by council, their pastor of
congregational life resigned on the basis that their working relationship had broken down.
In his letter of resignation, their pastor named issues such as a lack of support from council
and reactionary decision making. The decision to resign was not made lightly but with
prayer and discernment. Needless to say, it was time to move on. Not long after, council
made the decision to release their lead pastor from office through Article 17. In their report
to the community, council cited several reasons that informed their decision. They referred
to the lack of meaningful connection with younger members, a lack of relevant application
in the preaching of the Word, and the need for more investment into the pastoral care
ministry. Despite communicating the difficulty of the decision that was made, the
community was left broken and in need of healing. Many in the church left their positions
of leadership, some transferred to other places of worship, and some members have left the
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church entirely. Having formally made the decision, council lost much of its trust within
the community and members have since been reluctant to step into leadership. For the next
four years the community was led by a hurting council and by transitional pastors. This
was a difficult season of ministry for all involved.
As I have been learning about qualitative research and practical theology, I have
learned that it involves thinking deeply about the practices of the church with the goal of
participating meaningfully in God’s redemptive practices. When thinking about my
research project, I wanted my project to be meaningful for the community that I have been
called to serve. I believe that God has called me to serve this community well, which means
placing the community at the heart of my work. Together our mission is to equip others for
service in the kingdom of God and for the glory of God. Our vision for life together is
sharing the good news of God’s love which transforms lives and culture. This is who God
has called us to be, and this is who God is actively shaping us to be. Part of our being
shaped together as a community involves confronting our own woundedness and
brokenness in order to be healed and restored. After all that Duncan Christian Reformed
Church has been through, there are deep wounds that remain. Yet, alongside those wounds
is a shared sense of hope for who God is calling us to be and become.

Initial Findings
After working to narrow down my research focus, developing a compelling
question, and putting together a format for conducting research, I was anxious to begin
gathering participants and putting together small groups. The goal that I had set was to
gather fifteen participants and form three small groups to carry out the project. The only
criteria that I set for the participants was a willingness to commit to the project. Based on
20

my understanding of the contemplative practices and my understanding of spiritual
formation, I did not think that the project would be successful if participants were either
persuaded or unwilling. After sharing my project plan with the community, and after
having conversations with several members, the initial response to the project left me
disappointed. Initially, only a few members showed interest in the project, and many
declined to participate. This was not the response that I was hoping for and the response
that I thought that the project would be met with. Based on this response, I was forced to
delay my period of research in order to provide the community with more time to consider
the project. During that time, I tried to understand the reluctance from the congregation
through setting up meetings with influential leaders and by having one on one
conversations with members of the community.
Through the conversations that I had with leaders and members of the community
I learned two primary things. First, I learned that there were still broken relationships
within the community that needed to be healed. Many of these relationships began to
experience difficulty around the time that the previous pastor was released from office.
This brokenness presented itself when members of the community declined to participate
based on who was already part of the project. Knowing that this experience included both
prayer and reflection in small groups was a barrier for many of the members. Second, I
learned that the contemplative prayer practices were largely unfamiliar as was the concept
of the inner life. Coming into the project I knew that the practices were unfamiliar, but I
did not anticipate this type of response. I chose to include both lectio divina and centering
prayer because they provide an accessible introduction to the contemplative practices. The
more conversations that I had, the more I learned that the practices themselves were also a
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barrier to participation. After working hard to put together a compelling framework for the
project, I found myself both disappointed and discouraged. After reflecting on the initial
response, I chose to alter my approach by identifying members of the community that I
thought would be a good fit for the project. Amanda was one of those members.
Amanda was aware of some of the deep wounds in her life when she committed to
the project, but she also committed with the hope of experiencing transformation. When
reflecting back on her experience, Amanda described how the project helped her to reframe
the purpose of prayer and to experience more intimacy with God. This led to a
transformation experience of both God and herself. As she shared, much of her
woundedness could be traced back to her experience with her family and her involvement
in the church community. She shared quite openly that this project presented her with an
opportunity to confront those wounds, and it was the hope of healing and transformation
that led her to participate. As she thought deeply about the project, she felt God inviting
her into this journey of healing and transformation. Despite feeling that invitation, she was
quite anxious initially. She shared that her anxiety was rooted in God’s invitation to
confront her wounds knowing that the process would be painful. When reflecting on silence
and solitude with God, she said, “There is so much hurt in the silence.” As time went on,
she began to experience silence and solitude differently. God actively invited her to rest in
his presence. This was a new way of experiencing prayer for her. Her times of prayer
became times of listening to God, opening herself to his presence, and experiencing his
grace in ways she had not experienced before. The more she practiced prayer in silence
and solitude the more her daily rhythm included reflection, an increased awareness of
God’s presence, and a renewed experience of herself. As she described her experience, she
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shared, “Healing comes first and then comes restoration.” Amanda has been experiencing
the work of the Spirit in her life as she is formed by the Spirit and transformed into the
likeness of Christ. Her story gives me hope for the ways that the Spirit will work in our
community through the practice of prayer. After all, the purpose of the project is to lead
the congregation toward healing and transformation.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review
“A trinitarian interpretation of the imago Dei reasons that if God exists eternally in
communion as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, then human beings image God not merely as
individuals but as persons in communion.” 18
“The desire for uniqueness is a spiritual desire. So too is the longing to be authentic.
These are not simply psychological longings, irrelevant to the spiritual journey. Both are
the response of spirit to Spirit—the Holy Spirit calling us home to our place and identity
in God.” 19
Introduction
As a new pastor, I began serving in ministry with a desire to continue learning and
being shaped for ministry. One of the concepts that I was introduced to during my time in
seminary was the concept of having a pastoral identity. At the time I was drawn to
understanding what this meant, though to my disappointment I found that it wasn’t given
much attention during my time in seminary. When I look back on my time at Calvin
Theological Seminary, I was prepared well to serve the church academically, but I found
that my personal and my pastoral formation was underdeveloped. Most of my time was
spent preparing for exams and researching for writing project. Little time, however, was
given to the development of a spiritual rhythm and my devotional life. It was clear to me
that spiritual formation was not taken seriously among the students and the faculty. This
left me with a desire to learn more about personal and pastoral formation.
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The first congregation that I served operated on staff ministry model, which was a
good fit for me at the time. Being part of a ministry staff gave me the opportunity to learn
from and with the others on staff. Not long after being ordained at Covenant Christian
Reformed Church, I was invited to participate in the Ridder Church Renewal. I had not
heard of the Ridder Church Renewal before, but after doing some research it seemed to be
the learning opportunity that I was looking for. Our time in Ridder began with an initial
retreat that provided us with an introduction to the program. In that setting we met the
leadership team and others we were also beginning the renewal journey. The structure of
the retreat included large group meetings for the purpose of learning together and it
included times of solitude for reflection. My experience at this retreat was the catalyst for
a growing desire to learn about spiritual formation and how guide others on the journey of
renewal.
During one of the final meetings that we had in small groups, I remember telling
my faith story and the story of when I felt called by God to serve the church. An integral
part of my story involves my Dad, Roger VanderVeen. Before he died, he expressed his
desire to serve the church and be faithful to the call that God had placed in his life. When
applying to seminary, he wrote, “I believe that God has called me to lead his people to
maturity in Christ. And it is not I but the Spirit who works in me. Therefore, to be faithful
to God and his Word, I wish to attend seminary to be adequately prepared for service in
the church.” These are words that I have kept with me, and they have been integral to my
own sense of call and the development of my pastoral identity. It has always been a deep
desire of mine to follow in my dad’s footsteps and to serve the church as he desired to serve
the church. When I shared this part of my story, I remember sharing how my shame voice
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continues to tell me that I will never live up to the legacy of faithfulness that he left. I had
never shared that with anyone before. Yet when I finally shared this I felt heard, I felt loved,
and I felt understood. The experience of sharing this part of my story was formational. I
knew in that moment that I wanted to live as an invitation into the journey of spiritual
formation and transformation.
Being part of the Ridder Church Renewal planted within me a desire to understand
both spiritual formation and transformation more deeply. With this desire in mind, I applied
to the Doctor of Ministry program at Western Theological Seminary. I became convinced
that God was at work when I read that the fall cohort was gathering around the theme
deepening soul care and spiritual formation for mission. After my acceptance into the
program, I was eager to get to work and begin learning about spiritual formation and
transformation and how to facilitate them within the church. After examining these
concepts in scholarly literature, I identified three themes that contributed to a more robust
understanding of the concepts. The first theme was theological anthropology. This became
the starting point as theological anthropology seeks to understand human identity and
purpose in relation to God. The second theme was the concepts of spiritual formation and
transformation in the disciplines of theology and psychology. It was my desire to
understand how scholars were using these terms and how to facilitate them within the
context of community. The third theme was the practices that lead to spiritual formation
and transformation. These practices are more commonly known as the spiritual disciplines,
but I chose to focus my attention on the contemplative practices. In order to arrive at a
foundational understanding of the concepts, I examined all three themes in scholarly
literature.
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Theological Anthropology
Theological anthropology asks some of the most foundational questions regarding
human identity and purpose. It is distinctly theological in that it seeks to understand human
identity and purpose in relation to God. When I began to research theological anthropology,
I found there to be three general approaches in Christian theology and in scholarly
literature. The first approach views anthropology as a subset of Christology, maintaining
the perspective that Christology is foundational for understanding human identity and
purpose. The second approach views it from an eschatological perspective, focusing
primarily on the future hope of restored fellowship with God. The third approach views it
from a trinitarian perspective, meaning that understands human identity and purpose in
light of the trinitarian nature of God. Each of these approaches presents theological
anthropology through a slightly different lens, but each approach holds in common the
notion that human identity and purpose is only intelligible when understood in relation to
God. My interest in theological anthropology emerged out of my desire to facilitate
spiritual formation and transformation in my ministry context. If we are able to understand
and articulate human identity and purpose in relation to God theologically, then we will be
able to deepen our relationship with God practically.
One of the authors whose work was formative in my own understanding was
Anthony Hoekema. He is an example of an author who approaches theological
anthropology as a subset of Christology. In his book Created in God’s Image, he examines
the doctrine of the image of God, or the imago dei. He argues that the imago dei is
understood most fully in light of Christ. He writes, “If, therefore, we wish to know what
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the image of God in man is really like, we must first look at Christ…” 20 He goes on to
write, “In Christ, in other words, we see clearly what is hidden in Genesis 1: namely, what
man as the perfect image of God should be like.” 21 This argument is foundational in
Hoekema’s understanding of the doctrine of the imago dei. Building off of this primary
assertion, he proceeds in three ways. First, he carefully and thoughtfully examines the
terms image and likeness as they are found in the biblical text, and he conducts a study of
the concept of the imago dei in both Old and New Testament theology. Second, he surveys,
and he evaluates the treatment of the doctrine of the imago dei throughout history. Third,
he makes biblical and theological claims regarding the imago dei based upon his study. His
presentation of the doctrine follows the creation, fall, redemption, and recreation pattern
found in the biblical text.
Beginning with the terms image and likeness, Hoekema begins by conducting a
biblical study that allows him to draw some primary conclusions. Early in his study he
discovered that the concept of the image of God only appears in the Old Testament three
time. Each of the three occurrences are found in the book of Genesis. Based on his study
of each occurrence, Hoekema came to the initial conclusion that the terms image and
likeness are used interchangeably. There are some scholars who argue that the terms refer
to different aspects intrinsic to our humanity, but Hoekema argues against this on the basis
of the lack of biblical evidence. He writes, “If these words were intended to describe
different aspects of the human being, they would not have been used as we have seen them
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used, that is, almost interchangeably.” 22 Another conclusion that he draws is that the image
of God is not lost in humanity after the fall. Rather, he argues that the image of God in
human beings has been tarnished and needs to be restored. This conclusion, too, is disputed
in scholarly literature and in Christian theology historically. An argument that is well
supported is the argument that the imago dei is lost at the fall and restored in Christ.
Hoekema argues against this also on the basis of the lack of biblical evidence. He writes,
"We may indeed think of the image of God as having been tarnished through man’s fall
into sin, but to affirm that man had by this time completely lost the image of God is to
affirm something that the sacred text does not say.” 23 Hoekema’s primary priority, which
is evident in his work, is the explicit teaching of the text. This alone provides the grounds
for his position. Based on his study of both Old and New Testament theology, Hoekema
draws the conclusion that Christ is the perfect image of God. This leads to the assertion
that the imago dei is understood most fully in light of Christ. In light of this, he concludes
that the imago dei was tarnished at the fall and is actively being renewed through the work
of the Holy Spirit. From here, Hoekema proceeds by surveying the doctrine of the imago
dei through the history of Christian theology.
It is clear from the Biblical narrative, as Hoekema has shown in his Biblical and
exegetical study, that human beings have been created in the image and likeness of God.
This has led to various attempts to explain and articulate the doctrine of the imago dei in
the history of Christian theology. In order to formulate his own perspective on the doctrine,
Hoekema examines and evaluates the positions held by Christian theologians from the
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second century to the present. Based on his survey, theologians have interpreted this
doctrine as structural, as functional, or as a combination of structure and function. Irenaeus
and Thomas Aquinas are examples of theologians who interpreted the imago dei as
structural. Specifically, they argued that the imago dei was evident in human rationality
and intellect. Aquinas took this further than Irenaeus, however, arguing that the imago dei
is rooted solely in human intellect. Karl Barth, Emil Brunner, and G.C Berkouwer are
examples of theologians who interpreted the imago dei as functional. They argued that the
imago dei was most evident in the human capacity for relationship with God and others.
This does not mean that they did not recognize some structural components to the imago
dei, but they gave the functional aspect of the imago dei theological precedence. John
Calvin, according to Hoekema, is an example of a theologian who interpreted the imago
dei as both structural and functional. Calvin interpreted the image of God as the capacity
for knowledge, righteousness, and holiness. A significant aspect of his theology, however,
is the restoration of the imago dei after the fall. Both Calvin and Berkouwer emphasize the
renewal of the image through the dynamic work of the Holy Spirit. This brief survey sets
the stage for presenting his own theological position on the imago dei.
After having evaluated interpretations of the imago dei throughout the history of
Christian theology, Hoekema draws his own theological conclusions. Regarding structure
and function, Hoekema aligns himself most closely with Calvin, who argued that the imago
dei includes both. He writes, “it is my conviction that we need to maintain both aspects.
Since the image of God includes the whole person, it must include both man’s structure
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and man’s functioning. One cannot function without a certain structure.” 24 Hoekema
reflects further by writing, “To stress either one of the at the expense of the other is to be
one-sided. We must see both, but we need to see the structure of man as secondary and his
functioning as primary.” 25 By writing this, Hoekema argues that human beings have been
created by God for a purpose, and to carry out that purpose they are endowed with certain
capacities. The purpose, however, is primary. From here, Hoekema aligns himself with
Calvin in arguing that the image of God is not lost at the fall, but rather it has been tarnished
and needs to be renewed. He writes, “Since the image of God has been perverted through
man’s fall into sin, it needs to be renewed. This renewal or restoration of the image is what
takes place in the redemptive process.” 26 Restoration and renewal is primarily the work of
the Holy Spirit, though human beings participate in the process. Hoekema discusses two
implications concerning renewal. First, he argues that renewal of the image takes place
within the context of community, through fellowship with God and others. Second,
restoration and renewal concerns growing in Godliness and reflecting Christ more and
more. This leads into Hoekema’s argument that Christ is the true image of God, which is
at the core of his interpretation of the imago dei.
In his book, Augustine’s Early Theology of Image, Gerald Boersma argues that
Augustine is an example of a theologian who views theological anthropology
eschatologically. Boersma makes this argument by examining the development of
Augustine’s theology and his sources of influence. After examining the development of
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Augustine’s theology of image, he makes a case for its historical significance. As he
examines the theological conclusions of Augustine’s primary sources of influence,
Boersma shows that Augustine was able to draw theological conclusions that his
predecessors were unable to. He offers the reader a summary of his position when he
writes, “My argument is that, although Augustine’s early theology of image builds on that
of Hilary of Poitiers, Marius Victorinus, and Ambrose of Milan, Augustine was able to
affirm, in many ways that his predecessors were not, that both Christ and the human person
are the imago dei.” 27 His theology of image has emerged as historically significant as he
was able to uphold Nicene Christology while affirming human beings as the imago dei.
From here, Boersma proceeds in three ways. First, he examines the theological conclusions
of those who influenced Augustine’s theology. He shows they were committed to a
theology of image that aligned with Nicene Christology. Second, he examines Augustine’s
engagement with Plotinian philosophy, showing how Augustine was able to synthesize
both sources of influence in shaping his theology of image. Third, Boersma presents some
of the theological conclusions that Augustine is able to draw based on his influences. It is
worth mentioning that Boersma’s primary focus in his book is placed on the development
of Augustine’s theology rather than conveying an exhaustive account of Augustine’s
theology. By doing this, Boersma is able to show the significance of Augustine’s theology
for the historical development of image theology.
In the post-Nicene context, image theology became increasingly important. Hilary,
Marius, and Ambrose are three examples of theologians who developed their theology of
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image out of a commitment to Nicene Christology. This commitment led them, to varying
degrees, to interpret the concept of image as a Christological term rather than an
anthropological one. Based on the consubstantial unity shared between the Father and the
Son, they argued that the concept of image implied consubstantial unity. Guided by this
understanding, they determined that human beings are excluded from the image. In their
theological work, they often referred to human beings as either ad imaginem dei or as
secundum imaginem, which means that human beings are created according to the image
and likeness of God. For the most part they agreed that Christ is the image of God, though
Ambrose was less reluctant than Hilary or Marius to refer to human beings as the imago
dei. Boersma writes, “Like Hilary, Victorinus maintains that the human person should not
be considered the image of God, but is only created secundum imaginem. The imago dei
refers to divine simplicity, and so the consubstantial unity of the image and source.” 28
While both Hilary and Marius were committed to the concept of image as a Christological
term, Ambrose differed slightly, and it was his position that began to pome the door for
Augustine. According to Ambrose, human beings could be referred to as the imago dei
insofar as they are conformed to the image of the Son. Boersma articulates this position
well when he writes, “What it means for the human person to be the image of God is seen
in light of Christ; the imago dei intimates an immaterial and eternal relation.” 29 This
theological development marked a shift in understanding regarding the nature of an image,
which opened up possibilities for Augustine.
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While Augustine drew influence from Nicene Christology in shaping his theology
of image, he also drew from Plotinian philosophy. While Augustine maintained a
fundamentally different worldview than Plotinus, he was able to synthesize aspects of
Plotinian philosophy in order to draw theological conclusions. This is one aspect of the
development of Augustine’s theology which marks its significance. Plotinian philosophy
allowed Augustine to draw two primary conclusions regarding the nature of an image. First,
an image is defined in relation to its source, meaning that images reflect that which they
image. Second, there are different ways that something can exist as an image. There are
images that exist as images without possessing equal likeness, while there are other images
that exist as images while possessing equal likeness. This led to the conclusion that images
participate in their source to varying degrees, meaning that not all images are equal. By
drawing this conclusion, Augustine was able to preserve the relationship between the terms
image and likeness in a cogent manner. Taking this further, Augustine drew on his
understanding of the term aequalitas, meaning equality, to suggest that existing as an image
does not necessitate equality. Boersma writes, “Augustine’s Latin predecessors do not use
the term with the same theological significance; Augustine maintains that both Christ and
the human person can be described as the imago Dei because not all images are equal to
their source.” 30 Therefore, it is Augustine’s philosophical engagement that allowed him to
make theological conclusions that had alluded his predecessors.
After considering the theological position held by his predecessors, Augustine
concluded that it was ultimately untenable. They were committed to an image theology that
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upheld Nicene Christology, and they understood the terms imago and aequalitas in
relationship to each other. This meant that human beings could only be considered ad
imaginem dei or secundum imaginem. As Boersma shows, “Augustine recognized the
scriptural and theological conundrum that this position created…it violated the very
doctrine that image theology was meant to preserve, namely the close relationship between
the human person and God—that is to say, between the image and its source.” 31 Boersma
goes on to show that it was Augustine’s participatory ontology that allowed him to affirm
both Christ and the human person as the Iago dei. He argued that human identity and
purpose is only intelligible in relation to God, which resulted in a theology of image that
presented human beings existing in a dynamic relationship with God. One of the key
characteristics of the imago dei, for Augustine, is human rationality. Growing in knowledge
of God is an expression of existing in relationship with him. Like many others in historical
theology, Augustine argued that the imago dei had been deformed by sin and need to be
restored and renewed. For this reason, his theology of image includes a decidedly
eschatological focus. Boersma writes, “In a real sense, therefore, the imago dei remains an
eschatological hope, fully realized only in the new heaven and new earth.” 32 Eschatological
hope is an important theme in Augustine’s theology broadly and generally, but it is given
explicit expression in his theology of image. When compared to the theological positions
of his predecessors, Augustine’s theology of image marks a significant shift in image
theology and in theological anthropology. As Augustine drew influence from his
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predecessors, many authors and scholars draw from Augustine when articulating their
theology of image.
In his book, Being Human, Being Church, Patrick Franklin presents theological
anthropology within a social Trinitarian theological framework. This means that human
beings reflect the inner life of God, who exists as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. This leads
him to argue that human beings exist as intrinsically relational, rational, and eschatological
beings. While each of these reveals something important about being human, Franklin
argues that relationality takes theological precedence. He writes, “A right relationship with
God orients and enables human beings to enjoy healthy and life-giving relationships with
other human beings, to employ their reason in the service of genuine truth and thus attain
not merely rationality but wisdom, and to exercise responsibly their vocation to sustain,
restore, and improve themselves and their world as faithful stewards of God’s creation.” 33
Franklin’s book is split into two parts. In the first part he presents theological anthropology
within a social Trinitarian theological framework. In the second part, which will be
explored more fully later, he lays out the implications of theological anthropology for
ecclesiology and the mission God. Franklin’s work demonstrates how our conception of
being human shapes our understanding and practice of community within the church.
When Franklin begins presenting theological anthropology within a social
Trinitarian framework, he argues that human beings exist as intrinsically relational beings.
He proceeds in two ways. First he points to the nature and the character of God, reflecting
on the fellowship that God enjoys within himself. He writes, “As an essentially loving
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Being, God exists not as an isolated individual deity but in the eternal communion of
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.” 34 For Franklin, love not only characterizes the fellowship
that exists within God himself, but love is essential to God’s nature. This allows Franklin
to proceed by arguing that human beings exist as relational beings because they are invited
into relationship with God. Since love is essential to God’s nature, and human beings are
created in the image and likeness of God, trinitarian love is constitutive of the human
person. Not only is trinitarian love constitutive of human persons, but it also orients all
other aspects of being human. When arguing that human beings are intrinsically relational
beings, Franklin writes, “Theologically, what constitutes human beings in their
creatureliness as self-conscious, transcendent, exocentric, relational beings is the personal
address of the God’s Word.” 35 According to Franklin, the personal address is one of the
ways that human beings are constituted as relational beings both biblically and
theologically. He goes on to describe the ways in which human beings relate to God, to
themselves, and to others as they find their place in community.
After presenting human beings as intrinsically relational beings, Franklin goes on
to present human beings as intrinsically rational beings. Building on his understanding that
human beings were created to live in relationship with God and others, he argues that one
way this relationship is expressed is through a deepening knowledge of God, self, and
others. He writes, “God creates humans in and for love, to be in relationship with God,
Father, Son, and Spirit. Yet growing in love includes growing in one’s knowledge of the
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other.” 36 This leads Franklin to argue that human beings reflect God in the use of their
rational capacities in order to grow in their knowledge of God, which is an expression of
relationship with him. This position has been defended throughout the history of Christian
theology. Regarding Augustine, Franklin writes, “In light of this, theologians such as
Augustine were correct to argue that one aspect of the imago Dei is the operation of human
reasoning, which implies that human beings are like God in that they are rational
creatures.” 37 John Calvin also emphasized human rationality in his theology, as he argued
for the reciprocity between the knowledge of God and knowledge of self. Like Calvin,
Franklin affirms this reciprocity, and he argues that is has ethical implications. Therefore,
the relationship that human beings share with God is expressed through a deepening
knowledge of God, self, others, and the world that God has created. This is possible because
human beings are intrinsically rational creatures.
After presenting human beings as intrinsically relational and rational beings,
Franklin concludes by arguing that human beings exist as intrinsically eschatological
beings. He argues that as human beings are eschatological beings as they carry out their
divine purpose as God’s stewards and representatives. He argues, “The imago Dei is
present in human beings at the dawn of creation but awaits further development and
ultimately eschatological consummation.” 38 He continues by arguing that being
eschatological creatures entails partnering faithfully with God as he works to sustain,
restore and improve creation. This mandate is evident in both Old and New Testament
36
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theology. In the Old Testament, this mandate is expressed clearly in the creation narrative,
as human beings are given the mandate to care for each other and for all that God has made.
Despite falling into sin and depravity, this mandate continues. In the New Testament, this
mandate is expressed by referring God’s people as a royal priesthood, who offer spiritual
sacrifice through Christ. For Franklin, this involves being recreated in the image of Christ.
He writes, “Being recreated to reflect the image of the Risen Christ in the power of the
Spirit involves being reoriented and realigned to serve Christ as Lord and King. This is not
just a personal matter of one’s private faith, but involves an allegiance to Christ that claims
all of one’s existence in the world.” 39 This process of being reoriented and realigned in
order to serve Christ is what Franklin would refer to as spiritual transformation. The
eschatological nature of human existence expresses the mandate to serve as God’s
representatives and the hope of being transformed to reflect Christ, who is the image of
God.
Theological anthropology was an important place to begin as it asks some of the
most fundamental questions regarding human identity and purpose. It is distinctly
theological in that it seeks to understand human identity and purpose in relation to God. In
his book Created in God’s Image, Anthony Hoekema examines historical theological
positions and conducts his own study of the terms image and likeness. This leads him to
draw theological conclusions regarding the doctrine of the imago dei. In his book, Gerald
Boersma also examines theological anthropology historically by showing the developing
of Augustine’s theology of image. In his book, Patrick Franklin presents theological
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anthropology within a social trinitarian theological framework. He argues that human
beings exist as relational, rational, and eschatological begins who reflect God. Theological
anthropology lays a foundational understanding of human identity and purpose in relation
to God theologically. This allows us to move toward deepening our relationship with God
practically.
Spiritual Formation
Spiritual formation and spiritual transformation are concepts that are not only
integral to Christian theology, but they are also integral to the Christian life. The role of
spiritual formation and transformation has been reflected on, and well documented through
the centuries, though there has been a renewal of interest in the concepts in the last few
decades. Most scholars suggest that understanding these concepts well also requires an
understanding of theological anthropology and pneumatology. Theological anthropology
seeks to understand human identity and purpose in relation to God, while pneumatology
seeks to understand the nature and work of the holy Spirit. When combined, spiritual
formation and transformation refer to the work of the Holy Spirit in the human person.
Regarding what this looks like, and how exactly the Spirit works, scholars are divided. As
such, there are many different definitions and models offered for both the concept of
spiritual formation and spiritual transformation. My interest in these concepts arose out of
my desire to facilitate spiritual formation and transformation within the context of
community. In order to do that, I sought out to understand how these concepts are defined
and developed in scholarly literature.
In his book, The Gift of Being Yourself, David Benner begins to bridge the gap
between theological anthropology and spiritual transformation. His book is built on the
40

notion that there is a deep connection between the knowledge of God and knowledge of
self, which is something that Calvin argued in his Institutes of the Christian Religion.
Benner acknowledges that there is a breadth of material given to growing in the knowledge
of God. This leads him to focus primarily on the knowledge of self in light of the knowledge
of God. He writes, “The goal of the spiritual journey is the transformation of self. As we
shall see, this requires knowing both our self and God.” 40 To present his understanding of
the spiritual journey, Benner structures his book in three parts. In the first part he reflects
on how knowledge itself can be transformational. In the second part, he focuses his
attention on the knowledge of God, and he argues that the knowledge of God can be
transformational. In the third part, he focuses on the knowledge of self, and he also makes
the argument that our knowledge of ourselves can be transformational. In The Gift of Being
Yourself, David Benner articulates profoundly how a deepening knowledge of God and self
is the ultimate goal of the spiritual journey.
David Benner begins by establishing that his primary focus is the journey of
spiritual formation, which involves the transformation of the self. He argues that
knowledge itself can be transformational. Both Augustine and Calvin reflected on the
reciprocity between the knowledge of God and self, and Benner suggests that
transformation occurs when both are deeply known. He argues that there is a fundamental
difference between knowledge that is merely objective and knowledge that is
transformational. The difference between the two, according to Benner, is relationship.
Regarding transformational knowledge, he writes, “It involves knowing of, not merely
knowing about. And it is always relational. It grows out of a relationship to the object that
40
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is known—whether this is God or one’s self.” 41 Knowledge of God and self that is pursued
objectively will not transform. Rather, knowledge of God and self that deepen through
relationship has the potential for transformation. He argues, “Knowing God’s love
demands that we receive God’s love—experientially, not simply as a theory. Personal
knowledge is never simply a matter of the head. Because it is rooted in experience, it is
grounded in deep places in our being.” 42 By God’s grace, human beings are invited into
the journey of transformation, which involves the shaping of our hearts and minds. From
here, Benner continues by exploring both the knowledge of God and self.
Having established transformational knowledge as knowledge that is both personal
and experiential, Benner continues by reflecting on the knowledge of God. He argues that
knowledge of God must be personal. He writes that God lovingly reveals himself in His
divinely inspired Word, and he endowed human beings with the capacity for
understanding. This means that God is able to be known objectively through his Word and
personally through experience. According to Benner, “Many of the things we know about
God we know objectively, accepting them as facts on the trusted testimony of Scriptures
and the community of faith.” 43 He continues by writing , “Transformational knowing of
God comes from the intimate, personal knowing of Divine love. Because God is love, God
can only be known through love.” 44 If knowledge of God is not grounded in God's selfrevelation, and if it is not deeply personal knowledge, then it does not qualify as
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transformational knowledge. If we want to know God, we need to attend to God's holy and
divinely inspired Word. In God’s Word, God reveals himself most fully in the person of
Christ. Benner writes, “If the invisible God had never become visible, our knowing of God
would remain very limited. But Divine self-revelation was made complete in Jesus.” 45
David Benner invites his readers into an honest, prayerful journey that will result in the
transformation of the self, which begins with a deepening knowledge of God.
Having examined the knowledge of God, Benner shifts his attention to a
transformational knowledge of self. Here he explores the concept of identity, and he argues
that our identity is who we experience ourselves to be. An identity that is grounded in the
love of God is a product of experiencing the unconditional love of God. This is our true
identity as we are people created in God’s image and likeness. He laments that we often do
not experience ourselves in this way. This leads to the creation of a false self. Regarding
the false self, he writes, “This is the person we would like to be—a person of our own
creation, the person we would create if we were God. But such a person cannot exist,
because he or she is an illusion.” 46 Living with this illusion will undermine the joy that we
were meant to experience. This is why there is an alternative, which is the discovery of our
true selves. The true self, according to Benner, is the opposite of the false self. The true
self exists in a loving and mutual relationship with God. The image that he uses for this is
the image of Adam and Eve hiding in the garden. After they had sinned against God, in
their shame they hid from him. The false self wants to remain hidden from God and others,
but God wanders into the garden seeking our companionship. He asks, where are you?
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When we are willing to be vulnerable and come out of hiding we begin to experience
ourselves the way God intended. For Benner, this is spiritual formation.
In their book, Transforming Spirituality, F. LeRon Shults and Steven Sandage
provide a conceptual framework for understanding spiritual formation in the disciplines of
theology and in psychology. Their primary interest is in transforming the way that the
concept of spirituality is understood and practiced. They summarize this interest as they
write, “We are interested in transforming spirituality by shaping the way in which this
concept itself is understood and utilized in theological and psychological discourse.” 47
They continue by writing, “We are also interested, however, in facilitating the practices of
spirituality that are transformative of human life and relationships.” 48 This purpose is
carried out at LeRon Shults reflects on spirituality and transformation in the discipline of
theology. He places his primary focus on pneumatology, and he presents Christian
spirituality as dependent on divine grace. In his part of the book, Steven Sandage reflects
on Christian spirituality in psychology. Based on his understanding of Christian
spirituality, he develops a conceptual model of relational spirituality. Through
interdisciplinary dialogue, Shults and Sandage establish a robust understanding of
spirituality and transformation that informs practices that facilitate spiritual transformation
in the context of community.
Before Shults and Sandage get into the body of their work, they spend time
clarifying important terms and concepts. The first term that they define and explain is
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spirituality. Their definition arises out of a relational model of personhood. They write,
“Personal spirituality has to do with the way in which our longings—our desire to know,
act, and be in relation—take shape in the ongoing formation of our coming-to-be in
relation.” 49 The second term that they clarify is spirituality transformation. They write,
“All of our hopes and fears are wrapped up in our longings for intimacy in our relationships
with others and with the ultimate Other we hold to be sacred. When these relationships are
profoundly altered such a change qualifies as a spiritual transformation.” 50 This leads
Shults and Sandage to describe three types of transformation. The first type of
transformation is referred to functional transformation, which refers to a change in behavior
or coping strategies. The second type is referred to as systemic transformation, which refers
to a change experienced in community or in a system in which a person’s spiritual life is
embedded. The third type is referred to as redemptive transformation, which refers to God’s
redemptive work through the Spirit. This is the ultimate transformation, which is dependent
on the grace of God. They are interested in all three types of transformation, but they give
special attention to the third type of transformation.
In Transforming Spirituality, LeRon Shults writes about spirituality and
transformation in Christian theology. It is clear in his work that he is writing about
redemptive transformation. This refers to the redemptive work of God through the Holy
Spirit. He argues that in the early modern period, spirituality and theology drifted apart.
His interest is in contributing to the ongoing effort to reintegrate the two. He structures his
reflection on spirituality and transformation around three intrinsic desires: the desire for
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truth, the desire for goodness, and the desire for beauty. With this structure, Shults argues
that transformation involves the reorientation of our desires through the work of the Spirit.
When the Holy Spirit does the inner work of transformation, the result is our becoming
wise, our becoming just, and our becoming free. As an example, Shults writes, “Our
participation in the eternal intimacy that is the life of the trinitarian God is transformed as
we become wise, faithfully tending to our relations to others in community.” 51 According
to Shults, wisdom is manifested in our knowing God and others in the context of
community. Regarding our freedom, Shults writes, “Redemptive transformation involves
an intensification of hope that takes shape in community as we participate in the infinite
hospitality of divine grace.” 52 Through the power of the Holy Spirit, human beings are
invited to share in the glory of Christ, which transforms the ways in which we enjoy life
together in community. The conclusion that Shults arrives at regarding spiritual
transformation is that it is manifest in our becoming wise, and becoming just, and becoming
free.
While Shults writes about spiritual transformation in the theology, Sandage writes
about transformation in psychology. Like Shults, Sandage places his primary focus on
redemptive transformation. He offers a definition of spiritual transformation when he
writes, “I am defining spiritual transformation as a process of profound, qualitative change
in the self in relationship to the sacred.” 53 With this understanding guiding him, Sandage
explores two important concepts in psychology: attachment and differentiation. He

51

Shults and Sandage, Transforming Spirituality, 67.

52

Shults and Sandage, Transforming Spirituality, 124.

53

Shults and Sandage, Transforming Spirituality, 163.

46

describes attachment as the development of a deep bond in a relationship that is
characterized by connection, safety, and support. He describes differentiation as the ability
to balance autonomy and close connection in relationships. There are several implications
of attachment and differentiation for spiritual transformation. One of the implications is the
role of mentorship in spiritual transformation. He argues, “These student-teacher
relationships can and do involve varying levels of formality but seem an essential
dimension of spiritual formation and transformation across spiritual traditions and
cultures.” 54 Another implication is that spiritual transformation occurs in relationship and
in communities that can hold on and let go. He writes, “Parents, spiritual guides, or
communities that “over-hold” and fail to allow exploring or separation will eventually
block growth, individuation, and the spiritual seeking necessary for maturity.” 55
Throughout his reflection, Shults comes to the ultimate conclusion that spiritual formation
and transformation is a dynamic relational journey that involves attachment and
differentiation. As he shows in his work, both are an essential component of spiritual
formation and transformation.
One important aspect of spiritual formation is the barriers between us and
experiencing spiritual formation. In his book, The Soul of Shame, Curt Thompson reflects
on one of those barriers, namely, shame. In his book, Thompson seeks to understand the
nature of shame and how it functions, recognizing that shame is part of the human story.
Rather than reflecting on shame objectively and abstractly, Thompson reflects on shame in
a profoundly personal way. He does this in three ways. First, he reflects on the nature of
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shame itself, how it functions, and how it is experienced. Second, he reflects on shame as
it’s found in the Biblical narrative, focusing primarily on the creation narrative in Genesis.
Third, Thompson reflects on the path of healing from shame, and he argues that healing
occurs through vulnerability and in the context of community. In daring to reflect on the
power of shame, Thompson exposes one of the barriers to experiencing transformation and
renewal. In response, he offers the reader an invitation into the process of healing based on
the hope of the gospel.
When Thompson begins reflecting on the nature of shame and how it functions, he
begins by reflecting on the nature of shame itself. He writes, “It is both a source and result
of evil’s active assault on God's creation, and a way for evil to try hold out until the new
heaven and earth appear at consummation of history.” 56 From what Thompson writes
regarding the nature of shame, it’s clear that shame is a mechanism used to corrupt all that
God has intended for good. Shame accomplishes this by disrupting human relationships
with God and each other. This leads to the notion that shame is a deeply personal
experience which is more than merely a feeling. Shame plants the seeds of belief in us that
we are ultimately not enough, or that we are unworthy of love. When this belief is
internalized, the response is often withdraw and or isolation, Thompson writes, “When we
experience shame, we tend to turn away from others because the prospect of being seen or
known by another carries the anticipation of shame being intensified or reactivated." 57
When shame is actively eroding a person’s sense of self, the natural response is withdrawal
which arise out of a desire to self-protect. Rather than leading to a healthier way of being,
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this response perpetuates more shame. The only way to overcome shame, according to
Thompson, is through vulnerability in the context of community. From here, he continues
on to reflect on shame as its found in the biblical narrative.
When reflecting on shame in the biblical narrative, it is unsurprising that he spends
most of his time reflecting on the creation narrative in Genesis. He begins by reflecting on
nakedness in the text. According to Thompson, nakedness denotes vulnerability and
connectedness which is the antithesis to shame. He argues that nakedness and shame serve
as anchors for grounding our understanding of the narrative as it unfolds. Regarding shame,
he writes, “It is the emotional feature out of which all that we call sin emerges.” 58 When
reflecting on the introduction of sin, he interprets serpent’s motive as planting the seed of
doubt in Eve’s mind. This leads Eve down a destructive path of wondering whether or not
she is enough. When this seed of doubt began to grow, the foundation of her relationship
and connectedness with God began to erode. Having chosen the fruit, Adam and Eve’s
eyes were opened and they encountered nakedness in a new way. Recognizing their
nakedness, Adam and Eve hid from God because they were afraid. Thompson writes,
“Disintegrated are the relationships in which God and the couple enjoyed the love of being
known. It matters not that God attempts to engage the man and woman, looking for a real
conversation, a real partner in a real relationship. Shame would have none of that.” 59 The
path of healing from this shame, according to Thompson, leads us to what shame fears
most and regards as the most threatening act, vulnerability. Vulnerability is powerful
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because it leads us from disintegration, withdrawal, and isolation back to relationship and
connectedness which was God’s intention from the beginning.
Often when we think about vulnerability, we think about it in terms of something
we either experience or something we choose. According to Thompson this is not
inaccurate, but it’s

not a full understanding of vulnerability either. He argues that

vulnerability is not something that we choose, rather it is who we are. He writes, “So much
of what we do in life is designed, among other things to protect us from the fact that we are
vulnerable at all times. To be human is to be vulnerable.” 60 Vulnerability belongs in the
context of community because vulnerability concerns our knowing and our being known
by others. Therefore, vulnerability is understood best through the lens of relationship.
Spiritual transformation takes places when we allow the deepest parts of ourselves, the
parts that often feel most broken, to be known by God. He writes, “To be fully loved—and
to fully love—requires that we are fully known.” 61 He continues reflecting on vulnerability
by writing, “For God longs to be known by us as much as he longs for us to be known by
him. He desires us to join him in his trinitarian life of being known.” 62 As he articulates in
The Soul of Shame, shame is one of the barriers that stand between us and being
transformed spiritually. There is a way through shame, however, and that way is
vulnerability which includes, but is not limited to, our knowing and our being known.
Spiritual formation and spiritual transformation are integral to Christian theology
and to the Christian life. Understanding these concepts and the ways in they are
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experienced depends on an understanding of theological anthropology and pneumatology.
When theological anthropology and pneumatology are considered together, we begin to
understand our spiritual formation and our transformation as the work of the Holy Spirit in
human beings. This provides the foundation for exploring the ways in which we experience
the work of Spirit and the ways we are formed and transformed spiritually.

The Means Through Which We are Formed
Good theology is always both transformative and practical. Theology itself invites
us into a deeper knowledge and understanding of God, which is the foundation of our
relationship with God. Therefore, theology involves the formation of our minds as we
attend to the Word of God and as we rely on the Holy Spirit for learning Biblical truth. As
the Word of God plants itself deeply within us, spiritual formation beings to take place.
Good theology, however, is always practical, which means that good theology results in
the transformation of our daily living. The spiritual practices are an essential component to
the journey of spiritual formation and spiritual transformation. They are rooted in
theological truth, and they are aimed at the transformation of the self in relation to God,
ourselves, and others. These spiritual practices join together our growing affection for God
and our desire to deepen that affection through practices. Scholars, when writing on the
subject of the spiritual practices, often reflect on the condition of the inner life, which is
then manifested through practices that are spiritually formative. As my interest in this
project is to facilitate spiritual formation and spiritual transformation within the context of
community, I focused my attention on scholarly literature related to the practice of prayer,
as the practice of prayer is at the heart of my project.
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One author who is celebrated for his work and scholarship concerning the spiritual
disciplines is Richard Foster. Foster has put together many different resources regarding
the spiritual disciplines, but one of his most celebrated works is his book, Celebration Of
Discipline. In Celebration Of Discipline, he provides the church with an introduction to
the practice of the spiritual disciplines that is both theological and practical. He argues that
the spiritual disciplines are an essential component to the journey of spiritual
transformation. He writes, “They are God’s means of grace. The inner righteousness we
seek is not something that is poured on our heads. God has ordained the Disciplines of the
spiritual life as the means by which we place ourselves where we can bless us.” 63 The value
of the spiritual disciplines, according to Foster, is the room that they make for God to work
within us. He does not discount the role of human effort, though he argues that
transformation is not the product of human effort. He divides the spiritual disciplines into
three categories. The first category is referred to as the inward disciplines, which are
disciplines that are primarily reflective in nature. The second category is referred to as the
outward disciplines, which are disciplines that involve more explicit action. The third
category is referred to as the corporate disciplines, as they community in their practice.
Celebration Of Discipline is important as it provides an accessible and easy to read
introduction to the spiritual disciplines as the path to a transformed life.
One of the practices that Foster focuses on, is the practice of prayer. For Foster,
prayer is one of the inward practices and perhaps the most foundational of all the spiritual
practices. He argues that the practice of prayer itself is deeply transformative. He writes,
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“To pray is to change. Prayer is the central avenue God uses to transform us. If we are
unwilling to change, we will abandon prayer as a noticeable characteristic of our
lives.” 64When Foster writes that prayer is the central means of transformation, he is argues
that the practice of prayer reorients our affections and aligns them with God’s own
affections. He takes this notion a step further when he suggests that the practice of prayer
results in God becoming the primary object of our affection. Prayer is multifaceted, as there
are many types of prayer. In an effort to not overcomplicate his reflection on prayer, Foster
focuses his reflection on intercessory prayer, which is prayer for others. Like all forms of
prayer, Foster argues that intercessory prayer involves a learning process. He writes, “It
was liberating to me to understand that prayer involved a learning process. I was set free
to question, to experiment, even to fail, for I knew I was learning.” 65 He continues on to
write, “To understand the work of prayer involves a learning process saves us from
arrogantly dismissing it as false or unreal.” 66 One of the ways that we pray, according to
Foster, is by listening to God. As we listen to God, God transforms our inner being. When
this happens, our practice of prayer deepens and becomes more meaningful. This is what
makes prayer, according to Foster, the central means of transformation.
Another author who focuses on the spiritual disciplines as the path to
transformation is David Benner. Unlike Richard Foster, who provides a broad introduction
the spiritual disciplines as a whole, David Benner focuses his attention on a particular
expression of the practice of prayer. In his book, Opening to God, Benner introduces the
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reader to the practice of lectio divina. This is one of the contemplative prayer practices. In
Opening To God, Benner provides the reader with practical guidance and instruction for
practicing lectio divina, and he argues for the transformational impact of prayer as a
spiritual discipline. He argues that prayer is an essential component of a healthy and
growing spiritual life. The primary way that he describes prayer is as openness to God. He
writes, “Think of how much your experience of yourself, others and the world would
change if you were continuously attuned to the loving presence of God and allowed the life
of God to flow into and through you with each breath.” 67 He goes on to write, “Such a life
would itself be prayer, for, as we shall see, prayer is not simply words that we offer when
we speak to God but an opening of our self to God.” 68 As he describes prayer primarily as
openness to God, he argues that prayer is more concerned with our consent rather than our
initiative. This notion is expressed throughout Benner’s reflection on the practice of lectio
divina. He invites the reader into the journey of spiritual transformation through a practice
that is deeply transformative.
While many readers are familiar with the practice of prayer, lectio divina may be a
new expression of prayer that is unfamiliar. Knowing that, Benner begins by providing the
reader with an introduction to the practice. He begins by describing the practice as a
spiritual reading of scripture. This particular expression of prayer is concerned with focus
and reflection on the Word of God that is guided by the Holy Spirit. While we may be
tempted to practice lectio divina as a method of growing in knowledge or insight, Benner
argues that this approach misses the true intention of the practice. Lectio divina is a prayer
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practice that focuses primarily on communion with God. He writes, “We seek nothing less
than God. We attend to the Word as a way of opening ourselves to God and listen for God’s
living word to us. Lectio divina treats Scriptures not as a text to be studied or a set of truths
to be grasped, but as the living Word—always alive and active, always fresh and new.” 69
Benner is not suggesting that the practice is not valuable for growing in understanding of
God’s word. Rather, he is suggesting that the primary purpose of the practice is to cultivate
the ability to sit in stillness and listen to God, experiencing communion with him. Stillness
and silence are important components to the practice, as the scriptures often encourage us
to seek solitude to be with God.
Having introduced the read to the basis guidelines for practicing lectio divina,
Benner concludes by reflecting on the transformative nature of lectio divina and prayer in
general. Here he explores prayer as simply being. Regarding prayer as simply being,
Benner writes, “It is experiential knowing of our being in God. It is resting in the presence
of the One whose word and presence have invited us into being and into relationship with
the ground of our being.” 70 As he notes, being is the ultimate goal of lectio divina and is
concerned with our being in fellowship with God. As a contemplative expression of prayer,
lectio is most transformative when practiced in silence and solitude. The more we enter
into prayer in this way, the more the capacity for being with God will become part of our
practice. Here Benner comes full circle, as he describes the contemplative expressions of
prayer as being open to God. This type of prayer is less about our initiative and expression
to God and more concerned with our consent to the presence of God. In openness and in
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trust, we allow ourselves to experience God in new and profound ways, which lead to the
transformation of our being in relation to God and others.
A third author who focuses on the transformational power of the practice of prayer
is David Frenette, who also reflects on a contemplative expression of prayer. In his book,
The Path of Centering Prayer, he introduces the reader to the practice of centering prayer.
Like lectio divina, centering prayer is another expression of prayer and is contemplative in
nature. In order to help the reader understand the nature of centering prayer, Frenette
provides a brief introduction to Christian contemplation, which may be new to many
readers. After establishing a fundamental understanding of contemplation, Frenette
proceeds to present a guide to practicing centering prayer, and he helps the reader
understand how to deepen their practice with experience. Regarding the relationship
between centering prayer and contemplation, Frenette describes centering prayer as active
and contemplation as receptive. As centering prayer is contemplative in nature, it involves
both action and reception.
Beginning with Christian contemplation, Frenette describes it simply and
concisely. He writes, “If you asked me for just one bit of advice about contemplation, I
would say to practice the meaning of one word: amen.” 71 When Frenette makes this
reference to the word, amen, he is referring to our consent to the presence of God. The
word amen, according to Frenette, is not a passive word, rather, it is an active being in God.
He goes on to write, “As you practice amen, God is with you in all that you do, including
your actions to confront injustice. In Christianity, amen—“so be it,” “let it be”—expresses

71

David Frenette, The Path of Centering Prayer (Boulder, CO: Sounds True, 2012), 3.

56

the spirit of contemplative prayer, or contemplation. Contemplation, like other forms of
prayer that are spiritual transformative, is best practiced in silence and in solitude. It is in
this environment where we are able to focus ourselves and consent to the presence of God.
From here, Frenette provides practical insight into practicing centering prayer. Like
contemplation, centering prayer is concerned with consenting to the presence of God. He
gives three practical pieces of advice. First, choose a sacred word that represents your
consent to the presence of God. Second, sit comfortably while your focus is placed on your
sacred word and your consent to God’s presence. Third, after resting in the presence of
God, remain silent for a few moments as your time of prayer concludes. As he writes, “On
this solid foundation you can build a well-grounded contemplative practice that serves you
for you complete spiritual journey, as your relationship with God develops and becomes
more subtle.” 72 God is a living reality within you, and our practice of prayer, therefore,
involves our consent to God’s presence.
As Frenette moves from the basic guidelines of practicing centering prayer to
deepening our practice, he is clear that centering prayer is learned. We learn how to pray
by spending time in prayer with God, which means that prayer is primarily relational.
Frenette writes, “Prayer, on the other hand, is learned and practiced, but it is always done
in relationship with God.” 73 The more we pray, according to Frenette, the more we pray
the Holy Spirit becomes intertwined with our own actions. When this begins to happen, we
begin to awaken to the presence of God in our lives. Throughout his book, Frenette often
comes back to the sacred word, which, again, he uses to refer to our consent to the presence
72
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of God. There is a point in our practice when we no longer need the sacred word, according
to Frenette. While the sacred word allows us to consent to the presence of God as we learn
the practice, there comes a point where we no longer need the word as consent. He writes,
“If you hang on to the sacred word when God is inviting you into a wordless love, you are
left only with yourself. If you let God let go of the word in you, you receive divine love.” 74
Spiritual transformation occurs through the practice of centering prayer when we immerse
ourselves in the unconditional love of God, and when we allow God’s unconditional love
to become the basis of our identity.
The spiritual practices are an essential component to the journey of spiritual
formation and spiritual transformation. They are rooted in theological truth, and they are
aimed at the transformation of the self in relation to God, ourselves, and others. These
spiritual practices join together our growing affection for God and our desire to deepen that
affection through practices. As my interest in this project is to facilitate spiritual formation
and spiritual transformation within the context of community, I focused my attention on
scholarly literature related to the practice of prayer, as the practice of prayer is at the heart
of my project. There were two prayer practices that I placed my focus on, lectio divina and
centering prayer. David Benner describes the practice of prayer in terms of our being
opening to the presence of God. David Frenette describes the practice of prayer as our
Consent to the presence of God. Both are meaningful ways of practicing prayer that lead
to the transformation of the self in relation to God.
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Conclusion
I want to return to my experience in the Ridder Church Renewal for just a moment.
After the first retreat, which introduced us to church renewal, we returned to our ministry
context and began the daily work of personal transformation. I am grateful that we were
not alone in this work. Each participant was placed into a learning group that met regularly
in order to have time of prayer and reflection. For personal guidance and support we were
each given a coach who had been through the renewal journey. My coach guided me
through my learning and helped me to reflect and to grow spiritually. As Walter Wright
notes, mentoring relationships are an important part of our own leadership. He writes, “At
the heart of relational leadership lies a passion for relationships and mentoring—choosing
to invest oneself in the life and the leadership of another. This is the legacy of leadership.” 75
When reflecting on my experience, having a coach to learn from and with was an integral
component of my experience of transformation. My coach was a leader named Chris
DeVos. At the time, Chris worked for Western Theological Seminary and was actively
leading church renewal. I am grateful for Chris, and he has become someone that I strive
to emulate as he has had a significant influence on my life and my spiritual growth.
With Chris as my coach and mentor, we worked through some important concepts
such as developing a devotional rhythm comprised of spiritual practices, learning to
overcome the shame in my life, identifying the false self and its ways of being, and being
transformed to be and live out of our true self in relation to God and others. I found this
work to be profoundly meaningful for my spiritual journey. Through our conversations, I
75
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learned about myself and the ways that I had been formed through my experiences. I was
experiencing was Teresa of Avila describes in her book, Interior Castle. She describes the
soul as a castle, and in the castle of our own soul there are different rooms which we are
free to explore. She writes, “Many souls remain in the outer court of the castle, which is
the place occupied by the guards; they are not interested in entering it, and have no idea
what there is in it, or even how many rooms it has.” 76 Until being guided by Chris through
this journey, I had not wandered into the castle of my own soul. When I found the courage
to confront myself, I began to experience myself differently. David Benner writes,
“Coming to know and trust God’s love is a lifelong process. Making this knowledge the
foundation of our identity—or better, allowing our indignity to be re-formed around this
most basic fact of our existence—will also never happen instantly. Both lie at the core of
the spiritual transformation that is the intended outcome of Christ-following.” 77 This was
my experience. For the first time I had begun to experience the ways in which my
knowledge about God formed the very foundation of my identity. This is the lifelong
journey of transformation.

Teresa of Avila, Interior Castle, trans. E. Allison Peers (West Valley City, UT: Waking Lion
Press, 2006), 5.
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Chapter Three: A Biblical and Theological Foundation for Spiritual
Formation
“A right relationship with God orients and enables human beings to enjoy healthy and
life-giving relationships with other human beings, to employ their reason in the service of
genuine truth and thus to attain not merely rationality but wisdom, and to exercise
responsibly their vocation to sustain, restore, and improve themselves and their world as
faithful stewards of God’s creation.” 78
— Patrick Franklin
“All that is in God—his spiritual essence, his virtues and perfections, his immanent selfdistinctions, his self-communication and self-revelation in creation—finds its admittedly
finite and limited analogy and likeness in humanity. Among creatures, humans are the
supreme and most perfect revelation of God.
—Herman Bavinck
Primary Question and Chapter Outline
For the purpose of this research project, there is one primary question that I am
hoping to provide a response to. I am asking: how might a rhythmic practice of the
contemplative practices facilitate healing and spiritual formation within the context of
community? This is a question that emerged out of my ministry context, which is a context
where there is a need for healing and for spiritual formation. It is my contention that the
contemplative prayer practices are integral to the process of healing and spiritual
transformation. I have grounded this contention in a trinitarian theology of human beings,
which presents human beings as relational beings who reflect God most through their
relation to God himself and others in the context of community. As human beings are
relational, the contemplative prayer practices are also most meaningful when they are
practiced in community. Henri Nouwen writes, “The community of faith is indeed the

78

Franklin, Being Human, Being Church, 90.

61

climate and source of all prayer.” 79 He continues on by writing, “The community of faith
always points beyond itself and speaks its own unique language, which is the language of
prayer.” 80 While a personal rhythm of prayer can be deeply meaningful, our practice of
prayer mist also include prayer together in community. As I will show, the contemplative
prayer practices are an essential component of healing and spiritual formation in the context
of community.
As this project is aimed at facilitating healing and spiritual formation within the
context of community, I have grounded my research in biblical and theological reflection.
By doing this, I hope to provide the church with a theological framework for spiritual
formation that is rooted in biblical and theological reflection. I begin in this chapter by
examining the doctrine of the imago dei and by presenting a trinitarian theology of human
beings. This interpretation presents human beings as reflecting God primary as relational
beings. I will then examine the nature of sin and its effect on the imago dei. I will argue
that the imago dei was not lost at the fall but is in need of restoration and renewal, which
is both the work of the Holy Spirit and our participation with the Spirit through spiritual
discipline. The restoration of the imago dei is what I have come to define as spiritual
formation. I will argue that the imago dei is displayed most fully in the church as the people
of God who are bound together through the power of the Spirit. From here, I will present
healing in community as the restoration of the self-image. The church exists to embody
and to promote the unconditional love that is ours in Christ, which is a love that heals and
reconciles. I will conclude by showing how the contemplative prayer practices are an
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essential component to healing and spiritual transformation. Special attention will be given
to the practice of prayer. As Richard Foster suggests, "Of all the spiritual disciplines prayer
is the most central because it ushers us into perpetual communion with the Father.” 81 This
experience of communion with the Father leads to the transformation of the self in relation
to God.
A Trinitarian Theology of Human Persons
The Biblical Teaching
As I am seeking to facilitate spiritual formation within the context of community, I
am presenting a trinitarian theology of human persons that is rooted in the doctrine of the
imago Dei. The most distinctive feature about human persons, both biblically and
theologically, is that they have been created in God’s image and in God’s likeness. This is
what is known as the doctrine of the imago Dei. This doctrine is given expression in both
the Old and the New Testament, but it is conveyed most explicitly in the Old Testament.
Within the context of the Old Testament, there are only three scriptural texts that explicitly
mention the image of God. 82 The text that is most foundational is the mention of the image
of God within the creation narrative, in the book of Genesis. When examining and
interpreting this text, I worked within a trinitarian hermeneutic that enabled a trinitarian
reading of the text. 83 This reading of the text led to positing a trinitarian theology of human
beings rooted in the doctrine of the imago dei. Understanding and facilitating spiritual
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A trinitarian hermeneutic takes the New Testament and its theology into consideration when
interpreting the Old Testament. A trinitarian hermeneutic enables the reader to regard God as a trinitarian
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formation within the context of community begins here, as human begins have been created
to be in relationship with God and others.
Within the creation narrative, which includes the first two chapters of the book of
Genesis, the author makes three explicit references to the creation of human beings. 84
While each of these references contributes to our understanding of the nature and character
of human beings, the first reference is the most foundational. In my reflection on this
reference I am presenting a trinitarian theology of human beings, which is one of multiple
ways of interpreting this passage. There are two details contained in the text that lead to a
trinitarian reading of the passage. The first is the use of the phrase, let us make. 85 This
phrase is only used once and only in reference to the creation of human beings. In the
Hebrew text, the author uses the word ( ַנﬠֲשֶׂ הna-aseh), which marks a shift from the Jussive
mood to the Cohortative. 86 This shift from the Jussive mood to the Cohortative breaks the
85F

pattern that the author has established in the first chapter. In the first five days of creation,
the author repeats the phrase, let there be. 87 This phrase, which is used in the Jussive mood,
86F
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is a more broad and general reference to God’s creative work. When the author makes the
shift to the cohortative mood, the reader’s attention is drawn to the creation of human
beings. The second piece of evidence is the inclusion of the terms image and likeness. 88 In
the Hebrew text, the author uses the words ( ֫ ֶצלֶםtselem) and ( ְדּמוּתdemut), which are
translated as image and likeness respectively. While each term communicates a slightly
different nuance, the author uses both of these terms interchangeably. 89 I make this
8F

argument based on the way that the author uses the terms image and likeness elsewhere in
the text. 90 This argument is supported in Reformed theology, as both Calvin and Bavinck
89F

also argue for the interchangeable use of these terms. 91 Based on these two key pieces of
90F

evidence, I draw conclusions from the text that lead to a trinitarian theology of human
beings.
Having considered the first explicit reference to the creation of human beings, there
are three primary conclusions that can be drawn concerning the doctrine of the imago dei.
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In context, the terms image and likeness appear as ( בְּ צַ לְ מֵ נוּb-selem-nu) and ( כִּ ְדמוּתֵ נוּk-demut-nu),
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Others, such as Victor P. Hamilton, argue against this reading of the text based on the use of the terms
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The first is that human beings have been made in the image and likeness of the triune God.
This conclusion can be drawn by examine the phrase, let us make. 92 Guided by a canonical
approach to reading scripture, and a trinitarian hermeneutic, we can conclude that the triune
God chose to create human beings in his image and likeness. The trinitarian nature of God
is alluded to in the Old Testament and is expressed much more explicitly in the New
Testament. 93 The second is that human beings have been created to live in relationship with
God and with each other. As a triune God, he enjoys fellowship within himself as Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit. This fellowship is intrinsic to God’s being nature, and identity. As
human beings reflect God, they reflect the fellowships that he enjoys within himself.
Patrick Franklin writes, “…Christians receive a down-payment of God’s transformative
life and foretaste of sharing in the loving, ecstatic communion of the Trinity through their
life together in the community of faith.” 94 The third is that the triune God, who chose to
make human being in his image and likeness, can be known through human beings. This
conclusion is affirmed in Reformed theology, as Herman Bavinck writes, “All that is in
God—his spiritual essence, his virtues, his perfections, his immanent self-distinctions, his
self-communication and self-revelation in creation—finds its admittedly finite and limited
analogy and likeness in humanity.” 95 Based on these conclusions that are drawn from the
text we are able to come to theological conclusions, which I will explore in greater depth.
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Two examples of texts that express the Trinitarian nature of God are Matthew 28:19-20 and 2
Corinthians 13:14. Both texts refer to God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
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Theological Meaning
From a theological standpoint, a trinitarian theology of human beings is rooted in
the essential nature of God as a triune God. New Testament theology teaches that God is a
loving being who exists in fellowship within himself as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Not
only is God a loving God, but love is also an essential component of God’s nature. This is
God’s divine simplicity. His being is not distinguished from his attributes. Bavinck writes,
“All God’s attributes are identical with his essence.” 96 If the New Testament teaches that
God is love, then love is the primary way in which God relates to himself as Father, Son,
and Holy Spirit. This way of understanding of God’s being is integral to the Reformed
theological tradition, in which God is conceived of in personal and relational terms.
Franklin writes, “If love is essential to God’s nature, then love is constitutive of the divine
life itself and God is an eternally loving being.” 97 This conclusion is not made on the basis
of theological speculation, rather it is based on the biblical witness that God is love. 98 A
relational understanding of God’s nature shaped Augustine’s understanding of the
Trinitarian God. He argued that it was the Father who generates the Son, and he argued
that the Spirit proceeds from the Father and from the Son. 99 Understanding the fellowship

96

Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, 175.

97

Franklin, Being Human, Being Church, 85-86.

98
In 1 John 4:7-21, John reflects on love as essential to the nature and character of God. He writes
that not only is God love, but he writes that all love comes from God. Furthermore, God demonstrated his
love for us most fully when he sent his Son, Jesus Christ. Based on God’s unconditional love, John calls the
church to embody and promote this love.
99

Century.

This can be found in volume 5 of The Works of Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21st

67

that exists within the Trinitarian God provides the foundation for understanding the way
that human beings reflect God as image bearers.
As God exists as a relational beings characterized by love, so human beings exists
as intrinsically relational beings who are invited into relationship with God and with others
in the context of community. There are different approaches to interpreting the doctrine of
the imago dei in scholarly literature, 100 each contributing to a meaningful understanding of
the doctrine. While there are qualitative differences in each approach, what they hold in
common is that they are all exegetical in nature. While each approach contributes to a
meaningful understanding of the doctrine of the imago dei, I find the relational approach
to be most compelling. Furthermore, the relational approach is primary within a trinitarian
theology of human beings. To be an image bearer of God, within this particular view, is to
be invited into relationship with God and with others in community. 101 Dietrich Bonhoeffer
argues that this is an essential component to our understanding of human nature and
identity. 102 This means that human beings reflect God most by embodying God’s love and
character in their relationships. While both relationships are essential to human

There are three general approaches to interpreting the doctrine of the imago Dei. The first
approach is referred to as the structural approach. This approach interprets the imago Dei as a capacity that
human beings possess. The second approach is referred to as the relational interpretation. This approach
interprets the imago Dei in relational terms, as God human beings relate to God and others in the context of
community. The third approach is referred to as the functional or vocational approach. This approach
interprets the imago Dei in terms of the role that God has assigned to human beings in creation.
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imago Dei entails being stewards of creation. However, as Patrick Franklin notes, this view fails to take
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relationality, it is the relationship with God which orients all other relationships. Most New
Testament scholars treat a trinitarian theology of human beings as an extension of New
Testament Christology. The New Testament describes the people of God as being in Christ.
This is a distinguishing feature of Paul’s theology. 103 According to New Testament
theology, being in Christ includes being drawn into fellowship with all of those who are
also in Christ. This suggests that the imago Dei is displayed most fully in the church as the
people of God. This is the language that the New Testament uses, as it describes the church
as the body of Christ. 104 This sets us up to explore the theological implications of a
trinitarian theology of human beings for ecclesiology.
As God exists as an intrinsically relational being, and as human beings reflect God
as intrinsically relational beings, the church exists as an intrinsically relational community.
As a relational community, the church exists to embody and promote God’s unconditional
love. This means that, theologically, the imago dei is displayed most fully in the church as
the people of God. Reflecting on this truth, Franklin writes, “In this sense, the church
community images the Trinity and God’s own trinitarian life becomes a model for human
relationships in the church.” 105 This is possible because the church, most fundamentally, is
the people of God who have been drawn into relationship with each other through the
power of the Holy Spirit. Bonhoeffer takes this further, when he suggests that fellowship

Herman Ridderbos treats our being in Christ within his discussion on the doctrine of Adoption.
By God’s grace alone, believers have been incorporated into the family of God. This includes being united
to Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit. See Romans 12:4-5, 1 Corinthians 12:12-14, and Ephesians
4:4-6.
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within the church is only possible through Jesus Christ. He writes, “Christian community
means community through and in Jesus Christ. On this presupposition rests everything that
the scriptures provide in the way of directions and precepts for the communal life of
Christians.” 106 If the church is the community of those who are in Christ and bound together
through the Spirit, then our being drawn together in community highlights the relational
character of human existence. The New Testament displays this truth the use of the word
κοινωνία (koinonia), which is used to describe both fellowship and partnership. When
describing the church in these terms, Franklin writes, “it is the place in which redeemed
human persons practice and live out concretely their restored relationships with God and
others.” 107 A trinitarian theology of human beings, therefore, means that human beings are
relational beings called into fellowship with God and with each other in community. It also
means that the imago dei is displayed most fully in the church, as the church exists to
embody and promote God’s unconditional love.

Sin and the Doctrine of the Imago Dei
The Nature and Character of Sin
I began by presenting a trinitarian theology of human beings that is rooted in the
doctrine of the imago dei. While there are many ways of interpreting this doctrine in
scholarly literature, I find the trinitarian interpretation of this doctrine to be the most
compelling. This interpretation of the doctrine asserts that human beings image God most
through being in relationship with God and with others. Based on this understanding of
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human beings, I have argued that the church exists as a relational community called by
God and bound together through the Holy Spirit. As a relational community, the church
exists to embody and promote the unconditional love of God. From here I will continue by
examining the nature and character of sin, and I will argue that sin has corrupted human
beings and the imago dei. Yet, despite sin corrupting human beings and the imago dei, I
will argue that it is not lost but needs to be restored.
In both the Old and the New Testament, there are different ways that authors depict
sin and its nature and character. What is clear, however, is that sin targets the imago dei
and corrupts human beings. In the Old Testament, there are several different Hebrew words
that are used to depict sin and sinfulness. There are three words that are used more than
any others. The first is the Hebrew word ( חָ טָ אchata), which communicates the idea of
missing the mark, or deviating from the goal. The second is the Hebrew word ( פָּשַׁ עpasa),
which is translated as rebellion or to rebel. This word expresses a more deliberate act of
sin or the disposition of sinfulness. The third is the Hebrew word ( שָׁ גָהshaga), which is
translated as to go astray. Like the Old Testament, the New Testament also uses several
different words to depict sin and sinfulness. Three words in the text are most commonly
used. The first is the Greek word ἁμαρτία (amartia), which is translated as to miss the mark.
This word is most equivalent to the Hebrew word ( חָ טָ אchata). The second is the Greek
word ἀσεβέω (asebeo), which is translated literally as unrighteousness or ungodliness. This
word, like the Hebrew word ( פָּשַׁ עpasa), expresses the disposition of sinfulness. The third
is the Greek word πονηρία (poneria), which is translated as wickedness, which also
expresses the disposition of being sinful. Each of these ways of expressing sin and
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sinfulness are understood most fully in light of human relation to God. What is clear is that
sin has corrupted human beings and the ways in which they to relate to, and reflect, God.
While both the Old and New Testament offers several words that depict the nature
and character of sin, that leaves the need to offer a concrete definition for sin itself. There’s
an author by the name of Cornelius Plantinga who offers a definition based on the witness
of the Old and New Testament. He writes, “Let us say that a sin is any act—any thought,
desire, emotion, word, or deed—or its particular absence, that displeases God and deserves
blame.” 108 He continues on to add, “Let us add that the disposition to commit sins also
displeases God and deserves blame, and let us therefore us the word sin to refer to instances
of both act and disposition.” 109 This definition is a criteriological definition as opposed to
an ontological one. That means that his definition helps to determine whether or not an
action in sinful rather than defining sin itself. There is an author who offers a definition
that is ontological in nature. In Reformed Dogmatics, Bavinck writes, “Sin is a privation
of the moral perfection human persons ought to possess and includes active transgression;
it is an active and corrupting principle, a dissolving, destructive power.” 110 This
explanation helps us to understand that sin itself is both a privation and an active corrupting
force. When considered alongside Plantinga’s definition, sin itself is an active force that
seeks to corrupt human thought, desire, emotion, word, and action. In other words, sin itself
diminishes our capacity to be connected relationally to God and others. Bavinck expresses
this well when he writes, “Substantially, sin has neither removed anything from humanity
Cornelius Plantinga, Not the Way It's Supposed to Be (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans
Publishing Company, 1995), 13.
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nor introduced anything to it. It is the same human person, but now walking, not toward
God but away from him…” 111 As shown by both Plantinga and Bavinck, all sin has a
Godward force and actively corrupts human begins as their capacity for meaningful
relationships with God and others.
Sin In the Scriptural Narrative
At the end of the second chapter in the book of Genesis, the author shows the
intimacy that Adam and Eve share together. The author describes them as being naked, and
yet they felt no shame. 112 In the Hebrew text, the word used to depict nakedness is the
word, ( ﬠָרוֹםarom). In the text, the author uses the grammatical construction ( וְ ל ֹא יִ ְתבֹּ שָׁ שׁוּlo
yit-boshashu). This construction is translated literally as, and they were not ashamed. The
root of the verb that is used is the word ( בּוֹשׁbosh), which means to be ashamed. In this
context, the author uses the image of nakedness to illustrate the nature of their
relationship. 113 Before the introduction of sin, Plantinga argues that they experienced what
12F

the Hebrew writers described as shalom. He offers a definition for shalom as he writes, “In
the Bible, shalom means universal flourishing, wholeness, and delight—a rich state of
affairs in which natural needs are satisfied and natural gifts fruitfully employed, a state of
affairs that inspires joyful wonder as its creator and Savior opens doors and welcomes the
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creatures in whom he delights.” 114 At the heart of what the Hebrew writers call shalom is
a right relationship with God, and this primary relationship orients all other relationships.
As shown in the third chapter of Genesis, however, the introduction of sin has immediate
consequences for human relationships.
After the introduction of sin, the author shows us the extent to which sin corrupts
human relationships in two ways. The first way that the author shows this is by returning
to the image of nakedness. The second chapter ended by depicting Adam and Eve together
and yet despite their nakedness they felt no shame. In the third chapter, the author uses the
same Hebrew word 115 but this time suggests that Adam and Eve felt a deep sense of shame.
These two uses illustrate the change that has occurred because of sin. With the corruptive
force of sin at work within them, their eyes were opened, and they became aware of their
nakedness and hid from each other. The Hebrew word the author uses is the word חָ בָ א
(haba), which is literally translated as to hide or to withdraw. Both possible translations
communicate a sense in which their relationship has been broken and corrupted. Not only
was their relationship to each other broken and corrupted, their relationship with God also
experienced this brokenness. David Benner writes, “Paradoxically, Adam and Eve got what
they wanted—to be like God without God, likeness that was based on independence rather
than surrender.” 116 When confronted by God, both Adam and Eve responded in their shame
15F

by blaming others for their actions. The second way that the author shows this is through
Adam and Eve’s removal from the garden. The garden was the setting in which they
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enjoyed unbroken fellowship with God and with each other, and their removal from the
garden symbolizes the brokenness they now experience in their relationships. The Hebrew
word that appears in the text is the word, ( ַ ֽו יְ שַׁ לְּ ֵח֛הוּwāyšhālēhēhû). This word is literally
translates as to send away or to let loose. Yet, despite their shame and their removal from
the garden, the imago dei was not lost.
The Imago Dei Remains After the Fall
The biblical teaching regarding the doctrine of the imago dei is clear. Even after
falling into sin, human beings still bear God’s image and likeness. There is a biblical and
a theological argument to support this notion. The biblical argument is based on the fact
that the text refers to human beings as the image and likeness of God after the introduction
of sin. 117 There are three scriptural texts that allude to human beings being the imago Dei
after the fall. All three texts are in the book of Genesis, and the author uses the same terms,
( ֫ ֶצלֶםtselem) and ( ְדּמוּתdemut), for image and likeness respectively. The theological
argument is based on the ontological nature of the imago dei. The narrative of scripture is
clear that the imago dei is not a gift that human beings are endowed with, rather the imago
dei is an integral aspect of human nature. Regarding the ontological nature of the imago
dei, Calvin writes, “And though the primary seat of the divine image was in the mind and
the heart, or in the soul and its powers, there was no part even of the body in which some
rays of glory did not shine.” 118 Bavinck also places emphasis on the ontological nature of
17F
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the imago dei. He writes, “Nothing in humanity is excluded from God’s image; it stretches
as far as and constitutes our humanity and our humanness.” 119 Biblically and theologically,
there are important implications of this for our understanding of the imago dei. First, this
implies that human beings are still the imago dei even though the image has been corrupted.
Second, and more importantly, this means that the imago dei, since it is not lost, can be
restored in human beings and in the church. This lays the foundation for understanding the
restoration of the imago dei.

Spiritual Formation as the Restoration of the Imago Dei
Christ as the Image of God
When I began, I presented a trinitarian theology of human beings that is rooted in
the doctrine of the imago dei. A trinitarian theology of human beings presents human as
reflecting God through being in relationship with God and others. Based on this
understanding of human beings, I have argued that the church exists as a relation
community, called to God and united by the Holy Spirit, to embody and promote the
unconditional love of God. From there, I argued that sin corrupted human beings and the
imago dei. Yet, despite sin corrupting human beings and the imago dei, the image of God
in human beings has not been lost. This suggests that, while the imago dei has not been
lost, the imago dei requires restoration and renewal. Here I will argue that spiritual
formation is the restoration of the imago dei in human beings and in the church as the
people of God. I will also argue that the imago dei is displayed most fully in the church as
the people of God.
Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, 328.
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From a biblical and theological perspective, though human beings have been made
in the image and likeness of God, Christ is the image of God. Many New Testament
scholars treat a trinitarian theology of human beings as an extension of Christology. One
texts that supports this understanding is Paul’s letter to the Colossians. In his letter to the
Colossians, Paul refer to Christ as the image of the invisible God. 120 In the text, Paul uses
the Greek word εἰκών (eikone), which can be transited as either image or likeness. Within
the same passage, Paul writes that in Christ the fullness of God was pleased to dwell.121
What the New Testament shows is that everything God intended the imago dei to be is
displayed in the person of Christ. If we hope to understand the doctrine more fully, than
we do not need to look further than the person of Christ. Anthony Hoekema writes, “If,
therefore, we wish to know what the image of God in man I really like, we must first look
to Christ.” 122 He continues on to write, “In Christ, in other words, we see clearly what is
hidden in Genesis 1: namely, what man as the perfect image of God should be like.” 123
Building on this, Calvin argues that human beings are transformed into the likeness of the
Son through the power of the Spirit. He writes, “…we are transformed into the same image
as by the Spirit of the Lord; and certainly the Spirit does not work in us so as to make us
of the same substance with God.” 124 Here Calvin alludes to a distinction that was
previously maintained by Augustine, in De Trinitate. He argued that Christ is the image of
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God with equal likeness, while human beings are the image of God with unequal likeness.
Therefore, from both a biblical and theological perspective, while human beings have been
made in God’s image and in his likeness, Christ it the image of God.
Spiritual Formation as the Restoration of the Imago Dei
Having established that human beings were created in God’s image and likeness,
and having established that sin corrupted human beings and the imago dei, I will now argue
that the image of God in human beings requires restoration and renewal. This process of
restoration and renewal is what I am referring to as spiritual formation. As the product of
biblical and theological reflection, I am defining spiritual formation as the restoration of
the imago dei in human beings and in the church as the people of God. 125 This definition
is rooted in two truths that are depicted in the New Testament. First, Christ is the image of
God. As I have shown, many New Testament scholars treat a trinitarian theology of human
beings as an extension of Christology. They argue that Christ embodies all that God
intended the imago Dei to be. Second, through the work of the Holy Spirit, human beings
are actively being shaped to reflect Christ. Spiritual formation is the restoration of the
imago Dei as they reflect Christ through the work the Holy Spirit. One of the ways that this
is portrayed in the New Testament is through the putting on of the new self, which the self
that has been redeemed in Christ. In his letters, Paul refers to putting on the new self as
clothing ourselves with Christ. This image draws us back to the opening chapters of the
book of Genesis, where Adam and Eve clothed themselves in their nakedness and in their
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shame. In the New Testament, Paul uses this same image to depict our being clothed with
Christ through faith and the work of the Holy Spirit. Near the end of the book of Romans 126,
Paul uses the Greek verb ἐνδύω (enduo), which is translated literally as to put on clothing.
The word ἐνδύω (enduo) does not refer to any particular article of clothing, rather it refers
to the act of clothing oneself. When used in reference to Christ, Paul is commanding to put
on Christ as one puts on clothing. What Paul means that is that we are press on toward
Christlikeness, which is the process of our spiritual formation through the work of the Holy
Spirit.
Healing as the Restoration of the Self-Image
As I have shown, spiritual formation is the restoration of the imago dei in human
beings and in the church as the people of God. As Christ is the image of God, our spiritual
formation is our growing in Christlikeness through the work of the Holy Spirit. While
spiritual formation is part of the redemptive process, another part of the process involves
our healing from the effects of sin. For the purpose of this project, I am defining healing as
the restoration of the self-image. When I use the term self-image, I am referring to our
conception ourselves and our conception of the communities to which we belong. I will
argue that healing refers to the process of restoring our conception ourselves and our
communities so that it aligns with the gospel’s description of who we are in Christ. In
Created in God’s Image, Hoekema reflects on the self-image when he writes, “The
Christian self-image means looking at ourselves in the light of God’s gracious work of
forgiveness and renewal. It involves giving God all the praise for what he by his grace has

In Romans 13:14 commands the reader to put on Christ. In this context he uses the verb
ἐνδύω in the imperative form, ἐνδύσασθε.
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done and is still doing within us and through us.” 127 As I hope to show, the process of
healing reminds us of who we are as restored and renewed members of the church.
When reflecting on sin and the imago dei, I argued that sin corrupted the imago dei
in human beings and needed to be restored and renewed. Like the imago dei, the self-image
has also been corrupted been corrupted by the power of sin and also requires restoration
and renewal. There are two primary ways that the self-image has been corrupted. First, the
power of sin causes us to maintain an inordinately high view of ourselves. This is what we
could call pride. Second, it causes us to maintain an inordinately low view of ourselves.
This is what we could call shame. We see both of these ways on display in the biblical
narrative as Adam and Eve grapple with the reality of sin. When speaking with the serpent,
Eve was deceived into believing that if she ate the fruit that God had forbidden her eyes
would be opened and she would be like God. 128 When both Adam and Eve chose to eat the
forbidden fruit, they revealed their sinful pride. They made the decision to determine for
themselves what was right and wrong. Hoekema writes, “This pride, this conceit, this
perversion of the self-image in an upward direction was the cause of man’s first sin.” 129
After displaying an inordinately high view of themselves, Adam and Eve continued by
displaying an inordinately low view of themselves. After eating the fruit, their eyes were
opened and they realized that they were naked and covered themselves. 130 Their awareness
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of what they had done, and their nakedness, caused them to feel shame. Their shame was
evident in their fear of God when he called out to them in the garden. As is evident in the
text, sin corrupts the self-image by causing human beings to either adopt an inordinately
high view or themselves or an inordinately lower view of themselves. That suggests that,
like the imago dei, the self-image requires restoration and renewal through the power of
the Holy Spirit.
In the redemptive process, the imago dei is restored in human beings and in the
church as the people of God. This is what I have referred to as spiritual formation. Another
important part of the redemptive process is the restoration of the self-image. Much like
spiritual formation, the restoration of the self-image is also the product of the Holy Spirit’s
work and of our participation through spiritual discipline. As I have already argued, the
restoration of the self-image involves restoring our conception of ourselves and of our
communities so that it aligns with the gospel’s description of who we are in Christ. Both
the Old and the New Testament direct us toward seeing ourselves in this way. For example,
in Psalm 51 the author reflects on the depth of his own sin and then continues by crying
out for renewal. The author writes, “Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what
is evil in your sight, so that you are proved right when you speak and justified when you
judge.” (Psalm 51:4). 131 From here, the author writes, “Create in me a pure heart, O God,
and renew a steadfast spirit within me. Do not cast me from your presence or take your
Holy Spirit from me.” (Psalm 51:10-11). From a theological standpoint, the desire for
renewal itself is evidence of the Holy Spirit’s work. The author not only desires renewal,
but the author is being directed toward seeking renewal. Another passage in the Old
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Testament that displays evidence of the renewal of the self-image is Psalm 139. In the
second half of the Psalm, the author writes, “I praise you because I am fearfully and
wonderfully made; your works are wonderful, I know that full well.” (Psalm 139:14). This
reflection, too, is evidence of the Holy Spirit’s work within the Psalmist renewing his
perception of himself in light of his relationship with God. In the New Testament, we find
more explicit reference to the renewal of the self-image in light of Christ’s redemptive
work. In Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians, he writes, “Therefore, is anyone is in
Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! All this is from God, who
reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation…” (2
Corinthians 5:17-18). The notion of being made new in Christ is an integral component of
Paul’s theology and alludes to renewal through the power of the Spirit and the merit of
Christ. Like Paul, Peter also alludes the renewal of the self-image. In his first letter he
writes, “As you come to him, the living stone—rejected by men and chosen by God and
precious to him—you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a
holy priesthood offering spiritual sacrifices to God through Jesus Christ.” (1 Peter 2:4-5).
Therefore, as seen all through the narrative of scripture, the redemptive process includes
the renewal of not only the imago dei but the self-image. Furthermore, the renewal of the
self-image is both individual and it is communal.
Implications for Ecclesiology
Having argued that not only is spiritual formation is the restoration of the imago
dei, and having argued that healing is the restoration of the self-image, I will now briefly
outline two of the implications of this for ecclesiology. The first is that the imago dei is
displayed most fully in the church. Fundamentally, the church is the community of
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believers who are united together in Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit. The most
common Greek word that is used in the New Testament in reference to the church is the
word ἐκκλησία (ekklesia). This word is not used in reference to any individual member of
the church but rather in reference to the church as the community of believers. Regarding
the renewal of the image, Hoekema writes, “This suggestion of renewal has an ecclesial
aspect. It does not concern individuals in isolation; it has to do with believers as members
of Christ, and therefore with the church that Christ is sanctifying.” 132 He goes on to write,
“This means that the image of God today is seen in its richest form in Christ together with
his church, or in the church as the body of Christ.” 133 The church is not only the setting in
which the renewal of the image of God takes place, it is the community that most fully
displays the image of God. The second implication is that the church is a community that
is eschatological in nature. Franklin writes, “It is holy as a community elected and justified
by faith in Christ, which the Spirit is sanctifying and drawing toward its anticipated
eschatological holiness.” 134 What Franklin is suggesting is that the church not only exists
to be a witness to the transformative work of God, but it exists to be a community of
formation that is an instrument of God’s kingdom in the world. In the present, the church
is the community that experiences the transformative power of the Holy Spirit and
experiences the blessing of the kingdom of God. Yet, the church is also a community that
anticipates the new creation in which the kingdom of God will be experienced in its
fullness. As a witness to God’s transformative work, the church exists as an invitation into
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life in the kingdom. As Hoekema concludes, “As we live on this earth, we are preparing
for life on God’s new earth…Only eternity will reveal the full significance of what has
been done for Christ here.” 135

The Means By Which the Imago Dei Is Restored
In this project, I have presented a trinitarian theology of human beings that is rooted
in the doctrine of the imago Dei. I have argued that human beings are relational beings who
reflect the fellowship that God enjoys within himself as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. I have
also argued that a trinitarian theology of human beings implies that the church exists as a
community that is called to embody and promote the unconditional love of God. As this
project seeks to facilitate spiritual formation in the context of community, I have argued
that spiritual formation itself is the restoration and the renewal of the image of God. This
restoration and renewal entails being transformed into the likeness of Christ as he is the
image of God. I have also argued that the imago dei is most fully displayed in the church
as the people of God. This leaves the need to address how the imago dei is restored and
renewed in human beings and in the church. Here I will argue that this restoration and
renewal is both the product of the Holy Spirit’s work and our participation with the Spirit
through our spiritual discipline.
The Work of the Holy Spirit
Spiritual formation is result of the Holy Spirit’s work in our lives and our
participation with the Spirit through spiritual discipline. Through the Holy Spirit’s work
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God is involved in the lives of those who are called to be part of the church. The work of
the Holy Spirit is multifaceted, but it is evident in the life of the church in two primary
ways. The first is that, through the power of the Holy Spirit alone, members of the church
are given new spiritual life. In Christian theology this is what is called regeneration. 136 It
is important to distinguish between faith formation and spiritual formation. Faith formation
can be defined as the development of a particular gift of the Holy Spirit, which is the gift
of faith. Spiritual formation, in contrast to faith formation, is the restoration of God’s image
and likeness in human beings and in the church. These two are related but also
distinguished from each other. The second way that the Holy Spirit’s work is evident in the
church is through sanctification. One of the clearest explanations of sanctification is found
in the book of Hebrews. The author describes sanctification in terms of being and
becoming. 137 The member of the church have already been made holy through Christ, and
yet they are slowly and progressively being made holy through the Spirit’s work. This is
another way of describing the process of spiritual formation. This process is primarily the
work of the Holy Spirit, but it is also a process that we participate in. Hoekema argues “The
renewal of the image of God, therefore, is not an experience in which we remain passive,
but one in which we must take an active part. But—and this deserves emphasis—this
renewal is still primarily the work of the Holy Spirit.” 138 The primary emphasis must be
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placed on the ongoing work of the Holy Spirit, but attention must also be drawn toward
our participation with the Spirit through spiritual discipline.

Our Participation in the Spirit
Spiritual formation as the restoration of the imago Dei is primarily the work of the
Holy Spirit in the members of the church. However, our spiritual formation is the product
of the Holy Spirit’s work and our participation with the Spirit through spiritual discipline.
When reflecting on this, Foster writes, “The grace of God is unearned and unearnable, but
if we ever expect of grow in grace, we must pay the price of a consciously chosen course
of action which involves both individual and group life. Spiritual growth is the purpose of
the disciplines.” 139 As he suggests, the spiritual disciplines are not about earning the grace
of God, though we sometimes approach them in that way. The spiritual disciplines are an
expression of our faith and our desire for the formation offered through the Spirit. One of
the clearest expressions of this desire is found in the first Psalm. The author writes, “But
his delight is in the law of the LORD, and on his law he mediates day and night.” (Psalm
1:2). In this Psalm, the discipline of mediation and the response of delight exist in the
framework of a reciprocal relationship. The more a person meditates on God’s law, the
more their delight in His law and in God himself will increase. The spiritual disciplines are
an essential component if our desire is to grow spiritually. Paul expresses this when he
writes, “Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I
press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me.” (Philippians 3:12).
Therefore, while spiritual formation is primarily the work of the Holy Spirit, we participate
139
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in the Spirit’s work through practicing the spiritual disciplines as an expression of our joy
in Christ.
Prayer Integral to our Formation
While there are many spiritual disciplines that are formative in different ways, my
focus has been on the practice of prayer. In the context of this project, I am arguing that
the practice of prayer is integral to our spiritual formation and our transformation. Calvin
describes the practice of prayer when he writes, “For there is a kind of intercourse between
God and men, by which, having entered the upper sanctuary, they appear before him and
appeal to his promises, that when necessity requires, they may learn by experience that
what they believed merely on the authority of his word was not in vain.” 140 As Calvin
suggests, the practice of prayer is a relational practice, God is the object of our prayers, it
is a practice that is integral to the growth of our faith, and it is an irreducible part of our
personal formation. There is a difference, however, between prayer and prayerfulness. The
word prayer refers to the act of praying. In our praying we give voice to our emotions, our
needs, and our desires. Prayerfulness, in contrast to the act of praying, refers to the
condition of our heart and the quality of our relationship to God. While prayer is a
discipline that requires practice and learning, prayerfulness is the fruit of our spiritual
formation through prayer. When Paul reflects on prayer, he uses an important word. In his
letter to the Thessalonians he uses the word ἀδιάλειπτος (adialeiptos), which is translated
as without ceasing. 141 As Paul alludes to, there is a difference between prayer and

140

Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 564.

141

1 Thessalonians 5:17.

87

prayerfulness. The act of praying is our intentional action of conversing with, and listening
to, God. Prayerfulness, which Paul describes as praying without ceasing, is a way of living
that is immersed in the presence of God with awareness of his love and his grace. Henri
Nouwen captures the value of prayer for the spiritual life as he writes, “We listen for God
in an attitude of openness of heart, humility of spirit, quietness of soul. We let our mind
descend into our heart and there stand in the presence of God.” 142 While all the spiritual
disciplines are spiritually formative, the practice of prayer is integral to our spiritual
formation as human beings and as the community of believers.
Prayer as an Eschatological Activity
When I reflected on the implications of spiritual formation for ecclesiology, I
argued that the church is an eschatological community. As an eschatological community,
the church exists as a community of formation that is an instrument of God’s kingdom in
the world. In light of this, I will now argue that the practice of prayer itself is an
eschatological activity. As an eschatological activity, prayer is a practice that immerses
believers in kingdom life and forms them spiritually to be kingdom people. The term
eschatological activity comes from eschatology, which is a branch in Christian theology
focused on the doctrine of last things. Hoekema describes eschatology as he writes,
“Christian theology, therefore, involves expectation for the future which is rooted in what
has happened in the past. 143 He continues by describing eschatology as it is presented in
the New Testament when he writes, “What is unique about New Testament eschatology,
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therefore, is that it expects a future consummation of God’s purposes based on Christ’s
victory in the past.” 144 With regard to spiritual formation as the restoration of the imago
dei, an eschatological emphasis draws our attention to the ongoing renewal of the image
through the work of the Spirit and yet the full restoration of the image in the new creation.
As an eschatological activity, the practice of prayer is our participation in that renewal, and
it actively guides and directs us toward our hope for the full renewal of the image in the
new creation. Through prayer we experience fellowship with God, but our fellowship with
God now is merely a foretaste of the fellowship that will have with him in the new creation.
Bavinck writes, “But this fellowship, though in principle it already exists on earth, will
nevertheless be incomparably richer and more glorious when all dividing walls of descent
and language, of time and space, have been leveled, all sin and error have been banished,
and all the elect have been assembled in the new Jerusalem.” 145 Therefore, the church is an
eschatological community of formation that is an instrument of God’s kingdom in the
world, and the practice of prayer is an eschatological activity that directs the church toward
the full renewal of the image of God in the new creation.
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Chapter Four: Research Project and Findings
“All questions that are fundamental to human happiness arise when we ask ourselves this
excruciating question: Where am I? Where am I in relation to God, to myself, and to
others? These are the basic questions to human life. As soon as we answer honestly, we
have begun the spiritual search for God, which is also the search for ourselves.” 146
“We long to know and to be known by God, to love and be loved by God. We strive to be
united with God, to find peace in our troubled lives. We were created to throw ourselves
on God’s mercy and trust wholly in gracious divine love.” 147
Research Methodology and Format
Primary Research Question
The primary purpose of this project was to address the need for transformation and
for healing in the context of the community that I have been called to serve, a community
that had formerly released their pastor through Church Order Article 17. As I have already
discussed, the release of their former minister left the community with the need to heal and
with the desire for transformation. My approach to this project included a survey of
scholarly literature, biblical and theological reflection on spiritual formation as the
restoration of the imago dei, and conducting qualitative research within my ministry
context. Based on my research, I have argued that the practice of prayer is an integral
component of both healing and spiritual formation. While I have argued that spiritual
formation as the restoration of the imago dei, I have argued that healing is the restoration
of the self-image. When practiced in rhythm, the contemplative prayer practices are
transformative practices that lead to the transformation of the self in relation to God, to
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ourselves, and to others in the context of community. Recognizing this, I have argued that
the process of spiritual formation is a relational process that belongs in the context of
community. This understanding is rooted in a trinitarian theology of human beings, which
presents human beings as reflecting God most through relationship. As a result of this
research, I have found that providing an answer to this primary question has led to
uncovering methods that help to facilitate healing and spiritual transformation in
community.
Research Methodology
The methodology that I employed in this project was a combination of practical
theology and qualitative research. In comparison to other disciplines, practical theology
begins with, and examines human experiences. Practical theology seeks to understand how
the gospel is embodied and experienced through the practices of the church. As Swinton
and Mowat eloquently explain, “The discipline of practical theology emerges as a response
to and recognition of the redemptive actions of God-in-the-world and the human
experience which emerges as a response to those actions.” 148 As they suggest, practical
theology is a discipline that emerges as a response to God’s redemptive action, and that
response comes in the form of faithful practical that allow the church to meaningfully
participate in God’s action. They continue by addressing the purpose of practical theology
as they write, “The fundamental aim of Practical Theology is to enable the church to
perform faithfully as it participates in God’s ongoing mission in, to and for the world.” 149
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As a discipline, it shapes the practices of the church to be transformative practices. In this
particular project, my understanding of spiritual formation and the role of prayer within
that formation led to the development of a rhythm of practicing the contemplative prayer
practices for the purpose of experiencing healing and spiritual formation.
Alongside practical theology is qualitative research. While practical theology
emerges as a response to God’s redemptive action, the discipline of qualitative research
attempts to interpret human experience within a given context. John McLeod offers a
helpful definition of qualitative research. He writes, “Qualitative research is a process of
careful, rigorous inquiries into aspects of the social world. It produces formal statements
or conceptual frameworks that provide new ways of understanding the world…” 150 This
definition shaped my project in three primary ways. First, it helped me to understand that
good qualitative research is contextual research. Since this form of research examines
human experiences and relationships, it must examine those experience and relationships
within a given context. Second, since it rigorously examines experience, it includes an
emphasis on narrative and storytelling. There are some in academic setting who will
dismiss this form of research for this reason, but narrative based research is no less credible
or valuable. Third, it places emphasis on knowledge that is practical, and it offers
conceptual frameworks that are transformative. Knowledge that is gained for the sake of
knowledge has little lasting value, but knowledge that is practical in nature produces
transformative practice. Through this process, I have learned that practical theology and
qualitative research exist in relation to each other, and when in dialogue they result in
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transformation. Swinton and Mowat describe this well as they write, “They move us
beyond naive and simplistic assumptions about the world and about human beings and
allow us to explore the inner and often hidden depths of human experience.” 151 Karl Barth,
who has informed much of this project, argues that good theology moves us to worship.
This has been my primary goal in this project, to facilitate spiritual formation and
transformation with the hopes of leading my community toward vibrant worship and life
together.
Research Format
The format of my research project emerged as a byproduct of my experience with
spiritual formation and my desire to facilitate spiritual formation and spiritual
transformation within the context of community. I began to experience a deepening love
and appreciation for the spiritual disciplines during my time with church renewal. When
meeting with my mentor, Chris DeVos, I was encouraged to develop a rhythm of spiritual
practices for the purpose of facilitating spiritual growth. With Chris as my guide, I learned
that the spiritual disciplines are meaningful and transformative when practiced in rhythm
and with intentionality. Furthermore, our meetings provided a safe place to reflect on what
I was learning, and I felt heard, valued, and loved. After church renewal, I joined our
Doctor of Ministry cohort and my love and appreciation for the spiritual disciplines
continued to grow. With Chuck DeGroat as our guide, we practiced the contemplative
prayer practices together. As we prayed and reflected together, I experienced what Brené
Brown describes as connection for the first time. She writes, “I define connection as the
energy that exists between people when they feel seen, heard, and valued; when they can
151
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given and receive without judgement; and when they can derive sustenance and strength
from the relationship.” 152 As I thought deeply about these experiences, and how they were
shaping my spiritual life, I longed to invite those in my ministry context to experience the
same kind of meaningful connection.
The aim of this project was to facilitate healing and spiritual transformation in the
context of community. With that goal in mind, this project invited participants into a
rhythm of practicing the contemplative prayer practices and into small group meetings for
prayer and reflection. The duration for this project was three months, and in those three
months participants practiced two of the contemplative prayer practices. During the first
and the third month, participants practiced lectio divina twice a day through a series of
scripture texts prepared for them. During the second month of the project, the participants
practiced centering prayer twice each day. During each of the months, participants were
encouraged to keep a daily journal for reflection. In addition to practicing the prayer
practices, and keeping a daily journal, the participants were broken into two small groups
for prayer and reflection together. The participants met in their small groups every other
week throughout the research period in order to connect together. The intention of the small
groups was to provide an environment for the participants to share their reflection with
others, to encourage each other, and to spend time in prayer for each other.
As this project involved a rhythmic practice of the contemplative prayer practices,
I chose two practices that I thought would introduce the contemplative prayer practices
well. The first practice that I chose was lectio divina, which is a prayer practiced that leads
us into a more meaningful experience of God through his Word. Lectio divina concerns
152
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our openness to God and his Word. This is the way that David Benner describes the
practice. He writes, “It leads us to a way of understanding and practicing prayer that is
vastly different from how most of us understand and practice it, because it leads us to
opening ourselves to God so God can pray in and through us.” 153 By contrast, the practice
of centering prayer draws us deeper into relationship with God as we rest in his presence.
David Frenette describes the practice when he writes, “It is at the same time a relationship
with God and a discipline to foster that relationship. This method of prayer is a movement
beyond conversation with Christ to communion with him.” 154 Early on in designing the
project, I learned that the contemplative prayer practices were largely unfamiliar to those
in my ministry context. With this unfamiliarity in mind, I chose two practices that provide
an accessible introduction to the contemplative practices.
In selecting participants for this project, I chose to set two criteria. The first criteria
was limiting participation in the project to those who were members of the community. As
this project was designed to facilitate healing and spiritual transformation within the
context of community, I wanted to involve participants who were committed to the
community and its growth. Within the community itself, participation was not limited. I
intentionally chose not to restrict participation, for instance, to those in leadership or those
who currently occupy an active role. As this project was designed for the community, I
wanted to ensure that participation was open to all within the community. The second, and
the most important criteria, was a willingness to participate. In order for the practices to be
transformative, I wanted to identify participants who were willing to commit to the project
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and its design. Benner writes, “Deep prayer that contains a contemplative dimension will
always require hospitality to you deep self—that is, to the deep parts of your self.” 155
Experiencing transformation through the contemplative prayer practices, as Benner writes,
requires hospitality to your deep self. As I learned when gathering a group of participants,
it can be difficult identifying participants who are willing to commit to a journey that
involves contemplative prayer and reflection.
Sources of Data
In order to provide an assessment of this project and of the experience of the
participants, I gathered, analyzed, and synthesized data from three primary sources. The
first source was two interviews that I conducted with the participants. The first interview
was conducted before the research period began, and the second interview was conducted
following the completion of the research period. These interviews allowed me to determine
what the participants learned through the project and what, if anything, had changed
regarding their experience of God, their sense of self, and their experience of others in
community. The second source of data for this project was the journals that the participants
kept for the duration of the research period. As the participants practiced the prayer
practices each day, they recorded their experience of the prayer practices and their
experience of God. The content of their journals provided me with a window into their
daily experience and the ways in which they were experiencing spiritual formation and
transformation. The third source of data came from both interaction and conversation had
in the setting of small groups. Based on the number of participants, I put together two small
groups that met every other week throughout the research period. Our small group meetings
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involved a time of prayer and an open discussion regarding their experience. Each source
of data provided valuable insight and contributed to the formulation of an answer to the
primary question.
Findings
The research methodology that I used in this project generated an abundance of
data that contributed to answering the primary research question. Each source of data
provided helped to provide meaningful insight into each participant’s experience. As I
sifted through the data and began compiling what I learned, I organized the data into two
primary categories. The first was their experience of the contemplative prayer practices.
This project provided valuable insight into the participants’ experience with the prayer
practices and their role within spiritual formation and transformation. Through my
research, I learned that the contemplative prayer practices are an essential component of
spiritual formation and transformation. Furthermore, I learned that the practice of prayer
itself is a catalyst for growth in awareness of God, self, and others. The second category
was spiritual formation and community. This project resulted in a genuinely new way of
understanding spiritual formation, and it provided insight into facilitating spiritual
formation in the context of community. I chose to group spiritual formation and community
together as I have learned that spiritual formation is relational, and spiritual formation
occurs within the context of community.
The Contemplative Prayer Practices
At the heart of this project were the contemplative prayer practices. Not only are
they an integral component of spiritual formation, but the practice of praying itself is
essential for faith formation and for growing in awareness of God, self, and others in
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community. For the purpose of this project, I chose to place my primary focus on lectio
divina and centering prayer. There are other prayer practices that are considered to be
contemplative, but my experience with these two expressions of prayer led me to integrate
them into my project. As part of my project, I defined the contemplative prayer practices
as those practices which are reflective in nature. Through the project, and the sources of
data that I drew from, I learned more about the role of the practices in the process of
spiritual formation. Richard Foster describes the impact of prayer on the spiritual life when
he writes, “To pray is to change. Prayer is the central avenue God uses to transform us. If
we are unwilling to change, we will abandon the prayer as a noticeable characteristic of
our lives.” 156 What I found is that this is the way that prayer was experienced in this project,
which led to distilling three truths about prayer.
1. Prayer is an Invitation from God
Based on what I heard in conversations that I had with the participants, and based
on the content of their journals, I have come to understand the practice of prayer itself as
an invitation from God. For myself and for those who participated in this project, this was
a genuinely new way of understanding prayer. David Benner describes prayer as an
invitation from God when he writes, “But always the invitation from God to us is the
same—to turn to God with whatever measure of openness and trust we have, and to allow
God’s life to flow into ours.” 157 The way that he describes prayer is the way that we began
to experience prayer. This experience caused me to turn back to the creation narrative. The
author depicts God walking through the garden, calling out to Adam and Eve, where are
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you? 158 God desires our fellowship, and because God desires our fellowship he offers us
an invitation to fellowship with him. The practice of prayer, in its many forms, is one of
the ways that this invitation is presented to us. When we enter into a rhythm of practicing
prayer, we make the conscious choice to come out of hiding to be with God. Prayer is not
only an invitation presented to us, but also a response to, and an active awareness of, God’s
presence which is always with us. In this way, the practice of prayer is a form of consenting
to the abiding presence of God.
“As grace begins to seep into those places of former brokenness, we begin to
experience the fullness of life that exists in God.” 159 This is how Amanda experienced
through prayer. When she first considered joining the project, she was admittedly hesitant
and fearful. Deep down she knew that participating had the potential to be both meaningful
and transformative. The more she thought about the project, the more she became aware
that something was holding her back. In one of our conversations she began to openly
reflect on some of the wounds that still caused her pain. It became clear that those wounds
could be traced back to her childhood experience with her family. She longed to be heard,
to be understood, and to have her experience validated. As we processed her experience
together, she began feeling as though God was inviting her into a journey of healing.
Recognizing this as an invitation from God was hard because she knew that being open
and inviting God to draw near would be painful. She was open enough to share that she felt
shame and that her shame was causing her to hide and withdraw. Together we recognized
that shame wants us to withdraw and keep us from healing and wholeness. God’s invitation
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was an invitation into an experience of grace and an offer of life that is only available in
him. While practicing centering prayer, she wrote in her journal, “I will doubt no more!
Praise the name of the Lord our God. Praise his name forevermore! There is healing in the
name of Jesus!” This was written at a time when she began to experience healing from her
wounds, silencing the shame voice that had been diminishing her joy. For Amanda, healing
included facing her family and being honest about her experience. Those conversations are
never easy, but they are part of the healing process. Through the project she continued to
express that it was God inviting her into this journey and that God’s invitation came int he
form of a rhythm of prayer.
I am with you. This is the theme that characterized Erin’s experience of this project
and of the contemplative practices. In the midst of a season of change and disorientation,
Erin heard the same message from God continually. She heard I am with you. During her
times of prayer and of reflection, God invited her into his presence to rest and to be still
and know that he is God with us, he is Immanuel. This message from God, received through
prayer, was his invitation to her at a time when she needed it most. When we reflected on
her experience of the project together, she shared that this project came at a time when she
needed it most. During a time of disorientation and change, she craved closeness and
intimacy with God, which is what prayer offers. When she reflected on her experience with
the prayer practices, she wrote, “You are my first true love. I am fully known and loved by
you.” Being invited into the presence of God through prayer became a transformational
experience in her life. Receiving the invitation from God allowed her to slowly come out
of hiding to be with God, and when she did she began to grow in openness and become
more vulnerable. When immersed in the presence of God, he continued to remind her, I am
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with you. The more that Erin practiced the contemplative prayer practices, the more she
enjoyed them and looked forward to her times of prayer. She described the whole
experience as a meaningful opportunity to listen to God and find rest in him.
2. Prayer that is Transformational Requires Openness and Authenticity
Through the experiences of those who participated in this project I learned that
prayer has the potential to be transformational when it includes openness and authenticity.
Prayer itself is an invitation extended to us from God, and our response to that invitation is
to turn to God with the measure of openness that we have. Not all of the participants had
the same capacity to be open with God, but we learned together that openness and
authenticity grows as we experience God’s unconditional love and grace. Some of the
participants came into the project with the specific goal of growing in openness and
authenticity, knowing that this was an area in their life where they were getting stopped.
Through their experience, I learned that experiencing transformation through the Spirit
depends on our openness and authenticity. When reflecting on this, Benner writes, “This
is why prayer holds the possibility of being so transformational. Of course, through prayer
God can touch the world. But first and foremost, through prayer God touches and changes
us. We become whole as we learn to live in openness before God.” 160 The more open we
are with God in prayer the more our capacity for openness and authenticity will grow. The
fruit of that openness and authenticity is experiencing closeness and intimacy with God
and with others in the context of community. It became clear that the prayer practices were
experienced this way in this projected.
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When Henri Nouwen reflects on the unconditional love of God, he writes, “God
loves us not because of what we do or accomplish, but because God has created and
redeemed us in love and has chosen us to proclaim that love as the true source of all human
life.” 161 Taylor shared that this was not her experience of herself. In her childhood home,
love was conditional, and it was performance based. Growing up in that environment
shaped her view of herself and it shaped her experience of God. Being shaped in this way,
Taylor approached her spiritual life the same way she approached the relationships in her
life. Her devotional life, like her relationships, was largely performance based. For many
years her sense of personal worth or valued was rooted in her ability to earn love. This all
began to change when she began practicing the contemplative prayer practices. Taylor was
one of the participants who entered into the project with previous experience with the
contemplative practices. Through them she began to experience love from God as unearned
and unearnable. Experiencing love in this way began to change her sense of self personal
worth and value. During the project she admitted to feeling a growing tension within
herself. Her rhythm of prayer allowed her to experience God’s love, yet she felt a selfimposed pressure to pray longer and journal more. Like others, she experienced a sense of
shame and guilt that impacted her to relationship to God, herself, and others. That shame
and guilt diminished her joy and sense of purpose. In one of our conversations she shared
that her response to shame is almost always the same. When she feels shame she hides, and
she withdraws. As we talked about what transformation might look like in her life, she
described herself as one who truly knows that she is loved unconditionally by God and
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others. The path toward living such a life, as she learned through this project, was bringing
all of herself into her practice of prayer. In other words, the way to heal from shame is to
have the courage to be open and authentic. Taylor is experiencing spiritual formation as
ongoing in her life, and she is slowly and progressively learning to live as one who is loved
unconditional by God.
Much like Taylor, Ryan learned that prayer that is transformational requires
openness and authenticity. Ryan entered the project with the hope of improving his
devotional rhythm and deepening his spiritual life. Prior to participating in this project he
did not haven an established rhythm, and he did not dedicate too much time to his spiritual
and devotional life. Knowing that his current devotional life was not forming him
spiritually, he made the commitment to join the project with the encouragement of his
family. As he wrote in his journal, his experience of the prayer practices was exciting, and
they helped him to gain new insight into God and his Word. He shared that he approached
the project like a Bible study at first, learning as much as possible in his times of prayer
and reflection. As the project progressed, his hunger to spend time in God’s Word grew
and his times of prayer and reflection became more personal. Practicing centering prayer
was difficult for him. He admitted that he often entered into the practice with a negative
view of himself, thinking about how unworthy he felt to enter into God’s presence. Initially,
this had an impact on his experience of the practice. The more that he tried centering prayer,
the more he began to experience God gradually drawing near to him in grace. At first this
experienced was a trigger for the shame that he felt. The negative view that he maintained
of himself resisted the grace of God. As his practice deepened, his experience began to
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change. Like Taylor, Ryan felt the Spirit forming him spiritually when he was open and
willing to bring all of himself into his times of prayer.
3. The Contemplative Prayer are Learned and Require Practice
As I learned that the contemplative prayer practices are an invitation from God to
enjoy fellowship with him, and as I learned that prayer that is transformational requires us
to be open and authentic, I learned that prayer is something that we learn and requires
practice. Most of the participants were unfamiliar with these practices prior to participating
in this project. With that in mind, I offered an introduction to each practice prior to the
beginning the research period. During the research period, I found that there were moments
where our conversations were focused on the basic guidelines for the practices and how to
improve our practice of them. I found that these conversations were helpful, and they aided
the experience of the participants. When reflecting on my own experience with these
practices, my understanding and my practice of them has been shaped by those who I have
read. Thomas Keating provides wisdom and guidance for centering prayer in his book,
Intimacy With God. David Benner introduces the practice of lectio divina in his book,
Opening To God. When reading their books, it becomes clear that their own understanding
of the practices are the product of years of experience and practice. Many of the participants
were trying these practices for the first time.
The first and third months of research were months of practicing lectio divina. After
comparing the participants’ experience in the first and third month, it became clear that
there was growth and learning in their practice of prayer. The growth and learning that they
experience in their practice of prayer was evident as their reflections became more personal
and less objective. In the first month, I found that our conversations were largely focused
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on the scripture texts that we were praying through, and I often had to guide the
conversation into personal reflection. Many of the initial conversations felt like Bible
studies, noting the truth and insight that was being discovered in the text. The practice of
lectio divina was, in a meaningful way, feeding their hunger for God’s Word and for God
himself. As our conversations progressed, they shifted more and more toward personal
reflection. What I found is that the participants were not only growing in their prayer
practices, but they were also experiencing growth in their capacity for deeper and more
personal reflection. When I read through their journals, I began reading reflections that
were deeply meaningful. After praying through Psalm 23, Henry wrote, “I am one of his
sheep and he cares for me as an individual as well as part of a larger community of sheep,
all within his goodness and mercy.” As Amanda prayed through 1 Peter, she wrote, “Help
me, Lord, to be joyful and to continue to put my trust in you when times of testing and
trials come so that my faith may be strengthened.” As Taylor prayed through Psalm 139,
she wrote, “I picture God my father holding me in his arms and singing over me. Sometimes
I can almost hear a deep and joyful voice.” Seeing the growth in the participants, growth
that was evident in their personal reflections and in our conversations, I have learned that
the contemplative prayer practices are learned through practice and reflection.
While the participants practiced lectio divina during the first and the third month,
the participants practiced centering prayer in the third month. It was clear immediately that
they experienced this practice as a greater challenge. In our conversations, as we compared
both of the practices, they noted that lectio divina seemed more accessible because of its
guidelines and structure. When praying through scripture, they knew what was expected of
them. The practice of centering prayer, however, challenged their understanding of the
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purpose of prayer and initially felt uncomfortable. When examining their journal entries,
all of the participants, in several of their entries, noted the difficulty of the practice. In one
of our conversations, Brooke expressed just how difficult the practice was for her. She
often found herself becoming frustrated and easily agitated while practicing centering
prayer. Part of that frustration was rooted in her inability to find undisturbed time to be in
silence and solitude. When she noted herself getting distracted, she felt shame and she
began questioning whether or not the practice could be meaningful. Others felt the same
for the first few weeks, until they began experiencing a change in their experience. Lauren
began experiencing centering prayer differently when she began experiencing God’s
presence more meaningfully, feeling a sense of fullness through the Holy Spirit. Elaine
began to notice a feeling of intimacy with God as she became increasingly attentive to
God’s voice. As Amanda continued to practice centering prayer, she experienced God
calling her to place her trust in him and she began feeling secure in God’s presence. Based
on the participants’ reflection and experience, I have learned that centering prayer, like
lectio divina, is a practice that requires learning and practice.
Spiritual Formation and Community
As the contemplative prayer practices were at the heart of this project, the overall
goal was to facilitate healing and spiritual formation within the context of community.
Through my research, I have learned that the contemplative prayer practices are an
essential component to spiritual formation. I have also come to define spiritual formation
as the restoration of the imago Dei in human beings and in the church as the people of God.
I have also come to see the imago Dei as being displayed most fully in the church as the
people of God. When reflecting on the church, Patrick Franklin writes, “In this sense, the
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church community images the Trinity and God’s own trinitarian life becomes a model for
human relationships in the church.” 162 As God is a relational God, and as human beings
are relational beings, the church is a relational community that is called into a fellowship
that is modelled after the fellowship God enjoys within himself. As I have learned, spiritual
formation occurs within the church as the people of God, and as the people of God are
called into fellowship with God and with each other through the power of the Holy Spirit.
Based on my research within the context of my ministry context, I have distilled three truths
regrading spiritual formation and community.
1. Spiritual Formation and Spiritual Transformation Are Distinct
One of my primary goals in this research project was to learn more about the nature
of spiritual formation and transformation. Based on my research, I have learned that
spiritual formation and spiritual transformation are distinct from each other. Based on my
biblical and theological research, I have come to understand spiritual formation as a lifelong process that is at work in us through the Holy Spirit and through our spiritual
discipline. In his book on the doctrine of the imago Dei, Hoekema emphasizes the life-long
nature of spiritual formation. He writes, “It is not until the time of the final glorification of
man that the renewal of the image of God will be brought to completion. This perfection
of the image will be the culmination of God’s plan for his redeemed people.” 163 It is part
of the plan of God to perfect his image in us, but this perfection will not be complete in
this life. Spiritual transformation, on the other hand, is an experience through which our
relationship to God, ourselves, and others is significantly altered. This is the way that Shults
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and Sandage describe transformation. As I have discovered in this research project, it is
possible to experience the work of the Spirit as an ongoing work without having a
transformational experience. This became evident in the experience of the participants as
some of them shared transformational experiences, while others celebrated the work of the
Spirit without noting a transformational experience.
When I first met Elaine, her love for prayer and for the spiritual disciplines was
clear. She has been a leader in our church community’s prayer ministry for many years,
and she maintains an intentional rhythm of devotional practices. In one of our earliest
conversations, she shared her conviction that our church community should consider
church renewal. After approaching Elaine for participation in this project, she shared her
hopes for our church community and expressed that she wanted to be part of our renewal.
From the beginning, Elaine had a heart for the church as a community and for relationships
within our community. As she reflected on her experience with the project, she noted
significant growth in her devotional and spiritual life. Lectio divina was a meaningful
practice for her, as she has a deep love for the Word of God. In one of our conversations,
she shared how she often spent extended periods of time in the text. One of her reservations
with the practice was with the brevity of each passage chosen for the participants. She
expressed concern for scriptural context, which led her to take time to reading each of the
passage in their full context before praying on a select few verses. Centering prayer was a
practice that was new to her, and her initial experience was that the practice was difficult.
With practice she began to experience God’s presence meaningfully. She experienced what
Augustine expressed when he wrote, “But thou wert more inward to me than my most
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inward part; and higher than my highest.” 164 Both of these practices were deeply
meaningful to her, and they were a meaningful part of her ongoing formation. Despite
having an experience of the ongoing work of the Spirit, Elaine expressed that she did not
have a transformational experience.
In Life Together, Bonhoeffer writes, “Prayer means nothing else but the readiness
and willingness to receive and appropriate the Word, and what is more, to accept it in one’s
personal situation, particular tasks, decisions, sins, and temptations.” 165 In many ways, this
was Lauren’s experience of the contemplative prayer practices and of the project as a
whole. Lectio divina was one of the practices that she had some experience with coming
into the project. In the context of this project, she expressed that her experience was
meaningful and spiritually formative. In her journal she finishes almost every entry with a
short personal reflection. These reflections gave a window into her daily experience, which
was a meaningful experience. In one of her entries, she wrote, “Let me always run to you,
Lord. Your light exposes our dark, hidden places. We are always found by you.” One of
the ways in which she experienced the Spirit’s work was through growth in self-awareness,
as her journal entry alluded to. As Lauren practiced the practice of centering prayer, she
experienced it as a meaningful opportunity to listen to God and to rest in him. In one of our
conversations, she described her experience as feeling full and satisfied in the presence of
God. One of the lasting impacts of this practice was growing in her ability to slow down
and attend to God’s word and God’s presence. Like Elaine, Lauren described the project
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as being spiritually formative but not necessarily resulting in transformation. She expressed
that God was leading her towards a transformation, but that did not happen within the
context of this project. Based on their experiences, and the experience of others in this
project, I have learned that spiritual formation and transformation are distinct from each
other.
2. We Are Responsible For Our Own Learning and Growth
As I have learned concerning spiritual formation and spiritual transformation, they
are the product of the Holy Spirit’s work in us and our participation with the spirit through
the spiritual disciplines. Based on the experience of the participants, I learned that we are
responsible for our own growth. Experiencing spiritual formation and transformation
through the spiritual practices requires openness and authenticity, continued learning with
the practices themselves, and our intentionality and commitment. This is what Shults
argues when he writes, “In and through faith, we are called to a life of prayerful tending to
the presence of the Spirit of wisdom, responding and inviting others to respond to the
invitation to intimacy with God.” 166 The call of God that is presented to each of us is to a
life of prayerfully tending to the presence of the Spirit. This call requires a personal
response. While the call, according to Shults, is presented in the context of relationship
with others, there is a personal dimension to this call. Bavinck expresses this when he
writes, “Sanctification is both a gift and a task.” 167 As a gift, sanctification, or our spiritual
formation, is the work of the Holy Spirit in us and in our community. As a task, our spiritual
formation includes our commitment to that formation and to the community we are part of.
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This projected offered the participants an invitation into small groups for prayer and
reflection, but those gathering for prayer and reflection were meaningful when each
participant recognized their responsibility for their own learning.
After being invited to participate in the research project, I conducted an initial
interview with the participants. In those conversations it became clear that each participant
had specific goals for their faith-life, and they knew that accomplishing those goals would
require their own commitment to their growth. For instance, Amanda expressed that one
of her goals was to grow in her capacity for reflection and her ability to be more authentic
within the community. As she reflected on her goals, she felt as though she made significant
progress through her commitment to her daily rhythm and her courage to reflect openly
with her small group. Amanda is one of the leaders in our community, so it was
encouraging to witness her courage to be open an honest in the small group setting. It was
obvious that this was not easy for her, but she was committed to the goal she had set for
herself. Darryl’s experience was much like Amanda’s. He had clear goals for his faith-life.
One of his goals was to develop a more meaningful and more intention rhythm of
devotional practices. He admitted that this project was not easy, as maintaining a healthy
work-life balance has been challenging. With the help and the encouragement of his small
group he was able to make significant progress in maintaining a consistent devotional
practice. In one of our conversations, he noted the importance of his own commitment to
his own goals. During the project, he also learned the importance of giving himself grace.
After all, the disciplines were designed for our joy. Taylor also learned to giver herself
grace within her commitment to the daily practices. She came into the project with the goal
of developing her devotional life by trying new practices. She admitted, though, that she
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experienced self-imposed pressure as her false-self derived value from performance. Both
Darryl and Taylor learned to release their own expectations in order to experience increased
joy and fellowship with God.
When the project began, Ryan was not necessarily able to name clear goals
regarding his faith-life, but he knew that his devotional rhythm needed work, and he knew
that he wanted to grow spiritually. He experienced growth through the project, and that
growth was evident in our small groups meetings as we reflected together. He often came
to the meetings with insightful reflection and intriguing questions that he was wondering
about. This was encouraging to see in him. As the project continued, however, Ryan began
to experience a fatigue with the project and with his rhythm. In fact, in one of our
conversations following the research period, he expressed that the project slowly became
a chore. He noted that the spiritual disciplines can be difficult and require commitment and
intentionality. According to Ryan, growing his commitment to a daily rhythm of practices
has become one of his primary goals for his faith-life. Like Ryan, Brooke also experienced
fatigue in the project with time. For her, that fatigue began to settle in with the practice of
centering prayer. The practice of lectio divina was an exciting practice for her, but she
experience centering prayer as hard, which began turning the project into an obligation.
She noted that centering prayer was a challenge because finding undisturbed time was
difficult. When reflecting on this, she noted that she experienced disappointment within
herself, and even shame because of the challenges she faced in the project. Like Ryan,
Brooke’s goal is to work towards maintaining an intentional rhythm of devotional
practices. The experiences of those who participated made it clear that spiritual formation
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and spiritual transformation is the work of the Holy Spirit in us, but it is also the product
of our commitment to that formation.
3. Spiritual formation and Healing take place within the context of community
In Life Together, Bonhoeffer writes, “Let him who cannot be alone beware of
community. He will only do harm to himself and to the community.” 168 He goes on to write,
“But the reverse is also true: Let him who is not in community beware of being alone. Into
the community you were called, the call was not meant for you alone…” 169 As this project
was designed to facilitate both healing and spiritual formation in the context of community,
I learned that being connected in community is an essential component of healing and
spiritual formation. Spiritual formation is the product of the Holy Spirit’s work and our
participation with the Spirit through spiritual discipline, but spiritual formation also occurs
through our being connected to God and others in community. We are formed spiritually
when we know God and are known by God, and we are formed when we know others and
are known by others. Through opening ourselves to God, we allow the grace of God to
begin to seep into places of brokenness within us. Through opening ourselves to others, we
begin to embrace vulnerability which is the path through shame. When reflecting on the
way that God relates within himself as a trinitarian God, Curt Thompson writes, “The
loving relationship shared between the Father, Son, and Spirit is the ground on which all
other models of life and creativity rest. In this relationship of constant self-giving,
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vulnerable and joyful love, shame has no oxygen to breathe.” 170 Therefore, as I have
learned, both healing and spiritual formation occur within the context of community.
When reflecting on the role of community within the journey of healing from our
wounds and our woundedness, I learned that healing occurs through knowing God and
being known by God, and it occurs through knowing others and being known by others.
When I met with each of the participants before beginning research, they each reflected
openly regarding their experience coming into a project designed to connect them
meaningfully with others. What I discovered was that there were two different positions
held by the participants. Five of the participants expressed their excitement and hopefulness
for the small group meetings and for times of reflection with the other participants. The
four other participants in the project were open and honest about their reservations and
their anxiety. I was not surprised by these two different responses. Being open and honest
about our experience requires courage. Furthermore, as this was a community in the
process of healing, there were still relationships within the community with unresolved
conflict and resentment. When I was sharing this design of this project with the
congregation, several of the members of the community refused to join for this very reason.
What I also found, though, was that those who expressed their reservations had hope that
healing was possible within the community. Brooke, for instance, expressed her desire for
our community to become a more warm and welcoming community. Henry expressed his
desire for our community to become a more connected community. Franklin gives voice
to what we hope for when he writes, “By participating in the Spirit, Christians share
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together in the trinitarian love of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.” 171 This is not only what
we hope for, but also what God calls us to in his Word. While shame wants nothing more
than to keep us in isolation, healing invites us into relationships that are characterized by
mutuality and connection.
As healing occurs within the context of community as we know God and are known
by God and as we know others and are known by others, spiritual formation also occurs in
the context of community through relationship. As I have already noted, there were two
different responses from the participants when being invited into small groups for prayer
and reflection. There were some who expressed their excitement, while others expressed
their reservations. As I heard from all the participants following the research period,
meeting in small groups became the most meaningful aspect of the research project.
Through their reflection, I gained insight into what made these small group meetings so
formative. First, they were able to establish trust in their small groups, and being open and
honest requires trust. Trust was built through holding in confidence what was shared in the
small group times, and trust was built through the experience of being heard and being
valued. Regrading trust, I learned through the participants that trust is hard to earn and easy
to break. When trust is broken, connecting meaningful becomes difficult. Second, I learned
that the small groups provided a safe place for authenticity. Brené Brown defines
authenticity as “The choice to be honest. The choice to let our true selves be seen.” 172 The
small groups provided a setting for the true self to be seen, to be heard, and to be valued.
Through their experience, however, I learned that full authenticity does not always mean
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full disclosure. When we are connecting within the context of community, we find safe
places where we are free to share ourselves with others, and we share things that we would
not necessarily share with the community at large. Spiritual formation takes place in
community when we are open with God and with others, and when we allow our true selves
to be seen, to be heard, and to be valued.
Conclusion
This research project set out to address the need for healing and transformation
within a community that has experienced lasting wounds after releasing their pastor from
ministry. It has been my goal to facilitate healing and transformation by inviting members
of the community to enter into a rhythm of practicing the contemplative prayer practices
and by reflecting together in small groups. My approach to this project as a whole included
a survey of scholarly literature, a biblical and theological reflection on spiritual formation
as the restoration of the imago dei, and conducting qualitative research in the context of
my ministry context. As the fruit of the research project, I have argued that the
contemplative prayer practices are an essential component of both healing and spiritual
formation. I have also argued that the contemplative prayer practices lead to the
transformation of the self in relation to God, self, and others when practiced in rhythm.
Based on my research, I have come to understand spiritual formation as relational and as
belonging in the context of community. This conclusion is grounded in a trinitarian
theology of human beings, which understands human beings as reflecting God most
through relationship. I hope that this learning will not only help our community to continue
the healing process, but I hope it will be a blessing to other communities as well.
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Chapter Five: Spiritual Vibrancy and Vitality in the Church
“The church is the community that God establishes to embody and promote God’s
reconciliatory purposes among human beings. It is the place where redeemed and
reconciled human beings live with and for each other “in Christ” in the unity and power
of the Holy Spirit.” 173
“The more genuine and the deeper our community becomes, the more will everything
else between us recede, the more clearly and purely will Jesus Christ and his work
become the one and only thing that is vital between us. We have one another only
through Christ, but through Christ we do have one another, wholly, and for all
eternity.” 174

Research Project Overview
Project Purpose and Format
The primary purpose of this Doctor of Ministry research project was the address
the need for healing and spiritual formation within my ministry context. For the purpose of
this project, there was one primary question that I was responding to. That question was:
How might a rhythmic practice of the contemplative prayer practices facilitate healing and
spiritual formation within the context of community? My approach to answering this
question was comprised of both practical theology and qualitative research conducted
within my ministry context. Qualitative research was conducted by gathering together a
group of participants and leading them through a rhythm of practicing two of the
contemplative pray practices. For the purpose of this project, research was gathered over
the course of a three-month period. In the first and third month of the project the
participants practiced lectio divina through a series of provided scripture texts. During the
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second month, the participants practiced centering prayer. This is a practice that involves
both consenting to and resting in the presence of God. In addition to committing to a daily
rhythm of practicing prayer and journaling, the participants were divided into two small
groups for prayer and reflection together. As the goal of this project was to facilitate healing
and spiritual formation within the context of community, the small group setting provided
a setting where openness and vulnerability was encouraged.
Defining Spiritual Formation and Spiritual Transformation
The purpose and design of this research project was rooted in biblical and
theological reflection regarding the nature of spiritual formation and spiritual
transformation. My research led to offering a definition for both of these concepts. Based
on that research, I defined spiritual formation as the restoration of the imago Dei in human
beings and in the church as the people of God. This definition is rooted in a trinitarian
theology of human beings. A trinitarian theological anthropology presents human beings
as reflecting God’s image and likeness most through being invited into relationship with
God and others. As God is an intrinsically relational being, human beings are also
intrinsically relational beings. Despite falling into sin, I have argued that the imago Dei has
not been lost. Rather, the imago Dei requires restoration and renewal in human beings and
in the church. This renewal is the process of spiritual formation. I have also made the
argument that the restoration of the imago Dei is primarily the work of the Holy Spirit,
though we participate in that restoration through the disciplines of the spiritual life.
Understanding spiritual formation in this way led to offering a definition of spiritual
transformation. For the purpose of this project, I have come to define spiritual
transformation as an experience within the life-long process of spiritual formation through
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which our relationship to God, ourselves, and others is significantly altered. Based on what
I learned through my research, I have presented spiritual formation and spiritual
transformation as distinct from each other. Despite being distinct from each other, they
hold in common that they are both the product of the Holy Spirit’s work in us and our
response through spiritual discipline.
The Contemplative Prayer Practices
As the contemplative prayer practices have been an integral component to this
research project, I have come to define prayer as an eschatological activity. An
eschatological activity is any activity that guides and directs human beings to their telos,
or to their end. According to biblical theology, our telos is to bring God glory through
enjoying fellowship with him and with others. Through the contemplative prayer practices,
we are actively guided toward this telos in community. Henri Nouwen writes, “Prayer is
the language of the Christian community. In prayer the nature of the community becomes
visible because in prayer we direct ourselves to the one who forms the community.” 175
Nouwen continues by writing, “By prayer, community is created as well as expressed.
Prayer is first of all the realization of God’s presence in the midst of his people and,
therefore, the realization of community itself.” 176 As I have maintained in this project,
spiritual formation is a relational journey. As a relational journey, our spiritual formation
involves our being drawn into deeper and more meaningful relationships with God and
others. Therefore, the contemplative practices are an integral component of spiritual
formation, and they belong in the context of community since they contribute the formation
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of community. Patrick Franklin describes community well when he writes, “It is the social
context in which redeemed human persons practice and live out intentionally, concretely,
and holistically their restored relationships with God and others.” 177 The contemplative
prayer practices are an integral component of our being formed to be this kind of
community.

A Vision for Spiritual Vibrancy in the Church
During my time in church renewal I worked through some important concepts
relating to my spiritual formation and growth, and having a coach to guide me through
those concepts was something that I am grateful for. One of the aspects of church renewal
that continues to help me learn and grow was the naming of my guiding principles. Our
guiding principles are the product of our deeply held beliefs, values, and convictions
regarding our faith life. There are three main principles that guide my daily life. The first
is my commitment to lifelong learning. I have been learning that our spiritual formation
requires an intentional commitment to that growth. The second is to always treat others as
image bearers of God. This principle expresses a commitment to loving others and entering
into meaningful relationships in community. The third, and the one that has guided my
work in this project, is to be an agent of healing and wholeness for others. I have felt a deep
sense of calling to be part of the formation of others, which is a response to the investment
others have made in my growth and formation. Recognizing that God has surrounded me
with a loving community, I have grown in my desire to invest into the learning and growth
of others. It has been my primary goal in this project to facilitate healing and spiritual
177
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formation in the context I have been called to serve, but I hope that my learning will be
able to reach beyond the boundaries of my ministry context. I have hope for the future of
the church as it participates in the mission of God, and I want to be part of leading the
church toward wholeness and spiritual vibrancy and vitality.
While this project was primarily concerned with healing and spiritual formation
within my ministry context, I want to conclude this project by offering biblical and
theological guidance for the church for experiencing spiritual vibrancy and vitality.
Spiritual vibrancy itself is defined in different ways in scholarly literature, but I would like
to offer a vision for vibrancy and vitality in the church. I define a spiritually vibrant
community as a community that is rooted in the word of God, committed to the spiritual
practices, connected through meaningful relationships, and is actively participating in the
mission of God. The definition rests of the biblical and theological foundation of the church
as a pneumatological community that is formed and constituted through the power of the
Holy Spirit. As I conclude this project, I will show how the church in the New Testament
is the temple of the Holy Spirit and the eschatological fulfilment of the people of God in
the Old Testament. After portraying the church as the temple of the Holy Spirit, I will
reflect on some of the theological implications as the church participates in the mission of
God. I will then offer some guidance that I hope will lead the church toward experiencing
spiritual vibrancy and vitality as it participates in the mission of God.
The Church As The Temple of the Holy Spirit
From a Biblical and theological standpoint, the church is a pneumatological
community that is formed and constituted through the power of the Holy Spirit. This
becomes clear when examining Old and New Testament theology. In the Old Testament,
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the church is depicted as the people of God who have been invited into a covenantal
relationship with God. Concerning that relationship, Walther Eichrodt writes, “The concept
in which Israelite thought gave definitive expression to the binding of the people of God
and by means of which they established firmly from the start the particularity of their
knowledge of him was the covenant.” 178 That the church is a covenantal community is
expressed in the Old Testament narrative. In the Hebrew text, there are two primary words
that are used most commonly to refer to the church. The first is the word ( קָ הָ לqahal), which
is translated as assembly. 179 This word is not only used to refer to a gathering but also to
the act of gathering. The second is the Hebrew word ‘( ﬠֵדָ הedah), which is translated as
congregation. 180 This Hebrew word refers more concretely to the church as the people of
179F

God who have been gathered together. Both terms are used throughout the narrative to refer
to the church as the covenantal people of God. One of the places we see the church gathered
and depicted as covenantal community most clearly is in the book of Exodus, when the
people of God were gathered at the base of Mount Sinai. 181 In this part of the narrative,
180F

God establishes a covenant with his people and God’s glory fills the Tabernacle. The most
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In the book of Exodus, the people of God are gathered at the base of mount Sinai from Exodus
19 to the end of the book in chapter 40. This part of the narrative begins with God establishing a covenant
with his people and giving them the Law, and the narrative ends with the glory of God filling the
Tabernacle.
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When we make the transition to the New Testament narrative, it becomes evident
that a covenantal relationship with God continues to be a distinguishing feature of the
church as the people of God. However, the church is invited into a new covenantal
relationship with God in Christ. This new covenant in Christ fulfills the Old Testament
covenant, making the church in the New Testament the eschatological fulfillment of the
church in the Old Testament. When writing about the church as a community in Christ,
Bonhoeffer writes, “Christianity means community through Jesus Christ and in Jesus
Christ. No Christian community is more or less than this. Whether it be a brief, single
encounter or the daily fellowship of years, Christian community is only this.” 182 Through
the new covenant in Christ, the church has been united to Christ and has been bound
together through the power of the Holy Spirit. The Greek text, there are two words that are
most commonly used to refer to the church. The first is the Greek word ἐκκλησία
(ekklesia), which is translated literally as congregation. 183 The second Greek word is the
word πλήρωμα (pleroma), which is literally translated as fullness. 184 While the first terms
is a more general term referring to the church, the second is often used to describe the
church as the fullness of Christ. Patrick Franklin writes, “The Spirit’s presence in the
church is unique because here the Spirit draws people into the manifest presence of God
and points them simultaneously to the concrete revelation of God in Jesus Christ.” 185 In
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this way, the church is a pneumatological community that is the eschatological fulfillment
of the Old Testament church.
Old and New Testament theology come together and are synthesized as the church
is depicted as the temple of the Holy Spirit. When examining New Testament ecclesiology,
it is clear that this is one of many ways of describing the church. The church is depicted in
this way in the Pauline Epistles, 186 and is one of the features of Pauline theology, 187 but is
also found in Peter’s first letter to the church. One of the key features of Peter’s first letter
is his use of the Old Testament to present the content of his message to the church. 188 By
referring to the Old Testament, Peter presents the church in Christ as the eschatological
fulfillment of the church in the Old Testament. When he presents his ecclesiology in the
second chapter, Peter establishes two truths concerning the nature of the church. First, he
establishes that the church is built on the foundation of Jesus Christ. This is established by
referring to Christ in the text as the living stone. 189 The purpose of inserting this description
is not to place the focus on Christology, but rather to establish the foundation on which his
ecclesiology is developed. 190 Second, Peter refers to the church as living stones that are
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being built up to be a spiritual house. 191 The language and imagery that Peter is employing
is a clear reference to temple theology, which is woven throughout the narrative of
scripture. Temple theology is given expression in Old Testament theology, and it finds its
fulfillment in the theology of the New Testament. By referring to the church as a spiritual
house, Peter is offering a new way of understanding and experiencing the presence of
God. 192 Where the people of God once gathered at the temple to be with God, Peter shows
that the people of God have become the temple through the indwelling presence of God in
the Spirit. Worth noting in the text is Peter’s description of the church as being actively
built up by God through the power of the Holy Spirit. 193 By describing the church as the
temple of the Holy Spirit, Peter demonstrates how the church is the eschatological
fulfillment of the church in the Old Testament.

primarily on Christology in the first half of the first chapter, Peter shifts his focus to ecclesiology in the
latter half of the chapter and in the remainder of the letter.
This reference is found in 1 Peter 2:5. In the Greek text, Peter uses the phrase οἶκος
πνευματικὸς (oikos pneumatikos), which is literally translated as spiritual house. The word πνευματικὸς
refers to both an individual that has received the Spirit and a community in whom God’s Spirit dwells. The
description of the church is modified in context by the word οἰκοδομεῖσθε (oikodomeisthe), which is
translated as to built up. Peter is suggesting that the church is a spiritual house and is actively being built up
as a spiritual house through the power of the Holy Spirit.
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Theological Implication for the Church
It is my hope to help guide the church to meaningful participation in the mission
God by becoming a spiritually vibrant church. I have define a spiritually vibrant
community as one that is rooted in the word of God, committed to the spiritual practices,
and participating meaningfully in the mission of God. I began by showing how the church
is depicted as the temple of the Holy Spirit, which suggests that the New Testament church
is the eschatological fulfillment of the Old Testament church. Based on this depiction of
the church, there are at least four biblical and theological implications for the church as it
participates in the mission of God.
1. God Indwells the Church Through the Holy Spirit
The first implication is that the church is the community in which God’s Spirit
dwells. This does not mean that the Holy Spirit is confined to the church, since God is an
omnipresent God. Rather, the church as the people of God is a set apart community that
experiences God’s presence through the Spirit in a special way. Abraham Kuyper writes,
“We profess to believe in the Holy Spirit, who does not live apart from the Church, but has
descended in the Church and in all the members of Christ, in whom He dwells and
works…” 194 The church is a pneumatological community, which means that the Spirit
forms and constitutes the church. According to the New Testament, one of the ways that
the Spirit is active within the church is by uniting the church as one community. Paul
describes the nature of the church’s community in his letters to the church and in his letter
to the Ephesians, specifically. In the fourth chapter, he writes that there is only one Spirit,
one hope, one Lord, one faith, one Baptism, and one God who is over all, through all, and
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in all. 195 This unity, according to Paul, is attributed to the indwelling of the Holy Spirit and
the Spirit’s work within the church.
2. The Church is a Spiritually Transformed Community
A second theological implication of the church as the temple of the Holy Spirit is
that the church is a spiritually transformed community. Spiritual formation is the ongoing
process of the imago Dei being restored in human beings and in the church as the people
of God. Spiritual transformation is an experience through which our relationship to God,
ourselves, and others is significantly altered. As the church is the temple of the Holy Spirit,
the church is the communal context in which this formation and transformation takes place.
Furthermore, the church is a community which experiences communal transformation
through the work of the Spirit. Patrick Franklin writes, “The church is actively and directly
involved in transforming people as it participates in the Spirit’s ministry of sanctification.
As a Temple of the Holy Spirit, the church is called to form its members deliberately in
love and in holiness.” 196 As we know from Pauline theology, the result of this
transformation is the fruit of the Spirit displayed in the church as the people of God. 197
Therefore, as the temple of the Holy Spirit, the church is the community that has
experienced transformation through the Spirit.
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3. The Church as a Covenantal Community
A third implication is that the church is the community that has been invited into a
covenantal relationship with God. In his second letter to the Corinthians, Paul describes
the church as the temple of God. 198 Immediately after describing the church as the temple
of God, Paul uses the traditional language of covenant theology. He first writes, “I will live
with them and walk among them, and I will be their God, and they will be my people.” (2
Corinthians 6:16). After writing this, Paul continues by writing, “I will be a Father to you,
and you will be my sons and daughters, says the Lord Almighty.” (2 Corinthians 6:18). In
both instances, Paul makes explicit references to Old Testament passages that concern the
covenantal relationship that God shares with his people. 199 When reflecting on covenant
theology, Bavinck writes, “The old covenant with Israel is the necessary preparation for
the new covenant in Christ.” 200 He continues on to write, “Nothing of the Old Testament
is lost in the New, but everything is fulfilled, matured, has reached its full growth, and now,
out of the temporary husk, produces the eternal core.” 201 What Bavinck rightly
acknowledges is that the old covenant was a preparation for the new covenant in Christ.
Therefore, the church, because of Christ, has become the permanent covenantal community
of God.
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4. The Church Is A Kingdom Community
The fourth, and final, implication is that the church is a kingdom community. Since
the church is the temple of the Holy Spirit, the church experiences the eschatological
kingdom of God as a present reality. This is experienced through the ongoing work of the
Holy Spirit as the church is formed and transformed in order to participate meaningfully in
the mission of God. The church, however, is not only referred to as the temple of the Holy
Spirit but as a holy priesthood. This means that the church not only experiences the
kingdom as a present reality, but the church itself is a foretaste of life in the eschatological
kingdom of God. Those who are part of the church are given the mandate to seek the
kingdom of God first and foremost 202, and they are given the mandate to welcome others
into kingdom life. When reflecting on the kingdom of God, Franklin writes, “The church’s
destiny is ultimately to be transformed, along with all things being redeeming in Christ,
into the eschatological kingdom of God.” 203 He continues by writing, “This destiny fills
the church with Spirit-inspired hope for the future, which guides and empowers its life
together and mission in the present.” 204 As the temple of the Holy Spirit, as a holy
priesthood, the church is actively being transformed to embody God’s presence and
promote life in the kingdom of God by being a foretaste of the eschatological kingdom.
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Becoming a Spiritually Vibrant Church
I have argued that a spiritually vibrant church is a church that is rooted in the Word
of God, committed to practicing the spiritual practices, and participating meaningfully in
the mission of God. To make this argument, I drew from both Old and New Testament
theology to show how the New Testament church is the eschatological fulfillment of the
old. While the church is described in many different ways in the New Testament, one of
those ways is as the temple of the Holy Spirit. In addition to showing how the church is
depicted as the temple of the Holy Spirit, I explored some of the theological implications
for the church as it participates in the mission of God. At this point, I would like to conclude
by offering practical guidance to the church for being and becoming a spiritually vibrant
community. To do that, I will place my focus in two primary areas. First, I will focus my
attention on leadership in the church, and I will argue that spiritual vibrancy in the church
depends on having spiritually vibrant leaders. Second, I will place my focus on practices
within the church that lead to spiritual vibrancy. By focusing on leadership and practices,
I hope to guide the church toward being a spiritually vibrant church that participates
meaningfully in the mission of God.

Spiritually Healthy Leadership
It is by grace that God has provided the church with leadership in order to guide the
church toward spiritual vibrancy. However, the spiritual vibrancy of a church community,
and the church broadly and generally, depends on the spiritual vibrancy of its leadership.
When reflecting on the character of spiritual leadership, Henri Nouwen asks the question,
“…Are the leaders of the future men and women of God, people with an ardent desire to
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dwell in God’s presence, to listen to God’s voice, to look at God’s beauty, to touch God’s
incarnate Word, and to taste fully God’s infinite goodness?” 205 In asking this question,
Nouwen addresses the primary concern and the primary goal of spiritual leadership in the
church. The primary concern is whether or not the leaders in the church are actively
pursuing Godliness for the glory of God and the growth of the kingdom. The primary goal
of leadership is to welcome others into relationship with God and to encourage them to
pursue Godliness for the glory of God and the growth of the kingdom. The only way that
this goal will be accomplished is through leaders that are actively working towards a deeper
and more authentic walk with God. To help leaders within the church cultivate a vibrant
spiritual life, I want to offer three encouragements for leaders.
1. Developing a Rhythm of Spiritual Practices
Leaders that are emotionally and spiritually healthy are those who maintain a
disciplined rhythm of spiritual practices that are designed for their growth, and they
welcome accountability. The spiritual practices are designed to lead toward facilitate
spiritual formation and lead us to an experience of transformation. Richard Foster writes,
“God has given us the disciplines of the spiritual life as a means of receiving his grace. The
disciplines allow us to place ourselves before God so that he can transform us.” 206
According to Richard Foster, and according to others who have reflected on the role of the
disciplines, they are the primary means of our experiencing the grace of God. Experiencing
the grace of God daily leads to transformation. There are many different spiritual
disciplines, and they are each designed to be spiritually formative in different ways. As I
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have learned through research and practice, spiritual disciplines that may be formative for
some may not be spiritually formative for others. Furthermore, our experience of the
spiritual disciplines can change as our circumstances change. Leaders that experience
spiritual vibrancy are leaders that design a rhythm of the practices that is designed to target
their areas of growth. In addition to developing a rhythm, spiritually vibrant leaders
welcome accountability. Bonhoeffer writes, “Let him who cannot be alone beware of
community. He will only do harm to himself and to the community.” 207 He continues by
writing, “But the reverse is also true: Let him who is not in community beware of being
alone.” 208 Both being alone and being in community are needed for our spiritual growth.
Spiritually vibrant leaders are committed to a rhythm of practicing the disciplines, but they
also surround themselves with others who will encourage them and keep them accountable.
2. Resting By Observing Sabbath
Second, spiritually vibrant leaders develop a meaningful practice of sabbath
keeping. For those who are actively involved in the ministry of the church, observing
sabbath might be one of the most important aspects of spiritual health. When reflecting on
spiritual health, Peter Scazzero writes, “The essence of being in God’s image is our ability,
like God, to stop. We imitate God by stopping our work and resting.” 209 As I have argued,
the way in which we reflect God most as his image bearers is through our relationship with
God and with others in community. In God’s Word we discover that sabbath keeping is a
command and not an option. In fact, the command to keep the sabbath is listed as one of
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the ten commandments. 210 When we examine the structure of the ten commandments, it
becomes clear that there are two groups of commands. The first group, which is comprised
of the first four commands, concerns our relationship with God. The second group, which
is comprised of the remaining six commands, concerns our relationship with others in
community. As the command to keep the sabbath is the fourth command, it primary
concerns our relationship with God and is given special importance. Worth noting is that,
in the context of the commandments, the fourth commandment is the longest and most
developed command. The leaders in the church that are spiritually vibrant are those who
know and understand the value of rest. Scazzero elaborates on sabbath keeping when he
writes, “Sabbath, when lived, is our means as the people of God to bear witness to the way
we understand life, its rhythms, its gifts, its meaning, and its ultimate purpose in God.” 211
In other words, our ability to participate in the mission of God is directly correlated to our
practice of maintaining sabbath rest.
3. Mentorship
Third, spiritually vibrant leaders are committed to their own learning and growth,
and they seek out meaningful mentorship relationships. When describing meaningful
mentorship relationships, Walter Wright writes, “Mentoring is a teaching and learning
relationship between two travellers on the journey. Each brings a unique perspective, a
particular experience and a desire to grow in the relationship. An both mentor and mentoree
benefit from their time together.” 212 Meaningful mentorship relationships are an integral
210
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component of all relational leadership. There are two primary types of mentoring
relationships that spiritual heathy and vibrant leaders benefit from. There are individual
mentoring relationships, and there are peer group mentoring relationships. Both individual
and peer group mentoring relationships are voluntary and intentional, meaning that they
are relationships that are designed for learning and growth and are mutually beneficial.
Having a mentoring relationship, and being part of a peer mentoring group, provides a
setting where leaders can be held accountable, be encouraged, and be affirmed. In both
cases, those being mentored are responsible for their own growth. When leaders benefit
from mentoring relationships, they are able to offer more meaningful leadership. Jaco
Hamman writes, “As a congregational leader, you are called to mature into an authentic
person secure enough to enter deep into your emotional, spiritual, and relational life.” 213
He goes on to write, “Achieving this ability allows you to create space for friends and
strangers as you welcome them into the body of Christ and beckon them on a similar
journey into themselves and towards a deepening understanding of God.” 214 Leaders who
are spiritual vibrant leaders actively seek out mentoring relationships for the sake of their
growth and their leadership.

Practices that Lead To Spiritual Health and Vibrancy in the Church
It is by grace that God has provided the church with leaders who guide the church
toward spiritual vibrancy, but it is also by grace that God has provided the church practices
that also lead toward spiritual vibrancy. I have argued that the spiritual vibrancy of a
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community depends on the spiritual vibrancy of its leadership, but the spiritual vibrancy of
a church community is also dependent on embracing practices that lead to spiritual
vibrancy and transformation. In his reflection on the spiritual disciplines and community,
Foster writes, “The grace of God is unearned and unearnable, but if we ever expect to grow
in grace, we must pay the price of a consciously chosen course of action which involves
both individual and group life.” 215 As he notes, experiencing the grace of God, which fuels
our spiritual growth, is the product of practices that open us to an experience of God’s
grace. This is true as we engage in the work of spiritual formation individually, and this is
true as our communities work towards being formed and being transformed spiritually. In
order to help guide the church toward spiritual vibrancy, I will reflect on three different
ways to experience vibrancy together in community.
1. Spiritually Vibrant Communities are Communities of Prayer
Throughout this project I have reflected on the role of prayer within spiritual
formation and spiritual transformation. I have argued that the practice of prayer is an
integral component of our spiritual formation and of our transformation as the church.
Based on my research, I defined the practice of prayer as an eschatological activity,
meaning that prayer is a practice that guides and directs human beings to their telos. The
same is true for the church. One of the most defining characteristics of a spiritually vibrant
church is the practice of prayer. When reflecting on prayer, this is what Henri Nouwen
suggests. He writes, “Prayer is the language of the Christian community. In prayer the
nature of the community becomes visible because in prayer we direct ourselves to the one
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who forms the community.” 216 He continues to reflect on the practice of prayer as he writes,
“By prayer, community is created as well as expressed. Prayer is first of all the realization
of God’s presence in the midst of his people and, therefore, the realization of the
community itself.” 217 As Nouwen suggests, prayer facilitates a transformative experience
of God’s presence and transforms the fellowship that we share in community. When
examining the Old and New Testament narrative, we find that the church is described as a
house of prayer. 218 This description makes it clear that prayer is a defining characteristic
of the church as the people of God. This becomes even more clear as Jesus teaches his
disciples to pray 219, and as several New Testament authors call the church to pray. 220 Not
only is the practice of prayer part of our worship as the church, but the practice of prayer
is also an integral component of our life together in community. Therefore, if our desire is
to be a spiritually vibrant community that participates in the mission of God meaningfully,
then as the church we need to embrace the practice of prayer as a defining characteristic of
community.
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The prophet Isaiah refers the temple as a house of prayer in Isaiah 56:7. This is significant
because Jesus quotes from the prophet Isaiah when referring to the temple as a house of prayer in Matthew
21:13 and Mark 11:17. As the church is later referred to as the temple of the Holy Spirit, it is clear that the
practice of prayer becomes a distinguishing characteristic of the church as the people of God.
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In the gospel of Luke, in chapter 11, Jesus disciples approach him as ask him to teach them
how to pray. In Luke 11:2-4, Jesus teaches them the prayer that is known as the Lord’s prayer. The Lord’s
prayer also appears in Matthew 6, which is part of the sermon on the mount.
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In his letters to the church, Paul often calls the church to be devoted to prayer. In Colossians 4,
Paul commands the church to be devoted to prayer, and he asks the Colossians to pray for his ministry. In 1
Thessalonians 5:16-18, Paul commands the church to pray without ceasing. In 1 Timothy 2:1-7, when
proving instructions to Timothy regarding worship, Paul writes that prayer is an essential aspect of
Christian worship.
220

136

2. Spiritually Vibrant Communities Share Stories of Transformation
An integral component of this research project was not only a rhythmic practice
prayer but gathering together in small groups for prayer and reflection together. Spiritual
formation is the restoration of the imago Dei in human beings and in the church as the
people of God, and the journey of spiritual formation is a relational journey. Through this
research project, I learned that spiritually vibrant communities actively hear and share
stories of transformation. Curt Thompson argues that shame is not only an emotion that we
feel within ourselves, but also an active force that shapes the stories that we are telling
about ourselves. When we experience shame, we often withdraw and isolate from others.
The path to healing from shame is through vulnerability. We experience healing when we
know others and when we are known by others. He writes, “As it turns out, the process of
being known in the context of our vulnerability within the church becomes one of the most
powerful means of evangelism and healing.” 221 One of the ways that a spiritually vibrant
community facilitates healing and spiritual formation is through making space for
vulnerability by sharing stories. The practice of hearing and sharing stories is not only part
of our formation as the people of God, sharing stories reframes the entire purpose of our
gathering for worship as the body of Christ. The gathering of the church for worship is the
setting in which God’s redemptive action in the world is shared and celebrated. Through
the act of sharing stories of transformation, the church is invited to participate in the
redemptive action of God. When we do this, the church becomes the community of hope
it was designed to be.

221

Thompson, The Soul of Shame, 31.

137

3. Spiritually Vibrant Communities Provide Meaningful Connection
A community that is a spiritually vibrant community is not only one that is
characterized by prayer, and not only one that shares stories of transformation, but it is a
community where its members discover a sense of belonging and are encouraged to
connect meaningfully. This sense of belonging is both theological and practical.
Theologically, the church itself is the gathered people of God who are drawn into
relationship with God and each other through the power of the Holy Spirit. As the church
is fundamentally a pneumatological community, the church exists to draw people in
fellowship with God and with others. Practically, this is given expression in the church
through providing opportunities to connect meaningfully. In her reflection on community,
Brené Brown argues that belonging is an essential component to community, and belonging
occurs when we present our authentic selves. More than that, she argues that our desire for
love and belonging is connected to our sense of being worthy of love. She writes, “If we
want to fully experience love and belonging, we must believe that we are worthy of love
and belonging.” 222 She goes on to write, “Because true belonging only happens when we
present our authentic, imperfect selves to the world, our sense of belonging can never be
greater than our level of self-acceptance.” 223 Love and belonging, which are innate human
desires, grow out of our being known and being loved by others. When we have the
opportunity to know and be known by others, then we begin to love and accept ourselves
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for who we truly are. Spiritually vibrant communities provide opportunities for meaningful
connection.

Conclusion
Future Actions
As this project was designed with the spiritual formation and the spiritual
transformation of my ministry context in mind, there are several ways that this project has
begun to lead us into the next chapter of ministry together. First, our council has designed
a new ministry structure that prioritizes faith formation and spiritual formation. This new
ministry structure includes ministry teams such as worship ministry team, pastoral care
ministry team, youth and family ministry team, faith formation ministry team, missional
ministry team, and stewardship ministry team. These ministry teams will be led by
members of council alongside volunteers from within the community. Each ministry team
prioritizes the gifts in our church and provides opportunities to use those gifts to bless the
ministry of the church. Second, our council has begun designing a small group ministry
that will provide more opportunities for building relationships in the church community.
These small groups will be gathered around studying the Word of God and the practice of
the spiritual disciplines. A small group ministry has been a priority for our church
community for quite some time, and this project has provided a means of getting that
ministry started. Third, our leadership has begun to think more strategically about
identifying and about equipping leaders in the community. As we have begun to recognize
the role of leadership in shaping the community and its culture, we have begun thinking
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about ways to equip leaders. Our community, like many others, has been getting older and
have begun thinking about equipping the next generation for the ministry of the church.

Suggestions For Further Research
As I named early in this project, my hope was to facilitate healing and spiritual
formation in a community that has released their ministry through Article 17. When this
occurs within the context of community, both the minister and the community are left
needing to heal. There are three primary ideas that I have for continued research. The first
idea that comes to mind is an exploration of healing for minsters and their families
following their release from their ministry context. If I were to take on that project, there
would be three primary areas of interest. First, I would conduct a study of the Biblical and
theological concept of discernment as it relates to pastoral ministry. Second, I would
explore a theology of vocation and how the concept of vocation intersects with our calling
to participate in the mission of God. Third, and finally, I would examine ways to navigate
grief and loss in ways that are spiritually formative and that facilitate healing. The second
idea would be an exploration of the experience of the after-pastor. I would define the afterpastor as the leader that enters into a ministry context following the release of a pastor. As
part of that project, I would be interested in conducting a biblical and theological study
concerning the nature of the relationship between a pastor and their ministry context. I
would also explore practical ways of discerning needs within a given ministry context. The
third project that I would consider would be more theological in nature. I would attempt to
answer the question: In what ways, if any, has pro-Nicene image theology shaped our
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practices of spiritual formation in the church. As part of that project, I would examine the
influence of pro-Nicene theologians, their primary sources of influence, and how they
defined the image of God. After having examined pro-Nicene theology, I would continue
by examining the spiritual practices of the church through the centuries and how they have
shaped our current practices of spiritual formation. Each of those project ideas would offer
a way to continue my learning and growth as I seek to be faithful to the call that God has
placed in my life.
Conclusion
This Doctor of Ministry research project was designed to address the need for
healing within a faith community that formerly released their minister through Article 17.
When this occurs within the church, both the pastor that has been released and the
community are left with the need to heal. My approach in this project included a survey of
scholarly literature, forming a biblical and theological framework for spiritual formation
and transformation, and conducting qualitative research within the context of my
community. Based on my research, I have argued that the contemplative prayer practices
are an essential component of healing and of spiritual formation. Furthermore, I have
defined spiritual formation as the restoration of the imago Dei in human beings and in the
church as the people of God. This definition is rooted in a trinitarian theology of human
beings, which presents human beings as intrinsically relational beings who reflect God
most through their relationship with him and others. In addition to defining spiritual
formation, I have defined spiritual transformation as an experience within the lifelong
journey of spiritual formation through which our relationship to God, ourselves, and others
is significantly altered. As the church continues to experience spiritual formation, the
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church will become a spiritually vibrant community that participates meaningfully in the
mission of God. This is the ultimate goal of spiritual formation and spiritual transformation.
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Appendix A
Consent to Participate in Research
You are invited to participate in a research study that will be conducted by Kevin
VanderVeen, the pastor of Duncan Christian Reformed Church, and student at Western
Theological Seminary in the Doctor of Ministry Program. Kevin VanderVeen is
conducting this research project for his Doctoral Dissertation.
Your participation in this research is completely voluntary. Please read the information
below and ask questions for clarification if needed before deciding whether or not to
participate. You are being asked to participate in this research project because you are a
valued member of the Duncan Christian Reformed Church community.
Purpose of the Project
The purpose of this research project is to test the growth in awareness of God, self, others,
and the mission of God through a rhythmic practice of two contemplative practices. The
research will include the practice of Lectio Divina and Centering Prayer. The anticipated
outcome is an experience of transformation through a rhythmic practice of these two
contemplative practices.
Procedure
This research project will be conducted in three phases over the course of three months.
The first month will include a daily practice of Lectio Divina. The second month will
include a daily practice of Centering Prayer. The third month will return to a daily practice
of Lectio Divina. Practicing these two practices will serve as an introduction to practicing
the contemplative practices.
In the course of this study I ask:
1. That you participate in an interview prior to beginning a rhythmic practice of the
Contemplative practices as well as an interview following the three-month period of
research.
2. That you spend 10 to 20 minutes in prayer in the morning and evening each day
during the research period.
3. That you participate in group gatherings every two weeks to reflect on your
experience.
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Confidentiality and Disclosure
Any information that is obtained in connection with this study will remain confidential and
will be disclosed only with your permission. Your name will not be used in any of the
information obtained through this study or in any of the research reports. Information that
identifies you as part of this study will not be released to anyone outside of this study.
Kevin VanderVeen, however, will use the information collected from this study in his
dissertation without the use of names. Any information we use for publication will not
identify you individually.
Participation and Withdrawal
You may choose whether or not to participate in this study. If you Volunteer to be in this
study, you may withdrawal without consequences of any kind. You may also refuse to
answer questions that you are uncomfortable answering.
Participant Information
Name:
Email:
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Appendix B
Questions for Interview Prior to Beginning Research

Questions Regarding Sense of Self
1. What does it mean to be an image-bearer of God?
2. How would you describe your sense of self?
3. How do you want others to see you? Do you think that this is description of who you
genuinely are?
4. How has God uniquely gifted you?
5. What are some significant experiences that have shaped you to be who you are?
6. How would you describe the family system that you were raised in? How has your
family shaped you?
7. What role have others played in the formation of your faith?
8. What do you think is required for a person to experience change?
9. Do you have clear goals regarding your faith-life?
10. How would you describe the kinds of changes that you would like to see in your life?
In what ways could your spiritual life be different?
11. Self-awareness is available to those who (1) desire it, (2) are willing to prayerfully
reflect on their experience, and (3) have the courage to meet themselves and God in
silence and solitude. On a scale of 1 to 10, where would you place yourself on each of
these? What does that tell you about where you are in your spiritual journey?
Questions Regarding Awareness of God and Spiritual Practices
1. When you reflect on the character of God, what descriptors would you use?
2. How much of your knowing God is knowing about God? What, would you say, is the
difference between knowing God and knowing about God?
3. When God sees you, what does he see?
4. What are some of your spiritual practices?
5. Do your spiritual practices help you to feel more connected to God? How so?
6. How much of your spiritual practice is individual, and how much is corporate?
7. How would you describe the purpose of the spiritual disciplines?
8. When you hear the term 'contemplative practice' what comes to mind?
Questions Regarding Connection In Community
1. How would you describe your feelings coming into this group?
2. How open do you feel to share your thoughts, emotions, and reflections with this
group?
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3. What role does community play in the process of personal formation and change?
4. How would you describe the congregational system that you were raised in? How
would you describe the congregational system now?
5. What changes would you like to see in your church family?
6. Who are the people in your life that have been most interested in your personal faith
formation and spiritual growth?
7. Do you have people that you are free to disclose yourself with? Describe that feeling
of connectedness.
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Appendix C
Questions for Interview Following Research Period

Questions Regarding the Practices
1. What made you participate in this project? Did you have a goal in mind? Did you
have any hopes for the project?
2. If you had a goal in mind, did you accomplish that goal?
3. If you had hopes for this project, were those hopes satisfied?
4. Describe your experience of the project.
5. How did you experience Lectio Divina?
6. Has Lectio Divina had an impact on how you read the Word of God? How you
experience the Word of God?
7. How did you experience Centering prayer?
8. Did centering prayer help you to feel more connected to God? If so, how? If not, what
feelings or emotions did bring up in you?
9. If either of the practices were difficult, what made them difficult?
10. Did you miss any of the days? If so, what feelings did that stir up in you?
11. Will you continue with these practices in the future?
Questions Regarding Sense of Self
1. What have you learned about your self through this project?
2. How would you describe your sense of self? Has it changed at all?
3. How has this project impacted your relationships with you family? Your spouse? Do
they see any change in you?
4. What goals do you have for your faith-life in the future?
5. What role do you play in the mission of God?
6. What is God shaping you to do? Who is God shaping you to be?
Questions Regarding Awareness of God
1. Describe your experience of God during this project? Was God close? Distant? Did
he challenge you or stretch you?
2. When God sees you, what does he see?
3. Based on your experience of God, how do you think God feels about you?
4. Did the contemplative practices in the project help you to feel more connected to
God? How so?
5. Based on your experience during this project, describe the character of God.
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Questions Regarding Community and Connection
1. How did you feel coming into this project?
2. What was your experience like in the small group setting?
3. Was it easy to be vulnerable? Or was vulnerability something that developed over
time?
4. How did hearing the reflections of others impact your own self-reflection and
experience?
5. Has this project had an impact on your desire to be connected within the church
community?
Questions Regarding Covid-19
1. Did social distancing have an impact on your daily rhythm of spiritual practices? If
so, in what ways?
2. When we began to social distance, our meetings went from meeting in person to
meeting through video chat. Did that have an impact on your experience of the
project? How so?
3. When we met in-person we were meeting in two small groups. When we met through
video chat, we met as a large group. Did this have an impact on your ability or
willingness to be vulnerable?
4. In your experience, what is the difference between meeting in person and meeting
through video chat?
5. What value is there in meeting in person, and what is lost, if anything, when we meet
through video chat?
6. Beyond the scope of this project, what has been your experience of worship? What
does worship look like in your home? What value, if any, does worshiping in person
add to your experience of worship?
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Appendix D
Scripture Texts for February 2020
Date

Scripture Text

February 1, 2020
February 2, 2020
February 3, 2020
February 4, 2020
February 5, 2020
February 6, 2020
February 7, 2020
February 8, 2020
February 9, 2020
February 10, 2020
February 11, 2020
February 12, 2020
February 13, 2020
February 14, 2020
February 15, 2020
February 16, 2020
February 17, 2020
February 18, 2020
February 19, 2020
February 20, 2020
February 21, 2020
February 22, 2020
February 23, 2020
February 24, 2020
February 25, 2020
February 26, 2020
February 27, 2020
February 28, 2020
February 29, 2020

Genesis 1:21-31
Genesis 2:18-25
Genesis 3:8-10
Psalm 8
Psalm 16:1-11
Psalm 23

Psalm 139:1-6
Psalm 139:7-12
Psalm 139:13-16
Zephaniah 3:17-20
Romans 6:1-10
Romans 8:1-4
Romans 8:12-17
2 Corinthians 3:12-18
Galatians 5:16-26
Ephesians 2:1-10
Philippians 2:1-4
Philippians 2:5-11
Colossians 3:1-3
Colossians 3:12-17
Hebrews 10:19-25
Hebrews 12:1-6
1 Peter 1:3-9
1 Peter 1:13-21
1 Peter 5:6-11
2 Peter 1:3-11
1 John 1:1-4
1 John 1:5-8
1 John 3:1-10
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Appendix E
Scripture Texts - April 2020
Date

Scripture Text

April 1, 2020
April 2, 2020
April 3, 2020
April 4, 2020
April 5, 2020
April 6, 2020
April 7, 2020
April 8, 2020
April 9, 2020
April 10, 2020
April 11, 2020
April 12, 2020
April 13, 2020
April 14, 2020
April 15, 2020
April 16, 2020
April 17, 2020
April 18, 2020
April 19, 2020
April 20, 2020
April 21, 2020
April 22, 2020
April 23, 2020
April 24, 2020
April 25, 2020
April 26, 2020
April 27, 2020
April 28, 2020
April 29, 2020
April 30, 2020

Genesis 12:2-3
Exodus 19:3-6
Deuteronomy 6:4-9
1 Chronicles 16:23-30
Psalm 121
Isaiah 6:1-8
Isaiah 52:7-10
Jeremiah 1:4-10
Ezekiel 37:11-14
Matthew 9:35-38
Matthew 28:16-20
Mark 10:41-45
Luke 9:57-62
John 3:19-26
John 10:7-18
John 13:12-20
John 14:1-14
John 15:9-17
John 20:19-23
John 21:15-19
Acts 1:7-11
Acts 2:42-47
Romans 8:31-39
Romans 10:13-15
1 Corinthians 1:26-31
Ephesians 4:1-6
Philippians 2:1-4
1 Timothy 1:12-17
2 Timothy 1:6-14
1 Peter 2:4-10
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Appendix F
CRCNA Church Order Article 17
a. Ministers who are neither eligible for retirement nor worthy of discipline may for
weighty reasons be released from active ministerial service in a congregation through
action initiated by themselves, by a council, or jointly. Such release shall be given only
with the approval of classis, with the concurring advice of the synodical deputies, and in
accordance with synodical regulations.
b. The council shall provide for the support of a released minister in such a way and for
such a time as shall receive the approval of classis.
c. A minister of the Word who has been released from active ministerial service in a
congregation shall be eligible for call for a period of two years, after which time the classis,
with the concurring advice of the synodical deputies, shall declare the minister to be
released from the ministerial office. For weighty reasons the classis, with the concurring
advice of the synodical deputies, may extend the eligibility for call on a yearly basis.
d. In some situations, the classis may decide that it cannot declare the released minister
eligible for call after the minister has completed the process of evaluation and assistance.
The classis, with the concurring advice of the synodical deputies, shall then declare the
minister to be released from ministerial office.
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Appendix G
Findings from the Denominational Study
Decade Trends in the Christian Reformed Church
Decade Trends re Min OUT of CRC**

M

N

O

P

Q

R

S

13-c

14-b

17a

17cd

82-83

loans

new

14cd

out
of

out
of

depose

TL:
O+Q+R

cong

min

denom.

out
of
min

leave
in
“pain”

T

U

V

W

X

TL

CP
retire

TL

retire

OUT
N+S
+V

TL80s

8

23

3

24

7

13

23

160

183

TL90s

8

136

11

25

13

10

34

251

285

TL00s

30

73

30

146

26

12

68

292

433

TL10s

74

104

51

153

36

9

97

384

575

2020

8

7

4

13

3

0

7

30

2021

156

10

44

