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Gommunication between spirituality scholars can certainly not aspire to be
univocal, like a mathematical exchange, but it is opportune for them to find

a common language and horizon in order to share their research. I think that
it is not only appropriate, but also somehow vital to work towards this goal
when we consider the phenomenon of the globalization of knowledge.

In effect, globalization embraces us all and is virtually impossible to avoid
unless one makes a conscious choice of going into isolation. This means global
contact and communication, where the distances and technical difficulties,
which previously prevented contact, can no longer be used as a pretext for
avoiding it. It implies the exchange of ideas, which in the case of the academic
study of spirituality, brings about dialogue between people with different spiri-
tualities and cultures, not in order to reach a mathematical conformity or the
dominance of one tradition of spirituality over another, but rather to further
mutual interaction that helps to increase knowledge and maybe even to reach
common ground.

This article is the first step towards that dialogue between scholars of
different languages and cultures, in this case centered on the North American
English-speaking world and the Latin-European one (Spanish and Italian-
speaking). To that end, by presenting the work of authors who have had an
impact in their own linguistic group, we are propounding a comparison that
will establish affinities and divergences between them. In this way, we hope to
reach and clarify the position that offers the possibility of shared research.

Traditionally, it has been affirmed that Latin-European Spiritual Theology
is a theological discipline that considers the phenomenon of spirituality in a
broad sense, from the perspective of theological reflection, while scholars in
the English speaking North American context tend to adhere to a perspective
of Christian Spirituality, which does not start out from this kind of reflection,
but rather from an approach of theological neutrality.

Today it no longer seems possible to hide behind such prejudices—heri-
tage from a pre-globalized world—in order to justify one’s unawareness of the
other. This essay attempts to overcome the prejudices and preconceptions and
hopes to achieve this goal, simply owing to greater communication starting
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from the more distinctive authors. For the moment the working theory—which
will later be substantiated or not—is that the divergences are not as numerous
as the preconceptions and prejudices make them out to be, but, to the contrary,
the number of affinities could be surprising.

In this section, there will be a very brief review of the publications from
the two continents, starting from the 1990s up until the present-day. The fol-
lowing section will compare the distinctive authors from the two respective
areas.

RECENT DEVELOPMENTS IN THE STUDY OF CHRISTIAN SPIRITUALITY IN
NORTH AMERICA

According to Professor Bruce Lescher, the creation of the Society for the Study
of Christian Spirituality in 1992 was a great step forward in establishing spirit-
uality as an academic discipline in North America.! Two topics immediately
captured scholars’ attention: the role of the researcher’s self-implication in the
discipline, and Christian spirituality’s place in the university. The first topic,
self-implication, means that the scholar cannot be “objective” to the research
subject-matter but is somehow involved in it.?

With regard to the second topic, three different approaches emerged:?

The first is theological and centered on faith and its growth.* The second is an
anthropological-hermeneutical approach in which spirituality informs a basic
dimension of human experience, which must be interpreted and personally
appropriated.’ The third approach is historical and contextual in nature. This
approach argues that the anthropological approach alone cannot suffice, as all
spirituality is rooted in particular social and historical contexts.®

Owing to a lack of space, it can be briefly stated that these were the guide-
lines for research in the 1990s and have continued to be developed in time,’
as have the relationship between spirituality and theology,® the hermeneutical
approach,’ and the historical-contextual one.'” However, scholars are in agree-
ment that spirituality is intrinsically interdisciplinary.!!

In his introduction in the Blackwell Companion to Christian Spirituality,
Arthur Holder comes to the conclusion that Christian Spirituality “is no longer
merely [emerging] as a discipline, but has clearly arrived.”'? The foundation
of his claim has a double basis: On the one hand, the fact that the academic
development of Christian spirituality responds to the requirements of what a
discipline actually is.'> While on the other hand, the fact that scholars of Chris-
tian spirituality—including those whose writings are included in the volume he
published—have accepted and applied Walter Principe’s demarcation of three
different but related levels as the distinct levels for the study of spirituality.'*
Furthermore, the authors in his publication are in accord that the study of the
discipline is centered on experience, and that this is intrinsically interdisciplin-
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ary. Despite these basic agreements, Holder acknowledges the fact that the
authors retain differing points of view regarding important topics.

The book’s first chapter is entitled “Approaches to the study of Chris-
tian Spirituality,” and is by Sandra Schneiders. She describes the academic
discipline of Christian spirituality as “primarily the research discipline whose
specific objective is the expansion of our knowledge and understanding of
the God-human relationship.” The discipline studies “the lived experience of
Christian faith, the subjective appropriation of faith and living of discipleship
in their individual and corporate actualization(s),” or in other words “This life
of faith and discipleship constitutes the existential phenomenon that Christian
spirituality as a discipline studies.” It is research regarding spiritual life “as it is
and has been concretely lived.” "’

In view of the discipline’s situation, Schneiders believes that it is best to
start out from a broad idea of spirituality and then subsequently narrow the
definition to a specifically Christian spirituality. Her definition of spiritual-
ity, in general, from an anthropological viewpoint is “the actualization of the
basic human capacity for transcendence and will be defined for the purposes
of this essay as the experience of conscious involvement in the project of life-
integration through self-transcendence toward the horizon of ultimate value
one perceives.”1®

In a Christian sense, the horizon of the academic study of spirituality is
the Trinity revealed in Jesus Christ, of which the Scriptures give a normative
testimony, and whose life is communicated to the believer by means of the
Holy Spirit making him a son of God. The Church’s community of believers
sacramentally celebrates the new life in the Spirit, which is lived as a mission in
the world for the coming of the kingdom of God.'” Theology, as a discipline,
can be conceived as the reflection starting out from the experience of faith, and
that which the study of spirituality actually specifies is the lived experience of
faith in the Church by means of the testimony of the faithful in the course of
history and not the reflection regarding its contents.

The subject matter of experience is central in this standpoint. Overlooking
the problems regarding the sense and meaning of experience, it is sufficient to
contend that it still represents the subjective consciousness of something and,
therefore, remains fundamentally incommunicable even when it is expressed by
means of texts, which become the study “material.” The fact that the author
compares this type of study to psychology is interesting: just as her subject
matter is anxiety, but her formal subject is the lived experience of anxiety,
Christian spirituality does not study prayer but rather the concrete lived
experience of prayer.'® The subject of Christian spirituality is undoubtedly the
human being as a whole, with all his/her dimensions (corporeal, psychological,
cultural, ecological, economic and political).”
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Schneiders distinguishes between theological spirituality and spiritual
theology. The first implies an approach to the practice of spirituality that is
associated with the contents of Christian Faith: “because of its relationship to
the creed, code, and cult of the church’s tradition.”?® The second focuses on
spirituality and not theology, and she states the following regarding theolo-
gians who follow this approach:

They start with religious experience rather than with premises or proposi-
tions. They are certainly not exclusively focused on the “interior life,” but very
aware of the holistic character of the human subject and her or his religious
experience. Furthermore, they recognize that all Christians are called to ma-
ture in the spiritual life and that they share this calling with non-Christians.
Finally, although they use the basic coordinates of Christian theology to
organize their work and accord these coordinates a normative role in their
analyses and criticism of spiritual experience, they do not deduce the content
or dynamics of the spiritual life of the individual or the community from inar-
guable theological premises.?!

The characteristic of this approach is the emphasis on experience and the
development of a theological methodology that is apposite to the subject of
study. She asserts that the challenge this approach faces is not to close in on
itself but to open up and embrace a broader, interdisciplinary study. In fact, the
complex reality of spiritual lived-experience cannot only be embraced from the
theological standpoint as it:

[Involves] elements and aspects which can only be investigated adequately

by the use of other disciplines, such as psychology, sociology, art, rhetoric, or
science. The interdisciplinary character of the contemporary field of spiritual-
ity is not simply a trendy postmodern methodological choice but a response to

the nature of religious experience and human knowledge in the contemporary

context.??

The roots of the anthropological approach are found in the acknowledgment
that spirituality is a constitutive dimension of the human being before being
historically characterized in one of its concrete forms. Therefore, the most
suitable methodology is the hermeneutical one.?

This involves understanding and explaining the topic, while at the same time

appropriating it subjectively. This approach has a special trait that Schneiders

describes as the researcher’s self-implication in the study of spirituality.
According to Schneiders, by virtue of this self-implication, it is necessary

to take one’s personal interests in the discipline into consideration. On the

one hand, for example, there is the matter of how to bring personal experi-

ences into the classroom or lecture hall, as well as whether the classroom is the
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right place to “undergo” spiritual experience. On the other hand, the study of
spirituality undoubtedly has transformative potential, or in other words, it has
an impact that leaves a mark on those who study it and furthers a process of
personal transformation.

Furthermore, the new situation that has come about involving scholars
from different disciplines and religious traditions has given them a broader
outlook that goes beyond the Christian confession or creed. For that reason,
the challenge that must be faced “is to keep the specifically Christian character
of the discipline in focus and to resist the postmodern lure of universal relativ-
ism, nihilistic deconstructionism, rejection of all tradition and authority, and
suspicion of personal commitment.”*

The path that Schneiders outlines attains qualified acknowledgment in Da-
vid B. Perrin’s book Studying Christian Spirituality.”® The strongpoint of this
approach is the development of self-implication in research, so as to mediate
between the researcher’s subjectivity and the objectivity of the research.? It is
a question of being aware of the influence of the sciences and not to undergo
this unconsciously. If we consider the sciences as partners in research, they can
help to position Christian spirituality in the more extensive field of the human-
istic sciences. In this way, “they provide research methods that can assist, for
example, in doing quantitative surveys and analysis of current approaches in
Christian spirituality. In this way, we can establish patterns and trends, or situ-
ate isolated examples of Christian experience in the broader range of human
experience, in order to avoid drawing premature conclusions.”?’

Perrin not only wants to build bridges between Christian spirituality
and the humanistic sciences, but also wants to go further in order “to create
a single field for the study of all aspects of Christian spirituality. Christian
spirituality, as an emerging field of study, is well positioned to take advantage
of all the expertise accumulated in the past 150 years, that is, since modern
methods of research developed in the social sciences and the humanities in the

mid-nineteenth century.”?®

RECENT DEVELOPMENTS OF SPIRITUAL THEOLOGY IN LATIN-EUROPE

Taking the 1990s as a reference point and in parallel with Professor Bruce
Lescher’s description, the period has been defined as the decade of maturation
for the field of spiritual theology throughout Europe. In fact, starting from the
first years of the decade, academic output improved in detail and clarity, and
continued to do so for the rest of the period, for which we can cite articles,
textbooks and treatises. All this output from the 1990s has led to what might
be described as a harvest of spiritual theology in the subsequent decades.?”

In fact, the year 2000 marks a watershed, due in particular to the Interna-
tional Congress of Spiritual Theology, organized by the Teresianum Pontifical
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Institute of Spirituality. The meeting provided an overview of the discipline’s
development since Vatican Council II and indicated the prospects for future
developments. In such a brief report, we can only cite a small part of the suc-
cessive output regarding textbooks and the meetings between specialists.

The new decade, which began in 2010, brings hope for further in-depth
developments in this discipline. Starting from 2011, the Pontifical Salesian
University Institute of Spirituality has organized a conference covering specif-
ic subjects. Furthermore, the organization of the National Forum of Italian
Scholars in Spiritual Theology, held every September since 2012, has given
further impetus to the academic life of spiritual theology in Italy.’!

Drawing on Moioli and his disciples’ consideration, Jestis Manuel Garcia
affirms, “that the problem of the identity of spiritual theology becomes the
problem of theology and vice versa.” Therefore, the author takes a very differ-
ent stance from those who “want spiritual theology to be a distinct discipline
from theology” because in his opinion “the most suitable definition to describe
spiritual theology specifically can only be the one used for theology itself.”3?

With this premise, and seeing theology as the topic, then “the starting
point can only be the acceptance of faith as an experience.”* In fact, faith
and experience “are coextensive, with each needing the other and they both
develop in the same process of transcendence and lead to the viewpoint that
both experience and faith always correspond to coming out of oneself, an
expropriation of the subject.”** An objective dimension, the Revelation of God
and its cognitive comprehension, as well as a dimension that is subjective, the
awareness of the personal lived-experience of this Revelation, characterize the
experience of faith. In this way “the subject of theological reflection is there-
fore the experience of faith consisting in the Divine You and the human me
being inseparable.”?’ The Christian experience is the experience of faith and
is expressed in two different languages: the propositional one of knowledge
(dogmatic theology, systematic theology) and the appropriative one of person-
alization (spiritual theology).

In this context, Garcia defines spiritual theology as the theology of the
Christian spiritual experience, but it could also be defined as the theology of
the spiritual lived-experience or Christian life. In any case, he considers it a
“theological discipline founded on the principles of the Revelation, and which
applying its own method, studies the Christian spiritual experience in the lived-
experience qualified as sanctity, emphasizing its cognitive-practical constants
which characterize and shape the Christian’s human life in its development
until the fullness of life in Christ.”3¢ As can be appreciated, this is a definition
with which spiritual theology lays claim to autonomy regarding systematic
theology but not from theology itself. We will return to this further ahead.
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As I have argued previously, spiritual theology must achieve “a minimum
common horizon for theologians to use as a point of reference in our disci-
pline. It consists in considering spirituality as the study of the lived experience
of transformation. Upon this shared and indispensable minimum horizon,
other dimensions or dynamics can be added according to the needs of each
individual theologian.”%” Spirituality then, as it is a human phenomenon, is
the lived-experience of human transcendence strengthened by the presence of
the Mystery, which brings about an inner transformation.*® But in referring to
Christian spirituality, this is the lived-experience of transcendence strengthened
by the Presence of the Holy Mystery, which brings about an inner transforma-
tion. “Presence” in the sense that “it regards the preparation for, the con-
sciousness of, and the reaction to what can be described as the direct presence
of God.”?* That Presence is the Holy Mystery, the auto-communication of God
that makes himself an historical Presence, in an objective sense, in the incarnat-
ed Presence of Jesus of Nazareth, and also subjective Presence in the interior
Presence of the Holy Spirit.** The inner transformation is the outcome of the
interaction between the divine Grace and human will and leads to the perfec-
tion of love, because as St. John of the Cross says, it is “a complete transfor-
mation in which each surrenders the entire possession of self to the other with
a certain consummation of the union of love. The soul thereby becomes divine,
becomes God through participation, insofar as is possible in this life.”*! He
calls it participant transformation.*

This conception of Christian spirituality is combined with what is called
the phenomenal-cognitive method. The central idea is that Christian lived-ex-
perience can be analyzed synchronously and diachronically.* The first is
disposed on five levels, which are psychologically continuous, while the second
normally develops in six moments over time.

The synchronic analysis is based on the assumption that every spiritual
experience involves preparation and arises at an auspicious moment brought
about by the advent of the Presence of the Holy Mystery. This first level is the
phenomenal/mystery, the “site” where the Mystery becomes the subjective
presence in the subject’s inner experience. The subject acquires consciousness
of the Presence in a psychological sequence, by means of a personal reaction
that is initially emotional and then cognitive. This is the phenomenologi-
cal-hermeneutical level, which is followed by a critical reflection, which search-
es for the meaning of the lived-experience, the critical/cultural level.

Here, on the one hand, contemplation that regards the subject’s personal
history, focused on finding the meaning of the experience, is possible. On the
other hand, there is a critical reflection, which presupposes the former and
attempts to comprehend the experience lived within the scientific or religious
tradition of belonging. This second type of critical reflection is not necessary

SPIRITUS | 16.2A



in order to achieve the aim of the first, which reads the meaning of the experi-
ence according to one’s personal history. This reflection is followed by a fourth
decision-making moment.

In fact, at this point, after acknowledgement of the experience and having
contemplated on its meaning regarding one’s personal history, a decision must
be made, which can more or less initiate an explicit relationship with God,
which determines the fifth level known as the theological approach. It is in
guiding and accompanying others down the same path that the Christian testi-
mony in life has its roots, as does the mystagogical dimension.

For example, every authentic Christian conversion arises from something
that has happened (phenomenal-mystery experience) in which one acquires
consciousness of the Presence of the Mystery (phenomenological-hermeneutical
level). One reflects on this in order to comprehend its meaning in our personal
life (critical-cultural level). This reflection leads to the making of a choice faced
with the Presence (decision-making level) and beginning to deepen the relation-
ship with the Presence (theological approach level).

Experiences are lived over time and the previous ones influence the subse-
quent ones. Therefore, it is not enough to simply analyze a single experience,
but it becomes essential to analyze the experiences over time. To this aim, we
can employ the framework drawn up by Federico Ruiz, which presents the
normal development of Christian life in six stages. (1) The onset pertains to
the experiences that lead to conversion (2), followed by personalization of the
faith in order to (3) gradually interiorize it. According to Ruiz, this interioriza-
tion is generally followed by (4) a moment that is more or less a crisis (the dark
night of the soul and night of the senses), to then give way to (5) the relative
maturity that can be reached before (6) glorification. Experiences from all the
single moments can be analyzed with the phenomenological-cognitive method,
so in studying the most significant experiences along a Christian path, which
coincide with the most important decisions the believer has made, his spiritual
profile can be defined.*

The meeting of the believer or faithful person with the Holy Mystery
initiates and brings about a transformative process, which, in the course of
time, enables the believer to gain consciousness and convey such encounters in
personal language in order to reflect and make decisions regarding his theo-
logical approach. This is his own way of thinking, feeling and behaving in the
presence of the Holy Mystery, while the development of this transformative
lived-experience of the theological approach “verifies” the authenticity of the
Christian lived-experience.

The approach Garcia develops helps to carry out this verification, even
though he does not refer to it explicitly. His advice regarding the method of
spiritual theology is interesting: “this must take into account the complementa-
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rity of the approaches to contemplation on faith, without obscuring the unitary
principle they originate from: faith that imparts unity to knowledge, and which
is attained with it.”* The problem regarding the identity of spiritual theology
and of theology itself, which was previously mentioned, surfaces once again.*

Garcia puts forward a method for integral and unitary theological research
based on three stages or phases of research that mutually presuppose and are
linked to each other where the aim is to “integrate the different aspects or ele-
ments of the Christian lived-experience into a single work programme.”*

The first stage is historical-critical-phenomenological: the scholar’s con-
sciousness of the testimony he/she analyzed, on two levels: objective (what
was investigated) and subjective (how it was investigated). The second stage is
critical-hermeneutical-theological: the scholar commences a critical-theological
contemplation regarding the first stage, which “compares the lived-experience
with ecclesial lived-experience.”*® The third and final stage is the planning
stage: “this is the moment of methodological application in the life of the
believer, in order to advance the Christian lived-experience to maturity. This is
a complex operation as it supposes to reconcile the experience of faith with the
tasks and requirements of everyday life: work, economy, co-existence, culture,
language.”*’ Therefore, the theologian has to be open and receptive to the
contribution of the different human sciences. Furthermore, “people who have
lived a powerful life-experience of God are fundamental in this methodological
process, as well as people who are able to transmit and put these experiences
of faith into practice in the present-day. In fact, even today the saint must con-
tinue to speak and to provoke. This is the job of the spiritual theologian.”>°

Regarding interdisciplinarity, which so far has only been cited, Garcia
devotes a whole chapter of his publication to the interdisciplinary character
of the theology of the Christian spiritual experience. The author starts out
from the view that it is both the content and the method of this theology that
establishes it as a distinct theological discipline, still within the broader field of
reference of theology itself. But, this autonomy will “be possible and effective
in so far as it is coupled with the interdependence of the disciplines.” In fact, it
is clear that according to the author:

The imparting of knowledge occurs in so far as the theologian opens up his
discipline to a confrontation and collaboration with other disciplines, both
sharing and acquiring the results of new research in the field. The necessity for
theology of the Christian lived-experience to be interdependent and confer, not
only with the theological disciplines but with the human sciences as well, gives
increasing clarity to its epistemological statute. Intra and interdisciplinarity
will find their unifying centre in the experience of faith.’!
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Interdisciplinarity must be complemented with the specificity of the
spiritual experience, which Garcia regards as “the continuous, exhaustive
personal appropriation of God and his acts on the individual’s innermost self.
In this outlook, the religious-spiritual experience is an affective experience that
ensues from a ‘natural’ desire for God. This is a combination of devoutness,
emotions and feelings regarding God perceived as a desire. In brief, this is
every man’s capacity for self-transcendence towards spiritual realities.”? For
this reason, all the individual’s features or characteristics (cognitive, emotion-
al, personal, social and so on) interact in the oneness of the individual, as it is
possible to distinguish them but not to separate them. This affects the need for:

[An] intra and interdisciplinary approach, in order to present spiritual theolo-
gy as a [concise point of view] of theology, seeing as the [lived-experience] that
is the subject of study of spiritual theology cannot be divided up, or as a [crit-
ical point for dogmatic theology] (Theobald) or even as its [ultimate horizon].
It can be affirmed that spiritual theology becomes a discipline whose function
is to unify what the other components of theology propound.>

AFFINITIES AND DIVERGENCES BETWEEN THE TWO APPROACHES

On the basis of the authors we have considered, coming from two different
cultural worlds, it could be claimed that both are characterized by an an-
thropological approach to spirituality, a genuinely Christian one, providing a
wide-ranging definition that is not centered in academic theology, and with an
interdisciplinary engagement that starts out from the roots of the discipline. It
is important to underline that the two parties are in complete agreement about
this argument, even though this agreement remains largely unrecognized, due
to the lack of communication between them. But, even if this is true, it is also
true that there are some problems. Maybe the main one is the manner in which
the discipline employs an interdisciplinary approach.

Interdisciplinarity is not merely a matter of building a natural bridge
between spirituality and humanistic sciences, but as Perrin affirms, “to create
a single field for the study of all aspects of Christian spirituality”**: a field that
is not exclusive to religion, with a dialectical relationship with theology, whose
subject is the experience which is contextualized historically and culturally, and
supported by a hermeneutic theory. Could the two cultures ever be party to a
project such as this?

In any case, a task for the future is definitely to clarify the terms of the
relationship between the intelligence of faith and the lived-experience of faith
more effectively, as it is crucial in establishing an agreement that will provide
greater harmony in the relationship between the approaches of Christian
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spirituality and spiritual theology. However, the fact that the methodological
problem of spirituality is the same as the methodological problem of theology
is highlighted again here. Resolving this problem in a satisfactory manner for
both parties would provide the opportunity to establish a common method-
ological foundation from which begin to collaborate more effectively.**

Creating greater harmony between the two approaches, as mentioned
above, presupposes that there are effectively numerous and important affini-
ties between the two positions: the two approaches are in agreement that the
aim of the discipline is to broaden knowledge regarding the relationship with
God and are focused on the lived-experience of faith. They also agree that the
discipline recognize a holistic character to the lived-experience of faith and
concentrate on the day-to-day life of the faithful around the world, as it must
affect all the aspects of public and private life (the “planning” aspect). The use
of hermeneutics as a methodology, even with different undertones, is another
aspect in which both parties are in full agreement.

Despite the affinities, according to the texts referred to, maybe the biggest
difference regards self-implication. In fact, European spiritual theology has not
explicitly elaborated on this in the way that American Christian spirituality
has, but there are a few implicit references in mentioning the theologian’s expe-
rience of the faith in studying the details of the development of Christian life,
as well as in mentioning the subjective appropriation of the data objectively
revealed. Another difference is the emphasis given to the concept of transfor-
mation, which is present in both approaches, but, while for some of the Latin-
European authors, it plays a central role in understanding the subject being
studied (the lived-experience of faith), the English-speaking authors develop
it as an aspect of the researcher’s awareness of their own bias and interest,
so that he or she is not unconsciously thinking that pure objectivity has been
achieved.

CONCLUSION

On the one hand, the aim of this study has been to present the prejudices
underlying the English speaking outlook of Christian spirituality in the United
States, and those of the Italian and Spanish speaking Latin-European authors
who work in spiritual theology. While on the other hand the aim has been to
display their respective work over the last decades, and to attempt, on this
basis, to establish a means of communication in order to overcome these preju-
dices by studying significant authors.

As was considered at the beginning of this article, recent research illus-
trates how the affinities between the two contexts are more numerous and
qualitatively important than the divergences or differences. However, for
greater integration, two points must be clarified: the relationship between
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the reflection of faith and the experience of faith with an interdisciplinary
approach; and to set out the latter’s relationship to theology to establish the
parameters of a methodological pluralism for the reflection of faith as experi-
enced. These seem to be the problems that must be solved in order to achieve
greater unity (not uniformity) between the two approaches. An undertaking
like this, focused on the reflection of the lived-experience of the faith, implies
being conscious of one’s self-awareness, cultural and spiritual traditions, as
well as awareness of other viewpoints in the same dimension as self-conscious-
ness is exercised. In this way, the understanding of other contexts helps our
own self-knowledge and vice versa. Cultures differentiate, the human condi-
tion unites, and the Spirit inspires and transforms them both.
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