






24 November 2006

Jack Fitzmier (jfitzmier@aarweb.org)

Executive Director

American Academy of Religion

Dear Dr. Fitzmier:

     Here below is my five-year review of the Christian Spirituality Group, which I conducted during our just concluded annual meeting in Washington, DC, according to the instructions I have received from Robert Puckett in a message of 21 March 2006 and a letter from Aislinn Jones dated 27 March 2006.

Review of the Christian Spirituality Group

Sidney H. Griffith

The Catholic University of America

24 November 2006


This is the second five-year review of the Christian Spirituality Group since its acceptance as a program unit in the AAR.  The review is based on the reviewer’s perusal of the program unit’s reports for the last five years, the self-review provided by the unit chairs, Wendy Wright and Arthur Holder, the reviewer’s attendance at this year’s two group sessions and one co-sponsored session. The reviewer also conducted interviews with many attendees at this year’s sessions, including a special meeting with the unit chairs and members of the advisory board.


The Christian Spirituality Group is somewhat unique among program units in that it is sponsored by the independent Society for the Study of Christian Spirituality, a scholarly association which, under an arrangement with the Johns Hopkins University Press, publishes its own journal, Spiritus: A Journal of Christian Spirituality.  This sponsorship has proved to be a boon for the AAR’s Christian Spirituality Group in that the Society, which conducts its own meetings in conjunction with the annual meeting of the AAR, supports and promotes the interests of the AAR Group among its members.  It not only provides a ready reservoir of potential participants in the Group’s sessions, but there is the additional bonus of the opportunity for paper presenters to submit their work, when appropriate, for consideration for publication in the refereed journal, Spiritus.  As the list included in the Group’s self-review shows, a number of very successful articles in the journal have in fact begun as presentations in the Group’s annual AAR sessions.  One must hasten to say that proposals for papers are readily welcomed and regularly accepted by the Group from AAR members who are not members of the Society.  Nevertheless, it is evident that the Society’s support contributes to the good health of the Group.  Often, for example, at the time of the annual meeting of the AAR, the Society sponsors a visit to a local religious site of particular interest to students of Christian spirituality.  Similarly, the Group often schedules a session that highlights the relevance of its program to the location of the annual meeting.  This year, for example, the Group’s first session (A18-113), on the theme ‘Spiritual Formation for Social Commitment’, was put together in view of the meeting’s presence in Washington, DC.


The study of Christian Spirituality as an academic discipline in its own right is an interdisciplinary undertaking, as the Group’s own reports over the past five years have consistently maintained and as the chairs’ self-review this year emphasizes.  This interdisciplinary character necessarily raises issues of methodology within the field and as a service to scholars, who are active in this developing discipline, the Group has often scheduled sessions in which the presenters have addressed methodological questions.  This year, for example, the Group’s second session (A19-61) addressed methodological issues under the theme, ‘Spirituality: Its Uses and Misuses”.  The interdisciplinary character of the study of Christian Spirituality also prompts the Group readily to seek and to participate with other program units in its sessions; it has been a constant feature of their offerings over the years.  This year the Group’s third session (A20-16) was presented together with the Wesleyan Studies Group on the theme, ‘Communal Spiritual Practices in Wesleyan Traditions.’  Next year they plan to consider spirituality and ecology in conjunction with the Religion and Ecology Group.


All three of the Group’s sessions this year were well attended; this reviewer stopped counting when the number of people coming through the door passed 100.  It is a notable feature of the reports of the last five years that the Group has consistently drawn large numbers of attendees.  In this regard it must be one of the most successful of the academy’s groups.  The numbers attest to the ready appeal of the Group’s programs to a large segment of the AAR’s membership.  An informal survey on this reviewer’s part yielded the information that a good proportion of the attendees at this year’s sessions would not identify themselves primarily as scholars of Christian Spirituality, and some made the point of saying that they were not Christians themselves.  This information suggests the general interest of the Group’s programs.  It is noticeable even to the casual observer that the Group draws attendees from across the register of sociological markers, whether one considers age, gender, race, or any other obvious feature.  There is a good balance of senior scholars and students among the paper presenters.  The sessions I attended were well and competently run, the papers were presented in a timely fashion and the discussions were lively.


The purpose of the Christian Spirituality Group has been consistently well stated, including nine clearly defined goals.  In this year’s self-review the chairs have realistically evaluated the Group’s achievement of their goals over the past five years.  They are forthright in their assessments and they propose the same goals for the next five years.  Among these goals the first three concern methodologies and what one might call the articulation of the identity of the study of Christian spirituality as a distinct academic discipline, with its own principles and methodologies.  It is the impression of the present reviewer that scholars who work in this field are very attentive to these matters, as befits an emerging discipline.  In this connection it is worth mentioning that there is some concern on the part of the Group’s advisory board that sometimes papers are delivered in other program units which would seem to be better placed on the roster of papers for the Christian Spirituality Group.  While a certain overlap of topics is inevitable, this situation nevertheless suggests the desirability of developing some mechanism in the general planning process for the annual meetings to solve this problem.  Perhaps it could be as simple as a suggestion to unit chairs to be mindful of this problem and to communicate with one another about proposals that might reasonably be sent to another unit for consideration.


The Group prizes diversity and inclusiveness among its goals, and these concerns do come to the fore in their determination of topics for upcoming meetings.  However, it is clear in the chairs’ self-review that one worrying lack in programming from this perspective has been the neglect of the inter-religious dimension of Christian spirituality and the issue of the problem of the so-called ‘double-belonging’ as it impacts the study of Christian spirituality.  It is a striking feature of current Christian spirituality that in addition to its traditional forms and modes, many Christians have incorporated ideas and practices from other, non-Christian religions and philosophies into their practice of Christian spirituality.  Recognizing this phenomenon, in their self-review the chairs wonder if this inter-religious dimension of their subject might not more reasonably come under the aegis of the Section on Comparative Studies in Religion or the Group on Comparative Theology, or the Group on Mysticism.  While there is something to be said for this disposition of the matter, one must nevertheless point out that the incorporation of ideas and practices from other religions into Christian spirituality is not a matter of comparing religions or comparing spiritual ideas and practices.  Rather, it is a matter of studying precisely Christian spirituality and its practice from the point of view of its reception of Hindu, Buddhist, Muslim or other observances into its own realm, where they are, so to speak, naturalized.  The Group has included this issue in its previous calls for papers, but according to the self-review, they have received no useful proposals in this area.  This issue was also discussed in the reviewer’s meeting with the chairs and the advisory board toward the end of the just concluded annual meeting.


The Christian Spirituality Group has received a goodly number of proposals for papers over the past five years.  From what they have received they have been able, with fair and reasonable procedures of review, to put together interesting and fruitful sessions, the very popularity of which testifies to their success in the Academy.  However, the fact that they have been unable so far to include certain significant issues in their programs, such as the above-mentioned inter-religious dimension, which their own leadership recognizes as important, suggests that the process of solicitation of proposals for papers requires further attention.  In addition to relying solely on the response to the call for papers, it would seem to be necessary for the chairs or a special program committee to become very proactive in seeking out proposals for special topics or sessions.  They might proceed by consultation with other program units, in identifying and soliciting the cooperation of appropriate presenters, perhaps not normally associated with the Group, in order to put together a panel on this or any other neglected topic.  This undertaking would also enable the Group the more efficiently to achieve some of their stated goals, such as exploring the relation of Christian Spirituality to other expressions of spirituality and broadening the range of their own discipline’s concerns the more effectively to advance the academic study of religion.


It seems to this reviewer that the Christian Spirituality Group very readily meets the criteria for a successful program unit within the AAR.  It is a matter of an on-going success over a number of years and successive reviews.  There are certainly areas in which some improvement would be desirable, and areas where a certain balance must continue to be maintained.  In this connection, it is one of my concerns that the Group keeps always in mind that their purpose is academically to study Christian Spirituality.  Given the subject matter, it is inevitable that a certain amount of personal testimony, sermonizing or advocacy will from time to time come to the fore, as it did this year in two instances in particular in the session on ‘Spiritual Formation for Social Commitment’ (A18-113).  In my opinion, these laudable exercises should be kept to a minimum in the academic study of Christian Spirituality.   


There is another issue I want to raise as of particular interest to me.  I notice that the themes of the sessions of the Group for the past five years have a certain persistent, western contemporaneity about them.  By this observation I mean that there seems to be a correlative want of attention to the deep history of Christian Spirituality, in its several historical strands, including the monastic heritage and the eastern dimensions of Christian Spirituality.  I am aware that very recently the Group cooperated in the presentation of a joint session with the Group on Eastern Orthodox Studies.  But in my opinion these matters are too important to be left entirely in the hands of the historians or textual scholars.  One would like to see a session or two devoted to the persistence of the traditional ways of Christian Spirituality into contemporary modes, especially in the wide range of Christian churches and communities which enrich the modern Christian experience.  Everyone has his wish list and I do not mean to criticize the Group for not yet having covered every possible topic that is within their range.  Rather, I think that presenting a wish list very positively suggests the desirability of the continuance of the Group on Christian Spirituality. 


Indeed, this reviewer wishes to record his encouragement to the administration of the AAR to continue the Group on Christian Spirituality for at the least another term among the annual program units.  Our members have voted by their continued strong showing at the Group’s sessions in favor of its status as an important part of their AAR experience.  

                                                              Respectfully submitted,

                                                               Sidney H. Griffith        
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