Spiritual Formation

Lecture 6 Study Notes – September 30, 2008

1. The heart of Spiritual formation is to teach and train people to follow the wisdom and instructions of Christ through the enabling power of the Holy Spirit—therefore, imitating Christ.

2. What does “imitation” mean?  First it is the means of addressing some of the most basic struggles we face as human beings.  What does it mean practically to follow Jesus? 

3. Two great dangers in setting out to imitate Jesus are:  1) We might fail to see it as a privilege and a means of grace.  Do you remember the joy and the privilege we used to have in imitating someone we love?  2) We might reduce this imitation to a limited set of actions (external conformity, and perfectly correct doctrine).  It is possible to be as Isaiah 29:13 says: “lips close to God and heart far away from him.”

4. Christian formation seeks to foster a joyful apprenticeship in which we learn to live out the great invitations of Jesus, especially those concerning the life of prayer and love. According to Wilhoit “when we speak of imitation in formation, it is, as Dallas Willard has taught us, more akin to serving an apprenticeship with Jesus than merely mimicking selected actions of his”(Wilhoit, page 39).  These are not mere laws to follow: Jesus invites us to take on his easy yoke: “Take my yoke upon you. Let me teach you, because I am humble and gentle, and you will find rest for you souls.  For my yoke fits perfectly and the burden I give you is light” (Matthew 11: 29-30 NLB).
5. Helmut Thielicke wrote:  “The Christian stands, not under the dictatorship of a legalistic, “You ought,” but in the magnetic field of the Christian freedom, under the empowering of the “You may” (By the Holy Spirit).
6. See the handout of the invitations of Jesus. “Are you comfortable in calling Jesus’ commandments an “invitation”?  See page 39.  Jesus’ commands are two-sided and contain both the imperative and the means of accomplishing what is required.

7. The following are four spiritual commitments for a curriculum for Christlikeness.

a. Receiving: highlight our need to focus on Jesus and be open to His grace for spiritual formation.   According to Wilhoit, “Christian spirituality’s concern that we learn from Christ and receive God enabling grace which separates it from the cultural assumption that any spirituality will do as long as we follow it sincerely” (Page 50).
b. Remembering describes the process of learning to remember, deep in our heart, who we are and, more important, whose we are.

c. Responding means that we realize that spiritual formation changes of character and action do not exist for our own private ends but to enable us to serve others and the world through love.

d. Relating, means fostering a deep longing for Christlikeness that takes place in community.  According to Wilhoit “The deep longing for Christlikeness is a longing for God himself and the primary motivator for deep spiritual formation.   Seeking Christlikeness is a lifelong endeavor that requires personal and corporate commitment to both active and passive stances” (page 51).
8. According to Wilhoit, six myths or false models of Spiritual Formation are:

a. Quick-fix:  God not only is interested in changing us for the better, but doing it right now.  They fail to see that spiritual formation is a lifelong calling.

b. Facts-only-model:  People who believe spiritual growth is the taking in of spiritual truth.  If I go to seminary I’ll become the Christian I need to be.   Teaching and receiving the truth are the only means to spiritual growth.

c. Emotional model:  This way of looking at things suggests that we are changed most profoundly when we have deep emotional experiences (spiritual experiences).  They believe that change occurs primarily when our emotions are deeply stirred.  

d. Conference or Revival model:  These can have a powerful effect on people.  There is certain validation for teaching if we see other people making decisions for spiritual renewal in their lives.  However, individuals might be motivated to make resolutions that they are not mature enough to keep over the long run.  They don’t make a very good source of nurture and guidance over the long haul.

e. Insight model:  Insight into our thinking, motivation, and behavior is so important to spiritual growth yet that is only one aspect of our spirituality.  When we give too much prominence to this model, it often ends up supporting a diseased introspection, actually impeding our spiritual life rather than contributing to it.  

f. Faith model:  All spiritual growth stems from surrender to God in faith, to let go and let God.  But we have to do our part as well.  
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