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The study of spirituality 
Philip Sheldrake 

S PIRITUALITY HAS BECOME AN INDUSTRY on both sides of the Atlantic. 
Many of the people who read spirituality books or listen to best- 

selling CDs of plainchant are also suspicious of religious institutions 
and dogma. Coherent bel ief  systems and commitment to faith com- 
munities are no longer assumed to be necessary for a spiritual quest. 
The new spirituality is often labelled New Age. It tends to be eclec- 
tic and to concentrate on interiority and self-improvement. There is 
something of a supermarket atmosphere coupled with a certain anti- 
intellectualism. Many commentators interpret this contemporary 
search for 'spirituality' as a replacement for traditional 'religion' and 
understand it to be a reflection of the wider western cultural frag- 
mentation popularly known as postmodernity. 

In the face of this phenomenon, some Christian theologians are 
understandably suspicious about 'spirituality' in general, in terms both 
of its content and its effects. Despite these difficulties, spirituality is 
gradually being accepted as an academic field in the context both of 
comparative religion and of theology. This essay attempts to offer a 
broad overview of this development and its difficulties, particularly in 
the English-speaking world. I will limit myself to a consideration of 
spirituality as a developing field in relation to Christian theology. 1 

Spirituality in the academy 

'Spirituality' is a word that is sometimes difficult to define. There have 
been attempts to bypass the assumptions of particular religious trad- 
itions. However, there are problems of coherence in this approach, z In 
Christian terms, a working definition of 'spirituality' might be as fol- 
lows. It describes the ways that individuals and groups seek to enter 
into a conscious relationship with God, to worship, to formulate their 
deepest values and to create appropriate lifestyles in dialogue with their 
beliefs about God, the human person and creation. As an academic 
field, spirituality studies this dimension of human experience and 
behaviour from historical, textual, theological and, as we shall see, 
other points of view. 
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A n  increasing number of academic institutions on both sides of the 
Atlantic now offer spirituality within the theology and religious studies 
curriculum. There are also graduate programmes in the field as well as 
research opportunities. The theological approach to spirituality is 
generally multidisciplinary and involves Scripture, history, systema- 
tics, textual criticism, hermeneutics and sometimes pastoral studies. 
Often spirituality overflows the boundaries of theology into a broader 
conversation with other fields like .anthropology, psychology or 
literature. New journals have appeared with the aim of encouraging a 
scholarly approach to the field. 3 A scholarly network, the Society for 
the Study of Christian Spirituality, has also been founded in association 
with the American Academy of Religion. 

The study of spirituality is less well developed in Britain and Ireland 
than in North America. With few academic posts in the field, and no 
prominent research centre or scholarly network, spirituality lacks a 
high profile. Theology departments, haunted by the ghost of post- 
Enlightenment 'objective knowledge',  are often suspicious of so-called 
'practical' subjects and there has been a general decline in courses in 
church-related theology such as ecclesiology or liturgy. A long-standing 
tradition of separation between theology and spirituality means that the 
words are interpreted as concerned, respectively, with the intellectual 
and devotional aspects of Christianity. Spirituality is thought to be 
'soft' and lacking in rigour because disconnected from red-blooded 
doctrine. There is some resentment that spirituality refuses simply to be 
the lap-dog of systematics. 

Is it fair to accuse spirituality of not being precise about its meth- 
odology? In fact significant steps have been taken in recent years to 
provide greater coherence. 4 Whatever the misgivings, spirituality is 
taking shape as a substantial field with a special, but not exclusive, 
relationship to theology. Yet the debate about the shape of spirituality 
has not yet reached a definitive conclusion. There seem to be four 
points of consensus. 

First, spirituality relates to all aspects of the theological curriculum 
and not just to systematics. Second, it is involved in interdisciplinary 
conversations with other fields. Third, the study of spirituality demands 
a proper grasp of historical method and of the historical process. 
Fourth, although scholars often adopt different approaches to the field 
(historical-contextual, hermeneutical and theological), these are not 
mutually exclusive but complementary. The continuing debate con- 
cerns how spirituality relates specifically to theology. 
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Theology in practice 

In terms of this debate, the identities of both theology and spirituality 
have changed in recent decades. Each has moved away from abstract 
theory to a greater reflection on experience. This very journal has 
shifted since the 1960s from themes such as 'Grace', 'The cross' and 
'Divine providence' to more experiential starting points such as 
'Ageing' or 'Relationships'. Matters have progressed since the 1950s 
when Thomas Merton suggested that the technical language of theol- 
ogy, as opposed to literature, did not provide him with what he needed 
to articulate his understanding of contemplation. 5 

We are now more aware that theology is always founded upon and 
sustained by spiritual experience. Theology needs to be lived as well as 
studied. Theology as a whole, not merely spirituality, demands a 
practical dimension. In an academic context, this implies that what is 
sometimes called 'pastoral' theology is not an optional extra. However, 
the place of 'practice' in theology implies more than this. A theologian 
is a theological person, not merely someone who uses theological 
tools. Personal faith is inextricably bound up with theological inves- 
tigation. 

Being a theological person involves more than intellectual 
capacities. Theologia, which is often rather different from 'the theology 
of the academy', inevitably involves what Eastern Orthodox 
Christianity has termed theoria. This is better translated as 'contemp- 
lation' than 'theory'. 6 The committed believer is one who lives theol- 
ogy rather than studies it with detachment. Theology is performative 
rather than purely informative; concerned with action rather than 
simply ideas. The task of a 'theologian' should not imply specialized 
analysis carried out while standing at a personal distance from the 
subject. Contemporary scholars of spirituality not only accept the self- 
implicating nature of their field but remind us that theology as a whole 
is self-implicating. 

The self-implicating nature of a discipline does not exclude a critical 
approach but this is the servant of theology, not its purpose. A kind of 
transformation is implied by the thirst for knowledge. Such a view is 
increasingly accepted by theologians like David Tracy. 

'Saying the truth' is distinct from, although never separate from, 
'doing the truth' . . .  More concretely, there is never an authentic 
disclosure of truth ~v,hich is not also transformative. 7 



T H E O L O G I C A L  T R E N D S  165 

Does a faith-based understanding of theology exclude it from uni- 
versities that espouse pluralism rather than sectarianism? In reality, if 
religions are not treated as faiths we will not understand them at all. 
This does not imply that to study theology demands commitment to a 
faith community. However, it does mean that true study confronts us 
with the truth claims it embodies. The 'nonjudgemental neutrality' that 
sometimes characterizes universities ultimately undermines intellec- 
tual ideals. In that sense, it is vital for the academic world to re-engage 
with questions of truth, s 

Theologians and mysticism 

The re-engagement of theology with spirituality has been helped by an 
interest in the theological possibilities of  mysticism. Karl Rahner and 
Rowan Williams have affirmed that mysticism is central to the theo- 
logical enterprise. 9 It is another way of knowing. Recently, David Tracy 
has suggested that 'we may now learn to drop earlier dismissals of  
"mysticism" and allow its uncanny negations to release us'. 1° This 
reflects Tracy's own movement towards a conviction that apophatic 
mysticism is where today's theologians must turn. 

As critical and speculative philosophical theologians and artists 
learn to let go into the sensed reality of some event of manifes- 
tation, some experience of releasement and primal thinking, a sense 
of the reality of mystical experience can begin to show itself in 
itself. Even those with no explicit mystical experience, like myself, 
sense that thinking can become thanking, that silence does become, 
even for an Aquinas when he would 'write no more', the final form 
of speech possible to any authentic speaker, n 

The mystic is one who is brought to the frontiers of language and to 
the edge of mystery. Michel de Certeau has drawn parallels between 
mystics and the postmodern suspicion of definitive knowledge. Both 
the mystic and the postmodern person live in a movement of perpetual 
departure. They are wanderers and pilgrims lost in 'the totality of the 
immense'. Each of them 'with the certainty of what is lacking, knows 
of every place and object that it is not that, one cannot stay there nor be 
content with that'.12 The problem with a purely intellectual quest is that 
it can regard its objective as attainable. The reality of  'God' is not like 
this. If we can speak of the human search for God, it will be a search 
that continually fails to 'find' God in a definitive sense. 
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How do theology and spirituality relate? 

Overall, most scholars agree that it is important to overcome the div- 
ision between the experience of faith and intellectual reflection upon it. 
Theology disconnected from spirituality becomes abstract and disen- 
gaged. Spirituality cut adrift from theology loses touch with the 'Great 
Tradition' of faith. 

But how do theology and spirituality actually relate? There are 
broadly two schools of thought. The first defends spirituality as a 
separate field while related to theology. The second prefers to treat 
spirituality as a distinctive but not autonomous element of theology. 

An important proponent of the first position is Sandra Schneiders. 
She has published several ground-breaking articles on spirituality as a 
discipline and its methodology. 13 Schneiders believes that spirituality 
and theology are mutually interactive partners that respect each other's 
autonomy. Theology cannot ultimately contain spirituality because the 
latter is essentially interdisciplinary. The dominance of purely theo- 
logical frameworks tends to exclude a proper study of how spiritual 
traditions overflow such boundaries. For this reason we cannot apply 
purely doctrinal criteria to evaluate spiritual traditions. 

The late Walter Principe offered some support for Schneiders' 
analysis when he suggested that 'spirituality' was a fruitful arena for 
Christians and non-Christians to encounter each other. Here, rather than 
in pure theology, non-Christian insights may challenge Christian 
assumptions and suggest fruitful new lines of enquiry. 14 

The second viewpoint is represented by the outstanding scholar of 
mysticism, Bernard McGinn. He believes that spirituality has priority 
in its partnership with theology. In that sense he rejects the old- 
fashioned view that spirituality simply derives from dogmatic theology. 
Nevertheless, McGinn believes that, practically speaking, spirituality is 
best studied within a combination of theological disciplines such as 
systematics, ethics and the history of Christianity. Following yon 
Balthasar, McGinn also believes that the particularity of Christianity 
demands that theology supply the primary criteria of interpretation for 
spirituality. 15 

Others who defend the theological nature of 'spirituality' describe it 
in terms of what used to be known in Roman Catholic circles as 
'spiritual tb~eotogy'. Here, 'sgi~ituality' is a theological sector con- 
cerned with Christian practices: Interestingly, this is true of two con- 
temporary writers who are not Roman Catholics, the American 
Lutheran Bradley Hanson and the British Anglican Kenneth Leech. 16 
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More  recently, some British and American scholars have tried to 
bypass the constraints imposed by the sharp juxtaposition of views just 
outlined. 17 They argue that the relationship between spirituality and 
theology is fundamental without denying that spirituality can be seen as 
a distinct field. The important word is 'distinct'. In different ways, the 
new wave of writers reject attempts by systematic or fundamental 
theologians to squeeze spirituality into tidy systems. There is talk of the 
need for a 'turn to spirituality' within theology overall. Theology must 
come to realize more effectively its own spiritual core. It must also 
enter into dialogue with spirituality in a way parallel to, yet radically 
different from, its more familiar conversation with philosophy. 
Theological discourse will be questioned by the insight that God is 
beyond philosophical concepts and is more likely to be encountered by 
the kind of knowledge described by mystics. 

I believe that the 'spiritual theology' model is unsatisfactory on its 
own. Spirituality is more than simply a slice of the theological cake. 
Contemporary interdisciplinary emphases cannot satisfactorily be 
reduced to theological methods alone. It is also difficult to avoid the 
historical evidence that spiritual traditions arise from the realities of 
human existence rather than from abstract ideas. At best, 'spiritual 
theology', the theology of certain Christian practices such as prayer, is 
merely one aspect of a much wider reality called 'spirituality'.a8 

We could visualize the relationship between theology and spiritualfty 
in terms of two overlapping, non-concentric circles. This posits a 
necessary relationship without containing spirituality exclusively 
within theology. The weakness of the model is that it also suggests that 
there are areas of theology untouched by spirituality and vice versa. 
Perhaps a more fruitful model may be portrayed as a wheel surrounding 
an axle. The 'wheel' of theology rotates around an axis that is spirit- 
uality. Yet the image is three-dimensional and therefore suggests that 
spirituality reaches outwards into another dimension. 

Disciplines, boundaries and the interdisciplinary 

The growth in recent years of interdisciplinary encounters owes 
something to the disconcerting nature of postmodernism I mentioned 
earlier. The rationalist approach to knowledge tended to favour 
inwardly consistent but mutually exclusive disciplines. Specialization, 
purity and the isolation of specific areas of study was the predominant 
ethos. This emphasis on the difference between disciplines discouraged 
interdisciplinary conversation. The assumptions behind these tend- 



168 T H E O L O G I C A L  T R E N D S  

encies have recently been questioned and the mood has changed. This 
has its effect on theology as much as on other fields. In our postmodern 
era, the identity of an academic discipline is no longer to be found in 
maintaining 'hard' boundaries but in blurred edges and boundaries that 
are crossed. This shift has been characterized as 'a centrifugal, rather 
than a centripetal, sense of disciplinary identity' J 9 The word that best 
characterizes the new situation is a 'conversation' between different 
perspectives and methods in the search for meaning. 

One fruitful dialogue is between spirituality and ethics. This is ironic 
given that old-style Roman Catholic theology unhelpfully made 
ascetical theology a subdivision of moral theology. Both moral 
theology and ascetical theology were preoccupied with sinfulness and 
the enfeebled nature of the human condition. This overpowered serious 
theological consideration of holiness and gave the impression that 
ascetical theology had little if anything to say theologically in its own 
right. It appeared to deal merely with some subsidiary aspects of the 
'moral life' .2o 

Nowadays, moral theology has  ceased to be concerned primarily 
with the quality of actions. There has been a shift from action to human 
agent. Spirituality and moral theology find a common language in 
renewed understandings of personhood and grace. There is an 
increasing awareness of the basic unity between the moral and spiritual 
life. A number o f  writers suggest that the joint task of spirituality and 
moral theology is to explore a new understanding of 'virtue' and 
'character' (what we should be, rather than do, in order to become fully 
human persons). Moral theologians increasingly emphasize that the 
ultimate guide to goodness lies not in rules but in the activity within us 
of the Holy Spirit. 21 Some of the most explicit reflection on the 
relationship between spirituality and ethics is in the writings of 
Christian feminist theologians. 22 

'Context' is an essential element in the modern study of spirituality. 
This is a concept imported from history and the social sciencesY 
'Context' has become the primary hermeneutical framework in the 
study of spiritual traditions. Spiritual experience is always determined 
to some degree by culture. Contextual approaches to spirituality seek to 
address not merely religious issues but the situation of traditions within 
their social contexts. 'Context' is not a 'something' added to or sub- 
tracted from spiritual experience. As Michel de Certeau showed, it is 
the element within which experiences take their forms and 
express ions  .24 
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De Certeau's assertions about culture and context are now broadly 
accepted. However, the way in which contextual studies have devel- 
oped has its problems. The history of spirituality has often come to 
mean the study of how religious attitudes are conditioned by culture 
and society. This brings historical spirituality close to the study of 
mentaIitds, or world-views, beloved of modern French historians. This 
'social, version of history is itself informed by anthropology and 
sociology. The limitation of this approach in reference to spirituality is 
that it tends to abandon theological sources and theological questions. 
We need a middle way between the older (exclusively theological) 
approach and the newer stress on social contexts. 25 

Four relatively recent 'conversations' are particularly striking. First, 
a socio-political approach has been particularly noticeable in libera- 
tionist and feminist approaches. It is gradually becoming a common 
aspect of more general studies in the field. Second, particularly in the 
English-speaking world, novels and poetry frequently address deep 
issues o f  meaning and belief. The 'unthematic', and even agnostic, 
spirituality in contemporary literature is attracting increasing atten- 
tion. 26 Thirdl there is a growing interest in the dialogue between 
spirituality and science. 27 

Finally, one of the most controversial conversations is between 
spirituality and psychology. References are too numerous to list. 2a 
While psychology is an important dimension of spirituality, it has 
limitations if given disproportionate attention. For example, psycho- 
logical terminology at times becomes a substitute for engagement with 
the Christian tradition. At other times it has encouraged a thoroughly 
uncontextual approach to the past. Most worrying of all, spirituality as a 
field of study is undermined by books that blend a superficial approach 
to the great traditions with 'popular' psychology. At worst, some of this 
writing is dangerously naive. At best it perpetuates a theologically 
lightweight, individualistic, self-help approach to the spiritual quest. 

The rise of a more interdisciplinary approach to study does not 
favour grand systems because the material nowadays is so broad. The 
field of spirituality increasingly resists a total approach by single 
scholars. It is the age of monographs with limited focuses, collected 
papers and encyclopaedia articles. The essay seems to be replacing 
architectonic structures. An essay, after all, is not merely a more  
informal, modest and open,ended piece of prose. It is, in its funda- 
mental sense, an experiment, a trial, a first tentative attempt at learning. 
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Conclusions 

Finally, what use are spirituality and theology to each other? Theology 
undoubtedly provides criteria for evaluating spirituality. Spirituality 
obviously needs tools to analyse and to evaluate different traditions, 
texts and practices. Given the plurality of contemporary approaches to 
spirituality, and the apparent novelty of some of them, the question of 
criteria for assessing what is 'authentic' from a Christian perspective 
takes on greater significance. Such criteria will be based on central 
theological principles developed within the faith community. 

Spirituality also offers criteria for judging theology. 

Spirituality [is] that which keeps theology to its proper vocation, 
that which prevents theology from evading its own real object. 
Spirituality does not really answer the question, Who is God? but it 
preserves the orientation, the perspective, within which this question 
remains a question that is being evaded or elided. 29 

Furthermore, spirituality i s  the unifying factor that underlies all 
attempts to 'do' theology or, more properly, be a theologian. Scholars 
of spirituality believe that it is a kind of Ricoeurian 'field-encom- 
passing field'. This suggests that spirituality has a unique capacity to 
integrate the multiple disciplines of theology which have become 
fragmented or even mutually suspicious. 3° 

Spirituality offers a critique of attempts by theology to launch itself 
into some stratosphere of timeless truth or abstract definition. The way 
that spirituality 'speaks' of God is radically different from systematics. 
Theology needs to allow its explanations to be questioned. It will find 
that spirituality recognizes that what is implied by the word 'God' 
cannot be spoken completely. In that way 'spirituality' prevents 
theology from escaping the elusiveness that matters most - that of God. 
Spirituality ultimately drives theology beyond words into silence - not 
the silence of meaninglessness but one that, paradoxically, speaks of 
infinite presence. 
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