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To Margaret O’Gara and M. Therese Lysaught,
my theological mentors




The Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory,

the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth.



John 1:14
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Introduction



Spiritual Theology and Theological Spirituality

Spirituality inevitably involves an interpretive encounter between (at least) two sets of contextualized experiences: the researcher’s and that of the object under study (be it texts, artifacts, persons, communities, or entire traditions).1 The study of spirituality can thus be understood as a dialogue wherein the object under consideration effectively transforms the researcher as the theologian’s own contextualization conditions her appropriation of it. Hence, insofar as spiritual experience is characterized by “openness to transcendence,”2 the study of such experience requires that the theologian be capable of self-transcendence and ready to undergo inner transformation. As she reflects on and responsibly assumes her own spiritual dimension and history, she discovers that—like all human beings—she is involved in a relationship with the transcendent. Spirituality instantiates the ongoing attempt to bring to articulate expression the intelligibility of one’s formative encounter with God, by means of a conversation with the experience others have of it.

Definitions of spirituality proposed by leading theologians confirm these insights. Sandra Schneiders speaks of a religious form of spirituality whose meaning “is based on the conception of what constitutes the proper and highest actualization of the human capacity for self-transcendence in personal relationship, namely, relationship with God.”3 Similarly, Kees Waaijman defines spirituality as transformative interaction of the human with the divine:


Spirituality is a human enterprise with moments of real growth and false growth, inwardness and self-transcendence, a search process in which a human being takes shape and God’s reality is appropriated; at the same time spirituality is a divine enterprise with moments of revelation and eclipse. The interactivity between the divine and the human reality is a phased and layered process.4



For Waaijman, theology—understood as the systematic interpretation of Christian faith and its sources—contributes to the retrieval of genuine Christian experience, the purpose of spirituality. Schneiders concurs: 


Theology is the intellectual articulation of spirituality. It is, among other things, the attempt to understand and express what is believed and lived. Theology that is not rooted in spirituality, that is, in Christian experience, tends to become abstract, arid, and irrelevant.5 



Spirituality is informed by theology (although not necessarily in explicit, thematic form), which reveals to be nothing else than lived/living faith systematically reflecting upon itself. Schneiders describes the nature and practice of theology in the Middle Ages (which she perceives as an ideal):


All theology was faith seeking understanding; it was also understanding seeking transformation, the transformation of self and world in God through Christ in the power of the Spirit. Theology referred primarily to the global and integrated enterprise of living the spiritual life, and that enterprise was nourished by meditating on the Bible as scripture, thinking clearly and faithfully within and about the tradition, practicing personal prayer, celebrating liturgically within the believing community, and living the life of the Beatitudes that Jesus preached. The theologian was defined as one who prayed truly.6



Such an “integral approach to theology as theoretically reflective and articulate lived spirituality,”7 she however deems impossible to revive in our day and age characterized by the production of highly fragmented specialized knowledge. Waaijman wonders whether the critical reserve expressed by Schneiders and other leading spirituality scholars does not result from an unfair assessment of the actual status and evolution of theology:


The question is whether the study of spirituality does not have too stereotypical a view of theology, a discipline which has changed over the years. Theology is often portrayed, caricature-like, as abstract, impersonal, technical, dogmatic, systematic in an old-fashioned way, sterile, one-dimensional. Does this image correspond to what we actually find in today’s theology?8



If the multiplication of academic disciplines and sub-disciplines is an undeniable fact, the task to which every Christian is confronted remains the same: to provide, both in action and thought, a coherent articulation of her lived existence, in and by which she seeks to offer faithful witness and discipleship to Jesus Christ. The Christian faith still needs to reflect upon itself in the person of each believer who professes and attempts to live it out. Christian existence is oriented toward unification in and with God and, as such, is both intelligible and reasonable. Theologians must therefore admit the possibility of producing a coherent account of this existence, whose elaboration precisely forms the substance of Christian spirituality. In the apt words of Don E. Saliers,


for the Christian tradition, spirituality still has to do with the struggle to pray, with a sense of holiness and the mystery of life and death, with the challenge of seeking a wholeness to human existence in relation to God and neighbor and the created order.9



The acquisition of new knowledge corresponds to and prolongs the knowledge already possessed by the learning subject. Assuming and extrapolating from their personal spirituality and spiritual experiences, with their distinctive qualities and limitations, committed theologians thus open themselves to other forms of spirituality and spiritual experiences. It is from within, through the particularities of one’s own spiritual experience, that an access to the subjectivity of someone else is managed.10 Spirituality consists in a sustained conversation between the spirituality of the researcher and other spiritualities (past or present). Willingly entering this conversation, the theologian opens herself to, takes the risk of being challenged and irreversibly transformed in her values and identity, by letting the encountered other act as measure for her own being and actions. As Bernard McGinn enlighteningly observes:


Spirituality is hermeneutical insofar as it is an interpretive dialogue, or conversation, between the classics of the various religious traditions and contemporary human experience. . . . Such a dialogue must be two-way if it is going to hope for success, that is, it is not just that we interrogate spiritual texts in order to decide between the good and the bad, picking and choosing what we think is useful for us in the contemporary milieu. We must also remain open to hearing the other voice, that is, allowing the tradition to challenge and even to change us: to alter our perspectives in ways that we have not imagined. The past measures us just as we measure it.11



Human existence is a living tradition, a story always in the making, in the sense of constantly having to both undergo new defining experiences and weave these into the fabric of one’s personal identity. Human beings make sense of their own existence by crafting a continuous narrative out of the diverse experiences they undergo. Since both human existence and spirituality as a science necessarily are realized in the interpretive (hermeneutical) act, human persons and spiritual texts constitute living interpretations. Just as there cannot be personal identity without self-narrative, there cannot be a meaningful text or teaching without a living tradition of interpretation. Influential spiritual texts are themselves the product of a dynamic theology embodied and lived out in and by real individuals.12

Traditions are generated by communities constituted by the shared experience of a founding event/revelation, transmitted from one generation to the next through teaching. This teaching, which first takes the form of personal witness and oral preaching, is subsequently set into writing as a text intended to act as normative mediation of the founding event for subsequent retrievals and interpretations. Considering the Christian revelation, apostolic preaching naturally became Scripture, which acts as the foundation and norm for subsequent dogmatic teaching. These mediations are brought to life and embodied in and as the believing community that is the church.13 Interpretation, the production of texts as forms and norms of life, is an integral part of human experience in general and of spiritual experience in particular. Theology, the critical reflection on the life of faith, therefore constitutes an essential element of spirituality.14 This understanding of human experience entails that all believers are and act as theologians insofar as the religiously committed cannot but live in accordance with an operating (and perhaps implicit) understanding of their faith. “The committed believer is one who lives theology rather than does it as an activity detached from who he or she is.”15 In turn, all theologians must partake in spiritual experience conveyed through faith, inasmuch as theological reflection inevitably presupposes authentic spiritual experience as material for and result of the activity and process of interpretation:


Doing theology theologically is ultimately a form of spiritual practice and this is a different kind of exercise from an outside-in analysis of Christian religion, valid though this is. This is why I suggest that theology in its fullest sense involves a way of life—becoming a theological person. . . . To put matters simply, to think about God is to think of God and therefore to become involved with God.16



Since both human existence and experience intrinsically demand interpretation, all human beings do in fact practice theology, because they all have spiritual experiences and also, therefore, an operating spirituality, construed as “the development of the human capacity for self-transcendence in relation to the Absolute.”17

Understood as dialogue of contextual lived/living experiences, spirituality may thus contribute to the recovery and nurture of the mystical element that forms the core of theology and the fulfillment of the life of faith: the life-changing encounter with infinite personal love and mystery. In the words of Bernard and Patricia McGinn:


The mystical element in Christianity, as we are using the term “mystical” here, is that part of belief and practice that concerns the preparation for, the consciousness of, and the reaction to what the mystics understand as a direct, immediate, and transformative encounter with the presence of God. . . . God cannot be present the way a thing is present, because God is literally no-thing. God may become present in a way somehow similar to how two persons are present to each other, especially in the presence of lovers.18



Following the example of the great mystics enriching the history of Christianity, theologians may today place and combine their efforts to give a renewed and unique voice to this transformative encounter with the divine in the context of postmodern society, where God is experienced as both multifariously present and so radically absent. So the McGinns argue that 


despite the ambiguities of presence and absence and notwithstanding the impossibility of really saying what they found, the transformation that the early Christian mystics underwent impelled them to speak and to write in order to invite others to undertake the path they walked.19



In the systematic and interdisciplinary study of the figures under which this operating spirituality becomes manifest and shapes the identity of contemporary society, no negligible a part of theology’s future resides.20 As theologians reflect on the spiritual experiences they undergo and attempt to articulate and live in accordance with the active presence of God in their lives in and through their encounters with others, theology will again be allowed to become and be lived as a continual prayer addressed to the unfathomable and infinite love that is God. In Gaspar Martinez’s evocative words: “Prayer is a discourse suffused with experience, with concreteness; it is a living discourse and, hence, the very matrix, the natural setting of a biographical theology.”21 In and out of their faithful confession to God, human beings weave the fabric and speak the narrative of their existence, whereby they elaborate distinctive contextualized spiritual theology.



Lived Theology of Grace

This volume builds on the constructive work accomplished and the results obtained in Grace in Auschwitz: A Holocaust Christology. This latter book affirmed the need for Christians to enter and take responsibility for the Holocaust and demonstrated, with the help of a kenotic interpretive framework, that Jesus Christ could and was met in concentration camps in and through the humanity of Jewish inmates. The present book invites twenty-first-century Westerners to embark on an immersive journey into Christian tradition that will enable them to retrieve an understanding of the doctrine of grace that speaks to them in the present, empowering them to define a meaningful future for themselves as Christians. I am writing this book as a white male North American Roman Catholic theologian, actively engaged in ecumenical and interfaith dialogue, seeking to gain critical awareness of and distance from his own Western theological culture and education, with the aim of acquiring the ability to properly contextualize and situate the latter, and assess its positive contribution and limitations. Using the methodological approach and tools of autobiographical spiritual theology, this book offers a new reading of the works of essential figures of the history of the doctrine of grace, grounded in their personal experience of faith and spiritual development. This research will enrich Christian systematic theology and history with the help of a narrative method and spiritual perspective taking full account of the experiential foundation and context in which theology is practiced and produced by real theologians.

The bulk of the (significant) extant literature on the doctrine of grace and its interaction with human freedom (and human existence, more broadly) was and still is produced with a view to articulating its objective content in propositional form and/or offering specific contextual interpretations (feminist, Black, Latino/a/x, Queer, etc.) intended to critique, supplement, or (altogether) replace Eurocentric/Western formulations and readings of it. Conversations on the Christian doctrine of grace often take the form of missed encounters or “dia-monologues” between historically situated stances and discourses, and others pretending to articulate objective truths applicable in all situations and circumstances. To prevent and overcome such defective communication, it seems appropriate—from a methodological standpoint—to propose a (re-)contextualizing reading of the Western theology of grace through the careful analysis of the life and thought of significant figures who (re-)articulated this doctrine at different turning points in Christian history. Euro-American interpretations and theologies will be revealed to be contextualized, which enables putting them in challenging conversation with theological perspectives stemming from and reflecting other cultural, historical, moral, social, political, and religious/spiritual contexts. Particular contexts and perspectives can engage and speak to others, though always from situated standpoints and with the potential to enrich one another, if their respective limitations are duly acknowledged and the desire to overcome them is stronger than the craving for power and the fear of difference. Ahistorical univocal (homogenizing) interpretations cannot, for they do not bring to expression concrete personal/communal identities and meanings. Concrete universality can be discovered and constructed through the careful analysis and mutual enriching encounter of diverse particular identities, stances, perspectives, and modes of expression/discourses. Cognitive dissonance must be induced to enable readers and interpreters to become aware of the universalizing thought structures in which they operate, concealing the actual contextualization of their experience and interpretive framework and preventing engagement with others (distinct from their own).22 Universalizing perspectives and systems of thought must be rehumanized, that is, revealed again and anew to be grounded in and reflecting the particular (trans)formative experience of specific individuals and communities, themselves culturally, socially, morally, politically, and religiously/spiritually/theologically situated.

To become meaningful to contemporary readers, the teachings produced by theologians of the past must be correlated with the very real questions and lived challenges they were intended to answer and address. These questions and challenges can then be compared and contrasted with those to which contemporary theologians are now confronted, to determine how helpful past answers can be in and for the present.23 The Christian faith is lived before it is reflected upon and handed down. More than sophisticated concepts and discourses, postmodern Christians need ways to live their faith after and with the trauma generated by the Holocaust (as well as other genocides and traumatic/challenging experiences). Sharing in the spiritual life of major theological figures of the tradition will allow readers to witness how these luminaries overcame the challenges that confronted them and the teachings that resulted from this experience. Such an experiential perspective fleshes out doctrinal teachings by bringing out the concrete humanity of those who formulate them and, as a consequence, invites and equips contemporary readers to produce their own living theology of grace, able to meet the challenges and situations of the present day.

By returning to early stages of Western Christianity and drawing from the riches of both the Protestant and Roman Catholic traditions, an attempt is made to unveil and describe the unique and original inner dynamism and creativity operative in Western Christianity with respect to the experience and reality of grace. From patristic foundations (with Irenaeus of Lyons and Augustine of Hippo), through the elaborate systematic constructions of the Middle Ages (with Bernard of Clairvaux, Bonaventure, and Thomas Aquinas), the profound transformation induced by the Protestant Reformation and Roman Catholic responses to it (with Martin Luther, John Calvin, Ignatius of Loyola, Teresa of Avila, and the Council of Trent), to twentieth-century de- and reconstruction (with Karl Barth, Karl Rahner, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, and Hans Urs von Balthasar), the argument seeks to bring out the personal living significance and transformative power of the Christian faith throughout the ages. A theological history grounded in and reflective of the spiritual experience and development of real Christians in and from the past can contribute to the production and nurturing of a living theology in and for the present. Such spiritual reinterpretation of key figures, teachings, and turning points in the development and history of the doctrine of grace is essential to enable and provide content to contemporary discussions of the doctrine from a diversity of situated contexts and perspectives. The de-absolutization of prevailing/privileged Euro-American theological frameworks and narratives requires the (re-)contextualization of the life, thought, and works of major contributors to what is deemed to be “traditional” teaching on grace.

The first part of the book returns to the early church, to retrieve experiences and insights the fathers of the church had of and about being involved in a transformative relationship with God, which defined and enabled the formulation of foundational layers of the doctrine of grace. Patristic approaches to and teachings on grace reflect the call and need to assist the ecclesial community in establishing a shared language for the profession and exploration of the Christian faith. In the face of persecution by the Roman authorities, the church fathers offered courageous witness to their faith (martyrdom on account of Christian belief was a possible outcome, which became actual reality for many ordained ministers and lay believers). The faithful and their ecclesial leaders felt an acute need to clarify the gist of the Christian faith; a sure grasp of their faith nourished their trust in God and enabled them to live publicly as Christians in an environment where such confession and discipleship inevitably put the lives of those performing them in great danger. The church fathers explore and seek to establish an articulation of the Christian faith suited to living conditions most challenging to the very practice of faith.

Chapter 1 considers the theology of a church father who greatly emphasized the importance of learning in and for human existence. Irenaeus of Lyons claimed that, before being the cause of humanity’s downfall, human freedom is a most powerful gift, allowing human beings to discover and define their own being and identity through their actions. Irenaeus presents freedom as the amazing task of exploring and discovering one’s own self in and with God, with the challenges and responsibility that such a task involves and imposes. This stance and teaching are all the more striking considering the fact that, for Irenaeus, the understanding and practice of the Christian faith were literally a life-and-death matter. Succeeding a bishop who had been martyred for the faith and facing a similar threat to his own life, Irenaeus nevertheless defends an exploratory vision of human existence. Human beings discover who they are, the extent and proper use of their freedom through trial and error. There are no predetermined courses of action, but rather the need and responsibility to discern what to do in real situations, and acquire and exercise the ability to act accordingly.

Fortunately, the entirety of creation reflects the identity of its divine Creator who, in the person of Jesus Christ, has set Godself as the ultimate expression of humanity and the definitive goal of human history and natural evolution. Humans find in Jesus an unquenchable source of grace and hope, from which they draw the power to define and embody unique Christian identity and discipleship in response to God’s calling. As Irenaeus teaches and practices in his own life, in and with Christ, humans learn to be authentically human and faithful to God. Divine grace enables ongoing human (re)formation, which translates into autobiographical narrative. The stories of the human self and community are set within and shaped by the story of salvation related in Scripture. Humans learn to live within the infinite mystery that is the being and love of God, finding meaning and purpose in the ever-renewed attempt to grow into greater intimacy with God. While clearly anthropocentric and riddled with tensions between openness to exploration, development, and novelty, and static visions of original sin (binding all human generations) and Christ (recapitulating history in its entirety), this theology of grace makes significant room for evolutionary approaches to human existence and salvation history.

Chapter 2 considers the life and thought of Augustine of Hippo, the most influential theologian in Western Christianity. Augustine’s theology provides the original setting for and foundational articulation of the Western doctrine of grace; all subsequent accounts reflect and respond to questions and themes defined by the bishop of Hippo Regius. Augustine’s spiritual restlessness, longing for God, inner division, and struggle paradigmatically reflect the human need for radical transformation and reveal the powerful presence of the living God in human existence. Augustine’s lifelong search and striving for God, conversion, mystical experiences, and ordained ministry all form undeniable manifestations of divine grace. Involving the coexistence of Roman and Indigenous North African culture, the art of public persuasion (rhetoric), and ascetic search for the truth (monastic orientation), natural reasoning (philosophy) and faith-based exploration (theology), prayerful meditation/contemplation with relentless service, Augustine’s life and thought reveal the tensions inhabiting a passionate human heart and the challenge to reorient it toward the living God, the only object truly deserving all its attention and care. Desire (reflective of undisciplined youthfulness and restlessness), pride (resulting from the enjoyment of honor and influence over others), and grief (over the loss of a close friend, his romantic partner, and his only son) led Augustine into a prison of irresolvable internal conflict.

The search for absolute truth turns into an exodus whereby the human pilgrim is led to discover and embrace the inherently mysterious character of her own self, at the core of which Jesus Christ, the divine teacher, resides. With the help of Ambrose, who unlocked spiritual layers of meaning within the sacred page, narrative accounts of conversion, and the intercessory prayers and exemplary piety of his mother Monica, Augustine received the gift of faith and mystical experiences of union with the divine. The bishop retraces his own life journey to discover God present and at work, leading him toward and into conversion, providing an autobiographical foundation to his theology of grace. Freedom can only be found in and received from God, as the gift and mission of authentic existence in response to God’s undeserved love and mercy. While undoubtedly reflecting the high level of privilege, power, and influence enjoyed by its author as a highly educated male endowed with clerical office and the ethnocentrism, patriarchy, and sexism prevailing in the cultural context in and to which he was writing, this theology compellingly affirms personal experience, prayer life, and their analysis as medium and object for theological reflection.

The second part brings to light the spiritual experiences of great medieval doctors who, building on the foundations set by the church fathers, have erected great syntheses, comprehensive accounts of human existence as set within the context of the history of salvation. With Bernard of Clairvaux, founding leader of the Cistercian order, Bonaventure, the foremost theologian of the Franciscan order, and Thomas Aquinas, the most influential thinker from the Dominican order, the experience and understanding of God take on cosmological proportions coupled with systematic refinement and integration.

In the context of the life and thought of Bernard of Clairvaux, the topic of chapter 3, the theology of grace becomes the theology of love, more exactly the theology of the transformation of the human person’s ability to love. In faith, the human person discovers the self-centeredness of her desires and is progressively led under divine guidance to reorient her love(s) toward God. Moving away from selfish self-love, the human person learns to love herself only for God. Reaching the ultimate form of love, where she loses herself completely into God, the human person is made free to love God perfectly in this world by tending to the needs of her fellow humans. Bernard’s theology of the transformation of the human ability to and object of love reflects the personal challenge of embracing his own hybrid identity and way of life, which involved nurturing monastic aspirations (for himself and others) while having constantly to engage in worldly interactions.

Thanks to his most effective leadership and teaching, the Cistercian order was established and experienced significant growth, but not without severely limiting his ability to devote himself to contemplative prayer. Bernard’s theology of grace strongly emphasizes humility, because he himself easily fell prey to pride. The same theology considers altruistic service in this world as the most perfect form love for God can take in the present life, because Bernard deeply craved unceasing mystical rapture and union with God. Bernard sought to discover and live out contemplative prayer in and as selfless service. The monastic community operates as a milieu of (re)formation, where all members challenge each other to grow in humility and love, setting and taking example for and from others on how to faithfully follow Jesus Christ. This theology reveals the high level of privilege, power, and influence enjoyed by its author who, as a highly educated male endowed with religious office, struggled to harmonize his life of public service to church and state with his monastic aspirations and leadership role. Bernard benefited from levels of security and comfort inciting him to feel that the main threat to his physical and moral/spiritual integrity was originating not from outside but rather from within himself. Bernard’s struggle to make room for God in his heart and with pride reflects the fact that life in this world was not depriving him of its own blessings (and, therefore, temptations).

Chapter 4 shows that Bonaventure’s theological outlook operates on the synthesis of multiple forms of knowledge (natural, philosophical, and theological) to consider all aspects of human life and creaturely existence. Bonaventure experiences and accounts for the reality of grace in terms of the power moving the human person to undergo a spiritual journey of conversion and ascent from the external to the inner world and life, the sensible to the intelligible, mediated knowledge to mystical encounter, multiple words to the one Word. The paradigmatic instantiation of such conversion and ascent is found in the person and life of Francis of Assisi. Union with God results from the divinely effected purification of the whole person, itself leading to the illumination of the heart and mind, thereby made ready to receive the very being and life of God. Francis was led by the grace of God to become aware of and relinquish his own privilege, to embrace a life of voluntary material and spiritual poverty, enabling him to devote himself to the good and salvation of others. Learning to live freely in poverty is a lifelong endeavor, permeated with challenges and setbacks. Formation to and in poverty takes the form of a passion, a cross the followers of Christ have to carry throughout their lives.

The Franciscan spirituality and charism strongly emphasize the love of all creatures as gifts from God, demanding the respect owed to all things willed into existence and endowed with unique identity and purpose by the divine. The rational investigation of the created realm and the faithful meditation and interpretation of the datum of revelation found in Scripture concur to provide a comprehensive perspective on God’s presence and action in creation and human existence in particular. This theology of grace, formulated by a highly educated and influential man, sets another man (Francis of Assisi) and his spiritual journey from privilege to voluntary poverty as exemplary. The insistence on reconnecting with the emotional dimension of human existence, the affirmation of voluntary poverty and desire as essential components of spiritual formation, and the description of Christ as endowed with all graces befit individuals and communities living in relative material comfort (and/or opulence), not so much those for whom every day entails struggling to ensure their subsistence and survival. Like Bernard’s, Bonaventure’s theology of grace is by and for the privileged, and has the (very relevant, in and for our present time) benefit of encouraging and forming a simple and sustainable way of life respectful of creation.

Chapter 5 articulates why Thomas Aquinas’ doctrine still constitutes today, for Roman Catholic theologians, the necessary point of entry into the question of grace. His highly systematic and comprehensive treatment integrates and delineates multiple elements: the healing and elevating functions of grace, the nature-grace relationship, the human freedom and grace relationship, and the actions of Jesus Christ and of the Holy Spirit. Thomas’ cosmological spiritual theology integrates the human person within a meaningful universe, whose exploration enables the definition of a unique journey into (to and with) God. As a university professor, Thomas was entrusted with the responsibility of producing an account of the Christian faith that would equip the members of the Order of Preachers (Dominicans) with the doctrinal and theological resources needed to bring the Gospel to the medieval countryside.

The synthesis of naturally acquired human knowledge and graciously offered divine revelation, which includes the faithful use of the human mind to explore the divine mysteries, is intended to kindle the desire for greater intimacy with
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