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Introduction 

 Life in the Spirit: Spiritual Formations in Theological Perspectives, a collection 

of essays written by faculty members from Wheaton College, Regents University, Notre 

Dame and others, explores the theological importance of the Holy Spirit in spiritual 

formation, the approaches to spiritual formation throughout history, and various practices 

to further spiritual formation.  The purpose of this text is to provide a variety of 

understandings of spiritual formation, both historically and among different 

denominational frameworks.  The value of this text is found in its thoroughness and 

diversity. 

Insights 

In his essay, Jeffrey P Greenman defines spiritual formation as “our continuing 

response to the reality of God’s grace shaping us into the likeness of Jesus Christ, through 

the work of the Holy Spirit, in the community of faith for the sake of the world.”1  In 

further explanation, he decries the notion that the individual through inward assessment 

initiates spiritual formation, but argues the Holy Spirit is the cause through the believer’s 

response to Him. In the conservative church culture, sanctification is often implied to be 

the work of the believer, as the author of this paper can attest.  Spiritual formation, then, 

becomes the ability of the believer to adhere to a strict set of guidelines. In contrast, 

Greenman argues that it is the work of the Holy Spirit in the life of the believer, not the 

focused self initiated work of the believer that brings about sanctification and spiritual 

formation. 

	
1	Greenman, Jeffrey. 2010. “Spiritual Formation in Theological Perspective.” In Life in 
the Spirit: Spiritual Formation in Theological Perspective, edited by Jeffrey P. Greenman 
& George Kalantzis, 24. Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press.		
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A second insight became evident in Gordon Fee’s essay On Getting the Spirit 

Back into Spirituality.  Often, doctrinal flavors of a particular time period reflect a 

rejection of perceived doctrinal errors of a previous era.  With the rise of the Charismatic 

movement, its strong emphasis on the gifts of the Holy Spirit, and its occasional 

misinterpretation of Scripture, many conservative denominations have nearly ignored the 

doctrine and importance of the Holy Spirit in salvation and sanctification.  Through 

numerous scripture passages, Fee shows the work of the Holy Spirit in spiritual growth, 

discerning truth, in discipline, and in worship2.  

James Wilhoit introduces the concept of Prayer Centering in his essay by that 

name.  In prayer centering, the pray-er places him or herself in an environment conducive 

to time with the Lord.  In preparation for this time, the pray-er chooses a word that will 

refocus him or her.  The purpose of this one word is to in essence say, “my desire is to be 

with You, Lord.”  Wilhoit recommends that the pray-er use this word throughout the time 

of prayer when the mind begins to wander.3  This method of praying was unknown to the 

author of this paper prior to reading this paper, yet, even with the concerns presented by 

critics in the essay, this does present the sincere pray-er a beneficial way of focusing in 

times of communion with God. 

 

 

 

	
2	Fee, Gordon D. 2010. “On Getting the Spirit Back Into Spirituality.” In Life in the 
Spirit: Spiritual Formation in Theological Perspective, edited by Jeffrey P. Greenman & 
George Kalantzis, 37-44. Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press. 
3 Wilhoit, James. 2010. “Prayer Centering.” In Life in the Spirit: Spiritual Formation in 
Theological Perspective, edited by Jeffrey P. Greenman & George Kalantzis, 182. 
Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press.	
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Evaluation 

Lawrence Cunningham’s essay “The Way and the Ways: Reflections on Catholic 

Spirituality4” caused concern for the author of this paper, a Southern Baptist by choice, a 

product of the reformation by heritage and committed to Biblical truth. In this chapter, 

Cunningham identifies the various schools of thought regarding spiritual formation 

throughout Catholic history.  In each, there were different means of seeking the holiness 

of God in one’s life.  Historically, the Roman Catholic church emphasizes works in 

addition to Christ as the means of salvation, and although in recent decades, Catholic 

terminology has taken on an evangelical flavor, the doctrines of the church remain. Each 

of these schools within the Catholic tradition existed to help participants win favor with 

God in salvation.  This stands in stark contrast to the message of the Bible and of the 

other authors in this text that the Holy Spirit brings about sanctification in the believer.   

 
Reflection 

 In reflection, three aspects of spiritual formation were most insightful.  First, 

spiritual formation was defined by Greenman as the work of the Holy Spirit in the lives 

of the believer.  As with salvation, the work of sanctification is not the work of the person, 

but the work of God.  Second, the Holy Spirit is not one to be ignored, but one who is the 

Helper and Comforter, the Person of the Trinity who conforms believers into the image 

of Christ. Third, extended prayer times have always been difficult.  With this prayer 

centering, the author of this paper has a new tool to assist in communion with God. 

  

	
4 Cunningham, Lawrence. 2010. “The Way and the Ways.” In Life in the Spirit: Spiritual 
Formation in Theological Perspective, edited by Jeffrey P. Greenman & George 
Kalantzis, 82-96. Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press.	
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