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Spiritual formation has always been a central concern of the best theological educators ever since Jesus walked Galilee with his disciples and was more concerned with strengthening their faith than filling their heads. There are survey articles and bibliographies on the subject which the student can refer for a more comprehensive listing
 but this is a very personal selection – the literature which has especially helped and moved me. It is presented in the hope that some of the works I mention will do the same for you.

Thomas A Kempis’ Imitation of Christ 
 was not written directly on the subject, but represents the spirituality of the Brethren of the Common Life, a reform movement of the 13th Century in what is now Holland.
 “Of what use is it to discourse learnedly on the trinity if you lack humility and therefore displease the trinity?” 
 is typical of his advice to theological educators, especially in book one. 

Pietism was well represented in Philip Jacob Spener’s dissatisfaction with the neo Lutheran scholasticism of Luther’s successors. It was a return to a Christianity with personal experience of Christ at the centre rather than doctrinal exactitude - so the University of Wittenberg accused him of 264 doctrinal errors and proved his point. Spener’s most famous work, the Pia Desideria, 
 has a whole chapter on how we should train godly ministers to promote personal religion. It is delightfully fresh to read in our situation  today, which Lessie Newbigin has described as the “Babylonian Captivity of theological education” by academia.
 The “Brotherly Agreement”
 penned by Ludwig von Zinzendorf for the community at Herrnhut is another Pietist document useful for colleges seeking to construct spiritual communities.

Both the Pietist and Puritan concerns for “Godly Ministers” find delightful expression in a little book by Benjamin B. Warfield  called The Religious Life of Theological Students. 

The Bible Colleges were born out of the revivals of the 19th century which Edwin Orr has called “the second evangelical awakening” and were the main suppliers of candidates for the new faith missions. The great evangelist Grattan Guinness – one time temperance preacher in Dublin, and an embarrassment to his brewery owning family – founded the first in 1872, the East London Institute for Home and Foreign Missions.
 Guinness’s address The Training of Missionaries
 to the London Conference on Mission in 1888 speaks movingly of spiritual formation as the key to effectiveness, and is well worth reading.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer was, from 1935, the head of the seminary of the confessing church in Finkenwalde, Germany while the Nazis rose to power and, as is well known, eventually died at their hands. Two years after being appointed, the Gestapo closed down the college and the following year, in 1938, he wrote a beautiful little book entitled Life Together
 which is a description of what Christian community and spiritual life should be like in a theological school. It is simple and deep at the same time, not something you could say about most theology.
However, the largest body of literature available to us comes from the growing dissatisfaction with theological education (expressed by the churches and increasingly the educators themselves) as it was in the 1970s onwards, and the resultant new search for a greater emphasis on the spiritual formation of the student. This “new look” at the subject is traceable in the ATS North American seminary movement, the Roman Catholic Church, the World Council of Churches affiliated colleges across the world and the Evangelical Accrediting Movement. 

In 1972, an initial “Taskforce on Spiritual Direction” reported to the bi-annual meeting of the Association of American Schools.
 It was the first of a number of fascinating studies. It painted a bleak picture, recommending a new emphasis on corporate worship and community, the evaluation of a student’s spiritual progress (rather naively) and, magnificently, the spiritual development of the faculty as the key. Following a significant debate in the schools, a large conference was convened in Denver in 1980 to hear a second substantial report.
 It tackled the great issue of the relationship of spiritual formation to the academic programme of a college and called for greater integration. In 1987, the Basic Issues Seminar took place on Theological Education as the Formation of Character.
 It attracted top theologians such as Tracy and Lindbeck as contributors, a sign of the growing status of the debate. However, to my mind, it is the contribution of Douglas John Hall with his emphasis on grace and his re-inserting  of the word “discipleship” into the debate that is most memorable. All these reports and conference papers can be read in various editions of Theological Education and, since they have certainly not been widely and deeply acted on, are essential reading for today.
Soon after the Sixth World Council of Churches Assembly in Vancouver, Dr. Samuel Amirtham turned the focus of the programme for theological education towards spiritual formation. In 1987, a small but very significant workshop was held on the little island of Iona off the Scottish mainland. It produced a consultative document which triggered conferences around the world and ended in a great conference in Indonesia in 1989. All the main documents of the process are published in the book Invitation to the Feast of Life; Resources for Spiritual Formation in Theological Education
 which should be on every theological educator’s bookshelf (if you can get hold of it today). It works in the three tension areas of; internal and external spirituality; academics and spiritual formation; and personal and communal spirituality. It is a pity the process is flawed by a lack of emphasis on evangelism as an expression of discipleship, but otherwise it is important and fascinating stuff.

The Roman Catholic seminaries have, in general, been more interested in spiritual formation than their Protestant counterparts. A good outline of the history can be found in John O’Malley’s article “Spiritual Formation for Ministry; Some Roman Catholic Traditions - their Past and Present”
 and Optatan Totius
 of Vatican II is interesting reading. The most important recent document, however, is the apostolic exhortation of 1992 Pastores Dabo Vobis
 (I will give you shepherds). It came about as the result of a bishop’s synod in 1990, following the period post-Vatican II which was so disastrous for priestly vocations, at least in the west. Chapter five especially founds the training of a priest in the Gospel, the life of Christ, and communion and fellowship with Him. Interestingly, it emphasises personal human formation as an important parallel process to spiritual formation (a link Lindbeck argued against in 1987
). The book is surprisingly useful.
The growth of the evangelical accrediting movement from the 1970s to today owes much not just to the organisational skills of its founding fathers such as Paul Bowers but also to their willingness to engage with the big issues of theological education. Spiritual formation was addressed in an excellent article by Bruce Nicholls in 1982
 and in the Manifesto for the Renewal of Theological Education
 of 1983 which should be photocopied and given to each of our students so they can see what we should be aiming for and just how far we fall short. And we do fall very short. The manifesto was widely welcomed among evangelical schools all over the world, but a little known study by Roger Ferris in 1990
 demonstrated that it had produced few changes in the schools. 

I owe much to Henri Nouwen. He taught spirituality at Yale and Harvard in the 70s and 80s and wrote 40 books (or one book 40 times ?) on spirituality. In Reaching Out,
 he addresses the issue of theological education, it’s current inadequacies, and suggests a new model based on the biblical idea of hospitality. It is deeply frustrating because you wonder how on earth you can work like that within our present constrictive programmes,  but deeply refreshing. 

Finally, there is an excellent article by Gordon T. Smith, our conference speaker at EEAA this year, “Spiritual Formation in the Academy; a Unifying Model”.
 In it he constructs a model for understanding the place and role of spiritual formation within a school which, after all that has been written in the last 40 years on the subject, is greatly needed, and excellently done.

We spend so much time as theological educators reading books, articles and conference papers in our own subject area. If only we could channel just a little of that reading time into works that address what it is we are trying to do with our students in the area of spiritual formation, our ministry as tutors would be so much the richer. If we did it together as academic staff in a college, our school would surely become more effective for the kingdom.
Graham Cheesman
January 2007.
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