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A Vision for Spiritual Formation in the CBF

E. Glenn Hinson

“Bountiful Feast,” Washington, DC, June 27, 2007


I am a little overwhelmed to be invited to speak on this special occasion and more than a little overwhelmed at the assigned subject, “God, what is your yearning/desire for spiritual formation in the CBF?”  Although I have spent much time over many years trying to tell Baptists where to go, I’m a bit hesitant to claim that I can say where it is God is trying to tell us to go.   I pray that my years of reflection will come out on somewhat the same road God yearns for all persons, specifically all Christians, to travel.


I hope you will not be disappointed when you do not hear anything new in what I say this evening.  Quite to the contrary, my basic thesis will be that God wants us to do everything we can to help people learn how to live contemplatively in an age and culture far removed from contemplation.  Indeed, we should do our level best to help a whole society, afflicted with a deep malaise, experience the transformation which only the love of God can effect.  To a considerable degree, what I want to say is that the way forward is to recover the contemplative tradition with which we Baptists began.  It may surprise some of you to hear me identify Baptists with the contemplative tradition, for that tradition is usually associated with monasticism.  Those who have been my students and who have read my writings, however, should not be surprised, for I have expended much effort to demonstrate how our Baptist/Puritan forbears showed surprising similarities to medieval contemplatives in their spirituality.  They did so because they deliberately returned to those sources in order to learn how to achieve their goal of a “further reformation”—heart religion manifested in transformed lives and the transformation of society.

Recover?


You will notice that I used the word “recover” when I spoke about the contemplative tradition.  The reason I did that is because, in four centuries of our Baptist pilgrimage, which we will soon mark, the contemplative tradition, which focuses especially on the transformation which God can work in us, has taken some heavy hits.
  As I would interpret them, major changes have come in three phases—a ​conversionist phase in the “Great Awakening” and frontier revival, a pragmatist phase as Baptists in America grew up during the period when the business model imposed itself on all aspects of American life, and a seeker phase as America has become the most pluralistic society on earth.
  We can find positive and admirable aspects in each of these phases, but they have also created some challenges to the whole-personed spiritual formation that our covenant with God should entail.


The conversionist phase freed Baptists from the crippling grip of hyper-Calvinism and enabled us to pursue the Great Commission, but it also launched a shift from a lifelong process of spiritual formation to the front end of the process.  Winning converts shoved aside the concern for formation throughout life.  The result was too many newborn Baptists who failed to grow into adult Christians.


The pragmatist phase harnessed an energy and sometimes useful ideas found in the burgeoning business industry in America, but it swallowed hook, line, and sinker, too, the success motif with its accent on marketing that motivated business and made our relationship with God a matter of negotiation rather than intimacy.  At Southern Seminary in 1923 Gaines S. Dobbins, previously Professor of Sunday School Pedagogy, assumed the role of Professor of Church Efficiency, publishing, as his inaugural, a book entitled The Efficient Church.
  You who go back as many years as I do will remember the Six Point Record System for Sunday School and the Eight Point for Church Training.  The key thing became faith as a business deal carefully confirmed rather than faith as growing in the covenant with God.


The seeker phase has opened up many options, especially in encounter with other cultures and religions, during a period of deepened religious search, but it has also created the problem my grandchildren face when they go into a Toys ‘R Us store—overchoice.  Up to the Civil War, America was an overwhelmingly Protestant nation; from the 1860’s to the 1960’s it was a Protestant/Catholic nation; since that time, it has become a multi-religious nation.  How do we select from so many options what will contribute to a healthy growth in our relationship with God and with one another?


My answer to that question is not “Go West, young man!” or “Go East!” or “Go North!”  or “Go South!” but “Go back!”  We had best hitch up our britches and wade back down our Baptist stream to where it meets the Puritan stream, then down the Puritan to where it meets the Anglican, and then down the Anglican to where it meets the Catholic mainstream, and then down the Catholic mainstream to where it flows out of the Jewish spring we have come to know in and through Jesus of Nazareth.


Baptists have often spoken disparagingly of “tradition,” but I should like to underscore here a positive meaning.  From Thomas Merton I have learned to distinguish between “tradition” and “convention.”  “Convention” is the external, the husk, and we can discard a lot of conventions.  “Tradition” is the essence, the kernel, and we cannot dispense with it.  Permit me, then, to lay out some of the essentials of the contemplative tradition which I think God desires for Baptists in the CBF to recover. 

The Covenant


I begin with the covenant at the heart of our relationship with God.  On the American frontier Baptists pushed the covenant aside in their debates with groups who based their practice of baptizing infants on it, but we cannot develop a healthy spirituality without restoring the idea of covenant to the center of our thinking and practice. 

In the Abrahamic tradition of faith the Eternal God out of love chose to effect a covenant between Godself and humankind.  What God has yearned for from eternity is that human beings will seek to enter ever more deeply into this covenant relationship both individually and corporately.  From ancient times Jews and Christians have drawn on the analogy of marriage and invoked the love tryst of the Song of Songs to enable their constituents to understand how intimate our relationship with God should be.  You see, this covenant is not an Over/under, Master/slave, Liege Lord/serf kind of relationship.  By God’s choice it is a Lover/beloved, Spouse/spouse, Parent/child kind of relationship.  As Paul reminded the Romans, “You did not receive a spirit of servitude to come groveling in fear, but you received a spirit of adoption as children in which we cry out, ‘Abba, Father!’” (Rom 8:15; my paraphrase).  

You hear the terms of this covenant clearly laid out in the two great commandments: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength” and “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Mark 12:30-31; Matt 22:37-39; Luke 10:27).  If Jesus taught us anything, he taught us this: We must keep our focus in spiritual formation always on the fact that the Eternal God of infinite love has fallen in love with us and wants us to love God back with our whole being and to love every human being in the way God loves us.  As H. Richard Niebuhr stated superbly, the purpose of the Church and its ministry is “the increase among men [and women] of the love of God and of neighbor.”
  That surely is what God yearns for spiritual formation in the CBF.


How will we grow in the love of God and of neighbor?  Did Jesus not give us the answer to that question in Matthew 6:33?  To the anxiety-ridden of his day, he said, “Seek first God’s mysterious Presence and God’s okaying of you; then these other things will fall into place” (Matt 6:33, my paraphrase).  Please note that I am not adopting the NRSV version, “Strive first for the kingdom.”  Striving only adds to anxiety.  We must recognize that we grow in the love of God not by striving but by surrender.  We all have within us a “homing instinct,” like that of the pigeon that takes it to the place of its birth, but even as we seek God, God is seeking us.  We would have no hope in this covenant relationship were that not true.  The “kingdom” is not a certain type of society or government.  As Jesus illustrated it, the kingdom is mysterious, like yeast in the lump of dough (Matt 13:33=Luke 13:21), a mustard seed (Matt 13:31; Mark 4:31; Luke 13:19), a crop growing of its own accord (Mark 4:28), or a thief in the night (Matt 24:43; Luke 12:39).  In Matthew’s Gospel “righteousness” is God’s work of transformation--good trees bearing good fruit (Matt 7:17-18; Luke 6:43), not those who say “Lord, Lord,” but those who do the will of God (Matt 7:21-22), and the downright good who feed the hungry, give drink to the thirsty, clothe the naked, and give hospitality to strangers without even thinking about it (Matt 25:31-46).  

Paul’s prayer for the Philippians should be our constant prayer: “that God’s love in you may grow more and more in understanding and in every sensitivity so that you may have a sense of things that really matter, in order that you may be pure and without reproach in the day of Christ, filled with fruit of righteousness that redounds through Jesus Christ to the glory and praise of God.”  As many of you have heard me image it, what we need to do is to open to the love of God like flowers opening to the morning sun.  God is Love.  God’s love energies brought our world into being.  Those love energies sustain our world and direct it toward some meaningful end.  And, just like the sun’s rays constantly bathe our earth, those same love energies are always pouring on us.  But we have to open, for God does not drive a bulldozer.  Learning to open to the transforming love of God has been the concern of the contemplative tradition from ancient times on, and opening is our concern. 

Opening


I make it sound very easy, very simple—“Just open!”  But you and I know that it isn’t easy or simple.  We’ve experienced storms in life that have caused us to pull our shutters to and to close our doors and bar them from the inside.  I’m not speaking so much about physical storms, though they certainly cause such reactions, but about psychic storms.  You love someone.  That person exploits, twists, distorts,  or abuses your love, and you pull back.  Thenceforward, you fear opening again lest you suffer a similar experience.


My mother did something for me which has made it hard to open.  As I grew up in poverty in the Missouri Ozarks during the Great Depression, she drilled into me that I was never to take anything free.  “If you don’t take anything you don’t earn or merit, you won’t be owing anybody anything.  You’ll have your pride.”   “Pride” underscored!  In some ways that was a gift, and I know some people who could use my mother’s advice.  But my mother also left me with a problem, the problem of accepting Grace. I don’t think I accepted a piece of candy from another person until I was twenty-five.  I would always say, “No, thank you.  I’m about to have lunch.  Or, I just had some.  Or, the real reason, my mother would skin me.”


George Herbert, the great Anglican poet and pastor, fingered the universal human dilemma exactly as he drew his classic poem “The Temple” to its dramatic close.  You know these lines:

Love bade me welcome: yet my soul drew back,


Guilty of dust and sin.

But quick-ey’d Love, observing me grow slack


From my first entrance in,

Drew nearer to me, sweetly questioning,


If I lack’d anything.

A guest, I answer’d, worthy to be here:

(Get that: We always want to be worthy.)


Love said, You shall be he.

I the unkind, ungrateful?  Ah my dear,


I cannot look on thee.

Love took my hand, and smiling did reply,


Who made the eyes but I?


So it isn’t easy to open.  Yet, with God’s gentle wooing, we must, from the inside.  God is not a bulldozer.  God will not break our door down.  We have to open.  What can we do to open our selves and to help other people to open themselves to the transforming love of God?

“The School of Love”


Bernard of Clairvaux spoke about the monastery as schola caritatis, “the school of love.”   I hope you will agree with him that schooling in love is “where it’s at.”  Within our Baptist context, however, we are not likely soon to see monasteries develop, so we must look at other social models in which we may develop “schools of love” through which we can effect the transformation of individual lives and, from thence, society.  The dominant model in America, and perhaps much of the western world today, is that of the business corporation.  In a provocative book entitled Soul at Work: Spiritual Leadership in Organizations
 Margaret Benefiel, a Quaker, has shown how spirituality can play a role in what happens in business organizations, even churchly ones, but she is talking about something which is happening in a few instances, not on a wide scale.  Puritans, including early Baptists, focused on the family unit.
  Quite a lot of schooling in the love of God and of others should happen there today, too, but we must recognize a serious change in the nature and role of families in America.  We might think of modular families in which people could be formed in love.  Thomas Merton once adapted the Cistercian model for a group of families and individuals who lived near Gethsemani; they called themselves “The Families of St. Benedict.”  I don’t know how long the experiment lasted.  Churches should perhaps provide a major venue for a “school of love.”  Most of us will recognize, however, that most such schools will consist of those who elect to enroll in them.  Programs such as The Upper Room’s Companions in Christ, now adapted even for spiritual formation of children, point the way, and it is quite commendable that CBF has undertaken to promote it. 

We can learn much from the Benedictine tradition about how such schools may open people to the transforming love of God, above all, through prayer.  In our active lives we won’t be able to imitate the full regimen set out by the Rule of St. Benedict and practiced today in Cistercian monasteries—gathering seven (originally eight) times a day to chant Psalms in the Opus Dei; praying privately for about three or four hours in the lectio divina; and doing manual or other types of labor in silence for about six hours.  But could we not find some way to siphon some insights from the whole regimen and from each of these elements?  Many have found Thomas Merton’s observation about the contemplative life very true. The contemplative life in the strictest sense is led in monasteries, he said.  “But in a broader sense every life can be dedicated to some extent to contemplation, and even the most active of lives can and should be balanced by a contemplative element—leavened by the peace and order and clarity that can be provided by meditation, interior prayer, and the deep penetration of the most fundamental truths of human existence.”

What about the three chief elements of the Benedictine regimen?

· Psalmody has virtually disappeared from Baptist usage, but Baptist and other hymnals contain hymnic adaptations of Psalms, and one hears scores of praise hymns, many of which are Psalms.  GenXers, in particular, relate to life through music.  Music has great power to form people spiritually.  Why not the Psalms?  

· Lectio divina, the soul of monastic contemplative formation, is probably the easiest for a people as biblicistic as Baptists to take to.  Benedictines used it to outline steps on the way to developing intimacy in one’s relationship to God.  Step 1—lectio—means reading and mulling over scripture texts like a cow chewing the cud.  Teresa of Avila described this as lifting up water out of a cistern with a bucket.  It is hard but necessary work.  Merton called it the “front porch” of prayer.  Step 2—meditatio—takes you from head to heart.  Here God helps more.  Teresa called this “the prayer of quiet” and suggested that it is like water being lifted by a water wheel.  Step 3—oratio—involves direct conversation, communication, and communion with God.  At this level, Teresa said, “the waters of grace have risen to the neck of the soul,” like water flowing through a stream.  Step 4—contemplatio—has to do with “resting in God.”  We have arrived at our goal.  It is like rain falling, Teresa said.

· Spending time in silence may pose the greatest challenge in this era whose chief symbol may well be a cell phone, i-pod, a TV blaring when no one is in the room, or other noise box.  Here we may have to do what Jesus often did and what monks have done in imitation of him, that is, retreat to the desert to spend time in solitude and silence.  Churches could make retreats for all of their members a major responsibility.

Contemplation in a World of Action

 Millions of Americans, including many Baptists, will doubtless dispute the value of contemplation in a world caught up in activity for activity’s sake, quick to invent distractions, and uncomfortable with even a moment’s silence.  They still think like most of the seventy-five students I took to the Abbey of Gethsemani in 1960.  To be honest, I didn’t take them to Gethsemani to learn about contemplation or to meet Thomas Merton, but to learn about the Middle Ages.  Merton was our bonus.  After he had talked to us about life in the monastery, he asked if we had questions.  One student asked what I feared one would ask, “What is a smart fellow like you doing throwing his life away in a place like this?”  I waited for Merton to open his mouth and eat that guy alive.  But he didn’t.  He chuckled and said something that bowled me over, “I am here because I believe in prayer.  That is my vocation.”  You could have knocked me over with a feather.  I had never met anyone who believed in prayer enough to think of it as a vocation.  All the way back to the seminary that afternoon, those words kept echoing in my head alongside the Protestant rubric, “God has no hands but our hands, no feet but our feet, no voice but our voice.”  I began to pray that Merton might be right, for, if everything depends on us, our world is in a desperate condition.


I must confess here that I didn’t really begin to grasp what Thomas Merton was all about until after his untimely death in 1968.  I scanned the manuals he put together to teach novices, which he sent me, and read Spiritual Direction and Meditation, the first book he gave me, but all of that rolled off like water off of a duck’s back.  After his death, however, I received invitations to speak about him which necessitated that I read all of his published works.  Little by little, I began to discern his message for our day, the dire necessity of contemplation for a world of action, a world which no longer accorded time and made room to seek Wisdom for its own sake, to seek God. As he put behind him the negative view of the “world” which he brought to Gethsemani in 1941, during the late 1950’s and 1960’s he sought to show how contemplation could lead to more purposeful action.  So much of our action in today’s world, he insisted, is purposeless because it does not proceed from authentic being.  “He who attempts to act and do things for others or for the world without deepening his own self-understanding, freedom, integrity and capacity to love, will not have anything to give others.  He will communicate to them nothing but the contagion of his own obsessions, his aggressiveness, his ego-centered ambitions, his delusions about ends and means, his doctrinaire prejudices and ideas.”
 


I think Thomas Merton has answered the question about God’s yearning with which I began, not for the CBF but for all Christians.  What he did was to take the wisdom of the whole contemplative tradition and address its insights to what he described as “an illusory and deceptive world of collective unreason.”  In a work entitled The Inner Experience, which he wrote initially in 1959 and edited several times but was not published until 2003, Merton sought to prescribe a contemplative solution to our modern dilemma.  We are selves fragmented by our environment with its many distractions and need reintegration as unified human persons.  In order to become whole, we must strip away our false, exterior selves, and discover and awaken our inner selves.  Western culture today works against the spontaneous development and discovery of these inner selves.  We can prepare ourselves to receive grace, but we do not possess in ourselves the ability to discover and awaken them, for we will find our true selves only when we find God.  “Since our inmost ‘I’ is the perfect image of God, then when that ‘I’ awakens, he finds within himself the Presence of Him Whose image he is.  And, by a paradox beyond all human expressions, God and the soul seem to have but one single ‘I.’ They are (by divine grace) as though one single person.  They breathe and live and act as one.”


Recovery of wholeness will not mean isolation from the world.  Quite to the contrary, it should lead our inner selves to see the world “from a deeper and more spiritual viewpoint.”
  A child’s rather than a lumberman’s view of a tree!  A Christian contemplative is not merely “alone with the Alone,” but, inseparable from Christ, is one with “all the other ‘I’s’ who live in Christ.”
  “The life of contemplation is, then, not simply a life of human technique and discipline; it is the life of the Holy Spirit in our souls.  The whole duty of the contemplative is to abandon what is base and trivial in his life, and do all he can to conform himself to the secret and obscure promptings of the Spirit of God.”

An Ecumenical  Endeavor


I cannot bring this lecture to a close without underscoring the importance of working together not only with other Christians but with persons of other faiths as well in an age that will require the united effort of all humans possibly even to survive.  As the preceding paragraph hints, the mature Merton constantly expanded his understanding of the word “catholic” and envisioned a “quite momentous” role that contemplatives might play in interfaith dialogue and cooperation.
  I doubt whether I need to remind any of you how critical it is to cultivate interfaith connections that might ease tensions between Christians, Jews, and Muslims.


First, let me express thanks to United Methodists and to God for the development of a serious cooperation between CBF and the United Methodist Church through The Upper Room.  Some of you have participated in the training session for Companions in Christ today and quite a few have attended the Academy for Spiritual Formation and read and contributed to Weavings.  We do not need to reinvent Baptist versions of ideas and programs which work quite well.  We need each other.  Far better for us to share labors with those whose understanding of “evangelical” is so close to ours than to carry on a pitched battle with people only nominally Baptist.
Second, I think God offers hearty approval of ties we establish with other Christian bodies in the area of spiritual formation.  Perhaps you will forgive a little prejudice on my part, but the Roman Catholic Church has unmatched wealth in its many religious orders and the contemplative tradition which it shares unreservedly.  I thank God every morning for Pope John XXIII for daring to throw open the windows and doors of the Church, to start calling us “separated brothers,” and to launch a new epoch in church history.   Thanks to John’s “New Pentecost,” we’ve become co-laborers rather than competitors with Episcopalians, Presbyterians, Quakers, Disciples, Orthodox, and most other Christian religious bodies, save our fellow Baptists in the South, as we traipse through our contemplative stream toward the mainstream.

Perhaps you can chalk this up to my age, 76 a month from today, but I would plead that we not limit our listening and learning to other Christians.  God, whom we have come to know in and through Jesus of Nazareth, a Jew, is not of such limited candlepower that God can only illuminate Baptists or Protestants or Catholics or Orthodox or those who name the name of Christ.  The Universal Christ, who said, “I am the way, the truth, and the life,” is not one missionaries “take” throughout the whole wide earth.  A Christ they can “take” isn’t big enough to help anybody.  No, the Universal Christ will meet them wherever they go—in every culture and in every religion, wherever truth is.  We  need not apologize to say that we wished others would know God through Jesus Christ as we do, but we Christians must not say they have no light.  Just as Merton reminded my students, “We are all beginners” when it comes to knowing God.

Summary and Conclusion


What is God’s yearning for spiritual formation in the CBF, then?  I would not want to claim inerrancy and infallibility in my discernment, but I think it boils down to this.  God yearns for us to form everywhere and in every way we can “schools of love” which will enable those who enroll to open to the transforming love of God, so that they may have a sense of things that really matter, in order that they may become pure in heart and filled with the fruit of the Spirit—love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control.  The curriculum for such “schools” would derive from appropriation and adaptation of the centuries of insight accumulated by the contemplative tradition about deepening the covenant between God and ourselves.  A practicum will enable students to discover how a contemplative life informs and influences everyday endeavor.  Because attentiveness is at the heart of the contemplative life, every effort would be made to listen to and learn from other persons and groups engaged in the same endeavor. 
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