
There is a grow ing hun ger among
Chris tians who are dis sat is fied with
the dead re li gi os ity of many churches 

to day, es pe cially in the West. Many long
for a deep per sonal re la tion ship with God
and be lieve that this is best at tained through 
per sonal ef forts to achieve ho li ness of
thought and ac tion. In many churches cell
groups are spring ing up which of fer
op por tu ni ties for close-knit fel lowship and
the prac tic ing of spir i tual dis ci plines such
as prayer and study ing Scrip ture. Some are
in cor po rat ing cer tain med i ta tive and
contem pla tive ex er cises into their groups,
even stress ing the need to study the lives of
early Chris tian mys tics as a means to learn
how to pray and med i tate. 

Ac tively pro mot ing the re vival of the
med i ta tive and con tem pla tive tra di tions
among main line Chris tians to day is
Renovaré (pro nounced ren-o-var-ay, Latin
mean ing “to make new spir i tu ally”),
founded by pseudo-psychologist Rich ard J.
Fos ter.

Like John Wimber of Vine yard In ter -
na tional Min is tries, it is out of the re li gious
tra di tions of the Quak ers that Fos ter has
come with the mes sage that to day’s Chris -
tians are miss ing out on some won der ful
spiri tual expe ri ences that can be found only 
by study ing and prac tic ing the med i ta tive
and con tem pla tive life style. 

Co-directing Renovaré at its start was
Wil liam L. Vaswig, a Lu theran minis ter
whose ex pe ri ence in the re li gious dis ci plines 
was gained through the Shalem In sti tute for
Spir i tual For ma tion in Wash ing ton D.C. 

Sev eral well-known and in fluen tial
lead ers within Chris tian ity are, or have
been, in volved with Renovaré, in clud ing
such no ta bles as Lloyd John Ogilvie, Jack
Hayford, G. Ray mond Carlson (Gen eral
Su per in ten dent of the As sem blies of God),
Da vid Hub bard (Pres i dent of Fuller Theo -
log i cal Sem i nary), Jamie Buckingham, An -
thony Campolo, J.I. Packer, John Wimber,
Da vid and Ka ren Mains, and C. Pe ter Wag -
ner, to men tion just a few. For this rea son, I 
felt it nec es sary to take an in-depth look at
what Renovaré is all about. In or der to do
so, it is nec es sary that we first set the his -
tor i cal per spec tive for such a group.

HIS TOR I CAL BACK GROUND

With the ex pan sion of the Holy
Ro man Em pire be gin ning with
Constantine in the fourth cen tury,

the Word of God be gan to take a back seat
to spir i tual ex er cises ac quired from the
pa gan cul tures that were as sim i lated into
the ad vancing “Chris ten dom.” While through
the centuries West ern Civ i li za tion under
Protestantism main tained a quasi-biblical
ethic for sound prin ci ples of busi ness,
gov ern ment, ed u ca tion and so cial iza tion, it
was never truly lib er ated from the tra di tions 
of un re gen er ate peo ple forced into Ro man

Ca thol i cism at the point of the spear and,
later, the muz zles of the gun and canon. 

Be cause un re gen er ate men ruled
through the hi er ar chi cal struc ture of the Ro -
man Church, phys i cal force was em ployed
as a means of ad vanc ing the pa pal man date
for world do min ion. Be ing re li gious men,
how ever, it was in cum bent upon them to
as suage their bloody con sciences through
the prac tice of per sonal self-denial. It was
as if all the atroc i ties com mit ted in the
name of Je sus would be made ac cept able to 
God if the men re spon si ble for those atroc i -
ties could bathe their con sciences in mo -
ments of spir i tual re newal. 

The Scrip tures not of fer ing any such
means for salv ing one’s con science apart

from to tal re pen tance, it became in cum bent
upon the re li gious ty rants to de vise ways to
pla cate God. Cer tain pa gan cul tures into
which they ad vanced of fered such ways
through as cetic re li gious tra di tions. This
gave a mind to the Roman prel ates to es tab -
lish monas ter ies where whole or ders of
monks could study and prac tice the med i ta -
tive and con tem pla tive tra di tions of the
church’s pa gan conquests. Con tact with
Asian na tions through trade ex posed Chris -
ten dom to Bud dhist med i ta tion. It is no co -
in ci dence that the garb and re li gious
prac tices of Roman Cath o lic monks is al -
most identi cal to that of Bud dhist monks. 

The as ceti cism adopted from east ern
re ligion de vel oped into vows of pov erty,
chas tity and obe di ence which were even tu -
ally forced upon any one who de sired to
serve God through the re li gious or ders of
Ro man Ca thol icism. Mon as teries and con -
vents (nun ner ies) pro vided op por tu ni ties
for those who wished to deny them selves
full-time in the be lief that they were ded i -
cat ing their lives en tirely to Christ. The
mon as ter ies and con vents also pro vided
spiri tual ha vens for other re li gious and lay
per sons to es cape part-time from the “de -
monic” phys i cal realm and its cares, and to
sub mit to the spir i tual dis ci plines of a par -
tic ular or der of monks or nuns. 

For Ro man Ca thol i cism these spir i tual
tra di tions have re mained in tact through out
the cen turies. Mon as teries and nun ner ies
continue to ex ist to pro vide in struc tion in
the med i ta tive and con tem pla tive dis ci -
plines. Spir i tual re treats are com mon
among Ro man Cath o lics who seek re lief
from the stress of ev ery day cares. 

Among non-Catholic Chris tians these
contem pla tive tra di tions have played a rel a -
tively mi nor role for cen turies. Some, of
late, are la ment ing this fact. They wish to
re turn to what they call “the great con tem -
pla tive tra di tions of early Chris tian ity.” But 
these tra di tions are nei ther first-century
Chris tian nor bib li cal in or i gin. They are
Ro man Cath o lic, adopted from pa gan tra di -
tions. When pro po nents of this “re turn”
speak of “early Chris tian ity” they re ally
mean the apos tate tra di tions that led to Ro -
man Ca thol i cism.

RICH ARD J. FOSTER

Richard J. Fos ter is per haps best
known among main stream Chris tians 
for his best-selling book,

Cel e bra tion of Dis ci pline: The Path to
Spir i tual Growth (Harper & Row,
Publishers). In Cel e bra tion, Foster la ments
su per fi ci al ity as “the curse of our age.” He
ex poses the crass ma te ri al ism of mo dern
civ i li za tion as a hin drance to one’s
re la tion ship to God, and calls for deeper
spiri tu al ity to mark the life style of the
be liever in Je sus Christ. That deeper
spiri tu al ity, he says, can be at tained through 
the prac tice of spir i tual “Dis ci plines” which 
Fos ter main tains marked the truly spiri tual
gi ants of Chris tian ity. These dis ci plines
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in clude prayer, med i ta tion, fast ing and study,
which Fos ter calls the “In ward Dis ci plines.”
He also of fers “Out ward Dis ci plines” of
sim plic ity, sol i tude, sub mission and service,
and “Cor po rate Dis ci plines” of con fession,
wor ship, guid ance and cel e bra tion. 

There is much in Fos ter’s book with
which bib li cally-oriented Chris tians would
agree. But there are prob lems with the
meth od olo gies as cribed to some of these
dis ci plines. We will deal with these prob -
lems in depth as we prog ress, but it would
help to cite some spe cific ar eas with which
we find prob lems with Fos ter’s un der stand -
ing of what con sti tute spir i tual dis ci plines.
Med i ta tion 

One im portant area where we find
Foster’s un derstand ing lack ing is in that of
med i ta tion:

Then there are those who feel
that the Chris tian idea of med i ta tion 
is syn ony mous with the con cept of
med i ta tion cen tered in East ern re li -
gion. In re al ity they stand worlds
apart. East ern med i ta tion is an at -
tempt to empty the mind; Chris tian
med i ta tion is an at tempt to empty
the mind in or der to fill it. The two
ideas are rad i cally dif fer ent. 

All East ern forms of med i ta -
tion stress the need to be come de -
tached from the world. There is an
em pha sis upon los ing personhood
and in di vid u al ity and merg ing with
the Cos mic Mind. There is a long -
ing to be re leased from the bur dens
and pains of this life and be caught
up in a pool of cos mic con scious -
ness. De tach ment is the fi nal goal of 
East ern re li gion. It is an es cap ing
from the mis er a ble wheel of ex is -
tence. There is no God to be at -
tached to or to hear from. Zen and
Yoga are pop u lar forms of this ap -
proach. Transcen den tal Med i ta tion
has the same Buddhist roots but in
its West ern form is some thing of an
ab er ra tion. In its pop u lar form TM
is med i ta tion for the ma te ri al ist.
You do not need to be lieve in the
spir i tual realm in the least to prac -
tice it. It is merely a method of con -
trol ling the brain waves in or der to
im prove your phys i o log i cal and
emo tional well-being. More ad -
vanced forms of TM do in volve the
spir i tual na ture, and then it takes on
ex actly the same char ac teris tics of
other East ern re li gions. 

Chris tian med i ta tion goes far
be yond the no tion of de tach ment.
There is need for de tach ment—
“sab bath of con tem pla tion” as Pe ter
of Celles, a Ben edic tine monk of the 
twelfth cen tury, put it. But we must
go on to at tach ment. The de tach -
ment from the con fu sion all around
us in order to have a richer at tach -

ment to God and to other hu man be -
ings. Chris tian med i tation leads us
to the in ner whole ness neces sary to
give our selves to God freely, and to
the spiri tual per cep tion nec es sary to
at tack so cial evils. In this sense it is
the most prac ti cal of all the Disci -
plines.l (empha sis Fos ter’s)

Fos ter at tempts to paint a dis tinc tion
be tween his brand of “Chris tian” med i ta -
tion and east ern re li gious med i ta tion by
say ing that the dif fer ence is that “Chris tian” 
med i ta tion is an at tempt to empty the mind
in or der to fill it. Well, so is east ern re li -
gious med i ta tion, which we will see later.
But even if true, what hap pens dur ing the
in terim while one is wait ing for his mind to
be filled? Fos ter does n’t say. While Fos ter
cau tions against view ing med i ta tion as an
east ern mys ti cal ex er cise, his de scrip tion of 
“Chris tian” med i ta tion as he sees it is iden -
ti cal to that of east ern mys ti cism.

There is no “law” that pre scribes 
a cor rect posture. The Bi ble con tains
ev ery thing from lying pros trate on the 
floor to standing with hands and head 
lifted toward the heav ens. The lo tus
po si tion of East ern re li gion is sim ply
an other ex ample—not a law of pos -
ture. The best ap proach would be to
find a po si tion that is the most com -
fort able and the least dis tract ing, The
de light ful four teenth-century mys tic,
Rich ard Rolle, fa vored sit ting, “…be -
cause I knew that I…lon ger
lasted…than go ing, or stand ing or
kneel ing. For [in] sit ting I am most at
rest, and my heart most upward.” I
quite agree, and find it best to sit in a
straight chair, with the back cor rectly
po si tioned in the chair and both feet
flat on the floor. To slouch in di cates
in at ten tion and to cross the legs re -
stricts the cir cula tion. Place the hands 
on the knees, palms up in a ges ture of 
re cep tiv ity. Some times it is good to
close the eyes in or der to re move dis -
trac tions and cen ter the at ten tion on
the liv ing Christ. At other times it is
help ful to pon der a pic ture of the
Lord or look out at the lovely trees
and plants for the same pur pose, Re -
gard less of how it is done, the aim is
to cen ter the at ten tion of the body, the 
emo tions, the mind and the spirit
upon “the glory of God in the face of
Christ” (2 Cor. 4:6).2

Fos ter is cor rect that there is no “law”
of pos ture. In fact, much New Age med i ta -
tion takes ex actly the same ap proach as
Fos ter de scribes, some even med i tate upon
Je sus as Mas ter. What, then, is the dif fer -
ence be tween Fos ter’s de scrip tion of Chris -
tian med i ta tion and that of the New Age or
east ern mys ti cism? Al though Fos ter of fers
what he says “the Bi ble con tains” as pos -
tures for med i ta tion, he fails to cite any bib -
li cal in stances. Strangely, the Bi ble is

rel a tively si lent about pos ture, but med i ta -
tion is al most al ways re lated to med i ta tion
on (study of) God’s Word (Joshua 1:8;
Psalms 1:2; 119:15; 23; 48; 78; 97; 148; I
Tim o thy 4: 15). In two in stances, the
Psalm ist speaks of med i tat ing on the works
of God (Psalms 77:12; 143:5). But no where 
in Scrip ture are spe cific in struc tions on
posture re lated. Nor is medi ta tion on a pic -
ture al leging to be that of Je sus men tioned.
Nor is med i ta tion on trees, plants, or na ture
men tioned. When the Psalm ist said he med -
i tates on the works of God, he is merely
say ing that he thinks about God’s glory
which is de clared by the heav ens (Psalms
19:1). He did not prac tice emp tying of his
mind whether for fill ing or not.

But am I wrong in as sess ing Fos ter’s
meth od ology for med i ta tion as un scrip -
tural? His use of imag i na tion as es sen tial to 
med i ta tion re veals how un scrip tural it is:

The in ner world of med i ta tion
is most eas ily entered through the
door of the imag ina tion. We fail to -
day to ap preci ate its tre men dous
power. The imagi na tion is stronger
than the con ceptual thought and
stron ger than the will. In the West,
our ten dency to de ify the mer its of
ra tio nal ism—and it does have merit
—has caused us to ig nore the value
of the imag i na tion. 

Some rare in di vid u als may be
able to con template in an imageless
void, but most of us need to be more 
deeply rooted in the senses. Jesus
taught this way, making con stant
ap peal to the imag i nation and the
senses. In In tro duc tion to the De -
vout Life, Fran cis de Sales wrote:

“By means of the imag i nation
we con fine our mind within the mys -
tery on which we med i tate, that it not
ram ble to and fro, just as we shut up a 
bird in a cage or tie a hawk by his
leash so that he may rest on the hand.
Some may perhaps tell you that it is
better to use the sim ple thought of
faith and to con ceive the sub ject in a
man ner en tirely men tal and spir i tual
in the rep re sen ta tion of the mys ter ies,
or else to imag ine that the things take
place in your own soul. This method
is too sub tle for begin ners.”

We sim ply must be come con -
vinced of the im por tance of think ing 
and ex pe ri enc ing in images. It came 
so sponta ne ously to us as chil dren,
but for years we have been trained
to dis regard the imagi na tion, even
to fear it. In his au to biog ra phy C.G.
Jung describes how diffi cult it was
for him to hum ble him self and once
again play the imag i nation games of 
a child, and the value of that ex peri -
ence. Just as chil dren need to learn
to think log i cally, adults need to re -
discover the mag i cal re al ity of the
imag i nation. 
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Ignatius of Loyola in his Spir i -
tual Ex er cises con stantly encour -
aged his read ers to vi su al ize the
Gos pel sto ries. Ev ery con tem pla tion 
he gave was de signed to open up the 
imag i na tion. He even in cluded a
med i ta tion en ti tled “ap pli ca tion of
the senses,” which is an attempt to
help us uti lize all five senses as we
picture the Gos pel events, His thin
vol ume of med i tation ex er cises with 
its stress on the imag i na tion had tre -
men dous im pact for good upon the
six teenth cen tury.3

I’ll say Ignatius of Loyola’s med i tation 
ex er cises had a tre men dous im pact upon
the six teenth cen tury, but it was n’t for
good. Ignatius of Loyola’s Je suit or der un -
der his per sonal di rec tion was re sponsi ble
for the mar tyr dom of count less num bers of
God’s saints who would not bow the knee
to the pa pal de mand for uncon di tional obe -
di ence.

It is re mark able that, in or der to sub -
stan ti ate his model of med i ta tion, Fos ter
does not cite a sin gle Scrip ture to val i date 
it; but he cites un godly men from Ignatius 
of Loyola to Carl Jung. Fos ter’s in sis -
tence upon the imag i na tion as es sen tial to
med i ta tion takes one out of the realm of
God’s re al ity—es pe cially the re al ity and
proper un der stand ing of His Word—into
the sub jec tive realm of one’s own
misperceptions of what con sti tutes proper 
ser vice to God.

Proper ser vice to God is not based on
subjec tive whims of one’s imag i na tion. It is 
based upon God’s inerrant Word. The only
valid ser vice to God (and this includes our
ex er cise of spiri tual dis ci plines) is that ser -
vice which God or dains. To of fer what He
has not or dained is to offer strange fire.
And God’s wrath abides upon those who
of fer strange fire as it did upon Nadab and
Abihu (Le vit i cus 10:1-3; Num bers 3:4),
and upon Saul (I Samuel 13:8-14). 

Do not think that God will honor ser -
vice that He has not or dained. Though we
build to Him an al tar of good in ten tions that 
rises to the clouds He will not an swer (I
Sam uel 14:35-37). He may wink at our
trans gres sions for a time, but if we per sist
in them with out re pen tance, the day of
reck on ing will come. 

Fos ter’s med i ta tion ex er cises are no -
where or dained by God’s Word. And that is 
the only place to which we may look for
guid ance. His use of terms to de scribe his
ex er cises are like wise not found in Scrip -
ture, but are con sis tent with New Age ter -
mi nol ogy: 

This time is for learn ing to
“cen ter down,” or what the con tem -
pla tives of the Mid dle Ages called
“re-collection.” It is a time to be -
come still, to en ter into the rec re at ing 
si lence, to al low the frag men ta tion of 
our minds to be come centered.4 

The term “cen ter down” is a New Age
ref er ence to remain ing ab so lutely still in
mind and body, fo cus ing on the si lence of
the uni verse—what Fos ter calls “the rec re -
at ing si lence.” This “rec re at ing si lence” is
it self New Age ter mi nol ogy that has noth -
ing to do with the re al ity of God. 

Ad her ents to Fos ter’s meth od ol ogy
would ar gue that terms are not owned by
any par tic u lar move ment. If they fit the de -
scrip tion of a valid spir i tual ex er cise there
is ev ery good rea son for Chris tians to use
them. To this I would an swer in the af fir -
ma tive ex cept for two ma jor con sid er ations: 
1) how did such ter mi nol ogy en ter into the
churches if those who brought it in did not
learn it from study ing New Age dis ci -
plines? 2) In tro duc tion of such terms is at
best con fus ing, but most likely re flects on
the true be lief sys tem of those who in sist
upon us ing them. 

It is one thing to in sist on us ing a bib li -
cal term that has been per verted by some
ab er rant sys tem of be lief; it is an other thing 
en tirely to adopt ter mi nol ogy that orig i -
nated in some ab errant sys tem of be lief. As
we fur ther ex am ine Fos ter’s in struc tions on 
med i ta tion af ter hav ing “cen tered down,”
we find more unbiblical teach ings that are
closely akin to New Age mys ti cism, even
pan the ism: 

Af ter you have gained some
profi ciency in cen ter ing down, add
a five- to ten-minute med i ta tion on
some aspect of the creation. Choose
some thing in the cre ated or der: tree, 
plant, bird, leaf, cloud, and each day 
pon der it care fully and prayer fully.
God who made the heav ens and the
earth uses His cre ation to show us
some thing of His glory and give us
some thing of His life, “The sim plest 
and old est way…in which God
man i fests Him self is…through and
in the earth it self. And He still
speaks to us through the earth and
the sea, the birds of the air and the
lit tle living crea tures upon the earth, 
if we can but quiet our selves to lis -
ten.” We should not by pass this
means of God’s grace, for as Evelyn 
Underhill warns:

“To elude na ture, to refuse her
friend ship, and at tempt to leap the
river of life in the hope of find ing
God on the other side, is the com -
mon er ror of a per verted
mysticality.… So you are to be gin
with that first form of con tem plation 
which the old mys tics some times
called the ‘dis covery of God in His
crea tures.’”5 

Fos ter fur ther convolutes re al ity by
sug gest ing that we can usher Je sus into our
pres ence through the use of our imag i na -
tions: 

As you en ter the story, not as a
passive ob server but as an ac tive
participant, re mem ber that since

Je sus lives in the Eternal Now and
is not bound by time, this event in
the past is a liv ing pres ent-tense ex -
pe ri ence for Him. Hence, you can
ac tu ally en coun ter the liv ing Christ
in the event, be ad dressed by His
voice and be touched by His heal ing 
power. It can be more than an ex er -
cise of the imag i na tion; it can be a
genu ine con fron ta tion. Je sus Christ
will ac tu ally come to you.6 (em pha -
sis Fos ter’s) 
One can no more ac tu ally bring Je sus

into his pres ence through such fig ments of
one’s imag i na tion than a Cath o lic priest can
change wine into the ac tual blood of Je sus.
The Lord can not be ma nip u lated by our
whims of fancy. And con trary to Fos ter’s
mysti cal ru mi na tions, Je sus ex ists at the right
hand of the Fa ther dur ing this pres ent time.
Those who think of eter nity as “time less” do
not un derstand the re al ity of God’s na ture or
of His domain. Time does ex ist in eter nity,
and I would chal lenge Fos ter to show us from 
Scrip ture where this is not true. 

Be cause God knows the be gin ning
from the end does not mean that He is per -
pet u ally ex ist ing in ev ery mil lisec ond of
time. This fan ci ful con cept is con ve nient
for those who want to ma nip u late re al ity
with their par ticu lar brand of witch craft, but 
it has noth ing to do with God. We can not
al ter the past and we have lit tle in fluence
upon the fu ture apart from what God or -
dains for us to have. 

For those still un con vinced that Fos ter’s 
medi ta tion ex er cises are un scrip tural and
rooted in New Age phi los ophy (con trary to
his de nial), I would ask where God’s Word
in structs His peo ple to en gage in as tral pro -
jec tion and to teach oth ers to do so.

A fourth form of med i ta tion
has as its ob jec tive to bring you into 
a deep in ner com mu nion with the
Fa ther where you look at Him and
He looks at you. In your imag i na -
tion, pic ture your self walk ing along
a lovely for est path. Take your time, 
al low ing the blar ing noise of our
modern meg a lop o lis to be over taken 
by the sound of rus tling leaves and
cool for est streams. Af ter ob serving
your self for a bit, take the per spec -
tive of one walk ing, rather than the
one ob served. Try to feel the breeze
upon your face as if it were gently
blow ing away all anx i ety. Stop
along the way to pon der the beauty
of flow ers and birds. When you are
able to ex pe ri ence the scene with all 
your senses, the path breaks out
onto a lovely knoll. Walk out into
the lush large meadow en cir cled by
stately pines. Af ter ex plor ing the
meadow for a time, lie down on
your back look ing up at blue sky
and white clouds. En joy the sights
and smells. Thank the Lord for the
beauty. 
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Af ter awhile there is a deep
yearn ing within to go into the upper
re gions be yond the clouds. In your
imag i na tion al low your spir i tual
body, shin ing with light, to rise out of 
your phys i cal body. Look back so
that you can see your self ly ing in the
grass and re as sure your body that you 
will re turn mo men tarily. Imag ine
your spir i tual self, alive and vi brant,
ris ing up through the clouds and into
the strato sphere. Ob serve your phys i -
cal body, the knoll, and the for est
shrink as you leave the earth. Go
deeper and deeper into outer space
un til there is noth ing ex cept the warm 
pres ence of the eter nal Cre ator. Rest
in His pres ence. Lis ten qui etly, an tic i -
pating the un an tici pated. Note care -
fully any in struc tion given. With time 
and ex pe ri ence you will be able to
dis tin guish readily be tween mere hu -
man thought that may bub ble up to
the con scious mind and the True
Spirit which in wardly moves upon
the heart. Do not be sur prised if the
in struc tion is ter ri bly prac ti cal and not 
in the least what you thought of as
“spir i tual.” Do not be dis ap pointed if
no words come; like good friends,
you are si lently en joy ing the com -
pany of each other. When it is time
for you to leave, au dibly thank the
Lord for His good ness and re turn to
the meadow. Walk joy fully back
along the path un til you re turn home
full of new life and en ergy.7

Paul tells us that we may come boldly
be fore the throne of grace for our pe ti tions.
But He did not mean we should prac tice as -
tral pro jec tion to do so.

In later edi tions of Cel e bra tion of Dis -
ci pline this por tion has been ex punged. But
if it is of God, why was it not left in, in
spite of the contro versy it caused? If Fos ter
came to re al ize his sin in urg ing Chris tians
to ex er cise this witch ery, why did he not
pub licly repent and ex plain why it is no
lon ger in his book? Would that not be the
scrip tural thing to do?

In an tic i pa tion of claims by Fos ter’s
ad her ents that this is not as tral pro jec tion
be cause it was all in the imag i nation, I will
re mind them that Fos ter says that through
the imag i na tion you can “ac tually en coun -
ter the liv ing Christ in the event, be ad -
dressed by His voice and be touched by His 
heal ing power. Je sus will ac tu ally come to
you.” Since he be lieves the imag ina tion can 
cre ate re al ity to the point of bring ing Jesus
down to us, does it not stand to rea son that
as tral pro jec tion into God’s pres ence is
meant to be just as much a re al ity? 

As tral projec tion is purely east ern
mys ti cal and New Age. It has noth ing to do 
with bib li cal prayer or med i ta tion. Even

New Age prac ti tio ners warn of the dan gers
in her ent to such a prac tice. They are well
aware that leav ing one’s body, whether ac -
tu ally or in their imag i na tions, opens it to
pos ses sion by other en ti ties, whether
“good” or evil. There is even spec u la tion
that some who have had near-death and
other out-of-body ex pe ri ences have not re -
turned, but have had fa mil iar spir its take
over their bod ies. Whether or not this is
true, the fact re mains that Fos ter’s med i ta -
tion ex er cises have noth ing to do with
scrip tural med i ta tion. 

Those who fol low these in struc tions
leave them selves open to ter ri ble de cep tion
by de monic spir its. 
Dis claimers 

Both Fos ter and Vaswig, who re mains
on the Min is try Team, in sist that the Cross
of Christ and the Res ur rec tion must be cen -
tral to their spir i tual ex er cises: 

Je sus Christ is the cen ter of
what we’re talk ing about. We make
Christ and the Resur rection the
great cen ter pole.8

Keeping com pany with the
least of these my breth ren—the hun -
gry and the hurt ing—the people
with out jobs—the ones without
med i cal care—these out casts of our
so ci ety. In the midst of that car ing
(and it’s im por tant—this is an im -
por tant statement!), in the midst of
that car ing we do not cease to do
what only the Church can do: tell
them about Je sus!

There are all kinds of won der -
ful or gani za tions that min is ter to the 
poor, but only the Church of Jesus
Christ—the Body of Christ—can
tell them about Je sus! And we’ll
never, we must never, put that on
the back burner.9

This is, of course, true. Many Chris -
tians wish to serve God by serv ing oth ers,
but fail to min is ter the Gos pel in the pro -
cess. Yet at the risk of seem ing con ten tious
even while in agree ment with Fos ter and
Vaswig on this point, it is not pos si ble to
keep Je sus as the cen tral fo cus of any min -
is try if, in that min is try, we in cor po rate
unbiblical prac tices and phi los o phies.

Fos ter’s dis claim ers aside, the fact re -
mains that the dis ci plines he of fers, in the
man ner he of fers them, are unbiblical.

The ques tion we should ask those who
pro mote un scrip tural teach ings and prac -
tices in the name of Je sus is, of which Je sus 
are they speak ing? Paul states that there are 
those who preach a Je sus other than the
Je sus he preached (II Co rin thi ans 11:4).
The Je sus of the Bi ble is not the Je sus of
those who teach unbiblical phi los o phies.
One may say that Je sus is the cen ter of his
work, but by stray ing from bib li cal truth, or 
by in cor po rat ing pa gan meth od ol o gies, he
has ef fectively re moved Je sus not only
from the cen ter, but from the scene en tirely.

Why is this so? Be cause God tells us
that He has ex alted His Word above His
own name (Psalms 138:2); the in teg rity of
His name is linked in ex tri ca bly to the in teg -
rity of His Word. To in cor po rate unbiblical
prac tices as a means to spir i tual growth is
to say that God’s Word is in suf ficient in its
in struc tions for our re la tion ship to the
Fa ther. This is con trary to Scrip ture: 

All Scrip ture is given by in spi -
ra tion of God, and is prof itable for
doc trine, for re proof, for cor rec tion, 
for in struc tion in righ teous ness: 

That the man of God may be
per fect, throughly fur nished unto all 
good works. (II Tim o thy 3:16-17) 
When Je sus es tab lished the New Cov e -

nant He es tab lished all the terms of that
cove nant as contained in the writings of the 
apos tles. I am not aware that He has es tab -
lished yet an other cove nant with new terms, 
new rev e la tions or new meth od ol o gies that
lead to spir i tual ma tu rity. 

Is it merely ac ci den tal that no where in
His Word does God in struct His peo ple in
such pa gan mys ti cal prac tices as vi su al iza -
tion and med i tation of the east ern re li gious
type? No. God has pur posely main tained a
dis tinc tion be tween His re quire ments for
His peo ple and the re li gious prac tices of the 
world. He knows how vul ner a ble we are to
evil and how Sa tan can come to us as an
an gel of light. When we stray from the
guide lines set forth in His Word, or at tempt 
to meld into our ser vice prac tices and be -
liefs not clearly es poused in His Word, we
leave ourselves open to de cep tion. Scrip -
ture warns us not to learn the way of the
heathen (Jer e miah 10:2). 

God does n’t think the way man thinks. 
Most of man’s re li gious tra di tions are based 
upon what man thinks will please God
(how ever man per ceives Him), and are
more suited to pla cat ing man’s spiri tual
needs. Man’s re li gious tra di tions—even
“Chris tian” tra di tions—are pred i cated upon 
the be lief that the ma te rial as pect of our na -
ture is evil—or at least less than ac cept able
to God. Con versely, the spir i tual as pect is
consid ered good and ac cept able to God re -
gard less of the or i gin. 

This er rone ous as sump tion has led to
the for mation of re ligious sects—Chris tian
and non-Christian—which stress out ward
forms of pi ety, prac tices of self-denial (as -
cet icism), and good works. Adher ents to
these sects per ceive that these prac tices
help them feel more holy and closer to God. 
Within the Chris tian tra di tion it is be lieved
that, since God is Spirit, and they which
wor ship Him must do so in spirit and in
truth (John 4:24), it is some how nec essary
for us to deny our phys i cal na ture and to set 
aside our minds in or der to truly wor ship
God. The idea is that one should empty his
mind so that God can fill it. Not that pro po -
nents of unbiblical prac tices would say that
wor ship with the mind is to tally un ac cept -
able. They say it’s just not as ef fec tive as
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when we set our minds aside and just med i -
tate or con tem plate with out ra tio nal thought.

It is true that the un re generate mind
has en mity against God. So it is nat u ral that 
un re gen er ate re li gious men would de vise
tra di tions and prac tices that would ap pear
holy while in fact being con trary to scrip -
tural in struc tion in wor ship. For ex am ple,
east ern mys ti cal prac tices of medi ta tion are
de signed to al ter the brain waves in a man -
ner that closes out the world and ush ers the
meditator into the pres ence of the “di vine.” 

Yet even these ex er cises can not fully
di vorce one from his mind, sim ply be cause
they re quire the mind to be ex er cised in
some special way. They of ten incor po rate
vi su al iza tion of some de ity, or of some
spiri tual ac tiv ity or ac tion (such as heal ing)
that the meditator wants ac com plished. 

Un fortu nately, all these ex er cises serve 
to do is open the way to de monic in flu ences 
that as suage the conscience with feel ings of 
eu pho ria and even “love” em a nat ing from
the pres ence that has in vaded the con -
scious ness. This eu pho ria is be lieved to val -
i date that the per son is on the right spiri tual
path. It may re sult in vi sions, out-of-body
ex pe ri ences, stig mata, lev i tation, even heal -
ings and other seeming mir a cles. 

While ac knowl edg ing Fos ter’s and
Vaswig’s good in ten tions, it is nev er the less
nec es sary that we exam ine their teachings
and prac tices from a bib li cal per spec tive. In 
so do ing, we hope our readers will come to
a deeper un derstand ing of the dan gers in -
her ent in these spir i tual dis ci plines. 

RENOV ARE’S PUR POSE 

It is Rich ard Fos ter’s con ten tion that the
churches to day are “ane mic” because
Chris tian ity in the West is frag mented.

He lik ens the work of Renovaré to that of
the Holy Spirit bringing the many streams
of Chris tian thought and prac tice into a
sin gle, mighty rush ing river, sim i lar to the
great Missis sippi River be ing the prod uct of 
other, smaller rivers merg ing: 

All of us in this room are spir i -
tu ally ane mic. And it is n’t our fault,
re ally. I mean it is the prod uct of the 
de vel op ment of Chris tian ity in the
West in our cen tury, be cause we
have been isolated from each other. 

There’ll be one lit tle stream
over here, say, of an em pha sis upon
ho li ness—a good em pha sis, a bib li -
cal em pha sis, a Chris tian em phasis.
But it’s been iso lated from the
whole coun sel of God. And then
over here would be an other lit tle
stream per haps of con cern about so -
cial jus tice, con cern for the poor,
concern for sha lom. It’s a good em -
pha sis, it’s a right em pha sis, it’s a
bib li cal em pha sis, it’s a Christian
em pha sis. But it’s iso lated and cut
off by it self, and not re ceiv ing
strength that can come from the
other great streams. 

And that is the way that Chris -
tian ity has de vel oped in all of our
lifetimes, and we are the prod ucts of 
that kind of ex pe ri ence. Little rivers
off by themselves—they’re not bad. 
But they lack the strength and the
whole ness that co mes from the full
coun sel of God. And we’re all af -
fected by this cul tural phe nom e non. 

I’m af fected by it. You’re af -
fected by it. None of us are left un -
touched by this re al ity But what I
want to say to you to night is that all
of that is chang ing. That spir i tual
centri fuge that I talked about last
night is break ing open all kinds of
new op por tu ni ties of life and power.

His torically we have seen won -
derful com bi na tions like this in the
past, in groups like the early Fran -
ciscan Friars Mi nor, the early
Quaker evange lists, the early Meth -
od ist cir cuit rid ers, and many other
groups. But this pow er ful com bi na -
tion has not hap pened in our cen -
tury. Not in this coun try. 

You see, we’re such rug ged in -
di vid u al ists that we have not al -
lowed this kind of thing to hap pen
in our life times. 

But, you see, things are chang -
ing. God is afoot. Wonder ful things
are be gin ning to open up among us.
For the first time, we’re be ing able
to lis ten to each other, and to learn
from each other. And this is not
some kind of syn cre tis tic re li gion of 
the low est com mon de nom ina tor.
Oh, no! This is a move ment of re -
newal that holds high the lord ship
of Je sus Christ and gives spe cific
content to that as Dal las [Wil lard]
tried to do that this af ter noon. It’s
committed to his toric Christian
faith. And it’s seek ing to live out
the re ality of Chris tian dis ci ple ship
in the midst of daily life.10

Renovaré’s mes sage is ba si cally the
same as that upon which all the ab er rant
“Chris tian” cults and var i ous “res to ra tion”
mes sages are built: the Body of Christ has
failed to reach its full po ten tial be cause it is 
frag mented. The rea son for the
misperception that the Body of Christ has
failed is that those who es pouse this be lief
equate the vis i ble church or ga ni za tions as
“the Church,” rather than rec og niz ing that
“the Church” is an er ro ne ous con cept in
con trast to the Body of Christ as all be liev -
ers grafted into Is rael. The Body of Christ
is made up of the small num ber of true be -
liev ers scat tered among these vis i ble or ga -
ni za tions called “churches” which,
cor po rately, com prise this bo gus “Church.”
Con se quently, the mis guided lead ers of or -
ga ni za tions such as Renovaré at tempt to in -
fuse life into dead spir its by adopt ing
spir i tual ex er cises de signed to heighten the

out ward per ception of ho li ness and unity.
Such spir i tual ex er cises God leaves to the
pa gan world, and so should we. Scrip ture
tells us all we need to know to grow spir i tu -
ally. To go be yond God’s Word and cre ate
a hybrid re li gi os ity is anti-Christ. 

The move ments of which Fos ter
speaks may have ap peared to place an em -
phasis on one as pect of Chris tian life, but
those who are truly of God al ready in cor po -
rate the whole coun sel of God into their
lives. There is noth ing lack ing among those 
who are truly Je sus’ dis ciples, apart from
our pen chant to sin even against our own
will at times. 

It must be re mem bered that we are few 
in num ber com pared with the vast ma jor ity
of those who call them selves Chris tians. If
we keep our eyes on the un be liev ers in the
churches (even among the lead ership)
rather than upon the small flock of true
sheep, we are bound to come to the same
conclu sion that some thing called “the
Church” has failed to ful fill its pur pose. 

While there are prob lems even among
true be liev ers, I will state un equiv o cally
that there does ex ist unity, love,
self-sacrifice, and all the other marks of the
Faith. But there is dis unity be tween true be -
lievers and the re li gion ists who in sist upon
ac cep tance of their unbiblical man dates for
spiri tual ser vice.

PRAC TICES
Renovaré’s meth od ol ogy em ploys four 

ba sic disci plines: prayer, med i tation, con -
tem pla tion and de votional read ing. While
di verse in their ap pli ca tions, all four dis ci -
plines are con sid ered by Renovaré to fall
un der the ba sic head ing of prayer.

The first—prayer it self—is said to be
thought ful com mu ni ca tion with God
through pe ti tion, praise, wor ship and other
common el e ments that make up prayer as
we know it from Scrip ture. In this
Renovaré is correct. 

The sec ond—med i ta tion—is said to be 
re main ing still and let ting God speak. It
may or may not in volve vi su al iza tion of
Je sus in one’s pres ence or vi su al iza tion of
an ac tion such as heal ing that one may wish 
ac com plished through this form of
“prayer.”

The third—con tem pla tion—is ba si -
cally just sit ting still, pe riod, as a means of
be ing “in the pres ence of God.”

The fourth—de vo tional read ing—pri -
mar ily involves the read ing of se lected
“spir i tual mas ters,” not Scrip ture—at least
not pri mar ily Scrip ture. 

All four dis ci plines may be al lowed to
en croach upon one an other. For ex ample,
one may be gin with prayer, then de vo tional 
read ing, and move through med i ta tion and
vi sual iza tion into con tem pla tion. 

These are sketchy il lus tra tions and, on
the ba sis of this sim ple ex pla na tion, one
might per ceive that there is noth ing se ri -
ously wrong with any of this. There are
times when one may wish to sit still and let
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his mind rest from the cares of the world.
He may even med i tate on the day’s events
and how he handled them. In the pro cess he 
may pray and even pic ture the Lord in his
mind as he does so. But pic tur ing the Lord
in our minds as we pray is not the same
kind of vi su al iza tion that Renovaré has
adopted in its form of spir i tual ex ercise.
One can not usher Je sus into one’s presence
by imag in ing Him there. He is at the right
hand of the Fa ther in Heaven and has sent
the Holy Spirit to com fort us un til He re -
turns to the earth again. It is through the
Holy Spirit that we have fel low ship with
Je sus and the Fa ther un til we come face to
face. Ex cept in the rare in stance of Je sus ap -
pear ing to Paul on the road to Da mas cus,
and John on the Is land of Patmos, there is no 
ev i dence that He has per son ally appeared to
any one else. And those rare in stances were
at Je sus’ ini ti a tion, not Paul’s or John’s.

The vi su al iza tion pro moted by Renovaré 
is an oc cult form of vi su aliza tion that may
open one up to de monic spirit guides. Nor
are Renovaré’s meth ods of med i ta tion and
contem pla tion of the scrip tural or der. As
we ex am ine Renovaré’s teach ings on these
ex er cises we find rea son for con cern.
Prayer 

Speaking at Renovaré’s Sec ond Na -
tional Con fer ence on Per sonal Spir i tual Re -
newal, Bill Vaswig ex plained what he
be lieves prayer should be. 

Prayer means ask ing and sa -
vor ing. Prayer is not self-im prove -
ment, like phys i cal ex er cise or
aero bic dance. We don’t pray to be -
come ful filled, or ac cept able, or in -
ter est ing, or beau ti ful, or sta ble, or
in te grated, or healthy, or happy, or
sat is fied or pos i tive. Self is not even 
the cen ter of prayer. Prayer is turn -
ing away from self to ward God and
oth ers. We’re not re flect ing here on
prayer as kind of a gen eral hu man
phe nom e non, but on Chris tian
prayer. We’re not con sid er ing
prayer here so ciolog i cally or psy -
cholog i cally, or philo soph i cally or
even his tor i cally. We’re ask ing the
ques tion, “What is prayer about for
those of us un der the im pact of the
Gos pel?”

Prayer is a gift. It’s a train able
gift; it’s a dialogical gift. It’s a gift
of our re la tion ship to God. Prayer in 
the New Tes ta ment is pri mar ily pe -
ti tion-asking. I will also speak of
med i ta tion and con templa tion. It’s
turn ing to God with ev ery thing. It’s
as Thomas Kelly so well said, “It is
the con tin u ally renewed im me di acy
of God.”11

If, as Bill Vaswig has said, “New Tes -
ta ment prayer” is ba sically pe ti tion, or ask -
ing, then it is cen tered upon our selves, not
upon God, is it not? Yes. But that’s the way 
God in tends it to be. 

How un spir i tual, the mys tics would
say. Prayer should be cen tered on God, not
on man. But God does n’t need prayer, we
need prayer. For prayer dem on strates to
God and to our selves our ut ter re li ance
upon the Fa ther to meet our needs. This
hon ors Him. Not to ask is to ig nore the
great gift of prayer that He has given us
(John 16:24). To deny this greatly ham pers
one’s re la tion ship to the Fa ther which Je sus 
gave His life’s blood to es tab lish. 

Cogni tive prayer plays a mi nor role in
Renovaré’s scheme of things. Not that
those who di rect Renovaré do not be lieve in 
it, but their agenda is to teach peo ple better
ways to pray than with con scious ness. In
fact, Vaswig’s even men tion ing “New Tes -
ta ment prayer” as some thing dif fer ent from
what he and his col leagues have to of fer be -
trays the fact that their form of prayer is un -
scrip tural.
Med i ta tion As Prayer 

Also speak ing at Renovaré’s Sec ond
Na tional Con fer ence on Per sonal Spir i tual
Re newal, Rich ard Fos ter re vealed that his
con cept of the most ef fec tive kind of prayer 
is not speak ing to God, but lis ten ing. 

You know, the whole ra tio nale
be hind psy cho-cybernetics is that
the mind will al ways take on an or -
der conform ing to the or der of
what ever it con cen trates upon. And
if we sim ply al low ourselves to sink 
down into the mi lieu of the Holy
Spirit, then our at ten tion is fo cused.
And we be gin to take on a dif fer ent
or der, and our preach ing picks up
the life of that. 

Douglas Steer said, “to pray is
to change.” And people will per -
ceive the change, as well as know
when no change has occurred. 

We’re told, you re member, that 
the Sanhed rin saw the bold preach -
ing of Pe ter and John and per ceived
that they had been, that they were
men who had been with Je sus. How
did they know that? I mean, was it
be cause of their Gallilean ac cent?
No, I think it was more be cause
they had been in the pres ence of a
light in such a way, and for such an
ex tent, that it had taken over who
they were and what they were
about. There was a new spirit of
life; there was a new au thor ity.
They lived in a dif fer ent realm, and
even their ene mies rec og nized it. 

Well, what does prayer like
that look like? I mean, what do we
do? Do we in ter cede for oth ers?
Per haps. But pri mar ily, we are com -
ing to en joy God’s pres ence. To
learn to waste time with God. To
sense, as Jean Pi erre de Cousaude
said, “the soul, light as a feather,
fluid as wa ter, in no cent as a child,
re sponds to the ini tia tives of di vine
grace like a float ing bal loon.” To

learn the words of that song, “He
walks with me, and He talks with
me,” to be come not a pi ous phrase,
but a liv ing re al ity. To sink down
into the light of Christ un til we can
be come com fort able in that pos ture: 
wor ship ping, adoring, fellow ship -
ping. Most of all, we’re lis ten ing. 

Francois Fenelon said, “Be
still, and listen to God.” Let your
heart be in such a state of prep a ra -
tion that His Spirit may im press
upon you such vir tues as will please 
Him. Let all within you lis ten to
Him. This si lence of all out ward and 
earthly af fec tion and of hu man
thoughts within us is es sen tial if we
are to hear His voice. 

And couple that with the words 
of Søren Kierkegaard when he said,
“A per son prayed, and at first he
thought that prayer was talk ing; but
he be came more and more quiet, un -
til in the end he re al ized that prayer
was lis tening.” 

Listening—that’s the idea.
Com ing to the place where we can
be bap tized into an ex peri ence of the 
loving, aw ful, holy si lence of God.

The old mas ters of ten called this 
“rec ol lec tion,” or “re-collection,”
where we are gath ered to gether be -
fore God. A cul ti va tion of gen tle re -
ceptive ness to di vine breath ings. A
re ori en tation of mind, of body, of
spirit to the liv ing ref er ence of life. 

We don’t do vi o lence to our ra -
tio nal fac ul ties, but we listen with
more than the mind. We lis ten with
the spirit; we lis ten with the heart;
we lis ten with the whole be ing.…

Like the Vir gin Mary, we pon -
der these things in our heart.12

Fos ter’s com ments require some anal y -
sis to dem on strate that his ra tio nale is faulty. 
When he men tions the San hed rin’s rec og ni -
tion of the apostles be ing with Jesus, it was
not be cause the apos tles had en gaged in con -
tem pla tive “prayer.” There is no scrip tural
ev i dence that this form of “prayer” was ever
prac ticed by God’s peo ple. It was because
they had re ceived the bap tism in the Holy
Spirit that they had the bold ness to preach
the truth. Un til that hap pen ing they lived in
fear and con fusion. Just be ing with Je sus
during His min is try did not equip them for
the task of wit ness ing.

Fos ter’s state ment that we should let
our heart “be in such a state of prep a ra tion
that His Spirit may im press upon you such
vir tues as will please Him,” is not an ac cu -
rate de scrip tion of the Holy Spirit’s work. I
say this be cause the Word of God is left out 
of the equa tion. The Holy Spirit im presses
upon us the vir tues that we learn by study -
ing God’s Word. That is why the Scrip tures 
were given to us—so that we will know
God’s will. The Holy Spirit gives us in -
struc tion and un der stand ing of the Word of
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God. A sub jec tive “lis ten ing” in a void can
open the door for impressions from any
spiri tual source; if we do not cou ple our
prayer with un der stand ing of God’s Word
we can be sure that evil spir i tual sources
will take the op por tu nity to im press upon
our minds ideas and con cepts for eign to
God’s Word, such as the in cor po ra tion of
unbiblical prac tices in our wor ship. 

Also, Mary pon der ing the words of
Ga briel in her heart does not mean she was
prac tic ing con tem pla tive prayer or med i ta -
tion. It merely means that she was con tent
to wait and see how the words of the an gel
would be worked out. 

In clos ing out this ses sion on prayer,
Fos ter made the state ment that, “God does
noth ing but in an swer to prayer.” This is a
cliché that has gained ac cep tance among
Chris tians of late, but it is not true. God is
sover eign; He does as He pleases. And, al -
though Scrip ture re lates in stances of His
an swer ing prayer—and we know He does
—there are many in stances whereby He has 
acted con trary to one’s prayer and where
prayer had no bear ing at all. 

Cer tainly the cre ation of the uni verse
was not an answer to prayer. And God’s
judg ment upon the world was de ter mined
long be fore the Scrip tures revealed them to
us, al though some of us may pray for His
Word to be ful filled. 

His choos ing of Abra ham was not in
re sponse to prayer, nor were nu mer ous bib -
li cal ex am ples be yond count ing. To say that 
God does noth ing but in an swer to prayer is 
to place more im por tance upon man’s in flu -
ence in the af fairs of God than man de -
serves. And it robs God of His sov er eignty.
To do vi o lence to Scrip ture in or der to val i -
date some un scrip tural the ory of prayer
leads one away from the path of true righ -
teous ness to ward de cep tion. Failure to test
the mean ing of those Scrip tures cited by
teach ers leaves one open to that same de -
ception into which the teacher has fallen. 

It is of ten stated by the mys ti cally-
minded that the best kind of prayer is lis -
ten ing, not speak ing. But what did Je sus tell 
His dis ci ples when teaching them to pray?
He said, “When you pray, say.” He did n’t
say, “When you pray, lis ten.”

But, I sup pose, Je sus did n’t un der stand 
what real prayer is all about. Through out
His min istry on earth He failed to men tion
anything about “lis ten ing.” He failed to
men tion med i ta tion or con tem pla tion. Ev -
ery bib li cal ex am ple of Je sus, the apos tles,
proph ets and other men of God pray ing in -
cor po rated wor ship, praise and pe ti tion.
Some how they ne glected what the lead ers
of Renovaré con sider of greater im por -
tance. In the true ex peri ence of prayer, bib -
li cally, one prays and lis tens at the same
time. But to lis ten, one need not prac tice an
east ern mys ti cal form of med i ta tive ex er -
cise. When we are in prayer, bib li cally, we
find that the Holy Spirit does im press upon
our minds those things He would have us
know at the moment. 

At Renovaré’s 1991 Los An geles con -
fer ence, Fos ter took his au di ence through a
prayer ses sion in which he had them prac -
tice a form of con tem pla tion which he calls
“palms down; palms up.” This in cor po rates
re lax ation and a quasi-trance-like state. 

Speaking slowly, softly, Fos ter had his 
au di ence place their hands on their knees,
palms down as a way of re leas ing any cares 
or anx i eties they may have brought with
them. Af ter a time of wait ing like this, he
had them turn their palms up ward as a ges -
ture of re ceiv ing from God “what ever He
would like to teach us.”

What Fos ter was prac tic ing here was
not prayer, but what Bud dhists call Zen (a
par tic u lar form of med i ta tion found among
mys tics of var i ous re li gious faiths). 

In his book, Chris tian Zen: A Way of
Med i ta tion, Irish Je suit Wil liam Johnston, as
does Renovaré, as cribes this form of “prayer” 
to the mys tics of “early Chris tian ity”: 

Some years ago, Ar nold
Toynbee de clared that when the his -
to rian of a thou sand years from now 
co mes to write the his tory of our
time, he will be preoc cu pied not
with the Viet nam war, not with ra -
cial strife, but with what hap pened
when for the first time Chris tian ity
and Bud dhism began to pen e trate
one an other deeply. This re mark is
profoundly in ter est ing and, I be -
lieve, pro foundly true. Chris tian ity
and Bud dhism are pen e trat ing one
an other, talk ing to one an other,
learn ing from one an other. Even the 
stub born old Cath o lic Church, in a
flush of postconciliar hu mil ity, feels 
that she has some thing to gain by
sit ting at the feet of the Zen roshi
[Zen mas ter] and im bibing the
age-old wis dom of the East. Surely
this is prog ress.13

I have al ready spo ken briefly
about this sam adhi [word less con -
tem pla tion] which flour ished in the
great schools of spir i tu al ity that
drove their roots into the rich cul -
tural soil of me di eval Eu rope. There 
were schools of Cistercians, Do min -
i cans, Carmelites, Fran cis cans, and
the rest. Then there were the Victo -
rines—the schools of mys ti cism in
the Rhineland and in Flanders and
even in stolid old England. To say
noth ing of the great Or thodox
schools that gave us the Philokalia
and taught the prayer of the heart.
All these schools had their way of
lead ing to con tem pla tive si lence and 
peace, be yond words, be yond im -
ages, be yond ideas, and be yond de -
sire.14

Johnston was ahead of Renovaré by
about two de cades. At the time he orig i -
nally wrote Chris tian Zen in 1971, he la -
mented the fact that the West had not yet
caught up to the East in its prac tice of Zen: 

In the tech nique of in troduc ing
people to sam adhi, the west ern tra -
di tion dif fered con sid er ably from
Zen. There was no lo tus po sition
and lit tle about bodily pos ture.
There does seem to have been con -
sid er able in terest in breath ing, par -
tic u larly in the East ern Church and
in the tra dition that flour ished
around Mount Athos, but much of
this was lost or for got ten, and the
farther West one moves the more
ce re bral the whole thing be comes.
Peo ple were in tro duced to medi ta -
tion by read ing the Scrip tures and
re flec tion on their con tents. Grad -
ually this dis cur sive med i ta tion
would de velop into some thing more 
sim pli fied (like the rep e ti tion of an
as pi ra tion or word), and even tu ally
into the word less and supracon-
ceptual si lence which is con templa -
tion—or, if you pre fer the word,
Chris tian sam adhi. This was a stage
at which ev eryone se ri ously de voted 
to menta1 prayer should ar rive. It
was the or dinary de vel op ment of
med i ta tion.15

Johnston would laud Rich ard Fos ter
to day, for al though Fos ter did not ac tu ally
place his au di ence in the lo tus po si tion, he
came as close to it as pos sible with out risk -
ing alarm in those who might rec og nize it
as Zen Bud dhist in or i gin. By hav ing them
place their hands on their knees while sit -
ting, he ac com plished the best pos si ble ini -
ti a tion into Zen while main tain ing an
out ward de tach ment. But, in fact, Johnston
also of fers the sit ting po si tion as ac cept able 
to Zen. And Zen breath ing tech niques are
also of fered by Fos ter as part of his med i ta -
tive ex er cises.

Ini ti a tion into “Christian” Zen is what
Renovaré is all about. And since Fos ter has
blurred the dis tinc tion be tween prayer and
med i ta tion, we will leave the sub ject of
prayer in the bib li cal sense and ad dress
Renovaré’s em pha sis upon prayer as med i -
ta tion and con tem pla tion. 

It is in ter est ing to note that Johnston
de scribes his ini ti a tion into Zen through
med i ta tion on the Bi ble. In re sponse to a
ques tion about how to an swer those who
say med i ta tion is a New Age tech nique,
Bill Vaswig, in a voice that sug gested coy -
ness to the ex treme, stated: 

The New Tes ta ment’s the best
thing; it works real well.…Give
them a pas sage from the New Tes ta -
ment to medi tate on. Say, “What do
you think this re ally means? Sit and
look at this and let it sink in.”...
Peo ple can’t get you for say ing
“med i tate on the Bi ble.” They can’t
get you for it.16

At tempting to give his form of med i ta -
tion va lid ity, Vaswig states:

It’s too bad that the east ern re -
li gions have brought in their own
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form of med i ta tion, in a way. These
people have got ten all scared about
that and they think that Chris tian
med i ta tion is not, but it’s al ways
been in the Church in its his tory
from the be gin ning.17

Here Vaswig, who first learned med i -
ta tion from Agnes San ford, a pan the ist and
ad her ent to east ern mys ti cal concepts [see
the Me dia Spot light spe cial re port, In ner
Healing: A Bibli cal Anal y sis], im plies that
such medi ta tion is es sen tially Chris tian in
or i gin. By say ing that it’s too bad that the
east ern re li gions have brought in their own
form of med i ta tion Vaswig gives two er ro -
ne ous im pres sions that deny these his tor i cal 
facts: 1) east ern re li gion incor po rated this
form of med i tation cen tu ries be fore apos -
tate Chris tian ity did; 2) there is no es sential 
dif fer ence be tween the east ern form of
med i ta tion and Renovaré’s form. 

Vaswig’s coy re mark about “they can’t 
get you for say ing ‘med i tate on the Bi ble’”
plays into Sa tan’s hands for leading Chris -
tians into de cep tion. It sets the stage for the
same ini ti ation into east ern mys ti cism that
Wil liam Johnston de scribes in his ini ti a tion
as a Je suit priest: 

This is the way I was taught to
med i tate when I en tered the no vi -
tiate (or joined the party) some -
where out in the bog. I was told to
take the Bi ble, or some book about
the Bi ble, and to chew and ru mi nate 
and di gest and pray. For a start, this
was pretty good, and I would rec -
om mend any one to be gin this way.
My only com plaint is that in re li -
gious or ders at that time, and now
also, noth ing fur ther was taught.
The old me di eval tra di tion of lead -
ing peo ple through var i ous stages to 
samadhi was more or less lost. It
just was not cus tom ary to in tro duce
people to supraconceptual forms of
prayer; and as for “mys ti cism,” this
was not a good word. Need less to
say, if peo ple stum bled on sam adhi
or got there un der their own steam,
as many did, there was noth ing to
stop them, but skilled di rec tion and
ef fi cient meth od ol ogy was greatly
lack ing.18

While the pro cess to sam adhi may
have been lack ing in Johnston’s days as a
no vi tiate, he cited the same “early Chris -
tian” mys tics that Renovaré cites as ex am -
ples of hav ing at tained the ul ti mate in
spiri tual renewal. 

Such no ta ble Ro man Cath o lic mystics
as Teresa of Avila, John of the Cross
(whom Johnston calls, “my great guru”19),
Thomas Mer ton, Greg ory of Nyssa, etc. are 
put forth by both Johnston and Renovaré as 
ex am ples for those seek ing the “deeper
spiri tual expe ri ence.”

There is a valid form of med i ta tion, to
be sure; med i ta tion in its pur est sense
merely means to think upon some thing.

And here it is nec es sary to ex plain what
proper med i ta tion on Scrip ture in volves.
First of all, it does not in volve turn ing over
a verse or a pas sage in our minds for time
on end. What it does mean is study ing the
Scrip tures and think ing upon what is read
within the con text of its over all mes sage.
No true be liever is against med i tat ing on
Scrip ture in this fash ion. This is, in fact, in
keep ing with Paul’s ad mo ni tion to “study
to shew thy self ap proved unto God, a work -
man that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly 
di vid ing the word of truth” (II Tim o thy
2:15). Proper med i ta tion upon Scrip ture has 
as its pur pose the in fus ing of the Word of
God prop erly un der stood into the con -
scious ness of the be liever. This is not the
same form of med i ta tion put forth by
Renovaré. In fact, Scrip ture is of fered as an 
aside for med i ta tion. For the most part
Renovaré in structs its ad her ents to med i tate 
on the writ ings of Ro man Cath o lic mys tics
and a few truly Chris tian no ta bles.

Con tem pla tion 
Moving from Med i ta tion to Con templa -

tion we find fur ther ev i dence of so- called
“Chris tian Zen” at the heart of Renovaré’s
sys tem. Rich ard Fos ter ex plains how he be -
gan to study the con tem pla tive tra di tions.
Re lating his frus tra tion at not hav ing any -
thing else to teach af ter he had pastored for
his first three months, he states:

And so when peo ple ask me,
“How did you be gin to go to the de -
vo tional masters,” I say, “Des per a -
tion.” I did n’t know what else to do. 
And somehow—maybe in stinc tively
—I be gan to sense that the great
writ ers of the Chris tian life and ex -
pe ri ence had some thing that I
needed to learn. so I be gan to study
in the con tem pla tive tra di tion. 

I’d read The Lit tle Flowers of
St. Fran cis—it would abso lutely
blow my mind. I’d read Au gus tine’s 
Con fes sions. I’d read Fenelon’s
Chris tian Per fec tion.20

It is amaz ing that Fos ter could n’t find
more than three month’s worth of ser mons
(14 at the most) from Scrip ture. Ap par ently 
his sem i nary train ing was greatly lack ing in 
a bib li cal foun da tion.

As an ex ample of his love for the “con -
tem pla tive mas ters,” Fos ter cites as if they
were his tory, “St." An thony’s phys i cal and
spir i tual strug gle against de mons, and Fran -
cis of Assisi’s con ver sa tion with “brother
wolf” whom he al leg edly brought to peace -
ful terms with a vil lage the wolf had been
ter ror iz ing.

These “Chris tian” fa bles have noth ing
to do with re al ity or God’s truth. Fran cis of
Assisi’s un der stand ing of man’s re la tion -
ship to na ture and to an i mals was more akin 
to an i mism than to scrip tural truth. 

Dur ing the Oc to ber, 1991, Renovaré
con fer ence, it was mainly left to Bill
Vaswig to ex plain the con tem pla tive as pect 

of Renovaré’s spir i tual dis ci plines. We find 
that the basic dif fer ence between med i ta tion
and con tem pla tion is that the for mer em -
ploys some thought pro cesses, while the
lat ter is largely non-cerebral. His de scrip tion
is an ex ample of the blind lead ing the blind:

Then I find out there’s an other
kind of prayer called con templa tion. 
And that’s the Chris tian life, or it’s
life lived in the pres ence of the
Lord. And the rea son why I did n’t
tell you how to do it is be cause I’m
not sure. I re ally am not. I’m try ing,
I try dif fer ent meth ods. The first
thing I do in the morn ing when I get 
up is go up to my study and I sit
down there, and I look—I sit and
look. Like, I get a cup of cof fee
first, so that I don’t fall asleep [how
did the apos tles ever man age with -
out cof fee? Or the “great con tem -
plative mas ters,” for that mat ter?]
And, it’s a big cup. Two cups. And
it’s stiff cof fee. And it’s got honey
in it. And I sit there and look, and
say, “Lord,” or, “How are you to -
day?” Or, I just, any thing that co -
mes to my mind I do, and then I get
out my year-round Bi ble, and sort of 
get into the mood a lit tle bit by
read ing that. 

I read through the Bi ble every
year, and, this is the first thing in
the morn ing. Af ter I’m done with
that, I kind of pray around about
differ ent things. What ever co mes to
my mind. I take about an hour.
Forty-five min utes to an hour in the
morn ing. But, I don’t get into much
contem pla tion there, even medi ta -
tion. I kind of just, Scrip ture, and
prayer, and kind of pe tition, and ask 
the Lord to bless the day, and that
stuff. 

Then when I get down to work, 
I go and sit. I get there at eight-
thirty and my sec re tary does n’t get
there ’til nine. And I sit down in a
chair, and I just sit and look. 

I may say the “Je sus Prayer”
that I used with you guys: “Lord Je -
sus Christ, You are the Light of the
world; fill my mind with Your
peace and my heart with Your
love.” Un til I quiet down. 

I can tell when I go from beta
to al pha. You know, the brain is sues 
certain waves. And I’m right now,
hope fully, in beta. My mind is quite
ac tive, I would guess, and it’s is su -
ing beta waves. 

Well, when you calm down
you can go down into al pha. If I can 
get into al pha, then I can, I can be,
sort of, in the Pres ence. I can place
myself in the Presence. 

I don’t have to pray, I don’t
have to do any thing—I can just sit. 
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Some times I start out by vi su -
al iz ing Je sus in the chair across
from me. Es pe cially if things aren’t
too hot, I might say, “Je sus, I, you
know, I don’t know if I’m mad, or if 
I’m dis cour aged, or what it is. What 
shall I do?” 

Some times I just lay down
[sic] on the floor on my face. Some -
times I go down on my knees.
Some times I start talk ing out loud to 
Je sus. But most of the time it ends
up where I’m just, I have placed
my self in the presence of God. And
I don’t try to hear things, I don’t try
to think about a Scripture, I don’t
try to do any thing. I just sit. 

And that, some times, I re ally
feel a tre mendous aware ness of the
Pres ence.21

What Vaswig is de scrib ing here is
what New Agers or those fa mil iar with
east ern mys ti cism would call “being there.” 
It is a state of mind that is es sen tially un -
clut tered by ratio nal thought; through this
ex is ten tial con dition one finds that, with out
try ing, “every thing works.”

Vaswig continues:
I’ve done this for fif teen years

and I know now if any one is go ing
to be healed it is n’t be cause old
Vaswig prayed for them. It’s go ing
to be be cause Je sus wants to heal
them. And so I just kind of empty
out. I just sit there. 

And I’m not un der very many
pre ten sions about it. I’m a very
earthy per son who might belch right 
in the mid dle of it, or what ever. 

You know, I mean, I’m just not 
real “holy-holy-holy” in the sense
that I’m pretty earthy. But I, that’s
kind of the way it is. 

Now, dur ing the rest of the day 
I do that be fore the first one, then I
lis ten to peo ple and pray for them,
and then I do it again be fore the sec -
ond per son I see at two o’clock. I
usually start about one-thirty or so,
and sit there in the Presence. 

And some times when I’m
pray ing with a per son, like I’m a
spir i tual di rec tor for a num ber of
people now, people who were once
my pa tients, who were some times
very ill, they be come spir i tual
directees, then, and they come once
a month for spir i tual direc tion. 

And with them I can prac tice
all kinds of stuff, and we then kind
of learn how to just sit.22

In ex plaining his con tem pla tive method,
Vaswig lauds psy chol o gist Carl Jung whom 
he calls a “great psy chi a trist.” He at trib utes
the heal ing of Jung’s pa tients to Jung’s in -
sis tence that they prac tice sit ting in si lence
for a pe riod of time ev ery day. Then he
concludes, “Just be in the Pres ence.”

I’m at a loss to find the connec tion be -
tween Carl Jung’s ther apy and be ing in the
pres ence of God. Jung was an oc cult ist who 
at trib uted his psy cho log i cal the o ries to
spirit guides from the as tral plane. His men -
tors were de mons. Into whose “pres ence,”
it may le git i mately be asked, does this ex er -
cise place one?

Wil liam Johnston gives ad di tional in -
sight into “Chris tian” con tem pla tion as he
re lates a con ver sa tion with a Bud dhist friend 
at an ec u men i cal con fer ence in Oiso, Ja pan:

When the time came round for
the next meet ing, this time to be
held in Kyoto, it seemed to me that
we should leave the sub jective
realm of re li gious expe ri ence and
get down to some thing ob jec tive.
Per haps the whole dis cus sion could
center around the prob lem of ul ti -
mate real ity—we Chris tians could
ex plain what we meant by “God,”
point ing out that we did not be lieve
in an an thro po mor phic being “out
there” but in the su preme source of
ex is tence in whom we live, move,
and are. The Bud dhists, on the other 
hand, could ex plain what they mean 
by noth ing ness, empti ness, the void, 
and so on. In this way a lot of mis -
un der stand ing might vanish like
smoke; we might dis cover that we
had some thing in common af ter all,
and what a break-through this
would be in re li gious think ing! Now 
I real ize that I was naïve. Or a vic -
tim of my Hel le nis tic edu cation. 

Any how, with this in mind I
spoke to a Bud dhist friend who was
to be a par tic i pant. He lis tened
kindly, and his an swer, typ i cally
Bud dhist and deeply in ter esting,
was more or less as fol lows. “Do
you re ally think that you can talk
about noth ing ness, emp ti ness, or the 
void? Do you re ally think you can
talk about God? Of course you
can’t. You are a part of the void;
you are part of noth ing ness; you are
part of God. All is one.” 

And here I found clearly and
di rectly ex pressed some thing that
runs all through Zen, whether it be
in the think ing of the simplest Mas -
ter or the most so phis ti cated
scholar: that is to say, there is no
du al ity, no “I and Thou” (alas for
Mar tin Buber), that un der lies all
Mahayana Bud dhism. Let me illus -
trate it fur ther with a story about the 
great Dr. Suzuki. 

One time the old phi los o pher
gave a talk on Zen to west ern people 
in To kyo. He spoke of the si lence,
the empti ness, the noth ing ness, and
all the rest, to gether with the deep
wis dom that co mes from sa tori.
When he had fin ished, one of his
au di ence rose to his feet and, not

with out a touch of ir ri ta tion, ex -
claimed, “But Dr. Suzuki, what
about so ci ety? What about other
people? What about the other?”

Where upon Suzuki paused for a 
mo ment, looked up with a smile, and 
re marked, “But there is no other!”

There is no other, and there is
no self. This is the an swer he had to
give, and this ba si cally was the an -
swer of my Bud dhist friend. What
they meant by it (for it is by no
means as simple or as ter ri ble as it
sounds) I would like to dis cuss
later; for the pres ent, let us re turn to
the di a logue. 

We met in Kyoto, where we
spent a won der ful week, fif teen of
us. The at mo sphere was per me ated
with good will and deep re li gious
faith. Not only did we talk to gether,
we also sat to gether in a wordless
di alogue of si lent com muni ca tion.
The meet ing was high lighted by a
talk from an em i nent roshi who de -
scribed with great en thu siasm the
ex pe ri ence of en light en ment that
had made him wild with ec static
joy. His head seemed to be shat tered 
and for sev eral days he did not
know where he was or what he was
do ing. Sa tori could never be de -
scribed or ex plained, he said, but
there was un doubt edly en light en -
ment in the words of Jesus: 

Be fore Abraham was, 1 am.
This, he said, was per fect en light en -
ment—no object, no du al ity, just “I
am.”23

When we ex am ine Vaswig’s con tem -
pla tive exer cise we find at its heart the very 
es sence of Zen as de scribed by Johnston: 

True to these prin ci ples, Zen
in cul cates a re nun ci a tion or as cet i -
cism that is truly ex traordi nary. One 
must be de tached from ev ery thing,
even from one self. Nor does Zen
de tach ment simply mean do ing
with out al co hol and to bacco (this is
the usual Chris tian un der stand ing of 
the word); it goes much deeper to
in clude de tach ment from the very
process of think ing, from the im -
ages and ideas and con ceptu aliza -
tion that are so dear to west ern man. 
And through this de tach ment one is
in tro duced to a deep and beau ti ful
realm of psy chic life. One goes
down, down to the depths of one’s
be ing—or, if you want a Zen phys i -
o log i cal ex pla na tion, to the pit of
one’s stom ach. As the pro cess con -
tin ues, one be comes de tached even
in those sub limi nal re gions in which 
are found in fan tile fix a tions, un con -
scious drives, and all the rest, When 
de tach ment sets in here, Zen has
some thing in common with psy cho -
anal y sis and can even be ther a peu tic 
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for those who are able and will ing
to take the med i cine.…All I want to 
say is that so far as de tach ment is
concerned it re sem bles greatly the
Chris tian con tem pla tive path of
John of the Cross. So strik ing in -
deed is the sim i lar ity that some
schol ars hold that John of the Cross
re ceived Bud dhist in fluence through 
Neo pla to nism. But this is by no
means cer tain.24

Now we un der stand what Bill Vaswig
means when he says that he be gins his day
with cog ni tive prayer, then moves on to
med i ta tion, then to con tem pla tion where he
just sits and looks. This is from where
“heal ing power” co mes. He is prac ticing
“Chris tian Zen.” 

Wil liam Johnston re veals fur ther, that
Fos ter is in cor rect when he at tempts to sep -
a rate his form of contem pla tion, or med i ta -
tion, from Zen Bud dhism:

Any how, de tach ment is only
one side of the coin. One be comes
de tached in or der that some thing
else may shine forth. In the Bud -
dhist this is his Bud dha na ture. For,
contrary to what is of ten said, true
Zen is based on a very great
faith—faith in the pres ence of the
Bud dha na ture in the deep est re -
cesses of the per son al ity; faith that,
as the Four No ble Truths point out,
there is a way out of the mo rass of
suffer ing and that man can be trans -
formed through enlight en ment.…

In Christian Zen this faith may
take the form of a con vic tion that
God is pres ent in the depth of my be -
ing or, put in other words, that I am
made in the im age of God. Or it may 
ex press it self in the Pau line words,
“I live, now not I; but Christ lives in
me.” The deep est and tru est thing
within me is not my self but God. As
Chris tian Zen de vel ops, self dis ap -
pears (here is the Chris tian muga or
nonself sit u a tion), and God lives and 
acts within me; my ac tiv ity is no lon -
ger my own but the activ ity of God
who is all in all. In the last anal y sis
there is noth ing ex cept God.25

So Zen is not emp ty ing one’s mind
with no in tent to fill it, as Fos ter as serts.
De tach ment from one’s phys i cal sur round -
ings is nec es sary in Zen in or der that one
may be filled with the knowl edge of the
Bud dha or, as New Agers say, the “Christ”
within. When one prac tices Zen he is en ter -
ing into what Bud dhists per ceive as the
only true re al ity. Noth ing ness is not noth -
ing ness as we un derstand noth ing ness. To
the Bud dhist, noth ing ness is ev ery thing—or 
ev ery thing (in clud ing “God”) is noth ing -
ness. If all this seems a bit con fus ing, I’m
sure most of us have heard some pas tor
preach that “this world we live in is n’t real;
the real world is the spir i tual world where

God dwells,” or some thing to that ef fect.
They are un know ingly teach ing Bud dhism
from their pul pits. God did not cre ate un re -
al ity. He cre ated re al ity. And He placed us
within that re al ity to live and func tion as
His em is sar ies to a world lost in the quag -
mire of just such phi los o phies as those es -
poused by Renovaré. 

De vo tional Read ings 
A large part of Renovaré’s spir i tual

dis ci plines in volve med i ta tion on the writ -
ings of se lected spir i tual mas ters as so ci ated 
with the “Chris tian” con tem pla tive tra di -
tion. Most, of course, are Ro man Cath o lic,
par tic u larly those mys tics from the fourth
through the fif teenth cen tury. A list of au -
thors for Renovaré’s De vo tional Read ings
fol lows: 
Thomas à Kempis Toyohiko Kagawa
Lan ce lot An drews Thomas Kelly 
John Baillie Søren Kierkegaard
Ben e dict of Nursia Frank Laubach
Ber nard of Clairvaux Wil liam Law
Dietrich Bonhoeffer Brother Lawrence
John Bun yan C.S. Lewis 
George A. Buttrick Mar tin Luther 
John Cal vin Thomas Merton
Catherine of Genoa Henri Nouwen
Catherine of Siena Blaise Pascal 
John Chrysostom Isaac Penington
Jean-Pierre de Caussade Rich ard Rolle
Fran cis de Sales St. Au gus tine 
John Donne Sadhu Sundar Singh
Jona than Ed wards Charles Spurgeon
Francois Fenelon Douglas V. Steere
George Fox Jeremy Tay lor
Fran cis of Assisi Wil liam Tem ple
Greg ory of Nyssa Teresa of Avila 
Jean Nich o las Grou Theologia Germanica
Madame Guyon Friedrich von Hûgel
Ignatius of Loyola Evelyn Underhill
John of the Cross John Wes ley 
E. Stan ley Jones Dal las Wil lard
Julian of Norwich John Woolman

Ob vi ously Renovaré has thrown in a
few sane peo ple among the bunch. But I
can’t come to pic ture John Wes ley, Mar tin
Lu ther and Charles Spurgeon (among a few 
oth ers on this list) em brac ing Ignatius of
Loyola. Loyola founded the Je suit Or der
which was re spon si ble for the per se cu tion
of many true breth ren in Christ who would
not bow down to the pa pacy. And this dur -
ing the times most of the Ro man Cath o lic
mys tics were prac tic ing their spir i tual ex er -
cises. Per haps if we vi su al ize their rec on cil -
i a tion it will be come his tor i cal fact. But I
don’t think Ignatius would want unity with
those he mar tyred ei ther. 

As one reads through the se lected writ -
ings of these peo ple it be comes ev i dent that 
their mys ti cal ter mi nol ogy clouds what they 
mean. Much of what Renovaré puts forth in 
these writ ings are philo soph i cal and prayer -
ful, but the full im pact of the the ol ogy held, 
for in stance, by Ignatius of Loyola, or
Thomas Mer ton, or Greg ory of Nyssa, is
lack ing. Ro man Cath o lic the ol ogy is ex or -

cised and pa gan mys ti cal influ ences glossed 
over for the purposes of these par tic u lar de -
vo tions. But that does n’t ne gate the truth
that many of these peo ple to whom Fos ter,
et al, look for in spi ra tion were hardly spir i -
tual gi ants in the bib li cal sense. 

In the re ligious or spir i tual sense, yes.
They were cer tainly re li gious and spir i tual.
But when one con siders the whole of their
lives and be liefs one is hard-pressed to rec -
on cile them with Scrip ture.

Is it not a lit tle dis con cert ing that
Renovaré places more em pha sis upon these 
people’s mys ti cism than upon God’s Word? 
While Renovaré is care ful to as sert that
med i ta tion upon Scrip ture is good and help -
ful, this is no dif fer ent than what many
cults teach. To the mys tic, Scrip ture is seen
as the start ing point, but true spiri tual
growth co mes when one has grad u ated be -
yond ra tio nal con tem pla tion of Scrip ture to
med i ta tion upon a word, a phrase, even the
writ ings of mere mor tals. 

Space does not al low for us to dis close 
the var i ous phi los o phies of the peo ple on
Renovaré’s De vo tional Read ings list. But is 
it merely co in ci den tal that Johnston re cords 
a let ter he re ceived from Thomas Mer ton,
one of Renovaré’s spir i tual mas ters, which
re veals his pen chant to ward Zen? 

DEAR FATHER JOHNSTON, 
Many thanks for your kind let -

ter. I was in ter ested to hear about
the sesshin [spir i tual retreat]. I my -
self think that the lo tus pos ture is
quite un im por tant. But per haps Fa -
ther Lasalle and your self want to
look like the real thing in the eyes
of the Jap a nese and for this rea son it 
may have some rel e vance. The
prob lem of sa tori [en light en ment] is 
more del i cate.

Though I am far away and
have no di rect knowledge of what is 
go ing on in Ja pan, I will attempt to
give an opin ion that might have
some value. 

Pos si bly the Zen peo ple have
their own idea of what we mean
when we say that we believe in
God. Per haps they think that it nec -
es sar ily im plies du al ism and the es -
tab lish ment of an I-Thou re la tion-
ship—some thing concerned with
subject and ob ject. And of course
this would make sa tori impos si ble. I 
wonder if they know about Eckhart
who says that it is possi ble to be so
poor that one does not even have a
God. And Eckhart is not here pro -
pound ing Chris tian athe ism and the
death of God. He is sim ply speak ing 
about an expe ri ence that is found
clearly in all forms of apophatic
mys ti cism. Also the Zen peo ple
may think about Chris tian mys ti -
cism in terms of the bride and the
bride groom. And this takes us pretty 
far from sa tori too. 
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But let’s look at the thing from
an other stand point. Per haps some -
one like Fa ther Lasalle who wants
as a Chris tian to get sa tori ends up
in a situ a tion which makes satori
psycho log i cally im pos si ble. Be -
cause to get the true sa tori one must 
have no plans what ever about a
Chris tian get ting sa tori—one must
be com pletely de tached from such
plans. Per haps the Zen peo ple have
a kind of in tu ition that Chris tians
prac tis ing Zen are in such a psy cho -
log i cal po si tion. 

I my self be lieve that a Chris -
tian can get sa tori just as eas ily as a
Bud dhist. It is sim ply a case of go -
ing be yond all forms, im ages, con -
cepts, cat e go ries and the rest. But it
may be that the type of Chris tian ity
we now have makes this dif ficult.
Prob a bly the best thing to do is to
use Zen for pur poses of in ner pu ri fi -
ca tion and lib er a tion from a sys tem
and con cep tual thinking with out
both er ing about whether or not we
get sa tori. At the same time, if Fa -
ther Lasalle feels that it is his vo ca -
tion to get there, I am all for him.
Please tell me more about all this.
Have the Ger man books Dumoulin
and Lasalle been trans lated into
Eng lish? I’m try ing to re view them,
but my Ger man is not so good. 

With ev ery best wish, Yours in 
Christ 
THOMAS MERTON26

Mer ton’s de nial of the “I-Thou” rela -
tion ship of the be liever to God is tell ing.
Con trary to Mer ton’s be lief, our re la tion -
ship to God is “I-Thou.” God is dis tinct
from His cre ation. But, as Mer ton says,
such a re lation ship “would make satori [en -
light en ment] im pos si ble.” This is be cause
Mer ton’s def i ni tion of en lighten ment is
east ern mys ti cal, not bib li cal. 

Ad di tionally, to as cribe the term “du al -
ism” to sep a rate na tures and per son al i ties
of God is a grave er ror. Du al ism pos its two
op po site but equal en ti ties in con flict with
one an other. But man, by nature, is in con -
flict with God; he is not equal with God.

Such a use of the term “dual ism” also
begs the ques tion. It im plies a Hel le nis tic
pa gan con cept as op posed to an east ern
concept of unity or uni ver sal ism, where all
things are part of a sin gle whole (e.g., all
things are part of God). It pos its a ques tion
pred i cated upon the pre suppo si tion that the
west ern model is er ro ne ous while the east -
ern model is true. But this im pli ca tion is
stated with out pro viding ev i dence why this
must be ac cepted as true, other than the fact 
that the mys ti cal at trib utes of the east ern
model are more de sirable to its pro po nents.
The real prob lem lies in man’s at tempts to
fit bib li cal truth into one or an other form of
hu man phi los o phy (ei ther west ern du alism
or east ern uni ver sal ism), when nei ther is

ap pli ca ble. Bib li cal truth stands alone as the 
true rev e la tor of God’s na ture and His re la -
tion to cre ation and man. The “I-Thou” re -
la tion ship of God to man is not “dualistic.”
It is re al is tic; it is truth; it is bib li cal. 

Mer ton’s ad vo cacy of Zen be trays an
east ern mys ti cal bent that con fuses el e -
ments of bib li cal truth with Bud dhism.

When Bud dhists talk about sa tori, they 
are not talk ing about any thing re motely as -
so ci ated with en light en ment by the Holy
Spirit. Sa tori is a form of enlight en ment as -
so ci ated with self-realization, or re al iza tion
of one ness with the di vine. It is the cul mi -
na tion of one’s spir i tual quest for him self as 
God or part of God. Thus Mer ton says
truth fully that the I-Thou con cept of man’s
re la tion ship to God makes such en light en -
ment im pos si ble. But to re ject the I-Thou
con cept is to em brace the con cept of en -
light en ment, or at tain ment of god hood.

If it seems in con gru ous that peo ple
who af firm the de ity of Christ, the Cross,
and the Res ur rec tion can also be lieve in
them selves as God, or part of God, it’s be -
cause most Chris tians are too naïve to think 
that such con cepts can be min gled in any -
one’s mind. Agnes San ford is an ex am ple
of one such per son, as is Wil liam Johnston.
It is not far re moved from the word-faith
teach ing of Ken neth Cope land that we
should think of our selves as equal to God.
(See our spe cial re port, Word-Faith.)

Johnston sums up his faith in Je sus in
the same breath that he says truth can be
found in all re li gions: 

To us Cath o lic Christians the
Vat i can Coun cil brought the re -
fresh ing news that we are still seek -
ers, mem bers of a pil grim Church,
and so we can join hands with other
search ers, whether they be Bud -
dhist, Hindu, Mus lim, or any thing
else, in our com mon quest for truth.
Need less to say, we have Christ,
who I be lieve spoke of God as no
man ever spoke; but I do not think
we can claim to un derstand the rev -
e lation of Christ in all its full ness.
Per haps we are still at the be gin -
ning. More over I also be lieve that in 
sundry times and in di verse ways
God spoke to our fa thers through
the proph ets, and these in clude
proph ets whose voices echo beau ti -
fully in the Gila, the Lotus Surra,
and the Tao Teh Ching.27

Chris tians must not ac cept one’s word
for be ing a brother in Christ, no mat ter how 
many en dorse ments he re ceives from lead -
ers in the Chris tian com mu nity. Leaders
within the Chris tian com mu nity are among
the most naïve, un in formed and un dis cern -
ing when it co mes to un derstand ing and
sep a rat ing truth from er ror. Be cause some -
one claims to be lieve the car di nal doc trines
of the Faith does not mean he ap plies a bib -
li cal in ter pre ta tion to those doc trines. He
most prob a bly be lieves he does ap ply a bib -

li cal in ter pre ta tion, but only our per sonal
scrutiny of what he be lieves will bear out
whether or not he truly does. And even if
his in ter pre ta tion is bib li cal, there are pit -
falls to watch out for: 1) he may be a de -
ceiver intent on bring ing er ror into his
realm of in flu ence, using truth to gain the
confi dence of his hear ers; 2) he may be
merely de ceived him self, but the re sults
would be the same for those who re ceive
his teach ings. 
Psy chol ogy

Rich ard Fos ter, though not a li censed
psy chol o gist, inte grates psycho ther apy into
Renovaré’s meth od ol o gies. Through out its
sem i nars ref er ences are made to sec u lar
psy chol o gists as hav ing learned how to in -
cor po rate God’s meth ods of heal ing into
their prac tices. Often men tioned is Carl Jung,
a favor ite among “Chris tian” psy chol ogists
be cause of his spir i tual empha sis. 

Siang Yan Tan, a psy chol o gist who
spoke at Renovaré’s con ference in Los An -
geles, stated that ev ery one needs ther a peu -
tic ex pe ri ences. Of course, be ing able to
command a rate of $100 per hour or more
gives good rea son for him to be lieve that.
Now, if we as sume that what Tan means by 
“ther a peu tic expe ri ences” is broad enough
to in clude all forms of emo tional support
such as that given by per sonal friends, fam -
ily and bib li cal minis ters, we agree with
him. But his em phasis upon sec u lar psy -
chol o gists as of fer ing valid ther apy for
Chris tians clouds his mean ing. 

Tan lik ens sec u lar psy chol o gist Carl
Rogers’ “un condi tional pos i tive re gard” to
agapé love, and of fers thanks to God for the 
Ro man Cath o lic practice of con fes sion to a
priest. I use Tan’s mes sage as an ex ample,
but it is not the only in stance of sec u lar
psy chol ogy’s in flu ences upon Renovaré.
They are too numer ous to men tion. 

PHILOSOPHI CAL ROOTS

As we ex am ine the med i ta tive and
con tem pla tive ex er cises of Renovaré, 
it stands to reason that there must be

a philo soph i cal ba sis to the very con cepts of
medi ta tion and con templa tion. Since nei ther
of these dis ci plines as taught and prac ticed
by Renovaré is found in Scrip ture, and since
they are eas ily found in Buddhism and other
east ern mys ti cal re li gions, what might we
learn about their un der ly ing phi loso phy?

The Dic tio nary of Phi los ophy and Re -
li gion says this about con tem pla tion:

From the Latin con and
templum (a space set aside for the
ob ser va tion and in ter pre ta tion of
signs and por tents). Al though the
in ter pre ta tion of the term has
changed, its re li gious or i gin has not
been en tirely lost. The in ter pre ta tion 
of theoria, or the ory, in Greek phi -
loso phy, merely en larged it with a
truth-related as pect.…

Hugh of St. Victor re garded
contemplatio as the third and fi nal
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stage of knowl edge in the as cent of
the soul, which must first pass
through cogitatio and then through
meditatio in prep ara tion.…

In the broader scheme of things 
the tra di tion of mys ti cism both of
the East and of the West, has for
mil len nia stressed con tem pla tion or
med i ta tion as the means to en light -
en ment, moksha, or sa tori.28

The three phases ex pounded by Hugh
of St. Vic tor, cogitatio, meditatio, and
contemplatio, would be equiv a lent to
Renovaré’s stages of cog ni tive prayer,
med i ta tion and con tem pla tion. The ob jec -
tive is to move from con scious com mu ni ca -
tion with God to be ing “in the Pres ence,” as 
Bill Vaswig puts it. The Bud dhist equiv a -
lent of be ing in the Pres ence would be to
reach to tal en light enment and, even tu ally,
Nirvana or assim i la tion into the di vine
where one loses his iden tity en tirely and is
melded into the all-knowing Mind or Force
of the Uni verse.

But are Fos ter’s and Vaswig’s be liefs
re ally in flu enced by Bud dhism; are they re -
ally ad vo cat ing “Chris tian Zen”? Or is it
merely co in ci den tal that what they and Wil -
liam Johnston teach are so sim i lar? 

In both of his ad dresses to the
Renovaré Confer ence in Oc to ber, 1991,
Vaswig men tioned his ed u ca tion at the
Shalem In sti tute in Wash ing ton, D.C., and
that his pro fes sor there is Ger ald May. An
un der stand ing of the Shalem In sti tute and
what May teaches should open one’s eyes
to the na ture of Vaswig’s spir i tual training.

SHALEM IN STI TUTE

Renovaré’s spiri tual for ma tion groups 
are pat terned af ter those found at
spir i tual re newal cen ters which

blend the phi los o phies of the world with
Chris tian ity to pro duce a hy brid form of
spiri tual en light en ment. Through Bill
Vaswig, one such cen ter in par ticu lar, The
Shalem In sti tute for Spir i tual For ma tion,
has af fected Renovaré’s curric ula. 

Vaswig is very open about his as so ci a -
tion with the Shalem In stitute and states
that this is where he learned his med i ta tive
and con tem pla tive prac tices through which
he put his au di ence. 

Shalem (Sha-lame) is a He -
brew word that, in the Insti tute’s
words, “speaks of whole ness: to be
complete, full, sound.”29

Among the courses of fered by Shalem
In sti tute in its Win ter, 1991 cat a log can be
found a course en ti tled “Pure Con tem pla -
tive Pres ence,” taught by Ger ald May
(Vaswigs men tor). The course de scrip tion
states:

In sights and sup port for our
pres ence to gether will be drawn
from Chris tian con tem pla tive and
Ti betan Bud dhist rDzogs-chen
(Mahamudra) tra di tions.30

This par tic u lar course was taught at
Bon Secours Spir i tual Cen ter in
Marriottsville, Mary land, a Ro man Cath o lic 
spir i tual cen ter at which the Shalem In sti -
tute holds many of its courses.

It’s note wor thy that Fos ter and Vaswig 
out wardly ex press dis ap proval of the New
Age Move ment when asked about it, and
dis avow any New Age lean ings. Yet
Vaswig’s as so ci a tion with the Shalem In sti -
tute and his ac knowl edg ment of May as his
men tor be lies any such claim. When they
speak of “prac tic ing the pres ence of God,”
which is a ma jor facet of Renovaré’s spir i -
tual ex er cises, we find that what they mean
is Zen med i ta tion. 

An other facet of Shalem’s work is
what is known as “body prayer.” Body
prayer is taught by Isabella Bates through a
course en ti tled “In car nate Pres ence for
God: Body Prayer.” The in tent of this
course is to “pro vide a way to re lease the
lim its and ten sions of our men tal con structs 
and phys i cal hold ing pat terns so that the
lov ing and align ing pres ence of God can
un fold within us. Al lowing the breath to re -
lease and ex pand, we be come deeply nur -
tured and em pow ered. Each class will have
a rhythm of chant, body prayer prac tice,
med i ta tion, re flec tion and joumaling.31

Isabella Bates’ cre dentials are stated
thusly:

Quaker, pro fes sional voice
teacher, Reiki prac ti tioner, grad u ate
of Shalem Spir i tual Guid ance Pro -
gram.32 

The practice of Reiki is de scribed in
the New Age pub li ca tion, Com mon
Ground:

Reiki (ray-key) is the Jap a nese
word for “Uni ver sal Life En ergy.”
Reiki is an an cient nat u ral heal ing
art re-discovered by Dr. Mikao Usui 
when study ing sa cred Ti betan sutras 
in the late 1800’s.

Many peo ple have ex peri enced 
the Reiki ener gies as an as sist to
their per sonal in ner clearing and
transformational pro cess. Dur ing
the First De gree work shop, a series
of four attunements are given by a
Tradi tional Reiki Mas ter, which will 
align and tune in the en ergy cen ters
of the stu dent. Af ter this pro cess is
completed, the Uni versal life Force
be comes am pli fied when drawn
through the hands.33

The New Age Cat a logue: Access to In -
for ma tion and Sources says about Reiki:

Reiki is an ef fec tive tech nique
for pre ven tion of dis eases and en -
ergy im bal ances on all lev els of
your be ing. Reiki is also a unique,
highly ef fective tool for per sonal
trans forma tion, growth, and change. 
Reiki is a nat u ral en ergy-balancing
and renew ing method that can be

used in con junc tion with any other
tech nique of health-care treat ment
as well as with any other per sonal
growth ther apy.34

The term “all lev els of your be ing” is a 
New Age de scrip tion for whole ness of
body, mind and spirit. Like most New Age
and east ern mys ti cal prac tices, it claims to
be non-religious. That claim aside, Reiki is
de signed to bring about whole ness through
the spir i tual realm. It is an unbiblical ex er -
cise that opens one up to de monic en ti ties,
as do all spir i tual ex er cises not spe cif i cally
taught in Scrip ture. And the only ones
taught in Scrip ture are prayer (cog ni tive
prayer in volv ing praise, wor ship and pe ti -
tion), fast ing, and study ing God’s Word.
The only com mands we have are to love
God with all our heart, soul, mind and
strength, and to love our neigh bors as we
al ready love our selves (Mark 12:29-31). 

All this other stuff is su per flu ous at
best, and cer tainly de monic in or i gin. 

More about the Shalem In sti tute: its
Di rec tor for Spir i tual Guid ance is Rose
Mary Dougherty, a Ro man Cath o lic nun.
Some of its staff are the fol low ing: 

Carole Crumley, Codirector, for mer
Canon pas tor, Wash ing ton Na tional Ca the -
dral; 

Kathy Spaar, leads work shops on
Celtic and women’s spir i tu al ity; 

Elise Wiarda, mas sage ther a pist,
Rosen Method Body work and Reiki prac ti -
tio ner;

Ger ald May, Shalem’s Se nior Fel low in
Contem pla tive The ol ogy and Psy chol ogy;

Barbara Osborne, clin i cal so cial worker,
Reiki practi tio ner, and spir i tual guide.

These are just some of the New Age
in flu ences at Shalem. Carole Crumley has
conducted “Pres ence Through Sa cred Im -
age: Icon Prayer Group,” which cen tered on 
prayer and med i ta tion around sacred icons
of the East ern Or tho dox Church. These
icons are looked upon not as art only, but as 
windows into the spir i tual realm. 

The Shalem In sti tute is merely one of
many such spir i tual re newal centers to be
found through out the world. In the United
States there is a grow ing in ter est in such
cen ters that of fer peo ple un der stress oppor -
tu ni ties to en gage in si lent med i ta tion and
contem pla tion. These cen ters of fer a re -
sponse to the need for spiri tual strength in
an age of ma te ri al ism, al beit the spiri tual
strength they offer is not of God. 

Wash ing ton D.C., where the Shalem
In sti tute is lo cated, is a nat u ral choice for
such cen ters to flour ish. In a Wash ington
Post ar ti cle for Sep tember, 1989, Su san
Por ter Rob in son, an ed i tor with the Amer i -
can Council on Ed u ca tion, fo cused on the
ma jor spir i tual re newal cen ters in and
around our na tion’s capitol. Of the eleven
cited by Rob in son, seven are Ro man Cath o -
lic, one Epis co pal, one Church of the Sav -
ior/ec u men i cal, one Christian/ec u meni cal,
and one (Shalem) merely “ec u men i cal.”
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Robin son’s ar ti cle points out the em -
pha sis on hu man psy chol ogy that char ac ter -
izes such cen ters: 

Once thought to be the prov -
ince of monks, spir i tual di rec tion
centers have gained wider ac cep -
tance in the lay world dur ing the last 
15 to 20 years. While most spir i tual
di rec tors are not psy cho ther a pists,
they usu ally have some train ing in
hu man psy chol ogy as well as in
pasto ral in sight.35

A strong New Age spir i tu al ity and ac -
ceptance of all re li gious tra di tions over -
shadow the very con cept of the spiri tual
re treat center. Two ex am ples of the non-
Cath o lic but ecu men i cal cen ters that in cor -
po rate psy chol ogy, Bud dhism and New
Age phi los o phy are Day spring Re treat Cen -
ter in Ger man town, Mary land, and the
Shalem In sti tute in Wash ing ton, D.C. Rob -
in son de scribes the ac tiv i ties at Day spring
and Shalem:

Day spring Re treat Cen ter in
Ger man town, Md., is an other res i -
dential set ting for area retreatants.
Spon sored by the Church of the
Sav ior, the cen ter is ec u men i cal in
its ori enta tion and of fers week ends
that fo cus on a va ri ety of themes,
including marriage, cen ter ing prayer, 
peace and jus tice, stew ard ship of
the Earth, Na tive Amer i can spir i tu -
al ity, Bud dhist med i ta tion and Jung -
ian psy chol ogy, as it ap plies to
Scrip ture and spir i tu al ity.36

Shalem (pro nounced “shalame”) 
is a He brew word con not ing whole -
ness and complete ness, a name ap -
pro pri ate to the in sti tute’s var ied
ap proach to the spir i tual life. 

This fall, for ex am ple, pro
grams there range from prayer and
Scrip ture groups to a 30-week
course on body prayer, a psy chol -
ogy and spir i tu al ity work shop, and
an Ad vent quiet day of guided and
si lent med i ta tion.…

Shalem di rec tor Tilden Ed -
wards re flects on va ca tions (from
the Latin word for free dom) in the
in sti tute’s quar terly news let ter:
“Each of us has our own vi sion for
this time. Of ten it will in clude a
phys i cal lo ca tion that in vites per -
spec tive, spa ciousness, and heal ing,
like a body of wa ter or a hill top or
quiet val ley.”37

STRAT EGY

Bor rowing from the for mat of these
spir i tual re treat cen ters, Renovaré
has de vel oped a strat egy to bring the 

med i ta tive and con tem pla tive life into as
many churches as pos si ble through the
de vel op ment of spir i tual forma tion groups.
These groups op er ate in the same fash ion as 
does a spir i tual re treat cen ter, ex cept that

their sched ule is weekly and held in
churches or in pri vate homes. Lack ing
spir i tual di rec tors, Renovaré has de signed
their spir i tual for ma tion groups to op er ate
along the lines of group ther apy ses sions
with as lit tle over sight from a di rec tor as
pos si ble. Rich ard Fos ter ex plains his
strat egy which is tied to the con cept of
mi cro churches op er at ing within the macro
church struc ture: 

I want to sub mit to you that
these two expe ri ences that we see
go ing on are part of the same phe -
nom e non: that the macro churches
are made up of thou sands upon
thou sands of mi cro churches. Pas tor 
[Da vid (nee Paul) Yonggi] Cho’s
church I think has 50,000 small
groups func tion ing every week. So
all of this is hap pen ing. 

Now, a sec ond phe nom e non
tied to that has been the in ter est in
spir i tual di rec tion, and the training
of spiri tual di rec tors (and I’ve
taught courses on train ing spir i tual
di rec tors), but one ma jor flaw in
that kind of strat egy is simply that
we’ll never get the job done if we
are try ing to train full-blown spir i -
tual di rec tors.… That takes years to
get them re ally to that place in their
lives. And we really wres tled with
that for a long time un til we began
to see that there is the pos si bil ity of
group spir i tual di rec tion. There’s
still the need for well-trained spir i -
tual di rec tors, but these things can
prolif er ate very rap idly based upon
the in sights that we gained on group 
spir i tual di rec tion. 

So just to see that larger pic ture, 
I want now to share with you the
strat egy. Very sim ple—three ma jor
el ements to it: cov e nant, com mon
disci pline and self-examination
ques tions. And there is a ra tio nale
be hind ev ery one of these.

First the cove nant. The cov e -
nant is a sim ple, one-sentence state -
ment: “In ut ter de pend ence upon
Je sus Christ as my ever-living Sav -
ior, teacher, lord and friend, I will
seek spir i tual re newal—con stant re -
newal—through spir i tual exer cises,
spir i tual gifts and acts of ser vice.”38

Fos ter goes on to de scribe com mon dis -
ci pline as the means by which one is held
ac count able to the group for one’s spir i tual
ex er cises, work ing within the group for mat.
The self-examination ques tions fo cus on
what one has done or is do ing to ful fill his
di rec tion to ward spir i tual growth. 

It sel dom oc curs to Chris tians that
such groups are ac tu ally usurp ing the roles
of el ders within the assemblies. It is not up
to peo ple spe cially trained in the spir i tual
dis ci plines of the na ture Renovaré and spir -
i tual re newal cen ters of fer to dis ci ple oth -

ers. Scripture has es tab lished the means by
which the be liever is brought to ma tu rity in
the faith: 

And he gave some, apos tles;
and some, proph ets; and some,
evan ge lists; and some, pas tors and
teach ers; 

For the per fect ing of the saints, 
for the work of the min is try, for the
ed ify ing of the Body of Christ: 

Till we all come in the unity of
the faith, and of the knowl edge of
the Son of God, unto a per fect man,
unto the mea sure of the stat ure of
the fulness of Christ: 

That we hence forth be no more 
chil dren, tossed to and fro, and car -
ried about with ev ery wind of doc -
trine, by the sleight of men, and
cunning craft i ness, whereby they lie 
in wait to de ceive; 

But speak ing the truth in love,
may grow up into him in all things,
which is the head, even Christ: 

From whom the whole body
fitly joined to gether and com pacted
by that which ev ery joint supplieth,
ac cord ing to the ef fectual working
in the mea sure of ev ery part, maketh 
in crease of the body unto the ed i fy -
ing of itself in love. 

This I say there fore, and tes tify 
in the Lord, that ye hence forth walk
not as other Gentiles walk, in the
vanity of their mind, 

Having the un derstanding
dark ened, being alien ated from the
life of God through the ig no rance
that is in them, be cause of the blind -
ness of their heart: 

Who being past feel ing have
given them selves over unto las civ i -
ous ness, to work all un clean ness
with greed i ness. 

But ye have not so learned
Christ; 

If so be that ye have heard him, 
and have been taught by him, as the
truth is in Je sus: 

That ye put off con cern ing the
former con ver sa tion the old man,
which is cor rupt ac cord ing to the
de ceit ful lusts; 

And be re newed in the spirit of
your mind; 

And that ye put on the new
man, which af ter God is cre ated in
righ teous ness and ho li ness. (Ephe -
sians 4:11-24) 
We have the tes ti mony of the apos tles,

the Scrip tures; the ad mo ni tion of the proph -
ets who came both be fore and af ter Mes -
siah, plus the pro phetic voices which bring
cor rec tion within the lo cal as semblies; the
work of the evan ge lists who bring the mes -
sage of sal va tion; and the work of the shep -
herds and teach ers (the el ders) to over see
our spir i tual growth. The role of spiri tual
di rec tor within Renovaré usurps the role of
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the el der and places it in the hands of men
and women who do not meet the scrip tural
cri te ria for elder ship. They are not in -
structed in the Word of God, they are in -
structed in spir i tual exer cises of an east ern
mys ti cal na ture, cou pled with med i ta tion on 
“early Chris tian” mys tics, most of whom
were Ro man Cath o lic. 

If this re mains in dispute within some
minds, con sider whether one (such as Fos -
ter) is qual i fied to be a spiri tual leader who
lauds as a great Chris tian brother the pope
(who has given cre dence to pa gan faiths as
valid means to learn truth, who has ded i -
cated his life and work to the Roman Cath -
o lic “Vir gin” and who has called for strong
re sis tance against evan gel i cal “sects” in
Ro man Cath o lic countries). 

ECU ME NISM 

One of the es sen tial el e ments of
Renovaré’s strat egy in volves
ecu me nism with out re gard to

doc trine. While Renovaré has thus far not
in cor po rated into its ranks any one who is
openly an ad her ent to a pa gan re li gion, it
does have el e ments that con sider di a logue
with non-Christian re li gions of mu tual
bene fit. 

One such is a Ro man Cath o lic nun,
Sis ter Thomas Ber nard of the or der of St.
Jo seph of Carondolet. Bernard is ac tively
pursu ing di a logue with Bud dhism through
her of fice of Di rec tor of the Spir i tu al ity
Cen ter for the Arch dio cese of Los An geles.

In her mes sage to the Con fer ence
which we men tioned ear lier, she ex tolled
the doc trine of John of the Cross whom she
called, “one of the great Span ish mys tics of
the 16th cen tury.” Ac cord ing to Ber nard,
John of the Cross “built his whole spir i tu al -
ity on the con cept of the Nada and the
Todo—the Noth ing and the All. And he
kept say ing that: that it is in the Noth ing
that we will find the All.”39

This, too, dem on strates the mys ti cism
of one who lacks proper un der stand ing of
God’s na ture. It is es sen tially Bud dhist. 

God is not “Noth ing.” Nor do we find
Him by do ing “noth ing.” He re veals Him -
self to us through His Word as a tran scen -
dent God with will and in tel lect, wholly
distinct from His creation. He is un know -
able ex cept through His own vo li tion in
mak ing Him self known to man. And it is
through Je sus Christ as re vealed in the
Scrip tures—not in visu al iza tion or con tem -
pla tion—that we know Him. 

It is lit tle won der that Fos ter, a Quaker, 
would in sti tute such mys ti cal prac tices in
Renovaré’s cur ric ula. The his tory and phi -
los o phy of Quakerism are marked by the
mys ti cal. Early Quakerism es pe cially was
given over to the in duce ment of trances, vi -
o lent shak ing (hence, the name “Quak ers”), 
glos so la lia, vi sions and mind less ec stasy. 

Quakerism is close to Bud dhism in its
philo soph i cal under stand ing of God, hold -
ing the be lief that some thing of God is in
ev ery one. Thus its his tor ical ap proach to

non-violence as a means to achieve its ends 
in so ci ety. Thus, too, its well-known pen -
chant to ward good works. This be lief is not
lost to Sis ter Ber nard, who states that, as
we draw closer to God through con tem pla -
tion, we will be gin to see God’s face in the
face of oth ers. 

My com ments must not be construed
to mean that I am for vi o lence and against
good works. I merely state these as ex am -
ples of the un der ly ing be lief of the “di vine
cen ter” within all men by the Quak ers and
other ecumenists. The sim i lar ity of
Quakerism to Bud dhism did not es cape
Wil liam Johnston ei ther. Speaking of the
di a logue be tween Chris tian ity and Bud -
dhism, Johnston at trib utes much suc cess to
the Quak ers: 

The di a logue with Zen owes
much to the ini tiative and en ter prise 
of the Quak ers, to whom we are all
eter nally grate ful. No doubt the
great simi lar ity be tween Quaker
med i ta tion and Zen (though there
are great dif fer ences too) was in -
stru men tal in prompt ing their ec u -
men i cal in ter est. The first meet ing
was held in Oiso, near Tokyo, and
the par tic i pants talked frankly about 
their per sonal re ligious ex pe ri ence,
search ing for a link that might bind
them together. Con ducted in a spirit
of great char ity, it re vealed that the
in te rior life of Bud dhists and Chris -
tians has much in com mon; they can 
be united at the deep est part of their
be ing, at the level of psy chic life
which Eliot calls the still point of
the turning world.40

Dur ing the afore men tioned con fer ence, 
Rich ard Fos ter ex tolled the vir tues of Ro -
man Ca thol i cism and Pope John Paul II.
His state ments were con curred with by
Lloyd John Ogilvie and Jack Hayford, both
of whom praised Rich ard Fos ter and his
out reach through Renovaré. Ogilvie stated
with pride that his is the first church in
Amer ica that has a pas tor of spir i tual for -
ma tion, Dor o thy Cross.41 Call ing Bill
Vaswig a “God-gifted man,” Ogilvie stated
that “if I ever needed an anoint ing of the
power of the Spirit, those are the hands I’d
want put on my head.” 

Jack Hayford also ex tolled the vir tues
of Renovaré and af firmed his com mit ment
to ecu menism. Call ing him self a “word-
cen tered per son,” Hayford cred ited Rich ard 
Fos ter with help ing him over come his aver -
sion to ward Ro man Ca thol i cism as some -
thing “other” in terms of be liefs. His eyes
be ing opened now, Hayford said of Ro man
Ca thol i cism, “the other camp did n’t seem
so ‘other’ to me.”42

Renovaré’s ec u men i cal com pro mises
with Ro man Ca thol i cism and Bud dhist phi -
los o phy dis qual ify it as a source for in struc -
tion in righ teous ness and ho li ness.
Renovaré it self is tossed about by ev ery
wind of doc trine. 

But, it would be ar gued, Renovaré
stresses the Cross of Christ and the Res ur -
rec tion. Well, so does Ro man Ca thol i cism,
so does Mor mon ism, so does virtually ev -
ery cult that calls it self “Chris tian.”

We should not be so naïve to think that 
Sa tan does not come as an an gel of light.
He has a mes sage for ev eryone. Some mes -
sages contain 99% truth; some con tain 1%
truth; many fall some where in be tween.
But, as the Scrip tures say, a lit tle leaven
leavens the whole lump. And when 1% of
er ror is of a na ture se ri ous enough to dis pel
the 99% of truth, that er ror brings death. 

When truth is blended with er ror only
the truth suf fers; the er ror never suffers.
Be cause the truth is no longer the truth; it
has been cor rupted by the er ror in its midst
much as a bar rel of ap ples is spoiled by one 
rot ten ap ple al lowed to re main within. It is
a fact of life within this sin ful uni verse that
ev ery thing is in a state of de cay. Mankind
is not mov ing to ward a greater spir i tual ity
in the bibli cal sense; he is mov ing to ward a
greater spir i tu al ity in the hu man or sa tanic
sense. God’s truth is more and more be ing
blended with error from the phi los o phies of 
the world—eastem mys ti cism, Roman Ca -
thol i cism, sec ular psy chol ogy. And each
step leads fur ther away from the point of
pure doctrine in Christ Je sus to be ing
melded into the one-world re li gious sys tem, 
Mys tery Bab y lon. Herein Ro man Ca thol i -
cism will lead the way. And Renovaré’s
phi los o phy will play a role in the move
back to Rome. 

To be sure, the out ward man i fes ta tions 
of these er rors are of ten per ceived as good
be cause they fo cus on good works to ward
our fel low man. But this is a doc trine in her -
ent in virtu ally all reli gions. And there are
lov ing, car ing, giv ing peo ple within ev ery
philo soph i cal dis ci pline. Some New Agers
are more lov ing and caring than many
Chris tians. Their manner is not dis sim i lar to 
that of “Chris tian” mys tics who stress out -
ward works of pi ety and who ex ude “love.”

We can not af ford our selves the lux ury
of fol low ing after kind, loving peo ple who
of fer ex tra-biblical and unbiblical ways of
in duc ing feel ings of self worth and close -
ness to God. And we must not be fooled by
those who say they stress the Cross and the
Res ur rec tion. They may have a dif fer ent
un der stand ing of the Cross and of the Res -
ur rec tion. The only safe guard we have
against these er rors is God’s Word. 

RENOV ARE’S PER SON NEL 

The fol low ing per sons com prised
Renovaré’s Steering Com mit tee,
Board of Ref er ence, and Speaking

Plat form at our original writ ing. Some have 
passed on or have been replaced. 

While it seems highly un likely that
those of such stat ure would be un able to
per ceive prob lems with Renovaré’s teach -
ings and prac tices, we must al low that there 
are some rather naïve and ig no rant peo ple
among the lead er ship in the churches. 
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Original Steering Com mit tee 
• Sis ter Thomas Ber nard, Di rec tor,

The Spir i tu al ity Center, Cath o lic Arch di -
o cese of Los An geles 

• Isaac Ca na les, As sis tant Di rec tor,
His panic Min istries, FTS* 

• T. Eugene Coffin, Coun selor,
Memorial Gar dens, Crys tal Cathe dral 

• Richard Fe lix, Pres i dent,
Azusa Pa cific Uni ver sity 

• David Allan Hub bard, Pres i dent,
Fuller Theo log i cal Sem inary 

• Anne Huffman, Mar riage & Fam ily In -
tern, Har bor Com munity Psy cho log i cal
Ser vices 

• Jerry John son, Ex ec u tive Pas tor,
Lake Av e nue Con gre ga tional Church

• H.B. Lon don, Se nior Pas tor,
First Church of the Nazarene of Pas a -
dena, Cal ifor nia. 

• Rob ert Munger, Pro fes sor Emer i tus,
Evan ge lism & Church Strat egy, FTS* 

• Charles Mylander, Gen eral Su per in ten -
dent, Friends Church South west, Yearly
Meet ing 

• Lloyd John Ogilvie, Se nior Pas tor,
First Pres by te rian Church of Hol ly wood,
Cal i for nia 

• Wil liam E. Pannell, Di rector,
Black Minis tries, FTS* 

• Patricia Rexroat, Di rec tor,
Southern Cal i for nia Ex tended Ed u ca tion,
FTS* 

• Rob ert A. Seiple, Pres i dent,
World Vi sion, Inc. 

• Siang Yang-Tan, Di rec tor,
Dr. of Psy chol ogy Pro gram, FTS* 

• Janine Tartaglia, Pas tor of Se nior
Adults, First Church of the Nazarene,
Pas a dena, Cal i for nia 

• “Rev. Msgr.” Royale M. Vadakin,
Director, Com mis sion on Ec u men i cal &
In ter re li gious Af fairs, Cath o lic Arch di o -
cese of Los An geles 

*FTS: Fuller Theo log i cal Sem i nary

Original Board Of Ref er ence
Jamie Buckingham Da vid L. McKenna
An thony Campolo Cal vin Miller 
G. Ray mond Carlson Henri J. M. Nouwen
Ted W. Engstrom Lloyd John Ogilvie
Gary Fawver J.I. Packer 
Rich ard Fe lix Wil liam Pannell
Faith Forster Eu gene H. Pe ter son
Roger Forster “Fr.”Mi chael Scanlan
Wil liam C. Frey Ron ald J. Sider 
Millard Fuller Ar thur Simon 
Henry Gariepy Lewis B. Smedes
Michael Harper Howard A. Snyder
Roberta Hestenes Rus sell P. Spittler
Jerry R. Kirk Ing rid Trobisch
Clar ence A. Kopp, Sr. Tommy Tyson
Da vid LeShana C. Pe ter Wag ner
Pe ter Lord Thomas Wang

Carl H. Lundquist Rob ert Webber
David & Ka ren Mains Rich ard B. Wilke
Mar tin Marty John Wimber

Renovaré’s Speaking Plat form
(Oc to ber, 1991, Los An geles Con fer ence) 

• Sis ter Thomas Ber nard, Di rec tor,
The Spir i tu al ity Cen ter, Cath o lic Arch di -
o cese of Los An geles 

• Isaac Ca na les, As sis tant Di rector,
His panic Min istries, Fuller Theo logi cal
Sem i nary 

• Sis ter Do lores Cazares, Co or di na tor, 
School of Spir i tual Di rec tion 

• Eu gene Cof fin, Quaker,
Coun selor for Me morial Gar dens, Crys tal 
Ca the dral 

• Murray Dempster, Pro fes sor of So cial
Eth ics, South ern Cal i for nia Col lege 

• Gary Den nis, Se nior Pas tor, La Can ada
Pres by te rian Church 

• Ed ward Eng land, Renovaré Team
Member 

• Marty Ensign, Renovaré Team Mem ber 
• Rich ard Fos ter, Pres i dent, Renovaré 
• Roger Fredrikson, Renovaré Team

Member 
• Jack Hayford, Se nior Pas tor, The

Church on the Way, Van Nuys, Cali for -
nia 

• Da vid Hubbard , Pres i dent, Fuller Theo -
log i cal Sem i nary 

• Jerry John son, Ex ec u tive Pas tor, Lake
Av e nue Con gre ga tional Church 

• Car o lyn Koons, Di rec tor, In sti tute for
Out reach Min istries, Azusa Pa cific Uni -
ver sity 

• H.B. Lon don, Se nior Pas tor, First
Church of the Nazarene of Pasa dena 

• Don Moomaw, Se nior Pas tor, Bel Air
Pres by te rian Church 

• Rob ert Munger , Long time Presby te rian
pas tor and leader. 

• Chuck Mylander, General Su perin ten -
dent, Friends Church South west, Yearly
Meet ing 

• Lloyd John Ogilvie, Se nior Pas tor, First
Pres by te rian Church of Hol ly wood 

• John Ortberg, Jr., Se nior Pas tor, Ho ri -
zons Com mu nity Church 

• John Perkins, Di rec tor, John M. Perkins
Foun da tion for Rec oncil i a tion and De vel -
op ment 

• C.W. Perry, Se nior Pas tor, Rose Drive
Friends Church 

• Pat Rexroat, Di rec tor, Ex tended Ed u ca -
tion in South ern Cali for nia, Fuller Theo -
log i cal Sem i nary 

• Lydia Sarandan, Min is ter of Adult Ed u -
cation, St. An drew’s Presby te rian Church

• Bob Seiple, Pres i dent, World Vi sion, Inc.
• Jim Smith, Renovaré Team Mem ber

• Slang-Yang Tan, Di rec tor, Doc tor of
Psy chol ogy Program, Fuller Theo log i cal
Sem i nary 

• Janine Tartaglia, Pas tor with Se nior
Adults, First Church of the Nazarene of
Pas a dena 

• Donn Thomas, Renovaré Team Mem ber 
• Wllliam Vaswig, Renovaré Team Mem -

ber
• Dal las Wil lard, Renovaré Team Member
• Jane Wil lard, Pro fes sional ther a pist

(of fered for prayer and coun sel ing dur ing
sem inar) 

CON CLU SION

Why do or ga ni za tions like Renovaré 
flour ish? Be cause the churches
have, for the most part, cre ated

the at mo sphere for them to flour ish. The
churches are apos tate rep re sen ta tions of the 
as sem blies whose role was given them by
God in His Word. They do not of fer the
nurture and in struc tion in the Word that is
re quired of God’s ekklesia. They have
rel e gated the role of el der to that of an
elected dea con who co mes and goes on the
whim of the pas tor, the church board or
even the con gre ga tion. The el ders are
gener ally si lent; they do not teach. The
pastor teaches; the pas tor runs the af fairs of 
the church; the pas tor is su preme. 

The hi er ar chi cal struc tures of the de -
nomi na tions have den i grated into po lit i cal
“good-ol’-boys” as so ci a tions. They have no 
more con cern for the wel fare of the in di vid -
ual con gre gant than pol i ti cians in Washing -
ton have for the in di vid ual cit i zen. 

Rich ard Fos ter is correct when he says
the Church has failed; ex cept that he should 
say the churches have failed. 

The Body of Christ is still the Body of
Christ. And the day is com ing when the
true be liev ers in Amer ica will be come fed
up with the “Sunday-go-to-meeting” va ri -
ety of Chris tian ity. They will ei ther leave
on their own to form bib li cally-oriented as -
sem blies, or they will be forced out by the
leader ship of the churches that are ever in -
creas ing toward un god li ness and re li gion.

Renovaré, however, is not the an swer
to the prob lem; it is a prob lem unto it self. It 
does not re flect the bib li cal model; it is a
hu man at tempt to achieve god li ness by in -
cor po rat ing the world’s phi los o phies into a
quasi-biblically-oriented group set ting. 

As we approach the end of this age we
will see the churches mov ing in ex o ra bly
closer to the great de lu sion that will dom i -
nate the think ing of man kind. Je sus said
that de lu sion would be so great that, if it
were pos si ble, even the very elect would be 
de ceived (Mat thew 24:24). 

Most Chris tians fail to re alize the im -
pli ca tion of such a state ment. What the
Lord was say ing is that the great de lusion
to come would ap pear so close to the truth
that only the very elect of God would be
able to dis cern the truth from the error.
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The only source for truth that He has left
us is His writ ten Word—the Bi ble. When
men try to in fuse into Scrip ture what their
own hu man rea son ing as sumes it means by 
allegorizing, spir i tu al iz ing or gen erally
cor rupt ing the clear mean ings of God’s
Word, they are playing into the hands of
the de ceiver. This is n’t to say that even
among true breth ren there won’t be dis -
agree ments on mi nor is sues (though noth -
ing the Word clearly states is mi nor). But
it is in cum bent upon God’s peo ple not to
re ceive any min is try that places em pha sis
upon sub jec tive spiri tual ex er cises at all,
let alone more so than it does upon the
study of God’s Word. 

Or ga ni za tions such as Renovaré are
usurp ing the place of the lo cal as sem bly.
While cer tain parachurch or gani za tions
have their place—pro vided they do not
stray from the truth of Scrip ture—the lo cal
as sem bly is the es sen tial place for fellow -
ship and learn ing doc trine. Parachurch or -
ga ni za tions that in ter fere with the learn ing
of sound doc trine by instilling con fusion
are hin der ing the unity of the Faith. 

Ul ti mately, it is doc trine (the Word of
God) which emerges as the rea son for dis -
unity. And this is as it should be. Unity
around the Word of God is the only unity
de sir able to a true believer. Unity around
the Word of God plus something else is dis -
unity with God Him self. We must choose
only the Word of God as the source for all
in struc tion in righ teous ness. And if this
means that we be come out casts from the re -
li gion ists of to day, then so be it. 

Now I be seech you, breth ren,
mark them which cause di vi sions
and of fences con trary to the doc -
trine which ye have learned; and
avoid them.

For they that are such serve
not our Lord Je sus Christ, but their
own belly [their own de sires]; and
by good words and fair speeches
de ceive the hearts of the sim ple.
(Romans 16:17-18) 
How of ten we who stand firm on God’s 

Word are ac cused of caus ing di vi sion by
those who quote only verse 17 and omit
“con trary to the doc trine which ye have
learned” in the pro cess. We can not com pro -
mise the truth of God’s Word in the name of 
unity and re main faith ful to Christ. Nor can
we meld God’s Word with ex tra-biblical or
unbiblical teach ings and prac tices and re -
main faith ful to Christ.

Ev ery word of God is pure: he
is a shield unto them that put their
trust in him. 

Add thou not unto his words,
lest he re prove thee, and thou be
found a liar. (Prov erbs 30:5-6) 
Renovaré fails to rec og nize this es sen -

tial truth. It in cor po rates unbiblical meth od -
ol o gies and phi los o phies in its spiri tual
ex er cises. While God’s Word is said to be

the ul ti mate truth upon which to rest,
Jung ian psy chol ogy and even Bud dhist
med i ta tion tech niques are blended with Ro -
man Cath o lic spir i tual tra di tions in an at -
tempt to bring about what Rich ard Fos ter
calls, “whole ness” in the lives of be liev ers. 

This im plies that the Spirit of God and
the Word of God are in suf fi cient in them -
selves to pro vide whole ness in Christ for
those who are obe di ent to them. 

Wherein does the answer lie then? It
lies in the fu ture. It lies in the work that the
Lord is do ing in the hearts of His true be -
liev ers, open ing their eyes to the de cep tions 
in their midst. As more and more eyes be -
come opened, more and more of us will
find one an other as we are forced into fel -
low ship for the sake of spir i tual sur vival
and, per haps, even phys i cal sur vival. 

In the mean time, we must work within
the churches where God has given us op -
por tu nity to do so. As the light is shed
through our in sis tence upon pu rity of doc -
trine and prac tice, many pas tors will see the 
need to sur ren der their churches and sub mit 
them selves to the plu ral ity of elder ship
within bib li cally-oriented assem blies. Those
el ders who are bib li cally qual i fied will be -
come the el ders by rec og ni tion of their spir -
i tu al ity and strength in Christ. 

Some pas tors will be sal vage able; most 
will not be. Most will fall into the trap set
by those who bring in the world’s phi los o -
phies as better ways to know truth. Through 
their con tin ued blend ing of er ror with
Scrip ture, the truth of God’s Word will be
made of no ef fect among the peo ple they
are sup posed to lead. As Je sus chas tised the 
re li gious lead ers of His day, so He will
chas tise the re li gious lead ers of to day: 

Thus have ye made the com -
mand ment of God of none ef fect by
your tradi tion. (Mat thew 15:6) 
While the Lord was speak ing of a spe -

cific com mand ment to honor one’s fa ther
and mother, the ad mo ni tion is ap pli ca ble to
ev ery com mand of Je sus Christ—to the
Word of God as a whole. Those who blend
er ror with truth have made the Word of
God of no ef fect. Let us pray that their eyes 
may be opened be fore it’s too late.v
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