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SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINES 1.  12
What do disposable nappies, pizza and 2 minute noodles have in common?  

Instant satisfaction!

We’re an “instant society” aren’t we?  We like things right away. We rarely bake our own bread any more - or knit our own sweaters.   It’s easier, faster -and cheaper- to buy them! We pick the shortest queue in the supermarket. We drive in preference to walking.  Busy people open a bottle of “Chicken Tonight” for dinner, and serve Sarah Lee for dessert!

We simply hate to wait.

Our preference for the instant has also made us superficial.  Not only are we an instant society, but we are a superficial society. 

Superficiality is the curse of our age.  Author Richard Foster, who wrote much about the deeper spiritual life, said this: “there is a desperate need today not for a greater number of intelligent people, or gifted people, but for deep people.”

As we read through the Gospels, we see that Jesus had a practice of regularly taking off by himself to spend time with his Father.  Jesus knew how necessary it was for him to take time to pray and simply spend time with God.  It recharged his batteries.  It refreshed him.  It empowered him – it took his spirit into the depths where he was able to commune intimately with his father.
This practice that Jesus had I’m sure didn’t come easily in the business of his life and ministry.  Often we read that he got up in the early hours of the morning – while it was still dark – in order to spend time with his Father.  This took discipline.
As we move into Lent – I’d like us to take some time out and look at the subject of the deeper spiritual life – or the Spiritual Disciplines, as they have been called.

To quote Richard Foster again, “The classical disciplines of the spiritual life call us to move beyond surface living into the depths. They invite us to explore the inner caverns of the spiritual realm.  They urge us to answer to a hollow world.”

Have you ever stopped to think, how much there is of God to know?  Have you ever wondered what it would be like to know God better?  To walk with him more closely?  To share more of his heart?  To experience more of his power?

Sometimes I think we are like the poor person who inherited a rich man’s house.  He walked to the front door, stepped over the threshold, and looked about him.  He liked the foyer so much, that he never went any further. He slept there, ate there, and made it his home.  How short sighted.  If he’d only explored a little further, he’d have discovered a huge mansion with plush carpets, gilded staircases, and enormous rooms!

So many of us are like that in our relationship with God.  We have a taste of walking with God.  We enjoy it.  But we become satisfied with our first experience of God, and don’t explore the relationship any further. There is so much of God to know.  And so much more of ourselves and of this world to know, as we come to know more of God.

Feedback:  Let’s see if we can come up with a list of what the early church Fathers would have called ‘Spiritual Disciplines’.  The one I alluded to a moment ago which Jesus practised is prayer.  Can you think of any more? (Contemplation, meditation, silence, solitude, study, confession, fasting, worship, almsgiving, service, sacrifice, celebration…)
When we look at this list – knowing that there are more disciplines besides these, we could be forgiven for thinking that this stuff is only for the spiritual giants, or for those living in cloistered communities that have no distractions from the outside world.
Not so.  God intends the disciplines of the spiritual life to be for ordinary human beings.  People with properties, or jobs.  People with small children.  The frail and the elderly.  Young people full of energy.  In fact the ‘spiritual greats’ tell us that these disciplines are best practised in the midst of our relationships with our families and our neighbours.

Neither should we think of the spiritual disciplines as a burden that will take all the freedom, and laughter out of our lives.  Quite the contrary.  JOY is the keynote of the disciplines.  The purpose of the disciplines is to set us free from the slavery of self-interest and fear.

(Picture a hot air balloon, it’s ropes anchoring it to the ground) Think of it as representing our spiritual lives. Our spirits, like this hot air balloon, are itching to soar. But they’re tethered.   They’re Earth bound by the concerns, worries and busyness of this world. How do I allow the balloon to soar?  I need to cut the ropes.  But to cut the ropes takes focus!  It’s no good taking a cursory swing at the ropes or slapping them with a blunt knife.  I need to focus.  I need to direct my hand to hold a sharp tool and aim for the ropes. I need to concentrate on the task at hand, and execute it.  If I make up my mind to cut the ropes, and follow through – discipline – what happens to the balloon?  It SOARS.  

The spiritual disciplines do this for our relationship with God.  Far from robbing us of freedom and laughter, the disciplines set our spirits free to soar with God. 

The disciplines we’re talking about don’t require great theological knowledge.  The newest Christian, or even someone searching for God can practise them. The main requirement is a longing after God.  We said Psalm 42 together earlier.  “As the deer pants for the water, so my soul longs after you.”  
The same psalm goes on to say “deep calls after deep.”  Have you ever felt weary of the sameness of life, or of the never-ending treadmill of activity and commitments?  Have you ever caught a glimpse of something more than you have known, or felt a twinge of longing to draw nearer to God?  Then your spirit is calling out to launch into deeper waters.  Deep is calling to deep.

If we have ever experienced this longing to move deeper into God – then immediately, we’re faced with a couple of problems.

The first problem is practical.  Most of us have no idea about how to begin exploring the inward life.  Again, this is a problem connected with our modern age.  We have little or no teaching on it. 

In the early church, spiritual disciplines such as prayer and fasting were part of Jewish culture.  Everyone practised them.  Everyone knew how to practise them.  For instance, with fasting, everyone knew how to enter and how to break a fast.  They knew how to avoid dizziness while fasting. It was common knowledge, because everyone practised it.

The spiritual disciplines have been part of Christian practice and worship down through the centuries – until modern times.  Sadly we’ve lost the plot.  These days there is widespread ignorance of even the most simple of the Spiritual Disciplines.  Consequently most books we find on the subject not only have to explain the disciplines, but also the ‘how to’ of practising them.  We simply no longer know.  And our spiritual lives are impoverished as a result.

The second problem is of course, lack of time.  Many of you have spent your childhoods in a far less technological age than the present one.  I even remember what it was like to not have a TV!  I was about 12 when we first got one.  People tell me that life was a lot slower when there was less technology.  Is that true?  

The more labour saving devices we have, the more we try and cram into our lives, and the busier we seem to become.  Making time to practise the spiritual disciplines is perhaps the greatest challenge of all.  Notice I said making time – we’ll never find it – we have to make it.

But once we make the time, and begin to explore this inner life, we will find our spiritual lives enriched more than we could imagine.

I’ve shared with some of you before how some years ago, a friend and I agreed together to begin to explore the spiritual disciplines of prayer and silence. It was what I experienced in the silence that changed me forever.  It took time to get to the point where we were able to lay aside the cares and distractions of the world, and sit in silence in God’s presence.  But once we began to enter in to that realm – I can’t tell you the enrichment that it brought to my walk with God.  

In the silence, I was able to sense the presence of God, and hear the voice of God far more clearly than I ever had before.  There were times when we were beyond speech.  All we could do was to simply sit in God’s presence and adore him. Those times ignited my love and passion for Christ in a way I would never have believed possible.  
That was a very significant time in my spiritual growth. I’d have to say though, that I don’t find it easy to practice these traditional spiritual disciplines.  Neither have I ever practised all of them at the same time. I think our personalities play a part here. There will be some of these spiritual disciplines that will resonate with some of us, and not with others. For instance, the energetic, active, never-sit-still for a minute person may find Christian meditation more of a challenge than someone who is quieter and more introspective.  That’s not to say any of the disciplines are impossible, however!
Over these next few weeks as we move towards Easter, I’d like to explore a number of the spiritual disciplines with you, both trough the preaching, and in the study groups. 
As we discover the power of these disciplines to connect us more deeply with God, we will find ourselves renewed, refreshed and transformed from the inside out.

May this be a significant Lenten journey for each one of us this year.

Let’s pray.

