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Mission 

 
The mission of ACU  is to educate students for Christian service and leadership 
throughout the world.  
 
The mission of the College of Biblical Studies  is to provide leadership preparation 
and resources for effective worldwide ministry in the cause of Christ. 
 
The mission of the Graduate School of Theology  is to equip men and women in 
effective ministerial leadership in a variety of missions and ministry contexts and to 
provide strong academic foundations for theological inquiry. 
 
 

Course Description 
 
Christian spiritual formation, the process of being conformed to the image of Christ for 
the sake of others, calls all disciples of Jesus to the Christlife. This course identifies how 
God utilizes Scripture, people, personal experiences, contexts, literature, spiritual 
disciplines, and events to transform believers into Christlikeness. 
 
 

Purpose and Audience 
 

This course primarily challenges graduate students to become alive with what we 
believe about Trinitarian living. It is the thoughtful and obedient cultivation of life as 
worship on our knees before God the Father, of life as sacrifice on our feet following 
God the Son, and of life as love embracing and being embraced by the community of 
God the Spirit. 
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Prerequisites  
 

As an entry-level graduate course, this course requires no prerequisites. 
 
 

Biblical/Theological Rationale 
 
Jesus declared that the greatest commandment includes loving God with all of our 
heart, soul and mind . . . and the second is like it: “Love your neighbor as yourself” 
(Matt. 22:37-39). Before he ascended to heaven, Jesus instructed his disciples to “make 
disciples” (Matt. 28:19-20). Every Christian has both the responsibility and privilege to 
intentionally pursue these commandments, which are the heartbeat and mission of the 
church. The result is a passionate relationship with the Trinity. “We call all people to 
God. The God we call people to is most perfectly seen in Jesus Christ. Our task is to 
imitate him. We commit ourselves, through the power of the Holy Spirit, to be living 
expressions of Himself on the earth” (Eph. 5:1). 
 
 

Course Overview 
 
Designed as an introduction to Christian Spiritual Formation, this course encourages 
personal growth toward holy living and spiritual maturity. The format of the course 
includes inquiry, critical thinking, theological reflection, worship, contemplation, spiritual 
disciplines, and praxis. 
 
Christian Spiritual Formation challenges students to examine ways in which they can 
encourage their family, friends and other Christians in the quest for Christlikeness. 
Students will identify their responsibilities as co-laborers with God in spiritually forming 
others into disciples of Jesus. 
 
 

Course Required Reading 
 
1.  Peterson, Eugene. Eat This Book: A Conversation in the Art of 

Spiritual Reading. Grand Rapids, Michigan, 2006. 

Peterson, translator of The Message, is developing a five-book 
series. The first book in the series, Christ Plays in Ten Thousand 
Places, weaves theology and spirituality together in an exceptional 
manner. This volume provides a practical read on effectively reading 
scripture. You will receive the fruit of Peterson’s decades of reading, 
pondering, praying and living the story.  

 
2. Webber, Robert. The Divine Embrace: Recovering the Passionate Spiritual Life. 

Baker Books, 2006. 
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As a part of his Ancient, Future series, this book provides an overview of Christian 
spirituality through the 2000 years, and gives good suggestions for growing in 
Christlikeness in the 21st Century world.  

 
3.   Calhoun, Adele Ahlberg. Spiritual Disciplines Handbook: 

Practices That Transform Us. Downers Grove: Illinois, 2005. 

Designed to assist disciples of Jesus practice his virtues and 
spiritual disciplines, this volume will guide you through numerous 
spiritual habits of the heart. You will also find recommendations 
for growing in your prayer life. With more than thirty years 
experience in Christian ministry, Calhoun currently is a minister 
of spiritual formation in Illinois.  

 
4.  Nouwen, Henri. The Way of the Heart. Ballantine Books, 1981.  

Solitude, silence, and prayer serve as the foundation of this spiritual formation 
classic. You will find the book especially helpful as we explore “inner life” spirituality. 
Nouwen wrote more than 30 books during his life. 

 
5.   Wray, David. Christian Spiritual Formation 2008 Reader. Abilene, Texas: Copy Stop, 

2008. 

Articles, strategy sheets, and spiritual formation exercises are included in this 
reader. Reading literature in this document before each class session will provide 
you with background for class lectures and discussion.  

 
6.   Van Gelder, Craig. The Ministry of the Missional Church: A Community Led by the 

Spirit. Baker Academic, 2007. 

Professor Van Gelder, faculty member at Luther Seminary, wrote this book to 
emphasize the role of the Holy Spirit in the life of faith communities in the first 
century as well as in the 21st Century. He is a major contributor to the Gospel and 
Our Culture Network.  

 
 

Recommended Reading (Not Required) 
 

1. Counsell, Michael (Ed.). 2000 Years of Prayer. Harrisburg, PA: 
Morehouse Publishing, 1999. 

This extensive collection of prayers honors 2000 years of 
Christian spirituality. Containing prayers from every era of our 
spiritual history, from every continent and Christian tradition, 
the anthology provides a compelling and comprehensive 
portrait of the ways in which men and women have expressed 
their longing for God through the centuries. A library rich in 
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prayer literature broadens one’s prayer language, and provides fresh ways to 
communicate with the Holy Great One. 

 
2. Mursell, Gordon (General Editor). The Story of Christian Spirituality. 

Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2001.  

Drawing from east and west, the authors present a full and fascinating 
picture of humanity’s desire for the divine across the centuries. This 
volume is an expanded companion to Holmes’ book, which you will 
treasure. 

 
3. McGrafth, Alister E. Christian Spirituality. Oxford, England: Blackwell Publishers, 

1999. 

This book accurately provides information that helps those unfamiliar with the 
Christian tradition to engage with classical texts on spirituality. McGrath is a 
Research Lecturer in Theology at the University of Oxford and principal of Wycliffe 
Hall, Oxford. 

 
4. Peterson, Eugene H. Christ Plays In Ten Thousand Places: A Conversation In  
 Spiritual Theology. Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 
 Company, 2005.  

Peterson, Eugene H. The Jesus Way. Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company 2007 

In Peterson’s words, “Spiritual theology is not one more area of theology that takes 
its place on the shelf alongside the academic disciplines of systematic, biblical, 
practical, and historical theology; rather, it represents the 
conviction that all theology, no exceptions, has to do with the 
living God who creates us a living creature to live to his glory” 
(page 6). The Jesus Way is the third volume in the five-volume 
set. 
 

5. Practical and insightful, this volume provides readers with both 
concepts and practices of Christian spiritual formation. Christian 
educators from across the nation provide chapters for this book 
edited by Kenneth Gangel and James Wilhoit. 

 
6. Boa, Kenneth. Conformed to His Image. Grand Rapids, 

Michigan: Zondervan, 2001 

Exploring Christian spiritual formation through practical lens 
requires prayer and reflection. Boa provides readers with useful 
strategies for taking spiritual formation concepts and living them 
out in the ordinary life. Chapter by chapter he leads readers 
toward growing in Christlikeness and implications of conforming to 
the image of Christ. 
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7. Other practical volumes include:  
Richard Foster, Celebration of Disciplines. 
Richard Foster, Streams of Living Water. 
Susanne Johnson, Christian Spiritual Formation in the Church and Classroom. 
Parker Palmer, To Know as We are Known. 
Dallas Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines. 
Dallas Willard, Renovation of the Heart. 

 
 

Classics 
 

Harper Collins Spiritual Classics: John of the Cross, John and Charles Wesley, 
Teresa of Avila. HarperSanFrancisco, 2004. 
 
 

Internet Sources 
 
http://www.ccel.org/  Christian Classics–Ethereal Library 
http://www.ewtn.com/New_library/library1.htm  Catholic Spirituality 
http://landru.i-link-2.net/shnyves/prayer.html Praying the Psalms 
http://www.renovare.org/ Renovare’   
http://www.henrinouwen.org/ Henri Nouwen Center 
 

 
Course Requirements 

 

Course Competencies  Measurability  

1. Learners will identify historical streams 
of spiritual formation lived out in the 
past 2000 years.  

1. Read Spirituality Old and New . Write 
a 3 page reflection essay  on the 
book. 

 
2. Learners will examine biblical 

principles for living out the Christlife as 
disciples of Jesus Christ.  

2. Read Eat This Book and The Way of 
the Heart  in preparation for writing 
your spiritual autobiography.  

 
3. Learners will examine the literature of 

spiritual disciplines and, through 
practicing disciplines this semester,   
develop lifetime habits of the heart. 

3.  A.) Read Spiritual Disciplines 
Handbook  and select spiritual 
disciplines to practice throughout the 
fall semester.  
B.) Compose a Rule of Life . (A rule is 
a set pattern or practice whereby one’s 
life with God is nurtured and 
deepened.) 
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4. Students will identify and reflect on 
how Scripture, people, contexts, 
literature, spiritual disciplines, and 
events have spiritually formed them in 
the past. 

4. Write a spiritual autobiography  
about your life from birth until the 
present. 

 

5. Learners will experience community 
struggles in Abilene, then commit 
personal resources and time in 
ministering to the oppressed and poor 
during the semester and in future 
ministry contexts. 

5. Participate in 8-10 hours of 
community service  and write a 3-5 
page paper: Theological Reflections 
on Community Ministry Service . 

6. Learners will demonstrate knowledge 
and comprehension of literature, 
people, contexts, and events God 
uses in forming people into mature 
Christians. 

6. Identify a spiritual formation topic of 
interest; write a 6-8 page research 
paper . 

7.   Learners will develop strategies for 
implementing missional church 
principles in their lives and future 
ministries. 

7.   Read The Ministry of the Missional 
Church  and compose a 6 lesson 
small group curriculum designed to 
teach the principles of missional 
church. 

8.   Participants will identify principles by 
which to live the Christlife in the future. 
A Rule of Life provides a reminder that 
spirituality is a process of growing and 
changing. 

8.   Write a 2-3 page Rule of Life  which 
provides the practices and principles 
by which you will life for Christ in the 
future. The rule will be shared orally at 
the end of the semester with all of us 
in the course.  

 
 

Narrative on Course Requirements 
(Numbers correspond to the competencies given above ) 

  
1. Read The Divine Embrace  (Webber) before the first day of class. It provides 

background to the various streams of spirituality. Your 3 page book review should 
note the strengths and weaknesses of the book, and it is due on the first day of 
class, January 7.  Word-process the reflections, use 12-point font, double-space 
your paper, and include a cover sheet (I return your projects in a folder, and the 
cover sheet provides privacy).  
Purpose of Project: To develop appreciation for the various historical spiritual 
streams for the past two thousand years, and discover touch points for your personal 
spirituality. 
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2.  Avoid thinking about spiritual formation esoterically or ethereally. Peterson’s and 

Nouwen’s books provide a model for moving contemplative practices to daily 
practical approaches. A 2 page book review on Eat This Book  (Peterson) serves as 
evidence of reading the book, and that report is due on the first day of class, 
January 7.   Please also read Nouwen’s book, The Way of the Heart (Nouwen), 
before the beginning of class. Rather than write a book report, write a reflection 
essay on the ways you have practiced (or failed to practice) solitude, silence, and 
prayer in the past year. Write about the benefits you have experienced, or the void 
you have experienced because of not practicing this habit of the heart.  
Purpose of Projects: In addition to gaining scholastic insights to Christian spiritual 
formation, these projects provide a path to our hearts in addition to our heads 
(rationality).  

 
3. Read Spiritual Disciplines Handbook  (Calhoun) before the course begins. This 

book provides practical suggestions for engaging in spiritual disciplines. After 
reading the book, select 3 or 4 spiritual disciplines needed in your life, and engage in 
them during the spring semester. You will write a paragraph on each of the 3 or 4 
disciples telling why you have selected them from the more than 70 disciplines in 
Calhoun’s book. This invitation to practice the disciplines is just that—an invitation. 
By nature, many disciples of Jesus allow distractions to crowd out the virtues and 
practices of Jesus in our lives. Submit the paragraphs to me on Wednesday,  
January 9.  You may choose to include these or other spiritual disciplines in your 
Rule of Life at the conclusion of our course. Please double-space, use a 12-point 
font, and include a cover sheet. 
Purpose of Project: While we talk a great deal about spiritual disciplines, it takes 
intentionality to actually incorporate spiritual practices into one’s life. Prayerfully plan 
to develop the 3 or 4 habits of the heart that you identify throughout the semester.   

 
4. Your Spiritual Autobiography  is due on Friday, January 11.  In the spiritual 

autobiography, highlight people, events, literature, contexts, etc., that have been 
formative in your spiritual journey. Anything shared in your autobiography remains 
completely confidential between you and me. In other words, it is appropriate to 
articulate any spiritual struggles as well as your spiritual victories. Feel free to 
describe your spiritual journey as honestly as you desire. For more than twenty 
years, God has blessed me in serving as a shepherd in God’s kingdom. I see my 
role at the university pastorally as well as professorially. I am available for spiritual 
conversation to talk through any aspects of your journey, and I cherish spending 
time with students in processing past experiences and discussing future hopes and 
dreams. Spiritual conversation is a vital part of spiritual formation. Most students 
write 10-12 pages. Please double-space, use a 12-point font, and include a cover 
sheet. 
Purpose of Project: To celebrate the ways in which Christ has formed you and 
continues to form you spiritually, and to evaluate future needs of transforming your 
heart. 

 
5.  Spend 8-10 hours in community service  this spring. (Nancy Colburn, who directs 
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the Volunteer and Service Learning Center in the Campus Center basement, is a 
good resource to determine your community ministry.) Your 3-5 page theological  
refection paper  is due on March 28  and should include biblical insights and 
theological concerns raised by your community service. Please double-space, use a 
12-point font, and include a cover sheet. 
Purpose of Project: Rather than just talk about caring for others, this project requires 
you to spend time in the community. My prayer is that you will engage in the lives of 
people of poverty and oppression. 

 
6. Your research paper  is over the topic of your choice. As the spring progresses, you 

will identify people and practices that you might would to research and write about. 
You can select various spiritualities (Orthodoxy, African-American, Celtic, Catholic, 
etc.), a person, a movement, or a spiritual discipline to explore. I am available to 
discuss aspects of your research at any time during the spring. The essay should 
include primary source material (scholarly journals, class books, etc.). Limit your 
writing to no more than 6-8 pages. Use 12-point font, and double space the paper. 
Include a bibliography and a cover sheet. The project is due on March 28.  
Purpose of Project: As a graduate student you need to contribute to the scholarship 
of spirituality as well as be a consumer. Your essay provides the opportunity to do 
scholarly research and write about an area of interest.  

 
7. Read Ministry in the Missional Church  (Van Gelder) before the first day of class, 

and develop six lessons  for use in small groups. Each small group lesson should 
be 1 page long and include: 1) Objectives (outcomes) for the session, and 2) Ten to 
twelve good questions designed to stimulate conversation and discussion. This 
project is due on Thursday, January 10.   
Purpose of Project:  Growing in Christlikeness creates heightened concern for 
walking alongside others and meeting needs physically, emotionally,  and spiritually. 

 
8. For our last day together, January 11, you are to write a Rule of Life . Your Rule of 

Life (“habits of the heart”), which should be composed in 12-point font and limited to 
2-3 pages, may find expression in prose, prayer, poem, song, etc. Include a cover 
sheet on the project. Rather than writing “new year’s resolutions” or producing 
“spiritual laundry lists,” the rule provides principles which form a foundation for your 
future spiritual growth and formation. It is a covenant with God in which you openly 
declare your future intentions for spiritual growth and formation. Plan to share your 
rule with peers. Instead of reading your rule to the group, summarize your future 
spiritual commitments. You will have only two minutes to articulate your rule of life 
with our learning community.  
Purpose of Project: To experience the spiritual benefits of spiritual disciplines and 
continue transforming your heart toward living the Christlife throughout your future 
years. 
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Course Grading 
 
Book Review of The Divine Embrace......................................................................10% 
Book Review on Eat This Book ...............................................................................10% 
Reflection on The Way of the Heart (Nouwen)........................................................10% 
Small Group Lessons on Emerging Churches ........................................................10% 
Rule of Life ..............................................................................................................10% 
Spiritual Autobiography ...........................................................................................20% 
Research Project.....................................................................................................20% 
Community Service and Theological Reflections ....................................................10%  
 
Assignments are due on the dates assigned. Assignments received after the due dates 
receive a penalty of one letter grade  for days 1-7. Assignments received from days 8-
14 receive a penalty of an additional letter grade . No assignments are accepted two 
weeks late.  
 
Grading for the course will be: 
 
92-100 A   84-92  B   
76-83  C   68-75  D 
 

 
Class Format 

 
Presentations by the professor, guest lectures (both live and on video), community 
service, and class participation (small groups and table conversation) are included 
during the semester. Your observations and wisdom during class discussion provides 
richness for each class session. 
 

 
Attendance 

 
Attendance during each session of a graduate course is critical. Please arrive on time, 
honor break schedules, and stay for the full day. Excused absences include: 1) death of 
family member, 2) school sponsored trip, or 3) illness (nurse or doctor excuse). 
 
 

Intellectual Integrity 
 

Intellectual integrity is of high value at Abilene Christian University, in the Graduate 
School of Theology, and in this class. 
 
The full Policy is available for review at the Provost’s office web site 
(http://www.acu.edu/campusoffices/provost) and the following offices: Provost, college 
deans, Dean of Campus Life, Director of Student Judicial Affairs, Director of Residential 
Life, and education and academic departments. 
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Foster J., Richard. Prayer: Finding The Heart’s True Home. San 

Francisco: HarperSanFranciso, 1997. 

Foster worked on this book for more than a year. At one point, 
he asked for and received a key to the library at Fiends 
University to write late into the night. About six months into the 
writing project, he realized that he had stopped praying. The 
scholastic writing became so consuming that he stopped 
engaging in the very discipline of his research and writing. 
How often has spiritual business caused us to forget the very 
nature of our relationship with God? 
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Session Content Assignment 

Unit One Spiritual Formation As Process 

1.  Session One Introductions and Overview 
of the Course. 

Please purchase the course 
reader before the first 
session. It will be in the 
ACU bookstore basement, 
in the textbook area. 

�  Purchase reader before 
first session. 

�  Due: Review of  The 
Divine Embrace.  

�  Due: Review of  Eat This 
Book . 

�  Due: Reflection on The 
Way of the Heart.  

2.  Session 2 Spiritual Formation Streams 
through the Last Two 
Millennia. 

Urban Holmes’ III 
“Sensibility Model” provides 
a foundation for developing 
historical consciousness. 

�  Spiritual formation 
practice: Dwelling in the 
Word. 

�  Read content of second 
section in reader. 

3.  Session 3 “Speculative,” 
“Rationalism,” “Kataphatic” 
Spirituality—Urban Holmes 
(Theological Renewal). 

Allan Sager’s book Gospel 
Centered Spirituality 
develops an assessment 
instrument for use with 
Holmes’ model. 

�  Spiritual formation 
practice: Praying the 
Psalms. 

�  Read section three in 
reader. 

4.  Session 4 “Kataphatic,” “Pietism,” 
“Affective” Spirituality—
Urban Holmes (Personal 
Renewal). 

The writings of Henri 
Nouwen (more than 30 
books) prove helpful in 
“affective” spirituality. 

�  Spiritual formation 
practice: Prayers 
Throughout the Ages. 

�  Read section four in 
reader. 
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5.  Session 5 ”Affective,” “Quietism,” 
“Apophatic” Spirituality—
Urban Holmes (Inner Life). 

The monastic and mystical 
spiritual masters’ writings 
reflect in this spirituality 
stream. 

�  Spiritual formation 
practice: Hands 
Meditation. 

�  Read section five in 
reader. 

6.  Session Six “Apophatic,” “Encratism,” 
“Speculative” Spirituality—
Urban Holmes (Societal 
Regeneration). 

Mother Teresa serves as a 
spiritual exemplar of this 
stream of spirituality. 
Reading about her life 
proves beneficial. 

�  Spiritual formation 
practice: Mother Teresa. 

�  Read section six in 
reader. 

Unit Two Formation in the Church and Classroom 

7.  Session seven Spiritual Formation through 
the Disciplines. 

Richard Foster revised 
Celebration of Discipline 
(20th Anniversary Edition) in 
1998. In 1978, this volume 
broke a prolonged silence 
of 300 years in the area of 
spiritual disciplines. 

�  Spiritual formation 
practice: Praying Prayers 
of Scripture. 

�  Read section seven in 
reader. 

�  Due: Disciplines 
Practices . 

8.  Session eight Biblical/Theological 
Foundations of Spiritual 
Formation. 

Recording biblical/ 
theological principles of 
spiritual formation provides 
a good foundation on which 
to build a life of 
Christlikeness. Read the 
Gospels daily to learn the 
practices of Jesus. 

�  Spiritual formation 
practice: Lectio Divina. 

�  Read section eight in 
reader. 
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9.  Session nine Spiritual Leaders as 
Spiritual Directors, Spiritual 
Mentors, Spiritual Friends, 
Spiritual Guides. 

Missional spirituality 
encourages all Christians to 
use their spiritual gifts to be 
“ministers” and 
“missionaries” in the places 
they find themselves 
(home, work, 
marketplaces). 

�  Spiritual formation 
practice: Contemplation 
of Guided Images. 

�  Read section nine in 
reader. 

10.  Session ten Spontaneous and 
Deliberate Spiritual 
Formation. 

II Cor. 2:8-10 provides 
theology about the apostle 
Paul’s challenges of 
transforming moments. 
John of the Cross 
addresses such 
experiences as “Dark Night 
of the Soul.” It is not a 
matter of if but when we will 
experience spontaneous 
formation. 

�  Spiritual formation 
practice: Examen 
(spiritual inventory). 

�  Read section ten in 
reader. 

11.  Session eleven Spirituality of Education. 

Holiness of God is the core 
of spiritual formation. When 
we give God glory in 
thought, word, and deed, 
we grow spiritually and 
become like Christ. 
Holiness is not one attribute 
of God; it is His essence, 
and our ultimate goal is to 
be “holy as He is holy.” 

�  Spiritual formation 
practice: Centering 
Prayer. 

�  Read section eleven in 
reader. 
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12.  Session twelve Can Spirituality Be Taught? 

The organizing principle of 
Christian education is 
spiritual formation. Rather 
than create “education 
ministries” in our 
congregations, we should 
seek ways to spiritually 
form children, youth, and 
adults into the image of 
Christ. 

�  Spiritual formation 
practice: African Bible 
Study. 

�  Read section twelve in 
reader. 

Unit Three Spiritual Formation for Daily Living 

13.  Session thirteen A Model for Spiritual 
Formation. 

John Westerhoff III 
provides a model to 
enhance spiritual formation 
in communities of faith. 
Read the two articles in 
your reader as foundational 
for this session. 

�  Spiritual formation 
practice: Biblical, Spiritual 
Metaphors. 

�  Read section thirteen in 
reader. 

�  Due: Spiritual 
Autobiography.  

14.  Session fourteen Sharing of Rules of Life �  Due: Rule of Life.  

Thursday Evening Please reserve Thursday 
evening, January 10, for a 
session. We will have 
dinner together that night, 
and this will substitute for a 
Friday afternoon session. 

 

 
 
Before the Course Begins: 
 

1. Read The Divine Embrace  and write the three page book review. 
2. Read Eat this Book  and write the two page book review. 
3. Read The Way of the Heart  and write the reflection essay. 
4. Read Ministry in the Missional Church . 

 
Week of the Course: 
 

1. Keep up with the readings in the course reader for each session. 
2. Turn in the book report for The Divine Embrace . 
3. Turn in the book report for Eat This Book . 
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4. Turn in the reflective essay on The Way of the Heart . 
5. Turn in your spiritual autobiography . 
6. Submit the 3-4 spiritual disciplines  you plan to engage in during the spring. 
7. Submit 6 lessons on the book, Ministry in the Missional Church . 
8. Present your Rule of Life to the spiritual formation community. 

 
After the Course: 
 

1. Research and write a 6-8 page research paper . 
2. Participate in community service  and write a theological reflection essay  on 

the experience. 
 

 
 


