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PREFACE

This work began as a systematic theology course for the local church, but the
Lord knew what was needed for this people in this time. I am thankful for the members of
Citizens Church. It is not easy planting a church with a first-time Lead Pastor, and yet
they have diligently sought this journey of spiritual formation with me. I can say with
Paul in Galatians 4:19 that I am eager for Christ to be formed in them, but what a joy that
they are eager for the same things as well.

I am thankful to our Citizens Church ministry team and Community Group
leaders for seeing the benefit of this project for the health of our church. The time and
space they gave me to work on this project was essential.

I am thankful to the faculty of The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary for
being faithful to the Word of God in a culture of compromise. I am particularly thankful
to Dr. Harrod for his passion and dedication to see this project from start to finish.

In working on this project, I am further convinced that spiritual formation
should be a priority of all who lead God’s people. May this project spur many on to that

work.

Tim Olson

Charlotte, North Carolina

May 2024

X



CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Citizens Church in Charlotte, North Carolina, is a young, growing church plant
in need of a biblically robust spiritual formation program. A membership coming from a
wide variety of discipleship backgrounds, mixed with diverse theological frameworks
and a complex cultural landscape all contribute to the need for discipleship and
theological training. There is a great need in many areas of discipleship, but among the
most pressing is the need for equipping members with essential practices for how to
follow Jesus. This project was designed to equip members at Citizens Church to develop
a “rule of life” that would guide them into life with God through five key spiritual

practices: Bible reading, prayer, fasting, sabbath keeping, and hospitality.

Context

There are several strengths and weaknesses that led to the desire and necessity
for a spiritual practices training course at Citizens Church. Particularly in a context of
cultural Christianity such as in the city of Charlotte, members must learn the often-
neglected practices of communion with God and with others. Citizens is a growing
church, and there is much excitement around the ideas of how to follow Jesus among its
members, but equipping was needed to help members live out their day-to-day lives as

Christ-followers.

Strengths of Citizens Church

There are several strengths that contribute to the context of Citizens Church
and the necessity of a rule of life training program. The passion of new members, from

both seeker-sensitive and unchurched backgrounds, to grow in their faith and knowledge
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of God, the steady influx of new members to the church, and a growing understanding of
the church’s discipleship framework all contribute to the need for this project.

First, Citizens Church members seem to have a deep and growing desire to
follow Jesus. Being in a unique church environment such as Charlotte, which is home to
some of the largest seeker-sensitive churches in America, many new members are
desperate for intentional discipleship and equipping. Many new members who have a
church background come from church environments that put an unhealthy emphasis on
the primary preacher and the Sunday worship and music experience. This has led to many
new members’ seeking a place where they can be formed into the image of Christ
through intentional spiritual practices. Many new members express in their first few
months at Citizens an excitement to be in an environment that does not overlook their
spiritual health for the sake of simply reaching more people. This leads to a congregation
that listens attentively to sermons, regularly desires pastoral counsel and wisdom on
theological questions, and seeks to grow in their understanding and practice of
discipleship to Christ. New members want to grow; they are simply looking for the tools
to help them do this. In addition, Citizens has witnessed several individuals come to
Christ and join the church in the past year. These new members also need an intentional
discipleship space as they learn how to follow Jesus in their daily lives.

Second, Citizens Church has seen a steady influx of new members within its
first two years. On average, the church has added six to eight new members every four
months. Each new group of members has the potential to bring with it a new passion and
vigor for the ministry of the church as well as new spiritual gifts that can be utilized to
build up the body. Numerical growth is never promised by Jesus, nor is it the underlying
goal of the church; rather, it is a grace gift from God that the leaders of Citizens wish to
steward for his glory.

Third, even as a young church, Citizens has a growing understanding of its
core discipleship practices. In the first two years, a framework for discipleship has begun

2



to be developed and explored around a model of “being with Jesus, becoming like Jesus,
and doing what Jesus did.”! The discipleship practices of personal spiritual disciplines
and Community Group care and development are running smoothly, with new leaders
being trained and deployed on an as-needed basis. For being only two years old, Citizens
Church has been building a strong foundation by the grace of God centered on the gospel
and eager to make disciples who make disciples as a Jesus-centered family on mission

with him.

Weaknesses of Citizens Church

The first aspect of the present ministry context that must be understood before
focusing on weaknesses within Citizens Church is the evangelical church landscape
across the city of Charlotte. Charlotte is a city of megachurches and unhealthy churches.
While some of these large church expressions are healthy, many of them are not. This
obsession with the megachurch has also trickled down to smaller churches, who seem to
copy these larger churches in practice and methodology. Many Christians in Charlotte
spend time at these churches and carry first-hand accounts of their hurt that has come
from being a part of them. This has led to several weaknesses currently true of Citizens
Church, including members who carry with them quite a bit of hurt and distrust from
previous church experience and a potential overemphasis on Community Groups that
could leave gaps in caring for and discipling new members and new Christians.

First, many of the early members of Citizens Church have come out of these
unhealthy church environments, bringing with them a love for the local church but also a
distinct mixture of doubt, weariness, and hurt. There is quite a bit of healing that must
first take place when someone becomes a member. Often, individuals want to become

members so they can belong fully at the church and receive member benefits, but they are

! Citizens Church is indebted to John Mark Comer and the leadership of Bridgetown Church in
Portland, Oregon, for this language.



slow to want to engage in serving or leading. This leads to an entire group of new people
who must be served as a part of the body but are hesitant to use their own God-given gifts
to serve and build up the body. This puts a greater strain on current leaders and core team
members to pull more weight than should be necessary.

A second weakness, separate from church background or experience, is the
structure of ministry at Citizens Church. Citizens functions according to a simple church
model, with its primary ministries being limited to Sunday gatherings and weekly
Community Groups. While there are strengths associated with this model, there are also
limitations and weaknesses. First, a groups-centric model of church puts a large amount
of responsibility on lay-level group leaders for care, teaching, and training. While
Citizens has wonderful and godly group leaders who care deeply about their groups and
the church, this is a large responsibility for even the best of the lay leaders to take on.
This often leads to gaps in discipleship based on the health of the group and the leanings
and strengths of leaders. Some of the Community Groups are theologically sound but
struggle to get members to serve and participate. Some of the Community Groups care
for one another well but struggle with believing and adhering to sound doctrine. This has
the potential to shape a new member’s experience and discipleship at Citizens based on
the strengths and weaknesses of his or her group.

A final weakness of the membership of Citizens Church is age and immaturity.
The median age of the congregation is twenty-six years old. With a predominantly Gen-Z
demographic, there are several challenges and threats. The greatest threat, however, is the
threat of distraction via technology and social media. Without intentional spiritual
practices of counter formation, members of Citizens Church will find themselves shaped
into apathy, distraction, and secularism via the modern-day enticements of TikTok,

Instagram, and Netflix.



Rationale

With this contextual background in view, there are both biblical-theological

reasons and practical reasons for this project.

Biblical-Theological Reasons

The first biblical-theological reason for this project is the clear directive of the
Scriptures to make disciples. In his final words to the disciples before his ascension,
recorded in Matthew 28:18-20, Jesus tells them to go make disciples, baptizing and
teaching them to obey everything that he has commanded. The role of the local church is
not simply to make converts but to make disciples. The church is called to lead people to
the saving knowledge of Christ Jesus—but then also to empower them to follow him with
all their lives. In Ephesians 4:11-16, the apostle Paul fleshes out this vision of disciple
making for the local church when he writes that leaders are to equip God’s people to do
the work of ministry, and consequently, as God’s people do the work of ministry, the
church will be built up and will mature into Christ.

There is a God-given, urgent responsibility on all members, but led by leaders,
to reach people with the gospel and then build them up as God’s people by helping them
know what is true and then live out that truth in the context of the local church. The
author of Hebrews declares that church leaders will give an account for the souls of those
under their care (Heb 13:17). This account that leaders must give, while not solely about
discipleship, includes their faithfulness to lead the church toward a flourishing life with
God. The current process at Citizens Church by which new members are assimilated into
discipleship, serving and growing in their knowledge and love of Christ, puts too much
pressure on group leaders and takes too much responsibility away from the pastors. If
new members are not actively discipled and equipped to serve the church by using their
God-given gifts, then the leaders of Citizens Church have failed in their biblical

responsibilities.



The second biblical-theological reason for this project is the continual
examples in the New Testament of apostles, pastors, and elders seeking the spiritual
growth and maturity of their churches. Paul says of the churches in Galatia, “My little
children, for whom I am again in the anguish of childbirth until Christ is formed in you!”
(Gal 4:19).2 To the Christians in Rome, Paul urges, “Do not be conformed to this world,
but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is
the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect” (Rom 12:2). Peter exhorts the
exiles of the Dispersion, saying, “As obedient children, do not be conformed to the
passions of your former ignorance, but as he who called you is holy, you also be holy in
all your conduct” (1 Pet 1:14-15). This consistent desire for the spiritual maturity and
formation of the saints drives much of the apostles’ desire to devote themselves to the
ministry of the Word and prayer. They strongly desire that those who follow Christ
would be with Christ, would see him more, and in seeing him more would be transformed
more into his image. As Paul says to the church in Corinth, “And we all, with unveiled
face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from
one degree of glory to another. For this comes from the Lord who is the Spirit” (2 Cor

3:18).

Practical Reasons

The first practical reason for this project is that helping members know how to
practice these various spiritual disciplines will help them grow as Christ-followers.
Rather than church or Christianity simply being a culturally normal event for Sundays,
this program seeks to equip members to walk with God through all of life. This training
program gives new believers and new members the tools to follow Christ on their own

and in so doing teaches them that following and communing with Jesus is more than a

2 Unless otherwise noted, all Scripture references and quotations are from the English Standard
Version (ESV).



worship service or small group opportunity. This puts tools behind much of the desire of
new members to be with and become more like Jesus.

The second practical reason for this project is that establishing a discipleship
framework from the beginning of the life of the church will aid in the health of the church
and its ability to fulfill the Great Commandment and the Great Commission. A report in
2015 by Ed Stetzer and others found that new church plants that had intentional
leadership and spiritual development programs for its members saw more conversions
and were more likely to be financially self-sustaining by year three of their existence.?
While there have been several sermon series and classes taught already on discipleship
and what it means to be with Jesus, become like him, and do what he did, the pace at
which Citizens Church is reaching new people makes a recurring training program
necessary. Establishing an ongoing training program in developing and practicing a rule
of life will help firmly welcome and train new members into the discipleship framework
established within the church. In turn, this will lead to greater unity among the
congregation and will aid new members and new Christians in practices that will lead to

their own spiritual growth and development.

Purpose

The purpose of this project was to equip members of Citizens Church in

Charlotte, North Carolina, to develop and practice a rule of life.

Goals

The following four goals guided this project:

1. The first goal was to assess the current disposition of program participants toward a
rule of life and various spiritual practices.

3 Bd Stetzer, Micah Fries, and Daniel Im, “The State of Church Planting in the U.S.: New
Churches 2015 Exclusive Report” (Nashville: Lifeway Christian Resources, 2015),
https://www.wesleyan.org/wp-content/uploads/Lifeway-2015-ChurchPlanting-Survey.pdf.



2. The second goal was to develop an eleven-week curriculum on how to develop and
implement a rule of life consisting of key spiritual practices that help foster life with
God.

3. The third goal was for program participants to develop an initial rule of life.

4. The fourth goal was to train participants in the spiritual practices and to assess
changes in their disposition toward the practices and a rule of life.

The successful completion of each goal was dependent upon a defined means
of measurement and benchmark of success. The research methodology and instruments

used to measure the success of each goal are details in the following section.*

Research Methodology

Four goals determined the effectiveness of this project. The first goal was to
assess the current disposition of program participants toward a rule of life and various
spiritual practices. This goal was measured through a focus group interview two weeks
before the retreat. The focus group included questions on the various spiritual practices
covered in this course as well as participants’ prior experience and difficulties with a rule
of life.> This goal was considered successfully met when the focus group convened,
responses were recorded, and a summarizing assessment of the data was completed.

The second goal was to develop an eleven-week curriculum on how to develop
and implement a rule of life consisting of key spiritual practices that help foster life with
God. By the end of the project, the curriculum was thirteen sessions. The first four
sessions were taught at an overnight retreat, and the subsequent nine sessions were taught
on a weekly basis. Participants were required to complete homework assignments and
engage in group discussion during the week as well. This goal was measured by an expert

panel comprised of a subset of the teaching team of Citizens Church, a group of men and

4 All of the research instruments used in this project were performed in compliance with and
approved by The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary Research Ethics Committee prior to use in the
ministry project.

5 See appendix 1.



women who oversee theology and discipleship content within the church. The panel
utilized a rubric to evaluate the curriculum.® This goal was considered successfully met
when all criteria achieved a score of “satisfactory” or higher on the evaluation rubric. The
material was revised until this benchmark was met.

The third goal was for program participants to develop an initial rule of life.
Each participant submitted his or her rule of life, and a rubric was used to assess each
participant’s submitted rule on a set of established criteria.” This goal was considered
successfully met when every participant’s rule was reviewed and when more than 75
percent of the rules received a score of “satisfactory” or higher in all categories of the
assessment rubric.

The fourth goal was to train participants in the spiritual practices and to assess
changes in their disposition toward the practices and a rule of life. This goal was
measured by conducting a follow-up focus group with participants. This goal was
considered successfully met when the group convened and participant responses were

recorded and assessed.

Definitions, Limitations, and Delimitations

Certain terms used throughout this project are defined below to aid readers’
understanding of the subject.

Spiritual disciplines. Donald Whitney defines spiritual disciplines as “those
practices found in Scripture that promote spiritual growth among believers in the gospel
of Jesus Christ. They are the habits of devotion and experiential Christianity that have

been practiced by the people of God since biblical times.”® These practices are a means of

¢ See appendix 2.
7 See appendix 3.

8 Donald S. Whitney, Spiritual Disciplines for the Christian Life, rev. ed. (Colorado Springs:
NavPress, 2014), 3.



grace from God in which his people learn to commune with him. They are also a tool the

Holy Spirit uses to shape God’s people into greater Christ-likeness. Throughout this

project, “spiritual disciplines” and “spiritual practices” are used interchangeably.’
Spiritual formation. Spiritual formation may be defined as “the process of

2910

being changed to be more like Jesus™'® or, to insert the Trinitarian dynamic, “the

intentional communal process of growing in our relationship with God and becoming
conformed to Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit.”!!

Being with Jesus. “Being with Jesus” is the terminology used at Citizens
Church for personal devotional practices. The language was originally used by John
Mark Comer and Bridgetown Church in Portland, Oregon, who developed a three-step
discipleship model based around the three movements “be with Jesus, become like Jesus,
and do what Jesus did.”!? Historically, theological writers have called this practice
“communion with God” or “abiding with God.” It is the practice of intentionally directing
the heart and mind of an individual toward God.

Rule of life. A rule of life, according to Adele Calhoun, “is a simple statement
of the regular rhythms we choose to present our bodies to God as our ‘spiritual act of
worship’ (Romans 12:1). Each rule, or rthythm, is a way we partner with God for the

transformation only he can bring.”!3 The practice was often used historically by those

within a monastic order to establish a communal way of living through intentional

® To the best of my knowledge, these two terms—“disciplines” and “practices”—are used
synonymously among many scholars in the field of spiritual formation.

19 Dave Earley and Rod Dempsey, Spiritual Formation Is...: How to Grow in Jesus with
Passion and Confidence (Nashville: B&H Academic, 2018), 4.

1 James C. Wilhoit, Spiritual Formation as if the Church Mattered: Growing in Christ
through Community (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008), 23.

12 For more, see John Mark Comer’s new nonprofit organization Practicing the Way
(https://practicingtheway.org/practices/be-with-jesus).

13 Adele Ahlberg Calhoun, Spiritual Disciplines Handbook: Practices That Transform Us.
Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2005), 37.
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practices. It has less to do with rules in the American sense of legalistic standards; rather,
it intends to develop a system of life that corresponds to life in the Spirit of God.

Two delimitations applied to this project. First, the program did not include
every spiritual practice available to Christians. For the sake of scope and application, this
course was limited to five practices: Scripture reading, prayer, sabbath keeping, fasting,
and hospitality. Second, this project was conducted within eleven weeks. While
knowledge and practice of spiritual disciplines increased during this time, the process of
spiritual formation is a life-long journey and cannot be limited to an eleven-week

timeframe.

Conclusion

Spiritual practices are a necessary tool in the life of every follower of Jesus to
be formed into the image of Christ. These practices are empowered by the Holy Spirit
and worked out in human effort through an intentional and practical rule of life. In
contrast to a shallow spirituality based solely around church attendance or a life formed
by the surrounding culture, spiritual practices help a Christian be formed more and more
into the image of Christ through ongoing practices and habits. Chapter 2 will focus on the
biblical basis for this Spirit-empowered work of spiritual formation through the spiritual
practices. Chapter 3 will focus on obstacles to spiritual formation and what followers of
Jesus can learn from church history and the science of habits. Chapters 4 and 5 will
include a detailed overview of the project as well as an analysis of its effectiveness and

SuUcCCess.
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CHAPTER 2
BIBLICAL AND THEOLOGICAL SUPPORT FOR A

RULE OF LIFE CONSISTING OF FORMATIONAL
DISCIPLESHIP PRACTICES

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus teaches his disciples a path of spiritual
formation that includes a life of discipleship consisting of sustained spiritual disciplines.
Consequently, this chapter topically addresses corresponding passages in the Gospel of
Matthew in defense of this thesis. First, a primary theme of Matthew is a life of
discipleship to Jesus in the kingdom of heaven (Matt 4:17-22; 11:28-30; 28:18-20).
Second, the Sermon on the Mount emphasizes a life of holy discipleship to Christ (Matt
5:17-20). Finally, the Sermon on the Mount emphasizes four key practices that are a part

of life in the kingdom of heaven for disciples of Jesus (Matt 6:1-18; 7:24-27).

Discipleship and the Kingdom of Heaven in Matthew

While in their most basic function each of the four Gospel accounts of the life
of Jesus seeks to tell of his teachings and works while on earth, each does so with
particular emphases and themes. For Matthew, the first Gospel, there are several,
including the fulfillment of the messianic prophecies and the arrival of the good news to
the Israelite nation. The theme most prominent for the discussion of this work is
Matthew’s desire to announce, describe, and show the inauguration of the kingdom of
heaven. This is not a theoretical kingdom, however; it is a kingdom into which those who
follow Christ are invited to surrender themselves with their whole selves. As New

Testament scholar John Nolland summarizes, Matthew is a “manual on discipleship.”! A

! John Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew, New International Greek Testament Commentary
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 20.
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summary glance at several passages in Matthew shows this primary theme of

discipleship, or life in the kingdom of heaven.

Announcement of the Kingdom
of Heaven (Matt 4:17)

In the first four chapters of Matthew, Jesus is largely a passive figure. His
genealogy is recorded (Matt 1:1-17), his birth narrative unfolds (1:18-2:23), he is
baptized by John the Baptist (3:1-17), and even in the wilderness he is led by the Spirit
and tempted by the devil (4:1-11). However, in the middle of Matthew 4, the narrative
begins to change. According to theologian R. T. France, the phrase “from that time”
(4:17) seems to indicate a new measure of initiative now taken by Jesus.? He who was
once the object of the narrative is now the subject. As Grant Osborne notes, this narrative
shift signals the beginning of many declarations and signs of the kingdom by Jesus.> He
then announces what becomes a summary of the gospel message throughout the book:
“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (4:17).

Matthean scholar Jonathan Pennington, building on the work of France,
summarizes Matthew’s Gospel as focusing on the teaching and action of the kingdom.
The kingdom of heaven, and life in it, which Jesus has now announced is at hand,
becomes the vocal point for the remainder of the Gospel.* Pennington argues
convincingly that the phrase “the kingdom of heaven” (1] Bactiela T®V VpavdVv) is an
intentional literary decision by Matthew. While Matthew does use the phrase “kingdom
of God” in a few places (6:33; 12:28; 19:24; 21:31, 43), his primary language is that of

“kingdom of heaven.” In choosing this language, Matthew is attempting throughout his

2R. T. France, The Gospel of Matthew, New International Commentary on the New Testament
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 143.

* Grant R. Osborne, Matthew, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2010), 143.

4 Jonathan T. Pennington, The Sermon on the Mount and Human Flourishing: A Theological
Commentary (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2017), 100.
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Gospel to make a clear distinction between two contrasting realities: heaven and earth.’
The kingdom of heaven, which Jesus labors to display and teach, is an invitation to a
completely new way of life, one that is contrary to the kingdoms of earth. When
individuals enter a life of discipleship, they enter an entirely new kingdom—the kingdom
of heaven, a kingdom with different ethics, practices, felos, and way of life than that of

the world.

Calling the First Disciples (Matt 4:18-22)

Immediately after announcing his kingdom message, Jesus’s first act is to
recruit kingdom followers, later known as disciples. Jesus declares that the kingdom of
heaven is at hand, then he recruits his first two disciples, Peter and Andrew, into that
kingdom (4:18). France addresses the significance of both Jesus’s first action in calling
new followers as well as his radical reorientation of their lives to this invitation. France
notes that while it is not uncommon for rabbis to have disciples, typically disciples
approached rabbis, not the other way around. Jesus takes the initiative in calling these
men to follow him and begin practicing all that life as his disciples will entail.®

Upon approaching these fishermen, Jesus says to them, “Follow me, and I will
make you fishers of men” (Agdte dnicw pov kol Tomow LUAS AAMETS avOpdTwv; 4:19).
As New Testament scholar Leon Morris notes, this was not simply an intellectual
exercise but an invitation to a total life change. He writes, “This call clearly points to a
lasting association; Jesus is not inviting them to a pleasant stroll along the seashore but
inviting them to discipleship.”” It was not uncommon for disciples to literally follow

behind their rabbis as they traveled from town to town teaching their ways.

5 Jonathan T. Pennington, “The Kingdom of Heaven in the Gospel of Matthew,” Southern
Baptist Journal of Theology 12, no. 1 (Spring 2008): 46-47.

¢ France, Matthew, 145-47.

" Leon Morris, The Gospel According to Matthew, Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), 85.
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This call to follow is reinforced by Matthew’s language in verse 20. He says
that Simon and Andrew followed Jesus. As scholar Knox Chamblin argues, Matthew does
not use the typical verb for disciple, “learn” (povBévm), but chooses to use the word
“follow” (dkorovBéw) instead. This may be intentional, to reiterate to readers that a life
of discipleship requires total commitment and allegiance to Jesus.® They are not to be
people who simply learn from Jesus but those who bring their whole lives under his ways
in the world. This again reinforces Matthew’s theme of a whole-life discipleship. As

Osborne explains,

Note that Jesus is the creative force and the disciples passive participants. Their part
is to “come, follow” (cf. 1 Kgs 19:20) while Jesus is the active agent who “makes”
or re-creates them. This is similar to the call of Israel to holy war (Judg 3:28, 1 Sam
11:6-7), involving total commitment. Discipleship is a life of obedience (this is not a
suggestion but an absolute demand) and following the example of Jesus.’

The disciples leave their old lives behind (“left their nets”; v. 20) and take up the new
work and ways of Jesus (“fishers of men”; v. 19).

The idea of following (dkolovBém) Jesus is one Matthew returns to again and
again in his Gospel. It is repeated with the calling of other disciples, such as James and
John (4:21-22), and again with the calling of Matthew later in the narrative (9:9-13).
Jesus, in teaching on the sacrifice required within discipleship, urges his disciples to take
up their cross and follow him (10:38). The disciples will not only learn the teachings of
Jesus, as emphasized elsewhere in Matthew (most notably the five Matthean discourses),

but they must also learn to live Jesus’s ways.

The Yoke of Jesus (Matt 11:28-30)

The other primary passage of discipleship in Matthew is Jesus’s teaching on

taking his yoke in chapter 11. Once again, the invitation starts with coming to Jesus

8 J. Knox Chamblin, Matthew, vol. 1, Chapters 1-13, Mentor Commentary (Ross-shire,
Scotland: Mentor Imprint, 2010), 294-95.

 Osborne, Matthew, 149.
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(Aedte mpog pe; v. 28). The invitation is then given to “disciple” (uéOete) under the yoke
of Jesus (v. 29). The yoke, according to Osborne, connotes more than simply loyalty and
obedience to Jesus; it also includes a life completely surrendered to his ways and
teachings. While there may be subtle implications that Jesus helps bear the weight of the
yoke, as typically yokes were pulled by two oxen, that is speculation at best, and the
greater emphasis is on the surrender of one’s own ways of living in complete
reorientation around Christ.!°

As France notes, taking on the “yoke” of Jesus is to commit to learning how to
live as a disciple. This is a lifelong process, one into which Jesus invites all his
followers.!! Chamblin observes that it was not uncommon for early followers of Jesus to
accept this yoke as “the yoke of the kingdom,”!? that is, the burden of a righteous life
within the kingdom of heaven. This is once again an all-of-life invitation for a disciple.
The disciples are to take on the yoke and carry the weight. However, while this yoke
comes with many commands and responsibilities for Jesus’s disciples, it is meant to be a
freeing and light way of living in the ways of Jesus, leading to their own spiritual

formation as a part of life with Christ.!?

Go Make Disciples (Matt 28:18-20)

Jesus finishes his time on earth with his disciples by commanding them to now
go disciple others (Matt 28:18-20). This passage creates a compelling bookend to
Matthew’s narrative. The ministry of Jesus begins with his first calling of followers

(4:18-22) and ends with his sending of those followers to invite more followers (28:18-

19 Osborne, Matthew, 442.

' France, Matthew, 449.

12 Chamblin, Matthew, 1:635.
13 Chamblin, Matthew, 1:636.
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20).'* Adding to the broader command of making disciples, Jesus emphasizes to his
followers that making disciples includes “teaching them to observe all that I have
commanded you” (28:20). The emphasis on teaching and obedience points readers back
to the Sermon on the Mount and its context in the Matthean record, where Jesus’s first
action toward his new disciples is to teach them about life in the kingdom of heaven and
his final teaching in the sermon is an emphasis on obedience, not simply hearing.!> Those
who have learned to follow Christ with their whole lives will now go and invite others to

do the same.

Discipleship and Spiritual Formation
in the Sermon on the Mount

Considering that a central focus in Matthew is the kingdom of heaven and
discipleship into that kingdom, the Sermon on the Mount serves as Christ’s discourse on
what a life of discipleship in the kingdom, with God and under his rule and reign, should
entail. It is the first of five Matthean discourses, each with a particular purpose in
describing an aspect of life in the kingdom of heaven. The broader section of Matthew
(from 4:23-25 to 9:35-38) is best thought of as one broad call to discipleship as a part of
living in the kingdom of heaven. Therefore, according to Pennington, “the Sermon is
meant to be read as the explanation of what it means to live according to God’s coming
kingdom.”!® This theme is developed at the beginning of the Sermon, as Jesus describes
the blessed (paxdpior) life of those in the kingdom (5:2-11) and concludes with a final

exhortation to practice the words of Jesus, not simply hear them (7:24-27). As New

14 Osborne, Matthew, 1080.

15 Craig S. Keener, 4 Commentary on the Gospel of Matthew (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999),
160.

16 Pennington, Sermon on the Mount, 114.
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Testament scholar Dale Allison notes, “The Sermon on the Mount is a call for decision
and action, not a theological lesson.”!”

The centrality of discipleship is confirmed by the thesis in 5:17-20 that points
to a greater righteousness necessary for life in the kingdom of heaven. The sermon does
not argue for a distinct way of life for clergy, it does not attempt to show the inability of
fallen humanity to follow God’s law, nor does it describe life in a future eschatological
reality.'® Rather, those who are now invited into a life of discipleship to Jesus are taught
by him how they are to live as his disciples. As France and others note, therefore, it is
preferred to name this teaching from Jesus “The Discourse on Discipleship.” Or, as
scholar Charles Talbert argues, “The Sermon on the Mount functions primarily as a
catalyst for the formation of character.”?°

Although Matthew references great crowds beginning to follow Jesus at the
end of chapter 4 (4:25), he carefully notes Jesus’s audience at the beginning of the
sermon. Jesus is not addressing the crowds; rather, he brings his disciples aside for this
address (5:1). Jesus is not describing to a large crowd of seekers how to enter the
kingdom but to his now committed disciples how to live in the kingdom they have
already entered.?! As Pennington remarks, the discourse is directly connected to the

gospel message Jesus has been preaching, namely, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is

at hand!” (4:17).2> New Testament scholar George Branch-Trevathan notes the place of

17 Dale C. Allison, The Sermon on the Mount: Inspiring the Moral Imagination (New Y ork:
Crossroad, 1999), 4.

18 Keener, Matthew, 718. For a more robust discussion on various interpretations on the
Sermon on the Mount, see the work of Keener.

19 France, Matthew, 153.

20 Charles H. Talbert, Reading the Sermon on the Mount: Character Formation and Decision
Making in Matthew 5-7 (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2004), 29.

2! France, Matthew, 154.

22 Pennington, Sermon on the Mount, 101.
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the sermon in the narrative with Jesus’s preaching, the calling of the disciples, and the
summary introduction of Matthew 5:1-2 marking it as a “teaching regarding the post-
repentant life.”3 This again is reiterated in Jesus’s teachings on prayer, that those who
are listening should pray, “Our Father” (6:9), a reality only true after one has begun
following Jesus. A foundation of life with God is essential to understanding Jesus’s
teaching in 5:17-20.

In verse 17, Jesus addresses what is most likely a misconception about his
views on the Law (vopov) and the Prophets (mpo¢ritag), which is best understood as a
reference to what is now the Old Testament. Jesus’s consistent disagreements with the
teachers and scribes over how to interpret and observe the law (Matt 12:1-14) as well as
the disagreements of his followers that would have persisted into the time of Matthew’s
writing (Acts 6:11; 21:28) have given some the impression that Jesus does not take the
commands of God seriously, considering his new teachings on the kingdom, repentance,
and grace. As France notes, the use of the word “abolish” (kataAdoat) emphasizes what
Jesus has been accused of. He is not simply charged with disregarding or disobeying the
law but tearing it down altogether.*

A proper understanding of what Jesus is addressing, both the totality of the
Jewish Scriptures and the accusation of destroying them entirely, is best understood
considering the affirmative. Jesus has come to “fulfill” (mAnpdcoar) the law, speaking not
of obedience but of bringing the law to its (and his) desired end. As Chamblin argues,
“Jesus brings the [Old Testament] to its appointed goal. Let us think of Jesus as a builder
who inherits a house under construction: far from demolishing it, discarding its plans and

starting over, Jesus employs those plans and completes the edifice.”?® Jesus has not come

23 George Branch-Trevathan, The Sermon on the Mount and Spiritual Exercises: The Making
of the Matthean Self (Leiden: Brill, 2020), 205.

24 France, Matthew, 182.

25 Chamblin, Matthew, 1:340.
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to do away with the law, as religious leaders of his day would accuse him over, but rather
to embody the kingdom of heaven, in fulfillment of the Old Testament, showing a new
way of life offered in himself.

Jesus moves on in 5:18 to address how his disciples are then to approach the
law. Until the time of true completion (“all is accomplished”), the law is not to be
discarded, even in small amounts, or changed; rather, it is to be seen as brought to a
greater righteousness in the person and work of Jesus.?¢ As Pennington notes, it is best to
think of this time of completion in two parts, alluded to in Jesus’s statement “until heaven
(ovpavog) and earth (yR) pass away.” First, Jesus certainly has his death and resurrection
in mind, a time he references in the final discourse of Matthew (24:29-35). Through the
death and resurrection of Jesus, a greater righteousness will be inaugurated on the earth
for all of Christ’s disciples to live into as his people and then brought to its fullest
completion in the new heavens and the new earth. Second, Jesus is also pointing to the
fullness of the this already-but-not-yet kingdom, which will be brought to completion at
his second coming.?’

In 5:19, Jesus then teaches on what his fulfillment of the law means for his
disciples. France shows that Christ’s fulfillment means his disciples will not simply live
in the expected ways of following the law up until that point (as made clear by Jesus’s
own ways of changing how the commands are obeyed; see Matt 12:1-14); instead, there
is “a different kind of ‘doing’ from that of the scribes and Pharisees, a ‘doing’ appropriate
to the time of fulfillment.”?® Those who do not teach or do this new way of righteous
obedience are least in the kingdom of heaven, an idea best interpreted to mean outside of

the kingdom of heaven altogether. Disciples, those who are living in the kingdom of

26 France, Matthew, 186.
27 Pennington, Sermon on the Mount, 176-77.

28 France, Matthew, 187.
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heaven, are those who teach and obey the greater righteousness brought into the world
through the arrival and fulfillment of Jesus (see Matt 28:20).

In 5:20, Jesus ends his teaching on the law by speaking of a righteousness
(dwkatoovvn) exceeding that of the scribes and Pharisees. This is the only means by
which one may enter the kingdom of heaven, according to Jesus. Righteousness is a much
broader theme, both in the book of Matthew and in the Sermon on the Mount. A careful
understanding of Matthew’s teachings on righteousness helps avoid two
misunderstandings common with this passage. Pennington defines righteousness in
Matthew as “whole-person behavior that accords with God’s nature, will, and coming
kingdom.”?’ Tt is not simply works that a person does, although behavior and action do
quantify life in the kingdom. It is also not simply something placed onto a disciple
through the work of Jesus, a true reality spoken of elsewhere in the New Testament (most
notably in the writings of Paul in Galatians). The righteousness required for entrance into
the kingdom of heaven is that of a whole person surrendered to God and brought into life
with God. As theologian J. de Waal Dryden argues, “Jesus, in the context of the Sermon
on the Mount, is clearly not talking about an alien, imputed righteousness but concrete
moral actions in conformity with the law that mark this community’s participation in the
kingdom of heaven.”? The righteousness God requires is more than simply ethical or
wise situational living; rather, as Talbert notes, such righteousness grounds itself in
covenant faithfulness, that those who claim Christ will live as Christ-claimed.>!

The idea of whole-person behavior, or all-of-life righteousness, is crucial to

interpreting verse 20. As France argues,

2 Pennington, Sermon on the Mount, 177.

30J. de Waal Dryden, A Hermeneutic of Wisdom: Recovering the Formative Agency of
Scripture (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2018), 73.

31 Talbert, Reading the Sermon on the Mount, 31.
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As long as “righteousness” is understood in terms of literal obedience to rules and
regulations, it would be hard to find anyone who attempted it more rigorously and
more consistently than the scribes and Pharisees. The paradox of Jesus’ demand
here makes sense only if their basic premise as to what “righteousness” consists of
is put in question. Jesus is not talking about beating the scribes and Pharisees at their
own game, but about a different level or concept of righteousness altogether.?

According to Pennington, an understanding of this righteousness relies so heavily on a
proper interpretation of Jesus’s fulfillment. It is not simply righteous living but a greater
righteousness that encapsulates the whole of one’s being and life as a disciple to Jesus.?*

This is the same righteousness Jesus speaks to in 5:6, where he says that
flourishing is for those who, among other things, “hunger and thirst for righteousness.”
Those who strive to live into their discipleship in the ways God has required of them are
moving toward a flourishing life.* A life of discipleship to Jesus, forming a disciple
more and more into righteous living, is a part of the kingdom of heaven. It is the
righteous life that Matthew will go on to describe through various virtues and holy living
(5:21-48) and to express through the needed practices (or disciplines) for the life of a
disciple (6:1-18).

Jesus again draws on the theme of kingdom discipleship when he says to “seek
first the kingdom of God and his righteousness” (6:33). This is perhaps, as Chamblin
suggests, the strongest statement in the sermon on a life lived in the righteousness of
God’s kingdom. The whole of the sermon is directing Jesus’s disciples to what a life of
surrender to him, and subsequent formation, should mean. Here, Jesus reiterates that
those who live as his disciples seek his kingdom and his righteousness above all else.®® It

is this resolve to surrender all other desires and impulses in life to the lordship of Christ

32 France, Matthew, 189.
33 Pennington, Sermon on the Mount, 91.
34 France, Matthew, 167.

35 Chamblin, Matthew, 1:449.
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that a disciple is continually formed into a flourishing follower of Jesus, further freed

from anxiety that comes from seeking more and more possessions like a pagan Gentile.

Key Discipleship Practices in the Sermon on the Mount

The Sermon on the Mount emphasizes four key practices that are a part of life
in the kingdom of heaven for disciples of Jesus. Three of the practices are explained in
Matthew 6 as a part of Jesus’s teachings on a greater righteousness. The fourth practice
can be found later in the sermon but is still appropriate today for those who follow Christ

as his disciples.®

Practicing Your Righteousness (Matt 6:1)

Matthew 6:1 begins with a warning given by Jesus to his disciples. As he
teaches his disciples these various practices that should mark the lives of a disciple, Jesus
first issues a warning concerning how they are to practice their righteousness. A key part
of that righteousness is a life of humility. When Jesus teaches the disciples not to practice
their righteousness to be seen by others, he means to call his disciples into a hidden life of
communion with God. As Jesus teaches on various practices he expects to be part of life
as a disciple in the kingdom of heaven, he encourages his followers to live them out in a
righteous and humble way. As Pennington addresses, life in God’s kingdom is not simply
one of external action but one of the whole self’s coming under the rule and reign of

God.*” Theologian Klaus Issler summarizes this section of the sermon in this way:

Jesus’ disciples eagerly seek Christlike inner heart wholeness through
transformation by the Holy Spirit from the inside out, rather than a focus on external
religious behavioral conformity. We realize that from within our heart come all our
words and actions, cognizant of the “log” in our own eyes— such as anger, lust,
selfishness, deception, lack of love, people pleasing, unforgiveness, worry,

36 There are certainly more spiritual practices described in the Sermon on the Mount, taught in
the entirety of Scripture, and implemented in this project. However, due to the limited nature of this
chapter, only four will be discussed at length here.

37 Pennington, Sermon on the Mount, 211.
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judgmentalism, hypocrisy— that needs to be removed and replaced with genuine
righteousness if we wish to help others more effectively.®

This corresponds to the rest of Matthew in which Jesus continues to invite his disciples

into a whole-life, internal and external, way of discipleship.

Almsgiving (Matt 6:2-4)

The first practice taught by Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount is that of acts of
charity, or almsgiving (éAenpocvvnv). According to biblical spirituality professor Joseph
Harrod, “Almsgiving is intentional, tangible relief given to alleviate the suffering of the
poor.”* The phrase for “giving alms” or “giving to the needy” (motfig élenpocivny)
occurs in each of the three verses in this teaching. As Harrod notes, the word emphasizes
the specific plight of the person receiving the gift. Almsgiving is not to be thought of as
congruent with a tithe or a gift to a friend but as an intentional act of charity and mercy to
meet an individual’s tangible need or lack.*°

Almsgiving is a practice commanded to and practiced by the people of God in
various places within Scripture, in both the Old Testament and the New. In the Old
Testament, God’s heart toward the poor and his concern that the Israelites care for the
poor both in their midst and nearby are made evident. As scholar Helen Rhee observes, in
both Exodus and Deuteronomy, the Lord is consistently concerned with care for the poor,
in terms of both their not being exploited as well as the provision for their needs.*! God
desires his people to provide for the poor out of what he has given them. He commands

the Israelites, “If among you, one of your brothers should become poor, in any of your

38 Klaus Dieter Issler, “Six Themes to Guide Spiritual Formation Ministry Based on Jesus’
Sermon on the Mount,” Christian Education Journal 7, no. 2 (Fall 2010): 387.

39 Joseph C. Harrod, “The Neglected Discipline of Almsgiving,” Journal of Spiritual
Formation and Soul Care 12, no. 1 (2018): 90.

40 Harrod, “The Neglected Discipline of Almsgiving,” 93.

4! Helen Rhee, Loving the Poor, Saving the Rich: Wealth, Poverty, and Early Christian
Formation (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2012), 27.
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towns within your land that the LORD your God is giving you, you shall not harden your
heart or shut your hand against your poor brother” (Deut 15:7). As such, God’s people
are learning to live as those who embody the heart of their heavenly Father, who cares for
the poor, particularly those whose situations place them into dire need, such as foreigners,
widows, orphans, and those without land.*?

In the New Testament, this expectation for disciples continues. In teaching his
disciples how to “seek his kingdom,” Jesus tells them, “Sell your possessions, and give to
the needy” (“give alms”; éhenpocsvvny; Luke 12:33). In Acts 9:36, Tabitha is shown as a
disciple “full of good works and acts of charity” (éAenpoctvnv). Picking up on
Matthew’s theme of perfect and greater righteousness, Jesus tells the rich young ruler, “If
you would be perfect, go, sell what you possess and give to the poor” (Matt 19:21). Here,
Matthew uses the phrase “give to the poor” (80¢g mtwyoig), emphasizing the need and poor
state of those who would receive the gift from the man. A life of righteousness, that is, a
life of discipleship in the kingdom of heaven, involves a disciple’s giving to and caring
for the poor.

In Matthew 6, however, Jesus expands on the practice, teaching that
almsgiving is an expected part of being a disciple. As he will for the other practices in
Matthew 6 (vv. 5 and 16), he uses the word “when” ("Otav) in verse 2. To Jesus, the issue
with almsgiving is not if his disciples will give to the needy but their heart posture when
they give to the needy. This would not have been surprising to some of Jesus’s Jewish
audience (with whom Matthew may be concerned for much of his book), as during this
time righteousness and generosity toward both the needy and those within the church
were synonymous for the people of God.** As Harrod argues, if the primary theme of

Matthew and the Sermon on the Mount is a life of discipleship (as argued earlier in this

42 Rhee, Loving the Poor, 28.

43 Osborne, Matthew, 219.
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chapter), it would follow that Jesus’s expectation of almsgiving would place the practice
as regular and ongoing for all disciples.**

The main emphasis of all of chapter 6, including the teaching on generosity
toward the needy, is the emphasis Jesus places on the heart of his disciples when they do
these practices. To live within the kingdom of heaven, as his disciple, means heart-level
transformation away from the external performance of the hypocrite and into an intimate
life with God. As Jesus transforms his disciples into those who live within the kingdom
of heaven, acts of righteousness, including generosity, become a part of the expected and
holy norm.

It is best to interpret the symbolism of trumpets in 6:2 as metaphorical and
hyperbolic. As Chamblin explains, while blowing trumpets to announce various practices
such as prayer, fasting, and worship were common in Judaism at the time, there is no
indication that trumpets were involved in mercy or acts of giving. It is best to hear the
aggressive metaphorical symbolism given by Jesus (akin to his encouragement in 5:29 for
the lustful person to tear out his own eye) as expressing the evil of those who would do
good deeds in order to be seen by others.* Instead of sounding a trumpet, a disciple is to
give in secret. Jesus may be speaking literally here, as Morris suggests, due to a common
Jewish practice to leave gifts of charity in specific places in the temple for collection by
those in need later, keeping both giver and receiver anonymous. Talbert also
acknowledges a Rabbinic tradition of emphasizing secret generosity as a means of
virtuous living.® It is also possible for Jesus to be using another metaphor to emphasize

the self-forgetfulness necessary in a truly humble act of mercy and hospitality.*’

4 Harrod, “The Neglected Discipline of Almsgiving,” 99-100.
4 Chamblin, Matthew, 1:392.
46 Talbert, Reading the Sermon on the Mount, 104.

47 Morris, Matthew, 138.
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After a warning and teaching on the heart posture and motive behind giving,
Jesus ends with a return to God. He counters the unrighteous posture of generosity,
giving for others to see and applaud, with the positive invitation: humble generosity by
his disciples under the watchful eye of their heavenly Father. Morris explains that this
should not be explained as a core motivation for generosity, as if we would earn a
recompense or return from God, but rather as an act born out of the awareness that “God
notices what his children do and responds to it.”*® Disciples act in merciful and generous
ways toward the needy out of a relationship with the Father, being formed in their inner
being in whole-life discipleship to Jesus, knowing that their reward is more of God

himself.

Hospitality

A quick discussion is warranted on the role of hospitality in the practice of
almsgiving. While Jesus almost certainly has financial giving to the poor as his primary
aim in Matthew 6, there are several arguments for why hospitality*® may be a legitimate
means by which disciples may practice almsgiving as well.

First, while Jesus emphasizes almsgiving in Matthew 6:2-4, this is a part of the
Scripture’s much broader teaching on mercy and charity, which includes not only
financial giving but also welcoming hospitality. In Deuteronomy 10, the Israelites are
taught the heart of God that cares for “the sojourner, giving him food and clothing” (Deut
10:18). However, the next line then commands God’s people to “love the sojourner,
therefore, for you were sojourners in the land of Egypt” (10:19). As Rhee discusses in her

varied applications of almsgiving, we could faithfully give money to the poor (which is a

4 Morris, Matthew, 138.

49 Hospitality here is loosely defined as the practice of welcoming and creating space for those
in need. In current discussions, hospitality is often seen as the welcome invitation to someone’s home.
However, the Scriptures view the practice of hospitality as simply creating space for an outsider and is
modeled in our Savior, who was without a home or place to lay his head (see Luke 5:29-32; 7:36; 19:1-10).
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right application of Matt 6:2-4), but we could also “invite the afflicted into our homes,
churches, neighborhood, and communities and share meals with them consistently.”>°
Second, the theme of welcome and hospitality is taught elsewhere in the
Sermon on the Mount, most notably in Matthew 5. Immediately preceding Jesus’s
teaching on giving to the needy, he teaches on the practice of love one’s enemy. Rather
than the prevailing sentiment of that day, to love one’s neighbor and to hate one’s enemy,
Jesus teaches that kingdom ethics involves loving both one’s neighbor and one’s enemy.
Part of that love involves a distinctive attitude of welcome (dondoncbe,
“greet/welcome”; 5:47) extended toward others, expecting nothing in return. As France
notes, being a disciple means a directly opposite way of living within the world, one
where welcome, mercy, and charity are extended both to the poor and needy (6:2) and to
one’s enemies (5:47), all in a heart posture of humility, expecting nothing in return.!
Third, Jesus describes his own actions of hospitality, mercy, and love with the
same terms when confronted by the religious leaders in Matthew 9. After being
approached by the religious leaders with an accusatory question (“Why does your teacher
eat with tax collectors and sinners?”’), Jesus responds with a teaching: “Go and learn what

29

this means: ‘I desire mercy, and not sacrifice’” (9:13). Mercy (§\eog) is the same root for
acts of compassion, or extending generosity, Jesus addresses in Matthew 6:2-4. Doing
mercy, therefore, extends to all concerning how we are to treat others, sinners and needy,
as disciples.*?

It can be argued, therefore, that the practice of hospitality is one way in which

disciples may faithfully apply Jesus’s broader teaching on almsgiving. Although this

practice of almsgiving is not less than merciful giving to the needy, this may include an

50 Rhee, Loving the Poor, 203.
3! France, Matthew, 226.

32 Osborne, Matthew, 337.

28



overall concern for the poor that works its way into the life of a disciple through a variety

of generous acts.

Prayer (Matt 6:5-15)

The central practice located within the Sermon on the Mount is that of prayer.
As Pennington notes, the prayer of Jesus, commonly referred to as the Lord’s Prayer, sits
“at the center of the center of the center of the Sermon, something that is certainly not an
accident.”? Jesus begins this teaching with the same expectation on his disciples as with
generosity. The phrase “when you pray” is repeated three times in this section of the
sermon (vv. 2, 4, 7). As Chamblin notes, the emphasis once again is not if disciples will
pray but what to do and how to do it when they pray.>*

Jesus once again gives his disciples the same warning concerning public and
private righteousness. He is concerned that when his disciples pray, again an expected
norm, they will do so out of the overflow of an inner righteousness and not to be seen by
others, as the hypocrites do (6:5). Pennington is quick to point out that Jesus’s teaching
against praying in the synagogues or on main streets is not a prohibition against a certain
location, as if Jesus’s followers are not to pray when gathered for worship (which would
go against Jewish traditions), but a directive that the motive behind the prayer is not self-
benefit in the sight of others.> Jesus is clear: The hypocrites pray in these places “that
they may be seen by others” (6:5). The instruction is also not prohibitive against praying
with others. As France points out, Jesus himself is shown on occasion praying aloud
where others could hear (11:25; 14:19) and inviting others to pray with him (26:36-46).

The directive from Jesus focuses on the heart.>® In contrast to the public and prideful

53 Pennington, Sermon on the Mount, 125.
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prayers of the hypocrites, Jesus teaches his disciples to view prayer as a means by which
they seek the Father with a right heart and pure motive.

The second warning on prayer comes in 6:7-8. As France highlights, the
emphasis here is not on prayer that seeks to win the approval of others but on prayer that
seeks to win the approval of God. Those who heap up empty phrases (v. 7) do not
understand their relationship with a heavenly Father.’” As Chamblin notes, Jesus once
again sets up a contrast between religious hypocrites and true disciples. Disciples know
the love of the Father. They trust that God knows what they need and that he will not and
cannot be manipulated by empty phrases in prayer.>® A careful reading of the text is
required. The issue at hand is not repetition or formulation in prayer but the heart posture
behind the prayer itself. The Sermon on the Mount is meant to teach disciples how to live
in God’s kingdom. Such a life, Matthew shows, begins with an invitation from God, not
with action from the individual. To pray with empty phrases, as if God is unwilling to
listen or answer, is to deny his Fathership available to all who would disciple under

Jesus.>?

The Lord’s Prayer

After giving prohibitive warnings of praying to win the approval of others or
God, Jesus shows the positive invitation. “Pray then like this” (6:9), he says to his
disciples, moving into a template for how those in the kingdom of heaven should pray.
There are specific desires and longings that should be on the hearts of all who follow

Jesus, which then make their way out in prayer. As theologian J. I. Packer notes, “The

57 France, Matthew, 240-41.
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Lord’s prayer in particular is a marvel of compression, and full of meaning . . . . What it
means to be a Christian is nowhere clearer than here.”®

The prayer begins with an address. Disciples are to pray to “our Father in
heaven” (6:9). As Craig Keener addresses, based on the content of the Lord’s Prayer, this
is not a prayer completely original to Jesus. Rather, Jesus is adapting a basic prayer from
synagogue worship known as the Kaddish. In the invitation to a greater righteousness for
his disciples, Jesus adapts and repeats the Kaddish in some pertinent ways. Most notably,
both the Kaddish and the Lord’s Prayer address the disciples’ asking for the arrival of the
kingdom of heaven. It is this very kingdom of righteousness that Jesus is addressing in
the sermon and one he now invites his disciples to ask for in prayer.!

However, in teaching them to pray “Our Father in heaven,” Jesus makes a
sharp turn away from Jewish tradition and in so doing makes a declarative statement
about his own identity and the identity of his disciples. First, Jesus calls God “Father.” As
theologian R. C. Sproul notes, in addressing God in this way, Jesus is uniquely declaring
himself as the Son of God.®? Jesus alone is the firstborn among all creation (Col 1:15) and
declared by God to be his beloved Son (Matt 3:17). Second, in teaching the disciples to
pray “Our Father,” Jesus is also showing them their status as well. Jesus’s disciples can
come to God as their Father in prayer, not because of their Jewish identity but because of
their new identification with Jesus in the kingdom of heaven. Those who have been
invited into the kingdom now have a new king, their Father. They are adopted into the
family of God as sons and heirs of their heavenly Father’s kingdom (see Rom 8:15; Gal
4:5; Eph 1:5). This is done through their union to Jesus. As New Testament scholar M.

M. B. Turner writes, “The disciple addresses God as abba, not in his own right, but by
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virtue of his standing in relationship to the Son.”® Or in the words of I. Howard
Marshall, Jesus “confers on his disciples this same intimate relationship with God,
encouraging them to pray to God as ‘Father.””%*

Jesus’s disciples have access to God as their Father through their union with
Jesus. Prayer, then, becomes a practice of that greater communion available through
Jesus to God the Father. Disciples do not have to heap up empty phrases in prayer; rather,
they can come confidently, beginning their prayers by addressing “our Father in heaven”
(Matt 6:9). As Jesus has already taught the disciples in 5:17-20, their righteousness is not
one of mere external behavior but one grounded in, enabled by, and fulfilled through
Jesus. Therefore, as Pennington notes, the disciples have a familial relationship with God,
one where he is readily available to receive and hear their prayers.®

After the initial opening address, the prayer is divided into two main sections,
each with three requests, or petitions. The first section emphasizes what the disciples are
to ask God to do. The three requests contain distinct structural parallels in the Greek,

2 ¢

translated as “hallowed be your name,” “your kingdom come,” and “your will be done.”
The summation phrase at the end of verse 10, “on earth as it is in heaven,” does not only
apply to the last petition for God’s will but to all three phrases. As Chamblin argues, one
can tag each phrase of the section to the ending tag “on earth as it is in heaven.”%® These
three petitions connect the prayer to the broader message of the sermon. Jesus is teaching

his disciples about life in the kingdom of heaven. A key part of that life is the seeking of

that kingdom through prayer in all parts of one’s life and world. God is bringing his

8 M. M. B. Turner, “Prayer in the Gospels and Acts,” in Teach Us to Pray: Prayer in the Bible
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kingdom, and those who worship him will ask for and seek more of his kingdom in their
lives through the practice of prayer.®’

The first request is “hallowed be your name.” It is a prayer not that God’s
name would be made holy, as it already is, but that God’s name would be set apart and
treated as holy, on earth as it is in heaven. Sproul argues that this line is not a
continuation of the opening address but a petition, just like what follows. Disciples living
within the kingdom of heaven pray for God’s name to be set apart as holy in their lives
and in the world around them, just as it is currently set apart as holy in heaven (see Isa 6).

The second petition is “your kingdom come.” This petition is grounded in the
earlier discussion of the kingdom of heaven as a central theme in Jesus’s gospel
proclamation and mission in Matthew. Jesus has come, ushering in the kingdom of
heaven, a kingdom into which his disciples enter and are now being taught to pray for as
well. This petition, as N. T. Wright observes, is adding one’s own desire for and request
of exactly what Jesus came to do, both on a cosmic level and in the individual lives and
hearts of every disciple. Disciples are to live lives congruent with the kingdom of heaven
and here are taught to pray for more of that kingdom reality in their lives.5®

The third petition, “your will be done,” though separately included in the
prayer, is a similar request as the one prior. Part of God’s kingdom coming in the lives of
disciples is more of his effective will taking place in their lives, which the disciples are
now taught to pray for as well.

The second section of the prayer includes three requests the disciples can and
should make of their heavenly Father. The first request focuses on physical provision:
“Give us this day our daily bread” (6:11). The allusions of daily bread to the Exodus

narrative, particularly for Jesus’s audience of Jewish disciples, are obvious. Just like the

7 Chamblin, Matthew, 1:409.
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Israelites wandering in the wilderness were completely reliant on God’s physical
provision (Exod 16:4-5), so too the lives of Christ’s disciples are to be marked by
complete dependence on and trust in God.%® As Wright acknowledges, this line does not
simply look back, however, but also forward. In teaching his disciples to pray for daily
bread, Jesus is also preparing them for the future provision of bread. As he will
inaugurate at the Last Supper, bread, a symbol of past provision for God’s people, will
also be a symbol of God’s future provision for his people through the sacrifice of Jesus
on the cross (Matt 26:26). Bread once again points to God’s greater work of his
kingdom.”® Although this request is not for less than physical provision, bread and all that
Jesus shows it to symbolize point to a greater spiritual provision as well.

Jesus then teaches the disciples to pray that God would “forgive us our debts”
(6:12). This request focuses on past sins through the readily available forgiveness of God.
It is important to remember that Jesus addresses the sermon to his disciples. Therefore,
Jesus is not teaching a prayer of confession with salvific implications but rather, as
Packer observes, a prayer of apology between a heavenly Father and his children.”! Part
of a greater kingdom of heaven righteousness is the consistent acknowledgement of the
disciples’ failure to live into that reality.

The final petition within the prayer is for the heavenly Father to “lead us not
into temptation, but deliver us from evil” (6:13). Matthew’s word choice for temptation
(mepacpov) could be better translated as “trial” or “testing.” James, the brother of Jesus,
is clear that God cannot be tempted, nor does he tempt anyone with evil (Jas 1:13).
However, as made evident with other examples from Scripture (notably the book of Job,

Gen 22, and Jas 1:2-4), God will test his people and allow testing for the development of
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their spiritual maturity. While the New Testament seems to view these times of trial as a
blessing given their desired end, Jesus teaches that his disciples can and should ask God
to keep them from these trials if it is his will. As theologian David Crump, in reference to
Psalm 155 and its parallels to this petition, writes, “Keenly aware of human frailty, the
speaker specifically asks Yahweh not to lead the petitioner into predicaments that could
produce overwhelming temptation, which is precisely what the disciple requests in the
Lord’s Prayer.””? In need of spiritual provision for future temptation, the disciples pray to
be delivered from evil and trials. Disciples need both help and protection from Jesus to
continue living in the righteous ways necessitated by life in the kingdom of heaven.

Matthew 6:14-15 end Jesus’s teaching on prayer with a reiteration that the life
of discipleship necessitates the right treatment of others. Disciples who ask God for the
forgiveness of their debts (v. 12) must in turn be willing to forgive others of their debts.
As Chamblin shows, these verses must be read in the broader context of the Sermon on
the Mount and the Gospel of Matthew. Jesus has already taught his disciples how to treat
their enemies (5:43-48) and how to care for the needy around them (6:2-4). These acts of
love and mercy to those who others would say are undeserving are not a means of
entrance into the kingdom but evidence of a life of discipleship. As Chamblin argues,
those who have entered the kingdom of heaven and are practicing a life of greater
righteousness will be those striving to forgive their trespassers, thereby receiving the
forgiveness offered to them in Christ. In so doing, these true disciples can be confident
that their prayers for forgiveness will be answered, just as they have forgiven their

debtors (6:12).73
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Fasting (Matt 6:16-18)

The third spiritual practice addressed in Matthew 6 is fasting. Donald Whitney
defines fasting as “a believer’s voluntary abstinence from food for spiritual purposes.”’
In addressing this practice, Jesus once again returns to the formula developed out of the
warning in verse 1, not to practice righteousness for the sake of being seen by others.

As New Testament professor Kent Berghuis points out, this practice has
enough benefits and examples expressed in Scripture such that while it is not explicitly
commanded, it is a practice expected of disciples.” Jesus begins the section with the
phrase “when you fast” (6:16). Once again, there is an expectation of this ongoing
practice in the life of disciples. As Whitney writes, “No one doubts that we are to give
and to pray.”’® This is repeated in Matthew 9, when Jesus and his disciples’ lack of
fasting causes confusion with some of John the Baptist’s disciples. In response to the
question of why his disciples do not fast (implying that it was not a part of their practice
while Christ was on earth), Jesus replies that once the Bridegroom is taken away, a
reference to his upcoming death, resurrection, and ascension, then his disciples will fast
(9:14-15). Jesus’s focus on fasting in the Sermon on the Mount, as with hospitality and
prayer, is not if his disciples will practice it but how they should practice it when they do.

Fasting is a standard practice for the Israelites in the Old Testament, who fast
on regular occasions, such as the Day of Atonement, as well as on an ongoing basis, as
the need for forgiveness, deliverance, or help from God arises. The practice of fasting
continues into the New Testament. The prophetess Anna is fasting when Jesus is brought
into the temple (Luke 2:37). The early church is shown fasting at certain times in order to

dedicate themselves to prayer (Acts 13:2; 14:23). Fasting is also recorded as a recurring
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pattern in the life of disciples in Didache 8.1, where a twice-per-week fast is prescribed
as a regular practice within the life of the church.”’

Given Jesus’s warnings against public righteousness in Matthew 6, it is likely
that he has in mind spontaneous fasting rather than routine fasting as prescribed in any
sort of religious code. Biblical fasting, as a practice, must be done with a purpose. As
Whitney is careful to note, we do not fast to earn God’s favor but out of the favor already
ours through Christ Jesus.”® The Scriptures reveal several purposes for why one might
step into the practice of an unplanned fast. These could include strengthening one’s
prayers (Ezra 8), expressing sorrow or grief (1 Sam 31:13), repenting of sin (Jonah 3:5-
8), seeking spiritual strength (Matt 4:2), or expressing pure-hearted worship of God
(Luke 2:37).7° These are situations that all Christians should expect and desire at various
points in their life, further showing the role of fasting in the life of a disciple.

In Matthew 6:16, Jesus expresses the inappropriate ways the hypocrites fast.
The righteousness of the disciples should exceed this righteousness of the hypocrites. The
hypocrites, Jesus says, fast in order to be seen by others. As Keener explains, it was not
uncommon for fasting in the Jewish tradition to be marked by sorrow and lament. Fasting
often accompanied grief (Esth 4:3; Ps 35:13-14) and could often include dressing in
sackcloth and sitting oneself in ashes as a sign of repentance. The Pharisees, or hypocrites
as Jesus refers to them in Matthew 6:16, may have been using these outward signs of
fasting to display their piety before others.?® Jesus says that those who fast this way have

already received their reward. Rather than receiving forgiveness, power, or help from
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God (as fasting often seeks), the reward for those who fast in order to be seen is the
applause of others.®!

Contrary to this way of fasting, Jesus tells his disciples in verses 17-18 to fast
in secret. They are to wash their face and anoint their head with oil (ancient Jewish
bathing techniques) when they fast. As Morris explains, this will keep the practice of
fasting between the individual and God.?? In fasting this way, disciples practice the
greater righteousness prescribed by Jesus (5:20), not fasting to seek the blessing but

fasting as a means of practicing their righteousness in the kingdom of heaven.

Scripture Meditation (Matt 7:24-27)

Jesus concludes the discipleship discourse with a parable that points to a fourth
practice of discipleship, that of reading and applying God’s Word. This practice has often
been referred to as biblical meditation. As a leading author on spiritual disciplines,
Richard Foster defines it like this: “Christian meditation, very simply, is the ability to
hear God’s voice and obey his word.”®* This process may involve reading, studying, and
praying through the Scriptures, but as Jesus teaches in Matthew 7, it must eventually end
with applying and living the truths found within God’s Word. As Jesus himself says in
the Gospel of John, “If you know these things, blessed are you if you do them” (John
13:17). That is the larger argument at the end of the Sermon on the Mount as well.

In seeking to outline Matthew 7:13-27, Pennington argues for three contrasting
paths.34 France, in contrast, argues for four pictures from Jesus.® Regardless of

exegetical decisions on the breakdown of the text, the point Jesus is making, and
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repeating, points his disciples to two ways of being in the world. There is a narrow path
and a wide path (vv. 13-14). There are good trees with good fruit and bad trees with bad
fruit (vv. 15-20). There are those who know the Lord and those who do not (vv. 21-23).
There are those who build their lives on the rock and those who build their lives on the
sand (vv. 24-27). These two paths are congruent with Matthew’s larger theme of heaven
and earth. There are two options laid before those who would heed the call to be a
disciple: live in the kingdom of heaven or live in the kingdoms of earth. As the sermon
has shown, Jesus invites those who would follow him into a total life reorientation around
the values, ethics, and ways of the kingdom of heaven. This is the path of those who are a
“healthy tree [that] bears good fruit” (v. 17).

It is the final picture, of the rock and sand, that draws the disciples’ attention to
the practice of Scripture meditation. As has been established, the Sermon on the Mount is
primarily a discourse on discipleship in the kingdom of heaven. Jesus has called the first
disciples to follow him and has now taken them aside to teach them about life in the
kingdom of heaven. Their righteousness, he explains, must exceed that of the scribes and
Pharisees (5:20), meaning they must live an entire life of inner transformation that then
works its way out into a new kingdom way of being in the world. Now, Jesus ends his
teaching by warning his disciples that they must be wise, putting his teaching into
practice rather than simply hearing and ignoring it.%

As several scholars identify, there are echoes to Psalm 1 throughout the final
chapter of the Sermon on the Mount that clarify and strengthen the warnings of Jesus
toward the practice of both receiving and doing his teachings.®’ Psalm 1 focuses on a man
delighting and walking in the Torah (“Law/Scriptures”) of God rather than in the ways of

the wicked, a central theme in the Sermon on the Mount. Chamblin writes, “As the
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beginning of the Sermon (Matt 5:3) recalls the opening of Psalm 1 (‘Blessed is the man’),
so the Sermon’s close recalls the rest of that psalm.”®® The man in Psalm 1:1 ignores the
counsel of the wicked, and Jesus warns his disciples to reject false prophets (Matt 7:15).
The blessed man delights in and follows God’s law (Ps 1:2), now fulfilled in Christ and
given to his disciples (Matt 5:17-20). The blessed man does not wither, fade, or fade
away (Ps 1:3-4), just as the one who does the teachings of Jesus will stand strong in the
storm (Matt 7:24-25). The one who delights and follows God’s law will enter the
kingdom of heaven and not perish (Ps 1:5-6), just as the one who does the will of God
will enter the kingdom of heaven (Matt 7:21).%°

Matthew 7:24 shows that the one who hears the words of Jesus and does them
is like a wise man who builds his house on the rock. As Osborne argues, this one verse
sums up the theme of Matthew 5:17-7:23. There are two essential components to this
practice of discipleship. The first is to hear (dkov®v) the words of Jesus. The second is to
do (mow@v) the words of Jesus, a return to the action-oriented nature of discipleship in the
kingdom of heaven. In both the Old and New Testaments, hearing is shown as inadequate
without doing. As James writes, “But be doers of the word, and not hearers only,
deceiving yourselves” (Jas 1:22). A disciple is meant to hear (present tense) and do
(present tense), indicating a lifelong process of receiving and surrendering to the
teachings of Christ.?® As Osborne then clarifies, “‘These words of mine’ refer to the
teachings of the Sermon as fulfilling the Torah and producing the laws for the community
of the new covenant.”! Those who do this, as disciples, will have a rooted life with God

despite the incoming storms of life (7:25).
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In contrast, verse 26 describes the one who will still hear the words of Jesus
but will not do them. This person is not a hypocrite, as Jesus is concerned to address in
chapter 6, but a fool (Lop®). He receives the teachings of Jesus, but rather than being
wise, as the Psalms and Proverbs describe, by implementing these teachings into his life,
he rejects them and does not practice the greater righteousness Christ prescribes. This is
a reinforcement of both the practice of Scripture and the larger theme of discipleship in
the Sermon on the Mount and Matthew. Those who disciple under Jesus will receive his

teachings and seek to live them out as they live life in the kingdom of heaven.

Conclusion

The passages studied above reveal a pathway for spiritual formation in the
lives of Christian disciples. Matthew 4, 11, and 28 show that the primary theme of the
Gospel of Matthew is a life of discipleship in the kingdom of heaven. Matthew 5:17-20
emphasizes the main thesis of the Sermon on the Mount: a righteous life with Christ, one
that involves all-of-life discipleship within the kingdom of heaven. Finally, in Matthew
6:1-18 and 7:24-27, Jesus highlights four essential practices for his disciples—
almsgiving, prayer, fasting, and Scripture meditation—that facilitate a flourishing life of

righteousness with God in his kingdom.
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CHAPTER 3
HISTORICAL SUPPORT FOR A RULE OF LIFE

CONSISTING OF FORMATIONAL
SPIRITUAL PRACTICES

The scope of Christian history provides valuable insight into the way
Christians have sought to incorporate a rule of life concerning various spiritual practices
into their life with God. Whether it be in a community of Christ-followers or in the
individual life of a believer, ordered rules have been developed and followed as a way of
discipleship and spiritual formation. This chapter will seek to show how Christians across
time, location, and ecclesiastical tradition have emphasized individual and communal
practices in pursuing the Christian life.

An opening section will detail a common rule of life in the early church, and a
closing section will discuss contemporary approaches to spiritual formation via a rule of
life. Due to the limited scope of this project, primary attention will be given to two
groups crucial in understanding rules in church history: the monastics and the Puritans.
Because these two groups played a prominent role in developing and teaching a rhythmic
and ordered way of following Jesus, first through the communal rules of life of the
monastic tradition and later through the Puritan handbooks that offered rule-like direction

to Christians in their everyday lives, these groups are the focus of this chapter.

42



A Rule of Life and Spiritual Practices
in the Early Church

Although the language of a “rule” was not widely used until the fourth
century,! the early church developed its way of life around rhythms of practice. It was not
uncommon for various religious groups to order their way of life around common
practices, and the early Christians would have done the same.? Acts 2:42-47 records the
first Christians gathering daily for teaching, prayer, hospitality, and communion.
Although there is no evidence to suggest these Christians were following a detailed and
decided upon rule of life, this text does show the early stages of ordered and rhythmic
disciplines guiding the life of the early church. Though far from the first developed rules
that were to come centuries later, the early Christians focused on a habitual and daily

following of Jesus in the context of community.

The Didache

Perhaps the best evidence of an early church rule is the Didache, an instruction
manual of church order and practice dated around AD 100. The Didache speaks of two
paths, one that leads to death and one that leads to life.? The path that leads to life seeks
to “bear the entire yoke of the Lord™* in practices of holiness and formation. The Didache
instructs the early church to fast on Wednesday and Friday. It also includes instructions
for praying the Lord’s Prayer three times each day, a practice that becomes a hallmark in

the later monastic tradition. There are instructions given to the church about hospitality,
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particularly to other Christians and those who preach the gospel, teaching that “everyone
who comes in the name of the Lord should be welcomed.”

The Didache also instructs the early church on generosity, caring for the poor,
and how to practice communion when Christians gather for worship. There is also an
emphasis on a particular day of the week being set apart as the Lord’s Day, although not
much instruction is given as to how this day should be observed. In all these instructions,
the emphasis of the Didache is that through these rhythmic and ordered practices, the
early Christians would “be watchful for your life.”® There is an expectation from the

Didache that those who follow Christ would order their lives around the practices Christ

taught them in the Sermon on the Mount.

Hippolytus

Another early church work that teaches ongoing spiritual practices is The
Apostolic Tradition written by Hippolytus of Rome (170-235) around AD 215. In this
work, Hippolytus gives instructions on both individual and communal prayer. For the
individual, Hippolytus details a rule of fixed-hour prayer, giving instructions for believers
to pray at the third hour, sixth hour, ninth hour, before bed, and then again at midnight.
Hippolytus not only instructs believers when to pray but also gives guidelines for what
those prayers should focus on in each hour. The benefits of these prayers, he writes, is
that they will keep Christ as the center of believers’ focus and attention so that they are
better able to fight against temptation. In addition to instructions on individual prayers,

The Apostolic Tradition also urges the willing but eager attendance of corporate
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gatherings for instruction in God’s Word and prayer. These prayers with other Christians
greatly aid believers’ ability to avoid and abstain from evil.”

The work also puts forward the necessity of the practice of Scripture study and
meditation, instructing believers on what to do during days when they do not gather with
the church for teaching: “Let everyone at home take the Bible and read sufficiently in
passages that he finds profitable.”® Believers are also told to set aside time for regular
fasting, communion, and taking care of the material needs of other Christians through
hospitality and generosity. With all these instructions, Hippolytus emphasizes both how
believers should go about this practice as well as the expectation that believers will live
into this practice as a part of how they live the Christian life.

It is clear from the example of Acts 2:42-47 as well as the writings of the
Didache and The Apostolic Tradition that the early church organized its way of life
around routine and rhythmic spiritual practices. The practices of prayer, Scripture
meditation, fasting, hospitality, and corporate worship were an expected and instructed
part of the regular Christian life. Even while the Didache is concerned with hypocrisy
(i.e., doing something with the wrong motives), it does not then lessen the expectation
that believers still practice their righteousness through these means.? This focus on
spiritual practices and rigid discipline lay the groundwork for what would become the

monastic rules of life in the centuries that follow.

A Rule of Life and Spiritual Practices
in the Monastic Tradition

Perhaps the most prolific and well-known writings and teachings on spiritual

practices come from the monastic tradition. Monasticism, as defined by church historian

" Hippolytus of Rome, The Apostolic Tradition 36.5, ed. and trans. Burton Scott Easton,
Gutenberg Collection (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 1934), 55.

8 Hippolytus, The Apostolic Tradition 36.1 (Easton, 55).

% See, e.g., Didache 8.1 (Ehrman, 1:429).
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and theologian Greg Peters, “refers to those who intentionally live alone or in a
community under a rule of life and vows that give shape to their daily routine and shared
mission in life.”!° Through various leaders, traditions, and writings, the monastics shaped
a life of following God around practices done by both individuals and the broader
community of faith in a rhythmic and ordered way. This section explores the monastic
teachings on both a rule of life and various spiritual practices that accompany those rules.
The monastic tradition, although not without its faults, helped put a rule of life and
spiritual discipline at the forefront of the Christian life. It was a disciplined rhythm of

spiritual practices revolving around an ordered life that came to mark the monastic way.

The Desert Fathers and Individual Rules

While monastic rules developed to be primarily communal, they began as
individual orders for those wishing to escape the world into the confines of the desert.
These early monks, known as the desert fathers and mothers (or desert saints), were
primarily Christians from Egypt, Palestine, and Syria in the third, fourth, and fifth
centuries.!! In response to what they viewed as an apathy to righteousness and the call of
discipleship to Jesus since Christianity became the dominant religion of the Roman
Empire, these monks sought a new way of life in the desert. The monks were known for
their vows of discipline, poverty, prayer, and asceticism, all as of a means of knowing
God more.!? They came to be referred to as “anchorites,” derived from the Greek word
for withdrawal, dvaympnoic, signifying their desire to withdraw physically into a

wilderness or desert and spiritually into a deep communion with God.'?

10 peters, The Story of Monasticism, 4.

! Gerald Sittser, Water from a Deep Well: Christian Spirituality from Early Martyrs to
Modern Missionaries (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Books, 2007), 74.

12 Kelby Cotton, “Desert Fathers and Mothers,” in Dictionary of Christian Spirituality, ed.
Glen G. Scorgie et al. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2011), 396.
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It was not long, however, before the desert monasticism, which began as an
eremitic movement of isolation, silence, and solitude, started to also introduce cenobitic
(communal) options. Some desert monks began to form communities, either permanently
or temporarily, where those who had taken the desert vow could come together to
encourage one another, teach one another, and pray.!* However, these cenobitic
communities, especially those operating with an established communal rule of life, would

not become the norm until the fifth century.

Antony

One of the first, and widely considered most famous, of the desert fathers is
Antony of Egypt (251-356). Upon having a profound encounter with God, Antony set out
into the wilderness and began ordering his life around what others called “the discipline.”
This new way of life for Antony included various forms of self-denial, such as fasting,
celibacy, and poverty, as well as the practices of prayer, Scripture memorization, and
solitude.!> As Athanasius of Alexandria discusses in his biography of Antony, Antony’s
life was one of discipline and practice. First, he was disciplined in the labor of prayer:
“He prayed constantly, since he learned that it is necessary to pray unceasingly in
private.”'® Antony also practiced regular fasting, seeking to weaken his body such that
the pleasures of the world would be denied and the spiritual desires of his soul
intensified.!” Moreover, Antony sought to memorize Scripture, as his journeys to the
desert would not be accompanied by books but he sought to keep God’s Word at the

forefront of his mind. In all these practices, Antony lived a highly disciplined and ordered

14 Cotton, “Desert Fathers and Mothers,” 396.

15 Sittser, Water from a Deep Well, 75.

16 Athanasius of Alexandria, The Life and Affairs of Our Holy Father Antony 3, in The Life of
Antony and The Letter to Marcellinus, trans. Robert C. Gregg, Classics of Western Spirituality (Mahwah,
NIJ: Paulist Press, 1980), 32.
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life. In the words of Athanasius, “All the desire and all the energy he possessed
concerned the exertion of the discipline.”!8

Although his original desire was to withdraw, Antony came to be known for
his welcoming and hospitable spirit toward those who sought him out to learn about the
disciplines, especially later in his life. As church historian Gerald Sittser writes, “Antony
spent the last decades of his life practicing ‘the discipline,” serving those who had
suffered for their faith, healing the sick, debating heretics and mentoring disciples.”!”

Although Antony preferred to be alone, his communion with God worked its way into a

welcoming hospitality for those in need.

Other Desert Fathers

Antony was far from the only desert father to practice and teach a personal rule
of life. Many followed in his footsteps into the fourth and fifth centuries, seeking to live
out personal vows and ordered personal rules for their own life with God. These rules
were like “the discipline” of Antony, including a devotion to prayer, fasting, asceticism,
Scripture memorization, and hospitality. The primary focus of those who chose to this
desert monasticism was to heed the invitation of Jesus to leave everything and follow
him.2°

Regarding prayer, the desert fathers took seriously the command of

1 Thessalonians 5:17 to “pray without ceasing.” It is believed that one desert father,

Arsenius (350-c. 450), had the weekly habit of spending the entire evening on Saturday

standing up praying with his hands stretched toward heaven, a posture he would keep

18 Athanasius, Life of Antony 3 (Gregg, 32).
19 Sittser, Water from a Deep Well, 77.

20 Cotton, “Desert Fathers and Mothers,” 396.
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until the sun rose the following morning.?! Agatho (d. 435), another desert father, is
quoted as saying to some of his disciples, “I think nothing needs so much effort [in life]
as prayer to God . . . . [W]e need to pray till our dying breath.”??

But prayer was not the only practice taken up by the desert fathers. They were
also well known for their extreme forms of ascetism and fasting. Going beyond the
teachings of the broader church on periodic fasting, the fathers sought to live a rigid and
disciplined life against all worldly comforts. It was in learning to deny themselves
worldly goods that they believed their desire for sin would weaken and their desire for
God would grow. One father, Hyperichius, once said, “Fasting is the monk’s control over
sin . . . . Fasting dries up the channels down which worldly pleasures flow.”??

The desert fathers were also known for their hospitality. Though they longed to
find solitude in the desert, many saw interruptions from others coming to learn as a
means of God’s sanctifying work in their lives. Love for God and love for others were
both a requirement and a means by which they grew in single-minded devotion to God.
As one story told by the desert fathers goes as follows: “A brother came to a hermit: and
as he was taking his leave, he said, ‘Forgive me, abba, for preventing you from keeping
your rule.” The hermit answered, ‘My rule is to welcome you with hospitality, and to
send you on your way in peace.””**

Though many desert fathers had vows or rules that were similar to one another,
one of the key markers of the desert fathers that distinguishes them from the communal

monastic orders that will soon arise is the emphasis that everyone must decide upon their

own way of living. Fathers were to teach their disciples the basics of doctrine and

2l Benedicta Ward, trans., The Desert Fathers: Sayings of the Early Christian Monks (London:
Penguin, 2003), 130.

22 Ward, The Desert Fathers, 130.
23 Ward, The Desert Fathers, 27.
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discipline, but they were not to impose their own rules verbatim for others to follow. As
Sittser notes, “They were to offer suggestions, provide encouragement, impart the
wisdom of the desert and, above all, set an example.”?® This is in stark contrast to the
change that manifested in monasticism with the development of communities and
communal orders that will govern whole groups of monks. However, this practice of
individual rules, encouraged by the community but vowed by the individual, is what is

seen much more readily in contemporary discussions around a rule of life.

Early Communal Monastic Rules

At the beginning of the fourth century, the desert fathers and their anchorite
monastic tendencies began to transform into the development of cenobitic monasticism.?¢
Rather than individual rules that monks were free to make on their own accord,
communities were being formed around written, agreed upon, and shared practices and
formulas. According to Benedict of Nursia, who will be discussed shortly, a cenobitic
monastery consisted of “those in a monastery serving under a rule and an abbot.”?’ This
became the standard understanding of monasticism that continues even to this day. What
follows is a brief survey on the rules of these early monastic leaders, showing the
common teachings on building a community of prayer, Scripture engagement, hospitality,

and fasting.

Pachomius

This transition to a communal monasticism and rule began with the
development of monastic communities under Pachomius (292-348). Pachomius, heavily

influenced by his military background, believed the best way to achieve devotion to

25 Sittser, Water from a Deep Well, 87.

26 Peters, The Story of Monasticism, 45.

27 Benedict, Rule 1.2, ed. and trans. Bruce L. Venarde, Dumbarton Oaks Medieval Library
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God—the goal of the desert fathers—was through uniform regulations for an entire
community of monks. Pachomius’s rule placed an emphasis on Scripture meditation and
prayer. He writes, “There shall be no one whatever in the monastery who does not learn
to read and does not memorize something of the Scriptures.”?® The Pachomian Rule also
included fixed-hour prayer similar to that prescribed in the Didache and in the writings
and teachings of the desert fathers. However, in contrast to these earlier traditions, some
of these prayers were to be done as individuals and others, such as the morning and
evening offices, were to be done together as the whole community.?® Pachomius took this
call to prayer seriously, prescribing public rebuke for any member of the community who
misses one of the fixed times of prayer.*® This emphasis on communal prayer and
communal accountability for lack of discipline is a tradition that will make its way into

other rules in the decades that follow.

John Cassian

John Cassian (360-435) was another early leader in the cenobitic monastic
communities. Although much of what Cassian instructs in his rule is similar to those who
came before him and will come after him, including daily offices, fasting, a high value of
asceticism and self-denial, and the need for monks to practice humble submission to an
abba, he is perhaps best known for his role in bringing meditation and the practice of
lectio divina into the life of a monk.*! Lectio was a means by which a monk would read
Scripture not to study but to meditate on and contemplate God. It was a slow reading of

the text, meant to intertwine reading and prayer. This thoughtful meditation, largely

28 Pachomius, Precepts 140, in Pachomian Koinonia, vol. 2, Pachomian Chronicles and Rules,
trans. Armand Veilleux (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian, 1980), 166.
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influenced by Eastern mysticism, was meant to, over time, illuminate various layers of
meaning in the text. If monks approached the Scriptures with a pure heart and patient
meditation, they would come to understand the hidden levels within the sacred Scriptures,

a reward for those who diligently seek what Cassian calls the greater knowledge.

Basil and Augustine

Two other prominent monastic rules come from Basil of Caesarea and
Augustine of Hippo, both of whom emphasize much of the same monastic priorities:
prayer, Scripture meditation, fasting, and hospitality, all in the context of a community.

Basil (330-379) developed what became known as his Shorter Rule and his
Longer Rule, both seeking to establish broad guidelines for his monastic communities.*
Basil, like Pachomius and John Cassian, placed a high priority on prayer in the life of the

monk. As scholar E. F. Morison writes,

Basil very strongly insists upon the necessity of prayer for the true Christian, and
more especially for the monastic community. Prayer, however, is not to be merely a
spasmodic effort or an occasional expedient. It is to be constant and continuous, and
for the d§:3vout Christian prayerfulness must become a natural and spontaneous habit
of mind.

Basil required private prayer while also ordering set times for prayer as a whole
community. Like Hippolytus writing in the 200s, Basil’s rule included not just when the
community should pray but also what specifically they should focus on in the prayers of
various hours, with special emphasis given to praying from the Psalms, a rule copied by
many monastic orders that drew heavily from the Basil’s rule.?*

Basil also wrote extensively on the need for hospitality, particularly to those

who are poor and in need. He devotes a fair amount of attention in his Longer Rule to the

32 Sittser, Water from a Deep Well, 104.
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need for monks to work. He grounds this belief and practice both in the commands of the
Scriptures to keep oneself from idleness (2 Thess 3:6-11) and in the necessity to have
something to share with those in need (Eph 4:28). He writes, “It befits him who strives
after perfection to work night and day, that he may have to give to him that is in need.”>
Augustine (354-430) was not quite as strict on communal living as Basil,
Cassian, or Pachomius; however, his emphasis on prayer and Scripture was just as strong.
As became common practice during this time, Augustine developed his monastic rule
around fixed-hour prayer, fasting, and designated times for both the meditation of
Scripture and physical labor. Like the Basil’s Shorter Rule and Longer Rule, Augustine
gives specific Psalms that are to be read at various hours, encouraging the monks to “be
assiduous in prayer at the scheduled hours and times.”*® Augustine’s regulations for how

to live within a monastery also included directions on times for labor, leisure, reading,

and sleep.’’

The Benedictine Rule

Perhaps the most influential and widely regarded rule in monastic history came
from Benedict of Nursia (480-550). Benedict’s Rule, which became a template for many
rules over the next fifteen hundred years and is still followed by many today, centered
around the primary theme of community.?® If Pachomius started the idea of communal
disciplines, Benedict brought it into the forefront. As Benedictine monk and scholar

Columba Stewart writes, “The genius of Benedict was to situate the individual search for
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God within a communal context that shaped as well as supported the quest.”*® Working
to adapt other prior monastic rules, Benedict sought to develop what he considered a
more coherent and biblical rule but one that maintains an emphasis on hospitality, prayer,
Scripture meditation, and fasting—all in the context of the monastic community.

Benedict places a high priority in his rule on prayer. He focuses the entire
second section, chapters 8-20, on the liturgical hours, making note of the blessings and
necessity of prayer in the life of the monk. He gives instructions on when monks should
pray, what they should pray, and how those prayers may change based on the season.
Benedict affirms the tradition of seven daytime hours and a nighttime office of prayer.
The focus on prayer comes from Benedict’s theology of prayer. He writes at the end of
the chapter on prayer, “We believe the divine presence is everywhere and ‘the eyes of the
Lord observe the good and the wicked in every place.””*? All prayer should be entered
into with a disposition of trust and humility, as one learns to rightly see God and oneself
in this work.

Prayer is central to the Christian life, but for Benedict, Scripture is central to
prayer. As Stewart notes, “The Bible was the source and context of early monastic
prayer.”*! Benedict builds on the work of John Cassian in his prescription of lectio divina
in his rule. In the Benedictine rule, monks were to spend up to three hours a day in a
lectio reading, depending on the season. Benedict appointed leaders and older monks to
check on the monks to make sure they were not distracted or asleep during this time. This
practice helped bridge the gap between study and prayer. In reading, monks were to

meditate and pray on the words, becoming more aware of the presence of God. This
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practice also helped facilitate memorization and recitation, as monks would rotate which
book of Scripture they were able to read from due to limited resources.*?

In comparison to other monastic rules at the time, Benedict’s rule is not overly
stringent concerning goods and asceticism. Regarding the practice of fasting, Benedict
assumes that those within the community will follow the tradition of fasting on
Wednesdays and Fridays, but even then, he gives a reprieve if there is excessive heat or
work to be done that day.*® There is also an expectation of daily fasting during Lent and
then partaking of a meal together each evening. Benedict also writes early in his rule that
one of the requirements for loving God with the whole person is to love fasting.**

In chapter 53, Benedict gives detailed instructions on how the community is to
welcome guests. At this point, guests are a regular part of the monastic routine, as many
would come to retreat or to learn from the monks. Referencing Jesus’s teachings on the
welcome he received from the sheep (Matt 25:35) as evidence of righteousness, Benedict
writes, “All arriving guests should be welcomed like Christ, for he himself will say, ‘I
was a stranger and you welcomed me.””* Various instructions follow from Benedict,
with a continual reminder that how the monks welcome the guests is how they welcome
Christ himself. He even encourages a break in the abbot’s fast (although he encourages
the other monks to continue their fast) if a guest arrives so that they may share a meal
together. Benedict ends his encouragement by placing special emphasis on how the
community is to receive and treat the poor, “because in them,” he writes, “especially

Christ is welcomed.”*®
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Late Medieval Monastic Rules

Monasticism continued to play a prominent role within Christianity over the
next one thousand years. While a thorough survey of the period between Benedict
(c. 500) and the dissolution of monasticism within Europe (c. 1536) is outside the scope
of this work, three important notes can be made about the relationship between late
medieval monasticism and the following of monastic rules.

First, the influence of the Rule of Benedict is widespread and thorough,
leading to uniformity in practice and tradition. As Peters writes, “[Benedict’s Rule]
became the monastic rule of many (if not most) of the cenobitic monasteries of the
Western Middle Ages . . . . [M]onastic founders and Reformers across the centuries
continued to be inspired by and adopt the [Rule of Benedict].”*” This means Benedict’s
emphasis on prayer, hospitality, and the ability to “learn holiness”*® through structure and
ordered ways of living would dominate the landscape of monastic rules over the centuries
to come after its writing.

The second point worth making about this period in monasticism is the
similarity of practice even among traditions not influenced by the Benedict’s Rule. For
example, Columbanus, an Irish monk in the seventh century, developed his rule around
the practices of set times of prayer, daily Scripture reading, and daily fasts. In the
Byzantine Empire, Athanasius of Athos (920-1003) developed his own monastic
community (what he called a lavra) ordered around a typikon (or a rule of life). His rule,
like its counterparts, gave great attention to prayer, manual labor, Scripture reading, and

asceticism.*’
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The third point of emphasis is the development and spread of what Peters calls
“nontraditional monasticism™° during the Middle Ages. Up until this point, monastic
communities and monks, even the early anchorite monks of the desert, were primarily
those who left society to establish their own ways of living. However, with the
development of groups such as the Knights Templar, the canons, and even the friars,
monasticism and, therefore, monastic rules of life had begun to make their way into
everyday life.

One key example of this nontraditional monasticism is that of the Franciscans.
A community started by Francis of Assisi (c. 1181-1226), the Franciscans devoted
themselves to a communal rule of life without ever establishing a localized monastery.
The Rule of 1221, written by Francis, taught the same practices as those of a typical
monastic rule, such as praying the daily office, weekly and seasonal fasting, and the value
of poverty and asceticism. However, the rule also taught on the importance of preaching,
good works within a community and how to live holy lives among those who are non-

religious in the world.>!

A Rule of Life and Spiritual Practices
in the Puritan Tradition

Monasticism began to experience a sharp decline early in the sixteenth century
due to a variety of factors. One of those factors was opposition from a group later known
as the Protestant Reformers. The Reformers were wary of the dangers of monasticism,
most notably its extreme emphasis on vows and asceticism. A return to the biblical
emphasis on the grace of God was being brought back into the church. When the teaching
of the Reformers made its way to England in the late sixteenth century, a new group

began to emerge that would place a new emphasis on resolutions and rules of life under
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the umbrella of the gospel.>?

This group, which was later deemed the Puritans, would
once again bring resolutions and rules for spiritual practice back to the forefront of the

Christian life.

The Reformers

The Protestant Reformation was led by men such as Martin Luther (1483-
1546), Ulrich Zwingli (1484-1531), and John Calvin (1509-1564), who wrote and spoke
often about the dangers of monasticism. However, even in doing so, the Reformers
retained a key emphasis on the need for spiritual practices and spiritual formation.

The two key differences in the way the Reformers thought about spiritual
practices are evident in emphasis and motivation. In emphasis, the Reformers moved the
center of spiritual life from prayer to the Scriptures. While monastic rules emphasize
prayer as the key spiritual practice, even informing one’s reading of Scripture through
lectio divina, Calvin and others write on the danger of such practices that put more
weight on experience than they do the truth of God’s Word.>® While they do not neglect a
disciplined life of prayer, they emphasize the need to pray, meditate, and study what is in
congruence with the Scriptures.

In motivation, the Reformers emphasized the basis for why someone was
participating in a spiritual practice. This shift moves the monastic concern about
hypocrisy (i.e., practicing spirituality to be seen by others) to a concern about legalism
(i.e., practicing spirituality to be seen by God). The Reformers wanted to make sure
someone was practicing various spiritual disciplines out of a relationship with God, not as
a way to gain a relationship with God. This desire even influenced how they viewed

monasticism itself. As Peters writes,
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It is often understood that the Protestant Reformers by and large rejected the
institution of monasticism. This is true, though not without some significant
qualifications. For example, Martin Luther and John Calvin rejected monasticism
primarily because it was thought to be salvific and because it was based on the
taking of lifelong vows. Both Reformers, however, had room for monasticism if it
could be construed as the fruit of one’s salvation and if it was practiced without
permanent vows.>*

It was not the discipline and practices of a monastic rule with which the Reformers
disagreed but rather the reasoning behind this way of life. It was grace-fueled obedience
the Reformers were after in their spiritual practices. As Calvin writes in his Institutes, “1
call ‘piety’ that reverence joined with love of God which the knowledge of his benefits
induces.”? This emphasis on the love of God motivating a person to spiritual practice

greatly influenced the next wave of teaching on spiritual disciplines.

The Early Puritan Movement

Coming on the heels of the Reformation, a new group began to emerge with a
heightened emphasis on spiritual practices and an ordered way of life. This group, known
as the Puritans, produced copious amounts of teaching and material on godly practices
that come from the grace of God, are grounded in the Scriptures, and seek to put sin to
death. As scholars Kelly Kapic and Randall Gleason note, the Puritans were not a group
formed around a particular ecclesiology, doctrinal position, or political party but a group
first and foremost understood as “a movement of spirituality.”*® While most Puritans
would have rejected an affiliation or comparison to the monastic tradition, the desire for
an ordered way of life around spiritual practices remain the same between the two
groups. The Puritans emphasized a desire to commune with God through various

practices rooted in experience, prayer, and the Scriptures. They looked to the essential
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work of the Holy Spirit in both the regeneration of the non-believer and the ongoing
sanctification of the believer.”’

Like the monastics, the Puritans emphasized the practices of prayer, Scripture
meditation, fasting, corporate worship, and hospitality. However, there were a few key
differences between the spirituality of the Puritans and that of the monastics. First, the
spirituality of the Puritans represented a shift away from communal practice to a more
individualized understanding of devotion. Although most Puritans emphasized the
necessity of church membership and church discipline, the Puritan resolutions were
mostly written for individual action and not as a communal rule of life. Second, largely
due to the influence of the Reformers, the Puritans placed an emphasis on grace-fueled
obedience and holy living. In the words of pastor and theologian Brian Hedges, the
Puritans taught a spirituality grounded in the truth that “godliness never flourishes unless
it is planted in the fertile soil of God’s grace.”8 Third, the Puritans wrote and spoke
openly about their disdain for monastic forms of spirituality. While both groups focused
on sanctification and a total life communion with God, the Puritans were careful to
emphasize that the disciplined life was a result of grace and not a means by which one
receives more grace. What follows explores the writings of several prominent Puritans in

order to show the collective thought of Puritans toward spiritual practices currently.

Richard Rogers

Richard Rogers (c. 1550-1618) was one of the early Puritans to write on
spiritual practices. Rogers placed a key emphasis on holiness, both for his parishioners as
well as for himself. He writes in his diary on November 29, 1587, “And this is mine

hearty desire that I may make godliness, I mean one part or other of it, to be my delight
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through my whole life.”® Rogers’s seminal work Seven Treatises was written as a guide
for Christians trying to navigate how to walk with God in their everyday lives. The third
treatise outlines Rogers’s teachings on spiritual practices, which he calls “the means
whereby a godly life is helped and continued.”® In the treatise, Rogers writes about many
of the same practices put forth in the monastic tradition, separating them into what he
calls public means and private means. Public means are those in which believers take part
when they gather with their church community. Private means are those meant for
personal devotion and time with the Lord.®!

Scripture study and meditation takes a high priority among the other
disciplines for Rogers. Both the public teaching of Scripture and the private meditation
on Scripture play a crucial role in the sanctification of believers. As Rogers says, “I may
boldly affirm and conclude that the ordinary preaching of the word is a singular means
whereby God has provided that His people should grow and increase in a godly life.”%?
To Rogers, devotion and attention to the Scriptures is what drives the rest of the other
practices, both public and private. The sacraments point to the Scriptures, prayer helps
illuminate the Scriptures, and other private practices are done in conformity to the
Scriptures. Private meditation on Scripture, which Rogers describes as an intentional
thinking about heavenly things to help our reasoning and stir our affections, “is the
practice that puts life and strength into all other duties and aspects of worshiping God.”%

Rogers also spends extensive time on prayer in his treatise. He writes that God

told his people to bring prayers when they gather and that believers should cling to the
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60 Hedges, preface to Holy Helps for a Godly Life, xviii.

6l Richard Rogers, Holy Helps for a Godly Life, 2-3.

62 Rogers, Holy Helps for a Godly Life, 11.

63 Rogers, Holy Helps for a Godly Life, 58.
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promise that God hears the prayers of his people.®* Rogers also teaches on the practice of
private prayer, encouraging believers to include prayers of thanksgiving, confession, and
supplication. These prayers are so important that although Rogers does not explicitly list
out when to pray them, he does emphasize that prayer, as well as other practices, must be
done daily to truly progress in life with God.%> Similar to the monastics, Rogers sees a
need for a daily rhythmic ordering of the disciplines in the life of believers, particularly to
help fight against apathy, laziness, and sin.

Rogers closes his teaching on the helps with a short excursus on fasting. Not
much is taught here on how and when to fast, except that the one who fasts should fast
for a long enough period to make it painful and helpful and that fasting should be done in
humility and repentance for sin. Once again, Rogers points to the importance of the
Scriptures, as he encourages that fasting be based in the Scriptures and that individuals
should meditate on the Scriptures to help shape their affections and prayers during the

fast.%¢

William Perkins
Williams Perkins (1558-1602), considered by many to be “the father of

Puritanism,” also wrote extensively on the topic of spiritual practice and formation. Much
of his writing on the practices is shaped by his teaching on the conscience. As a pastor,
Perkins took great care to help his people understand the role of conscience, how to aid it,
how to protect it, and how to absolve it after sin. In these writings, Perkins addresses the
role of spiritual practices and their effect on the conscience.

Perkins calls the spiritual disciplines—practices such as confession, fasting,

and prayer—the outward worship of God. It is these practices that are “performed by the

6 Rogers, Holy Helps for a Godly Life, 26.
%5 Rogers, Holy Helps for a Godly Life, 149, 68-69.
6 Rogers, Holy Helps for a Godly Life, 173-75.
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body externally, either in word or deed.”®” Regarding prayer, Perkins, like many Puritan
writings, emphasizes the need for humility, repentance, and thanksgiving. He writes,
“Every petition must proceed from a lively sense and feeling of our own wants, and of
our spiritual poverty. For without this, no prayer can be earnest and hearty, and
consequently become acceptable unto God.”®® Perkins then goes on to describe the
specific ways to pray, and in so doing, he has a noticeable shift from that of the
monastics. First, Perkins breaks from the monastic tradition of praying in specific places,
arguing that all places are made holy by the presence of Christ. Second, Perkins teaches
against the argument for fixed times of prayer. He writes that Christians should be free to
pray when they desire and decide in their heart, for “in the New Testament the distinction
of days and hours is taken away.”®® He sees great danger in the use of fixed hours, not
because of the regularity of prayer but because of the authoritative papal use of the hours
to bind the consciences of those who practice them.”

In his teachings on fasting, Perkins once again puts forth a need for the
spiritual practice while also disavowing the monastic rules of ordered times. First, he
delineates between ordinary fasting, a term he uses to describe all temperance and
moderation in the Christian life, and extraordinary fasting, which is fasting of a more
severe abstinence at special times and on special occasions.”! When someone should fast
and how long that fast should be is up to the individual, so long as, similar to the

teachings of Rogers, a fast is long enough to achieve the purpose for which it began.

7 William Perkins, The Second Book of the Cases of Conscience, in The Works of Williams
Perkins, vol. 8, ed. J. Stephen Yuille (Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage Books, 2019), 257.

68 Perkins, Second Book of the Cases of Conscience, 8:258.

8 Perkins, Second Book of the Cases of Conscience, 8:267.

70 Perkins, Second Book of the Cases of Conscience, 8:267. This is a common emphasis in
Perkins’s writings. He continually emphasizes that spiritual practices should be used as a means of freeing
and protecting the conscience, not of binding the conscience to doing the practices out of fear of

punishment. It is delight, not duty, that should drive a man into his disciplined Christian life.

"L Perkins, Second Book of the Cases of Conscience, 8:337.
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Perkins also deals with questions related to the practice of Sabbath keeping and
how and whether New Testament believers should go about this practice. According to
Perkins, while the ceremonial aspects of the Jewish sabbath are no longer binding,
Christians should follow the perpetual and moral aspects, which include that a set apart
day of sabbath should be followed that includes rest and refreshment. However,
Christians are free to observe this from morning to morning on any day that they choose
each week, although Perkins does espouse the importance and probability of a New
Testament Lord’s Day.”? While including various details and scenarios, Perkins’s primary
conclusion is: “In observing a Sabbath of the New Testament, there are two things
required: a rest and a sanctification of the same rest to a holy use.””

Perkins also addresses the importance of almsgiving by believers to those in
need. He writes that practice of giving to those in need is something required by the
Scriptures of both those who have plenty and those who do not.” Perkins does not give
specifications of how much each person must give; he only points to the teachings of the
Scriptures that each person must give generously as he or she has received generously
from God (1 Cor 16:2; 2 Cor 9:6-7). Once again, Perkins explicitly aims to contradict the
teaching of the monastic orders, which for many espouse a rule of extreme asceticism and
vows of poverty.”> Christians should be quick to give, quick to lend without expectation

of a return, and quick to pay down the debts of those in extreme need.’®

2 Perkins, Second Book of the Cases of Conscience, 8:345-47.
3 Perkins, Second Book of the Cases of Conscience, 8:351.

"4 William Perkins, The Third Book of the Cases of Conscience, in Yuille, The Works of
Williams Perkins, 8:423-24.

5 As noted earlier, extreme asceticism and vows of poverty seem to be more common in the
early monastic tradition, particularly that of the desert fathers. The Rule of Benedict, which is the foremost
rule for most of monasticism from the sixth century on, gives much more freedom concerning the
ownership of property and much more leniency concerning rigid vows of poverty.

76 Perkins, Third Book of the Cases of Conscience, 8:429.
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A Rule of Life and Spiritual Practices
in Modern-Day Evangelicalism

Although largely absent in the writings and teachings of evangelicals
throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, spiritual practices and teachings
on adopting a rule of life have returned to the forefront of conversations on the Christian
life in the past six decades. Influenced through the writings of Richard Foster, Kathleen
Norris, and others, evangelicals have begun looking to both Scripture and church history

to recapture an emphasis on spiritual formation and practice.

Evangelicals and Spiritual Practices

Richard Foster (1942-) put the conversation and focus on spiritual practices
back into evangelical circles through his seminal work Celebration of Discipline. As he
writes in 2018, “Forty years ago there was an abysmal ignorance of how we grow in
grace, entering ever fuller and deeper Christlikeness. I penned Celebration of Discipline
in response to this crying need.””” Inspired by the teachings and examples of the early
monastics and others, Foster writes that spiritual practices are not to be reserved for the
spiritually elite or full-time contemplatives; rather, they are a means of grace and
maturity for all Christians. “The classical Disciplines of the spiritual life,” he explains,
“call us to move beyond surface living into the depths.”’® He then moves throughout the
work to teach on many of the same practices seen throughout history, including Scripture
meditation, prayer, fasting, and hospitality.

Donald Whitney (1954-) has also aided the reengagement with spiritual
practices in recent years. As he writes, “The Spiritual Disciplines are those practices

found in Scripture that promote spiritual growth among believers in the gospel of Jesus

"7 Richard J. Foster, Celebration of Discipline: The Path to Spiritual Growth (San Francisco:
HarperOne, 2018), ix.

8 Foster, Celebration of Discipline, 1.
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Christ.”” Spiritual practices, those taught and held by various traditions throughout
history, such as prayer, Scripture meditation, fasting, and the like, are not simply a means
but the means by which the Holy Spirit forms Christ in an individual and in a community
of believers. Spiritual practices are how we pattern our life after Jesus himself, the one

who is the perfect example “of how to live in consistent communion with God.”*°

Evangelicals and a Rule of Life

To varying degrees, evangelicals have also sought to recover the monastic
tradition of adopting a rule of life. Some have gone so far as to pledge a vow to various
monastic orders, while others have sought to adopt the principles of a rule of life through
a more individual lens. These writers have sought to bring the practice of a rule of life
back into the evangelical discussion of spiritual formation, adopting various ways of
following these rules in their own lives.

Kathleen Norris (1947-) spent the first forty years of her life as what she would
call “a thorough Protestant™®! before pledging her vow as a Benedictine oblate in 1986.
Although she would never join a monastery, Norris’s version of monasticism included
following the Rule of Benedict “insofar as your situation in life will allow.””®? Norris
takes on the Rule as a spiritual document containing various good ideas that she can try at
various points and stages of her life as she sees fit and helpful. She even mentions that
Benedict’s rule seems less harsh than earlier monastic rules she encountered later,®
which perhaps can be attributed more to her following of the rule than to Benedict’s

original intention.

" Donald S. Whitney, Spiritual Disciplines for the Christian Life, rev. ed. (Colorado Springs:
NavPress, 2014), 4.

80 Whitney, Spiritual Disciplines, 15.
81 Kathleen Norris, The Cloister Walk (New York: Riverhead Books, 1996), xi.
82 Norris, The Cloister Walk, xi.

8 Norris, The Cloister Walk, 6.
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Dennis Okholm (1948?-) is another modern-day evangelical who has studied
the Rule of Benedict and written on its benefits for contemporary evangelicals. In
contrast to the posture of many evangelicals that “the latest is best and progress lies in
going forward,”®* Okholm argues that the Benedictine rule grounds spiritual formation in
something ancient and proven. A rule of life helps believers, among many things, resist
individualistic and quick-fix spirituality. A rule, Okholm argues, is a tested way of
getting doctrine into the embodied life of Christians such that they are changed more into
the likeness of Christ.?®

John Ortberg (1957-) first wrote on the concept of a rule of life a year after
Kathleen Norris, although his approach is quite different. While Norris pledges a vow as
a Benedictine oblate, Ortberg removes the idea of a rule from any specific monastic
tradition and instead incorporates the practice into the everyday Christian life. Ortberg
defines a rule of life as “[ordering] the events of ordinary life around growing in
Christlikeness . . . . A rule involves a rhythm for living in which we can grow more
intimately connected to God.”8® Ortberg seems to be one of the first evangelical writers to
place the focus of a rule of life on individuals’ ordering their spiritual lives as they best
see fit. Ortberg teaches that rather than a fixed vow’s binding together a community, a
rule of life is a flexible means of following Christ through the various seasons of life.

Justin Whitmel Earley (1984-) is another contemporary writer who views a
rule of life in a similar way to Ortberg. He writes, “I now know that a ‘rule of life’ is a
term for a pattern of communal habits for formation . . . . Despite our understanding of

the word ‘rule,” a ‘rule of life’ is much less about obeying rules than it is about finding

8 Dennis Okholm, Monk Habits for Everyday People: Benedictine Spirituality for Protestants
(Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2007), 23.

85 Okholm, Monk Habits for Everyday People, 29-31.

8 John Ortberg, The Life You 've Always Wanted: Spiritual Disciplines for Ordinary People,
2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2002), 201.
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communal purpose.”®’ Earley reinterprets the rules of Benedict and Augustine as being
about redeveloping Christian habits toward the primary purpose of love.®® Earley does
return the rule of life to an emphasis on communal living, yet he once again departs from
a historic understanding of monastic rules by emphasizing that rules can be adapted and
changed based on what fits a particular person’s life. Echoing similar notions found in
Norris, Okholm, and Ortberg, Earley maintains that a rule—rather than being a fixed
structure that Christians seek to reorient around—can be adopted to fit individuals’

unique lives and circumstances.’

Spiritual Formation and a Rule of Life

It is important, now, to examine key lessons on the role of these spiritual
practices in believers’ lives. As author and spiritual director Adele Calhoun writes, “From
its beginning the church linked the desire for more of God to intentional practices,
relationships and experiences that gave people space in their lives to ‘keep company’
with Jesus. These intentional practices, relationships, and experiences we know as
spiritual disciplines.”®° It is worth discussing, then, what can and should be learned from
this history.

One of the distinguishing marks of the history of spiritual practices and rules of
life is the similarity across time, space, and tradition of which practices Christians
engage. Beginning with the Didache around AD 100 and continuing through the
monastic tradition, an emphasis on prayer as the foundation of the Christian life guided

the early rhythms of the church and monastic communities. Though the Reformers and

87 Justin Whitmel Earley, The Common Rule: Habits of Purpose for an Age of Distraction
(Downers Grove, IL: IVP Books, 2019), 14.

88 Earley, The Common Rule, 14.

% Earley, The Common Rule, 21-23.

%0 Adele Ahlberg Calhoun, Spiritual Disciplines Handbook: Practices That Transform Us
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2015), 19.
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the Puritans shifted the center of emphasis to Scripture, they maintained the teaching that
Scripture reading and study was not to be void of ongoing prayer and meditation on what
is being read. These similarities continue in several other practices, including fasting and
hospitality, particularly toward the poor. These disciplines are taught and practiced
throughout history, not simply because of ecclesiastical tradition but because they are
grounded in the Scriptures. As Jesus himself teaches in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt
5-7), those who would be his disciples are expected to pray, fast, generously give to the
poor, and build their lives on his Word.

The point of discontinuity between ecclesiastical traditions comes in the basis
of and reason behind the practices. Although at a base level both the monastics and the
Puritans desired a life of communion and intimacy with God, the monastics allowed this
desire, and their subsequent fear of hypocrisy, to shape their theology in unbiblical ways.
For the monastics, the goal of every rule and practice was a pure heart and life before
God. As Benedict writes in his teaching on prayer, “How much more should we petition
the Lord God of all things with all humility and pure devotion.”! This was true of the
desert fathers as well; as Joseph of Thebes once said, “Three things are seen to be
honourable by God . . . ; the second is when every action is pure before God, mixed with
no human motive.”? But absent from a robust understanding of the gospel, this fear of
hypocrisy and this desire for purity had consequences. As the Reformers consistently
accused them of, the monastics were known to write and teach in such a way that their
teachings would be misconstrued as promoting a works-based salvation. As Antony, the
first desert father, once said in reply to the question of how to be saved, “If you keep to

9993

these guide-lines, you will be saved.””> The monastics taught and believed in a perfection

°l Benedict, Rule 20.1 (Venarde, 93).
92 Ward, The Desert Fathers, 4.

93 Ward, The Desert Fathers, 3.
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attainable on earth, which drove much of their tendencies toward unbiblical requirements
and regulations with their rules. While much of their teaching on discipline and its role in
the Christian life is to be admired and can even serve as a helpful corrective for the cheap
grace found in much of today’s evangelicalism, it is best to keep a close watch on the

dangers that correspond with legalism and undue guilt and burden.

Conclusion

From the Didache to Celebration of Discipline, from the Near East to England,
from AD 33 to 2023, Christians throughout time, space, and ecclesiastical tradition have
looked to the same ancient practices for their spiritual formation and growth in Christ-
likeness. A brief survey of this history shows distinct similarities in practices taught in
the Scriptures and handed down throughout generations. The early church fathers, the
monastics, the Reformers and the Puritans, and even modern-day evangelicals have
taught and practiced individual and communal Scripture reading and meditation, prayer,
fasting, hospitality, and generosity as crucial spiritual disciplines in the Christian life. The
Christian life is a disciplined and ordered life, as Christians heed Paul’s admonishment to

his disciple Timothy: “Train yourself for godliness” (1 Tim 4:7).
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CHAPTER 4
DETAILS AND DESCRIPTION OF THE PROJECT

The effort to equip members of Citizens Church in Charlotte, North Carolina,
to develop and practice a rule of life was one of the most challenging yet rewarding
ministry experiences I have endured. This chapter describes the development,

implementation, and assessment of this ministry project.

Summary of Project Goals

The project consisted of four essential goals. The first goal was to assess the
current disposition of program participants toward a rule of life and various spiritual
practices. This was accomplished by a focus group interview three weeks before the
beginning of the course. This focus group included questions on the various spiritual
practices that were to be covered during the course as well as the participants’ prior
experience and difficulties with implementing spiritual practices and a rule of life. The
second goal was to develop an eleven-week curriculum on how to develop and
implement a rule of life consisting of key spiritual practices that help foster life with God.
An expert panel reviewed the curriculum, using a rubric to score each lesson in a variety
of areas. The third goal was for program participants to develop an initial rule of life. The
fourth goal was to train participants in the spiritual practices and to assess changes in
their disposition toward the practices and a rule of life.

The remainder of this chapter gives a detailed description of the project’s
development, implementation, and final assessment. Since goal 2 preceded the others
chronologically, I will begin with this goal and describe each successive goal in order of

implementation.
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Goal 2: Curriculum Development

The purpose of goal 2 was curriculum development and assessment. Because
this project involved launching a significant ministry initiative within Citizens Church,
this process began over three years before the course was implemented, in fall 2020. Goal
2 required the development of an eleven-week curriculum on developing a rule of life
consisting of the spiritual practices of Scripture, prayer, hospitality, fasting, and sabbath
keeping. Due to a need to spend a longer amount of time on each practice, by the end of

the project, the curriculum was thirteen teaching sessions.

Curriculum Development

Beginning on September 6, 2020, I taught a six-week sermon series at Citizens
Church called “Rhythms and Formation: Practicing the Ways of Jesus.” This series
covered various spiritual practices, such as prayer, Bible reading, fasting, feasting,
silence, solitude, and developing a rule of life. While the series was helpful, the
consistent feedback from church members was a desire to slow down and spend more
time learning about and practicing each discipline. It was from this feedback that the idea
of developing a course first began to take shape. This also led to my initial interest and
eventual enrollment in the Doctor of Ministry program at Southern Seminary. Over the
next few years, several course outlines were developed that served as the beginning
stages of developing this project.

The idea to launch the course was agreed upon by the pastoral team at Citizens
during a retreat in September 2022. It was after this retreat that I began taking steps to
outline the curriculum and develop the materials. Originally, the plan was to offer a ten-
week course on ten different spiritual practices. However, after feedback from both my
doctoral supervisor and our pastoral team, I decided to focus on five practices, with more
time given to teaching on each practice and the actual implementation for participants

into their everyday lives.
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From there, I began developing each week’s lesson plan, which would follow
the same general format. First, each week would have a “big idea” that would help
participants with one main idea to take from the lesson. Then, participants would discuss
what the practices entailed, referencing both biblical teaching and ideas from church
history. Following an overview of the practice, because the desire for the course would be
to focus more on implementation than simply awareness or knowledge, I would conclude
by teaching on practical steps to implement the practice into their life.

Before presenting the curriculum to my expert panel for review, I presented a
preliminary copy to my co-lead pastor at Citizens as well as a local pastor within our city.
It was from their feedback that the idea of having small cohorts, which we called
“collectives,” developed. These collectives would be small groups of three to four people
who would have time each week during the program to help each other in their
implementation of the various practices. Their feedback also led to the plan for a “launch
retreat,” where program participants would travel to a rental house for a night away from
the city and where the first four weeks of curriculum, primarily covering the history of a
rule of life and how to develop one, would be taught in a thirty-six-hour period.

Also, during this time, I settled on using Donald Whitney’s book Spiritual
Disciplines for the Christian Life as the main course textbook and Gerald Sittser’s work
Water from a Deep Well as required pre-course reading. A printed spiral notebook was
also developed, which included a space for notes for each session and various articles for
weekly reading. This notebook served as an accompanying resource for participants as

they took the course.

Curriculum Evaluation

Once the curriculum for each lesson, the workbook, and the reading plan was

assembled, course materials were sent to an expert panel that was provided with a rubric
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to evaluate each lesson’s content.! The expert panel consisted of three men and one
woman from the Citizens Church teaching team, all of whom had prior ministry
experience and theological education.? Each panelist was sent a copy of the teacher
edition of the curriculum on December 4, 2023. Of the four panelists, three returned the
completed evaluation rubrics along with appropriate comments. The panelists were to
evaluate each lesson based on five criteria, including the clarity of each lesson’s one big
idea, how thoroughly each lesson explains that week’s practice, whether the lesson is
theologically and biblically sound, whether the lesson addresses and answers barriers to
that spiritual practice, and whether the lesson includes an explanation of how to do a
particular practice. Each panelist could rank the lesson as insufficient, requires attention,
satisfactory, or exemplary. The second goal required that each lesson receive a
cumulative score of “satisfactory” or higher for all criteria. This goal was met as 100

percent of all evaluations met or exceeded the “satisfactory” level.

Course Promotion

By design of the Citizens Church pastoral team, the course became what we
termed Module I of a three-module initiative known as The Citizens Institute. This
institute would consist of three core modules, covering spiritual formation, Scripture, and
theology. This course served as the first module, emphasizing spiritual formation. Church
members would be invited to participate in each module as they are able, and we would

offer the modules each spring or fall on a rotating basis.

!'See appendix 2.

2 The first panelist has been in vocational ministry for nine years and holds advanced training
in counseling and an undergraduate degree in Bible. The second panelist has been in vocational ministry for
four years and has completed an MDiv from Southern Seminary. The third panelist has been in vocational
ministry for two years, during which they have led the curriculum development for church small groups.
The fourth panelist is a current student at Reformed Theological Seminary and has served for several years
in an academic role at the school.
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The course was first promoted to the congregation at our annual member
meeting on June 3, 2023, and registration opened the following day. Because this course
was limited only to members of the church, we did not promote the course on Sunday
mornings but only through our weekly member email newsletter and church-wide Slack
channel. The course would cost $50 per participant to help cover both the retreat and the
course materials, but scholarships were made available for those who could not afford the
fee. Registration remained open until October 31, 2023. I wanted to allow for several
months between the registration deadline and the beginning of the course so participants
could complete the required pre-course reading. Twenty individuals registered for the
course, but two had to withdraw for personal reasons. Eighteen participants completed

the entire program from beginning to end.

Goal 1: Assess Participants

The first goal, which fell sequentially after the development of the curriculum,
was to assess the current disposition of program participants toward a rule of life and
various spiritual practices. To accomplish this goal, a one-hour focus group was held over
Zoom on Monday, January 8, 2024. Some of the questions asked targeted prior
experience with a rule of life, hesitancies and hopes for living “an ordered and disciplined
Christian life,” and various successes and failures regarding the five practices covered in
the course.® The focus group was announced to participants on January 2, 2024, and
thirteen of the eighteen course participants were able to join and offer their feedback.

This goal was considered successful when the focus group met, responses were
recorded, and a summarizing assessment of the data was completed. Since the focus
group took place over Zoom, I was able to record the meeting, which was helpful for

reviewing and assessing the feedback later.

3 See appendix 1.
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The feedback from the focus group was particularly helpful in shaping two
aspects of the curriculum. The first consistent feedback item from the participants was the
explicit and implicit barriers they felt kept them from participating in spiritual practices.
Whether it was busyness, other responsibilities, apathy, or lack of knowledge, many
participants were able to express that they knew spiritual practices were a good idea but
were not able to build any consistent rhythm of them in their life. From this feedback, I
added a section into each lesson on various barriers to each spiritual practice. Each week,
I wanted to give specific encouragement to various ways they might overcome these
hurdles. The second consistent feedback item from the focus group was the lack of
knowledge participants had around the practice of fasting. As one participant
summarized, “I have tried to fast before, but I just end up hungry, tired, and agitated. It
seems like this practice that is supposed to draw me closer to God pulls me farther away.”
I knew that fasting was going to be a particular challenge for many, and so I wanted to

give intentional time to that practice during the course.

Goal 3: Initial Rule of Life

The third goal was for program participants to develop an initial rule of life. A
template for a rule—with space for daily, weekly, and monthly practices of Scripture,
prayer, hospitality, sabbath keeping, and fasting—was provided in the course workbook.
During the launch retreat, after teaching for two sessions on the rule of life, I gave
participants two hours of solitude to develop their initial rule. These rules were then
submitted to me for review and assessed based on an evaluation tool.* The evaluation tool
measured the practices that were included in the rule of life as well as what the
individual’s rule said he or she understood about God’s grace and the role of the Holy

Spirit in our sanctification. Each rule was scored on six statements, with a possible score

4 See appendix 3.

76



2 ¢ 9 <6

of “insufficient,” “requires attention,” “satisfactory,” or “exemplary.” The goal was
considered successfully met when every participant’s rule was reviewed and when 75

percent of the rules received a score of “satisfactory” or higher.

Goal 4: Training and Assessment

The fourth goal of this project was to train participants in the spiritual practices
and to assess changes in their disposition toward the practices and a rule of life. During
the course, participants would be learning about five key spiritual practices and would be
given homework to try these in their ongoing lives. Then, at the end of each week, they
would be encouraged to evaluate their rule of life and adapt it as needed to include these
new practices. At the end of the eleven weeks, each participant would have an adapted

rule of life from when he or she began.

Training and Course Implementation

The course began on November 1, 2023, when participants received in the mail
a copy of Water from a Deep Well by Gerald Sittser. Participants were asked to read this
book prior to the beginning of the retreat to help them gain a better grasp of how
Christians throughout church history have thought about spiritual practices. The course
began with an overnight retreat on January 2627, 2024. During the retreat, we had four
teaching sessions that aimed at helping establish a baseline understanding of discipleship
and a rule of life. Participants were also introduced to their “collectives” during the
retreat and were given intentional time to get to know and encourage one another.

The first retreat session covered the basics of discipleship to Jesus. It explored
Jesus’s invitation to his original disciples and what it means to both leave behind our old
way of life and offer ourselves to God as his people. The session concluded with a time
of consecration, giving space for participants to offer up various hindrances to their

discipleship to the Lord in prayer.
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The second retreat session discussed the way that we experience sanctification
as followers of Jesus. As opposed to the traditional strategies of willpower or waiting for
the Holy Spirit to change us in an instant, sanctification is an ongoing process where we
partner with the Holy Spirit, through intentional practices, to create space in our lives for
him to make us more like Christ.

The third retreat session gave participants an overview of developing a rule of
life. Participants were taught the history of rules in the Christian tradition, starting with
the Didache in the first and second century and extending to modern movements of
monasticism. A definition of spiritual practices was given as “disciplines based on the
lifestyle of Jesus that create time and space for us to access the presence and power of the
spirit and, in doing so, be transformed from the inside out.” Practical tips were also
outlined on how to develop a rule of life, including starting where one is not where one
wants to be, doing a rule in community, and being willing to not be “good” at the practice
at first. At the end of this session, participants were given time to develop their rule of
life.

The fourth and final retreat session covered the discipline of watchfulness.
Watchfulness is a careful examination of our soul that helps us fix our eyes on Jesus and
stay alert to the temptations of the evil one. Participants were taught about the way these
spiritual practices help them focus more on Christ. Included in this session was a
recurring theme that became a mantra for our group during the thirteen sessions: “It is not
about being good at practices but about spending time with Jesus.”

After the retreat concluded, regular weekly meetings began on February 5,
2024, and lasted for eleven consecutive weeks. During the term, each class began at 7:00
p.m. and ended at 9:00 p.m. All classes started with a twenty-minute discussion among
the collectives on how their rule of life was going for that week and what, if anything,
stuck out to them from that week’s homework. Following that discussion, I would teach
through the content for that week for 45 to sixty minutes. Then, we would end with
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another time of discussion in collectives, giving participants a chance to plan in
community how they might put this practice into place or adjust their rule of life that
week considering what they just learned.

Sessions 5 and 6 focused on the practice of engaging with Scripture. In session
5, participants learned about how to study God’s Word. First, they were given an
overview of what the Bible is, including a summary of genre, hermeneutical principles,
and how to read a passage in its context. Then, they were taught two different methods
for studying Scripture and applying it into their lives. In session 6, the content turned
from Scripture study to Scripture meditation. Special emphasis was given to the
difference between Eastern meditation, which involves emptying one’s mind, and biblical
meditation, which involves filling one’s mind with God’s Word. We then practiced
meditating on God’s Word through the practice of lectio divina.

Sessions 7 and 8 focused on the practice of prayer. A definition of prayer was
given as “the means by which we communicate and commune with God.” Session 7
centered around the idea of communication or, more specifically, how we can and should
talk to God when we pray. This lesson walked through Jesus’s life of prayer, centering on
the Lord’s Prayer and how Christ teaches his disciples to pray. Session 8 focused on the
opposite side of prayer, which is learning to listen to God. This session helped
participants understand how God speaks to them through his Word and through prayer.
The two lessons on prayer ended with a discussion around prayer as communion with
God and as a way to dwell in his presence.

Sessions 9 and 10 addressed the practice of fasting. Because Scripture and
prayer were two practices that I knew Citizens Church members would be familiar with,
fasting was a slight shift in how the lessons were taught, with more focus given to some
of the biblical bases for these practices. Session 9 was primarily an overview of fasting
and addressed both what the Bible has to say about fasting and how Christians throughout
history have thought about or done this practice. The definition was given that fasting is
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the practice of refraining from all food and non-water beverages, during a determined
length of time, by ourselves and with others, for spiritual purposes. Fasting, among other
things, is one of the primary ways we live out the command of Paul in Romans 12:1-2 to
offer our whole bodies to God as a sacrifice. In session 10, participants learned more
about the various purposes of fasting. This week’s emphasis was on how fasting can
accompany our prayers, how fasting helps us grow in our ability to resist temptation, and
how fasting helps us live more generous lives toward the poor. Overall, these two weeks
enabled course participants to gain both a confidence in their ability to fast and a vision
for all the various reasons that Scripture gives for when fasting might be appropriate.

Session 11 covered the practice of hospitality. Because we had recently
preached a sermon series on hospitality, I did not feel the initial need to have two weeks
on this practice. This week’s lesson began with a discussion of Luke 7 and Luke 19, two
stories in which Jesus shows hospitality to those whom others rejected in that society. We
addressed that hospitality is more than simply opening one’s home; rather, it involves
opening one’s life to welcome others in for the sake of the gospel. This lesson helped
participants understand more of how to live a hospitable life in their everyday
interactions.

Sessions 12 and 13 covered our final practice of sabbath keeping.’ Course
participants learned about the rhythm of creation and stopping to rest that God instituted
on the seventh day of creation. The debate of whether the sabbath is still binding today as
a command for God’s people was addressed; however, the primary focus was on sabbath
as an invitation even if it is not an explicit command. During these two weeks,
participants learned that sabbath involves both ceasing and resting. Session 12

emphasized the need to stop on the sabbath. Just as God set down his work on the seventh

5 For simplicity with program participants, this practice was simply referred to as “sabbath” in
the course curriculum. I believe this is a fair rendering of the Hebrew word n2v¥ (shabbat), which is often
translated as “to cease” or “to stop.”
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day in Genesis 1, so we too must set down our work at regular intervals. Session 13
emphasized the rest, delight, and worship that should accompany our sabbath. The
sabbath is not simply a day to nap and do whatever one wants; instead, it is a day God
tells his people to set apart as holy for him. Participants saw that sabbath is a practice by

which we are invited to spend an entire day worshipping and delighting in God.

Assessing Changes

The second part of the fourth goal was to assess any changes in the
participants’ disposition toward a rule of life and spiritual practices. This was done
through a debrief session on the final week of the program. Instead of a regular week of
teaching and collective discussions, the entire group met over dinner to share
encouragements of what they had learned during their time in the course. I asked a few
pointed questions to get conversation started, including, “What was the most important
thing you learned over the past eleven weeks?”” and “What is one practice you are most
eager to continue in your rule of life?”” The following day after our final meeting, I
recorded my assessment of these responses and made notes for the next time this course

1s offered at Citizens Church.

Conclusion

By the end of this course, all four goals of the project had been successfully
implemented and evaluated. While goal 3 was not successfully met based on the
established criteria, all four goals were still put into place during the project. Goal 1,
assessing the current disposition of program participants toward a rule of life and various
spiritual practices, was completed and considered successfully met on January 8, 2024.
Goal 2, developing an eleven-week curriculum on how to develop and implement a rule
of life consisting of key spiritual practices that help foster life with God, was completed
but was considered exceedingly met on December 31, 2023, with thirteen weeks of

curriculum developed and assessed. Goal 3, having program participants develop an
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initial rule of life, was completed but, based on the evaluation rubric, was considered not
successfully met on January 29, 2024. Lastly, goal 4, training participants in the spiritual
practices and to assess changes in their disposition toward the practices and a rule of life,
was completed and considered successfully met on April 8, 2024. With all four project

goals completed, the following chapter offers an evaluation of the project.
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CHAPTER 5
EVALUATION OF THE MINISTRY PROJECT

No project in ministry is complete until an honest evaluation has been made as
to what a pastor can learn and do differently in the future. The same is true regarding this
project. There is much to be learned about how to help followers of Jesus implement a
rule of life, and it is my hope that a thorough assessment of this project will be a benefit
both to myself and to any others who would undertake this goal in the future. In this
chapter, I will evaluate the purpose and goals of the project, examine the project’s
strengths and weaknesses, reflect on what I would do differently, offer my theological

and personal reflections, and close with my concluding thoughts.

Evaluation of the Project’s Purpose

The purpose of this project was to equip members at Citizens Church in
Charlotte, North Carolina, to develop and practice a rule of life. Being a new church plant
in a city like Charlotte comes with some unique ministry challenges, which this project’s
purpose sought to address. The megachurch culture of Charlotte that overemphasizes the
“show” of Sunday morning services, Citizens’ being a relatively young congregation, and
Citizens’ over-relying on Community Groups have led to a gap in both knowledge and
training within the church for how members should follow Jesus in their everyday lives.
One of the core convictions of the pastors at Citizens Church is that following Jesus is
much more than a one-time decision; rather, it is an invitation to walk with him every day
of our lives. The primary way this is expressed, both in the New Testament and
throughout church history, is in various spiritual practices taught and modeled by Jesus,

including Scripture reading, prayer, and the like.
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To help connect the conviction of the pastoral team with the needs of the
congregation, teaching around developing and implementing a rule of life began early in
the life of the church. During the church’s second sermon series, I preached on various
spiritual practices and how to develop a rule of life. However, the pastoral team realized
that for individuals to work these practices into the rhythms and routines of their lives,
more needed to be done than simply teaching them on a Sunday. A community of
participants as well as adequate time to learn and then practice these disciplines would be
needed for long-term transformation. This project sought to meet this need.

The purpose was to teach five spiritual practices, give time over the semester
for individuals to practice them, assess how it went, and then encourage one another in a
small community. Spiritual practices are habits learned by doing. As a result, the
project’s purpose included a knowledge component, a development component, and a
practice component. To encourage and cultivate the actual implementation of these rules
of life, time was given for members to develop, assess, and then attempt to live out such
rules.

After completing the thirteen-session course, I believe the project fulfilled its
stated purpose. The participants had an opportunity to learn about five spiritual practices,
develop a rule of life, practice and then assess that rule of life over the course of eleven
weeks in the context of a small community of other participants, and then make any

necessary changes along the way.

Evaluation of the Project’s Goals

To evaluate the success of the project, I established four goals: (1) assess the
current disposition of program participants toward a rule of life and various spiritual
practices, (2) develop an eleven-week curriculum on how to develop and implement a
rule of life consisting of key spiritual practices that help foster life with God, (3) have

program participants develop an initial rule of life, and (4) train participants in the
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spiritual practices and assess changes in their disposition toward the practices and a rule

of life.

Goal 1: Participant Assessment

The first goal was to assess the current disposition of program participants
toward a rule of life and various spiritual practices. The goal was accomplished through a
focus group meeting of program participants two weeks prior to the start of the course.
The goal was considered successful when the group met, responses were recorded, and a
summarizing assessment was completed. Thirteen of the eighteen course participants
came to the focus group, which lasted about 45 minutes. I asked six total questions. The
two that seemed to elicit the most feedback were “What has been your prior experience
with a Rule of Life, either what you have learned or attempted to practice?” and “What
are your current barriers to spiritual practices?” Participants seemed to be very honest
with the answers they gave during the focus group, and three themes arose from some
common answers.

The first theme was an overall excitement about developing a rule of life and
what that might entail. Participants seemed eager to have some guided structure around
their disciplines rather than simply doing what they wanted in the moment. As one
participant stated, “I love the idea of structuring my spiritual life. For my type-A
personality, it sounds so nice that there is something I can use to help develop more of a
pattern around life with God.”

A second theme shared by many participants was an implicit guilt many felt
toward their inability to consistently practice spiritual disciplines. Several participants
shared that they would be consistent for a little while, but it was hard to start back up
again once they stopped. As one participant said, “We usually have good rhythms of

spiritual disciplines for a few weeks, but once we hit a busy couple of days, it becomes
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very hard to turn back and start again.” This left some expressing feelings of guilt, which
kept them from trying.

A third theme was the busyness of life that many felt kept them from spiritual
practices. A few expressed the busyness that comes with being moms of young children,
while others talked about demanding work schedules. One participant noted, “I have a
strong desire to read the Bible, but it feels impossible to find time. And when I do finally
find time, it feels impossible to find the energy. And when I do find the energy, then I
don’t really know what to do or where to start.”

This focus group proved helpful in some important changes to the course
curriculum. I was able to adjust the weekly content to include more on how to overcome
various barriers to these practices in our everyday lives. I was also able to trim down
some of the time spent on what each practice means and how we see it outlined in
Scripture. In addition, I also changed how the small groups within the course, known as
“collectives,” would function. Each week, part of the time collectives would spend
together would be centered around helping each other talk about various challenges to
their rule of life and how they can be encouraged to live out these rules more faithfully.
This goal was successful on all fronts: the execution of the focus group, the fruitfulness
of the corresponding assessment, as well as the way it improved the course to meet

specific needs for the participants.

Goal 2: Curriculum Development
and Assessment

The second goal was to develop an eleven-week curriculum on how to develop
and implement a rule of life consisting of key spiritual practices that help foster life with
God. As stated in chapter 4, the development of this curriculum started several years ago,
and the content of the curriculum has changed throughout the years, reaching its finalized
form in preparation for this course as a part of this project. The curriculum was then

assessed by a group of men and women from the teaching team of Citizens Church, who
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utilized a rubric for their evaluations. This goal was considered successfully met when all
rubric criteria achieved a score of “satisfactory” or higher.

In total, I developed thirteen lessons, four for the opening retreat and nine for
the subsequent weekly meetings. The final week of the course did not have a prepared
lesson, as it was primarily a time to review what participants had learned. Four reviewers
were asked to review the lessons; however, only three responded, so scores were adjusted

for that change. Each reviewer assessed each lesson based on six criteria, scoring each

9 ¢ 99 <6

criterion as “insufficient,” “requires attention,” “satisfactory,” or “exemplary.” Table 1

below summarizes the scores from all thirteen lessons.

Table 1. Rule of life curriculum evaluation

Requires

Question Insufficient attention

Satisfactory | Exemplary

The lesson presents one
clear big idea.

The lesson thoroughly
explains that week’s 0 0 14 25
particular practice.
The lesson is
theologically and 0 0 9 30
biblically sound.

The lesson presents the
history of that spiritual 0 2 13 24
practice.

The lesson addresses and
answers barriers to the 0 0 15 24
spiritual practice.

The lesson includes an
explanation of how to do
a particular spiritual
practice.

0 0 15 24

Of the thirteen evaluations, only two received scores of “requires attention” in

any category. The session 1 lesson—entitled “What is a Disciple?”—treceived “requires
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attention” for the criterion “The lesson presents the history of that spiritual practice.” The
session 13 lesson—entitled “Sabbath: Delight”—received “requires attention” for the
criterion “The lesson includes an explanation of how to do a particular spiritual practice.”
After receiving the evaluations, these noted issues were addressed through changes in the
curriculum.

Although the curriculum scored well in the evaluation, several lessons needed
to be modified after the expert panel gave their feedback. This goal was considered
successfully met upon the completion of these changes. Overall, I was pleased with the
scores I received from the panel, particularly regarding each lesson being theologically

and biblically sound. The changes that came about after the review also helped refine the

curriculum to be more beneficial to each participant.

Goal 3: Initial Rule of Life Development

The third goal was for program participants to develop an initial rule of life. A
template for a rule—with space for daily, weekly, and monthly practices of Scripture,
prayer, hospitality, sabbath keeping, and fasting—was provided in the course workbook.
This goal was to be considered successfully met when every participant’s rule was
reviewed and when 75 percent of the rules received a score of “satisfactory” or higher.

In total, eighteen participants developed their own rule of life, which I
evaluated based on a predetermined evaluation tool. Table 2 below summarizes the

scores for all eighteen rules of life.
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Table 2. Participant rule of life evaluation assessment

. . Requires .
Question Insufficient attention Satisfactory | Exemplary
Th.e.rule of 11fe includes 0 6 6 6
spiritual practices.
The rule of life portrays
sufficient order to the
participant’s life with 0 0 10 8
God.
The rule of life is
sufficiently designed 0 3 8 7

without being unrealistic.

The rule of life includes
both individual and 0 0 5 13
communal practices.

The rule of life presents
an understanding of grace 0 5 9 4
and Holy Spirit power.

The weaknesses in the initial rules that were submitted seemed to indicate a
lack of confidence from participants. I believe this is what led to scores of “requires
attention” for the criteria “The rule of life is sufficiently designed without being
unrealistic”” and “The rule of life presents an understanding of grace and Holy Spirit
power.” It seemed as if most rules that were submitted at the beginning of the course
were not sufficiently designed and did not present an understanding of grace. For
example, most of the initial rules did not include fasting. Because of the guilt around
spiritual practices that many of them shared during our initial focus group, I believe the
participants were hesitant to include any practices in their rule of life that they did not
feel confident they could do on a regular basis. This is also why many participants kept
certain practices, such as sabbath keeping or hospitality, to only once per month. So that
participants would not “fail” at keeping their rule, it seems as if many of them developed

a rule of life that was overly simplistic or would not properly challenge them.
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In hindsight, I should have changed the criteria that determined whether this
goal was a success. The overarching purpose of this course was to help participants
develop a rule of life. Therefore, I should not have expected them to have well-developed
rules at the beginning. While a preliminary assessment helped see the changes that came
from their participation in the course, I believe better assessment tools or success criteria
would be more helpful for future assessments. For a future project of this nature,
developing an assessment tool that can evaluate specific metrics of data regarding
spiritual practices, such as how often a participant engages with Scripture or prayer, at
both the beginning and end of the project may be more beneficial in evaluating the
project’s success. Perhaps this project’s goals were too reliant upon participant feedback

instead of focusing on more measurable data.

Goal 4: Training and Assessment

The fourth goal was to train participants in the spiritual practices and to assess
changes in their disposition toward the practices and a rule of life. The course began with
an overnight retreat on January 2627, 2024. During the retreat, we had four teaching
sessions aimed at helping establish a baseline understanding of discipleship and a rule of
life. Participants were also introduced to their collectives during the retreat and had
intentional time to get to know and encourage one another. After the retreat concluded,
regular weekly meetings began on February 5, 2024, and lasted for ten consecutive
weeks. The program had eighteen participants and was well attended, as no participant
missed more than than meetings during the semester.

The second part of the fourth goal was to assess any changes in the
participants’ disposition toward a rule of life and spiritual practices. This was done
through a debrief session on week 11 of the program. This focus group helped determine

that many participants had grown in their understanding of grace for their shortcomings
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in habitual spiritual practices as well as in their courage to attempt practices they did not
even include in their rule at the beginning of the course.
One prominent theme that came up during our discussion was the way that

many had grown in their understanding and practice of fasting. As one participant said,

When we started the institute, I never thought fasting would be a practice in my life.
In fact, I was intentionally planning to avoid having it in my rule. Now, [ am
“converted” to fasting. The way the Lord met me in my times of fasting over the
past eleven weeks have radically changed my view of and desire to do this practice
in my life.
Another participant expressed a similar sentiment, noting that she had experienced such
sweet times with the Lord that she has changed her original rule from fasting once per
month to now fasting twice per week. Another participant added, “I have been feeling
closer to God since I started to fast. I have seen growth in choosing to avoid sin in
situations that I would have fallen prey to easily. Instead, now I have seen more strength
to run to God.”

A second prominent theme was participants’ expressed ability to adapt their
rule of life and adjust for various seasons in their life rather than feeling defeated if they
forget a practice during the week. This was a noticeable contrast to how many
participants felt during the initial focus group. Before starting the course, many
participants expressed a lingering guilt over not regularly practicing certain disciplines.
This guilt and fear came up again when developing their first rules on the retreat. Many
were afraid to put anything that seemed too difficult, for fear they might fail and must
bear the guilt of that failure. However, after this program, many were expressing a
newfound freedom they felt toward these practices. “I’ve really come to understand that
it’s not about being good at sabbath or being good at fasting,” one participant shared.
“Rather these are God-given ways we can commune with God and grow to become more

like Jesus. That seems like such a more freeing idea.” This sentiment was shared by

others as well. As one participant said,
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I learned the point of a rule of life is not to do the rule perfectly, but to get near to
God and create space to be formed by him through discipleship to Jesus. This has
taught me that I do not need to throw out my rule when I’ve failed at it and that I
haven’t failed at being a Christian when I do. It encourages me to continue to press
into it knowing the helpfulness of the rule and the discipline itself.

This goal was successfully met, as participants were trained and expressed some key

changes in their life with God through a rule of life.

Strengths of the Project

The project had a few compelling strengths. First, the decision to focus on
fewer practices to give more time and attention to each one offered participants a chance
to attempt each discipline and make changes as needed. This extra time devoted to each
practice helped participants feel the freedom to experiment with how each practice might
be utilized in their life. For example, focusing on the practice of fasting for multiple
weeks meant participants could attempt to fast, many for the first time, in the first week,
assess during our second meeting, and then reengage with the practice a second time. I
believe this directly impacted many of the initial concerns participants had with their
guilt over these practices in their life.

Second, breaking the participants into collectives helped create an environment
of accountability as they sought to implement the various practices. During the week,
participants within each collective would encourage and pray for one another, often
texting or calling to see how they could encourage one another in their rules. We also had
intentional time each session for collectives to meet. The first collective engagement time
each week was to discuss how each participant’s rule of life had been that week, and the
closing collective engagement time was to discuss how each participant planned to
implement that week’s content into his or her rule of life. This time proved beneficial for
participants, as it helped them make the transition from learning about a practice to

assessing how to do it that coming week. During the final group meeting (debrief
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session), this was a highlight that many participants expressed they enjoyed and
benefitted from the most during the project.

Third, this was the first “optional” discipleship opportunity Citizens offered
besides one-day classes, seminars, or events. Citizens has Community Groups, but those
are generally required for church members without extenuating circumstances. I believe
this dynamic caused those who signed up to be eager to participate in the program. This
eagerness led to a vibrant class environment each week where students came ready to ask
questions and wrestle with what they had read and what was being taught. I believe this is
also why the course had such faithful attendance, particularly in comparison to the
weekly Community Groups the church offers. This made preparing and teaching the
content very enjoyable for me, as each week we experienced laughter, tears, and robust
debates about the content being presented. I also felt comfortable introducing concepts
and ideas that participants might disagree with, knowing that they would wrestle with the

content and seek to learn and grow.

Weaknesses of the Project

The project also had several weaknesses. First, Citizens Church had just
finished a prayer sermon series a few weeks before this course began. Because of this,
participants seemed the least invested in the practices of prayer, with some even
expressing during the class that this was repetitive content from what was preached on
previous Sunday mornings. I wanted to make sure the project covered all the basics,
especially given that the pastoral team would like to repeat this class in future years when
the church would not have just finished a series on prayer. The course may have
benefitted from me adjusting some of the content to fit the reality of the church calendar.

A second weakness of the project was the high barrier of entry into the course.
There were several requirements we asked of all participants. First, they had to be a

covenant member at Citizens Church and actively involved in a Community Group.
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Second, the registration fee was $50, although full scholarships were available when
requested. Third, all participants had to attend the kickoff retreat and commit to only one
planned absence during the semester. While these stipulations, I believe, contributed to
the engaging learning environment, they may have deterred some from participating who
would have greatly benefitted from the course.

A third weakness of the project was not spending intentional time addressing
other spiritual practices that are taught in the Scriptures but that this course would not
address. For example, during our discussion of fasting, I was clear in explaining my
position that fasting (refraining from food and non-water drink) and abstinence
(refraining from good things, not strictly food) are two different practices in the
Scriptures. While this differentiation was helpful, many participants expressed a desire to
learn about abstinence and how they might implement that in their lives. While I wanted
to narrow the scope of the project to focus deeply on specific practices, participants
would have benefitted from a resource, potentially in their provided workbooks, that
pointed them to further practices to explore so that they could add to their rules after the

course was complete.

What I Would Do Differently

There are a few modifications I believe would make the project better. First, I
would spend two weeks on hospitality, as I did on all the other practices. Due to time
constraints, | allotted two weeks for every practice but hospitality. Because of this, I
could tell that it was the least received and least developed of the practices. Giving this
practice two weeks of curriculum would have enabled me to develop the idea of
missional hospitality and then offer further training on evangelism as a practice to add to
participants’ rules.

A second change I would make would be to sort collectives by life-stage rather

than cross-generational groups. While the desire behind cross-generational groups was
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for various people to encourage one another from different perspectives, it would have
been more helpful for participants to wrestle with how to practice their rules in the
context of others facing similar barriers. For example, one participant was an expecting
mother. Putting her into a collective with two young moms in the group would have
enhanced her experience of the course, as she would have been able to hear
encouragement and wisdom for what a rule of life could look like with young kids.

A third change I would make is to redevelop my assessment tools and change
how I assess the initial rules that participants develop. I believe an ongoing assessment
before, midway, and after the course, having participants resubmit their rule of life each
time, would be more helpful for tracking what changes are being made and how
participants are practicing these disciplines. This system, as well as more realistic
expectations for how participants would score on their rules, would provide better data

regarding the helpfulness of the course.

Theological Reflections

Growing up within an evangelical church context, I have always understood
the importance of the spiritual practices of Scripture reading and prayer. It was not until
the past five years that I have seen the importance of other spiritual practices, such as
fasting and sabbath keeping, and developing a robust rule of life as integral to a life of
communion with God. The past three years of study have sharpened this understanding,
revealing the essential role that an ordered life of spiritual practices must play in our
relationship with God. Several theological reflections have come out of my study and the
implementation of this project.

First, while salvation is by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone, that
call to salvation always includes a call to discipleship to Jesus, facilitated through both
individual and communal spiritual practices. From when Jesus calls his first disciples to

come and follow him (Matt 4:19) to his command to go and make more disciples (Matt
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28:18-20), the invitation to Jesus is an invitation to follow. Jesus has a way of living all
of life that is light and easy (Matt 11:28-30), but he requires all of life given in devotion
and surrender to him. An accurate reading of Scripture, and particularly the Gospel of
Matthew, does not lead to an understanding of salvation that does not lead to good works
and spiritual practices. Jesus clearly lays out in the Sermon on the Mount that he expects
his disciples will live generously, pray, and fast (Matt 6).

Second, Jesus condemns legalism, but he never condemns diligence in the
Christian life. From my pastoral experience, many Christians, especially those who are in
the millennial and Gen-Z demographics, seem to be afraid of legalism. They do not want
to do something out of an effort to earn God’s approval or favor. They are also quite
worried about hypocrisy, not wanting to do a spiritual practice out of religious ritual if
their hearts are not involved. While Jesus does not approve of religious ritualism absent
from our hearts (Matt 15:7-9) and legalism is a danger to all Christians, a thorough
reading of Matthew shows that Jesus is not afraid of diligence and discipline in the
Christian life. While he warns against performative prayers (Matt 6:5), he also expects
his followers to pray (Matt 6:6). While he warns against performative generosity (Matt
6:2), he also expects his followers to give (Matt 6:3). Jesus preaches against legalism and
hypocrisy, but he also commands diligence to follow all that he commands (Matt 7:24-
27). Because of their fear of legalism and hypocrisy, many Christians have lost the ability
to fight for diligence in the Christian life, something that is not a part of both the ministry
of Jesus and the teachings of so many throughout church history on spiritual formation. A
robust understanding of diligence in following Jesus is necessary for building a rule of
life for discipleship (1 Cor 15:10).

Third, the Scriptures seem, as do many within church history, to place an
emphasis on the practice of prayer as the central of all practices. In the Sermon on the
Mount, the Lord’s Prayer sits at the center of the sermon, serving as the central practice
for life with God (Matt 6:9). Jesus goes to great lengths to teach his disciples what to pray
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and how to pray. Jesus’s disciples have access to God as their Father through their union
with Jesus. Prayer, then, becomes a practice of that greater communion available by the
Spirit, through Jesus, to the Father. It is no accident that the common thread throughout

all generations and streams of the church is the practice of prayer.

Personal Reflections

Developing and practicing a rule of life is something that has shaped my life
with God for much of the last five years. I have been so helped in my own life with God
through intentional practices and a rule of life, and I have been eager to bring these to
others. Having the opportunity to study, write, and then teach on a rule of life and these
core spiritual practices has been an incredible blessing. However, along the way, I have
been convicted of several truths about myself and God that have shaped me personally
during this project.

First, I have become more aware of God’s patience with me as one of his
children. There were many times during the preparation of this curriculum that the Lord
convicted me of the lack of my own practice of certain disciplines. When I was studying
and writing on fasting, [ was convicted of my own lack of fasting in my life. When I was
teaching on intercessory prayer, I was convicted of how little of my prayer life involves
praying for the needs of others. While God used me to help others develop and
implement these practices, he was also teaching me about his patience for my own lack of
diligence in my rule of life. It was a beautiful chance for me to repent and rely more on
his mercy and grace to transform my heart.

Second, and related to the first, I learned that spiritual formation is a slow
process. Even though I reduced how many practices were taught during the program, I
was reminded of how slow the Christian life truly is. People change slowly. Learning

how to implement new spiritual practices takes time. I am eager to help the members of
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Citizens Church follow Jesus over the long haul of their lives, and for that to happen will
require patience, both from them and from myself.

Third, my ministry convictions and my ministry context are currently in
tension. Charlotte is a busy and fast-paced city. Making time and space for communion
with God through spiritual practices will always be difficult in some unique ways within
our context. The problem is that a rule of life is more crucial the busier one gets, and yet
many in our congregation are too busy to do the work of first developing a rule. This
tension will continue to be felt until individuals learn to desire and live at a
countercultural pace based on the teachings of Jesus.

Lastly, this project has strengthened my desire to help people develop and live
out a rule of life. Hearing the way that God has shaped the lives of those who participated
in this course further grew my sense of urgency to help people know how to practice
these disciplines. I am hopeful for more opportunities to teach this course in the future as
well as to continue developing ways for the congregation of Citizens Church to live out

these practices for their life with God.

Conclusion

Now at the end of this project, I am more convinced than ever that a rule of life
is a means, not an end. The goal of the Christian life, now and into eternity, is to love and
be loved by God. A rule is a simple tool in the life of a Christian toward that end.
However, that is my desire for all that Citizens Church does and will do in the years to
come. We were created to be known and loved by God, and I am eager all the more to
give my life away in service to these saints’ knowing God, loving God, and being known
and loved by him. Although we may be weary, in this time and in this place, Jesus invites

us to take on his light and easy yoke as his disciples.
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APPENDIX 1
FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS

The following questions were available to be asked to the focus group

participants on January 8, 2024.
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Focus Group Questions

Rule of Life

What has been your prior experience with a Rule of Life, either what you have learned or
attempted to practice?

What thoughts or feelings do you have when you think about living “an ordered and
disciplined Christian life?”

Scripture

Describe your current practices of engagement with God’s Word.

What are your current barriers to engaging with God’s Word?

What are your current questions or thoughts on Scripture Study or Scripture Meditation?

Prayer

Describe your current prayer practices.

What are your current barriers to or wins regarding prayer?
What are your current questions about prayer?

Fasting

Describe your experience of fasting.

What are your current barriers to the practice of fasting?
What are your current questions or thoughts on fasting?

Hospitality

Describe your current practices of hospitality.

What are your current barriers to practicing hospitality?

What are your current questions or thoughts on welcoming non-Christians into your life?
What are your current questions or thoughts on loving and serving the poor?

Sabbath-Keeping

Describe your current practices of Sabbath-keeping.

What are your current barriers to practicing the Sabbath?

What are your current questions or thoughts on practicing the Sabbath?
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APPENDIX 2

RULE OF LIFE CURRICULUM
EVALUATION RUBRIC

The following evaluation was sent to an expert panel comprised of men and
women from the Citizens Church teaching team. The expert panel reviewed and
evaluated the course material to be certain that it is applicable to the various participants,
sufficiently in-depth, and faithful to the Bible. This evaluation was completed for all

thirteen lessons.
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Name of Evaluator: Date:

Rule of Life Curriculum Evaluation Tool

Lesson One Evaluation

1= insufficient; 2 = requires attention; 3 = satisfactory; 4 = exemplary

Criteria 1 2 3 4

The lesson presents one clear big
idea.

The lesson thoroughly explains that
week’s particular practice.

The lesson Is theologically and
biblically sound.

The lesson presents the history of
that spiritual practice.

The lesson addresses and answers
barriers to the spiritual practice.

The lesson includes an explanation
of how to do a particular spiritual
practice.
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APPENDIX 3
PARTICIPANT RULE OF LIFE ASSESSMENT RUBRIC

The following instrument was used to assess the rule of life developed by each
program participant. The measurement was designed to evaluate each participant’s grasp

of the spiritual practices and his or her own implementation of a rule of life.
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Name of Evaluator: Date:

Participant Rule of Life Evaluation Tool

1= insufficient; 2 = requires attention; 3 = satisfactory; 4 = exemplary

Criteria 1 2 3

The Rule of Life includes spiritual
practices.

The Rule of Life portrays sufficient
order to the participant’s life with
God.

The Rule of Life is sufficiently
designed without being unrealistic.

The Rule of Life includes both
individual and communal practices.

The Rule of Life presents an
understanding of grace and Holy
Spirit power.
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APPENDIX 4
CONTENT FROM SESSIONS 1-13

The following documents represent teaching outlines for the thirteen sessions

of the program. A lengthier version of these notes is what I taught each session.
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What is a Disciple?
Session 1

Introduction

Mark 1:16-20

16 Passing alongside the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and Andrew the brother of Simon
casting a net into the sea, for they were fishermen. 17 And Jesus said to them, “Follow
me, and I will make you become fishers of men.” 18 And immediately they left their nets
and followed him. 19 And going on a little farther, he saw James the son of Zebedee and
John his brother, who were in their boat mending the nets. 20 And immediately he called
them, and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired servants and followed
him.

Imagine this scene with me for a moment. Your name is Simon.

e You’re a 1st century Hebrew, likely in your late teens/early 20s.

e You run a fishing business in Galilee, a string of villages in the northern part of
Israel.

e Your life is pretty much charted out for you.

o Your father was a fisherman, his father was a fisherman.

o Living under Roman occupation, you don’t have a lot of other options.

o You join the family trade, keep your head down, pay your taxes, and do
your best to keep quiet and stay out of trouble.

e One day you’re waist deep in water, doing some fishing with your brother
Andrew, when you notice a man walking towards you on the beach. You
recognize him. It’s Jesus from Nazareth, a town just a few miles away. Everyone
is talking about this man — He is saying and doing things no rabbi has ever said or
done before.

o He walks up to you, no small talk. Just a simple invitation — Come follow me, and
I will send you out to fish for people.

e You’'re stunned. It can’t be. Not you.

e Immediately you and Andrew drop your nets, you leave everything behind, and
you start following this man.

Now, if you're familiar with this story, it’s easy to miss how bizarre it is.

What would make Simon literally walk away from a profitable business and leave behind
his family and friends, with zero planning, all to follow a man with no income stream, no
organization, no official position, no place to stay — into an unknown future?

Doesn'’t that seem a bit crazy? Or are we missing something about Jesus?

If you were Simon, who later we know is renamed by Jesus to Peter, and Jesus were to

visit your synagogue one Sabbath morning, the category you would likely have put him
in was that of a rabbi.
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The title Rabbi is a Hebrew word meaning Teacher or Master.

o Rabbis were the expert teachers of the Torah (the Scriptures of their day).

o Each Rabbi had his own “yoke” — a Hebrew idiom for his set of teachings,
his way of reading and interpreting the Torah, his vision for ‘the good
life’.

o And Rabbis would develop this set of teachings and then travel around
from town to town sharing these teachings with others.

e And that’s what Jesus was. Now, we know Jesus was more than a rabbi, but he
was not less than a rabbi. A young, brilliant, anti-status quo rabbi from the
northern part of Israel in the first Century.

o In fact, in the gospels, the four books at the beginning of the NT -
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John - Jesus has around 90 different
conversations with various people. In about 60 of those conversations, He
is addressed by the person or the crowd as Rabbi, or Teacher.

Now one of the roles of a Rabbi, besides carrying around their teachings, was to identify
and train disciples.
» Having disciples, the very idea of discipleship, is not original to Jesus or to
Christianity.
o It was something all rabbis had — they all had disciples, or followers.
Rabbi Hillel (few years before Jesus) — 80 disciples
o Rabbi Akiva (few decades after Jesus) — 5 disciples
o John the Baptist had disciples
o Paul was formerly a disciple of a rabbi named Gamaliel

@)

To be a rabbi was to have disciples.
And here’s how the process worked:

In the Jewish education system, which was one and the same with their religious system
in that day, there were 3 stages.

1. Beit Sepher (“the house of the book™)

Think elementary school. Every Jewish kid went through this starting around age 3-4 and
would last till they were 11-12. And during this time they would memorize the Torah, or
what we now know as the first five books of the Old Testament, Genesis-Deuteronomy.
It’s hard enough reading Leviticus, I don’t even want to imagine memorizing it as an 8
year old. But here we are. Just crazy. Now at that point, when you reach the end of that
there’s two options. You either leave school and go on to study and learn a trade from
your dad or another family member — something like blacksmith, carpentry, farming, etc.
Or for the best of the best, the brightest, you go on to level two.

2. Beit Midrash (“the house of learning”)
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And this was a room built off to the side of the synagogue with a full time paid teacher. It
was reserved only for men, and you would study from age 12 to 16/17 and during that
time you would memorize what we now know as the whole of the Old Testament.
Genesis - Malachi. I mean, come on. This is no joke.

THEN, if you were the best of the best of the best...

You would apply to be a disciple under a rabbi.

o This was extremely hard to get into.

e You had to find a rabbi whose yoke/teachings you were drawn to and then beg to
join his band of students.

e You would undergo an extensive sort of sit-down interview — “How well do you
know the Torah?” “What’s your interpretation of the Nephilim in Genesis 6?”
“Do you side with Hillel or Shammai on Deut 24?” “Tell me about your prayer
life.”

e And if he thought you had the stuff, he would invite you to become his...

3. Disciple

He would say to you something like, “Come and follow me.” or “Come, and be my
disciple.”

The Hebrew word is talmid, or a talmidim. And it simply means ““a student of a teacher.”
But not in the more western sense of someone who sits in a classroom and listens to a
lecture, takes notes, and receives information — but a more accurate translation would be
akin to what we would label an apprentice.

An apprentice is one who learns in an environment that is intentional, embodied,
relational, and practice-based.

Now if you were invited to be a disciple to a rabbi, from that day on your entire life was
organized around three goals:

1. Be with your Rabbi. You would leave your family, your village, your trade and
follow your rabbi 24/7. You were a student, but class wasn’t MWF from 11-
11:50am. “Class” was life. Every waking moment — “covered in the dust of your
rabbi”.

2. Become like your Rabbi. As you spend all of this with your rabbi, you learn to be
their greatest imitator. Disciples would try as hard as they could to emulate
everything. The things their rabbi said and the way he said them. The way he
walked, and talked. The way he dressed. Everything. Your goal was to be a
carbon copy. Jesus says in Luke 6:40 — “A disciple is not above his teacher, but
everyone when he is fully trained will be like his teacher.” This is a great
summary of the goal of discipleship, being with your Rabbi for the purpose of
becoming like your Rabbi.

108



3. Do what your Rabbi did. The eventual goal is that you would be sent out from
your rabbi to carry his teachings and his ways to others. You would carry on his
work and become a Rabbi yourself.

Now Jesus comes to earth - Son of God, the Christ, the Messiah - and follows this pattern
of discipleship as a Rabbi. Look with me at Mark 2, Jesus calling His first disciples.

Mark 2:13-14

13 He went out again beside the sea, and all the crowd was coming to him, and he was
teaching them. 14 And as he passed by, he saw Levi the son of Alphaeus sitting at the tax
booth, and he said to him, “Follow me.” And he rose and followed him.

Mark 3:13-14

13 And he went up on the mountain and called to him those whom he desired, and they
came to him. 14 And he appointed twelve (whom he also named apostles) so that they
might be with him and he might send them out to preach 15 and have authority to cast out
demons.

What is the repeated invitation from Jesus to these individuals? Over and over - Jesus
calls these first disciples — Come and follow me. Be with me. And then I will teach you
to do the very things you’ve seen me do.

Jesus’ invitation for these early disciples — Come be with me, become like me, and do
what I did.

o This was what it meant to be a disciple for first century Jews.
o This was what it meant to be a disciple of Jesus while He was on the earth.
o This is still what it means to be a disciple of Jesus today.

The goal of being a disciple is not to get a degree, pass a test, or receive a completion
certificate. The goal of discipleship is not to feel good about ourselves, check off some
box from our daily to-do list, or earn merit or favor from God.

The goal is to learn how to be with your Rabbi, become like your Rabbi, and then do
what your Rabbi did. To, in the words of Willard, master the art of living in God’s good

world by learning from Jesus and then emulating how to live in the kingdom of God.

To follow Jesus is to organize your entire life around three driving goals: Be with Jesus,
Become like Jesus, Do what Jesus did.

Disciple is a Noun

The problem is, this is not what most Christians mean by discipleship today. Let me
explain by addressing two, what seem like basic truths, that are worth honing in on.

1. Disciple (talmidim, apprentice) is a noun, not a verb.
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As far as I can tell, not one time in the entire NT is the word disciple used as a verb. Not
once. And yet, it’s common vernacular in Christian circles today to use it as such. To ask
— “Who are you discipling?” Or “Who discipled you?” But this doesn’t really make
sense.

Case in point, try using any of its synonyms as a verb...
e Who are you Christian-ing?
e Who are you believer-ing?
e Who are you follower-ing?

One of the frustrations I hear often from followers of Jesus is something like — “I just
wish I had someone to disciple me.” And what they usually mean by that is I wish an
older Christian or a pastor would spend one-on-one time with me, listening to my
problems and helping me read the Bible.

Now, for the record — I am all for one-on-one time with people, listening to their
problems and helping them read the Bible. I do that with several folks.

But my argument is that you cannot “disciple” somebody any more than you can
“Christian” them, “Believer-er” them, or “follower-er” them.

And listen — this is not just semantics. Language matters.
Here’s why: If disciple is something done to you (a verb), then that puts the onus of
responsibility for your spiritual formation (becoming more like Jesus) on someone else, a

pastor, your church, your CG, a mentor.

But if disciple is a noun...if it’s someone you either are or are not — then no one can
“disciple” you but Rabbi Jesus himself.

You must choose to accept Jesus’ invitation to a life of apprenticeship.

That means waking up tomorrow morning, and (as we’ll learn to do together in this
module) architecting your entire life around this threefold aim — be with Jesus, become
like Jesus, do what Jesus did.

This must become and be the animating passion and centrality of your existence.

It must, as we were even talking about this past week at Community Group, become the
deepest desire of your soul. Even though you may in times have stronger desires, this

must become the deepest desire.

In the words of Jesus — to live this way is to “seek first the kingdom of God.” As Einstein
said, “the rest are just details.”
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2. You cannot separate being a Christian and being a disciple.

Unfortunately, in the western church today — we have created a dichotomy between
“Christianity” and “discipleship” that simply does not exist in the NT and does not exist
in the teachings of Jesus.

Much of what passes for the preaching of “the gospel” today is akin to trying to get
people to raise a hand, make a decision, pray a prayer, get “converted” and then
discipleship is sort of that “second track™ option for those who want to “go deeper” or
“take their faith more seriously.”

And so what we’ve created is a counter world to the teachings of Jesus. A world in which
63% of Americans self-identify as Christians (a word that typically means nothing more
than affirming Jesus exists and occasionally attending a church service) and yet only
about 4% of Americans would actually qualify with a life consisting of the basics of
following Jesus.

Or, as one study by the Barna group indicates, only 10% of professing Christians could
be classified as “resilient disciples” which is a very generous title when you realize what
they mean by that is they:
e Attend church at least monthly and engage with their church more than just
attending worship services.
e Trust firmly in the authority of the Bible.
e Are committed to Jesus personally and affirm he was crucified and raised from
the dead to conquer sin and death;

10% do the bare minimum of what following Jesus requires. This is not okay.

But what if that separation, or really crisis of discipleship, is not a bug in our system of
church, but a feature?

o What if it’s exactly what we should expect based on how we think about and talk
about the invitation of Jesus to “follow him”?

e What ifit’s a byproduct, largely due to ta cheapening of the gospel (made popular
in the revivals of the mid 1900s and the megachurch movement of the past half-
century) where many are told to come for “the free gift” of eternal life by raising a
hand or praying a prayer, but are never told to “deny yourself, take up your cross,
and follow Jesus”?

And so the “gospel” that gets presented so often is, according to professor Gerry
Breshears, the “John 3:16 Gospel” — “You are a sinner going to hell. God loves you.
Jesus died on the cross for your sins. If you believe in him, you can go to heaven when
you die.”

Now, just for the absolutely clear record — I believe that. And you should too. The
problem is not that it’s untrue, but that it’s missing whole pieces of truth that are really,
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really important. It simply does not come close to the full picture of salvation we find in
Jesus’ preaching or the writing of the NT. And it has created a sort of salvation by
“minimum entrance requirements.”

John Mark Comer: “There is no guarantee that you can be a Christian but not an
apprentice of Jesus and still ‘go to heaven when you die.” Jesus warned us, ‘Not everyone
who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord’, will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who
does the will of my Father who is in heaven’ (Matt 7:21). Even if you can (and I'm
nothing but hopeful when it comes to the mercy of God), you remain trapped in a self-
defeating cycle of sin and shame. And you never experience the life with God and
formation into a person of love that we all ache for in the marrow of our bones.”

And so it’s crucial we don’t detach the salvation of our souls from the invitation of Jesus
to follow Him. It is important we do not believe a gospel that does not involve the
reorientation of our entire lives around being and becoming an apprentice to Jesus.

That salvation is both a transaction and a transformation.

To say, as I have before, “it’s not about what you do, but about what Jesus has done for
you” is a false dichotomy, and that language is never used by any of the NT writers. The
gospels are full of stories about the compassion of Jesus, and Jesus never went around
beating up on self-effort.

In fact, Jesus ends the Sermon on the Mount, his manifesto on how to live as a disciple in
the kingdom of God — through practices like prayer, generosity, fasting, forgiving and
loving your enemy, with this challenge...

Matt 7:24-27

24 “Everyone then who hears these words of mine and does them will be like a wise man
who built his house on the rock. 25 And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds
blew and beat on that house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on the rock.
26 And everyone who hears these words of mine and does not do them will be like a
foolish man who built his house on the sand. 27 And the rain fell, and the floods came,
and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell, and great was the fall of it.”

Can you imagine Jesus, to stave off any anxiety over salvation to then immediately add —
“But don’t worry. I’'m about to do it all for you. You don’t need to do a thing, because
that would be works-based righteousness and it’s bad.” It’s unimaginable that Jesus
would ever say something like that.

Sadly, this tragic misunderstanding of salvation “tends to produce consumers of Jesus’
merit” rather than “disciples of Jesus’ way.”

But that’s where we need to rejoin the two. To be “saved”, to become a Christian, to

receive Christ’s work on the cross on your behalf, cannot be separated from the invitation
to follow in the way of Jesus.
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And His call for us, as it was for his first disciples, is not to simply affirm some
theological truths, but to follow Him.
How? By being with Jesus. Becoming Like Jesus. Doing what Jesus did.

Renunciation

Now, chances are, you love this invitation. Right? Because you’re here. On this weekend.
Ready to learn. Ready to engage and abide with Christ. Ready to follow Him. You know
you can’t separate “Christian” and “Apprentice”. You're ready to step in.

There’s something in the deepest parts of your soul that longs to be with Jesus, to become
like Him, and to do the work He did in the world. But you may also be well aware of what
first century Christians called “the gap”.

That seemingly overwhelming chasm between who you are and who you want to be in
Jesus. Between the lifestyle you have now, and the lifestyle you desire as His apprentice.

And that’s to be expected. In this journey there are many barriers to following Jesus.
We’ll get into more of these as our time together goes on — Sin. Hurry. Busyness. The
World, the Flesh, the Devil. We’ll get into all of that.

But the overarching invitation I want to leave us with, is that the first step towards this
life of being an apprentice, is also a step away from something else.

Every invitation to follow Christ is also an invitation to leave something behind.

I’'m constantly in awe when [ read the gospel accounts of Jesus’ life just how many
people he drove away.
e At times, he had crowds of thousands listening to his message, and then he would
say one thing they didn’t like, and he’d look around again and just the 12 remain.
o The crowds made excuses:
= “This saying is too hard.”
= “First, let me go and bury my father.”
= “Let me say goodbye to my family.”
o Excuses, procrastination, teeter-tottering.

And what is Jesus’ response to all that?
e “Leave the dead to bury the dead.” — aka “You can do that, but if you choose that
path, it will lead to death, not life.”
e In other words He let them walk away.

The primary reason for this, time and time again, even though the excuses sound

different, and come from different people in different circumstances, the constant refrain
is the same — the bar of entry is too high.
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Matthew 16:24
“If anyone would come after me [be my disciple], let him deny himself and take up his
cross and follow me.

For Jesus, step 1 on the spiritual journey is to die.
Bonhoeffer — “When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die.”

Come and leave it all behind, experience this death, to follow me. A life of surrender and
complete reorientation.

And we can see this in those 3 passages in Mark...

Mark 1:16-20

16 Passing alongside the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and Andrew the brother of Simon
casting a net into the sea, for they were fishermen. 17 And Jesus said to them, “Follow
me, and I will make you become fishers of men.” 18 And immediately they left their nets
and followed him. 19 And going on a little farther, he saw James the son of Zebedee and
John his brother, who were in their boat mending the nets. 20 And immediately he called
them, and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired servants and followed
him.

Mark 2:13-14

13 He went out again beside the sea, and all the crowd was coming to him, and he was
teaching them. 14 And as he passed by, he saw Levi the son of Alphaeus sitting at the tax
booth, and he said to him, “Follow me.” And he rose and followed him.

Mark 3:13-14

13 And he went up on the mountain and called to him those whom he desired, and they
came to him. 14 And he appointed twelve (whom he also named apostles) so that they
might be with him and he might send them out to preach 15 and have authority to cast out
demons.

To follow, you must leave. To live the yoke of Jesus, to be covered in his dust, to live as
his talmidim, his disciple is not simply to pick something up, it’s also to put other things
down.

This is what the the monastics have referred to as the practice of renunciation — The
abandonment of some things, even good things, for the sake of following Christ.

Hebrews 12:1

Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside
every weight, and sin which clings so closely, and let us run with endurance the race that
is set before us...

And this...is a great struggle. Because our hearts want a lot of things, do they not?
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I want to follow Jesus, I also want a great career.

I want to follow Jesus, I also want to be comfortable in my finances.

I want to follow Jesus, I also want to go have fun with my friends.

I want to follow Jesus, I also want to watch Netflix.

I want to follow Jesus, I also want to date this person that’s probably not all that
great for me.

These are daily tensions we face. And we’re not alone in that.

St Thomas Aquinas (1200s) — “Every choice is a renunciation.”

Soren Kierkegaard (Danish theologian, 1800s) — “A saint is someone who can
will the one thing.”

Henri Nouwen (1960s) — “I want to be a great saint, but I also want to experience
all the sensations that sinners experience. I want to withdraw into the silence of
prayer, but I don’t want to miss anything happening in the world. I want to bury
myself in anonymity among the poor, but I also want to write books, be known by
others, see places, meet people, and do interesting things.”

Ronald Rolheiser (present) — “Most of us are quite like Mother Theresa in that we
want to will God and the poor. We do will them. The problem is we will
everything else as well. Thus, we want to be a saint, but we also want to feel
every sensation experienced by sinners; we want to be innocent and pure, but we
also want to be experienced and taste all of life; we want to serve the poor and
have a simple lifestyle, but we also want all the comforts of the rich; we want to
have the depth afforded by solitude, but we also do not want to miss anything; we
want to pray, but we also want to watch television, read, talk to friends, and go
out. Small wonder life is often a trying enterprise and we are often tired and
pathologically overextended...Every choice is a renunciation. Indeed. Every
choice is a thousand renunciations. To choose one thing is to turn one's back on
many others.”

Jesus makes this clear — the life of discipleship (being with Him, becoming like Him,
doing what He did) — is not simply an invitation to, it’s also an invitation from.

Leave your nets...

Take up your cross...

Let the dead bury their dead...
Nowhere to lay my head...
Sell all you have...

What are you willing to give up to follow Jesus? What proverbial nets do you need to
leave behind?

Sin and worldly pleasure you’re refusing to let go of?

The wish-dream of a perfectly American life of comfort, ease, and stability?
That habit that has its hold on you?

Something as simple as Instagram, Tik Tok, Media?
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Consecration

When you do that. When you are willing to renounce something, anything, even good
things, and follow after Jesus as His disciple, that offering to Christ is called...

Consecration — “Setting something apart” — the action of making or declaring something
sacred.

Story -- Asbury Green Room.
e Anxieties/Worries/Control — a life of surrender
e Sin — a life of holiness

o Pleasures — a life of chastity
e Wish-dreams — a life of reality
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What is Spiritual Formation?
Session 2

Introduction

Exercise — Take 3 minutes, and I want you to imagine yourself in 20 years.
e What do you look like? Where are you living? What are your hobbies? What
about your relationships?
e Now — What does your walk with Jesus look like? What about your character,
your values?

Michael Jordan. Ladies and gentlemen...the GOAT. Does anyone recognize this photo?
This is Michael Jordan, arguably the greatest basketball player, if not athlete of all-time,
after what may be the most famous basketball game in human history - game 6 of the
1998 NBA Finals.

He is holding up 6 fingers, because just a few moments earlier he had made a jump shot
over Bryon Russell of the Utah Jazz to lead the Chicago Bulls to their 6th NBA
Championship in 8 years. What perhaps is even more impressive as I deal with my own
aches and pains is that he did this at 35 years old.

Shortly after this, MJ would retire for the 2nd time, but not after accruing a career which
consisted of:

e 6 NBA championships

e 5MVPs

e 14 All-Star selections

e 10x all NBA First-Team

e 9x NBA All-Defensive Team

e And much much more.

Now, what does Michael Jordan have to do with spiritual formation?

Well, that’s actually quite simple — this is the moment everyone sees. This is the moment
of joy, and ecstasy, of celebration. This is the moment that goes down in the history
books. That writers still write about even as recently as a few weeks ago.

And yet behind this one moment, is thousands of moments no one sees.

o Thousands of hours of sweat, of weight lifting, of conditioning - lap after lap after
lap in the gym.

e Hundreds of thousands of practice shots.

o Countless decisions of what to eat or what not to eat.

o Ruthless attention to detail about rest and recovery and nutrition (although MJ did
have a slight cigar problem but that’s beside the point).

And I can’t help but think of how much of a picture this is of the life of discipleship.
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Think again about the picture you have of yourself in 20 years. You’re here, in this room,
and so my guess is that that picture of your walk with Jesus, of your character, of your
values — isn’t one that’s worse than it is today. I’'m going to assume that like me you want
more of the fruit of the Spirit in your life. You want to be more patient, more loving,
more kind, more at peace, more faithful, more self-controlled.

I’m going to assume you want to look more like Jesus in 20 years than you do today.

Here’s the tough reality I want us to get our minds around this morning — There are no
accidental saints.

Nobody wakes up one morning around age fifty and thinks:
e  Would you look at that? I became a saint. Weird.
e It seems I’ve been living the Sermon on the Mount.
e D’'m increasingly free of all worry, care, judgmentalism, lust, and anger.
e Money no longer has a hold on my heart.
e [’'m no longer motivated by fear and the need to look good to other people, I feel
free.
e [’ve been pervaded by love, even love for my enemies.
e What a nice coincidence.

Yeah... no.
Here’s the reality — Christlikeness is possible... but it is not natural.
In fact, the gravity and inertia of life, the corrupting power of sin in your heart, the
deforming nature of life in the modern west, and the great enemy of God and His
people...all of this will likely consistently pull you in the opposite direction.
The questions we must answer then are:

1. Is your lifestyle leading to who you want to become?

2. If not, what are you willing to change?

Spiritual Formation

Because here’s the reality — All of us are becoming something or someone. All of us are
changing.

Or to use the language of the Scripture — All of us are experiencing formation.
To be human is to be dynamic, not static. We are always changing, growing, shifting. We
are all being shaped, we are all being formed, every second of every minute of every hour

of every day.

Spiritual formation isn’t a Christian thing; it is a human thing.
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e Your genetic makeup.

e Your family patterns.

e Your childhood wounds.

e Your educational background.

o Every thought you think.

e Every emotion you let shape your behavior.

o Every attitude you let rest in your body.

e Every decision you make.

e Every word you speak.

o Every relationship you enter into.

o Every habit that you subconsciously live out.

e Whether or not you have social media (or how you use it).
e How you respond to pain and suffering.

e Whether or not you fail or succeed and how you respond to that success or failure.

All of these things and more are and have been forming us. You are being formed.
Robert Mulholland — “Everyone is in a process of spiritual formation. We are being
shaped into either the wholeness of the image of Christ or a horribly destructive
caricature of that image.”

Case in point — old people. 80 year olds are either the best, or the worst.

So the question is not if you are being formed, but how are you being formed and what is
forming you?

Unintentional Spiritual Formation

In order to help answer that question, I want us to explore two paradigms to help us make
sense of the primary factors that are forming us and how we can lean into true intentional
spiritual formation — that is being formed over time into people of love.

The first we’ll call unintentional spiritual formation. This is, you wake up on Monday,
and you go to school, you go to work, you go about your day and live with no intentional
thought to your apprenticeship to Jesus, this is how you and I and the average human in
the world are being formed and shaped if we just go about our lives without a second
thought.

1. Stories

Human beings are story-formed creatures, or as author/professor/screenwriter Bobette
Buster calls us, “narrative animals.”
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Our central nervous system is wired by God to search for meaning, to make what
neurologists call “mental maps” of reality.

We have mental maps for all of life — frameworks out of which we make sense of our
lives.

The stories we come to believe give shape to a thousand daily decisions, what we do (or
don’t do) and who we become.

Pete Hughes (KXC London) — “The story you live in is the story you live out.”

Example — Money.
e Ifyou believe the popular Western story that more money = more
security/happiness.
o Good life = accomplishment + accumulation
o It will end up forming you into a certain kind of person — driven, greedy,
envious, discontent, distracted from God, never satisfied, busyness and
hurried.
e Ifyou believe Jesus' story/view of money — all good things are God’s gifts to
steward.
o AND that more money = harder to enter into the Kingdom of God
o You will be formed into a person of simplicity, generosity, and hospitality.

2. Habits

James KA Smith — “The things you do, do things to you.”
Charles Duhigg — Power of Habit — “We are little more than the cumulative effects of our
everyday habits.”

What we repeatedly do, we become.

Our habits get into the core of our being and they actually shape our loves and our
longings — “Your heart/kardia” — orientation in the world.

e You think you’re just watching Netflix or just sipping another glass of wine or
just online shopping for a new jacket...but more is going on below the surface —
it’s doing something to our hearts.

e Not just, and so much work has been done on this lately — there’s a formative
affect not just in the media you choose to stream, but in the very act of where you
sit, how you sit, how long you sit for to watch said media.

3. Relationship

We become like the people we hang out with on a regular basis.
Dress, think, vote like your group of friends/roommates/coworkers/family.
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4. Environment

o All of this happens in an environment.

e We become like the place we call home.

e Place — Charlotte, NC

o Time—2024

e Moment in Time — Digital age, secular, western

o **Podcast about mormon moms controlling 80%+ of consumer trends

**This doesn’t happen in a moment. It happens over time and through experiences.
Good, bad, ugly and in between. Family of origin. Things you have no control over.

All of this has an effect on you, and all you have to do is wake up tomorrow morning.
You don’t have to plan anything, schedule anything, strategize. Just wake up, go about

your day, and trust me...you are becoming something.

Common Spiritual Formation Strategy

Which means, here’s what we have to understand — all Christian formation, all spiritual
formation into Christ-likeness is counter-formation. We are not starting at the place of
neutrality to enter into a life with God. We are experiencing formation, and we need a
counter formation — both away from these ways we are deformed and into the ways of
Jesus.

So if that’s sort of just the trajectory of our lives, it’s then worth asking — how do we
combat that? Well let’s talk about the typical options we go to. What are typical ways
Christians in America today try to be more like Jesus.

There are three, what we’ll call “losing strategies” in how Christians think they are
formed into Christ-likeness today.

1. Relationship
Shear force and effort. We change by more sweat. No pain, no gain.

The problem with willpower isn’t that it’s bad (it’s not), it just doesn’t work all that well.
(There’s a reason why by this weekend, 80% of New Years resolutions have failed).

That’s because willpower is a finite resource. We only have so much of it each day.
e It can be helpful for small changes, like reading a Psalm in the morning, cleaning
up your language, or praying in the car instead of listening to music on your way
to work.

But the pervading deforming realities in your life will eventually eat your willpower for

breakfast. Your willpower is not enough to stand up against the competing forces of
formation in your life.
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Lest, you get caught in what I call the willpower cycle of:
Inspiration — Try Harder — Difficulty — Guilt — Disillusionment — Inspiration

Now, willpower is crucial. Effort is key to spiritual formation. You have to work, yes. It’s
just not enough.

Self-effort and the grace and power of God are meant to work in tandem in your life.

1 Cor 15:10

But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace toward me was not in vain. On the
contrary, I worked harder than any of them, though it was not I, but the grace of God that
is with me.

Willpower is needed. But willpower alone will not work.

2. More Bible Study
Now, here me on this — I love the Bible. Studying and teaching the Bible is like 80% of
my job. I am for Biblical knowledge. I am for studying to know God rightly and deeply. I
reject wholeheartedly the sentiment that says “theology is too hard” or “the Bible is too
confusing”. You can know God’s Word and you can know God through His Word.

The first practice in this module is studying and meditating on the Scriptures.

I believe Paul when he writes in 2 Timothy 3:16 — All Scripture is breathed out by God
and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness. ..

HOWEVER... I wholeheartedly reject the lie that our lack of formation into the image of
Jesus is solely a lack of knowledge issue. Which is how so many in the American church
view it.

e IfIjust had a great sermon that showed me what the Bible says about anxiety.

e IfIjust had a few more practical steps of what to do about this anger.

e IfIjust had a bit more insight into my past then I could be more self-controlled.

But here’s what I am convinced of, in the words of James KA Smith — “You cannot think
your way to Christlikeness.”

Information alone does not produce transformation.
Because knowing something is not the same thing as doing something, which is still not
the same thing as becoming the kind of person who does something naturally as a by-

product of a transformed inner being.

Example:
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e Anyone in here struggle with anxiety or fear? (Don’t have to raise your hand).
o I’m guessing that you, like me, know that Jesus commands you not to fear,
right?
o I’m guessing you know that he says peace that passes understanding is
offered when we cast our cares on God, correct?
o I’m guessing you don’t like struggling with anxiety, do you?
e And yet... how is all that working for you?

Bible studies are good. Faithful sermons are good. Studying the Bible is good...better
than good, essential. And yet by itself, knowledge has a very poor track record of
yielding a high level of formation into the image of Jesus.

3. “The Zap”

Matrix Theory
e Neo + Trinity trapped on the roof — but there’s a helicopter
e “Can you fly that thing?”
e “Not yet.” She calls the operator — “Tank, I need a pilot program for a B-212
helicopter...hurry!”
e You see her eyes flutter and then BOOM she can fly the helicopter.

That’s how many people approach spiritual formation/Christ-likeness — waiting for a
“download” from heaven to radically change them in an instant.

At its best, it’s a deep trust in the Holy Spirit. At its worst this posture is lazy.

It’s far easier to go to church once a week, seek a spiritual high, wait around and say
“we’re praying for God to change us” than it is to do the daily, unglamorous, painful,
laborious, Spirit-empowered work of discipleship.

It’s a way of wanting to bypass effort for a quick-fix, a shortcut. Trying to skip over our
pain and just have Jesus “fix us”. It’s actually right in line with how we want the rest of
our lives to go — fast, immediate, and pain-free.

Now, just to clarify — yes, there should be moments in the Christian life where the Spirit
breaks through in a profound way, and the process of sanctification speeds up, and there’s

instant victory.

That just can’t be what is always relied upon/expected. Growth spurts are necessary, but
so are little by little moments of faithfulness that shape us over the long-haul.

Intentional Spiritual Formation

So then, how do we change? How do we, over time, become more like Jesus?

Let me give you the 30k foot answer.
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This is what we call intentional spiritual formation.
1. Teaching
To counter the stories we believe we submit ourselves to gospel-centered teaching.

Gospel-centered teaching gets into our heads with a vision for the abundant life Jesus
offers. It rewrites the stories we believe that aren’t true and causes us to re-imagine our
lives from the ground up around the reality of God’s kingdom instead of ours.

It declares both — “This story you’re believing is a lie. AND here is the truth in Christ
Jesus.”

Romans 12:1 is the classic text on this: “Be transformed by the renewing of your mind.”

How?
e Reading, memorizing, studying, meditating on Scripture
e Sermons, Podcasts, Books

But information alone is not enough, remember?
2. Practice

To counter the habits we live into, we adopt a lifestyle of practicing the way of Jesus. In
his famous Sermon on the Mount, Jesus casts a vision for the way of life in his kingdom
and what it means to be truly human.

He bookends the whole sermon with a call to put his teaching into practice.

e Matt 5:19 — 19 Therefore whoever relaxes one of the least of these
commandments and teaches others to do the same will be called least in the
kingdom of heaven, but whoever does them and teaches them will be called great
in the kingdom of heaven.

e Matt 7:24 — 24 “Everyone then who hears these words of mine and does them will
be like a wise man who built his house on the rock.

In other words, Jesus is saying that if you want to experience the life of Jesus, you must
adopt the lifestyle of Jesus.

Richard Foster — Most Christians think following Jesus happens through trying hard,
when in reality it comes through training hard.

e Examples:
o Harper + Gymnastics — Do a double back handspring.
= Just try!!
= Pray over her.
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= By trying really hard? No by training. Every Monday, 1:30pm. Go
to gymnastics, work on the skills.”

= A year goes by, 5 years go by, 10 years go by...

= “It’s not that Harper can’t do a double back handspring. It’s that
she can’t do it yet.”

And this is how we need to approach our apprenticeship to Jesus. It’s not that you can’t
live a life free of worry, anxiety, greed, lust or whatever. I¢’s that you can’t live that way

yet.

So what do we do? We train through practice. Most specifically these practices that Jesus
teaches and models. These practices we will discover and explore together in this module
of the Institute. Because these practices are not about the practice...they are about being
with and becoming more like Jesus.

For Example:
e Let’s say you want to obey Jesus’ teaching in the SotM to “not worry”. You want
to become a non-anxious presence, a person of peace in the world.
o How do you do it? Do you listen to a good sermon on Matt 6 and go out
and try your hardest not to worry?
o How’s that working?
e We have to become the kinds of people who have learned to trust in God so
deeply that we are free of fear.
e To do that we must train (or retrain) our minds and bodies.
o Soyes, we listen to a good sermon on Matt 6 and...
o We practice a sabbath, we set aside an entire day where we put down our
work and trust God to provide.
o We spend time in prayer, where we lay all of our fears, concerns, and
anxieties at God’s feet.
We live in a community, where others encourage us to trust God.
We practice generosity, where we learn to free our hearts from empty
loves and self-protection.
o OVER A LONG PERIOD OF TIME.

Are you with me on this?

3. Community
To counter our relationships, we live in Christian community. Relationships are chosen
mostly based on personal preferences. We hang out with people who like the same things

we like. Community, on the other hand, is built around Christ.

It is a diverse group of people who have been united by the gospel to follow Jesus and
make disciples together.
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It’s not that you shouldn’t follow Jesus alone, it’s that you actually can’t. You don’t have
that option.
e Audrey — she’ll be born soon. Part of our family. She gets me and Lindsay as her
parents. But she also gets Harper and Norah as her siblings. That’s not optional.
True whether they or she like it or not.

Transformation can only happen in the context of community because in community we
get:

e Exposed — Brings out the best and worst of us...like the squeezing of a sponge.
Everyone loves their neighbor when they are by themselves (Bonhoeffer).
e Encouraged — “I love you. And that was lame...but I see what you can become.”

4. Holy Spirit

To counter our environment, we live in the Holy Spirit. The goal is that the Holy Spirit
will become our dominant reality and environment, and that our being in Christ through
the Spirit will be the primary way we experience life in the world — more than our city,
more than our phone, more than our time in history.

“In him we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28) — we want this to be true in
our experience, not just our doctrine. This comes down to learning to be in two places at
once, abiding in the Vine (John 15), walking in the Spirit (Gal. 5:16), and practicing the
presence of God.

Our primary environment we live in is the presence of God, not the presence of the place
where we live.

5. Time
A long time.
Y ou cannot microwave character. You cannot amazon prime Christ-likeness.

Bill Hull — “A very common question to any plan for spiritual formation among church
members is, ‘How can we speed this up?’ The consumer culture in which we live is a
world of consumption, assertiveness, speed, and fame. Impatience is the most accepted
sin in Western culture...The problem with impatience is that it short-circuits the forming
of Christ in persons. With a consumer mentality, there is no basis to enter into a life of
submission and humility...They begin to believe that if they can get a handle on this
character flaw of uncontrolled anger in the next two months, it will be taken care of. If it
doesn’t work, then they need to find a better teacher, church, curriculum, husband, wife,
or workplace. Changing my circumstances will change me.”

“A black belt is a white belt who never quit.”
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A lot of time

More time you put in = more you’ll get out of it.
“I’m too busy” = #1 reason for not participating in spiritual practices on member check
ups.

Hard truth — Busyness is a choice.
e Have people check screen time from the past week.
e Avg millennial — 4 hours of phone use/day
e Most adults (35-44) - 2-3 hrs of tv/day

6. Suffering

Suffering has a way of stripping off the old self and refining and shaping us into the
character and image of Jesus.

Romans 5:3-5

3 We rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, 4 and
endurance produces character, and character produces hope, 5 and hope does not put us to
shame, because God's love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who
has been given to us.

James 1:2-4

2 Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds, 3 for you know
that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness. 4 And let steadfastness have its full
effect, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing.
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A Rule of Life
Session 3

Introduction

Now, we said last session, the sort of default way of thinking about spiritual formation,
how to grow as a Christian, in the typical American church today is either:

1. Willpower — just get on fire for Jesus and keep trying really really hard

2. More Bible study — knowledge, more tips, more tools

3. The Zap — some miraculous overnight change from the HS

And we said that doesn’t work for a few reasons:
o Willpower is a depleting resource.
o Information does not = transformation.
e We do not change in an instant.

And so what then is an alternative?

We saw that all of us are undergoing spiritual formation — we want to replace
unintentional spiritual formation of stories, habits, and relationships in an environment

with intentional spiritual formation of teaching, practice, and community in the presence
of God.

But if we leave it there, we are left with simply good intentions. And as the old adage
goes — “The road to hell is paved with good intentions.”
e We need something more than just a good idea on paper.
e What keeps this from just being another thing we’re inspired to do where
eventually we experience some difficulty, tiredness, or the spiritual formation
killer — apathy and busyness — and then suddenly find ourselves back to square 1?

Well, think about this with me for a second. Think about something you’ve made
progress in in life...

e A dream vacation you’ve wanted to take or were able to take.

e A certain degree or a certificate that you were able to obtain.

e A workout program or fitness goal.

All of those require two things:
1. A compelling vision for what you want or where you are headed

2. A plan for how to get there.

We talked last session about having that vision — where do I want to be with Christ in 20
years. Now, we need to talk about the plan.
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e Pete Scazzero — “Nurturing a growing spirituality with depth in our present-day
culture will require a thoughtful, conscious, intentional plan for our spiritual
lives.”

We must be willing to have a plan to both arrange our days and rearrange our days such
that we may actually begin to live out this desire — be with Jesus, become like Jesus, do
what Jesus did.

e Annie Dillard — “How we spend our days is, of course, how we spend our lives.
What we do with this hour, and that one, is what we are doing.”

What we need is a new way of living. A plan for a way of life that can sustain these
thythms:
e Of teaching instead of stories.
e Of spiritual practices instead of default habits.
e Of community instead of defacto relationships.
e Of'the presence of the Holy Spirit, instead of the overwhelming environment
where we live.

Or another way to say it is — We need a rhythmic plan for our lives that can sustain life
with God when desire cannot.

What is a Rule of Life?

So how do we do this?

Enter — Rule of Life — a way of organizing our rhythms and routines for spiritual
formation and maturity.

e A schedule consisting of practices and relational rhythms that create space for us
to be with Jesus, become like Jesus, and do what Jesus did.

o Intentionally organizing our lives around what matters most: God.

e Or even more simply — A plan to follow Jesus.

Now, just for clarity's sake, it’s rule of life (singular), not rules for life (plural).

e The word “rule” comes originally from the Latin word regula vitae.
English — regular/regulation and rule/ruler
It literally means — “A straight piece of wood.”
Some argue it was the word used in the ancient Mediterranean for a trellis
in a vineyard.
o Debate is still out, either way it’s a great picture.
= “Abide in Me” — “bear much fruit.”
= Trellis + Vine.
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Now, a rule of life is most readily associated with the monastic tradition. Monks and
Nuns are probably most known for their rules — rules like the rule of St Augustine (4th
century), St Benedict (5th Century), St Francis of Assisi (13th century).

But monks were far from the only Christians in history who organized their lives around
a set of thythms and routines.

For Example:

e Early Church in Acts 2:42-47 — 42 And they devoted themselves to the apostles'
teaching and the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. 43 And awe
came upon every soul, and many wonders and signs were being done through the
apostles. 44 And all who believed were together and had all things in common. 45
And they were selling their possessions and belongings and distributing the
proceeds to all, as any had need. 46 And day by day, attending the temple together
and breaking bread in their homes, they received their food with glad and
generous hearts, 47 praising God and having favor with all the people. And the
Lord added to their number day by day those who were being saved.

e 100 AD The Didache — A first century guide to life in the local church. It starts
this way — There are two ways, one of life and one of death, but a great difference
between the two ways. The way of life, then, is this: First, you shall love God who
made you; second, love your neighbor as yourself, and do not do to another what
you would not want done to you.

e The Reformers and Puritans (16th+17th Century) who were distinctly anti-monk
were known for their own personal “resolutions” for life.

o Jonathan Edwards — young man writes 70 “resolutions” for his life that
will govern how and when he prays, confesses sin, worships with other
believers, and so on and so forth.

From the early church to the Puritans, from the ancient near east to England, from 33 AD
to 2024 — Christians throughout time, space, and ecclesiastical tradition have sought to
establish and then live into a system of rhythms and routines that could sustain a life with
God when their desire couldn’t.

Building a Rule of Life

That’s what we are aiming to do as well over the course of this module — to establish and
then live into, then tweak, and live into again — a rule of life.

So for the next little bit I’'m going to really practical with how to build out a rule of life,
and then give us some tips and tricks and sort of guiding principles, and then I’m actually
gonna send you out to take the rest of the time until lunch to begin to develop your Rule
for the next 10 weeks.

Spiritual Practices — The practices are disciplines based on the lifestyle of Jesus that

create time and space for us to access the presence and power of the spirit and, in doing
so, be transformed from the inside out. (Comer)
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Other Terms:

Donald Whitney — “spiritual disciplines”
Strahan Coleman — “Altars of availability”
Ruth Haley Barton — “Sacred rhythms”
Eugene Peterson — “rhythms of grace”
Reformed camp — “means of grace”

5 Practices:

Scripture — Scripture is the primary way we are “transformed by the renewing of
our mind” (Rom 12) — study, meditate, memorize

Prayer — Talking to God, Talking with God, Listening to God, Being with God
Fasting — Abstaining from all food and non-water drink for a set period of time to
focus on God. Lots of different reasons for it, maybe the most neglected of
disciplines today

Hospitality — Son of man came eating and drinking. What does it look like to both
welcome our community + welcome in the outsider. (mission + community)
Sabbath — Saying no and saying yes. Living a day, not of self-care but of delight
in God and in His good gifts

So the overarching goal of a rule of life for the purposes of this module, is to take these 5
practices, and get them scheduled into your life.

So instead of going — “I would like to be a person who prays” (good
intentions),or “I really really really want to be a prayerful person” (good desire)
you say “I am going to pray for 10 minutes first thing in the morning each day”
Instead of — “I want to be more hospitable to my neighbors” (good intentions), or
“I am going to try really hard to welcome people into my home” (good desire)
you say “one time per month I’m inviting a neighbor over for dinner”.

Now, again — easier said than done. So let me give you some things to chew on as you
consider writing your rule:

1. Start where you are, not where you should be

Dallas Willard — “God has yet to bless anyone except where they actually are.”

Name your limits.

Season

Stage of discipleship
Personality
Experience

Go strong out of the gate...left feeling discouraged and disillusioned.

Workout analogy (go into the gym to bench press tomorrow and throw on 3 plates
each side — just not going to happen. You will die.)
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2. The best rules both guide + guard
Trellis + Vine — tend to the plant AND kill the weeds.

Because we live in a society of — speed, haste, busyness, noise, chaos — we will need
aspects of our rule to be both addition and subtraction.

For example:
e For prayer, it may be that you need both a guide (10 minutes first thing in the
morning) and a guard (no phone until 9am). And you need both in your RoL.
o For hospitality, guide (one lunch w/ a coworker each week) and a guard (no
youtube lunches at my desk).

Steve Jobs — famously once said he was as proud of what Apple had not done as what the
company had done.

“People think focus means saying yes to the thing you’ve got to focus on. But that’s not
what it means at all. It means saying no to the hundred other good ideas that there are.
You have to pick carefully.”

3. Take a balanced approach

e Upstream + downstream practices
e Prescription:
o Sin of commission (do and shouldn’t)
= Practice of abstinence
o Sin of omission (don’t and should)
= Practice of engagement

4. Expect and Accept the J-Curve

e You’re gonna get worse before you get better
o Sabbath
e Remember — disciplines are a means not an end.
o The goal is not to get better at spiritual disciplines
o That’s a good thing
o But the goal is to become more like Jesus
e Rich Plass — “Spiritual disciplines are not an end in themselves. They are means
to an end...disciplines set the soul on the path where it can come to know God
and live present to others in love.”

5. Do your rule in community
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e Western Individualism
e RoL was historically for a community of people.
o Augustine + Benedict — To center a community on Jesus.
o Like most things in life, a RoL works better in community
o What would it look like for you to do this in community?
o We’ll hit this more at the end of the cohort.

6. There is no formation without repetition
James KA Smith — “Micro-rituals have macro significance.”

This doesn’t have to frustrate us, there is joy and delight if we can learn to be patient in
the present moment.
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Watchfulness
Session 4

Introduction

Intro about preaching tomorrow in Knoxville — I always get a bit apprehensive preaching
about spiritual warfare/the devil.
e Immanent Frame.

**When we seek to step into this, there is going to be resistance.

I want to finish our time together this retreat talking about a sort of practice that stands
over the rest of the practices.

Sort of a practice behind the practice. It’s something we do that supports the rest of the
practices.

e A practice that is all over the Scriptures as something Christians are both invited
and commanded to do.
e A practice that has a long-talked about history within the church.
o In fact, this practice plays such a prominent role that one 18th century
preacher says it is one of the 3 key disciplines for a godly life.

And yet a practice, unfortunately very few of us have ever considered, studied, or put into
practice on a regular basis.

Steven J Lawson — “Many Christians today are unaware of one of the most fundamental
spiritual disciplines necessary to advance in the Christian life.”

What is Watchfulness?

That practice is called watchfulness. And it’s what I want to spend our time thinking
about this morning.

What is watchfulness?

17th century Puritan John Owen defines it this way — “Watchfulness is a universal
carefulness and diligence, exercising itself in and by all ways and means prescribed by
God, over our hearts and ways, the baits and methods of Satan, the occasions and
advantages of sin in the world, that we be not entangled.”

17th century Puritan Thomas Brooks — “Watchfulness includes a waking, a rousing up of

the soul. It is a continual, careful observing of our hearts and ways, in all the turnings of
our lives, that we still keep close to God and his word.”
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Modern day pastor Brian Hedges refers to it with its synonyms — Carefulness. Diligence.
Resistance.

Proverbs 4:23
Keep your heart with all vigilance, for from it flow the springs of life.

Watchfulness, as I mentioned, is all over the place in the Scriptures. Let’s examine
various references to get a bigger picture of what this practice truly entails.

Blepo — “To See”
e 2 John 8 — Watch yourselves, so that you may not lose what we have worked for,
but may win a full reward.
e 1 Cor 10:12 — Therefore let anyone who thinks that he stands take heed lest he
fall.
e Mark 4:24 — And he said to them, “Pay attention to what you hear: with the
measure you use, it will be measured to you, and still more will be added to you.

Gregoreo — “To Awake/to be on Alert”
e 1 Peter 5:8 — Be sober-minded; be watchful. Your adversary the devil prowls
around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour.
e Col 4:2 — Continue steadfastly in prayer, being watchful in it with thanksgiving.

Prosecho — “To pray close attention”

e Luke 21:34 — But watch yourselves lest your hearts be weighed down with
dissipation and drunkenness and cares of this life, and that day come upon you
suddenly like a trap.

e Heb 2:1 — Therefore we must pay much closer attention to what we have heard,
lest we drift away from it.

Agrypneo — “To Stay Awake”
o Eph 6:18 — praying at all times in the Spirit, with all prayer and supplication. To
that end, keep alert with all perseverance, making supplication for all the saints,
Summary:
o Staying vigilant, keeping a close watch
o Staying awake and alert.

Harper’s window + Grass Mowing.

How do you be Watchful?

To what? 3 things we see in this passage that we are to be watchful over/against/for...
1. Watch over Yourself

Jesus again in Luke 21 — “Watch yourselves...”
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Richard Rogers, Holy Helps — “a careful observing of our hearts, and diligent looking to
our ways, that they may be pleasing, and acceptable unto God.”

Paying close attention to the status of:
e Your heart
o Scriptures — “Kardia” — Operating system of your life
=  What drives you
=  What motivates you
= What are you “worshiping” — i.e. sacrificing for/revolving your life
around getting.
= What is getting you out of bed in the morning — is that glorying to
God
o Affections/Loves — what do you fixate on/daydream about/etc.
e  Your mind
o Epictetus (1st century Greek Philosopher) — “You become what you give
your attention to.”
= What are you dwelling on?
= What are you looking at/watching?
=  What do you spend your time thinking about?
= What are the stories that are inhabiting your mind on a conscious
and subconscious level?
e Your tongue
o Col 4:6 — Let your conversation be always full of grace, seasoned with
salt...
o Eph4:29 —“Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your
mouths...”
o Jesus in Matt 12 — “Out of the overflow of the heart the mouth speaks...”
= Your speech is a dead giveaway to the state of your soul
= So keep watch over your tongue.
= How do you talk about...

=  Others?

=  Yourself?

=  Your friends? Family?
=  Work?

= Jesus?

e Your habits
o How are you living your life?
o We did this earlier today with the unintentional spiritual formation —if I
don’t plan my day at all, what are the natural rhythms I’'m defaulting into
and are they glorifying God?

2. Watch Against Your Enemies

Common refrain of the Scriptures: We are at war.

136



e We are not living in a neutral universe or cosmos. THere are forces at play, both
within and outside of us that are seeking to shape us in particular directions.
e Scriptures — we are soldiers “fighting the good fight of faith.”

And in order to fight well, we need to know our enemies. The Bible very clearly points to
three, look with me at...

Ephesians 2:1-3

1 And you were dead in the trespasses and sins 2 in which you once walked, following
the course of this world, following the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now
at work in the sons of disobedience— 3 among whom we all once lived in the passions of
our flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and the mind, and were by nature children
of wrath, like the rest of mankind.

Church fathers have often referred to these as “the three enemies of the soul.”
e The World.
e The Flesh.
e The Devil.

Together, they are likely responsible for just about all of the opposition you face in
becoming more like Jesus.
o Ifyou feel stuck or stalled out in your relationship with Jesus, there’s a pretty
good chance that one or more of these things are responsible for it.
e And I'll also say this: if right now you claim to follow Jesus, and in ten years you
no longer do, I can just about guarantee you that one or more of these three things
are responsible for that shift.

Simply put, if you want to grow in your relationship to Jesus, you need to know and
understand these enemies.

A lot here, let’s do the 30,000 ft overview....

John Mark Comer — “Deceitful ideas that play to disordered desires which are normalized
in a sinful society.”

e Dececitful Ideas — The Devil.
o Liar. Father of lies.
o Primary tactics since Genesis 3 onward is:
» To Lie — “The Devil” — “The liar”
= To accuse — “The Satan” — “The accuser”
o Doubt the goodness of God.
e Disordered Desires — The Flesh.
o “Sarx” — Our base instincts and desires that, because of sin, are now all
out of whack. They’re disordered.
= We want things that we shouldn’t want.
= We don’t want things that we should want.
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= And we want things in the wrong order and in the wrong
proportions.

o It’s that Romans 7 — I do not do the things I want to do, I do what I don’t
want to do. That’s the operating power of the flesh.

o Contrasted to being led by the Spirit/walking in the Spirit.

Sinful Society — The World

o Welive in a world that justifies and rationalizes all of those things. Makes
them feel “normal,” or even expected to engage with.

o Comer — "Lust is redefined as love. Marriage, not as a covenant of lifelong
fidelity but a contract for personal fulfillment. Divorce, as an act of
courage and authenticity rather than the breaking of vows. The
objectification of women’s sexuality through porn, as female
empowerment. Greed, as responsibility to shareholders. Gross injustice
toward factory workers in the developing world, as globalism.
Environmental degradation, as progress. The deracination of once-thriving
local economies, as free-market capitalism. Racism, as a past issue.
Marxism, as justice. Honestly, I can’t think of a more gut-wrenching
example than abortion, where the greatest infanticide in human history is
recast as “reproductive justice.”

o Theo Hobson — “What was universally condemned is now celebrated.
What was universally celebrated is now condemned. And those who
refuse to celebrate are condemned.”

3. Watch for Christ

I mentioned this previously, but I just think it’s a good place to land our weekend — the
whole point of the spiritual practices is to abide with Christ. To fix our eyes and attention
on Him.

This is a passage | want us to really chew on over the weeks to come...

2 Corinthians 3:17-18

17 Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom. 18

And we all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being transformed
into the same image from one degree of glory to another. For this comes from the Lord
who is the Spirit.

We:

Who have the indwelling Holy Spirit....

Fix our gaze on Christ — through prayer, through Scripture which all points to
Jesus, through fasting which makes us rely on Jesus...

And then are (passive tense) transformed into the same image — we become like
Jesus...

From one degree of glory to another — slowly and patiently over time.

Application
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Scripture

o

Prayer

Fasting

o

Watch over ourselves — what do I need to learn, how do I need to be
convicted from God’s Word

Watch out for our enemies — How is the devil twisting and making me
doubt/forget the Scriptures. How does my flesh want to rebel against this?
How does the world teach contrary to this?

Watch for Christ — Where is Christ in this text? How does this point me to
the gospel?

Watch over ourselves — What do I need to bring to the Lord in prayer right
now (confession/lament/grief)? What is going on in my heart as [
approach HIs throne? Am I eager/bored/tired/afraid?

Watch out for our enemies — How is the devil trying to keep me from
intimacy with my heavenly father? What in my flesh is trying to rebel
right now? What about the teachings of this world make me not want to
pray/doubt the effectiveness of prayer?

Watch for Christ — Am I here to say some things and get some things, or
am [ ultimately here to communion with CHrist? How does He want to
meet with me?

Watch over ourselves — What’s going on in my body and mind while I
fast? How am [ frustrated/angry/anxious?

Watch out for our enemies — How is the devil tempting me in this point of
weakness? How is my flesh wanting to keep this all physical?

Watch for Christ — How does God want to meet me in this chosen
weakness? How is going to work through me in my time of prayer and
fasting?

Sabbath

o

Watch over ourselves — how am I treating the sabbath selfishly? Making it
all about me and not centered on Christ? Am I anxious about needing to
“get things done?”

Watch out for our enemies — How is the devil trying to keep me from
resting in Christ? How does my flesh want to run back to busyness and
hurry and production?

Watch for Christ — How is this day of rest a foretaste of the true rest
offered in Christ Jesus? How does He want to meet me in my sabbath to
remind me of GOd’s kindness to me, and the reality I have nothing to
prove in Him?

Hospitality

o

Watch over ourselves — How do I want to make this about me — looking
good, being a good host, etc?
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o

Watch out for our enemies — What in my flesh makes me not want to open
myself or my home to others? What excuses is the devil convincing me to
give for why I can’t be hospitable?

Watch for Christ — How does “welcoming others” give evidence to the
welcome I have in Christ? How can I be his hands and feet in the
hospitality I extend to “the stranger”?
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Scripture: Study
Session 5

Introduction

Can’t vs. Won’t. | have a problem. It’s a problem that is not unique to me, it’s a problem
that I think plagues most men in our culture today. A problem that I know makes my life
intrinsically harder, makes things more difficult, makes my wife very frustrated and yet
one I refuse to change — I do not and I will not ask for help finding something in the
grocery store.

How the grocery shopping process works for our family is that Lindsay does the majority
of it at Aldi (shout-out), but there’s the occasional thing you can’t find at Aldi that we
have to run to HT for, and that’s my job. And sometimes it’s very obscure things —a
certain spice or sauce, or something of that nature.

And when I get in there, even though I have no idea where it might be — I will not ask for
help. I will walk laps, I will get my 10,000 steps in, but I will not ask for help.

It’s not that I can’t — that I don’t speak the language, that I have social anxiety or
whatever... It’s not that I can’t, it’s just that [ won’t.

Donald Whitney, whose book we are using for this class, used to say in his classes in
seminary, and it has stuck with me ever since — “We think the problem in America is
Biblical illiteracy (meaning people can’t read). Rather it is far too often Biblical Aliteracy
(people won’t read).”

Or I’ll add — will learn to read it.

He gives these stats in his book:
e 18% of professing Christians read the Bible every day
e 23% never read it

So this is practice worth focusing our attention on.

e Whether that be for you, maybe this is a solid practice, and you re just looking at
how to go even “deeper” and stretch yourself in your knowledge of the Scriptures
and commune with God, through the Scriptures.

e Maybe you struggle with a consistent pattern of reading the Scriptures, of getting
in God’s Word

e Chances are a good portion of your CG struggle to get in God’s Word

This is also a practice worth starting with. For several reasons...
e Grounds the other practices and gives weight to other practices
o Praying the Scriptures
o Fasting in line with the Scriptures
o Guidelines for hospitality from the Scriptures
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e It is the primary way (not only, but primary way God reveals Himself to HIs
people)

John Stott — “In the Bible God gives us revelations of himself which lead us to worship,
promises of salvation which stimulate our faith, and commandments expressing his will
which demand our obedience. This is the meaning of Christian discipleship.”

So we’re spending the next two weeks on Scripture.
Tonight — Scripture: Study. How do we step into the practices of studying the Scriptures?

What is the Bible?

First, we need to answer this question... What is the Bible?d

2 Timothy 3:14-17:

14 But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have firmly believed, knowing
from whom you learned it 15 and how from childhood you have been acquainted with the
sacred writings, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ
Jesus. 16 All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for
correction, and for training in righteousness, 17 that the man of God may be complete,
equipped for every good work.”

Paul here is writing a letter to Timothy. And notice what he says about the Scriptures...
Vs. 15 - “Sacred Writings”

1. The Bible is not one book, but a collection of books.
The Bible is not just one book. It is actually a collection of books, or you can even call it
a library comprised of 66 books to be exact. These 66 books were written across a period
of about 1500 years, by more than 35 human authors, in 3 different languages - Hebrew,

Greek, and Aramaic.

In this library, there are a number of different genres:
e Narrative/History

o Poetry

e  Wisdom
e Prophecy
e Gospels

o Epistles

e Apocalyptic
It’s split into what’s called the Old and New Testaments.

o “Testaments” is an old English word that means “covenant”, so you can actually
call them the old and new covenants.
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e A covenant is a promise God made with His people about how He would relate to
them.

o The Bible is broken up into either 5 or 6 covenants (depending on who you ask),
but those are split really into 2 main covenants.

o So there’s the Old Covenant - how God would relate to His people before
Jesus came.

o And the new covenant - how God would relate to His people after Jesus
came.

o There’s also the Noahic Covenant, Abrahamic Covenant, Mosaic
Covenant, and Davidic Covenant (potentially the Adamic Covenant, but
not IMHO)

o **We’ll get into all of this in depth in Module 2 so sign up for that

But understanding all of this is a necessary foundation for how you read the Scriptures.
e How you read the book of Joshua — a narrative historical account in the old
covenant (pre-Jesus) should be different than how you read Romans — an
epistle/letter in the new covenant (post-Jesus)
e Which means you need different ways of studying different genres.

Vs. 15 - Sacred writings, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in
Christ Jesus.

2. The Bible is all about Jesus.

While the Bible tells so much history about the nation of Israel, while it encompasses so
much about wisdom of life - how to live, principles for godly living, all of that. The Bible
first and foremost is the story of God promising and then finding it’s fulfillment in the
coming of King Jesus.

It is a story about what God has done, is doing, and what He will do. It’s not primarily a
book about humans. A book that tells you how to live. A book with some life principles
or business practices or some good self-help tips, the Bible is about Jesus.

That’s why Paul says here — It’s able to make you wise for salvation through faith in
Christ Jesus. This whole book is meant to point you back to Christ.

Luke 24 (road to Emmaus) - 27 And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, [Jesus]
interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself.

The best way to think about it is that the Old Testament is promises about Jesus made by
God, and the New Testament is promises about Jesus fulfilled by God. (shorthand — OT
is “we need Jesus” and NT is “Thank God (literally) Jesus came.”) It’s all about Him. It
all points to Him.

Example - Abraham and Issac: That means when you read a story like Genesis 22 -
Abraham and Isaac. And how God promised Abraham he would have a son after waiting
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years and years and years. Finally God gives Abraham a son, named Isaac. And then God
calls Abraham to sacrifice Isaac as an offering to God. And then last minute, right before
he sacrifices his son, God provides a ram, caught in a thicket, to be the sacrifice in place
of Isaac.

And we read that, and there’s some lessons to be learned about God testing our faith and
trust in Him, absolutely. But ultimately that story is not about us. We’re not meant to read
it and put ourselves in Abraham’s shoes. We’re meant to read that story and go — what a
picture of Jesus! Who the Bible says is the Lamb of God. Who was sacrificed in our
place.

So we don’t approach the Bible with simply an attitude of “what can I learn here”, but
with a posture of — How do these stories show me Jesus and the good news of what He’s
done!? The Bible is about Christ!

Vs. 16 - All Scripture is breathed out by God
3. The Bible was written by both God and men.
It’s not just a collection of writings by men who were talking about Jesus.

The Bible has what we would call “dual-authorship”.

e It was written by both men and God.

o Here it says “breathed out by God”, in 2 Peter 1 it says men were “carried along
by the Holy Spirit.”

o That means when people like Moses, Paul, Peter, John, and others sat down to
write they were doing so with their own knowledge and personality, aims and
desires, but the Holy Spirit was working in such a way that the words themselves
are exactly what God wanted written as the revelation of Himself for mankind.

This is why we believe the Bible is inerrant, or without error or fault. And it is our
authority. We submit to it because we submit to God.

What does that mean? Let me give you the long definition from Matthew Barrett:

The doctrine of the authority and inerrancy of Scripture is that, the God-breathed
Scriptures are wholly true in all things that they assert in the original autographs, and
therefore function with the authority of God’s own words. And, so far as the original
autographs have been faithfully copied, translated, and passed down, Scripture is inerrant
in its copies.

The Bible is the authority. Case closed. The Bible is the authority over what we do and
what we believe as a church. The Bible is the authority over our lives.

And the Bible is God speaking then, and it’s still living and active as He speaks to us
through His Word now.
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So many of us, we think things like “I just want God to speak to me and tell me what to
do.” And there’s a sense in which I get that. We want God to show up and speak directly
to our problem, tell us exactly what to do given the uniqueness of our situation. It makes
sense.

And I don’t want us to miss the fact that we have a God who has spoken to us. And it’s in
here. Written down for us.

Which then leads to this question...

Why do we study the Bible?

Vs. 16 All Scripture...is profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for
training in righteousness, 17 that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every
good work.”

The Bible is a tool for spiritual formation.

All of the Bible is useful and helpful for being trained up in godliness. In other words —
while knowledge alone is not sufficient for formation into the likeness of Christ, it is a
means God uses.

Remember how we are changed?

2 Cor 3:18 — 18 And we all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are
being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another. For this
comes from the Lord who is the Spirit.

How do the practices help in our spiritual formation — they are the God-given means by
which we behold more of Jesus.

So notice how this works — if the whole of the Scriptures are one big story about Jesus —

when we are studying the Scriptures we go to encounter and see more of Jesus. And then
as we do that...see Jesus, behold his glory, practice the things He says, in the context of

community... what does the Holy Spirit do? Form us over the long haul more and more

into the image of Christ.

This is why the study of God’s Word is so crucial.

It’s not about reading the Bible and checking it off the list. We don’t just go - alright, got
my 5 minutes in, time to move on. It’s about sitting and letting the Spirit of God and the
words of God change us and shape us as we see more of Jesus, and then we actually go
do what the Bible calls us to do, think how it calls us to think, and believe what it calls us
to believe.
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Because remember back to the unintentional spiritual formation triangle...we are not
“idea-neutral”. We are constantly and consistently being shaped by the stories of our
world.

I heard this stat the other day. 10 years ago, so who knows how crazy it is now, 10 years
ago - the average American consumed 100,000 words of information every single day.
This doesn’t mean we read 100,000 words a day, but that 100,000 words cross our eyes
and ears in a single 24-hour period. Now to help you put it into perspective, so far I’ve
said about 2,000 words. So that’s only 2% of what you will have consumed before you go
to bed tonight.

That is a crazy amount of spiritual formation happening in your life. Just through pure
consumption of content — email, texts, phone calls, in-person conversations, TV,
podcasts, social media, ads on the side of the road. It’s everywhere.

And none of what you are taking in is net-neutral. Not the messaging itself, and not the
way you are receiving the messaging.

Here’s what I mean...

Remember the 3 enemies of the soul we talked about on the retreat? Ephesians 2 — The
world, the flesh, the devil.

So when you are taking in 100,000 words of information every day, those are not neutral
words or neutral ideas.

Rather, there is a very real enemy, using very enticing lies, tempting your very real
internal fleshly desires — to get you to believe stories about your life and the world
contrary to the realities of God.

Let me give you a BIG ONE right now in the Western world you and I inhabit — You’re
the master of your destiny.

You’re the commander of your ship. This life is about you. It’s all about you. No one can
tell you what to do. If they do, get rid of that toxic evil in your life.

The world has a narrative, a story it’s trying to get you to live into, originating in the lies
of the devil, playing to your disordered desires - with you at the center. With you as the
main character, the end all be all, with your life and your goals and your dreams as
what’s most important. With you as ultimate authority.

God has a different narrative, a different story of the world and of your life.
e Where you’re not at the center, God is.
e Where you’re not the most important thing in this universe, God is.
e Where you’re not the ultimate authority in your life and what you do, God is.
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e Where you’re important, and your life matters, and you’re created in God’s
image, and you have purpose and meaning and value, but ultimately you’re a
supporting character in the story God is writing, you’re not the lead.

But we have 100,000 words every day screaming at us to not believe this.

And that’s what makes Scripture, and large amounts of it, so important. Again — it’s not
about the reading. It’s about what the reading does to form us to be like Jesus.

Psalm 1:1-3
1 Blessed is the man who walks not in the counsel of the wicked, nor stands in the way of
sinners, nor sits in the seat of scoffers;

The counsel of the wicked, the way of sinners, the seat of scoffers. The voices of the
world yelling at us — THIS WAY. GO THIS WAY. We need to resist the voice of the
world. How? With the voice of God. And how has He spoken? THROUGH HIS WORD!

2 but his delight is in the law of the Lord, and on His law he meditates day and night. 3
He is like a tree planted by streams of water that yields its fruit in its season, and its leaf
does not wither. In all that he does, he prospers.

You want maturity in your faith? Do you want some rootedness in your soul? Do you
want to be able to respond to the enemy when he brings lies and deceit? Do you want to
have confidence in what God has done in your life?

Delight yourself'in the Law of the Lord. Live in God’s Word until God’s Word lives in
you.

Ezra 7:10
10 For Ezra had set his heart to study the Law of the Lord, and to do it and to teach his

statutes and rules in Israel.

Scriptures in Church History

Christians throughout the centuries have known this...
e Jesus
o Taught the Old Testament Scriptures (Matt 5:17-20 + Matt 22:29)
o Affirmed the writing of the NT Scriptures (John 16:12-15)
o Early Church
o Acts 2:42-47 — Teaching
o Acts 6 — Teaching
o Hippolytus (On the Apostolic Tradition - 215) — “Let everyone at home
take the Bible and read sufficiently in passages that he finds profitable.”
e Monastics
o Benedict (530)
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o Reformers

In the Benedictine rule, monks were to spend up to three hours a
day in a lectio reading, depending on the season.

Benedict appointed leaders and older monks to check on the monks
to make sure they were not distracted or asleep during this time.
This practice helped bridge the gap between study and prayer.

In reading, monks were to meditate and pray on the words,
becoming more aware of the presence of God. This practice also
helped facilitate memorization and recitation, as monks would
rotate which book of Scripture they were able to read from due to
limited resources.

o Luther — Study of Romans that converted him

o Calvin (about the NT) — “Where is your hope to be found if you regard
this Holy Gospel with contempt and scorn the thought of listening to it,
looking at it, reading it and holding it tight?”

e Puritans

o Richard Rogers (1550s)

Scripture study and meditation takes a high priority among the
other disciplines for Rogers.
Both the public teaching of Scripture and the private meditation on
Scripture play a crucial role in the sanctification of the believer.
As Rogers says, “I may boldly affirm and conclude that the
ordinary preaching of the word is a singular means whereby God
has provided that His people should grow and increase in a godly
life.”
To Rogers, devotion and attention to the Scriptures is what drives
the rest of the other practices, both public and private.
= The sacraments point to the Scriptures, prayer helps
illuminate the Scriptures, and other private practices are
done in conformity to the Scriptures.
= Private meditation on Scripture, which Rogers describes as
an intentional thinking about heavenly things to help our
reasoning and stir our affections, “is the practice that puts
life and strength into all other duties and aspects of
worshiping God.”

Practical Tips for How to Study the Bible

Bad Ways to Study (Jen Wilkin — Women of the Word)

1. The Xanax Approach

Looking for something to make me feel better. Implicit goal — “Wow, that was really
comforting! Problem — “How can the Bible serve me, rather than how can I serve the God
the Bible proclaims.
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2. The Pinball Approach

I’11 just flip it open and see what happens. Problem — No thought to cultural,

historical, or textual context. Only read the passages we’re familiar with. Easy to lose

momentum.

3. The Magic 8 Ball Approach
Give my Bible a shake, open it up, place my finger blindly on a verse, and that’s the
answer to my question. Problem — The Bible is spiritual, not magical, and it does not
serve our whims nor is its primary function to answer our questions

4. The Personal Shopper Approach
I want to know about , so I let [insert famous bible teacher] pick the verses for me
that I need to study. Problem — Similar to pinball approach, it’s ricocheting around,
treating the Bible as a “help me guide”

5. The Telephone Game Approach
Instead of reading the Bible, we read books (or listen to sermons/podcast) about the
Bible. Problem — We are called to love the Lord our God with all of our mind, not all of
John Piper (or the Bible Project’s) mind

6. The Picky Eating Approach

We read the Bible. But by “Bible” we mean — Exodus, Psalms, Proverbs, Matthew,
and Ephesians. Problem — The whole counsel of God

Tips for Reading

1. Find the Time
2. Find the Plan
3. Find the Way

Techniques to Studying God’s Word

1. THE HEAR METHOD
2. THE 5 (6) P’s
1. Study with Purpose

2. Study with Perspective
3. Study with Patience

4. Study with Process

5. Study with Prayer

6. Study with People
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Scripture: Meditation
Session 6

Introduction

I want to start this evening with a quote from famous English poet William Blake. Blake
lived from 1757-1827 and is perhaps the most well known literary artist of this generation
in Europe. He writes in his 1804 poem Milton — “Terrified Los stood in the Abyss & his
immortal limbs grew deadly pale; he became what he beheld.”

Nearly 150 years later, a Canadian philosopher Marshall McLuhan picked up this idea in
his book Understanding Media. A book he wrote in 1972 critiquing the way that mass
media was impacting all of us as a society. And to think that was 40+ years before the
invention of the first forms of social media.

McLuhan, worried about what the constant onslaught of ready made messaging was
doing to people, wrote — “We Become What We Behold. We shape our tools and then our
tools shape us.”

We become what we behold. A scary, and yet true idea.

e [’ve been reading a book over the past few weeks called Relational Spirituality by
Dr. Todd Hall. It’s all about the psychology behind why community is so
formative in our lives.

e And in one section of the book he cites a study that was done about the way that
infants relate to their mothers.

e There’s actual imprints that happen on the brain of an infant when they meet the
gaze of their mothers.

o They found in this study that infants as young as 42 minutes can imitate an
adult’s facial expression. They are able to sense a match between what
they see on the adult’s face, and what they feel and instinctively try to do
with their own faces.

o Perhaps a bit more frightening, they found that by 6 months, infants of
depressed mothers have elevated heart rates and higher levels of the
cortisol stress hormone.

At a very young age what Blake and McLuhan said has scientifically proven to be true.

We become what we behold.
e Younger siblings pick up mannerisms, inflections, even body language from their
older siblings.
e Couples who have been married a long time often begin to look alike.
o Transplants to another part of the country frequently pick up the accent or the
driving habits or the dress of that region.
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Some recent neurological studies have even found that — Thoughts travel along specific
pathways to various destinations in our brains. As we consider the same thought
frequently, the pathway for that thought becomes more deeply entrenched.

The final result? The more often we contemplate something, the more it will affect our
thought patterns, how we feel, and how we behave.

We become what we behold.
e We become what we listen to.
e We become what we watch.
e We become what we scroll.
e We become what we intake.
e We become what we think about and...meditate on.

Now here’s the terrifying thing — we behold A LOT over the course of our lives.

I heard this stat the other day. 10 years ago, so who knows how crazy it is now, 10 years
ago - the average American consumed 100,000 words of information every single day.
This doesn’t mean we read 100,000 words a day, but that 100,000 words cross our eyes
and ears in a single 24-hour period. Now to help you put it into perspective, so far I've
said about 4500 words. So that’s only 0.45% of what you will have consumed before you
go to bed tonight.

That is a crazy amount of thinking, and consuming and therefore — a crazy amount of
beholding...

...and if we become what we behold, that is a crazy amount of spiritual formation
happening in your life.

Just through pure consumption of content — email, texts, phone calls, in-person
conversations, TV, podcasts, social media, ads on the side of the road. It’s everywhere.

And none of what you are taking in is net-neutral. Not the messaging itself, and not the
way you are receiving the messaging.

Here’s what I mean...

Remember the 3 enemies of the soul we talked about on the retreat? Ephesians 2 — The
world, the flesh, the devil.

So when you are taking in 100,000 words of information every day, those are not neutral
words or neutral ideas.

Rather, there is a very real enemy, using very enticing lies, tempting your very real

internal fleshly desires — to get you to believe stories about your life and the world
contrary to the realities of God.
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Scripture Meditation - Bible

So what do we need? A practice of counter-formation. A new practice of beholding and
re-beholding, beholding again God and his goodness, and his reality, and his truth.

Enter — Scripture Meditation.

(Whitney) Scripture Meditation — The deep thinking of the truths and spiritual realities
revealed in Scripture, or upon life from a Scriptural perspective, for the purposes of
understanding, application, and prayer.

Or to shorten — Scripture meditation is beholding God, through His Word, to be formed
into Christlikeness by the Holy Spirit.

(Breakdown phrase by phrase)

There are a bunch of examples of this idea in the Scriptures.

e Richard Foster points out that there are 2 different Hebrew words used to convey
the idea of meditation, but they are used 58x in the OT to mean similar, but a bit
different things:

o Listening to God’s Word

o Reflecting on God’s Works
o Rehearsing God’s Deeds

o Ruminating on God’s Law

But I think the clearest example of Scripture meditation is found in Psalm 119.
e Psalm 119 is very long — longer than all of the other Psalms, longer than some of
the other books of the Bible.
o The psalm’s structure observes a strict acrostic pattern — there are 22 stanzas of
eight verses each, following the 22 letters of the Hebrew alphabet in sequence.
o Within a stanza, the first word of each verse begins with the same letter,
the letter to which the entire stanza corresponds.
o Butit’s one big celebration of the gift of God’s Torah, or covenant instruction, as
the perfect guide for life.
o It calls God’s Torah — “law”, “testimonies”, “statues”, *
“word, “rules”

commandments”,

It’s theme is found in v1 — Blessed are those whose way is blameless, who walk in the
law of the Lord!

So it’s — here’s the beauty of God’s Word and how it forms us into the likeness of Christ

to live blameless lives. And one of the key components you’ll see 6 different times is the
idea of “meditating on Scripture”. Look at these with me:
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e VI15-16 — I will meditate on your precepts and fix my eyes on your ways. [ will
delight in your statutes; I will not forget your word.

e V23-24 — Even though princes sit plotting against me, your servant will meditate
on your statutes. Your testimonies are my delight; they are my counselors.

e V27-28 — Make me understand the way of your precepts, and I will meditate on
your wondrous works. My soul melts away for sorrow; strengthen me according
to your word!

e V48 — I will lift up my hands toward your commandments, which I love, and I
will meditate on your statutes.

e V77-78 — Let your mercy come to me, that [ may live; for your law is my delight.
Let the insolent be put to shame, because they have wronged me with falsehood;
as for me, I will meditate on your precepts.

e VI147-148 — I rise before dawn and cry for help; I hope in your words. My eyes
are awake before the watches of the night, that I may meditate on your promise.

Group Discussion:
e What are the various things happening in their life/heart that make them seek
Scripture meditation?
e What are all the ways meditation helps the author of this Psalm?

Answers:
e Holiness (v15-16)
e Trial/suffering/attack (v23-24)
e Sorrow/depression/darkness (v27-28)

So what draws us to want to meditate on God’s Word and what are the benefits of
meditating on God’s Word: Him “righting” us back into reality when we’re believing lies
that come from times of hardship, trouble, and sorrow.

This is where St Benedict (400s) and the Benedictine rule is very helpful. He talks about
it in his rule:

e In the Benedictine rule, monks were to spend up to three hours a day in a lectio
reading, depending on the season. Benedict appointed leaders and older monks to
check on the monks to make sure they were not distracted or asleep during this
time. This practice helped bridge the gap between study and prayer.

e Inreading, monks were to meditate and pray on the words, becoming more aware
of the presence of God.

o This practice also helped facilitate memorization and recitation, as monks would
rotate which book of Scripture, they were able to read from due to limited
resources.’

What Meditation is Not

Richard Foster — Celebration of Discipline
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“In meditation we are growing into what Thomas a Kempis calls ‘a familiar friendship
with Jesus.” We are sinking down into the light and life of Christ and becoming
comfortable in that posture. The perpetual presence of the Lord moves from a theological
dogma into a radiant reality. ‘He walks with me and he talks with me” ceases to be pious
jargon and instead becomes a straightforward description of daily life.

Please understand me: I am not speaking of some mushy, giddy, buddy-buddy
relationship. All such sentimentality only betrays how little we know, how distant we are
from the Lord, high and lifted up who is revealed to us in Scripture... What happens in
meditation is that we create the emotional and spiritual space which allows Christ to
construct an inner sanctuary in the heart.”

Before we talk about how to meditate, let’s first talk about what meditation is not:
1. Emptying the mind

That is the eastern religious form of meditation — more akin to spiritual yoga or
something of that nature. The emphasis is on becoming detached from the world.

e The more “low-level” or common version is just simply quieting or emptying
your mind as a way of de-stressing.
e The more “religious” version is trying to lose your personhood so you can
connect with the “Cosmic Mind”.
o Release into the impersonality of nlrvana, as one eastern mystic would say
it.

Christian meditation involves detachment — we do quiet our minds. But we also must go
on to attachment. We give ourselves over to God as we fill our minds with His word and
His truths.

2. Maeditation is not too difficult
Meditation is NOT only for those who...

1. Are contemplative personalities

2. Have lots of free time

Thomas Merton — “Meditation is really very simple and there is not much need of
elaborate techniques to teach us how to go about it.”

3. About getting a certain “feeling” of God

Commune with God can involve feelings, but should not be limited or made synonymous
with feelings. Sometimes there are feelings involved, but sometimes there are not.
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Meditating on God’s Word can lead to delight, but sometimes delight is simply the act of
showing up.

Example — time with a friend.
o Delighting in that time doesn’t have to mean it’s the most wonderful blissful
experience ever.
e It’s about spending time with the other person.

We should not equate psychological or emotional benefits with a “good” time in the
Word.

How do we meditate on God’s Word?

Whitney gave like 50 ways. Recap:
o Emphasize different words in the text
e Rewrite the text in your own words
o Formulate a principle from the text
o [llustrate the text
o Pull out applications
e Pray through the text
e Memorize the Text

Worth trying some of those. Let me give you sort of my step by step that I have used that
has been helpful:

Lectio:
e Preparation — Silence
e Read — listen for the word/phrase that catches your attention
e Reflect — what is it in my life that needs this right now?
e Respond — what is my response to God based on what I read?
e Rest— wait in God’s presence
e Resolve — “listen” to the Word throughout the day
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Prayer: Communication
Session 7

Introduction

One of the things that has been really fascinating to me about being the parent of multiple
children is the difference in language and speaking abilities between kids at different
ages.

Let me explain — Harper, who turns 4 in just a couple of weeks — speaks primarily in full
sentences.
e She can ask for what she wants.
e She can communicate if she’s in pain.
o She can tell jokes (albeit ones that don’t make sense) but she is starting to
understand humor.
e She can pick up on subtle cues and body language.

Norah, who is just shy of 2, on the other hand — has very limited language abilities.
e She can say “up”, “thank you”, “please”, “sorry” — just a handful of words she
uses to try and communicate her way through life.
e And sometimes even those words don’t come out all that clearly. Case in point, a

pacifier to Norah is a “babby”.

And then contrast Norah’s ability with Audrey who will be born in June.
e She will enter the world knowing no language. The only sounds she’ll use to
communicate at first are cries. And then giggles.
e And then slowly over time, Lord willing, she’ll pick up on some words and begin
to communicate as well.

This is part of what it means to be human. We all must learn, over time, how to
communicate.

And the same is true for prayer.

Prayer, like any other form of communication, is something we learn. It’s something we
must grow accustomed to and learn to practice.

And I think it’s really important to start there, because let’s face it — prayer is difficult. It
does not come easily. While prayer may be, according to one theologian, the “natural
language of our hearts”, the practice of prayer does not come naturally at all.

We might read from Sittser or from Whitney or from other stories in the Scriptures or
church history these powerful stories of these incredible lives of prayer — and how much

people prayed and what God did to answer prayers.

But then when we take a look at our own life of prayer...
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Prayer can often feel less like delight and more like duty.

Let’s just name this for a second — prayer for so many of us often falls into the “ought to”
category, not the “want to” category. It’s the thing you know you’re supposed to do to be
a good christian.
o It’s like eating your vegetables — yes I know I need to do this because it’s good
for me, but I don’t want to.

Pray is so often more duty or discipline, than delight.
e Imean we’re all so busy
e It’s hard to find time
o It can be a bit boring, at least compared to what we’re used to in regards to being
mentally stimulated.

Our brain is distractible and jumpy and all over the place and when we do finally sit
down to pray we find ourselves, as the spiritual writer Robert Mulholland says
“Worrying in God’s general direction.”

So we make excuses...
e [ have young kids.
e I have an early job start.
e I work out in the morning.
e [’m an active person.
e T have ADHD.
e Or whatever it is.

And then we feel a little bit of guilt, and then we pick up our phone and move on with the
day.

Let me normalize this for you — We live in one of the most difficult times in all of human
history to pray.

e The smartphone alone is a deathblow to prayer.

o We literally have multi-billion dollar corporations hiring the brightest
minds in the world with one aim — to distract you and addict you and
monetize your attention, and through it modify your behavior.

o Do any of you remember that thing we used to have in the early 2000s
called boredom?

= It’s hard to imagine but you’d be driving in your car, and you’d
come to a redlight, and you’d be at a redlight. And you’d just be
stuck there.

= Oryou’d get to coffee early and you would just sit there, and wait
for the person.

= Oryou’d lay in bed unable to sleep and you’d...just keep lying
there.
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o All these little moments of boredom were incredible gifts to our spiritual
lives. Because there are all openings to God.
o Now all those moments have been swallowed up by the digital beast.
Wealth.
o We are the wealthiest generation in the history of the world. You may not
be that wealthy, but we as a generation are.
And with wealth comes all sorts of inhibitors to prayer.
Money can do a lot of what prayer does but it’s way easier and comes
with no accountability.
o Why pray for your daily bread when you can just doordash it?
Busy.
o US Senate - 1960s — “What are we going to do with all this leisure time?”
= Turns out — work more.
Science + technology.
o Why pray when you can just get an online appointment with a doctor?
o Why ask God when you can ask AI?
Secularism + Cynicism.
o So when God does answer prayer we wonder — was that God or was that
coincidence?
Our culture is self-preoccupied, but prayer is about God.
Our culture is self-reliant — prayer assumes neediness.
Our culture is busy — prayer requires dedicated, extended periods of time.
Our culture is pragmatic — prayer seems incredibly inefficient.
Our culture is distracted — prayer needs focus and attention.
Our culture is noisy — prayer flourishes in silence and solitude.
Our culture is cynical — prayer requires hope.

0O O O 0O O O ©O

All that being said — if you struggle to pray, that is unsurprising and you are not alone.

As St. Theresa of Avila used to say — “When it comes to prayer, we are all beginners.”

And yet — prayer is the opening to life with God. We must learn to pray.

In a city like Charlotte.
With a smartphone never far away.
In the busyness of life with kids, careers, and endless distractions.

**So before we move any farther, [ want you to first just take a minute, and name (write
down) what keeps you from prayer? It can be good things, or bad things — but what keeps
you from a robust life of prayer?

Jesus’ Life of Prayer

There’s no better person to learn how to pray from than Jesus. Both from the life of Jesus
and the teachings of Jesus.
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Let’s first start with the life of Jesus...

Luke 5:15-16

15 But now even more the report about him went abroad, and great crowds gathered to
hear him and to be healed of their infirmities. 16 But he would withdraw to desolate
places and pray.

Luke 6:12
12 In these days he went out to the mountain to pray, and all night he continued in prayer
to God.

Luke 9:28
28 Now about eight days after these sayings he took with him Peter and John and James
and went up on the mountain to pray.

Luke 11:1
Now Jesus was praying in a certain place, and when he finished...

Small sampling of what we see in the life of Jesus, that is SO incredibly helpful as we
consider our own lives of prayer.

1. Made time to pray (early in the morning, at night)

2. Made space to pray (getting out of the city, going to the mountain)

3. He prayed alone and with others.

4. He had designed beginnings and endings to His time of prayer.

In order to build a consistent life of prayer, your Rule of Life has to answer, these
questions:

e When will I pray? First thing in the morning? After my workout? At night? On
my lunch break? When the kids are napping? Many people find first thing in the
morning to be best, but not always. As a general rule, give God your best time of
day, when you are most awake and aware.

e Where will I pray? Most of us find it incredibly helpful to choose a dedicated
space for prayer — a room in our home, a corner in our bedroom, a park bench
near our house, or a literal prayer closet. This place can become a kind of modern-
day altar, where you go to open to God. Not because God hears us better at an
altar, but because we hear God better!

e How should I pray? What posture is best for me? Sitting on a chair, a couch, or
the floor? Kneeling? Standing? Walking? Lying down? Out loud or quiet? Does it
help to begin with deep breathing first? How do I get my body to work with my
heart’s desire for God, not against it?

e How long should I pray? There’s no “right” answer (to this or any of the other
questions), but as a general rule: long enough to become present to God. And that
may take a bit longer than you expect. In general, if we can’t pray for 30 minutes
a day, we’re simply too busy. And we need to take a serious life audit of what we
believe is most important to us.
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e With whom should I pray? We want a balance of praying alone and with others. Is
prayer a regular part of your time w/ other believers? “I’ll pray for that” becomes
“let’s pray for that right now...”

**Go ahead and answer these 5 questions for me in your notes.

Jesus’ Teachings on Prayer

But there’s one final question we must answer, and that’s where I want to focus the rest
of our attention this evening...

e What should I pray? What are the actual contents of my prayers shaped around —
what do I say as I talk to and with God. And that’s want to answer for the rest of
our time tonight.

And the rest of Jesus’ teaching on Luke 11 will be very helpful with that.

Luke 11:1-4

1 Now Jesus was praying in a certain place, and when he finished, one of his disciples
said to him, “Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his disciples.” 2 And he said to them,
“When you pray, say: “Father, hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come. 3 Give us
each day our daily bread, 4 and forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone
who is indebted to us. And lead us not into temptation.”

Protestants call this “the Lord’s Prayer”; Catholics, “the Our Father.”

And it’s not just a liturgy — or a pre-made prayer; it’s also a theology - or a theological
orientation for prayer; it’s a way of coming before God. It can certainly be recited (more
on that later) but more than anything it’s Jesus’ giving us some frameworks for what to
say when we pray.

And in it, we find some grounding for what it is that should encompass our prayer life
with God. What do we actually say.

1. Adoration + Gratitude
Talking with God about what is good about Him, your life, and world.
Father, Hallowed be your name.

Father
e InJesus’ day, that was a revolutionary way to address God.
e The NT scholar Joachim Jeremias argues, “There is not a single example of the
use of abba... as an address to God in the whole of Jewish literature.”
e Yetit was Jesus’ go-to name for God. He thought of God as his Father, and... he
taught his disciples to do the same.

160



e To push through our empty or false views of a father, and to let the welcome and
compassion of our heavenly father draw us to himself.
e To adore Him for who He is.

And then...

Hallowed be your name
e To “hallow” means to revere and respect the holiness of God.
o Holiness — unique, special, beautiful, set apart
e Tim Keller — “To hallow God’s name is to have a heart of grateful joy toward
God — and even more, a wondrous sense of his beauty...”
e NT Wright — “May you be worshiped by your whole creation; may the whole
cosmos resound with your praise.”

This must be the starting point of all prayer. Here is Jesus, in loving worship of his
Father, teaching his disciples to start their prayers the same way — Hallowing/glorifying
the name of the heavenly father. Making much of God.

Think about how different Jesus’ approach to prayer is from our own.

e Often, we come to God to get things from God that we feel we need to be
happy... this is one of the reasons we tend to pray mostly when our career or
relationships or life circumstances are under threat.

e And that’s fine, but it’s also a gentle sign from our own heart that, for most of us,
we are still searching for happiness outside of God; for most of us, God himself
has yet to become our happiness.

But for Jesus, the first goal of prayer is just to enter into the beauty of God and to worship
the Father for who He is, not for what He offers that we want.

This is the first thing we pray — adoration and gratitude.
This is the baseline starting point of prayer. As Timothy Gallagher puts it — “Recognizing
God’s loving gifts and recognizing God’s loving presence through them — summarized
by the word “gratitude” — lies at the very heart of our entire relationship with God.”

2. Lament
Talking with God about what is broken or evil in your life and world.
Your Kingdom Come.
To pray your kingdom come, is to recognize there are ways the kingdom of God — it’s
beauty, life, flourishing — is not yet here in our lives or in the world around us. To name

the ways our lives are not reflecting God’s kingdom — suffering, pain, heartache we
experience.
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This is the invitation to pray prayers of lament. To bring our grief before God.
To lament, according to Mark Vroegop means:

1. Turn to God in prayer

2. Bring our complaints

3. Ask boldly

4. Choose to trust (or praise).

Ann Voskamp — “Lament is a cry of belief in a good God, a God who has his ear to our
hearts. A God who transfigures the ugly into beauty.”

Steps 3+4 of lament, are more accurately the next part of prayer...
3. Petition + Intercession
Asking God to fulfill his promises to overcome evil with good.
Give us each day our daily bread...
Two sides of the same coin.
e Petition is when we ask God to do something on our behalf: God, help me get a
job or make rent or know what to do in a tricky situation.
o Intercession is when we ask God to do something on someone else’s behalf.

Paul Miller — “Jesus’ teaching on prayer can be summarized with one word: ask.”

Many of us have thought about a problem in our life many times; but we have never
stopped to ask Jesus to do something about it.

But the 19th century Baptist preacher Charles Spurgeon said, “Whether we like it or not,
asking is the rule of the kingdom.”

But the single most important thing Jesus teaches his disciples about asking is to not just
to ask, but ask “in Jesus’ name...”

Many people tagline their prayers with that — “In Jesus’ name, amen.”

But let me just explain that — “In Jesus’ name” is not a magic incantation you add to the
end of your prayer to get what you want. Like the open sesame of the Kingdom of God.

It’s a way of praying.
There are two dimensions to asking “in Jesus’ name”

e The first is to Invoke our status as those who are “in Christ.”
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o NT scholar Larry Hurtado put it this way: “To pray in Jesus’ name ... means
that we enter into Jesus’ status in God’s favor, and invoke Jesus’ standing
with God.”

o It means that when we come before our Father, we come not as beggars
off the street, but as royal sons and daughters, adopted into the family
through Christ — what the NT writer Paul calls “co-heirs with Christ.”

o We come in the name and authority of King Jesus with access to the full
resources of the Kingdom.

e The second is to pray in alignment with Christ.

o In the ancient world, a person’s name was a synonym for their nature or
character.

o We ask “in Jesus’ name” when we ask for the kinds of things Jesus would
ask for in a given situation. That’s the sacred alignment through which the
miraculous power of God flows.

o This is why, if you pay close attention to the prayers of Scripture, be it
from Moses in the OT or Paul in the New, they don’t pray problems, they
pray promises!

o They call on God to do what they know God desires to do!

4. Confession
Talking with God about what is broken in our hearts and asking for His forgiveness.
Forgive us our sins...
We bring our sins, name them specifically, to God. Clinging to His promise to forgive.

Practical Tips on Prayer

1. Settle your view of God.

Jon Tyson — “Unless you break the stronghold of false images of God in your mind,
you’ll never be drawn to prayer.”

e For many of us, our journey into a deeper life of prayer must begin with the
healing of our false images of who God is.
o Ifyou think of God as an angry tyrant in the sky, mad at the world,
waiting to lay into you...
o Or the cosmic life coach there to make you happy, but who doesn’t seem
to deliver...
o You will not be drawn to prayer.

But... if you think of God as your father... that’s a whole other story.

**Kids — “HELP?” “DADDY, CAN WE ?”
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The primary emotional word used for God in both the Old and New Testaments is [rakum
in Hebrew] “compassionate,” and in Hebrew it’s referring to the feeling that a father or
most specifically a mother has toward their infant child. That is God’s baseline emotional
disposition toward you — compassion, delight, tender care. He’s our Father.

2. Believe prayer makes a difference.

Walter Wink — “Intercessory prayer is spiritual defiance of what is in the way of what
God has promised. Intercession visualizes an alternative future to the one apparently
fated by the momentum of current forces. Prayer infuses the air of a time yet to be into
the suffocating atmosphere of the present. History belongs to the intercessors, who
believe the future into being. Even a small number of people, firmly committed to the
new inevitability on which they have fixed their imaginations, can decisively affect the
shape the future takes. These shapers of the future are the intercessors.”

o Tragically, very few modern Christians actually believe this. That through prayer
we can “decisively affect the shape the future takes.”
e Much less think of prayer as “spiritual defiance.”
o Few of us live with Jesus’ worldview, what some theologians call a
“warfare worldview,” that sees humanity as besieged by evil forces, and
Jesus as it’s Savior come to liberate occupied territory with the Kingdom
of God, and prayer as how we join Jesus in the fight.
e There is a deadly undercurrent of determinism in the modern church.
o Like the ancient Greeks, many believe we are trapped by the fates!

Dallas Willard — “God’s ‘response’ to our prayers is not a charade. He does not pretend
that he is answering our prayer when he is only doing what he was going to do anyway.
Our requests really do make a difference in what God does or does not do. The idea that
everything would happen exactly as it does regardless of whether we pray or not is a
specter that haunts the minds of many who sincerely profess belief in God. It makes
prayer psychologically impossible, replacing it with dead ritual at best. ...of course this is
not the biblical idea of prayer, nor is it the idea of people for whom prayer is a vital part
of life.”

o Think of the Lord’s Prayer: “Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it
is in heaven.”
e Jesus assumes:
o That the Kingdom of God’s will is not yet come and his will is not yet
done, at least in full.
o That prayer actually makes a difference in what does — or does not —
happen!

Of course this raises all sorts of questions about the tension between God’s power and
good intentions — or what some call Sovereignty or Providence — and human free will.
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e God is king of the world; but he’s not a dictator. He hasn’t totally taken his hands
off the wheel, but he really has entrusted a level of management of the world to
his sons and daughters, and prayer is one of the ways we steward our task as co-
rulers with Jesus in his world.

e There are examples all over the Scriptures where God says “If my people pray...”
“If my people ask...”

o Exodus 32

RC Sproul — “The prayer of his people is one of the means he uses to bring things to pass
in this world. So if you ask me whether prayer changes things, I answer with an

unhesitating “Yes!”

To pray is both a moral responsibility and a spiritual opportunity to partner with God to
bend the arc of human history in the direction of his Kingdom.

3. Decide the W’s of Prayer before you pray.

When? With who? Where? What? Fixed times, fixed place, fixed prayers.
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Prayer: Communion
Session 8

Introduction

Mother Teresa. Just before her death, Mother Teresa made a rare television appearance
on 60 Minutes.

e At one point in the interview, Dan Rather, in all his 1990s glory, asks her, “When
you pray to God, what do you say?”

e After pausing for a moment, she answered, “I don’t say anything; I listen.”

e After her response there’s an awkward moment, where he is a bit thrown off; then
he asks her the follow up question, “Okay, when you pray to God, what does he
say to you?”

e She’s quiet for a minute, and then answers... “He doesn’t say anything, he
listens...”

e Then there is a very awkward moment and she clarifies, “And if you don’t
understand that, I can’t explain it to you.”

What Mother Teresa was referring to is a part of the life of prayer that, sadly, many
followers of Jesus never step into in their life with God.

For so many, prayer involves, quite simply, talking. Talking to Him about what’s going
on in our lives and in the world. Asking him to help us, fix our circumstances, be with
those we love. Worshiping him for who he is.

And certainly talking in prayer is not bad, it’s just not all prayer is meant to be.

Just like with any healthy relationship — it can’t be simply one side talking all of the
time.

e Ifevery time Lindsay and I sit down for a conversation it was just me going blah,
blah, blah on and on eventually that relationship is cut short from all of the ways
it is meant to grow and to flourish.

e And the same is true for prayer. While we must certainly learn to talk to God —
through adoration, gratitude, lament, and confession, we must also, just as
importantly, learn to listen and be silent.

It is a Holy Spirit-driven impulse and desire within us to not just talk to God, but to also
learn over time and practice to hear God’s voice.

And that’s what [ want to spend our time talking about today — what is this other part of
prayer that isn’t so much talking as it is /istening to God + Being with God.

Or very simply — experiencing and enjoying communion with Him.
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That’s where we are heading tonight — let’s spend our first bit of time together talking
about listening to God.

Listening to God in the Scriptures

This idea of learning to listen to God’s voice is all over the place in the Scriptures.

John 10:2-6

2 But he who enters by the door is the shepherd of the sheep. 3 To him the gatekeeper
opens. The sheep hear his voice, and he calls his own sheep by name and leads them out.
4 When he has brought out all his own, he goes before them, and the sheep follow him,
for they know his voice. 5 A stranger they will not follow, but they will flee from him,
for they do not know the voice of strangers.”

o Jesus is saying that all those who are truly his “sheep” — a word picture for his
disciples — will “know his voice” and “follow” it.
e For Jesus, discipleship to him is not just about the learning of doctrine or
following a Rule of Life — it’s an interactive, dynamic, living relationship.
o It was said of Jesus’ disciple, Mary, that she “sat at the Lord’s feet listening to
what he said.” (Luke 10v39)
o To “sit at the feet” was an idiom for discipleship in the first century.
o And what is Mary doing at Jesus’ feet? Listening.
o A disciple of Jesus is one who is regularly found sitting at his feet, listening...

But this idea of prayer as listening to God is not original to Jesus; it’s a central theme
running all the way through the Scriptures.

We spent last week looking at what is called the Lord’s Prayer in Luke 11. This central
prayer in the teachings of Jesus.

But there’s an even more ancient prayer that was central to the people of God that
preceded the Lord’s Prayer in Luke 11. The prayer is found in Deuteronomy 6 and it’s
called the Shema, based on the opening word in the prayer.

Deuteronomy 6:4
4 “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. 5 You shall love the Lord your God
with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might.

That first word — shema — is hard to translate into English, because it kind of has two
meanings: it means to hear, but also, to obey, to heed, or to listen.

Think of when a parent says to their child, “Listen to me.” They don’t just mean make

eye contact and pay attention; they also mean, do what I’'m asking you to do! (Mall —
escalators)
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This is the Father saying to his children — listen to me, and obey, and it will go well with
you.

The Shema, for over a millennium was the anchor prayer of the Hebrew people:
e They would pray it three times a day.
e They would literally write it on little scraps of paper called phylacteries and bind
it to their arms or their foreheads during daily prayer.
e And to the doorposts of their houses all week long.

This is the prayer that Jesus Himself would have grown up praying. And so it makes
sense even when He’s asked by the religious leaders in Matt 22 — “What is the greatest
commandment?” He quotes the shema — “Love the Lord your God with all your heart,
soul, mind, and strength.”

In other words, for Jesus, to listen and obey is the single most important thing in all of the
Christian’s Life.
It is His way of summarizing all of Christian discipleship.

A disciple, according to Jesus, is one who is listening for Jesus’ voice, in order to go out
and obey it.

This makes sense even when you consider Jesus’ final words to his disciples in Matthew
28:19-20 -- 19 Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20 teaching them to observe all that I
have commanded you.

Learning to hear Jesus’ voice is one of the great tasks of a disciple; learning to obey his
voice is an even greater task.

And the desire and ability to listen and obey the voice of Jesus, once again comes down
to our view of God.

To hear and heed the voice of Jesus, we must come to believe, come to trust, that
obedience is not an obstacle on the path to a happy life, it is the path.

Ignatius of Loyola defined sin as “unwillingness to trust that what God wants for me is
only my deepest happiness.”

e Until we come to trust — in the deepest parts of our hearts — that what God
wants for us is only our deepest happiness, we will not desire to even hear God’s
voice, much less obey it!

o In fact, we won’t want to know what God is saying to us!

o But once we come to trust Jesus’ good intentions toward us; the driving aim of

our life will increasingly become to listen for his voice...
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Not to control our life, but to more deeply surrender it.
e Many people only attempt to discern God’s voice when they face a major decision
and are scared of the future.
o Often, this isn’t so much an attempt to listen and obey, as it is a kind of
divination or magic — an attempt to bypass pain.
o I want to know God’s will for the future, so I avoid heartache and
suffering.
o Church planting in CLT (Did we hear wrong?)
e But when we sit down and listen to Jesus, our goal is not to get divine fortune
cookies about which way our life will go.
o The voice and leading of the Father sometimes leads us into suffering
(Paul and going to Rome, Jesus going to the cross)
o Sometimes the leading of God is down, not up. Into the darkness, not the
light.
o Listening and obeying the voice of God means we surrender to wherever he leads
us, even if that is towards pain, not away from it.

How do we hear God’s Voice?

So then the question becomes “how”. How do we hear God’s voice?
Let me offer you briefly seven ways we hear God’s voice.

1. Jesus
First and foremost is Jesus Himself.

Hebrews 1:1-3

1 Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, 2
but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed the heir of all
things, through whom also he created the world. 3 He is the radiance of the glory of God
and the exact imprint of his nature, and he upholds the universe by the word of his

power.

The first way to hear the voice of God is through His Son.

Jesus is called “the word” all through the NT.

e Modern Christians refer to the Bible as “the word of God,” and that’s okay, but
only, best I can tell, 1 time in the NT (2 Tim 4) is the Bible referred to as “the
word of God”. Usually it is referred to as The Law, the Prophets, or Scripture.

e But when you read “the word” in the NT, it’s usually referring to Jesus.

o John 1:1 — “In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God
and the Word was God...”

e And it’s often referring to the word, the message, or the gospel of Jesus and His
kingdom.
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o When Jesus preached the word in Mark, that doesn’t mean he sat down
and taught the Bible, it means he was preaching/announcing the good
news of his arriving rule and reign.

Hearing God begins and ends with Jesus...the Word...
All of the other ways that God communicates come through Jesus and points back to

Jesus.

2. Scripture

We covered this a few weeks ago — the Scriptures, what you and I have here, is God’s
revelation of Himself through Human authors.

Dutch theologian Herman Bavinck — “Holy Scripture is not an arid story or ancient
chronicle but the ever-living, eternally youthful Word, which God, now and always,
issues to His people. It is the eternally ongoing speech of God to us.”

I won’t say too much more here, just that we highlighted all of this in talking about /ectio
divina, the “spiritual reading”. Where we go to the Scriptures, knowing it is God
speaking to us, to hear the voice of God.

We don’t manipulate the Bible or allow the enemy to manipulate the Bible
We’re not asking for a new meaning

But we are asking for God to take what it means and directly impress it in a
particular way into our lives.

Now, before we move on...

A lot of people stop here. Jesus + Scripture. I’'m good, let’s be done.

o Honestly, many Christians think, or at least live, as if a long time ago God
said a whole bunch of important things, and people wrote them down, but
ever since heaven has been silent.

And while the canon of Scripture that we have today is closed...Heaven is
anything but silent.

The God whose first recorded act in all of Scripture was to speak the cosmos into
existence...

Whose Son said, “man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word which
proceeds from the mouth of God...”

Whose Spirit came and descended upon the apostles after the ascension
empowering them to speak and to prophesy...

That God is still speaking. So let me offer you a few more ways he does that.

3. Circumstances

Now, this is an area where there is a wide spectrum of Christian thought.
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The majority of Christians acknowledge there are a variety of “wills” at play in the
universe at any given moment: God’s will, our own will, there’s the will of 8 billion other
humans, there’s spiritual beings’ will (devil), and there’s nature’s will
(patterns/climate/etc).

Where’s there’s disagreement is how those wills all interact and play out over the course
of time, but and here’s what’s important for us today — all disciples of Jesus agree that at
least some of the circumstances of our lives are the shepherd’s voice coming to us to lead
and guide us — opportunities, closed doors, limitations, giftings, relationships, where and
when and to whom we are born, the situations we find ourselves in — God is often in
those circumstances, coaxing us forward by his voice.

(I think about the language Paul uses in Acts)
Paula D’ Arcy — “God often comes to us disguised as our life.”

Through the events, or non-events of your life. Through what is happening to you, or
what is not happening to you. Is a key part of learning to hear God’s voice.

4. Desires

One of the ways we discern God’s voice is by listening — both carefully and critically — to
the desires of our heart.

Much of secular culture tells us “be true to yourself” and just “follow your heart” and it
will lead you to happiness.

But this is, at best, a half truth.

e The writers of the Bible itself have a far more sophisticated view of desire; they
tell us the heart for a follower of Jesus is complex, full of both beauty and
ugliness; light and shadow.

e Jeremiah tells us — “the heart is wicked and deceitful” but then just a few chapters
later we read that God will write his will on our hearts.”

e And we have to navigate this tension and complexity of our desires:

o Some of our desires, left unchecked, would lead us over a cliff to ruin.
o But other desires are actually God at work deep in our heart.

As one theologian has said — “Sometimes our desires are God desiring through our
desires.”

So this takes wisdom and discernment, to sift through “is this my parents, my shadow
side, my sin, advertising...there’s so many layers to our desires... more on discernment

in a moment — but desire is one of the ways we “hear” God’s voice.

5. Prophecy
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God speaks to us through His people. In the NT this is what is defined as prophetic
prayer.

Prophecy, the gift of prophecy, is not primarily predicting the future or pronouncing
judgment.

I think Paul’s description in 1 Corinthians 14:3 is best when he says — “On the other
hand, the one who prophesies speaks to people for their upbuilding and encouragement
and consolation.”

This is prophetic prayer:
e It’s as simple as opening your imagination to God before you pray over a person
o Waiting to see if a word or phrase or line from the Bible or a picture or short film
begins to play in your mind’s eye
e And then offering that to the other person as a possible word from God, in
humility — “I think maybe this is what the Lord may be speaking to you...”
e To be then tested against Scripture and in community.

6. Dreams and Visions

God also speaks through dreams, when we are asleep, and in visions, which are kind of
like a waking dream.
e In scripture, in both the Old and the New Testament, this is one of the most
common ways that God speaks.
¢ Read the books of Acts, it’s all in there.
o Peter says in his sermon in Acts 2:17-18 — And in the last days it shall be,
God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh, and your sons and
your daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and
your old men shall dream dreams; even on my male servants and female
servants in those days I will pour out my Spirit, and they shall prophesy.
Acts 16 — Paul w/ a vision of a man “Come to Macedonia”
Acts 18 — “The Lord shows up to Paul one night in a vision...”
**Muslim nations**

Quick word on this — when God shows up in dreams or visions, it is not cryptic. Some

people hear — God shows up in dreams and then have this dream of them like eating ice

cream with a friend and they re like “this is God telling me to go marry this person.”

That’s not how it worked in the Scriptures. When God shows up in dreams you know it.
7. Listening Prayer

Simply waiting quietly for God to speak into your mind or heart.

Let’s talk about this for just a moment — the Holy Spirit is within you. You know this
from the Scriptures — when you become a Christian the Holy Spirit comes to live inside
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of you. Which has so many implications for our lives, but one of them, we don’t think
about often is — God has direct access to your inner life.

People often wonder, “Why doesn’t God speak audibly? Why can't I just get on his
weekly email subscriber list? Or an automated text message or isn’t he on slack?”

That’s a great question, and there’s no simple answer to that question, but one reason is,
God doesn’t need to. He has direct access to your mind, imagination, and your heart.

Think about this — What is communication? Communication is guided thought.
o IfIsay to you right now — “Imagine a sunset.” What’s in your mind right now? A
sunset.
e I am controlling your mind. By listening to me just then, you are trusting me to
guide your mind. Which is a bit creepy, I know.
o But that’s what communication is — you are guiding another person’s thought
where you want it to go.

God doesn’t need to speak in an audible voice to guide our mind; he can reach directly
into our mindstream and direct our thoughts, feelings and ideas and images and
perceptions and memories and desires by the Spirit.

We often have a thought come to mind, and we think, “Is that God? No, it’s just in my
head.”
e Of course it’s “in your head! Where else would God speak to you?
e Your “head” is where thoughts are formed, emotions created, ideas born — all of
life is “in our head” in that life is an experience of consciousness.

Now, all our thoughts must be, like prophecy, tested, or weighed. To determine their
source. But the truth remains, God can and will speak directly into our thought life.

Therefore, much of developing a rich prayer life with God is learning to quiet our mind
and body; as our mind is jumpy and distractible and prone to anxiety and anger... and our
world is more and more what C.S. Lewis called “a kingdom of noise.” Learning to quiet
the outer and inner noise and to sit before God; and there wait for his voice.

Discernment

Now, I said it basically at the end of each section, but it’s worth here just being very clear
— all of these ways of listening to God require what the NT calls “discernment”.

The ability to sift through ideas and events and thoughts and feelings and clearly see:
e What is my own imagination?
e Or worse, my flesh or sin?
e What is the evil one?
e And what is God’s voice coming to me?
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Without this, we could get wildly off base, or worse: open our mind to lies from the
world, the flesh, and the devil himself.

Discernment is an absolute necessity as we learn to hear God’s voice.

John 10:27
My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me.

How do we grow in discernment? How do we learn to discernment? The same way we
grow in all of the Christian life:
e First, in community.
o The power of group discernment.
o Moravaian decision circles.
e Second, in practice.
o How do we learn to pick up on the subtle cues of our spouse, you know
the communication under the communication? By long hours of listening.
o How can parents pick out their child’s cries in the midst of a sea of baby
cries? By long hours of listening.
e Third, in truth.
o We orient our minds and our hearts around the truth of God.
o Tuning an instrument — “I know that’s out of tune, because I know what
an A chord or a C-note is supposed to sound like.”

So it takes a quiet mind. An unhurried soul. But it also takes a surrendered heart.
e After all, why would God speak to us if we’re not going to heed his voice?

Being with God

Now, before we break for our last collective discussion — a few thoughts on the second
part of communion — being with God.

This stage of prayer where Mother Theresa says — “I say nothing, I listen. And God says
nothing, he listens.”

Now, in the context of prayer what she is saying might sound a bit odd, but in the context
of other relationships, it probably does not.

e As a general rule, in relationships — with God or otherwise — you can gauge the
level of intimacy in that relationship by how comfortable you are being alone
together in silence.

o Early on, relationships are full of a lot of words and activity, and that’s good; but
as you grow closer, you continue all that, but you are also more at ease with one
another and desire time to just be together.

e We’re ok just “being” with each other.
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e All human analogies fall short here, but in marriage, there is a level of intimacy
that is literally the intermingling of persons at the deepest level, that is wordless,
yet deeply loving, that those in the Christian Mysticism tradition have long said is
ultimately a picture of our union with God.

When applied to prayer, this level of wordless communion has come to be called
“contemplation.”

Now, contemplative prayer means different things to different people at different times
and places in church history.

But there are three basic dimensions to contemplative prayer, which I just briefly want to
speak to each:

1. Looking

2 Cor 3:18 — And we all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being
transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another. For this comes
from the Lord who is the Spirit.

To behold God is to contemplate His glory. To just simply look and gaze and linger at his
beauty, goodness, and love pouring out towards you.

This is the essence of our faith.

e AW Tozer — “Faith is not a once-done act, but a continuous gaze of the heart at
the Triune God. Believing, then, is directing the heart’s attention to Jesus. It is
lifting the mind to “behold the Lamb of God,” and never ceasing that beholding
for the rest of our lives. At first this may be difficult, but it becomes easier as we
look steadily at His wondrous Person, quietly and without strain.”

e St John on the Cross — “Remain in loving attention on God.”

This is the most basic aspect of contemplation: loving attention on our Father, and on his
love and compassion and goodwill coming toward us in Christ and by the Spirit.

2. Yielding
There is a type of prayer where you are laboring with God to change what is — petition

and intercession — and that is good and necessary; but there is another type where you are
laboring, not to change, but to accept what is...

Think of Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane. He begins by praying, “Father, let this cup
pass from me!”

But he ends by praying, “Not my will, but yours be done.”

This yielding, this letting go of outcomes, this surrender of our will to God’s will... is at
the heart of contemplative prayer.
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Robert Mulholland — “The deep inner posture of a joyful release of our life and being to
God in absolute trust, without demands, without conditions, without reservation... [it is]
neither a passive resignation nor a fatalistic acquiescence to whatever comes. It is, rather,
a consistent posture of actively turning our whole being to God so that God’s presence,
purpose, and power can be released through our lives into all situations.”

Loving surrender in response to the loving gaze of God.
3. Resting

Asking — whether it be petition or intercession — feels like work, because it is. We’re co-
laboring with God to bring his kingdom to birth in our life and world! (Side Note — For
that reason, Orthodox Jews forbid all intercessory prayer on the Sabbath.)

But contemplative prayer feels less like work and more like rest — more like a portable
Sabbath.

Eph 3:14-19 — 14 For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, 15 from whom every
family in heaven and on earth is named, 16 that according to the riches of his glory he
may grant you to be strengthened with power through his Spirit in your inner being, 17 so
that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith—that you, being rooted and grounded
in love, 18 may have strength to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and
length and height and depth, 19 and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge,
that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.

Resting in and receiving the gift of his love for us, receiving our identity as well-loved
sons and daughters of our Father, and then offering our love back in worship...
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Fasting: What, When, Why
Session 9

Introduction

Well we’ve come to what may be the hardest two weeks of the Institute — the practice of
fasting.

I say this without any exaggeration — I don’t know of a spiritual practice with a more
central place in the history of the church (including Judaism in the OT, the early church,
the monastics, the Puritans) and such an absent place in the church today than fasting.

Fasting is not something many of us are very eager to do or are even able to do with very
much consistency.

In our most recent Member Check Ups from last year:
e 97% — Bible Reading
o 100% — Prayer
o 88% — Hospitality
e 68% — Sabbath (more on that in a few weeks)

Do you want to know how many people said they fast on any sort of consistent basis?
o 8%.

8% of our church said fasting is a regular practice for them.
If fasting is not a part of your discipleship to Jesus, you are not alone.

Fasting has basically disappeared from modern Christian spirituality in the West.

e You’re more likely to hear about fasting from a fitness guru, wellness expert, or
Muslim than from a Christian.

e Not to mention, many Western people have a deeply unhealthy relationship to
food and to their own body; just the idea of fasting is a trigger for many of body
shame, or ongoing struggles with eating disorders.

e When folks do try to fast, they feel like it was a bad experience because they just
ended up spending a whole day being tired, cranky, and having a headache.

Most people don’t want anything to do with fasting. OR at best are very hesitant towards
the practice of fasting.

BUT...
What if we are missing out on one of the most important of all the practices of Jesus?

e After all, Jesus fasted in numerous accounts in the gospels.
e And Jesus taught that his disciples, his followers, would also fast.
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Matthew 6:16-18

16 “And when you fast, do not look gloomy like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their
faces that their fasting may be seen by others. Truly, I say to you, they have received their
reward. 17 But when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face, 18 that your fasting
may not be seen by others but by your Father who is in secret. And your Father who sees
in secret will reward you.

Notice two things:
1) Jesus assumes that his disciples will practice fasting.
a) “When...” not “if...”
b) Luke 5:35 — “The days will come when the bridegroom is taken away from them,
and then they will fast in those days.”
2) When you fast, the Father “will reward you.”
a) Meaning, there’s a gift waiting for you on the other side of fasting.

So Jesus expects us to fast. There’s a reward of some sort that comes from fasting.
And yet many followers of Jesus in the West do not fast. But we used to.

The History of Fasting

Let me give you a brief history of fasting...

o The first mention in all of human history of fasting as a spiritual discipline is in
the book of Exodus (ch 34) - with Moses’ forty day fast on Mount Sinai, followed
by the command for all Israel to fast on the Day of Atonement or Yom Kippur.

e There are stories of fasting all through the OT — all the major characters fast —
Moses, David, Samuel, Esther, the prophets.

o By the time of Jesus, it was common practice for the Jewish people to fast twice a
week until sundown.

e And the early Christians continued this practice.

o In The Didache, the first Christian writing we have outside the NT (which
you all read leading up to the retreat), fasting was commanded on
Wednesdays and Fridays and for two full days before baptism.

e Almost all the church fathers teach on fasting. And the first Christians took it

seriously.
o Fasting was a central part of almost every monastic order throughout
history.

o Fasting was a key feature of the rule of the desert monks.
e Lent—200 or 300 AD as a time of fasting leading up to Easter.

o Most church traditions today have changed Lent to the practice of
abstinence, where you give up something for Lent — TV or social media or
wine. But originally, it was a fast from food.

o It was looked to as a practice laced with power and meaning.

o St Basil (330-379) — “Fasting gives birth to prophets, she strengthens the

powerful; fasting makes lawgivers wise. She is a safeguard for the soul, a
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steadfast companion for the body, a weapon for the brave, and a discipline
for champions. Fasting repels temptations, anoints for godliness. She is a
companion for sobriety, the crafter of a sound mind. In wars she fights
bravely, in peace she teaches tranquility.”

My point is: early on in the history of the church, there were both regular one day fasts —
every Wednesday and Friday — and periodic longer fasts — like Lent.

This lasted for well over a millenia and a half before it started to die out....

e In the 18th century, John Wesley lamented — “I fear there are now thousands of
Methodists, so called, both in England and Ireland, who, following the same bad
example, have entirely left off fasting; who are so far from fasting twice a week...
that they do not fast twice in the month!”

o Wesley fasted on Wednesdays and Fridays like the early Christians, and
refused to ordain any pastor to the ministry who did not do the same.

Now, I’'m not saying I agree with Wesley — mostly because I would be out of a job; I'm
saying, followers of Jesus used to fast, a lot. It was considered just as central to the Way
of Jesus as reading your Bible or going to church.

And it still is outside the West!
o Huge practice for Eastern Orthodox, Coptic Christians in Egypt, Followers of

Jesus in India, in Iran, and in Africa.

Fasting is one of the most essential and powerful of all the practices of Jesus, and,
arguably, the single most neglected in the modern, Western church.

What is Fasting?

The life of Jesus, the writings of Scripture, the voice of the global church and the
teachings of the saints down through church history all say in chorus: fasting is essential
and powerful.

And yet because it is so absent, I thought it would be helpful just to first talk about what
fasting is, and then next week we’ll get to more about why we fast — purposes of fasting.

Fasting — The practice of refraining from all food and non-water beverages, during a
determined length of time, by ourselves and with others, for spiritual purposes.

I want to spend time breaking down this definition together.
First, fasting is the refraining from all food and non-water beverages.

That means fasting is not...
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1. Abstinence

Fasting:

e Heb — tsum — to keep away from food

e Gk —nésteud — to keep away form good
Abstaining:

e Gk — Apecho — to hold back or stay away from

So all fasting is abstaining, but not all abstaining is fasting.

I regularly hear people say they are “fasting” from shopping or social media or caffeine.
e All great things to do.
o But that’s not fasting.
e At least historically and Biblically, Christians have called that practice abstaining.
Which is still a valid practice in the church, it’s just not fasting.

2. A non-spiritual diet plan

Now, I understand that could be a little confusing, since the term is sometimes used to
talk about forms of dieting.

For instance, intermittent fasting is all the rage right now. But at least as far as I can tell,
it’s not all the rage because people everywhere just really want to become more like Jesus
and have been inspired to give fasting a shot. It’s all the rage because nutritionists and
medical professionals are saying that it can be one of the healthier methods of dieting.

But while the word used there (“fasting”) is the same, that’s not really what the Scriptures
mean when they use the word.

Fasting in the Scriptures is always connected in some way, shape, or form to our
relationship to God.

3. A restricted diet

I regularly hear about the “Daniel fast,” where you eat a vegan diet, but in the Daniel
story, the word “fast” is never used.

Daniel 10:1-3

1 In the third year of Cyrus king of Persia a word was revealed to Daniel, who was
named Belteshazzar. And the word was true, and it was a great conflict. And he
understood the word and had understanding of the vision. 2 In those days I, Daniel, was
mourning for three weeks. 3 I ate no delicacies, no meat or wine entered my mouth, nor
did I anoint myself at all, for the full three weeks.
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This language is incongruent with how fasting is talked about elsewhere in the OT,
especially one chapter earlier in Daniel 9, we read:

3 Then I turned my face to the Lord God, seeking him by prayer and pleas for mercy with
fasting and sackcloth and ashes.

So Daniel names it as fasting in 9:3, but does not in 10:3, and I (and other Biblical
scholars) would argue that’s because the limited diet in 10:3 is not what the Scriptures
consider “fasting” in the strictest sense.

It’s not a fast, it’s a restricted diet, which also has a long and rich history in the church.
But it is not the Biblical concept of fasting.

Second, During a determined length of time...

Two questions to answer here:

How long do you fast?
e No set amount of time.
e The most common fast is from waking until sundown
o But there are examples in Scripture of:
o 1 Day - Judges 20:26
3 Days - Esther 4:16
7 Days - 1 Sam 31:13
14 days — Acts 27:33-34
40 days — Matt 4

O O O O

When do you fast?
Here’s how the bible seems to answer the question when should we fast: regularly.

Two parts:
e Rhythmic.
o Long tradition in the Israelite Nation of set times of fasting (Judaism
onward)

e Responsive.

e  When we’re grieved by our sin. 1 Samuel 7:6, Joel 2:12, 1 Kings 21:27,
Nehemiah 9:1.

e When we’re grieved by the sin of others. Deuteronomy 9:9, 1 Samuel 20:34, Ezra
10:6, Daniel 9:3.

e When we encounter God in profound ways. Acts 9:9, Jonah 3:5.

e When we are in mourning. Psalm 69:10, Matthew 9:15, Joel 1:14

e When we want to worship. Luke 2:36-37, Acts 13:2.

e When God seems absent. Psalm 109:24.

e When we know temptation is coming. Matthew 4:1-2.
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e When we need God’s help. Ezra 8:21, Esther 4:16.

e When we witness injustice. Isaiah 58:6.

e When we need clarity or wisdom. Exodus 34:28, Judges 20:26-28.

e When making important decisions. Acts 13:2, 14:23.

e  When someone is sick. 2 Samuel 12:16, Psalm 35:13, Mark 9:29.

e When someone dies. 2 Samuel 1:12, 2 Samuel 3:35, 1 Samuel 31:13.

e  When we want to change God’s mind. Jonah 3:9, 1 Kings 21:20-29, Joel 2:12-16.
e When we are fearful. 2 Chronicles 20:3.

e When we want to humble ourselves. 1 Kings 21:27, Psalm 35:13.

To put it simply — much of fasting in the Bible is in response to something God is
doing/stirring.

Scott McKnight — "Fasting is what happens to the unified person who encounters a
moment so sacred — a death, a consciousness of sin, a need to stand before God in
prayer, a desire for holiness and love — that the person simply can't eat — the moment is
too sacred to indulge in food or pleasure.”

That list, I think, gives you a picture of the comprehensive nature of fasting in the bible.
So while fasting is indeed “a response to a situation that is deserving of fasting,” there are

evidently quite a few situations that fit in that category, according to the bible.

In fact, based on that list, I would go so far as to say that at any given moment in our
lives, there is probably at least one good reason for us to fast.

In summary, we fast as both a rhythm and a response.
Third, by ourselves and with others.

A lot of people misread Jesus’ warning in Matthew 6 about fasting. Let’s look at it
together.

Matt 6:1 — Beware of practicing your righteousness before other people in order to be
seen by them, for then you will have no reward from your Father who is in heaven.

Matt 6:16-18 — And when you fast, do not look gloomy like the hypocrites, for they
disfigure their faces that their fasting may be seen by others. Truly, I say to you, they
have received their reward. But when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face, that
your fasting may not be seen by others but by your Father who is in secret. And your
Father who sees in secret will reward you.

This is part of Jesus’ larger teaching on “theatrical righteousness.”

So He’s not saying that fasting in community is wrong, but that fasting as virtue signaling
is wrong.
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o Same with his warnings about praying o be seen by others. It doesn’t mean we
should never pray with others, it just means not to do it fo be seen by them.

Scripture is full of examples of the people of God fasting together.
e In fact, in the OT, fasts were commanded for the entire community, including
children, servants, and even animals!
e OT Kings regularly called for entire nations to fast.
o Nineveh in response to Jonah’s preaching.

Fasting with others is a great way to help walk the Christian life together. (Examples of
what this could look like).

Lastly, for spiritual purposes...
This goes back to what we said earlier — fasting is always focused on God.
Lots of reasons we fast, but group them into four basic categories...

e To offer ourselves to God

e To grow in holiness

e To amplify our prayers

e To stand with the poor

We’ll explore the last 3 next week — but for the rest of our time tonight, I want to talk
about that first one.

Fasting to offer ourselves to God

Which I believe is at the heart of this practice of fasting. Why it matters so much to us
being with and becoming like Jesus, why it matters for our spiritual formation.

The heart of fasting, the most central reason of all: to offer ourselves Jesus.

Earlier, I talked about how the first Christians continued the Jewish practice of fasting
twice a week until sundown, but what I did not say was, they changed the days, from
Monday and Thursday, to Wednesday and Friday.

Why? Because Wednesday was the day Jesus was betrayed and Friday was the day he
was crucified.

**And this is not a nothing.
e The early disciples were getting in touch, at a bodily, primal level, with what the
New Testament writers called “participating in the sufferings of Christ.”
o They were intentionally adopting the pattern laid down by Jesus of dying and
rising — death to self followed by life in God.
e Not out of hate of the body or pleasure, but out of a burning desire for Jesus.
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o As a way of getting their bodies to participate in this desire of being with Jesus
and becoming like Him.

Now, to understand why they would do that, we have to talk for a bit about the way the
Scriptures talk about our bodies.

e The default way we tend to view spirituality, and the Christian life, in the West is
best described as a disembodied spirituality.
o What I mean by that is that life with God is primarily lived, at least
functionally, in our minds and in our hearts.

We have lost, what one scholar calls “a robust theology of the body”, that lives in light of
the Bible’s reality that we don’t just have a body, but that we are a body.

Let me explain:

e The body, our bodies, are essential to our image-bearing created status as humans.

e Gen 1:27 - 27 So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he
created him; male and female he created them.

o The Hebrew word for “image” is tselem and it almost always refers to
idols throughout the OT.

o What is an idol? An idol is a visible representation of an invisible deity.
That’s what this term means in God’s design. That humanity would be
physical representations of the invisible God.

He creates us, not separate from our bodies, but as embodied creatures.
So essential to us being human, is the fact that we are physical embodied
beings. Now we aren’t just our bodies, but we are certainly our bodies.

o Dr Gregg Allison — “Human embodiment — life in a physical, material body — is
the proper state of human existence. We will spend our entire existence as
embodied creatures. The only exception is a relatively short, abnormal period
between our death and the resurrection in which we will long for our resurrected
bodies. Our future is an embodied one...Our bodies are central to who we are. We
are not only our bodies, but we are our bodies.

e There is a predominant viewpoint (mostly accepted and less expressed) today
towards our bodies of what’s called neo-Gnosticism, or new Gnosticism.

o Gnosticism is an ancient belief the church deemed heretical thousands of
years ago that sought to separate the body and the soul. Soul = good and
eternal. Body = bad and temporal. SO do whatever you want in your body.

e Neo-Gnosticism, this new wave of this from really the Enlightenment on has not
discarded the body so much as turned it into a tool. You at your core level are
your soul, and your body is meant to be the outworking of that.

o A tool you can use, manipulate, and control to express who you truly are
which is trapped inside.

o And this is so pervasive underneath the surface — certainly most people
would never say they are neo-gnostics, but it shows up in most of our
lived reality in the world.
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= Church:
= Spiritual practices are all soul/mind things.
= The way we talk about salvation. I grew up in a church
tradition where much was said about giving your heart to
Jesus. Surrender your heart to him...and that’s beautiful,
but it’s not quite the full picture of the Scriptures.
= The way many Christians view eternal life. The default
belief system of Christians in the West is that when we die,
our bodies go into the ground and our souls float to heaven.
But our future eternity with Jesus, is not disembodied, but
embodied.
=  World — “T am a woman trapped in a man’s body.”

But we are not disembodied, we are embodied. Now, and into eternity. Which means the
spiritual practices we do, we do embodied and our discipleship to Jesus we do embodied.

Look with me at Romans 12:1 — I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of
God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is
your spiritual worship.
e Note Paul’s word choice: offer your bodies, not just your heart.
e The word in Greek is soma, where we get the word somatic.
o It means, your whole person, including your body.
o All of us — heart, mind, and body — are offered to God.
e **Side note about worship + our bodies.

Another way to say it is, you cannot offer “you” to God, if your body is not included.
Your body is a part of who you are.
e In the words of Dr. Allison — you do not have a body, you are a body.
e Jesus came in a body — a doctrine we call the incarnation — to save all of our
body — a doctrine we call the resurrection!
e One day in the future, at Jesus’ return, what happened to Jesus’ body will happen
to the bodies of all his followers...we will be raised from death to life.
e So in the meantime: our discipleship to Jesus must take the body seriously.

As Paul says to the Corinthians in 1 Cor 6:19-20 — Or do you not know that your body is
a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, whom you have from God? You are not your
own, 20 for you were bought with a price. So glorify God in your body.

e Your body is a temple, a dwelling place for God. Therefore what we do with the
body matters.
o The body is the sphere where our discipleship to Jesus becomes real.
Where it’s not just an idea or even a feeling, but a practice. Or what Jesus
called a Way of life.
e One way to think about discipleship is as a disciplined attempt to get the teachings
of Jesus into your body itself, into your neurobiology, or what we call “muscle

185



memory,” so that when confronted with various situations, his teachings just
come out of you without you even thinking about it.

And fasting is one of the best possible ways to get the teachings of Jesus into your body.

So I say all of that to say this — many people ask “what am I supposed to do when I fast?”

e And I certainly understand that question...

o Do I pray?

o Are my hunger prompts prayer prompts?

o Do I use the money I would spend on food or the time I would spend on
cooking or eating for “spiritual things?”

e And those are great questions, we’ll tackle some of that next week.

e But I think they reveal some of our disembodied spirituality — that we must tack
on our minds or our feelings or our “hearts” in order for it to be a “spiritual
practice”.

o Instead of letting the very act of fasting, not eating — be the practice in and of
itself.

In other words — Fasting is not simply something we do to create space for other spiritual
disciplines, fasting is the discipline in and of itself.

Fasting is the thing. Fasting is what connects us deeper to God. Fasting is how we offer
more of ourselves to God.

Which is why it matters that it’s food to be a fast. Because getting hungry is sort of the
point.

It’s our way of not just “saying” we desire more of God, or in our hearts “feeling” more
desire for God — but to get our bodies to actually hunger for God through our physical
hunger.

What is hunger? Hunger is the feeling of wanting or needing something you do not
have. This, this is the ultimate reason for fasting: hunger for Jesus, and for his
transformation.

John Piper — “whole body hungering for God.”
Scott McKnight — “Fasting is the body talking what the spirit yearns, what the soul longs
for, and what the mind knows to be true.”
o He goes on to say fasting is “body talk,” a way of praying with your body — God,
I hunger for you, I want you, I need you.

Now, we may not feel hungry for God. If we’re honest, we may feel apathetic about God,
dismissive of God, angry at God.

All the more reason to fast, as fasting has the potential to awaken the latent hunger within
our souls for God.
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Fasting — The practice of refraining from all food and non-water beverages, during a
determined length of time, by ourselves and with others, for spiritual purposes.
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Fasting: Postures and Purposes
Session 10

Introduction
Now just by way of reminder we are on week 2 talking about the practice of fasting.

Last week, we defined Fasting — The practice of refraining from all food and non-water
beverages, during a determined length of time, by ourselves and with others, for spiritual
purposes.

And we said that there were lots of reasons to fast, but you could primarily group them
into 4:

o To offer ourselves to God

e To grow in holiness

e To amplify our prayers

e To stand with the poor

Last week we talked about offering ourselves to God.
o Disembodied spirituality of Neo-Gnosticism
e Lean into Romans 12:1 — I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of
God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God,
which is your spiritual worship.

This is the first and sort-of superseding purpose of fasting — to offer our whole selves —
mind, body, soul — to God.

Richard Foster — “Fasting must forever center on God. It must be God-initiated and God-
ordained...Every other purpose must be subservient to God...Once the primary purpose
of fasting is firmly fixed in our hearts, we are at liberty to understand that there are also
secondary purposes in fasting.”

This week, I want to give a few brief thoughts on the other three. We’ll start with fasting
to grow in holiness.

Fasting to grow in holiness

The novelist Nikos Kazantzakis, in his autobiography, tells a story from his youth, of
going to see an elderly monk, and how he was both drawn to and turned off by the
monk’s lifestyle of self-denial.

He says to the monk:

e “Yours is a hard life, Father. I too want to be saved. Is there no other way?”
e “More agreeable?” ...the monk replies, with a loving smile on his face.

188



e “More human, Father.”

e  “One, only one.” ...he says.

e “What is that?”

e “Ascent. To climb a series of steps. From the full stomach to hunger, from the
quenched throat to thirst, from joy to suffering. God sits at the summit of hunger,
thirst, and suffering; the devil sits at the summit of comfortable life. You choose.”

In reply, Nikos says...
e “I am still young. The world is nice. I have time to choose.”

But in the story, the old monk reaches out and touches Kazantzakis’ knee and says:
e “Wake up, my child. Wake up before death wakes you up.”

I’'m like young Nikos; I want “a comfortable life.” What about you?
But what did Jesus say?
Matt 16:24 — “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross

and follow me.”

Following Jesus’ way of a cross-shaped life of self-denial, is how we are formed into
people who are pervaded by the love and joy and peace of Jesus himself.

And fasting is one of the best practices we have to cultivate a heart of self-denial and
holiness in our everyday life.

What is Holiness?

Now, before we go any farther, I just want to make sure we’re on the same page about
that word holiness.

Typically the word holy is used as shorthand for “a morally good or upright person.” Like
“God is holy because he is morally perfect.”
e And while that is true, it’s not the full extent of what the word means.

The Hebrew word for 4oly is kodesh — and it most readily means to be set apart for a
specific purpose.

e God is holy.
e Meaning:
o God is the creative force behind the entire universe.
o He stands alone in power, beauty, life.
o He is distinct, not like anything or anyone else.
e Analogy — The Sun. The sun is unique, at least within our solar system, and it’s
really powerful. It’s the source of all this beautiful life on our planet, and so you
could say that the sun is holy.’
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So when God tells us, as his people, to be holy — what he means is “set apart for him.”
Our thoughts, lives, schedules, time, our sexuality, our bodies — all set apart for God and
God alone.

That’s what it means to be holy. Or as some theologians call it — “consecrated.”

Leviticus 11:44

44 For I am the Lord your God. Consecrate yourselves therefore, and be holy, for [ am
holy. You shall not defile yourselves with any swarming thing that crawls on the ground.
45 For I am the Lord who brought you up out of the land of Egypt to be your God. You
shall therefore be holy, for I am holy.”

What does this have to do with fasting?

Fasting is one of the ways you can “consecrate” yourself. Fasting is a way to put
yourself'in a position for the Holy Spirit to “sanctify” your soul, in the language of
Scripture, to set it apart as holy, and dedicate it to God for his special purposes.

Lots of people throughout church history have attested to this...

St. Augustine of Hippo, when asked, Why fast? Said:
“Because it is sometimes necessary to check the delight of the flesh in respect to licit
pleasures in order to keep it from yielding to illicit joys.”

Or here’s St. Leo the Great from the fifth century, the bishop of Rome:

“Fasting gives strength against sin, represses evil desires, repels temptation, humbles
pride, cools anger, and fosters all the inclinations of a good will even unto the practice of
every virtue.”

Thomas a Kempis
“Restrain from gluttony and thou shalt the more easily restrain all the inclinations of the
flesh.”

When you read various folks throughout church history, you quickly realize that most all
of them believed that without fasting it was almost impossible to reach a higher level of
holiness... They saw the stomach as both an enemy and a potential ally in the fight
against sin.

For example — when Evagrius of Pontus first listed what he called “eight evil thoughts”
later turned into the 7 deadly sins...he lists gluttony first, pointing to gluttony — the

inability to control one's stomach, as the pathway to all other viceses.

He writes — “He who controls the stomach diminishes the passions; he who is overcome
by food gives increase to pleasure.”

190



o Evagrius and others writing after him especially noted the connection between
gluttony and sexual immorality. That the capacity to steward our body’s natural
drives and desires for food and sex in a healthy way, rise, or fall, together.

How fasting helps us grow in holiness:

How does this work? Well let me suggest 4 ways. 4 ways fasting grows us in holiness.
1. Fasting weans us off the pleasure principle.

Underneath our desire for food, is an even deeper desire — what psychologists call “the
pleasure principle.” Which is the driving motivation of the immature, who only want to
do what feels good in the moment.

Once reserved for children and middle schoolers, the pleasure principle is fast-becoming
the new normal for all ages.

So much of our culture is built around the mantra: “if it feels good, do it.”

But as we all know, many things that feel good in the short term, reap damage in the long
term.

And on the flip side, many things that are no fun at all in the short term, yield dividends
for years to come.

Through fasting, we mature beyond the pleasure principle; and we learn how to do the
right thing, even when it’s hard, and how to be happy and content even when we don’t
get what we want.

e In other words — fasting teaches us to say “no” to ourselves and “no” to our
immediate desires.
e Hot Chocolate story.

2. Fasting reveals what controls us.

You never know the grip that food has on your life, until you try and give it up. This is
true of anything in our lives:
e Do you want to know if you’re addicted to TV? What happens in your soul when
you think “I’m going to not watch TV for a week.”
e Do you want to know if you’re addicted to caffeine? What happens to your body
when you don’t have it for a day?

Adele Calhoun — “Fasting is an opportunity to lay down an appetite — an appetite for
food, for media, for shopping. This act of self-denial may not seem huge — it’s just a meal
or a trip to the mall — but it brings us face to face with the hunger at the core of our being.
Fasting exposes how we try to keep empty hunger at bay and gain a sense of well-being
by devouring creature comforts. Through self-denial we begin to recognise what controls
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us. Our small denials of the self show us just how little taste we actually have for
sacrifice or time with God. This truth is not meant to discourage us. It’s simply the first
step in realizing that we have to lay down our life in order to find it again in God.”

Fasting teaches us so much about ourselves! Our unhealthy relationship to food, how
weak we are, how much we need pleasure to be happy, how far we are from God — it’s
very humbling.

But as all this stuff comes up from the substrata to the surface of our heart through
fasting.

This is the gift of fasting!
e When you fast and you think — “I was just angry the whole time.”
o That’s part of the gift! It’s shown you what’s truly in you so you can now offer it
to God.

3. Fasting helps re-order our desires.

When you fast, you can begin to notice your desires change.
e You’ll start to notice over time your desire for God grow, and your desire for sin
shrink.
e God is at work deep in our person, to do by his power what our willpower cannot
possibly do; transform us.

4. Fasting draws on the power of the Holy Spirit to overcome sin.

Look with me at Luke 4. This is Luke’s account of the temptation of Jesus by the devil in
the wilderness, prior to starting his earthly ministry.

Luke 4:1-2

And Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in
the wilderness for forty days, being tempted by the devil. And he ate nothing during those
days. And when they were ended, he was hungry.

Now stop right there - many of us when we read the account of Jesus in the wilderness
going without food for over a month assume that He is so weak on all accounts and the
only way He’s able to get through it is because He’s God and He knew how to quote
Scripture.

But there’s more going on under the surface. Most biblical scholars agree — Jesus in this
account, living in a human body, is actually modeling for us what it looks like to tap into

the power of the Spirit through fasting.

They say that, because look at the end of his fasting, what the text says...
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Luke 4:14
And Jesus returned in the power of the Spirit to Galilee, and a report about him went out
through all the surrounding country.

There’s something about fasting, that connects Jesus to the Holy Spirit in a way that
empowers him to fight temptation.

And I think part of it is that so much of sin — is trying to replace God via our own ways.
I’'m looking for what only God can offer me in every place but God. So I'm giving my
worship, allegiance, attention, devotion to all of these other things instead.

But fasting helps us fight against sin, because fasting confirms in a whole body way, just
how dependent and needy we are for God. It puts us in a place of weakness, and as Paul
tells us (2 Cor 12) — when we are weak, then we are strong as God’s power reigns in us.

Dallas Willard
Fasting confirms our utter dependence upon God by finding in Him a source of
sustenance beyond food.

So in summary — Fasting helps us grow in holiness by opening our whole person to the
Spirit of God and letting him form us into a person of love and goodness.

QUESTION — Area of struggle in your life. How could fasting over the next week help
you fight for holiness?

Fasting to Amplify our Prayers

e May, 1940. The Nazis have just overrun France. 338,000 Allied troops in retreat
are trapped on the beach at Dunkirk.

e There is no hope of rescue in time. The British Prime Minister Winston Churchill
is gearing up for the annihilation of the British army, the last defense between
England and the Third Reich’s blitzkrieg advance.

o But then, on Friday, May 24th, Hitler issues a baffling order to his
generals to stop their assault. The German tank division stops just ten
miles away from Dunkirk.

o Then the city is enveloped in a strange mist that’s a mix of fog and smoke,
and the German Luftwaffe can’t bomb the soldiers, who are like sitting
ducks on the beach.

o Then, even stranger, the English Channel, notorious for high winds and
choppy waters, is perfectly calm for three days; historians say “like
bathwater.” Which makes it possible for hundreds of small, civilian boats,
to cross the channel and rescue the troops under the fog.

o This story was made famous yet again by the director Christopher Nolan’s 2017
film Dunkirk.
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o But what’s not in that film, is that also on Friday, May 24th, King George,
upon hearing the news of the impending invasion, called the nation to a
day of fasting and prayer.

o Tens of thousands of people literally lined up to get into Westminster
Abbey in London to plead for God’s mercy.

o Just hours after King George called for prayer, Hitler ordered his tank
division to stop; and over the next three days, all 338,000 troops were
saved.

o That generation did not call it “Dunkirk,” they called it “the miracle of Dunkirk.”
The outcome of which arguably saved the whole of England.

A few weeks ago we covered prayer, and we defined prayer as the practice by which we
communicate and commune with God. Or perhaps more simply — we talk to God and
God talks to us.

I want to add onto that with our 3rd reason for fasting — fasting is a powerful practice that
amplifies both God’s voice to us and our voice to God.

Fasting is a way to help us hear God and be heard by God.

To see both of these, look with me at Acts 13.

1 Now there were in the church at Antioch prophets and teachers, Barnabas, Simeon who
was called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen a lifelong friend of Herod the tetrarch, and
Saul. 2 While they were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, “Set apart
for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.” 3 Then after fasting

and praying they laid their hands on them and sent them off.

Fasting to hear God

Notice v 2 with me — as they were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit
said...

It’s as they are fasting that the voice of God comes with clear direction.

This has been my experience, along with countless followers of Jesus: in times of fasting
and waiting on God for direction, that’s when I’'m most likely to hear God’s voice.

Now, why does this seem to be the case? Well I think there’s a few reasons:
1. Fasting helps us physically
Peer reviewed studies on fasting have demonstrated that...
o Fasting increases the blood flow to your brain, causing you to be more alert and

aware; compared to eating, which causes blood to flow to your digestive system,
which is why we are tired and a bit cloudy of mind after a large meal.
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o Think of the post Christmas dinner pass out.
o It also increases neuroplasticity, the ability for your brain to make new neural
connections.
o It’s also proven to decrease the neurotransmitters that signal anxiety and
depression, and increase those that elevate calm and a sense of well-being.
e It’s also been proven to increase what doctors call “interoception”; which is your
ability to accurately notice what’s happening inside your body and mind.

In other words — fasting is a way of honing your mind to a point of alertness, focus, and
perception.

e Now, just to be clear, this doesn’t happen overnight. If you are new to fasting, and
especially if your regular diet is high in sugar and refined grains, then at first, you
may get a headache or feel dizzy.

e You may be thinking back to your fasting this week like — “I don’t know what I
felt, but it was not alertness, focus, and perception.”

o But if you stay with your practice and make it a regular part of your Rule of Life,
your body will adapt; and when you fast, you will start to feel calm, but also
highly alert and attuned.

And remember — If God speaks to us through our minds (think back to listening to God),
then wouldn’t a physically clear mind be helpful?

2. Fasting helps us practically.
When you fast, you have a lot more time.
One of the first things you realize when you start fasting is just how much time, energy,
and mental attention goes to food — grocery shopping, cooking, eating, cleaning up — you
get a lot of time and head space back when you fast.
Priscilla Shirer (daughter of famous preacher Tony Evans)
“I’m able to gain perspective on how unbalanced is the amount of time, energy and effort
that I put into my body and into my Spirit. ... When we choose to sacrifice a need of a
body to place more importance on a need of the spirit, God Himself sits up and takes

notice. The heavens are opened to us in a way that might not have otherwise been.”

So physically, our bodies are more ready to hear from God. Practically, our lives are less
cluttered and more open to hear from God.

3. Fasting helps us spiritually.
Fasting is offering ourselves up to God with our whole body, our whole selves saying
“we want more of you God.” Which is a perfect heart posture to be in to hear God’s voice

and discern His will.

Joel 2:12
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“Yet even now,” declares the Lord, “return to me with all your heart, with fasting, with
weeping, and with mourning.”

Jeremiah 29:12-13
Then you will call upon me and come and pray to me, and I will hear you. 13 You will
seek me and find me, when you seek me with all your heart.

Fasting is a discipline by which we open our body, schedule, and soul to God’s Spirit in a
posture of surrender, seeking to hear the voice of God.

Fasting to be heard by God

Just to be clear from the jump — God hears our prayer, whether we are fasting or not; but
there’s something about fasting that seems to amplify our prayers before God.

Look back at Acts 13:3 — 3 Then after fasting and praying they laid their hands on them
and sent them off.

They fasted to hear, but also to be heard...

I think about God’s words to Israel in Isaiah 58:4:
Behold, you fast only to quarrel and to fight and to hit with a wicked fist. Fasting like
yours this day will not make your voice to be heard on high.

What’s the implication there? That fasting typically makes our voice heard on high.

Do you ever feel stuck in prayer? Like there’s a wall between you and God or God’s
power? Like you just can’t break through the wall?
e As the preacher Tony Evans put it, “Fasting helps us to activate God’s power.”
e In deliverance ministry, or what Catholics call exorcism, fasting beforehand is
pretty much mandatory.
o To purge and purify your soul of sin and grow in power and authority in
the Spirit to “tear down strongholds,” in the language of the New
Testament.

Now, we have to be careful here — Fasting is not a hunger strike to pressure God to give
into our demands.

e We’re not Gandhi up against the British Empire; we’re sons and daughters of a
loving Father.

e And yet — back to the line from the prophet Jeremiah, you will “find me when you
seek me with all your heart” (Jeremiah 29v13) — there is something about the
seeking and finding that God really seems to find value in.
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There’s a lot of mystery here — Scripture tells us what — when we add fasting to prayer
there is a higher correlation between our requests and the release of God’s power, but it
doesn’t tell us why, at least not clearly.

We don’t know why God answers prayers the way He does. We don’t know if God will
answer differently when we fast or don’t fast.

We just know fasting in the Scriptures helps amplify God’s voice to us and our voice to
God.

Fasting to stand with the poor

Before we close our discussion on fasting, I think we would be missed if we only talked
about the internal transformation it can bring, and never discussed the external power of
fasting — fasting for social transformation or better yet fasting to stand with the poor.

While I think sometimes statistics can fall on deaf ears, I think it’s important to focus for
a moment, on the reality of poverty in our world today:
e Around 2 billion people in the world live in poverty
e Around 10% of the global population, or 700 million people, live in “extreme
poverty,” on less than two dollars a day.
e Nearly 22,000 children die daily due to poverty.

Charlotte:
e 11.6% of the population lives below the poverty line
e 15% of Meck County households are considered “food insecure”

AND YET...
o The average family of four in the U.S. spends $1,500 a year on food they throw
away.

e 40% of food in America is thrown out; estimates range from 80-160 billion
pounds of food waste per year.

So, millions of men, women, and children are hungry, and millions more have more food
than they know what to do with.

What does this have to do with fasting?
Throughout church history and the Scriptures, fasting is one of main practices that
followers of Jesus have adopted to move toward the hungry, and those on the margins.

ISAIAH 58

d

Turn in your Bibles to Isaiah 58... Isaiah 58 is one of the most essential passages on
fasting in all of Scripture. Let’s take a few minutes, and work through the text line-by-
line... In context, God is speaking through the prophet Isaiah to the people of Israel, who
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were intended to be a “kingdom of priests,” a channel of God’s rule and reign to the
wider world, but were falling woefully short.

Notice, the motivation for this type of fasting is:
1. To fight injustice
To free people from oppression
To share your food with the hungry
To provide shelter to refugees, immigrants, and those with no home
To clothe the naked
To meet the practical needs of people all around you.

ATl

Then, look at what God does in response in v8...
Then shall your light break forth like the dawn,
and your healing shall spring up speedily;
your righteousness shall go before you;
the glory of the Lord shall be your rear guard.

In his commentary on Isaiah 58, Augustine says this:

“Break your bread for those who are hungry, said Isaiah, do not believe that fasting
suffices. Fasting chastises you, but it does not refresh the other... Do you wish your
prayer to reach God? Give it two wings, fasting and almsgiving.”

I love his word picture.

o Prayer is like a bird, if you want it to fly to heaven, give it two wings, fasting, and
almsgiving, which is a word used by Jesus and the early Christians that can also
be translated as “works of mercy.”

o It’s a combination of what today we would call generosity, service, and
justice.

e You see, in the biblical imagination, almsgiving is just as tied to fasting as prayer.

o In the same way that it’s hard to imagine fasting without praying... it’s
theoretically possible, but it’s kind of missing the whole point; to the
biblical mind, it’s just as illogical to practice fasting without generosity,
service, and justice.

Followers of Jesus have thought this for a long time...

Shepherd of Hermas, an early Christian writing dating to the early second century...
““...estimate the cost of the food you would have eaten on that day and give that amount
to a widow or orphan or someone in need. Be humble in this way, that the one who
receives something because of your humility may fill his soul and pray to the Lord for

2

you.

St Gregory of Nyssa, 4th century church father in Cappadocia...
“Give to the hungry what you deny your own appetite.”
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Caesarius of Arles in France, in the sixth century said...
“Let us fast in such a way that we lavish our lunches upon the poor, so that we may not
store up in our purses what we intended to eat, but rather in the stomachs of the poor.”

How does fasting help us stand with the poor?

1. To stand in solidarity with the hungry.

Regularly going without food by choice, can put us emotionally in touch with the
millions of people around the world and in our own countries who regularly go without
food not by choice.

This denial of your stomach does something to your heart; you begin to feel the
compassion of God; you begin to see the poor not as a stranger, but a brother or sister.

(rice and beans one night)
Fasting, or even a restricted diet, can enable us to stand in solidarity with the hungry.
2. To share what we have.

What we give up in money spent on food can be turned into generosity to the poor; and
what we give up in time spent on food — shopping, cooking, eating, cleaning up — can be
spent in service of the poor.

Dorothy Day, the Bohemian intellectual from New York who became the founder the of
the Catholic Worker Movement, said:

“How shall we have the means to help our brother who is in need? We can do without
those unnecessary things which become habits, cigarettes, liquor, coffee, tea, candy,
sodas, soft drinks, and those foods at meals which only titillate the palate. We all have
these habits, the youngest and the oldest. And we have to die to ourselves in order to live,
we have to put off the old man and put on Christ.”

There’s a long-standing tradition in the Catholic church of fasting on Fridays and serving
that day in a food pantry or soup kitchen or local nonprofit. This is one way to not just
“talk” about justice, but to do justice.

As one pastor puts it — fasting to share what we have is a way to put down “slacktivism”
— “Justice” in the form of ranting on social media. In Bib Theo of justice — talk is cheap.
The call is to act in love.

1 John 3:16-18

16 By this we know love, that he laid down his life for us, and we ought to lay down our
lives for the brothers. 17 But if anyone has the world's goods and sees his brother in need,
yet closes his heart against him, how does God's love abide in him? 18 Little children, let
us not love in word or talk but in deed and in truth.

199



What can one person do in the face of all the evil and injustice in the world? Well, we can
do this: we can fast and free up our resources to share with those in need.

This could literally be as simple as giving the twenty dollars you would have spent on
breakfast and lunch to your local food bank, or your church’s food pantry, or buying
groceries for someone in need in your community; or just Venmo-ing someone to help
pay their medical bills...

It’s that simple. But it’s powerful.
3. To stand against evil and injustice
Fasting can be a loving, non-violent way to protest systemic injustice.

Scot McKnight

“Food joins humans to other humans because we share meals together. Whenever we
give up food intentionally, we refrain from relationships. When a group protests by
fasting, they both negate one relationship — with the haves — and they affirm another
relationship — with the have-nots. And since the structures of power always have
sufficient food, fasting is not only refusing relationship, but it is also protesting the power
structures that exist.”

Fasting is a way for the powerful to voluntarily align with the powerless; as Jesus himself
did for us.
Conclusion

In summary, fasting has the potential to transform our relationship:

o ToJesus...
o To awaken a hunger within, and draw us into a deeper union with Jesus...
e Tosin

o To starve our flesh and feed our spirit; to develop self-control
e To God in prayer
o To sharpen our ability to hear God’s voice, as well as give power to our
prayers to break through walls.
e To the poor
o To the hungry, to those in need.

EAT/ FAST / FEAST
If you were to study a community of disciples of Jesus in say 250 AD or 1,250 AD, and
most anywhere in between, you would notice the same basic pattern:
e They ate very modestly most days.
e They fasted on Wednesdays and Fridays until sundown, as well as on holy days in
the church calendar.
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e And they feasted every Sabbath and on special occasions.

This pattern — eating, fasting, and feasting — is a long-standing way of life for followers
of Jesus.

But it’s no secret we Americans prefer feasting to fasting, yet the two live in a reciprocal
relationship.

As Marva J. Dawn put it, in her writing on feasting on the Sabbath:
“Americans do not know how to feast because they do not know how to fast.”

The invitation of the church of Jesus down through history is to join in this ancient
rhythm - to eat, to fast, and to feast.

But let us never forget: fasting is temporary, feasting is eternal.

e The story of Scripture begins with a fast — the church fathers all point out the
first command in Scripture, in Genesis 3, is to not eat from the tree of knowledge
of good and evil...

e but Scripture ends with a feast, in Rev. 21-22, where all God’s people, from every
tribe, tongue, and nation, gather around the table with Jesus himself.

No more fasting, no more hunger, no more solidarity with the poor because there are no
more poor.

When we feast, we act out an advance sign of our glorious future.

And when we fast, we pray with our bodies for Jesus to drag his future into the present;
we pray, in the words of the saints — “Come quickly, Lord Jesus. And until you do I am
yours.”
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Hospitality
Session 11

Introduction

Rosaria Butterfield. I want to start tonight with the story of Rosaria Butterfield, whose
article we read this past week.

Rosaria was a far-left, radical lesbian feminist. As well as a tenured professor at Syracuse
University with a speciality in postmodern critical theory in literature. So not exactly a
prime candidate for the Jesus story.

She was working on a book about how Bible-believing Christians are basically the worst.
How we are a threat and a menace to society. But as a part of her research she figured — I
should get to know some of these people I’'m writing about. Not just do some statistical
data research but actually get to know some Christians.

And she had written a column in a local paper that was this scathing indictment of this
men’s conference that was taking place in Syracuse as everything she was against.
e And a local pastor wrote in a letter, and it was gracious. A response that was
winsome and kind. And it came with an invitation for dinner.

And so she thought — you know I’ve got to do this research I might as well go. And she
writes about pulling into the driveway and sitting there thinking — “am I crazy? He is the
enemy, he is everything I’'m against.”

And she writes about how she experienced hospitality. Love. Love expressed as
welcome. And she felt so welcome she went back for dinner again, and again, and
eventually went to Bible study and then to church. And how it changed her life.

Long story short, she is now actually married to a reformed presbyterian pastor in
Durham, she’s a foster parent, and they run a Christian commune out of their house.

And her basic message of both of those books, and she hints at in the article, is how the
LGBTQ community does a way better job at hospitality than the church.

She writes this,

“Radically ordinary hospitality—those who live it see strangers as neighbors and
neighbors as family of God. They recoil at reducing a person to a category or a label.
They see God’s image reflected in the eyes of every human being on earth...Those who
live out radically ordinary hospitality see their homes not as theirs at all but as God’s gift
to use for the furtherance of his kingdom. They open doors; they seek out the
underprivileged. They know that the gospel comes with a house key.”

I want to talk tonight about the practice of hospitality.
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e A practice that has a deep and rich history within the Church.

e A practice that both shapes and forms others in the love of Christ, and also shapes
and forms us.

e A practice that according to a number of church historians is at the forefront of
the gospel spreading as it did, from a small community praying in an upstairs
room in Acts 1 to by 325 AD the dominant religion in the world.

e A practice that is explicitly commanded over and over again in the Scriptures
(which we’ll get to in a moment).

e And a practice that is all over the place in the life of Jesus.

Before we get into all of that, let me first define what [ mean when I say “hospitality”

Hospitality — Philoxenia — Philo (Love) + Exenia (Stranger) — opening up your life to
welcome others in for the sake of the gospel.

Expressing the welcome of God the Father to all through tangible acts of love, ideally
through giving food, shelter, and relationship.

o Xenophobia — opposite of hospitality — phobia of the stranger
e Hospitality — the love of the stranger

Or as Butterfield would say it — turning strangers into neighbors and neighbors into
family.

Jesus and Hospitality

Now this idea of stranger love, or hospitality, is all over the place in the life and
teachings of Jesus. Let’s examine two together from the book of Luke.

Luke 19 — Zacchaeus

Luke 19:1-10

1 He entered Jericho and was passing through. 2 And behold, there was a man named
Zacchaeus. He was a chief tax collector and was rich. 3 And he was seeking to see who
Jesus was, but on account of the crowd he could not, because he was small in stature. 4
So he ran on ahead and climbed up into a sycamore tree to see him, for he was about to
pass that way.

Just a fun little nugget here, in the Greek, it’s ambiguous whether the “he” in “he was
small in stature” refers to Zacchaeus or to Jesus. So Sunday school songs beware — Jesus

may have been the short one. But I digress.

5 And when Jesus came to the place, he looked up and said to him, “Zacchaeus, hurry
and come down, for I must stay at your house today.”
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I take that to mean “Zacchaeus, I’d love to invite you over for dinner at my house, but
I’'m homeless. So it’ll have to be at your place.” And turns out Zacchaeus has plenty of
money and plenty of house, so it works out well.

6 So he hurried and came down and received him joyfully. 7 And when they saw it, they
all grumbled, “He has gone in to be the guest of a man who is a sinner.” 8 And Zacchaeus
stood and said to the Lord, “Behold, Lord, the half of my goods I give to the poor. And if
I have defrauded anyone of anything, I restore it fourfold.” 9 And Jesus said to him,
“Today salvation has come to this house, since he also is a son of Abraham. 10 For the
Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost.”

So chances are, those of us here who grew up in and around the church are at least a little
familiar with this story. In my church tradition, there were illustrations and coloring
books and really catchy songs to accompany it. It was cute and quaint.

But to a first century Jewish audience, seeing this play out in front of your eyes, would
not have been cute and quaint, it would have been infuriating. Anger-inducing.

For two reasons:
First, because of who Zacchaeus is.
Zacchaeus is a tax-collector.
Now, every society has its social ladders, social hierarchies. In the ancient near east, tax
collectors were on the bottom two rungs — tax collectors and prostitutes were considered
the lowest on the social status hierarchy.
Essentially what a tax collector was, in that society, was a hated social outcast.
e To make a long story short, the Jewish people, during the time of Jesus, were
under Roman occupation and rule.
e Rome leveraged crazy taxes against them.
e Tax collectors were Jewish men who exploited their countrymen.
o Rome’s tax - 50%. Tax collectors — make it 60% and would keep the extra
10%.
o They were traitors. Hated. Rejected.

So this story, because of who Jesus is interacting with, “the lost” or “a sinner” as the
crowd identifies him, is infuriating.

Second, because of what Jesus does.

Jesus goes and eats with the man. Meals meant more in that society than they do in ours.
To eat with someone wasn’t just a way to pass the time or enjoy some chit chat. To dine

204



with someone, or as the Jews called it — to enjoy “table fellowship”, was to bring
someone into a level of honor and intimacy that we don’t quite understand 2,000 some
odd years later.

Scott Bartchy

“It would be difficult to overestimate the importance of table fellowship for the cultures
of the first century. Mealtimes were far more than occasions for individuals to eat. Being
welcomed at a table for the purpose of eating food with another person became a
ceremony richly symbolic of friendship, intimacy and unity.”

Joachim Jermias

“In the east, even today, to invite a man to a meal was an honor. It was an offer of peace,
trust, brotherhood and forgiveness; in short sharing a table meant sharing life. In Judaism
in particular, table fellowship means fellowship before God, for the eating of a piece of
broken bread by everyone who shares in a meal brings out the fact that they all have a
share in the blessing which the master of the house had spoken over the unbroken bread.
The inclusion of ‘sinners’ in the community of salvation, achieved in table fellowship, is
the most meaningful expression of the message of the redeeming love of God.”

So notice what’s happening here — Jesus goes to enjoy table fellowship with the one this
society would have rejected. The one others would have outcast, Jesus goes and dines
with.

THIS IS HOSPITALITY — Without a home, without any food to offer. Jesus welcomes. He
opens up his heart and his life to a stranger.

Meals, for Jesus, were not a boundary marker, it was a way to open an invitation to the
kingdom of God.

Jesus extends the welcome of the kingdom of God to Zacchaeus over a meal. Jesus
“seeking and saving the lost”, as Luke 19:10 says, is done over and through a meal.

Luke 7 - A Sinful Woman

There’s another time the hospitality ministry of Jesus takes place, and that’s earlier in the
book of Luke, Luke 7, turn over there with me.

Luke 7:33-50

33 For John the Baptist has come eating no bread and drinking no wine, and you say, ‘He
has a demon.” 34 The Son of Man has come eating and drinking, and you say, ‘Look at
him! A glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!’ 35 Yet wisdom is
justified by all her children.”

“A friend of tax collectors and sinners!” — A wonderful description of the hospitable
person, and a wonderful description of Jesus.
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And then Luke goes into a story to illustrate Jesus’ teaching, verse 36...

36 One of the Pharisees asked him to eat with him, and he went into the Pharisee's house
and reclined at table. 37 And behold, a woman of the city, who was a sinner, when she
learned that he was reclining at table in the Pharisee's house, brought an alabaster flask of
ointment, 38 and standing behind him at his feet, weeping, she began to wet his feet with
her tears and wiped them with the hair of her head and kissed his feet and anointed them
with the ointment. 39 Now when the Pharisee who had invited him saw this, he said to
himself, “If this man were a prophet, he would have known who and what sort of woman
this is who is touching him, for she is a sinner.” 40 And Jesus answering said to him,
“Simon, I have something to say to you.” And he answered, “Say it, Teacher.”

41 “A certain moneylender had two debtors. One owed five hundred denarii, and the
other fifty. 42 When they could not pay, he canceled the debt of both. Now which of
them will love him more?”” 43 Simon answered, “The one, I suppose, for whom he
canceled the larger debt.” And he said to him, “You have judged rightly.”

44 Then turning toward the woman he said to Simon, “Do you see this woman? I entered
your house; you gave me no water for my feet, but she has wet my feet with her tears and
wiped them with her hair.

45 You gave me no kiss, but from the time I came in she has not ceased to kiss my feet.
46 You did not anoint my head with oil, but she has anointed my feet with ointment.

47 Therefore I tell you, her sins, which are many, are forgiven—for she loved much. But
he who is forgiven little, loves little.” 48 And he said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.” 49
Then those who were at table with him began to say among themselves, “Who is this,
who even forgives sins?” 50 And he said to the woman, “Your faith has saved you; go in
peace.”

Jesus once again, this time as a guest at a stranger’s house...shows hospitality. Points to
an example of hospitality shown to him by the woman. And condemns this man for his

lack of hospitality, all at the same time.

Eating + Drinking

Now, I want you to notice something that ties these two stories together... It comes up in
Luke 19:10 and Luke 7:34. It’s a repeated phrase, did you catch it?

The Son of Man came...

This phrase is used only these two times in the book of Luke, where Jesus describes His
ministry.

Tim Chester, in his book Meals with Jesus, has an explanation of this that I think is super
helpful. He says these two statements summarize the mission and the method of Jesus.
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Luke 19 — Seek and save the lost — Mission (Why He Came)
Luke 7 — Eating and drinking — Method (How He Will Do It)

Jesus has come to seek and save the lost, and one of the primary means by which He
begins to proclaim that reality — the ushering in the Kingdom of God, is through
hospitality. Creating space for the outsider. Often at meals or over meals, creating space
for the ones others would consider “lost” or “sinners.”

Jesus did a lot of eating and drinking...

Luke 19 + Luke 7 are two out of dozen stories in the 4 gospels of Jesus “eating
and drinking” with sinners.
Jesus was accused of being a glutton and a drunkard. And while I certainly don’t
think Jesus was either of those things (mostly because he was perfect and those
are sin), he surely got that reputation for a reason.
Luke — 50 references to Jesus + food

o Chapter 5: Dinner at Levi’s house aka Matthew. Tax collectors and
sinners.
Chapter 7: Dinner at Simon the Pharisees house. Anointed.
Chapter 9. Feeds the 5000.
Chapter 10. Mary and Martha preparing a meal
Chapter 11. ‘Dinner with the Pharisees’-- Rebukes them.
Chapter 14. “When you throw a party, invite the poor’. At a meal and
teaches.
Chapter 15. Prodigal sons. Ends in a banquet. A feast
Chapter 16. Parable of Lazarus and the rich man. Rich man eats like a
king, Lazarus eating scraps.
Chapter 19. Dinner at Zaccheus’ house
Chapter 22. The Last Supper- Passover/ communion.
Chapter 24. Road to Emmaus-right after resurrection, breaks bread with
two followers. Then goes to the disciples—do you have any food?
Robert Karris, wrote a book called Eating your Way through the Gospel of Luke -
“In Luke's Gospel Jesus is either going to a meal, at a meal, or coming from a
meal.”
Or as one commentator says — “If you're not hungry while reading Luke, you’re
missing something.”

O O O O O

o O

This was the way of Jesus — hospitality. Opening up his life, sharing what He had and
who He was, often over meals, for the sake of offering a gospel welcome.

Scripture and History and Hospitality

But it's important for us to understand — hospitality is not simply a good idea from Jesus’
life, it’s also a command from the Scriptures. And it’s not just about food — it’s about
welcome.
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Rom 12:13 — Contribute to the needs of the saints and seek to show hospitality.

1 Peter 4:8-10 — Above all, keep loving one another earnestly, since love covers a
multitude of sins. Show hospitality to one another without grumbling. As each has
received a gift, use it to serve one another, as good stewards of God's varied
grace.

Hebrews 13:1-2 — Let brotherly love continue. Do not neglect to show hospitality
to strangers, for thereby some have entertained angels unawares.

1 Tim 3 (qualifications for pastors) — must be hospitable.

And God’s People throughout the centuries have held this as a necessary part of
following Jesus.

This was part of the commands and life of the Jewish people in the Old
Testament.

o Deut 10:18-19 — 18 He executes justice for the fatherless and the widow,
and loves the sojourner, giving him food and clothing. 19 Love the
sojourner, therefore, for you were sojourners in the land of Egypt.

The early church shows this in the early description of their life together.

o Acts 2:45-47 — 45 And they were selling their possessions and belongings
and distributing the proceeds to all, as any had need. 46 And day by day,
attending the temple together and breaking bread in their homes, they
received their food with glad and generous hearts, 47 praising God and
having favor with all the people. And the Lord added to their number day
by day those who were being saved.

The desert fathers (who were most well known for fleeing civilization, were
wondrously hospitable)

o As one story told by the desert fathers goes, “A brother came to a hermit:
and as he was taking his leave, he said, ‘Forgive me, abba, for preventing
you from keeping your rule.” The hermit answered, ‘My rule is to
welcome you with hospitality, and to send you on your way in peace.’”

Basil (300s)

o “It befits him who strives after perfection to work night and day, that he

may have to give to him that is in need.”
St Benedict (530)

o “Let all guests who arrive be received like Christ, for he is going to say: I

was a stranger and you welcomed me.”

Simple welcome. Strangers into friends. This is how the kingdom of God advances —
further into our lives as believers. Further into the hearts of non-believers.

Practical Tips on Hospitality

Now, that’s all fine and dandy, but what does that actually mean for hospitality being a
part of my life?
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What does all of this actually look like? How do I, in my everyday life, “open up my life
to welcome others in for the sake of the gospel?”

That’s what I want to focus in on for the rest of our time together. How do we actually
“practice hospitality” — as Jesus did, and as the church fathers did, and as Scripture
commands us to do.

First, it’s worth first addressing what hospitality is not.

Very simply, hospitality is not entertaining.

Now, chances are, when you hear that word hospitality, it brings certain images to mind.
We think of it as hosting and entertaining and feeding people in our home or apartment.
Right? So if you’re a little older, maybe when you hear that word, you tend to think of
this (Martha Stewart in her pre-prison years).

If you’re a little younger than that, maybe for you it’s something like this. If you’re
younger still, maybe it’s like you and a few of your friends hanging out in front of your

LED plant wall or something.

BUT hospitality and entertaining are two very different things.

Entertainment | Hospitality

Exclusion Inclusion

Performance | Service

Host/Guest Blurs the Lines

Sporadic Way of Life

Reciprocity Generosity

Stratification | Justice

Practical steps for hospitality
1. Pray for + Plan for opportunities

Hospitality is not something that is just “going to happen”. We must pray for and plan for
opportunities to extend the welcome of Christ to others.

This looks like praying for opportunities — to run into a neighbor while out on a walk. To

have lunch with a coworker.
e John Piper — “Lord give me ample opportunity to welcome the stranger today.”
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This also looks like planning opportunities.
o Hospitality will not happen if we do not plan for it to happen.
o Certainly some hospitality will happen sporadically — as opportunities you are
praying for present themselves.
o But like any other spiritual practice — it will not be a regular discipline/practice in
our lives unless we plan for it to be.

And this is important — hospitality is not something a posture of the heart or a good idea.
e Itisapractice. A way we open ourselves up to the work of God through loving
and welcoming the stranger.

2. Offer what you have

It is not hard for us to come up with reasons (excuses) for why we cannot be hospitable.
e I share an apartment with 3 other guys.
e [ have young kids.
e Ilive too far away from others.

But a few things that I find encouraging here:
e Jesus was homeless, and yet was the most hospitable person who ever lived.
e Christians have never let physical, financial, or relational (introvert/socially
awkward) lack keep them from offering welcome.
e Desert Fathers — “Welcome to my pole in the sky.”

So you don’t have to have a big home, a clean home, a pinterest-worthy home, or any
home at all to practice hospitality.

Remember — our definition is opening up our /ives to welcome others in for the sake of
the gospel. NOT opening up our somes.

Hospitality blurs the line between host and guest.
e You can practice hospitality when someone invites you to their house.
e You can practice hospitality when you’re at work, the gym, the coffee shop.
e You can practice hospitality when you have nothing to offer but you.

Opening up your life.
e Your time.
e Your wallet.
e Your schedule/calendar.
e Your heart.

Simon Cary Holt

“It’s good to be reminded that the table is a very ordinary place, a place so routine and
everyday that it’s easily overlooked as a place of ministry...At its base, hospitality is
about providing a space for God’s Spirit to move. Setting a table, cooking a meal,
washing the dishes is the ministry of facilitation: providing a context in which people feel
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loved and welcome and where God’s Spirit can be at work in their lives. Hospitality is a
very ordinary business, but in its ordinariness is its real worth...whatever it looks like,
your own table is a sacred place.”

CAVEAT — now, for those of us with homes, practicing hospitality should involve us
opening up our homes to others. But it’s not limited to that.

3. Welcome others as Christ has welcomed you

Romans 15:7 — Therefore welcome one another as Christ has welcomed you, for the
glory of God.

How has Christ welcomed you?
e With salvation (Rom 10:13)
e Reconciled relationship (Rom 5:10)
e A place in the family of God (Rom 8:16)
o **At great cost to Himself**

As one author writes:
e Jesus has welcomed you into the family of God when you were His enemy, so
welcome boldly.
e Jesus has welcomed you into his mercy and grace, so welcome unconditionally.
e Jesus has welcomed you into his eternal inheritance, so welcome generously.

It is the grace of Christ, his welcome to us that fuels our practice of hospitality. When we
are captured by the welcome of Christ for us — how he lavished grace on us when we
were undeserving, it motivates us to then welcome others.

“If every Christian family in the world simply offered good conversational hospitality
around a table once a week to neighbors, we would eat our way into the kingdom of
God.” - Alan Hirsch

4. Do not expect something in return

Luke 14:12-14

12 He said also to the man who had invited him, “When you give a dinner or a banquet,
do not invite your friends or your brothers or your relatives or rich neighbors, lest they
also invite you in return and you be repaid. 13 But when you give a feast, invite the poor,
the crippled, the lame, the blind, 14 and you will be blessed, because they cannot repay
you. For you will be repaid at the resurrection of the just.”

**connect to fasting — what reward are we searching for? Why are we doing such things?

Not just literal payback — come over to our house next week. But also the payback of

approval — “your house is so nice! Your food is so good. Oh, the Olsons — they are so
kind!”
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Welcoming someone for how they might think of you — is not true hospitality as Christ
calls us to practice it.

5. Show no partiality

It is easy for us in our day and age to share the table with friends. People who look like
us, think like us, make similar amounts of money to us, believe what we believe.

But the example of Jesus moves us away from this. He ate with those who were hated.
With those who everyone else despised, looked down on, and rejected.

e Who is that person in your life/group/our church who no one else wants to hang
out with? Show hospitality to them.
e Who is that person in your workplace who no one else wants to talk to? Show

hospitality to them.

e What about the poor? What about someone with a different political position?
Different religious beliefs absolutely. How do we open our lives to welcome them
and bless them and love them and serve them?

“Our society seems to be increasingly full of fearful, defensive, aggressive people
anxiously clinging to their property and inclined to look at their surrounding world with
suspicion, always expecting an enemy to suddenly appear, intrude and do harm. But still
that is our vocation: to convert the enemy into a guest and to create the free and fearless
space where brotherhood and sisterhood can be formed and fully experienced."”

- Henri Nouwen

6. Lean into the awkward/messy/uncomfortable
Hospitality can be uncomfortable.
e Opening up our lives could come at a cost (sacrifice — uncomfortable)

e Opening up our lives could come with some awkwardness and some messiness —
conversations, weirdness, a whole host of things.

212



Sabbath: To Stop
Session 12

Introduction

Caveat — I’ve been in this stuff for so long, a conglomeration of the best stuff I've
read/listened to — so if anything I say sounds remotely like I’'m just copying and pasting —
just forgive me. It’s just sort of in there, and my intention is not to steal and pass off as
my own brilliant insight but just to help us. (EX: Book recently)

I want to open our two-week discussion of Sabbath with this question — What is the
greatest enemy to your life with God?

Now there are certainly a lot of ways you can answer that:
e The world, the flesh, the devil
e Sin/Temptation
e Living in the secular west
e Your history or family of origin

And those things all might be true, but I’ve become more and more convinced for my
own life and the life of those within our church family, of the answer that Dallas Willard
gives.

If you’re not familiar, Dallas Willard is the GOAT of spiritual formation. He is quoted as
saying one time to John Ortberg:

“Hurry is the great enemy of spiritual life in our day. You must ruthlessly eliminate hurry
from your life.”

Hurry, or we could even say busyness — I am more and more convinced, for our
generation, in a city like Charlotte, is the great barrier to a robust life with God.

And our member check ups would agree with this. Consider these answers, which are just
a sampling, to the question we asked this past November — “What are your current
barriers to spiritual practices?”

“Busyness and lack of intentionality.”
Long commute, demanding job
Exhaustion

Time/Fatigue

Time management and commitments
Grad school

Hurry

Busy

Too busy

Busyness

Physical and spiritual tiredness
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Two kids under two

Time

Demands of school on my time
I overextended my schedule
No schedule

I feel overwhelmed

Work schedule

Kids/Schedule

Time

Screen Time

We are all very, very busy. And that, to be honest, is not all that surprising.

Comer gets into this in the first sermon you all listened to in your pre-work, Rest For
Your Soul.

That there are so many dynamics at play working to keep us busy and burnt out.
I think it’s helpful to think about them in the lens of the 3 enemies of our soul.

e The Flesh

o That innately within our souls there is a constant craving for more and
more and a constant lack of satisfaction with what is or what we are or
have.

o To quote Solomon in Eccl 1:8 — the eye is not satisfied with seeing, nor the
ear filled with hearing.

o Or Thomas Aquinas, the 13th century priest and philosopher, when asked
“what would it take to satisfy human desire?”” Simply replies —
“Everything. We would have to experience everything and everybody, and
be experienced by everything and everybody in order to ever feel
satisfied.”

o German theologian Karl Rahner — “In the torment of the insufficiency of
everything attainable, we learn that ultimately in this world there is no
finished symphony.”

= Like a song ending one note shy of its finish (da da da da....)
* [’m almost there...that’s the craving of the human soul

o There’s something at our core that constantly craves for more and for

more.

e The World
o Which is then manipulated and monetized by the culture of consumerism
and capitalism in the West.
=  We see upwards of four thousand ads per day, intentionally
designed to leave you and I feeling unsatisfied.
= [ studied public relations in college which includes a large
number of advertising classes. And I still remember as a

214



sophomore one of my classmates asking our professor, who
worked in commercials for 3+ decades — “Why do so many
car commercials include fancy houses, beautiful people,
and picturesque settings?” And my professor said —
“because they are not pulling on a need, they are pulling on
discontentment. They are not selling a car, they are selling
a dream.”
= And it works! We fall for the old carrot on the stick routine —

chasing more money, more clothes, more things, more square feet,

more experiences, more stamps on our passport, more

relationships, more, more, more. But it’s never enough.

o And then you add to that our value system of “applause for achievement.”
We are often rewarded for overworking, putting in gross amounts of hours
in they day, and “biting off more than we can chew.”

o Pace of Society

= And that doesn’t even mention the pace of the modern world...

= The noise pollution of city life.

= The always-on work culture.

= The rising cost of living, more and more people working
multiple jobs to stay afloat.

= The digital age - the phone that never stops buzzing, the
constant stream of alerts, the churn of a 24/7 news cycle,
full of outrage and fear.

e The Devil
o Then you add on top of that the enemy of God and His people — the devil.
Who would love nothing more than to keep you running ragged.
Distracted from God. AND unable to love people.
CS Lewis - Screwtape letters
Because you know what becomes infinitely more difficult when you’re
tired, exhausted, busy, frantic, and stressed out?
= Loving God and loving people — the 2 greatest commandments.
= As a general rule, tired people are not loving.
= **my story last 2 months**

Spiritual Effects of Hurry

So where does all of this leave us? What are the spiritual effects of...
e A society who collectively works more hours than ever before in human history.
e Sleeps 3-4 less hours than what was the historical norm for humans.
e And heart disease being the leading cause of medical deaths in the US.
o Frantic, annoyed, distracted, stressed out, and hurried.
e With an exceeding inability to be with Jesus or to live His ways.

Or on a more personal level, stuck with what Meyer Friedman called “hurry sickness”.
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e “A continuous struggle and unremitting attempt to accomplish or achieve more
and more things or participate in more and more events in less and less time.”
e A behavior pattern characterized by continual rushing and anxiousness.

Comer gives evidences of this in his book Ruthless Elimination of Hurry:
o Irritability
o Restlessness
e Emotional Numbness
e Lack of care for your body
o Escapist behaviors
e Absence of spiritual practices
e Isolation

As Jesus says about the 3rd soil in the parable of the sower, Mark 4:19 — but the cares of
the world and the deceitfulness of riches and the desires for other things enter in and
choke the word, and it proves unfruitful.

John Ortberg — “For many of us the great danger is not that we will renounce our faith. It
is that we will become so distracted and rushed and preoccupied that we will settle for a
mediocre version of it. We will just skim our lives instead of actually living them.”

Ronald Rolheiser — “We, for every kind of reason, good and bad, are distracting
ourselves into spiritual oblivion. It is not that we have anything against God, depth, and
spirit, we would like these, it is just that we are habitually too preoccupied to have any of
these show up on our radar screens. We are more busy than bad, more distracted than
nonspiritual, and more interested in the movie theater, the sports stadium, and the
shopping mall and the fantasy life they produce in us than we are in church. Pathological
busyness, distraction, and restlessness are major blocks today within our spiritual lives.”

In other words — without even realizing it, the “busy and tired” way of life does
incredible damage to our bodies and our souls.

And this way of life is so different from the invitation of Jesus. Notice what Jesus says
Eugene Peterson’s translation of Matthew 11:28-30:

“Are you tired? Worn out? Burned out on religion? Come to me. Get away with me and
you’ll recover your life. I’ll show you how to take a real rest. Walk with me and work
with me—watch how I do it. Learn the unforced rhythms of grace. I won’t lay anything
heavy or ill-fitting on you. Keep company with me and you’ll learn to live freely and
lightly.”

“Are you tired” has become a rhetorical question in the modern age.
e Of course you are!

It’s the way of America. But it’s not the way of Jesus.
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So, is there a practice from the life and teachings Jesus to reorient us away from
exhaustion and toward “life to the full”? A practice that helps us embody the easy and
light yoke of Jesus?

Yes, it is the practice of sabbath. And that’s what we’re exploring over the next two
weeks together.

Now, my plan is to take this in sort of 4 parts. I’'ve named this week “To Stop” and next
week “To Delight”, but more accurately there’s sort of 4 movements.

This week I want to talk about stopping + resting.
Next week we’ll talk about delight + worship.

What is Sabbath?

So let’s get into it. For starters, let’s first define the sabbath.

In the Old Testament, there are two main Hebrew words used for rest.
e Shabbat — To cease from work, or to stop
e Nuakh — To dwell or to settle

Sabbath — To cease from work for 24 hours, to dwell and delight in the presence of God.

We’ll pick up Nuakh next week when we talk about delight + worship, but I want to
focus on shabbat (ceasing + resting) for today.

To Cease
We’ll start with CEASING...

Look with me at Genesis 2.

1 Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all the host of them. 2 And on the
seventh day God finished his work that he had done, and he rested on the seventh day
from all his work that he had done. 3 So God blessed the seventh day and made it holy,
because on it God rested from all his work that he had done in creation.

The first 6 days God labors — works, creates — he forms and fashions the world together.
But on the 7th day, he shabbats, or ceases. He puts down His work.

God stops working..
o Let that sink in for just a moment — God ceases his work.
e Yeah, but I’'m a type-A, high capacity person — God ceases his work.
e Yeah, but I'm more of a doer, and I have a lot going on in my life right now —
God ceases his work.
e Yeah, but I have little kids at home and I’m starting a business — God ceases his
work.
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God the Creator stopped.

Not because he was tired or because he needed a break. God did not rest because he has
limited energy molecules and just needed a “me day”. He’s God.

God stops to show us His rhythms for the world. God ceases his work to establish and put
before us His sacred pace.
e In fact, some scholars argue, and I’d agree, that this is actually God’s final act of
creating - the creation of rest.

Pre-fall. The world has not been broken yet. Rest is not a part of the curse. The perfect,
triune, creator God...ceased His work. And in doing so, he built a rhythm into the fabric
of creation.

And this makes sense, first because of the Genesis narrative...
e Throughout the created order God establishes parallels.

Sun and moon.

Light and dark.

Day and night.

Land and see.

Male and Female.

And....work and no work. Work and Rest.

O O O O O O

God is teaching us how to live in His rhythm of life. We work for 6 days, and then we
sabbath. We stop. We cease for one. Because God worked for 6 and ceased for one.

It also makes sense because of the rhythmic nature of creation...
e God created the human body and the planet itself to live in a rhythm.

o There is a rhythm between day and night, waking and sleeping.

o There is a rhythm between the noise and activity of spring and summer
and the quiet and dormancy of fall and winter.

o There’s a tidal rhythm between the land and the sea that’s over all the
earth.

o Within our own bodies there’s a thythm of the breath as we inhale and
exhale.

o When we lose this sense of rhythm, of pace, of back and forth, we lose a
part of our humanity.

When we live without sabbath, we go against the rhythm that God the Creator himself
built into our body, and into the fabric of all creation. And, as the philosopher H.H.
Farmer once said, “When you go against the grain of the universe you get splinters.”

Which is part of why, I would argue, later in Scripture sabbath commanded. The 10

commandments are not simply rules we follow, but they are the outline of God’s design
for human flourishing.
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Deuteronomy 5:32-33 (post giving 10 commandments to Israel, God tells Moses to say to
the nation of Israel):

32 You shall be careful therefore to do as the Lord your God has commanded you. You
shall not turn aside to the right hand or to the left. 33 You shall walk in all the way that
the Lord your God has commanded you, that you may live, and that it may go well with
you, and that you may live long in the land that you shall possess.

And what’s included in the 10 commandments?

Deuteronomy 5:12
12 “*Observe the Sabbath day, to keep it holy, as the Lord your God commanded you.

In God'’s design for human flourishing, sabbath is just as important as honoring your
father and mother, or not lying, stealing, killing, or committing adultery.

But what’s so shocking is that it’s the only commandment we brag about breaking! Even
in the moral decay of the West, few people brag about how many lies they told that week
or how many affairs they had, yet many of us brag about how many days in a row we
worked, how many emails we did over the weekend, etc.

Now, Christians have long debated whether or not the sabbath is still a binding command
on followers of Jesus. And there are good people on both sides of the argument. But for
me, asking whether we “have” to keep the Sabbath or not is about as helpful as asking if
we “have” to keep the law of gravity.

You can work with it, or against it, but it just is. Even if the Sabbath command is no
longer binding, it still stands as wisdom. Lots of things aren’t commanded in Scripture,
but they are good and maybe even essential to becoming a person of love.

Wayne Muller — “The sabbath is not a burdensome requirement from some law-giving
deity — “You ought, you’d better, you must” — but rather a remembrance of a law that is
firmly embedded in the fabric of nature. It is a reminder of how things really are, the
rhythmic dance to which we unavoidably belong.”

Jesus famously said in Mark 2:27 — And he said to them, “The Sabbath was made for
man, not man for the Sabbath.”

So you can debate whether or not sabbath is a binding command (and many have and
do!) but long before the Sabbath is a command in Scripture, it’s a gift, from the Creator
to you and me and all of creation... from a generous, joyful, loving Jesus called “the Lord
of the Sabbath.”

Who invites you — put down your work. To cease. To stop.

To Rest
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But the 2nd part of this is not just stopping, but also resting. Again, next week we’ll
focus on delight + worship (what do we do on the sabbath) but I just want to hone in
tonight on what we stop doing.

Look back with me again at Genesis 2:2-3:

2 And on the seventh day God finished his work that he had done, and he rested on the
seventh day from all his work that he had done. 3 So God blessed the seventh day and
made it holy, because on it God rested from all his work that he had done in creation.

Sabbath isn’t just about stopping, or ceasing work, it’s also about resting.

Now, when I hear the word “rest” I think of sleep.
e Or maybe a little margin, a day off, a few hours of quiet, or just some time to
relax.
o But the idea behind shabbat is far more, its holistic rest, or what Jesus called “rest
for your souls,” for your whole person.
o On the Sabbath we rest from work — all work, not just paid work, not just
our jobs. But all work, including chores and errands and to-do lists.
e But we also rest from not just doing work but thinking about work (mental work).
o Neuroscientists tell us that when we think about work, even if we are at
home resting, it secretes the same stress chemicals in our brain as if we
were at the office in the actual situation.
We rest from even the thought of working.
We rest from wanting and worrying... we get off that wheel of suffering —
I want this! I don’t want that! And we come to rest...

And so on Sabbath we put down our work, but we also put down our “striving as the
world strives”.

Comer observes this so helpfully in that 2nd sermon we watched this week, but let me
just recap his ideas here because it’s worth really paying attention to.

Go back to Deuteronomy 5, the command about Sabbath.

12 “*Observe the Sabbath day, to keep it holy, as the Lord your God commanded you. 13
Six days you shall labor and do all your work, 14 but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the
Lord your God. On it you shall not do any work, you or your son or your daughter or
your male servant or your female servant, or your ox or your donkey or any of your
livestock, or the sojourner who is within your gates, that your male servant and your
female servant may rest as well as you.

15 You shall remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the Lord your God
brought you out from there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm. Therefore the
Lord your God commanded you to keep the Sabbath day.
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God’s people were in captivity in Egypt. They were slaves. They could not rest. They
were not given a sabbath day.
e “Why are you taking the people away from their labor? Get back to your work
e “Make the work harder so that they keep working.”

'9’

Egypt offered no rest. So, the command is to remember, you’re not slaves anymore;
you’re in a new kingdom, under a new king. There’s no daily quota. No taskmaster over
your head.

“I rescued you and brought you to myself.” I brought you out of the land of ceaseless
work. And — and this is key — remember to never become a slave driver yourself. Hence
the command about your male and female servants, the foreigner, even your animals. All
are equal under the Sabbath. All rest.

The Egyptians made you work 7 days a week, but now you, your children, your servants,
and your animals — will rest on the sabbath. You who couldn’t stop, will now stop and let
others among you stop and rest — remembering I am the Lord your God.

We rest from, as we even started tonight talking about — the chaos of our modern world
of accumulation and achievement — do more, be more, want more, get more — that offers
us no rest.

We work more than ever before. We have more than ever before. And we’re still not
happy.

And it’s so easy to just get sucked into the culture.
e You just have to work those extra hours to get ahead.
e Like you have to reach a standard of living to be happy.
e You just have to own x numbers of shoes, and x number of outfits, or have x
square feet.

It’s so easy to just say, Well, that’s just how it is. But it doesn’t have to be this way.
You can resist this pull and rest.

As Walter Brueggemann writes — ”In our own contemporary context of the rat race of
anxiety, the celebration of Sabbath is an act of both resistance and alternative. It is
resistance because it is a visible insistence that our lives are not defined by the production
and consumption of commodity goods.”

At some point you need a line in the sand to say, This far you shall go but no further.
e I do not need to work more hours.
e Ido not need to make more money.
e I donotneed anew car.
e Ido not need the perfect grade or the perfect body or the perfect yard.
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e I do not need to earn my human father’s approval, I already have it from my
heavenly Father.

I’'m free. I’'m in a new kingdom with a new king — I am not enslaved by Pharaoh
anymore.

So we cease from our work. And we learn to rest. We learn to stop producing and doing.

Practical Tips on Sabbath

So what does this actually look like, to stop and to rest? Let me give you some practical
steps to consider.

Again — next week we’ll get into practicals about worship and delight, this week I just
want to give some practical tips on how to stop — how to cease.

1. You have to remember who God is and what He has done.
I love how Deuteronomy and Exodus both put this command.

Deut 5:15

15 You shall remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the Lord your God
brought you out from there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm. Therefore the
Lord your God commanded you to keep the Sabbath day.

Exodus 20:11
For in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and rested
on the seventh day. Therefore the Lord blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy.

Both commands (same command, different emphasis/wording) is grounded in
remembering.

Remember:
e God put down his work and rested.
e God brought you out of Egypt.
e God brought you to Himself.

The first step in stopping and setting down our work (both doing the work and stressing
about/thinking about the work) is to remember who God is. That He is in control. That
He clothes the lilies and feeds the birds. That He holds all things together. That He owns
the cattle on a thousand hills.

Part of our inability to cease work is our false belief that we hold the world and our lives
together.
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And so part of learning to stop and to rest is remembering God — who He is, what He has
done, and what He does even now. Sabbath rest is an act of faith and trust.

As Anna Fitzgerald-Peters writes, “Resting is an act of trust that even when we pause, the
world keeps spinning, because it is held in the hands of a nurturing God.”

2. You have to plan for the sabbath.

I think one of the greatest hurdles to sabbathing for this generation is laziness the other 6
days of the week.

Hear me out — I think part of what makes stopping work 1 day, is not working hard the
other 6 days. Part of planning for the sabbath is working hard the other 6 days, and
planning ahead for what needs to be done.

Deut 5:13 — Six days you shall labor and do all your work...
So the implication for a 7th day of rest is that 6 days have work.

“Sabbath bleed”...

For example:

o If part of your “ceasing work” list (as we’ll talk about in a second) is no grocery
shopping on sabbath. That means you need to plan to go the day before or the day
after.

o Ifyou sabbath on Sunday, and part of getting ready for Monday work is checking
emails, you need to do that on Saturday or get up early on Monday.

You’ve got to plan ahead for some of this stuff.
Now, obviously you can’t plan for everything — kid getting sick, emergency phone call,
etc. — but you can try your best to plan the other days to create space for stopping on

sabbath.

3. You have to defend the sabbath.

In Deut 5:12, God tells the Israelites — 12 ““Observe the Sabbath day, to keep it holy, as
the Lord your God commanded you.

That word “observe” — “shamar” — also means to keep watch over or to guard.
Think of how we observe a holiday, or holy-day, such as Christmas or Easter. We guard
it. We make it special and unique. That’s the idea. Sabbath is like a weekly holiday, we

are to keep watch over it, guard it, less it becomes just another ordinary day.

And no one is going to do this for you.
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e Your boss will not defend your sabbath.

e Your friends will not defend your sabbath.

e Your kid will not defend your sabbath.

e Advertisers will not defend your sabbath.

e Social Media (billion dollar corporations that make their entire profit off of our
attention span) will not defend your sabbath.

YOU have to defend your sabbath. You have to observe it’/keep watch over it — that it
says holy. And remember our definition of holy — set apart for God.

I am the one, by the Spirit’s power — that has to mark this day as different, by ceasing and
resting.

Really practically, this means making and sticking to a “will not do” list.

What are the things that look like work to you?
e Obviously — work itself. But get more specific.

o I'will not check email. I will not respond to slack messages.

o I'will keep a note on my phone and anytime a concern/stress about work
pops up, I will write it on the note, pray about it for 10 seconds, and give it
over to God.

o But what else could go on that list?

Mowing the lawn

Cleaning the house

Raking leaves

Running errands

CG leaders — caring for group members

e And maybe there’s some you haven’t thought about:
o Purchasing/shopping (ceasing accumulation)
o Exercise

O O O O O

4. You’ve got to be willing to be new.
Start slow. Start now.
Harder to give later, easier to give now and increase.
Harder to full start sabbath later. Easier to start now.

5. You have to start the sabbath well.
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Sabbath: To Delight
Session 13

Introduction

“Because the world is full of ugly things, we need the sabbath to feed our soul with
beauty.” - Tim Keller

Last week we began our discussion on sabbath talking about the first movement — to stop
and to rest. And we highlighted our need for the sabbath in light of the busyness and
frantic hurry of our lives and our world. To remember we are not slaves to the cycle of
more consumption and accumulation, but we can actually set down our work and rest.

This week, I want to talk about our second movement of sabbath which is delight and
worship.

This is the part of sabbath that is a counter-formation, not necessarily from busyness and
hurry, but from what is broken and ugly.

Let me explain:
e The world is full of ugliness — systemic injustice, war, mass violence, crushing
poverty, division, anger, vitriol and rage.
e And we are faced with it all the time.
e On a macro-scale:

o Through the 24/7 news cycle, we are force-fed a steady diet of fear and
rage. The news is biased, not left, or right, but down — to the worst things
in the world and their pull on our fear that drives clicks and views.

e On a more medium-scale:
o Through social media we are brought into several forms of brokenness:

= First, we have the ability to know all that is bad going on in
people’s lives that we have not talked to or seen in over a decade.
And yet now we are exposed to what they’re going through, which
even though it is bad, has no direct impact on our lives or in our
sphere of influence at all.

= Second, we are exposed to brokenness within our souls as we
compare our lives to the curated version of other people’s “good
lives”.

We see ugliness on a micro/personal-scale:
o We are well-aware of our own brokenness, the ways we are not yet like
Jesus, the ways we want to be more holy than we currently are, etc.

But this isn’t unique to our media-saturated day and age. The world, pre-digital and pre-
24/7 news, was not utopia. If you go back even one or two centuries, you find a world
without modern medicine or sanitation or a steady food supply, where famine, plague,
and war regularly tore through society, where life expectancy was decades lower than it
is today, where it was “normal” to lose loved ones, especially children.
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In fact, much of the world is still this way today. The world is full of what is broken and
ugly.

And this should not be all that surprising to us as Christians.
e In Genesis 3, when we read of the effects on creation of Adam and Eve’s sin,
some of the fallout of the fall that God promises is:
Work and the ground is cursed
That shame and anger will cause divisions among humanity
o That the serpent, the evil one, will continue to torment mankind
o And that death (both the physical reality of death, and spiritual death)
comes to all
e InJohn 16, Jesus tells his disciples — “In this world, you will have trouble.” (John
16:33)
e Romans 8:22 — For we know that the whole creation has been groaning together
in the pains of childbirth until now.

o O

We are not and should not be surprised the world is not as it should be.

In other words, trouble/brokenness/ugliness — according to both the reality of our lives
and the teachings of Jesus, is inevitable.

o No matter your genetic wiring

o Ifyou have a sunny disposition and you’re a glass half full personality

e Orifyou win the circumstance lottery and end up healthy, wealthy, and wise...
...you will have trouble.

But if we’re not careful, we can respond to that brokenness with the default posture of the
world — cynicism.

We live in a time of cynicism:

e One recent study found that in the past 10 years, trust for politicians has gone
from 49% to 22% and trust for corporations and companies has dropped from
54% to 33%.

e In another study, only 16% of millennials think that “most people can be trusted”.

e And then you start looking up stats on Gen Z, y’all who were born after 1997, and
basically every article calls you “the cynical generation”.

o This is part of the reason why we as a culture are obsessed with conspiracy
theories. Because we’re cynical and suspicious - we think there’s always a
figurative man behind the curtain.

Frank Zappa — “I think that if a person doesn't feel cynical then they're out of phase with
the 20th century. Being cynical is the only way to deal with modern civilization — you

can't just swallow it whole.”

But cynicism is not of the Lord. Cynicism is not the way of flourishing or the way of
Jesus. But neither is optimism or naivete.
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Joy

Jesus offers us something better.

Look at John 15:11 — These things I have spoken to you, that my joy may be in you, and
that your joy may be full.

So Jesus promises trouble, but he also offers joy.
Here’s the problem — sorrow is inevitable, joy is not.

Sorrow will come to visit our life, with or without our permission, but joy we have to
choose, and keep choosing, over and over again.

In the Bible, you see joy as four things — a feeling, a condition, a discipline, and a gift.

1. Feeling
Contrary to what you hear in church circles that happiness and joy are not the same thing,
that happiness is based on your circumstances, but joy is not, if you do a word study on
joy and happiness in Scripture you find they are used interchangeably.
There are two main Hebrew words for this reality:

e Esher + Simchah — both are used + translated interchangeably as joy, gladness,

happiness, blessedness

Yes, joy is often much deeper than our feelings, more on that in a second, but it is not less
than our feelings.

Dallas Willard defines joy - ”Joy is not a passing sensation of pleasure, but a pervasive
sense of well-being that is infused with hope because of the goodness of God.”

John Piper defined it - Christian joy is a good feeling in the soul, produced by the Holy
Spirit, as he causes us to see the beauty of Christ in the Word and in the world.

2. Character Trait

It is not just a feeling that comes and goes, but the kind of person you become through
following Jesus.

In Galatians 5, the fruit of the Spirit — the end goal of the type of person we become
through following Jesus, first love, second joy.
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In classical language, joy is a virtue — similar to wisdom, courage, or strength, or
patience. It’s something we feel, but also something we can develop, grow in, cultivate,
nurture.

3. Discipline

There are times when joy is easy — the natural emotional response to the circumstances of
your life. On your wedding day. When you receive good news. The first sunny, warm day
of Spring.

And there are times when joy is a sheer act of obedience to Jesus. A discipline, to index
your heart toward the good.

CS Lewis called enjoying God — the difficult discipline of hedonism.

Richard Foster — “The decision to set the mind on the higher things of life is an act of the
will. That is why celebration is a Discipline. It is not something that falls on our heads. It
is the result of a consciously chosen way of thinking and living.”

4. Gift

Think about the words of Paul in Romans 15:13 — May the God of hope fill you with all
joy and peace in believing, so that by the power of the Holy Spirit you may abound in
hope.

So joy involves our feelings, it is a character trait the Holy Spirit nurtures and develops as
we walk with Christ, it is a discipline we choose in the highs and lows of life, and it is a

gift from God that He is able to fill us with.

Sabbath Delight

And this is where sabbath comes in.

As one pastor says — Sabbath is a discipline of celebration, and a delivery mechanism for
joy. The sabbath is a day we cultivate our hearts to receive joy from God and grow into a
people more and more of delight and joy.

Let’s explore this a bit more...

1:31 And God saw everything that he had made, and behold, it was very good. And there
was evening and there was morning, the sixth day.

2:1 Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all the host of them. 2 And on the
seventh day God finished his work that he had done, and he rested on the seventh day
from all his work that he had done. 3 So God blessed the seventh day and made it holy,
because on it God rested from all his work that he had done in creation.
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e As we said all last week, the word translated “rested” is shabbat in Hebrew, and
while it literally means “to stop,” or “to rest,” it also has this idea that “God
delighted in all his work.” The idea here isn’t that God was burned out and needed
a break.

e No, it’s more like the feeling you get:

o

After a long, hard day of working in the yard, where you get it all cleaned
up and beautiful, then you call it a day, take a shower, and sit down on
your porch and just enjoy it...

Or that feeling when you complete a work project that was months long,
and you throw a party with your team.

Or you finish a hard season with someone you are caring for, and you get
to just breathe for a while.

That’s the feeling of Sabbath.

Notice also that God “blessed” the Sabbath day.
e The word there is barak; to barak, can be translated “to bless”, but also “to make
happy/to help flourish.”
e The sabbath is a happy day.

An entire twenty-four hour time period, set aside to follow God’s example, to stop, rest,
and delight. Sabbath is not meant to be a day of dreary religious duty (as the Pharisees so
often made it) but a life-giving day of delight.

e Delighting in God

o

In the access we have, through Jesus’ death and resurrection and the
coming of the Spirit, into the inner life of the Trinity — via all the
Practices, but especially Sabbath, we get to participate in the flow of love
and joy and peace between the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, just
by setting our life before God and lifting up our heart to him in prayer.
Many of us have yet to learn how to enjoy God... believe in him, yes,
learn from him, yes, fear him, obey him even, but delight in him? But the
longer we follow Jesus, the more of our lives we give to prayer, especially
through Sabbath and silence, the more we realize how incredibly good
God is... he radiates joy... as we draw near to him, we draw near to all
our heart is aching for — full delight.

e Delighting God’s World

o

To let your mind focus on all that is “very good” in the earth. To curate a
view of the world, with special attention to the good, the beautiful, and
true.

e To Delight in God’s kindness to you

o

Neuroscientists tell us the mind is drawn to the negative over the positive
at a rate of something like 14 to 1. On the Sabbath, we mitigate against
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this survival instinct in our brain, and we “remember,” as the sabbath
command has it, just how many blessings populate our life.

Marva Dawn:

“Observing the Sabbath gives us the opportunity to be as careful as we can to fill our
lives with beauty and to share beauty with the world around us. When we observe a day
especially set apart for beauty, all the rest of life is made more beautiful...In a larger
sense, the whole practice of Sabbath keeping makes me feel more beautiful. As I spend
the day reflecting on the character of God, I am overwhelmed by his love for me. As |
feast upon his goodness in all its beautiful forms, I realize more profoundly that I am a
special part of his creation and designed especially for his purposes in a uniquely
beautiful way.”

Dan Allender:

“The sabbath is an invitation to enter delight. The sabbath, when experienced as God
intended, is the best day of our lives. Without question or thought, it is the best day of the
week. It is the day we anticipate on Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday — and the day we
remember on Sunday, Monday, and Tuesday. Sabbath is the holy time where we feast,
play, dance, have-sex, sing, pray, laugh, tell stories, read, paint, walk, and watch creation
in its fullness. Few people are willing to enter the sabbath and sanctify it, to make it holy,
because a full day of delight and joy is more than most people can bear in a lifetime, let
alone a week.”

The sabbath is a day of delight, of joy.

This is hard for us...joy-guilt. Write out a prayer — asking the Lord to help you desire and
receive joy.

Sabbath Worship

Now, before we get into practicals, we need to talk about the last movement of sabbath.

Because, unfortunately sabbath can be co-opted in our time to be a little more than a
Christianized day of self-care.

o The danger of teaching on the Sabbath as delight is, as with all ideas, the enemy is
constantly at work to warp good ideas from reality to parody; we can be easily
confused in our hedonistic culture into confusing a Godward day of joy into a
self-centered day of pleasure.

Take for example what Sunday might look like for a lot of modern Western Christians:
You stay up late on Saturday night, watching a movie or TV, or going to a party... you
overeat, possibly over drink.... You wake up Sunday morning in a fog, and rush out the
door to church in a hurry, that is, if you go to church. More and more people don’t. After
church, you go shopping or watch the game on TV or work around your house or in the
yard, maybe you get ahead on email and plan out your week, or meal prep, or do
homework, or whatever. Watch another movie at night. Go to bed.
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To clarify, that’s not a sabbath. And I’m not saying that in any sort of mean way... It’s
just an honest appraisal. That’s not a sabbath.

That’s what the late pastor Eugene Peterson called a “bastard sabbath” — the
unacknowledged offspring of the ancient practice from the Way of Jesus, and the
modern, secular day off.

It’s what pastor John Mark Comer refers to as a “sabbish” — meaning a kind of sabbath
but not really.

How do we keep a true sabbath? How do we stop our sabbath from being Christianized
self-care, a bastard sabbath, or sabb-ish.

This is where the fourth movement becomes so important — Sabbath is a day for worship.

Back one last time to Genes 2:2-3 — 2 And on the seventh day God finished his work that
he had done, and he rested on the seventh day from all his work that he had done. 3 So
God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it God rested from all his work
that he had done in creation.

But what does that mean to make a day holy?

As we've discussed before, “holy” in the Scriptures, is bigger than just the idea of moral
goodness. That’s how we think of it today — a moral descriptor. But in the ancient world,
holy meant “set apart for God.”
o Fun example — in the tabernacle, the jewish people had certain pots and pans and
utensils that were considered “holy”. Doesn’t mean that’s a morally upright pot,
but that it’s a pot set apart for God.

So when God makes sabbath holy, sabbath becomes set apart for Him. Not in a way that
says the other days are not also for God, but in a unique and special way — this day
belongs solely to the Lord.

Look for example at how God talks about the Sabbath in Isaiah 58 (we looked at this
passage a few weeks ago on fasting).

It says...

13 “If you turn back your foot from the Sabbath, from doing your pleasure on my holy
day, and call the Sabbath a delight and the holy day of the Lord honorable; if you honor
it, not going your own ways, or seeking your own pleasure, or talking idly; 14 then you
shall take delight in the Lord, and I will make you ride on the heights of the earth; I will
feed you with the heritage of Jacob your father, for the mouth of the Lord has spoken.”

So sabbath is a day of delight — but not for you to just run around and do whatever you
want. Now — that doesn’t mean we don’t find ways to delight in the Lord. God is
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correcting them breaking the OT laws about sabbath + making it a day all about what
they want. **Nuance

But hone in specifically on v13 — Call it a delight and the holy day of the Lord.
The sabbath is an entire day that is set aside, not just for rest or celebration, but for God.

Put another way, it’s a day for worship.

e A lot of us hear the word worship, and we think of singing, and that is an example
of worship. But worship is so much more.

o In the biblical sense, to worship is to orient and reorient your entire life around
God, our Creator, our Center.

o It’s to lay your entire life before him in love, and to deepen our surrender
to his love.

o One way to do that is through worship by singing, but there are so many
more ways — giving our time, our resources, our attention and affection to
God, yielding our will over to God.... Anything we do to center on God,
and to direct our heart in love to his glory, his goodness, is a form of
worship.

e Yes, Sabbath is a day to stop, and rest, and refill our tank. Yes, it’s a day of
delight — to celebrate. But above all, it’s to contemplate the good news that God
has given his life to us in Jesus, and now it is our joy to give our life back in
worship.

e It’s to deepen our communion with the deepest reality there is.

There’s meant to be a progression to our sabbath.
o First we stop, we cease, and we rest.
e Then as our energy returns we delight.
e And then as we delight in God’s world and God’s gifts — it leads us to worship.
e So that by the end of sabbath, we find ourselves with the only words we have to
utter — “Thank you.”

Ruth Haley Barton — “I know what it’s like to rest for hours until I have the energy to
delight in something— good food, a good book, a leisurely walk, a long-awaited
conversation with someone I love. I know what it’s like to feel joy and hope and peace
flow back into my body and soul though I had thought it might never come again. I know
what it’s like to see my home and my children through the sabbath eyes of enjoyment. I
know what it’s like to have rest turn into delight, and delight turn into gratitude, and
gratitude into worship.”

Part of how this works is that Sabbath points us both backwards and forwards.

As one pastor says — It’s an aftertaste of the Garden of Eden and a foretaste of the New
Jerusalem.
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Abraham Joshua Heschel — “Unless one learns how to relish the taste of Sabbath while
still in this world, unless one is initiated into the appreciation of eternal life, one will be
unable to enjoy the taste of eternity in the world to come... The essence of the world to
come is Sabbath eternal, and the seventh day in time is an example of eternity.”

And what makes the Sabbath a joy and a foretaste of eternity isn’t just good food, around
a table with family and friends, and time off work to rest and delight... It is God himself,
the trinitarian community at the center of the universe who radiates joy.

This is what makes a bastard sabbath so sad. Because anyone who has ever tasted of true
delight — as the Creator intended for the creation — knows there is a chasm of difference
between delight and hedonism or simple pleasure.
e Delight is meant to draw your whole being to God in gratitude and joy; pleasure is
just trying to make your body feel good;
e Youdon’t walk away from pleasure feeling profound gratitude, you just walk
away wanting more pleasure.

But there is a kind of delight that is virtually indistinguishable from worship.

Dan Allender — “For six days, I wrestle with a world under the toil of the curse, soiled by
the oil of humanity’s commerce, deeply longing for the bright wings of the coming dawn.
And each day, at best, is a repletion of the day before, unless the next day is the Sabbath.
It is the queen of all days, the day in which division, destitution, and death are put aside
to celebrate our union with God, the abundance of his love, and the wild hope of the
coming kingdom.”

Practical Tips on Delight and Worship

So what does this look like practically? To not just cease or stop our work on the sabbath,
but to make it a day of delight and worship?

1. Learn to slow down

Delight is not something we can rush into or through. Delight is not something we can do
if we’re rushing. Hurry and joy are incompatible.

Harper — “When I walk with you, I have to run.”
e I am abig fan of walks on the sabbath, and part of what I have to consciously do
when I walk, is to fight to slow my pace, to actively slow down my steps as a way
of slowing into the day.

Our society knows we have a speed problem.
e Slow food
e Slow fashion
e Slow gaming
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Practical ways to slow down:
e Don’t set an alarm
o Pour-over coffee instead of pre-set drip or keurig
o Walk instead of drive
e Cook instead of order in

Part of why a starting ritual is so important — it’s a way to signal to your brain — work is
done, sabbath time.

2. Put dopamine boundaries around your other 6 days

ec

Marva Dawn — ““We don’t know how to feast, because we don’t know how to fast.”
Part of what makes joy and delight so hard on sabbath is that we settle for lesser joys
throughout the week.
e We don’t know how to savor a sabbath feast, because we overeat all week long.
e  We don’t know how to sit and enjoy a good film, because we binge TV every
night.
e We don’t know how to savor our closest relationships, because we’re over busy
with frantic check-in or meeting after meeting.

Part of Sabbath is learning how to slow down our overall life, to live with moderation
during the week, in order to turn Sabbath into a celebration.

Part of learning to turn sabbath into a day of delight, may be to limit our “yes’s” during
the week.

Part of this is rewiring our dopamine sensors in our bodies.
e Dopamine is that part of our brain that fires when we do something enjoyable — it
gives us feelings of pleasure, satisfaction, and motivation.
e It’s what makes social media so wildly dangerous.
o Dr Anna Lembke — “our smartphones are making us dopamine junkies,
with each swipe, like and tweet feeding our habit of digital dependency.”
e We give ourselves over to false dopamine every single day.

So part of putting limits around the other 6 days means — I’m going to deny myself here,
to help infuse the sabbath with more delight, with more God-glorifying dopamine.

What would it look like to only have certain foods, or certain drinks on the sabbath? How
much more would that help increase the delight of your soul?

3. Make a “yes” list

So last week you got your “no” list — what is work for you. But sabbath is not just
resting/ceasing it’s also delight and worship.
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So it’s good to make a “yes” list as well.

Answer this question with your list — “What are activities that help you delight in God,
His gifts, and His world?”

Examples:

e Golf

o Weightlifting

e Documentaries

o Reading Biographies

e Ghost Faze Pop Energy Drink

e Walks in the woods or in uptown

e Prayer

o Reading through an entire NT epistle

e Time with friends

e Time with girls

e Mint Museum

e QGratitude journal

e Sex (in the Talmud, there’s a command for every couple to make love every
Friday night!)

e So much more — the arts, poetry, music, singing, dancing, laughter, walking,
picnics, flowers, sweets, time with family, friends, the outdoors, watching the
sunset, etc.

Some other examples:

e QGratitude prayers

e Play
Psychologists have a great label for when you save up a bunch of your favorite
experiences for a single moment, such as your birthday or anniversary or a vacation.
They call it “pleasure stacking.” The sabbath is a day for pleasure stacking.

4. Open yourself to joy from God

Rabbi Reb Zalman recommends you begin the Sabbath by saying, “Today I am going to
pamper my soul.”

In our church culture, we can be afraid of joy. We think lament is godly. We think
confession of sin is godly.

But joy, giving ourselves fully to joy, can feel almost “sinful.” Or “selfish”. Or “a waste
of time with all the brokenness in the world.”

Now certainly — the sabbath can become selfish.

But we have to work in our time and place to be open to joy from God.
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Remember — joy is a decision and a gift. So sabbath is us putting ourselves into activities
of delight and worship that open ourselves up to the joy of God.

A great question to ask yourself is — What could I do for a twenty-four period of time that
would bring me deep, visceral joy in God?

236



BIBLIOGRAPHY

Allison, Dale C. The Sermon on the Mount: Inspiring the Moral Imagination. New Y ork:
Crossroad, 1999.

Athanasius of Alexandria. The Life and Affairs of Our Holy Father Antony. In The Life of
Antony and The Letter to Marcellinus, translated by Robert C. Gregg, 29-100.
Classics of Western Spirituality. Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1980.

Augustine of Hippo. Regulations for a Monastery. In Augustine of Hippo and His
Monastic Rule, translated by George Lawless, 73-9. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987.

. Rule. In Augustine of Hippo and His Monastic Rule, translated by George
Lawless, 80-103. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987.

Basil of Caesarea. The Longer Rules. In The Ascetic Works of Saint Basil, translated by
W. K. L. Clarke, 145-228. Translations of Christian Literature. London: Macmillan,
1925.

Benedict of Nursia. Rule. Edited and translated by Bruce L. Venarde. Dumbarton Oaks
Medieval Library. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011.

Berghuis, Kent D. “A Biblical Perspective on Fasting.” Bibliotheca Sacra 158, no. 629
(January-March 2001): 86-103.

Branch-Trevathan, George. The Sermon on the Mount and Spiritual Exercises: The
Making of the Matthean Self. Leiden: Brill, 2020.

Calhoun, Adele Ahlberg. Spiritual Disciplines Handbook: Practices That Transform Us.
Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2005.

Calvin, John. Institutes of the Christian Religion. Edited by John T. McNeill. Translated
by Ford Lewis Battles. Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960.

Chamblin, J. Knox. Matthew. Vol. 1, Chapters 1-13. Mentor Commentary. Ross-shire,
Scotland: Mentor Imprint, 2010.

Cotton, Kelby. “Desert Fathers and Mothers.” In Dictionary of Christian Spirituality,
edited by Glen G. Scorgie, Simon Chan, Gordon T. Smith, and James D. Smith III,
395-97. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2011.

Crump, David. Knocking on Heaven’s Door: A New Testament Theology of Petitionary
Prayer. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2006.

Didache. In The Apostolic Fathers, vol. 1, I Clement, Il Clement, Ignatius, Polycarp,
Didache, edited and translated by Bart D. Ehrman, 403-63. Loeb Classical Library.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003.

237



Dryden, J. de Waal. A Hermeneutic of Wisdom: Recovering the Formative Agency of
Scripture. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2018.

Earley, Dave, and Rod Dempsey. Spiritual Formation Is . . . How to Grow in Jesus with
Passion and Confidence. Nashville: B&H Academic, 2008.

Earley, Justin Whitmel. The Common Rule: Habits of Purpose for an Age of Distraction.
Downers Grove, IL: IVP Books, 2019.

Ehrman, Bart D., ed. and trans. The Apostolic Fathers. Vol. 1, I Clement, II Clement,
Ignatius, Polycarp, Didache. Loeb Classical Library. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2003.

Flood, David, and Thaddee Matura. The Birth of a Movement: A Study of the First Rule
of St Francis. Cincinnati: Franciscan Herald Press, 1975.

Foster, Richard J. Celebration of Discipline: The Path to Spiritual Growth. San
Francisco: HarperOne, 2018.

France, R. T. The Gospel of Matthew. New International Commentary on the New
Testament. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007.

Harrod, Joseph C. “The Neglected Discipline of Almsgiving.” Journal of Spiritual
Formation and Soul Care 12, no. 1 (2018): 89-111.

Hedges, Brian G., ed. Preface to Holy Helps for a Godly Life, by Richard Rogers, vii-
xxiv. Puritan Treasures for Today. Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage Books,
2018.

Hippolytus of Rome. The Apostolic Tradition. Edited and translated by Burton Scott
Easton. Gutenberg Collection. Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 1934.

Issler, Klaus Dieter. “Six Themes to Guide Spiritual Formation Ministry Based on Jesus’
Sermon on the Mount.” Christian Education Journal 7, no. 2 (Fall 2010): 366-88.

Kapic, Kelly M., and Randall C. Gleason. The Devoted Life: An Invitation to the Puritan
Classics. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2004.

Keener, Craig S. A Commentary on the Gospel of Matthew. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1999.

Marshall, I. Howard. “Jesus—Example and Teacher of Prayer in the Synoptic Gospels.”
In Into God’s Presence: Prayer in the New Testament, edited by Richard N.
Longenecker, 113-31. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001.

Morris, Leon. The Gospel According to Matthew. Pillar New Testament Commentary.
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992.

Morison, E. F. St. Basil and His Rule: A Study in Early Monasticism. London: Oxford
University Press, 1912. Online.

Nolland, John. The Gospel of Matthew. New International Greek Testament
Commentary. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005.

238



Norris, Kathleen. The Cloister Walk. New York: Riverhead Books, 1996.

Okholm, Dennis. Monk Habits for Everyday People: Benedictine Spirituality for
Protestants. Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2007.

Ortberg, John. The Life You 've Always Wanted: Spiritual Disciplines for Ordinary
People. 2nd ed. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2002.

Osborne, Grant R. Matthew. Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament.
Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2010.

Pachomius. Precepts 140. In Pachomian Koinonia, vol. 2, Pachomian Chronicles and
Rules, translated by Armand Veilleux, 141-96. Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian, 1980.

Packer, J. I. Praying the Lord’s Prayer. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2007.

Pennington, Jonathan T. “The Kingdom of Heaven in the Gospel of Matthew.” Southern
Baptist Journal of Theology 12, no. 1 (Spring 2008): 46-47.

. The Sermon on the Mount and Human Flourishing: A Theological
Commentary. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2017.

Perkins, William. The Second Book of the Cases of Conscience. In The Works of Williams
Perkins, vol. 8, edited by J. Stephen Yuille, 219-358. Grand Rapids: Reformation
Heritage Books, 2019.

. The Third Book of the Cases of Conscience. In The Works of Williams
Perkins, vol. 8, edited by J. Stephen Yuille, 359-440. Grand Rapids: Reformation
Heritage Books, 2019.

Peters, Gregg. The Story of Monasticism: Retrieving an Ancient Tradition for
Contemporary Spirituality. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2015.

Rhee, Helen. Loving the Poor, Saving the Rich: Wealth, Poverty, and Early Christian
Formation. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2012.

Robertson, Duncan. Lectio Divina: The Medieval Experience of Reading. Cistercian
Studies 238. Collegeville, MN: Cistercian, 1996.

Rogers, Richard. The Diary of Richard Rogers. In Two Elizabethan Puritan Diaries by
Richard Rogers and Samuel Ward, edited by M. M. Knappen, 53-102. Chicago:
American Society of Church History, 1933. Quoted in Richard Rogers, Holy Helps
for a Godly Life, edited by Brian G. Hedges (Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage
Books, 2018).

. Holy Helps for a Godly Life. Edited by Brian G. Hedges. Puritan Treasures for
Today. Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage Books, 2018.

Sittser, Gerald. Water From a Deep Well: Christian Spirituality from Early Martyrs to
Modern Missionaries. Downers Grove, IL: IVP Books, 2007.

Sproul, R. C. The Prayer of the Lord. Sanford, FL: Ligonier Ministries, 2009.

239



Stetzer, Ed, Micah Fries, and Daniel Im. “The State of Church Planting in the U.S.: New
Churches 2015 Exclusive Report.” Nashville: Lifeway Christian Resources, 2015.
https://www.wesleyan.org/wp-content/uploads/Lifeway-2015-ChurchPlanting-
Survey.pdf.

Stewart, Columba. Prayer and Community: The Benedictine Tradition. Maryknoll, NY:
Orbis Books, 1998.

Talbert, Charles H. Reading the Sermon on the Mount: Character Formation and
Decision Making in Matthew 5-7. Grand Rapids: Baker, 2004.

Tamburello, Dennis E. Union with Christ: John Calvin and the Mysticism of St. Bernard.
Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1994.

Turner, M. M. B. “Prayer in the Gospels and Acts.” In Teach Us to Pray: Prayer in the
Bible and the World, edited by D. A. Carson, 58-83. Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock,
2002.

Ward, Benedict, trans. The Desert Fathers: Sayings of the Early Christian Monks.
London: Penguin, 2003.

Whitney, Donald S. Spiritual Disciplines for the Christian Life. Rev. ed. Colorado
Springs: NavPress, 2014.

Wilhoit, James C. Spiritual Formation as if the Church Mattered: Growing in Christ
through Community. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008.

Wright, N. T. “The Lord’s Prayer as a Paradigm of Christian Prayer.” In Into God'’s

Presence: Prayer in the New Testament, edited by Richard N. Longenecker, 132-54.
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001.

240



ABSTRACT
EQUIPPING MEMBERS OF CITIZENS CHURCH IN

CHARLOTTE, NORTH CAROLINA, TO DEVELOP
AND PRACTICE A RULE OF LIFE

Timothy John Olson, DMin
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2024
Faculty Supervisor: Dr. Joseph C. Harrod

This project seeks to equip members of Citizens Church Charlotte to develop a
rule of life consisting of five spiritual practices for their spiritual formation. Chapter 1
presents the ministry context of Citizens Church as well as the goals and methods utilized
in this project. Chapter 2 provides an overview of the discipleship focus of the Gospel of
Matthew, with special emphasis given to the Sermon on the Mount, to show God’s desire
and power as well as human responsibility for spiritual formation. Chapter 3 presents an
overview of church history and the ways various Christians have viewed spiritual
practices and a rule of life through different generations of the church. Chapter 4
describes the project itself, detailing the content and timeline of the specific course
curriculum. Chapter 5 evaluates the project based on the successful completion of the
specified goals. Ultimately, this project seeks to equip followers of Jesus with the tools

necessary to develop and implement a rule of life for their spiritual practices.
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