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Thank you, Arthur. Colleagues, students, guests:  Good evening. You are all most welcome! 

Students, I especially greet and welcome you, as in a very real sense all of us in this room are 

continual students and your presence reminds us of this reality.  

 

[I expect that some, perhaps many of you, are still stunned from the results of the election. It 

might seem like our topic tonight is inconsequential in light of the implications flowing from 

that outcome. But I think our topic is very much to the point. If our vocation is scholarship, 

doing that scholarship to the best of our ability in service of God, our faith communities and 

the world is one of the best contributions we can make to going forward together.] 

 

Tonight, I intend to break with the usual format of a 60-minute lecture with a single 

respondent and questions and comments from the floor. You may have picked up the first 

hint of this break with tradition when you came in:  that paper tucked into your program—I 

will be asking you to reflect and write in the course of our time together. Let me hasten to 

add that anything you write will be for you alone, so the introverts among you can breathe 

again. 

 

In 1991, in an address to the Society for the Study of Christian Spirituality, I began with the 

following quotation from theologian Miroslav Volf: “’Right (communal) doing’ seems in some 

sense a precondition for right understanding.” Volf adds:  “The obverse is also true; ‘wrong 

doing’—especially if deeply patterned and long-lived—leads to twisted understanding.”1 On 

that occasion, this quotation provided a platform for my claim that practice, as I carefully 

defined it, is constitutive to the study of Christian Spirituality.  

 

Twenty-five years after this address, as a pastoral theologian who has specialized in Christian 

spirituality, I am still engaged with the role of practice. Tonight I would like to take the issue 
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of practice in a somewhat different direction and explore the possibility that academic life, 

and scholarship in particular, IS ITSELF a spiritual practice. This claim may be self-evident to a 

number in this room; after all the medieval university was originally staffed by religious 

persons who assumed that their scholarship was spiritual practice. But for others, living on 

this side of the Enlightenment, scholarship is simply (though profoundly) our professional 

calling, and we do not perceive it as having anything to do with our spiritual life, if we even 

claim to have a spiritual life. Others may stumble on the terms “spiritual,” or “spiritual life,” 

wondering what they mean when I use them as part of my claim. Still others will wonder if 

the same claim can be made outside of Christianity. Assuming that some in this audience will 

be in each of those positions, I will attempt what I hope is a plausible rationale for my claim, 

and then we will open the discussion by means of our invited conversation partners and your 

own reflections. 

 

Now let’s build a bit of a shared repertoire of scholarly activities. We don’t have to be 

exhaustive in building this list, but simply note the more significant activities that we in this 

room have been engaged in as we do our scholarship. Call out quickly from your place 

activities that appear on your list.  (2 more minutes) 

 

Next, look over that list that you made, and now might possibly wish to amend, and put a 

check mark by any of those activities that you believe are spiritual—as you understand or 

define the term.  (2 minutes) 

 

Finally, why did you pick those activities that you did? See if you can write down one 

sentence in which you answer that question for yourself. (2 minutes) 

 

With our own experience present to our awareness, let’s jump into the elements of my 

argument. 

 

Practice: 
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Let’s start with the term “practice.” Rebecca Chopp notes that a practice is a “socially shared 

form of behavior. . . a pattern of meaning and action that is both culturally constructed and 

individually instantiated. The notion of practice draws us to inquire into the shared activities 

of groups of persons that  provide meaning and orientation to the world and that guide 

action.”2 Chopp, and others following Alasdair McIntyre’s treatment of practice in After 

Virtue, 3 understands practices to be bodily, social, interactive, cooperative and share rule-like 

regularities. They contain standards of excellence, and thus necessitate self-critical reflection 

as part of a larger communal discourse.4 These scholars’ understanding of practice focuses on 

larger-scale communal practices over longer periods of time that address fundamental 

human needs and that together constitute a way of life. There are other scholars, often from 

the social sciences, who use the term “practice” to refer to any socially meaningful action, 

and, in this understanding of practice, can include smaller and more discrete actions. 

However, in terms of academic scholarship, the McIntyrian sense of practice makes perfect 

sense: what scholars do is shared broadly, over long periods of time, addresses human needs 

and constitutes a way of life. Scholarship is bodily, social, interactive and cooperative:  we 

actually engage in actions such as research, writing, experimenting, drawing conclusions from 

data, and other methodologically consistent behaviors that others agree has a reasonable 

chance of advancing knowledge and/or uncovering truth—and, I would add, constructing 

something elegant and beautiful. 

 

May I assume that you can recognize your scholarship in this definition of practice and that 

we can agree that scholarship is, among other ways it might be described, a practice, 

something we DO regularly, and repeatedly, at certain points publically, and in ways 

accountable to other scholars, for the purpose of building a body of knowledge about a 

certain angle of inquiry that, at least in the long run, advances the good of humans and all 

creation.  
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Spiritual:  “Spiritual” is a notoriously contested word! It is used in so many different ways 

that it has to be defined in almost every context in which the word appears in order to keep 

the semantic confusion to a dull roar.  

 

The first thing we might notice is that it is the adjective form of the noun “spirit.” In common 

usage, the English word spirit, from Latin spiritus "breath," usually refers to a non-corporeal 

substance, and is contrasted with the material body. It is understood as a vital force that 

constitutes the living quality of material beings. The term may also be used to refer to 

consciousness or personality, or to any incorporeal or immaterial being, such 

as demons or deities. If we stay with these common-sense understandings of “spiritual,” 

however, we can easily get lost in a dualism that pits body and spirit, material and 

immaterial, a pitfall that we would do well to avoid. More about this in a moment.  

At this point, I have to claim my particular standpoint within Christianity. I ask those of you 

who profess other religious standpoints to critique the adequacy of my logic from within your 

own traditions.   

 

Christian theology uses the term "Spirit" to describe a person of the Trinity, the "Holy Spirit,” 

which is to say, to describe both God’s reality and God’s manifestations in creation. The term 

“spiritual” appears early in Christian texts, in I Corinthians 2:11-16. There are other texts, of 

course, particularly in the Fourth Gospel, that refer to Spirit, but this Pauline text actually 

helps define “spiritual” as participating in the very life of the divine: 

“For what human being knows what is truly human except the human spirit that is 

within? So also, no one comprehends what is truly God’s except the Spirit of God. 

Now we have received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit that is from God, so 

that we may understand the gifts bestowed on us by God. And we speak of these 

things in words not taught by human wisdom but taught by the Spirit, interpreting 

spiritual things to those who are spiritual.”  
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That is, according to Paul, only humans can know the human spirit, and likewise, only God 

(here: “Spirit of God”), can know God’s spirit. But God’s Spirit has been given to us, so we can 

ourselves (at least begin to) interpret and participate in God’s reality and activity. 

 

Paul understands that spirit is an interior reality (“the human spirit that is within”). For Paul, 

spirit is that gift given to human persons that enables them to partake of the divine. It is 

more pervasive and deeper than other interior realities; it points us to the very source of 

meaning in the universe, because it points us to the Creator of all that is. But is it merely, or 

even primarily, immaterial? According to Paul, spirit is that aspect of the human the 

participates in the life of God, and like God’s Spirit, is therefore likewise concerned with the 

fullness and flourishing of all creation. So, the spiritual life joins us to God’s creative activity 

toward that flourishing. And, we are, hopefully, finally coming to recognize, that flourishing is 

very much material, bodily, fleshly, earthly, as well as immaterial.  

 

The key that connects this passage to our concern comes a couple verses later in that same 

Pauline passage: it is the simple and profound statement: “But we have the mind of Christ.”  

 

The Christian theological claim, in general outlines, goes like this: If Christ is the Incarnated 

Word of God, that is, God taken flesh in a real human person, Jesus of Nazareth, and if that 

human person is indeed the Christ, the Anointed One, the Savior, returning all things to God, 

then we too participate with Christ in God’s own life. “But we have the mind of Christ,” says 

Paul—we have been given the enormous gift of participating in the very life of God. The 

spiritual, then, is what is open to the action of the Spirit that comes to us as gift. But, to have 

access to it, one must dispose oneself by means of practices (askesis, from which comes the 

word “exercise”, and carries the sense of bringing mastery via repetition5). 

 

It will help us in developing our larger argument on scholarship as spiritual practice to take a 

bit of a digression into the academic discipline of Christian Spirituality, as it has struggled over 

the years with various understandings of the word “spirituality.” To understand this term, I 
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will offer a definition of our GTU colleague, Sandra Schneiders: Spirituality is “the experience 

of conscious involvement in the project of life-integration through self-transcendence toward 

the ultimate value one perceives.”6 In this definition, Schneiders is being particularly careful 

to define spirituality in a broad and human-based way so that, hopefully, all or most persons 

from a variety of religious traditions, or no tradition, can identify with the word. Of course, 

one can go on to locate spirituality within a particular religious tradition, and Sandra is on 

record in many places doing so.7  

 

Schneiders is not alone in this orientation. Walter Principe points us in the same direction: “A 

person’s ‘chosen ideal’ and the striving to live toward that ideal is ‘spirituality’ at the 

existential level.” Note that that ‘chosen ideal’ need not necessarily be framed religiously.8 

 

When we examine Schneiders’s anthropologically based definition, we see that three active 

elements comprise this definition:  

 Conscious involvement 

 A project of life integration through self -transcendence 

 Directed toward the ultimate value one perceives 

Following Schneiders, we can note that spirituality is neither purely spontaneous, nor 

something that is done to us without our participation by another agent, nor simply a 

collection of episodic experiences. Instead, spirituality includes intentionality—conscious 

choice is integral to this definition. We chose to engage in certain activities in either because 

of their intrinsic value or because of where these actions lead. Those actions are determined 

in light of their end. Their final goal is something that is highly valuable, and indeed, sets the 

primary orientation and direction of one’s life. Furthermore, this end is not purely self-

referential, it’s not about one’s purely private satisfaction, but it pulls us out of our limited 

horizons, propels us beyond ourselves to attain this ultimate value. Theistic persons typically 

understand that ultimate horizon to be God/Ultimate Mystery, but it can also be other 

penultimates, such as the full development of human personhood, enlightenment, the good 

of the cosmos, the transcendentals of unity, beauty, goodness, truth, etc.  
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Of course, it is easy to see that one could put a less than altruistic goal at the center of one’s 

life:  pleasure, sex, money, and power all too frequently become enshrined in the position of 

“ultimate value that one perceives.” Here, Schneiders insists that an adequate understanding 

of spirituality excludes such negative life-organizations as addictions and exploitative projects 

that seek one’s own good at the expense of others. The “ultimate value” must function “as a 

horizon leading the person toward growth.”9 I want to underline that there is an inescapably 

moral dimension to this understanding of spirituality: true spirituality does not use power to 

dominate and destroy; rather it enhances individuals and communities, breaks down power 

differentials, and sets individuals and communities free to live deeper and fuller lives.  

 

Schneiders further claims that spirituality in this broad sense is characteristic of humans prior 

to any religious or theological reflections and ways of nurturing it. Spirituality is an 

“anthropological constant,” by which she means that it is constitutive of the human person. 

Thus, persons of multiple religious and theological perspectives, or none at all, can share this 

definition—or at least that is her aim.10 Approaching spirituality this way also allows for 

multifaceted exploration through as many avenues of human inquiry as are appropriate to 

the particular problem, question, or reality under consideration. Looking around at our multi-

and non-religious cultures, it is very clear that, in contemporary usage, the terms “spiritual” 

and “spirituality” have long since escaped the parameters imposed by any theological 

categories—for better or for worse!  

 

We can, I believe, connect Schneiders’ definition back to Paul’s use of the term “spiritual.” 

We have already noted that Paul sees “spiritual” as pointing directly to the Holy Spirit, to 

God’s own self and that the adjective “spiritual” designates the quality of living in the light of 

that divine Spirit. This Spirit searches everything, our spirits included. Since, Paul claims, we 

have been given this Spirit, with this knowledge that Paul calls wisdom, we can order our 

lives in light of God’s Spirit, searching everything. My claim here:  we can express this reality 

in a framework broader than the Christinan distinctives that I used to construct it:  that is, we 
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can order our lives around searching out manifestations of the true, the good and the 

beautiful to such a degree that these become our ultimate goal. 

 

If you are still with me this far, the last two steps are relative straightforward. (1)  A spiritual 

practice, then, becomes the regular, repeated, intentional, embodied, actions that lead, step 

by step, toward enhanced good, true and beautiful, shared with and evaluated within a 

community of shared practice according to agreed-upon standards of excellence. (2) 

Scholarship, in this understanding, can become a primary vocation, and its practice, indeed, a 

spiritual practice.11 

 

Scholarship as Spiritual Practice 

 

Now that we have constructed a common understanding of spiritual practice and scholarship 

as spiritual practice, let me invite you into a spiritual practice that I believe can be embraced 

by scholars of many disciplines and many religious traditions. If you listen below the 

particularly Christian language, which I will try, following Sandra’s example, to broaden 

toward anthropological constants, I hope that you will recognize what you do as you pursue 

your scholarship. 

 

Lectio divina, or divine reading, appears early in the western monastic tradition and even 

earlier in Origin, Ambrose and Augustine. (That means, incidentally, that lectio divina is 

“abroad in the land” during the rise of the Western university starting around the 11th C.) In 

the Benedictine context, lectio divina was the consistent reading and rumination, usually of 

the scriptures, that permeated the entire day. In the 12th century work entitiled The Ladder of 

Monks, Guigo II formalized these steps into the method often taught today as lectio divina:  

 Lectio/reading 

 Meditatio/ruminating   

 Oratio/praying 

 Contemplatio/resting12 
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Although I will, for convenience sake, walk through the steps in the order provided by Guigo, 

I do so with the caveat that the order is not at all sacred (and I use that word intentionally!). 

Practiced day after day, hour after hour in and around other more mundane activities, the 

steps of lectio take on a life of their own, changing order, weaving in and out, and circling 

back to a step just completed or jumping ahead to the next most important step in a dynamic 

that has its own life.13 

 

Adapted to our more anthropological stance and language, and for purposes of scholarly 

inquiry as a spiritual practice, let me explicate these familiar steps this way: 

 

Intention: This is a strategy for beginning a spiritual exercise that I get from Ignatius of 

Loyola. In every one of his Spiritual Exercises, he tells the one making the Exercises: “Ask for 

what you desire.” Asking at the head of the activity is a way to invite yourself to consciously 

enter into the practice, to dedicate it to the service of the Divine or of truth, and begin to 

focus your attention—a very practical way to “show up” more fully. A basic intention that 

may work for you as scholar:  follow the good, true or beautiful wherever they take you and 

share this journey with others.14  

 

The first of Guigo’s steps is Lectio / Reading:  In is origin, lectio was text-based—either a 

written text spoken aloud, or a text heard and subsequently memorized and recited. The goal 

of this repeated reading, hearing, and speaking was to anchor the text deep within. Our more 

anthropological orientation might extend to loving attention upon whatever is the subject of 

study. You look deeply at the phenomenon or the data, noticing its particularity, the 

disparities it contains, divergences from other examples, its uniquenesses. You may find it 

surprises you, you may notice its difference from you. You turn it around and around in your 

mind, imagination, and intuition, being exquisitely curious about it in all its particularity.15 

(Those of you familiar with the Guigo’s practice may notice that I am claiming something for 

lectio that bleeds over into meditatio, but bear with me, as I want to push the analogy with 

meditatio to a different place.) 
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Another voice, likely familiar to many, will help here. In “Reflections on the Right Use of 

School Studies with a View to Love of God,” Simone Weil’s central point has to do with 

developing the capacity for attention. For her, prayer consists in the orientation of all the 

attention of which the soul is capable toward God. She advocates attention in everything 

related to study, even such boring activities as grammar and algebra proofs (she is writing 

about younger students than we are!)—so she would certainly include the kinds of activities 

we listed as activities of our scholarship. Attention in everything is a part of developing this 

absolute attention for God: “Without our knowing or feeling it, this apparently barren effort 

has brought more light into the soul. The result will one day be discovered in prayer.” Clearly, 

attention is a spiritual practice in her mind. Helpfully, in the very next paragraph, she widens 

her perspective to include non-believers: “Quite apart from explicit religious belief, every 

time that a human being succeeds in making an effort of attention with the sole idea of 

increasing his grasp of truth, he acquires a greater aptitude for grasping it, even if his effort 

produces no visible fruit.”16 

 

If that is what attention does, what does Weil mean by “attention”? 

 

Attention consists of suspending our thought, leaving it detached, empty and ready to 

be penetrated by the object, it means holding in our minds, within reach of this 

thought, but on a lower level and not in contact with it, the diverse knowledge we 

have acquired which we are forced to make use of. Our thought should be in relation 

to all particular and already formulated thoughts. . . .Above all our thought should be 

empty, waiting, not seeking anything, bur ready to receive in its naked truth the 

object which is to penetrate it.17  

 

Weil makes another claim: attention is difficult, more difficult than simply working long 

hours. She believes that there is something in us that is repugnant to the laser like attention 
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she is proposing, and requires our vigilance.18 Clearly, this kind of attention, at this cost, is, 

for Weil, a spiritual discipline for students and scholars. 

 

Close to thirty years ago, Jesuit Walter Burghardt defined contemplation to be “a long loving 

look at the real.”19  I think Burghardt and Weil are talking about the same activity, the same 

quality of attentive openness to what is there, as it is, as unclouded by our own assumptions 

as we can allow it to be given our situated humanness. Weil suggests a more imageless path, 

and Burghardt a path that can be full of images—the traditional apophatic and kataphatic 

distinction. I don’t think we need to choose between them; the choice may come precisely 

from the object of our attention, or it may come from the way our practice begins to open up 

with much repetition. In either case, says Weil, the object of our attention may reveal its bit 

of the truth to us—as a gift. 

 

Meditatio/rumination:  In the classic spiritual practice, meditatio was the continual 

rumination on whatever the text opened up. In the context of academic scholarship, the 

parallel, I propose, includes such activities as framing a line of investigation, and formulating 

a research question, then deciding, given the question, an appropriate method that balances 

one’s own subjectivity with rigorous attention to what is really there. Then comes the long 

process of engaging that reality at depth, over time, and noticing what happens between the 

you, the observer and the observed (both are changed). As Church historian and spirituality 

scholar Belden Lane says, “I won’t love what I haven’t first learned to know in exquisite 

detail.” But he also approvingly quotes George Washington Carver: “If you love it enough, 

anything will talk to you.” Lane continues to develop the dynamic interaction between 

knowledge and love as he acknowledges that love itself becomes a way of knowing. 20  

 

The effort to know always more deeply is part of the spiritual practice. We engage in learning 

to know long before but in hope that the knowledge may someday blossom into love, which 

in turn opens up into a whole new level of knowledge. But we are getting ahead of ourselves. 
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Oratio: The classic spiritual practice of oratio includes addressing God directly in light of one’s 

lectio and meditatio. Scholarly practice entails engaging in dialogue about the reality one has 

been attending to and exploring through appropriate scholarly disciplines. It could be talking 

to oneself (I do this all the time when I am wrestling with a problem that doesn’t quite give 

way to an a-ha); it could be talking back to one’s subject or writing about it; such solitary 

activities are a big part of scholarship. But it could also be talking to others about one’s 

subject, teaching about it (how many of us test out what we are thinking in the classroom!), 

speaking in public about the subject; here the scholar controls the exposition in large part. 

But there is still another level: deep collegial sharing where each party engages as both 

initiator and receiver, listening together to how others see the same reality. Notice that the 

understanding and relationship to the subject develops differently in a community of inquiry 

than it does if one simply pursues the inquiry as a solitary being or maintains the initiative in 

its exposition. 

 

Quantum theorist David Bohm claims that even science, often understood to be the bastion 

of experiment and the antithesis of conversation, is based on deep conversation. He’s not 

talking about discussion, where ideas are batted back and forth and a subject of common 

interest is analyzed and dissected, with each participant attempting to forge a strong position 

that ultimately prevails over the perspective of others. He has in mind what he calls 

“dialogue.” It occurs when a group “becomes open to the flow of a larger intelligence.” In this 

kind of dialogue, participants do not seek to win, only to participate together in a larger pool 

of meaning that is always developing—a larger pool of common meaning that cannot be 

accessed individually. In this kind of dialogue, the whole organizes the parts, and it can form 

individuals into a powerful learning community.21 Scholarly oratio, perhaps? 

 

Contemplatio: In the classic exercise, contemplation consisted of simply resting, present to all 

that is, in particular to the Divine hovering within and around. Is there an analogy in our 

scholarship?  
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I think we have come full circle, back to Belden Lane’s dynamic of knowing/loving/being 

present, and to Simone Weil’s understanding of absolute attention being prayer, and Walter 

Burghardt’s description of contemplation as a patient, leisurely, unhurried, loving look at the 

real, allowing ourselves to be open to it, to be captured by it, to accept it on its own terms, to 

love it, and to respond to it in such a way that the world becomes better. 

 

In my experience of trying to put into words this aspect of scholarship, I find I have to give up 

my prose, and turn to poets.  My next turn, but beyond this evening’s time frame, will be 

poet Rainer Rilke’s “inseeing.” To tantalize us a bit, as I am not prepared—yet—with words 

around this aspect of scholarship as spiritual practice: Rilke describes inseeing with the very 

earthy metaphor of a dog. He says:  

 

I love inseeing. Can you imagine with me how glorious it is to insee, for example, a dog 

as one passes by? Insee (I don’t mean in-spect, which is only a kind of human 

gymnastic, by means of which one immediately comes out again on the other side of 

the dog, regarding it merely, so to speak, as a window upon the humanity lying behind 

it, not that) — but to let oneself precisely into the dog’s very center, the point from 

which it becomes a dog, the place in it where God, as it were, would have sat down for 

a moment when the dog was finished, in order to watch it under the influence of its 

first embarrassments and inspirations and to know that it was good, that nothing was 

lacking, that it could not have been better made.”22 

 

Parker Palmer offers us a way to bring all this rambling about scholarship as spiritual practice 

together in an early essay describing a spirituality of education. He observes: 

 

To know in truth is to become betrothed, to engage the known with one’s whole self, 

an engagement one enters with attentiveness, care and good will. To know in truth is 

to allow oneself to be known as well, to be vulnerable to the challenges and changes 

any true relationship brings. To know in truth is to enter into the life of that which we 
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know and to allow it to enter into ours. Truthful knowing weds the knower and the 

known; even in separation the two become part of each other’s life and fate. . . . In 

truthful knowing, the knower becomes co-participant in a community of faithful 

relationships with other persons  and creatures and things, with whatever our 

knowledge makes known.23 

 

So, how is scholarship a spiritual practice? The careful work of the scholar can be 

transformative precisely in the way it brings us face to face with the radical otherness of what 

it is that we study. And in the very wrestling with this otherness we might even be 

transformed. That is, not only might our scholarly opinions and conclusions be revised, but 

also the very way we act and live might also change. And the world itself. 

 

I’d like to let the last words out of my mouth be those of a philosopher and a poet. The 

philosopher we’ve already met this evening, Simone Weil. She closes the “Right Use of School 

Studies” with these words: “Academic work is one of those fields which contain a pearl so 

precious that it is worth while [sic] to sell all our possessions, keeping nothing for ourselves in 

order to acquire it.”24 

 

Here is how the poet Mary Oliver might describe this dynamic reality in her own inimitable, 

spare way: 

 
Praying 

 
It doesn’t have to be  
the blue iris, it could be 
weeds in a vacant lot, or a few 
small stones; just 
pay attention, then patch  
 
a few words together and don’t try  
to make them elaborate, this isn’t  
a contest but the doorway 
 
into thanks, and a silence in which  
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another voice may speak.25 
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