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The modern interest in spirituality is a bit like our interest in 

health. Our obsession with health is not at all healthy; in fact, 

it emphasizes the problems that we have without providing 

much of a solution to them. So, too, with our concern for 

spirituality! Despite the multitude of books on spirituality 

that can be found in any bookshop, Christians seem to find 

it harder than ever to practice what they believe. So many 

aspire to be spiritual highfliers but never seem to get off the 

ground for any length of time. As the failures mount, so does 

the fascination with what seemingly cannot be achieved. 

The only thing we learn is that something is lacking in this 

part of our lives. But we end up with no understanding on 

how to fill the void.
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A book on spirituality that puts our piety, that is, how a 
Christian lives out his or her faith, either under a microscope 
or on the analyst’s couch presupposes that the onus rests on 
us to make ourselves more spiritual and devoted to Christ. 
This may be interesting, but it is not very helpful.

If we have problems in living the life of faith, if we have 
challenges in the practice of prayer, the solution is not to be 
found in what we do, our self-appraisal, or our performance. 
The solution to our problems is found in what we receive 
from God Himself, in His appraisal of us, and in His 
gifts to us. Like our physical life and health, our spiritual 
life is something that is given to us, something that is to 
be received and enjoyed and celebrated. Our piety is all a 
matter of receiving grace upon grace from the fullness of 
God the Father.

This book has had a long period of gestation. The initial 
stimulus for it was given more than fifty years ago as I 
observed my father’s piety. Every Sunday night, as part of 
our evening devotions, he would pray for our whole extended 
family. This took a long time—I come from a family of 
eight children and both my parents come from still larger 
families. Although I was often bored by the length of the 
prayer, I still felt that my father was doing something simple 
yet immensely significant. I thought how lucky we were 
to have a father who prayed for us and kept us safe by his 
prayers. It was as if God used those prayers to reach out to 
each of us and hold our family in His warm arms. This had 
a lasting impact on me.

This book celebrates the tradition of piety that I have 
inherited from my parents. Yet it does much more than that. 
This book is the sum of all that I have learned in my journey 
of faith to this point in my life and all that I have discovered 
over twenty years of teaching spirituality to seminary 
students. Each class has helped to shape my teaching on the 
receptive nature of our life in Christ. I owe an immense debt 

Preface
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of gratitude to my students for what I have learned from 
them about the immeasurable riches of our risen Lord Jesus 
and the enrichment that comes through faith in Him.

Blessed is the man who fears the Lord, 
who greatly delights in His commandments!

His offspring will be mighty in the land; 
the generation of the upright will be blessed.

Wealth and riches are in his house, 
and his righteousness endures forever.  
                                                     (Psalm 112:1–3)

Grace Upon Grace
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INTRODUCTION

“From His fullness we have all received, grace upon 
grace.” (John 1:16)

tHe Heritage of faitH

One of my earliest memories is of attending church with 

my family. I must have been about three or four years old 

because I remember that I was too old to sit on my mother’s 

lap. That place was taken either by my younger brother, 

Marcus, or my younger sister, Naomi. Instead, as a special 

treat, I was allowed to sit on my father’s lap for the service.

Sitting on my father’s lap was memorable enough in it- 

self because that happened rarely in a family of eight child- 

ren. Yet something was even more memorable than that: my 
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father had me physically mimic him during the service. 
When he sat on the pew, I sat on his knees. When he stood, 
he held me in his arms. When he knelt for the Confession of 
Sins and the singing of the “Holy! Holy! Holy!,” I knelt on 
the kneeler between his knees. When he sang, he pointed to 
the words in the hymnal, even though I could not yet read. 
When he prayed, he folded my little hands in his chapped 
farmer’s hands. Most remarkably, when he went forward to 
receive the body and blood of our Lord Jesus, he took me 
forward with him. This was something that was rarely done 
then in our congregation, except for babies. Unconfirmed 
children usually remained in the pew or left for Sunday 
School during the distribution of the Sacrament. I remember 
how awestruck I was to be taken right into the sanctuary 
where I knelt with my father before the altar. It was almost 
as if I had been taken to heaven itself.

The memory of what my father did for me that morning 
has resurfaced powerfully in my mind as I have been writing 
this book on spirituality. In a sense, what I experienced with 
my father sums up what I have to say and what I wish to 
recommend. I would like to give an account of my own 
spiritual heritage, the spirituality that I have received from 
my mothers and fathers in the faith. That heritage is, I think, 
simple and yet profound, plain and yet rich. It has, as far as 
I can gather, seldom been analyzed and may, regrettably, be 
lost if it is not passed on to others who hunger for spiritual 
nourishment.

What my father did for me during church is doubly 
significant. On the one hand, it embodies and enacts the 
tradition of piety that we have received from the past as a gift 
to us. We do not invent spirituality for ourselves; we do not 
cobble it together to suit our desire for personal fulfillment. 
Its power does not depend on us or on our performance. 
Rather, we receive our spiritual life from others and are 
drawn into it, just as we are initiated into family life and 
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Receptive Spirituality

marriage. So I learned to meditate and pray by being taken 
to church and included in our family devotions. I joined 
in when and where and as I was able. In that tradition of 
communal piety, what I did was overshadowed by what was 
done for me and given to me. The prayers that were said 
for me and around me were much more significant than 
my own obligation to pray. Most assuredly it was Christ in 
the water and the Word of Baptism that worked in me faith 
and salvation. And it was the faith of my parents and of the 
faithful people in my congregation that carried me along 
spiritually.

On the other hand, what my father did is typical of the 
orthodox evangelical spirituality that my parents practiced. 
This tradition of piety has deep biblical and theological 
roots. Its chief characteristic is reception from Christ, the 
exercise of faith in Him and reliance on Him for everything. 
This kind of receptive spirituality presupposes that Christ 
not only brings the Holy Spirit and all the Father’s gifts to 
us but also brings us with Him into the Father’s presence. 
The focus on reception as the foundation for Christian 
spirituality is Lutheran, with its emphasis on the Gospel and 
on our access to the grace of God the Father through faith 
in Christ. Yet it is also orthodox and catholic, for by this 
reception of life from Christ we are drawn into the life of the 
Holy Trinity. Receptive spirituality embeds the life of the 
believer in the family of God and the Church.

ParticiPation in christ

In 1 Corinthians 4:7–8, St. Paul confronts the members 
of the Church in Corinth who considered that, because 
they were filled with the Spirit, they were masters of their 
spiritual life, owners rather than receivers of spiritual 
powers. In response to their smug claims, Paul challenges 
them with these ironic words, which touch on what is 
unique about Christian spirituality: “What do you have that 
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you did not receive? If then you received it, why do you 
boast as if you did not receive it? Already you have all you 
want! Already you have become rich! Without us you have 
become kings!”

Our whole life as the children of God is a life of reception. 
We have been justified by the grace of God the Father, so we 
now live by faith in His grace. Because we believe in Him 
we now receive every spiritual gift from Him. We receive 
grace upon grace from the fullness of the incarnate Christ.

God is the giver of every good and perfect gift (James 
1:17), the ever-flowing fountain of life and light (Psalm 36:9), 
and we receive everything from His hand. This affects us 
physically and spiritually. At creation, God the Creator gave 
our bodies all their powers and gave us the physical world 
that sustains us in our earthly journey from conception to 
death. We depend on Him for everything at every moment 
of our journey through life. Whether we know it or not, “we 
live and move and have our being” in Him (Acts 17:28). If 
God should for one moment stop giving to His creatures, 
we, and our world, would cease to exist. As His creatures, 
we depend on Him completely.

We also depend on God for redemption. The triune God 
not only gives us those things that sustain us for life here on 
earth, He gives Himself to us by sharing His own eternal 
life with us. God the Father gives us access to Himself and 
His grace through His Son by the gift of His Holy Spirit. 
He gives us a new birth and adopts us as His children. 
Through His Son, the risen Lord Jesus, He reaches out to 
us and blesses us “with every spiritual blessing” (Ephesians 
1:3); by faith we enjoy His heavenly blessings in our bodily 
existence here on earth.

However, spiritual life does not come to us haphazardly. 
The Holy Spirit—and the life the Holy Spirit brings—is 
available to us only in Christ. And He gives this life to us 
through His Word and through faith in His Word. This means 

Grace Upon Grace
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that our spirituality does not come from having spiritual 
powers or from our spiritual self-development but depends 
on our faith in Him. Because we are joined to Christ we 
continually receive our life from Him.

Jesus’ teaching that we receive life through Him is seen 
most vividly in John’s Gospel. Jesus declares that He has 
come to earth so that we might have life—abundant life, 
eternal life, His own divine life as the Son of the Father 
(John 10:10; see also 5:21, 40; 10:28; 17:3). The wonder of 
God’s promise is that through faith in Jesus we already have 
eternal life (3:15–16, 36; 6:40, 47), which begins as soon 
as we hear His Word and believe in Him (5:24). Through 
His Word He gives us His life-giving Spirit (6:63, 68). He 
produces spiritual life in us by giving us a new birth in 
Baptism (3:5–8); He sustains this life by nourishing us with 
His own flesh and blood (6:53–58).

Jesus does not offer us superhuman life; He does not 
turn us into supermen and superwomen with extraordinary 
physical and mental powers. Instead, He swaps places with 
us. He joins us in our human life on earth so that we can join 
Him in His life with God the Father. By Jesus’ union with 
us, we share in His Sonship, just as a woman who marries 
a man joins his family. Jesus’ position with God the Father, 
His status and all His privileges as God’s only Son, His 
righteousness and His holiness, His access to the Father, 
His Father’s love and delight in Him, and the Holy Spirit 
and the gifts of the Spirit—all these are ours through our 
faith in Jesus. Yet we do not possess these gifts by ourselves; 
we have them only as we receive them from Jesus. We have 
eternal life by believing in Him and receiving it from Him. 
In short, we borrow everything from Him.

Jesus joins Himself to us and takes us on the way that 
He pioneered. Therefore, we depend on Jesus as the author 
and perfecter of our journey in faith (Hebrews 3:14; 12:2). 
Since we have been baptized, we join with Him in His 

Receptive Spirituality
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journey and receive all that He has gained for us in His 
death and resurrection. We have been crucified with Christ, 
put to death with Him, and buried with Him; we have been 
raised from the dead with Him, made alive with Him, 
and enthroned with Him in the heavenly realms for work 
with Him in His kingdom here on earth (Romans 6:4–8; 
Galatians 2:20; Ephesians 2:4–6; Colossians 2:12–13, 20; 
3:1; 2 Timothy 2:11–12). As we follow Jesus in the journey 
of faith, we receive from Him and share in His divine life 
as God’s Son.

the recePtive Life

Martin Luther is a good teacher of receptive spirituality. 
He recognized that by our practice of piety we try to justify 
ourselves before God and before others. We all too readily 
regard the life of meditation and prayer as something that we 
have to do apart from Christ and His presence with us. We 
think of our devotions as our duty or work, our achievement 
and the product of our determination and self-discipline. 
And that assumption sets us up for failure and spiritual 
disillusionment. Luther devoted much of his energy to the 
teaching and practice of evangelical piety to prevent this 
failure.

It was common in Martin Luther’s day to distinguish 
between two groups of Christians. There were those who, 
like Martha, lived an active life of engagement in society. 
They got married, raised families, and did secular work. Then 
there were also those who, like Mary, lived contemplative 
lives in religious orders and monasteries. They were called 
to devote themselves to meditation and prayer. In contrast to 
these two ways of life, Luther advocated a third way, which 
included both these emphases. He advocated the receptive 
life of faith in Christ and His Word, the practice of receptive 
spirituality.1

1. WA 3:275–77.
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