A Revolutionary Glance at Spiritual Disciplines

“Take my yoke upon you. Let me teach you, because I am humble and gentle, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke fits perfectly, and the burden I give you is light." – Jesus, Matthew 11:29,30, NLT

Jesus ‘yoke’ fits perfectly? His burden is light? We will find rest in our souls through Jesus? Lots of us scoff; yeah, right, we say. Ever since I found Jesus life has been so much harder! I don’t find rest! I find exhaustion! Light burden? Life was a lot easier before my relationship with God! 

G. K. Chesterton said, “Christianity has not so much been tried and found wanting, as it has been difficult and left untried.” 

I was at a concert when the lead singer said, “Being a Christian isn’t easy!” No, it’s not. But it was meant to be. Jesus meant for it to be easy. And as we see in Acts and in the Gospels, it was easy for the first followers, yet over time such ease, such faith, such joy and rapture and rest in Jesus has all but vanished. So what happened?

The answer is that most of us have stopped following Jesus completely. A lot of people are growling at me. But just wait. What does it mean to follow? Most of us would say to “walk in his footsteps.” Or to become a missionary. All these are only half-right. When Jesus first told you and me, “Follow me,” he meant, “Live like me. Mind. Body. Spirit. Live like I have. Then you will find rest for your souls.” What does it mean to totally live not for Jesus, but like Jesus, 24/7? Most of us – including me – don’t really know. 

But what it does mean, and this I know for sure, is that we are to model everything he did – not only when we are around people, but when we are by ourselves, when we are eating and watching movies, when we are going about life. So that people, if told about a man named Jesus, will point to us and say, “Hey, I know him! He’s right there!” And this change doesn’t just revolve around changing our thoughts and our ideas and our activities – it means changing our habits, too. A Christian who refuses to change his habits will probably receive very little of Christ after conversion.

When one is saved, at that moment he is closer to God than he has ever been before. But after a few days, the excitement, the inertia, it wears off. Doubt sets in. One wonders, “What happened? Am I not saved?” Meeting someone can be great. But if you just exchange names, how exciting will it be in three days? My point is this: salvation isn’t a one-time thing, it’s a day-by-day experience. It doesn’t culminate in baptism or a prayer: it culminates when we step into Paradise. Building a relationship takes work – we can’t expect our relationship with God to blossom with no effort on our part. God is a Person, not a machine – we need to treat him for who He is. That means we need, first of all, to take time to get to know Him better. A lot of us do this in devotionals or prayers or morning quiet times. But what most of us look over is that if you want to get to know somebody, you don’t always invite them over to your house; you go over to their house: we need to take up the habits of God – we need to step into Jesus’ house – so that our relationship can become so loving, so intimate, so real and foundational that it surprises us how so many people live in dullness and think it normal and are content to remain that way. We will become like Jesus, if we do it from our hearts, minds and souls, and experience the transformation so many of us have found lacking.

How are we to build our relationship with God? Bible study helps. So does worship. And prayer. But if we are content just to study the Bible over a cup of coffee, our focus entirely on the aroma, how much intimacy is there? Or if we only worship on Sunday mornings, or prayer is a before-bed and before-meals thing, how closer are we going to draw to God? How much closer are you getting reading spiritual self-help books and talking to ministers about theological truth? Growth between you and a friend grows in communion; you don’t read books about each other and grow closer. It just doesn’t work. So the same it is with God. One way to draw closer to God, if heartfelt and passionate, is spiritual disciplines.

We can’t ignore the fact that most protestant Christians cringe at the mention of spiritual disciplines. It is no secret that Protestantism opened the door to a lot of truths that had long been forgotten in the age of Catholic power. Faith that saves you. Read God’s Word for yourself. You don’t need a priest to forgive sins. It’s all about you and your intimate relationship with God. Yet there was one thing protestants didn’t just ignore, but frowned upon – and continue to frown upon: and that is discipline. Protestantism has done something fatal – it has overreacted – negatively – against ascetic or disciplinary practices in the Christian realm. In most protestant circles, a “head trip” of mental assent to doctrine and the enjoyment of pleasant imagery and imagination is quietly substituted for a rigorous practice of discipleship that would bring a true transformation of character.

“Thank God! Once you were slaves of sin, but now you have obeyed with all your heart the new teaching God has given you. Now you are free from sin, your old master, and you have become slaves to your new master, righteousness.”  - Romans 6:17,18, NLT
The moment we are saved, we are freed from sin. Don’t get this confused with free from sin. We will still mess up. We will still make sinful mistakes. It is unfortunate that many sincere Christians are thrown off and the burden is deepened when they hear that we’re free from sin, but yet can’t forget that morning’s sin. We are freed from the power of sin to control us – we have a choice. Those without God do not, on the other hand, have a choice. We can say ‘no’ to evil; a new attitude will develop. But what happens then is also a choice – will we say ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to developing the new creations we are? Saying ‘yes’ opens the doorway to the disciplines we’re going to be talking about.

Who are the great ones in The Way, what are the significant movements in the history of the church that do not bear the deep and pervasive imprint of the disciplines of the spiritual life? If there are none, what leads us to believe that we might be the exception to the rule and might know the power of the Kingdom life without the appropriate disciplines? How could we be practicing and teaching the disciplines of Jesus Christ himself and the best of his followers found necessary?

If you want to learn baseball, you don’t go to the kid at the dusty baseball diamond at the corner of Fifth and Broadway. You go to Babe Ruth and Sammy Sosa and Mark McGuire and Barry Bonds – the legendary greats. If we want to know how to draw deeper into God, to grow roots that drink only on the fountains of God, if we want to develop and experience that loving intimacy we were created to have with God, let us not look at the ragtag Christians in the back pews at our churches; let’s look at the disciples who changed the world: Paul and John and Peter. And let’s never forget to look at the One who came to give us Life. When we dive into their lives, we see that they grew deeper with God through several different spiritual disciplines, most of which we’ve forgotten or slighted, to our own downfalls. 

Are you hungry, even starving, to experience the ‘easy yoke’ of Jesus? Are you eager to live a life that is completely focused on God, that is filled with joy no matter what, and spiritual power beyond our dreams? Is there a desire within you to step beyond just knowing about God, to knowing God intimately, lovingly, as a Lover and Beloved? Such an easy life, such a life filled with rest for the soul, is within your reach…

“But also for this very reason, giving all diligence, add to your faith virtue, to virtue knowledge, to knowledge self-control, to self-control perseverance, to perseverance godliness, to godliness brotherly kindness, and to brotherly kindness love. For if these things are yours and abound, you will be neither barren nor unfruitful in the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ.”  - 1 Peter 1:5-8, NKJV
What is a spiritual discipline? An activity undertaken to bring us into more effective cooperation with Christ and his Kingdom; a means to the grace and gifts of God; and a portal into an intimate love affair with God. Spiritual disciplines, coined “exercises unto godliness,” are only activities undertaken to make us capable of receiving more of his life and power without harm to ourselves or others. We need not try to come up with a complete list of disciplines, nor should we assume that our particular list will be right for others – just as we are uniquely hand-crafted and hand-knit in our mother’s womb by the Creator, so different disciplines will suit each one of us differently in our growing intimacy with God. We also need to keep in mind that very few disciplines can be regarded as absolutely indispensable for a healthy spiritual life and work, though some are obviously more important than others. We also need to realize that these disciplines are not for salvation, but because of salvation; they aren’t needed to be saved: they are for those who are serious about developing a genuine intimacy with their Lover. 

Beware: those who think that they are spiritually superior because they make a practice of disciplines such as fasting or silence or frugality are entirely missing the point. The need for extensive practice of a given discipline is an indication of weakness, not strength. A good rule of thumb may be that if it is easy for us to practice a certain discipline, we probably don’t need to practice it. The disciplines we need to practice are precisely the ones we are not “good at” and do not enjoy. Baseball player Pete Rose, when asked to explain his phenomenal success as an athlete, said: 

“I practice what I’m not good at. Most folks practice what they’re good at.”

The same is true for our success in spiritual living. Practice what is hard. Practice what doesn’t come naturally. For me, that is fasting. I love to eat. Eating is a key part of my day, a high point. Fasting is one discipline among many that draws me into the graces and love of God deeper than I was before the fast. Such is the way of the disciplines. 

The disciplines we will talk about (and there is no black-and-white right-wrong list) are:

Disciplines of Abstinence

Solitude

Silence

Fasting

Frugality

Secrecy

Sacrifice

Disciplines of Engagement

Study

Worship

Celebration

Service

Prayer

Fellowship

Confession

Submission

The Disciplines of Abstinence

“Abstain from fleshly lusts which war against the soul.”  - 1 Peter 2:11

“If we feel that any habit or pursuit, harmless in itself, is keeping us from God and sinking us deeper in the things of earth; if we find that things which others can do with impunity are for us occasions of falling, then abstinence is our only course. Abstinence alone can recover for us the real value of what should have been for our help but which has been an occasion of falling… It is necessary that we should steadily resolve to give up anything that comes between ourselves and God.”  - W.R. Inge

“Those who deny themselves will be sure to find their strength increased, their affections raised, and their inward peace continually augmented.”  - Bishop Wilson of the Isle and Man

In the disciplines of abstinence we abstain to some degree and for some time from the satisfaction of what we generally regard as normal and legitimate desires. Such “normal” desires include food, sleep, bodily activity, companionship, curiosity, and sex. Let us not forget others such as convenience, comfort, material security, reputation or fame, and variety. 

Abstention does not imply that any of these desires are wrong. But in today’s distorted, fallen and crooked condition of humanity, these basic desires are often twisted into a rebellious and harmful course, ultimately serving as the primary hosts of sin in our lives.

Just take a look at the “seven deadly sin” recognized throughout church history: pride, envy, anger, sloth, greed, gluttony, lust. Gregory the Great described these seven sins as “a classification of the normal perils of the soul in the ordinary conditions of life.”

These spiritual disciplines bring these basic desires back to how they were meant to be – ridding them of the benchmarks and stains of a world corrupted by sin.

Solitude

Solitude played a huge role in the life of Jesus and the ones who changed the world for him. But what is solitude? Is it simply being alone for an hour or two? If so, how difficult is that? Most of us are hardwired to desire solitude every once and a while, some of us (like me) every day! No, solitude isn’t just being alone. It is purposefully abstaining from interaction with other people, denying ourselves companionship and all that comes from our conscious interaction with others. We close ourselves away; we go to the ocean, the desert, the wilderness, or to the anonymity of the urban crowd. Solitude is choosing to be completely alone, and dwelling on our experience of isolation from other human beings. But why is solitude so important?

The normal course of our day-to-day busy lives and interactions with other people locks us into patterns of feeling, thought, and action that are geared to a world set against God. Nothing but solitude can allow the development of a freedom from the ingrained behaviors that hinder our intimacy with God.

Think about this: it takes twenty times more the amount of amphetamine to kill individual mice than it takes to kill them in groups. Experimenters also find that a mouse given no amphetamine at all will be dead within ten minutes of being placed in the midst of a group on the drug. In groups they go off like popcorn or firecrackers. We, too, will submerge and die with culture if we don’t find the time to break away and dive into solitude. It is the inevitable trend – just a test of time.

It is in solitude that we find the psychic distance, the perspective from which we can see, in the light of eternity, the created things that trap, worry and oppress us. It is where we are convicted of our faults, of our nasty habits; it is where God says, “This is where you need to change.” And it is where we draw ever closer to God, developing a more intense relationship than when we first started.

“Solitude is a terrible trial, for it serves to crack open and burst apart the shell of our superficial securities. It opens out to us the unknown abyss that we carry within us… [and] discloses the fact that these abysses are haunted.”  - Louis Bouyer

We can only survive solitude if we cling to Jesus there. And yet in that suffering and anguish of solitude, what we find of Jesus enables us to return to society as free persons! Solitude is generally the most fundamental in the beginning of the spiritual life, and it must be returned to again and again as that life develops. Just try fasting, prayer, service, giving, or even celebration without the preparation accomplished in withdrawal, and you will soon be thrown into despair by your efforts, very likely abandoning your attempt altogether. 

“That is the only reason why I desire solitude – to be lost to all created things, to die to them and to the knowledge of them, for they remind me of my distance from [God]: that [God is] far from them, even though [He is] in them. [He has] made them and [His presence] sustains their being and they hide [Him] from me. And I would live alone, and out of them.”  - Thomas Merton

In stark aloneness it is possible to have silence, to be still, and to know that Jehovah indeed is God (Psalm 46:10). In aloneness do we set the King before our minds with sufficient intensity and duration that we stay centered upon him – our hearts are transfixed by him, established in trust (Psalm 112:7,8) – even when back in the office, shop, home, school or work.

“The great holy men, where they might, fled men’s fellowship and chose to live to God in secret places. One said: As ofttimes as I was among men I came back less a man, that is to say less holy… If in the beginning of thy conversation thou keep thy cell and dwell well therein it shall be to thee afterwards as a dear and well beloved friend and most pleasant solace. In silence and quiet the devout soul profiteth and learneth the secrets of the scriptures… Leave vain things to the vain… Shut thy door upon thee and call to thee Jesu thy love: dwell with him in they cell for thou shalt not find elsewhere so great peace.”  - Thomas a Kempis

“We go more constantly and desperately to the post office, [but] the poor fellow who walks away with the greatest number of letters, proud of his extensive correspondence, has not heard from himself this long while… read not the Times, read the Eternities!”  - Henry David Thoreau

Silence

“Be still, and know that I am God…”  - Psalm 46:10,  NKJV
Silence is when we close off our souls, our very being, from the ‘noise’ that surrounds us on a constant day-to-day basis – the noise of music, words, sounds, the street, friends and even family. Today this is very hard – true silence is extremely rare. There are people who have never ‘heard’ true silence, and don’t even really know what true silence is! 

Silence is frightening because it strips us as nothing else does, throwing us upon the grim realities of our life. A great fear is that in this so-called quiet time, what happens if there seems to be very little of “just us and God”? What does it say about the inward emptiness of our lives if we must always turn on the tape player or radio or must always ‘feel’ or ‘experience’ God to make sure something is happening in our world?

Sound has an interesting trademark – it always strikes deep and brooding in our souls. So for the sake of our souls, we must seek times to leave our television, radio, tape players, and telephones turned off. We need to seek time to close off street noises as much as possible, try to find how quiet we can make our world by our own hands. 

For a lot of us the question regarding silence arises, “How can I practice this discipline? I am constantly surrounded by people! I can never get alone!” While there is no clear-cut answer, a general idea is to wake up before everyone else, or go to sleep after everyone else, so you can find as much as this heavily-needed silence as you can. Some people wake up in the middle of the night just to spend some time in the silence, some of the only time they can muster. No matter the avenue, don’t sleight the power of silence – in the quiet, God is there, God’s presence moves, and God speaks. 

Silence is no different from all the other disciplines in one aspect – it must be approached prayerfully and experimentally. Have confidence: God has its right uses for you! Silence is a powerful and essential discipline, because it is silence alone that will allow us life-transforming concentration on the Creator of the Cosmos. It is in the silence where we can hear his voice.

“He will not quarrel nor cry out, Nor will anyone hear His voice in the streets.”  

- Matthew 12:19, NKJV
“For thus says the Lord GOD, the Holy One of Israel: "In returning and rest you shall be saved; In quietness and confidence shall be your strength.’”  - Isaiah 30:15

How few of us live with a quiet, inner peace. The world weighs down all around us, and we feel it choking us, suffocating us to the point of fatal exhaustion. When we wake in the morning, demands are shoved down our throat. We toss and turn at night, heads filled with knowledge that tomorrow’s harvest is no better; minds laden with the mistakes of the day, the problems and circumstances to be fixed and avoided. So little of us have this quiet, inner peace; peace is a foreign word with vague meaning. Yet we know we desire it. This peace, this comfort, this calmness is in our grasp; it can be touched; the grace of God sustains us, fills us with joy and peace, and the door is often the discipline of silence. The harvest will turn colors once we step through that door, and we will be able to direct others to the entryway. We can find confidence, reassurance, approval, peace.

As one young person said,

“The more I practice this discipline, the more I appreciate the strength of silence. The less I become skeptical and judgmental, the more I learn to accept the things I don’t like about others, the more I accept them as uniquely created in the image of God. The less I talk, the fuller are words spoken at an appropriate time. The more I value others, the more I serve them in small ways, the more I enjoy and celebrate my life. The more I celebrate, the more I realize that God has been giving me wonderful things in my life, the less I worry about my future. I will accept and enjoy what God is continuously giving to me. I think I am beginning to really enjoy God.”

Fasting

“It is written, Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceedeth out of the mouth of God.”  - Jesus, Matthew 4:4, KJV
Fasting is no more than abstaining from food and maybe drink, too. It teaches us a lot about ourselves pretty quickly, and can prove humiliating to us, as it reveals to us how much our peace depends upon the pleasures of eating. It will show us how we use eating to assuage the discomforts in our bodies and minds often caused by unwise and faithless living and attitudes – attitudes of lacking self-worth, meaningless work, purposeless exercise, a lack of rest or exercise. Fasting teaches temperance and self-control, therefore also throwing at us moderation and restraint with regard to all our fundamental drives. Fasting is a practice of self-denial that ought to be practiced by all Christians; for those who take this bull by the horns, theirs is a clear and present source of the love and resourcefulness of God.

How does one go about fasting? After all, there isn’t one dead-set way. The desert fathers such as St. Antony often went long periods of time on just bread and water. Daniel and his friends would not eat the King’s meat or drink his wine; they had vegetables and water only. So we see that fasting can take on many forms. Jesus was led into the wilderness by the Spirit, fasting till the day of his temptation came at the strike of dawn.

Fasting confirms our utter dependence upon God by finding in him a source of sustenance beyond food. This is the bottom line of fasting: we taste the real Bread of Life and drink the Living Water, the Messiah. Through fasting we come to terms with the fact that God’s word to us is a life sustenance that is not food alone that gives life, but also the words that proceed from the mouth of God. We discover this real meat we have, this meat the world does not know about – fasting becomes a feast; a feast on Jesus and doing Jesus’ will!

For so long I thought that Jesus’ reference to outside appearances in the following Scripture, Matthew 6:16-18, meant that fasting was a horrible and painful thing, and to reap the glory and rewards, we had to keep it a secret. What do you think it really means?

"And when you fast, don't make it obvious, as the hypocrites do, who try to look pale and disheveled so people will admire them for their fasting. I assure you, that is the only reward they will ever get. But when you fast, comb your hair and wash your face. Then no one will suspect you are fasting, except your Father, who knows what you do in secret. And your Father, who knows all secrets, will reward you.”  - Matthew 6:16-18, NLT
No, he is not telling us to mislead those around us while we fast. He is instead explaining how we will feel – we won’t be sad! After all, aren’t we discovering that life is so much better than meat? Our belly is not our god, as others find it to be; we are not enslaved by our appetites and insatiable passion, but are reigned to the cross of Christ. Our belly becomes a joyful servant of us and of God:

“You say, ‘Food is for the stomach, and the stomach is for food.’ This is true, though someday God will do away with both of them. But our bodies were not made for sexual immorality. They were made for the Lord, and the Lord cares about our bodies.”  - 1 Corinthians 6:13, NLT
The Christian poet Edna St. Vincent Millay writes:

“I drank every vine.


The last was like the first.

I came upon no wine


So wonderful as thirst.

I gnawed at every root.


I ate of every plant.

I came upon no fruit


So wonderful as want.

Feed the grape and the beam


To the vintner and the monger;

I will lie down lead


With my thirst and my hunger.”

Frugality

Frugality just means the abstaining from using money or goods at our disposal in ways that merely gratify our desires or our hunger for status, glamour, or luxury. We stay  within the bounds of what general good judgment would designate as necessary for the kind of life to which God has led us. 

How does one go about fasting?

“Go to now, ye rich men, weep and howl for your miseries that shall come upon you. Your riches are corrupted, and your garments are motheaten. Your gold and silver is cankered; and the rust of them shall be a witness against you, and shall eat your flesh as it were fire. Ye have heaped treasure together for the last days. Behold, the hire of the labourers who have reaped down your fields, which is of you kept back by fraud, crieth: and the cries of them which have reaped are entered into the ears of the Lord of Sabaoth. Ye have lived in pleasure on the earth, and been wanton..”  - James 5:1-5, KJV

“I say it again--it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich person to enter the Kingdom of God!"  - Matthew 19:24, NLT
These warnings against the rich aren’t stereotypical; if you’re rich, you’re not automatically condemned to Hell. If you’re wealthy because of the lottery, or a successful business partner whose moved up in the cash flow, you’re not cut off from God. The warning is against the rich who have hoarded their money, neglecting those in need, being selfish and conceited, frivolous to the point of their own destruction. Frivolous consumption corrupts the soul away from trusting, worshipping, and service to God, and affects our ‘neighbors’ – humans throughout the world – as well. 

“It is an injury to society as well as an offense against God when men pamper their bodies with rich and dainty foods and seriously diminish their physical and mental powers by excessive use of intoxicants… Luxury in every form is economically bad, it is provocative to the poor who see it flaunted before them, and it is morally degrading to those who indulge in it. The Christian who has the ability to live luxuriously, but fasts from all extravagance, and practices simplicity in his dress, his home, and his whole manner of life, is, therefore, rendering good service to society.”  - O. Hardman

Frugality frees us from concern and involvement with a multitude of desires that would make it impossible for us “to do what is right, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God.” (Micah 6:8). It makes it possible for us to concentrate only one that ‘one thing worth being concerned about’, and that is Jesus alone:

“As Jesus and the disciples continued on their way to Jerusalem, they came to a village where a woman named Martha welcomed them into her home. Her sister, Mary, sat at the Lord's feet, listening to what he taught. But Martha was worrying over the big dinner she was preparing. She came to Jesus and said, "Lord, doesn't it seem unfair to you that my sister just sits here while I do all the work? Tell her to come and help me." But the Lord said to her, "My dear Martha, you are so upset over all these details! There is really only one thing worth being concerned about. Mary has discovered it--and I won't take it away from her." ”  - Luke 10:38-42, NLT

Martha was too worried about dinner – about life! – that she missed who life revolved around! Mary forgot everything and fell down before Jesus and was just consumed by Him. Frugality opens up a narrow avenue that leads us to experience and know God more better and fully than we ever have before. 

Frugality is also freedom from the spiritual burden of financial debt! How many of us so often buy things that are not necessary? The effect of doing this is a diminishing of our apparent self-worth, dims our hope for the future, and most of all eliminates our sensitivity to the needs of others. Frugality gives us freedom from this spiritual bondage, as it frees up our finances and our costs of living and opens windows to mercy and compassion on those in need. When all is said and done, there is only debt we have to pay, and that is a debt of love:

“Owe nothing to anyone except to love one another…”  - Romans 13:8,  NASB

John Joseph Surin was once asked why, when so many people seem to wish to be great in God’s eyes, there are so few who are truly great. “The chief reason,” he replied, “is that they give too big a place in life to indifferent things.” The bottom line is this: we need to stop wasting money on drugs and alcohol and food and toys, and start tithing, start giving back to God by giving to others. We need to live generously. 

“Tell those who are rich in this world not to be proud and not to trust in their money, which will soon be gone. But their trust should be in the living God, who richly gives us all we need for our enjoyment. Tell them to use their money to do good. They should be rich in good works and should give generously to those in need, always being ready to share with others whatever God has given them.”  - 1 Timothy 6:17,18,  NLT
On a missions trip in southern Kentucky, I was told a story about a woman who had absolutely nothing, but she flowed over with a joy that others saw as insane. She lived in a ramshackle house with dozens of cats, and when missionaries stopped by, she would play the guitar for them, singing hymns to Jesus. Having compassion, the missionaries bought her a box of canned goods and put them in her panty for her. A day passed, and when they returned, only a handful of the cans were left remaining! Shocked, they demanded to know where the cans were. Her response has never been forgotten by those there, and has been handed down through the generations: “There are others who need them more than I do, so I gave them to me.” Buckled over, someone asked, “But what about you? You don’t have any food!” She calmly replied, “I don’t worry about it. The Lord Jesus will provide!” This woman was a replica of the widow Jesus pointed out in Luke 21:1-4. She brought new light to such assuring promises as found in 2 Corinthians 9:7,8:

“You must each make up your own mind as to how much you should give. Don't give reluctantly or in response to pressure. For God loves the person who gives cheerfully. And God will generously provide all you need. Then you will always have everything you need and plenty left over to share with others.”  - 2 Corinthians 9:7,8,  NLT
Frugality as a settled style of life frees us from indifferent things. Simplicity (the arrangement of life around a few consistent purposes, explicitly excluding what is unnecessary to life), and poverty (the rejection of all possessions) are all branches off frugality, and are in turn part of frugality. The monks of the Middle Ages took simplicity to the next level, living only with a bed, desk and Bible at times. Yet these were some of the happiest men and women on the planet – why? Because they discovered what life was all about – Jesus – and didn’t worry about the foggy details that will be wisped away with the morning sun.

Secrecy

“Thou are not the holier though thou be praised nor the more vile though thou be blamed or dispraised. What thou art, that thou art; that God knoweth thee to be and thou canst be said to be no greater… For a man ever to do well and to think little of himself is token of a meek soul. For a man not to wish to be comforted by any creature is a token of great purity and inward trust. He that seeketh no outward witness for himself, is appeareth openly that he hath committed himself all wholly to God.”  - Thomas a Kempis

One of the greatest fallacies of our faith, and actually one of the greatest acts of unbelief, is the thought that our spiritual acts and virtues need to be advertised to be known. We see the frantic and hot-hearted efforts of religious organizations and spiritual groups advertising and certifying themselves, and is it not a stunning revelation of lack of true, God-fearing, rich spirituality? 

Secrecy isn’t keeping secrets from other people (though who is to say that is wrong?). The secrecy mentioned here is keeping from causing our good deeds and good qualities to be known. We may even take steps to prevent them from being known, though to go into the realm of deceit is never a good idea. Secrecy helps us to lose or tame the hunger for fame, justification, attention of others. The discipline more-so than others will often require a greater need for grace. But as we practice this discipline, we find that we adore being unknown and we love the misunderstanding about us and our deeds, and love it with peace, joy and purpose. In secrecy we experience a continuing relationship with God independent of the opinions of others.

“Thou shalt hide them in the secret of thy presence from the pride of man: thou shalt keep them secretly in a pavilion from the strife of tongues.”  - Psalm 31:20,  KJV
Secrecy forces us to place our public relations department entirely in the hands of God, who lit our candles so we could be the light of the world, not so we could hide under a bushel:

“Ye are the salt of the earth: but if the salt have lost his savour, wherewith shall it be salted? it is thenceforth good for nothing, but to be cast out, and to be trodden under foot of men. Ye are the light of the world. A city that is set on an hill cannot be hid. Neither do men light a candle, and put it under a bushel, but on a candlestick; and it giveth light unto all that are in the house. Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father which is in heaven.” – Matthew 5:13-16,  KJV

Some might argue that Jesus is telling us to show our good works to everyone. No! We must allow God to decide when our deeds will be known, and when our light will be noticed. We must not force or shove our good deeds down other peoples’ throats. We must let God decide where people will taste the salt that we are; the saltshaker is in His hands, as well as the button of the flashlight that is our lives. We must allow him to decide; we will find that when we live in secrecy, God will expound our influence, bless us, and let our deeds have greater affects on those around us, because He is in charge of deciding who notices and who doesn’t. 

Secrecy teaches us to have love and humility before God and others. In turn, that love and humility encourages us to see our neighbors in the best possible light, even to the point of our hoping they will do better and appear better than us! Via secrecy we find that it is possible for us to “do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than ourselves,” as Philippians 2:3 says. And if you want to experience the flow of love as never before, the next time you are in a competitive situation, pray that the others around you will be more outstanding, more praised, and more used of God than yourself. Really pull for them and rejoice for their successes. What do you think would happen if Christians would universally pray this for each other? The earth, I believe, would be filled with the knowledge of God’s glory! Secrecy can lead us into this kind of wonderful experience.

Also, the needs that arise in our efforts to serve God can often be handled by looking to God only, not telling others that there is a need, but counting on God to tell them. This is another aspect of the realm of secrecy. When we ask God alone for help instead of asking others, God will provide. And when we see our needs met because we have asked God alone, our faith in God’s presence and care will be greatly increased. But if we always tell others of the need, we will have little faith in God, and our entire spiritual life will suffer because of it.

And in all we do in the arena of secrecy, let’s never forget the words of Jesus:

“That thou appear not unto men to fast, but unto thy Father which is in secret: and thy Father, which seeth in secret, shall reward thee openly.”  - Matthew 6:18,  KJV

God sees our works – not only fasting, but good deeds and prayers and acts of charity – in secret; and when we keep it secret, we say to God, “Okay, here you go. This is done for you and only you. No one else knows, and it will stay that way.” And God, from who we can hide nothing, who sees and knows all things, will reward us openly. That’s a promise straight from Jesus’ mouth.

Sacrifice

Sacrifice is where we abstain from the possession or enjoyment of what is necessary for our living – not, as in frugality, where we abstain from those things that are unnecessary. We forsake the security of meeting our needs with what is in our hands. It is total abandonment to God, a stepping into the darkened abyss in the faith and hope that God will hold us up. Such a move would be disastrous if our faith were nothing but a lie, but because it is founded in the truth of God, because God is not only loving, but also all-powerful and able to meet our needs, sacrifice is a clear message to God: I trust You. 

“And [Jesus] looked up and saw the rich putting their gifts into the treasury. And He saw a certain poor widow putting in two small copper coins. And He said, "Truly I say to you, this poor widow put in more than all of them; for they all out of their surplus put into the offering; but she out of her poverty put in all that she had to live on."  - Luke 21:1-4,  NASB
The poor widow gave all she had, abandoned herself to God’s care, as she gave sacrificially. Ironically, in some strange mathematical equation that would make an accountant shiver, she gave more with her two pennies than all the rich gentlemen writing out their large, tax deductible checks around her. 

How nourishing to our faith are the tokens of God’s care in response to our sacrifice! The cautious faith that never saws off the limb on which it is sitting never learns that unattached limbs may find strange, unaccountable ways of not falling.

A couple years ago I went to a Sr. High youth convention in Milligan, Tennessee. During the conference, God filled me with compassion for the youth in depraved continents such as Africa, Asia and South America; I emptied out all my money for the cause as they passed around the charity plates, and I knew I’d be starving on the way home. I prayed, “God, please provide me a meal.” The group I was with entered a restaurant, and I was broke with no money for food and nothing to put in my stomach. Yet I left stuffed with food, lots of leftovers, and $1.50 in my pocket. My story is just one of thousands you could hear from those who abandon themselves for God. It is still difficult for me to abandon, but this just means that I ought to do it more often. With the discipline of sacrifice, we practice a different dimension of faith, and often we are surprised at the outcome!

The Disciplines of Engagement

“Arise, take up thy bed, and go thy way…”  - Mark 2:11,  KJV
The disciplines of abstinence must be counterbalanced and supplemented by the disciplines of engagement. Abstinence and engagement are the outbreathing and inbreathing of our spiritual lives, and we require disciplines for both movements. Life does not draw its power of growth and development from withdrawal, but from action – from engagement. Abstinence, then, paves the way for true engagement.

If the regions in our blood cells designed to carry oxygen are full of carbon monoxide, we die for lack of oxygen. If the places in our souls that are to be the living habitat for God and his service are occupied by food, sex, and society, we die or languish for lack of God, for lack of right relation to the world. Proper abstinence actually breaks the hold of improper engagements so that the soul can be properly engaged in and by God.

Study

“I will delight in your principles and not forget your word. Be good to your servant, that I may live and obey your word. Open my eyes to see the wonderful truths in your law.”  

- Psalm 119:16-18,  NLT
Study is when we engage ourselves, above all, with the written and spoken Word of God. Our early experience of falling into the grace of God may be so full that we neglect study. But relationship with God, as with any person, soon requires a contribution from us, which will largely consist of study. Calvin Miller remarks, “Mystics without study are spiritual romantics who want relationship without effort.”

“As I spent time chewing over the endless assurances and promises to be found in the Bible, so my faith in the living God grew stronger and held me safe in his hands. God’s word to us, especially his word spoken by his Spirit through the Bible, is the very ingredient that feeds our faith. If we feed our souls regularly on God’s word, several times each day, we should become robust spiritually just as we feed on ordinary food several times each day, and become robust physically. Nothing is more important than hearing and obeying the word of God.”  - David Watson

We must strive to see the Word of God at work in the lives of others, in the church, in history, and in nature. We not only read and hear and inquire, but we meditate on what comes before us: that is, we withdraw into silence where we prayerfully and steadily focus upon it. We must see the Bible for what it really is – not a list of do’s and don’ts, but a cosmic, unfolding story, a story of creation, calamity, heroism and sacrifice, a war and revolution: and we have a role to play! The Bible is not just a book of commandments: while there are commandments throughout, it is also a message to dethroned monarchs (for that is what we are, dethroned because of sin, to be placed on thrones in the Kingdom of Heaven); it is also a song, a poem of love; and a revelation – this is how the world works! This is how God moves! This is truth: can you stomach it? We must not forget that the Bible, in being the Word of God, is not just ink-on-paper, but it is alive and breathing and organic with the Spirit of God indwelling within it:

“For the word of God is full of living power. It is sharper than the sharpest knife, cutting deep into our innermost thoughts and desires. It exposes us for what we really are.”  - Hebrews 4:12,  NLT
God works in the depths of our heart, mind, and soul. We devote long periods of time to this. Reading and studying the Word of God must not be an off-hand project or a slap-on-the-wrist discipline: it needs to be bedrock, foundation to our spirituality! We must study the Word of God, we must meditate, and pray that God will meet with us when we listen and read his Word, and pray that he will speak specifically to us, for ultimately the Word of God is God speaking! When we read the Bible, we are reading the Word of God spoken to us! 

We should also make every effort to sit regularly under the ministry of gifted teachers who can lead us deeply into the Word and make us increasingly capable of fruitful study on our own. This discipline is one that must be touched and honed each and every day if we wish our intimacy with God to expand like we’ve never been capable to imagine!

Worship

“Content with beholding His face,


My all to His pleasure resigned;

No changes of season or place


Would make any change in my mind;

While blessed with a sense of his love,


A palace a toy would appear;

And prison would palaces prove,


If Jesus would dwell with me there.”



- John Newton, converted slave trader

In worship we engage ourselves with, dwell upon, and express the greatness, beauty, and goodness of God through thought and the use of words, rituals, music and symbols. We do this alone as well as in union with God’s people. To worship is to see God as worthy, to ascribe great worth to him. 

If in worship we are met by God himself, our thoughts and words turn to perception and experience of God, who is then really present to us in some degree of his greatness, beauty, and goodness. This will make for an immediate, dramatic change in our lives. However, this direct divine encounter is not essential to true worship, as so many believe. This direct encounter may happen outside worship, as it did with Elijah, Ezekiel, and Paul. Worship is our part, even though it is divinely assisted, and therefore it can be a discipline for the spiritual life. How can a Christian who seeks to live like Jesus lived ever do it without worship? Simply, it can’t be done. 

Worship must be centered upon Jesus Christ, going through him to God. We fill our minds and hearts with wonder at him – the detailed actions and words of his earthly life, his trial and death on the cross, his resurrection reality, and his work as ascended intercessor, and his work as he has given us life back. 

Celebration 

Here we find one of the most important disciplines of engagement, yet it is so often overlooked and misunderstood. When I first heard of celebration, the only thought I had was of church, where we celebrate God and all he has done. Yet while this can certainly be a part of celebration, it falls more under worship; engagement, then, is enjoying ourselves. Some would scoff and balk; some believe to enjoy ourselves is wickedness. As we’ll see, that is not true at all. We engage in celebration when we enjoy ourselves, our life, our world, in conjunction with our faith and confidence in God’s greatness, beauty, and goodness. We concentrate on our life and world as God’s work and as God’s gift to us.

We can celebrate together with other believers, eating and drinking, singing and dancing, relating stories. Yet we can also celebrate alone. Take a walk in the park. Eat out at a nice restaurant. Go see a movie. Play with the dog. Enjoy ice cream. Enjoy life. Find a hobby. Hang out with a friend. The list never ends. Holy delight and joy is the great antidote to despair and is a wellspring of genuine gratitude. 

The unabashedly sensual and earthly character of celebration or jubilee is nowhere more clearly portrayed than in the instructions contained in Deuteronomy 14:24-26:

“But if the place God, your God, designates for worship is too far away and you can’t carry your tithe that far, God, your God, will still bless you: exchange your tithe for money and take the money to the place God, your God, has chosen to be worshipped. Use the money to buy anything you want: cattle, sheep, wine, or beer – anything that looks good to you. You and your family can then feast in the Presence of God, your God, and have a good time.”  - The Message
God says, “Buy what you want,” and feast in the Presence of God. We are called by God to enjoy ourselves, and when we do this, we enjoy ourselves in the Presence of God. In celebration we don’t just enjoy ourselves, we enjoy ourselves in God’s presence! Why does God throw out this command?

“…You will learn to live in deep reverence before God, your God, as long as you live.”  - Deuteronomy 14:23,  The Message
That’s just amazing! Look at these other Scriptures from Ecclesiastes:

“Even so, I have noticed one thing, at least, that is good. It is good for people to eat well, drink a good glass of wine, and enjoy their work--whatever they do under the sun--for however long God lets them live. And it is a good thing to receive wealth from God and the good health to enjoy it. To enjoy your work and accept your lot in life--that is indeed a gift from God. People who do this rarely look with sorrow on the past, for God has given them reasons for joy.”  - Ecclesiastes 5:18-20,  NLT

“So I decided there is nothing better than to enjoy food and drink and to find satisfaction in work. Then I realized that this pleasure is from the hand of God.”  - Ecclesiastes 2:24,  NLT
“So I concluded that there is nothing better for people than to be happy and to enjoy themselves as long as they can. And people should eat and drink and enjoy the fruits of their labor, for these are gifts from God.”  - Ecclesiastes 3:12,13,  NLT
“So I saw that there is nothing better for people than to be happy in their work. That is why they are here! No one will bring them back from death to enjoy life in the future.”  - Ecclesiastes 3:22,  NLT
The idea of celebration will seem far too hedonistic to many of us. But we dishonor God as much by fearing and avoiding pleasure as we do by dependence upon it or living for it. How do you feel when you spend time and effort on a wonderful gift, and give it to someone, and they don’t even touch it, but just say, “Thank you, thank you…” without enjoying it? We want them to enjoy the gift! We want to say, “Go play!” When God gives us these gifts of pleasure, He says, “Go play,” and we worship Him as we enjoy life! Let’s not forget that pleasure is God’s invention, not Satan’s! Satan has nothing to do with happiness and joy and fun! 

Celebration can become a delirious joy coursing through our bodily being, when we really begin to see how great and lovely God is and how good he has been to us. Feasting, dancing, singing, oration become insuppressible. We can’t put a lid on our excitement and happiness, our exuberance and play-fulness. Even the hills must sing and the trees break out in applause for God (Isaiah 55:12), and every created thing must praise the Lord (Psalms 148-150). 

Celebration, when done from the heart, makes our deprivations and troubles and problems and pains and sorrows seem small and insignificant, and we find in it great strength to do the will of our God because his goodness becomes so real to us. 

“For by thee, I have run through a troop: and by my God I have leaped over a wall…” 

- Psalm 18:29,  KJV
Service 

“Slaves, obey your earthly masters in everything; and do it, not only when their eye is on you and to win their favor, but with sincerity of heart and reverence for the Lord. Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men, since you know that you will receive an inheritance from the Lord as a reward. It is the Lord Christ you are serving.”  - Colossians 3:22-24,  NIV
In service we engage our goods and strength in the active promotion of the good of others and the causes of God in our world. We serve one another to train ourselves away from arrogance, possessiveness, envy, resentment, or covetousness. Service is very useful for the Christians who find themselves – as most of us be necessity must – in the “lower” positions in society, at work, and in the church. Service can train us in habits of loving service to others and free us from resentment, enabling us in faith to enjoy our position and work because of its exalted meaning before God. In God’s eyes, the work we do for friends, our church, even at work and for our family, is done to Him, and the way God sees the world, that is how it is! We do our work for our Lover and Father and King! 

Can this be applied by the mother of six who must leave her little children uncared for in a derelict neighborhood to support them by scrubbing office floors at night? Can it be applied to the refugee from Central America who pushes his ice cream cart around the neighborhood, ringing his bell as he goes? Yes, it can, if they have heard and received from the heart the gospel of the Kingdom of God.

Yet this command is far more important for those in positions of leadership. It is far more important to those in positions of influence and power and prestige. 

“But Jesus called them together and said, "You know that in this world kings are tyrants, and officials lord it over the people beneath them.  But among you it should be quite different. Whoever wants to be a leader among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must become your slave. For even I, the Son of Man, came here not to be served but to serve others, and to give my life as a ransom for many." ”  - Matthew 20:25-28,  NLT
It is easy to misunderstand these as instructions on how to be great. Instead Jesus is giving a statement on how those who are great behave! To be “great” and to live as a servant is one of the most difficult of spiritual achievements. Nevertheless, it is also the pattern of life for which this bruised and aching world waits and without which it will never manage even a decent existence. It is so difficult to be powerful without corrupting the soul – but it is what Jesus calls us to; it is the example the King of the Earth has lain down for us!

(John 13:14 KJV)  If I then, your Lord and Master, have washed your feet; ye also ought to wash one another's feet.

Prayer 

(Mat 26:41 KJV)  Watch and pray, that ye enter not into temptation: the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak.

Prayer is one of God’s most precious gifts to us. Prayer is conversing, communicating with God. We talk to God, aloud or within our thoughts. Prayer involves other disciplines and spiritual activities if it is to go well, especially study, mediation, worship, and often solitude and fasting as well. It would be a low-voltage spiritual life in which prayer was chiefly undertaken as a discipline, rather than as a way of co-laboring with God to accomplish good things and advance his Kingdom. Yet prayer can be a discipline. 

A lot of times the direct and indirect effects of prayer are taken as the point of prayer. But the effect of conversing with God cannot fail to have a pervasive and spiritually strengthening effect on all aspects of our personality. Just think about it: we are talking to the King of the Universe, conversing with the Creator of the Cosmos! Conversation with God, when it is truly a conversation (talk to God and listen to God!) makes a tremendous impact on our minds, and our consciousness of him remains vivid as we go on our way. 

“Continuing instant in prayer after the conclusion of each period of definite communion with God, [the one immersed in prayer] will set himself to undertake every legitimate risk, to do the right without fear of consequences, and to embrace in loving purpose those who are opposed to him no less than those who are in agreement with him, n the attempt to realize the vision and to exercise the sympathy with which prayer has endowed him. The many groups into which his fellows are divided will be seen by him in the light of the whole, and he will ever strive to bridge gulfs and so assist in the realization of that living unity which is experienced by hum in anticipation when, in his moments of intensest prayer, he is caught up to God and filled with the sense of union. Economic, social, political, national, and racial antagonisms are waiting for this sole solution of the deadlock which they present. There is no other way.”  - O. Hardman

Prayer is an avenue of union with God, and ties into all aspects of our lives: economic, social, political, national, racial; as O. Hardman mentioned. And the more we pray, the more we think to pray, and as we see the results of prayer – the responses of our Father to grant our requests – our confidence in God’s power spills over into other areas of our life. 

(Phil 4:6,7 NIV)  Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.

(1 Th 5:17 NIV)  pray continually;

We can train ourselves to invoke God’s presence in every action we perform. It is an experiential fact that has been proven in the lives of many disciples of Jesus, ancient and modern. God will meet us in love, and love will keep our minds directed toward him. Habit will be confirmed in gracious interaction, and our entire lives will be bathed in the intoxicating presence of God. Constant prayer will only “burden” us as wings burden a bird in flight.

In many Protestant churches prayer and Bible study are held up as the activities that whill make us spiritually rich. But very few people actually succeed in attaining spiritual richness through them and indeed often find them to be intolerably burdensome. The “open secret” of many “Bible-believing” churches is that a vanishing small percentage of those talking about prayer and Bible reading are actually doing what they are talking about. They have not been shown how to change their life as a whole, permeating it with appropriate disciplines, so that prayer and Bible reading will be spiritually successful.

Fellowship 

It is in fellowship that we engage in common activities of worship, study, prayer, celebration, and service with other disciples. In doing this we may assemble in large groups, or with only a few. Personalities united can contain more of God and sustain the force of his grater presence much better than scattered individuals. 

Fellowship is simply the believers coming together to practice the disciplines.

We individually are the bride of Christ, yes; but so is the Church. Not the man-made church, but the God-indwelt and God-worshipping and God-fearing and God-loving Church – the “Big C”! The real Church – the one we’re talking about – is made up of flesh and blood, its arms and legs and eyes and ears comprised of the men and women and children who are passionate and zealous for God, saved by God’s redeeming Son! It is in fellowship that the Church unites and makes a presence in the world. The Church functions much better as a whole than Christians do running around independently. Why is this so? Because it is designed this way. We are relational creatures to the core. Also, each of us, in fellowship, has a spiritual gift that we bestow on other believers. The Phillips translation of 1 Corinthians 12:7-11 puts it well:

“Each man is given his gift by the Spirit that he may use it for the common good. One man’s gift by the Spirit is to speak with wisdom, another’s to speak with knowledge. The same Spirit gives to another man faith, to another the ability to heal, to another the power to do great deeds. The same Spirit gives to another man the gift of preaching the word of God, to another the ability to discriminate in spiritual matters, to another speech in different tongues and to yet another the power to interpret the tongues. Behind all these gifts is the operation of the same Spirit, who distributes to each individual as he wills.”

Fellowship leads us into the last two disciplines of engagement: confession and submission.

Confession 

Confession is an attribute of fellowship; it functions only within true fellowship. In confession we let trusted others know our deepest weaknesses and failures. This nourishes our faith in God’s provision for our needs through his people, increases our sense of being loved, and brings out our humility before our brothers and sisters. We let close friends know who we really are, not holding back anything important, but, ideally, allowing complete transparency. We lay down the burden of hiding and pretending, the burden of throwing up ‘fake masks’ that hide the real who-we-are. Pretending, too, takes up a lot more energy than just being real. We engage in and are engaged by others in the great discipline of confession.

(James 5:16 NKJV)  Confess your trespasses to one another, and pray for one another, that you may be healed. The effective, fervent prayer of a righteous man avails much.

We must accept the fact that unconfessed sin is a special kind of burden or obstruction in the psychological as well as the physical realities of the believer’s life. The discipline of confession removes that heavy burden. 

Confession also helps us to avoid sin:

(Prov 28:13 NASB)  He who conceals his transgressions will not prosper, But he who confesses and forsakes them will find compassion.

Persisting in sin within a close community – not to mention the fellowship of a transparent Body of Christ – is unsupportable unless it is hidden. It is said that confession is good for the soul but bad for the reputation, and a bad reputation makes life more difficult in relation to those close to us. But closeness and confession force out evildoing. Nothing is more supportive of right behavior than open truth.

Confession enables friends to pray for specific problems and to do those things that may be most helpful and redemptive to the one confessing. Confession alone makes deep fellowship possible, and the lack of it explains much of the superficial and shallow quality of relationships so commonly found in our churches today.

We could skip onto the next discipline, but we’d be skipping a crucial element to confession: restitution. Restitution – or amends or reimbursement – can be thought of as a discipline all on its own! It is difficult not to rectify wrong done once it is confessed and known widely. Now we know not all sin calls for restitution, but it is unthinkable that one would confess to stealing clothes from J.C. Penny, and never return them! It is unthinkable that someone would confess to harming another person’s reputation, and then not do anything to help that person’s reputation. Our in-borne integrity, a force within our God-given personality, requires restitution. It’s not a pleasant experiences, but it strengthens our will to do what is right, and can be a very powerful discipline. 

Careful: confession can be easily abused, and for its effective use it requires considerable experience and maturity. How many stale, watered-down, immature confessions have turned to gossip and back-stabbing and black-mailing? From my personal experience, far too many.

Submission 

This is the highest level of fellowship – involving humility, complete honesty, transparency, at times confession and restitution. In submission we engage the experience of those in our fellowship who are qualified to direct our efforts in growth and who then add the weight of their wise authority on the side of our willing spirit to help us do the things we should and not do the things we ought not do. They oversee the godly order in our souls as well as in our fellowship and in the surrounding body of the body of Christ. 

Those wise ones we look to ought not see themselves as ‘leaders’. Their being examples we submit to is just one aspect of their own submission to servant hood, as we saw in the section on service. Theirs must be the genuine case of true leadership, not the driver-ship that so often prevails in our modern and secular society. 

(Heb 13:7 NKJV)  Remember those who rule over you, who have spoken the word of God to you, whose faith follow, considering the outcome of their conduct.

In 1 Peter those older in The Way are told to take the oversight of the flock of God, not by being forced to do so and not as lords over God’s heritage, but as examples to the flock (5:2,3). The younger are then told to submit themselves to this gentle oversight by the elders; all are caught up together as a community of mutual servants in mutual submission.

(1 Pet 5:5 NKJV)  Likewise you younger people, submit yourselves to your elders. Yes, all of you be submissive to one another, and be clothed with humility, for "God resists the proud, But gives grace to the humble."

This submission is not a matter of an iron hierarchy in which unwilling souls are crushed and driven. Instead, it functions in the power of truth and mercy inhabiting mature personalities, being the expression of a kingdom not of this world (John 18:36) – but a kingdom that is real and powerful! It is sad how some churches have fallen from this correct view of submission into a hierarchal government, resembling human monarchies and wealthy American businesses, where the CEO is made pastor and the elders the Board of Review: such a tragedy. We see this all the time happening in misguided attempts at Christian community. 

Are these Disciplines adequate?

There are many other activities that could, fore the right person and upon the right occasion, be counted as spiritual disciplines. The above is not a complete ‘authorized’ list
. It is just a guide – a guide that will hopefully not only inspire you to act, but inspire you to think. God is a very creative being – just look outside! The first Scriptures of the Gospel of John reveal to us that Jesus is the very word that breathed the cosmos into existence; to become like Christ, we, too, must be creative. A relationship with Jesus is a relationship that not only leaves room for creativity, but calls it, beckons it, is thrilled with it. We must be creative and experiential and find new ways to challenge ourselves to grow more intimate with God, and to become more like Jesus of Nazareth.  

Which disciplines must be central to our lives will be determined by the chief sins and struggles of our life. Arrogance, envy, wrath, sloth, avarice, gluttony, and lasciviousness – the “seven deadly sins” of theological and literary history – along with many other real sins and struggles are not phantoms or jokes, but hard-bitten realities whose dreadful effects can be seen by looking out your bay window. They call for an incomparably hard-nosed, tough response on our part, supported by infinite grace.

To answer the question above, the activities mentioned – when we engage in them conscientiously and creatively and adapt them to our individual needs, times, and place – will be more than adequate to help us receive the full Christ-life and become the kind of person that should emerge in following him. Once more, these disciplines are not set-in-stone, but are foundational; if we take discipline in our life seriously, the disciplines will help guide us right no matter what disciplines we may add.

“Take my yoke upon you. Let me teach you, because I am humble and gentle, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke fits perfectly, and the burden I give you is light." – Jesus, Matthew 11:29,30, NLT

It’s real.

It’s here.

It’s now.

What are you going to do about it?

� Most of the material is taken directly from The Spirit of the Disciplines by Dallas Willard. Willard, in his usually revolutionary light, has impacted my life deeply, and to take credit for his work would be a pain on my soul. His words on this topic have strengthened and revolutionized my intimacy with God. My hope is that you, too, will read not only his words in this essay, but also some of mine, and begin to take into practice these holy disciplines, and to experience and love God like never before!


� Hebrews 12:1 says we are surrounded by a ‘cloud of witnesses’ cheering us on as we live our life for Jesus. It is my belief that we must also not forget those who are in the cloud of witnesses – not just Paul and Peter and Apostles, but also the Saints. While I am not Catholic, I believe we should all study and learn from those who are deemed ‘Saints’ – for they have traveled the road, left their mark, and lived ferociously for God. 





