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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Diane J. Chandler

The InTerdIscIplInary naTure of chrIsTIan 
formaTIon

One can view Christian formation as one might view the facets of a cut 
diamond. No one facet represents the complete gemstone. In fact, each of 
the facets that comprise the diamond contributes to its overall brilliance 
and value. The job of the gem cutter, then, is to cut the diamond in a way 
that maximizes the quality and integrity of the stone to reflect light, so as 
to create its appealing sparkle. Such is the case with Christian formation. 
Several facets, or dimensions, comprise the Christian life, with each one 
contributing to the overall character of the individual, as he or she reflects 
the light and life of Christ as shaped and enlivened by the Holy Spirit.

Christian formation is best described as an interactive process by which 
God the Father conforms believers into the image of Jesus through the 
empowerment of the Holy Spirit by overseeing the development of the 
whole person in various life dimensions for the sake of others.1 God the 
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Father oversees the process. As Redeemer, Jesus the Son provides the 
impetus and model as the perfect image of God into which followers are 
to be conformed. The Holy Spirit provides the divine love and power that 
causes the process to take place and advance.

The apostle Paul refers to this ongoing transformation process: “And all 
of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as though reflected 
in a mirror, are being transformed [Gr. metamorphoomai] into the same 
image from one degree of glory to another; for this comes from the Lord, 
the Spirit” (2 Cor 3:18).2 The process of Christian formation is ongoing, 
as well as the outcome of the Spirit’s dynamic work in and through the life 
of the believer. Romans 8:26–29 further attests to this process of being 
conformed to the likeness of God’s Son through the Spirit who assists in 
human weakness while also searching the heart.

Human dimensionality is robust in its composition, expression, and 
capacity for growth in a holistic manner into Christlikeness. Pope Benedict 
XVI highlighted the importance of viewing the holistic integration of human 
dimensions in a 2005 speech to the Pontifical Academies of Sciences and 
Social Sciences at the unveiling of a statue of Pope John Paul II. He noted, 
“According to God’s design, persons cannot be separated from the physi-
cal, psychological or spiritual dimensions of human nature.”3 The individual 
reflects multiple dimensions, such that human identity is shaped across time 
through the interactive effects of the sovereign grace of God, personal voli-
tion, life circumstances, and interpersonal relationships and interactions.

All elements of life contribute to the shaping of individual character, 
attitudes, values and beliefs, habits, personal calling, vocation, and world-
view.4 From Christian anthropology, the perspective concerning what 
it means to be human, we intuit that humankind has capacity in several 
dimensions, not the least of which is the spiritual, emotional, psychologi-
cal, theological, and vocational.5 God, however, also provides humankind 
with opportunity for growth into Christlikeness through other conduits, 
including the development of morality and virtue,6 the refining seasons 
of suffering,7 participation in the body of Christ,8 and even stewardship 
of one’s physical body.9 Embodiedness, as Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen empha-
sizes, is a vital part of theology: “Christian theology should hold fast to 
both the capacity for transcendence, which also enables a personal relation 
to the triune God, and the embodiedness of transcendence in materiality, 
the bodily nature of humanity.”10 Thus, all life dimensions are designed 
to converge into a life of holiness, such that the life of Christ is reflected 
through all facets of life for the sake of others.
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What it means to be human in theological perspective has captivated 
scholars from various disciplines throughout the centuries. The early 
church fathers, such as Irenaeus in “Against Heresies” and Augustine in 
De trinitate and Confessiones,11 through the medieval era with Anselm 
of Canterbury’s Cur Deus Homo (Lat. “Why Did God Become Man?”) 
and Thomas Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae to Karl Barth’s “The Basic 
Form of Humanity” in Church Dogmatics, all addressed these theo-
logical issues related to creation, human identity, and why these are 
significant.12

While biblical theologians have addressed these issues, secular writ-
ers have added to a cacophony of voices speaking into personhood (i.e., 
Martin Heidegger, Jean-Paul Satre, Albert Camus, and Paul Kurtz). 
Calling for a welcome return to a biblical account of human identity, 
theologian Richard Lints notes the “radical confusion about what it 
means to be human has … brought an opportunity for renewed reflec-
tion on the nature of human identity” in light of the rise of humanism 
and naturalism in the twentieth century.13 In light of this confusion, 
we must locate our identity squarely in God as Creator, Savior, and 
Sustainer.

Theological anthropology provides clues as to the dynamics of the 
human person.14 For example, contemporary writers predictably cover 
perspectives related to the biblical text, philosophy, the doctrine of sin 
and evil, the differentiation between male and female, morality, human 
freedom, and human activity in the world. More recently, however, this 
dialogue has proliferated with conversational partners from the sciences, 
including biology and neuroscience, to tease out what science might add 
to an understanding of what it means to be human.

For example, in addressing theological anthropology, Hans Schwarz 
offers a Lutheran perspective, with formative content on biology, the 
human brain, and neuroscience.15 In David G. Kirchhoffer’s edited book 
from a Catholic perspective, various theologians take up Christian anthro-
pology by evaluating broad topics inclusive of Karl Barth’s theology, the 
influence of the Catholic document Gaudium et Spes,16 and ecology.17 
Yet other human dimensions relative to loving and serving God and oth-
ers through holiness involve the emotions and care of the physical body, 
which are dimensions addressed within this volume.18 To augment this 
discussion, we briefly turn to an overview of the imago Dei, which further 
brings into focus human multidimensionality with a view toward Christian 
formation.
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InsIghTs from perspecTIves on The Imago DeI

For centuries, speculation has proliferated relative to the meaning of the 
imago Dei, as observed in the Genesis creation narrative (Gen 1:27–28).19 
What does it mean to be created in the image of God? And how should this 
influence our relationship with God, as we grow more into Christlikeness? 
From the onset, we must begin with the premise that God is love (1 Jn 
4:8) and that God demonstrated divine love by creating all living things—
inclusive of humankind.

Specifically, Paul Fiddes boldly asserts that God creates out of love and 
that love is “at the very heart of a doctrine of creation.”20 Likewise, Jürgen 
Moltmann attests: “If God creates the world out of freedom, then he cre-
ates it out of love. Creation is not a demonstration of his boundless power; 
it is a communication of his love, which knows neither premises nor pre-
conditions: creatio ex amore Dei.” By the Spirit, divine love expresses the 
mutuality of Father, Son, and Spirit as it reaches out in self-giving.21 By 
sending His Son “to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins” (1 Jn 4:10), the 
apostle John makes clear that through loving others, God lives within by 
which the love of God is perfected (vs. 12).22

Thus, the Spirit of love beckons humanity into a relationship with Christ 
as Redeemer, in order to transform the individual into greater depths of 
Christlikeness in all life dimensions. This process of being perfected in 
Christ is what New Testament scholar, Michael J.  Gorman, calls “cru-
ciformity,” or the process of being conformed to the crucified Christ.23 
For Gorman, cruciformity is a more suitable term than “imitation” when 
describing how believers are formed in Christ (Gal 4:9), considering the 
reality of the cross (Phil 3:10).24 The chapters included in this volume on 
various dimensions of Christian formation all interface in some way with 
divine love, which is perfectly manifested through the character and life of 
Jesus, his death on the cross, and the Spirit’s empowerment.

Perspectives on the imago Dei comprise a long history. For example, 
writers such as Augustine,25 Irenaeus, Thomas Aquinas, Martin Luther, 
and John Calvin offered nuanced interpretations of the imago Dei. 
Contemporary authors such as Karl Barth emphasized God’s transcen-
dence, Catholic theologian Hans Urs von Balthasar viewed the imago Dei 
solely through relationship in Christ, and Jürgen Moltmann offered a more 
expansive relational model of the imago Dei, emphasizing the dignity of 
humanity in intimate relationship with God.26 As J.  Richard Middleton 
concedes, interpreting the imago Dei is challenging, and  interpreters retain 
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their own set of lenses in assessing its meaning.27 However, interpreters 
agree that the imago Dei culminates in the person of Christ, whom the New 
Testament asserts is the very image of the invisible God (cf. Col 1:15–20). 
In affirmation, Wolfhart Pannenberg affirms: “the Imago Dei is existence 
in Jesus Christ, the Word made flesh. Jesus Christ is the true Imago Dei, 
which humanity regains when through faith it is ‘in Jesus Christ.’”28

According to the imago Dei, all that we are, all that we do, and all that we 
aspire to become find convergence in Christ.29 Christ is the perfect imago 
Dei.30 While reducing the imago Dei to mere human characteristics would 
dwarf the grandeur and goodness of God, minimizing the identification of 
human dimensions worthy of growth into Christlikeness would likewise be 
problematic.31 We are continuously being transformed into the image of 
Jesus as a process in the present that leads into eternity (2 Co 3:18).

Accordingly this lifelong process involves what Stanley Grenz calls “a 
task in the present.”32 Every aspect of human existence is to come under 
the authority of Jesus and work deeply into all dimensions of life by the 
power of the Holy Spirit.33 Hence, the Holy Spirit is at work continually 
developing the human spirit, theological understanding through the mind 
(especially through intake of Scripture), emotional maturity, relational 
connections that are expressed through the church and liturgy, physical 
health awareness in stewardship of the body, and vocational capacity—
even in the midst of disillusionment and suffering. Not surprisingly, the 
process of Christian formation differs from individual to individual. What 
aligns each individual’s journey, however, is the active role of the Holy 
Spirit who ever moves to draw the individual closer to Christ.

The spIrIT movIng

The Holy Spirit provides the very life of God in developing believers into 
Christlikeness. All of Christian formation locates in and through the Spirit’s 
activity, which truly is global in reach.34 Rather than some illusive ecologi-
cal and cosmic force, the Spirit is an equal Trinitarian partner who conveys 
the richness of the Father’s love through the reality of Christ’s life and 
redemptive mission to the individual and the world.35 As the active pres-
ence of God, the Spirit’s role is to transform the heart, mind, soul, spirit, 
body, and all human activity into consonance with God’s highest pur-
poses and uses the entity of the church to forge a people in  relationship.36 
In other words, “The Spirit’s mission is to complete the program of the 
triune God in the world. … En route to that day, the Spirit nourishes 
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the spiritual life he creates.”37 This mission is accomplished through the 
church, as the formidable context which contributes to the Christian for-
mation process. Thus, we can affirm with Emil Brunner, “For love can 
only operate in community.”38

In surveying the Spirit’s activity, the Spirit’s dynamic work is replete 
throughout the biblical text.39 The Spirit moved at creation, initiated the 
giving of the Torah, spoke through the prophets, conceived Jesus through 
the incarnation, infused Jesus at His baptism, anointed Jesus to fulfill all 
prophecy (Lu 4/Is 61:1–3), raised Jesus from the dead, and broke out at 
Pentecost to birth the nascent church. Today, the Spirit continues to work 
through individual believers and the corporate church as Christ’s body 
in the world to advance God’s Kingdom through gospel proclamation, 
as seen through Peter at Pentecost, Paul with the early churches, other 
mighty acts, human relationships, and life circumstances. As divine gift, 
the indwelling Holy Spirit is God’s personal and empowering presence.40

This communal dynamic of the Holy Spirit is what makes the church 
the ecclesial shaping conduit for the expression of the love and life of God. 
Living in genuine koinonia magnifies the character of Christ in such a way 
as to reflect Christ in the world. Historically, liturgical practices, including 
Scripture reading and partaking in the Eucharist, affirm the presence of 
the risen Lord in the very midst of the community, allowing for continual 
transformation. Grenz aptly summarizes, “In short, the indwelling Spirit 
leads and empowers the church to fulfill its divinely mandated calling to 
be a sacrament of Trinitarian communion, a temporal, visible sign of the 
eternal, dynamic life of the triune God.”41 Thus, the reading of Scripture 
releases the life-giving flow of the Spirit and partaking in the Eucharist, 
along with other sacraments, further unifies the church around the cruci-
fied and risen Christ.

With all life dimensions coming under the influence of the Holy Spirit 
as individuals and as a corporate body, the church, how are we to think 
about developing into Christlikeness spiritually, scripturally, emotion-
ally, psychologically, ethically through holiness, liturgically, vocationally, 
and physically through care of the body—such that Christ’s character is 
revealed?42 Given the realities of sin, temptation, and personal brokenness 
in an imperfect world, how might the body of Christ cooperate with the 
Spirit in order to bring each facet of life into conformity to Christ through 
the freedom offered by the Spirit? The chapters in this volume address 
these questions, given the lacuna in Christian literature addressing the 
holistic nature of formation.
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Furthermore, the chapters draw on the most relevant scholarship to 
highlight how personhood is both integrated and multidimensional. Each 
chapter provides one facet of the gemstone of Christian formation. Taken 
together, they deepen the conversation about how believers are formed in 
Christ and how to cooperate with the Holy Spirit to become whole and 
healthy in order to reflect the light of Christ in the world (Mt 4:14–16).43

An Overview of the Essays

The chapter essays included in this volume cluster around three primary 
themes: (1) interdisciplinary perspectives, (2) theological and ethical per-
spectives, and (3) Christian life and practice-oriented perspectives. Each 
chapter provides a facet that enhances our understanding of the breadth 
and interconnectivity of Christian formation. Most of the chapters were 
written by those who presented a paper or participated in the 2015 Annual 
Renewal Conference at Regent University in Virginia Beach, Virginia, 
entitled: “The Holy Spirit and Christian Formation.”44 The conference 
was explicitly multidisciplinary and attracted those in the fields of spiritual 
formation, biblical studies, theology, psychology, philosophy, ethics, pas-
toral ministry, and physical health sciences, among others.

InTerdIscIplInary perspecTIves

Setting the tone in Chap. 2, Kelly Breen Boyce and Nanci Fisher Erkert 
address spiritual and relational formation by evaluating the value of con-
templative prayer when integrated with psychodynamic therapy related 
to loving God and others. For contemporary Christians, the discovery 
of the ancient practices of contemplative spirituality for spiritual growth 
cultivates attention to the presence and activity of the Holy Spirit. 
Contemplative prayer recognizes needful silences, which affirm that “we 
do not know what we ought to pray for” (Rom 8:26), with the Holy 
Spirit as our ultimate Intercessor. Just as the Trinitarian nature of God is 
relational, psychodynamic therapy uniquely emphasizes the relationship 
between therapist and client. For the Christian, contemplative spiritual 
practices and psychodynamic therapy share the chief goal of loving God, 
others, and self with a whole and undefended heart.

In Chap. 3, Ray S. Yeo provides an account of the emotions rela-
tive to Christian formation from the perspective of participation in 
the Father and the Sonship of Christ, as mediated by the Holy Spirit. 
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The first half of the chapter focuses on the Holy Spirit’s identity as 
the Spirit of Sonship and explores the ways in which the deep emo-
tional longings and intimacy of Christological Sonship are mediated 
by the Spirit. The discussion draws upon the theological psychology of 
Jonathan Edwards to help explicate the nature and phenomenology of 
the unique filial disposition of Christ that is pneumatologically formed 
within. The second half of the chapter directs attention to the filial 
emotions and considers what it means for one to emotionally interact 
with God as Father, while embodying the Christological filial emo-
tions. Attachment theory is applied to highlight the significance of 
emotional interaction for robust Christian formation.

In Chap. 4, Stephen Parker articulates a Pentecostal pneumatology and 
then identifies implications of this perspective for the work of therapy and 
pastoral counseling. By considering therapy a subset of ministry contribut-
ing to Christian formation, he proposes that a Pentecostal pneumatology 
is characterized by a focus on the actual presence of God through the 
Spirit to transform and renew life in those seeking help. Furthermore, he 
argues that such a pneumatology is interwoven with a theological anthro-
pology that emphasizes a fundamental relationality and freedom of human 
choice. From this Pentecostal pneumatology, Parker articulates goals of 
Christian formation that include healthy relationships with God and oth-
ers and taking responsibility for one’s choices. Means for achieving these 
goals include attention to relational, affective, autonomous, and narrative 
dimensions of human experience.

On the heels of Chaps. 2, 3 and 4, M. Elizabeth Lewis Hall takes a 
unique tact in Chap. 5 by addressing how the Holy Spirit contributes to 
formation through the process of suffering and trauma. She explores how 
God redeems suffering by repurposing it for one’s good in one’s spiri-
tual, psychological, and relational formation. Theologically, the chapter 
focuses on the need for a Trinitarian understanding of suffering with two 
emphases. The first is a focus on the suffering Christ as a necessary founda-
tion for “abiding in Christ,” “walking in Christ,” and “living in Christ,” 
all metaphors indicating increasing movement toward glorification. The 
second is the Holy Spirit’s role in preparing for suffering, along with com-
ing alongside, comforting, and forming individuals through suffering. By 
drawing on psychological literature of post-traumatic growth, the chapter 
also explores how suffering of various kinds can lead to character change 
and reorientation, as a way of understanding the process of being formed 
into Christ’s image.
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TheologIcal and eThIcal perspecTIves

In Chap. 6, Cornelius J.  Bekker discusses the centrality of reading the 
sacred Scriptures in the Hebrew and Christian spiritual traditions relative 
to Christian formation. Several lacunae, however, exist in contemporary 
theological research concerning the centrality of the Holy Spirit in the 
exegetical and hermeneutical disciplines proposed during the last two mil-
lennia. This chapter explores how the Hebrew believers and early Christian 
thinkers described the role, purpose, and operation of the Holy Spirit as 
central to the practice of biblical exegesis and hermeneutics. Taking its cue 
from the insights of twentieth century ressourcement theology, the con-
temporary convergence movement, neo-reformism, and paleo-orthodox 
proposals, the chapter reflects on how these early exegetical and herme-
neutical proposals can assist and help contemporary Christians to redis-
cover the role of the Spirit as central to exegetical practice in the quest to 
being formed in the image of Christ.

Michael Palmer presents in Chap. 7 the theological virtues essential for 
ethical formation. When thirteenth-century theologian Thomas Aquinas 
argued that human beings are perfected by virtue, he repeated Aristotle’s 
point made during the Classical Era. He went beyond Aristotle, how-
ever, when he observed that humankind’s happiness is attributed not 
only to human nature but also to “the power of God alone.” Exploring 
the dynamics of what Aquinas calls “participation of the Godhead,” this 
chapter considers three related questions: (1) are the so-called theologi-
cal virtues of faith, hope, charity acquired in fundamentally different ways 
than the moral virtues such as justice and prudence?; (2) in what way does 
the acquisition of the theological virtues make the moral person’s charac-
ter different than if that person had not acquired them?; and (3) what is 
meant by the expression “by the power of God alone”? Palmer develops 
the third question in light of Thomas’s assertion that the Holy Spirit’s 
proper name is Love (charity=caristas), whose mission is to move saints 
toward their God-given ends.

In Chap. 8, Derek W. Taylor presents the theological and intellectual 
dimension of Christian formation through a dialogical interplay between 
three of the twentieth century’s most influential Protestant theologians: 
Karl Barth, Stanley Hauerwas, and Dietrich Bonhoeffer. Hauerwas and 
Barth will be considered on the issue of ecclesial formation by highlight-
ing some of the key differences separating them. If Barth provides a robust 
account of the Spirit’s agency but lacks an adequate account of the church 
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as the object of formation, then Hauerwas errs in the opposite direction 
by offering a thick account of the church but no Spirit to form it. Setting 
up the conversation in this way, Taylor points to Bonhoeffer who is pre-
sented as a mediating bridge between the two. The chapter concludes 
by showing how this theological analysis bears upon ecclesial practices so 
essential for Christian formation.

chrIsTIan lIfe and pracTIce-orIenTed perspecTIves

Mary Patton Baker in Chap. 9 proposes that the celebration of the Lord’s 
Supper receive more consideration as a core liturgical practice in Christian 
formation. The experience of union with Christ and the corresponding 
transformation of the participants through the work of the Holy Spirit are 
intensified in the Eucharistic celebration because of its accommodation to 
the human senses. The Holy Spirit transforms the assembly’s receiving of the 
bread and cup into a profound realization of this union. Through a bibli-
cal examination of Paul’s theology of Eucharistic κοινωνωα (koinonia), vis-
à-vis his exposition in 1 Corinthians 10–11, Baker likewise examines Calvin’s 
pneumatological and theological focus of the Lord’s Supper. This theologi-
cal model for understanding the Holy Spirit’s role in Eucharistic celebration 
offers possibilities for constructive ecclesial dialogue among various Christian 
renewal traditions. As an expression of the Holy Spirit’s renewing work in the 
church and a central church practice, the Lord’s Supper not only renews the 
believer but also strengthens the church’s mission to the world.

In Chap. 10, Philip T. Howard explores how disorienting events influ-
ence the formation of a Christian leader’s vocational trajectory. For exam-
ple, the Psalmist makes repeated reference to such experiences and the 
impact these disorienting events have on reframing personal awareness of 
personhood, the character of God, and God’s purposes in one’s life. In 
addition, whether referred to as a leadership “crucible” (Bill George), an 
“optimal conflict” (Robert Kegan), a “conflict in context” (James Loder), 
or even a “dark night of the soul” (John of the Cross), contemporary 
leadership literature provides more meaningful consideration regard-
ing the impact of these seasons of a Christian leader’s vocational forma-
tion, as recovery from these events is often an arduous process. Through 
 application of transformative learning theory, this chapter asserts that the 
way in which a Christian leader responds to disorienting events is indica-
tive of an awareness of and submission to the activity of the Holy Spirit, 
resulting in an indispensable shaping process.
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In Chap. 11, Diane J. Chandler argues from a pneumatological and 
practical standpoint that physical health stewardship is an essential, and 
often neglected, facet of Christian formation. First, Chandler addresses 
embodiment from a biblical and theological perspective, as the physical 
body is the temple of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 6:19). The corporeal dwell-
ing, then, provides the sacred location for God’s Spirit and the tangible 
conduit for worship. Second, she focuses on the pneumatological dimen-
sions of the whole person, and how the Spirit interacts within to bring 
conformity to Christ. Third, she discusses the importance of attending 
to one’s physical health with appropriate care in order to honor God. 
Four health areas of nutrition, physical exercise, sleep, and stress reduction 
provide starting points for stewarding the physical body. Increasingly, the 
interconnectedness of body, mind, soul, and spirit as overseen by the Holy 
Spirit cannot be denied.

In Chap. 12, Stanley Hauerwas addresses how life in the Spirit fosters 
holiness as both individuals and the communal process through a proper 
understanding and application of Scripture. Hauerwas opens with a review 
of a Wesleyan approach to holiness, drawing on John and Charles Wesley 
as exemplars. The pursuit of holiness, as a grace provided through the 
power of the Holy Spirit, has been likened to a road leading to perfection 
and emerges through the sanctification process in order to free individuals 
from sin. Drawing on biblical exemplars from the Old Testament prophets 
to New Testament figures like Peter and Paul, Hauerwas reviews how the 
Spirit set apart the people of God to be holy, arguing that sanctification 
must never be separated from Christian ethics, since human behavior is 
to reflect life change. Prayer and participation in the community of faith 
become the essential conduits by which Spirit-guided worshippers are 
caught up in the life of the Trinity and become holy, as they are formed 
in Christ.

The epilogue offers a call to explore more finely tuned facets that influ-
ence the gem of Christian formation. These potential-research trajectories 
include the role of culture, family dynamics, gender, age, ethnicity, and 
previous church experience upon one’s relationship to God and others. 
The book then closes by positioning Christian formation within a broader 
discussion of the missio Dei (Lat. mission of God). Participating in God’s 
redemptive mission through the love of Christ by the empowerment of 
the Holy Spirit is the telos of Christian formation.

To participate in the life of the Spirit in all facets of Christian formation 
is a work of grace. The renewing work of the Spirit knows no bounds in 
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transforming individuals into Christlikeness. Yet the Spirit invites willing 
participation, such that one’s spirit (emotional and psychological develop-
ment through relational connectivity and suffering, ethical development 
through demonstrating the virtues, theological reflection, Eucharistic 
participation in the body of Christ, vocational buoyancy through times of 
discouragement, and stewardship of the physical body) comes under the 
Spirit’s orchestration. As Pannenberg attests regarding the imago Dei, “If 
our creation in God’s image means that we are to seek God, to honor him 
as God, … and to thank him as the Author of life and of every good gift, 
then we may assume that there is a disposition to do so in every human life, 
no matter how little we see of it in a given case.”45 May we be open to the 
Spirit’s moving through all facets of the Christian life, as we love and serve 
God and others in order to fulfill the missio Dei for God’s glory.
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