
1 
 

Vancouver School of Theology 
IPS/SP500 Spiritual Formation in Communities 
Fall 2020: Three weekend classes, Thursday 6:00 – 9:00 pm, Friday 9:00 am – 4:00 pm 
September 24-25, October 22-23, November 26-27 
 
Note: the course will be adjusted to a distance format within the stated weekends in the 
event that the school is not able to hold Intensive classes in person. 
 
Description: This course explores spiritual formation within three different faith 
communities or wisdom traditions with a focus on the specific forms of spirituality brought 
by instructors from each of the communities or traditions.  Study of specific spiritual 
practices will develop the student's skills in understanding the sources and practices of 
spirituality in general. Research shows this is the outcome in the study of cultural diversity: 
the skills of understanding transfer to a variety of settings although the cultural specifics 
change. Students will read or otherwise become acquainted with a variety of resources 
from the three traditions, cultivate experiential learning by interaction with contemporary 
practitioners, and document their learning in modalities not restricted to academic-paper 
formats. 
 
Competencies: 
1. Define the spirituality of each community/wisdom tradition with accuracy and respect. 
2. Document the environmental, cultural, and historical influences on each of the 

spiritualities under study. 
3. Relate the spiritual principles to other aspects of the community/wisdom tradition 

being studied, including land-theology, law, worship, national continuity. 
4. Compare and contrast spiritualities from the locations and traditions of the student's 

own faith commitments. 
5. Demonstrate respectful communication and capacities for inter-religious dialogue in 

interactions of learning in the classroom. 
 
Format: Three weekend intensives, combining lecture, discussion, and class activities. 
Weekend I: Methodism and Christian monasticism with Jason Byassee, September 24-25 
Weekend II: Buddhist Spirituality with Shinmon Michael Newton, October 22-23 
Weekend III: Jewish Spirituality with Rabbi Susan Shamash, November 26-27 
 
Readings: Specified by instructors 
 
Assignments: Attendance in accordance with VST Policies; thoughtful, generous, and 
engaged class participation; completion of assigned readings and writing assignments.  
 
Writing assignment: Three five page papers, or their equivalents in modalities approved by 
the instructors, one corresponding to each weekend of the course. Each instructor will give 
specific directions for their weekend. Due dates of the three assignments are: 
 
Weekend I: Assignment due October 9 
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Weekend II: Assignment due November 6 
Weekend III: Assignment due December 11 
 
COURSE POLICIES  
 
1. Attendance: For this intensive course, VST requires 100% attendance. 
 
2. Reading and assignments: Students are expected to read all required assignments 

before class and to complete all assignments as outlined in the syllabus within the 
specified dates of the course and term. 

 
3. Academic honesty: Students are expected to adhere to VST’s requirements for 

academic honesty as published in the Student Handbook. 

 

4. Inclusive language: In speaking and writing, inclusive language is expected when 
making reference to humans and a variety of metaphors are anticipated when making 
reference to God.  

 

5. Assignment and Course Evaluation: 
• Course evaluations at VST combine a letter grade system (A+ to B-; course failure is 

“Not Approved”) including narrative comments based on the competencies of the 
course. No number grades or weights of assignments are calculated, nor are final 
grades given numerical equivalents. 

• Individual assignments within a course are given narrative evaluations, that is, APP 
(Approved) or INC (Incomplete) with narrative comments, based on the 
competencies and expectations set for that assignment. One re-write is allowed on 
any assignment that is INC. The re-written assignment is due two weeks after the 
work is returned. The final evaluation for an assignment can be APP or NAPP after a 
re-write.  
 

6. For a passing grade in the course, all assignments must be Approved. 
 

7. Late assignments: Submission of assignments on time is a part of academic, 
professional and pastoral competence and a part of every course at VST. All 
assignments in courses are due on the dates specified in the syllabus. Failure to submit 
an assignment on time will be noted in the narrative evaluation of an assignment.  
 

8. Limitation on use of social media: Ordinarily, the use of electronic devices in the 
contexts of classrooms or meetings will be to support the learning, formation, or agenda 
at hand.  
 

9. VST is committed to creating safe space and an inclusive learning environment. If you 
have a diagnosed or suspected learning disability, chronic condition, mental health 
concern, or physical requirement which you anticipate may impact your participation in 
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this class, you are encouraged to discuss your needs with the instructor and the Dean 
within the first week of classes. 
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I. Methodism and Christian Monasticism 
Instructor: Jason Byassee, jbyassee@vst.edu 
Dates: September 24-25, Thursday 6-9pm/Friday 9-5 pm 

 
Purpose Protestant Christianity might be thought of as a 500-year experiment in trying to 
practice Christianity without monks or nuns. The returns are not good. The Christian 
church seems to need some persons called out to specials vows like poverty, chastity, and 
obedience. That way, the rest of us have a hardy people to whom to point when we are 
asked, “How come no one lives out these harder commands of Jesus?” Monastics don’t need 
to be numerous to be enormously influential. Protestant spirituality has rediscovered 
monasticism over the past generation or two, led perhaps by Roberta Bondi’s great book To 
Pray and to Love: Conversations with the Early Church on Prayer. This is far more than a 
reading exercise—new monastic communities have popped up all over the world. Jonathan 
Wilson-Hartgrove, one of the architects of that movement, tells the story of the 
Benedictines in Rome calling him up and saying, “We like y’all. We have some experience in 
this area. Let us help you.” 
 Methodism is a pietist revivalist movement that (accidentally) branched off from the 
Church of England in the late 18th and early 19th century. Like other Protestant luminaries, 
John Wesley did not mean to reduce the requirements for Christian practice. Quite the 
opposite—he tried to democratize them. He wanted all Christians as committed to faith as 
any monk, nun, or priest. So early Methodists met in disciplined small groups. They asked 
one another rude questions about their sins (“Who sinned this week? You first!”). They 
visited in prisons, preached to coal miners getting off their shifts, got themselves thrown 
out of churches and stoned, and launched a revival that changed English and world history, 
the predecessor for the world Pentecostal movement today. Methodism might be thought 
of as a prayer meeting that got out of hand. And Methodists often find themselves reminded 
of the disciplined nature of Christian prayer when they meet monastics. 
 
Competence Objectives 
 
1-Students will come to have a basic understanding both of the monastic movement in the 
broad history of the church and of the Wesleyan revival in modern times. The goal is not 
mere historical data, however. It is to seed renewal in the communities we lead in our own 
day. 
2-Students will come away with new ways to pray—learned from the liturgy of the hours—
and to relate to others, using the means of grace. 
 
Required Readings/Texts 
 
Jean LeClerq, O.S.B. The Love of Learning and the Desire for God (New York: Fordham, 1982) 
 
Expectations, Requirements, and Evaluative Criteria 
 
This course will be delivered in one of two ways. One, if we are allowed to meet as we wish, 
we will meet in person on Thursday night at VST and in person at Westminster Abby in 

mailto:jbyassee@vst.edu
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Mission, BC (the abby is about an hour west of the city—we will set up carpools to provide 
transportation, and hopefully the math works!). We will pray the liturgy of the hours with 
the monks, journal and pray and sit in silence on our own, and hopefully meet with one of 
the brothers and learn from him about monastic discipline. 
 The other way will be online, if covid-19 prevents us from meeting together. In that 
case we will “meet” via Zoom on Thursday and Friday night and approximate the liturgy as 
best we can remotely. It will be difficult, but illuminatingly difficult! 
 However we meet, we will each write a 2000-word paper on the particular gifts of 
monasticism and Methodism and how those can inform our own vocations. 
 
Select Bibliography 
 
Benedict of Nursia The Rule of St Benedict (New York: Vintage Classics, 1998). 
Roberta Bondi To Pray and to Love (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991). 
Jason Byassee Introduction to the Desert Fathers (Eugene, Or.: Wipf & Stock, 2007). 
John Cassian Conferences in Classics of Western Spirituality (New York: Paulist, 1985). 
Richard Heitzenrater Wesley and the People Called Methodist. 2nd ed. (Nashville: Abingdon, 
2013). 
Kathleen Norris The Cloister Walk (Riverhead, 1997). 
Benedicta Ward, ed. The Desert Fathers: Sayings of the Early Christian Monks (New York: 
Penguin Classics, 2003). 
Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove The New Monasticism: What It Has To Say to Today’s Church 
(Brazos: 2008). 

 
II. Buddhist Spirituality 
Instructor: Michael Newton, onshin@shaw.ca  
Dates: October 22-23, Thursday 6-9pm / Friday 9am-5pm  

 
PURPOSE: Buddhism is the only religion that was born in Asia and then following the 
famous Silk Road spread to every Asian country, playing an integral role in social, cultural 
and spiritual life of all Asian societies.  The history of Buddhism in North America only 
traces back to the middle of the nineteenth century.  Yet today, Buddhism exerts a strong 
influence on Western culture --including literature, art, psychology, and popular 
entertainment-- that is out of proportion to the number of self-declared Buddhists in 
Western society. What accounts for this popularity and what do the Buddhist teachings 
tells us about the human condition? How do the Buddhist practices and views help with our 
struggle with discontent, afflictive emotions and despair?  This course will explore the core 
teachings and practices of Siddhartha Gautama, the Buddha, with special attention to the 
Buddhist understanding of reality, analysis of the human condition, and path to awakening 
from suffering. We will consider what the spiritual path as outlined in the Buddhist 
tradition offers us as we face the issues of modern society. 
 
PREREQUISITES: none 
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COMPETENCE OBJECTIVES:  

1. Recognize the complexity and diversity of the Buddhist tradition throughout the 
world. 

2. Outline the distinct teachings, principles, and practices of the Buddhist tradition in 
general and the Mahayana stream in particular. 

3. Examine the meaning and relevance of two sacred Buddhist texts and the 
commentaries of some contemporary Buddhist leaders. 

4. Discuss the relevance of Buddhist practices and perspectives to issues facing 
modern society. 

5. Apply the Buddhist understanding of reality and analysis of the human condition to 
common social view of suffering in the contemporary world. 

6. Compare one’s own assumptions and views of what it means to live a meaningful 
life to the Buddhist perspective 

 
REQUIRED READINGS / TEXTS:  
 
Thich Nhat Hanh The Other Shore: A New Translation of the Heart Sutra with Commentaries 
Parallax Press (available at Amazon and Banyen Books in Vancouver) 
 
Keown, Damien. Buddhism: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford University Press (Amazon and 
maybe local bookstores) 
 
Reading guidelines for both texts are on Canvas- you should answer the questions in point 
form, so you can easily discuss parts of both texts in class. Your written responses to the 
reading guidelines will not be collected.  Both texts should be read before the first class. 
 
 
CALENDAR: Subject to change as with all things (italics represents foundational 
pactices) 
“Buddhisms” and “Buddhas” 
What is the nature of suffering? 
The Four Noble Truths: What the Buddha Understood 
Stopping and Calming 
The nature of the world: Impermanence, Dukkha (dissatisfaction) and Non-self 
Noble Eight-Fold Path: the journey 
Karma, Karma, Karma 
Contemplation as spiritual motivation 
The Two Truths and Three Dharma Seals 
Four Brahma Viharas.  
Mahayana opening of Emptiness 
Great Journey of the Bodhisattva  
Six Paramitas (Perfections) 
Meditation on Death 
The Buddha Within 
Who & What: Life Koans 
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What Happened to the Buddhist Tradition Here 
   
 
EXPECTATIONS, ASSIGNMENTS AND EVALUATIVE CRITERIA 
 

1. Class participation: Students are expected to participate in class discussions, and do 
adequate preparation of in-class discussion exercises. Evaluative criteria: comments 
and questions show adequate preparation, an understanding of the assigned 
readings and exercises, and a readiness to apply readings to interpretive questions 
and insights.  

 
2. Please prepare a 1500-word paper exploring your response to a Buddhist spiritual 

practices and view of life as introduced in the course, referencing the assigned 
readings as well as class experience. An excellent paper will accurately describe the 
practice or idea, support the description and critical analysis from the readings and 
other research, and offer a personal insight in how this/these practices or views are 
relevant or not to contemporary issues. If there is another topic on Buddhist 
spirituality you want to write on, please clear it with the instructor first. DUE 
September 28. 
 

3. Evaluative criteria:  
• Balanced understanding and analysis of the topic 
• Thesis: Central argument/stance of essay  
• Creativity and ingenuity/depth in analysis and argument  
• Organization and structure  
• The mechanics of the paper: grammar, punctuation, spelling, etc 

 
4. Audit students are required to do all the reading and participate in the class 

discussions and exercises. 
 

5. Certificate students are required to do all the reading, participate in the class 
discussions and exercises, and hand in a reflection paper on the topic of the course 
(3-4 pages). 

 

SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Buddhist Web Gateways 

• DharmaNet International . 
• Buddhanet.net . 
• Buddhist Resource File. 
• The Buddhist Channel. 
• Buddhism Portal E-Sangha. 

Online Buddhist Journals 

http://www.dharmanet.org/
http://www.buddhanet.net/
http://ccbs.ntu.edu.tw/DBLM/index.htm
http://www.buddhistchannel.tv/
http://www.e-sangha.com/
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• Journal of Buddhist Ethics. 
• The zen Site. 
• Journal of Global Buddhism. 
• Western Buddhist Review. 
• Tricycle. 
• Lion's Roar. 

Resources & Bibliographies 

• Buddhist Studies WWW Virtual Library . 
• Resources for the Study of Buddhism . 
• Tibetan Studies WWW Virtual Library. 
• Bibliography of Buddhism in America. 
• Buddhist Digital Library and Museum. 
• JBE Online Books. 
• Mandala. 

General Books on Buddhist Spirituality 
Buddhist Philosophy: Essential Readings by William Edelglass and Jay L. Garfield 
A Path With Heart by Jack Kornfield 
A Wise Heart by Jack Kornfield 
Eight-Fold Path by Bhikkhu Bodhi 
Going to Pieces Without Falling Apart by Mark Epstein 
Insight Meditation: The Practice of Freedom by Joseph Goldstein 
Radical Acceptance by Tara Brach 
Start Where You Are by Pema Chodron 
Spirit of the Buddha by Martine Batchelor 
The Miracle of Mindfulness by Thich Nhat Hanh 
Thoughts Without a Thinker by Mark Epstein 
Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind by Shunryu Suzuki 
  

http://www.buddhistethics.org./
http://www.thezensite.com/
http://www.globalbuddhism.org/
http://www.westernbuddhistreview.com/index.html
http://tricycle.org/
http://www.lionsroar.com/
http://www.ciolek.com/WWWVL-Buddhism.html
http://online.sfsu.edu/~rone/Buddhism/Buddhism.htm
http://www.ciolek.com/WWWVL-TibetanStudies.html
http://www.globalbuddhism.org/bib-ambu.htm
http://ccbs.ntu.edu.tw/DBLM/pg2-En/pg2_index_1.htm
http://www.jbeonlinebooks.org/
http://www.mandalamagazine.org/
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Weekend III: Jewish Spirituality, November 26-27, 2020 

Instructor: Rabbi Susan Shamash 

Email: polskyshamash@gmail.com 
 

Description:  We will explore, intellectually and experientially, three key practices in 
Jewish spiritual formation: Shabbat rituals, Torah (Bible) study, and prayerful blessing. 
These have been key in forming Jewish values, communal identity, and theology. For 
example, Shabbat rituals ground spiritual formation in the family; Torah study teaches 
critical thinking; prayerful blessing teaches theology through a daily practice of gratitude. 
In class, we will utilize lecture, large and small group discussion, personal writing, singing 
and experiential introduction to simple rituals. Active participation in ritual will be 
optional. This course is part of the three-weekend course “Spiritual Formation in 
Communities.” 
 
Format: Weekend intensive, Thursday November 26, 2020, 6:00-9:00 pm, Friday 
November 27, 2020, 8:00-4:00 pm 
 
Readings: 
Please borrow or buy from amazon.ca or chapters.ca: 
 
Ted Falcon & David Blatner, Judaism for Dummies (Hoboken, New Jersey: John Wiley and 
Sons), 2001. Read Part I “What Jews Generally Believe,” Chapters 1-5; Part IV Chapter 17 
“Shabbat”; Appendix B, “Sampler of Jewish Prayers.”  
 
Marcia Prager, The Path of Blessing (Woodstock, Vermont: Jewish Lights Publishing), 2003. 
Read the first 100 pages.  
 
Lawrence Kushner, GOD Was In This PLACE & I, i Did Not Know:  Finding Self, Spirituality 
and Ultimate Meaning (Woodstock, Vermont: Jewish Lights Publishing), 2016 (25th 
Anniversary Edition).  Read the Prologue, Chapter 1 Rashi, at least two chapters on the 
other commentators, and the Epilogue.  
 
Please find posted on Canvas: 
Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, “A Life in Time,” from Jewish With Feeling (Woodstock, 
Vermont: Jewish Lights Publishing), 2013.  
 
BRING WITH YOU: A copy of the Bible that includes the Hebrew Bible, any translation. 
 
Assignments: Attendance in accordance with VST Policies; thoughtful, generous, and 
engaged class participation; completion of assigned readings and writing assignments. 
 
Written Assignment: POSTED ON CANVAS IN WORD FORMAT by DECEMBER 11, 2020 . 
Please prepare a 1500-word paper exploring your response to a spiritual idea or practice 
introduced in the course, referencing the assigned readings as well as class experience. An 
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excellent paper will accurately describe the practice or idea, document the relevant 
experiences that help the student understand it, offer a personal insight. Papers may also 
pose and/or explore deeper questions about the meaning of the idea or practice. 
 
Suggested Bibliography for Further Reading: 
 
Ted Falcon & David Blatner, Judaism for Dummies (Hoboken, New Jersey: John Wiley and 
Sons), 2001 
 
Neil Gillman, Sacred Fragments: Recovering Theology for the Modern Jew (New York: Jewish 
Publication Society), 1992 
 
Arthur Green, Judaism’s 10 Best Ideas:  A Brief Guide for Seekers (Woodstock, Vermont: 
Jewish Lights Publishing), 2014 
 
Abraham Joshua Heschel, The Sabbath:  It’s Meaning for Modern Man (New York: Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux), 2005 
 
Marcia Prager, The Path of Blessing (Woodstock, Vermont: Jewish Lights Publishing), 2003 
 
Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, Jewish With Feeling (Woodstock, Vermont: Jewish Lights 
Publishing), 2013 
 
Adin Steinsaltz, Biblical Images:  Men and Women of the Book (New York: Basic Books, Inc.) 
1984 
 
 

 
 

 


