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  Christ’s Empowering Presence provides the reader with a treasury of spiritual resources. The author has drawn broadly from spiritual writers through the ages and at the same time has honored his evangelical heritage. This book will introduce readers to some useful writers that have been neglected in recent writings in this area. His grounding of the spiritual life in Colossians 3 provides both a solid biblical foundation and a helpful organizing structure for the entire book.
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  Gary Tyra offers his readers a fine survey of what Scripture and devotional writers, both ancient and modern, have to say about the theme of the empowering presence of Christ. By means of extensive quotation, he traces this foundational issue from the OT and NT on through key writers in the medieval and reformation era up to this present day, guided by the foundational insights of his mentor Dallas Willard. Gary Tyra shares in a very personal and practical way how he himself pursues on a daily basis this empowering presence of Christ.
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  Abiding with Jesus each day is an invitation open to all. Gary Tyra is willing to be your guide to move into a more personally enriching relationship with Jesus. You’ll benefit greatly from the many excerpts of both classic and contemporary formation literature regarding what such a relationship looks like. The book is encouraging, motivational, and very practical.
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  Spiritual life involves keeping company with God. But how do we cultivate such experiences in this life? Relying on the wisdom of a few Christian spiritual masters, both classic and contemporary, Tyra ably and succinctly describes for us the ways that make up the way we find him and his life.
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  The Christian life is an ever-deepening relationship of intimacy with Jesus Christ. In Christ’s Empowering Presence, Gary Tyra provides a biblically rooted, historically rich, and personally honest guide to this journey. It provides a helpful and approachable illustration of the spiritual direction provided by Dallas Willard in his writings. If you find yourself hungry for a closer and more fruitful walk with God, this book will most certainly serve as a useful guide to help you on your way.
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  To Dallas Willard, whose writings, lectures, and personal example have affected my life and ministry in many significant ways. Thank you.
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  INTRODUCTION


  “You have formed us for yourself, and our heart is restless until it rests in you.”1 Historically, Christian ministers have used this famous quote from Saint Augustine’s Confessions in order to evangelize—to convince highly secularized people of the need to pay attention to the spiritual side of their existence. However, it now appears that most of us living in what we used to consider the secularized nations of the world no longer require this prompting. Just a few years ago, Newsweek published a fascinating, eye-opening article entitled “In Search of the Spiritual.” It described “a world of ‘hungry people, looking for a deeper relationship with God,’” and made the point that within contemporary society “‘spirituality,’ the impulse to seek communion with the Divine, is thriving.”2


  Is this impulse to seek communion with the Divine at work in your life? Are you spiritually hungry, looking for a deeper relationship with God? If so, what kind of spirituality are you hoping to experience? What would you say if I told you of an approach to spiritual formation that can bring not only a powerful sense of existential peace into your heart but can also make it possible for you to become the kind of person that, deep down inside, you know God created you to be?


  A “Colossians 3 kind of life”


  “You know you want this!” During the latter portion of my three-decade-long career as a teaching pastor, I found myself uttering this phrase at the conclusion of many of my most challenging sermons. Having done my best to help my hearers understand the life implications of this or that passage of Scripture, I would then encourage them to view what was often a strong, challenging biblical exhortation as an exciting invitation to begin living in a more Christlike manner. “You know you want this. You know you were made for this. You know that deep inside you’d really like to be the type of Christ-follower who’s capable of living in this God-pleasing manner!”


  Over the years, I found that some biblical texts require this kind of sermonic “framing.” Consider, for example, Colossians 3:5–17, a passage that contains an intimidating list of moral imperatives:


  Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry. Because of these, the wrath of God is coming. You used to walk in these ways, in the life you once lived. But now you must rid yourselves of all such things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy language from your lips. Do not lie to each other, since you have taken off your old self with its practices and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator. Here there is no Greek or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is all, and is in all.


  Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity.


  Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body you were called to peace. And be thankful. Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God. And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.


  At first glance, this passage might appear to be nothing more than a formidable laundry list of onerous expectations that Paul placed on the poor Colossian Christians in a more or less impatient fashion. But let’s take a closer look. Isn’t it true that this passage also indicates that it’s possible for sincere followers of Christ to live in ways that, deep inside, they’ve always dreamed of—to become people who


  • are overcoming the power of sexual lust;


  • feel no need to be greedy or stingy toward others;


  • routinely speak the truth in love, rather than engaging in slippery speech;


  • love others despite their idiosyncratic tendencies;


  • perpetually experience the peace of Christ in their hearts;


  • consistently function as peacemakers, rather than as troublemakers, within their circle of friends;


  • are genuinely positive people—always ready, whatever their circumstances, to offer sincere thanksgiving to God?


  These are just some of the new lifestyle possibilities Colossians 3 speaks to us about. I ask you: Who wouldn’t want this? Who wouldn’t want to believe that we might someday come to a place in our spiritual journey where it’s possible to actually pull off these moral and spiritual imperatives—or at least to do a better job with them?


  As I said, I believe I know the secret to being able to live in this remarkably satisfying manner. You see, the Christlike life described in Colossians 3:5–17 is prefaced by some important words of pastoral counsel in Colossians 3:1–4. This very important prelude reads this way:


  Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God. When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also will appear with him in glory.


  These words, so obviously rich in significance, are nevertheless a bit difficult to comprehend. It’s apparent from their context that Paul was endeavoring to help his readers understand how they might forge something other than an ultimately frustrating manner of life earmarked by a seemingly insurmountable compulsion toward sensual indulgence (see Colossians 2:18–23). According to the apostle Paul, the Colossian Christians needed to shift their focus away from their own limited physical resources and train their attention instead on the person and power of the risen and ascended Jesus. This is the key to a more spiritually satisfying existence. Indeed, this is the key to achieving the Christlike kind of life Paul goes on to delineate in Colossians 3:5–17. We must learn to experience a perpetual sense of the risen Christ’s empowering presence, to live our lives each and every day drawing on the rich resources of the one who, having overcome all things (see John 16:33), presently abides at the right hand of God the Father in heaven!


  Corroboration for the Concept


  I believe the experience of Christ’s empowering presence is the key to our ability to do justice to Colossians 3:5–17. Supported by many biblical texts (which we will examine in due course), this concept is also corroborated in the writings of classic and contemporary experts on Christian spirituality, including my primary mentor on this topic, Dallas Willard, professor of philosophy at the University of Southern California and renowned author of several important works on Christian spirituality.


  At the risk of greatly oversimplifying things, the heart of Willard’s teaching on Christian discipleship lies in the startling assertion that Jesus wants to empower his followers—his apprentices—to learn to live the way he would if he were in their place.3 The gospel or “good news” concerning the kingdom of God that Jesus proclaimed during his earthly ministry was not simply that our sins could be forgiven so that we can experience eternal life in an age to come (though he did teach this). No, the good news, according to Willard, is that it’s possible, through faith and confidence in Jesus, for us to become a new kind of people, capable of living a new kind of life right here and right now!


  Going further, Willard is convinced that the secret to our learning to live in a manner reminiscent of the virtues and values of God’s kingdom is to imitate and obey Jesus in the practice of spiritual disciplines. The classic disciplines of the Spirit are activities such as prayer, study, fasting, solitude, silence, work, worship, celebration, fellowship, submission, confession, service, and so forth. These are the spirituality-forming behaviors Jesus himself practiced, personally taught his original disciples to employ, and, through the Holy Spirit, has inspired his followers living in later eras to observe.


  In fact, it’s due to the inspiring work of the Spirit that a large body of literary works exists to help readers—ordinary Christians like you and me—to master the spiritual disciplines. A cursory survey of these classic works on Christian spirituality reveals the experience of many sincere Christ-followers over the span of two millennia: by engaging in these spiritual disciplines, we put ourselves in a position where the Holy Spirit can form the character of Christ within us—so that we, filled with the supernatural power of God’s eternal kingdom, can begin living a “Colossians 3 kind of life.” It’s upon these devotional classics (as well as Scripture) that Willard grounds his thinking about the nature and importance of the disciplines and toward which he focuses the attention of his students.4


  My Own Spiritual Renaissance


  While I don’t claim to be an expert on spiritual formation, I do know something about one thing: my own spiritual journey. Several years ago, in a doctor of ministry seminar entitled “Spirituality and Ministry,” I was privileged to sit under the tutelage of Dallas Willard. This postgraduate educational experience proved to be genuinely life changing. This was true not only because of Willard’s teaching but also because participation in the seminar required me to read at least four thousand pages—before the two-week intensive seminar—from that body of classic literary works devoted to the theme of Christian spirituality. The bottom line is that weeks before this course actually commenced, this pre-seminar reading assignment had already begun to affect me in a deep, transformational manner.


  Before beginning this pre-seminar prep, I had been experiencing a gnawing and growing sense of powerlessness both in my pastoral ministry and in my personal life. Some words that coincided with my emotional state at that time would be hurry, stress, anxiety, frustration, impatience, and melancholy. As I began my reading regimen, my soul was in a very needy condition. Can you relate to this honest admission? Have you ever been in such a place? Are you there now?


  Page after page, book after book—all devoted to the theme of Christian spirituality—I ran across passage after passage that seemed to address my impoverished spiritual state. Slowly but surely, a sense of hope grew inside me. Increasingly, I became convinced that it might someday be possible to become a person so filled with God that my life would exude love, peace, and joy instead of irritation, frustration, drivenness, and despair. I began to picture myself as a truly Christlike person with a new ability to pray prayers that make a difference in people’s lives; a new capacity to resist the tyranny of lust; a new freedom not to care so much about what others think of me; a new power in my preaching and teaching ministries; a new effectiveness in sharing Christ with those outside the community of faith; and a new confidence in the fact that, when this life ends, I will find myself in the arms of a gracious, merciful, life-giving Jesus. Again I ask, who wouldn’t want this?


  To be more specific, as I was fulfilling this pre-seminar reading assignment, I began to notice a particular theme recurring in the books I studied. At the heart of many of the approaches to Christian spirituality that have been offered over the years is the idea that it’s possible to learn to live moment by moment in the felt presence of the resurrected and ascended Jesus. It’s possible to approach all the events in the course of a day with a sense that we’re not alone: that Christ is right there with us, loving us, encouraging us, enabling us to respond to this or that situation or person the way he would. Thus, in addition to everything else I learned from reading dozens of these classic texts on Christian spirituality, I was exposed to the life-altering concept of Christ’s empowering presence.


  This concept was reinforced by Willard’s teaching to such an extent that, by the time the two-week seminar was over, I had become absolutely convinced that it is Christ’s empowering presence that enables the sincere Christ-follower to live a “Colossians 3 kind of life”: putting to death whatever belongs to our carnal, earthly nature (Colossians 3:5–11) and putting on the “new self” that is capable of living life in a refreshing, enjoyable, God-pleasing manner (Colossians 3:12–17). In short, I came to believe that the daily pursuit of Christ’s empowering presence (which I will sometimes refer to simply as “the pursuit”) is at the very heart of Christian spirituality.


  Again, who wouldn’t want this? Who wouldn’t want to experience the spiritual transformation described by Paul in Colossians 3:5–17? Who wouldn’t want to move through the day a little less inclined toward impatience, hurry, worry, insecurity, resentment, envy, gossip, anger, and lust? Who wouldn’t want to spend more time each day loving and serving others and trusting and praising God? Honestly, wouldn’t it be wonderful—truly wonderful—to be able to live a different way?


  The Way Forward


  Assuming the Newsweek article cited earlier is accurate—that our world really is filled with “hungry people, looking for a deeper relationship with God”—I’ve written this book with the aim of helping people learn to experience the empowering presence of Christ. From the outset, my goal has been to produce a rich, devotional resource for your daily walk with Christ. I’d like to think that in the days, weeks, months, and years ahead you will be able (and inclined) to pick up this volume and find a powerful quote, from either the Scriptures or a Christian devotional classic, that reinspires you to keep at the pursuit of Christ’s empowering presence. And yet my intention is that this volume be much more than just a compendium of inspiring quotes. Hopefully my commentary on these quotes, as well as what I have to say about my own spiritual journey, will also be of assistance.


  Let’s look ahead, now, at the way this book is organized. In his work Renovation of the Heart, Dallas Willard argues that there is a general pattern to all human accomplishment, including spiritual formation. He uses the acrostic “VIM” to help his readers keep this general pattern in mind. The letters in this acrostic represent Vision, Intention, and Means. Willard explains: “If we are to be spiritually formed in Christ, we must have and must implement the appropriate vision, intention, and means. Not just any path we take will do. If this VIM pattern is not put in place properly and held there, Christ simply will not be formed in us.”5


  Though Willard intends this pattern to refer to the process of spiritual formation as a whole, I want to make use of it as an organizing framework for our discussion of the pursuit of Christ’s empowering presence in particular. Thus, in part one of this work, I attempt to cast a clear vision of what the experience of Christ’s empowering presence looks like. Willard speaks of the great need for Christians to “master the masters” as we attempt to live a Christ-focused life.6 With this goal in mind, three chapters provide a historical survey of the way in which this important spiritual endeavor has been described in the writings of Brother Lawrence (chapter 1); the earliest Christians, the Desert Fathers, Saint Francis of Assisi, Thomas à Kempis, Ignatius of Loyola, Francis de Sales, and Jeremy Taylor (chapter 2); and some contemporary spiritual life authors such as Frank Laubach, A. W. Tozer, Leslie Weatherhead, Dallas Willard, Jan Johnson, Richard Foster, and John Ortberg (chapter 3). These chapters give not a dry history, but a rich, inspiring treatment of the prominent role the pursuit of Christ’s empowering presence has played, and is playing, in the history of Christian spirituality.


  The goal of part two of this work is to help readers form for themselves a sturdy intention to make the experience of Christ’s empowering presence a lifelong pursuit. Toward this end, I provide analyses of the biblical support for this spiritual practice from both the Old Testament (chapter 4) and the New Testament (chapter 5), along with a survey of many of the benefits of this practice as presented in the corpus of devotional literature (chapter 6). I hope to demonstrate that it makes good sense to become immediately engaged in “the pursuit.” Not only does this approach to Christian spirituality possess biblical warrant, but also the benefits that accrue from it are just too valuable, too vital to our walk with Christ, to ignore. Thus, the three chapters that make up this section provide even more inspirational references to the pursuit of Christ’s empowering presence.


  In part three of Christ’s Empowering Presence, I provide three discussions of the means by which this key spiritual dynamic can be experienced on a daily, moment-by-moment basis. In chapter 7, the focus is on a formal strategy for holy living put forward by the seventeenth-century Anglican churchman Jeremy Taylor—a strategy that centers on the practice of God’s presence. Chapter 8 then offers specific suggestions for developing our own unique approach to engaging in “the pursuit.” Gleaned from my perusal of thousands of pages of classic Christian texts, the numerous suggestions presented in this chapter are some of the most interesting and helpful pursuit-related prescriptions ever to have been put into print. Finally, in chapter 9, I describe briefly the manner in which I attempt to become and to remain centered in Christ in the course of a typical day. Again, I’d like to think that these three final chapters prove to be informative, motivational, and therefore wonderful resources for ongoing inspiration regarding “the pursuit.”


  In the conclusion of this book, I take advantage of one last opportunity to clarify what a successful engagement in “the pursuit” requires and to convince us that we really should do this: spend the rest of our lives improving our ability to live a “Colossians 3 kind of life” via Christ’s empowering presence.


  You Do Want This, Right?


  Throughout this introductory chapter, I’ve posed these questions: Who wouldn’t want this? Who wouldn’t want to learn how to live a “Colossians 3 kind of life”? My assumption is that anyone bothering to pick up a book such as this (and read it this far) would.


  And yet, I’ve been a pastor too long not to be aware that some churchgoing folks really don’t want to experience genuine spiritual transformation. With his tongue planted firmly in his cheek, pastor and author Wilbur Rees skewers the spiritual complacency and consumerist mindset present in the hearts of many modern churchgoing people:


  I would like to buy $3 worth of God, please, not enough to explode my soul or disturb my sleep, but just enough to equal a cup of warm milk or a snooze in the sunshine. I don’t want enough of Him to make me love a black man or pick beets with a migrant. I want ecstasy, not transformation; I want the warmth of the womb, not a new birth. I want a pound of the eternal in a paper sack. I would like to buy $3 worth of God, please.7


  Judging by how often this satirical piece has appeared in the Christian blogosphere, it appears that many believers are concerned that its message indeed reflects a nominalism that is at work in the hearts of more than a few churchgoing Christians. If this is true, it’s no wonder churches in Europe and North America have been less than effective at fulfilling Christ’s call to function as salt and light in the midst of an increasingly post-Christian society (see Matthew 5:13–16).8 Could it be that too many churches are made up of congregants who have settled for a mere $3 worth of God? How ironic that while many society members are spiritually hungry for an experience of God’s presence, some church members are anything but!


  So, how about you? Are you truly interested in living a life that is full of God, rather than settling for a mere $3 worth? Are you eager to discover how you might grow in your ability to actually forge a “Colossians 3 kind of life”?


  I sincerely hope you make the decision to follow along, as I do my best to cast a clear vision of what the experience of Christ’s empowering presence looks like, to inspire you to make it your personal intention to live the rest of your life enjoying Christ’s empowering presence, and to provide you with the means by which this key spiritual dynamic can be experienced on a daily, moment-by-moment basis. While I can’t claim to have completely mastered this activity in my own life, I’ve tasted of it enough to know that the phenomenon of Christ’s empowering presence is real and that it possesses genuine transformational power. We really can do better at living a “Colossians 3 kind of life.”


  You know you want this! Right? Let’s get started!


  PART ONE


  VISION:

  WHAT THE PURSUIT

  OF CHRIST’S EMPOWERING

  PRESENCE LOOKS LIKE
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  BROTHER LAWRENCE:

  A MOST POPULAR PRACTITIONER

  OF “THE PURSUIT”


  According to Dallas Willard, engaging in fellowship with other followers of Christ, both ancient and contemporary, is a crucial practice in cultivating a healthy Christian spirituality.


  Some with whom we must have fellowship have long been dead, but they live on and are available to us through writings. Of course, many of these are in the Bible. Others are nearer to us in time, and some are our contemporaries. We need to devote much time to knowing them well. We must above all master the masters.1


  There’s a sense in which “mastering the masters” is what Christ’s Empowering Presence is all about. Throughout this work we focus on what biblical authors and spiritual masters of the Christian tradition have said about the practice of “the pursuit.” If my experience is any indication, then fellowshipping with these spiritual masters will prove to be nothing short of life changing.


  We begin our journey toward a better understanding of Christ’s empowering presence with an instructive and inspiring consideration of the example provided for us by a seventeenth-century French monk, who has come to be known as Brother Lawrence. This is our starting point not because Brother Lawrence was the first to practice “the pursuit,” nor because his approach is somehow the best, but because the classic devotional work he inspired—The Practice of the Presence of God—is widely known among both Roman Catholic and Protestant believers.


  Though we shouldn’t feel the need to engage in this spiritual exercise in precisely the same manner as this godly monk, we dare not ignore what he had to say about it. How integral to Christian spirituality is “the pursuit”? How important is one’s motive when engaging in this central spiritual discipline? How feasible is this approach to spiritual formation for people who lead extremely busy lives? In one way or another, Brother Lawrence addressed all of these issues.


  A Brief Biography


  Nicholas Herman (1610–1691) was born a peasant in Lorraine, France. During a stint in the army, Herman experienced a spiritual awakening as he gazed upon a barren, leafless tree in the dead of winter. In one sense, the desolate image apparently spoke to Herman of his current situation. Yet it also communicated to him a sense of hope, grounded in the knowledge that, come springtime, this same tree would once again come to life, bearing leaves, flowers, and fruit. Evidently, in this moment, an evangelical faith in the essential goodness, bigness, and dependability of God was born in his heart.


  Sometime later, Herman suffered an injury to his sciatic nerve, forcing him to retire from the army as well as causing him chronic pain the rest of his life. After serving for a brief time as a valet to a Monsieur Fieuburt, Herman entered the Discalced (shoeless) Carmelite monastery in Paris as Brother Lawrence of the Resurrection.2


  Within the monastery, Brother Lawrence was assigned to work in the kitchen, where he labored for fifteen years. Though he possessed a natural aversion to this type of work, it was in that busy, noisy kitchen that he learned to commune continually with God and to perform every mundane chore as an act of worship.


  We know of the life and distinctive spirituality of Brother Lawrence chiefly through The Practice of the Presence of God, which is essentially made up of several conversations and letters he exchanged with Monsieur Joseph de Beaufort, chief envoy of the Archbishop of Paris. After Brother Lawrence’s death, his fellow monks found among his things two writings, now known as Gathered Thoughts and Spiritual Maxims. These documents present even more counsel in how to attain the presence of God, along with the benefits of doing so. Yet another resource is a diminutive document entitled The Character of Brother Lawrence (also known as The Life of Brother Lawrence)—a brief sketch of Brother Lawrence as he appeared to those who knew him best, probably authored by Monsieur de Beaufort, the chronicler of the conversations and letters.3


  It is to these four concise but profound documents that we turn in order to form a foundational understanding of what it means to pursue Christ’s empowering presence. I will cite excerpts from two different versions of these four works. One rendition retains a beautiful though antiquated English translation; the other is an updated English edition in which words, expressions, and sentence structure have been revised to make the material more accessible to the modern reader. I have pressed the quaint version into service only when pertinent sections could not be located in the updated account or when the more traditional rendering communicates some important sense of meaning that doesn’t show up in the revised edition.


  I sincerely hope that, when reading the antiquated material presented here, no one feels thrown into the deep end of the pool. On the other hand, we do have to start somewhere. So let’s take a deep breath and dive right in!


  The Essence of Christ’s Empowering Presence


  According to Brother Lawrence, it’s both possible and desirable to develop the life habit of continually conversing with God. Monsieur de Beaufort writes:


  Brother Lawrence insisted that, to be constantly aware of God’s presence, it is necessary to form the habit of continually talking with Him throughout each day. To think that we must abandon conversation with Him in order to deal with the world is erroneous. Instead, as we nourish our souls by seeing God in His exaltation, we will derive great joy at being His.4


  Thus the pursuit of Christ’s empowering presence, in the simplest sense, involves our learning how to maintain with Jesus an ongoing internal conversation, regardless of whatever else is going on around us. In de Beaufort’s account of his several interactions with Brother Lawrence, we find the following passage in which the godly monk elaborates on the nature of such an ongoing conversation:
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