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Abstract: While spiritual practice has the potential to enhance student learning and build a
liberative classroom community, some scholars in the field of Christian spirituality highlight the
danger of diluting academic rigor by bringing practice into traditional academic space. This
paper brings together insights from the discipline of Christian spirituality with the critical
pedagogy of educational theorists. The final goal of this project is to demonstrate how
incorporating practice into the Christian spirituality classroom can engage issues of diversity and
foster a liberative learning community.
Introduction
In the academic discipline of Christian spirituality, there exists a tension between
maintaining an appropriate academic distance from the topics at hand and allowing space within
the classroom for the practice of particular spiritual traditions or rituals. While practice has the
potential to enhance student learning and build a liberative classroom community, some scholars
in the field of Christian spirituality highlight the dangers of bringing spiritual practice into
traditional academic space. Others embrace the use of practice as a pedagogical tool but are not
thoroughly comfortable with the “how” of placing academic learning alongside spiritual
experience. I stand with the latter group of scholars and educators, and I seek to bring together
insights from the discipline of Christian spirituality with the work of educational theorists in
order to better understand and inform my own experience of teaching in a practice-oriented
classroom. The final goal of this project is to demonstrate how incorporating practice into the
Christian spirituality classroom can engage issues of diversity and foster a liberative learning
community.
The academic discipline of Christian spirituality seeks to explore and explain “lived
experience,” and the boundaries of such experience are often difficult to define. I begin with a
working definition borrowed from the opening pages of The New Westminster Dictionary of
Christian Spirituality: “Spirituality as lived experience can be defined as conscious involvement
in the project of life integration through self-transcendence toward the ultimate value one
perceives.”1
Experience is inherently diverse – it is embodied in different ways by each individual
involved in the “project of life integration.” There is a special tension, I argue, when the act of
practice raises issues related to diversity in the classroom. How does a teacher within this
discipline foster and honor students’ diverse lived experiences (their own spiritualities) and their
encounters with the lived experiences of others (the course content) while continuing to inhabit
the “appropriate” academic space?
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This paper will rely on observations from a seminal article in the field entitled “The Role
of Practice in the Study of Christian Spirituality,” by Elizabeth Liebert, insights based on
theories of critical pedagogy, as well as an exploration of findings from a collaborative project
by members of the Society for the Study of Christian Spirituality entitled Teaching Spirituality
Well. In addition, my resources will include experiences as a teaching assistant for a course on
the history, theology, and practice of lectio divina.
Before going further, it is important to attend to one additional issue of terminology. In
this paper I will be working with Elizabeth Liebert’s definition of the term “practice” in relation
to the Christian spirituality classroom: “‘Practice’ is the intentional and repeated bringing of
one’s lived spirituality into the various theaters of one’s scholarly work and attending to what
happens when one does,” Liebert writes.2 This definition goes beyond practice as simply
referring to an individual or collective activity, as in Margaret Miles’ definition of practice as
“whatever people do.”3 Liebert’s definition extends practice beyond specific rituals or prayers
found within the history of Christian spirituality, and it incorporates reflection as an integral part
of practice itself (not as a separate movement divorced from the experiential piece).
Understood in this way, practice can be an opportunity for students to authentically voice
their experience without being held up as “the example” of their particular race, culture, gender,
or any other exclusivism. Those voices are indispensable, as they aid students and scholars alike
in contextualizing their own identities, which is an essential task in the self-implicating discipline
of Christian spirituality.4 As Janet Ruffing stated in her 2011 Presidential Address to the Society
for the Study of Christian Spirituality, “Narratives from those with whom we are less familiar
can serve as correctives for our own oppressive or myopic views.”
Engaging Conversations About Practice in the Discipline of Christian Spirituality5
In her article entitled “A Hermeneutical Approach to Christian Spirituality,” Schneiders
begins by distinguishing between two spheres within the study of spirituality: 1) the formative
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sphere – in which students are preparing for ministry of some type in a denominationallyexclusive setting where there is general agreement on “appropriate” practices, and 2) the research
sphere – in which students are pursuing a doctoral degree or research-focused masters degree.
In the formative sphere, Schneiders deems practice a fine pedagogical resource, provided
the expectation of the students and professors is to promote growth in personal and professional
– but not academic – capacities. This distinction is crucial for Schneiders – practice may have a
place in personal spiritual formation for those who are training for ministerial roles where the
goal of study is professional preparation and not contributing to the “production of new
knowledge in the field of spirituality.”6
In the research sphere, where the goal of study is the production of knowledge,
Schneiders sees practice as problematic. She writes, “In any case, I have very serious
reservations about the appropriateness of including any kind of personal practice aimed directly
at the spiritual formation of the students in the academic field of spirituality at the research
level.”7 I do not entirely disagree with Schneiders here. However, I offer that there is value in
including practice in order to increase the scholar’s understanding of the discipline’s content.8
In later work Schneiders continues to question the place of practice, warning, “Students
of various religious backgrounds (or none) participating in a graduate research seminar might
find attempts to induce and/or structure their religious experience or require its revelation
manipulative or even violent.”9 Schneiders concludes with this pedagogical reminder: “As with
any other subject in the curriculum, teachers must make prudential decisions about what, when,
and how experiential material or methods should be introduced into a course in spirituality.”10 It
is helpful to have a voice like Schneiders’ in this conversation – she reminds teachers of
Christian spirituality to tread lightly and to respect the lived experience of their students.
Turning now to the proponents of bringing practice into the Christian spirituality
classroom, I return to Elizabeth Liebert’s original presidential address on the topic.11 There
Liebert clarifies her definition of practice: “To many, ‘practice’ connotes a particular spiritual
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discipline. But, as I am using it, ‘practice’ stands for the activity of continually bringing –
practicing – lived spirituality into our scholarship.”12
With this rich definition, Liebert finds it quite possible that there would be a lacuna in the
production of knowledge within the discipline of Christian spirituality if practice were not
involved. Additionally, Liebert directly addresses the concern Schneiders raises regarding how
students of other or no religious background might perceive practice in the classroom; Liebert
states that practice may be constitutive of scholarly work even when the scholar is not working
from within the Christian tradition.13 She acknowledges the need for sensitivity on the part of
both student(s) and teacher, especially when the classroom contains religious (and I would add,
cultural and ethnic) diversity. However, that sensitivity need not preclude the use of practice –
though it makes the educator’s preparation and the reflection aspect of practice more important.
Educators in Christian spirituality continue exploring the options and establishing best
practices for incorporating practice into their classrooms. In 2008, a group of scholars and
educators coordinated a project with the help of a grant from the Wabash Center for Teaching
and Learning in Religion and Theology on the topic of Teaching Spirituality Well.14
The Wabash group noted that one of the main characteristics of teaching in the discipline
of Christian spirituality is the “centrality of shared practice—in both scholar’s and student’s lifework.”15 The group’s report does not reveal the specifics of this “shared practice,” however, it is
clear that there is at least a desire on the part of scholars and educators in the field to carve out
space for practice somewhere within the discipline. As one of the participants in the consultation
reported, “For me, spirituality is practice and we can’t teach it without practicing it.”16
Practice, Diversity, and Educational Theory
In this section I engage with pedagogies and educational theories that provide insights on
facilitating practice in the classroom.
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First, Mary Elizabeth Mullino Moore, in the text Teaching from the Heart, proposes a
“process-phenomenological method” for theological reflection on experience that is adapted to
the higher-education classroom.17
1) Identify the practice that is to be the focus of the reflection;
2) Identify and set aside prejudgments and assumptions about the practice;
3) Observe and describe the practice (this applies whether students are exploring their
own practice or that of another person);
4) Analyze the practice (paying attention to particular symbols, words, and/or gestures,
for example);
5) Reflect on the meaning arising from the practice and from the insights gained using
this process-phenomenological method;
6) Make a decision about future action (in relation to the practice itself or another aspect
of their experience).18
In addition to the process-phenomenological method, Moore also describes Thomas
Groome’s “shared praxis approach,” which Moore compares to Paulo Freire’s intentionally
liberative process of critical reflection on practice.19
In his own text, Christian Religious Education, Groome elucidates the following
movements: first, participants locate themselves by naming their present action; second,
participants share their visions and stories; third, the teacher/leader shares her/his understanding
of the Christian community’s story and vision; fourth, all participants reflect on the relationship
between the community story and their own stories; and fifth, participants decide on a
practice/praxis/action based on their new understanding of the relationship between the
community’s vision and their own visions.20
Each of these models – Moore’s process-phenomenological method and Groome’s shared
praxis approach – offers the critical reflection piece demanded by scholars of Christian
spirituality.21 In addition, these models provide a way for students to be engaged in the
production of knowledge. As Paulo Freire writes, “Teachers and students (leadership and
people), co-intent on reality, are both Subjects, not only in the task of unveiling that reality, and
thereby coming to know it critically, but in the task of re-creating that knowledge. As they attain
17
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this knowledge of reality through common reflection and action, they discover themselves as its
permanent re-creators.”22
In her article tackling issues of spirituality, cultural imagination, diversity, and equity in
the classroom, Elizabeth Tisdell offers several examples of individuals who engage with spiritual
experience/practice and notes, “These spiritual experiences take them to the depths of their being
that connect to their cultural identity. Indeed, at its best, spirituality not only propels one inward
to one's more authentic identity as the cultural imagination is engaged; it also often propels one
forward into the world as one connects to something grander than one's self.”23
In light of this insight, practice is especially significant in diverse classrooms, since it
may allow students to connect more deeply with their own experience, which in turn allows them
to interact more authentically with their classmates.24 Riyad Ahmed Shahjahan concurs: “To
counteract this [system of racialized violence],” he writes, “we need to integrate multiple ways of
knowing (using poetry, art, drama, and music) and multiple knowledges in our teaching practices
that can empower students from diverse backgrounds. In short, centering spirituality requires us
to blend emotion, our spirits, and embodied knowledge with critical analysis to make the study
of equity and social justice inclusive to our diverse student body.”25
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As I turn toward an examination of my own experience teaching in a classroom that
intentionally incorporated spiritual practice, I am encouraged by the writing and vision of the
scholars whose work I consulted in the creation of this paper.26 However, nearly all scholars
engaged in this dialogue point out how uneasy the academy is with the conversation, never mind
its implementation in the university or college classroom.27 This issue will certainly not be
resolved here; I simply wish to remind the reader of this ongoing challenge, as it looms in the
background of the teaching experiences I describe next.
Teaching in a Practice-Oriented Classroom
In this section I will bring the previous discussions about practice and pedagogy into
conversation with my experience as a teaching assistant in a practice-oriented course on lectio
divina. The practice of lectio divina has roots in the earliest Christian communities and in the
Hebrew tradition that formed the foundation for early Christian practice.28
The lectio divina course is one of the elements in the “Spiritual Life and Leadership”
series required of students in the M.Div. program who are concurrently enrolled in the
Concentration in Christian Spirituality at San Francisco Theological Seminary. This series is
designed to introduce students to classical spiritual practices from within the history of Christian
spirituality and to teach students how to utilize those practices as tools for personal growth and
ministerial leadership.
In addition to being a requirement for students in the concentration, this series of courses
intentionally provides opportunities for doctoral students studying in the discipline of Christian
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spirituality at the Graduate Theological Union to practice and strengthen their teaching and
leadership skills.29 The following examples are from my own experience as a teaching assistant.
The self-reported demographic data collected at the beginning of the semester suggested
a racially and ethnically diverse student population.30 This diversity was reflected in the
experiences shared by students during the oratio portion of each session’s lectio divina practice.
While the process of praying in the lectio divina style does not specifically address issues of
diversity, when practiced in a group context it becomes obvious that the way participants
experience the four movements of lectio divina depends a great deal on the cultural and religious
assumptions each individual brings with her/him into the classroom and thus into the practice.
I began my presentation about the history of lectio divina – on the first day of class – with
a question for the students: What do you already know about lectio divina and its origins? Most
of the students responded with some knowledge of the practice itself but with very little or no
idea about the history of the practice. One student reported concern about whether lectio divina
was actually Christian, as there had been no mention of the practice in his previous Protestant
church experience. Another student reported that from her preliminary reading, the steps referred
to as meditatio and contemplatio in lectio divina sounded (to her) much like experiences she had
with practicing yoga.
Those two reactions underscore the importance of contextualizing a practice before
asking students to engage it in the classroom.31 Allowing space for students to express their
preconceptions helps create a setting where practicing difference is productive and “safe.”32
29

To facilitate the doctoral students’ learning, the lead instructor for the course
collaborates with the doctoral teaching assistants on syllabus design, allows the doctoral students
to take the lead on in-class lectures and small group direction, and also provides space to de-brief
the teaching experience in a one-hour faculty meeting at the conclusion of most class sessions.
30

A summary of the self-reported demographic data for students in the lectio divina
course during fall semester 2011: Latino/white, 1; white, 4; African-American, 1; African, 1;
Asian, 4. Faculty demographics (including teaching assistants and lead instructor) were selfreported as: Asian, 2; white, 2.
31

Instructors have a responsibility to anticipate and to prepare for a diversity of
experiences when introducing practice to the classroom setting. This may include: having a plan
for conflict mediation within the classroom, preparing a list of professional resources for students
who may experience intense emotional or even physical responses to the practice, developing
group norms for confidentiality, and establishing appropriate boundaries for sharing sensitive
information with the group.
32

I qualify the issue of safety here by leaning toward the definition bell hooks describes:
“Instead of focusing on the commonly held assumption that we are safe when everyone agrees,
when everyone has an equal time to speak, if we rather think of safety as knowing how to cope in
situations of risk, then we open up the possibility that we can be safe even in situations where
there is disagreement and conflict.” hooks continues by reminding teachers that building trust
and accountability within the classroom is what truly makes for a safe situation for all involved.
(bell hooks, Teaching Critical Thinking: Practical Wisdom (New York: Routledge, 2010), 86-7.)
Anderson

8

By the final week of small group practice, students reported a greater understanding of
the historical practice of lectio divina, as well as more ease with relating the practice to their own
theological beliefs. Students generally noted the importance of experiencing the practice itself –
the course readings helped with contextualization, but many students noted that they would have
felt unprepared to lead lectio divina in a ministry setting if they had only received the reading
material and not participated in the practice. The group format allowed students to witness and
learn from the similarities and differences between their own experience and those of their fellow
group members.
This example shows how practice can be incorporated into a course about practice within
a seminary setting where the majority of the students are preparing for church-based ministry
within the Christian tradition. Most likely, this example seems appropriate even to scholars who
might be hesitant to incorporate practice into the classroom.
There can be no doubt that it is more complicated to incorporate practice into a course in
which the course material is primarily theoretical or where the majority of the students are
preparing for academic professions. However, I believe there is reason to do so, assuming the
professor incorporates the practice (meaning both activity and reflection) in an intentional and
thorough manner. In future work, I plan to examine experiences of incorporating practice into
research-oriented classrooms.
Conclusions and Ongoing Pedagogical Questions
I whole-heartedly agree with Elizabeth Liebert’s assessment in the closing paragraph of
her essay on practice:
It is, I believe, time to quit being so timid about practice as a constitutive aspect of our
discipline. We "have a tiger by the tail," and are not quite sure what to do with it, how to
tame it sufficiently to allow it into the study and the classroom. But we also have
something uniquely useful to offer scholars in other disciplines. When lived spiritual
experience comes into the room, it makes the study of Christian spirituality immediate,
transformative, compelling, self-implicating, and life changing.33
Educators must take great care in developing curriculum that incorporates practice: we
must address issues related to diversity; we must be willing to spend time and energy to build
trust and accountability within the classroom; we must choose forms of practice that add value to
the existing curricular content; and we must integrate the practices into scholarly work using
appropriate methods for critical reflection. Then, having prepared the way with care and respect,
we can invite the lived experiences of our students and ourselves into the classroom.
There will always be an element of risk involved when practice “comes into the room,”
but I believe the production and dissemination of knowledge is an inherently risky proposition.34
In that risk lies the possibility of liberation, of conscientization, of greater understanding and of
more authentic relationships. With these radical possibilities in mind, I ask educators in Christian
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spirituality to be open to taking a risk that may usher in unheard, sometimes long-ignored,
voices.
In conclusion, I stand with scholars who are convinced that practice has a significant role
to play in the educational process at all levels of study, and I see a particular need to incorporate
practice into the Christian spirituality classroom in order to honor the diversity of experience our
students bring.
Paulo Freire offers a fitting closing thought: “Problem-posing education affirms men and
women as beings in the process of becoming – as unfinished, uncompleted beings in and with a
likewise unfinished reality. … Education is thus constantly remade in the praxis. In order to be, it
must become.”35
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