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The notion of spiritual capital is part of a new theory called 4Capital Theory.2 According

to this theory, whose main exponent is Alex Liu, 4 capitals need to be taken into account

in measuring a society’s well-being and in working for social transformation. These 4

capitals are material, intellectual, social and spiritual capitals. Material capital refers to

funds, properties and other physical resources; intellectual capital refers to knowledge,

skills,  and  abilities;  and  social  capital  refers  to  relationships,  networks,  and  good

reputation. Spiritual capital, however, is a newer concept, and so needs more elaboration.

This chapter will begin by elaborating on what I mean by spiritual capital.  It will

then articulate what I consider to be the methodological foundation of spiritual capital for

persons and societies, namely, authentic subjectivity in knowing and choosing. Thirdly, it

will focus on Liberation spirituality as an authentic expression of this self-appropriated,

self-transcending, and socially transformative, spiritual subjectivity, paying attention in

the process to certain developments at Vatican II.  Fourthly,  it  will  make the case for

spirituality being a new academic discipline that has been developing as such for more

than 30 years now and it will illustrate how this discipline is expanding into other areas of

study and life, thus making it an increasingly significant form of spiritual capital in our

time. 

1 Dr. Michael O’Sullivan, SJ is Director of the MA in Christian Spirituality and Pathways, Spirituality 
Summer School, Cluster Leader of PhD and MA by Research Spirituality Students, and Co-Founder and 
Co-Director of the Spiritual Capital Centre, All Hallows College, Dublin City University, Ireland. His 
publications include the “ground-breaking” How Roman Catholic Theology Can Transform Male Violence 
Against Women (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 2010), and with Bernadette Flanagan “the key text” 
Spiritual Capital – The Practice of Spirituality in Christian Perspective (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012).
2 See “The 4Capital Centre,” http://www.researchmethods.org/4capital.htm (accessed November 9, 2011).
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The notion of spiritual capital was not in vogue when Karl Marx (1818-83) wrote

Das  Kapital.3 By  arguing  that  Christianity  developed  resources  of  alleged  ultimate

meaning  that  justified  the  privileges  of  the ruling  class  and that  reconciled  the  ruled

classes to their fate it could be said that Marx conceived Christianity as a pre-secular

negative  form of  such capital.  However,  those who use the category  spiritual  capital

today have in mind, not the preservation of the established order, but its transformation.

Exponents of such transformation include radical Christians disposed to give their lives

as martyrs in the service of the promotion of social justice in Latin America, liberationist

Muslim protestors who have been so prominent in the Arab Spring, and Buddhist monks

and sisters who have been in the forefront of nonviolent protests to end the rule of the

military regime in Burma (Myanmar).4  

Some authors point to the emergence of a secular form of spiritual capital, and

also of a post-secular spiritual capital. Secular spiritual capital conceives spiritual capital

in terms of ‘our faith in humanity, in ourselves as social beings, in the presence of the

human spirit … to moderate greed with generosity, to conjoin private ambition with civic

ambition, to care for others as much or even more than ourselves, to think as much or

more about future generations as we do our own, to thoughtfully weigh the importance of

memory  alongside  the  need  to  change.’5 Post-secular  spiritual  capital  refers  to  ‘the

vigorous continuation’  (Jürgen Habermas)  and creative  adaptation6 of  spirituality  and

religion  in  a  continually  secularizing  environment.7 The  focus  of  this  chapter  is  on

Christian spiritual resources that, because of their vigorous continuation and adaptations,

can transform persons and societies in ways consistent with genuine human and cosmic

wellbeing. Like other chapters in the book it is attentive to what Taylor, according to Eli

Diamond, sees as ‘a solicitation for the spiritual … (a) search for fulfillment in art, in

3 Capital in English.
4 Burma is the name by which the country is known internationally.  However, the military rulers of the 
country have named the country Myanmar.
5 Leonie Sandercock, “Spirituality and the Urban Professions – The Paradox at the Heart of Urban 
Planning,” Planning Theory and Practice, 7/1 (2006): 65-97 at 65-66.
6 See Charles Taylor, “A Catholic Modernity,” in A Catholic Modernity? - Charles Taylor’s Marianist 
Award Lecture, ed. James L. Heft (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 15.
7 Jürgen Habermas, “Equal Treatment of Cultures and the Limits of Postmodern Liberalism,” Journal of 
Political Philosophy 13/1 (2005): 1-28 at 26. 



nature, in what exceeds reason and discipline … a search for mystery, strangeness, and

otherness, both within and without the human.’8

  I define spiritual capital in a normative, rather than descriptive, way as a society’s

capacity for  authentic social change deriving from its spiritual and religious resources.

While I agree with Chris Baker that a distinction can be made between religious and

spiritual  resources  I,  nevertheless,  include  both  under  the  category  ‘spiritual  capital.’

Baker tends to distinguish them as follows:  Religious  resources refer  to  the practical

contribution to local,  national  and global life made by faith  groups, whereas spiritual

resources  refer  more  to  what  energizes  and grounds such contributions.9 I  include  in

Christian  spiritual  /  religious  resources  the  Bible,  Church traditions,  the  resources  of

theology  and  spirituality,  religious  congregations,  Christian  scholars,  practitioners,

practices,  publications,  martyrs,  missionaries,  and  international  networks  of  Christian

faith-based organizations like those John Guiney has in mind in chapter seven in this

volume.  

However, none of these resources, I hold, is the methodological source of spiritual

capital  in  a  society.  Spiritual  and  religious  resources  emerge,  like  all  resources  of

meaning and value, from people’s use of the foundational and methodological operations

that structure how they know and choose. Self-attention discloses that these operations

are  experiencing,  understanding,  judging  and  deciding,10 that  they  function  as  a

compound  process,  and  that  they  are  rooted  in  and  permeated  by  the  desire-able

authenticity of the human spirit.11  The spirit of authentic desire to reach the objective

8 Eli Diamond, “Charles Taylor’s A Secular Age,” in Wayne Hankey and Nicholas Hatt, eds., Changing 
Our Mind on Secularization: The Contemporary Debate about Sacred and Secular in Judaism, Christianity
and Islam - Papers delivered at the Twenty-Ninth Annual Atlantic Theological Conference (Charlottetown: 
St. Peter Publications), 196.
9 See Chris Baker and H. Skinner, Faith in Action: The Dynamic Connection Between Spiritual and 
Religious Capital (Manchester: William Temple Foundation, 2006), 9.
10 Bernard Lonergan (Method in Theology, Toronto: University of Toronto, 1990), 6, gives the following 
list as operations: ‘seeing, hearing, touching, smelling, tasting, inquiring, imagining, understanding, 
conceiving, formulating, reflecting, marshalling and weighing the evidence, judging, deliberating, 
evaluating, deciding, speaking, writing’. The operations of experiencing, understanding, judging, and 
deciding are arrived at by denoting the various operations on the four levels of experience, understanding, 
judgement, and decision by the principal occurrence on each level.
11 For a fuller account of what I say in the following section concerning authenticity in knowing and 
choosing as the methodological foundation and horizon of meanings and values in human subjectivity, see 
my “The Human Spirit and the Option for the Economically Poor,” in With Wisdom Seeking God: The 
Academic Study of Spirituality, ed. Una Agnew, Bernadette Flanagan, and Greg Heylin (Leuven: Peeters 
Press, 2008), 223-33.  See, also, my “Reflexive and Transformative Spirituality: Authentic Spirituality and 
a Journey with Incest,” in Sources of Transformation: Revitalizing Christian Spirituality, ed. Edward 



order that permeates  each of these operations makes different  demands depending on

which operation the person is employing at a particular time.  The quality of authenticity

inherent in the operation of experiencing in compound human knowing and choosing is

detected by the person as an exigency to attend to all the data that are pertinent to that

person’s knowing and choosing with respect to a particular situation, event, or person –

including  oneself.  However,  the  impact  of  the  self-transcending  spirit  of  authenticity

inherent  in  the  operation  of  understanding  moves  the  person  to  reach  a  quality  of

reflexive self-presence where he or she will be enabled to ask all the relevant questions

with respect to such data. Similarly, the operation of judgment in the person faithful to

the  standard  of  authenticity  makes  the  person  want  the  interpretation  that  offers  the

greatest likelihood of being correct. Finally, the same spirit at work in the operation of

deciding leads and empowers the person to opt for what is genuinely good and loving

rather  than  what  is  simply  expedient,  convenient,  or  pleasurable. Thus,  authentic

experiencing  desires  and  requires  fidelity  to  the  precept,  ‘be  attentive;’  authentic

understanding  desires  and  requires  fidelity  to  the  precept,  ‘be  inquiring;’  authentic

judgment desires and requires fidelity to the precept, ‘be critical’; and authentic decision-

making  desires  and requires  fidelity  to  the precept,  ‘be responsible’  and ‘be loving’.

Fidelity to the latter, ‘be loving’, and not simply to the former, ‘be responsible,’ takes one

beyond justice and right to the gratuitous in life.   In this  way we see that there is a

standard of authenticity built into each operation of the unified structure of knowing and

choosing, so that a failure to meet the desired standard at any one level will adversely

affect the quality of the person’s compound knowing and choosing on the other levels.  

As well as having a compound structure of various operations, human knowing

and choosing proceeds according to the modalities of discovery and belief. In the mode

of  discovery  the  methodological  operations  function  in  an  upward  movement  from

experience through understanding and judgment to decision, as I have articulated above.

In the contrary – but not contradictory - mode of belief, however, the reverse is the case.

Here the person begins with a decision to trust (for example, that God is love), makes

judgments about what to believe on the basis of that trust (for example, that there was an

Incarnation),  works  out  what  such  judgments  mean  in  the  context  of  contemporary

Howells and Peter Tyler (London: Continuum, 2010), 173-82.



concerns (for example, that Jesus made a preferential option for the economically poor

and against the oppression of women), and seeks to communicate these interpretations in

ways that can transform current experience. In both patterns the person must be mindful

of the possibility of inauthenticity in themselves  and in what they have received and

believed.  

When inauthenticity,  due to ignorance,  bias,  and fear distorts  the foundational

operations of knowing and choosing from functioning as they can at  the level  of the

individual it can be called ‘minor’ inauthenticity.  However, when whole traditions are

infected with the inauthenticity that derives from the influence of such factors in their

formation or persistence,  then the inauthenticity is  ‘major’ in its  effects.12 Patriarchy,

kyriarchy13 and  androcentrism14 are  examples  of  bias  in  the  Christian  tradition  that

contradicts  the  positive  meaning  intended  by  the  contemporary  category  ‘spiritual

capital’. Faced with such biases, persons and communities functioning according to the

dynamism for authenticity in knowing and choosing seek and select ways to transcend

such biases: For example, they may be led to employ a hermeneutics of suspicion with

regard to their received religious tradition. 

‘Authentic  subjectivity’  is  another  name  for  the  reflexive  self-presence  in

knowing and choosing that I have been describing.15 This methodological subjectivity in

human  knowing and  choosing that  is  actualized  by  a  dynamism of  self-transcending

fidelity  to  the  norms  for  authenticity  inherent  in  the  differentiated  and  interrelated

operations  of  experiencing,  understanding,  judging and deciding  of  historical  persons

leads the human subject to practice forms of experiencing, understanding, judging and

deciding with respect to situations that will select - or develop - and employ the resources

12 Lonergan, Method, 80.
13 Kyriarchy is a term developed by Elizabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, a leading feminist theologian.  She 
means by it ‘master-rule’ or ‘elite male-defined relationships of ruling.’  It is ‘a socio-cultural, religious, 
and political system of elite male power, which does not just perpetrate the dehumanisation of sexism, 
heterosexism, and gender stereotypes but also engenders other structures of women’s oppression, such as 
racism, poverty, colonialism, and religious exclusivism.’  She introduced this term in her But She Said: 
Feminist Practices of Biblical Interpretation (Boston: Beacon Press, 1992).  See, also, her The Power of 
Naming: A Concilium Reader in Feminist Liberation Theology (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 
1996), xxi and xxxvi, n. 9.  She introduced the term kyriarchy because she did not think that patriarchy did 
justice to what she calls above ‘the other structures of women’s oppression.’        
14 In an androcentric worldview the male is considered the norm with respect to embodiment, reasoning, the
image of God, and church and society are organized on that basis. 
15 Mary Frohlich’s notion of critical interiority is very similar to my position.  See her “Critical Interiority.” 
Spiritus: A Journal of Christian Spirituality 7/1 (2007): 77-81. 



these situations need to be transformed into situations of greater beauty,  intelligibility,

truth, goodness and love.

Thus the issue in desiring, attending to, interpreting,  affirming (as fact or as a

judgment of belief) and constructing (through decision) what is objective is not how to

live the self-abnegation of being devoid of subjectivity - as though there was a neutral

way  to  read  and  transform society  -  but  how to  live  the  self-transcendence  of  self-

appropriating subjectivity so that such a form of subjectivity can function as it can - that

is  authentically  -  with  respect  to  beauty,  meaning,  truth,  goodness  and love.  For  the

Christian, rooted in conversion to a relationship of being in love with God, such beauty,

meaning, truth, goodness and love are God’s beauty, meaning, truth, goodness and love

that he or she as a Christian desires to share in and bring to fuller  expression in the

world.16 Therefore, although, people’s knowing and choosing in the concrete order is not

always permeated by a form of reflexive self-presence characterised by the desire for and

standard  of  authenticity,  whenever  it  is,  material,  intellectual,  social  and  spiritual

resources will  be selected,  developed, or changed in accordance with what is truly in

keeping with people’s wellbeing.

Having  articulated  how  to  conceive  authentic  subjectivity  in  knowing  and

choosing  as  foundational  spiritual  capital  for  persons  and  societies,  so  that  the

measurement  of  a  society’s  spiritual  capital  must  also  include  the  extent  to  which

members have self-appropriated such subjectivity, and are being enabled to do so, I turn

now  to  Liberation  spirituality  as  an  expression  of  this  self-appropriated,  self-

transcending, and socially transformative, spiritual subjectivity.

Liberation Theology and Spirituality17

16 On the relationship between objectivity and self-implicating authentic subjectivity, see the works of 
Bernard Lonergan. These can aid the self-appropriation of one’s knowing and choosing which is 
indispensable for the verification of what I have said about this in the text above.  
17 The rise of spirituality as an academic discipline in contemporary times is creating the need for a better 
articulation of what is meant by the terms, spirituality and theology.  Sandra Schneiders, who has done 
more than any other scholar, perhaps, to establish spirituality as a distinct academic discipline, speaks now 
of spirituality being part of the inclusive household of theology (“The Discipline of Christian Spirituality 



Every  form of  spirituality  has  a  privileged  dialogue  partner  and a  specific  historical

context.  For  example,  progressivist  Christian  spirituality,18 which  has  been prominent

since Vatican II,  privileges the educated and questioning searcher who desires to live

Christian faith in the historical context of human maturity being perceived in terms of

critical  thinking  and  responsible  freedom.  Liberation  spirituality,  on  the  other  hand,

privileges the economically poor, who are the great majority of the world’s people, and

does so, also, in the context of their clamour for liberation from such poverty. It seeks to

develop a spirituality consistent with such commitment. Behind the desire of both groups

is the more foundational desire for authenticity that I have articulated above.

Liberation spirituality conceives the call to authenticity in human knowing and

choosing as an attentive, inquiring, critical, responsible, and loving practice of living life

in a spirit of solidarity with the downtrodden and excluded and of spirited commitment

against such oppressions as hunger, misery, injustice, and political repression (knowing

and choosing through discovery initially). However, it does not conceive the ground of

this call as simply a moral imperative concerning a world where most people are living in

dreadful  and  scandalous  economic  poverty.  Liberation  spirituality  is  grounded  in  an

integral religious conversion to Jesus and his loving practice as the gift of God’s saving

love (knowing and choosing through religious belief). This means that it regards the work

of justice as participation in the saving work of God in history.19 Its fidelity to Jesus is

also a hermeneutical  rather than fundamentalist  fidelity because it  is  informed by the

learning gained from contemporary interaction with the economically poor, and by new

events and developing scholarship in various fields since Jesus’ time in Palestine.

 Liberation theology, as a theology seeking to offer transformative understanding

concerning Christian faith in the context of such poverty and under the impact of this

and Catholic Theology,” in Exploring Christian Spirituality: Essays in Honor of Sandra Schneiders, ed. 
Bruce H. Lescher and Elizabeth Liebert (New York/Mahwah, N.J.: Paulist Press, 2006), 198. On this view, 
theology is an umbrella term under which different specialisations such as scripture, spirituality and 
systematics find their place.  For Schneiders, however, spirituality must be an equal partner in the theology 
household and not be subservient to systematic or moral theology.
18 I derive this description from Gustavo Gutiérrez’s ‘progressivist theology’.  See his The Power of the 
Poor in History, trans. Robert Barr, with a preface by Robert McAfee Brown (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis
Books, 1983), 171-214. 
19 See Latin American Episcopal Conference (CELAM), Second General Conference of the Latin American
Bishops at Medellín: The Church in the Present-Day Transformation of Latin America in the Light of the
Council,  vol.  2,  Conclusions,  3rd ed.  (Washington,  D.C.:  Secretariat  for  Latin  America,  National
Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1979), 19.  



very grounded, communal, historical and embodied spirit, interprets the received doctrine

of the Incarnation (knowing and choosing through belief) to mean that Jesus had a real

humanity and lived by religious faith in his humanity. If the humanity of Jesus was not

fully real, and if living with faith in God was not part of what his humanity meant, then

his  courageous  loving  was  only  an  appearance  (the  heresy  of  docetism)  and  so  not

genuine human love.  But human love that  is not genuine is  not,  either,  revelatory of

God’s love.

Liberation  theologians  such as Jon Sobrino believe  that  Jesus in  his  historical

incarnation of God reveals God’s divine love precisely by the quality of his human and

faith-filled mediation of it. On this view, the call to Christians today is to draw near to

this Jesus in order to receive and absorb his kind of courageous and God-filled loving

which made him ‘an agitator of the people’ (Lk 23:5), a Sabbath healer (Lk 13:10-17),

and a table companion of tax collectors and sinners (Mk 2: 13-17; Mt 11:19; Lk 7:34). 

Liberation theology also conceives the doctrines of sin and salvation, for example,

in ways that relate them to concrete realities. Working with categories derived from a

spiritual  and  not  simply  sociological  foundation  it  conceives  economic  poverty  and

political repression as forms of sin on the grounds that they oppose the beauty, meaning,

truth,  goodness  and  love  that  Jesus  revealed  God  wants  for  the  world.  Liberation

spirituality,  which inspires this  theological  understanding through keeping theologians

grounded  in  a  prayer-filled  spirited  solidarity  with  the  oppressed,  also  inspires  the

practical love consistent with such understanding. In living out this pertinent practical

love  a  person  grows  in  the  image  of  Jesus  alive  today  as  the  risen  Christ  and  in

commitment to the saving work of transforming sinful social structures and their effects,

thus becoming an originating resource of spiritual capital.  

Shifts at Vatican II

Two shifts made by Vatican II (1962-65) in the understanding of Catholic Christian life

are worth noting in relation to the spiritual capital made available by the development of



liberation theology and spirituality: the universal call to holiness in Lumen gentium,20 and

the call  for Christians to develop a  self-understanding in terms  of solidarity  with the

people of one’s time in history, especially those who are economically poor, in Gaudium

et spes.21  

In former times many people tended to think that spirituality referred to what

monks  and  enclosed  nuns  did  in  their  daily  life.  But  Vatican  II  took  a  democratic

approach  to  spirituality  and  spoke  about  the  universal  call  to  holiness,  the  call  for

everyone to live a life filled with meaning and with a sense of each one’s inestimable

value. Vatican II also changed what it means to be a spiritual person for Christians by

calling for transformative solidarity with the joys and hopes, the griefs and anxieties of

the people of one’s time, especially those who are economically poor. 

This shift to solidarity between all humans in their journey through this world was

implied by the democratic call to holiness because if everyone was called to holiness then

what was happening in every life and in every sphere of life was worthy of attention and

response.  This  realization  that  the  life  of  each  of  us  in  all  its  dimensions,  namely,

political,  economic, cultural,  and gender, etc., and in all its stages, namely,  childhood,

adolescence, adulthood, and old age, is worthy of attention contributes to the dynamic

development  of  spiritual  capital  as  a  transformative  resource  for  personal,  social  and

ecclesial change. 

The Rise of Spirituality as an Academic Discipline

The growing realization  in  the light  of developments  like the discovery of  the depth

praxis  of  authentic  subjectivity,  4Capital  theory,  Liberation  spirituality,  liberation

theology, and Vatican II that spiritual and religious resources are a form of capital has

gained added momentum from the rise of spirituality as a new academic discipline during

the last  30 years  or  more.  That  spirituality  is  now developing into  a  new distinctive

academic  discipline  does  not  imply  that  spirituality  in  terms  of  how  to  live  life

meaningfully and authentically is new, but rather that studying spirituality as an academic

discipline is new, while its impact on various areas of human existence has yet to be

20 “Dogmatic Constitution on the Church: Lumen Gentium,” in Vatican Council II: Constitutions, Decrees, 
Declarations, ed. Austin Flannery (Dublin: Dominican Publications, 1996), n. 39.
21 “The Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World: Gaudium et Spes,” in ibid., n. 1.



harvested  and harnessed.  Before  making  my case  for  regarding spirituality  as  a  new

academic discipline that is itself a form of spiritual capital let me articulate further what I

mean by spirituality.

The term spirituality has at least 3 basic references:22

1) It  refers  to  a  constitutive  dimension  of  the  human  person:  the  foundational

sensibility and self-transcending capacity of the person for beauty, intelligibility,

truth, goodness and love, which have been identified over the years in compact

human  experience.  All  that  I  said  earlier  about  authentic  subjectivity  in  the

context  of  knowing  and  choosing  is  relevant  here.  Christian  spirituality

understands this common human inner power and sensibility as being from and

for  the  God  of  the  Christian  tradition:  this  God  is  the  source,  sustainer,

transformer, and fulfillment of such desire and empowerment in the interiority of

a person. Such empowering desire is always already connected with the world, so

that a person is never shut up inside himself / herself and in need of finding a way

out into the world; one is always already open to and engaged by the world in the

core of one’s being.

2) It refers to the  lived experience that actualises the above dimension in terms of

foundational  or  ultimate  meanings  and  values,  and  corresponding  practices.

Christians conceive these meanings, values and practices and the desire for their

actualization in lived experience  in terms of the Christian tradition.  Liberation

spirituality is an example of this. Collectively lived traditions that have developed

around the religious experiences and teachings of persons like founders of faith-

based organizations are also included in this meaning of spirituality: for example,

Dorothy  Day  and  social  spirituality  or  St.  Ignatius  of  Loyola  and  Ignatian

spirituality.  

3) It  refers  to  the  academic  discipline that  studies  1  and  2  across  societies  and

cultures over time in institutions of higher education. As an academic discipline it

will  have  specialists  and  scholars  who  will  train  others  in  the  field  of  the

22 See Sandra Schneiders, “Spirituality in the Academy,” in Modern Christian Spirituality: Methodological 
and Historical Essays, ed. Bradley C. Hanson (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1990), 77-81 at 77.



discipline,  peer  reviewed  journals,  a  body  of  published  literature,  including

dictionaries, and a society of professionals, specialists and scholars who will hold

regular meetings and conferences, etc. 

I will call these meanings for spirituality S1, S2 and S3.  My focus in what follows is on

S3 and the reason for focussing on it is to say that in my view S3 is destined to develop in

to a rich fund of spiritual capital for personal, social and ecclesial transformation. 

Reflection on and study of society in the wake of the dramatic and traumatic event

of the French Revolution of 1789 led to the emergence of sociology as a new academic

discipline.23 Like  any  new discipline,  sociology  did  not  develop  all  at  once  or  gain

immediate acceptance in university circles. Something similar is happening today with

spirituality. The emergence of a new academic discipline is accompanied by a number of

signs. I will identify six of them and relate them to spirituality.  

First Sign

A first sign is the number of voices in the academy claiming that such a phenomenon is

occurring. Examples of such voices in the case of S3 are these:

The academic study of spirituality at institutions of advanced learning is a major
new development in the field of theology and religion, although writings about
and the practice of spirituality are part of the oldest traditions in the history of
Christianity.24

It is not often that the academy witnesses the birth of a new discipline. But the
essays in Minding the Spirit provide a historical and substantive overview of just
such an event: the study of spirituality as an academic discipline.25

Christian spirituality has in recent years emerged as a distinct academic discipline
in universities, colleges, and theological schools throughout the English-speaking
world.26

23 Founding scholars of sociology include Emile Durkheim (1858-1917), Auguste Comte (1798-1857), Max
Weber (1864-1920), and Karl Marx (1818-1883). 
24 Pieter G. R. de Villiers, “The Spirit That Moves: A New Society and Its First Publication,” in The Spirit 
That Moves: Orientation and Issues in Spirituality, ed. Pieter G. R. de Villiers, Celia E.T. Kourie, and 
Christo Lombard (Bloemfontein: Publications Office of the Free State, 2006), i.
25 Elizabeth A. Dreyer and Mark S. Burrows, eds., Minding the Spirit: The Study of Christian Spirituality: 
Contours and Dynamics of a Discipline (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2005), xi.
26 Arthur Holder, ed., The Blackwell Companion to Christian Spirituality (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2005), 
1.



 

Second Sign

A  second  sign  of  the  emergence  of  the  discipline  is  the  number  of  scholars  and

practitioners working in third level colleges who begin to self-identify what they do in

terms of the new discipline. Some leading international voices about whom this can be

said with respect to spirituality are: Sandra Schneiders, Bernard McGinn, Mary Frohlich,

David  Perrin,  Stephanie  Paulsell,  Arthur  Holder,  Elizabeth  Liebert,  Janet  Ruffing,

Douglas Burton-Christie, Wendy Wright and Margaret Benefiel in North America; Philip

Sheldrake, Kees Waaijman, Philip Endean, and David Lonsdale in Europe; Celia Kourie

and Christo Lombaard  in South Africa;  and David Ranson in Australia.  Voices from

Ireland include Bernadette  Flanagan, Jack Finnegan, Una Agnew, David Kelly,  Brian

O’Leary, and me.

Third Sign

A  third  sign  of  the  rise  of  the  discipline  are  academic  publications:  series,  books,

dictionaries, and journals. Two such series in spirituality began to appear in the latter part

of the last century:  Classics of Western Spirituality (Bernard McGinn, ed., 1978f; over

100  volumes  to  date)  and  World  Spirituality  Series (Ewert  Cousins,  ed.,  1985f;  20

volumes  to  date).  3 other  series  began to appear  at  the  end of  that  century:  Modern

Spirituality  Masters (sic)  Series  (Robert  Ellsberg,  ed.,  1998f),  Traditions of Christian

Spirituality (Philip Sheldrake, ed.,  1998f), and  The Practices of Faith Series  (Dorothy

Bass, ed., 1998f). 

The following significant books have been published in this century:  Sources of

Transformation: Revitalising Christian Spirituality for Today (Edward Howells and Peter

Tyler, eds., 2010); With Wisdom Seeking God: The Academic Study of Spirituality (Una

Agnew,  Bernadette  Flanagan  and  Greg  Heylin,  eds.,  2008);  Studying  Christian

Spirituality (David Perrin, 2007);  Exploring Christian Spirituality (Bruce Lescher and

Elizabeth  Liebert,  eds.,  2006),  The  Spirit  That  Moves:  Orientation  and  Issues  in

Spirituality  (Pieter G. R. de Villiers, Celia. E. T. Kourie, and Christo Lombaard, eds.,

2006); Minding the Spirit: The Study of Christian Spirituality – Contours and Dynamics

of  a  Discipline  (Elizabeth  Dreyer  and  Mark  Burrows,  eds.,  2005);  The  Blackwell



Companion  to  Christian Spirituality (A.  Holder,  ed.,  2005);  Spirituality:  Forms,

Foundations,  Methods (Kees  Waaijman,  2004);  Exploring  Christian  Spirituality:  An

Ecumenical Reader (Kenneth Collins, ed., 2000).  See, also, Jack Finnegan’s Audacity of

Spirit (2008).  A new dictionary has also been published: The SCM or New Westminster

Dictionary of Christian Spirituality (Philip Sheldrake, ed., 2005).  

The following leading international journals are indicative of the rise of the new

academic discipline: Studies in Spirituality, Spiritus, Journal for the Study of Spirituality

and  Vinayasádhana.  The first  journal  is  from Europe,  and the  second is  from North

America. The third is from the UK, and the fourth is from Asia.  Studies in Spirituality

appeared for the first  time in 1990.  Spiritus began publication in 2001, replacing the

Christian Spirituality Bulletin, which had begun publication in 1993.  Vinayasádhana is

new, appearing for the first time in 2010. And  Journal for the Study of Spirituality is

newel still, given that the first issue only appeared in August 2011. Other journals worth

citing here are:  Journal of Spirituality in Counselling, Journal of Spirituality in Mental

Health, Journal of Religion & Spirituality in Social Work, Journal of Religion, Disability

& Health, Journal of Religion, Spirituality & Aging, Journal of Spirituality in Addiction

& Recovery,  Journal  of  Spirituality  in  Marriage  & Family  Studies,  and Journal  of

Management, Spirituality, and Religion.

Fourth Sign

A fourth sign of the development  of  the new discipline  is  the creation  of  distinctive

societies  of  scholars  and  practitioners.  The  first  meeting  of  the  newly  constituted

international Society for the Study of Christian Spirituality (SSCS) took place in San

Francisco in 1992, and in 1994 the Christian Spirituality Study Group of the American

Academy of Religion (AAR) was established. In Europe the Titus Brandsma Institute in

the Netherlands has developed SPIRIN, Spirituality International, a world-wide network

for  those  involved  in  spirituality,  and SPINE,  a  world-wide  programme  for  teaching

spirituality  via  the  Internet.  SPIRASA,  the  Spirituality  Association  of  South  Africa,

which has links with the Titus  Brandsma Institute,  was established in  2003. Work is

proceeding on developing a British and Irish Society of Scholars and Practitioners  of



Christian  Spirituality.  In  January  2010  the  British  Association  for  the  Study  of

Spirituality (BASS) was launched in London. 

Fifth Sign

A fifth sign is the establishment of departments, programmes of study, and third level

awards  in  the  new  discipline.  Fordham  University,  New  York,  the  Titus  Brandsma

Institute  at  Radboud  University,  Nijmegen  (Netherlands),  the  Gregorian  University,

Rome,  the  Catholic  University  of  Leuven  (Belgium),  the  Centre  for  Spirituality,

University of Antwerp, Comillas (Spain), the University of Münster (Germany), Centre

Sèvres  (Paris),  Heythrop  College,  London,  Sarum  College,  Salisbury,  St.  Mary’s

University College, London, the University of Lancaster, the University of Exeter, the

University of Hull, the University of South Africa (UNISA), and the University of Malta

now all run postgraduate awards in spirituality studies, and this is not an exhaustive list. 

A Department of Spirituality was created at Milltown Institute, Dublin, Ireland in

2003 and  the  largest  programme  of  postgraduate  studies  in  the  Institute  in  terms  of

numbers of students was the Higher Diploma (Year 1) and MA programme (Year 2) in

Applied Christian Spirituality (ACS). However, in the light of the fact that all civil taught

programmes at Milltown Institute were to finish in 2011 (due to a lack of government

funding, and the decision by the Trustees of the Institute to enter into negotiations with

Trinity College Dublin to establish an Institute of Catholic theology there), All Hallows

College launched a new MA in Applied Christian Spirituality in August 2010. This MA

is awarded by Dublin City University.27

Sixth Sign

A sixth sign is the holding of major conferences. The first conference on Spirituality as

an  Academic  Discipline  in  South  Africa  took  place  in  January,  2004  and  the  first

European Conference on this theme was held at Milltown Institute in June of the same

year. The proceedings of the South African Conference are published in The Spirit That

Moves:  Orientation  and  Issues  in  Spirituality and  the  proceedings  of  the  Milltown

27 For some of the story and the philosophy of the MA in Applied Christian Spirituality programmes at 
Milltown Institute and All Hallows College, see Bernadette Flanagan, “Applied Spirituality: Reflections of 
an Educator,” Spiritus 11/1 (2011): 38-50.



conference were published in With Wisdom Seeking God, which was referred to earlier.

The second European conference took place in St. Mary’s University College, London

between June 30 and July 3, 2009, and 14 of the Conference papers were published by

Continuum in the book  Sources of Transformation: Revitalizing Christian Spirituality.

The third European conference will  also take place in St. Mary’s  University College,

London, and it will be held from June 30 to July 3, 2012. The Churches of the Reformed

Tradition have also held an international conference on the academic study of spirituality.

It took place in Zurich in May 2011, and it was decided at that meeting to hold another

such conference in 2013.

Other international conferences on spirituality involving researchers, teachers and

practitioners  in  the  field  that  can  be  mentioned  here  are:  10  such  conferences  on

Children’s Spirituality, the most recent of which was in 2010, 2 international conferences

on Spirituality, Religion and Health, by the European Society for Spirituality, Religion

and Health in Berne in 2008 and 2010; the first international conference by the newly

created British Association for the Study of Spirituality (BASS), in Windsor, England, in

2010,  entitled  ‘Spirituality  in  a  Changing  World’.   BASS  will  hold  its  second

international conference in May 2012; the international conference on ‘Spirituality and

Education’  by  the  international  research  consortium,  Wellbeing,  Inter-culturality,  and

Spirituality in Education and Research (WISER) - made up of peer-reviewed members

and based at Dublin City University – and held at Dublin City University (DCU) in 2010

in conjunction with the School of Education at DCU, as well as All Hallows College,

Mater  Dei,  and  St.  Patrick’s  College,  which  specialise  in  theology,  spirituality  or

religious  studies,  and  which  are  linked  colleges  of   DCU;  the  Northern  Ireland

Association for Mental  Health (NIAMH) international  conference on ‘Spirituality and

Trauma’ in Belfast, Northern Ireland, in March 2011, and the ‘Mental Health, Practical

Theology and Spirituality’ conference at All Hallows College in June 2011. International

conferences have also begun to take place in India under the leadership of Prof.  Kurian

Kachappilly at Dharmaram College and Christ University, Bangalore.

Conclusion to this section

The evidence I have presented shows that there is a clear turn to the study of spirituality

as a university level teaching and research discipline in our time. Such a turn constitutes a



rich and accumulating resource of spiritual capital in societies which can be expected to

have an increasingly transformative effect on these societies over time as graduates of the

discipline, publications, and research activity, for example, make their presence felt.

A Field-Encompassing Field

The growth in interest in the academic study of spirituality is also now affecting the way

researchers in other subject areas and fields of endeavour are approaching their work. For

example, 2009 was the 200th anniversary of the birth of Charles Darwin and the 150 th

anniversary of his  Origins of Species, which revolutionized our self-understanding and

understanding of the world. According to a new book on Darwin by Adrian Desmond and

James Moore, Darwin's Sacred Cause: How a Hatred of Slavery Shaped Darwin's Views

on Human Evolution,28 his work as a scientist was not motivated simply by a desire for

truth about the natural world, but by a passionate commitment to social transformation in

relation to slavery. His desire to see slavery abolished led him to seek scientific evidence,

the authors argue, to support his faith in the biblical view that the whole human race

descended from common parents. If such evidence could be found the case against some

people making slaves of others would be strengthened.  It  was this  spiritual  quest for

scientific evidence that led him in the end to hold for the unity of all life: human, animal,

plant, etc.  

Another book on Darwin, Pilgrim on the Great Bird Continent by Lyanda Lynn

Haupt,29 also  makes  the  case  for  reading  his  work  through  attention  to  a  spiritual

dimension. Haupt, however, makes her case by attending to how shifts in Darwin’s self-

understanding unfolded through the cultivation of practices of attentiveness, observation,

being still,  and  patient  in  the  company of  other  life-forms.  These  practices  and their

formative  effect  on  his  consciousness  enabled  him  to  come  into  contemplative

communion with these life-forms and paved the way for his theoretical and scientific

breakthroughs  concerning  the  unity  of  all  life-forms.  Consider  the  following.

Commenting  in  his  notebook  on  the  Chucao  Tapacolo,  a  small  bird  in  the  wild  in

southern Uruguay, Darwin in 1833 writes: 
28 Adrian Desmond and James Moore, Darwin's Sacred Cause: How a Hatred of Slavery Shaped Darwin's 
Views on Human Evolution (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2009).
29 Lyanda Lynn Haupt, Pilgrim on the Great Bird Continent (New York: Little, Brown and Company, 
2006).



This bird frequents the most gloomy and retired spots in the humid forests … and
some times, although its cry may be heard, it cannot with the greatest attention be
seen; but generally by standing motionless, in the wood, it will approach within a
few feet, in the most familiar manner. 

‘Here,  in  patience,  in  stillness,’  Haupt  notes  of  Darwin’s  approach,  ‘the  birds  show

themselves and tell  their  secrets.   Their  stories are not shaken out of them beneath a

microscope but revealed, animal to animal, with a kind of earthen familiarity, on forest

soil’.30 

While  Haupt’s  writing  captures  very  well  a  contemplative  dimension  that,

according  to  Professor  Jim Malone,31 is  fairly  common  in  new areas  opening  up  in

science,  her observations about the use of a microscope misunderstands,  according to

Malone, the place of microscopes, telescopes, and indeed many other types of instrument

or scanner. For Malone, they are essentially extensions of the senses with which scientists

like him may spend many hours observing with something of contemplative openness to

whatever presents itself. Such experience with instruments, for Malone, is not dissimilar

to Darwin’s contemplative experience that Haupt writes about.32

Conclusion

The  newer  readings  of  Darwin’s  work,  and  the  experience  of  scientists  like  Malone

regarding  the  contemplative  practice  involved  in  working  well  with  scientific

instruments,  confirm what Sandra Schneiders,  a pioneering exponent,  holds about the

academic discipline of spirituality, namely, that it is a field-encompassing-field, a field

that reaches out and into other fields, such as natural science. These writers and scientists

indicate  that  spirituality  can  be conceived and studied in  ways  that  leave  no area  of

knowledge and life untouched. As a result scholars and practitioners in diverse settings

are coming to realize  that  this  new academic  discipline  is  a source of transformative

spiritual capital in society.  

30 Ibid., 86. 
31 Prof. Jim Malone is Professor Emeritus of Medical Physics and former Dean of the Medical School / 
Faculty of Health Sciences, Trinity College Dublin.
32 I am grateful to Professor Malone for this comment which he made to me in an email following the 
lecture which gave rise to this article.  See, too, his “Schrödinger in the Hand of God: A Reflection on the 
Painting,” Spirituality 9/50 (2003): 297-300.
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