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In the early ’70s, Richard J. Foster began 
to pastor a small congregation, Woodlake 
Avenue Church, in Canoga Park, 
California. One of his Sunday school teach-
ers was a professor at a nearby university. 
His name was Dallas Willard. Together 
they began to equip a ragtag bunch of 
would-be saints—many coming from the 
counter-culture—and experiment with various 
disciplines of the spiritual life.

Although the church building no longer 
remains, many results of their labor do remain, 
having been poured into that congregation 
and numerous best-sellers by both Richard 

(Celebration of Discipline, Freedom of 
Simplicity, Prayer: Finding the Heart’s 
True Home, Streams of Living Water) 
and Dallas (The Spirit of the Disciplines, 
Hearing God, The Divine Conspiracy, 
Renovation of the Heart). 

Not long ago, Richard and Dallas 
sat down in a studio just a few miles south 
of the site of the original church to tape a 

curriculum project based on Celebration 
of Discipline. Woven into their teaching 
about the various Christian disciplines were 
musings about “the early days of ministry,” 
discussion regarding books they’ve since writ-
ten, and a topic dead-center on the theme 
of this issue—the Christian disciplines as 
avenues to grace. The dialogue that follows 
was captured from that recording session.
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DW: You know, I don’t think 
I’ve ever asked you—where did 
the title Celebration of Discipline 
come from? Because that was 
an ingenious gift: to put those 
two together.

RF: Originally, I thought of the 
title The Liberty of Discipline 
because I wanted people to 
see how discipline moves us to 
liberation. We felt, however, that 
the term liberty, especially at that 
time, might have some political 
connotations that we didn’t want.

DW: In philosophy, especially 
moral philosophy, it has long 
been understood that the person 
of the greatest virtue is the per-
son who is most free. There is a 
real, deep connection between 
them [virtue and freedom]. And 
the person who is the most 

disciplined is the most free. You 
might think of some great athlete 
or someone like Pavarotti step-
ping out to perform. Now, that’s 
freedom. And it comes out of 
great discipline. 

RF: Exactly. And actually, we 
thought about the word freedom, 
but fi nally we just settled on the 
word celebration.

DW: I think it’s wonderful, a 
great gift. 

RF: Well, it wasn’t like we really 
planned it.

DW: I’m sure God was giving 
it to you.

RF: You know, in those early 
days—when we were at that lit-
tle church together—we did a lot 

of celebrating. There were hard 
times and struggles, but there 
were also lots of breakthroughs. 

DW: It was a breakthrough for 
me to understand that celebration 
is actually a Discipline, because 
from my own background, you 
didn’t think of celebration as a 
Discipline. But when you under-
stand the gospel and the invita-
tion to live in the kingdom of God, 
you realize that celebration is one 
of the great ways of walking with 
God and getting to know God.

RF: Being aware of God’s 
amazing offer and then throwing 
a party in His honor . . .

DW: That’s exactly right, and 
using the good things that he 
has given you as a way of enter-
ing into joy with others . . .
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The Heart of
Celebration of
Discipline and
Renovation of

the Heart
DW: Richard, if you had to tell 
someone what was the heart of 
Celebration of Discipline, how 
would you put it?

RF: Celebration is a primer on 
the spiritual life. It’s an attempt 
to open the door for people and 
give them the latchkey so they 
can get started with some of 
the most basic disciplines of 
life, where they are able to bring 
their bodies, their minds, who 
they are, and place all of who 
they are before God, and then 
watch the work of God and the 
interaction that comes from that. 

I think that was a big shift in 
my thinking and for those folks 
in our little church. We began 
to realize that there really are 
some things you can do. Until 
that shift occurred for me, the 
idea that you can actually grow 
in grace didn’t mean that much. 
We were trying to go beyond 
the notion that you came to 
Christ, got it, and then you just 
hung around until you died.

That ties in with what 
you’ve done in Renovation of 
the Heart. Here’s a book that 
works on the whole self and 
how all of the self works. 

DW: I think the emphasis on 
experiencing is something the 
two books share, and what 
I really wanted to bring out 
in Renovation was that, well, 
spiritual growth not only involves 
effort, but it is actually easy.

RF: (Laughs)

DW: The way it is easy is that 
when you work on the appro-
priate parts and don’t just put 
pressure on the will—that is, if 
you take care of your mind and 
thoughts and feelings and the 
other parts, instead of just try-
ing really hard—you will fi nd 
it is an easy path. That’s what 
Jesus said. But most of us have 
had to fi nd that out the hard 
way because we haven’t been 
told the secret of the easy yoke 
[Matthew 11:28–30]. 

RF: I always had what I called 
the “white-knuckle club”: folks 
who believed you could be like 
Jesus by screwing down the will-
power and focusing on the try, 
try, try.

DW: And there is effort, as you 
well know. But while we are saved 
by grace, grace does not mean 
that suffi cient strength and insight 
will be automatically infused into 
our being in the moment of need. 
You made the team, but you still 
have to work. But the work, I like 
to point out, is easy. 

The secret of the easy 
yoke involves living as Jesus 
lived in the entirety of his 
life—adopting his overall life-
style and not just trying to 
imitate his highlight reels. 

And it’s interesting that 
though we emphasize grace so 
much, we are so desperately 
afraid of failure that we often 
won’t even try, so we don’t 
form the intention to do the 
things Jesus said by becom-
ing the person he was. From 
that perspective—not making 
an intentional effort to learn 
from Christ how to live our 
total lives, how to invest our 
time and energies—the yoke 
of becoming like Jesus is not 
easy; in fact, it is impossible. 

In Renovation of the 
Heart, I really wanted to help 
individuals just to begin to 
change the things that can be 
changed and see the conse-
quences of that for all of life. 

RF: Now, that’s how those two 
books work together, isn’t it? 
Your Renovation of the Heart 
shows how to work on form-
ing our lives, trying to use the 
Disciplines as a means of being 
with God and inviting him to live 
his life thorough us. That’s when 
the yoke becomes easy, Christ 
in us and living through us.

DW: Exactly.

Grace and

Works
RF: You know, I think it would 
be helpful to people if we deal 
head-on with the issue of grace 
and works. I’ve heard you say 
sometimes that people are not 
only saved by grace, but they 
also get paralyzed by grace.

DW: Well, some of our denomi-
nations are especially prone 
to that. Actually, it has become 

To grow in grace 

just means 

there is more of 

God’s action 

in your life, 

so you can grow 

more and more. 
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almost an American heresy. You 
see that in the way that people 
use the song “Amazing Grace”—
like in a recent Olympics, the 
[U.S.A.] girls’ gymnastics team 
won the gold medal, and as they 
were walking off, the network 
started playing “Amazing Grace.” 
You often wonder if there is a 
brain in the room or what’s going 
on. We’ve just taken grace to 
be a kind of smarm that covers 
everything. 

Grace does free us from 
the bondage of Pharisaical 
righteousness; it says you 
can stop that because we’ve 
got something else here for 
you. But what grace is, is 
God acting in your life. It’s the 
action of God in your life. 

RF: So the opposite of grace is 
works, but not effort . . .

DW: That’s right, grace is 
opposed to earning (or works 
righteousness), but grace is not 
opposed to effort. 

RF: You can’t will or work your 

way into the kingdom, 
but living in contact 
with God does take 
effort. I think it was 
Augustine who cut a 
path between unaided 
human initiative and 
total passivity when 
he said, “Without God, 
we cannot; without us, 
he will not.”

DW: That’s right. 
Effort is completely at 
home with grace. In 
fact, you have greater 
effort and greater 
results because grace 
is present in your life. 
Paul beautifully illus-
trates that in many of 
his statements, like in 
Ephesians 3, where 

he says, “Unto me, the least of 
all saints, was this grace given 
that I might preach among the 
Gentiles the unfathomable riches 
of Christ.”

 Now, that wasn’t forgive-
ness. That wasn’t transferred 
righteousness. That was power. 
And when you read Paul, 
you see that this man is a 
power-mad individual. But the 
power he desires is grace.

RF: And you grow in that 
through participation with God.

DW: That’s right. And you can 
grow in that. To grow in grace 
just means there is more of 
God’s action in your life, so you 
can grow more and more. Grace 
is as old as the Bible. If we had 
never sinned, we would still 
need grace because we would 
still need God acting in our lives. 
That’s what we are built for.

There is a wonderful phrase 
in Isaiah 63:12, where the 
prophet is reminiscing about 
how God acted in the earlier 
days with Israel. One of the 

phrases used there refers to 
how he sent the Holy Spirit 
in their midst. But he uses a 
phrase in verse 12 that is so 
beautiful: It says, “Who sent his 
glorious arm of power to be at 
Moses’ right hand.” That’s grace!

RF: In that passage where 
Zerubbabel says, “Grace, 
grace . . . .”

DW: Indeed, and now, that’s a 
building program we’re talking 
about!

RF: (Laughs) Yes, it is, isn’t it?

DW: Zerubbabel is up against 
it. And the prophet says you are 
going to bring forth the capstone 
to that building shouting, “Grace! 
Grace to it!” That’s what grace 
is—acting with God.

RF: Now, that’s the kind of build-
ing program you should have.

DW: That’s what you want. You 
want one where God does it, 
and you don’t do it. That’s one of 
the traps for many people [think-
ing you have to do it yourself].

RF: And it’s not a monument to 
you. 

DW: It’s not a monument to 
yourself, and you don’t even 
have to get your way—which is 
a big load off. 

Grace is the way 

into discipline, 

and discipline 

is the way 

into grace
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RF: You don’t even need your 
color on the walls.

DW: Absolutely not. When 
grace moves into our lives, we 
can put things in proper per-
spective. We understand that 
great truth that is worth repeat-
ing: Grace is not opposed to 
effort; it is opposed to earning—
which is an attitude, and it does 
indeed rule that out. And Paul 
is quite right when he says in 
Romans 3, “Where is boasting?” 
It’s excluded.

RF: It’s gone.

DW: Boy, wouldn’t it be wonder-
ful to get rid of that! I wish we 
could get a movement on that 
somewhere. I think our society 
could use it tremendously, and 
maybe it could start with our 
churches. 

RF: People constantly feel this 
is something I have to earn—I 
have to push myself up a hill—
and when we give them clarity 
that grace simply eliminates that, 
people come alive. We were 
together in Cleveland just a few 
months ago, and wasn’t there 
someone who got this?

DW: Yes, you know that in the 
regional conferences on the 
Friday evening, I usually talk 
about grace, and I explain espe-
cially how grace is not just for 
guilt. And we have ministers of 
national repute who say that sort 
of thing in their programs—that 
grace is for guilt removal. But 
I tell them that grace is for life, 
and here is what it is and what 
it does for you; and this is how 
it puts you in a position where 
you stop striving for Pharisaical 
righteousness. 

A man came up afterwards 
and with a great sense of relief 
said, “I got it tonight for the fi rst 

time.” He got that grace is for life 
and not just for sin. This helps 
us avoid getting stuck in gospels 
of sin management. Because 
salvation, you know, is a life; 
it’s not just dealing with sin.

A sinner needs grace, but 
a saint goes through it like a 
jet goes through jet fuel tak-
ing off from a runway.

RF: (Laughing) And when we 
see that it’s a whole life, and this 
life continues on, that’s why we 
can sing “Amazing Grace.” 

DW: Indeed, indeed we can. 
And, as it turns out, that’s the 
only way to overcome sin as 
action.

RF: Exactly. So many people—
the way they end up working 
with grace, maybe we should 
sing “nice grace” or “pretty good 
grace,” instead of realizing this is 
amazing grace.

DW: If we just get the right 
take on grace, discipline comes 
back into focus, and you see 
it’s a good thing; it’s indispens-
able, and it’s not something to 
make you miserable; it’s the 
doorway to life. That’s why, in 
the introduction to The Spirit of 
the Disciplines, I present the 
Disciplines as a part of the gos-
pel, a part of the good news. 

RF: That’s why that book is so 
valuable. It gives a whole picture 
of how these Disciplines fi t in a 
theological, philosophical, psy-
chological framework for life, for 
living life connected to God. 

DW: I think once people begin 
to see that, they can hope for 
the broader human scene. What 
if you have leaders who are liv-
ing in this grace, and they never 
say things like “Business is 
business”?

RF: Or “I’m not a liar, but I have 
to lie”? 

DW: (Laughs) Yes, and it’s 
touching to see people do this, 
because they are conceding that 
they have to do something wrong. 
Now, they don’t, but that shows 
where they are. But suppose you 
had people who knew you didn’t 
[have to do wrong], because 
when you act in faith and out of a 
character of grace, God is actu-
ally there. So you don’t have to 
make everything come out right. 
And that is the profound and 
broad meaning of grace. 

The
Disciplines
and Grace

DW: Now, we know by experi-
ence that grace is the way into 
discipline, and discipline is the 
way into grace. But talk a little 
bit about how the Disciplines 
access grace as we have been 
talking about. 

RF: That is exactly the right 
word. The Disciplines access, 
because as a means of grace, 
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God invites human beings 
into an interactive, coopera-
tive relationship, so it isn’t that 
I’m just passive or I’m active. 
I’m in a participatory relation-
ship, and the Disciplines are 
the means by which, the way 
by which I bring myself before 
God, place myself before 
God; [then] the grace of God 
steps into that action—and, of 
course, it was grace before; 
even to want to do it was an 
action of grace—and begins to 
bring out of the mixture of that 
interaction things far beyond 
anything I could desire or want 
or dream . . . .

DW: And so when you go into 
solitude, you actually are open-
ing a door. You used to tell a 
story [about] how you came to 
learn more about grace while 
experiencing the discipline of 
solitude.

RF: Oh, yeah. I was with a 
group of writers on an island, 
and I had paddled over to a 
very small little area, and I 
explored it. This was during the 
break, and I felt very respon-
sible for them [the group]. 
But I found this knoll, and I 
climbed to the top and saw 

this little platform that some-
one had built, and there was 
a chair, and I sat in the chair, 
and I wasn’t even trying to be 
religious . . . 

DW: Oh, my . . . 

RF: . . . I was just enjoying the 
view, and I remembered what 
my wife, Carolyn, had said when 
she had dropped me off at the 
airport: “I would like for you to 
come home refreshed.” So I 
remember just praying, “Refresh 
me, Lord.” All of a sudden, there 
was this “I want to teach you 
Sabbath prayer.” I said, “You’ll 
have to help me because I don’t 
know what to do.” And then there 
were these three words, the 
fi rst a command: “Be still, rest, 
shalom.” 

So I began to enter into that, 
and then—and this is what you 
are thinking—I remembered 
that the meeting was about 
to begin, and I felt like, I’ve 
got to get back to the group 
of writers. I had this feeling 
of hyper-responsibility. But I 
heard, “Be still, rest, shalom.” 
Well, I entered into that for a 
while, and then I got this feel-
ing: Oh, it’s been quite a bit of 
time; they are worried about 
me—this superego—they’ve 
sent out a search party. But I 
heard, “Be still, rest, shalom.” 

But then the third tempta-
tion—and it was the most dif-
fi cult because I thought, Oh, this 
wonderful experience, but I don’t 
have any paper to write it down. 
Maybe I had better go back. 

“Be still, rest, shalom.”
Well, when I fi nished that peri-

od and got back to the group, 
interestingly, they had gone right 
on with the meeting and had 
not known that I was gone.

DW: (Laughing) Now, isn’t that 
something.

RF: Now, that is grace.

Grace: Opening

Ourselves to

the Presence

of God.
DW: That is grace; indeed, 
it is opening us to the pres-
ence of God. One could say 
that God is not going to jump 
down our throats. But we at 
least have to open our mouths. 
The illusion is that passive con-
sumption leads you to spiritual 
growth, and all you have to do 
is look to see that it doesn’t. 
This is one of the greatest illu-
sions of religious people every-
where. You have to simply be 
present and cooperate.

RF: Yes, the Disciplines sim-
ply allow us to place ourselves 
before God so that he can 
transform us. But it’s a great 
temptation with people who 
have been burned out on legal-
ism, because they’ve tried that 
route, and it doesn’t work, and 
then they are tempted to just sit 
back and wait for God to pour 
grace on them.

DW: And then, our religious 
services often promise the 
multitudes that if they come to 
the service, it will change their 
lives. 

RF: Being at the right place or 
something.

DW: So there is a problem with 
over-advertisement, I think.

RF: You know the story of 
Moses and the seventy elders; 
and two of them—Eldad and 
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Medad, wasn’t it?—who were 
out in the camp, and the Spirit 
came on them, and they weren’t 
even in the right place. 

DW: Well, thank God he isn’t 
limited by location!

Pitfalls and

Dangers
RF: Dallas, in all this work 
we’ve been talking about, there 
are dangers; there are pitfalls; 
maybe we ought to talk a little bit 
about those. 

DW: Yes, and you can list a lot 
of them pretty fast, like treating 
Disciplines as if they earned 
you something. And that would 
mean falling into guilt if you did 
not succeed with one. That’s 
misconstruing the whole thing 
and will usually have the effect 
that you are not going to try this 
again because you don’t enjoy 
guilt.

RF: Or you try to become 
heroic about them; you think you 
are going to conquer the world 
by tomorrow.

DW: As you know, I often 
encourage people not to believe 
that saying, “No pain; no gain.” 
There is a lot of gain without 
pain, and a lot of pain without 
gain. One of the things you 
don’t want to do along these 

lines is to make your-
self miserable. The 
Disciplines will not do 
more good if you suf-
fer. That ties into the old 
idea that somehow suf-
fering is meritorious. And 
that relates to particu-
lar things like, if I fast, 
God will do something 
because I’ve suffered. 
So there are all sorts of 
confusion about this. 

Another danger, 
Richard, I think, is that 
people will undertake 
the Disciplines with-
out teaching. They 
really do need to read 
Celebration of Discipline 
and fi nd out what they 
[the Disciplines] are. 
They really do. It’s so 
helpful to do that and 
to understand what Discipline 
is, why it works, and if you 
want to go deeper, why God 
has made us so that we need 
to do that kind of thing.

RF: And that’s where your book 
The Spirit of the Disciplines 
comes in. It’s so important to get 
that broader, foundational under-
standing of how they work.

DW: And in the end, we have 
to have a view of the gospel 
and salvation that incorporates 
and makes sense out of the 
Disciplines.

RF: That’s why the Gospels are 
so valuable—in the Bible itself—
just seeing how Jesus practiced 
the Disciplines. One of the dan-
gers, I think, is to focus just on 
the Disciplines rather than the 
life the Disciplines lead to.

DW: That’s absolutely right. I 
actually backed my way into the 
practice of Disciplines before 
I even knew the name. I was 

very concerned to preach in 
such a way that people would 
be converted, and I knew that 
prayer was crucial to that, but, 
as many ministers will tell you, 
praying adequately is not eas-
ily within reach. I didn’t know 
anything about it, but I knew that 
I should try it. I just happened 
upon some empty rooms in the 
college where Jane and I were 
at the time. On the fourth fl oor of 
the Sunday school building of the 
church that was associated with 
the college, we had these little 
chairs that were so small no one 
could sit down in them, so those 
rooms were empty all week. Now, 
I say I backed my way into them 
because I went in to pray, but 
by staying, I was in solitude and 
silence. And I began to experi-
ence the effects of this even 
though I didn’t know what it was. 
I came to realize that if you are 
going to pray, you need to be at a 
place to do that in your heart. 

RF: That’s so interesting 
because at the college where I 

Grace is not 

opposed to effort; 

it is opposed 

to earning
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was teaching, they had this cha-
pel building that was condemned; 
it had to undergo renovations 
before it could be used. It 
became for me a kind of private 
chapel, and I used it to walk 
around it—it was about an eight-
hundred-seat chapel—just pace 
around. No one would ever come 
in there, and it was a situation 
where not having the money to 
renovate helped me a great deal. 

DW: I was just talking to a col-
lege chaplain in the Midwest 
who had come to the end of 
himself and found himself sitting 
on the front row of the empty 
chapel for hours. He told me 
how that [experiencing solitude] 
had put him in touch with God. 
It’s amazing how we don’t have 
enough teaching; we have to be 
more or less driven to the expe-
rience of solitude and silence 
before we fi nd out. 

Of course, we have some 
teaching now, and things have 
changed in recent years, and 
that’s very good. But local 
churches have to come to 

grips with this and especially 
to understand that church as 
usual is not adequate for spiri-
tual growth. We need to begin 
as pastors and leaders in the 
churches to practice these 
things and know our people well 
enough to lead them into the 
practice of them, to shepherd 
and teach them through the 
process, because one of the 
main pitfalls is that people try 
once, and it doesn’t work, and 
they give up. That’s where they 
need a pastor or a teacher or 
a friend to just step in and say, 
“No, no, it doesn’t work that way. 
You have to learn how to do it.”

RF: You know if some of these 
great tennis players had quit 
after the fi rst game or two when 
they were getting started . . . 

DW: It’s amazing. I think here, 
too, we see where the wrong 
teaching on grace has misled 
us. The idea that grace means 
the spiritual life is something 
you don’t have to practice is all 
wrong. You have to practice, peri-

od. You have to practice prayer, 
and you have to practice solitude, 
and you have to practice loving 
your neighbor as yourself.

RF: You remember the story 
about a man coming out of the 
subway in New York and asking 
the police offi cer how you get to 
Carnegie Hall, and his answer 
was, “Practice, young man, 
practice.” 

DW: Yes. And it’s true in sports 
and for spiritual growth. We just 
need to accept that it’s the same 
thing. As leaders in our congre-
gations and wherever we are 
infl uential, we have to say to peo-
ple, “This is what you have to do.”

Work
Needed in

Congregations 
RF: It’s one of the areas where 
I think a lot of work is still need-
ed in congregations. I mean, 
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since we began in that little 
church years ago, a vast amount 
of literature has come out, 
teaching many good things. But, 
still, in churches I think this life 
is viewed as an optional way to 
live for those who have that kind 
of temperament, rather than as 
the standard operation for those 
who claim to follow Christ.

DW: I know this is true and 
ties in with a lot of deep theo-
logical stuff and also just plain 
old dumb habits. You know the 
seven last words of the church: 
“We’ve never done it that way 
before.” If something is a little dif-
ferent, we come up against that, 
but we have to break through 
that, and I think I see many 
churches now doing this, and 
it’s quite an encouraging thing. 
Quite a number of what would 
be classifi ed as “megachurches” 
are doing things differently in 
this way. In some cases, I know 
that the pastor, at the encour-
agement of the elders, is saying, 
“We are going to do something 
different. We are not going to 
focus on having wonderful ser-
vices, but we are going to focus 
on the Disciplines, and the 
Disciplines as a way of carrying 
through with discipleship.” 

It’s just returning to the 
Great Commission and saying 
we make disciples, and we sur-
round them with the Trinitarian 
reality, and we teach them to 
do everything Jesus said. If 
you do that, the Disciplines 
naturally fi t in as the methods 
by which that happens. Now, 
of course, you have to stay out 
of legalism, but with regard to 
the commands of Jesus and 
the Disciplines, we can do 
that! That’s where the teaching 
comes in, and I believe there is 
a shift under way. I am seeing 
the pastors of churches and 
parachurch groups saying we 

have to change, and we have 
to do the things that are clearly 
laid out in the Scripture, and 
this is the way to do them. 

If We Try to
Practice the
Disciplines

Without
Understanding
the Formation

Process . . .
RF: Dallas, I know we are run-
ning short of time, but would 
you say something about what 
happens if a person tries to 
practice the Disciplines without 
understanding the process of 
formation?

DW: I think what happens is, 
people lose their sense of what 
the Disciplines are all about, and 
I think that as a result, they are 
probably not going to practice 
them intelligently on a solid and 
profi table basis. 

If you just have conceptual-
ization of the process that’s in 
Renovation of the Heart and 
no practice, it never becomes 
real, and it won’t take hold of 
your character, and you will 
not move through the curricu-
lum of Christlikeness because 
it’ll all just be head stuff. 

RF: If we only work on 
Renovation of the Heart—that 
is, a conceptualization—without 
moving it into a praxis—that is, a 
life experience—then all we have 
is a kind of cerebral religious 
sense without really learning the 
life. But, on the other hand, if we 

only work experientially on the 
life without an understanding of 
the human personality, we’ll prob-
ably turn it into either legalism 
or magic; we’ll turn it into little 
systems without seeing how it 
all fi ts together and works. That’s 
why they work together so well. 
You need the conceptualization in 
order for the practice to function. 
And you need the practice to live 
the life that we are meant to live.

DW: Aren’t you the one who 
says the longest eighteen inches 
is from the head to the heart?

RF: Well, at least one of the 
ones. But it certainly is a matter 
of head, heart, and action . . .

DW: And a matter of grace and 
action. 
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Richard J. Foster is best known as an 
author. He is the author of six books 
including Celebration of Discipline, Streams 
of Living Water, and Prayer: Finding the 
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Dallas Willard is a Professor in the 
School of Philosophy at the University of 
Southern California in Los Angeles. He 
has taught at USC since 1965, where he 
was Director of the School of Philosophy 
from 1982-1985. He also lectures and 
publishes in religion. Renovation of the 
Heart was published in May 2002, and 
received Christianity Today’s 2003 Book 
Award in the category of Spirituality. The 
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selected Christianity Today’s “Book of the 
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1984 (2nd edition in 1993). 



Known today by his birthplace, Caravaggio was born Michelangelo Merisi on September 28, 1573, in Caravaggio, Italy. 
Considered to be one of Italy’s greatest seventeenth-century painters, the young artist was inspired by the works of Raphael and 
Michelangelo. After working for private patrons for several years, he moved to Rome, where he was commissioned to produce 
paintings for the Contarelli Chapel of the church of San Luigi dei Francesi.

Caravaggio’s art was revolutionary. Scorning the traditional, idealized interpretation of religious subjects, he presented the real 
world—common things and common people—painted with passion and empathy. Using models from real life, he placed them 
in settings that he made dramatic and evocative by his use of the technique called chiaroscuro, the contrasting use of light and 
dark. Using selective illumination of form out of deep shadow, he brought the viewer face to face with the supernatural in the 
midst of the natural. 

Painting from life directly onto his canvas without an initial drawing, Caravaggio’s passionate, spontaneous style reflected his 
own life. A controversial and hot-tempered figure, Caravaggio lived recklessly. Frequently seen in public with a drawn sword, 
he was involved in fights, was imprisoned on several occasions, and eventually had to flee as a fugitive from Rome. He died 
lonely and abandoned at the age of 39. Yet his works stand as powerful, lasting reminders of the gifts and graces of God.

Caravaggio—The Supper at Emmaus 
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