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chapter ten :: 

spiritual practices…the individual

the Discussion—

We’ve talked a lot about the story of God in the past few weeks, including how our own stories are a part of the greater God story.   As we grow in intimacy with God, we begin to recognize more clearly how we have been invited into an epic story of redemption.  Not only do we find ourselves reconciled with our Maker, but He also has “committed to us the message of reconciliation” [2 Corinthians 5:19] so that we can live as His witnesses. One of the primary ways we grow in our intimacy with God, and thus understand our role in his plans, is through our spiritual practices.  

Spiritual practices are simply things we do to intentionally put ourselves in a position to hear from, or experience, God.  They cultivate our intimacy with Him; they open us up to Him.  This intimacy may not happen all at once; in fact, it usually is much more of a slow, gradual process that—over time— leads to a deeper life with God.  Over the next several weeks, we will be exploring spiritual practices in the context of the individual and also in terms of a faith community like our Life Group.  

“Be still, and know that I am God; I will be exalted among the nations, I will be exalted in the earth.”
Psalm 46:10
Knowing God—

· Take some time to discuss the following questions as a group:
· If you could think of one or two words that would describe your “quiet” or “devotional” time with God, what would the word[s] be?  Share your word[s] with your life group.
· Do you feel the freedom to interact with God in ways that are unique to you?  Explain.
In her book, What’s Your God Language?*, Myra Perrine asserts that many Christians feel “stuck, frustrated, dry, confused, bored or guilty” because they are “hungry to connect with Jesus, yet they simply aren’t connecting.”   And, essentially, “what brings life to one doesn’t automatically bring life to another.”  Many of us have been taught that connecting with God is best done through a regular “quiet time” consisting of reading scripture, praying, and journaling at a set time each day.  While this structured method of connecting with God works well for some people, Perrine suggests that it is not the only way. 

Perrine says that “It is not so much what we do with God—having a quiet time, spending time in prayer, or serving.  It is more about who we are with God—being open, letting Jesus in, allowing ourselves to engage with Him heart to heart, trusting Him in the moment—because it is a relational thing.” 

We all have different “spiritual temperaments”—namely our most natural and meaningful approach to connecting with, knowing, and loving God.  For most of us, greater spiritual passion results when we are pursuing God in ways we enjoy and find most life-giving.  It is helpful for you to learn how you best relate to God, and then to choose practices or disciplines that will help you better engage your spiritual temperament[s] and, ultimately, God!   

*her work is based on Sacred Pathways, by Gary Thomas.

As you take some time to look over the list of spiritual temperaments, underline words or phrases that most resonate with you.  When you are finished reading, answer the following questions.
The Nine Sacred Pathways
the Activist :: loving God through confrontation with evil

· You feel closest to God when you are cooperating with Him in standing up for His justice: writing letters to government officials and newspaper editors, raising money for the oppressed in other countries, urging people to vote, becoming familiar with current issues, making others aware of the injustice going on in our world.

· You get very frustrated when you see apathetic Christians who don’t become active.  You would like to awaken the Church from its apathy.  The idea of social activism is very appealing to you.

the Ascetic :: loving God through solitude and simplicity
· You would describe your faith as more “internal” than “external”.

· Taking an overnight retreat by yourself at a monastery where you spend large amounts of time alone in a small room, praying  and studying God’s Word, and fasting are all activities you would enjoy.

the Caregiver :: loving God through serving others

· You feel closest to God when you see Him in the needy, the poor, the sick, and the imprisoned.  You feel God’s presence most strongly when you are sitting quietly beside the bed of someone who is lonely or ill, or taking a meal to someone in need.  
· You can be counted on to offer a ride, or volunteer to help for activities.

the Contemplative :: loving God through adoration
· You feel closest to God when your emotions are awakened, when God quietly touches your heart, tells you that He loves you, and makes you feel like you’re His closest friend.

· When you think of God, you think of love, friendship, and adoration more than anything else.

the Enthusiast :: loving God through mystery and celebration
· The words celebration and joy are very appealing to you.

· You feel closest to God when you worship Him and shout out His name.  Celebrating God and His love is your favorite form of worship.

the Intellectual :: loving God through the mind
· You feel closest to God when you learn something new about Him that you didn’t understand before.  Your mind needs to be stimulated.  It’s very important to you that you know exactly what you believe.

· You feel close to God when you participate in several hours of uninterrupted study time—reading God’s Word or good Christian books, and then perhaps having the opportunity to teach [or participate in a discussion with] a small group.

the Naturalist :: loving God through experiencing Him outdoors
· You feel closest to God when surrounded by what He has made—the mountains, the forests, or the sea.

· You would prefer to worship God by spending an hour looking at the ocean than by participating in a group service.

the Sensate :: loving God through the senses
· You would really enjoy using drawing exercises or art to improve your prayer life.

· You feel closest to God when you are in a church that allows your senses to come alive—when you can see, smell, hear, and almost taste His majesty.

the Traditionalist :: loving God through ritual and symbol
· You feel closest to God when you are participating in a familiar form of worship that has memories dating back to your childhood.  Rituals and traditions move you more than anything else.

· The words tradition and history are very appealing to you.

In the space below, write down which of the temperaments you feel most describes you.  
Write down a few examples of times you have really felt close to God and have been doing things that align with your temperament.  
Take a few minutes to reflect on whether or not you are engaging in activities that reflect your particular temperament[s] on a regular basis.  Note why or why not.
Be prepared to share your thoughts with others.
knowing Others—
· In groups of 3 or 4 discuss the following questions:

· What temperament[s] do you most identify with and why?

· What specifically does this temperament look like in your life?  In your time with God?

· Are you doing activities right now that allow your temperament to thrive?  Why or why not?

· What are things you could do on a regular basis that would help you to connect to God more in this way? [i.e. journal, go on a walk in nature, visit a catholic monastery, attend a rally for a social cause, etc.]

· After having this discussion, do you better understand why you answered the opening questions the way that you did?  [i.e. word[s] that describe your quiet time? and freedom to connect with God in unique ways?] Explain.
knowing Self—

While knowing and understanding your spiritual temperament is useful for finding meaningful ways to connect with God, it is certainly not the only way.  Many of us despair trying to arrive at the inner transformation promised to us in Christ.  The problem is that we are attempting to attain for ourselves something that is a gift from God.  Or, worse yet, we imprison ourselves by turning spiritual practices or disciplines into works that leave us bound to the Law.   A life that is pleasing to God is not one marked by religious duties, but rather by a desire to be in intimate relationship with our Maker.

Spiritual practices or disciplines are primarily an internal work—even when done corporately—and as such, need to be fully submitted to God’s Spirit.  They are things we can do by ourselves as we spend time with God.  Fasting, contemplative prayer, scripture meditation, solitude, silence and other disciplines are all helpful in opening up to God.

It is important to remember that Spiritual Disciplines are meant to be practiced over time; they are a long process.  If tonight does not turn out to be the experience you hoped for, remember that it is in a consistent commitment to practicing these disciplines that God is most often found.

Read the following passage and discuss the questions follow.
“We must not be led to believe that the Disciplines are only for spiritual giants and hence beyond our reach, or only for contemplatives who devote all their time to prayer and meditation.  Far from it.  God intends the Disciplines of the spiritual life to be for ordinary human beings:  people who have jobs, who care for children, who wash dishes and mow lawns.  In fact, the Disciplines are best exercised in the midst of our relationships with our husband or wife, our brothers and sisters, our friends and neighbors.  Neither should we think of the Spiritual Disciplines as some dull drudgery aimed at exterminating laughter from the face of the earth.  Joy is the keynote of all the Disciplines.  The purpose of the Disciplines is liberation from the stifling slavery to self interest and fear.  When the inner spirit is liberated from all that weighs it down, it can hardly be described as dull drudgery.  Singing, dancing, even shouting all characterize the Disciplines of the spiritual life.  In one important sense, the Spiritual Disciplines are not hard.  We need not be well advanced in matters of theology to practice the Disciplines.  Recent converts—for that matter people who have yet to turn their lives over to Jesus Christ—can and should practice them. The primary requirement is a longing after God.”  [Dallas Willard, Celebration of Discipline]

Discuss the following questions as a group:
· What do you think about Willard’s opinion of spiritual disciplines?
· If someone were to ask you to define spiritual practices or disciplines, what would you say?

· What has been your experience with spiritual practices or disciplines in your own faith walk? 
the Response—

Break into groups of three or four, and have a different group member look up and read each of these verses.  Do not stop to discuss the verses after they are read, but simply read them one after another.  Discuss the questions that follow.
· Proverbs 10:19

· Proverbs 17:28

· Proverbs 29:20

· Matthew 6:5-8
Discuss the following questions:

· When you are with others, do you tend to listen—or to speak—more often?  Give examples.

· Do you feel ok with not offering your opinions?  Explain.

· Do you feel like you need to be able to offer an answer or solution when asked a question?
· Do you see a connection between your ability to remain silent with others and 
· our ability to do so with God?  Why or why not?

Closing the evening—
· We are going to close the evening a little differently tonight.  Please close your Bibles and journals…collect your belongings.  Your leader[s] will pray over the group in response to the evening’s discussion, and then we will all get up and leave in silence.  
Drive all the way home without listening to the radio, talking on the phone or with someone else, if you came together.  Take a few minutes to journal your thoughts, feelings and reactions in the space below once you get home.
the Spiritual Practices—
· Over the next week, look up and meditate on one or more of the following verses.  You may want to write them on index cards and place them where you will see them throughout the week.  Ask God to show you what He wants to reveal to you about Himself, others or yourself—and how you might respond to what He has shown you.

· Ecclesiastes 3:7

· Psalm 46:10

· Luke 10:38-42

· John 12:3

· Luke 6:12 

Luke 9:18, 28
