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chapter eleven :: 

spiritual practices…the community

the Discussion—
Last week, we explored the concept of spiritual temperaments and individual spiritual practices. These are the intimate, personal ways we use to know and experience God.  God desires a personal relationship with each of us.  Being familiar with how we best connect with God, along with engaging spiritual practices and disciplines, are a great way to cultivate that relationship.  However, God has also created us as people who live in community.   We will see how spiritual practices and disciplines are meant to be experienced corporately as well.

Prayer, meditation on scripture, confession, worship—all of these disciplines can be experienced with others.  We are often able to hear and experience God in new ways when we come into His presence with others.  This week, we want to practice some of these disciplines together.  We also want to talk about the barriers we encounter that may keep us from fully experiencing God with others.  Our own brokenness can sometimes get in the way and keep us from fully experiencing God, and being the people He has called us to be in community.

There is so much of God to encounter…hopefully we can help each other find even more of Him as we approach Him together as one body.  
**Note: For chapter 13’s discussion, you will need to take the Strengthsfinder Test. This test is found in the back of the Clifton Strengthsfinder 2.0 book that is sold on weekends at the THE BEACON information desk in the lobby of 3080. Please purchase a book for $15 (less than it costs online), take the online test and bring the full printout of your results and definitions to group (the online definitions of your strengths will differ from the definitions in the book, because each of your other strengths influence the unique description of your strengths.) 
“Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, 
and as you sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God.”

Colossians 3:16

knowing God—

· Read the following passage from Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s Life Together out loud, and then discuss the questions that follow.  

The serious Christian is likely to bring with him a very definite idea of what Christian life together should be and to will try and realize it.  But God’s grace speedily shatters such dreams. God is not only a God of emotion, but also a God of truth. Only that fellowship which faces such disillusionment, with all its unhappy and ugly aspects, begins to be what it should be in God’s sight, begins to grasp in faith the promise that is given to it.  The sooner this shock of disillusionment comes to both an individual and to a community, the better for both. A community which cannot bear and survive such a crisis, which insists upon keeping its illusion when it should be shattered, can lose in that moment the promise of Christian community.  Sooner or later, it will collapse.

Every human wish dream that is injected into the Christian community is a hindrance to genuine community and must be banished if genuine community is to survive.  He who loves his dream of a community more than the Christian community itself becomes a destroyer of the latter, even though his personal intentions may be ever so honest and earnest and sacrificial.  The man who fashions a visionary ideal of community demands that it be realized by God, by others and himself.  He enters the community of Christians with his demands, sets up his own law, and judges the brethren and God Himself accordingly.  He stands adamant, a living reproach to all others in the circle of brethren.  He acts as if he is the creator of the community.  As if it is his dream that binds men together.   When things do not go his way, he calls the effort a failure.  When his ideal picture is destroyed, he sees the community going to smash.  So he becomes first an accuser of the brethren, then an accuser of God, and finally the accuser of himself.


Because God has already laid the only foundation of our fellowship, because God has bound us together 
in one body with other Christians in Jesus Christ long before we entered into common life with them, we should enter into that common life not as demanders, but as thankful recipients.  We should thank God for what He has done for us.  We thank God for giving us brothers who live by His call, His forgiveness, and His promise.  We do not complain of what God does not give us, but rather thank God for what He does give us daily.  And is not what has been given enough: brothers who will go on living with us 
through sin and through need under the blessing of His grace?  Is the divine gift of Christian fellowship anything less than this, any day, even in the most difficult and distressing day?  


If we do not give thanks daily for the Christian fellowship in which we have been placed even when there is no great experience, no discoverable riches, but rather much weakness, small faith and difficulty…then we hinder God from letting our fellowship grow according to the measure of His riches
which are there for all of us in Christ Jesus. Even when sin and misunderstanding burden the communal life, is not the sinning brother still a brother, with whom I too stand under the Word of Christ?  Thus the very hour of disillusionment with my brother becomes constructive, because  it so thoroughly teaches me that neither of us can live by our own words and deeds, but only by that one Word and Deed which binds us together—the forgiveness of sins in Jesus Christ.

Discuss the following together as a group.  Write your thoughts and impressions in the space below.
· According to Bonhoeffer, what are some of the markers for God’s idea of life in community?  Explain.

· In what way[s] can our wishes or expectations for community become a hindrance to “genuine community?”  Give examples.

· What have been some of your own “dreams” or expectations regarding life in community?  Give examples.

· In what way[s] do your dreams or expectations not seem to fall in line with God’s plans and purposes for community?   How might this lead to disappointment?  Explain.

· What ideals might you need to put aside in order to fall in line with God’s purposes for community?  What might you need to embrace?  Give examples.  

· What might this group need to commit to do in order to function as a community dedicated to God’s purposes?  Give examples.

“Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you,
 leave your gift there in front of the altar.  First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your gift.” 

Matthew 5: 23-24
knowing Others—
· Consider the following barriers to cultivating a loving posture toward others:

· Pride

· Critical spirit

· Self-sufficiency

· Comparison

· Unforgiveness

· Bitterness

· Coveting
· Anger

· Jealousy

· Other
· Take a few minutes to discuss the following questions as a group.  

· Which of these barriers have you experienced in a community setting before?  Explain.  

[current or previous group setting]

· Which of these postures might you demonstrate in a community setting?  

· What would it look like?  Give examples.

· What do you think lies behind that posture?  Explain.

Before we explore the implications of all of this on us personally—how we can be part of the problem and the solution—let’s take some time to reflect on what we have discussed so far.  In the space below, take a few minutes to journal about what God has been revealing to you through our conversation so far.  Consider your own answers and those of others.
“Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen.  And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger; brawling and slander, along with every form of malice.  Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.”

Ephesians 4: 29-32
knowing Self—
· Break into groups of three or four, and discuss the following:

Look at the table below.  The first column contains a list of sins or struggles that we can find ourselves enslaved to.  This list is by no means comprehensive, but hopefully gives you some insight into areas of your life or faith walk that need to be addressed.  In the middle column is a list of spiritual practices or disciplines that can be effective in addressing some of our sin issues.  The last column lists the virtues that can be cultivated when regularly engaging in spiritual practices or disciplines.  
· Take a few minutes to look over the first column; underline words that describe your internal life.  How does this play out in everyday life?  [i.e. consider how they affect you as a person, but also how they might affect your life group]

· Then, look over to the middle column and notice the practice or discipline that can help you address and overcome the struggles[s] that you identified.  What might be your challenge in engaging the practice or discipline?
· Lastly, 
look to the column on the right to help you identify the soul [internal] virtue that you can develop as you engage in the spiritual practices or disciplines.  How would your life look different?
area of sin or struggle


spiritual practice or discipline

soul virtue that can be developed
	internal scatteredness

addiction to activity/busyness

alienation from self

disconnection to God

anxiety/loneliness
	solitude
	a centered spirit

listening heart

peace of mind

personal worth/destiny

intimacy with the spirit and self

	worthless talk

manipulation of people

self-justification

loneliness
	silence
	self-control

trust in God

non-defensive

presence with God, self + others

	spiritual blindness or denial

gluttony or materialism

immediate gratification

impatience

anger
	fasting
	spiritual power

freedom from living in the flesh

deeper insights

self-control
patience

	self-reliance

lack of faith

worry or distraction

feeling ineffective

restlessness
	prayer
	humility 

self-control

peace

inner quiet

spiritual power/authority

	disobedience

deception

human perspective

stuck in the past

distraction/restlessness
	meditation
	authenticity

recognizing the truth

spiritual discernment

renewal of mind and spirit

inner peace

	people-pleasing

arrogance 

pride

pretension

self-focus
	service
	genuine care of others

humility

compassion

kindness

mercy 


“Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed.  
The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective.”

James 5:16

the Response—
· Read the following excerpt from Celebration of Discipline, by Richard Foster.  Take a few minutes to quietly consider what you read—you can write any thoughts below—and then move into the experience that follows.
At the heart of God is the desire to give and forgive.  Because of this, he set into motion the entire redemptive process that culminated in the cross and was confirmed in the resurrection.  Many believe confession to be a private matter between them and God, but James 5:16 says, ‘confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another.’  Confession can be a difficult discipline for us because we all too often view the believing community as a fellowship of saints before we see it as a fellowship of sinners.  We feel that everyone else has advanced so far into holiness that we are isolated and alone in our sin.  We cannot bear to reveal our failures and shortcomings to others.  We imagine that we are the only ones who have not stepped into the high road to heaven.  Therefore, we hide ourselves from one another and live in veiled lies and hypocrisy.”  

If we know that the people of God are first a fellowship of sinners, we are freed to hear the unconditional call of God’s love and to confess our sins and needs openly before our brothers and sisters.  We know that we are not alone in our sin.  The fear and pride that cling to us li
ke barnacles cling to others also.    We are sinners together.  In acts of mutual confession we release the power that heals.  Our humanity is no longer denied, but transformed.”

· Use the space below to write any thoughts.
Break into groups of 3 or 4 and discuss the following questions.

· As you consider confessing your sins out loud to others, are there any fears that come to mind?  Explain.

· As you consider hearing the confession of another, are there any fears that come to mind?  Explain.

· As you consider the idea of someone praying for you after you have confessed your struggles with him/her, are there any fears that come to mind?

· As you consider the idea of praying for another after he/she has confessed his/her struggles, are there any fears that come to mind?

After everyone in your group has shared, spend some time in corporate prayer, bearing in mind the fears that have just been shared.  Pray for each other, and affirm one another in the fact that God has forgiven all of our sins.  Recognize that He invites us to embody that love and forgiveness as we acknowledge our struggles, and pray together.

the Spiritual Practice—
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 through out 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.
· Colossians 3:16

· James 5:16

· Ephesians 4: 29-32
· Matthew 5: 23-24

