Spiritual Formation

Lecture 5 Study Notes – September 23, 2008

1. In 1296-1359 there lived a monk by the name of Gregory Palamas who became an advocate for another tradition of Eastern spirituality, called hesychia (or hesuchia) which means stillness or silence.  According to Holt (page 56), Gregory saw the goal of Christian life as “God became man so that man might become God.”  He made an important distinction between the Energies of God, which we may know, and the Essence of God, which we cannot know.  He stated that union with God is essentially God’s grace, yet the vision of God in this life could not be attained without hard work.  There was to be cooperation between the divine grace and human will: “those who search with all their hearts for unceasing prayer will be given the gift of prayer (a gift of grace).”

2. Gregory and his monks used the “Jesus Prayer.” We’ll talk about that later.

3. We are only going to mention one person in the West during this time period—Bernard of Clairvaux (1091-1153).  In his public life, he preached to recruit people to take part in the Second Crusade (1146), and eventually had so much power that he was the virtual pope of the Western church during his time period (Holt, page 57).  

4. In his teaching on the spiritual life, he focused mostly on the relationship between the self and God.  In a paper entitled “On Loving God” he outlines four different degrees of love.  See reflection paper on Bernard of Clairvaux.

Spiritual Formation
5. Spiritual Formation is the conforming of each and every one of us in the image of Christ.  This is a vast task in understanding what it is means to be conformed to the image of Christ, and how multi-faceted our formation can be.  Refer/(ask about the readings in Boa.

6. All persons are being shaped spiritually: their heart or spirit (the core of who they are) is undergoing formation.  It is, to one degree or the other in one way or the other, happening to everyone.  This formation may be in either a positive or negative direction.  Every Christian and every church is being formed or changed for better or for worse.  Our intent here is to understand what spiritual formation is and to be intentional for our own spiritual formation and the spiritual formation of the churches that we represent so that we all may be changed for the better. 

7. Turn in Boa’s book to page 16 and look at his understanding for the book that I hope might be our understanding for the course as well.

8. Spiritual formation is really a transformational process in which we are “putting on the Lord Jesus Christ, and not organizing our lives around the satisfaction of our natural desires (Roman 13:14).”  In that process we “put off our old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires; to be made new in the attitude of your minds; and to put on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness” (Ephesians 4: 22-25).  In doing so, we are to “walk in a manner worthy of the calling which we have been called” (4:1).  

9. As a church, what are our primary goals and reason for being? Worship? Evangelizing? Make disciples? Spiritual formation?  According to James Wilholt ( Spiritual Formation as if the Church Mattered: Growing in Christ through Community), the primary goal of the local congregation is the making the spiritual formation of it members the primary “aim which every one of its activities serve” (page 10). It is the task of the church (Matthew 28:19-20; 1 Corinthians 3:1-3).

10. But, the process of making disciples of Christ is not always neat and nice. In fact, it can be a very messy and imprecise business. True formation, no matter how much we know about the Bible and the spiritual life,, will always be from grace and by grace, channeled through our human efforts.  God is constantly directing the process in His people, but while it is grace we can help the process by relying on him first and foremost and then attempting to order our efforts into some kind of order or plan of action.  What makes it harder for our Lord’s grace is that we are not intentional in our understanding of spiritual direction for ourselves and our churches. 

11. To me, spiritual formation is the “intentional communal process of growing our relationship with God and becoming conformed to Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit” (Wilhoit, page 23).

12. Christian spiritual formation: 
(1) is intentional; 
(2) is communal; 
(3) requires our engagement; 
(4) is accomplished by the Holy Spirit; 
(5) is for the glory of God and service of others; 
(6) has as its means and end the imitation of Christ” (Wilhoit, page 23).

13. What are the great concerns, issues, helps, and obstacles to spiritual formation?
a.   Spiritually, what does Christ look like in me? What is a realistic goal of my transformation in Christ?  

b.   Union and communion with God

c. Grace verses works (see 89# )

d. The Gospel

e. Sin 

f. Asceticism (what good things maybe hinder my relationship with God, 

g. Spiritual disciplines-prayer (how, where, when), solitude,  scripture, etc. (second half of course)

14. The Gospel and Spiritual Formation (handout on Gospel the Power of God sermon)

a. Many people preach and teach the Christian faith as if the gospel is the door by which we enter Christianity, but something that we leave behind as we grow spiritually.

b. However, the gospel is the power of God for the beginning, middle, and the end of salvation.  The gospel, therefore, permeates everything that we teach and preach and every program or services that the church offers.  Returning to the cross in awareness of our sin, rebellion, and brokenness is the bedrock of spiritual formation. 

c. Look at 1 Timothy 2:5, “For there is one God; there is also one mediator between God and mankind, Christ Jesus, himself human.”  A mediator that goes throughout all of our saved lives.

d. We need “to start each day with a thoroughgoing stand upon (Martin) Luther’s platform: you are accepted, looking forward in faith and claiming the wholly alien righteousness of Christ as the only ground for acceptance, relaxing in the quality of trust which will produce increasing sanctification as faith is active in love and gratitude” (Wilhoit, page 28).
e. We need to learn to rest and live in the identity that the cross and resurrection gives us as a child of God.

f. So the gospel calls us to spiritual discipleship and then contains the power (along with the Holy Spirit) to enable us to follow and become like Christ.  [Someone once wrote: “The practices of faith are not ultimately our own practices but rather habitations of the Spirit, in the midst of which we are invited to participate in the practices of God.” (Craig Dykstra)]

g. To Paul, the gospel continually works in us as we understand more and more of its truth and respond to that truth (Colossians 1:6).
h. In fact, according to Wilhoit, all of our spiritual problems come from a failure to apply the gospel (page 32).
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