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Christian spiritual formation is the process of the transformation of humans further into the image of God, which happens in response to the movement of the trinitarian God among them, for the purpose of their participation in the mission and kingdom of God. This statement, when unpacked, carries a number of in-depth implications.


We see at the most basic level of that definition that spiritual formation a process of transformation, not merely an event. As a process, it is far from an instantaneous happening. Rather, it is a lifelong enterprise of change. As each moment brings new challenges and new opportunities to an individual’s life, each day will allow for further transformation. There will be victories and setbacks. There will be times at which the process seems to be going too quickly, and times at which it is moving imperceptibly slowly. A metamorphosis is occurring, though. Even events that might be perceived as impediments to spiritual formation might be important in the process, for even hindrances can serve to transform.


Secondly, we note that spiritual formation is a process which happens to humans. In an attempt to understand spiritual formation, it is important to have at least a fundamental anthropology to set forth. Since this is a process which transforms humans, we first need to know what humans are so that we might understand how spiritual formation includes and affects them. So we must ask, what does it mean to be human? 


We know from the Genesis creation accounts that we humans were made in the image of God, each of us a unique reflection of God. Therefore, while there are some common trajectories in spiritual formation, because each person’s case is unique, formation is not easily predictable or prescribable. Careful consideration must be given to the way each individual reflects the image of God and how he or she might best be formed.


Jesus’ exhortation in Mark 12:30 that we love God with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength also has implications for what it means to be human: a human being is made up of all these components.
  If spiritual formation is to occur fruitfully, it must take into account heart, soul, mind, and strength, exercising each of them so that they are strengthened. To focus on one aspect exclusively would result in a malformed human being, a person who is spiritually lopsided. Instead, healthy spiritual formation must recognize and consistently use each of these aspects of humanity, developing us into whole, integrated persons.
 


Continuing on, we see that spiritual formation changes humans further into the image of God, in response to the presence and activity of the trinitarian God among them. As well as being least explicable, this is the most significant part of my understanding of spiritual formation. Indeed, up until this point, the description as it has been unpacked—transformation of a unique human being, happening as a process—could have been applied to any number of things. However, this particular constraint gives definition to what spiritual formation is all about: transformation into the image of God, originally initiated by God, and always carried out in the context of God.


The charge to grow in conformity to the character of God resounds as a clarion call throughout scripture.
 Imitation of God and transformation to become more like God are the basis of the process of discipleship to which God calls all of humanity. We are to be formed so that our external actions show integrity with the internal dispositions of the indwelling of the Spirit of God.


On our own, however, we humans would be able to do nothing to transform ourselves. It is only through the prevenient presence of God that we are initiated into spiritual formation. Were it not for God, we would not exist at all, much less be in relationship with God or desire to be formed spiritually. This God who allows for our transformation is present to us in three persons: Father, Son, and Spirit. Each of these persons of the Trinity is essential in the process of spiritual formation. It is through the Father that formation is originated. The Son provides the human example after which our own transformation is modeled. And the presence of God in the Spirit moves in and around us, drawing us to God and enabling us to change as we submit to God. Spiritual formation, begun and overseen by God, does allow for (and encourage!) the contribution of the individual(s) being formed, of course. It is important to remember, however, that human willingness and effort to be transformed is always in the context of who God is and what God is already doing.


Finally, spiritual formation is for the purpose of our participation in the mission and kingdom of God. Healthy, mature spiritual formation manifests itself so that the person formed is consistent with (though of course not a perfect representation of) the image of God. However, we are not only formed into something; we are formed for something. And if it is the image of God we are formed into, it follows that it is participation in the life of God we are formed for. 


This life has as its center a mission: the reconciliation of the world and the transformation of all humans into the likeness of God—in short, the growth of the kingdom of God. The kingdom is about God breaking into the lives of humanity, bringing both justice and shalom into the world. The peace, wholeness, health, and harmony that characterize shalom, the transformation of individuals and communities that happens both as an impetus and as a result of kingdom, and the communion that is brought about between us and creation, one another, and ultimately God—this is the mission of God. Spiritual formation, then, will prepare us for work in this mission and sustain us as we carry it out.


So it is, then, that a seemingly simple definition of Christian spiritual formation carries with it a number of conclusions, each of which could be (and has elsewhere been) the subject of extensive study and contemplation. Spiritual formation, however, though far from simple, is accessible even to those of us who cannot comprehend or elucidate it. As that includes all of us on some level, let us thank God for that provision and continue to submit ourselves to the process of being formed!
� This definition of “human” is admittedly elementary. Unfortunately, a detailed anthropology would take far more time than we have here. Even a rudimentary attempt at laying out an understanding of what it means to be human, such as a paper I co-authored for Dr. Fred Aquino’s systematic theology class (“A Doctrine of Human Personhood: Catechesis for Sexuality in the Church”), runs 15 pages long. Given this limitation, the rather basic understanding of humans I use here will have to do for these purposes.


� As a side note, spiritual formation does not happen only to individuals. Individual formation nearly always happens in the context of the larger human community. And communities themselves can also be spiritually formed, though this often occurs as the formation of a collection of individuals whose own transformations affect one another as a group.


� Among others, see Romans 12:1-2; 2 Corinthians 3:18; Ephesians 5:1-2, 1 Peter 1:13-16; and 2 Peter 1:3-7.






