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Rationale for the Group
The purpose of the Christian Spirituality Group is set forth in the program information on the AAR website:

The Christian Spirituality Group serves as a forum for scholars working in the interdisciplinary field of Christian spirituality. It is committed to developing, refining, and demonstrating appropriate methodologies for the academic study of spirituality; to exploring models for describing and facilitating interdisciplinary conversation on the nature of spirituality among religion scholars of all perspectives and religions; to initiating discussion in the field of global spirituality, both religious and secular; to articulating the connections between scholarship and spiritual practice; to insuring diversity in denominational affiliation, gender, race, and ethnic backgrounds; and to focusing on the retrieval and contemporary assimilation of issues of central interest to the field itself. Our AAR sessions and panels are intended to expand dialogue, understanding, research, writing, and teaching in the area of spirituality in general, and of Christian spirituality in particular. 
While several other program units at the AAR sometimes sponsor individual papers or occasionally even entire sessions with “spirituality” in the titles, the Christian Spirituality Group is the only program unit dedicated specifically to the study of Christian religious experience, both historic and contemporary. It is also the only program unit at the AAR committed to the ongoing and intellectually rigorous interrogation of “spirituality” as a category and as a discourse. For more than a decade, the Christian Spirituality Group has provided a forum for scholars from a wide variety of academic disciplines and subdisciplines to meet one another and to engage in mutually beneficial conversation. 
The high level of interest in the work of the Christian Spirituality Group is evident in both the number of proposals received in the last five years and the attendance at sessions sponsored and co-sponsored by the Group. We have received an average of 33 proposals per year, accepting an average of 9 per year for a selectivity rate of 27%. (Several proposals were for complete pre-arranged panels, and there was one special co-sponsored session not included in the Call for Papers.) Total attendance at the 14 sessions from 2001 through 2005 was 1564, for an average of 112. The lowest attendance (41) was for a 2002 session on “Christian Spirituality and the Multi-Cultural City” that was unfortunately relegated to Tuesday morning. The highest attendance (278) was for a 2004 session entitled “I’m Spiritual, But Not Religious.” Eight of the 14 sessions have been attended by 100 people or more. Clearly Christian spirituality continues to be a topic of great interest to members of the AAR.
History of the Group 

The Christian Spirituality Group grew out of the Society for the Study of Christian Spirituality (a society that incidentally had its origins in a 1984 meeting at the AAR in Chicago organized by Dr. Bradley Hanson). Starting in 1994 the Society was formally associated with the AAR as a “Related Scholarly Organization” with sessions and events listed in the “Additional Meetings” section of the AAR Program Book. 


The Society continues to be a vibrant and growing Related Scholarly Organization that sponsors annual pre-AAR Friday night and Saturday morning sessions on a variety of topics related to Christian spirituality. These sessions are used to attend to the business of the Society, to allow for an annual Presidential Address, to present “experiential sessions” (e.g., a tour of the historic Quaker meeting house in Philadelphia or participation in a Native American-Catholic liturgy in Toronto), and to allow opportunities for scholars who teach courses in spirituality to consider pedagogical issues. In addition, the editorial board of Spiritus (the Society’s journal, published by Johns Hopkins University Press) and the Governing Board of the Society meet during the course of the AAR Annual Meeting. 


In 1995, feeling that the expanding cultural and academic interest in the subject of “spirituality” in general and Christian spirituality in particular warranted the establishment of a program unit of the AAR, members of the Society for the Study of Christian Spirituality applied for such status. In 1996 the Christian Spirituality Group was approved, and in 2001 its status was renewed following a positive review. 

The steering committee of the Christian Spirituality Group is drawn from the Governing Board of the Society for the Study of Christian Spirituality. The steering committee consists of five members of the Governing Board, each usually serving for two years in a staggered sequence. The desire for denominational, ethnic, disciplinary and gender diversity as well as recognized standing in the field has guided choices of steering committee members. The Christian Spirituality Group solicits and considers suggestions for topics for the Group’s sessions in three forums: at the “official” business meeting of the Group which is held as part of the annual meeting of the AAR; at the pre-AAR general business meeting of the Society; and at the meeting of the Society’s Governing Board held during the AAR as an additional meeting. At that last forum, suggestions from the floor of the earlier meetings are discussed by the Governing Board as a whole, after which the Christian Spirituality Group’s co-chairs write up the call for papers. 


Up until 2005, paper proposals were taken in several forms; since 2005 only proposals submitted through OP3 are accepted. These proposals are given blind readings by the steering committee, which rates each proposal. Rankings are determined according to both the quality of the proposal and the extent to which the paper will contribute to a coherent and intellectually engaged session. With these recommendations in mind, sessions are then organized by the co-chairs, who read the proposals with names attached. Participants in the occasional panel or special topical session sponsored by the Christian Spirituality Group are selected by the co-chairs and steering committee, with invitations often being made through the mediation of colleagues who know the prospective participants. 
Assessment of Progress toward Goals for Last 5 Years

The original goals for the Christian Spirituality Group as stated in its 1995 proposal for program unit status still underlie the rationale for continuing the Group. These two major goals (reiterated in the 2001 Program Review) were 1) to continue on-going research, conversation, and writing among scholars in the area of Christian spirituality and to explore methodologies, analytical strategies, and interdisciplinary dynamics of the field of spirituality and 2) to open that conversation to the wider AAR in order to broaden our own vision and gain added precision within our own discipline. As the 2001 review of the Group indicated, these original goals served as guiding principles from 1996 until 2001. In the course of developing the program unit, these original goals were nuanced and expanded. For example (and as evidenced in the 2001 report), in the process of defining our focus and method, we became more conscious of the interdisciplinary nature of our field and sought dialogue partners across the disciplines. We also came to see that our methods and analytical focus were in themselves interdisciplinary.
We ended our 2001 self-review by proposing nine goals for the years 1996-2001. We currently assess our progress toward those stated goals as follows:

1. To continue to explore potential methodologies for the study of Christian spirituality in the context of interdisciplinary conversations with scholars for varied fields.

Our sessions have been quite successful in developing active conversations with colleagues from a wide variety of disciplines, including literary studies, history, theology, education, ethics, business management, ethnic studies, art, and cultural studies. Most of the presenters in our sessions would not identify themselves primarily as scholars of Christian spirituality, but as literary scholars, historians, theologians, etc., for whom Christian religious experience is a subject of interest. But through careful selection of papers and the choice of presiders and respondents, we have shaped the sessions so as to highlight issues of methodology and interdisciplinary exchange.
2. To provide cutting edge dialogue on the discipline of Christian spirituality per se.

Many of our sessions have dealt with particular forms of Christian spirituality (e.g., Latino/a, Eastern Orthodox, Wesleyan) or thematic topics (e.g., ecology, resistance, the city, spiritual guidance). But in several sessions we have focused explicit attention on particular aspects of the academic discipline of Christian Spirituality itself: “Teaching Christian Spirituality” (2001), “Paulist Press’s Classics of Western Spirituality” (2003), and “Spirituality: Its Uses and Misuses” (2006).
3. To expand interaction with other members of the academy through continued partnerships with other AAR program units.

In five of the last six years (including this year) we have co-sponsored sessions with other program units: Arts, Literature, and Religion Section; History of Christianity Section; Religion and Popular Culture Group; Eastern Orthodox Studies Group; and (in 2006) Wesleyan Studies Group. In each case, the topic of the co-sponsored session had reference to some aspect of Christian spirituality, which meant that we had opportunities to engage in dialogue with our colleagues in the other program units about the definition and distinctiveness of spirituality as a field of study.
4. To explore the relation of Christian Spirituality to other global expressions of spirituality.

Progress toward this goal, which was articulated by our Group and then specifically affirmed by the AAR Program Committee in the 2001 review, has actually taken a somewhat different path than we might have anticipated. If “other global expressions of spirituality” is taken as a reference to “world religions” other than Christianity, then we have not addressed this goal directly in our sessions over the last five years. One explanation is that this goal was a particular interest of a former co-chair (Steven Chase) who had to retire in 2002 because he had reached the six-year limit of tenure for a program unit chair. But we have also been mindful that comparative work on at least one prominent form of religious experience is the provenance of the Mysticism Group, in which many of our members and close colleagues also participate. Thus we have concentrated more of our attention on what might be called “global Christian spirituality,” with sessions on the Multi-Cultural City, Latino/a Devotion and Art, and Eastern Christian Spirituality. In future years we may want to return to this goal by offering sessions on topics such as the Christian appropriation (both historic and contemporary) of non-Christian spiritual practices and the phenomenon of multiple religious belonging (e.g., persons who understand themselves to be both Christian and Buddhist).
5. 
To retrieve and translate lost or forgotten forms of spiritual practice for contemporary application and to articulate the crossroads between spiritual scholarship and practice.


This goal was motivated by the fact that many of our Society members are practitioners as well as academically engaged in the study of Christian spirituality. Indeed, in seminary and religiously affiliated college and university settings, the academic study of spirituality is closely linked to pastoral questions. While the sponsoring Society for the Study of Christian Spirituality and the AAR Christian Spirituality Group see their specific missions as distinctly scholarly, nevertheless many scholars teach in settings in which the pastoral or practical application of scholarly work is also emphasized. 


The goal has been well addressed in any number of our sessions in the past five years. As examples of the retrieval of lost or forgotten forms of spiritual practice we mention the 2001 session “Christian Spirituality and Poetic Imagination” (co-sponsored with the Arts, Literature and Religion Section) which explored the intersection between poetic imagination and what are usually thought of as classic expressions of Christian spirituality; the 2005 “Varied Voices: Theory and Practice of Christian Spiritual Guidance” which considered Quaker Clearness committees and testaments and early modern English prison literature; and the 2006 co-sponsored session (with Wesleyan Studies) on “Communal Spiritual Practices in Wesleyan Tradition” which features practices of spiritual formation such as camp meetings, hymn singing and love feasts. 


In terms of significant contemporary application, we draw attention to the 2001 session on “Christian Spirituality and Ecological Responsibility” which included papers on the relevance of the insights of the School of Chartres, Nicholas of Cusa’s Mystical Theology and Jonathan Edwards’ sensus suavitatis for contemporary discourse as well as the more theoretical place of theological aesthetics in forming ecological identity; the 2003 panel entitled “Post Modern Medievals? Late Modern Appropriation of Medieval Devotional Culture in Interdisciplinary Perspective;” and the upcoming 2006 “Spiritual Formation for Social Commitment” which will consider practices of non-violence, spirituality on the margins, social spirituality and the legacy of Nagasaki, and liturgy as a resource for social transformation. 
6. 
To explore the meaning of Christian spirituality in relation to “secular” contexts and popular culture.


This goal arose out of the present cultural context in which the term “spirituality” is often used in various and vague ways. It has been the intent of the Group to probe the meaning and content of the term and its use in various non-religious settings and to reflect on what that might mean both for research on and the teaching of Christian spirituality and spirituality understood from an anthropological perspective. Thus in 2002, responding to the phenomenon of businesses promoting “spirituality,” we organized a session on “Spirituality in the Workplace.” Then in 2004 two sessions, “Religious, Spirituality and Modernity” (with the Religion and Popular Culture Group) and the “I’m Spiritual But Not Religious” sessions addressed the religious-secular intersection in different ways. 
7. 
To honor our commitment to increase ethnic and racial diversity within the structure of the Christian Spirituality Group.


The Group has excelled in recent years in terms of its gender and ecumenical diversity. It has also been the earnest hope of the steering committee and co-chairs of the group that we might attract scholars of ethnically and racially diverse backgrounds and perspectives to share in the work of the Christian Spirituality Group. In the last five years we have made some strides in that direction. African American scholar Michael Battle served for three years on our steering committee and continues to contribute to our Group; he will preside at a session on “Spiritual Formation for Social Commitment” at the 2006 annual meeting in Washington, D.C.

Our sessions in the AAR have also been planned to attract scholars of varied ethnic and racial backgrounds to contribute to our conversation and hopefully be attracted to join us and broaden the participation in our Group. The 2002 session “Christian Spirituality and the Multicultural City” called on the work of scholars studying Japanese America and the largely Latino/a city of San Antonio. 2003’s “Spiritualities of Resistance and Reconciliation” drew in Asian and African American scholars. The 2004 “Spiritual Practice in Latino/a Art and Devotion” session drew in several Latino/a scholars. A pre-arranged methodological panel in 2006 will feature the voice of Asian feminist scholar Kuok Pui Lan. 
8. 
To promote quality teaching of spirituality in the broadest range of institutional contexts.


There has been a growing demand among teaching scholars for conversations about pedagogy in the discipline of Christian spirituality. In 2003 the Christian Spirituality Group sponsored an AAR session entitled “Teaching Christian Spirituality” that featured leading teaching scholars in the field from varied institutions. After that, the demand for such conversation, especially among specialists in the area, became so great that the Society has moved this conversation out of the AAR Group and has instituted a pedagogy session in the “additional meetings” that meet alongside the AAR. Topics have included “Teaching the Introductory Spirituality Course,” “Teaching the Dark Night,” and “Teaching Desert Traditions.” This leaves us free to pursue our other more interdisciplinary goals within the AAR itself. 
9. 
To continue the Group’s contribution to scholarly publications. 
The Group’s sponsoring Society for the Study of Christian Spirituality has been exceedingly productive in generating cutting edge scholarship. Not only have individual scholars produced ground-breaking books and articles dealing with specific aspects of the history and practice of Christian Spirituality but the 
Society has been the guiding force behind a number of seminal publications that consider the methodological and theoretical topics that the Group has sought to delineate over the years. Recent publications directly related to the work of 
the Society and Group include Minding the Spirit: the Study of Christian Spirituality, edited by Elizabeth A. Dreyer and Mark Burrows (Johns Hopkins University Press, 2005); Exploring Christian Spirituality: Essays in Honor of Sandra Schneiders, IHM, edited by Bruce Lescher and Elizabeth Liebert (Paulist Press, 2006); The Blackwell Companion to Christian Spirituality (Blackwell Companions to Religion), edited by Arthur Holder (Blackwell Publishing, 2005; and The New Westminster Dictionary of Christian Spirituality, edited by Philip Sheldrake (Westminster John Knox, 2005). In addition, the Society’s Journal Spiritus, edited by Douglas Burton-Christie and published by Johns Hopkins University Press, continues to be the premier journal in the developing academic field of spirituality.
Many of the papers presented at sessions of the Christian Spirituality Group since 2001 have already been published or are forthcoming in the near future (sometimes under slightly different titles but with recognizably the same content):
2001

Belden C. Lane, “Tasting the Goodness of the World: Jonathan Edwards, the ‘Sensus Suavitatis,” and the Splendor of God,” in Theological Studies 65 (2004).

Anita Houck, “Spirituality and Pedagogy: Faith and Reason in the Age of Assessment,” in Spiritus 2.1 (2002).

2002
Margaret Benefiel, “Spirituality and Management: Lovers and/or Irreconcilable Foes?” in Organization: The Interdisciplinary Journal of Organization, Theory and Society 10 (2003).

Madeline Duntley, “Spirituality and the City: Models of Moments in Japanese American Reflection,” in Revealing the Sacred in Asian and Pacific America, ed. Paul Spickard and Jane Iwamura (Routledge, 2003).

2003
Hak Joon Lee, “The Politics of Imago Dei: The Communitarian Anthropology of Martin Luther King, Jr. and Desmond Tutu and the Struggles of Resistance and Reconciliation,” as chapter 5 in Hak Joon Lee, We Will Get to the Promised Land: Martin Luther King’s Communal-Political Spirituality (Pilgrim Press, 2006).

Review Symposium: The Twenty-Fifth Anniversary of the Classics of Western Spirituality Series, in Spiritus 5.1 (2005):

Bernard McGinn, “Spirituality Confronts its Future.”

Sandra M. Schneiders, “The Impact of the Classics of Western Spirituality Series on the Discipline of Christian Spirituality.”

Edward K. Kaplan, “Spiritual Regret and Holy Envy.”

Omid Safi, “A Scent from the Garden of Ancients: A Modern Muslim's Musing on the CWS Series.”

2003
Claire Wolfteich, “Practical Theological Approaches to Research and Teaching in Spirituality: A Case Study of Devotional Practices in the Farm Worker Movement Led by Cesar Chavez,” in Spiritus 5.2 (2005).

Owen C. Thomas, “Spiritual But Not Religious: The Influence of the Current Romantic Movement,” in Anglican Theological Review 88.3 (2003).

Daniel McKanan, “Being Spiritual But Not Religious in Community: A Camphill Case Study,” in Daniel McKanan, Touching the World: Christian Communities Transforming Society (Liturgical Press, 2007).
Analytical Focus and Methodology

The Christian Spirituality Group of the AAR emerged out of the desire of scholars belonging to the Society for the Study of Christian Spirituality to engage in interdisciplinary conversations with scholars studying religion from a variety of different perspectives. The membership of the Society itself is composed of scholars whose training is varied; but for the most part the disciplines of history, theology, psychology and varied pastoral ministries are represented. All have as a concern and an object of study some aspect of the Christian tradition. In particular, Society members have focused their attention upon Christian spirituality, i.e. upon Christianity as a transformational tradition, one whose historical and contemporary practices encourage and enable individuals and the community as a whole to “consciously strive to integrate life in terms not of isolation and self-absorption but of self-transcendence toward the ultimate value perceived.” (This last definition of the term spirituality is a paraphrase of past Society president Sandra Schneiders’ often-quoted definition.). 


As the Christian Spirituality Group has matured and engaged in interdisciplinary dialogue, several academic foci have emerged. First, we have engaged in the process of defining and developing the academic field of the study of spirituality. This we have done self-consciously and with academic rigor. We have concerned ourselves with the relationship of the developing field to other academic disciplines, its specific contribution to the academy, and the self-implicating relationship of the individual scholar to the object of his or her study. We have come to see ourselves as scholars working in an intrinsically interdisciplinary field. 

Recognizing that the term ‘spirituality’ originated in a Christian context and had a particular theological framework for its traditional use but is now used more broadly (and often rather vaguely) in both popular and academic contexts, as scholars in the field we have developed a twofold agenda:
1) We have defined the term ‘spirituality’ in a more general anthropological (thus cross- and multi-cultural) rather than a tradition-specific manner, while being mindful that the term has specific interpretation within the Christian faith tradition (i.e. spirituality involves the action of the Holy Spirit).
2) We have explored the varied uses of the term in contemporary discourse. Thus for example, this coming year the AAR Christian Spirituality Group will present a panel on the theme: “Spirituality: Its Uses and Misuses” with panelists representing the University of Durham (UK), Harvard University, Episcopal Divinity School, Princeton University and Catholic Theological Union. These panelists represent an ecumenical, interdisciplinary and multicultural sampling of academics. In like manner, in 2004 the group offered a session entitled “I’m Spiritual but Not Religious” with papers from various disciplines that wrestled with “spirituality” as a non-faith-tradition-specific phenomenon. And in 2002 the group offered “Spirituality in the Workplace,” which considered what it might mean that American businesses have in recent years promoted “spirituality” within the corporate milieu. 

In addition, the Christian Spirituality Group’s members have also continued to work within the Christian spiritual traditions, mining the past and probing the present to document the practices and processes with which Christians have facilitated the “integration of life in terms not of isolation and self-absorption but of self-transcendence toward the ultimate value perceived.” For example, last year one session dealt with “The Theory and Practice of Christian Spiritual Guidance” and featured papers ranging from contemporary theory (“A Bakhtinian Model for Literature, Spirituality, and Vocation”) to historic practices such as “Holi Dalywance,” Quaker Clearness Committees, and Prison Literature. Particular attention has been given to the ecumenical diversity of this mining of tradition. Thus in 2005 we co-sponsored a session on “Spiritual Practices in Eastern Christianity” with the Eastern Orthodox Studies Group, and in 2006 we are co-sponsoring a session with the Wesleyan Studies Group that will include papers dealing with camp meetings, hymn singing and the love feast as transformative spiritual practices within the historic Methodist communities. 

Lastly, mindful of the localized, situated and (to use a theological term) ‘incarnated’ nature of the human spiritual quest, the AAR Christian Spirituality Group has planned sessions with two other criteria in mind. First, whenever possible, sessions should reflect the locale in which the AAR is held in a given year and the indigenous spiritual history or practices of that area. For example, the 2004 San Antonio meeting was the occasion for a session on “Spiritual practices in Latino/a Arts and Devotion” and the 2003 meeting in Atlanta occasioned “Spiritualities of Resistance and Reconciliation” with papers on Martin Luther King Jr., Clarence Jordan and Desmond Tutu among others. Further, we have attempted to respond to the general AAR geographic and ethnic religious focus for the year, as with the 2005 co-sponsored session with the Eastern Orthodox Studies Group. 

Proposed Goals for the Next 5 Years
We intend to continue pursuit of the same nine goals for the next five years: 
1. To continue to explore potential methodologies for the study of Christian spirituality in the context of interdisciplinary conversations with scholars for varied fields.

2. To provide cutting edge dialogue on the discipline of Christian spirituality per se.

3. To expand interaction with other members of the academy through continued partnerships with other AAR program units.

4. To explore the relation of Christian Spirituality to other global expressions of spirituality.

5. 
To retrieve and translate lost or forgotten forms of spiritual practice for contemporary application and to articulate the crossroads between spiritual scholarship and practice.

6. 
To explore the meaning of Christian spirituality in relation to “secular” contexts and popular culture.

7. 
To honor our commitment to increase ethnic and racial diversity within the structure of the Christian Spirituality Group.

8. 
To promote quality teaching of spirituality in the broadest range of institutional contexts.

9. 
To continue the Group’s contribution to scholarly publications. 

