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In this post I am building on 4 elements of good conversation and Spirituality: form or flow?. My thinking has been shaped by many
different inputs, but here is perhaps most heavily influenced by Kevin Vanhoozer’s The Drama of Doctrine and ongoing dialogue with my
brother Andrew (hypotyposis). Vanhoozer explicates the Scriptures as unfolding drama, which corresponds at many points with
conversational journey. Andrew’s approach to spirituality is more sacramental while mine is more anabaptist; we are both committed to “a
theology of the Word” and our conversations are enriching.

==

My wife has challenged me to speak topically to our church in plain language about what it means to be a Christian. Thanks, Tiffani! We
are going to take a break from our ongoing series in Genesis and Mark for enough time to sketch a basic spirituality.

==

Why is a new way of talking about spirituality needed? Look around your church, and count how many families have children who have not
walked away from consistent involvement in a church.  Any church. I’m doing a basic survey of the church I have pastored now for two
years. The poll is still in progress, but here are the most popular answers for five of the questions:

89% say about both Bible reading and prayer: “I think it is important, but I wish I did it more.”
67% say it has been over a month since they read a chapter or more of the Bible.
 44% say that when they pick up the Bible, “I feel like I should be interested, but I am not actually interested.”
67% say it has been over a month since they gave away cash or a gift worth 10% or more of their last paycheck.
67% also say in regard to doing something generous for someone else, “It feels like something I should be doing.”

I grew up with a type of spirituality that said the Bible was God talking to us, and prayer was us talking to God. Preaching and hymn singing
were sacraments, rituals that God touched us through if they were undertaken properly.

Some people think about spirituality in terms of “means of grace” which are the normal ways God works in human lives. One evangelical
theologian’s list includes: teaching of the Word, baptism, the Lord’s Supper, prayer for one another, worship, church discipline, giving,
spiritual gifts, fellowship, evangelism, and personal ministry to individuals (W. Grudem, Systematic Theology, 951). The idea here is that
God is gracing believers through these various activities.
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I would like to propose a different structure for understanding spirituality. It is not the one-way lecture directed by God toward people (the
Bible) or the one-way lecture directed by people toward God (prayer). It is also not the “means of grace” which so easily can turn on their
head from “ways God blesses people” to “ways people work hard and feel very guilty trying to ascend toward God.” Perhaps you are
familiar with another way of looking at spirituality that you could throw in here. Go right ahead.

==

What is spirituality? What is the “devotional life” of believers in the Bible? When I crack my Bible open and start looking, I find a surprising
lack of evidence for anything like the piety I have been taught in church.

After the fall, we get some sense that God was accustomed to walking in the garden in the evening with Adam and Eve (Gen. 3:8).

Some people might say Abel is the first “godly” man, but it is reading into the text of Gen. 4 to say that God chose Abel’s sacrifice because
it was in substance better than Cain’s. If anything, we might say that God declared a certain verdict on the sacrifices (1 John 3:12). The
issue in the text is how Cain responded to what happened, namely by murdering his brother about whom we know very little.

There is a tantalizing little clue about spirituality in Gen. 5:21-24: Enoch walked with God. The text repeats it, in case you missed it the first
time.

We get our first more complete picture of a spiritual person with Noah. What does the Bible say about Noah? In Gen. 6:8: “Noah found
favor in the eyes of the Lord.” In Gen. 6:9: “Noah was a righteous man, blameless among the people of his time, and he walked with God.”
Noah’s obedience to God’s commands is emphasized again and again (Gen. 6:22, 7:5, 7:9, 7:16). We don’t see Noah praying. We don’t see
Noah singing. There is no Bible for Noah to read. When he finally disembarks, we do find Noah building an altar to God on which he makes
a sacrifice (Gen. 8:20). What else do we know about Noah? He plants a vineyard and gets drunk (Gen. 9:20-21). We have a poetic curse
(Gen. 9:25) on his sexually deviant son, and a poetic blessing on his two brothers (Gen. 9:26-27). This is what we know about the
spirituality of Noah. Oh, one more thing, he is mentioned elsewhere in Scripture. His name is evoked by God himself as a spiritual giant of
Israel along with Daniel and Job (Ezek. 14:14, 20). Noah was a man of faith, acting obediently to God’s commands and serving as “a herald
of righteousness” (Heb. 11:7, 2 Pet. 2:5).

What is my point? Because of a high view of Scripture, believing it should all be systematized because it came from one God, we have
amalgamated every aspect of every spiritual person to figure out methods for becoming godly people. But we do not find people in the
Bible who act like that! Noah is not David. Noah is not Steven the martyr. Noah is not Paul. Noah is not Jesus. Noah is Noah. There is no
biblical evidence for any of the marks of spirituality as we have been taught they should look!

What this all comes around to is that perhaps a better structure for spirituality would be that of conversational journey.

Christianity is a journey. And it is a conversation. More soon…

Jon Wymer
profanefaith@gmail.com
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