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Connecting the Spiritual Life to Ethical Living:  
Some Thoughts from Bradley P. Holt’s Thirsty for God 

 
Christians typically think of spirituality as dealing with the interior 
life of prayer, meditation, contemplation, and possibly worship 
without connecting it to how they live their lives outwardly in the 
world. Bradley P. Holt, in his book, Thirsty for God: A Brief History 
of Christian Spirituality, is persistent in connecting inward spiritual 
experiences with outward expressions of Christian love and activity 
in the culture.  
 
 “It is important not to separate ethics from spirituality, lest 
spirituality be a private escape from the real world, a self-
fulfillment at the cost of others,” he says on page. “Ethics and 
spirituality belong together.”  
 
Origen, one of the early “church fathers,” actually coupled the 

ethical, theological, and spiritual, Holt says on page 36. Origen set forth three-stages of the 
Christian life—moral, natural, and contemplative. The first has to do with behavior, the second 
with the intellect, and the third with spiritual union with God. 
 
These are helpful connections today because it provides a balanced, holistic means of seeking 
to understand the Christian life. It also can break down some of the fears of and resistance to 
spirituality when it is simply seen as otherworldly experience often associated only with Eastern 
religions such as Hinduism and Buddhism. 
 
The ethical component connects to another of Holt’s emphases—the relationship of spirituality 
and Christian living to culture. “This book asserts that it is possible to be authentically Christian 
in any culture,” he said on page 96. “There will indeed be tension between Christianity and any 
culture …, but there will also be gifts that every culture can bring to the understanding of 
Christianity. …”  
 
Holt illustrates this in relation to the early years of Christian globalization on page 49 when he 
says, “Christianity in the early centuries developed in a number of cultures and was expressed 
somewhat differently in each of them. The foundational developments occurred not only in 
Greek and Latin contexts, but in Syriac and other lesser-known contexts.” This has happened in 
more recent decades as the churches in Africa and Asia have slipped the bonds of European 
Christianity with the passing of colonialism. 
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This is an important subtext to Holt’s book—that other cultures have much to offer in 
understanding Christian spirituality. The reason this is important is because of the 
Enlightenment’s impact on Western thought in general and Western Christianity in particular. 
Holt is convinced that the Enlightenment is what separates the West from the rest of the world. 
(84)  
 
“Missionaries from the North Atlantic countries generally taught Christianity on the basis of 
their own post-Enlightenment, modern assumptions and addressed their answers to the kinds 
of questions they were accustomed to at home,” Holt says on page 109. “Christianity became a 
classroom religion of many people. It taught reading and writing and the correct answers to the 
question in the catechism,  … but it often did not address the questions Africans raised.”  
 
Holt probably would say the same thing about questions raised in Latin America and Asia. 
Understanding such differences offers a way forward as East and West, North and South are 
more frequently being brought into contact with one another. The potential for a more fully 
orbed understanding of the spiritual life and Christianity in general is made possible by the 
coming together of cultures. 
 
The potential benefits of this can be illustrated by some speculation. Metaphors of light are 
often used to speak of God and spiritual understanding. There are related metaphors that 
speak of cleansed souls being made white as snow. There is nothing wrong with these 
metaphors, and they have often been seen as very helpful by Caucasians. On the other hand, 
darkness is often associated with evil. There is nothing wrong with such metaphors, but what 
impact does such imagery have on darker-skinned persons?  
 
Then, in Thirsty for God, the reader encounters a European mystic, John of the Cross, who uses 
the “dark night” as a metaphor to “describe the inability of the intellect to grasp God and to 
describe the experience of the soul on its journey to the mountaintop, to union with God.” (81) 
Suddenly, the light-skinned person is jarred with a new way of seeing darkness, and the dark-
skinned person is brightened with a positive image relating darkness to intimacy with God. Such 
things are important in bridging cultural barriers. 
 
The author helps break down another misconception of spirituality when he speaks of its 
communal aspects. Part of spiritual practice includes heavy doses of solitude, silence, and 
stillness, but this is not the whole picture, Holt says. Christian spirituality is “not only personal 
but communal,” he says on page 20. “The Bible does not know of separating individuals from 
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the people of Israel or from the church; our relations with God are as members of a body, not 
as isolated individuals.”  
 
And this connects spirituality to corporate worship. The church began this way in its earliest 
years as it adapted Jewish synagogue worship to a Christian context. Worship was next 
exercised in small groups and eventually in large congregations. (26) Holt points out that 
corporate worship is the primary means of spirituality in the Anglican tradition. The importance 
of corporate worship is one of the ways in which Christian spirituality is differentiated from 
Hindu and Buddhist spirituality.  
 
One of the most helpful aspects of Holt’s text is his discussion of various metaphors of 
spirituality. It is impossible to delineate them all here, but he groups the metaphors in helpful 
patterns. For instance, the process of Christian living is illustrated by growth, unification, and 
healing, which all describe gradual changes. (125) Each conveys different nuances of Christian 
living, and they become even more powerful when considered together. Each stands alone, but 
each gives richer meaning to the spirituality behind Christian living. 
 
Today’s North American culture has a high degree of openness to spirituality. It generally 
reflects dissatisfaction with organized religion coupled with a sense that there is more to reality 
than can be comprehended through reason and the sciences. This presents an opportunity for 
those interested in pursuing the New Testament Great Commission of making disciples of 
Christ. When Christians realize that “organized” is not the most important adjective to modify 
the noun “religion,” that “spiritual” may be the most essential modifier, then the church of 
Jesus Christ may stand ready again to have a substantial impact not only on people’s spiritual 
lives but on their cultural lives, as well. 
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